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      It’s still dark outside, not quite morning, but I lay wide awake. The sun has yet to rise and start heating up the day. Today is my born day. My eighteenth year. I am, as Miz Emma would say, officially a grown woman. I don’t feel no different. I get out of bed, pull on my tunic and trousers, braid my hair, and wash my face in the basin of water beside my bed. My morning ritual. Born day or not, I still have traps to check.

      My worn, leather boots are lying under the bed where I dropped them last evening. I pull them on and lace ‘em up real tight. I can hear Grada snoring on the other side of the tin wall that separates my bed from the rest of the shanty. I grin to myself. With that gods-awful racket, it’s no wonder I cain’t sleep. Quietly, so as not to disturb him, I tiptoe around him sleeping on his cot in front of the cold hearth. I don’t want to wake him. He’s been having troubles sleeping as of late.

      On the wooden table next to my water skin and hunting knife sits a surprise. Waiting there for me to find is a small bowl of sweet bush berries and a faded blue neck wrapper. My born day gift. It brings a smile to my face. Grada never forgets. The calico cloth looks a mite familiar though. I think it was once a piece of Miz Emma’s apron, but it don’t matter. I know he would’ve made her a fair trade for the cloth, maybe some jerky or dried taters, something from the cellar. Although these days, there ain’t too much left in there. It’s running mighty low.

      I wonder to myself how he’d gotten the berries. You had to walk a fair ways now for berries, and ever since Grada fell off of the shanty while fixing the roof, his leg has been bothering him something fierce. My guess is he talked Ben into fetching ‘em. However he got them, they look mighty tasty. I pop one into my mouth and bite, and the sweet flavor bursts across my tongue. I cover the rest in the biscuit cloth, saving them for later tonight, but the wrapper I tie around my neck. It’ll definitely come in handy today out in the sand lands. The cloth is real soft and smells like washin’ soap. I hold it up to my nose and take a deep breath. It’s only then I realize Grada is watching me, smiling under his bushy gray whiskers. I ain’t even noticed the snoring stopped.

      His hair sticks up in tufts from his sleeping.

      “You found your gift all right then,” he says, and I smile.

      “Aye. It’s lovely, Grada, truly is. Thank you.”

      I go to him, kiss his wrinkled cheek, and pull his blanket over his shoulders.

      “Sleep now,” I say. “It’s still barely mornin’ yet.”

      “You taking the bow?” he asks as he watches me walk back to the table.

      I nod as I put the knife and water skin in my slingbag and hook the bow and quiver over my shoulder.

      “Just in case. You never know when you’re gonna sight a wild rabbit or such,” I say.

      “Well, don’t stray too far.  There’s been sightings of a couple of wild wolflings roamin’ to the north. You don’t wanna run into them.”

      I nod again at his words. “Aye, I heard ‘bout that.”

      “Be careful, girlie,” he says.

      I grin at his worry. It was the same words every time. I’ve been doing our hunting for years now. I think it’s time he got over the worrying part already.

      “I will, Grada. I’ll be back before noon.”

      I cover my head with my hat, pick up my slingbag, and head out. The sun is just starting to crest the horizon, but the morning’s already warm. It’s gonna be another scorcher.

      There’s another early riser up along with me. Shelly is already at the well in the center of the shanties, filling her cooking pot. She smiles at me as I join her to fill my water skin.

      “Mornin’ Tara,” she says, and I nod a greeting. “Happy born day.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Eighteenth if I recall. Gods, the time does fly by. Seems like it’s only been a few years since your Grada brought you home.” She shakes her head like she cain’t believe her own words.

      “It’s gonna be a grand celebration tonight for certain. It’s not every day you becomes a woman, now is it? Thomas was already out and found a nice big hunk of prickly wood for tonight’s fire. He says the secret to a good celebration is a slow-burning fire and a fast-burning whiskey.” She laughs at herself. I laugh too, though I don’t think it’s funny at all, but I don’t wanna be ill-mannered.

      “Why, I remember for my eighteenth born day we—”

      “Ma … hurry up with the water. I’m starvin’.” Young Thomas, one of Shelly’s two young’uns, yells at her from their shanty door. Thank gods, I think. Shelly is a fine woman but once she starts talking, she don’t know how to shut up.

      “I’m comin’!” she yells back, then says to me, “I’ll see you tonight, child.”

      “Aye, you will.” I cap my water skin and watch her hauling the heavy, black, metal pot towards the shanty, thinking maybe I should help. But then young Thomas runs out to meet her. He grins at me and waves as he takes the pot from his ma. I wave back. I like him; he’s a good boy.

      I don’t meet nobody else. The rest of the shanties are quiet and still. Everybody’s either still sleeping or already out trying to garner some kind of offering from this barren land. I don’t even meet Lou, which I think is a mite peculiar. He’s always up before dawn, working on his copper still, shining and cleaning. I truly believe he thinks more of that still than he does his own shanty. Then again, I guess you cain’t get whiskey from a shanty, and Lou … well, he likes his whiskey.

      I trudge over the dry earth heading outta the village, each step sending up a puff of dust into the air. Ain’t seen no rain for quite some time now. The brown, muddy well water a testament to that. But we keep hoping. Sometimes we get teased with dark clouds on the horizon, and we pray to the gods that they make it this far. But they don’t. They just break up and disappear before they get anywhere near us. Grada believes the rain will come. He says it always does, that the gods wouldn’t be so cruel. I cain’t understand why he thinks this ‘cause if the old folks’ stories are to be believed, the gods have always been cruel.

      The old folk say that the land wasn’t always dry and barren. I grew up hearing stories of how once, long ago, the land had been green and alive. How every kind of plant imaginable had grown wild and that crops had covered fields as far as your eye could see, just waiting for the harvest. It was said that rivers ran swift and clear and were so full of fish they looked like shadows moving in the water. They would tell us young’uns of how the settlers long before us had built huge buildings called shop markets filled with food and supplies, and you could just walk right in and take what you wanted. And that those same settlers could travel over the sand lands—in a day no less—in moving machines called “veacals” and fly through the air.

      Those stories were passed down through the years, and I heard ‘em over and over again. And like every other young’un, I listened to them all wide-eyed and reckoned every word to be the gods’ honest truth.

      I don’t rightly know if I believe ‘em anymore. It’s my eighteenth born day. I shouldn’t believe in the children’s tales even if Grada swears they’re all true. He says when he was a boy he saw one of their flying veacals. Or what was left of it anyways. There wasn’t much left of anything from before the Shift.

      The Shift. That’s what the old folk called … well, whatever it was that happened to the lands a long time ago. Oh, I ain’t that simple. I know there’s some truth to the stories. There has to be since I’ve seen for myself ruins of old settler buildings, rotted away and half-buried by the sands. And just about two leagues from Rivercross, there’s an old relic field that we call the pickin’ grounds. Found things there I cain’t rightly explain, but they come in real handy. Aye, something awful bad happened to those settlers for ‘em all to disappear like that. The old folk say it was a terrible sickness. A man-made plague that killed off most of the people or changed ‘em into muties. They say the plague was the consequence of the third great world war. Third. As in number three. I guess they didn’t learn their lesson from the first two? But the story goes this third war destroyed the land and made it the way we know it: a dry, dusty, barren land scorched by the sun and cruel to every living creature that now walked upon it. If this was all true and the gods allowed for that to happen, then I don’t believe they really care if the rains come or not.

      I pull the brim of my hat down a bit lower to shield my eyes. The sun is climbing now in the cloudless, blue sky. A blazing and merciless ball of fire. I look out over the landscape that lies before me, shimmering already in the morning heat. The hard-baked, cracked ground I’m walking on with its sparse brush and stunted prickly trees that only grow to your waist is so unlike the green wetlands of the stories that it’s kinda hard to believe they truly existed at all. Don’t even know why the stories are knocking around in my head this morning. Maybe ‘cause it’s my born day, and I’m thinking about tonight’s celebration.

      Born days are real special in Rivercross. We ain’t usually got much cause for celebrating, so the whole village gets involved when we do. There would be food, storytelling, and music. Grada or Thomas usually did the storytelling, and Shelly, well even though that woman’s voice hurt your ears from her talking, her singing could bring you to tears it was so lovely. Lou would break out his brewed whiskey. That always made the old folk smile. And just thinking about Miz Emma’s sweet berry bread made my mouth water. She always made berry bread for everybody’s born day—if we could get berries that is—and it was the best I ever tasted. Well, it’s the only I ever tasted, but that don’t mean it ain’t the best. Grada always said there wasn’t none better in the world, but I reckon he ain’t been more than two day’s travel from Rivercross than I’ve ever done.

      Rivercross is my home. Lived here my whole life. Not much to look at. Ten shanties built out of whatever could be scavenged from the pickin’ grounds. Mostly plastic and metal, a bit of rock, and some wood if you were lucky enough to find it. About twenty-five of us or so live here, mainly old folk. Besides myself, there’s only three other young’uns. There used to be more, but sickness came about five years ago and took some of the folk, old and young alike. Even Grada fell mighty sickly. I tended to him for days, wiping down his fevered face, holding his hand, and willing him to live. He’d been the only lucky one. He had fought it off. The others … they weren’t so lucky. It didn’t affect me none though. I cain’t remember ever being sickly a day in my life, but I do remember that. It had been a real bad time.

      Rivercross is just as good a place to live as any I reckon and better than some. We are family. We look out for one another. We grow what we’re able in the tired soil. Sometimes, if we’re real lucky, we get enough rain for a fine harvest of taters or yellow corn. It’s always a good year when that happens. We forage for berries, hunt and trap what game we can find. Hunting used to be a lot easier with Grada’s iron shooter, but we ain’t had lead slugs for it going on two years now, so I do my hunting with my crossbow. Grada says I’m a natural with the bow and the snare wires we got off a trader some time back. Cain’t rightly remember what we traded for ‘em, but it was the best trade we ever done. Dirt dog meat is the main source of food for the folk of Rivercross now, and my snare wires do most of the supplying. I don’t mind. I look forward to checking my trap line every morning, up and out before the sun gets too hot and the day so dry so that all you can taste are sand grits. It’s quiet and peaceful and allows me time to think. And sometimes when I’m just standing and watching the sun rise, I swear the land speaks to me. Nuthin’ like real words. Nah, that would be bat shite crazy. But I swear I can hear it waking from its nightly slumber and welcoming the sun. I can even tell sometimes when the rain is gonna fall ‘cause I feel the land’s eagerness for the water.

      I tried to explain this to my friend, Ben, but he just tells me to keep my mouth shut ‘bout it else people might think I belong out in the sand lands with the muties. So I don’t mention it to no one. It’s a secret between me and the land.

      I move up the trail a bit more and hunker down by a scraggly bush to check on my next trap. Unlike the ones before, this one has snared a dirt dog. Good. I’d promised fresh meat for tonight’s stew, and I didn’t want to disappoint. I hook the furry carcass onto the strap of my slingbag and say a quiet “thank you” to the critter for its sacrifice. Ben scoffs at me when I do this. He calls it superstitious shite, but I believe in thanking the land for providing. And I ain’t going to admit it to him, but I truly believe the land hears me when I do.

      Shizen, it’s hot. I take off my hat and wipe the dust and sweat from my face with my neck wrapper. A warm, southerly wind picks up and feels real good blowing through my sweat-soaked hair. The day is heating up real quick. I’d best be finished before the sun sits too high in the sky.

      I keep moving up the trap line and start humming a tune that pops into my head. I try to remember what song it’s from. I don’t recall ever hearing Shelly or Grada sing it before, but they must have. I hum it a bit more, and it scratches at my brain. Maybe, I think, it’s something my ma used to sing to me when I was a baby. Wouldn’t that be something?

      I don’t remember my ma or my pa for that matter. Never knew ‘em, but I reckon I must have had them at some point. Nobody in Rivercross ever knew ‘em. Don’t rightly know where I come from. Grada says he found me one day while he was out scavenging. All he was looking to find was some medicinal herbs or at least some good trading trinkets, but instead he stumbled upon me. He says I was just laying in a building husk, crying my fool head off and as dirty as the day was long. He reckoned I’d been there a couple of days at least and that no one was going to come looking anytime soon. There was no sign of my folks. He don’t know if I was left there on purpose like or if something awful bad happened to my ma and pa.

      As low as it sounds, I like to think they were eaten by devil cats or taken by a dust storm. It kind of makes me feel better than thinking they had just left me on my own to die.  Grada, now saddled with a bawling, hungry baby, figured he may as well take me home and he reared me ever since. For eighteen years now, so today is really my “found” day. I always laugh when he says that.

      He has been real good to me, taught me everything I know. He’s a mighty fine shot with the crossbow and the iron shooter, but he says there are days when I’m a hell of a lot better. He taught me to plant for harvest and to find and brew the medicinal herbs needed to treat sickness and infection. He showed me how to make stew and corn biscuits, though mine always turn out awful bad tasting. He also taught me to read and write some. Even though I didn’t see the point of that, he kept saying it would come in handy someday, so I didn’t argue the learning … much. I just went along with it. Cain’t say an opportunity has ever arisen out in the sand lands for me to use my word learning, but as long as it made Grada happy. He loves me like a real grada. Though some days when I rattle his nerves, he says he should have traded me instead of keeping me, but I know he don’t mean it.

      The hot wind is blowing stronger now, and I can taste the dust. I use the neck wrapper to cover my nose and mouth and turn into the wind towards Rivercross. The sun is getting a bit high in the sky. Ben is late this morning. Then as if my thoughts conjure him up, I see him, running across the sandy ground as if a bunch of devil cats are nipping at his heels. I smile underneath the wrapper. That boy is always rushing to get nowhere.

      The familiar “Hey, Tar-Tar,” reaches my ears shortly before I’m lifted up in a bone-crushing hug.

      “Happy born day.”

      I punch him in the shoulder. “Put me down, you mule turd!”

      He does as I say, and I look up into his face, amazed again that I have to do so. Growing up, I was always the bigger and taller one being as I was a few months older. But this year, he has grown so much. He must be a good head above me now. It’s a bit unsettling. He’s covered in a layer of dust from his boots to the top of his sun yellow hair, but his brown eyes are shining bright with laughter.

      “And how does it feel to be an old folk now?”

      “What? Who you callin’ old?” I snap. “I can still kick your butt, boy, like always, so show some respect.”

      He laughs. A loud, belly-bustin’ sound. That laugh always brings a smile to my face.

      “Aye, no doubt you could,” he says. “I brought you something.”

      I grab eagerly for the cloth he takes from his slingbag, but he pulls it out of my reach and holds it high above his head.

      “Hey! Not yet. We gotta eat first. Me and Pa have been out since before dawn, and I’m starvin’.”

      His words irritate me some, and I let it clearly show but it just makes him smile more. He truly enjoys teasing me.

      In the middle of the trap line there’s this pile of boulders with a small overhang. It kind of makes a shallow cave and gives a little protection from the wind and dust. It’s our usual place to rest up when we’re out hunting. We settle down in our little nook, and Ben pulls from his slingbag a water skin and two round wedges of sweet berry bread.

      “Here. Ma said ‘cause it’s your special womanly born day, you can have an early treat.”

      I ignore his snicker and eagerly take a wedge. It’s still warm. I hold it up to my nose and sniff, and the smell makes my mouth water in anticipation. Not able to wait any longer, I take a huge bite. The sweet berry flavor floods my mouth and I close my eyes … it’s so good.

      “Shizen, this is delicious.” Well, that’s what I try to say around the hunk of bread in my mouth, but I don’t think Ben understands. I can tell ‘cause he’s looking at me all dumb-like, then shakes his head and laughs.

      “Just close your mouth and chew, Tara.”

      I do as he says. Taking a swig from the water skin, I wipe my mouth with my sleeve.

      “Your ma is the best cook ever,” I say.

      “Aye, that she is,” he agrees.

      We eat in silence for a bit, just enjoying the rare treat and listening to the wind as it raises and swirls little dust devils outside our shelter. I keep eyeing the gift Ben has left sitting between us the whole time. He knows it’s bothering me, but he don’t let me have it.

      “Found a good patch of berry bushes yesterday out past the old swimmin’ hole,” he says, breaking our comfortable silence.

      “Oh yeah?” I ask. The swimming hole has been dried up for years now. I ain’t been there in a while.

      “Got us a good bucket full, me and Pa. Ma was real pleased.”

      I nod. “I reckoned the berries this mornin’ had come from you.”

      “Aye. I snuck ‘em in real early. Your Grada asked me to. You were still sleepin’ and snorin’ like Lou’s ol’ hound used to do.”

      “What?” My eyes open wide with indignation. “I was not. I don’t snore.”

      “Now, how do you know if you’re asleep?” he says. “I ain’t lyin’; you nearly busted my eardrum.”

      But he’s laughing, so I know he’s just teasing me some again.

      “You’re a mule turd,” I say.

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “Oh, is that so?” He picks up the gift and starts putting it back in his slingbag. “If I remember correctly, Ma’s got a born day comin’ up soon. I’m pretty sure she don’t think I’m a mule turd.”

      “No!” I lunge at the gift. “I’m sorry, Ben, truly.”

      He holds it above my head again. “Truly?” he asks.

      I nod. “Truly.”

      “Okay, here.” I yank it from his hands, and once it’s safe in my possession, I mutter again, “Mule turd.” He laughs.

      Gently, I place the cloth on my lap and start to unfold the layers. Lying inside is a flower, but it ain’t like any flower I’ve ever seen around Rivercross. What it’s made from I ain’t sure, maybe some kind of settler plastic. It has a center of pure white, but the petals surrounding it are all shiny black. One of the petals has a leather thong laced through it so as to wear it around my neck. Despite the couple of chipped edges, it’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen. But all I can manage is, “Oh.”

      Ben lifts a worried brow my way. “That’s it? Oh? You don’t like it?”

      “No, it ain’t that.” I hurry to reassure him.  “It’s just … I ain’t never owned anything so pretty before.”

      I guess it’s the right thing to say ‘cause he’s smiling again.

      “Well go ahead … put it on.”

      I untie my neck wrapper and start to place the leather strand ‘round my neck, but Ben scoots over and takes it out of my hands to do it for me. I lift my long braid out of his way.

      “Found it last week when me and Pa were out at the pickin’ grounds. The bucket it was stuck to was full of these things, but this one …this one was special. Had a hell of a time getting it offa the bucket, but I knew it had to be this one ‘cause the black and white was just like your hair. Made me think of you.”

      He stops talking, but right away my hands move instinctively to cover my hair. My hair is as black as crow feathers, but it has these two awful-looking white stripes on both sides of my face that run from the top of my head straight to the ends. It has always been like that for as long as I can remember.

      I cain’t recall how many times the old folk would say “how strange” it was or joke about how I must be a mutie or something. I always tried to hide them in braids or under my hat, but they were a real sore spot with me. Hearing Ben speak of ‘em bothers me some. He just moves my hands back to my lap and goes right on talking.

      “It reminded me of how darn pretty your hair is, so I says to myself, ‘Ben, this has got to be Tara’s born day gift.’” His hands brush the back of my neck, making me shiver. “There, nice and tight so you won’t lose it.”

      I look down at it lying against my dingy tunic. I’m quiet for a bit. I ain’t ever been good at putting my soft feelings into words. Ben has always been better at that sort of stuff. But I want him to know what it means to me.

      “Thank you, Ben. It truly is the best born day gift ever,” I say quietly.

      He shrugs and then grins at me, the laughter back in his eyes.

      “Weren’t nuthin’. Would have given you the bucket too, but Pa figured it would come in real handy for taking out the slop.”

      I laugh at this. I laugh so hard I get a shooting pain in my gut. Trust Ben to turn our conversation to slop.

      “You’re a—”

      “Mule turd. I know, I know,” he says and ducks the punch I throw at his shoulder. “Hey, if you want help checkin’ the trap line, you better stop with the hittin’.”

      “Lot of good you are to me … ain’t much of it left to check,” I say, but I’m just teasing.

      My words turn his laughter into a frown, and he glances at my slingbag.

      “You’re almost finished checkin’, and that’s all you got? Two dirt dogs?” he says in disbelief.

      “Aye,” I say. “Ain’t much, I know. Was hopin’ for a couple more at least. If I don’t find any then I think I might head out a bit further into the sand lands, see if I can get me a wild rabbit or maybe even a wild hog.”

      He looks at me all funny before bursting into laughter again. But this laugh is tinged with a touch of sarcasm.

      “Wild hog? Ain’t been no wild hog ‘round these parts goin’ on two years now, Tara. You’re talkin’ foolishness.”

      I know he’s right. There ain’t been no decent game spotted anywhere near Rivercross in a long time. But his laughing at me only irritates my snarky self.

      “Who are you to say I won’t find no wild hog? You a seer now like old Molly?” I snap.

      “No, but I ain’t no fool either.” The smile drops from his face, and he looks real serious all of a sudden. It ain’t like his normal look at all. “I know what’s happenin’ even though none of the old folk will say so. Rivercross is a dyin’ place, Tara. I cain’t remember the last time we caught us a fish, or rabbit, or hog … can you?”

      I wanna argue more. I don’t wanna admit he’s right but I finally concede with a shake of my head. “It’s been a long time,” I say.

      “Exactly. And we ain’t ever gonna see them things again, mark my words. Shizen, we ain’t ever gonna see that river run no more either. Might as well call the place Muddy Cross ‘cause it’s all that’s left of that damn river!”

      He’s angry. His face is flushed a deep red and his brow furrowed. I’ve never seen him look like that and it truly surprises me. Ben is never angry. He’s always joking, or laughing, or downright irritating … but never angry. The surprise must show on my face ‘cause he looks away in shame.

      “I’m sorry, Tara,” he says. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that and on your born day and all. It’s just …,” he looks back at me, and his eyes remind me more of some old man than his true seventeen years. “Don’t you ever worry ‘bout what’s gonna happen to Rivercross? To us?”

      “What are you sayin’, Ben?” I don’t like how he’s talking.

      He scratches his head, mussing his hair even more so and loosening some dust that floats lazily in a stray sunbeam sneaking through the cracks above our heads. “I cain’t understand why the old folk don’t do nuthin. Every year is worse than the one before. Every year, we have less, and it gets harder to find. And what do they say? ‘Oh, the gods will provide. The gods will bring rain.’ It’s a load of shite. We ain’t had rain in months. The well is all but dried up along with the river. All of the animals have practically died off. And the harvest … well, there ain’t no way in dirt dog hell we’re gonna have a harvest this year or the next!”

      I know he’s speaking the truth, but like the old folk, I reckon I don’t want to admit it either. “Then we go look for water,” I say. “There’s gotta be another river or spring sure enough. We find it, and we bring water back. We dig another well maybe, whatever we have to do. If we gotta travel further into the sand lands to find game, then we do that, too. And the rain will come, you’ll see, and there will be a harvest next year—”

      “Tara,” he stops me from talking. “Open your eyes. You sound worse than the old folk, than Pa. Rivercross is dead.”

      “No,” I say.

      “Yes, Tara.”

      “No, you’re wrong.” His words fuel my anger.

      “Why you bein’ so mule-headed about this?” he asks.

      “Because. This is our home. To say Rivercross is dead is to give up on our home, and I ain’t no quitter and neither are you.” I poke him in the chest so hard it hurts my finger.

      He just sighs at me. “I ain’t sayin’ we should give up, hell no. What I’m sayin’ is we should move on elsewhere. And if the old folk weren’t so stubborn, they would know that’s the right thing to do. There’s gotta be a better place out there,” he jerks his hand toward the sand lands “somewhere.”

      I tamp my anger down and stare at him. “You talked to your pa ‘bout this then?”

      He nods. “Aye. He’s too stubborn to see it though, just like the rest of ‘em. He keeps sayin’ it will turn around, and that a boy my age shouldn’t be concerned about things of that nature. It’s just frustratin’.”

      “Well, then maybe he’s right,” I say. “Maybe we ain’t got no reason to be concerned. The old folk have been around a long time. They ain’t gonna let Rivercross perish. Surely, you know that. Grada and your pa and the others, they know what they’re doin’. And as for out there,” I use his words, “there ain’t nuthin out there except ruins and dead lands. And beyond that, what? Muties and raiders and critters that’ll just rip us into pieces, gobble us up, and shite us out.”

      I ain’t expecting it but he laughs.

      “We ain’t ever been more than a day’s travel from Rivercross. How the hell do you know what’s out there? Muties? Raiders? Have you ever seen such things, Tara, or you just lettin’ the old folk scare you with such nonsense?”

      In all the years I’ve known Ben, I ain’t ever heard him talk like this. Something sure has got him riled up. “It ain’t just the old folk. The traders that pass through Rivercross sometimes speak of such things, too. You’ve heard ‘em same as me,” I say.

      “Aye, I’ve heard their stories ‘round the campfires. I’ve also heard ‘em speak of magic and demons and monsters. Does that make it all true? It’s just tales, Tara, meant for scarin’ young’uns. Don’t try to tell me you don’t believe the same.”

      He knows me too well. But unlike Ben, I don’t want to say those thoughts out loud. To speak ill of the old folk seems wrong and disrespectful somehow. He takes my silence as a yes.

      “Look, we know there’s other places out there somewhere. Other villages. The traders prove that much. They have to come from somewhere. They ain’t just blown to life by the dust and the wind. All I’m sayin’ is maybe where they come from is better than here. Don’t you think we should at least find out for ourselves?”

      I finally understand what he’s saying, and it scares me. “You want to leave Rivercross?” I say, shocked. I cain’t imagine living here without Ben. We grew up together. Did everything together. We were kin.

      He shrugs. “Dunno … maybe. Been thinkin’ ‘bout it for a while now. Who knows what I could find? The world’s a big place, Tara. Bigger than you or me can imagine, I reckon. Maybe I’d find some magical place where there’s always fresh water, always a good harvest, and always clean beds with not a single damn grain of sand in ‘em.”

      I think about this in silence for a moment. “Aye, maybe you will,” I say finally. “And then again, maybe I’ll shoot me a wild hog today, too.”

      I know he’s trying to stay somber, but he cain’t keep a straight face and he laughs. A big, honkin’ belly laugh. “Okay, you win this one,” he says.

      “I win always,” I say and toss his water skin at him. “Come on. Enough talkin’ already. We still got work to do. That trap line ain’t gonna check itself.”

      He pretends to scowl at me, but his eyes are still twinkling and he packs up like I ask. I follow him back out into the heat of the day, glad we ain’t arguing no more. It would have ruined my born day gift with all that talk about leaving Rivercross. I know he ain’t serious about that … he’ll come around. He never was one to stay serious for long. I cain’t help but look back down at my flower and smile, and I’m so busy admiring it I don’t see Ben stop suddenly in front of me. I ram into his back, almost knocking me offa my feet.

      “What the …?” I right myself and follow his gaze to the horizon. A huge cloud of dust, about two leagues away, is rolling towards Rivercross.

      “What is it?” I say, anxiously. “A rider?”

      He squints into the sun. “No, too big.”

      “A dust storm?”

      “Dunno … maybe.”

      We watch in silence as it draws closer.

      “Whatever it is, it’s movin’ fast,” I say.

      Then we feel it. Vibrations under our feet like thunder, only it don’t stop. I ain’t ever felt the ground shake like this, and a lump of fear starts growing in my belly. We look at each other, and I can see the concern on Ben’s face.

      “Maybe we should head back,” he says.

      “Aye,” I agree.

      We don’t hesitate. We run full out as the vibrations get stronger. Even the land is disturbed by the dust cloud ‘cause I can feel its distress, and what I’m feeling right now is danger.
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        * * *

      

      Every villager is out watching the dust cloud move in. Some of them are holding their axes or bows, but all of ‘em are looking mighty scared. Their fear hangs heavy in the air, almost like you could reach out and touch it. I’ve never experienced this kind of dread before, not even with the lightning storms or massive sand devils, and the cold knot of fear in my gut pulls tighter.

      Shelly runs right up to us as soon as she spots us, panic etched in her face. “Have you seen Jane and young Thomas?” She’s nearly screaming at us she’s so scared. I shake my head no, and she wrings her hands. “Oh gods, they were out playing … I gotta find ‘em! Help me find ‘em!”

      She don’t wait for us to help though. She just takes off, yelling their names, her worry making her voice high and shrill. I look over at Ben, and I can see that his dark eyes are clouded in panic.

      “Go get your crossbow,” I say. “This ain’t good. And tell your pa to get his ax. I gotta find Grada.”

      Used to my gut instincts, he don’t question me. He just gives me a quick nod and runs off. I head for the shanty, the vibrations in the ground so strong now they jar my bones.

      Grada comes limping ‘round the shanty, his look of relief evident as he spots me. He calls to me, but I cain’t hear him over Shelly’s yelling. I run to him, and I’m struck by the panic in his face. I ain’t ever seen him look like that. Grada is a big man, a brave man. I ain’t ever seen him scared of anything. It makes me afraid something fierce.

      “Tara! You have to come with me right now. You have to get to the storm cellar,” he says as I reach him. He don’t give me time to respond. Grabbing my wrist in his beefy hand, he starts hauling me around the shanty toward the back.

      “Grada, no. It ain’t a dust storm,” I say, thinking he must be confused. As if to confirm what I’m saying, the rumbling vibrations from the cloud are made much worse by a high-pitched screeching. No … it’s screaming. I look over my shoulder. It’s almost upon Rivercross, this massive dust plume, and every villager can now see what was hiding in it. I stop in my tracks, frozen.

      Shizen! I ain’t ever seen the likes. Black metal monsters moving over the land, gobbling it up and spitting out the dust. There’s three of ‘em from what I can see, rolling on huge wheels taller than any man. They’re like something straight out of a night terror. I cain’t even begin to understand what they are.

      “Tara, no.”

      I don’t even realize I’m moving towards them, towards the screaming villagers, ‘til Grada grabs me around the waist, nearly lifting me off my feet.

      “There’s no time. You have to get to the cellar.”

      Old Molly runs by us screaming, her eyes almost popping from her head with fear. Vaguely, I notice she only has one boot on, but she don’t seem to pay no heed to the sharp rocks cutting into her bare foot.

      “They found us! Death is here!”

      She trips and goes sprawling in the dirt. I should help her, I think. But I cain’t move. I cain’t breathe.

      Everybody’s running and screaming, but it’s all muffled like I’m back at the swimming hole listening to ‘em from under the water. Like none of it ain’t happening for real.

      Molly scrambles back to her feet and runs straight for us. She gets so close in my face I can see the beads of sweat on her upper lip.

      “Hide from ‘em, girl,” she whispers, her eyes wild and crazy as she stares into mine. “Don’t let ‘em get ya.”

      Then a visible shiver wracks her body before she tears her eyes away and runs in the opposite direction.

      “I have to find Ben,” I say suddenly as Molly’s fear soaks through my skin. I try to pull away from Grada’s grip, but he just holds me tighter and shakes me, making my teeth rattle.

      “Listen to me, Tara, and mind what I’m saying. You have to hide in the storm cellar. I’ll cover it well enough. They won’t find you. You stay in there nice and quiet ‘til they’re gone.”

      I hear his words. I can see his lips moving, but what he’s saying ain’t making sense.

      “I’m sorry. I thought we woulda had more time …”

      He looks over my shoulder, and I see the despair in his face. But he keeps talking.

      “When they’ve gone, you follow the riverbed east to a place called Littlepass. You find a healer there by the name of Lily. You find her and tell her who you are. You tell her … tell her she was right. Tell her I’m sorry, and I should have sent word long ago but … I was being a selfish old man. You mindin’ me, girl!”

      He shakes me again and finally his words sink in.

      “No.” I scream at him. “I ain’t hidin’. I ain’t leavin’ y’all out here. We have to fight, Grada. Whatever those … things are, we gotta fight ‘em. We gotta protect everybody.”

      He shakes his head at my words, and his hands leave my shoulders to fall at his side.

      “No, girlie, we cain’t stop ‘em.”

      The rumbling is so loud now it’s hurting my ears. I stare into Grada’s face. His eyes look empty. Dead. And I know he’s already accepted what’s about to happen.

      “No!” The word bursts outta me; I cain’t hold it in. There’s a peculiar burning flowing through me, like my blood is being set aflame. “We will fight. We have to.”

      I tear the crossbow from my shoulder, thread my arrow and turn to face the oncoming threat. I know in my soul that I have to protect Grada, Ben, everyone. I have to at least try.

      “I’m sorry, child, but you must stay alive.”

      Grada’s voice is strangely calm in the face of all this chaos, and his words truly disturb me. I turn to him just in time to see the cooking pot from our fire pit aiming straight for my head.
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        * * *

      

      Blackness, all around me. I think my eyes are open, but I cain’t see. I’m lying on my stomach. I know that ‘cause I can feel the cold ground pressing into my cheek. I roll over. Where am I? I try to stand, but a shooting pain in my temple sends me back down to my knees. I think I’m gonna retch up Miz Emma’s berry bread.

      I remain on my knees, take a few deep breaths and the bread thankfully stays in my stomach. My head throbs something fierce. I reach up and feel gingerly above my left eye where it hurts the most. There’s a lump about the size of a crow egg and real tender to the touch. I’m bleeding, too. I can feel the stickiness of it all down the side of my face. How’d this happen? I cain’t think straight. But then I remember. I remember Grada hitting me with the cooking pot, the metal monsters, everything. It all comes flooding back into my head, and panic starts clawing at my throat.

      I have to get out of here. I have to find Grada and Ben.  I try to gather my thoughts. My muddled brain tells me I must be in the storm cellar ‘cause I can smell the familiar scent of damp earth mixed with dried herbs. My steps are tentative as I reach out with my hands, trying to feel my way through the darkness. I need to find the steps to the hatch. I keep moving, scuffing my feet in the dirt, and finally my boot hits something solid. The steps. I crawl up them on my hands and knees ‘til my head bangs into the hatch, creating a whole new wave of pain. I ignore it and start pushing on the wood cover blocking my way. It don’t open. I push again, harder this time.

      Nuthin’. There must be something lying on top of it and weighing it down. I try to keep my panic under control, but the blackness is pressing in on me and making it hard to breathe. I push on it again with all my might and then start ramming it with my shoulder, putting all my weight behind it. Each jolt is causing me so much pain I think I just may black out again. But finally I hear something shift, and the hatch flies open. I’m instantly blinded by light, and my arms go up to cover my eyes.

      Smoke is the first thing I sense. The next is the deafening silence. Blinking away tears, I try to see what’s happening around me. Everything’s all hazy, but I reckon it has to be ‘cause of the smoke. I crawl out of the cellar and push the overturned water barrel out of my way. That must have been what was covering the hatch and keeping it down. I stand upright, sway a little, and try to get my bearings. The smoke is all around me, burning my eyes and my throat. I suddenly realize that it’s coming out of the shanties. Some of them are even starting to fall in on themselves. Oh gods. Our homes are burning. I start coughing and pull my wrapper over my nose and mouth.

      I peer through the haze. I don’t see nobody.  Where are they?

      “Grada? Ben? Hey?” My voice shatters the quiet. “Shelly? Molly? Anybody?”

      There ain’t no answer. I take a couple of steps through the ghostly wisps surrounding me, but I cain’t see a soul.

      “Ben? Grada … Can anybody hear me?” I’m screaming now, but I cain’t help it. I’m scared. Why ain’t anybody answering me? I stumble to our shanty. The roof has already fallen in and there’s smoke billowing out the open door. No, Grada ain’t in there, I tell myself. He cain’t be. He and the others, they must have gone somewhere safe, I think. I just have to find them. I run to the next shanty and the next, still calling out their names.

      The smoke is overpowering. It’s hard to see, to breathe, but I don’t stop. I’m desperate to find somebody.

      I make my way to Lou’s shanty at the edge of the riverbed. His copper still is knocked down, all broken and twisted.

      Lou’s gonna be pissed, I think dully.

      There’s still flames burning inside the shanty but I run right up to it anyways, calling out his name and hoping for an answer.

      That’s when I see them.

      They’re spread along the edge of the riverbed like everyone of ‘em lay down to take a rest all at the same time. All in a line so neat that maybe, I’m thinking, maybe they are sleeping, even though the pain blossoming in my chest is saying elsewise. I don’t want to go any closer, but my feet move on their own as if they belong to someone else.

      “No, no, no, no!”

      A miserable wailing reaches my ears, and it takes me a moment to figure out the sound is coming out of me.

      Lou is the first I see. His arm is lying across his chest, and his sightless eyes are staring up at the sky like he was just cloud watching. There’s a dark red stain spread out underneath his arm. My chest tightens, and I start gasping for air but I keep looking.

      I see Shelly lying where she fell, all bloody and still. Thomas is crumpled over her, like he was trying to protect her. Then Ben’s ma and pa. They’re holding hands, but their eyes are open. Lifeless. Dead. At the sight of them, my legs go out from under me, and I fall to my knees.

      I cain’t look no more. I want to scratch my eyes out so as not to look at them anymore. But my eyes don’t listen to my brain, and they keep searching ‘til they find the familiar face.

      Grada.

      I crawl to him on my hands and knees, the sharp rocks biting painfully into my palms, but I ignore it. Sobbing his name now as if expecting an answer, I grab his hands. They’re still warm. Maybe he’s okay, I think, even though he’s got the same bloody hole in his chest like the others. I cover the wound with my hand, willing him to be okay just like when he was real sick. I willed him better then; I can do it again. Come on Grada, wake up. Wake up. Wake up, damn it!

      He don’t wake up.

      Feels like there’s a knife twisting in my chest, ripping me open. I ain’t ever felt such pain. Surely, my heart will burst from this pain.

      “No, Grada …,” I whisper. I rub his face. His whiskers are rough against my hand. His blue eyes are open and staring. I close them gently and kiss his forehead. I don’t even realize I’m crying ‘til I see my tears splash onto his cheek.

      The pain overtakes me. It hurts so bad. I wrap my arms around him and lay beside him, wishing for the pain to take me too. I close my eyes. I don’t want to look any more. I don’t want to see any more dead faces of the people I love. I don’t want to see Ben’s brown eyes with the light all snuffed out.

      Some time passes. I don’t know how long I laid there. I cain’t rightly say I would have ever got back up, but through the mist of pain, I hear my name. It’s all low and choky like somebody was trying to talk through a mouth full of root wad, but I hear it.

      “Tara …”

      I sit up, listening. I start to think my mind is playing tricks on me when I hear it again. Then I see a slight movement on my right. Somebody is moving.

      Molly!

      I crawl to her, reaching for her like she’s a lifeline. I grab her hand, bawling again, so overcome that somebody’s still alive. She has the same chest wound as Grada and the others. I know it’s an iron shooter that’s caused it, and I know chances ain’t good she’ll make it but for now she’s alive.

      “They didn’t get … you girl … good …,” she says.

      “Shhhh,” I whisper to her. “Don’t try to talk … save your strength.”

      She pats the hand holding hers as if she’s trying to comfort me.

      “Don’t fret … ‘bout me, child … my time … is passed …” She gasps for air, and her chest makes this awful gurgling sound. I shake my head and try to shush her again, but she ain’t done.

      “They took … the young’uns … but not you …,” she says. She takes a coughing fit then, and blood sprays from her mouth all down the front of my tunic. I wipe the blood from her mouth with my sleeve.

      “Molly … just stay with me … please!” I beg desperately.

      She grips my hand so tight it hurts me. I cain’t understand how she has such strength. There’s so much blood. Her eyes burn into mine something fierce.

      “I seen it, aye I did … I knew you … was special, child … they’re gonna need you … to show ‘em the way …”

      That’s all. She don’t talk no more. She sighs, and I watch as the light in her eyes just fades away. Her hand, so strong earlier, goes limp and I shake it with a desperate need.

      “Molly.” I cry. “Molly…please.”

      It don’t do no good. She’s gone.

      I kiss her calloused palm and lay her hand by her side. A sob escapes me. I hurt all over. I’m so full of pain and fear that I wanna scream so as to release the overwhelming pressure in my chest. I run my hands through my hair, look around … alone … lost. I don’t know what I should do now. I don’t know.

      Then slowly Molly’s words break through my paralyzing grief, and I recall what she said.

      “They took the young’uns.” They took them.

      I force myself to stand, to make my way through the line of death. I look at every loved face lying there. Everybody I’d ever known my whole life is there, but not young Thomas. Not Jane. Not Ben.

      My legs go numb again but this time from relief. They’re still alive! A strangled laugh escapes at the thought, but right away I cover my mouth with my hand, stifling the sound and feeling ashamed for the spark of happiness. How dare I be happy when everybody else is gone? Dead.

      Staggering away from the carnage, I focus on the horizon and the sinking sun. Anything but the dead. It’s going to be dark soon, I think. The day is almost done. My born day. I had forgot. I look down at my tunic. At my gift from Ben, hoping that somehow to see its beauty would erase some of the horror burned into my brain. Instead all I see is blood. Grada’s … Molly’s … I’m covered in it.

      I bend over, grab my knees to keep from falling, and retch on the ground. I retch ‘til there ain’t nuthin’ left, and the dry heaves take over. Finally, I spit and wipe a shaky hand cross my mouth. Suddenly, all I want to do is go. Get away from the bloodshed, the death. But I know I cain’t. I cain’t leave them like that, I think. It ain’t right to leave ‘em all out in the open so as the crows and vultures can shite on them and pick out their eyes and worse. The thought of it makes my stomach heave again. But I know there ain’t no way I’m going to be able to dig graves for them all and bury them, not by myself.

      I mull it over in my head. I look to the shanties. They’re still smoking some, but the flames have all died out. Was only the things inside that could burn anyways, and none of them had much. Then I realize that one of ‘em don’t seem to be smoking at all. In all the haze and confusion earlier, I ain’t noticed before. It don’t seem to have been set aflame like the others. Why?

      The door of the shanty is all but torn off, and I can see the torch that had been tossed in lying on the wooden table. It had scorched the table somewhat, but the torch had snuffed out. Nuthin’ but luck that this one didn’t burn like the rest.

      It’s Shelly’s and Thomas’s shanty. I step slowly inside, and right away my eyes are pulled to the cold hearth. I swear I can see us young’uns sitting there, listening all wide-eyed while Thomas tells us spook stories, making us squeal in fright. He sure could tell a good story, I think. Angry at myself, I shake my head to clear the images away. I ain’t got time for that, not now. I stride straight to the hearth where I know a candle and flint are kept, and I take them both. I need to go down into the storm cellar, and I’m going to need these to light my way.

      My slingbag is lying on the cellar floor like I hoped, as is my crossbow and even my hat. Everything I had on me when Grada put me down here. I check to make sure my water skin and knife are still in the bag. They are. I start packing the bag with the little supplies left in the cellar. Enough jerky and dried taters to last me a couple of weeks maybe if I ration it. A few medicinal herbs—there ain’t much. I haul it all out of the cellar then go back for the last two jugs of “medicinal” whiskey Lou kept here for emergencies, brewed from a good corn harvest a few years back. I take them, one in each hand. I’m going to need ‘em for what I’m planning.

      I drag everything back to the shanty and apologize in my head to Thomas and Shelly for what I’m about to do. I strip the beds in the shanty, roll up the two heaviest of the blankets and tie them to my slingbag. Next, I go rooting through the clothes chest. I find a couple of Shelly’s worn dresses and some of Jane’s and young Thomas’ things. Those I put aside with the other blankets. I find a clean tunic of Thomas’s and exchange it for the one I’m wearing.  I cain’t stand having their blood on me anymore. I take his worn, rawhide jacket too, but this I pack in my slingbag.

      Done with the chest, I move on to the hearth. I find four root biscuits just sitting there as if Shelly was planning on warming ‘em for their evening meal. The sight of them makes me want to bawl again, but instead I grab ‘em and throw ‘em in my slingbag before I change my mind. Another water skin and Thomas’s hunting knife are lying there too. It’s a big knife, bigger than mine, nice and sharp. Thomas took real good care of it. I use the big knife to cut all the clothes and blankets I had gathered into strips. I hack at the cloth with a simmering anger, but it don’t help to lessen my hurt none. All it does is make me feel more guilty about what I was doing to Shelly’s and Thomas’s things, but then I remember they ain’t gonna need ‘em. Not anymore. Not ever. Annoyed at the tears that are threatening to fall again, I push on my eyelids with enough force to make me see black spots. It works. I don’t cry.

      I take some of the strips and tie the knife sheath to my thigh, nice and tight. I want to keep this knife handy. The rest I soak in the whiskey brew. Now for the hard part.

      The moon sits high in the night sky by the time I’m done with my gruesome task. I’d moved all my kin. I didn’t want to think of ‘em as bodies. I’d moved them all as close together the best I could manage and stuffed the spaces between ‘em with twigs and kindlin’ from the wood pile and the strips of soaked cloth. Some of the bigger strips I’d used to cover their eyes. I couldn’t stand to have to look at their eyes while I was doing what I was doing. I take the leftover whiskey and pour it all over their clothes, glad for the darkness hiding the worst of their wounds from me. Finally, I’m done.

      I stand back and wipe the sweat out of my eyes, just stare at the moon for a bit. I know what I got to do now; I just cain’t bring myself to do it. The moon is in its shrinking stage, a waning moon. I smile a bit ‘cause I can hear Grada’s voice in my head.

      “Now when the moon is waning, Tara, it’s the best time for plantin’ the taters, and when it’s a waxing moon, then it’s time for the corn. You gotta remember that if you want a good harvest.”

      “I’ll remember, Grada,” I whisper at the moon.

      “Good girl,” it says back in Grada’s raspy voice. “Now, finish what you started.”

      “Aye, I will,” I say.

      I stand alone in the dark. It’s quiet. So quiet I can hear my own heart thumping. These past few hours I been occupied, so busy with what I was doing I ain’t had time to think. But now with the quiet all around me, things are just jumping into my head.

      Why Grada? I think. Why did you just save me? Why didn’t you at least try and save the others or yourself? Why did you hide me and nobody else?

      Grada’s last words to me echo in my head. “You must stay alive.”

      Why? So as to feel all this pain and grief? I can feel the ache in my chest welling up again, and I take a few deep breaths to stop it. The time for crying is over, Tara, I scold myself. Do what you gotta do.

      I strike my flint and light the torch I’d made earlier from Shelly’s wood table leg and some of the whiskey-soaked cloth strips. I ain’t even considered using the other torch for fear some evil would come from it. But I hesitate before I light the kindlin’.

      There’s something I should be saying, but nuthin’ comes to mind. If Ben were here, he would know what to say. But Ben ain’t here. It’s just me. Why I should be standing here while everybody else is gone … it ain’t right!

      “I’m sorry,” I say finally. My voice is scratchy and raw from my crying. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t help save y’all. I’m sorry those things came from the sand lands and killed y’all, and I don’t even know what for. You were good people. Proper people. Grada … you were a fine grada. The best a girl coulda ever wanted. And I’m sorry I cain’t give you a proper burial. I’m gonna miss you real bad.”

      I stop talking ‘cause my throat hurts again. I start setting aflame the pockets of kindlin’.

      “May the gods show you mercy and grant you peace.”

      I stay just long enough to make sure the fire catches. I throw the torch into the flames. The moon will be bright enough for walking, and a lit flame out in the sand lands would just draw unwanted attention. From what, I ain’t sure, but I don’t want to take no chances. Waiting for morning is not an option. There’s no way in dirt dog hell I’m gonna stay another moment in this place of death.

      I pick up my slingbag, heave my bow and quiver over my shoulder, and start walking. East, along the riverbank like Grada had told me to do. I ain’t ever heard of Littlepass, but if he said I’d best go there, then that’s what I do. If I’m gonna stand a chance of finding Ben and the others, then I’m going to need help. Lily, he’d said. Find a healer named Lily. How hard could it be?

      I keep walking a steady pace, one foot in front of the other. I don’t look back. I ain’t ever coming back. Ben was right all along. Rivercross is dead.
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            The Sand Lands

          

        

      

    

    
      Eight days into the sand lands. Eight days of nuthin’ but sand and wind and the burning, cruel sun. Eight days of nuthin’ to distract me from the awful thoughts running through my head. Replaying the deaths of my kin over and over again, wondering if there was something … anything I could have done to save them. Worrying about Ben and the young’uns. If they were okay. If I was ever going to see ‘em again. If they were even still alive. Sometimes, the despair is so overwhelming that I don’t want to take another step. Just wanna lay down, right where I’m standing and let the vultures have at me. But I don’t. I keep moving. I keep walking the flat, desolate lands. Sometimes, I come across the occasional husk of a settler’s ruin, but I don’t bother to look in them. They’re nuthin’ but skeletons already picked clean long ago by scavengers. I ain’t seen another living soul.

      I stop only long enough to sleep, praying to the gods for an evening of rest free from the night terrors, but they come every night. Every night I see their faces and hear their screams. Some nights the metal monsters in my dreams have teeth, and they eat up every one of my kin, even Ben. I hear their bones crunching from the metal jaws, and I wake myself up with my cries, my face wet with tears. I lay there shivering and afraid, listening to the howling of the devil cats and wolflings being carried on the wind and sleep don’t come no more. So I walk.

      It’s taking a toll on me, all the walking. Yesterday, I had to cut the tail offa my tunic and use it to wrap my feet. They’re cut up real bad. The wrappings helped though; my feet ain’t hurting so bad today. And my head isn’t hurting no more either. It had healed up real nice. Even the cut had closed up, not even a scab. I always was a real fast healer.

      So I keep walking.
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        * * *

      

      Twelve days into the sand lands. Least I suspect it has been that long. I’m losing track, I think. This is my second day of traveling on no sleep. I made camp last evening, but just as I was settling down, I heard a noise coming from the other side of the boulder I had camped under. I snuck a peek, real slow like so as not to make any sound. The moon had been bright enough for me to see the shadow of something about ten or twelve paces from where I was set up. Cain’t rightly say if it was human or critter, though it appeared to be walking on two legs, all hunched over and shuffling its feet. My heart was beating so loud I figured for sure the thing would hear it, and although it paused for a moment it thankfully moved on, heading gods only knew where in the empty wastelands. I waited for a time, wanting to make sure it was well gone before I packed up and moved out. I didn’t know if it was a mutie or raider or such, but I knew I didn’t want to run into it. And I surely wasn’t sleeping any tonight. So I walked again. I walked ‘til the sun came up. Only then did I stop to rest.

      The food I’d brought with me is all but gone, and one of the water skins is bone dry. The other is half-empty even with my rationing. I’ve come across watering holes along the way, but they’d either been dried up or gone foul. I keep checking the riverbed, hoping for one of the flash floods of water the old folk would talk about, but it’s as dry as always. The bottom of it nuthin’ but baked, cracked mud. Another story I no longer believe in.

      I’m going to have to hunt soon, I think. It’ll slow me down some, but I got to eat. I’ve seen the occasional wild bird and crow. Ain’t spotted any dirt dog but no matter. I left my snare wires back in Rivercross, and dirt dog is almost impossible to catch with an arrow. They never stuck their heads out of their burrows long enough to get a good target on them. No, food isn’t going to be a problem, but water … that’s worrying me some.
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        * * *

      

      Day fifteen.  The land I’m walking on is changing. I’ve been noticing it for a day or so now. The empty, hard-baked ground I’m used to seeing is turning to sparse grasslands and sloping hills way off in the hazy distance. I can even see what I believe to be a tree line on the horizon. A good sign. Where there are trees growing, there’s water. Just in time, too. I reckon the water I have left won’t last the day.

      I stare at the tree line, trying to work out in my head how long a walk it’ll take me, but I ain’t sure. My thinking is getting a bit muddled. I need to drink more water soon; I know that for certain.

      Out of nowhere, a flash of light hits my eyes and nearly blinds me. What the hell? I squint into the light as awareness slowly filters into my jumbled brain. It’s the sun hitting something off in the distance to my left and reflecting it back to me. Is that? No … cain’t be. But it is sure enough. Shanties, about half a league from where I’m standing. Between the blowing dust and heat shimmers, I ain’t noticed ‘em before.

      I turn direction, heading right for them. The only thoughts in my head are water, food, people. But I don’t get no more than five paces when my mind goes clear again. What if I find something there I don’t want to find? Like muties? Or raiders? I hesitate, my steps faltering. Then again, maybe it’s just normal people like me, with fresh water and maybe even a bed for me to sleep in for a night. Shizen, the thought of sleeping in a soft bed instead of on the hard ground crawling with sand biters … well, I figure it’s worth taking the risk. Decision made, I head for the shanties.

      I approach ‘em slowly. I don’t see or hear nuthin’ but I keep my eyes open for any movement. For any sign of something not right, ‘cause if it is muties or raiders living here, then they probably won’t be out greeting me with smiles.

      There are three shanties in all, facing each other in a kind of triangle formation. They look a bit different than the shanties of Rivercross; these are mostly built of wood. Comes from living so close to a tree line, I reckon. But they still have the tin roofs and doors I’m used to seeing. Two of the doors are torn off, and the third is just hanging by a hinge, swaying in the breeze. I stop walking and look around. It’s real quiet. The silence spooks me. It reminds me of the ghost villages from Thomas’s scare stories. I take a couple of steps toward the closest shanty, the rocks crunching under my boots the only sound in the dead calm. I poke my head in through the door less entry, but I don’t go inside. I keep my attention on my surroundings. I don’t want nuthin’ creeping up on me.

      The shanty is just a small, one-room building, and it don’t take me long to see it’s empty. The place is tore up though, belongings scattered everywhere. Somebody had searched it for sure, but it ain’t been scavenged or set aflame. Strange. I find the next two shanties in the same condition, both of them empty as well. Where are the people who live here? I think. What happened to them? I stand in the middle of the three buildings looking around curiously. My gaze falls on a stone well on a little rise just past one of the shanties and my curiosity is quickly replaced by one single thought. Water! Hoping in my heart that the water ain’t foul, I sprint for it.

      The wooden cover is knocked off and laying on the ground in pieces, but the rope and bucket seem undamaged. I lower the bucket down, hear the splash, and pull it back up. Please, please, please, let it be drinkable.

      I peer into the bucket. Looks clean enough. Don’t smell foul. I taste it and smile for the first time in weeks. My parched lips crack open and bleed from the effort but I don’t care. I cain’t stop smiling. The water tastes like gods’ brew. I want to drink ‘til I burst, but I know if I do that I’ll just retch it back up, so I take my time and sip it slow. I drink my fill, the cool liquid easing my dry throat. Finally, my thirst quenched, I take off my hat and pour the rest of the water over my head, not even bothered that it’s soaking my clothes. It feels real good, and I know I’ll dry quick enough in the heat of the day. I lay down my slingbag and bow, rub my shoulder to ease the tension. Reckon I may as well take a rest, fill my water skins. The place appears harmless enough.

      I’m busy looking through my slingbag for the second water skin when I hear it. A low, deep, guttural growling. I freeze. Slowly I raise my head, my hand reaching for the knife strapped at my thigh. I’m staring into a pair of blood-red eyes no more than five paces from where I stand. A devil cat!

      My heart starts beating out of my chest, and I can taste the bile in the back of my throat. I’m gonna get eaten alive, I think as I stare at the beast. I ain’t ever seen one up so close … not a live one anyways. The creature is huge! Sweat beads my upper lip as we keep eyeing each other. I’m afraid to break the contact lest the beast takes it as a sign of weakness and attacks. By now, I’m holding the big knife out in front of me, holding on so tight my knuckles turn white. The beast growls again, showing me its dagger-sharp teeth. Its pointy ears flatten against its broad head.

      It don’t make a move. Neither do I. The hand holding the knife is so slick with sweat I’m afraid I’m going to lose my grip on it. Finally, I cain’t take it no more.

      “Gods dammit, whadda you waitin’ for?”

      It’s either scream at it or black out. It moves then and I tense, expecting any moment to feel the sharp claws tearing through my skin and ripping it offa my bones. It moves at me … and sits down on its haunches. It keeps staring me down, but it don’t attack.

      “It’s okay. She ain’t gonna hurt you.”

      My nerves already wound tight from the stare down with the devil cat, the voice makes me jump. The cat goes back on all fours at my movement, eyeballing me again.

      “Cat. Down, girl.”

      A young boy, no more than twelve born years to be sure, walks up to the massive black beast. He goes right up to it and unbelievably starts rubbing its head. And if that isn’t strange enough, this beast, this killing machine from the campfire spook stories, just falls to the ground and rolls over so the boy can scratch its underbelly. I can only stare, openmouthed.

      “You can put your knife away,” he says.

      Didn’t even realize I’m still holding it. I hesitate, look from the knife to the devil cat, and then put it back in its sheath. I reckon if the beast wanted to eat me, it would have done so by now. The boy continues to scratch the animal’s belly, but his eyes don’t leave my face. He’s on the losing side of scrawny with unkempt, matted red hair hanging to his shoulders and a smattering of freckles cross his nose and cheeks. Least I think its freckles, could be just dirt. He don’t look like he’s had a proper washin’ in months. Or a decent meal for that matter. His tunic and trousers are mud-caked and hanging from his tiny frame like they aren’t even his. I’m thinking that I must look just as strange to him with my own clothes so dirty they could probably stand on their own, and my wet hair hanging in strings about my face. We stand in awkward silence, just sizing each other up. Finally, my curiosity gets the better of me, and I nod at the beast.

      “How come it lets you do that and don’t bite your hand off?” I say.

      He smiles then, a big ol’ gap-toothed grin and scratches the beast’s belly even harder. The damn critter actually starts to purr.

      “I reared Cat since she was a cub, going on four years now. She would never hurt me.”

      “You reared up a devil cat?” I say, still not believing what I’m seeing.

      “Already told you that,” he says in disdain.

      “And you named it Cat?”

      “Aye, was a fittin’ name as any,” he says.

      Cain’t argue that.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      He stops scratching, and the black beast nimbly gets to its feet. It’s just as tall as the boy, could probably snap him in half in one bite if it had a mind to. I still cain’t help but be terrified by it.

      “Finn,” he says.

      “Nice to meet you, Finn. I’m Tara … of Rivercross.” I look around. “What’s the name of this place?”

      He looks at me strangely.

      “Ain’t got no name … just the homestead, I guess. At least that’s all Ma and Pa ever called it,” he says

      “Oh,” I say. “And where are your ma and pa?”

      I regret asking right away. His face scrunches up like he’s trying real hard not to cry. I watch him struggle, but he’s tough. The tears don’t come.

      “Dead,” he finally answers, but his voice quivers. “‘Bout four weeks now since the monsters on wheels came and killed ‘em. All of ‘em. I buried ‘em over yonder.”

      He points with his chin out past the rise we’re standing on. I can see disturbed ground marked by cairns. There are five of them from what I can tell. That familiar pain starts blossoming in my own chest.

      “I’m real sorry,” I say quietly. “They came to Rivercross and killed my kin, too.”

      He nods, as if talking about your dead kin is normal conversation. We both fall quiet again, each lost in our own painful memories. Then a thought strikes me.

      “How you bury ‘em by yourself?” He ain’t no bigger than a twig.

      He shrugs his skinny shoulders at me. “I done the digging and Cat helped me drag ‘em. She’s real smart, does what I tell her to,” he says.

      About two weeks ago, I would have thought that to be a crock of shite and reckoned the boy was lying to me. But between the metal monsters on wheels and a tame devil cat, well, I guess anything could be possible. Ben would be tickled pink by my new beliefs.

      The beast, Cat, is getting restless now and starts moving towards me. It’s so big its head is level with my chest. It comes so close I can see the dirt stuck in its black, matted fur and feel the heat rising off of it. It starts sniffing my hand; its nose is cold and wet. It keeps sniffing, moving up my arm to my neck. I’m too terrified to move. I watch, frozen, as a long, blue tongue escapes from its mouth and slowly licks my face, leaving a slimy trail cross my cheek and my lips.

      Shizen. It’s gonna eat me, I think. I look to the boy, my eyes pleading for help, but he’s just laughing his fool head off.

      “I think she likes you,” he says, bent over with laughter.

      “Call … her … off ,” I say through clenched teeth. I don’t want to open my mouth for fear that blue tongue will find its way inside. He’s still laughing but calls her name, and she backs off.

      Right away I start wiping my face with my sleeve. Ugh. Disgusting.

      “Don’t worry, Cat don’t eat people,” he says as if he’s reading my mind. The beast is now back sitting meekly at his side, licking its paws and cleaning its whiskers like it’s just some tame village cat and not a killing machine. I keep eyeballing it. I don’t trust it.

      “Well, excepting for the bad man from the metal monsters. She caught him before he could escape back into his machine. The rest of ‘em, they got away, but he never. Aye, she caught him and ate him up real good. There weren’t nuthin’ left except his weapon and boots.”

      Finn sounds pleased as anything by this but it makes my stomach heave, and I scrub my face even harder. Ugh. The boy don’t seem to notice my disgust.

      “I kept his weapon, but I never seen nuthin’ like it before. I ain’t got no idea what it is. You wanna see it?” he asks.

      I wipe the remaining foul traces of the cat’s slobber off my face before I shrug. Why not? I’m real surprised to hear from the boy that there were actual men in those metal monsters. Maybe seeing this weapon will help me understand better what they are. He grins at my acceptance and scurries off to the shanty with the hanging door. I follow behind, making sure to keep distance between me and the beast. I cain’t help but feel it’s going to pounce on me when I least expect it.

      The shanty is still the same as when I first inspected it, but now I notice the signs of the boy living here. The wood stacked in the hearth ready for the evening fire, the full water jug, and cooking pot. I should’ve seen all that earlier, I think. I’m going to have to pay attention from now on so as not to get caught unawares again. I might not be as lucky the next time.

      The boy goes to the wood chest at the foot of the only bed in the one-roomed shanty. He opens it and pulls out a long metal and wood object, and I know it right away. An iron shooter. He turns and starts waving it at me, and my heart jumps into my throat.

      “Shizen! Give me that,” I say and yank it out of his hand before he can shoot it at me. “You gotta be careful with these things, boy. Don’t you know anything?”

      “What is it?” he asks, ignoring my harsh words.

      “It’s called an iron shooter,” I say, looking it over. It’s in much better shape than Grada’s. It’s oiled up real nice and not a bit of rust on it. I check to see if there are any slugs, and sure enough, it’s missing just one.

      “See here, these are lead slugs. They’re what come out of the shooter and does gods-awful damage to critters … and people.”

      He nods solemnly. “Aye, I seen what it done, to my ma and pa and the others.”

      His eyes drop down to stare at the floor, and I can feel his pain in my own heart. Judging from my past couple of weeks, I reckon Finn’s had his share of night terrors too.

      “So the man you said Cat killed, you sure it was a real man? For sure?”

      He nods at my question. “I seen ‘em. They were men all right. Was only luck me and Cat weren’t here when they showed. We were out explorin’. I heard what I figured to be a storm comin’. Next thing, I hear yellin’ and … well, funny poppin’ sounds. Cat knew something was wrong. She started hightailing it back here. I ran after her, I did! But then I saw the metal monsters and I … ”

      He goes real quiet and hangs his head in shame. “I hid. I could see my pa and Unk fightin’ ‘em. Ma, she was screamin’. I wanted to help. I did … but … ”

      He don’t even try to stop his tears this time. They run down his face, leaving twin streaks through the dirt and drip from his chin. I feel real bad for his hurt, and I fight against the lump building in my throat. I lay my hand on his shoulder.

      “Hey, it’s okay. Don’t be ashamed ‘cause you hid. There wasn’t nuthin’ you could have done. You would have been killed or taken. You did right by hidin’. That’s what your folks would have wanted you to do,” I say.

      He looks up at me through his tears. His eyes are red and swollen, and his pale skin speckled with rosy blotches. “You being truthful?” he asks.

      “Aye,” I say. “Cross my heart. And if it makes you feel any better, I hid from ‘em, too.”

      I figured I wouldn’t mention it was ‘cause of Grada knocking me out with the cooking pot and throwing me in the cellar. He didn’t need to know that much. He sniffs for a bit and wipes his nose with his sleeve. He sniffs again but don’t cry no more.

      “Cat tried to stop ‘em. She chased ‘em, but we were too late,” he says, his voice filled with guilt. Poor kid. No doubt he’s been beating himself up over it ever since it happened, thinking what he could have done to stop it.  Like me. For the first time since it all happened, I don’t feel so alone in my grief or my anger. It’s comforting somehow to know that they were just men and not monsters like I had first feared. And that they could be killed—had been killed—by the beast. Maybe I had misjudged the devil cat. Maybe she ain’t so bad after all.

      I lay the shooter back in the chest. I don’t want to look at it or touch it anymore. Just holding it is making me queasy, thinking about what it done to Finn’s kin and what others like it had done to mine. Even the touch of it makes me feel strange. The boy watches me, his cheeks still wet from his crying.

      “Are you gonna camp here tonight?” he asks unexpectedly, and his question is tinged with hope.

      I shrug. “If you like,” I say. “I mean, I wouldn’t mind stayin’. I gotta hunt though. My food’s all gone.”

      He brightens instantly. “No need for huntin’. Cat’s real good at catchin’ rabbits and dirt dogs. We were out huntin’ before you showed up. Got us a nice, fat rabbit. Only thing is though you got to give her the innards … that’s her favorite part.”

      I look over at the black beast now lying halfway in the shanty door so as to keep a watchful eye on Finn, her head resting on her massive paws.

      “Cat can have whatever she wants,” I say. I sure ain’t gonna argue with the she devil.
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        * * *

      

      After stuffing ourselves on boiled rabbit, we talk long into the evening. I tell Finn all about Rivercross. About Grada and Ben and everybody. Feels real good to talk about ‘em, like somehow they’re still with me. I talk and talk and talk … I cain’t stop. I talk about me and Ben as young’uns and growing up together and all the things we done. I tell him about Grada finding and rearing me and how he was so good to me. I talk about Thomas’s spook stories and Miz Emma’s berry bread. I don’t know why, but the words just pour out of me. I talk about everything and anything. Finn just listens and laughs at times, but he don’t interrupt. It’s as if he’s just happy to be listening to another person’s voice. Finally, I tell him about the monster men coming and how they took Ben and Jane and young Thomas and how I got to go find ‘em. He ain’t heard of Littlepass neither. I reckoned as much—him being a young’un and all.

      When I’m all talked out, its Finn’s turn. He tells me all about his kin that he lost … his ma and pa, his pa’s brother and wife, and his grada. They all lived here together. Unlike my village, the monster men didn’t take nobody ‘cause Finn had been the only young’un here, but they had still killed the rest. He asks me why they done it.

      “I dunno why,” I say. “Some men are just born with darkness in their hearts, I guess.”

      It’s the only reason I can give him, but he seems to accept it. He goes on to tell me about how he remembers once living in a bigger village with lots of other young folk to play with, but for some reason his kin up and left that place and settled out here in the sand lands. He don’t know why; he was never told the reason. He said he remembers being real lonely ‘til one day, his pa was out hunting and found a dead devil cat. It was tore up real bad. His pa couldn’t say what had done it, but he heard some gods-awful bawling coming from under it. Sure enough, the she-cat had a cub, all curled up underneath her and trying to feed from its dead mama. Finn said his pa had too kind a heart to kill it or leave it to die, so he brought it home. His grada had taken one look at it and wanted to kill it, but Finn had a fit, he says, and of course, he got his way. The cub was his, and well, he reared it ever since.

      “Me and Cat’s family now, ain’t we, Cat?” he says.

      The beast looks up at her name but just yawns, showing her wicked-looking teeth. It still makes me shiver. But Finn assures me I ain’t got nuthin’ to fret about. He says Cat is the best protection, better than any crossbow or iron shooter. For him, maybe. For me, well, I ain’t so sure. I still didn’t want to be alone with her. I’m in no hurry to find out how good of a meal I would make.

      The boy yawns too, and I’m surprised to see how low the fire is. It ain’t nuthin’ but glowing embers … must be real late. I feel kind of bad, but I take Finn up on his offer of the bed while he takes to sleeping in front of the hearth. He don’t mind, he says. Cat makes for a real soft pillow.

      After weeks of sleeping on the hard ground, the bed feels like lying on a cloud. It don’t take long for my mind to shut down, and I drift off. I don’t rightly know if it’s the soft bed, the boy’s company, or the protection offered from the devil cat, but for the first time since leaving Rivercross, the night terrors don’t come and I sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Finn, you ain’t comin’ with me, and that’s that!”

      We’ve been arguing since the sun come up. For some reason, the boy has decided he’s to go with me to Littlepass, and I cain’t get him to change his mind. When he made up his mind about this, I ain’t sure, but he’s like a hound with a bone. He’s not giving up on it.

      “Why would you want to leave here? You have food, shelter, water, Cat to keep you safe. You’re just being foolish,” I say for about the fifth time.

      “I’m going with you, and you cain’t stop me,” he says. He’s standing in front of me, his feet planted apart on the ground, and his hands on his hips. His face is about as red as his hair, but it ain’t got nuthin’ to do with the heat of the day. And the look on it … well, it kind of makes me want to laugh, but I don’t dare. It’s a real stubborn, mule-headed look, and for some reason it kind of reminds me of Ben, though they don’t look the least bit alike.

      “And I’m tellin’ you again, it’s too dangerous. I dunno what I’m gonna find in Littlepass. Shizen, I don’t even know if I’m gonna make it to Littlepass. I could get killed by raiders or eaten by critters today, tomorrow. Anything could happen.”

      I’m losing patience with the boy. I just want to get back on the road. After my night’s rest, I feel full of energy and renewed. Even my feet have healed up good, calloused and hardened. I just want to fill my water skins and head out. Feels like I’ve wasted enough time already, and I need to move quickly to make up for it. I believe the longer I stay here, the further and further Ben is moving away from me. But Finn’s not giving up.

      “Then that’s why we should go with you, to protect you. Cat’s real good at protectin’. She’ll keep you safe from any old raiders or critters.”

      “Aye, she probably could,” I say. “But then what? Say we make it to Littlepass. What then? We just gonna walk right on in with a full-grown devil cat trailing behind us? ‘Oh, don’t run and get your axes or bows, folks; she’s a real nice devil cat. She only ever ate one person, and he well deserved it.’ Is that what you’re gonna say to ‘em? They’ll kill her before you get two words in, they will.”

      I know I’m being mean, but I’m trying to make the boy understand.

      “You don’t know that,” he says stubbornly.

      “Aye, I do,” I say, putting the cap back on the water skin. I’m done with the conversation. I concentrate on checking my slingbag to make sure I ain’t forgetting anything.

      “No, you don’t!” he yells and knocks the water skin right out of my hand. I look at him, surprised by this outburst. He crosses his arms over his skinny chest and sticks his chin out, looking at me all defiant. I start to get angry. That certainly wasn’t called for. But before I can say anything, his chin starts to quiver and he chokes out, “Please, Tara, don’t leave me here. I don’t wanna be alone anymore. I cain’t stand it. Let me go with you, please. Please, Tara?”

      Oh gods. My heart twists at his plea. I don’t need this. I don’t need or want to be looking after some skinny little runt who will undoubtedly slow me down. And traveling with a devil cat … well, nuthin’ like drawing attention to yourself. No, absolutely not, I think.

      “Please,” it comes out as a whisper, and one single tear escapes and rolls down his cheek. He wipes it away angrily. I look at his pleading face. I mull his words over in my head. I sigh, pick up my water skin, and dust it off.

      “I’ll be leavin’ shortly,” I say. “You best be ready. I ain’t waitin’.”

      That stupid grin nearly splits his face. He starts to scamper off but changes his mind and runs right for me instead, wrapping his scrawny arms around my waist.

      “We’ll be a real good help, you’ll see. Me and Cat. We’ll hunt and protect you real good,” he says and then runs off again, to collect his things I reckon.

      I watch him go, shaking my head. What have I just agreed to? Letting the boy and beast go with me is just asking for trouble. I can feel it. I glance over at the cat. The whole time we had been arguing, the critter had lain real content in the shade of the shanty, not the least bit interested. Now, she’s watching me intently with her red eyes as if she knows what decision has been made. I stare back at her.

      “Don’t make me sorry for this,” I say. She blinks at me. “And for gods’ sake, if you get hungry durin’ the night, don’t eat me.”

      In response, Cat snorts at me, shakes her head, and the blue tongue I remember so disgustingly well pokes out to lick her lips as if saying, “I ain’t making no promises.”

      Gods help me, I think.
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        * * *

      

      We set out: the boy, the beast, and me. I couldn’t have imagined more unlikely traveling companions if I tried. But Finn is true to his word. The critter does all the hunting and provides for us every meal. We never go hungry. Whether its rabbit, dirt dog, or some crow unlucky enough to have landed when it shouldn’t have, Cat supplies us with food. And I’ll never admit it to Finn, but it’s real nice not having to worry about hunting. As for the boy, he don’t even complain about all the walking, not once. He don’t shut up neither though. He talks so much it finally just sounds like buzzing in my ears. Funny thing is I find I don’t mind. It keeps me from thinking about other things and worrying about stuff I got no control over. As far as traveling companions go, they’re all right.
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        * * *

      

      We’d reached the tree line about six days past and had been walking in the woods since. Didn’t have much of a choice but to go through ‘em. The tree line is massive, as spread out as far as the eye could see. Would have been foolish and a waste of time to try and go around. Plus, our easterly course is straight through, and I’m not willing to veer off course.

      I ain’t used to trees this size. It was a little overwhelming at first. The biggest trees in Rivercross only grew to your waist, but these trees tower over us. Their branches and leaves block out the sun and keep some of its heat offa us. Would have been kind of nice if it wasn’t for the smell of death and rot coming from the wood. Most of the trees are sickly, their bark gray as ash and their leaves dry and withered. A lot of them are just snag trees: dead, half-fallen over into each other, and blocking our way. Slowing us down. We try not to stray too much off our path, but sometimes it cain’t be helped. Cat scouts ahead of us at times. We lose track of her for a bit but never for too long. All it takes is for Finn to give two short whistles, and she’s back, checking on him. She brings an occasional tree rat or crow, but there ain’t a lot of game in these dead woods. There ain’t a lot of anything but stillness and quiet. It rattles our nerves. Even Finn, who ain’t shut up for days, talks a might quieter now and less often the deeper into the woods we get. It’s as if he don’t want to disturb any ghost or demon that might call this wood home. It spooks me something fierce.

      The evening dusk is coming on us fast. It always comes earlier in here. The shadows are getting longer and darker, making our minds play tricks on us. Making us see shapes and things we know ain’t really there. We need to make camp soon. There’s no way either of us wants to be walking these woods after dark. We need a fire which thankfully don’t pose no problem nowadays. The one good thing these dead woods did have to offer was plenty of fire kindlin’.

      We enter a small clearing big enough for a campfire and for us to stretch out our bed rolls. I stop walking and glance around. Finn stops beside me.

      “Here?” he asks.

      “Aye,” I say. “This’ll do.”

      We have it down to a routine now. While I get the makings of our fire together, he clears the ground for our beds, lays out our blankets, and gets the water skins out. He even lays out the iron shooter. I didn’t know he’d brought it along at first. Cain’t rightly say I would have let him bring it had I known. To me, it’s just a reminder of the evil men it had come from. But now, after being in these damn frightening woods for days, it’s almost comforting to have it so handy.

      We work in silence, and it ain’t long before I got us a nice flame burning, chasing away some of the shadows and keeping them at bay. Finn joins me at the fire and hands me a water skin. It’s almost empty. With the three of us drinking now, the water is being used up a lot faster, but there ain’t no way I’m tapping any of those trees for water. The thought of drinking from something so sickly don’t feel right. We cain’t chance getting sick. We’ll just keep looking for a water supply. I figure there has to be something here.

      I pull the remaining crow we cooked last evening from my slingbag and share it between us. Cat ain’t nowhere to be seen. I reckon she can fend for herself tonight. Finn takes his and starts chewing, staring into the flames.

      “How much longer you think these woods will last, Tara?” he asks eventually.

      “Dunno,” I say, biting into my own crow meat. It’s tough and hard to chew, but it’s all we got.

      Finn keeps eating, all quiet like, then he asks, “How long you think it’s gonna take us to get to Littlepass?”

      “I dunno that either,” I say. Why’s he asking me questions I don’t know the answers to? I wonder.

      “What do you think we’re gonna find when we get there?”

      “Do I look like some kind of seer?” I snap at him. “I dunno. Maybe we won’t find nuthin’ or nobody ‘cause sickness done took ‘em all. Or maybe the monster men came and killed all of them, too.”

      Don’t know why his questions are bothering me so. Maybe it’s the frustrating, endless walking, the endless heat, the little food, and the even less water. The not knowing. Everything I guess. But his questions are getting to me, and I don’t know how to answer them.

      Then I look at his face. His eyes have gone all big and round at my cruel words, and his mouth is hanging open so as I can see his half-chewed food. I feel real ashamed at my actions, and I think to myself, He’s just a little boy, Tara. A scared little boy just lookin’ for some comfort.

      “Or maybe,” I say, a little gentler this time, “we’ll find a magical place where food grows on the trees and the animals all talk and … and the people live in buildin’s that touch the sky. And they keep their mouths closed when eatin’ crow.”

      I poke him in the ribs, and he giggles.

      “Now, you’re just bein’ foolish,” he says, but I feel much better at hearing him laugh. I poke him again, and then start tickling his ribs, making him shriek in glee. “Stop, Tara! Stop!”

      I don’t see Cat approaching ‘til she’s almost on top of us. She’s so black she blends right in with the evening shadows. Silently, she pads up to Finn and drops whatever she’s caught tonight between us.

      Shizen!

      I fall backwards on my elbows and shimmy away in fright at the rather large and still moving critter.

      “What is that?” I say, a little more loudly than I meant to. Finn, unlike me, is beyond excited and grabs the creature’s head—no wait, heads. There’s two of ‘em attached to the long, writhing body. He gets to his feet and the critter is about as tall as he is.

      “Ain’t you ever seen a tree snake before?” he asks, grinning like he’s got the moon in his hands.

      Feeling a little foolish now for showing the boy my fright, my answer comes out a bit cross-like. “If I did, then I wouldn’t have to ask, now would I?” I say, sniffing and wiping my hands on my trousers, totally embarrassed by my reaction. “Don’t look like something we should be eatin’.”

      The boy shakes his head. “Nah, tree snakes are good to eat and real tender, too. I cain’t believe you never seen one before.”

      He’s truly tickled to be one up on me. I give him my best irritated look.

      “Aye. Well, if you’re such an expert, then you can clean it and cook it,” I say, holding out my knife.

      He just shrugs and takes it from me. “Okay. I’d be better at it anyways since you don’t even know what it is,” he says and cracks up laughing at his own words.

      “Mule turd,” I growl, but my own lips twitch in amusement.

      I watch interested as he chops off both heads with one swing of the knife then a part of the tail. The snake looks huge lying on the ground, almost two arm spans I reckon. He slits it from the tail end up, then makes a couple of notches with the knife and pulls off the skin all in one piece. I ain’t ever seen anything like that done before.

      “Snake skin is real good for trading,” he says and lays it aside. He tosses the heads, tail, and innards to Cat waiting patiently by the fire, then spits it on a long twig and hangs it over the low flames.

      “Oh gods, my mouth is waterin’ already. I cain’t wait.” He’s hopping like a wild rabbit back and forth from one foot to the other, looking all of his twelve years. It makes me laugh.

      “Well, you’re gonna have to wait,” I say. “And you’re gonna have to clean up. Your hands are a mess. Go see if you can find some wet leaves or moss or such.”

      “Okay,” he says, agreeing with me and grinning slyly. “Besides, it’s time for my nightly droppin’s anyway.”

      I screw my face up at him. “Ugh. You’re disgustin’.”

      His laughter follows him into the trees. He disappears from sight with my warning of not to go too far trailing after him. I lay back and close my eyes. The nights are cooler here in the woods, and the warmth of the fire feels good against my skin. The smell of the cooking snake fills the air, blocking out the stench of the rotting trees. It’s making my mouth water as well. If it tastes as good as it smells, then we are in for a real treat, I think. I yawn, the day’s travel catching up to me. Maybe just a quick nap while I’m waiting.

      “Tara!”

      The scream makes my blood run cold and I bolt to my feet instantly, but Cat is much quicker than me. She’s already gone. I grab the iron shooter and run in what I hope is the right direction.

      “Finn?” I yell, crashing through the trees. I cain’t see anything; it’s too dark, and my eyes ain’t adjusted from the firelight.

      “Finn?” I yell again, panic gripping me ‘cause he ain’t answering. I trip over something, a root maybe, and I stagger but don’t fall. Why ain’t he answering?

      “Over here,” he finally says, and at the sound of his voice, the ice-cold fear in my belly eases some.

      I stumble onto him standing on a little bank, looking perfectly fine, and Cat calmly sitting at his side. No sign of danger, or attack, or critters like I was fearing. There’s nuthin’. He was screaming his fool head off over nuthin’. My fear starts escalating to anger ‘til I notice what he’s staring at. A creek, no less. A nice, big watering hole.

      “You scared the hell outta me,” I say, but my anger is dimmed some by what he has found.

      “Sorry,” he says, but he don’t look it. He looks excited and hopeful. “You think it’s good for drinkin’?”

      Before I get a chance to answer him, Cat makes her way down the small slope. She sticks her head down into the creek, her slurping sounds loud in the quiet night. We look at each other with silly grins.

      “I suspect so,” I say, and Finn’s excited whoops echo loudly back at us.

      “I found us a waterin’ hole. I found us a waterin’ hole.” His chanting is followed by some two-step dance that makes him look more like a hog in its death throes than anything, and I cain’t help but laugh.

      “Okay, okay mister hero, you found us water. Now make yourself useful and go get the water skins.”
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        * * *

      

      After we had filled the water skins and drunk our share, we laid back on the creek bank, just staring at the moon’s reflection on the dark water and reluctant to leave our little haven. Being around the water, well, it was comforting almost.

      “Tara,” Finn says, breaking our companionable silence.

      I look over to see him watching me with the oddest expression on his face.

      “What?” I say, wondering what was going through that head of his.

      He shrugs. “I was just thinkin’.”

      I nod at him. “Yup, thought I could smell wood burnin’.”

      “Huh?” He looks at me in confusion.

      I shake my head and sigh sadly. “Nuthin’. Just something Grada used to say.”

      “Oh,” he says. “Well anyway, I was thinkin’ it would be real nice to wash up. Ain’t had a good wash since … well before …”

      I know what he means by “before,” and I don’t want him thinking about that, so I punch him lightly in the arm. “Aye, I know what you mean. You smell worse than Cat.”

      “Hey!” He looks at me all offended. “I ain’t that bad.” Cat raises her head and snorts like she’s disagreeing.

      “Besides, you don’t smell no better.”

      I don’t take no offense ‘cause I know it to be true. I shrug. “So let’s take a wash then.”

      “But …”

      “But what?” I say.

      “Well …,” he’s all embarrassed and he sits up, dropping his gaze from me. “You’re a girl and I’m a boy.” He trails off sheepishly.

      I try not to laugh at him, and I’m glad he’s not looking at me so he don’t see my grin.

      “Tell you what, you can go wash up that end, and I’ll go over there.” I point to where a low-hanging tree is growing all sideways over the creek as if its branches were reaching for the water, forming a wall almost. “Besides, it’s real dark, and I promise not to peek.”

      He mulls it over, but the draw of the water overtakes his shyness. Jumping to his feet, he runs for the creek, yanking his tunic off as he goes. “Last one in is a mule turd!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The water feels real good. I wash off the dirt and dust and maybe even some of the misery of the past few weeks. I loosen my hair from its braid and duck underneath the water, wishing I had some of Grada’s mint soap but instead I make do with just running my fingers through my hair. I come back up sputtering and just let myself float. I can hear Finn laughing at the other end ‘cause by now Cat is in the water too, and she’s thinking it’s play time. I listen to their splashing and laughing, and my mind starts conjuring up memories of me and Ben back when we were young’uns at the swimming hole. I think about how Ben used to challenge me for everything. He always wanted to be the fastest swimmer, the deepest diver, the highest climber. Most times, I would beat him with little effort, but sometimes, I would let him win just so I could watch his stupid victory dance. I cain’t help but smile as I relive the memories one by one. But then that familiar pain starts blossoming in my chest again, so I shut them off. I don’t want to deal with it right now. Angry at myself and my weakness, I climb out of the creek and busy myself with squeezing the water from my dripping hair. Takes me a while to get dressed ‘cause of being so wet, but finally clothed, I head up the slope. Finn’s still in the water.

      “I’m headin’ back,” I say, picking up the iron shooter and two of the water skins.

      “Hey! You said you wouldn’t peek,” he yells all offended and hunkers down behind Cat. Sighing, I turn my back to him.

      “Sorry. Don’t stay much longer. The snake’s probably charred by now. And don’t forget your water skin.”

      I leave him, knowing he’ll be fine with the beast guarding him, and head back in the direction of the camp. The smell of the cooking snake is guide enough, and it ain’t long ‘til I see the light of our campfire flickering through the trees. Before I reach it; however, I get a real strange feeling pounding through my blood. The hair on the back of my neck stands on end and right away, I know somebody is there in our camp. We ain’t seen hide nor hair of another person for weeks, yet sure enough I see a shadow moving around our campsite. Stepping softly so as not to make the intruder aware of my presence, I sneak closer.

      Shizen. We never thought twice about leaving all our stuff just a laying there for easy picking. I figured for sure there wasn’t another living soul in these dead woods. I was so wrong. The man, least I think it’s a man, is hunched over and pawing through my slingbag. At the sight of that all my fear dissipates, and I get red hot mad. Slowly I step into the clearing, the iron shooter aimed straight for the intruder’s back. My hand is surprisingly rock steady.

      “Mister, if you don’t wanna hole in the back of your head, then you best put down my slingbag.”

      He quickly stops what he’s doing and stands straight. At least I think he’s standing, but he’s still a good two heads shorter than a normal man should be. He turns around still holding my slingbag but smiling like he’s just here for a neighborly visit. It’s a man for sure; he’s got a shock of gray hair sticking out from under a black, bowl-shaped hat, a wrinkly face, and a long, skinny, gray mustache that hangs nearly to his chin. But he’s so small! I stare. I ain’t ever seen such a small man. He’s no taller than Finn.

      “Well, good evening, young lady. This is quite the pleasant surprise, I must say.”

      His tone is mild and friendly. I don’t know what to make of him. I realize my mouth is hanging open, and I shut it with a snap. Wordlessly, I keep staring.

      “Er … do you mind pointing that pistol in another direction? They do tend to make me a bit nervous, you see, especially when pointed directly at me,” he says with a little laugh.

      His reminding me of the iron shooter brings my senses back, and I wave it at him angrily.

      “No, you put down my slingbag first,” I say.

      “Whatever you say, my dear.” He lays the bag on the ground and holds his hands up in the air. “There, now will you please put that offending piece of weaponry away?”

      I sure as hell got no intention of doing that.

      “Are you a mutie?” I blurt out. I need to know ‘cause I cain’t understand why he’s so tiny.

      He looks back at me kind of offended I think, and raises one bushy brow.

      “No, I most certainly am not. Are you?” he asks.

      “What? No, I ain’t a mutie,” I say. “I’m normal.”

      He laughs then, like I said something side-splitting funny.

      “Ah, normal. That word is a conundrum, is it not? For surely normal stands in the eye of the beholder. And since we all have our own unique perspectives … well then, wouldn’t we all consider ourselves normal?”

      Huh? I hope he ain’t waiting for an answer to that line of gibberish ‘cause I don’t even know what he’s asking. Nope, he isn’t expecting me to answer ‘cause he goes right on talking.

      “I have been called many names in my years, my dear: dwarf, half-man, imp, even jester at times, but never a mutant. You are very amusing.” He points to the iron shooter again. “Truly, I mean you no harm.”

      He talks so peculiar I cain’t decide if he’s a threat or not.

      “Why were you lookin’ through my slingbag then if you ain’t aimin’ to rob us?”

      “Us? You are not alone? Where is the rest of your party?” he asks.

      Shizen. I shouldn’t have said that. But it don’t matter none ‘cause just at that time, Finn and Cat come crashing through the trees, full speed. They must have heard the stranger’s voice. Finn looks all scared and worried and runs right to my side, but Cat heads straight for what she perceives as the threat before me or Finn can hold her back. But she don’t hurt the half-man. She don’t even get close enough to lay a paw on him ‘cause he takes one look at the charging beast, lets out this gods-awful shriek, and falls right to the ground in a dead faint. Ain’t never seen a man faint before either. Well, I’ll be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What is he, Tara?” Finn is whispering. Don’t know why. The stranger’s out cold; he ain’t gonna hear him. I approach the man on the ground slowly and nudge him with my boot. He groans and stirs a little. I figure if we don’t want him passing out again when he does wake up, we’d best get Cat out of his eye view, so I shoo the beast away from the stranger. She don’t want to go. She’s sniffing the man as curious as the rest of us, but Finn calls her over and she obeys. She goes and sits calmly by the boy’s side like she never just scared the little man to death. I nudge him again, still pointing the iron shooter at him. I ain’t taking no chance that he may be faking. After a bit, he opens his eyes and stares up at me. I back off a pace.

      “You’re okay,” I say. “The beast won’t hurt you. Not unless we tell it to.”

      I watch as his memories come flooding back to him, and he bolts upright looking around wildly. Finn is keeping Cat firmly by his side, but the boy himself is staring all wide-eyed.

      “That’s a … a devil cat!” the little man says like he cain’t believe what he’s seeing. I don’t know who is more awestruck: him or Finn.

      “Aye, that it is,” I say in my scariest voice. “And a mighty vicious one at that if you get to thinkin’ you can rob us again.” I reckon if the iron shooter don’t scare him away, then Cat would do the trick. The stranger watches Finn keeping Cat calm by scratching her ears. Then a peculiar thing happens; he starts smiling and clapping his hands. No … no! He’s supposed to be running away in fear.

      “A tamed devil cat. This is extraordinary. I never would have thought it possible. Oh my heavens, this is remarkable.”

      He gets to his feet and brushes past me like I ain’t even standing there holding an iron shooter on him. Bold as anything now, he walks over to Finn and Cat.

      “It belongs to you, boy?” he asks Finn. The boy just nods, still in wonder of the stranger.

      “Extraordinary!” He puts his hand out towards Cat then stops. “May I?”

      Finn nods again, and the half-man starts rubbing Cat’s head and ears. Immediately, Cat responds to the stranger by rolling over for a belly scratch. So much for me trying to scare him away with Cat’s viciousness. Not even so much as a growl or baring of the teeth like she had done with me. Traitor, I think.

      “Hey,” I yell at his back. “I ain’t forgot I caught you pawin’ through my slingbag.”

      “What?” He looks back at me as if he even forgot I was there. “Oh, yes, yes. Forgive my rudeness, my dear. I was not ‘pawing’ through anything. I was just analyzing the situation, deciding if you were friend or foe. It was the smell of your delectable meal cooking that drew me to your campsite. You see, I am but a simple traveler such as yourself, just hoping to share of your meal and repay you in kind with a fine tale or two.”

      Finn exchanges a look with me. I don’t trust this odd little man, but Finn is grinning like a fool and I know right away he believes him to be harmless. The stranger notices our hesitation.

      “Oh please, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Winston Phillip the Third. But you may call me what my dearly departed mother so affectionately referred to me as: Tater. Tater the trader, the storyteller, the minstrel, at your service.”

      He removes his hat and takes a little bow. Finn is charmed, but I still don’t trust him.

      “If you’re a trader, then where are your wares?” I ask.

      “Ah, very astute for one so young.”

      He taps his nose and smiles at me. I don’t smile back.

      “They are just a ways in the wood, packed onto my very trusted companion, my mule Winnie. Named after my dear mother of course. They share the same temperament. Some might even say the same facial features, but that’s a story for another time, yes? I shall fetch her if you like.” He heads for the trees but stops after a couple of steps. “Oh, but can I trust that this magnificent beast will not take my Winnie as a late night snack? As with my mother, I am very attached to my mule, you see.”

      Finn finally speaks. “Oh no, Cat won’t eat your mule, mister. She listens to me real good.”

      “Wonderful. Then I shall fetch her. And maybe perhaps share in your evening meal?”

      “Aye, you can,” says Finn. “There’s lots of snake to go around. You can even camp with us for the night if you like.”

      Tater happily claps his hands again and moves off into the woods.

      “Finn. What are you doin’?” I say angrily once the odd little man is out of earshot.

      He looks at me, dumbfounded. “What?”

      “Invitin’ him to eat with us … to camp with us for the night. We don’t know who he is or what he is. I don’t think he’s quite right in the head. He could slit our throats in the night for all we know.” I cain’t believe the boy was foolish enough or stupid enough to do such a thing.

      “He could slit our throats in the night whether he’s making camp with us or not, Tara. He knows we’re here,” he says. Okay, so maybe not so stupid. “Besides, Cat won’t let no harm come to us. And he says he’s a storyteller, and I like him. He’s funny.”

      Tater reappears before I can respond. He is leading a dappled gray mule laden down with two leather saddle bags on either side. Cat stiffens at the sight of the mule, but Finn gives her a stern, “No, Cat. Winnie is not food. You don’t eat Winnie, understand?” And as if the beast does understand, she lays down with her head on her paws and looks the other way as if saying, “It don’t interest me none anyways.”

      “Here we are. This is my Winnie, my most loyal traveling companion. And Winnie, these fine young folk are … well, I do not know, now do I? I’m afraid in all the excitement I didn’t get your names.”

      “I’m Finn,” Finn pipes up. “And that’s Tara, and this is Cat.”

      “Finn and Tara … and Cat. All excellent names indeed. Are you brother and sister by chance?” he asks.

      I snort at him. “Do we look like we’re kin?”

      “Well, no you do not, but then again, I do not resemble my family at all.” He smiles but eyes me strangely.

      I ain’t had a chance to braid my hair since my wash, and it’s now almost dried by the warm, evening air. I can tell this is what he’s looking at.

      “You have the most striking hair, Tara. I do not believe I have ever seen such contrast. Black and white is usually a combination reserved for the old folk, but for you, someone so young, rare indeed. And so symmetrical.”

      I don’t like his interest in my hair. I find it very unsettling. As if noticing my unease, he then smiles and rubs his hands together eagerly. “Now, about that snake.”
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        * * *

      

      Well, Tater truly wasn’t lying about being a storyteller. His storytelling was even better than Thomas’s, and I wouldn’t have ever thought that to be possible. As much as I didn’t want to, I fall under his magical spell just as much as Finn does. We listen entranced as Tater speaks of life before the Shift. He tells stories of the settlers with their magic picture boxes and their tall sky buildings with their moving floors that went up and down. He tells us about their great cities that had spread out over leagues and leagues, so full of buildings and people you could hardly move. We listen, and for a while, we forget all of our misery, our troubles, and get pulled into the tall tales. It was real nice. And we had been so caught up in the stories I ain’t even noticed that between the three of us and Cat, we had eaten the whole snake. I knew we should have saved some for the road, but it was just so damn tasty. Finn hadn’t lied. I decided snake was now my favorite thing to eat. Well, next to sweet berry bread. Thinking about the bread makes me think of Miz Emma, and I push it away. Not now.

      Our bellies full of snake and our heads full of tales, we are now lying content ‘round the fire. Tater has gone quiet and sips something from a flat, tin flask he’d pulled out of his jacket pocket. From the way he screws up his face at every sip, I reckon it isn’t water. Cat is cleaning herself and occasionally swatting at Finn as he flicks her ears. I’m poking the fire with a stick, stoking the flames when Tater speaks again.

      “Now your turn,” he says, pointing his tin flask at us. “What are two fine young people such as yourselves doing out in the middle of nowhere with a tame devil cat? Which, by the way, no one is ever going to believe when I tell this fine tale.”

      Finn looks at me as if he expects me to do the talking. I hesitate. I don’t want to tell this story, not again. But then I figure he just maybe might know something about Littlepass or Lily for that matter. He is a traveling trader after all.

      “We’re travelin’ to Littlepass. Do you know of it?” I ask.

      “Do I know of it? But of course. And as luck would have it, I, too, am traveling there as well. What a remarkable coincidence indeed.” He smiles at us like it’s the best news he’s heard in years. “And what, pray tell, is your business there?”

      “We have to find someone,” I say.

      He takes another sip and stares at me over the rim. “Well, that’s very cryptic. Does this someone have a name?”

      I stare back for a bit before I decide to answer. “Lily. She’s a healer.”

      He thinks for a while, then shakes his head. “No. I know many people, but a healer by the name of Lily is not one of them.”

      Finn is looking all worried. “Maybe she ain’t there no more, Tara. Tater says he don’t know her; maybe she moved on, and we ain’t gonna find her.”

      Tater laughs. “My dear boy, Littlepass, unlike its name would suggest, is a thriving metropolis. There are a multitude of people living there. I simply do not know them all.”

      I don’t find this funny, not at all. If there are so many people, it’s going to be that much harder to find Lily. My heart sinks. Oh, Grada, what were you thinking sending me off to find this person?

      “But you still have not answered my question. Why are you both out here traveling these dangerous lands alone? Where are your parents? Your families?”

      “Dead,” I say bluntly.

      Tater looks taken aback. “Oh dear, I am sorry. Sickness?”

      Finn answers this. “No, was something worse.” He looks to me, and I nod. He continues, “They were men who came from the sand lands in metal monsters … well, machines; we know that’s what they were really. There was three of ‘em, real big, black, on wheels. They … they killed all of Tara’s kin and my own with their iron shooters. Cat killed one of ‘em though, and now we got his shooter.” He nods toward the weapon that is lying by my side.

      “Ah …,” Tater says, and I look up real quick. He knows something.

      “You know what they are,” I say. I ain’t asking. He nods.

      “Yes. And that does explain how the two of you have a pistol of the Prezedant’s Army.”

      “The what?” It’s like he’s talking another language.

      “The Prezedant’s Army? Surely, you have heard of this force?” He can tell by our faces we ain’t. He flashes a slight smile. “I forget how isolated and naïve you outlying villagers can be.”

      I ain’t sure, but it kind of feels like an insult what he’s saying, and it makes me mad.

      “Tell me what you know of the metal machines,” I demand. “And you can leave out your fancy, weird words, understood?”

      I can see my anger surprises him, but he just nods at me. “Very well. What you two seem to be ignorantly and blissfully unaware of is the very big, very populated, and very corrupt world beyond the sand lands … beyond the mountains. There are places you cannot even begin to comprehend. Some of them cesspools of disease, evil, and darkness.”

      I shiver at what he’s saying; I cain’t help it.

      “Some of them, like Littlepass, are more civilized but all of them are under the control of one man. He calls himself the Prezedant. Ridiculous title if you ask me. King or General would be more suitable, but I digress. He is a very powerful man. He has amassed armies of men. Evil men to do his every bidding. They are his loyal followers, his henchmen, and his executioners.”

      As much as this information surprises and terrifies me, it kind of makes sense. “So the metal machines … they’re his? They carry his men?”

      He nods. “Apparently so, though last I heard they were in no way able to travel this far into the sand lands or even past the mountains.” He rubs his mustache thoughtfully. “His scholars must have come up with some sort of fuel alternative for them to be able to travel such great distance.”

      There he goes talking his odd language again.

      “His what?” I ask.

      He shakes his head at me. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is why have they come this far into the sand lands? He has never bothered to go beyond the mountains before. Why now?”

      “I don’t care why,” I growl. “All I want to know is why he sent his armies to kill my kin and Finn’s. They never did anything to this Prezedant.” I spit out the word like it’s dirt. “And why did he take the young’uns from my village? Where would he have taken them? And how do I get ‘em back?”

      Tater regards me with such a look of sadness that I drop my eyes. I don’t like what that look implies.

      “As I have said, child, he is a very evil man. As for the murder of your families, I cannot give you a reason why, only that yours is not the first village to meet this same fate. He controls those who oppose him with fear and death. Some have even gone as far as to call him monster and demon. He knows things, possesses things that could only have come from before the Shift. Some say the man himself lived before the Shift, that he is immortal. That he has walked the land for hundreds of years.”

      Finn is staring at the half-man in wide-eyed disbelief. “So you’re saying those metal machines we saw … they’re the real moving veacals from the old folk stories. They’re from before the Shift? That the stories are true?”

      “Most stories are based on truth, boy,” Tater says and takes another sip of his “water.”

      “How do you know all this?” I ask, still not trusting his words. “How do we know what you’re sayin’ ain’t a bunch of shite? You mean to say this Prezedant is hundreds of years old, and we’re supposed to believe that?”

      He studies me, this half-man. His piercing, black eyes watch me for so long I begin to fidget under his gaze.

      “You believe what you want, child, but I think you know I speak the truth. All I’m saying is this: I was born in Skytown, the place the Prezedant calls his home, and I have seen him twice in my lifetime. Once when I was but a lad, no older than Finn here. The second time at a public execution just four years back. Now during that time, I have grown old and weary. My eyes have seen far more then they have wanted to, but the one thing they are sure of is this. The Prezedant has not changed his appearance, not one little bit during those years. He looks exactly the same. How is that possible? You tell me.”

      “Magic,” Finn whispers, and Tater nods his head.

      “There ain’t no such thing, Finn. Don’t be foolish.” My words are to Finn, but my anger is directed toward Tater, daring him to argue that with me. “If he’s so all-powerful and magical, why’s he gotta send out men with iron shooters to kill people? Why don’t he just do it with his magic?”

      Tater stares at me for a bit then unexpectedly points at me and laughs. “You truly are an irksome child. If I knew all the answers, I could tell you why. I could also tell you why the sun is in the sky or why the birds fly through the air, but I do not know why.”

      He leans back against a dead log and crosses his short legs.

      “Are you sure you are ready to hear of the fate of your young kin?” He don’t give me a chance to answer, to change my mind; he just goes right on talking. “As I have said, there have been numerous villages in the past that have had the misfortune to fall under his notice, and all have ended up the same: murder, pillaging, and abduction of the children. It is said he takes the children to work his iron mines and to be servants in his residences. But there are whispers of other … uses. Some believe he consumes them, their youth and vitality … their very souls. They say it’s what keeps him immortal, you see.”

      Tater’s eyes gleam at us eerily through the darkness, and a faint shiver passes over me. Finn gives a strangled little yelp, and his face goes pale white, noticeable even by firelight.

      “That’s enough talk for one night,” I say, more so to stop from hearing any more terrible words. Like the boy, I’m terrified at what Tater is telling us, and it’s almost like he done it on purpose. Why would he want to scare us like that?

      “We need to get some sleep. I want to get an early start in the mornin’.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree, my dear.” Tater is all smiles again now. “And if you don’t mind, I would truly love to accompany you to Littlepass. I have done the journey many times. I could show you the way, cut maybe weeks of walking off your journey.”

      I don’t want to, but I agree to Tater’s company. I still have a lot of unanswered questions. I want to talk to him some more—alone. I get an uneasy feeling that he knows a lot more than he’s letting on to. But for now, we need to sleep.
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      The trees seem to go on forever. Sometimes they’re so tangled and snarled I don’t think we’re ever going to get past ‘em, but Tater always seems to know the way ‘round. Most times when I truly believe we’re lost and walking in circles, he assures me he knows exactly where he’s going. He says to me, “Not to worry, my dear. I have been traveling these particular woods for many years, far more than I would care to admit. I will not lead you astray.”

      He always says it with his toothy smile, but it irritates me some. His constant silly way of talking irritates me most times. And to make matters worse, there are these tiny, flying biters that keep buzzing ‘round our heads and nipping at our skin. Sometimes, they’re so damn bothersome I wanna scream. Tater calls them “maskeetos,” but I just call ‘em annoying. They seem to pester me more so than the others. Tater says it must be ‘cause my blood is so sweet, but he grins all strange every time he says it, like he ain’t joking at all. I still don’t trust him, not one little bit. But I got to admit, he is a real entertaining storyteller. And real good with the musical flute. Lou used to play too, but he wasn’t near as good as Tater. When he plays at night, while we’re sitting ‘round the campfire, the night just don’t seem to be as dark and scary no more. And he does make Finn laugh, so I guess he’s not all bad.

      There ain’t been much chance to talk to Tater alone, and I’m still full of questions. Finn sticks as close to the little man as a berry to its bush. But today’s travel had been a hard one, and Finn had immediately fallen asleep the minute we made camp. The ground we’d been walking all day had been sloping down, making it an effort to stay on our feet at times. Well, for me and Finn anyways. Tater seemed to have no trouble. I still think he’s more mutie than man. So with Finn already sleeping on the other side of the fire, I reckoned this was my chance to talk with Tater alone. I push aside my own weariness. There were things I needed to know—no time for sleeping just yet. I eyeball Tater, who’s lounging against a fallen tree and sipping his usual drink. I stare ‘til he finally raises a shaggy brow.

      “Well, as my dear mother used to say, you look as if you have a bee in your bonnet. Spit it out, girlie,” he says.

      “Who exactly is the Prezedant? Why is he sendin’ his men out into the sand lands to kill villagers and take young’uns? What’s he do with them when he takes ‘em? Why don’t the people of Littlepass and Skytown and every place else just stop him if he’s so evil?”

      The words just pour out of me; I want to know all the answers. Tater stares at the ground like he’s pondering his response before meeting my gaze. He flashes his teeth, his laughter all quiet like so as not to disturb Finn.

      “I can see this is going to be a long evening,” he says. He thinks for a while more, takes a sip of his drink, and then finally speaks. “Who the Prezedant truly is I cannot tell you. That’s all he is known as. He has ruled for as long as I can remember and longer than that. He is a very powerful man … magician, immortal, as I have said. He is believed to have done things no human should be capable of doing. While the rest of the world’s lands are barren and dead, his lands are prosperous, alive, and fertile. How is that possible? The people, they whisper about his so-called ‘powers,’ but no one can explain. I have heard many stories in my years. Some say they have witnessed the man bringing dead trees to life with a touch of his hand or make a dried-up spring run again with just a breath.”

      I scoff at Tater’s words. That was pure shite if I ever heard it.

      “Do not dismiss the stories, girl. As I told the boy, every story stems from truth. And do not dismiss his power. His armies are massive, and they follow his every command. To them, he is their god. And not just his armies. There are many, I fear, who blindly follow the Prezedant. Lost souls who have become as dark and depraved as the man himself. I warn you, girl, the things you will witness in Littlepass and in Skytown … they will change you.”

      He stops talking. His words chill me, but I nod at him to continue.

      “As for stopping him, some have tried. There have been a few brave souls who have tried to destroy him over the years. But their efforts have been in vain. He hunts down those who dare oppose him and publicly executes those who disobey. He holds no regard for human life. His lands are cesspools of depravity, debauchery, and unspeakable horrors for most. For others, the scum of mankind, the twisted lowlifes, they are a haven. Children are sold into slavery, put to work in his iron mines, in his residences, and sometimes far worse. I will not lie … the young kin you are worried for have most likely already met this fate.”

      Even though he don’t go into explicit detail, he don’t need to. I get the gist of what he’s saying, and it fills me with utter despair. A lump of ice solidifies in my belly and its coldness starts seeping slowly through my veins. But yet I need to know more.

      “There must be some good people … like this Lily. Surely, Grada wouldn’t send me to such an evil place on purpose. Surely, not everyone is this way. Grada said Lily would help me. She cain’t be all bad,” I say, not wanting to believe everything Tater is telling me.

      “Do you not know who this Lily is, girl? I assumed her to be your kin. Your family.” Tater truly appears surprised by my words.

      I hesitate. I don’t want to admit it to him, but finally I shake my head. “No. Grada … .before he died, it’s like he knew what was gonna happen, and he told me I had to go to Littlepass and find her. To tell her who I was and she would help me.”

      “Help you to do what?” he asks.

      “I … I don’t know. I’m hopin’ maybe she can help me find Ben and the other young’uns.”

      Tater ponders this for a bit. “So your Grada was from Littlepass then? How is it that he knew of the Prezedant and his Army but never warned you of the dangers?”

      I shake my head again. “No, Grada and the others, they lived in Rivercross, well, their whole lives I guess. Same as me. If he had known, he would have told me of this evil.”

      Tater’s “hmph” bothers me.

      “What do you mean by that?” I say.

      He shrugs. “I didn’t take you for a fool, girl.”

      “I ain’t no fool,” I growl back.

      “Then why are you acting the part?”

      I open my mouth to argue, my cheeks burning hot from my anger, but he cuts me off.

      “Your Grada sent you to Littlepass for a reason. He knew of the place. He even knew of someone who resides there. It just goes to show that he was very aware of the outside world and of the Prezedant. And any village, no matter how remote, that has had traders pass through would most certainly have been told of the news from the other side of the mountains. No, trust me, your Grada and all the other old folk of your village, they knew of the dangers. They had just fooled themselves into believing they had gone far enough into the sand lands. That they would be unnoticed and passed over. That they would be safe. Seems now, nowhere is safe,” he says these last words almost to himself and takes another drink.

      I don’t want to believe what he’s saying. There ain’t no way Grada and the others had known about this danger and not warned us, not prepared us. But in the back of my mind, I hear Molly’s words as she was running from the dust cloud.

      “They found us,” she had said, and Grada telling me, “They cain’t be stopped.” I think of all the times us young’uns had been sent away from the campfires while a trader was visiting ‘cause the old folk wanted to “talk,” and I know deep down in my heart Tater is speaking the truth. They had known.

      The anger and resentment grows in me along with this new realization. How dare they not warn us, not protect us from this Prezedant? They’d known everything, yet had in no way prepared us, and now, Ben, Jane, and young Thomas were in the hands of a madman. I don’t even want to think of what they may be going through right now, what they may be suffering. I take my anger out on Tater.

      “Why don’t he kill you lot then? You traders? Why do you get to live and travel the sand lands free from his punishment?” My voice is getting louder, and Finn stirs in his sleep. I stop talking. I don’t want to wake him, but I’m simmering mad. Tater stays quiet for so long I don’t think he’s ever going to answer me.

      Finally he says, “I am not proud to admit this, but I assume we provide a service to him. We are his harbingers of death. Nothing creates more fear, more obedience in the populace than tales of the villages and people he has destroyed. Through us, his legend grows, so the people become more afraid of him. They stay. They obey. They serve and give everything they grow and produce to the Prezedant. They live in fear and despair while he and his elite live like kings. But they live.”

      I mull his words over in my head, truly speechless at what I’ve just heard. I never could have imagined such an evil existed. My anger at Grada and the old folk for keeping us in the dark ain’t lessening any, but I think I kind of understand what they had tried to do now. They’d tried to give us a normal life … a happy life free from the fear that the people on the other side of those mountains seemed to live in constantly. Like Tater said, I guess they figured they would never be looked for or found. They were so wrong and had paid a high price for their ignorance.

      “You said the Prezedant ain’t never come on this side of the mountains before. Why now do you think?”

      He shrugs. “I could only guess. As far as I know, his armies have never made the trek through the mountains. It is a hard journey indeed, and as you well know, the sand lands do not have much to offer. He has in the past left the exploring of the sand lands to us, the traders. The few brave souls who have decided to try and eke out a living in these barren, desolate lands he has never shown much interest in. But with these vehicles of his apparently more mobile now, he must have a reason for venturing into the sand lands. The man may be evil incarnate, but he never does anything without a reason.”

      What kind of reason could he have to just up and kill innocent people? I think. And why would Grada send me to Littlepass? Toward this Prezadent? Into his lands? It don’t make a lick of sense to me.

      Grada’s words on that day play over in my head. “Find Lily; tell her she was right.” Right about what? “Tell her I should have sent word long ago.”

      Should have sent word to her, Lily. Tater’s words make more sense to me the more I think about it. Grada had certainly known of Lily and Littlepass. But why had he never spoke of her ‘til then? And was she able to help me get Ben and the young’uns back?

      “When he takes the young folk, where does he keep ‘em?” I ask, knowing that this now must be my focus. I ain’t prepared for the harsh laughter that comes from the little man. It’s so unlike his normal, cheerful sound that I cain’t help but be shocked by it. He leans over and stares at me so intently it’s like he’s staring into my very soul. He points a stubby finger my way.

      “I’m only going to say this once, girl, so pay close attention. Forget about finding your young kin ever again. They are as good as dead. As we speak, they have already been sold into slavery, put to work in the iron mines, or a dozen other possibilities, but they are gone, understand? Forget about them. My advice to you: Go find your Lily. Maybe she can keep you and the boy safe and give you a home. Keep you from ending up like your kin.”

      “Shut. Your. Mouth,” I hiss, through gritted teeth. “They ain’t dead. Don’t you ever say those words to me ever again!”

      Fuming mad, my blood pounding through my veins, I want to lash out at the little man for his terrible words. How dare he tell me to forget about them? I want to smack that smug, know-it-all look right from his face. But I don’t get a chance to do anything before Tater recoils, and his eyes open wide like I really did hit him. But I ain’t touched him. I was only thinking it. Why is he looking at me like that? Are my thoughts that obvious? Angry, confused, and not wanting to look at his face anymore, I turn my back to him and lay down on my bedroll. I’m done with the conversation. I don’t want to hear another word from the half-man. I can feel his eyes boring into my back, but I don’t acknowledge him at all. I wrap my hand around my flower, my gift from Ben, hoping to get some comfort from it. I feel such overwhelming hopelessness … all I want to do is cry. But I don’t. I ain’t giving him the satisfaction of hearing me cry. Instead, I focus on the faces of Ben and Jane and young Thomas. I try to picture in my mind what they look like, what they sound like, ‘cause as angry as I am at Tater for his terrible words, there’s this small, nagging part of me that fears he may be right. If the only way to get them back means going up against this Prezedant and his Army, then I’ve lost before I’ve even begun.
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      It has been days of traveling through these damn strangling woods, but the trees are finally starting to thin out. The tangled web of branches and leaves are giving way to golden beams of sunlight filtering through up ahead. Cat takes off, eager to get back out into the open lands, and I can feel the same anticipation. Just knowing we’re almost through the woods must have put Tater in a jubilant mood ‘cause he starts singing a tune I ain’t heard before, but Finn knows of it and soon joins in. Usually, hearing the two of them singing is enough to raise a smile outta me but not this time. My mood is somber, has been since my conversation with Tater. Our arguing ain’t affected him at all. Other than the occasional times I’ve caught him staring oddly at me, he has been acting like nuthin’ even happened. Me, I ain’t done much talking these past few days, but I have done a lot of thinking.

      I have decided to keep on going to Littlepass, to try and find Lily like Grada wanted me to do. There must have been a reason for his wanting me to. I need to know at least why. I ain’t given up on the idea of her being able to help me find my kin. I refuse to believe that Tater is right. They were not gone like he says. But he is right about one thing. It’s way too dangerous for the boy to be accompanying me. I’m hoping this Lily can help me with that. Look after him perhaps, give him a home. Keep him alive. More than I can offer him. As for Cat, well, she’s a wild animal after all; she can survive on her own. It will break Finn’s heart to let her go, but it’s either that or probably have her get killed. Finn doesn’t have much of a choice. As for me, well, I won’t be staying in Littlepass. I can’t. Once Finn is settled, I’ll be moving on. As dangerous as Skytown seems, it’s where I have to go. I don’t care what Tater says; I am going to find Ben or at least die trying.

      By mid-morning, we’re finally out of the woods. After so many days of being in dim light, the sun is almost blinding. My eyes ain’t used to so much light no more. I close them to give them time to adjust and just stand there with my face turned up to the sun, enjoying its warmth. I notice right away there ain’t no smell of rot no more. The air is fresh smelling, like sunshine and grass and sage. It’s real nice, and I breathe it in deep.

      “Tara. Look!” Finn’s voice is just quivering with excitement, breaking my tranquility. He tugs on my arm, trying to get my attention. I open my eyes to see what has him so riled up.

      We’re standing in a valley spread out about half a league across. The whole floor of the valley is grassland. It’s brown and stubbly, but it’s plentiful; there ain’t a bit of cracked soil to be seen. Surrounding us on both sides are high, sloping hills dotted with gray trees and big, red boulders creating almost walls through the valley. But it’s what’s on the other end that has Finn all wide-eyed.

      They hover on the horizon like blue-gray giants, so massive it seems like they’re actually touching the sky. The tips of them are hidden by puffy, gray clouds, making you believe that if you were to climb to the top, you could just hop on a passing cloud and float away. Like Finn, I’m awestruck at this sight. I ain’t ever thought I’d see such a thing in my lifetime. They’re breathtaking and scary all at the same time.

      “That’s them ain’t it, Tater?” Finn’s question is filled with breathless excitement. “The mountains you was talkin’ about?”

      Tater nods. “Yes. Are they not magnificent? I never tire of seeing their majestic beauty. They truly are some of the gods’ most impressive handiwork.”

      “Do we gotta go over ‘em?” Finn is sounding all worried now, but I’m glad he’s asking ‘cause I’m fearing the same. There ain’t no way we’re going to be able to climb those giants.

      “Oh, dear me, no. No, no silly boy; that would be impossible.” Tater slaps Finn on the back, laughing as if that were the funniest thing he had ever heard. “You do amuse me so. No, we will go through them. Yes, indeed. You see, there is a gulch, a pass through them, almost impossible to find unless you are aware of its existence. Which lucky for you both, I am. As my dear mother would have said, our meeting was indeed a most fortunate throw of the dice.”

      I shake my head. After days of being in Tater’s company, I’m starting to believe he speaks just for the sheer joy of hearing himself talk. I cain’t understand half of what he says, and if his ma truly said all those things he says she said, well, she must have been a real odd fish. I guess the branch didn’t fall far from the tree.

      Winnie by now has gotten the scent of the grass, and she’s itching to feed. Tater lets her go, and she wanders off to a particularly tasty-looking patch. Cat is way off on the valley floor, running and jumping. Looks like she’s maybe chasing some sort of small critter though she’s too far away to tell. The open land, the sun, the fresh air, it fills me with a sense of wellbeing. Something I ain’t felt for a long time. I don’t know why, but I start smiling. Then I look at the others. They’re smiling, too. We’re all just standing, smiling, looking ‘round like we’re a bunch of wide-eyed young’uns.

      “It’s so pretty here.” Finn’s quiet observation breaks the silence.

      I’m thinking the same. It is pretty … peaceful almost. Like nuthin’ bad could ever happen here. Like a madman never existed just on the other side of those mountains, but Tater quickly crushes that illusion.

      “Indeed,” he says. “But do not be lulled into a false sense of security. There are hidden dangers we must be aware of.”

      He reaches into his jacket and pulls something out. At first I think it’s his musical flute, but then he holds it to his eye. It’s made of a shiny, light-colored metal. He pulls on it with his other hand, and it gets longer. He looks through the narrow end, and I can now see there’s a circle of glass at the wider end. Finn had been standing hands on his hips and looking out over the valley, but at this new object of Tater’s, his eyes grow all big and round.

      “Shizen. What is that?” he says in wonder.

      “Finn!” I say, scolding him. “Stop your cussin’.”

      But I’m sure as shizen wondering the same. What is it?

      “Ah yes, this little beauty is called a spyglass,” Tater answers, but he don’t take it from his eye. He just keeps sweeping the valley. “Got this off of a real friendly lady in the sand lands by the name of Glenalda. She was a lovely lady. Traded her a bottle of whiskey and a silk dress of my mother’s.” His smile is filled with sadness. “Yes, she was quite the woman indeed.” He clears his throat and looks up at us in surprise like he forgot we were even here.  “But I’m rambling again, aren’t I? This, my young friends, helps you to see far off in the distance. Very handy for scouring the vicinity for any sign of danger or threat.”

      He does another sweep then takes it down from his eye. “And it appears we are good.”

      I forget all my hostility and anger towards Tater and nearly run Finn over in my haste to reach the little man and his curious object.

      “Let me see!”

      “Can I try?”

      We’re trying to yell over each other, to be the first to get a look at this wonder, but Tater holds the spyglass away from us.

      “Careful. It’s a very delicate object.”

      He hesitates for a bit, looks from me to his spyglass. I can tell he don’t wanna part with it, but finally he relents and hands it over.

      “You promise to be careful?”

      “Aye,” I say, taking it eagerly.

      I hold it to one eye and squint the other like Tater had done. All of a sudden, the mountains that seemed so far away before loom in front of me, and I cain’t help but step back in shocked astonishment. I can see every rocky ledge and tree valley perfectly clear like I could reach out and touch them.

      “Holy Shizen,” I say, pulling it away for a moment just to make sure my eyes weren’t playing a trick on me. Nope, the mountains are just as far away as before. I quickly put it back to my eye again. How is this little thing making this possible?

      Finn is yanking at my tunic impatiently. “My turn! My turn!”

      I don’t want to let it go. It’s one of the most amazing things I’ve ever seen, but it ain’t fair not to let Finn try so I reluctantly hand it over. I cain’t help but laugh when his mouth falls open at what he sees. His hand goes up in front of him, and he’s reaching like he thinks he can touch what’s in the spyglass. At hearing my laugh, he turns the spyglass to me.

      “Hey, Tara, you got a hanger in your nose.”

      “What?” My hand goes to cover my nose, but Finn cracks up laughing.

      “No, there ain’t, you mule turd,” I yell at him, but it makes me laugh, too.

      Finn hands the spyglass carefully back to Tater. “That was amazing, Tater,” he says, bouncing up and down. “You got anything else to show us?”

      “Another time perhaps,” Tater says, putting it away. “But I think it is best we head out. A word of advice though before we proceed through the valley, yes?”

      His tone is light, but I get the feeling he ain’t telling us everything and my gut clenches, chasing away my earlier feeling of peacefulness.

      “What is it?” I ask. “Did you see something in that spyglass of yours?”

      “No, no. Everything was clear. No sign of any threat. But I suggest we move through the valley quickly. Not make camp until we get to the base of the mountains. If we make haste, we should be there before nightfall.”

      Tater’s words are not easing my worries none.

      “Why? Thought you said everything was clear? Why do we gotta hurry? Are there critters or such we should watch out for?” I say.

      He chuckles as if the idea of such a thing is ridiculous. “No, not ‘critters’ really. But beyond that third rise, there is a village I am familiar with. I have done some trading there in the past. They … tolerate my presence. But they are—how shall I put this—very unfriendly towards strangers of any sort. You two, being so young and … innocent, let’s just say you do not want to make their acquaintance. And as for Cat, as extraordinary as she is, they would only see meat and a fur cloak. Do you understand?”

      I understand. I understand that the world is a lot darker and dismal than I had ever thought possible. But I just nod.

      “Aye. We need to go through unnoticed. Let’s move then,” I say.

      But Finn, as always, is more concerned about his beast than us.

      “So if we get to the mountains, Tater, will Cat be safe from the villagers then? Won’t they just follow us into the mountains?” he says, his face a mask of anxiety.

      “Oh no, dear boy, do not worry about your she-devil. The villagers, they do not venture into the mountains. They avoid the mountains at all costs.” He grins his toothy smile, and I see Finn visibly relax. “They are too afraid of encountering the raiders, you see.”

      Finn gasps at this, and Tater’s smile dies away.

      “Oh, dear, maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”

      This just keeps getting better and better, I think.
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      We don’t talk. We don’t stop. We walk as fast as we can. Tater don’t come right out and say what the villagers would do to us, but my mind keeps filling in the gaps with all kinds of horrible thoughts. I find myself looking over my shoulder every few steps and jumping at every noise. I swear I catch a glimpse of movement behind us at times, like someone is following us, but it never amounts to anything. I know it’s just my mind playing tricks on me, but it don’t ease my rattled nerves none. It only makes me pick up the pace and have Finn and Tater struggle to keep up with me. But by sundown, we’re at the base of the mountain and without incident. We decide not to attempt the gulch at this late hour but wait for the morning light. A small grove of trees halfway up a side slope looks to be our best bet for a protected campsite though we’ll have to do without a fire tonight. After making it through the valley unnoticed, there ain’t no need to draw attention now.

      We set up our beds by the early evening moonlight, but I ain’t the least bit tired. I feel all on edge, and my blood is strumming through my veins. I lay staring up at the night sky, listening ‘til finally I hear Finn’s slight snores and Tater’s louder version. Even Cat is sleeping, twitching as she chases some dream prey. But sleep eludes me. I move my blankets to a tree, prop myself up against the trunk, and lay the iron shooter in my lap. I cain’t rightly say what’s bothering me, but I watch the valley floor and the slopes for any sign of movement. I strum my fingers against the long barrel of the shooter. I wait.

      The moon is high in the sky now, but it’s not much help with all the shadows of the valley. I keep watching, looking for … I ain’t sure what. I don’t know how long I sit there. I can hear a critter hooting off in the distance, its call eerie in the quiet night. It’s getting hard to keep my eyes open now. I’m being foolish, I think. I should get some sleep.

      Then suddenly there below me. Something is moving. Fully awake now, I bolt upright and hold the iron shooter tighter. I wish I had thought to ask Tater for his spyglass. I keep watching the spot. There it is again. I get a brief glimpse of it as it emerges from the shadows into a moonlit patch of valley floor. It looks to be hunched over and shuffling like … like the creature I had seen in the sand lands. I blink my eyes, trying to focus. It disappears into the darkness again, and I cain’t see it no more. I keep watching, not blinking ‘til my eyes start to burn, but I don’t see it again. Was I imagining it? I could have sworn something was there. But if there had been something, there’s no way it could have been the same creature. What I’d seen that night in the sand lands had been weeks and leagues away from here. What were the odds the creature had been traveling in the same direction as us? Following us? Even though I don’t see no more movement, I decide I ain’t sleeping tonight. Imagination or not, somebody needs to keep watch. I sense something in my gut, and it just don’t feel right. I settle back against the tree and level the iron shooter on my knee, pointing it straight ahead. If there is something out there, it isn’t getting past me tonight. No way in hell.
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        * * *

      

      “Tara. Tara, wake up.” Dazed and confused, I open my eyes. The sun is up. It’s morning. Suddenly remembering the moving shadow, I search my lap frantically for the iron shooter. It ain’t there. Then I realize Tater is standing above me, waving the shooter and grinning.

      “Looking for this, oh great protector?” He was obviously aware of my intent last evening and my total failure in staying awake. I yank it out of his hand, ignoring his laugh, and pack it into the slingbag at my feet. Finn walks over to join us and hands me a water skin.

      “How come you slept sitting up against that tree, Tara?” he asks.

      “No reason,” I say. I take a big gulp from the water skin, but he keeps looking at me curiously, waiting for more.

      “I was just star gazin’, and I fell asleep is all.”

      He seems to accept this without question and moves on to pack up his bedding, but Tater is eyeballing me. He knows I ain’t telling the whole truth.

      “Did you witness any unusual constellations during your gazing?” he asks.

      “If by that you mean strange stars, then no, just the usual,” I say. I reckon it best not mention what I had seen last evening or thought I’d seen. I kind of feel foolish for my fright, and I wasn’t even sure it was real now in the light of day. No sense worrying them over what could have very well been my imagination. ‘Sides, if something had been here last evening, Cat would have sensed it. She would have warned us. Instead, she had slept sound through the night. Obviously, she hadn’t sensed anything amiss. No, best push it out of my mind and blame my jitters on my exhaustion. We got us more pressing matters like some crazy villagers, mountains, and possibly raiders to worry about instead. Just another typical day in the sand lands.
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        * * *

      

      Mid-afternoon, day five in the mountains. The ground changes the higher we climb. And we are climbing. Not so quickly that you really notice, but the ground is sloping upwards. It’s getting rockier and sparser. The loose shale sometimes makes it hard for Winnie to get her footing, but Tater coaxes her along with gentle patience. I believe he truly does love that mule.

      It’s getting cooler too, especially the nights. I’m real glad I have Thomas’s rawhide jacket to keep me warm ‘cause the wind that sometimes blows cuts like a knife. I’d made Finn a cloak out of one of my blankets to keep him protected from the biting wind, but Tater, he only seemed to need the warmth of his tin flask, just adding to my belief that he is indeed a mutie.

      The half-man assures us it will only take a few more days’ travel before we start going down the other side, and then things will get better. Better, he says. I’m not sure about that. Littlepass means closer to Lily and answers to my questions about Ben and the young’uns. But it also means we’re getting closer to the Prezedant’s lands. To my plan of abandoning Finn. I ain’t yet told him of my idea to settle him there. I hope he won’t hate me too much, but it’s all I can think to do for him. I know it’s gonna to be hard to say goodbye to him. I kind of enjoy having him around. Cat too. Even Tater don’t irritate me so much though the thought of not hearing his voice every day don’t bother me at all. But the thought of not seeing Finn every day … it don’t sit well.

      I watch him now plodding along after Tater, yammering with a hundred questions.

      “How much further, Tater? What does Littlepass look like? What kinda food do they eat there? Do they have sticky buns? Ma used to make those, and they’re my favorite.”

      His hair sticks up like normal, and there’s a big streak of mud across his cheek. Don’t know how he got that. He sees me watching him, stops talking, and gives me his goofy, gap-toothed grin. It tugs at me some, but I squash those feelings right away. I ain’t got time for that. I cain’t afford to have any kind of care for anybody right now except for Ben and Jane and young Thomas. They’re my only concern. Besides, I know it’s best for him and me to part ways. Some of what I’m thinking must be showing on my face; however, ‘cause his smile fades away.

      “You okay, Tara?”

      “What? Me? Aye, I’m fine, you mule turd. Why you askin’?” I say.

      “Cause you look … I dunno … sad kinda,” he says and starts walking towards me.

      I give him my brightest smile and reach out, try to wipe the dirt off his cheek, but it’s stuck good. “No, I’m fine. Truly. I … I was just thinkin’ about how the sky looks mighty dark up ahead.”

      I grasp at something to change the subject. I don’t want to have to tell him anything yet. I don’t need to be arguing with him the rest of the way.

      “Looks like it’s gonna rain.”

      Tater stops at my words and studies the sky.

      “Hmm, you’re right, Tara. There is definitely a rainstorm up ahead. We’re going to have to wait it out. It’s too dangerous to be walking in the gulch right now.”

      “What do you mean, Tater? Why is it dangerous?” Just like that, Finn totally forgets about me at the mention of danger. He trots back over to the little man. “Why is a storm comin’ dangerous?”

      “Rain in the mountains is different from the sand lands. The rains are intense and torrential and can cause the gulch to flood and sweep us away before we even realize it’s coming. We need to get out of the gulch now, wait it out on that plateau above us.”

      I ain’t sure what a pla-toe is, but I follow Tater’s gaze and figure he’s talking about the mountain ledge up ahead. The ledge is flat and open, but there are a couple of boulders high enough to maybe give us shelter from the rain if it came this way. It would have to do.

      Reaching the ledge, I choose one of the boulders to rest against and ease my slingbag and bow from my shoulder. Tater does the same, easing Winnie’s burden by taking off her saddlebags and laying them under the other boulder to keep them as dry as possible. Winnie is enjoying this bit of freedom and takes a happy little romp about the grass, scaring away some sort of mountain bird that had been using the grass as a hiding spot from us. The bird squawks and takes off, Cat following and nipping at its tail feathers. I smile at the chase. I’d be willing to bet we’re having mountain bird for our evening meal tonight.

      I lay back against the rock and close my eyes. I feel bone-tired, and my shoulder is aching something fierce. The slingbag strap has been irritating me some lately. I’m going to have to try and get some extra padding on it.

      Finn, unlike me or Tater, is showing no signs of weariness. He ain’t even bothering with sitting down; he’s busy exploring the ledge and continuously yelling my name to get my attention. I crack open one eye. He is at the ledge’s drop off, not close enough for worrying, but close enough to see how high up we’ve climbed.

      “Tara, you gotta come see this. It’s like we’re at the top of the world. It’s amazing!”

      I close my eye again. “I’ll take your word on that, Finn,” I say, too tired to move. “Don’t get no closer to that edge.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he says, brushing aside my warning.

      I’m still listening to his yammering about the view below when suddenly, I get a real bad feeling in my gut. Seconds later, Winnie starts braying in fright. I bolt upright and instinctively grab for my bow. The mule rears up on her hind legs, and before Tater can stop her, she runs off towards the gulch.

      “What the—?” I duck instinctively as a huge, dark shadow leaps from the boulder above my head. It lands right in between us with me and Tater on one side and Finn on the other.

      “Holy damnation!” Tater’s cussin’ bursts out of him as he stumbles backward into me, nearly knocking me from my feet.

      The creature standing before us is enormous, even bigger than Cat. Definitely a male devil cat. Its light fur is matted and dirty, and the red eyes regarding me and Tater at the moment look wild and hungry.

      “Tara!”

      At the boy’s cry, the creature’s head swings toward him, and I can see the powerful jaws on the massive head. It bares its teeth. They look like a mouth full of daggers. Finn sees what I see and it freezes him in place, his face a mask of fear.

      “It’s okay, Finn,” I yell out to him, sounding a lot calmer than I really am. Slowly, I raise my bow and reach for an arrow only to grab at empty air. Shizen! I had taken my quiver off with the rest of my things earlier. I see it out of the corner of my eye, laying about four paces from me, and make a move for it, but the creature’s head swings my way. I freeze, waiting for it to pounce on me. Finn must fear the same ‘cause he cries my name again, causing the devil cat’s attention to shift back to him. It crouches then, finally deciding on the boy as the easier prey. I don’t stop to think; I just drop the bow, grab my knife from the sheath, and run at the beast screaming. I cain’t let it get to Finn. It springs into the air away from me, and I yell, terrified, “Finn! Run!”

      From out of nowhere Cat flies past me, her teeth bared and snarling like the she-devil she is. She collides with the other beast in midair, and she brings it down. They tumble over and over, a black and golden blur, their claws and teeth ripping at each other’s throats.

      “Finn, get away from them!”

      I’m yelling at him to move, but all he can see is his beloved beast in danger, and it’s like he don’t even heed me.

      “Cat,” he screams. “Cat, no!” He runs right into the path of the fighting beasts, and I watch in horror as he is knocked from his feet and disappears over the mountain edge.
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        * * *

      

      Once when Ben and me had been real young, he had challenged me to see who could jump from the highest rock ledge above the old swimming hole. Never one to back down from his challenges, I had climbed straight to the top of the highest ledge possible. I’d jumped, convinced it was going to be my best dive ever. Only when I hit the water, I hit belly first, and it felt like every breath of air was knocked clean out of my lungs. I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t move, I couldn’t think. This is that same feeling. I watch Finn go over that edge, and my body is gone numb … useless. I can still hear the beasts’ shrieking off to the side, but it don’t matter. Not anymore. Finn is gone.

      I can hear someone yelling, but it sounds so far away. Who’s yelling?

      The realization it’s Tater dawns slowly. But his yelling of Finn’s name, over and over again, is like a slap to the face and jolts me into action. I push him out of the way as I run to the edge. I have to see with my own eyes before I can believe it. Desperately I scan the ground below, fearing for what I will find. I search for Finn’s broken body, my ragged breaths loud in my own ears. I keep searching, but he ain’t there. Where is he?

      “Tara …”

      The voice is weak and terrified, but it fills me with such relief my knees go numb. There he is; I see him. He’s sprawled on a narrow ledge, about halfway down the rocky slope. Thank the gods.

      “Finn,” I yell. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      At first there’s no answer. He’s blacked out, I think.

      But then, “My leg hurts some, but I think … I think I’m okay.”

      Tears well up at his response, but I quickly dash them away. No time for tears.

      “Don’t move. I’m gonna get you up,” I say.

      If only I knew how. I glance around wildly, looking for something, anything to help the boy. Tater, in the meanwhile, has retrieved the iron shooter out of my slingbag, but it hangs limply at his side as he stares at me in shock. He don’t need it. The two beasts have disappeared, which is a good thing. I ain’t got time to be worried about Cat. My eyes fall onto Winnie’s saddlebags.

      “Tater, you got rope in those saddlebags?”

      “Rope? Yes. Yes! I have a rope,” he says and heads for the saddlebags.

      He don’t move quick enough for my liking. By the second yes I’m already halfway there, knocking him out of my way again. I don’t give a care for what else is in the bags; I dump them on the ground spewing the contents everywhere. I just want that damn rope. There. I grab the thick, cotton cord, and a desperate prayer for it to be long enough repeats in my head as I run back to the ledge.

      “Finn,” I yell down. “I’m gonna make a loop in the rope and lower it down. All you gotta do is put it ‘round you underneath your arms, and we’ll pull you up. Can you do that?”

      “Yeah, … I think so,” he yells back, but he sounds so frightened.

      “Good boy,” I say. As fast as I can I make the loop in the end of the rope and cross it again to make a sturdy knot. The other end I tie ‘round my own waist real tight. I ain’t taking no chance of that rope slipping out of my hands. Kneeling over the edge, I start lowering it down.

      Please be long enough.

      A moment goes by.

      “I got it,” he yells.

      I close my eyes in relief. Thank the gods.

      “Okay, good. Now be careful. Don’t move too quick. Put the loop over your head and move it down under your arms so it’s ‘cross your chest.”

      I wait for him to do as I say, holding my breath. That ledge is so narrow. Just one wrong move, I think. I can hear Tater behind me, muttering, “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear …”

      “Okay.” I hear Finn’s quivering voice from below. So far so good.

      “Now, the end of the rope that’s sticking out, I want you to pull on it ‘til the rope is tight ‘round your chest. Pull ‘til it’s tight, understand?”

      I can feel movement of the rope on my end as he does what I tell him to.

      “It’s tight, Tara. I did it.”

      “Good boy. Now, hold onto that rope ‘cause we’re gonna pull you up. Hold it tight, Finn.”

      I get to my feet. Tater is still aimlessly pacing but runs straight for me as I motion for him to grab the rope. I move back, and he stands in front of me, hanging onto the line and still muttering or praying. I ain’t sure.

      “Now, Tater,” I say, and we start pulling slowly so as not to hurt Finn.

      Little by little we reel the rope in ‘til finally a tuft of red hair comes peeking over the edge, followed by a pair of huge, frantic eyes. He swings wildly to and fro, and one of his skinny arms reaches desperately for the rock ledge trying to grab it.

      I yell at Tater, “I got the rope. Go help him.”

      Tater grabs for the flailing arm while I keep pulling. Once I see Tater has a good grip on the boy I give one last tug, and we get his body onto solid ground. Tater throws an arm around Finn and drags him away from the edge. They both fall to their knees once they’ve cleared the edge, gasping for air. I join them, grabbing Finn’s shoulders real tight. A mixture of emotion courses through me. Relief at his being safe, but it quickly butts heads with the brewing anger at his not heeding my words to run. Instead he’d been stupid enough to head right into the path of the fighting beasts. He’d almost gotten himself killed. What the hell had he been thinking? Why didn’t he listen to me? I want to shake him ‘til his teeth rattle, but lucky for him, the relief wins out.

      “Are you hurt?” I ask gruffly, trying not to let my anger show as I run my hands over his arms, feeling for any injuries.

      “Don’t think so … just my leg is banged up some is all.” His answer is shaky, but at least the color is coming back to his face. Tater starts laughing and does his crazy little clap.

      “Thank the gods for this glorious miracle, indeed. We rescued the boy. We are true heroes, Tara. Well, us and that magnificent cat of yours, boy, for without her we’d most likely be in the stomach of that other beast right about now.”

      At the mention of Cat, Finn brushes my probing hands away and looks ‘round with frantic eyes.

      “Cat? Is she okay? Where is she?”

      Tater tries to calm him down. “No need to worry, my little friend. Last I saw of your she-devil, she was chasing that mountain cat off with its tail between its legs.”

      “Truly, Tater?” he asks, fighting the tears that threaten to flow.

      “Cross my heart,” Tater says. “And as my dear mother used to say—”

      “Tater, shut up.”  I don’t know why I say it; it just comes out of me. The offended and incredulous look on the half-man’s face at my command starts a fit of laughter. I cain’t help it. I ain’t sure if it’s relief or shock, maybe a bit of both, but I cain’t stop laughing. Then Finn starts laughing too, and finally Tater joins in. We’re all laughing uncontrollably. Finn laughs so hard he starts hiccupping which makes us laugh even more.

      “Well, well boys … seems like we’ve interrupted a celebration.”

      The voice is as rough as gravel and totally unexpected. Instinctively, I push Finn behind me as I whirl around. Who spoke I ain’t sure ‘cause there’s about nine, possibly ten men standing there watching us. Least I suspect they’re men. They don’t look like anything I’ve ever seen before. The faces staring at us with a mixture of curiosity and smug amusement are painted with stripes of green and black, making the whites of their eyes weirdly stand out. A couple of them have bald heads but the rest have hair decorated with feathers and beads and such. Indeed, they are a peculiar sight. As much as my fear is spiking right now, so is my fascination. What the hell are they? Even their way of dress is so strange. Oh, they’re wearing tunics and trousers all right, but their chests and shoulders are covered with an array of weird objects. Settler relics I’m guessing.

      One of them steps in front of me, and my eyes are instantly drawn to the small, rounded pieces of metal attached all over his tunic. There’s so many they make me dizzy, so I focus on the faded red one with the white lettering. I can barely make out the fancy writing. C O L A, I think it says. So odd. What does that mean?

      I don’t get to think much about it though ‘cause the weapons they’re carrying quickly outweigh my fascination with their clothing. Their shooters are massive, about twice as long as the one we have and pointing directly at us. In all the hullabaloo of Finn’s rescue, we ain’t heard even a footstep of their approach. Tater starts cussin’ under his breath behind me, and his next words make me shiver in fear.

      “Damn the gods’ luck. Raiders.”

      Raiders? Shizen, Ben, the old folk were speaking the truth. They are real.
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        * * *

      

      We’ve been walking for hours feels like.  Single file, through the rain. Tater, then Finn, then me. All of us tied together with the same rope we’d used to rescue Finn off the rock ledge. The raiders had thought it hilarious that we were already tied together; they had a good laugh at that. At first Tater had tried to reason with them. He’d tried to convince them that we were just poor traders traveling through. How they had no reason to have any interest in us. How we had nuthin’ of value that they could possibly want. They had listened in silence and then just knocked him off his feet and proceeded to rob him of his flute, his spyglass, and even his hat. The one to the left of me is now wearing it, off to the side of his bald head all cocky-like. I glare at him with all the hatred I’m feeling inside, but he just winks at me. The jackass.

      They’d taken everything, gone through every bag. My iron shooter, my bow, my knives, Tater’s wares. They’d even found Winnie along the way, and she’s now being led along just like the rest of us. Finn is limping something fierce on the muddy trail. He had truly banged up his leg in his fall. I’d pleaded with them to at least let the boy ride on the mule. He was in pain, I’d said. Let him ride the rest of the way. All that had gotten me was a hard slap across the face. Finn had cried out at this.

      “I’m okay, Tara,” he’d said. “I don’t need to ride. Don’t worry about me.”

      Brave kid, hiding his pain to keep me quiet. He don’t want to see me get hit again. So I watch him ahead of me limping and wincing but not saying a word, holding it all in. I can feel my hatred at these raiders growing inside of me with every painful step he takes.

      I have no idea what direction we’re moving in. We’re way off the mountain pass we’d been traveling through. Obviously, their intention wasn’t to take us through the mountains but deeper into the mountains themselves. I’d tried to ask Tater if he knew where we were heading, but all that had gotten me was another painful whack between my shoulder blades, this time with the butt of an iron shooter. It had taken all my willpower not to spit right in the raider’s face. Finn’s look of concern is the only thing that stopped me, so I behave. But I keep watching. I need to know which way to go once we escape.

      So far there ain’t been no sign of Cat, which is probably a good thing. As brave and strong as she is, she won’t stand a chance against so many powerful iron shooters. If she was to attack, she could probably take out a couple of the raiders, maybe more if she wasn’t injured too badly from her tangle with the other devil cat. But they would take her down for sure. I know Finn is fearing the same as I’m thinking ‘cause I can see his head swinging back and forth, checking the hills and woods for any sign of her. No, it’s best she’s not around right now, though sooner or later she will pick up on our scent. I’m hoping she’s as smart as Finn says she is and knows to stay away, but when it came to protecting Finn, she’s like a mama and its cub. I pity the raider who might raise a hand to Finn if she’s anywhere near us.

      The trail we’re walking on now snakes around the edge of a steep slope, and we come out on a rise atop of a rocky valley. My heart drops at the sight lying before us, and the three of us stumble to a stop. It’s the raiders’ camp. There are canvas-covered shelters and lean-tos scattered everywhere. The valley floor is dotted with campfires and more raiders. They’re everywhere. So many of ‘em. There must be about a hundred or more. Finn looks back at me, his eyes wide with fear. I share that same fear, but I don’t let it show. I just nod at him like it’s going to be okay. The leader of our captors lets out a loud, echoing whoop and there’s an answering call from the valley floor.

      “Move,” we’re ordered, and we do as told. Our arrival is starting to draw attention, so by the time we reach the camp the other raiders are lined up to get a good look at us. I’m shocked to see women amongst them, but they’re gawking and laughing at us just like their men folk. We get prodded and poked as we’re herded through the camp. One of them, I cain’t see who, snatches my hat from my head, and I can hear her pleased squawking at her new prize.

      We’re finally stopped in front of a canvas shelter, but it ain’t like the others we’ve seen. This is a full-out canvas shanty with a flap for a door and all. It ain’t open like the rest of them. We’re lined up side by side in front of the flap, and the crowd falls silent all at once like somebody had given them a signal. My heart is thumping in my chest, and without all the hollering and whooping now, I can actually hear it. We stand there, silent, waiting … I ain’t sure for what, and I don’t know what to expect.

      Suddenly the flap is thrown back, and a man emerges. No. Giant is a more apt word. He stands about two heads over me with bare, massive arms and a chest so wide he could probably crush a person to death from just a hug. His hair is not decorated like the rest of the raiders but hangs ‘round his dark face in long, odd ropes. On his head he wears a hat unlike anything I’ve ever seen. It looks to be some sort of black, shiny metal with a tiny spike sticking straight up out of the top. A settler’s relic to be sure, I think. His presence is so overwhelming I can feel my innards clench. Finn unconsciously moves closer to me so our arms are touching, looking for some form of reassurance. The man silently regards us with hooded eyes. I cain’t read any emotion from him at all. Finally, he speaks.

      “And what have you found here, Toole?” His booming question is directed to the leader of our captors but fans out over the crowd with its sheer forcefulness. I can feel Finn trembling beside me. The man named Toole steps forward.

      “We found them in the mountains, Busher. The dwarf says they’re traders, but they were carrying this.”

      He hands the huge man my iron shooter. It looks tiny in his massive hand like he could crush it no problem. He studies it.

      “H’m. This is Army issue,” he says. He turns his attention to us, his dark eyes studying our faces.

      “A girl, a boy, and a dwarf. I can see your need to keep them bound, Toole. They are a dangerous bunch indeed.”

      This is met with much snickering and laughing from the other raiders. Toole reddens at the giant’s words, but he don’t say nuthin’.

      “Untie them for the gods’ sake. That is no way to treat our guests.”

      Immediately his bidding is done, and our ropes are removed. Finn’s skinny wrists are chafed and bleeding, and he rubs them to ease his pain. Mine are about the same, but I refuse to show them any weakness. The giant smiles at us, his teeth a startling white in his dark face.

      “There, isn’t that much better?”

      “Yes, thank you kind sir,” Tater says gratefully, and I glare daggers at him. He shrugs at me but falls silent.

      “Excellent. Now about this?” he waves the iron shooter. “Would any of you mind telling me the story of how you came about this? For I’m sure it is an interesting one indeed.”

      None of us speak. The giant waits for a moment, his perusal of us full of expectation.  Finally he sighs.

      “Please, don’t be like that. I promise no harm will come to you from us. I’m just asking for a simple explanation,” he says in a most pleasant manner.

      I make a decision. I don’t know if he can be trusted, but I see no harm in telling him the truth.

      “It was left behind by the Prezedant’s Army. They attacked our villages … mine and the boy’s. Killed our kin,” I say. My voice breaks a little at those words, but I go on. “They came from the sand lands in big metal machines … veacals I know them to be now.”

      I reckon this interests him ‘cause he takes a step closer to me. I back up a pace. I cain’t help myself. He bends over and stares me straight in the eye.

      “You saw the Prezedant’s trucks? In the sand lands?”

      “Aye, if that’s what they’re called,” I say, staring back at him eye to eye. “They’re real. As real as you and me.”

      “And when did this occur?”

      I shrug. “I cain’t rightly say. I’ve been travelin’ for weeks now I think … just walkin’ the sand lands ‘til I come across Finn and Tater. We’re just travelers like Tater told your men.”

      He’s staring at me, but his words are directed more to himself, I think. “I’d heard stories of his machines traveling the sand lands, but I hadn’t thought it possible.” He brings his attention back to me. “And where would such an unlikely trio as you be traveling to?”

      “Littlepass, sir,” Tater pipes up. “I have business there, you see. It is a very profitable city for a lowly trader such as myself. The two young folk, well, you’ve just heard of the misfortune that has befallen them. I’ve merely taken them under my wing since they have no other kin to look out for them.”

      The giant laughs. It’s so loud it hurts my ears and I wince. “Well, aren’t you the magnanimous one,” he says to Tater.

      Tater nods, smiling himself now. “Indeed. As my dear mother used to say, small in stature … big in heart.”

      The giant nods. “A nice sentiment to be sure.” He waves the iron shooter again. “So you came by this by pure misfortune then? You have no associations to the Prezedant or his Army?”

      Tater by now has taken to talking to the giant like they are long lost friends. “Oh, dear me, no. No, no, no, we are in no way affiliated with that group of barbarians.”

      “Ah, good.” He studies the three of us standing in front of him and gives us that brilliant white smile again. Then he nods. “Throw them in the cage with the other prisoner,” he says to Toole and turns his back to us dismissively.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Shocked, I watch as our original captors start to advance on us. What the hell just happened here? We’d answered all his questions. Why would he want to lock us up?

      “Wait. No.” I push away from the raider trying to capture my arms and yell at the giant’s retreating back. “You lyin’ bastard. You said no harm would come to us.”

      I can hear Tater hissing at me through the corner of his mouth, “Shut up, girl,” but I’m simmering mad and I don’t pay no heed.

      The giant stops at my words, turns on his heel and walks back to me. He looms over me with his sheer size, but I stare back at him in defiance. He looks me up and down, and when he speaks his voice is soft.

      “Oh, but I did not lie, girl. No harm will come to you, not while in my possession. You are more valuable to me unscathed.” He runs a finger down my cheek, and it takes all my willpower not to shrink from his touch.

      “You, I think, will fetch a very high price indeed. I know of a buyer who would be willing to pay a king’s treasure in iron for a chance to break that spirit of yours. Oh no, I won’t harm any of you. But what happens to you all after you’ve been sold, well, for that I can make no promises.”

      Tater unexpectedly escapes from his captor’s grip and falls on his knees in front of the giant.

      “Sir. Kind sir. I am but an old man. I am of no value in the flesh trade. These young folk, yes, they will fetch you a good price indeed. But me? I will gain you nothing. Please, kind sir, just set me free, and I will be forever in your debt.”

      I ain’t certain who I hate most at this exact moment: the giant for threatening to sell me or Tater for trying to save his own miserable skin. He looks down at Tater kneeling in the dirt at his feet and regards him like he’s no more than a pile of mule droppings.

      “You’re quite right dwarf,” he says, and Tater sags in relief. “You are of no value. Toole, kill the dwarf.”

      Toole yanks Tater to his feet, and I’m shocked to see the half-man is actually smiling. He has truly gone mad.

      “On the other hand, good sir, I am quite the impressive storyteller, musician, and court jester if you like. I’m sure your band of merry men—and women—would enjoy nothing more after a hard day’s raiding than an evening of pure entertainment. What do you say, good sir? Keeping me alive can be very beneficial to your wellbeing and that of your entourage.”

      The raider leader looks confused at this turn of events. He studies Tater like he cain’t believe his ears. Then unexpectedly, he laughs at Tater’s attempt to save his skin.

      “You are truly entertaining, dwarf,” he says between his bouts of laughter. He looks out over the group and calls to someone. “Meela, come here.”

      A tall, striking girl about my age joins the giant at his side. She’s dressed like the others but wears no paint on her dusky skin. Her hair is laced intricately with beads and hangs straight down her back to her waist. I ain’t ever seen a more perfect face, or a colder one.

      The giant takes her hand. “I will let you decide the dwarf’s fate, my daughter.”

      She regards us with her stony, flat eyes and then shrugs, apparently not the least bit concerned that a life hangs on her decision. What kind of people are they to treat a life so casually? I think.

      “I don’t care either way, Father. But if he speaks the truth, then maybe I’ll let him live to hear his stories and his music. If he can keep me entertained for a while, then he shall live for a while.”

      “So be it,” the giant announces, beaming out at the crowd, and they respond with a roar of approval. “You are truly fortunate, dwarf. My compassionate daughter has spared your life. It would be wise not to disappoint her.”

      “Thank you! Oh, thank you, kind lady,” Tater says, falling at her feet now, but his groveling is making me stomach sick and I don’t want to look at him anymore. Instead, I stare at the girl with all the hostility and insolence I can muster at the unfairness of our situation. She stares back, her dark eyes like chips of flint. Then with a half-smile, she steps toward me and starts untying my neck wrapper. Slowly, she removes my gift from Grada and wraps it about her own neck, staring at me, daring me the whole time to do something about it. I feel my cheeks heating up with my anger, and I so desperately want to push her away but I don’t do nuthin’. I let her have it without a fight. Then her eyes travel down my chest and fall on the leather thong. She pulls my flower, my born day gift from Ben, out of my tunic and holds it on the palm of her hand. There ain’t no way in hell I’m letting her have that too, and my anger gets the better of me. Grabbing her wrist, I spit out a defiant, “No.”

      She looks surprised, like she ain’t used to not getting her own way. I push her hand away, but I’m totally unprepared for what happens next. She throws a punch at my face. I can feel my lip split at the contact. Before I can react, she punches me in the ribs. I bend over in pain, the breath knocked out of me. I can hear the raiders ‘round me all jeering and laughing. They’re enjoying the show. She grabs my hair and jerks my head up hard, stares into my face.

      “You dare touch me, sandlander?”

      She yanks on my hair so hard it brings tears to my eyes. I can hear Finn calling my name, but I cain’t answer him to let him know I’m okay. She jerks the flower from my neck, snapping the leather. Letting go of my hair, she pushes me back now that she has her prize. I stumble a bit and spit the blood out of my mouth. She holds her prize above her head, victorious, laughing, and reveling in the cheers of her people. I see it in her hands—my one last link to Ben, to Rivercross, to everybody I ever loved—and a red-hot pulsing starts in my blood. It feels like my blood is set aflame, and there’s a buzzing in my ears. I know there ain’t no way in hell I’m letting her keep it.

      I straighten up and leap at her with a flying kick to the stomach. She’s thrown backwards and lands on the ground in a heap, and I’m on top of her before she can get a breath. My fist bashes her in the face and her blood sprays out over my hand, but I don’t stop. It’s like the sight of it sends me into a frenzy. I bash her again and again, then I get her by the throat, both my hands wrapping around her neck. She’s grabbing my arms, trying to get me off of her neck, but she cain’t budge me. I squeeze, my hands possessing strength such as I ain’t ever known before. Her eyes are bulging now, and I can smell her fear but I don’t stop. I cain’t stop. I’m aware of other hands grabbing at me, voices yelling, but I focus on the face in front of me. My hatred is so overwhelming it’s all I can feel, all that I know. My one and only thought is to snap her damn neck.

      I don’t know what hits me, but the hard whack to the back of the head stuns me enough for me to loosen my grip. The second whack sends me into complete oblivion.
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      “Tara. Can you hear me?” I know the voice is Finn’s, but he’s yelling so loud. Why’s he yelling? His words are echoing ‘round in my head, adding to the drums already beating inside of there. I want to tell him to stop yelling, but I don’t say nuthin’ ‘cause it hurts to even think right now.

      Shizen. What happened? But then I remember the raiders.

      “She ain’t answerin’, Tater. I think they’ve gone and killed her.”

      “She’s not dead, boy. She’s too thick-skulled to be taken out by a blow to the head. She’ll be fine.” This is from Tater. He don’t sound the least bit worried, not like Finn. Good to know he’s so concerned about me.

      “Ain’t they killed you yet?” It comes out as a croak, but his answering snort assures me he understood. “You sniveling coward,” is what I want to add, but I don’t.

      “See, Finn, I told you she was fine.”

      I open my eyes to Finn’s anxious face looming above mine. Every freckle seems to stand out against his pale skin in worry, but he smiles at me in relief.

      “Tara. Thank the gods, you’re okay.”

      I cain’t help but smile back at his obvious joy to see me alive, but it makes my split lip crack again and that reminds me of the girl and my reaction to her.

      “I’m fine,” I say. “Help me up, will ya?”

      He pulls me up to a sitting position, and right away my head starts spinning. I gotta stop getting hit in the head, I think as I reach around to feel the damage this time. The back of my head is real tender, but there’s no lump. No blood. I probe a bit more with my fingers, but there’s nuthin’.

      “I already checked. You have no injury,” Tater says, but his tone is real strange. I look at him. He regards me with an odd expression. If I had to guess, I would say he looks … pleased?

      I ain’t hurt. How’s that possible? I don’t get a chance to ask though ‘cause Finn, happy that I’m okay, is now jumping around like some crazy rabbit.

      “Tara, you were amazing. You took out that raider, gave her a real whoopin’. None of the others could get you offa her. It was like you had the strength of ten of ‘em. Took the raider leader two hits with his big iron shooter to knock you out. You showed her real good.”

      He emphasizes his point by punching at the air, but his words don’t please me none. “Is she okay?” I say, Finn’s account of events terrifying me. I remember how I felt at that time. I remember all the hatred, all the anger, and how my only thought was to snap her neck. To kill her. I ain’t ever felt that before in my whole life and it scares me.

      “She’s bruised and battered, and her pride is a little damaged but otherwise she’s alive. You didn’t kill her if that’s what you fear.”

      Tater’s words ease my panic some and I relax. The next words I hear are from a voice I don’t recognize, and they fill me with utter dread.

      “You’re probably going to wish she had killed you though.”

      Still sitting, I spin around on my butt. There’s another occupant in the wooden cage imprisoning us. A young man leans against the thick bars of the cage, arms folded, and regarding me with such a hostile look I reckon he must be one of the raiders.

      “That’s Jax,” Finn says, answering my unspoken question. “He was captured just like us.”

      He’s a captive like us? So why’s he looking at me like I just stole the last of his berry bread? I get to my feet. I don’t like having to look up at him.

      He ain’t much taller than me, but he’s all sinewy muscle like he’s been used to working hard his whole life. He’s got short-cropped, spikey black hair, sun-darkened skin, and a smattering of stubble covering his lower jaw. But it’s his eyes that capture my attention. They are a sky blue, so light in his dark face that I find it nearly impossible to look away. I know pretty ain’t a word you would use to describe a man, but his eyes … they’re so damn pretty. If you can get past the fact that they’re staring at me right now like I’m his worst enemy.

      “I … ah … ” I stutter a bit. “Why would you say such a thing?”

      “Oh geez, I don’t know, let’s see. Maybe it has something to do with the fact that you just nearly killed the daughter of our captor and severely pissed him off.” His voice is low but filled with fury. “They were planning on taking us to Littlepass to sell and make a few pieces of iron for themselves. That wouldn’t have been a problem since any fool can escape from Littlepass. But thanks to your stupid little stunt earlier, I heard the big guy tell the guards they are taking us directly to Skytown. To the Prezedant himself. Apparently, you are more valuable than they first thought.”

      His words ain’t making any sense. I look to Tater. “What’s he talkin’ ‘bout? I ain’t valuable to nobody.” For the first time since I’ve known him, the half-man remains quiet. He actually drops his eyes from me, and I prompt him again. “Tater? What’s he talkin’ ‘bout? I ain’t of no concern to the Prezedant. Why are they takin’ us to him?” I say, my alarm at the strangeness of Jax’s words making me more insistent this time.

      “Tara. ” It’s surprisingly Finn who answers me. “When you attacked the raider girl … something real strange happened to you. Not only were you so strong none of the men could budge you, but your hair … those white stripes … they were glowin’ like there was some kinda light inside of you. It scared most of the raiders. They backed off; some of ‘em even ran away they were so scared. They were callin’ you a name. They were callin’ you a New Blood. Least I think that’s what they were sayin’.”

      A what? I don’t know what Finn’s talking about. It don’t make a lick of sense.

      “Finn, that’s just craziness,” I say a little harsher than intended. “My hair don’t glow with no light. You were scared is all, and you imagined that. Right, Tater? And I don’t even know what a … a New Blood is, but I sure as hell know I ain’t no such thing.”

      A harsh laugh from this “Jax” brings my attention back to him.

      “It’s bad enough that I’m being included in your group of misfits and herded off to Skytown with virtually no chance of escape, but to be captured with a New Blood who’s too stupid to even realize what she is … that’s damn bad luck indeed.”

      I don’t recall moving, but I find myself nose to nose with Jax, my arm pressed tight against his throat and that now familiar, red-hot anger burning through me. “Stop calling me that. And if you don’t want your neck snapped, you better not call me stupid ever again!”

      If he’s scared by me, he don’t show it. He merely stares back at me with his strange, hostile eyes.

      “Tara, let the boy go,” Tater says calmly, his hand on my arm.

      I ignore him at first, but just as quickly as it came my anger is gone. I drop my arm and step back, suddenly overcome with such weariness I just want to curl up in a ball and cry. What’s happening to me? This anger? This hatred? I nearly killed someone, would have killed her if I hadn’t been stopped. What am I? I look at Tater, my eyes demanding the truth.

      “Is what the boy sayin’ true?” I ask.

      Tater nods. “It is indeed. It was quite the impressive show. I have never in my life seen a bunch of grown men run off like little maidens wringing their undergarments in their hands. It was quite the amusing sight to behold. Why I—”

      “Tater! Did something happen to me like Finn said?” I interrupt the half-man’s rambling words. I need to know if this strange occurrence Finn’s talking about really happened. I know what I’d felt—the strength and the hatred—and I’ve never felt that intensity before. The pounding of my blood, the buzzing in my ears. It had been like my body wasn’t even my own anymore. Like it had been taken over by some other being. Something real strange had definitely happened to me. I need to know what.

      At first he don’t want to answer, I can tell, but I prod him some more. “Tater? What happened to me?” I say. “What were they callin’ me?”

      The half-man rubs his mustache, curling up the ends nervously as if he don’t want to tell me anything else, but finally he takes a deep breath. “Finn was not mistaken. The raiders, unfortunately for us, did recognize you for what you are and for what I suspected you to be. A New Blood.”

      I don’t understand. “What the hell does that mean? And what do you mean you suspected? You knew something? All this time?” I accuse.

      He nods. “As I said, I suspected. The unusual hair coloration is associated with New Bloods but not always. And there have been no reports of true New Bloods for years now. And I never imagined I would ever meet one in person. I wasn’t sure, not until the night of our conversation in the woods. When I told you your kin were gone for good. You became angry, distressed, and your hair, it, well, you had this aura about you, just as Finn said. Then I knew for certain.”

      I stare at Tater in silence, trying to process what he’s saying. I want to believe he’s lying to me. Surely none of what they’re saying can be true. Can it? But then I remember the look on his face that night in the woods. He’d been truly shocked and surprised, and I know deep down that he ain’t lying. That he did witness something. That he truly believes I am what he says I am.

      “What is it a New Blood? What the hell is it? What’s happenin’ to me?” I know I must sound desperate, pleading with him to ease my fears, but I cain’t help it. It’s how I feel. Desperate and completely terrified. I glance at Finn, who’s still regarding me with awe like he’d just watched me turn sand to iron instead of almost kill another person. “Am I dangerous to others?”

      “No, no girl … it’s a glorious thing, a wonderful thing indeed. New Bloods are a true marvel of the gods.” Tater’s expression is one of wonder and amazement, and I know he believes his own words.

      I can feel my fear easing some. If my condition were dangerous or evil, Tater would tell me, wouldn’t he? He would be afraid of me. He don’t look afraid. Maybe it’s okay. But then another harsh snort from Jax makes my stomach clench, and I feel like I wanna retch all over again.

      “Tell her the truth, old man. Tell her what she truly is.”

      As if the venom dripping from his words ain’t proof enough, I can see the hatred and disgust in his eyes. It seems wrong somehow to see such things of beauty marred by this ugliness. I catch Tater’s gasp, and I know I don’t want to hear what Jax is about to say, but I cain’t look away from his eyes.

      “A freak of nature. A mutation. A danger to everyone around her. A carrier of death to anybody she’s ever come in contact with.”

      Jax’s words are spoken softly, but they cut deeper than any knife could have done for I know in my gut he’s speaking the truth. It had already happened, had it not? Rivercross … Grada … everyone gone because of me. Deep down, I’d always suspected it. I’d always felt that I was the reason for the metal machines attacking Rivercross. I just wouldn’t admit it to myself.

      “Shut your mouth, boy.” Tater tries to stop him, but it’s too late. The damage has been done. We keep looking at each other, me and Jax, his light eyes staring into mine as if he’s looking into my very soul. I find I cain’t draw a breath. It’s as if all the guilt and grief I’ve been carrying around inside of me is bared, laid open for him to see. Something shifts in his expression, and he looks away from me as if he cain’t stand the sight of me anymore. I find myself gasping for air, like I suddenly remembered to breathe.

      Finn comes to my side and grabs my hand.

      “You don’t know shite about Tara, Jax. She ain’t no freak. And she ain’t a danger to nobody but the raiders.”

      Loyal Finn. I squeeze the little hand gripping mine and close my eyes, too overcome for words. Why is all this happening to me? I cain’t understand what I did to anger the gods so much. And am I truly to blame for the fate of Grada and Rivercross? I ain’t given much time to ponder everything I had just heard ‘cause the sound of crunching rock underfoot warns us of someone’s approach.

      “Ah, the New Blood is awake.”

      I open my eyes to the raider leader. He appears bigger than I remember if that’s even possible. He folds his arms across his massive chest and looks me up and down.

      “And looking no worse for wear I see. Good. I would hate to have to deliver such precious cargo as damaged goods.” He gives me that brilliant smile. “A New Blood in my possession … how fortunate indeed. You, my dear, are going to make me a very rich man.”

      I try the stupid approach. And since I still really have no freakin’ idea what’s happening to me, the stupid approach is all I have. “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ ‘bout. I ain’t no New Blood … don’t even know what that is.”

      “Hah!” His burst of laughter is genuine. “Don’t try and lie to me, girl. I just watched you nearly strangle my daughter with your bare hands and scare the life out of a dozen or so of my best men. Men who have faced devil cats and wolflings with nary a blink, but one look at your Chi was enough to send them off screaming like young’uns.”

      “My what?” I say, not knowing that word. What’s Chi?

      He studies me for a bit, frowning at me in puzzlement. “You truly are unaware of what you are. Fascinating. A New Blood’s Chi is a sight to behold. Never thought I’d see the day when I would witness such an event again for you and your kind are a dying breed.”

      Tired of his gibberish and fed up with the whole situation, I lash out. “I ain’t a breed of nuthin’. Let us go right now.” I shake the bars of the cage in frustration. How dare he keep us locked up like animals? “Let us out now or-or else I’ll use my Chi,” I say, repeating his word. If it was enough to scare his men, but he don’t fall for my threat. He just laughs even harder.

      “A New Blood you may be but a babe at that. You cannot control your Chi no more than I can control the wind. No, I don’t fear you, baby New Blood, but I do respect you. That is the reason I return this.”

      His hand is too massive to fit through the bars, and he dangles my flower in front of my face on the other side of the cage. Fearing a trick, I reach for it slowly, expecting at any moment to have it yanked away. But he’s true to his word, and I snatch it quickly from his grasp before he changes his mind.

      “Why?” I say.

      He shrugs. “It’s yours. You fought for it valiantly; it must be very important to you. Meela had no right to take it.”

      This from the leader of a band of thieves. Somehow, it don’t seem right.

      “If you respect me, then let us go,” I say again.

      “Ah, yes.” He sighs deeply. “Regretfully, I cannot do that, for as much as I respect your kind, I respect riches even more. The Prezedant has placed a high bounty on the heads of New Bloods. I cannot resist. If I don’t turn you over, then someone else will. So why shouldn’t it be me who reaps the rewards?”

      He shoots me the toothy grin again. “As we speak, my messenger is on his way to set up a rendezvous with the Prezedant’s men. So rest up … all of you. We have an early start in the morning.” He starts to walk away but turns back. “Oh, by the way, if you get to thinking you can escape, my men have been ordered to shoot to kill. Everyone but you of course.”

      As if to drive his point home, two raiders appear to flank either side of our wooden prison, holding those massive iron shooters. One of them is the same who stole Tater’s hat. He’s still wearing it, but he ain’t looking at me all cocky-like no more. He’s regarding me more now with almost a look of fear. What did they see? What did I become? Is Jax right? Am I a freak, a monster? I lay my head in dejection against the thick bars of the cage, watching him walk away.

      “Let us go now or else,” Jax’s voice is high and shrill in his mimicry of me. “Brilliant plan. Don’t know why I didn’t think of that.”

      I’ve had just about enough of this jackass. Whirling around, I snap at him. “Aye, well, I can see your plans have worked out great for you so far, you moron. How long have you been captured now? I can tell by your whiskers you been here a few days at least. You must be real good at escape plans.”

      He takes a couple of paces towards me so we’re almost nose to nose. “I did have a great escape plan as a matter of fact, but it’s all been ruined because I’m no longer being taken to Littlepass, now am I? Because of you, mutie, I’m being dragged off to Skytown. Do you know what the chances are of escaping from Skytown? Zero. Nil. None. People don’t escape from Skytown, freak. They disappear, never to be seen again.”

      “Stop. Calling. Me. Freak.” I punctuate each word with a shove, so by the end of it Jax’s back is pressed against the other side of the cage, but I ain’t finished. “I hope you do disappear never to be seen again. That would be a blessing to all of us.”

      “Stop it, the both of you!” Tater worms his way between us and pushes me back, holding us both at arm’s length. I’m simmering mad, and I just wanna scratch Jax’s eyes out, punch him in the nose, something.

      “He started it—” I begin, but Tater ain’t having none of it.

      “And I’m finishing it. Do you really think it’s wise to be yelling about escape plans when we have two guards watching our every move? Does that seem like a good idea to either of you?”

      I take a couple of deep breaths and realize Tater is right. Both guards have moved closer to our cage and are watching us with much amusement. I glare at the one with the hat.

      “Whadda you lookin’ at?” I snarl, and he backs off in a hurry, holding his shooter out in front of him like I’m about to pounce on him. The other merely flicks the twig he’s chewing on at the cage and wanders casually back to his post. Seems I don’t bother him at all.

      Finn approaches me with a quiet, “Tara?”

      “What?” I yell, and he takes an involuntary step back at my show of temper. Instantly feeling ashamed at scaring him, I mutter a contrite, “Sorry,” but he only keeps staring at me in uncertainty. Jax by now has decided he’s done with all of us and sits in the corner of the cage, legs crossed and his back to us. Which is fine by me. Tater clears his throat.

      “Hmph … yes, well, I suggest we do as the giant says and get some rest. Night has fallen, and we will think much clearer in the morning after we sleep.”

      Don’t know who Tater’s trying to fool. None of us are going to get any sleep tonight, and I’m too wound up to rest. Too full of anger and burning with questions. But they are questions I need to ask without Jax around to give his input. So since there ain’t nuthin’ else I can do, I settle against the side of the cage as far away from Jax as I can get. Finn comes to sit hesitantly beside me, and I take off the heavy jacket, motioning him closer so we can both use it as a blanket. At first he don’t want to come any closer. I can tell.

      “It’s okay, Finn,” I whisper, giving him a ghost of a smile. “I ain’t gonna bite.”

      Finally deciding I could be trusted again, he scoots closer and I wrap the jacket around the both of us.

      We sit in silence, listening to the sounds of the raiders go about their business off in the distance. The smell of an evening meal cooking wafts by us, and Finn squirms a little.

      “That smells real good, Tara,” he says.

      “Aye, it does,” I say.

      “I’m hungry.”

      “I know, Finn.”

      We’re quiet for a bit more.

      “What’s gonna happen to us, Tara?”

      I think about lying to the boy. To tell him there ain’t nuthin’ to worry about, and that everything is going to work out just fine. But before I can say a word, a loud wailing not far from the camp reaches our ears. Finn bolts upright, and out of the corner of my eye I can see our two guards jump to their feet and grab their weapons.

      “That’s Cat,” he whispers to me. “She found us.”

      “You sure?” I say, scared for what that might mean. Hopefully, she isn’t about to attack the camp. We don’t need her getting fired on by the raiders.

      “Aye, that’s her all right. I know the sound of her bellyachin’. She’s letting us know she’s there, and she’s waiting for us.”

      He settles back underneath the jacket, and I can feel his scrawny little frame strumming with happiness at knowing his beast is okay. I cain’t help feeling a little relieved myself, although what the cat could do against an army of raiders I ain’t sure. But just knowing she’s out there still gives me some measure of comfort. The wailing stops finally, and our guards settle back down, although I notice Hat Head keeps his shooter in his hands. Cat’s howling has rattled him. Good, I think. I hope he’s as scared as we are. Finn stays quiet for so long I think he’s asleep, but then he speaks.

      “Everything’s gonna be okay, Tara. I know it. With Cat watchin’ out for us, and you bein’ a New Blood and all. Tater says it’s a good thing, so it must be. Yup, everything’s gonna be okay.”

      I cain’t help but smile to myself in the dark. He sounded so sure, so positive. A total turnaround from his earlier outlook. I don’t say nuthin’, just move closer to him so I can rest my chin on the top of his head. If only I could believe that, Finn, I think. But how can it be okay? I just found out I was some sort of freak of nature from an idiot who, it seems, would be happier to see my head on a spike than be stuck in a cage with me. And we’re on our way to be turned over to a madman. All in all, I’ve had better days. But I don’t burst the boy’s bubble. I just sit quietly with his head resting against my shoulder ‘til I hear the deep, even breaths that tell me he’s asleep. Good, I think. At least one of us should rest.
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      I fall to my knees on the hard ground and grab eagerly for the tin of water dangling in front of my face. I don’t even try to fight the raiders tying me to the fallen, dead tree like I did the last evening. There isn’t any use, and I’m just so thirsty. The water is warm and tinny, but I drink from it deeply and it eases my parched throat.

      Without warning a body falls on me, sending the tin flying right out of my grip and spilling its precious contents into the dry earth. From the muffled cussin’ I know it’s Jax, and I push at him angrily with my tied hands.

      “Get … off … me,” I grunt, pushing at his weight, and he falls awkwardly face-first in the dirt beside me. His own tied wrists offer no help in cushioning his fall, and it seems to delight our captors immensely. Their laughter at his misfortune is met with his icy glare, but he don’t say nuthin’ as he struggles to his knees. They watch still laughing ‘til he rights himself, then three of them drag him back to my side and lash him to the same tree I’m tied to. Tater is quickly tied as well, but he manages to reach the water tin before it can be kicked away by any of our numerous guards. I blow the hair that has come loose from my braid out of my eyes and look for Finn. I spot him being lifted off of Winnie’s back, his hands tied just like the rest of us.

      We’ve been on the move, non-stop, for two days now towards the exchange with the Prezedant’s men. Me, Jax, and Tater have been walking, tied behind Busher’s horse, but at least the raider leader had taken pity on Finn and his injured leg and let him ride the mule. He ain’t taking no chances though. There must be at least ten or more of ‘em accompanying us, plus the scouts and guards he had posted in the hills. I don’t rightly know if he expects the threat to come from us or the men he’s meeting, but I know we ain’t no threat. New Blood. Hah, what a joke. No matter how hard I try to summon this power, this “Chi,” it don’t happen. Oh the anger and hatred is there all right, but there ain’t no fire in my blood or buzzing in my ears. There ain’t nuthin’ I can do except follow along like some trussed-up hog.

      Cat has been trailing after us, and a couple of times she’s even attempted to attack the camp but they chase her off with their shooters, much to Finn’s dismay. They ain’t nicked her though ‘cause she’s still off to the side, wailing and rattling all their nerves. They cain’t understand why they’re being stalked by a devil cat, and I see their glances and hear their whispers about me, about the New Blood and how I must be controlling the she devil. It makes me smile. Good Cat, I think.

      “You all right, Finn?” I say once they have us all settled away. They’ve tied us together, all in a line along the tree’s carcass. Tater, then Finn, then me, and Jax. Even our feet are bound. They ain’t taking no chance of any of us getting free and making a run for it during the night. Finn looks up at my question. I can tell the past couple of days have been hard on him; he looks tired. His face is stark white, and there are dark bruises under his eyes but he gives me a crooked grin.

      “Aye, I’m fine except for my unmentionables. Ridin’ on a mule all day ain’t easy on a man’s parts.”

      I know our situation don’t warrant it, and maybe it’s just a mixture of exhaustion and shock, but I cain’t help but laugh. It even draws a low chuckle out of Jax, and I stare at him in disbelief. Did I just hear that? He can actually laugh? If these past few days had been any indication, I figured all he knew how to do was scowl and cuss and hurl insults. Besides that, we ain’t heard a single word come out of his mouth. He catches me staring and raises a dark brow. Hurriedly, I look away and busy myself with fussing with the boy’s ropes.

      “Well, I’m glad you three can find humor in our situation,” Tater huffs, frowning at me from under his bushy brows. He has been unusually quiet over these past two days too, and I realize it has to do with me and my condition. The whole idea of him staying on at the camp for the raider girl’s amusement was totally thrown to the wind at my almost killing the girl. Instead, he found himself still a prisoner and on his way to certain death at the hands of a madman along with the rest of us. I can see where his annoyance with me may stem from.

      “You’re right, Tater, and I’m truly sorry I got you dragged into this mess. You and Finn both,” I say, instantly feeling ashamed for my laughter. I ignore Jax’s mocking snort at my words. The raiders look over at us talking amongst ourselves, but they don’t seem too concerned. After two full days of no sign of any “powers” on my part, they don’t seem to jump at my every move anymore. They’re paying more attention to setting up their campfire and cooking their evening meal than they are to us. Tied and bound as we are, we don’t seem to offer them no threat.

      Tater seems a little taken aback at my apology. The look of surprise on his face, coupled with his wild, gray hair blowing ‘round his head, almost makes me want to laugh again. But I don’t. The half-man is right; there ain’t one thing about our predicament that should be making any of us laugh. And if last night was any indication, we’re in for another long and uncomfortable night. I try the best I can with my bound hands and feet to get closer to Finn so as we can prop up against each other’s backs for sleeping.

      Cat, unfortunately, chooses that moment to start her howling again, and Finn bolts upright, causing me to almost fall over. He cain’t contain the sharp cry that escapes from his lips when Busher orders two of his men to “Go find that hell cat and get rid of it for good.”

      “She’ll be fine, Finn,” I whisper to the boy as we watch the raiders leave in search of Cat. “She’s smart, and she’ll smell ‘em approachin’ well before they can get anywhere near her.”

      “Tara’s right, Finn,” Tater adds, and Finn’s fearful gaze darts back and forth between us ‘til finally he seems to accept our words as truth and settles back uneasily against the tree trunk.

      “And no need to apologize, my dear.” This is directed to me I think, though he’s still looking at Finn. “Maybe a little joviality and whimsy is what we all need at the moment to keep our minds off of the severity of our situation. As my dear mother would say, we are indeed between a rock and a hard place. But I have been in many strange predicaments during my years of travel. Sometimes the unexplainable happens when you least expect it, eh?”

      As scared as Finn is for his beast, he cain’t contain his gasp of wonder as Tater’s tied hands deftly reach for the boy’s ear and pulls out a white feather. It truly surprises me that Tater seemed to care enough to distract the boy from his fear.

      “How’d you do that, Tater?” Finn says, mystified.

      Tater merely winks and whispers, “Magic,” as he tickles the boy’s chin with the feather, causing him to snicker.

      “Well maybe you can use some of that magic, old man, and get us out of here. Our time is running short. Instead of a feather from the boy’s ear, can you pull a knife from thin air?” The amount of talking coming out of our moody companion surprises me. He ain’t said more than two words in the past two days, and I expect Tater to be upset at his harsh tone but he merely sighs in defeat.

      “Ah, I’m sorry to say that I cannot do.”

      Jax just grunts at Tater’s answer, but his words have unsettled me some.

      “What do you mean our time is runnin’ short? What do you know that we don’t?” For the first time since I have known him, the light blue eyes look at me with more than utter contempt and disgust. If I had to guess, I would say he looks more worried than anything.

      “We’re getting close to coming out of the mountains. Closer to his lands. We have at best a day—possibly two—before the Army will be here to collect us,” he says.

      “How do you know that?” I question.

      “I know this area. It’s on route to my own village. Gray Valley is maybe only four or five days ride north of here.”

      This interests me some. “You came from a village? So there are others … your family who know you’re missin’? Will they be searchin’ for you then?” I feel a little hope flicker at his words, but the flat look on his face destroys any expectations of a rescue.

      “Nah. No one’s gonna come looking anytime soon. I don’t have no other family besides my ma, and she’s used to me disappearing for days at a time. I was on a hunting trip. Sometimes, I can be gone for as much as two weeks. She’s not gonna start worrying for a bit yet,” he says.

      We all fall quiet at this, Jax’s words extinguishing that tiny spark of hope for a rescue party. If we’re going to get away, it’s going to have to be of our own doing. And we ain’t got nuthin’ remotely close to an escape plan. Frustrated with myself and the whole situation, I give a hard tug on the ropes binding my hands and have to bite my lip to stop from crying out at the pain it causes me.

      How the hell did we end up in this situation? I think. How the hell did everything go so wrong? Find Lily in Littlepass. That was all I had to do, yet here we are. Prisoners and on our way to see a madman. And Finn … he don’t deserve to be involved in this. Why hadn’t I left him back where I found him? At least he had been safe there. What was I thinking dragging him into this mess? As if he can hear what I’m thinking, he looks up at me and smiles that gap-toothed grin of his like he’s trying to reassure me, and I feel the guilt envelop me twofold. I’m almost glad for the distraction of our raider guards as they bring us each a tin cup of hot broth, our only meal of the day.

      “Broth again,” Finn mutters in disgust as soon as the guards walk away, but it don’t stop him from downing his hungrily, almost in one gulp and then start licking the cup. I take a sip of my own, watching him try to get every last drop, then pass him my cup.

      “Here, have mine. I’m not hungry,” I say, lying through my teeth, but his obvious hunger bothers me.

      “You sure?” he asks with hopeful eyes. My grunted “Aye,” is all it takes for him to eagerly lap up mine as well.

      “What I wouldn’t give for my ma’s wolfling stew right now,” Jax sighs wistfully as he tosses his own empty cup aside. “Or a big platter of her sweet corn and boiled snips.”

      My stomach rumbles loudly at Jax’s mention of his ma’s cooking, and I snap at him. “Really?” I say. “You suddenly choose to talk to us, and you talk ‘bout food to a bunch of starvin’ people? Were you dropped on your head as a baby, or were you just born stupid?”

      His light blue eyes narrow in anger at me, and I’m sure Finn’s muffled snicker don’t help matters none but Tater intervenes smoothly and turns the conversation before he can respond.

      “Gray Valley was it you said, Jax? That’s where you’re from? I have never been there in my travels, surprisingly. What’s it like?”

      At first, I don’t think he’s going to answer Tater. His eyes still regard me with hot fury, and I almost welcome his angry outburst. At least it would be something to take my mind off of my stomach eating itself. But just like that, he dismisses me and turns to overlook the raider’s campfire.

      “It was a good place to live … once,” he says quietly, almost to himself.

      “And it’s not anymore?” Tater questions again. “Why is that?”

      “Why is any place not a good place to live anymore?” Jax says in contempt. “It belongs to the Prezedant now. What little we are able to grow or hunt, the majority of it goes to him and his lot. Same as anywhere, I guess. We may not live in his strongholds, but we are under his oppression just the same.”

      Finn, done with his second cup of broth, belches loudly and joins in on the conversation. “Is Gray Valley a big place, Jax? Is it as big as Littlepass? Tater says a multitod … a multitad … Tater says a lot of people live there, more than he even knows. Is Gray Valley the same?”

      I’m shocked to see the corner of Jax’s mouth twitch in almost—but not quite—a smile.

      “No, not that many. There are maybe a hundred or so. There were more, but we had … an incident a few years back and some of our people died, my pa included.” Any trace of his earlier smile disappears almost instantly at his own words, and the steely eyes rake over me like it was my fault. Why is he looking at me like that? What did I do?

      “I’m real sorry about your pa, Jax. My pa died too … and so did my ma …, ” Finn trails off, his voice quivering with emotion, and unbelievably, I think I can see compassion in Jax’s sky blue eyes as he looks at the boy’s downcast face. So he did possess a heart after all.

      “Everybody I ever knowed died except Cat, but then Tara found us, and we found Tater. And now we’re on a mission to find Tara’s kin.”

      Jax turns away from the boy and gives his usual scornful snort at this. So much for any compassion, any chink in his shell I thought I’d witnessed.

      “The only mission you all are on right now is to survive the Army. And good luck with that. I have never heard of anybody tangling with the Army and living to tell the tale,” he says.

      “Aye, then. Thanks for that little tidbit, Jax. We all needed to hear that,” I say, angry at him again for the new fear showing on Finn’s face at his words. Why’s he always such a mule turd?

      “I’m just speaking the truth,” he grunts. “It’s not looking good for any of us.”

      “Yes, well, as much as I hate to admit it, Tara, Jax is right,” Tater says. “We do have a bit of a problem on our hands. We are indeed in a tight spot. I suggest, girl, if you have any use of your powers whatsoever, this would be the time to use them.”

      “You think I ain’t tried?” I snap back at Tater then clamp my lips shut as a couple of the guards glance over at my heated words. Once they see we ain’t going anywhere though, they go back to their meal.

      “I got nuthin’,” I say, a little lower this time so as not to draw attention. We don’t need them watching our every move.

      “A useless New Blood, as if there’s any other kind,” Jax mutters, and the grunt of pain I get from kicking him in the shin don’t give me near enough satisfaction.

      “If you insist on being a part of this conversation, Jax, then at least make your contribution worthwhile.” Even Tater is vexed with his constant insults. It somehow makes me feel better. “And as my dear mother would suggest, ‘If you have nothing good to say, then don’t say anything at all.’”

      Jax rubs his shin and glares daggers at me, but as if he’s heeding Tater’s words, he don’t say anything else. I guess we all know where he stood on that wise saying.

      We stay quiet for a bit, the gravity of our situation enveloping us like some cold fog. Then, with hesitation, I ask what’s in my head. “Do you think y’all could be wrong ‘bout me, Tater? I don’t think I’m no New Blood. I cain’t bring forth no power, no … Chi. Maybe y’all imagined what you thought you saw. Maybe I was just so angry, and that’s why I was so strong. Being red-hot mad can do that, you know. Grada used to say sometimes he was so mad he could chew nails. I think now I kind of know what he meant—”

      “As much as I know you do not wish to believe it, child, we all saw your incandescence,” Tater interrupts me with a half-smile, though I don’t believe he finds anything to be funny at all. “There is something special about you; that much is undeniable. I wish I could give you more answers, but I’m afraid I do not know much else about your … uniqueness. Stories of New Bloods, though once abundant, have since been delegated to whispers in the wind. No one dares say those words out loud for fear any of the Prezedant’s numerous spies will overhear and then have the Army drag them off for questioning, never to be seen again. You, my dear, are truly a rare commodity. The raider leader is quite right. You will indeed bring him a fortune.”

      “Aye, and our deaths along with it most likely,” says Jax with such cold hatred I cringe from his words.

      I want to lash out at him, to yell at him, to tell him he’s wrong, but his words scare me more than anything. If something happened to Finn … to Tater … hell, even to Jax ‘cause of me, I would never be able to forgive myself. Ever. I shake my head, the reality of our situation crashing in on me like some flash flood. How can any of this be happening? All I wanted to do was find Ben. I didn’t ask for any of this other stuff.

      I pull my knees up and lay my head on them, overwhelmed with hopelessness. I shut out the rest of ‘em and everything else around me. I don’t want to deal with it or with them. I cain’t deal with any of it. I just want to be back in Rivercross in my bed, listening to Grada snore and feeling safe.

      Maybe that’s where I really am, I think. Maybe I am in my bed and this ain’t all nuthin’ but a bad dream. Trying to convince myself that I’m truly dreaming, I bash my head on my knees—hard—in an attempt to wake myself up.

      Besides the shooting pain I feel in my head, I also hear Finn’s gasp of “Tara!” and I know it ain’t no dream. It’s real all right. All of it. And there ain’t no way out of it unless I create one. I’ve got to get us out of this mess.

      Shizen. The thought of me being the only hope of us getting out of here—well, it kinda makes me stomach sick. I cain’t even make corn biscuits right. How am I ever going to save the four of us from the Prezedant?

      I hope you were right, Grada, when you said that the gods will always provide, I think, ‘cause the way things are going right now, I need all the help I can get.
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        * * *

      

      Day four of our capture is almost done, and we still ain’t any closer to any mastermind escape plan from the raiders. All day walking in the merciless heat, my mind had been working overtime trying to come up with a plan. Any sort of plan, but I had nuthin’. None of us say a word as we’re tied and bound again for another long night, but our guards are barely out of earshot before Tater starts whispering urgently.

      “Bad news I’m afraid, my dears. I overheard the colossal leader speaking with one of his men earlier today. It looks like we have until possibly morning before the Army will be here to collect us. It has, as my dear mother would have said, come to the final countdown. We have but mere hours to make our escape. Have any of you managed to concoct an infallible plan to get us out of our current situation? Please, I encourage you to lay any ideas on the table for consideration.”

      Did Tater truly have to use so many words to ask if any of us has a plan? But as irritated as I am at him, I don’t say what I’m thinking ‘cause I don’t want to admit I’ve got diddly-squat. None of us speak. Finally, Jax breaks our silence.

      “Whatever we do, it will have to be soon before the Army gets here. If they get their hands on us, we’re done for. But there’s no way we’re going to be able to take out all these raiders unarmed; that’s for sure.”

      I snort quietly at his words and mutter, “Ya think?” but he chooses to ignore me. Instead he keeps talking to Tater.

      “Our best bet would be to wait until nightfall. Until most of them are asleep. I’m an expert shot. If I can get my hands on one of their weapons, we may stand a chance.”

      I nod my head. “Aye, that should work. Just grab one of their shooters. Oh wait, our hands and feet are tied, and we have guards watchin’ our every move. Got a backup plan, genius?”

      He don’t ignore me this time. “Yeah, we just let the Army take you. It’s only you they want anyways, freak. Make a deal for the rest of us, see if we can keep ourselves alive,” he glares at me. He ain’t whispering no more, and it catches our guard’s attention.

      “Hey, what’s going on over there?”

      “Oh nothing to concern yourself with, my good man.” Tater holds his tied hands up in a gesture of innocence. “It’s just that this young fellow is a little perturbed at being around a New Blood. That’s all. Nothing to worry about. It’s not as if we’re making escape plans or anything … Hah!” Tater’s nervous burst of laughter makes me roll my eyes and groan inwardly.

      Did he truly just say that? The guard eyes us suspiciously, pointing his iron shooter. He looks us over trying to notice anything amiss.

      “Yeah, well none of us are happy having this mutie around, but you don’t hear us all bellyaching about it. Keep it down. And don’t try anything funny. We’re watching you.”

      “Certainly, certainly, good sir. We will be as quiet as a mouse.” Tater grins at the guard and holds a finger to his lips to further his point. The guard gives us one last, hard look before he joins the rest of the raiders at the now roaring campfire. Busher is sitting cross-legged by the fire and watching us intently, so we hold off on any more talk. Once he is satisfied we’re behaving; however, he lets his attention be pulled away by the sudden appearance of a whiskey jug. Only then do we dare to continue our conversation.

      “Let’s get two things straight.” Tater jumps right back in. “If we stand any chance of escape, it has to be tonight. Jax is right; once we are under the Army’s watch, we will not stand a chance in hell. And if we are to escape, then you both must let go of your annoying idiosyncrasies.”

      “Idio … wha?” I start to say, but Tater cuts me off impatiently.

      “You have to stop fighting and work together. Got it?”

      “Well, why couldn’t you say that in the first place?” I hate how his way of talk always makes me feel so stupid. He ignores my biting remark and continues on.

      “Earlier when I pretended to stumble into one of the guards, I skillfully managed to relieve him of this.” One of his tied hands deftly pulls a small dagger down out of his sleeve for a quick perusal before it disappears again. I’m impressed. I’d seen Tater fall into the guard earlier, and it had earned him a hard punch to the back. I had no idea there’d been another motive for his contrived clumsiness.

      “Ask and ye shall receive,” he says to Jax, grinning from ear to ear. “Now, as you said a moment ago, we wait until most of them are asleep. These past two nights, I’ve noticed our guards have been taking forty winks at their post. Obviously with Tara’s lack of any show of power, they have become a little lax about our threat assessment. We wait until they are asleep tonight, I cut our bindings, and we make a run for it.”

      I look to Tater, expecting to hear more, but he don’t say anything else. Jax and Finn look just as expectant, waiting for Tater to go on.

      “That’s it? That’s the plan?” Jax asks finally, not bothering to hide his disbelief.

      “Yes, that’s it. I said I had a plan. I didn’t say it was a good one. Do any of you have a better idea?” Tater asks. “I free us; we run. What else do you expect? As you most astutely pointed out, we cannot go up against so many armed raiders.”

      He’s right. “Sounds good enough to me,” I say. “Finn, you make sure you stick to me like a shadow. I don’t wanna lose you in the dark.” He nods at me in agreement.

      “If we get split up, head east into the hills. That will keep you onto the path to Littlepass.”

      A loud whooping from the group ‘round the campfire interrupts Tater and he clams up, but they ain’t paying no heed to us. The whiskey jug is being passed around freely, and they’re celebrating like they already got their reward. Busher catches my eye and raises the jug to me in a mock toast before taking a big swig of the brew.

      I hope he chokes, I think, but it don’t happen. I drop my eyes and look toward the horizon. Not much longer ‘til sunset, I reckon. Tonight will be our only chance. Tater’s plan is sound … sorta … but since it’s the only plan we have, we’d better make the best of it. For some reason, I have this sinking feeling it just isn’t good enough. I’m hoping I’m dead wrong.
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        * * *

      

      The first inkling we get that something ain’t right is when Hat Head, back to being his cocky self again now that he’s been swigging the whiskey, wobbles our way. He brushes past Tater and Finn to stand directly in front of me. I get to my feet. I don’t like having to look up at him, and I ain’t sure what he’s about to do. He stares at me, swaying back and forth like he downed the whole jug of whiskey himself. There ain’t no way he drank enough to be this wasted, I think.

      “You don’t look like no freak,” he says, least I think that’s what he says. His words are all slurred like his tongue is too big for his mouth. He wobbles a bit more and then points his finger at me.

      “Ya … nawe … bood …”

      Huh? What the hell is wrong with him?

      Then suddenly, his eyes roll back in his head and he falls with a loud thud, face first into the ground. I jump back. Shizen. What’s happening? Before I can get a word out though, I hear another thud, then another. The raiders. They’re falling like leaves in a big wind, one after another.

      Busher is the last to be standing. He’s wobbling just like Hat Head did, but he’s fighting it. He lets out an angry roar, and he kicks the whiskey jug over. His eyes, so full of hot anger, seek me out. He looks like a mountain bearing down on me, and I cain’t help but back away as far as the rope will allow. But he don’t get to me. He falls to his knees before he can get more than four paces. Trying in vain to push himself back up, he gives me one more burning look before he also face plants the ground—hard.

      “What the gods …?” Tater is looking at me, but I’m just as dumbfounded. I shake my head at his unspoken question. It ain’t me. I don’t have no idea what’s happening.

      I look around at all the raiders on the ground lying where they fell. Are they dead? I think. Finn’s panicked, “Tara!” pulls my attention away from the bodies on the ground, and I follow his fearful gaze to a figure approaching us from the trees. It’s walking kind of hunched and shuffling, but I recognize it right away. The creature I’d seen that night in the sand lands and again in the valley on the other side of the mountains. I was right. It had been following us.

      It comes closer, and I get a better look at its face. Shizen. What the hell is it? It resembles something more out of a night terror than a human face. Its yellowed flesh hangs in loose folds ‘round its neck, and the skin on its odd-shaped head not covered by tufts of hair is dotted with visible veins. There ain’t much nose to speak of, just a bump with two holes where a nose should have been and a fleshy mouth that looks too wide for the face it’s on. I can feel the bile rising in the back of my throat, and I find myself searching the ground, looking for anything that I can use as a weapon. Finn cowers against me, and I hold him close as it approaches. I can hear Tater muttering something, prayers maybe, and Jax starts tugging at his ropes, cussin’ under his breath.  Tied and bound, there ain’t nuthin’ we can do but watch helplessly as it shuffles closer.

      The muttering gets louder, and I almost yell at Tater to shut up when I realize the sound ain’t coming from him. In fact, Tater don’t look worried at all. The muttering is coming from the critter. Its mouth is moving all odd-like, like it ain’t used to forming words, but that’s exactly what it’s doing. It’s talking. Good gods … it’s talking! As much as it terrifies me, I find myself straining to hear what it’s saying.

      “Mus … ove … mus ove …”

      I don’t understand, but it keeps shuffling towards me like its words are meant for me and me alone. It comes straight for me, and I’m shocked to see its eyes. As strange and wrong as the rest of it is, its eyes are so human-like. It grabs my wrist with a skeletal hand, and the contact sends a tingling up my arm. The dark eyes bore into mine with such fear I shiver. I cain’t help it.

      “Mus … ove!” It speaks with more force this time, and suddenly I understand.

      “Move. We must move.” I say. It nods in relief, I think. My fear eases some at the realization that the creature ain’t trying to harm us, but help us.

      “Men … come.” Its long finger points to the trees.

      “There are more men coming?” I ask, and it nods again. Tater looks at me in concern.

      “The Army,” he says, and the creature confirms.

      “Ess … yes … Must go.”

      Tater don’t hesitate. The little blade suddenly appears, and he starts sawing at his bindings. The creature is also prepared. It pulls a wicked-looking blade from the sash ‘round its waist and starts at my ropes. The smell of it so close to me is overwhelming, but I just hold my breath and let it continue sawing my ropes and then Finn’s. As soon as we are free, I reach for Hat Head still lying at my feet, pull the shooter out from underneath him and hook it over my shoulder. Tater by now has freed Jax and they get the same idea, grabbing the nearest weapons they can find. Tater even takes the time to scoop up his hat even though the creature is making frantic movements with his hands, trying to hurry us. But there’s still something I need to know.

      “The raiders.” I point at the bodies on the ground. “I’m guessing you did this. Are they dead?”

      “No … dead … sleep. Po no kill.”

      “Po?” I say, not knowing what the critter means by this.

      It points at itself and says again, “Po … no kill.”

      “Is that your name? Po?”

      It nods a yes, and I find myself amazed that the creature … that he (I assume it’s a he) had the smarts enough to carry out such a plan. Somehow, it had figured out a way to put a sleeping herb or such in the raiders’ whiskey. It must have been waiting for its chance for days to do so. Why though? Why was it helping us? I don’t get the chance to ask. Tater, hat now planted firmly back on his head, interrupts my line of questioning.

      “I hate to interfere with your getting acquainted and all, but as the mutie so accurately pointed out earlier, we must move.”

      I realize the cause of his growing concern as I hear the dull thumping coming from the ground below us. Horses—a lot of them—and they are coming fast. The Army is here.

      “This way,” Jax makes a beeline for the closest grove of trees, and we hightail it behind him. We hear shouting and then popping sounds.  Iron shooters. Did they see us already? But then we hear more shouting, and I remember the scouts Busher had planted around the campsite. They ain’t had a chance to drink the whiskey. They’re still awake. And from the shouting we’re overhearing, the Army ain’t greeting them none too friendly-like. So much for honor amongst thieves or such. I grab Finn by the front of his tunic and drag him faster, trying to get into the cover of the trees. I don’t want to be in view when they reach the campsite.

      Stumbling into the trees, I look ‘round wildly, fearing either raiders or Army to be waiting for us, but we’re alone. Tater bends over with his hands on his knees and wheezes loudly.

      “Tater?” I say, worried, but he just waves a hand at me and keeps gasping.

      “I’m okay,” he manages to croak, but Jax grunts with impatience.

      “We don’t got time for this, old man.” He ignores my glare and paces around. Finally, he jerks a hand over his shoulder.

      “This way,” he says, but Po puts a restraining hand on his arm much to his obvious disgust.

      “No,” the creature says and points with his bony finger. “There.”

      Nestled away in the trees are Winnie and Busher’s much larger horse, grazing contentedly, unaware of the trouble around them.

      “Faster,” Po says, and I nod in agreement.

      “Po’s right. Finn, you and Tater on Winnie. You two ain’t so heavy; she should be able to carry you both easily. Jax, you, me, and Po on the other beast if we can.”

      As I speak, I head for the two animals and quickly untie them from the trees. We help Finn and Tater onto Winnie’s back before I climb onto Busher’s beast and take the reins. Thankfully the horse doesn’t resist. Jax leaps nimbly behind me, but the mutie don’t move.

      “Po, come on!” I urge. The shouting is getting louder now, and I know they’ve found the campsite and the other raiders. The creature shakes his head and says, “Go.”

      I ignore Jax’s muttered, “You don’t have to tell me twice. Let’s move.”

      “No, he helped us; we ain’t leaving him,” I hiss at Jax.

      But the creature shakes his head. “You go. Po will hide. They look for girl … they no find Po.”

      “You heard him. They no find Po,” Jax hisses back, but the creature is done debating. He smacks the horse’s rump, and we bolt off without warning. I struggle with the reins, but finally I get the horse under control and I glance back over my shoulder. Finn and Tater are riding directly alongside us, but Po is as good as his word. He ain’t nowhere to be seen. What I do see; however, is much more frightening. Emerging from the grove of trees we just cleared is a line of riders, all on big, black, powerful-looking beasts.

      The Prezedant’s Army! My heart pounds in my chest, and I grab the reins tighter for fear they will slip out of my sweat-soaked hands.

      “Don’t look back, just ride,” Jax shouts in my ear, and I know he’s right but deep down in my gut I fear we’re doomed. We may be able to outride them on Busher’s horse, but Winnie don’t stand a chance against those beasts. And there ain’t no way in hell I’m leaving Finn behind.

      Oh gods, why didn’t I make Finn ride with me, I think as I look over at him hanging on for dear life to Tater, his eyes closed in fear.

      And that’s all it takes; that one moment of inattention.

      I hear Jax’s shout of, “Look out!” an instant before the horse stumbles, and I find myself flying through the air. I hit the ground hard, the breath knocked clean outta me.  The loose rocks on the mountain trail bite painfully into my face and hands as I slide across them before coming to a stop. The beast we were riding gallops past me, rider less and missing my head by a hair. Dazed and breathless, I hear Finn’s cry of “Tater, stop!” and I know right away what he and Tater are about to do.

      “Don’t you dare stop.” I try to scream at him. “Keep movin’,” but it comes out as a whimper. I have no voice. I push myself to my knees and watch in horror as Finn jumps from Winnie’s back and heads straight for me, unaware of the brown-robed rider closing in on him. I watch as the rider leans low in his saddle, arm outstretched, ready to scoop Finn off the ground and take him away. Take him to the madman.

      “Finn,” I try to warn him, but he cain’t hear me over the pounding hooves. The rider is on top of him now, the arm encircling his waist, and I see Finn’s eyes go big with fear.

      “Nooooooooo,” The scream is forced from my lungs as I try to push to my feet. I have to do something. The slug whistles over my head, and I duck instinctively. They’re shooting at us, I think at first, but then I see the rider about to grab Finn fall from his saddle. His foot still entangled in the stirrup, he’s dragged by his horse away from Finn and bashed mercilessly about by the rocky terrain. Finn, finally realizing the danger, takes cover behind a large boulder. I whirl around to find Jax standing above me, shooter aimed and ready. The shot had come from Jax. He’d fired on the rider.

      “We gotta move,” he yells, the noise of the approaching riders almost drowning out his words. I just stare at him, dumbfounded. He grabs my shoulder and shakes me hard.

      “Run, you idiot.”

      I hear him yelling. I do. I can see the men bearing down on us too, but I don’t move. It’s happening. The blood starts pounding through my veins. The buzzing starts in my ears, and I’m taken over by a dead calm. There’s anger and hatred like before, but those feelings lay simmering beneath the overlying quiet. I pull the shooter I’d taken and focus on my first target.

      I zone in, calm and focused, as if the iron shooter is just an extension of my body. With no hesitation I fire, and the soldier falls from his horse. I do it again … and again, each shot finding its target true. I feel no guilt, no remorse. Just this calm. I don’t know when they start returning fire, but it galvanizes Tater and Jax out of their shocked stupor and into action. The sound of shooter fire is all around me, but it’s no more bothersome to me than a maskeeto buzzing. My focus is intense and concentrated.

      I watch a brown-robed rider approach Jax from behind. I watch him lift his shooter and aim. I see all this, but it’s like I ain’t seeing it with my own eyes. It’s like I’m watching from off to the side in total indifference. In response, I aim my own barrel and fire a hole into the middle of the rider’s forehead. I witness the bloody debris bloom out, but I feel no repulsion, no disgust at my actions. It’s like I’m encased in some deep, freezing cold that not even this horror can penetrate. The rider falls from his horse as his shooter explodes. Almost in slow motion, I push Jax out of harm’s way as the slug sucker-punches me in the gut.

      The force of the slug’s impact is enough to send me stumbling back a couple of steps, but I don’t feel no pain. My hand explores the wound at my stomach before I lift it in front of my face. The hand is covered in blood. My blood. I shield the wound again as if doing so will stop the bleeding. I raise my head then and look around.

      There’s so many of them, I think. So many riders of death. Surrounding us, boxing us in. We’re going to die. I know that. Right here, right now. Me, Finn, Tater, Jax … all dead, and there’s nuthin’ I can do. We’re all going to die just like Grada and Molly and everybody else at the hands of these same madmen.

      My calm finally evaporates, and the anger begins to take over. I feel it bubble to the surface like a tapped well and explode into every fiber of my being. It’s so big I cain’t contain it. It overwhelms me, like my whole body is filled with fire. I lift my eyes to the darkening sky, open my mouth, and scream just to release it before it consumes me. A wall of dust and earth starts to rise up before my eyes, forming between me and the Army, blinding me to them.

      A sand storm! I think frantically. Really? As if the Army isn’t threat enough, now we’re going to have the very breath stripped from our bodies by the suffocating sands of a dirt devil? I search for the others to warn them, to tell them to run, but I cain’t see them no more. I cain’t see anybody. I’m all alone.

      Dying and alone, I think as I fall to my knees, the wall of sand closing in on me. The last thought in my muddled brain as my life’s blood seeps through my fingers is at least I didn’t get hit in the head again.
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      The tall, green stalks ripple and sway in the cool, morning breeze. There’s so much corn, as far as the eye can see. I ain’t ever seen the fields so full. It’s like the stories of the old folk have come to be right in front of me. I stand for a bit just admiring the waves of corn, wishing Ben was here to see it. He never would have believed this possible. Deep down, I think he truly thought the old folks had lied to us with their settlers’ stories. That their stories about fields of crops were shite. But here they are, spread out before me plain as day.

      I suddenly take notice of a shadowy figure standing in the middle of the field. How did I not see him before? I squint a bit into the sun, but his back is to me; I cain’t quite tell who it is. I start moving closer. I don’t know why, but there’s this urgent need to find out who it is. I don’t get far however, before familiar whistling reaches my ears, and I stop in my tracks frozen in disbelief. Grada?

      He’s standing in the middle of the waist-high crops, whistling as he picks the golden harvest, his battered, old hat pushed back on his gray head. How is this even possible? I think. Is this even real? The sunshine warming the top of my head and the breeze blowing on my face feels real, sure enough. He turns then and sees me, and that familiar smile lights up his face.

      “Tara, girl.”

      “Grada!” I run to him, not giving a care for how it’s possible. It just is. I run through the corn, ignoring the stalks slapping at my face and straight into his strong arms. He lifts me up high just like when I was a little girl. I hug him real tight and bury my face in his worn tunic. He smells of earth and root wad and … home. I’m home.

      “I thought I’d lost you, Grada, for good.” I’m bawling like a baby, my tears soaking his shirt, but I cain’t help it.

      He chuckles quietly, and I can feel it rumbling in his chest. “Don’t be foolish, girlie. I’m with you always,” he says, and I look up into his wrinkled face.

      “But you were dead, Grada. Those men, they killed you. All of you were gone. Molly, Shelly, Miz Emma, all dead.”

      “Aye, that we are. But that don’t mean we ain’t with you, girl. Look around.”

      I do as he says, and I realize beyond the field lays Rivercross, but it ain’t the Rivercross I remember. The shanties are gone, replaced by new and sturdy-looking wood cabins. The ground ain’t no dusty, hard-packed soil neither. Instead green grass sprouts cover the land like a warm blanket. And flowers … so many flowers, every color you can imagine. And there are people everywhere: Molly, Shelly, Thomas, everybody. They’re all there. I stare unbelieving as Lou looks up from his still and waves at me.

      “Am I dreamin’?” I ask and Grada chuckles again.

      “Maybe you is, maybe you ain’t,” he says, his eyes twinkling like they always do when he’s teasing me.

      “It’s so beautiful. What happened here?” I say in wonder.

      “Nuthin’ … and everything,” Grada answers, confusing me even more. “This is your home, Tara. It’s how your heart sees it: beautiful, whole, perfect. It’s as it was meant to be.”

      Suddenly, I know he’s right. This is how the world was meant to be, how it had been. Alive, green, plentiful. It ain’t supposed to be the dusty, barren land that we know it as. The beauty of the land, the fields, of seeing everybody … it’s so overwhelming I just wanna cry again. But then that nagging, bitter thought surfaces, and my smile slowly fades away.

      “Grada, did you all die ‘cause of me? Was I the reason the evil came to Rivercross?” I say, needing to know yet fearing the answer.

      He chuckles quietly again and squeezes my shoulders. “Is that what you think, child?” He shakes his head at me. “Evil came to Rivercross ‘cause, well, that’s what evil does. It spreads like a dark plague and don’t give a care for nuthin’ or nobody that stands in its way. It would have found Rivercross sooner or later. You couldn’t have stopped what happened no more than I could have stopped you from growing up and trust me, I tried.”

      An intense rush of relief flows over me. It wasn’t my fault. Grada said it wasn’t my fault, and he would never lie to me about this, would he?

      “But things have been happenin’ to me, Grada,” I say, still not quite believing my innocence. “People are callin’ me names, sayin’ I’m supposed to be this thing called a New Blood. New Bloods, they draw evil. That’s what Jax believes. If it’s true, and I am this thing—”

      “What will be, will be, Tara,” he says, cutting off my words. “Everything has a destiny, whether it be a wild hog or a sand biter or you. And your destiny, my girl, it’s a wondrous one indeed. New Blood or not, you are meant to do great things.”

      I ain’t ever known Grada to speak in riddles before. What exactly is he trying to say? Is he saying I ain’t a New Blood after all? I close my eyes, just for an instant, trying to make sense of his words. The cool, morning breeze that felt so good on my face earlier changes just like that, to a hot, scorching heat. I open my eyes again, wishing I hadn’t done so. Everything I’d just witnessed is gone. Everything burnt away, nuthin’ left but charred remains. No cornfield, no flowers, no Grada. Only black, smoldering ruins.

      “Grada,” I scream in frustration and searching the blackened landscape. I just got him back. I cain’t lose him again. There’s so much more I need to say to him. To ask him. It ain’t fair.

      “Tara,” the voice that answers me ain’t Grada, but it’s just as familiar. He’s standing at the other end of the burnt field, almost glowing against the blackness of the scorched background.

      “Ben,” I feel such intense happiness at seeing him my heart almost explodes at the sheer joy.

      “Ben … everything is burnt. Gone,” I say.

      “I know, Tar Tar, but you can fix it.”

      “I don’t know how,” I say as I try to walk to him. But with each step I take, he gets further away.

      “Ben. Wait.” My voice is frantic.

      “Found a good patch of berries by the old swimmin’ hole,” his voice is fading away. “Ma was real pleased …”

      “Ben,” I yell again, but I cain’t run after him ‘cause now there’s hands holding me back. Rooting me in place. “Ben, come back.” I struggle, but the hands won’t let me go. I cain’t shake them off no matter how hard I try.

      “Let me go!’ I try kicking and struggling, but they just seem to hold me tighter.

      “Tara. It’s okay. Stop fighting.”

      The familiar voice reaches my consciousness at some level and snaps me awake. My eyes open to faces looming above me. They swim in and out of focus, but I know Finn is there and Jax … and another face, one I don’t recognize. It’s this face I focus on ‘cause the blue eyes that seem so familiar to me ain’t filled with the disgust I’m used to seeing in them but compassion.

      “It’s okay, dear girl. You’re safe.” Her voice is soothing and calm and I know she’s speaking the truth. I stop struggling and the hands loosen their grip.

      I’ve been dreaming, I think. Grada and Ben, they weren’t real. It was all a dream. I’m left bereft at the realization that I ain’t in Rivercross at all, but laying in a bed.  My gut feels like it’s been ripped open by a devil cat. I was shot. I remember that. Tentatively, I reach down and feel the cloth bandage wrapped around me.

      The blue-eyed lady smiles at me before moving my hand away. “You’re going to be fine; you just need to rest.”

      “Yeah, that’s great. She’s gonna be fine and all, but I think she broke my nose.” Jax’s voice is strangely muffled, and I look over at him. He’s holding his nose, and there’s blood dripping down his arm. Had he been shot too?

      “What … ” My voice cracks and I clear my throat. “What happened to you?”

      “You punched me is what, you crazy freak. All I was doing was trying to hold you down so you wouldn’t tear open your wound and you sucker-punched me in the nose,” he says, not trying to hide his anger at all.

      “Well, I guess you should count yourself lucky I didn’t punch any lower,” I mutter back, and Finn’s bark of laughter holds a tinge of relief.

      “Hey Finn,” I say, eyeing him as he hovers anxiously in the background. He moves around the still irritable Jax to get to me, and he takes my outstretched hand. It’s good to see him. “You okay?”

      He nods and settles himself beside me on the canvas mattress. He sniffs and wipes his hand across his nose.

      “You almost died.” The accusation is heavy in his eyes as well as his words.

      His remark scares me some, but I don’t show it. Instead, I poke him gently in the chest.

      “Now, what did Tater tell you about me while we were in the raiders’ cage?”

      “That you was too thick-skulled to die.”

      “Aye, and for once he was right,” I say and give his hand a little squeeze. He gives me his gap-toothed grin and squeezes back. Totally awake now, my dreams fading quickly, I look ‘round the little room we’re in, take in my surroundings. It ain’t no shanty; that’s for certain.

      Besides the bed I’m lying in, there’s a tall, wooden chest in the corner painted with all sorts of drawings of flowers. A window covered with real painted shutters, not tin scraps. And what looks to be dolls in every corner. Peg dolls just like the ones Grada used to make me when I was a young’un. There are also carved, wooden dolls and other sorts I don’t recognize, but they are plentiful.

      “What is this place?” I say in awe. It’s so pretty looking and clean. You can smell the freshness. I almost feel guilty about my stinky carcass lying in the fresh bed. Almost. Jax is still busy acting all wounded with his nose, and the blue-eyed lady is doing her best to look at it but he ain’t giving her an easy time, so it’s up to Finn to answer me.

      “This is Gray Valley. Jax brought us here. This is his cabin, and that’s his ma.”

      His ma. No wonder those blue eyes seemed so familiar. She’d passed them on to her boy. But she seems nice, kind, caring even. How is Jax any son of hers?

      “How did we get here? The Army …, ” I trail off remembering my last thoughts. Of how we were all going to die. We’d been surrounded—by the Army and a dust storm—with no way out. I was gut shot, but yet here we are; here I am, alive. For the first time since I’d met him, Finn regards me with a look akin almost to fear. Is he scared of me? Shizen. What happened for him to look at me like that? That look on his face, it hurts me more than any shooter wound could ever do.

      “Finn?” I say, my voice gentle. “What happened?”

      “Was a freak dust storm.” Jax interrupts, pushing his ma aside and striding over to Finn. He grips the boy’s shoulder and nods to the boy. “Right, Finn? The gods sure were watching over us. Come out of nowhere and gave us perfect cover to escape.”

      “Aye,” Finn agrees, but he don’t look at me. He’s looking at the floor. “We got away and rode for four days to get here.”

      Four days? Holy hell. I don’t remember riding for four days. I don’t remember nuthin’.

      “Tater?” I say, but Jax nods.

      “He’s fine and that mule of his as well. Even that she devil belonging to Finn here is okay though she’s given a few of the villagers a scare or two.”

      We all made it? “How—”

      “Ma, maybe you can go let Tater know of Tara’s recovery,” Jax cuts me off. “I’m sure between the pints of ale he’s been downing, there’s a real concern for her well-being there somewhere.”

      Her eyes are questioning, but all she says is, “Of course, dear,” and leaves us, sending me a reassuring smile.

      Jax waits for her to be out of earshot before he turns back to me. “Look, I know you’re full of questions, but maybe now isn’t the right time.”

      “How did we escape, Jax?” I demand, and my tone leaves no room for argument. I need to know what happened. They fall silent, both him and Finn, and they exchange a look. That look irritates me more so than their silence ‘cause it says to me they share a bond and a secret. Jax has no right to have a bond with Finn. No right.

      “Tell me,” I say through gritted teeth. I know I sound desperate, but that’s how I’m feeling. Something ain’t right.

      It’s Finn who speaks. “You don’t remember nuthin’, Tara?”

      I shake my head. “I … I recall being surrounded, and I was shot. Then that wall of sand …” Suddenly a memory of a brown-robed rider with a red, gaping wound in his head pops into my brain, and I gasp. “Oh gods! I shot some of ‘em! I killed ‘em!”

      I try to sit up, the memory of what I had done so horrifying that I want to get away from it.

      “Hey, hey,” Jax pushes me back down on the bed none too gently. “Yeah, you killed some of those bastards. So what? Would you rather they have killed Tater, or Finn … or me? And they would have. They would have killed all of us, but you. You were what they wanted. You saved us, Tara. All of us.”

      It must be a hard admission for him, being saved by a New Blood ‘cause he don’t look too happy about it. His blue eyes are like ice chips, and he runs an irritated hand through his spikey hair. Not much of a thank you, but I figure it’s about all I’m gonna get out of him.

      “But we were surrounded.” I still don’t understand. “How did I save any of you?”

      I look at Finn, still sitting beside me. He don’t want to meet my eyes, but I force his chin up.

      “Finn, tell me and speak the truth,” I say.

      He looks to Jax first, who gives him a slight nod as if giving him permission. Permission for what? I think.

      Finns voice is hesitant, scared. “It ain’t like nuthin’ I ever seen before. There we were, surrounded. The Army was everywhere. You were shot, Tara. I could see all the blood, and I was so scared. I thought for sure we were all done for. But then you … you started yellin’. It weren’t no words I could understand, but something happened. It was like … Hells, I don’t know. It was like the land itself was being summoned by you, controlled almost. It rose up like a dust devil only bigger. Much bigger. We were in the middle of it. It didn’t touch us at all, but the Army … When it cleared, they were just gone. There weren’t nuthin’. No bodies, no horses. Just gone.”

      He stops talking, but his eyes desperately search my face for an explanation. One I cain’t give him. How is that even possible? Surely, Finn must be wrong about the whole thing. He’d been scared, terrified. He must have imagined it. But then I look at Jax, and I see the confirmation in his eyes. It’s true. All of it. A coldness starts to move over me, and my whole insides feel numb. It’s like my brain cain’t process what Finn’s just told me, and I stare at him in disbelief. That surely isn’t something no normal person should be able to do, raise a dust storm. Jax is right. I am a freak. A mutation. Horrified and overwhelmed at what I just heard, I try to sink further into the soft bed.

      “I wanna be alone,” I say dully, turning my head from both pairs of searching eyes. I just want to slip back to unconsciousness, to see Grada and Ben again. To be back in Rivercross where things made sense and I was normal.

      “Tara—”

      “Get out!” I scream, cutting off Jax’s words. I don’t want to talk. I don’t want their questioning eyes looking at me anymore. I’m grateful they do as I ask ‘cause they don’t get a chance to see the hot tears that start to flow down my cheeks onto my pillow. I cry and cry. I cain’t stop. Everything that has been building up over the past few weeks, it lets loose, and I cain’t control it. I cry for Grada, Rivercross, Ben … for everything that I’ve lost.

      Grada was so wrong. It is all my fault. The sobs rack my body uncontrollably, and my gut feels like it’s on fire with every convulsion but I keep crying. I cry for the lives I’ve taken—they weren’t just Army. I figure they had been someone’s son, father, husband, and I killed them. I ain’t no better than any of them.

      The tears flow heavily for a long time. Surely, there cain’t be any left. I sob into the pillow, bashing it with my fist. Why did all this happen? Why was everybody I ever loved taken from me? Why in the name of the gods am I being tested so? But no answers come.

      Slowly, my sobs subside into deep, shuddering breaths. Exhausted, I lay against my wet pillow too spent to move or to care. I feel numb, emotionless. Like every feeling I had inside of me was now cried out into my pillow. And tired. So tired.

      I get no relief in my eventual sleep; however, ‘cause then the night terrors come. Filled with images of bloody, gaping head wounds and giant dust storms and burnt crops and bodies. I deserve it, I guess. Evil dreams for an evil soul. It’s fitting.
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      For days I refuse to see anyone except Vi, Jax’s ma. I ain’t up to facing any of ‘em. I don’t want to see their questioning looks and to try and give them answers I don’t have. They try to visit, especially Finn, but I keep refusing. Vi agrees to my wishes, and every day turns him away with a quiet but firm, “Not today.” She’s my only connection to the world outside, bringing me food, changing my bandages, and never judging. For the first time in my life I realize what it must be like to be under a mother’s care, and I am grateful for her strength. But with each kindness she shows me, I cain’t help but think about my own ma. Did she abandon me ‘cause she knew what sort of monster I would turn out to be? Was the thought of it more than she could bear? I guess I cain’t never know, but the thinking about it just sends me spiraling deeper and deeper into despair. I’m in one of those dark moods when Vi brings me my meal.

      Without a word to me she lays the soup on the table by my bed and then opens up the shutters covering the small window in the room, letting in the bright sun. Wincing, I cover my eyes with my arm.

      “Could you close those back up please, Vi?” I say.

      “I could, but I won’t,” she says, and I stare at her in surprise. She ain’t ever denied me anything since she’s been caring for me.

      “Enough is enough, child.” She stands over me, arms folded. “For days now, I’ve watched you wallow in self-pity, turning away those who care about you, and for what? Because you found out you are different?”

      She sees my shock and nods. “Yes, I know what you are even though Jax tried his best to hide it from me.” She sighs. “I swear sometimes that boy thinks I’m an idiot.”

      “How did you know—”

      “That you’re a New Blood? Well, if your rapidly healing wound wasn’t a dead giveaway, it would have to be your resemblance to her.”

      I frown at her, puzzled. “Her? Who?”

      “Jenna. Jax’s sister and my daughter. You remind me of her so much. Oh, not in appearance other than the hair of course, but your temperament and stubbornness and sadness. In that, you are very similar.”

      I’m surprised by this revelation. “I didn’t know Jax had a sister.”

      Not that he would have told me anyways. We ain’t had much of what you would call civilized conversation in the time we’ve known each other.

      She sighs again and sits by me on the bed. “No, he doesn’t talk about her at all anymore. But as children, they were inseparable. He loved her very much.”

      “This is her room, ain’t it?” I say.

      Vi just nods and looks around fondly. “All these dolls … Jax made them for her, or found them over the years. It was the one thing that made her happy.”

      “She was … odd? Like me?” I say, already knowing the answer. At first, I don’t think Vi is going to answer, but then she sighs.

      “We didn’t know. Oh, we had heard stories, tales of New Bloods and such, but we never imagined. We thought them to be myth. Campfire talk.” She gives a harsh little laugh. “There were signs, things I should have seen, but I guess I didn’t want to see it. Jenna was always different. We lived a simple life, the four of us, a happy life. We had our hardships; what life doesn’t? But basically, we were happy. Gray Valley was pretty much left alone by the Prezedant’s Army as long as we paid our taxes, gave them most of our crops. But then it all changed.”

      Her face hardens, and even though she’s sitting next to me on the bed, in her mind’s eye she is far, far away.

      “He came one day. I don’t know how he found out about her. Maybe some trader passing through recognized her for what she was. I can’t rightly say. But they came, an army of them. He tried to take her from us. They dragged her from the cabin. She was crying, screaming as they tried to lock her in their traveling cage. Why? I wanted to know. What had she done? She was just a little girl … an innocent little girl. Jax and his father were in the fields with the other men, but they came running at Jenna’s cries. Her father, he attacked the guards putting her in the cage. He was a strong man, my husband, but he stood no chance against their weapons. They killed him with no more thought than if they were slaughtering a hog. Jenna, she couldn’t handle seeing her father cut down in front of her like that. She … she …”

      Vi stops speaking, but she don’t have to say what happened. I know what Jenna must have gone through. I’d already experienced it: Chi. My hand reaches for hers, and she holds it tight.

      “She couldn’t handle it, my Jenna. She wasn’t strong enough, not like you. It overwhelmed her, destroyed her. And even though I was there to see with my own eyes, I can’t really explain what happened.” I watch Vi struggle to tell me, holding my breath, scared for what I will hear.

      “I watched as this light formed around her. The two guards holding her, they fell immediately. Dead from what, I cannot say. Then the light got brighter, and she started screaming as if it were hurting her … burning her. The villagers that had come running at her cries to help, the ones closest to her, they started falling too, just like the guards. I tried to run to her. I needed to reach my little girl, but Jax had ahold of me and he wouldn’t let me go. He knew it was too late. That I would die just like the others. That I couldn’t help her. I couldn’t help my little girl …,” her voice trails off, and I think she is done but then she starts talking again.

      “By the time it was over, nine other innocent villagers had perished, and my little girl?  There was nothing left. It was like she had burnt away on the inside and left an empty, hollow shell.”

      Tears fall freely down her cheeks, but she don’t try to stop them. We sit in silence for a bit, me holding her hand while she remembers the horrors. Finally, she speaks again, but this time her voice is hard and unforgiving.

      “He watched it all happen—the death, the carnage—from atop his horse. He watched them shoot my husband and my baby girl destroy herself. He ordered his remaining men to take four other children as our punishment for resisting them.” Her voice breaks again, but she continues on, “And when it was over, after so many people had died, after he had destroyed so many families, you know what he said? ‘Pity, she may have been of use.’ I will never forget that as long as I live. ‘She may have been of use.’ So don’t you dare feel remorse for what you did to those bastards. You saved my boy’s life and the lives of Finn and Tater.” She nods at my questioning look. “Yes, Finn told me what happened, most of it anyway. And I know that’s some of what’s been keeping you awake at night and causing your grief. So don’t you dare shed another tear over any of it. You, my child, have been touched with a special gift. Why you’ve been able to handle that gift while my Jenna was not, well, that’s for the gods to know. You’ve been chosen for a reason, and what you do with that gift is up to you. But let me tell you this. As long as that evil creature lives, no one is safe.”

      She stops talking but continues to hold my hand tight. We sit a moment in silence as she struggles to compose herself, to lock those horrible memories away again, and I try to take it all in. What had happened to Jenna scares me. Vi had said it was like she had burnt from the inside out, and I kinda know what she’s talking about. The Chi, well, it had felt like my blood ... my whole body was aflame. But why hadn’t it killed me like it had done to Jenna? And what must it had been like for Vi? What she must have endured to witness not just her husband but her child perish in front of her and be so helpless? Kind of like me and Rivercross, I guess. But I don’t say that. There was nuthin’ I could say to help take away any of that pain. I know that firsthand. So I just keep holding her hand as she cries. Finally, she gives my hand a little shake and stands up, wiping the tears from her face. She smooths out her dress, her emotions back under control again.

      “I’ve said my piece; now get up. You’ve wasted enough time.”

      I don’t want to do that. I’m too full of fear and questions. I don’t want to get up, but I also don’t dare oppose her. ‘Sides, I don’t think it would have done any good anyways. I kind of can see where Jax got his stubborn streak from, but I ain’t telling her that. I stand up tentatively, surprised that the pain I’m expecting don’t come.

      “Don’t worry; it’s almost healed. One of the advantages of your kind.” She taps me on the nose gently as if to take the bite off of her words. “And just in time, too. I have a surprise for you.” She turns to leave the room, but I grab her arm.

      “Wait.  There’s one more thing I need to know. Jax, he blames Jenna for what happened, don’t he? For drawing the Prezedant here. For his pa’s death. For the villagers. That’s why he … why I disgust him so much,” I say.

      She nods and gives me a sad little smile. “You have to remember; he was barely past being a child himself when all this happened. He didn’t understand. He needed someone to take the blame for his loss, to help him make sense of all that happened. Someday, he will understand. He will forgive her, of that I have no doubt. Now, come with me. Your surprise awaits.”
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        * * *

      

      Surprise ain’t ever been a good word in my opinion. The scrub tub full of hot water she had waiting for me I appreciated since, I’ll admit, I’m starting to smell pretty ripe. Her washing and braiding my hair with tiny ribbons I tolerated since they do a fine job of hiding my white stripes. But this? This is ridiculous.

      “Stop fidgeting, Tara. You look lovely.”

      “I cain’t help it. It’s itchin’ me something fierce.” I skulk along behind Vi, tugging at the constricting, frilly neckband of the stupid dress I’m wearing and fully aware of all the curious onlookers. How she’d talked me into wearing this ridiculous getup I still cain’t figure out. I’d taken one look at the ruffled contraption earlier when she’d showed me and backed away in horror.

      “Oh hell no. You ain’t gettin’ me into that,” I’d told her, but she was insistent.

      “You don’t have much choice, child. Your own tattered, bloodied clothes I burnt, and until I can get a pair of Jax’s trousers altered for you, this is your only option.”

      “Fine then. I’ll just wait in bed ‘til you’re done the alterin’,” I’d said, but she wasn’t having none of that.

      “You will do no such thing, young lady. Tonight is a grand event, a betrothal celebration. You can’t miss this. We’ve been saving for this all year. There’s going to be music, dancing, storytelling, and the food, oh my! Roasted rabbit, meat pies, fresh corn, sweet biscuits. Why, just thinking of it is making my mouth water.”

      Mine too, but I wasn’t going to tell her that.

      “I know what you’re tryin’ to do,” I’d said. “And it ain’t gonna work.”
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        * * *

      

      Shizen. How many villagers lived here anyways? And what are they all looking at? Ain’t they ever seen a girl in a dress before? Vi keeps smiling and waving at everybody as we make our way through the village. Why she gotta be calling attention to us like that? I cringe a little bit more every time she calls someone’s name, wishing the ground would open up and swallow me. A little dark-haired girl, no more than nine or ten born years, runs right up to us and grabs my dress tail, nearly causing me to trip over it.

      “I’m Nina,” she says, smiling at me like I was her long-lost kin. “And you’re Tara. Finn told me all about you.”

      “Is that so?” I say, still giving anyone who dares look my way the evil eye. It don’t work. They’re all still staring at me like I’m some weird sand lands critter. I give up and focus on the child’s face in front of me just so I ain’t got to be looking at everybody else.

      “Where is Finn?” I say to her. I notice my words come out all breathless and high-pitched ‘cause the dress is cinched so damn tight about my waist it’s making it hard for me to breath. She just giggles and points.

      “Over there at the table. Him and Cat. Cat is so pretty. I just love her. She licks my face all the time, and her tongue is so cold.”

      “That it is,” I say, opting to omit the devouring incident at Finn’s village to the girl. Poor kid don’t need to know where that tongue has been.

      I see Finn then, just like she said, propped up against a table so laden with food that my eyes almost bug out of my head. Vi wasn’t lying; there’s so much food! Finn is stuffing his pie hole so fast I’m scared he’s going to choke. Cat is lying under the table, chewing contentedly on a big old bone, but at seeing me she rears up and lunges at me. I brace myself just in time as she rams her big head into my chest, rubbing against me like crazy.

      “Okay, okay, calm down, you overgrown lap rat. It’s good to see you too,” I say, trying to push her away. Finn spots me then, and he ain’t no better than his beast. He comes flying my way, and his scrawny arms circle my waist.

      “Tara. I’m so glad you got better. I was so worried. You wouldn’t let me see you, and I’m real sorry about before … about bein’ scared and all.”

      “Shush,” I say, cutting off his words. “I know you’re sorry. Don’t say no more ‘bout it.” Besides, I don’t want to talk about that, not here in front of everybody else. He just nods at me in understanding and then slowly looks me up and down as if suddenly realizing something is different about me.

      “Tara, are you wearin’ a dress?”

      “What of it?” I say a little sharper than I intend to. “Ain’t no law against wearin’ a dress, is there?”

      Vi smiles at the boy and tousles his hair. “Doesn’t she look lovely, Finn?” she asks, but he just shrugs.

      “I guess so,” he says, eyeballing me with doubt. Yeah, that really makes me feel a whole lot better.

      But he don’t have time to say no more before Tater comes lumbering over to us, a mug of ale in one hand and a huge smile covering his flushed face. It was my first time seeing him since our run-in with the Army. If he’s bothered any by what he’d witnessed me do, he ain’t showing it.

      “Ah, the sleeping princess has arisen from her chambers at last. It is truly wonderful to see you, my dear, and in such fine attire. Being in the constant presence of such a lovely lady as our Vi here has most certainly rubbed off on you. Given a little more time, I have no doubt she could perform the impossible and turn you into a remarkable lady of refinement.”

      Typical Tater. I ain’t sure, but I feel there’s an insult amongst those words somehow. But I find I don’t care. I am actually glad to see him, ugly wrinkled face and all. I truly thought he would have abandoned us by now and gone his separate way. He has no loyalty to us. Why was he even still here? I wonder. But then my unspoken question is answered as a plump little woman with rosy cheeks yells his name.

      “Oh, Winston, I have a fresh mug of ale for you,” she says, batting her eyes at him like she got sand in ‘em.

      “Coming, my lovely,” he answers back then gives me a waggle of his bushy eyebrows. “Don’t rush your healing on my account, my dear. Take all the time you need. This is truly an enjoyable village.”

      I cain’t help but laugh at his retreating back. The laughter feels real good and truly surprises me. I didn’t think I had it left in me to laugh. I finally let my guard down and look about at everything happening ‘round me.

      The villagers had mostly lost interest in me by now, and they’re all talking and eating. Some are dancing to the little band of music makers. It’s a celebration of life happening around me, and I’m amazed to find that I very much want to be a part of it. We had been at death’s door, but we’d made it through. All of us, alive and whole, and it didn’t matter how we’d made it, did it? So I’d performed something totally strange and unexplainable. So I was most undoubtedly a freak. So what? I’d saved them: Jax, Tater, Finn. They are alive and here ‘cause of me. It felt good—damn good. Knowing I’m somewhat responsible for them being alive, well, it makes me feel lighter somehow. Like a weight has been lifted from my shoulders. Like my being able to save them somehow makes up for my failure in saving Rivercross.

      Suddenly ravenous, I grin at Finn. “So how’s the grub table, Finn?”

      “Oh gods, Tara, there’s everything you could ever want. I still ain’t tried it all there’s so much.”

      “Well, whadda you waitin’ for? I’m starvin’,” I say and hook my arm through his.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know where to begin, there’s so much food. I ain’t ever seen a spread like this, not ever back in Rivercross. Everything looks so delicious, and my mouth waters in anticipation. There’s platters of roasted rabbit, meat pies piled high, mountains of golden corn, bowls of greens, and other things I cain’t even guess what they are. The smell wafting from it all is simply amazing, and my stomach rumbles loudly. Eagerly, I reach for a sweet biscuit the same time as someone behind me, and we try to take the same one.

      “Oh, sorry, miss,” the voice behind me says, and I stiffen instantly. Gods, not him. I try to move in the other direction, but a dark head pushes past my shoulder to get a look at my face.

      “Tara? Is that you?” I can hear the disbelief in his voice, and I turn on my heel to give him a steely look.

      “Not a word. Not one word. This dress was your ma’s idea, not mine,” I say, waiting for the insults to start flying. Instead, he’s looking at me all wide-eyed, like he cain’t believe what he’s seeing.

      “By gods … you look like a girl,” he says.

      “I am a girl, jackass,” I say, glaring at him.

      “No, I mean without all the dirt and mud and stink, you ain’t half-bad.”

      I truly don’t know how to take this. Is it a compliment or an insult? I ain’t sure. So I don’t say nuthin’ and neither does Jax. We kind of stare at each other in silence.

      “Tara, I—”

      “Listen, Jax—”

      We both speak at the same time, interrupting each other. He nods at me. “You first,” he says.

      “No, go ahead,” I say.

      “I just wanted to—”

      “Jax. There you are.” A small wisp of a girl with the loveliest, sun-bleached, curly hair I’d ever seen moves between us and grabs Jax’s hand. She throws a smile my way.

      “Hello, I’m Sky. Hope you don’t mind, but I want to dance and Jax here is the best dancing partner.”

      “Really?” I say, my eyes opening wide. This dour, sullen stick in the mud is a good dancer? Somehow, I cain’t picture it.

      “Yes, really,” he says defensively, like he can see what I’m thinking.

      “Well, nice to meet you Sky and by all means, don’t let me stop you from havin’ the best dancin’ partner. This I gotta see.” I don’t bother to hide my amused grin, and Jax don’t bother to hide his irritation.

      “Look, Sky, I really need to talk to Tara right now,” he says, but I interrupt.

      “Nah, it ain’t nuthin’ that cain’t wait. Go dance.” I literally push him towards the ever-smiling Sky, and he shoots me a look before he lets her lead him away as if to say, “This ain’t finished.” I watch them walk away. Jax seems to tower over the impossibly tiny girl. Finn comes to stand next to me, munching loudly on an ear of corn.

      “Who’s that with Jax?” he mumbles ‘round his mouthful of food.

      “Sky,” I say.

      “She’s real pretty,” he says.

      “Aye, that she is,” I say but cain’t help but feel a bit put out. She did look real pretty in her nice, girly dress. No confusing her with not being a girl. She’s not the type of girl you would describe as “ain’t half bad.” For some reason I cain’t fathom, it don’t sit well with me. Must be the hunger getting the better of me, I think. I nudge Finn and grin.

      “Did you save me any?”
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        * * *

      

      Shizen. Don’t think I can eat another bite even if my life depends on it. I must have tried everything on the table and twice over. And the dress that had been tight before now threatens to cut off my life’s breath. But I don’t care. I will die full and happy.

      We’d just stood there, me and Finn, eating and grinning at each other as the juices ran down our chins. We’d nod hello or such to anyone who happened to speak to us, but we don’t let nuthin’ deter us from the food. Cat would occasionally saunter over and gobble up anything we dropped, but she mainly stayed hidden under the table. There were too many people ‘round for her liking. I knew how she felt. If I could have gotten away with it, I would have crawled under there with her. Only when the shouts started of, “A tale, Tater! A tale!” did we let ourselves be pulled away from the food.

      Eagerly, we join Vi and Jax and the others gathered ‘round the fire. Vi scoots over on the wooden bench and nods for us to sit. Finn moves real quick and sets himself next to Vi, leaving me no option but to squeeze between him and Jax. For some reason, I hesitate. I don’t want to sit that close to Jax and Sky, but at his raised brow I decide I’m being foolish and sit myself down. Or try to at least, but I take one step, and my boot hooks into the tail of my dress, and I go sprawling in the dirt at Jax’s feet. Horrified, I stare at Jax’s boots, too embarrassed to look any higher.

      “Oh my, are you okay, Tara?” I know its Sky’s voice asking, but it ain’t her hands that help me to my feet and set me straight. I look into the mocking blue eyes and brush his hands angrily from my shoulders.

      “Aye, she’s okay,” he says, all the while still snickering at me. “She ain’t used to dressing as a girl is all, right Tara?”

      “Jackass,” I mutter at him and sit myself next to Finn, squishing him almost so as not to have any part of me touch Jax at all. I ignore his sniggering and stare straight ahead at Tater, my cheeks burning hot from my embarrassment. Even Finn is laughing at me, but I give him an angry sideways glare and mutter under my breath, “Don’t you even dare.”

      He stops laughing real quick. Thankfully, everyone’s focus soon turns to Tater as he gets himself into his storytelling mode. He clears his throat a couple of times and stares dramatically at the night sky. I recognize the look of intense concentration, and I shiver in anticipation, forgetting about my earlier embarrassment. This is gonna be a good one.

      He’s as still as a statue, silhouetted against the roaring campfire. A hush falls over the crowd. Even the music makers have stopped playing for this treat. Tater drags the silence out for a bit, building the suspense. It’s so quiet you could probably hear a leaf drop. Then suddenly, his voice booms out in a deep, resonating timbre.

      “Many, many years ago and in a land far, far away …”

      Every soul there is held spellbound as Tater tells us the story of a magical tree planted by the gods that grew up through the clouds right to the sky. And of how a poor boy named Finn (we all laugh at this) came across this tree while hunting for food one day in the woods and climbs to the sky to find a magical kingdom ruled by an evil giant. Now, this giant has kept the kingdom’s true, good queen locked away in a gilded cage for many, many years. He tells us of how Finn finds this queen, so sad and lonely in her confinement. She requests of Finn to release her from her prison, and in repayment she gives him her jeweled locket. The problem; however, is the giant keeps the key to the cage on him at all times. Brave Finn waits ‘til the giant falls asleep and then sneaks into the giant’s pocket, looking for the key to release the queen, trying desperately not to awaken the giant. All the young’uns sitting at our feet squeal in fright as Tater, who had been pretending to be the sleeping giant, opens his eyes, jumps up on a tree stump, and booms out, “Ahoy! Ahoy! I smell the flesh of a foolish boy!”

      Even the real Finn next to me jumps and grabs my arm in fright at this.

      Our hero Finn succeeds in getting the key and freeing the queen, but the giant is furious at the boy and tries to stomp him into the ground. Tater builds up the excitement by describing the chase between Finn and the giant. Finn is running for his life, climbing down the tree as fast as he can, but the giant is on his heels. Halfway down, the boy yells to his ma to bring his ax and once on the ground starts hacking at the tree. Tater is by now acting it out, chopping at the air as if his life truly depended on it. The young’uns are all huddled together, terrified. I even find myself on edge a little, holding my breath, he’s drawn me into the story so. I steal a sideways glance at Jax and am amazed to see his usual frown replaced by amusement as he watches Tater. Sky is huddled into Jax’s arm as if she’s terrified by the story. Snorting to myself in disgust, I turn away. Really? She’s acting like one of the young’uns.

      Finn nearly has the tree chopped through when the weight of the giant topples it the rest of the way, and the giant falls from the sky to the ground, creating a fierce hole so wide and deep into the earth that he disappears, never to be seen again. This hole eventually fills up from the rains and becomes what the settlers of old used to call an “ocean.” As for Finn, the locket was a treasure indeed, and it gives him and his ma the means to live the rest of their lives happily, and fruitfully, ever after.

      Tater stops talking, and for a bit there ain’t nuthin’ but silence, then the whooping and clapping starts. It’s so loud it echoes in my ears. Shouts of “Wonderful,” and “Magnificent,” and, “Another! Another!” Tater is soaking it up, smiling and bowing, but he shakes his head to another tale. Instead, he happily accepts a mug of ale from his rosy-cheeked companion and is content to let the music makers break into a lively dance step. He is truly where he belongs, I think as I watch someone supply him with a flute, and he joins in the music making, dancing a little jig as he plays.

      I lounge with Vi by the fire, listening to the music and tapping my foot to the rhythm. Finn by now has had enough of sitting and is in among the throng of dancers. I catch glimpses of him every now and then as he swings by on the arm of someone, head tipped back and howling with laughter. It gladdens my heart to see him having so much fun. That’s what young’uns were supposed to do, have fun.

      Jax is among the many dancers as well. I see him and Sky swing by, hear their laughter. It don’t seem right hearing that deep laughter coming from him. I ain’t used to it. I’m used to the sullen looks and glares of disgust, but Sky must truly bring out the best in him. I watch in puzzlement as many of the dancers clap Jax on the back as they pass by or kiss Sky’s cheek. It’s almost as if they are congratulating them, but for what? Before I can ask Vi about this, the mob of dancers swoop by and one of them falls out of the line, nearly landing in my lap. Laughingly, the young man gets to his feet and takes a little bow in my direction.

      “Why are you not dancing, young miss? Come, dance with me.”

      “Oh no, I cain’t,” I say, shaking my head.

      “Of course you can,” says Vi, and she nudges my shoulder. “Go. Have some fun.”

      “No … no!” I say more insistently as the man yanks me to my feet. Instantly, I am whirled and spun about in every direction. The swarm of dancers crash in on me and then ebb out again like ripples in a pond. I swing from one arm to the next as the magical spell of the music flows over me, stirring my blood, awakening some deep-rooted need to just let loose. It’s exhilarating, and the dancing surprisingly makes me feel so alive. My breathless laughter blends with the others as I grab the next person’s hand, and I’m pulled into the crook of a strong arm. I look up into familiar blue eyes, and I’m shocked to see them void of any disapproval but filled with the pure joy of the moment. For a slight bit, we share in the delight of the dance as Jax holds me tight against his chest, and I stare into his face. I suddenly notice that he’s shaved since our escape, and the missing stubble allows me to see the tiny hollow in his chin. Funny, I ain’t noticed that little dent before. I’m stunned at my sudden urge to reach up and touch it, but I fight against it and keep my hands firmly planted on his chest. I can feel his heart thumping through his thin tunic against the palm of my hand. He smiles at me then, a real, full-out smile that reaches his eyes and makes them appear bluer than the summer sky. My breath catches in my throat as a wave of heat spreads over me.

      Time seems to stand still for a brief bit as the music and the laughter of the others fade into the background, surrounding us in our own little cocoon of silence. Like at this moment in time, we’re the only two people in the world. That nuthin’ else matters. But then the contact is broken, and I’m spun into the arms of the next dancer, surprised by the sharp twinge of loss.

      That was it. Just a stupid little smile, but it leaves me more breathless than any dancing. Lightheaded and stumbling, I move away from the dancers and make my way back to the fire. Someone thrusts a mug into my hands, and I drink the foul-tasting ale down in big gulps. What the hell is wrong with me? It was just a stupid dance. Why is my heart doing these crazy little flip flops?

      Puzzled by what I’m feeling and not wanting to make conversation with Vi or anybody else for that matter right now, I walk away from the bustling center and head towards the dark outskirts of the village. My head is spinning, and I need to get away and get some air.

      I walk the dark path away from the ruckus ‘til the quiet babbling of a little brook beckons me. I settle down beside it, letting the musical sound of its waters soothe me. Pulling my knees up, I cross my arms over them and close my eyes. I can still hear the laughter of the dancers and the music makers from afar and start humming along as they break into a chorus of “Sweet Sally.” I tap my foot along with my humming. Grada used to sing this, I think as I smile to myself. The knife-sharp pain that always accompanies my thoughts of him comes swiftly, but it don’t linger as much as it used to. It turns into more of a dull ache now. It kinda scares me ‘cause I’m afraid it means I’m starting to forget. I don’t want to forget.

      “Tara.”

      As lost in my thoughts as I am, the voice startles me and I jump. I look up as the shadowy figure of Jax approaches and blame my rapidly beating heart on my fright.

      “I saw you walk away and figured this would be as good a time as any to talk to you.”

      He joins me at the brook and plops himself down on the sandy bank. I look at him expectantly as he settles beside me, but he don’t say nuthin’. I wait for a bit, the only sound between us is the music makers off in the distance and the gurgling waters.

      “Well, the whole point of wantin’ to talk is to actually say words,” I say, breaking our silence.

      He don’t look at me. He keeps staring at the flowing water.

      “I know that. I just wanted … I wanted to say thank you. As much as you don’t want to hear about what you did, you saved our lives. You saved my life.”

      “Jax,” I interrupt immediately. I don’t want to talk about this right now. I’m not ready. I’m not ready to admit to anything that I supposedly did, but he ain’t finished.

      “Shizen, you took a slug for me. It would have surely killed me, but you saved me. And for that, I am eternally in your debt.”

      I stare at him wide-eyed and gob-smacked at his admission. Who is this person? The Jax I’ve come to know would rather tangle with a wolfling than say thank you to me.

      “Eternally, huh? That’s a frightfully long time,” I say finally, making light of his words. “That and a thank you all in the same conversation? You sure you ain’t been into the ale, Jax? I mean, this ain’t like you at all.”

      He looks at me then with this hard stare and no trace of the earlier smile.

      “Why you gotta be like that?” he says.

      “Like what?” I say.

      “I’m trying to be serious here, and you’re laughing at me.”

      “I ain’t laughin’,” I say, smothering my grin so he don’t see it.

      “Whatever, all I’m trying to say is thank you,” he says again, and I nod.

      “Well, you’re welcome I guess,” I say, still trying to hold in my laugh. He truly is pricklier than a prickly bush. Maybe I’d be better off changing the topic of our conversation.

      “You know, you never did tell me how you got captured in the first place. How did you end up in that raider’s cage anyways?”

      He shrugs at my question. “Stupid really. Was out on a hunting trip like I said, alone, and made the bad decision to go further into the mountains than I usually go. Should have known better, but game was so scarce, and I had promised some fresh meat for tonight’s celebration. Before I realized it, I was a lot deeper into the mountains than I should have been. Reckoned I may as well spend the night and make my way back at first light. Made camp and settled in for the night. Next thing I know, I’m being awakened by a shooter poking into my gut and those bastards all around me.”

      I nod at his story. “Aye, it pretty much happened that quick with us, too. Funny thing is, for the longest time I didn’t know if I even believed raiders to be real. Ain’t never seen them before. Tell you what though, now I know ‘em to be real, I know I sure as hell don’t wanna meet ‘em again anytime soon,” I say.

      “Yeah, well I can certainly guarantee the raider’s daughter pretty much feels the same way about you,” he says, and I cain’t help but laugh along with his low chuckle. Are we actually having a civilized conversation? Weird.

      “Why do you think that mutie helped us escape?” he says then, and I shrug my shoulders at him.

      “Dunno.” I ain’t sure if telling him what I think is such a good idea but I say it anyways. “I think … I think maybe it was followin’ us. Followin’ me. I think I seen it before, back out in the sand lands when I left Rivercross. Though why it was helpin’ us I cain’t say. Maybe it just felt sorry for us. Maybe it recognized me as a fellow mutie ’cause that’s what you believe of me, right?”

      Don’t know why I added that last part. We’d been talking all pleasant like, and I had to go and throw that up at him. Why’d I do that?

      “It is what it is. Can’t change the facts,” he says, looking away from me like he don’t want to talk no more.

      We both fall quiet then, our moment of camaraderie gone. Jax tosses a few pebbles into the brook, and the plopping sounds are loud in the darkness. I can tell there’s more he wants to say, but he don’t say it.

      “Sky seems very nice,” I say finally just to break the silence. The uneasy quiet is getting to me.

      “That she is,” he agrees.

      “And pretty, too. Her hair is lovely. I ain’t ever seen hair that pretty,” I say. I know I’m rambling on now, but I cain’t think of what else to say.

      “I suppose so,” he says.

      “Is she … are you two …,” I trail off; I don’t know how to word it.

      “She is my promised,” he says then. I ain’t sure what that means.

      “Promised?”

      “Aye. You know … promised. We’ll be wedded someday when we’re ready.”

      “Wedded? Wait,” I say, starting to understand now, “your ma told me tonight was a betrothal celebration. Is this all for you and Sky?” He nods in response. “Shizen. Ain’t you both a bit young for that?” I say, shocked, and not sure why, but a little put out at what I’ve just learned.

      He looks at me, puzzled. “No. We’ve been promised since we were babes. Isn’t Ben your promised?”

      To hear him speak that name is like a punch to the gut. I wasn’t expecting it, and I certainly wasn’t aware he knew of it.

      “How the hell do you know about Ben?” I say.

      He shrugs and keeps tossing his pebbles. “When you were sick with the fever from your wound, you called out his name over and over again. It’s all you would say. Drove us crazy. So I asked Finn. He told me all about it. How the Prezedant’s Army took him and the other young folk, and how it was all you could think about was to get him back. I reckoned for you to care so much he must be your promised.”

      I don’t know why, but his thinking that about Ben adds to my unexplainable irritation.

      “Well, he ain’t. I ain’t got no promised. That’s just downright craziness. Ben is my friend, my kin. And I gotta get him back just because.”

      I don’t come right out and say because it was my fault he was taken in the first place, but I ain’t gotta say it. It hangs in the air like a heavy weight between us.

      “You know you don’t stand a chance of getting him back,” he says, finally making eye contact with me.

      To hear him say those words aloud, it awakens all my own deep rooted fears. I don’t like it. “You best not say another word about it, Jax,” I warn, but he don’t give up.

      “What you’re thinking about doing, it’s not going to work. Nobody gets away from the Prezedant.”

      “This really ain’t none of your concern, Jax,” I warn again, but he still don’t heed me.

      “You’re going to end up getting yourself killed, maybe Finn and Tater, too. Is that what you want?”

      Now I’m angry. Why’s he gotta be saying stuff like that?

      I snort at him, my voice harsh. “Why do you care what’s gonna happen to me? I’m just a stinkin’ New Blood, remember? A carrier of death just like Jenna. You shouldn’t give a damn what happens to me.”

      I didn’t intend to say her name, to throw it in his face, but it just pops out of me and from the look in his eyes, I regret it immediately. I’d gone too far. The kinder, nicer Jax who had smiled at me earlier ain’t nowhere to be seen in the stone-cold glare I’m getting from him right now.

      “I’m sorry … I shouldn’t have said—”

      He cuts me off. “Ma told you about her?” He don’t give me a chance to answer. “Don’t matter. I’m only gonna tell you this once. You know nothing about Jenna—or me for that matter—so you have no right to talk about it.”

      He gets to his feet as if to walk away, but I’m not done.

      “Don’t be mad at your ma. She was only tryin’ to make me see reason. She knows what I am, what I’m capable of, and she don’t care. The same with Jenna. She don’t blame her ‘cause it wasn’t her fault. She couldn’t control what happened no more than you can control the sun settin’ every day. What happened to the villagers, to your pa, it wasn’t her fault.”

      He whirls on me then, and the anger emanates from him in waves. His hard, blue eyes bore into mine.

      “You’re right. It wasn’t her fault. It was mine. I knew what she was, what she was becoming, and I didn’t say anything. I had seen the things she was capable of doing. I knew, but I didn’t tell Ma or Pa. I should have said something, anything, and maybe we could have run. We could have hid out in the sand lands so nobody would have known. Nobody would have found us. But I didn’t. I stayed quiet, let it happen. Pa, Jenna, the villagers … they were all killed that day ‘cause I just didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t want to admit that my little sister was a mutie … a freak.”

      I can tell he regrets his words right away ‘cause he closes his eyes and sighs, runs a hand through his dark hair. I don’t say nuthin’; I just watch as he struggles to get himself back under control. I want to tell him I understand how he feels. I understand ‘cause I carry that same kind of guilt around with me every day. But I don’t. I stay quiet. Finally, back in control, he looks at me straight on. The anger, the fire, is gone, and his voice is emotionless when he speaks again.

      “So, I’m just going to come right out and say what I came here to say in the first place. Thank you for saving my life. As I’ve said, it’s a debt I can never repay. But you and Finn and Tater … you have to leave Gray Valley as soon as possible. Every moment you stay here, you are putting us all in danger, and I can’t … I won’t have anything happen to the people I love again because of some New Blood. Ma says you’re almost healed. Traveling should be no issue. So I want you all gone by the morning, before anyone else finds out what you are. There’s no place for you here.”

      Whatever I was expecting him to say, it surely wasn’t this. Shocked and hurt, I watch his rigid back walk away from me as he disappears into the shadows. I want to yell after him the few choice words floating around in my head right now, but I don’t. I keep quiet. My hands clench at my sides, and I take my frustration out on the nearest object I can find: a rock about the size of a wild rabbit. I kick at it, wanting to release some of the hurt and betrayal I’m feeling inside, but all it does is send shooting pain up my leg and into my gut.

      I don’t hold back with the cuss words this time. I let ‘em fly at the night sky.

      Fine. Good. If that’s how he wants it, so be it. We’re wasting time here anyways in this stupid village. Ain’t no big deal. I want to leave anyway, so there. As a matter of fact, I cain’t wait to leave. What the hell am I doing here anyways in this stupid dress and dancing to that stupid music? I have important things to do. I have to find Ben and the young’uns. I don’t have time for this foolishness.

      Mind made up, I head for Vi’s cabin. I’ve some things to do first though, like finding me some clothes. The least he could do is give me a pair of trousers in exchange for saving his life, the ungrateful bastard. And I have to let Finn and Tater know we’re leaving. Good riddance, too. The morning cain’t get here fast enough. And if I never ever see Jax or Gray Valley again as long as I live, it would still be too soon.
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      I was real surprised at the lack of arguing I got from Finn and Tater at the news of our leaving. I had expected some resistance to my decision, but they had just simply nodded and agreed to what I said. Tater had even gone as far to say, “No worries, my dear; our imminent departure is understandable and totally predictable. It was truly fun while it lasted, but I never was one to delay when something had to be done. As my dear mother would say, ‘never let the grass grow under your feet.’”

      I figured that meant he was okay with it. And as for Finn, well, I reckon I could have told him we were going to the moon and he just would have asked how long it was going to take us to get there. The only one who seemed to have any trouble with us leaving was Vi. She truly seemed upset with my telling her. She had questioned my decision. Didn’t I think it was too soon? Shouldn’t I take more time to heal completely? Did Jax have anything to do with my decision? As much as that mule turd didn’t deserve any loyalty from me, I didn’t give him up to his ma. She needed him, and to know that I had caused any strife between them was not okay by me. So I had told her the decision was mine and mine alone. She wasn’t happy with it, but she did accept it. And being a woman of her word, waiting for me in the morning was a clean pair of trousers and a tunic all fitted for me. She must have worked long into the night to finish it. I’m truly touched by her gesture and find myself wishing I could stay longer, to get to know this remarkable woman better. Quickly, I squash this thought. As much as I hate to admit it to myself, Jax was right. I would never be able to live with myself if any harm came to Vi or anybody in the village ‘cause of me. There truly was no place for me here. I ignore the little voice in my head questioning if there was any place for me anywhere and focus on getting dressed.

      The sun is barely up yet, but Vi must have already been up for hours getting everything prepared. She has waiting for us slingbags filled with supplies, food, and water, all packed neatly onto Winnie and another horse, one I don’t recognize. I question the gifts and the horse. It’s too much. We cain’t take so much from them, but she assures me the trade made for it had been a good one. The villager she’d traded with had gladly taken Busher’s hardy beast in exchange for the older nag and the supplies. Hearing that lessens my concern some. She then hands me a hunting knife in a real leather sheath and all. It was her husband’s, she tells me, and to go ahead and take it. I feel real guilty, but since losing all our own stuff to the raiders, I know we’re going to need it. I secure it to my leg and try to thank her, but she ain’t done. Stepping in front of me, she folds a soft cloth over my head, covering my hair, and then loops it loosely ‘round my neck. A neck wrapper. Of all the gifts, this one is my undoing. It reminds me of Grada, and I can feel the tears filling up my eyes as her lips gently brush my forehead.

      “Remember what I said, child. You have a great gift, do not waste it. And if you ever find yourself in need of a safe haven, we will always have shelter for you here.”

      If only that were true, I think, but I know I’ll never see her again. I could never put her in any danger, this woman I barely know, but who has touched my heart so deeply. I hug her real tight and whisper a thank you in her ear. The words sound so inadequate for all she has done. I wish I could express to her my gratitude, but as usual, the words don’t come. I find I don’t have to say anything though, ‘cause it’s like she can see straight through me, right into my heart and sees what I’m feeling. She just nods at me and smiles. She says her goodbyes to Finn and Tater, and I half-listen but my eyes are seeking, looking for him. Jax ain’t nowhere to be seen though. He ain’t even got the decency to see us off. It don’t surprise me none, but I cain’t help but be a little hurt by it. We’d been through a lot in our short time together. I’d even saved his life, but obviously it wasn’t enough for him to even wish us a safe journey. Oh, well. It’s maybe a good thing he isn’t here. Cain’t rightly say if I would have just said goodbye or told him to go straight to Hell. Though the way I’m feeling right now, it probably would be the latter. Sky is welcome to the jackass.

      Vi keeps waving as she watches us ride off, and I keep looking back ‘til she ain’t nuthin’ but a little speck in the distance. Finally, I cain’t see her no more, and I stop looking back. He never came, the little nagging voice in the back of my head keeps saying. He don’t care about any of us. I quell the hurt and push it away. It was done.
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        * * *

      

      Gray Valley is way off Tater’s usual trading route, so the territory we find ourselves traveling in is unfamiliar to all of us. Vi had told us that Littlepass was likely no further than a couple weeks of riding, but she’d failed to mention anything of the strange lands we would have to pass through. Maybe she was truly unaware, or maybe she had simply forgotten, but after a day of riding through valleys and slopes, we’d come across a much unexpected, strange sort of track cut through the rocky hills.

      The path is wide and level … and old. Settler-made to be sure. The parts of it not cracked and overgrown with weeds is a strange combination. Isn’t rock nor metal. Nuthin’ I could put a name to. Tater said he believed it had once been called a “highway,” and that these highways were how the settlers’ veacals had traveled around. He said that the highways went on for leagues and leagues. I find it amazing that the settlers had been able to build such things. They must have had a lot of time on their hands for sure. The track goes on into the horizon as far as the eye can see. I wonder how far it goes. Will it take us all the way to Littlepass? I reckon we’ll find out soon enough.

      We keep riding; Tater’s occasional singing the only sound in the deserted stretch of open ground other than the clip clop of the animals’ hooves. We talk some, play a few riddle games to pass the time, but we avoid any mention of New Bloods or our run-in with the Army. It still ain’t something I’m willing to talk about.

      Sometimes a wolfling or some other creature I cain’t put a name to picks up our scent, and they follow along with us on the outskirts, tracking us almost. But it only takes a warning growl from Cat or a shot from one of our iron shooters to scare them off. I’m real glad Tater had saved the shooters and had been smart enough to barter for some slugs for them. I’ve a feeling they’re going to be well-needed out here.

      We stop only long enough to sleep, making camp in the sandy ditches that run along the sides of the “highway.” We don’t bother with making campfires. Besides the fact that there ain’t any kindlin’ to be found, I get the uneasy feeling it would just draw attention to us. Like we’d be making ourselves a target. I cain’t say why I feel this way; other than the critters, we ain’t seen nuthin’ else moving out here.

      We take turns on watch throughout the night, Cat as our companion. Our shooters may scare off the critters during the day, but that don’t mean they won’t try and sneak up on us in the dark. Sometimes when I’m sitting and watching over the others, my blanket covering my shoulders to keep the night’s chill at bay, I turn my face into the wind and I swear I can all but smell the creatures that occupy this land. It’s a blended odor of dirty fur and fresh shite, and the clarity of it, of my awareness, spooks me. It says to me I’m changing. To what, I ain’t sure. But I don’t say nuthin’ to Tater and Finn. How can I explain it to them when I don’t understand myself?
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        * * *

      

      Five days we’ve been traveling. Quiet and uneventful days. Days so full of boredom it’s almost an effort at times to keep from falling asleep as we ride and falling off our nags. But on this day, mid-noon of the sixth day, we pass over the top of a rise and see an astonishing sight.

      It stands in the distance, a massive shape against the blue, mid-morning sky. I pull my nag up short, and Tater pulls abreast of me on Winnie. Finn, who has been resting quietly against my back, pokes his head ‘round me to see what has stopped our travel.

      “What is that?” he whispers, but I don’t got an answer. I ain’t quite sure what it is. I can make out two sets of tall, metal towers, one set at each end of the structure. Between them hang a few gigantic ropes or wires … some sort of material joining them together though there are mainly just gaps and holes and empty air ‘cause most of it has already crumbled away. The broken, fallen pieces are piled high underneath the span in the remains of a dried-up riverbed. I understand then what it is—or more so what it had been at one time. It’s on a much bigger scale, but it’s the same kind of structure the old folks had built in Rivercross for crossing the river. It’s a bridge. But it hadn’t been built by anybody in my lifetime or dozens of lifetimes before mine. It’s a true settler’s relic and still standing. Amazing.

      Tater is the first to speak. “This is not good.”

      “What is it, Tater? Is it dangerous?” Finn says, showing more interest than he has in days.

      “Course it ain’t, Finn,” I say. “It’s just an old bridge the settlers used for crossing the river that used to run here. We can just cross the dry riverbed, Tater. Ain’t no big deal.”

      He raises one of his shaggy brows at me. “It’s not the bridge, dear girl, that has me worried. It’s what’s on the other side.”

      For the first time, I see what Tater is seeing. Off in the distance on the horizon are the rusted, iron skeletons of sky towers. The dead remains of a settler’s city. Just like in the old folk tales.

      It was vast, bigger than anything I’d ever imagined, spread far into the landscape. Would probably take days to go around, days we cain’t afford to lose. As amazed as I am at the sight in front of me, I understand what has Tater so concerned. Out here in the open lands, you can at least see the dangers approaching, but in there, in the midst of all those ruins, dangers could be hidden anywhere. Critters, raiders, anything could be waiting for us. But we ain’t come this far to stop now. And we ain’t wasting any more time. We’re going through.

      “Let’s go,” I say.

      I nudge my horse but don’t get far before Tater calls after me.

      “Tara, think about this. Trust me; I am just as eager to reach Littlepass as you are, my dear, maybe even more so, but this is foolhardy. We have no idea what to expect in there. I have avoided areas like this my whole life. These dead cities are aptly named for a reason,” he says.

      “Maybe Tater is right,” Finn joins in hesitantly. “Maybe we should go around—”

      “No, Finn, we ain’t goin’ around,” I snap at the boy, and I can feel him stiffen behind my back. “I ain’t goin’ around; I’m goin’ through. We’ve wasted enough time already. The longer I take to get to Littlepass, the colder Ben’s trail becomes. You and Tater can do what you want … I won’t stop you. But let me remind you; you both hitched yourself onto me and slowed me down, so now this is my decision. I’m goin’ through. It’s just a bunch of stupid empty ruins. So make your choice. You can go your separate ways or stay with me but decide now.”

      Finn don’t say nuthin’, but the scrawny arms that encircle my waist give me his answer. Squashing down the guilt I feel at snapping at him, I nudge the horse again and start moving. I don’t look back to see if Tater is following, but the incessant muttering and grumbling I hear behind me makes me fully aware of his presence and his feelings about the whole idea. So be it.

      We reach the city by late afternoon. It had been a bit of a struggle to get the animals up over the riverbank, but the gods had been on our side and we had stumbled onto a slope leading out of the dry riverbed. Whether it had been the wind or other travelers who had made it, only the gods knew, but it had come in real handy.

      The road we’ve been traveling carries on through the city, overgrown and full of deep craters but still passable. We’re going to have to be careful with the animals though. Cain’t risk having one of them stepping in a hole and breaking its leg. We will have to lead them through.

      The rusted remains of the sky towers line both sides of the road, looming above us like menacing overseers. They are mostly destroyed, just bare bones left really, but it makes me wonder what could have brought down such massive structures. Was it the great war like in the old folks’ tales or just the passing of time? And what happened to all the people that had lived here? Sickness? War? Critters? Drought? Were they all lying here, rotted away under our feet, or had they been forced to move on? Reckon we’ll never know, but I cain’t help but speculate.

      We can see shapes and mounds where some of the buildings had crumbled away ages ago and over the years had been covered by the sand and grass and earth. Once majestic structures now nuthin’ more than rubble under our feet, their secrets long hidden by the passing of time. It was kinda sad, really.

      Numerous other roads branch off from the one we’re on and weave through the rusted bones, dark and spooky-looking, but there ain’t no way in hell we’re going to stray from the main road and travel those. We’re going to try and stick to the open the best we can. It seems the safest bet.

      There’s no sound in here other than the sighing of the wind and our own breathing. Cat slinks along beside us, her head twisting in the breeze, catching scents of things we cain’t—and possibly don’t—want to know about. The quiet is nerve-rattling, and I find my hand hovering over the butt of my shooter. I know it ain’t nuthin’ but my imagination, but I cain’t help but feel we’re being watched. Like at this very moment there are countless eyes watching our passage through the dead city. Maybe it’s just the ghosts of the settlers long gone, but even that thought don’t make me feel any better. At least a critter or a mutie you could bring down with an iron shooter.

      A loud shrieking from my right scares me something fierce, and the shooter is in my hand before I recall moving. I duck instinctively as a black cloud sails past my head and disappears down into one of the paths to the other side of us. My heart is thumping frantically in my chest, but I’m real glad the scream on my lips don’t come out ‘cause I feel real foolish now seeing as it’s just a bunch of crows. Our intruding on their territory must have scared them off. Cat takes chase after the birds, but I don’t bother to call her back. I know she won’t go far. I look up at Finn, who’s still riding the nag, and grin at him. He grins back, though I can tell from his eyes his fright had been just as bad as mine. It’s good to see his smile ‘cause it tells me he’s forgiven me for yelling at him earlier. It eases some of my guilt. Tater is holding a hand to his chest, not bothering to hide his fright, his face pale and ashen.

      “Oh, dear me, that was rather disconcerting. But as my dear mother would say, “Fright makes the wolfling appear bigger than he is.’ Truer words were never spoken.”

      I’ve come to realize that Tater tended to prattle on the more scared he was. Hope we don’t come across no more crows; we don’t need to hear no more “wise sayings.”

      I grab the nag’s reins and give her nose a reassuring rub as she snorts nervously. The crows had startled her, too. These iron bones have put us all on edge. Hope it don’t take us too long to get through. I give a slight tug to get her moving again, but we don’t get more than two paces when a howling from the path Cat had run down pierces the air and roots us all in place.

      “Cat!” Finn yells, and just like the boy, I can tell her wailing is one of pain. In the blink of an eye he’s down off the horse, and I grab him by the scruff of his tunic before he can run. I know what he’s thinking. He struggles against me, but I hand him over to Tater.

      “Stay here. The both of you. Tater, make sure he don’t follow me.” I say.

      I pull my shooter again and head in the direction the wailing is coming from, ignoring the words the boy is hurling at my back. From the sounds of it, Tater had heeded me and is physically containing the boy, and he don’t like it one bit. But I cain’t be worrying about Finn trailing me. Something has Cat howling, and it probably isn’t anything good.

      The path between the building husks is dark and narrow. I hesitate and try to adjust to the dim light. I peer into the dark, but all I can see is dirt mounds and empty road. No sign of Cat. I’m going to have to go in deeper. Taking a few deep breaths to steady myself, I step into the darkness, my shooter firmly gripped in my hand.

      I make my way between the crumbling relics, looking ‘round swiftly, making sure nuthin’ is trying to sneak up on me. I don’t hear Cat no more, but I can still hear Finn’s yelling. The boy is going to wake the dead with his fool shoutin’. Slowly I creep through, pausing every few steps to look ‘round. Nuthin’. I make my way to the corner where another road crosses the one I’m on. It’s like a maze, I think. Roads and tracks everywhere. I peer ‘round the corner, steeling myself for attack. All I find is Cat, lying on her stomach. She looks like she’s gnawing on something, but I cain’t see.

      “Cat,” I whisper loudly and she looks back at me, a miserable mewling comes out of her. Slowly I approach, still waiting for something to jump out at me. Finding it clear, I hunch over her and push her big head out of the way. Her front paw is caught in some sort of steel snare. A trap. There’s blood on her fur, and I can tell the teeth of the trap have sunk in good. I pray there ain’t too much damage done to her paw.

      “It’s okay … it’s okay girl,” I keep whispering to her, rubbing her panting side and studying the thing. At first, I don’t notice the fresh bird carcass lying just past her head and the rope tying it to the trap. But at seeing it, my blood runs cold. This was no random accident. Someone had laid this trap deliberately and recently. That meant we are not the only souls in amongst these iron bones. This realization hits me at the same time as the silence. Finn ain’t yelling no more. The dead quiet scares me more than anything, and I bolt upright.

      “I’m sorry, Cat,” I whisper urgently. “I’ll come back for you. I promise.”

      It’s like she understands my fear for the boy, and she licks my hand giving me permission to leave her. I high tail it back the way I’d come, berating myself for falling for their ploy. Whoever had done this had split us up on purpose, and I’d fallen for it like a fool. Fearing for what I will find, I emerge onto the main road, and my fears are painfully justified. I take it all in in an instant. There are two of them waiting for my return and another two holding Finn and Tater, both of them pressing wicked-looking knives to my companions’ throats to keep them from yelling out a warning. But I don’t fall into their hands as easily as they would like. At the sight of the iron shooter rock steady in my hand and pointing straight at their chests, they bring up short and we eyeball each other for a bit.

      I cain’t quite tell if they’re men or muties. The one closest to me is wearing a filthy, red wrapper tied ‘round his head, and the ends hang down his back like a braid. Tiny, white bones dangle from holes in his ears, and what appears to be an actual small skull hangs ‘round his neck. His tunic and trousers are a filthy patchwork of different colors and cloths like he had sewn together the remnants of others’ clothing. There are reddish, crusted sores covering his face and arms, some of them open and festering, running with pus. He smiles at me then, and I can see his blackened gums and rotted teeth. He could be twenty, thirty, or fifty born years. I cain’t tell. But the blade he holds in his hand could probably rip me open from belly to breastbone in a flash; I can tell that much.

      “Well, whadda we got ‘ere? A lovely little ducky … wot? Look at the ducky, Beanie. Ain’t she a lovely ducky?” he calls over his shoulder.

      “Aye, Talbert. A lovely ducky … lovely ducky,” the other answers in a singsong tone and then starts howling with laughter like it’s the funniest thing he’s ever said. That laughter echoes with madness and adds to my growing fear. Dangerous I can handle, but crazy is a whole other story.

      I gulp hard a couple of times, trying to swallow the huge lump blocking my throat.

      “Let my companions go,” I say finally, finding my voice. I’m amazed it only cracks slightly. “And I promise not to shoot you.”

      The one called Talbert takes an exaggerated step back from me and looks ‘round in wonder.

      “Wot? Ya ‘ear that, Beanie? She ain’t gonna shoot us if we let the others go. I think the ducky is threatenin’ us, Beanie. Wot you think?”

      “Aye, sounds like a threat to me alright, Talbert,” he says and snickers some more like he cain’t even help himself.

      My fear threatens to overtake me, but I push it down. I cain’t afford to show them any fear. Finn and Tater’s lives probably depend on my actions right now; I’m going to have to play this smart.

      “I am only gonna say this once more. Let us go. You can have some of our supplies. But let all three of us pass without harm, and I will let you live,” I say.

      The Talbert creature grins at me again and rubs his thumb along the sharp edge of his blade. I don’t know if the cut is on purpose or not, but he don’t show no flicker of pain. He merely puts the bleeding thumb to his mouth and licks away the blood, never taking his eyes off me for a second.

      “The ducky does ‘ave a big shooter fer certain. Could even be a threat to us, Beanie. Wot’s to stop us from killin’ the two yonder then the ducky an’ takin’ everthing fer ourselves, eh?”

      “What’s to stop us?” Beanie echoes then puts a fist to his mouth to stop his maniacal laughter.

      I shrug my shoulders at him, keeping the rock-hard lump of fear in my gut hidden.

      “I suppose you could kill those two,” I say.

      I hear Tater’s indignant, “Here now!” but I don’t look his way.

      “And between the four of you, you may be able to take me down but not before I can put a slug between your eyes and blow your ugly head from your shoulders. You wanna take that chance … Talbert?”

      I pray he don’t heed my bluff. My insides are shaking something fierce and feels like I’m gonna retch any second, but my hand holding the shooter don’t waver, not a bit. He studies me for a moment, assessing how much of a threat I may be. Then his grave face turns to cackling laughter, making him sound just as crazy as the other one.

      “She’s a lively ducky, wot, Beanie? Lotta spirit. I like that. I do. Tell ya wot, ducky. Me an’ Bean ‘ere, we’s reasonable chaps. We’ll make ya a trade, we will. We’ll let ya pass. Aye, we will. Just give us yer supplies an’ yer nags, an’ ya can go on yer merry way. No trouble, no fuss. Ya won’t ‘ave to worry about us.”

      Beanie’s high-pitched howl makes me jump some, and I tense for him to attack, but he is just laughing uncontrollably and whacking himself in the head.

      “No fuss … no worrying ‘bout us. Yer a poet you is, Talbert. A poet!” he says, wheezing between whacks.

      Shizen. How much more crazy can I take? I shake my head no, hoping they don’t notice the sweat beading my forehead.

      “You can take the horse and two bags of supplies. We keep the mule and the water skins, and the two of you get to keep your heads,” I say, hoping my threat is as forceful as I mean it to be. The Talbert one tosses his knife a couple of times, thinking hard and ignoring his companion’s impatient, “Tell her, Talbert … tell her!”

      The silence seems to stretch on. No sound comes from Finn or Tater, but I don’t dare look to see if they’re okay. I get the feeling one moment of inattention is all Talbert would need to pounce on me.

      “You drive a ‘ard bargain, ducky. Tell ya wot. I’ll let ya keep the mule, but in exchange, ya leave us the boyo. You see, Beanie ‘ere … well, he likes the young’uns, an ‘e ain’t ‘ad a playmate fer quite some time now. ‘E may look full grown, but ‘e ain’t quite grown in the ‘ead. Know wot I mean?”

      I hear Finn’s gasp at the offer before Beanie’s howling laughter drowns him out. Just knowing the boy is so scared starts the anger flowing. How dare these lowlifes, these horrible wretches, try and barter for Finn! The evilness of the situation, of these creatures, it surrounds us like a dark cloud … smothering, suffocating. I suddenly understand again what Grada and the old folk of Rivercross had tried to do: protect us from this all-consuming evil that seemed to cover the lands on this side of the mountains. How did creatures like this standing in front of me come to be? What had made them this way? And how dare they even suggest I leave Finn in their vile hands? There ain’t no way in hell that’s going to happen.

      The coldness of the iron shooter in my hand that used to scare me comforts me now, like it’s a part of me. I realize we ain’t going to come to no agreement. This is a game to them. They’re playing with me, and it’s going to end badly. I raise the shooter so that it’s aimed straight for Talbert’s head, confident I will not miss when the time comes.

      “Bargainin’ is over, mule turd. This is how it’s gonna be. You let my companions go right now, and you walk away with nuthin’ but your lives, and that’s bein’ damn generous on my part.”

      All traces of humor disappear from their faces now at knowing I’m onto them. I didn’t think it possible, but the sneer on the creature’s black lips makes his face even uglier. But it’s his eyes that scare me more so. They’re no more human than the wolflings or other creatures we had chased off these past few days. They’re no different. They are predators, and we are their prey. Only I ain’t going down without a fight.

      Then the Talbert one winks at me cheekily, all smiles again, distracting me from the wicked blade he’s holding out in front of his chest in a fighting stance.

      “‘Ave it yer way, ducky, but choose wisely. You gonna save the boy? The old man? Or yerself? Ya cain’t get us all. Yer shooter cain’t—”

      “Er … Talbert …,” Beanie interrupts, but the other man ignores him and goes right on talking.

      “My men, they’re gonna kill yer companions the minute ya move at—”

      “Talbert!” Beanie says again, and I watch in astonishment as the ugly creature drops his knife and turns to him, totally disregarding me.

      “Really, Beanie? Wot is so important that you ‘ave to interrupt me eh? Wot? Cain’t ya see I ‘ave business with the ducky ‘ere? Wot ‘ave I told ya ‘bout interruptin’ me, eh?”

      Beanie looks terrified at Talbert’s outburst, but he points tentatively with one of his purplish fingers, and we both turn to look in the intended direction. I’m totally shocked to see Talbert’s men now kneeling down on the ground, Finn and Tater holding their own knives on them. But that ain’t all we see. Talbert finds himself looking down the barrel of another shooter, only this one is held steadily by none other than Jax.

      What the hell is Jax doing here?

      “If I were you, freak show, I’d take the girl up on her offer and walk away with your lives ‘cause it’s a damn better offer than you’ll get from me.”

      Unlike me, Talbert don’t show any sign of surprise at Jax’s unexpected presence. He merely looks from Jax, to me then back to Jax and then, surprisingly, gives a little bow and puts his knife back into his sheath. He smiles at us like he never just threatened our lives.

      “Looks like I ‘ave been outsmarted, now, ‘aven’t I? But we’re not simple chaps, are we, Beanie? We know when the jig is up an’ when to walk away. Come along, boys. Our little adventure is over.”

      The two on the ground don’t need to be told twice. They scramble to their feet and scurry away like rats to disappear amongst the dark ruins. Talbert, however, takes his time, ambling away from us and whistling cheerfully into the wind. He don’t even bother to look back at us, not the least bit concerned we might just shoot him in the back. Beanie follows, but he ain’t so casual. He don’t take his eyes off of us, still laughing like a maniac ‘til they, too, disappear into the darkness of the rusted bones. We stand there for a bit, the four of us, sweeping the area, making sure they ain’t gonna double back on us and try to attack again. I don’t even notice I’m holding my breath ‘til it comes out in one big sigh of relief. It’s over.

      “Jax!” Tater’s yell startles me so fierce that I nearly drop my shooter. “My dear boy. I have never been so relieved to see anyone in my life.” He does his strange little clap and then smacks Jax on the back so hard he causes him to stumble.

      “I must admit I truly did see my life flash before my eyes, but your timely arrival and ensuing heroics have certainly saved the day. Just like one of my tales. As a matter of fact, this will indeed become one of my tales and one of my finest to be sure.”

      Don’t know why Tater is gushing on so. I had everything under control. We hadn’t needed no saving by Jax. And what the hell is he doing here anyways? Last I seen of him, he couldn’t wait to be rid of us. Why had he followed us? I ignore Tater’s withering comment of, “Hmph. Stupid empty ruins indeed. Famous last words.” I want to know why Jax is here. But before I can ask anything, Finn’s tortured question of, “Cat?” draws my attention.

      “She’s okay, Finn. No need to fuss. Got herself caught in a little trap is all.” The boy’s face sags with relief at hearing his beast is in no immediate danger.

      “We need to go get her, but we’re gonna all have to stick together. I don’t trust those creatures, not one little bit. Finn, Tater, follow me with the nags. I ain’t leavin’ them behind for the taking. Jax, since you’re here, you can make yourself useful and bring up the rear, watch our backs. I got a feelin’ we ain’t seen the last of those crazies.”

      Cat is just as I left her.  Seeing her lying there, hurt, Finn runs to her and wraps his arms ‘round her furry neck. She rubs her head against the boy, mewling a little but don’t resist none when I go to work on prying the teeth of the trap open with my knife. I release it enough so as Finn can pull her paw out. The steel teeth had broken the skin some, and her fur is matted with blood. Gingerly, I probe her paw a bit, but I can tell there ain’t no bones broken.

      Her injuries can easily be treated with some maloe leaves, I think. Lucky for her, the trap had been meant for a much smaller animal. She gets to her feet and takes a few test steps. She limps some, but at least it looks like she’s still able to walk. She hobbles to Finn and starts licking his face, and the boy’s laughter is tinged with relief.

      “Enough with the reunion, people. We have to move. It’s going to be dark soon, and I don’t want to be in crazy territory when the sun goes down.”

      Jax is right. We’d best move, get through the city as quick as we can. My questions at Jax’s presence are going to have to wait.

      The city is still as quiet and calm as when we first entered it, but I know now that there are indeed eyes watching our progress, and it ain’t no ghosts. We walk single file, me at point, Finn and Tater following with Winnie and the horses, and Jax bringing up the rear. We cain’t see them, but occasionally Cat catches a scent and raises her head to snarl at the darkened building husks. They’re there all right, following us, just waiting for their chance. I keep my shooter in my hand, ready and waiting for the slightest movement.

      Sometimes we walk for a bit, and Cat don’t seem to sense them no more, and I think they’ve finally given up. But then I hear the faint laughter coming out of the dark ruins or a low, singsong “lovely ducky,” and I know they are torturing us. It’s like some game to them, and I cain’t help but wonder how many other poor souls had been stalked through this place of death, frightened and terrified. I grip my shooter tighter and keep walking, trying to see into the ever growing shadows. I don’t want to think about what will happen if we’re trapped in here after dark. Those crazy bastards know this city like the back of their hand, I reckon. They will truly have the advantage over us in the darkness.

      We walk ‘til the sun is nuthin’ but a red glow settling over the city, but still we ain’t through it. My worst fears are coming true; we’re going to be in here after nightfall. I peer ahead, trying to see if there is any end to this stretch of road, but all I see is a seemingly endless line of iron skeletons. Hiding places for our pursuers. I stop walking, and Finn brings up short behind me. He’s quickly joined by Tater and Jax. Jax don’t take his ever-searching eyes off of the ruins ‘round us, but his question is directed at me.

      “Why are you stopping? What’s wrong?”

      “We ain’t gonna make it through before dark,” I say. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to be travelin’ this road after nightfall. We’re too exposed. Maybe we should take shelter in one of the ruins. You know, get some walls ‘round us, so they cain’t jump us unawares.”

      He still don’t look at me, but he shakes his head, disagreeing. “No, we can’t risk it. There isn’t anywhere we can hide that they won’t find us.”

      “I don’t think they’re followin’ us no more, Jax,” says Finn. “I ain’t heard ‘em for a while now, and Cat ain’t been growling. I think they gave up. And ‘sides, I think Cat needs to rest. She’s limpin’ real bad.”

      “No, we aren’t stopping, Finn. Now, keep moving.” Jax snapping at Finn just reminds me that I’d already done so earlier in the day, and it adds to my agitation.

      “That wasn’t called for, Jax. There ain’t no need to yell at the boy. Besides, I agree with him. And who made you leader anyways? Nobody asked for you to follow us and get involved. We were doin’ fine on our own. We didn’t need your help,” I say.

      “You didn’t need my help? You didn’t need …?” he breaks off like his surprise is too much to even express. “Well, excuse me for saving your miserable hides back there. If it weren’t for me, you’d all be carved up like roasted hogs right about now,” he says, finally looking at me even if it is just a stone-cold glare.

      I shake my head in disbelief at his words. That’s what he thinks? He actually thinks he saved us?

      “If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t be in this predicament in the first place.” I growl. “You were the one who dragged us off to your gods-forsaken village and then drove us out to travel unprepared through this awful place.”

      “Ahem, actually, Tara, it was you who insisted we go through—”

      “Shut up, Tater.” I yell at the half-man, but I don’t bother to look his way. My anger stays focused on Jax.

      “And what the hell you doin’ followin’ us, anyways? You wanted us as far away from you and your precious villagers as soon as possible, but then you followed us. You ask me, I think you’re as bat shite crazy as the rest of ‘em here.” I know I’m shouting, and it probably isn’t the smartest thing but I cain’t help myself.

      “Er … perhaps this is not the appropriate time for this conversation,” Tater interjects again with a nervous fluttering of his hands, but Jax merely brushes past him, almost knocking him over.

      He stares down his nose at me. But he don’t scare me none with his frosty glare. “I followed you because as much as it irks me to admit it, I am in your debt. Since I always repay my debts, I have decided to make sure you make it safely to Littlepass … all of you. Then, I will no longer owe you anything, and what you decide after that is up to you. You can all run off and get yourselves captured by the Army or killed by the Prezedant or whatever, but I at least will have a clear conscience.”

      Shizen. I cain’t believe he just said that. He really don’t give a damn what happens to any of us. His only reason for following after us was so he could have a clear conscience? He truly was a mule turd of the worst kind. All the anger and bitterness I’ve been feeling ever since he kicked us out of Gray Valley comes bubbling up.

      “We don’t need your help, Jax.” My words are pure ice. “And if there’s any imagined debt you think you owe me, then as of this moment, I release you from it. You don’t owe me nuthin’, so go. We don’t need or want you with us.”

      “Tara.” Finn objects to my words, and I can tell I’m scaring him, but I don’t care.

      “We don’t need him, Finn. We’re fine on our own. ‘Sides, we ain’t had nuthin’ but trouble ever since we met him,” I say to the boy, but my eyes don’t leave the object of my anger.

      “Stop your squabbling, the both of you!” I ain’t ever heard Tater so angry and to hear that booming voice come out of that little body is real surprising. Whatever Jax is about to say dies on his lips as we both turn to the little man in astonishment.

      “What the hell is wrong with you two? Don’t you think we have much more pressing matters than your exasperation with each other? In case you two halfwits haven’t noticed, the sun has gone down. We’re standing in the middle of the road in pitch black, and you two have been making so much noise that a herd of elephants could sneak up on us and we would never hear them. Now, I for one do not wish to be captured again by that foul-smelling, putrid little gang of degenerates, so make a decision. What are we doing? Moving on or making camp but decide at least.”

      As much as I’m itchin’ to yell more at the moron standing in front of me, Tater is right. And I ain’t even noticed the sun had finally set. This is not good. We need to make a decision and fast. We ain’t given a chance to decide though before that maniacal laughter starts up again, sending chills down my spine. We had dropped our guard, and no doubt the crazies had taken advantage to sneak up on us. Stupid! Angry at myself for being distracted, I make a call.

      “Head for that buildin’ on the right. If we can get—”

      Thunk. At first, I cain’t tell where the noise has come from, and I spin ‘round in a circle. What was that? Then I see Jax’s wide-eyed look of stunned confusion as blood starts seeping from the side of his head. He raises his hand and touches his temple where the rock had hit him, wobbles a bit, and then falls hard to his knees. He loses his grip on his shooter as he needs both hands to hold himself up from sprawling in the dirt. A whizzing sound past my right ear warns me that I’m pretty close to meeting Jax’s fate, so I duck. They are attacking us with rocks? What the hell?

      “Finn, Tater, get behind that wall now.” I yell, heading for Jax, who by now has lost his battle with consciousness, and is out cold on the ground. Grabbing his arms, I start dragging him but don’t get no more than two paces when I hear Finn’s panicked cry of, “Let me go!”

      My heart leaps into my throat as I see the boy kicking and struggling against Beanie, who has him pulled tight to his chest with one arm, trying to drag him off. Cat makes a run for the boy, her growling louder than the boy’s screaming, but from out of nowhere two more of the creatures appear holding long, wickedly sharp spears. She tries to get past them, but they’re too quick, and one of them manages to jab her in her side. She howls in pain but don’t give up. She goes after the boy again, but they block her at every turn.

      “Sorry, Jax,” I mutter as I drop him back in the dirt, abandoning him for now. I pull my shooter as I run, knowing it’s the only hope of saving Finn. But by now, the horses and mule are panicked and running in front of me, blocking my view. Where are they? I can still hear his screaming, but I cain’t see him. I dodge between the animals just in time to see the Beanie creature dragging him into one of the ruins. My panic is almost overwhelming. I have to get to him ‘cause I somehow know if Beanie manages to get him deep into that maze of ruins, I won’t stand a chance in hell of finding him again.

      I run, so intent on getting to them I don’t even see the Talbert creature tackling me from the side. He rams into me with the force of a rock slide, taking me completely off my feet before we come crashing down into the unforgiving, hard ground. I land on my back, my breath knocked clean out of me, the weight of the creature pressing down on my chest. His hate-filled face hovers above mine, and I can smell the rotted meat stench of his breath causing the bile to rise in the back of my throat.

      My clawed hands reach for his eyes, ready to tear his festering skin from its bones, but he is stronger than I think, and he quickly pins both my hands above my head.

      “Did ya really think ya wuz gonna beat me at my own game now, ducky? Wot? Ya think ya’s smarter than ol’ Talbert? Ducky none and Talbert one. Tra la la la la.”

      His black lips stretch wide in a smiling grimace, and I realize at that moment I am staring into the face of true madness.

      “Aarrgh!” The scream that bursts out of me is just pure frustration. I need to get to Finn. I need to get this crazy bastard off of me. I lift my head, smacking it hard into his face, causing a ringing to reverberate in my ears. Blood spurts from his damaged nose, but he don’t loosen his grip on me. He don’t even stop smiling. That grinning skull above me … Finn’s cries for help … It infuriates me. Almost with relief, I feel the hot fire starting to flow through my veins and the buzzing starting in my ears. It’s happening! The Chi enhances my anger, increasing my strength. I pull my arms out of Talbert’s grasp with ease and shove my hands against his chest. He flies off of me, and the look of pure astonishment on his face is almost funny. I don’t recall getting to my feet, but I find myself looming over the now crouching creature, shooter aimed straight for his temple. The anger is replaced by the dead calm, and I know what I should do now. Just squeeze that trigger, take care of the problem. But then his words somehow make it past the buzzing noise in my head, and I hesitate. I realize he’s pleading with me. But it ain’t just the pleading. The words he’s saying stop me from scattering his brains all over the road.

      “Forgive me, mistress of light. Forgive me. I did not know wot you was. ‘Ave mercy, mistress New Blood!”

      He falls at my feet, cowering like a child. I can still hear the others tangling with Cat and Finn’s cries getting fainter and fainter.

      “Call them off,” I demand urgently, my shooter still at his temple. “Tell him to bring the boy back.”

      “Stop! Stop in the name of the light!” His voice rings out loud and clear, and just like that, all sounds of battle cease. “Beanie, bring back the boy. The mistress of light ‘as decreed it so.”

      I cain’t understand why he’s talking like that, but I watch in relief as Beanie comes back into view. At seeing Talbert on the other end of my shooter, he releases the boy. Finn turns and aims a hard kick at Beanie’s shin before running to my side and leaving his captor howling in pain. I do a quick scan. Tater is helping a woozy Jax to his feet, and Cat comes slinking to Finn, blood oozing out of a couple of nicks on her side, but nuthin’ too major don’t look like. But it’s the diseased creatures that hold my attention. There are more now than before, all creeping out of the darkness ‘round us.

      I hadn’t realized there were so many of them. Even through the gloom, I can see all their pale faces, feel their eyes silently staring.

      “Get up,” I say to the one kneeling at my feet. Talbert does as I ask, but I hold my shooter on him, still not trusting him. The look of hatred I’d seen on his face earlier when he had been on top of me, it’s gone now, replaced by … well, I ain’t sure what. An overhead break in the clouds provides a bit of moonlight, and I can see a peculiar shine to the creature’s eyes. It takes a moment for it to register, but I suddenly realize it’s tears. He’s crying?

      “By all that is ‘oly, I’d never thought I’d live to see the day when the light would shine again. It’s a miracle; that’s wot it is! A miracle.”

      “Stop talkin’ like that,” I say, his words irritating me. Having all their eyes on me, staring like that, it’s making me a might touchy. Beanie walks up to me slowly and reaches out to me. I flinch, ready to defend myself, but he merely touches my hair. I had somehow lost my wrapper in the tussle with Talbert, and my hair is now hanging in tangles ‘round my shoulders.

      “Did ya see it, Beanie? ‘Tis the light, no doubt. A true New Blood. Someone run an’ tell the others the light ‘as come.”

      Talbert still stares in awe, but his words set the others all to murmuring. It quickly turns into an echoing chant.

      “The light. The light.”

      It spooks me something fierce. I wave my shooter at Talbert.

      “Tell ‘em to shut up.”

      “You ‘eard the mistress. Shut yer traps,” and just like that they fall silent.

      What the hell new kinda craziness is this? Tater and Jax finally reach my side, but Jax is still holding onto the little man like he’s going to topple over any second.

      “You all right?” I ask. As much as I hate to admit it, the flow of blood down his face has me worried some. He nods at me, but his attention, like mine, is on the creatures in front of us. They’re all standing motionless. Still. Like they’re awaiting some command. Why are they acting so strangely? It ain’t like they’re scared or nuthin’. Awed is the only thing that comes to mind. Jax looks at me with glazed, questioning eyes, but I can only shrug. I ain’t got no idea what’s going on.

      “You,” I say to Talbert, and he steps forward eagerly. I pull my shooter up, expecting another attack, but he just smiles his ugly, black smile at me. “What’s happenin’? Why ain’t they attackin’ no more?” I say.

      “Attackin’? No no, beggin’ forgiveness fer that, mistress. Wuz a misunderstandin’ that wuz. We saw yer shooters an’ thought ya’s to be Army. We woulda never ‘armed an ‘air on yer ‘ead if we ‘ad known,” he says.

      “Known what?” I ask, but I already know the answer. I just don’t understand why it’s so important to them.

      “That ya were a New Blood! Yer a mistress of the light. We ain’t seen one of yer kind fer years now. We ‘ad lost faith,” he says, still smiling that horrible smile.

      “Faith? Faith in what?” I say, rubbing my forehead. It’s throbbin’ something fierce from smashing it into Talbert’s face earlier, and his confusing words right now ain’t making it any better.

      Talbert looks at me like he cain’t even believe I’m asking such a thing. “Why, the prophecy of course. Ain’t ya ‘eard of the prophecy?”

      “Humor me,” I say, still trying to get to the bottom of this.

      “The prophecy, mistress,” Beanie says, stepping forward and talking louder like if he raises his voice I would understand better. “Everybody knows of the prophecy. It is said that one day, the New Bloods would return and reclaim the earth and heal all that has been broken and bring hope from the darkness. It is foretold.”

      Talbert elbows Beanie out of the way angrily. “I was gonna tell ‘er that, Beanie! She weren’t askin’ you. ‘Ow many times I gotta tell ya ‘bout interruptin’ me, eh?”

      Yup. Bat shite crazy, all of ‘em. And what the hell was this prophecy talk? This is just getting stranger and stranger.

      “Let me get this straight,” I say, shaking my head and hoping to clarify the situation. “You stopped wantin’ to kill us ‘cause you think I’m a New Blood, and I’m supposed to heal and reclaim … something?”

      “Aye, that is so,” says Talbert, still shooting Beanie a dirty look as if daring him to answer me again.

      None of this makes a lick of sense. I look at Tater, hoping that he at least can make some reason out of this.

      “Tater, what are they talkin’ ‘bout? Have you ever heard of this so-called prophecy? And why are they all starin’ at me like that?” I whisper.

      Tater studies them for a bit before he answers back in a hushed tone so as they cain’t overhear. “If I would have to guess, girl, I would say they are looking at you in reverence. Every clan, every pocket of humanity, has amassed their own doctrines over time. This group has obviously built a belief system on the basis of New Blood stories, passed down through the years no doubt. I, for one, have not heard of this prophecy per se, but New Bloods have long been associated with healing properties as well as their great strength, that much I do know. These simple … people … have probably taken those stories and expanded on them over time so that your kind has been elevated in status. In other words, my dear, to them, you are as near to the gods as they will ever get.”

      Unbelievable. These creatures thought I was some sort of what? Healer? God? What the hell was I exactly supposed to be? Why would they ever come to believe such a thing? As much as I didn’t want to, I was going to have to look into to this New Blood thing, find out what exactly they thought me to be. And why were they calling me the light? I need answers.

      “A suspected New Blood in our midst, and this is how you treat her? Imbeciles, all of you.”

      This new voice blasts out of the darkness, and we ain’t the only ones to be startled. Talbert and Beanie shrink visibly as the owner of the voice walks into view from the shadows. Well, hobbles is probably a better word. She is old. Older than Grada or anybody else I’d ever seen, so shrunken and wrinkly and bony she looks like a long-dead carcass that has been left to dry out in the sun. Her sparse, gray hair is woven tightly into a bun atop her head, and her dress hangs loosely about her withered frame.

      She leans heavily on a wooden walking stick as she makes her way to us, two others following her closely, ready to catch her at any moment should she fall. But she don’t fall. She brushes past all the others and yanks the lit torch from one of her companion’s hands and comes to stand directly in front of me, studying me with fierce intensity in the torchlight. I wince at the close flame and try to shield my eyes, but she yells at me.

      “Stand still!”

      It shocks me enough that I do as she says. She studies me a bit more like she’s trying to peer into my soul, lays her wrinkled hand on my hair, and then leans back on her heels and cackles so loudly I jump. I think she’s about to fall over she’s leaning so badly. The two others fear the same and try to hold her elbows, but she shoos them away impatiently.

      “It is true. By all that is holy, a New Blood stands in front of us.”

      Talbert slides in eagerly. “It was me, Orakel. I found ‘er I did.”

      Whack! She hits him in the gut with her walking stick, and his breath leaves him with a loud “Oomph,” as he doubles over from the impact.

      “You buffoons nearly killed this child from what I have been told.” She gives a hard look at Beanie who is trying real hard to hold in his laughter. At her glare his grin falls away and he backs up and out of the reach of the walking stick. She certainly is an overpowering presence. She turns her attention back to me, and I find myself under her piercing gaze once again.

      “My apologies, child. These idiots make for quite capable lookouts but truly have shite where their brains should be. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Orakel, and I have been awaiting your arrival for a very long time.”
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      Against Tater and Jax’s very vocal objections, I agree to accompany Orakel back to their camp. For some reason I cain’t explain to them, I know she’s true to her word and will not harm any of us regardless of what her people had tried to do to us earlier. Besides, my burning questions far outweigh any fear I might have for our safety. They don’t like it, but they follow along with me; Jax mutters the whole time under his breath and his hand rests on his shooter.

      I try to keep track of our progress, but it ain’t long before I’m lost in the maze of paths and ruins we pass through. If their intent was to remain hidden and unseen in these iron bones, then they had truly succeeded. I ain’t even aware we’re at our destination ‘til Orakel steps aside and says very mannerly, “After you.”

      It looks like we’re just standing at a pile of rubbish and debris ‘til I notice an entryway and steps leading down into darkness. Her companion holding the lit torch goes first to light the way, and I quickly follow, ignoring Jax’s loud whispers behind me. I chuckle quietly to myself as I hear Orakel berate him.

      “Oh, for the gods’ sakes, boy, if we wanted to harm you, we would have done it long ago. I wouldn’t have brought you to my home just to bloody it up. Now, stop your braying and move.”

      He don’t say anything back. I suddenly decide I like this strange old woman.

      We descend down the steep steps, and I find myself wondering how that crippled old woman is able to handle doing so when she passes by me, hanging piggyback on the larger of her two companions. My unbelieving stare is met by her loud cackling as it echoes down the wide tunnel we now find ourselves in. The tunnel is massive, its walls smooth and rounded, definitely no storm cellar. Settler-made to be sure but no idea what it could have possibly been used for. Maybe Tater knew. I will have to ask.

      At the far end of the tunnel, we find ourselves facing a large, metal door with a long arm on it. The man carrying Orakel lifts the arm and slides the door open, and it seems to disappear right into the wall. I don’t have time to be too amazed by this ‘cause by now we find ourselves in a large, cavernous room, so lit up by torches it was almost like stepping into the daylight. But it isn’t the huge room or the dozens of lit torches or the other people waiting inside that amaze me so. It’s the stuff. I cain’t think of no other word to describe it. Settler relics everywhere.

      There are chairs and tables and plenty of other shite, all piled on top of each other, towered so high I fear it’s going to topple at any moment. They are using it to partition off the large room, creating walls and rooms and pathways. The word of our arrival is spreading fast ‘cause more people seem to appear out of the numerous nooks and crannies, eager to get a look at us.

      Orakel is now on her own two feet, and she makes her way through the piles not the least bit concerned about it toppling on top of her, so I reckon it’s safe enough. We follow directly behind her, me and Finn and Cat, and the boy’s eyes are opened so wide I fear they may just pop from his head. I can still hear Jax and Tater behind me, bellyaching with every step we take further into the overflowing room, but I don’t heed them; I’m so entranced by our surroundings.

      I gasp out loud and cover Finn’s eyes as we turn a corner and I suddenly see what I believe to be a naked woman standing at the bottom of one of the piles. I ignore Finn’s indignant “Hey!” as I quickly realize she ain’t a real woman at all. She’s some kinda statue, made out of plastic or such. Finn pulls my hand away and laughs as I rap on her solid, bent arm with my knuckle, causing it to fall from her body. What the hell? What kinda uses could the settlers have had for a plastic woman? I want to pick up the arm and examine it, but Orakel quickly kicks it out of the way and continues walking.

      We pass a couple of thin, flat, metal boxes, their glass fronts shattered with dozens of spider web cracks. I hear Tater’s amazed, “Moving picture boxes.” and I stop to look. No matter how hard we stare however, we see no moving pictures. I glance over at Tater in disappointment. He must be wrong about that.

      We move on past another pile, and I spot some rubber wheels poking out of this one. They kinda look like the ones Grada had got from the pickin’ grounds once. His he’d attached to his hand cart, but these seem to be joined together with strange metal rods and a set of handles as if it’s meant to be steered. I cain’t even begin to imagine what it was used for. My eyes are drawn to a strange, multi-sided, faded red piece of metal standing at the corner of another pile, and in big white lettering, it spells S T O P.

      Why the hell would you need a piece of metal to tell you to stop? Stop for what? Curious. I ain’t ever seen so much stuff, not even at the pickin’ grounds, and I’m just as bad as Finn. My eyes are wide, trying to take it all in. A brightly colored ball grabs my attention now, and I stop to pick this up. Its heavy weight surprises me, and I study the three perfectly formed holes in its smooth surface but don’t dare put my fingers in. I ain’t sure what it would do. Finn just grins at my questioning look, but I put it back down and hurry to keep up with Orakel, who is moving at a speed that amazes me for someone so old.

      I’m aware of the curious onlookers trailing behind us and how the number keeps growing so that by the time we finally stop in the middle of the huge room, there are at least twenty or thirty other people besides me, Finn, Jax, and Tater. The braver ones walk up to me and touch my hair or take my hand but most hold off, scared by Cat’s presence I’m assuming. Some of them are like Talbert, covered in the sores with blackened lips while others appear to be disease-free. Why? I wonder. What happened to them? Orakel shoos them away, and they listen immediately like they were used to obeying her every command. I’m grateful for that. I ain’t liking all their eyes and hands on me. She then points to the darkly stained table surrounded by eight high-backed chairs sitting in the center of the clearing. There is a big, stone hearth behind the table, and the crackling fire burning in it almost makes the huge room feel homey.

      “Sit,” she says. “You must be hungry.” She gives a slight nod to someone in the mass of people. A very tall, very thin woman with a long, hooked nose steps out of the assembled crowd. She gathers up a stack of clay bowls from the table and wordlessly starts spooning up some sort of broth from the cauldron sitting in the hearth. The smell of it makes my mouth water, but none of us sit as asked. It’s like we’re all of the same mind and hesitate at the thought of taking food from them. As if Orakel can read our thoughts, her cackling laughter fills the room.

      “Do not worry. What they have is not catching.”

      The smell of it is too hard to resist; however, and with an unspoken agreement, we all sit on the strangely padded, soft chairs while the tall woman serves us the stew. I hate to admit it, but I am relieved she shows no signs of the sores on her skin.

      The broth is hot and tasty and filled with chunks of meat I think is wolfling, but I ain’t sure. Orakel enjoys hers as much as we do, though, so I ain’t too worried about the meat’s origin. Even Cat is treated with a charred bone though Finn has to take it to her. None of the others will go anywhere near her. Even the woman serving us goes out of her way to avoid Cat at all costs. Cain’t understand why she’s so afraid. The devil cat ain’t going to bother with her. Cat would probably get more enjoyment out of chewing on a chair leg than that scrawny carcass.

      After she serves all of us, she then approaches Jax again with another bowl, and he flashes her an eager grin. I reckon he’s thinking he’s getting a second helping. Without speaking a word, she knocks his hands away from reaching for the bowl and pulls a cloth from it. None too gently, she starts cleaning his head wound.

      “Ouch. That hurts,’ he whines, but she don’t heed him; she just goes right on cleaning. I cain’t help but chuckle as she stares in disdain down her long nose at Jax’s complaining, and when she’s finally done, she motions for him to hold the cloth to his head while she takes the bloodied bowl away. I raise my eyebrow at his exaggerated winces of pain.

      “What?” he says crossly at my look. “She didn’t have to be so rough.”

      “Cry baby,” I taunt softly, but he chooses to ignore me.

      Orakel waits patiently while we finish eating, but her shrewd eyes don’t leave my face. I can tell she’s eager to talk, but she lets me finish my stew before the questions start.

      “Tell me, child; how is it a New Blood is in our presence right now? What is your name? Where do you come from?” she says.

      “I think we should be the ones asking the questions,” Jax answers before I can, throwing the bloodied cloth on the table. “Like why the hell did your people try to kill me?”

      She sends him a withering look. “Please, if they had wanted you dead, then dead you would be. My people were merely … defending their territory. We are quite used to strangers trespassing through our city and having to protect ourselves and our property.”

      “Hah,” Jax snorts at her. “Attacking and robbing poor, innocent people unfortunate enough to find themselves in your crazy town is more like it.”

      “My name is Tara,” I say, cutting short whatever the old lady is about to say to Jax. I have questions as well. We don’t have time for arguing. “I come from the sand lands—a place called Rivercross. Have you heard of it?”

      She tilts her head, thinking for a bit. “Mayhap … it feels to be a distant memory,” she says finally. “The sand lands, a harsh place indeed. You must be very resourceful, young Tara, to have traveled so far and for so long and have not been killed or captured. The gods truly must be watching over you.”

      I smile at her, but there ain’t no humor in my smile. “Rivercross was attacked by the Prezedant’s Army. My kin either all killed or taken. I don’t think the gods give a damn about what happens to me,” I say.

      She gives me a slight nod. “My condolences on your loss, child, but you couldn’t be more wrong. The gods have guided you here to us. They have sent us a New Blood. That is indeed divine intervention whether you believe it to be or not.”

      “I believe that to be pure shite,” I say shortly and ignore the gasp of Orakel’s two companions, who are still hovering behind her chair. I ain’t sure if they aren’t used to hearing someone speak to her this way or if they’re just scared the gods will smite us where we sit. Orakel don’t seem to take no offense though, just nods at me some more.

      “I think otherwise. So what do you believe has brought you to us then?” she says.

      “Coincidence, happenstance, bad luck?” Tater is the one who answers. “We were on our way to Littlepass when we encountered raiders and … Well, long story short, here we are, guests in your charming abode. Which by the way, I must say I find a little disconcerting to be underground. Does anyone else find that bothersome?” he asks, looking ‘round the table and tugging at the neck of his tunic like he cain’t breathe.

      Orakel gives a loud snort at this. “It is a necessary precaution, little man. The only way we can avoid his ever-searching eyes. You grow accustomed.”

      The tall woman starts circling the table again, this time with tin cups of tea. I pick mine up and sip it. I ain’t quite sure what it’s made from, maybe dandy weed, but it is hot and tasty. Jax eyes her suspiciously as she sets a cup in front of him, but she passes on without incident.

      “What did you mean, Orakel, when you said you have been waitin’ for me to arrive?” I ask the burning question that’s been bothering me. “How did you know I would come here? Are you some sort of seer?”

      “I have been called that among other things.” She laughs again like what she said is side-splitting funny, but I don’t get it. “I didn’t know it would be you per se. The prophecy just said a New Blood would return, and we have waited very patiently. And now, here you are.”

      “Ya ‘ave graced us with yer light, mistress.” The voice comes out of the crowd hovering in the background, and I recognize it from our earlier entanglement. Orakel also notices, and her piercing eyes search the crowd.

      “Talbert, step forward.”

      He does as she asks, Beanie bringing up the rear. The look on their faces clearly saying they both wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

      “The watch?” Her question is curt but he bobs his head up and down.

      “It’s covered, but we need to be ‘ere, Orakel. Please. It’s the light …,” he trails off as if pleading with her to understand. She finally gives him a slight nod, and I can see him sag with relief at her approval. She definitely is the one in charge here. Hopefully, she’s also the one able to answer my questions.

      “What does he mean by ‘the light?’ When we had our earlier … disagreement with your people, they were callin’ me that, the light. What does that mean?” I say.

      “It’s obvious, is it not? A New Blood’s power comes from the light, the aura that shines when your powers are at their peak. Talbert and the others, they witnessed your light, your life force, or Chi as some call it,” she says.

      “But you didn’t. All you did was stare into my eyes, and yet you have yourself convinced I am this New Blood, this thing you been waitin’ for. I think you’re wrong. I think you’ve been waitin’ so long that you have yourselves convinced on the wrong person. I ain’t nuthin’ like Beanie said the prophecy spoke of. I ain’t no healer, no mistress of light …,” I stop talking, not knowing what else to say. She leans forward and studies me with those piercing eyes again.

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself, child? You are what you are. There is no denying it.”

      Before I can respond to her puzzling words, we’re interrupted by a young girl, maybe my own age, as she starts gathering the stew bowls. I hand her mine, and she bows her head as she takes the offering. I notice the reddish sores on her skin. Once she is out of earshot, I cain’t help but ask ‘cause I need to know.

      “What’s wrong with ‘em? What sickness do they carry?”

      Orakel shakes her head. “It is no sickness that comes naturally, child. They were given those pox marks on purpose-like.”

      Her words shock me.

      “Who would do such a thing?” I say, horrified, but it’s surprisingly Tater who answers.

      “They are refugees from Skytown, are they not?” he says.

      Orakel leans back in her chair and studies Tater with shrewd eyes. She’s trying not to show it, but I can tell she’s taken aback by his question.

      “Aye, that they are. And what do you know of this, little man?”

      He shrugs and takes a sip of his tea. “I have heard things. Rumors about experimentation being carried out by the Prezedant. Experiments that end badly and leave his subjects strangely marked,” Tater says, answering Orakel.

      Her loud, “Hah,” rattles us all, and the fist she slams on the table makes the tin cups all wobble, but they don’t fall. “Marked? Is that what they call it? Try deformed and diseased and minds so damaged that madness is all they know. And they are the lucky ones. Marked.” She snorts the last word with derision.

      “The Prezedant did this to them? But why?” I cain’t even begin to understand the reasoning for something so cruel.

      “Because he is the maddest of them all,” Orakel says. “His whole life he has been obsessed with hunting your kind, New Bloods. Why? No one can say. Once he has found one, though, they are never seen again, that we do know. He has brought your kind to the point of extinction, I’m afraid. There haven’t been any true New Bloods for years now, not any possessing Chi anyway. So what do you do if you can no longer find the object of your burning desire? You try to create it yourself. His … experiments, as your friend refers to them number in the hundreds, maybe more. Most end in death for the fortunate ones. Some end up like the ones you see here, deformed and disfigured. But none yet have ended in what he is so desperately searching for or so I have been told.”

      “Is it true what they say about him, Orakel? Is he really magical and hundreds of years old?” Finn, who had been real quiet up ‘til now, speaks, and his question makes her cackle again.

      “Mayhap it is, boy. Mayhap it ain’t. I could say the little man over there has a boil on his arse the size of a toadie. That don’t make it so.”

      This gets a chuckle from Jax and Finn, but Tater ain’t finding it so funny.

      I’m still too full of questions to get any amusement out of this either.

      “Why, Orakel? Why does he need New Bloods so badly?” I say. “And why seemingly wipe them out on one hand and then try to create his own on the other? It don’t make a lick of sense.”

      She shrugs. “Like I said, child, no one knows what he does with them, but I’m guessing it isn’t anything pleasant. And he’s a madman, as crazy as they come. He don’t need no reason.”

      This coming from the queen of the crazies is kind of funny.

      “So you give shelter to the ones that get away?” I say.

      She nods and shoos the tall woman away who’s trying to refill her cup.

      “The ones we can help. If they are lucky enough to escape, to find their way to us. They are mostly always young’uns that much we do know. Most of the time, there isn’t anything we can do for them. They pass on quickly to meet their gods. But sometimes, if they’re strong enough, we can nurse them back to health, physically anyways. Mentally, well, we aren’t sure if they can’t remember what’s happened to them, or they choose not to remember the horrors they’ve endured.”

      It’s starting to make sense to me now—some of it anyways. Why he sent his men into the sand lands. He was looking for New Bloods. And he takes the young’uns on the off chance they may be what he is looking for or at least more fodder for his experiments. I desperately hope Tater is right, and my kin were sold off as slaves or put to work in the iron mines. It would be a much better fate than becoming a diseased, mad creature. Just that thought alone fills me with despair, but I push it down deep. I cain’t think of that—not now, not with everything else I’ve heard. What the old woman is saying, what she’s telling me, it’s overwhelming, and the weight of it crushes me. But there’s one more thing I need to know.

      “What exactly is a New Blood? What exactly do you believe I am?” I whisper to her, and all my fears, my frustrations, my anxieties, it all comes out in that one burning question. It’s like she understands my inner turmoil, my need to know, and she leaves her chair and hobbles to my side. Taking my hand in her wrinkled one, she stares at me fiercely.

      “You, my child, are hope. A New Blood, born of the land, chosen by the gods, able to heal and purify and repair all that has been destroyed. Our world—what the settlers did to it with their wars and their plagues—it was left in ruins. Our kind nearly wiped out, unable to survive in what was left after The Shift. But then the gods made the New Bloods. Stronger, better beings than us, able to withstand this harsh world, to thrive in it almost. You and your kind are the reason we still exist. It is said that your Chi, the power that comes from within, it is a part of the gods themselves. You are a symbol of all that is pure and good, and that is why the Prezedant fears and reveres your kind so. You can heal this world and bring back the light to everything he has worked so hard to keep in darkness for in that lies his power over the people.”

      I stare into her feverish eyes, and for a moment, she has me truly convinced I am something special. That I could be the one to bear truth to their prophecy. Then a harsh laugh from Jax breaks her spell.

      “That’s a load of mule shite if I ever heard it. Tara may be a New Blood, but she’s just a mutie with a different name. A bit stronger than most and a lot more irritating, but a mutie all the same. She’s no earth healer and no symbol of ‘pure goodness’ any more than I am.”

      “And yet you follow her willingly and without coercion.” She don’t take her eyes off of me, but her words are directed towards Jax. “That in itself speaks volumes, boy. You are a true believer; you just don’t know it yet.”

      “I know that you are one crazy old bitc—”

      “Jax,” Tater interjects smoothly. “I think it’s time we thanked Orakel for her hospitality and her words of wisdom, but I think we should be on our way. Get back aboveground. I think it would make us all feel much better.”

      I can hear Jax whispering to Tater about Orakel’s sanity, but like her, I pay no heed. I still have questions, and this old lady standing in front of me is the only one right now who has the answers I seek.

      “Jax is right,” I say to her. “I’m not any healer. I have done things, things I cain’t explain … things that terrify me to no end, but I ain’t got no control over ‘em. How am I supposed to do these things you people believe I am capable of? I don’t know how to fix or heal anything. I don’t think I’m the one you’re waitin’ for, Orakel.”

      She smiles at me then, and in her eyes, I see the sparkling reflection of the dozens of lit torches ‘round us, and it gives them an almost unearthly glow.

      “Don’t rush it, child. It will come. We have been awaiting the arrival of a true New Blood for many years. Some had even given up believing that your kind would ever appear again, yet here you are in the flesh. The prophecy will be fulfilled, and the darkness will be defeated of that I have no doubt.” She stops talking and looks over at my companions, studying them with her piercing eyes, her head tilted to the side as if she’s listening to something that the rest of us can’t hear. Finally, she gives a slight nod and leans in to whisper in my ear words that make my stomach drop. A numbness seeps over me, and a foul taste fills my mouth.

      “True followers they may be, child, but be careful with whom you share your secrets. One of the three will betray you greatly. It will be so.”
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      Betrayal. That’s all I’ve been able to think about, all that’s occupied my mind ever since we’d left the city of iron bones and Orakel’s whispered words. Days of watching my companions, wondering if her warning of betrayal was true. Wondering if any of what she said had been true. Sometimes, I feel more confused than ever from what Orakel had told me. Her explanation of what I was expected to be, of what I was expected to do … Well, it left me with more questions than answers. Did she truly believe I could do as their prophecy said? Or was it all just a bunch of hokum like Jax believed? Talbert and Beanie seemed to think there was truth to it. They had wanted to accompany us on our travel to Littlepass, insisting that the mistress of light needed their protection, much to the dismay of the others. I don’t know who had protested the loudest—Finn, Jax, or Tater—but I had politely refused their protection and said our goodbyes. They had been truly disappointed at my refusal, but thankfully, they had heeded me. The one thing I do not need is more craziness in my life.

      I sit staring at our campfire, keeping watch over the others as they sleep, Cat at my side. I feel her purring with pleasure as I scratch her ears and head, her fur still holding the warmth of the day’s heat. I lift her paw to have a look at her injuries. They are healing quite nicely. Whatever Orakel had given us to treat them had worked well. I have to thank her for that at least.

      I drop Cat’s paw and turn my attention back to staring at the low campfire, my mind wandering again. If Orakel’s calculations were correct, we would be upon Littlepass in the early morning. I ain’t quite sure how I feel about that. Littlepass meant finding Lily, and Lily meant answers, and by the gods, I have a lot of questions. But it also meant the end of the journey for them at least. No more Finn or Cat or Tater … or Jax. I would have to say my goodbyes to this motley little crew of travelers. It don’t sit well.

      And do I truly want to hear those answers Lily supposedly has for me? Am I ready to hear what she has to say? Maybe the only question I need to ask—the only question that I need to know the answer to—is how do I find Ben? That’s the most important thing right now, isn’t it? That’s the whole point of my journey, the whole point of finding Lily, to help me get my kin back. The rest of it … of them … doesn’t matter. And if Orakel is to be believed, one of them will betray me anyway, so why should I worry about any of this?

      More confused than ever, I lift my flower from inside my tunic and hold its warmth to my lips. Shizen, Ben. If there’s ever a time when I needed to talk to you, for you to tell me everything’s going to be okay, well, now’s that time.

      “I will find you, Ben,” I whisper against my flower as if doing so will help my promise to reach his ears across the distance separating us, wherever he may be. Tears prickle at the corners of my eyes as a wave of loneliness and self-pity threatens to overwhelm me.

      “You okay?” The unexpected voice confuses me, and for a split second, I believe it to be Ben. Then the shadowy figure moves into the firelight, and I drop my flower back inside my tunic and turn my head so Jax doesn’t see my moment of weakness.

      “Aye,” I say gruffly as he sits cross-legged on the other side of Cat.

      “Well, why you talking to yourself then?” he says.

      “I wasn’t talkin’—” I start to protest but realize he’d caught me red-handed, so I change the subject, snapping at him in irritation. “Why are you up? It ain’t time for your watch yet.”

      He shrugs, staring into the low flames of the fire and running his hand through Cat’s fur like I’d been doing. Cat arches her back with pleasure, accepting his touch. Accepting him. When did this happen? When did Cat accept him as one of us?

      “Can’t sleep,” he says, not seeming to notice my displeasure at Cat’s behavior. “I keep dreaming about those crazy bastards we just left behind. Especially that tall, thin one.” He gives an exaggerated shiver. “I’ll have night terrors for years.”

      I don’t want to, but I find my lips twitching in amusement at his words.

      “Really? She was the one who scared you? I kinda think she was sweet on you. I think Sky maybe has some competition,” I say.

      “Ha ha, not funny, New Blood, not at all,” he says, scowling at me. “Besides, you’re one to talk. The way Talbert was following you around like a lovesick young’un, I thought he was gonna cry when you turned down his offer to take us to Littlepass. I think you broke his heart.”

      Is Jax actually teasing me? Did he actually have a sense of humor?

      “You wanna hear something weirder?” I say, going with it and grinning at him. “Just before we left, he gave me that creepy skull from ‘round his neck. Said it would bring me good luck. I was gonna throw it away, but who knows? Maybe it will.”

      Jax arches his brows and stares at me in disgust. “You kept it?”

      “Aye, it’s in my slingbag,” I say.

      “Well, that’s just creepy as hell. Sure wasn’t good luck for the poor animal it came from. Best be careful about that though. Some may take that sort of thing to be a betrothal gift. Missus Talbert. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

      “Bite your tongue,” I say, giving a mock shudder of horror. “Now, I’m gonna have night terrors.”

      He gives a low chuckle as I hand him a tin cup of the root tea I have hanging over the fire.

      “Here. Even though it serves you right now to have night terrors, this will help you sleep.”

      He nods a thanks and sips carefully at the hot liquid. We sit in silence for a bit, just enjoying the tea and the peacefulness of the night. It’s almost nice. But then Orakel’s words snake their way into my thoughts again. Is Jax the one Orakel spoke of? Would he be the one to betray me? Stop it! I scold myself. Stop raising doubt. She is just a crazy old lady. Besides, Jax is about to part ways with us. Didn’t matter. I would never see him again, so how could he betray me?

      “Why are you here, Jax?” I ask the question that has been eating at me ever since his unexpected arrival in the dead city.

      He looks at me, confused. “I told you, I can’t sleep—”

      “No, I mean why did you follow us? Why are you takin’ us to Littlepass? And don’t give me the story ‘bout an owed debt. You should be home in Gray Valley with your ma and Sky, gettin’ ready for your wedded ceremony. Livin’ a normal life. Why are you here with us?”

      After his earlier teasing, I ain’t expecting the harsh snort he gives me at my question.

      “Normal life? Is that what you think we have in Gray Valley? No such thing. Breaking our backs working the dead soil, praying to the gods to get enough harvest to pay our taxes so the Army doesn’t punish us. Hiding the extra meat or grain we have managed to hoard away so our families can make it through to the next season without starving. Living in fear for the children, wondering if at any moment they will be taken away from us by that madman. Fearing to have children of your own. Is that what you call normal?”

      He runs a hand through his hair, a gesture I’ve come to realize he did when most agitated. I want to tell him I’m sorry. I’m sorry to have brought it up. I hadn’t realized. But he goes on talking.

      “Hell, I don’t know. Maybe I just wanted to get away from that. To get away from Sky, her talk of our betrothal, her talk of a family. How can I disappoint her?” he sighs a little. “Maybe I’m here because of Finn. I kinda see a little bit of me in him: a lost, lonely little kid wondering why things had to happen but trying to deal in the best way he can. You know what he asked me the other day?” I shake my head at his question. “He wanted to know did I think my pa and his pa were hunting and fishing together in the afterlife. Having adventures … friends like him and me.”

      I laugh a little at this. That was such a Finn thing to say. Jax looks up at my laughter, his eyes burning feverishly from the firelight, and the laughter dies on my lips.

      “Or maybe I’m here because of you. Ma was right. You remind me of Jenna so much. Maybe in some strange way, I believe that by helping you, I can make it up to my sister, make up for failing her. I stood aside and let her die. I watched it all happen, and I didn’t do anything. Maybe I don’t want the same thing to happen to you. I owe you that much …,” he trails off and drops his gaze back to the fire.

      However I’d expected Jax to answer my question, it was not with such brutal honesty. I’m speechless at his words. Tongue-tied as always, unable to express how I feel at his admission. Is he saying that he cares about us? That he truly cares what happens to us? To me? I should be thanking him for his honest answers, telling him how grateful I am for his help, but all I do is show how uncomfortable I am by saying, “I ain’t Jenna, Jax.”

      He laughs, but there ain’t no humor in it. “No, you are much more irritating and annoying and a damn sight more mule-headed. Trust me, that much I do know.”

      I shake my head at him. “No. You don’t get it. I don’t want you helpin’ us ‘cause you think you owe me something, Jax. What happened was out of your control. You don’t owe it to Jenna, and you sure as hell don’t owe it to me. Your debt is paid, Jax.”

      He looks at me, confused.

      “Your debt is paid,” I say again. “Not only did you help us back at the iron city, but we made it to Littlepass alive and well, just like you promised. Thank you for all you’ve done, but you may as well make your way back to Gray Valley in the mornin’. Gods speed on your safe return home.”

      For some reason, his admission is scaring me, and I respond in the only way I know how. Change the subject and make it less personal. The old expression passes my lips automatically, and I hold my hand out to him in a goodwill gesture. He looks down at my outstretched hand, ignoring it as his eyes come to rest on my face again, and I can see the disbelief in them.

      “Really? That’s how it’s going to be? You ask me a question, and I answer it in the most soul-bearing way I can, and you want to shake my hand? You’re a real waterfall of emotion, you know that, Tara?” he says, and I know sarcasm when I hear it.

      “Why you gotta be such a jackass?” I pull my hand back in embarrassment. “Why cain’t you just accept my thanks graciously and be on your way in the mornin’?”

      “Okay, fine. If it makes you feel any better, then I graciously accept your thanks,” he says, but I snort at him.

      “Too late. You cain’t say that now ‘cause I know you don’t mean it.”

      “Aye, I do,” he says.

      “No you don’t,” I say. “You’re just repeatin’ what I said.”

      He shakes his head like he don’t quite understand me. “Whatever. And just to be clear, I won’t be leaving for Gray Valley tomorrow.”

      This catches me off guard. I was not expecting that. “Why not?”

      “Because I promised Finn I would stay with you all until you found Lily.” His answer is flat and void of emotion.

      I stare at him over Cat’s head, ignoring her grinding against my hand to get me to scratch her ears again.

      “Why would you do such a thing? I don’t know how long it’s gonna take us to find Lily. Could be days … weeks.”

      “I’m aware of that,” he says, taking a sip of his tea.

      “Well, why would you promise the boy such a thing?” I say.

      “Because he asked me to,” Jax says.

      Jax was staying with us ‘cause Finn asked him to? When did the boy ask such a thing from him? And more importantly, why? Why would he want Jax to stay around? We don’t need Jax around. All he did was cause confusion, especially as far as I’m concerned. I cain’t even believe Finn would ask him to do such a thing.

      “There ain’t no need for you to stay,” I insist.

      He gives a harsh little laugh at my words. “Do you even realize what you’re asking the boy to do tomorrow? Have you even discussed how he feels about leaving Cat?” At the mention of her name, the beast looks up at Jax and licks his hand.

      “He loves this beast more than anything else he has left in the world, and you are asking him to just desert her and who knows for how long. Do you even know how he feels about that? Do you even care? ‘Cause I do. Or is the thought of Ben the only thing that occupies that selfish mind of yours?”

      Now, he’s gone too far.

      “Of course I know what I’m askin’ him to do, but it ain’t like he’s got a choice,” I hiss at him. “He knows he cain’t take Cat into Littlepass. I told him that from the start, and he still insisted on comin’ with me. She’s a devil cat for cryin’ out loud. A wild animal. Ain’t like she don’t know how to fend for herself. He’ll get over her eventually …,” I trail off, realizing that I said too much. Jax is looking at me through narrowed eyes.

      “What do you mean eventually? Why would he need to … Ahhhh, you’re leaving him behind, aren’t you? You’re deserting him here in Littlepass. So you are going to continue with your foolhardy plan then. You are going to still look for your kin even though it will undoubtedly end in your death. I didn’t think even you would be that stupid. Guess I was wrong.”

      “You think you know it all, don’t you?” I snarl at him. “Well, you don’t. Finn will be better off stayin’ here in Littlepass. Tater will be better off goin’ his own merry way. You would be better off goin’ back to Gray Valley, and I will be better, much better, once I find Ben. He is all I care about. He’s all that matters, him and Jane and Thomas. They are my only family, and I will do anything to get them back. If that’s being stupid, then I don’t care!”

      He stares at me silently for a bit and then finally says, “No, I guess you don’t give a damn about breaking that poor kid’s heart.” He throws his remaining tea into the flames before he gets up and walks away from me, adding coldly over his shoulder, “I’ll be back when it’s time for my watch.”
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        * * *

      

      We reach Littlepass shortly after sunrise. Jax had roused the others just before dawn like I had asked him to, but he hadn’t needed to wake me. I couldn’t sleep. His words from the night before had been crawling ‘round in my brain all night, my guilt gnawing at my gut like some festering wound.

      ‘Course I know how much Finn loves Cat, and ‘course I know it’s going to break his heart to leave her. Does he truly think I’m so unfeeling? But I have to do this. I have to make a hard choice. It’s in Finn’s best interest. Why cain’t Jax see that?

      I look over at him now riding beside me, Finn sitting behind him and yammering his ear off. The boy had chosen to ride with Jax this morning. Don’t know why. It had miffed me some at first, but then I figured it was maybe for the best. At least I wouldn’t have to try to keep my feelings and guilt hidden from Finn and pretend everything was going to be okay. Jax glances up suddenly and catches me staring, and the light blue eyes regard me with such accusation that I look away. To hell with him, I think angrily. I don’t need his approval. I snap the reins, and the nag bolts forward, leaving the others trailing behind. We ride this way, me way ahead of the others and fuming the whole time ‘til we reach our destination.
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        * * *

      

      The city lays below us, overwhelming in its entirety. I ain’t ever seen so many buildings all squished together like they’re fighting for room. They are so pressed together it’s hard to tell where one ends and the other begins. Never in my wildest imagination could I have ever dreamed of something like this. They cover every bit of open ground and even half ways up the sides of the mountains surrounding the city. Not as vastly spread as the dead city we had just passed through but made more imposing by the number of people I can see occupying the roads and pathways cut through the buildings. They swarm the city like the maskeetos in the woods, and I can feel my heart drop as I view the sight from atop the hill we are sitting on. So many people. How am I supposed to find Lily?

      I squat low, hands on my knees, studying the wall surrounding the city and trying to ignore the nagging little voices in the back of my head. As mad as I am at Jax, the thought of what I’m about to do today still almost makes me wanna retch, and it’s with relief I hear Tater’s approach. He joins me at the top of the rise and quietly studies the sight below us.

      “Tater, are those guard towers?” I say, shutting off my thoughts and referring to the wooden structures flanking the open gate of the stone barrier.

      “They are indeed, but no worries, child. They are usually manned by drunkards, too tired or intoxicated to care who passes through. The best of the Army in Littlepass is used to guard the iron mines there to the left of the city.”

      I look to where he is pointing, and I can see structures on the horizon past the city and a flurry of activity. My heart beats a little faster with a faint hope that maybe I will find some of my kin there. I’m definitely going to have to check it out somehow. If it’s guarded as heavily as Tater said, though, it’s going to be a challenge.

      I rise from my squatting position and turn towards the others. Finn and Cat are playing some sort of fetching game with a dried-out twig, but Jax is leaning against a boulder, watching me intently. There’s no expression on his face this time, but his eyes are as sharp as always. I find myself wondering what he’s thinking. Will he tell Finn of my plan, or will he keep my confidence?

      “You sure there ain’t nuthin’ I can say to make you head back to Gray Valley?” I say rudely as I walk past him towards the nags, and he kind of grins at me.

      “No, when I make a promise, I don’t go back on it,” he says, and I can hear the accusation back in his voice.

      A retort pops into my head, but I don’t say what I’m thinking ‘cause outta the corner of my eye I can see Finn watching us, listening to our conversation. He comes sauntering up to us then, his face all red from his running ‘round with Cat.

      “Jax ain’t leaving us yet, Tara. He told me he wouldn’t leave us ‘til we found Lily. Ain’t that right, Jax?”

      “Right you are,” he says to Finn, but his eyes don’t leave my face. Is he waiting for my reaction to that? I don’t fall for his bait.

      “Whatever. We’ve put up with you for this long. A few more days ain’t gonna make much difference. Just don’t expect any more thanks when you finally do leave. I’ve said my piece.”

      I turn away from him so as to hide my confusion. As angry as I am at him for being such a mule turd, there’s this tiny part of me that is actually pleased that he ain’t leaving us yet. What the hell is wrong with me? Angry at him and at myself, I focus my attention on Tater, who’s smiling at me like something is amusing him greatly.

      “What?” I say crossly, but he just shrugs.

      “Nothing, my dear. I was just thinking we should get a move on. It’s early morning; the guards are probably still snoring from their night’s partaking. There is no better time to enter the city.”

      “Fine. Let’s go then,” I say, grabbing the horse’s reins. “Finn, say your goodbyes.”

      He looks at me then back at Cat, and his whole face drops like he’s about to cry. I sigh loudly and rub the back of my neck, dreading the next few minutes.

      “Finn, we talked ‘bout this. You know Cat cain’t go. She will be fine. She’s a wild animal for cryin’ out loud.”

      “But I ain’t ever left her on purpose like before,” he says, trying to be strong, but his quivering lip gives him away. I can feel the little patience I have left slipping, but before I can say anything else, Jax walks over to the boy and lays a gentle hand on his shoulder.

      “She’ll be fine, Finn. This whole area is covered in caves and wildlife. She’ll have a place to sleep, plenty to eat, and it’ll only be for a little while. And if it makes you feel any better, until we find Lily, we’ll come out and check on her every day. It’s safer for her that way. She can’t be in the city; you know that.”

      He looks up at Jax and nods. “I know,” he says. “You’re right, Jax. Will you come out with me to check on her, truly?”

      Jax nods, and the boy wraps his skinny arms ‘round his waist, causing me to feel like my heart is being ripped out of my chest. What am I doing to him? He’s leaving his beast that he loves more than anything in the world, and instead of comforting him; I’d lost patience with him. Hating this whole situation, I watch as Finn goes to Cat, hugs her, and whispers in her ear. He then straightens up and says quietly, “Now you know what to do, so go on … get outta here.”

      She yowls a couple of times and licks his face, but as if she understands, she shuffles slowly off as we ride away from her. Finn keeps looking back, and I can hear him stifle a couple of sobs, but he don’t cry. Finally, he says, “I cain’t see her no more. She must be gone to find a cave like Jax said to wait for us. You think so, Tara? She’s gonna wait for us ‘til we’re ready to leave the city.”

      “Aye,” I say, agreeing with the boy, but I don’t dare turn around to face him. I’m scared he will see the deceit written all over my face. That he will know I’m lying to him and that when I did leave the city, it would be without him. Instead, I stare straight ahead at the growing city wall and push Cat and the thought of never seeing her again from my mind. I have more important things to worry about than the animal, I tell myself. I try to ignore the sick rot in the pit of my stomach and the tears prickin’ at my eyes and instead focus my thoughts on Ben and Jane and young Thomas. They need to be my only concern now. There ain’t no other choice.

      We pass through the arched stone gate in silence, past the guard towers, and I let out my pent-up breath in relief that no one tries to stop us. I almost feel safe when suddenly, we hear a loud, “Oi! Halt! Who goes there?”

      My heartrate spikes in my chest, and I pull my wrapper further down over my hair as a brown-robed soldier approaches us. We do as he asks and stop, not wanting to draw any attention to ourselves. He is dressed a little different than the army that had chased us from the raiders, but the long shooter hanging at his side is the same. I’m glad we had taken Tater’s advice and hidden our own shooters in one of the saddle bags on Jax’s nag. I don’t think the soldier would have taken too kindly to seeing them.

      “Hello, Doyle. And how goes it my friend?”

      I am surprised to hear Tater call him by name. He smiles at the soldier and removes his hat in a friendly gesture. The soldier peers at him for a bit before breaking into a toothless grin of recognition.

      “Tater? Is that you? By the gods, I thought you had been killed out in the sand lands long ago.”

      He gives a hearty laugh like the thought of that is truly amusing, causing his gigantic stomach to jiggle up and down. Tater don’t take no offense; he merely laughs along with the man like it’s the funniest thing he’s ever heard.

      “Ah, no such luck, old chap. I’m afraid those two bits of iron you owe me will indeed have to be repaid.”

      The soldier laughs again, showing his toothless gums, and starts scratching himself in several undignified places. “That’s damn bad luck … for me. I’ll have to buy you an ale at the Two Heads as payback. You here on trading business?”

      “Unfortunately not. Met with some rather nasty business in the mountains. Got robbed by a bunch of raiders and lost all my wares. Have nothing to trade at the moment. Was rather hoping to pick up some coin in town, maybe do a bit of storytelling at the Two Heads, earn some iron.”

      “Raiders!’ the man says in disgust and spits on the ground. “Bunch of worthless shite heads. Don’t know why The Prezedant don’t just order for them all to be killed. I’d gladly go on that hunt.”

      Tater nods as if agreeing wholeheartedly, but I can feel the sweat beading on my upper lip. Why don’t he cut this conversation short and get moving? Why is he talking to this soldier like they’re long-lost friends? We don’t need him paying any attention to the rest of us.

      As if suddenly reading my thoughts, the man in question turns and peers at me and Finn and Jax.

      “And who you have with you then, eh? Didn’t think you had this many friends, half-man.”

      Tater laughs again like he ain’t got a care in the world. “Not friends, apprentices. Orphans whose parents died out in the sand lands. Had no one else to look after them, so I took them under my wing, thought I’d train them in the way of the entertainments. Why do all the work myself when I can get paid thrice over?”

      The soldier almost bends over with his laughter and points a dirt-encrusted finger at Tater.

      “You ain’t changed a bit, old man. Always looking to make the most iron in the quickest time possible,” he says, taking his gaze off of us. I can feel myself breathe again.

      “It has been a pleasure, my friend, but it was a long journey indeed, and I am very thirsty. The Two Heads awaits,” Tater says and nods a farewell to the soldier, and with relief, we start to ride away. I don’t look back, but I can feel the soldier’s eyes following us. Did he suspect anything? I don’t think so. It seemed like normal conversation. We follow Tater slowly through the crowded streets. Don’t seem like anyone is paying any attention to us. We’re just another group of dirty, tired travelers as far as they’re concerned.

      The sharp fear at being stopped by the soldier is quickly replaced by the wonder at our surroundings. I ain’t ever seen this many people all crowded together in one place. The noise is ear-splitting.

      There are people yelling back and forth, gesturing wildly with their arms, and I finally realize they are bartering, trying to sell or buy the many wares hanging all around us. The whole road is awash with stalls of goods. Amazing.

      I see bolts of hanging cloths, every color of the rainbow. Animal carcasses picked and clean, just waiting to be cooked. Baskets of taters and corn and things I don’t recognize. Trinkets and beads and bangles and objects of trade. There is so much! Where did they get all this stuff? I am baffled at the abundance of it all. A young boy, probably no older than Finn, runs right up to Tater and starts yelling at him, thrusting a basket of round, orange-colored balls up at him. I don’t know what they are, but Tater shakes his head at the boy, refusing his wares. At Tater’s rejection, he turns to me, but Tater kicks at him like he’s a rabid dog, and he scampers off, cussin’ at the half-man over his shoulder.

      The smell of freshly baked bread suddenly hits my nose, and my stomach lurches violently. Oh gods, my mouth is watering. Where’s that coming from? Finn squirms behind me, and I know the smell is affecting him, too.

      The crowd is becoming almost impassable the further in we go, and the nag is getting skittish. Just like me, she’s unnerved by the throng of people. The noise of it all, it vibrates in my ears, and a pain starts blossoming in the middle of my forehead. How can people live like this? So crowded and on top of each other? I find myself longing for the openness of the sand lands, and I’m very relieved when Tater finally turns out of the crowd and down a narrow alleyway carved out between two stone buildings. Away from the crowded street, the noise level drops as we go deeper in.

      But the noise is the least of our worries in here seems like. An overpowering, sickening stench hits us, and I gag reflexively before I get a chance to cover my nose with my wrapper. Finn’s, “Ugh!” hits my ears a second before he buries his nose in my back. And at Jax’s cussin’, I know the smell has hit him, too. Shizen. What is that? Then, I see the piles of half-rotted debris … and other things. Things that out in the sand lands would have been buried if you had any decency. Ugh. Disgusting. This is what Tater called civilized? The half-man don’t seem to be the least affected by any of it though; he keeps ambling on ahead of us on Winnie, and I swear I can hear him singing to himself.

      Seems like forever, but we finally emerge out of the narrow pathway into an open courtyard. The buildings surrounding us are worn and old, their exteriors mostly crumbling away, but at least the stench is gone. Or maybe my nose was so burnt by it I couldn’t smell it anymore. Either way, I was glad to be out of that disgusting tunnel of filth.

      Tater dismounts, and we quickly follow suit. I stretch my tense back and look around, wondering where Tater has brought us. Jax is the first to ask.

      “What is this place?”

      “This, my dears, is my home away from home, my utopia, my oasis, my shining beacon in the darkness. This will be our haven,” he says, smiling from ear to ear.

      Loud, rowdy laughter reaches our ears at that moment, and the door closest to us in the courtyard flies open with a bang. A man falls out into the road at our feet. He is quickly followed by a woman, scantily dressed, her face painted with such colors I fear for a split second she must be a raider. She stares at us with bleary eyes then quickly dismisses us to help the man to his feet. They stumble away into the narrow alley, obviously under the influence of the whiskey.

      “You can’t be serious?” Jax says, staring at Tater like he had lost his mind. I don’t understand, and I look from Jax to Tater as the little man shrugs.

      “A safer place in all of Littlepass you will not find. Trust me, many a soul has hidden here, and the occupants … they know how to be tight-lipped. As my dear mother would say, ‘What happens here stays here.’ Besides, the proprietor is a friend of mine.”

      “Tater, we can’t. Finn can’t stay here.”

      I cain’t understand why Jax is protesting so. If it’s a friend of Tater’s, then what’s the problem? And Tater says it is safe enough. Jax looks over at me and Finn, and I can swear he is flushed with embarrassment.

      “What’s the problem, Jax?” I say.

      “This place is … it’s … it’s a service den.” He almost whispers the last words but don’t make no matter. He could have yelled them, and I still wouldn’t have known what he’s talking about. He must see the look of confusion on my face ‘cause he tries again.

      “A service den. A house of ill fame.” I can tell he’s getting frustrated with me, but I still don’t understand.

      An ill house? Did that mean the house is sick? Maybe Jax is right. We shouldn’t be staying in no sickly house. Before I can voice my objections, Tater jumps in.

      “What our prudish friend is trying to say, Tara, very in-eloquently I might add, is that the ladies who reside in this residence are visited quite frequently by men. Many men. And that they treat those men as a wife would treat her wedded husband. Sometimes much better.” He smiles at his words then continues on, “And in return, they get paid for their unique … services. Do you understand?”

      I do understand. Somewhat. I mean, I ain’t a complete idiot. I’ve seen animals and their breeding acts, and I kinda know that people ain’t much different. But Jax seems to be real put off by the whole idea, so of course I, on the other hand, don’t mind it at all.

      “Can we go in? I’d like to meet those women.” I’m bursting with curiosity about what Tater is telling me. What kinda women are they to do that sort of thing for payment? I want to know.

      “Oh, for the gods’ sake, Tara,” Jax mutters at me, and I just stare back, confused.

      “What?” I say, still not getting what his problem was. Ain’t he ever seen animals mate before?

      “Trust me, Jax. Finn will be in no way affected by our little side trip. I grew up in a house like this, and I turned out just fine. But if it troubles you so, you all can stay here with the animals while I procure a room for us. I’m sure my friend can provide us with one that is somewhat out of the way of the main … clientele.”

      Jax seems to be okay with what Tater is suggesting, but I sure as hell ain’t going to stay out here. I want to see what has Jax riled up so. It cain’t be that bad. So I leave Finn with Jax and the nags. I can hear Finn’s rapid fire questions as I walk away.

      “What’s an ill house, Jax? What kinda women did Tater say they are? How does a woman treat her wedded husband? How come I cain’t go in? What’s an elephant?”

      And Jax responds with, “Drop it, Finn … never you mind. Finn, I ain’t telling you that! Elephant…what?”

      It makes me snicker. Good luck trying to shut Finn up on this one. Once something got stuck in that boy’s craw, he don’t give up on it easily. Tater looks back at me trailing him with raised brows but just shrugs as I accompany him into the dim interior of the ill house.

      The first thing I notice is the smell. It’s an odd combination. It’s like sickeningly sweet berries and stale smoke and unwashed bodies all rolled into one. I wrinkle my nose and pull my wrapper up a little higher, but Tater don’t seemed to be bothered at all. In fact, he’s smiling, looking ‘round the little room with affection, like he’s home.

      The room is oddly furnished. There ain’t nuthin’ in it but cushioned seats and pillows and layers of silky-looking cloths hanging from the ceiling. I don’t even notice the door behind the cloths ‘til a woman walks through unexpectedly, making me jump. Her appearance is very similar to the woman we’d seen earlier, face heavily painted and her dress barely there, so low cut that I’m afraid her chest is gonna fall right out in front of us. Tater don’t seem to be afraid of this at all though; he’s smiling at her like she is a vision from the gods. Unlike the other woman; however, it seems to work for this one. She walks with grace and dignity, her look almost … queenly. That’s the word that pops into my head. At seeing us, her eyes open wide with surprise.

      “Why, I’ll be … Tater? I haven’t seen you in forever, my friend. Where have you been?”

      “Hello, Duchess. I hope we find you well?” He goes to her, and they embrace with the familiarity of long-lost friends.

      “As well as the gods will allow,” she responds, bending slightly and dropping a kiss on his wrinkled cheek. “Are you here as a paying customer?”

      “Regretfully no,” he says and sighs in disappointment.

      She notices me then, and she eyes me sharply, whatever else she’s about to say cut short by my presence. She looks me up and down, sizing me up. “And what have you brought me here, old friend? A new girl perhaps?”

      Tater looks back at me in surprise, like he almost forgot I was there. “Oh, dear me, no. No, not this one. I’m afraid she’s too … prickly for your establishment. She would chase all your customers away.”

      They laugh, and I ain’t quite sure, but I think I’ve just been insulted. Again. She keeps eyeing me and then shrugs her slim shoulders. “Pity. With a little work, she would have made for a very profitable investment.”

      “No, I wouldn’t waste your time on this one, Duchess. She is just a poor, orphaned child I found in the sand lands. I escorted her to Littlepass for she has family in the city … somewhere. But I am in need of a great favor, Duchess. We had a rather unfortunate encounter with some raiders in the mountains—barely escaped with our lives.”

      At her sharp gasp, he continues. “Indeed! They have robbed me of everything, and I’m afraid I am now rather down on my luck. Until I am able to earn some coin, I was wondering if you would be generous enough to offer me a room. I would pay you back of course. Maybe something out of the way … back alley so we do not interfere with your daily business?”

      Loud laughter comes from the room the “duchess” just came out of, and I find myself itching to see what was going on back there. I stand on my toes, trying to peer past her shoulder, but all I can see are the gauzy curtains. Suddenly, the curtains are pushed aside, and a man and woman emerge. Eagerly, they make their way to a staircase built alongside the back wall. If there’s any doubt in my mind of what Tater was trying to tell me earlier, it’s cleared up by the way the man gropes the woman as they make their way up the stairs. Oh, my! Cheeks flaming with embarrassment, I look away, back at Tater and the duchess. They don’t seem to be the least put out at all, like they ain’t even noticed. No wonder Jax don’t want Finn in here. I hate to admit it to myself, and I sure as hell ain’t going to admit it to him, but he’s right.

      The duchess smiles at Tater, and it surprises me how that smile makes her painted face look so much younger.

      “Of course, my dear. I could never say no to you, Tater; you know that.” She reaches into an unseen pocket and pulls out a ring of keys. I didn’t even think that dress could hide a pocket let alone the key ring. Sorting through, she pulls one out and hands it over.

      “Here, it’s the room above the stable. Rarely gets used anyway, so may as well make some coin for it.”

      Tater bows to her regally. “Thank you, Duchess. You truly are a generous and noble woman,” he says.

      “Yeah, yeah, I will expect my full payment. And just make sure you and your … orphan girl leave it the way you found it.”

      They exchange a bit more conversation, but it’s cut short by some ruckus from the mystery room. The duchess quickly excuses herself, and I follow Tater back out into the courtyard, eager to get away from that cloying smell. I breathe in deep the moment we are outside, trying to cleanse my nose. I wouldn’t exactly call it “fresh” air, but it’s much better than inside.

      Finn and Jax are still standing by the nags like we’d left them, but Jax ain’t looking at me with the “I told you so” look like I was expecting to see. Instead, he looks angry and anxious. Why? I think. I take a couple of steps toward them, wondering what it is this time that has him looking like his innards are tied in a knot. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a quick glimpse of movement. Before I can turn around, something hard and cold is driven into my back, and a voice speaks almost directly into my ear.

      “Do not move.”

      I watch as the courtyard fills up with brown-robed Army. They move real quick, shooters drawn and held on us from all directions.

      No! Not now, I think. Not after we have come so far.

      They encompass us, cutting off any exit, any chance of escape. What’s happening here? I thought Tater said we had nuthin’ to worry about? Why is the Army here? And how had they found us so fast?

      Jax catches my eye, and his gaze slides to the saddle bag on his horse. Our shooters are in there.

      I know right away what he’s thinking. Before I can shake my head no at the idea, he moves for it. As quick as he is, he ain’t quick enough. One of the soldiers whacks him across the back of his knees, and he goes down hard.

      “Jax!” Finn cries, but he don’t run to him. The soldiers between him and Jax prevent him from doing so. Jax struggles back to his feet, not bothering to hide the anger on his face.

      “Try that again, boy, and the next time, you won’t get back up.” The sneer on the soldier’s face as he stares down at Jax is full of arrogance, and I can tell Jax is just itching to wipe that smug look right off of his face, but he don’t. He may be angry, but he ain’t totally stupid. Tater steps out in front of us all, his hands held up in surrender.

      “Calm down, gentlemen. This is all a misunderstanding. I think you have us mistaken for someone else. We are nothing but a group of travelers, minstrels, and traders just looking to do some business,” he says, a disarming smile on his face.

      “Is that so, old man?” This from the same soldier who’d spoke to Jax. “A dwarf, two boys, and a girl. A very distinct group, is it not? The exact same sort of group an Army squadron was sent out to pick up weeks ago and from which only two survivors returned. You can see why such a group entering our city walls has raised our suspicions.”

      Tater nods. “Yes, yes, I can see where you may think that, but really, we are just travelers. Harmless, entertaining travelers. As a matter of fact, if you know of anyone looking for our services—”

      The soldier rolls his eyes impatiently and interrupts Tater. “Enough talk old man.” He turns to his men. “Take them all.”

      “Wait.” He stops and turns back to us at Tater’s command. Tater drops his hands and steps boldly up to the young man, and I tense. What the hell is he doing?

      “Where is your commanding officer?” he asks.

      The young man looks taken aback. “I am—”

      “No, you are just a trainee.” This time it is Tater who interrupts the soldier. I’m shocked at Tater’s words, his tone. What is he playing at?

      “You are just a little boy playing soldier. Who is actually in charge here today?”

      “That would be me.” The voice is mild, pleasant, and comes from the shadowed alleyway. He steps into view, and I’m surprised to see a potbellied, squat little man with a balding head and round, silver spectacles sitting low on his nose. If it weren’t for the Army getup, you would believe he was just a neighborly sort. He ambles over to Tater, his chins wobbling from his effort.

      “Hello, Naryz. I thought it would be you,” the half-man says.

      “Tater.” The fat man nods, and I feel a huge wave of relief washing over me. Tater knew him just like the other guard. It’s going to be okay.

      “I have information for you,” Tater says.

      “Is that so?” The fat man sounds dubious.

      Tater nods. “Indeed. First thing’s first though, in anticipation of what may occur, I have to inquire about your diligence. Are you equipped with serum today?”

      “As you well know, Tater, we are always prepared. Why do you ask?”

      “And the reward still stands?” Tater’s words are puzzling me. Where’s he going with this?

      “It does.” The fat man nods again, making his chins wobble some more.

      “Then he will be very pleased for I have brought him a wonderful gift indeed. This girl standing before you is probably one of the most powerful New Bloods to come into his possession for a very long time.”

      Wait! What? What is Tater saying? Shizen. Why’s he telling them I’m a New Blood?

      “And you are sure, Tater? He has been disappointed before, and trust me, old man, you do not want to disappoint him.” The fat man’s words are meant for Tater, but he is eyeballing me like I’m suddenly a piece of meat on his dinner plate. I’m stunned, unsure of what’s going on. Did Tater truly just say those words, or is my mind playing tricks on me?

      “I am sure. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. She is a true New Blood in every sense of the word. And the two with her are her willing accomplices.”

      Jax’s “Bastard,” shocks me, as he lunges for Tater, snarling like an animal. He is immediately taken down by half a dozen soldiers before he can get anywhere near him and disappears under the barrage of bodies.

      Jax’s yelling brings me out of my stupor, and I finally realize what’s happening. I stare at Tater with uncertainty. “Tater? What are you doin’?” I whisper.

      He ignores me entirely and turns back to the fat man. “I shall expect my payment to be prompt.”

      The impact of what is happening hits me like a punch to the gut. “You bastard!” I echo Jax, only this time, it don’t come out as no whisper. “You lyin’, traitorous bastard!” I move at him quick, my intent to wrap my hands round his scrawny neck. But like Jax, I’m instantly restrained by numerous hands. Struggling against them, I stare at Tater’s back with hate-filled eyes. “How could you do this? We trusted you. I trusted you. Look at me, Tater. Dammit … look at me. You betrayed us all.”

      I can hear Jax still struggling against his captors and Finn’s quiet sobbing, but my focus is solely on the half-man in front of me. I need to understand. I need to know why he would do such a thing to us. He turns then, and his eyes are cold and ruthless, not like the man I had come to know at all.

      “I warned you, girl, of the evil and corruption. I said you would see things that would change you forever.” He shrugs. “This is merely one of those things. Only the strong survive in this world, and when you have riches, that’s when you are the most powerful.”

      That’s why he did this? For the reward? We meant so little to him that he turned us in for iron? He turns his back to me again and starts to walk away with Winnie in tow, but I ain’t done.

      “I’m gonna make you regret you ever crossed us, Tater.” I’m screaming now, but I don’t care. I’m pulling at my captors, nearly dragging them as I try to follow Tater. “Mark my words, half-man. I will kill you!”

      Hurt, anger, betrayal. The emotions all boil over, and the buzzing starts out of nowhere. I welcome it with open arms. I welcome my Chi. I embrace it. The hands that seemed so strong holding me back I now shake off like swatting away maskeetos. I almost laugh out loud as the fat man backs up in fear, his eyes almost bugging out of his head, and yells at someone behind me, “For gods’ sake man, take her down already.”

      I feel a small prick of pain as something jabs me in the neck. I whirl around, hand on my neck, and come face to face with my attacker. His eyes open wide as I grab him by the throat, and he drops a small white chamber with a sharply pointed end. He’d stuck me with that? What the hell?

      An icy coldness starts at the spot on my neck. I can feel it quickly working its way through my enflamed blood, cooling me down, making me weak. The hand holding the soldier’s throat goes limp and falls away on its own, like I cain’t control it. What is happening? The coldness works its way down into my legs, and I wobble a bit. What is this? Magic? I try to step away from the soldiers approaching me, but I fall into their hands instead. Jax by now is back on his feet, and I can see his bloodied face peering at me, calling my name. Finn too, but they sound strange … distant … distorted. I shake my head, trying to clear it, but it don’t work.

      I can feel myself being dragged helplessly through the narrow alleyway and tossed roughly into some kind of boxed wagon. I land in a heap on the floor, but I’m too weak to even make myself sit up. I hear the others being herded in, then gentle hands grab me, move me to a sitting position, and I stare up into angry, blue eyes. One of Jax’s cheekbones is already turning purple, and he’s bleeding from his lip and the old injury on his temple.

      “You’re bleedin’,” I try to say, but it feels like my tongue is swollen twice its normal size and all that comes out is gibberish. But  he understands, and he shakes his head.

      “I’m fine. Finn, too.” He sounds so strange, like he’s talking real slow. Finn sits on my other side, staring at me with worried eyes. I want to tell him I’m okay, but I cain’t seem to form the words. What is happening to me? I cain’t move, cain’t speak. I’m so scared. Is this what it feels like to die? A single tear escapes the corner of my eye. I can feel its wetness trail down my face, but Jax gently wipes it away.

      “You’re going to be okay. We’re here with you. I won’t let anything happen to you, Tara. I promise.” Somehow, I know he actually means it. Jax always keeps his promises. I find it eases my fear some, and I relax in his arms.

      I drift in and out of consciousness. I know we’re moving. I can feel the bumps and ruts in the road, but time has no meaning to me. Cain’t rightly say how long we are on the move. I wake occasionally, panicked, but Jax is right there soothing me, keeping me calm, and I quickly drift off again.

      I wake once more when they move me outside, but whatever magic they had attacked me with is still very much in control of me. My body is useless, and I’m shifted from the wagon to a sturdier metal cage like a sack of taters. I watch, immobilized, as Jax and Finn are forced in as well, and the clanging of the metal door as it locks behind them resonates in my ears. Finn immediately runs to me, but Jax starts shaking the cage door and yelling cuss words that I ain’t ever heard before at their retreating backs. They ignore him. I, on the other hand, for some reason find it extremely funny, and I start laughing uncontrollably. Jax whirls and stares at me in disbelief. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I cain’t stop laughing. It’s like their magic has affected me in some other way now.

      Finally, Jax’s lips twitch, and he joins me and Finn at the other side of the cage.

      “That’s it … you have truly gone mad,” he says as he slides down the wall to sit at my head, running his hands through his hair.

      I nod, amazed that I am able to do so. “I think you’re right,” I whisper.

      Ah. I can speak. Whatever they had used on me must be starting to wear off. I raise my hand slowly and try flexing my fist. I manage to do it once before the hand falls useless at my side again. But at least I had done it.

      “Can you help me up?” I whisper, and Jax pulls me up in a sitting position against the wall.

      I peer through the bars of the metal cage trying to figure out where they’ve brought us. I was expecting to be in some dank, underground cell, but we ain’t inside. We are definitely still outside, and amazingly, there are people milling about everywhere. And no one, not one single soul, is paying any attention to us prisoners in the cage. Then again, if there is a prison cage around, I guess they’re very well used to seeing prisoners in it. Then I notice that these aren’t just normal, everyday people walking around. These people were dressed in filthy rags, dirty, unkempt like they ain’t seen a bath in years. Not at all like the people we’d seen in the city. Soldiers are herding them along like cattle, and they rattle and clang as they pass by the cage. The noise is coming from chains ‘round their ankles, and I suddenly understand why they ain’t bothering with us. They are prisoners just like we are.

      “Where are we?” I ask, and my words come out a little stronger this time. I try moving my legs; I’m happy when they respond.

      “I’m not sure, but I think we are being held in the iron mines,” Jax answers, and I can feel my heart skip a beat.

      Really? There may be a silver lining here after all. If that’s where we were, then I ain’t gotta worry about finding my way in to search for my kin. No, seems like I just have to worry about finding my way out.

      I look ‘round the cage, and my eyes come to rest on Finn. He’s staring at the floor, head hanging on his chest, and I realize I ain’t heard him speak since the courtyard.

      “Finn?” I say, and when he looks up, his eyes are shiny with his tears.

      “Why, Tara? Why would Tater do that to us? I thought he was my friend. And what about Cat? She ain’t gonna know what happened to me. I promised her I was gonna come out and check on her every day. She’s gonna think I deserted her. Why would he do that to us?”

      I don’t know how to answer the boy. I don’t know ‘cause I’m feeling the same kinda hurt and betrayal and loss. “Finn—” I say, but he grabs my hand tight and cuts me off.

      “Promise me you won’t kill him, Tara.” he says, staring at me fiercely.

      “Finn, what are you talkin’ ‘bout?” I say, bewildered. He was just bellyaching about Tater, now he’s afraid I’m going to hurt him?

      “You said you was gonna kill him. You cain’t do that, Tara, no matter what he’s done. He’s still Tater. You cain’t kill him. It ain’t right.”

      “Finn, he turned us in—”

      “Promise me,” he says again with more urgency.

      “Okay. All right, I promise not to kill him,” I say but more so just to shut the boy up. I ain’t got no intention in hell of keeping that promise. I instantly feel ashamed though for lying ‘cause the boy hugs me real tight in relief. Shizen. This is not going to be easy. I pat his head awkwardly, still not in full control of my muscles. “Cat will be fine,” I say to him, and he nods even though I know he don’t believe me. He’s just desperate to accept any form of reassurance right now. I stare at Jax over the boy’s head. “Any idea what they did to me back there, Jax?” I say, my brain and tongue apparently working together again. He shrugs at me.

      “I was hoping you could tell me. After Tater sold us out, I spent the rest of the time at the bottom of a pile of soldiers. By the time I managed to climb my way out, you were nothing but a wobbly wreck.”

      Hearing Jax mention Tater’s betrayal makes my hurt and anger come rushing back, but I push it away. “I got a glimpse of the weapon they stuck me with … ain’t never seen the likes before. The Prezedant may not be able to create his own New Bloods, but he definitely knows how to take ‘em down. It was damn powerful magic.”

      Neither one of us comes right out and says it, but that ain’t good, not at all. My one and only defense against this so-called Prezedant, my Chi, and he is able to take it away from me that easily and make me as helpless as a babe. It scares me.

      “Why are they keepin’ us here you think? Why ain’t we on our way to Skytown right now?” I say.

      “Oh, you will be, bright and early in the morning, I assure you.” The fat little man moved quietly for someone his size. I didn’t even hear him approach our prison. He stands just out of arm’s reach on the other side of the cage like he don’t trust what I would do, two more soldiers at his back. Smart man. I stare at him with hard eyes when suddenly I get an idea. We need to know some things, and I wonder if Naryz had the answers. I get to my feet and walk on wobbly legs to face him. I have to hold onto the bars to keep myself upright, but he involuntarily backs up a pace. It pleases me to know I scare him.

      “Naryz, if I remember correctly,” I say, and he nods at me. “Why wait for the mornin’? If I am so important to the Prezedant, why keep him waitin’?”

      He studies me through his little round spectacles. “I shouldn’t think you would be so eager to meet him. He is not what you would describe as the most pleasant of men.”

      “Oh, trust me. I ain’t eager to meet him at all. I’m just curious,” I say. “You seem like a true soldier eager to please and all that. I just find it strange that you would make your master wait for his prize.”

      “He is not my master, and it takes a lot of preparation for a prisoner transport. Things someone like you could not even begin to understand,” he says with more than a hint of smugness and superiority. My fingers itch to get at his throat, but all I do is nod at him all serious-like.

      “I’m sure. But you know what I think, Naryz? I think he don’t trust you to be able to take me to him. I think he thinks you lot are a bunch of idiots, drunkards, and dimwit soldiers. Why else would he stick you out in this shite hole instead of Skytown?”

      He puckers his lips at me like he don’t like what I’m saying. “Say what you will, mutie, but the overseeing of the iron mines is a very important business. I cannot afford to lose any of my men to take you on your little journey, so the Prezedant, well, he is sending his own elite group of men to handle you. You will be under their watchful eye in the morning. They have been well-trained in dealing with your kind.”

      I nod at him like I was agreeing wholeheartedly and then give him my brightest smile. “Thank you, Naryz. You’ve been most helpful.”

      His look of confusion is almost comical. “I have told you nothing!”

      “Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. I now know that we are bein’ kept in the iron mines and that the few soldiers you have here are all there is to be had in Littlepass, and that we have until the mornin’ to make our escape before more soldiers arrive. Good info, indeed.”

      The open-mouthed look on his puffy face kind of reminds me of the fish we used to catch as young’uns back in Rivercross, and I find myself wanting to laugh at the very sight. But then a shocked and disbelieving, “Tara?” reaches my ears, and I spin around to Jax and Finn to see what has them yelling so. But it ain’t them yelling. The voice is coming from the other side of the cage bars, and I follow it to its source.

      I see him. Dirty, dressed in rags, and much thinner than I remember, but I know him right away.

      Ben.

      I’m too shocked to move. Is it really him, or are my eyes playing a trick on me?

      He’s in a line with a bunch of other prisoners, all chained together, but it’s him all right. He stares at me, and the brown eyes that have haunted my nightly dreams search my face like he cain’t believe what he’s seeing. He tries to move closer to our prison, but a soldier walks by and gives him a fierce shove, sending him and the poor young’un chained to him sprawling in the dirt. He helps the child back to her feet, glaring daggers at the soldier the whole time. The young girl is crying, and there is blood splattered on her torn, yellow tunic.

      “Get back in line.”

      They shuffle away from me, dragged by the others, and too late I stumble to the end of the cage.

      “Ben!” I scream his name, and he tries to look back, but the soldier prodding him with the shooter keeps him from doing so. My heart is beating wildly, and the emotions coursing through me are almost overwhelming. Disbelief, shock, happiness, anger. How is it possible to feel all this at once?

      It’s him. Ben. He’s here. I’d found him.

      I had forgotten about the fat man. He waddles into view and his gaze wavers from Ben’s departing back and then back to me. A smug smile spreads across his face, causing his eyes to almost disappear into the surrounding folds of flesh, and he says, “Good info, indeed.”

      He turns and walks away from me, content in the knowledge that he has the upper hand. I have to bite my lip to stop from yelling every cuss word I can think of at his retreating back, but I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing he has rattled me.

      I turn away and run a hand through my hair in frustration. “Dammit.”

      Why had I reacted like that, yelling Ben’s name? I had probably put him in more danger than ever now because of what I had just done. Stupid. It’s bad enough Finn and Jax are in this predicament because of me, but now I’d done the same thing to Ben.

      Finn comes to join me, his eyes wide. “That was your Ben, Tara? He’s alive?”

      I nod a yes, still too overcome with emotion to answer.

      “Then why are you so upset? I don’t get it?” he says.

      Jax does the explaining for me. “Because, Finn, Tara believes that by showing her connection to Ben, Naryz will somehow use him to get at her in some way, hurt him to control her.”

      I stare at Jax, amazed that he understands exactly what I’m thinking. Then he flashes me a crooked grin. “What do you think he’s going to do to him? Keep him prisoner? Starve him? Chain him up? No wait, I know, he’s going to put him to work in the iron mines. Yeah, that’s it.” He snorts. “He’s already been through all that, Tara. There’s not much else they can do to him.”

      I nod in relief. “You’re right, Jax,” I say.

      “Damn right, I’m right. It’s us you should be worried about. We’re the ones stuck in a cage with you. And on our way to being carted off to Skytown in the morning.” He shakes his head. “How the hell did I end up in this same situation with you again? Must be a sucker for a pretty face, I guess.”

      I start laughing; I cain’t help myself. I throw my head back and laugh ‘til it brings tears to my eyes. Finn gazes at me all worried, like I’ve lost my mind, and he’s probably right. Here we are, captured again like Jax said, being shipped off to the Prezedant in the morning to be most likely experimented on and turned into crazy, diseased creatures, but it all don’t matter to me. Not at this moment. Ben is alive. That is enough for now.
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        * * *

      

      I’m not sure what it is that awakens me. I cain’t even believe that I’d fallen asleep in the first place, but something had pulled me from my slumber, and I wake with a start, listening. At first, there’s nuthin’ other than Finn’s quiet snoring. I peer through the cage bars, trying to adjust my eyes to the moonlight. I can see the two guards that had accompanied Naryz earlier, hear their quiet murmurings. They don’t seem to find anything out of sorts. Maybe there isn’t anything, and I had just been dreaming.

      I settle back against Finn, trying to get some warmth from him, when a slight thump and a scraping sound come from above my head. I don’t move, but my eyes seek out the guards again. They still seem to be unaware of anything amiss. Silence follows again. I start to think I had imagined the sounds when suddenly both guards are jerked off their feet at the same time and seem to dangle in midair. I watch in amazement as they struggle, their legs thrashing wildly.  What the hell is this? It’s probably only for a few seconds, but it seems like forever before their thrashing stops and they crumple quietly to the ground in a heap. Something leaps from the top of the cage. I cain’t tell what it is—it’s just a black blur to me—but it appears to be now crouching over the soldiers on the ground. I shake Finn and Jax, holding a finger to my lips as both sets of eyes pop open. Much to their credit, they don’t make a peep as I point to the black shape outside of our cage. Shapes. There’s two of ‘em; I can see that now. Something flashes quickly in the moonlight, and I can hear scraping as the key is put into our locked cage. Someone is trying to get us out.

      We’re on our feet in an instant. The rusted door makes a loud creak as it opens, and I suck in my breath. The shapes stop and stand still for a moment, but no alarm sounds. Pushing the door all the way open now, they motion for us to move. We don’t hesitate. Brushing past them, we are silently directed with an upward point before they form a boosting step with their joined hands. They want us to get on top of the cage? I go first, hoisted quickly and then turn to help Finn, who is right behind me. Jax comes next, and then we help pull our rescuers up over the ledge.

      Once on top, and bathed in moonlight, I can tell they ain’t just shapes at all but people dressed entirely in black right down to the hoods covering their heads. We follow them across the top of the metal cage, as I realize it sits under a rocky overhang. How the hell did they get here? Then I see the ropes; they had lowered themselves down on them. One of the rescuers grabs a rope and hands it to me.

      “Put this around you and tug; our friends at the top will pull you up,” a voice whispers in my ear. I cain’t tell if it’s male or female, but I push the rope away and shake my head no.

      “Take Finn and Jax, but I cain’t go.”

      Jax, who is in the process of hitching a rope to Finn, turns to me in amazement. “Tara, what the—go up the damn rope,” he whispers urgently.

      I shake my head again. “No, you both go. I gotta go after Ben.”

      All I can see are the whites of Jax’s eyes as he glares at me in disbelief. “Are you crazy? You can’t do that by yourself.”

      “Tara! You cain’t,” Finn whispers and his worry is evident, but by now he is being lifted, and I cain’t hear what else he is trying to say.

      “We don’t have time for this,” one of the black robes hisses at me. “Take the rope, girl!”

      I shake my head again and turn to Jax. “I cain’t leave him, not again. I am his only chance, Jax,” I say, begging him to understand.

      “If you get captured again, then he has no chance. Tara, let’s get out of here. We’ll figure out a way to come back for Ben, but if you are sent off to Skytown in the morning, who will help him then? At least if we are free, we can come up with a way to help him, too.”

      I know what he’s saying makes sense, but it feels wrong, so wrong. How can I leave Ben here to endure any more suffering? How can I leave him when I have just found him? The memory of him and the young girl with the bloody tunic pops into my head, and I know I cain’t go.

      One of the black robes grabs my arm so tightly it hurts. “Listen to me, girl. We don’t have much time. The soldiers are due for their rounds any minute now. Soon, somebody is either going to find those two down there or our friends at the top. Now, do what your boyfriend is telling you and move.”

      I yank my arm out of his grasp and hiss at him angrily, “He ain’t my boyfriend,” but my eyes are focused on Jax.

      “I cain’t go without him, Jax. The Gods only know what Naryz will do to him …,” I trail off, not wanting to think of that possibility.

      “Go up that damn rope and I will come back and get Ben myself,” he whispers at me and shoving the rope in my hands. “But there is nothing we can do tonight. Use your head, Tara. If we get captured again, he won’t have anyone to help free him.”

      Jax is right. Dammit! I know he’s right, but I still don’t want to admit it.

      “You promise to help me get him out of here?” My whisper is fierce and demanding.

      “I promise. Now go, dammit.”

      Hoping that I ain’t making a mistake, I believe him. Fitting the rope under my arms, I give a little tug and suddenly feel myself being lifted. Immediately, once I hit the top, arms pull me onto solid ground, and the rope is yanked off of me and sent down again. Finn stands at my side as we wait anxiously for Jax to join us. I look around at these people helping us. There must be at least five or six of them, plus the two still below. Who are they? And why are they helping us? There ain’t no time for questions though. As soon as the three of us are together again, we are ushered quickly down the hill and through a grove of trees by a woman in a large hood. I can’t tell any more than that. The trees are thick and don’t allow much moonlight to filter through, so we stumble more often than not in the darkness. I hold fiercely onto Finn and Jax as we are hurried through, not taking any chance of losing ‘em.

      It ain’t long ‘til we come out into a clearing on the other side. There’s a covered wagon waiting for us and two nags attached to it, snorting nervously at our sudden appearance. Waiting by the wagon are three others: a girl ‘bout my age and two young men, one not much bigger than Finn. They, unlike the others that had just helped us, wear no hoods. It’s like they ain’t trying to hide their faces at all.

      “Go now,” the woman says to them. “And make sure you are seen as you ride out of town. We want them to believe the fugitives have clearly left Littlepass. Make haste for the safe house. Ride swift and safe, my friends.”

      They nod and scurry away. The rest of the hoods blend into the shadows of the night now that they have secured the last of their people and disappear. The woman ushers us into the wagon just as a loud shouting comes from below us. The Army. They must have found their men and seen that we were gone. The woman leaps in behind us and shouts, “Go!” at the driver, and the wagon takes off so violently I fall over from the sudden jolt.

      The wagon ride is fierce. We must hit every rut and hole possible. Feels like my bones are going to shatter they’re jarred so much. But no one dares to utter a sound or complaint. We travel in complete silence, our eyes wide, fearing at any moment to hear the shouts of the Army telling us to halt. But it don’t happen; the ride is uneventful, and we reach our destination, whatever it may be, without incident. To my relief, the wagon finally grinds to a halt, and we are herded out.

      Wherever we are, we’re no longer outside. Stone walls surround us. The circular room we stand in is full of hay and mud, and from the smell, I would say more than a few animals had called this place home. Are we in a barn? Where the hell has she brought us? We ain’t given a chance to ask a single question before the woman moves us again.

      “This way,” she says, and we follow her through a little door cut into the rock wall of the room.

      As dirty and foul-smelling as the stone room was, the room we now find ourselves in is the complete opposite. Walls and floors so blindingly white it hurts my eyes just to look at them. I blink for a bit, trying to let my eyes adjust. It’s so bright in here it’s almost like daylight, yet it’s the middle of the night. My confused brain is telling me the light is coming from the torches on the walls, but there ain’t no fire from what I can see. Torches without flame, what the hell? I look at Finn and Jax in amazement, but they’re also standing and staring with the same gaping, fish mouth at this curious oddity. I want to ask a hundred questions, but like the woman knows what is about to spew outta my mouth, she pulls her hood off and just glares at me, startling me into silence.

      “Come,” she says abruptly and starts walking down the white hall. Dumbfounded as we are, we follow meekly. Every step we take on the shiny, smooth stone floor echoes back at us from the bare white walls. We don’t talk; it’s like the room demands silence and to break it would be committing a sacrilege. She leads us to two massive black doors, the only bit of color in this otherwise white hall. She knocks once, then turns the handles, and pushes them open.

      The room we step into is completely different yet again. If the other room had been cold and barren, this one is warm and inviting. A fire burns in a huge stone hearth at the center of the room, and chairs flank it on both sides, sitting on a nice, thick rug. The walls of the room are made up of shelves, filled to overflowing with colorful objects of varying sizes. Big and small, the items occupy every space, and it takes a moment for my brain to register what they are. Books. So many of ‘em. I’ve only ever seen a few in my lifetime, shown to us as a rare find by some trader who had been passing through. Only ever held one, which was the ratty, torn one Grada used to have when I was real young. The one he had taught me to read and write with, but that one had rotted away long ago. There’s so many of ‘em here and in such good shape. I never could have imagined so many existed. So entranced am I with my surroundings that I don’t even notice the woman standing in front of the fire ‘til she speaks, making us all jump.

      “Welcome.”

      She is tall; I notice that right away. Her hair is black, black as mine and hangs long and straight down her back. She is dressed in a long, gray robe, and her hands are tucked away in the voluminous sleeves, but she is smiling. The brillant, welcoming smile is a stark contrast against her dusky skin, but it's a smile that says she is very glad to see us and it eases the knot in my gut. She walks towards us, right up to me, and the hands that come out to cradle my face are covered in puckered, raised scars. At the contact, I can feel a tingling shoot straight through me, and I startle.

      “Tara, you have grown up. It is so good to see you again, child.”

      Again? I ain’t ever seen this woman before in my life. Why would she say that? I grab her hands and pull them away, finally finding my voice.

      “Where are we? Who are you? And why did your people save us? What do you want from us?” I say.

      She chuckles then, a soft, tinkling sound, and squeezes my hands in hers. “So curious and so full of bravado. Just like your mother. I shouldn’t have expected any different. This is Sanctuary. And I am Lily.”
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      I awake from my sleep disoriented and confused, and for a brief moment, I don’t know where I am. Then the previous evening’s events come slowly back to me and I remember. Lily had found us. Rescued us. And we were now in a place called Sanctuary. That’s still all I know. As full of questions as we had been last evening, she had taken one look at us all and refused to answer anything coming out of our mouths.

      “Look at you.” She had clucked her tongue worriedly. “Tired, exhausted, and probably scared witless I’m sure. You need to rest … all of you. Zoe, take them to their rooms.”

      Our rooms? She had rooms prepared for us? Like she knew we were coming? I had ignored the stern woman trying to usher us back out into the white hall and tried to question Lily again. There was so much I needed to know.

      How had she found us? How did she know Grada? Why was I told to find her? But she had laid a finger to my lips and smiled that kind, but firm, smile at me again.

      “Shush, child. There will be time to ask all your questions in the morning, after you are all well-rested. You have been through an enormously terrifying ordeal … things that would have broken even the strongest of soldiers. You need to sleep. The boy needs to sleep.”

      I had looked at Finn then, and I knew she was right. His eyes had been huge in his pale, drawn face, and he had looked befuddled, shocked, like someone had punched him hard in the head. Did we all look like that? I wondered.

      She must have seen the stubbornness on my face as well though, ‘cause she added, “Tara, all your questions I will answer in the morning. I promise, child.”

      I must have been more tired than I realized ‘cause without so much as a peep of protest, I’d let the strange woman lead us back through the white hall to a bunch of doors I hadn’t noticed the first time ‘round. She’d opened three doors, one for each of us, and I had nodded at Finn that it was okay before I headed into mine. I didn’t take much stock of the room at the time, just the fact that it held a bed and that I had collapsed onto it without even bothering to undress or even take off my boots. I’d immediately fallen into an exhausted sleep.

      This morning; however, I take more notice. The room is simple enough. It contains just a bed, a chest, and a small, wooden table and chair sitting on the same smooth, stone floor as found in the white hall. The late morning sunlight filtering through the high window above the bed falls onto a neatly folded pile of clean clothes sitting on the chair and a basin of water on the table. Those were not here last night; I’m sure of that. Are these things meant for me?

      I unfold them. There’s a pair of dark cloth trousers and a white tunic, both of them looking to be my fit. Deciding it must be, I take off the dirty things I’m wearing, give myself a quick wash from the basin, and dress myself in the clean things. It feels real good to have the clean cloth against my skin, and I cain’t help but smile at how it makes me feel so normal just to be clean. Or maybe this happiness has more to do with the fact that the sun is reflecting off of my born day gift, and that the person who had given it to me is alive and here in Littlepass, in arm’s reach.

      I will get you out of there, Ben, I think. I promise you that.

      Voices filter through from the hall, and I open my door to find Finn and Jax standing there. They’re dressed in the same kind of clothing as I am, though from the dirt still on Finn’s face, I don’t think he bothered with the basin of water. Jax, however, looks clean, but the huge bruise on his cheek and the cut on his lip tells the tale of Tater’s betrayal. I nod at his cheek, trying not to let my anger take root.

      “Does it hurt bad?” I ask.

      “Only when I smile,” he says, making me laugh.

      “Well, you should be fine then since smilin’ ain’t one of your better habits,” I say, and he surprises me with his own deep laughter.

      From out of nowhere seems like, the woman from the night before appears in the hall and I jump in startled surprise. Zoe, I think Lily had called her. How the hell does someone not make any noise when they walk?

      “Good morning. I trust you all slept well?” I don’t think she was truly concerned about that though ‘cause she don’t give us a chance to answer before she speaks again. “If you would follow me, Lily is waiting for you all at the breakfast table.”

      Breakfast? Now, we’re talking. My stomach rumbles at the thought of food, and all three of us eagerly follow the woman. She leads us down the hall, through the room full of books, down a flight of steps, and into yet another hall. I look around all the while, overwhelmed at the vastness of each room we pass through. What the hell kind of place is this Sanctuary, and how big is it really? This second hall is much smaller than the first though, and we pass under an archway into a room containing a long, wooden table.

      The table is huge. Must be at least ten chairs sitting on either side of it. Lily occupies the one at the end, and she rises as we enter, gesturing for us to join her. I still got the same barrel of questions from the night before bouncing around in my head, but the sight of the food on the table takes priority right now.

      “Please,” she says. “Sit. Eat.”

      She ain’t gotta tell us twice. We promptly fill the chairs on either side of her, and I make a grab for the fresh bread I could smell as soon as we entered the room. It’s still warm. And is that—oh, gods, it is. Butter. I ain’t seen butter since our goat died about four years back. Wasn’t all bad; the goat meat had kept us fed real good for quite a while, but I sure did miss that butter. Grabbing the closest knife I can find, I cut off a chunk of the white stuff and start smothering my bread with it. My mouth is watering something fierce as I watch it melt on my bread and ooze down over my fingers. I take a huge bite and close my eyes in pure pleasure.

      The only noise for the next little while is our lips smacking and our sighs of satisfaction. Zoe pops up at my elbow at one point, replenishing the bread, and I nearly jump from my chair in fright. I almost yell at her “Stop doin’ that,” but I didn’t wanna be ill mannered. Especially to Lily who surely had every right to be horrified at our lack of table manners, but she don’t say nuthin’ as we stuff our gullets. After about my fifth or sixth slice of butter-soaked bread (I’d lost count), I look up to find her watching me, a sadness etched in her soft, brown eyes. She must see my questioning look ‘cause she just shakes her head at me.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just you look so much like her, Rease, your mother,” she says, and at the mention of my ma, my appetite dies just like that. The bread that I’d been enjoying so much earlier now tastes like dust in my mouth. I lay it down and am about to wipe my greasy lips on my sleeve, but Lily hands me a folded white cloth from the table with a little smile.

      My ma’s name was Rease. I never knew that. I mull this over for a bit, trying it out in my head.

      “You knew her well?” I say finally.

      “Very much so. She was a great friend and a powerful New Blood.”

      At hearing those words, my heart skips a beat. My ma was a New Blood, too? Did Lily know about me? I raise my eyes to her, and as if she can read what I’m thinking, she nods at me.

      “Yes, I’m very aware that you follow in her footsteps, Tara. I was hoping you would. Praying really. That was the reason I took you away to the other side of the mountains, so he wouldn’t get his hands on you. So you wouldn’t end up with the same fate as your mother.”

      So this is it. What I want to know—what I need to know—but now that I’m finally about to get some answers, I don’t know if I’m truly ready to hear them.

      “You were the one who left me in the sand lands?” I say. “So my ma didn’t abandon me?”

      “No,” she whispers gently, and that simple word causes me to grip the edge of the table. “Leaving you was not her choice.”

      Hearing what Lily just said, it’s like some huge weight lifts from my chest … like I can suddenly breathe again.

      “What happened to my ma then?” I’m pretty sure I already know, but when the answer passes from Lily’s lips, I’m a little surprised at the sharp pain in my chest that accompanies it.

      “She died at his hands. Just like every other New Blood that has ever had the misfortune to cross paths with him,” she says, and I drop my eyes to hide the tears that suddenly well up.

      I ain’t sure why I’m tearing up. It’s not like I didn’t know she was already dead. I reckon maybe there was this tiny little part of me that had been hoping I was wrong. I take a couple of breaths, get myself back under control, and when I speak again, my voice don’t waver.

      “How did you know that I would be like her? That I would carry the same curse?” I say.

      “Curse?” Lily looks at me in shock, like she cain’t believe what she’d just heard. “Is that what you think, child? That you are cursed? You are blessed! You have been touched, chosen by the gods to do their bidding here on this Earth.”

      The unexpected anger comes over me like some rogue wave. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Why cain’t people talk plain enough when describin’ what a New Blood is? Is it because I am a mutie, a freak, and you don’t want to come right out and say it? Touched by the gods … fulfiller of prophecy … what a bunch of shite. I just want to know what I am and where I came from. Is that too much to ask?”

      This is met by silence. Finn regards me with wide-eyed surprise, the slab of hog he had been devouring sitting precariously on his fork halfway to his mouth. Jax is quiet as well, but his blue eyes convey silent understanding. To my surprise, Lily is smiling at my outburst.

      “So much like your mother.” She motions to Zoe, who has been hovering creepily at the end of the table. At Lily’s request, she picks up a cloth-covered tray and joins us at our end.

      “I cannot tell you how New Bloods came to be because I do not know for certain. There may have once been a few souls who knew this answer, but I am afraid those people have long since passed. There are some who believe that New Bloods descended from the gods, brought about to heal our destroyed world. Others believe that they were created by man. The same men who brought about the Shift and now needed a stronger breed to be able to rebuild and repopulate the dead lands. I do not know which version is the truth. What I do know to be true; however, is that New Bloods’ gifts are very rare and vary in strength. I, for example, can heal others from life-threatening wounds if I get to care for them quick enough. But that is the extent of my ability, I’m afraid.”

      Was Lily admitting to being a New Blood as well? But her hair, she ain’t got no white stripes. She notices what I’m looking at and nods.

      “I am not of the light. That sort of Chi only occurs in the most powerful of our kind. I hear you have experienced it a few times.”

      She heard? From who? Who had she been talking to? I look to Jax and Finn, but they are both shaking their heads at my unspoken question.

      “I have experienced … somethin’ … and I’ve done things I cain’t explain, but I got no control over any of it,” I say.

      “You will. It takes time to know your Chi and learn to control it. It took your mother years to know hers. Let me show you something.”

      She pulls the cloth off of the tray, and sitting there is what looks like a little bowl of silver-colored water and a wilted weed sitting in a pot full of dirt. Okay, is this supposed to mean something to me?

      “Give me your hand.”

      I do as she asks, and before I realize what she’s up to, she pricks the tip of my finger with her knife, causing the blood to flow.

      “Ow,” I cry and try to pull away from her, but she holds on tight. What the hell is she doing?

      “Trust me,” she says in her calm voice.

      Trust her? The crazy bird just cut open my finger. But against my better judgment, I don’t pull away. She holds my bleeding finger over the water, and a few drops fall into the bowl. Gently, she wraps my finger in the folded piece of cloth. She picks up the bowl and swirls it around so that the red blood looks pinkish mixed with the odd-colored water. She then pours the water into the pot. I wait expectantly for what, I ain’t sure. Nuthin’ happens.

      Shizen. I think to myself. She is just as bat shite crazy as the others we had met. I don’t say it out loud though ‘cause I don’t want her pricking me with the knife again.

      “How did you know Grada?” I say to her, pulling my hand to my chest and thinking I should take her mind off of New Blood talk for a bit. “And why did you take me to him? Why didn’t you just keep me here with you?”

      “Is that what you called him? Grada?” She smiles to herself. “He must have been pleased with that name. Your ‘grada’ was my friend, my ally. He was once one of the Army himself until they found him out of course. He was lucky enough to escape into the sand lands before he could be dealt with. And I took you to him because he was the only one at the time that I could trust with keeping you safe. After your mother died … the Prezedant looked high and low for you. He questioned everyone, tortured many, executed some. He wanted to find you very badly. I needed to get you as far away from him as possible.”

      “Why? Why did he need to find me so badly? And how did he know I would become what I’ve become?” I say.

      “He didn’t. No one did. We hoped and prayed that you would take after your mother. That you would be as strong as her. And from what I have been told, it appears we have been right. He wanted you badly because he wanted to kill you. We needed you badly to stay alive because we want you to kill him. Just like your mother was attempting to do and would have done had she not fallen herself.” She says the words calm and offhand like it was just normal conversation, like we were just talking about the weather.

      “Are you crazy?” Jax ain’t said a word up ‘til now, but he’s looking back and forth between me and Lily. I ain’t sure, but I think his words are directed at her.

      “You want Tara to go up against a powerful, immortal being that’s protected night and day by his Army and kill him? Just like that? She’s just a girl. She may be a mutie, but she doesn’t have the ability to take on someone like that. She would just get herself killed.”

      Lily don’t seem to take no offense. In fact, she nods like she’s agreeing with Jax’s words. “You are quite right; she doesn’t have the ability, not yet. But she will. That is why her Grada sent her back to me. That is why he protected her to the end. He knew she had to stay alive.”

      Her words confuse me. How did she know so much? How did she know what Grada had done for me that day? Before I can ask, though, I hear Finn whisper, “Tara,” and I look at him across the table. His eyes have gone all big, and he is pointing towards Lily. But it ain’t Lily he’s looking at. It’s the flower. The bright yellow flower rising from the pot, which only a moment ago had been a wilted stem. Shizen. What kinda magic is this?

      Lily sees what we are looking at, and her smile grows wider. “You asked me what you are, child? This is what you are. All your power comes from within. There are no limits to it. This Chi, or bio-energy as it is truly known, is said to exist in everyone. A gift from the gods? Maybe. But in New Bloods, it is immensely powerful. While others can only use their Chi within their own bodies, New Bloods can use it externally. Apply it to others or objects as we desire. Our Chi flows freely through our energy field. Some never learn how to use it, while others have enormous Chi. It overflows, crying to be released. Ours is abundant and until you learn to control it, it can overwhelm you. Through us, it has the ability to impact anything it comes into contact with. We are able to control and manipulate, well, life energy itself.”

      “How is that possible?” I whisper, still not believing what I’m seeing. “It was almost dead. I cain’t do something like that …,” I trail off, but then another question pops into my head. “Why didn’t I know I had this energy? I ain’t had a clue about this Chi ‘til the attack on Rivercross. Why didn’t it show ‘til then?”

      “It has always been a part of you, Tara. Your hair—those white stripes—they are a result of this massive energy trying to manifest itself. Your ability to heal quickly, to feel the lands, to control the sands is all bio-energy. Your Chi was always there; it was just brought to the surface by the stress and grief you suffered. And it flows strongly through you, Tara. I can sense it. It flows through your blood. That’s where your energy is the most powerful. When you learn to control it, you can awaken new possibilities of strength and influence. That is why he needs you so badly. He takes New Bloods and drains them of their power, their blood, and uses it for himself. Our bio-energy carries the ability to heal this Earth and make it livable again for all mankind, yet he chooses to keep us from doing so. Instead, he depletes us to make his own life prosperous while the rest of the people live in despair. Starving. Sickly. Why should such a callous, ruthless creature continue to live? You have to be the one to finish what your mother started, Tara. It is your destiny.”

      None of us speaks for a moment. It’s like what we’re hearing and seeing is just too unbelievable for words to even express. I cain’t even pretend to begin to understand what Lily has just told me, but I do know one thing for certain. If the Prezedant is looking for me so badly, then I cain’t put the two sitting across the table from me in any more danger. I cain’t expect them to follow me anymore. They need to get as far away from me as possible. Maybe Jax would find it in his heart to let Finn go with him back to Gray Valley, him and Cat. Keep them safe. But I also cain’t expect to do what Lily is asking me to do. It’s just craziness. How does she expect me to go up against the Prezedant and his Army?

      “No,” I say simply, but she looks at me like she don’t understand. “I cain’t do what you’re expectin’ of me. I’m sorry, Lily, but I ain’t who you expect me to be. I’m just … Tara from Rivercross. I cain’t do the things you think I’m capable of. I don’t know nuthin’ ‘bout no bio-energy, whatever the hell that is. Like Jax said, I’m just another mutie who can pull off a couple of tricks, and I cain’t even control those. The only thing I want to do right now is find my kin and go as far away from this Prezedant as we can. You’re a New Blood. You found me. There’s probably a hundred more out there somewhere; you just gotta find the right one.”

      She don’t react at all like I expect. Instead of getting angry at my refusal, she merely smiles and takes my hand, causing that tingling again. “I’m sorry. I have rushed this. This is not at all the way I wanted this conversation to go.” She sighs and gives my hand a little shake. “I know this is a lot to take in right now, child, and that you are scared, but—”

      “Hah,” I say, cutting her off and pulling my hand away. “Scared? I’m terrified beyond words to have a madman breathin’ down my neck wantin’ to kill me, accordin’ to you. I’m afraid for my kin, for what they may be sufferin’ right now. For my friends and their safety even to just be around me. I’m so angry at what he did to Grada and to everybody I ever loved. They died ‘cause of me. Nah, scared ain’t the word I would use to describe how I feel at the moment.”

      “You are feeling doubt, Tara, and questioning your abilities. That’s normal. But we will help you with that. We will help you learn and grow into your powers. Trust me. You are the one. We have been waiting for you for a very long time,” she says.

      “Who exactly are ‘we?’” I’m getting a little frustrated now that she ain’t taking no for an answer. “And what exactly is this place? And how is it that the Prezedant ain’t come for you? It’s not like you’re exactly hidin’ here.”

      She shrugs. “I have found the best way to hide is to stay in plain view. This is Sanctuary, a place of healing and recovery. We are well-known for our treatments and get paid quite handsomely for our services. The Army bring their wounded here quite often.”

      “You heal the Army? The same men you want me to defeat?” I’m starting to think she’s even crazier than Orakel.

      “The best way to fight is from the inside, Tara. Over the years, I have gained their trust, their respect. They have no idea what I am. In this way, I have been able to plant many of my own people—spies, if you will—into his elite circle. It is the only way we are able to stay ahead of him at times.”

      “Aye, well your spies didn’t help with savin’ Rivercross, now did they?” I say, and my words are bitter. For the first time, she drops her gaze from me.

      “No, and for that, I am truly sorry. We tried to get warning to you when we heard of his men traveling to the sand lands, but my messenger … he was too late. He did; however, save you all from the raiders and the Army. At least it was some form of redemption,” she says.

      “You mean the mutie-Po—he’s one of yours?” I say surprised, and she nods.

      “He’s one of us, Tara. A New Blood in his own right. We all share a connection, a blood bond if you will. He tracked you across the sand lands, following you. Protecting you.”

      It makes sense now, the feeling of being followed. Of sensing something … something I just couldn’t put my finger on. I look up sharply. “We lost track of him at the attack. Is he …?” I can’t finish, but Lily knows what I am about to ask, and she eases my fear.

      “He is well. They did not capture him.” It makes me feel better. He did save our lives after all.

      “So all the people that rescued us last night. They work with you? What are you, some kinda little army yourselves?” I say.

      She laughs at this. “I guess you could call us that. We are in our own right a rebellion. We try to warn as many people as we can when we get word he is on the move. We provide shelter to those attempting to flee his oppression and help them with their journey into the sand lands. We try to save the mutants from the games.”

      At my questioning look, she explains, and her voice hardens with each word. “Oh yes, he is very fond of his ‘mutie games’ as he calls them. He captures these poor, innocent, altered souls from the outlying areas and forces them to fight each other in arenas just for the sheer enjoyment of watching them fight to the death. Many of them are women and even children at times. But it all ends with the same result. You are given the choice to beat your opponent to the death or a wild, starved wolfling is let loose in the arena with you, and you are both torn to shreds anyway. It is quite the popular pastime among his elite.”

      Jax and Finn’s faces both mirror my own horror. Is there nuthin’ this madman ain’t capable of? It makes my fear for my kin and the two sitting across from me grow twofold. It’s like Lily knows what she’s saying is terrifying us, and the hardness in her voice drops away.

      “So you can see why it is crucial we stop him, Tara. With each passing year, his madness grows and spreads to those around him. And it is the innocent, the mutated, the righteous that suffer from it. Your mother knew this, and she gave her life in her attempt to stop it. Will you let that go unpunished?”

      I hold onto my flower, clutch it in my hand tight as if expecting an answer to come from it telling me what to do. The things Lily’s telling me … they are horrible and savage indeed, and I admire this little band of rebels for trying to fight back. But it ain’t my fight. There ain’t nuthin’ I can do about the Prezedant or his Army. My concern, my only focus, is to free Ben and find Jane and Thomas. Find them and run, hide far enough in the sand lands so that he would never find us. Besides, they had that magical weapon that made me weak as a newborn babe. How am I supposed to go up against that? I look up to find Jax’s eyes on me, silently asking what my decision will be. Surely, he will understand. The Prezedant had killed his pa and his sister. He never went looking for revenge ‘cause he knew it would be just asking for his own death.

      “I’m sorry, Lily. But I ain’t the right person to help you with this. All I’m aimin’ to do is find my kin and go far away. Somewhere safe,” I say. I tense, waiting for her response to my words, but at that moment a voice that I ain’t never expected to hear again interrupts what she’s about to say.

      “Ah, so the rebels were able to free you successfully. That is good news, indeed. It is wonderful to see you safe and sound, my friends.”

      I think I would have been less surprised to see the Prezedant himself standing there in front of us than the half-man. He’s smiling that toothy grin of his, looking not the least bit ashamed for what he did to us. I don’t even stop to think what I’m about to do. My chair flies out from underneath me, and I tackle the little man, the knife I had used earlier to butter my bread pressed threateningly into his throat. His eyes pop from his head in surprise, and he claws at my hands, trying to get them off of his neck.

      “Tara … stop … for the … gods’ sake …,” he gasps words at me, and I can hear Lily yelling from behind. Finn too. But I don’t take no heed. All I know is that Tater will pay for his betrayal. I press harder on the knife, and a drop of blood appears on Tater’s neck.

      “Tara, stop. He hasn’t betrayed you.”

      I hear Lily’s words, I do. But just like every time before, my anger is so overwhelming it’s like I cain’t control what I’m doing. I watch as the drop of blood turns into a bead and trickles down his neck.

      “Tara, you promised.”

      Finn’s plea is what stops me. I look up into his beseeching brown eyes, and I know I cain’t do it. I cain’t go back on my promise to him. I cain’t betray his trust like Tater had done to me.  I push myself away from the little man in disgust as Lily helps him to his feet. His hand clutches his neck, but his eyes watch me warily as if afraid I will attack him again. Lily examines the wound.

      “He’s fine. It’s just a flesh wound,” I say coldly, indicating that he’s very lucky it isn’t much worse.

      “I take it you have not imparted to them—to the girl—how their miraculous escape came to be then?” he says to Lily, but he’s still watching me with cautious eyes.

      She bows her head. “My apologies, Tater. In all the excitement, I’m afraid I have forgotten to tell them who their savior was.”

      What are they talking about? I look at Jax who seems just as confused as I am.

      “Do you two know each other?” Jax asks.

      “Only as of yesterday.” Lily is the one to answer. Tater by now is, I’m assuming, realizing how much of a close call he just had and is making his way to the nearest chair on wobbly legs.

      “Imagine my shock and dismay when this gentleman shows up on my doorstep yesterday with information of your capture. I had no idea you were so close. When Po lost track of you after your escape from the raiders, we searched high and low for you. But it was like you had disappeared from the face of the Earth. Po couldn’t sense you at all.”

      Tater had come to Lily?

      “But you said you didn’t know Lily. You lied to us ‘bout that too?” I growl ‘cause my anger is still very real.

      “I did not,” the half-man answers in a haughty tone, picking up the cloth Lily had wrapped my finger in earlier and holding it at his neck. “I did not know of your Lily, but I did know of Sanctuary. You told me Lily was a healer. I just put two and two together. Imagine my surprise when this lovely lady here had already heard of me and my association with you from the mutie. And my even greater surprise at learning she was the brains behind the much-rumored rebellion.”

      “But you turned us over to the Army.” I’m glad Jax is questioning all this ‘cause I still cain’t wrap my head ‘round what they’re saying. “Why would you turn us in then get us rescued?”

      “Ah, yes, well, that move was born out of necessity, I’m afraid. We were surrounded, captured, with no chance of escape. If I had not done what I did, we would all be on our way to Skytown right now under the watchful eyes of the Prezedant’s elite guard. I saw a chance for one of us to be free, and I made my choice. Luckily for us all, it worked.”

      Lily picks up the story. “Tater informed us of your capture and of the location where you were being kept. If it wasn’t for him, we would have never known to rescue you.”

      “You are quite welcome by the way,” he says sarcastically as he dabs at his bleeding neck. “However, my reward for my heroism has definitely been a disappointment, I must say. Especially now that your escape ensures I won’t see a single piece of iron from said reward.” He keeps dabbing at his neck and staring daggers at me like I was the one who’d done the betraying.

      “I knew it! I knew you wouldn’t betray us, Tater,” Finn says, grinning from ear to ear. “Tara, Tater saved us. Ain’t you glad you didn’t kill him?”

      “I ain’t decided yet,” I say, torn between what I’m hearing and the hurt I’d been carrying ‘round since yesterday. I keep staring at him, still not convinced of his innocence. Yesterday at our capture, he’d been so cold, so callous. Had he just been pretending, or is that really his true colors?

      “Why did you help us?” I say. “You ain’t got no loyalty to us. You could have taken your reward and walked away, washed your hands of us. Why did you come here lookin’ for Lily?”

      He sighs and drops the cloth back on the table. An awkward silence follows, like he don’t have an answer for me. Finally he says, “To be quite honest, I’m not sure myself. The reward was indeed enticing. Riches like that … they can indubitably turn a man’s head. Maybe I’m just as crazy as those poor wretches we left back in the dead city, but I think there is hope yet.” Disbelief tinges his voice like he cain’t believe he’s actually saying these words. “I think that maybe you are the one they’ve all been waiting for, and that these dark days will indeed come to an end. Maybe it’s just the wishful thinking of an old man who’s soon to meet his gods, but I think I have regained my faith.”

      Whatever I expected to hear Tater say, it surely isn’t that. Is he being truthful? Or is this just another act?

      “Well, I hate to disappoint you old man, but your faith is put in the wrong person,” I say. “Ain’t nuthin’ I can do about the Prezedant. All I’m fixin’ on doin’ is freein’ Ben from the iron mines, findin’ my other kin, and gettin’ the hell away from Littlepass and Skytown. Hell, I don’t even wanna speak those two names ever again.”

      I can tell Tater is genuinely surprised by this. “Your young man, he’s here?  In the iron mines? Are you certain?”

      “Aye, we seen him while we were bein’ held there,” I say.

      “Well, that is wonderful news indeed! To find him alive and well, that has to be of prophetic significance,” Tater says. “It is a good omen, Tara. It is destiny telling you that you are where you should be in Littlepass with Lily and her rebels.”

      Did Tater get dropped on his head since the last time we’d seen him? Or had he been in the ale already this morning?

      “What if we can help you free your kin, Tara?” Lily picks up on what Tater is saying. “Would you be willing to listen to us then? To at least listen to what we have planned, what we believe you can be capable of?”

      I know she’s just using Ben as bait for her own purposes, but at the thought of them helping to free him, I cain’t resist the offer.

      “Can your people do that? Can they help me get him out of there?” I say, fearing to raise too much hope.

      She gives a slight nod. “It will not be easy. Zoe informs me that our ruse has worked, and that our decoys seen leaving the city walls were indeed believed to be the three of you, but they will not be as easily fooled the second time around. Security will be tightened. You will probably have to go into hiding for quite a while—”

      “I don’t care,” I say, cutting off her words. “I will do whatever it takes to free Ben. I will listen to you ‘til I turn blue in the face if you help me get him out of there.”

      “So be it. I will send the word, gather our forces together. Develop a plan.”

      She waves her hand, and Zoe gives a curt little nod and quickly leaves the room.

      I can feel my heart fluttering with excitement. They were going to help me get Ben out of that hell hole. I was going to see him soon, possibly tonight. I cain’t help the smile spreading across my face. I look up to find Finn and Jax watching me, and the smile drops right away. Shizen. I’d forgotten about them. They cain’t be here when all this happens. They cain’t be caught in the city with me, hiding with me and Ben. They need to get out of here. I need to know they are somewhere safe. I take a deep breath.

      “Jax, I’m gonna ask you for a great favor,” I say. “I need you to take Finn and Cat with you when you leave today. Take them back to Gray Valley. Keep them safe. They won’t be no trouble to you. Cat is a real good hunter, Finn too. They’ll earn their keep.”

      I ignore Finn’s cry of protest. I was expecting that. It’s Jax who surprises me.

      “I didn’t realize I was going back to Gray Valley today,” he says matter- of -factly, and I look at him in confusion.

      “But we found Lily. She’s gonna help me get Ben back. Your job is done. Just promise me you will keep Finn safe,” I say.

      “And what good is my promise if I don’t keep it?” he says.

      “I don’t get it. Wha—?”

      “I promised you I would help you free Ben. Last night when you were too mule-headed to take the damn rope, I made a promise to you, and I’m aiming to keep it.”

      “But you don’t have to,” I say slowly, like he’s too dimwitted to understand. “Lily and the others … they’re gonna help me now. I just need you to look after Finn. The two of you cain’t be here in the city when this happens; it’s too dangerous.”

      “I ain’t going nowhere,” says Finn and sits his butt down on a chair, arms folded and staring me down all defiant-like.

      Oh gods, not now, I think.

      “Look, I know you want to help, but I cain’t have anythin’ happen to you. The both of you need to get out of the city while you still can. Don’t worry ‘bout me; I’ll be fine with Lily’s people. We’ll be in and out of that iron mine in a split second. They won’t know what hit ‘em,” I say, smiling at Finn, trying to assure him everything would be okay.

      “Tara is right,” Lily says and I nod, happy she’s agreeing with me. “You should take the boy and leave. I will have one of my men take you out the back way just to be safe. And if it’s Tara you are worried about, have no fear. She will not be accompanying my people into the mines. It is far too dangerous.”

      “What?” I ain’t sure I heard her right.

      “My people will do this without you. We cannot risk you being captured again.”

      I can only stare at her and blink stupidly. “Dangerous? You want me to go up against the Prezedant, yet you call this dangerous?”

      “You need proper training; you are not ready for battle yet. My people know what they’re doing,” she says in her serene voice, but it irritates me to no end.

      “Aye? And do they know who to look for when they go in? What are they gonna do, take the time to go ‘round and ask every poor soul in there if their name is Ben?” I snap.

      “She has a point there,” Tater interjects, leaning over on his chair. He quickly shuts up at Lily’s withering look.

      “I can go with them,” Jax says, and I groan in frustration. Not him, too. Good gods, why are they all being so mule-headed?

      “I saw him yesterday. I know who to look for. And Tara gets to stay here out of harm’s way.”

      “Well, if Jax gets to stay, so do I.” Finn says stubbornly. “I can help too.”

      “Stop it. All of you. I will be the one to go, and that’s that. Ain’t no use in arguin’. Jax, you take Finn and go back to Gray Valley. I thank you, but I don’t need your help no more.” My tone is firm. This conversation is done, and my decision is final.

      “Tara,” Lily’s voice is calming, like she’s talking to an irate young’un. “Think about what you are saying. My people can’t be worried about protecting you from the Army. If you wish Ben to be free, then you have to let them do their part. Jax is right; he can go. He’s seen Ben’s face; he knows who to look for. You would just be a liability and endanger them all.”

      Dammit. I know what she’s saying makes sense, but I cain’t stand the thought of not going. Of not being there to make sure it all goes right and they get Ben out of there safe.

      “Fine,” I huff ‘cause I don’t like it, not one little bit. But if it means seeing Ben in front of me safe and sound, then I will do whatever it takes.
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        * * *

      

      Over the course of the evening, Lily’s people began showing up. Not all at once so as to draw attention, but one or two, spaced apart like they were just people coming to seek treatment from the healer. I had to admit it was a real smart setup she had going on to avoid suspicion. And I’m real surprised to see what her little band of rebels consisted of. There were men, women, young’uns not even as old as me, and even muties who’d arrived, faces covered with wrappers so as not to be detected. But whether man, woman, or mutie, every one of them greets me warmly. Like they’re all so happy to see me. I ask Lily about their strange behavior, but she says it ain’t strange at all. I was a true New Blood of the light; they were honored to meet me. I don’t like it.

      I’m happy to see Po in amongst them though, to see that he’s alive and well after having saved us. He greets me with hands on my forearms, and I feel that tingling again, which Lily informs me is a common response between our kind. We are blood connected, she says. I will get used to it, she says. She seems to be forgetting that I ain’t sticking ‘round long enough to get used to anything, but I don’t say nuthin’.

      They gather at the huge table we’d had breakfast on earlier, so many of them that there ain’t even enough chairs for them all to sit. I watch from off to the side, partially ‘cause I cain’t stand all their curious looks and touching, but mostly ‘cause I’m still mad that I ain’t going on the mission. Even Jax gets to sit among ‘em and help plan. Seems funny that I’m some all important New Blood but I ain’t got no say in the matter.

      After confirming with Zoe that the guards were in place around Sanctuary to stop any unwelcome guests from walking in, Lily begins talking in earnest. She does most of the talking, well, her and one other.

      A tall, brick wall of a man with close cropped, gray hair seems to be just as important to these rebels as Lily. I study him curiously. He wears a patch on his right eye, covering the eye but not the jagged, raised scar that runs from his eyebrow down his cheek. I find myself wondering who he is and what had happened to him. As if suddenly aware of my scrutiny, he looks up and catches my gaze. The heated blush rises in my face at being caught staring, but he don’t take offence. He merely grins at me and winks his good eye before turning his attention back to the group. I hear Lily call him Mack. The name is fitting somehow.

      I listen intently as they plan. The talking goes on for quite some time, long into the night. Finn had been keeping me company earlier, but at his stifled yawns I send him off to bed with the promise I would wake him if they came back with Ben. Tater had wandered off, too. I figure there had to be an ale room somewhere nearby that needed attending to, so I watch the rebels plan on my own.

      They eventually arrive at a good strategy. A sound proposal that just may work. As I listen to Lily outline it, I realize how much of a natural leader she really is. She skirts around the issue of me only agreeing to stay here based on them being able to free Ben. Instead, she plays it off as rescuing my kin would free me up to be able to concentrate on their cause, their rebellion. That they would be doing me a great honor. I’m amazed to see not one person protest this escape plan. As a matter of fact, they are all arguing over who should be in the select few able to go. They finally decide on the chosen eight, Jax and the man Mack being two of the eight. I’m still put out at not being included in the rescue group and watch in simmerin’ anger as the chosen group is divvied out the black gear, right down to the black hoods, same as our rescue group from the previous evening. I still cain’t believe they are going after Ben without me.

      Zoe lays the remaining dark clothes on a smaller table back against the wall and leaves them unattended as she disappears into thin air again. I do a double take. Where the hell did she go? As I search for her in the room, my gaze falls on the clothes. They’re just sitting there, callin’ to me almost, and all of a sudden an idea starts forming in my head. I’m still listening to Lily, but I stroll almost casually to the table, trying not to draw any attention to myself. The group is arguing now over who should be the ones to go in and who should be the diversions. I take advantage of their inattention to quickly swipe a hood and black tunic and shove it under my own. Before anyone can see the telltale bump, I scurry out of the room up the hall and straight to the room with all the books. A quick perusal tells me I’m alone, so I hide the clothes under one of the tall, backed chairs, and I’m back in the kitchen before the argument is even over. I’m relieved to see that no one seems to have been aware of my absence except Jax who looks up as I enter, but I just smile brightly at him and give him two thumbs-up. His brow furrows in puzzlement at my behavior, but he just shakes his head at me and turns his attention back to the tall man.

      “So it is decided then. Jax, Krowell, Riven, and I will be the four to go in. Our inside man assures me he will get himself assigned to the prisoners’ quarters tonight so he can give us access with no problem. You other four will create the diversion we need to get in. It won’t be easy. I have heard the Prezedant’s men arrived this morning, and they were very upset at hearing Naryz had lost the three prisoners. Security is at high alert right now; no one wants to be the next one to screw up.”

      Lily speaks again, “Mack is right. This will not be easy. It will; however, be very dangerous. Some of you … may not come back. Are you all willing to take that chance?”

      Hearing those words being spoken aloud and the reality of it all suddenly hits me like a punch to the gut. It is a dangerous thing they are doing, and they’re doing it for me. I’d asked them to do this. Why would they do such a thing for a stranger? I look, waiting to see if anyone wanted to change their mind. I wouldn’t blame ‘em if they did, but no one backs down. The one called Riven slams his meaty fist on the table and grins out over the crowd.

      “I’d be willin’ to chop off me own arm if it meant a chance to take out a few of that evil bastard’s men.”

      This is followed by a round of howling laughter and a few shouts of, “Aye!”

      I am astounded. I cain’t even begin to understand why they are doing this. Why would they wanna help me? Then another realization hits me. Shizen. Jax is going, too. He’s going to put himself in grave danger to help rescue someone he ain’t even met. Just ‘cause he promised me. I cain’t believe that I’ve been so selfish, so intent on Ben’s rescue that I ain’t even thought about the danger the others and Jax would be in. I look at him with this fresh awareness only to find those light blue eyes already on me. It’s like he knows what I’m thinking in my head, and he smiles at me. A real, full-out smile like the night of the dancing and my heart does that same crazy flip flop, only this time, I ain’t got no excuse that it’s dancing causing it. Right then and there, I know. I know my anger at not being allowed to go ain’t just ‘cause I’m afraid they’re going to mess up rescuing Ben, but also ‘cause I ain’t gonna be there to watch Jax’s back. I had to go. Jax needed me there, and I know I had made the right choice by swiping those clothes. There ain’t no other option.

      I glance up again to see him crossing the room and heading straight for me, like he wants to talk to me. Panic starts building in my chest and I turn tail and run out of the room. I cain’t talk to him right now. I’m too full of confusion and guilt and fear.

      Back in the book room, I do another check to make sure I’m alone before dressing in the stolen clothes and covering my head and face with the hood. The plan is to take the covered wagon that had brought us here last evenin’, back out to the mines, so my plan is to hitch a ride.  I make my way to the smelly stone room off of the white hall, hoping I don’t run into anyone and have to explain what I’m doing. Thankfully, I don’t meet nobody. Not even creepy Zoe who seemed to haunt these halls and pop up when you least expect her. One of Lily’s rebels or not, she truly does gives me the willies.

      The stone room is still empty as well, so I choose a nice, big pile of hay at the back of the wagon as my hiding spot. I ain’t got long to wait before the rescue team start showing up. I watch from my hiding place as they pile into the wagon. I need to time this perfectly.

      Jax is the last in line but he lingers, looking at the stone door hopefully. Is he waiting for me? I wonder. Is he expecting me to see them off? Finally he shrugs, runs a hand through his hair and pulls on the hood before joining the others in the back. I ain’t sure, but I think I can see disappointment on his face.

      Zoe shuts the door to the wagon behind them, but pauses and cocks her head, looking around the room like she senses something. I don’t dare to even breathe as I sink lower into the pile of hay.She can’t find me. I need to be on that wagon. I reckon she finally decides all is good as she gives up on her inspection. Opening up the two massive doors to let in the night’s cool air she climbs up into the driver’s seat behind the two horses. I wait for my chance and then run at the wagon, jumping onto the back step just as it begins to move. I get a firm grip on the metal bar at the top of the wagon cover and hang on for dear life, ‘cause if I remember correctly from last night, this is gonna be a bumpy ride.

      Thankfully at this late hour, there ain’t nobody traveling the roads, but Zoe don’t take any chances. She sticks to all the winding back roads and alleyways. The few stragglers we do come upon are either too drunk or too involved in their own transgressions to care what we’re up to. They don’t pay no heed to the wagon or to the bouncing madwoman hanging off the back. We don’t meet no resistance at the back gates leading out of the city either since Po had been sent ahead earlier in the evening to “take care of” the guards. I ain’t quite sure what that entailed, whether it was the same trick he had pulled on the raiders or not. I don’t want to know. Whatever he’d done, it worked. There ain’t a guard to be seen.

      Once we get through the gates, the light of the city fades, and it takes a while for my eyes to adjust to the inky darkness of the outer lands. I’m surprised at how Zoe can maneuver the wagon so easily through the sand mounds, but she don’t slow her pace at all. I simply hang on tighter and grit my teeth so as not to bite my tongue as the wagon jerks and bounces.

      Finally we stop in the shadows of a high sand dune, concealed from any watching eyes of guards that may be lurking in the area. I can see the iron mines off in the distance. It’s hard not to. As dark and shadowed as the rest of the outer lands are, the iron mines are lit up like it’s the middle of the day.

      There are blazing fires burning everywhere, surrounding the perimeter. They definitely aren’t taking any chances. Shizen. Those fires will surely make it that much harder to sneak in. Why are they taking so many precautions, I wonder? It ain’t like they know we’re coming to break Ben out. I don’t get no time to wonder about it, though, before I hear Zoe make her way down from the driver’s seat and start coming ‘round back. I hop down from my perch and sneak to the other side of the wagon. Only after she opens the door and the rebels are all standing outside do I casually make my way into the pack under cover of darkness. They don’t even realize I’m there; they’re all looking at the lit-up sky surrounding the mines and wondering the same as me.

      “No matter. We knew they would increase the security. The plan still stands,” Mack whispers loudly, and the uneasy murmuring ceases at his commanding words. “You four, up the ridge. Get ready but wait for my signal.”

      They slink away and disappear into the night without a sound.

      “Let’s go,” he whispers again, and I fall to the back of the line as we head out. Following their stealthy approach, my heart beats wildly as I fear they will notice their number is five, not four like originally planned. But I ain’t got to worry for long. As we get nearer to the mine, we can tell something ain’t right. The fires burning all ‘round the mines are done on purpose-like, a light show to enhance what is put on display. At first, I ain’t sure. I think my eyes are deceiving me. But at Mack’s, “Holy mother of gods!” I know what I’m seeing is real sure enough.

      Bodies. At least fifteen or twenty of ‘em, all hanging by their necks from a long platform built across the entrance to the mine. They sway quietly in the night air, a blood-curdling sight to behold. My stomach lurches and it feels like I’m gonna retch, but as much as I want to, I cain’t tear my eyes away.

      The first I see is Nayrz, his bloated body made even more so by death. The two next to him are also soldiers; I can tell by their uniforms. But then I see something that almost brings me to my knees. A frail body in a ragged yellow tunic. The young girl Ben had helped get back on her feet yesterday after the soldier had knocked her down. No. This cain’t be her….can it? Why would they do such a thing to her? Not even the Prezedant could be this brutal. This evil. But even as my heart argues with my brain, I see the chains ‘round her ankles linking her to the next body hanging beside her and the next. The rest of them hanging there … they’re all prisoners.

      “No!” I cry, unable to bear the horror of it any longer. It cain’t be. Ben cain’t be there, too.

      My cry is enough to rouse Jax from his shocked stupor, and he whirls. “Tara?” he says in disbelief.

      “What are you doing here, girl?” Mack’s voice is an angry whisper, but I’m way beyond caring about getting caught.

      I want to run. I don’t want to look. Please, he cain’t be there. He cain’t be one of the bodies.

      “Jax … they’re prisoners,” I whisper, grabbing at his arms to keep from falling, and he understands right away. His eyes do what mine refuse to, and they search the faces of the people hanging there.

      “He’s not there, Tara,” he says finally, and my knees actually wobble in relief.

      “You sure?” I whisper, and he grabs my shoulders as if he fears I’m gonna fall.

      “He’s not there.” His answer is firmer this time and I’m glad for his hands supporting me ‘cause it feels like I’m too weak to stand on my own.

      “Mack.” The urgent whisper comes from behind a large boulder as a brown-robed soldier steps into the light. Already rattled by the gruesome sight in front of us, the rebels’shooters go up in alarm at the soldier’s sudden appearance, but then Mack relaxes and puts up his hand.

      “It’s okay, he’s one of us. Stand down. What the hell happened here, Stein?”

      The young man looks ‘round nervously like he fears at any moment we’re gonna be attacked.

      “The Prezedant … he came for the New Blood,” he says, and my relief at knowing Ben isn’t there is quickly replaced by fear again.

      “You mean, he was here? In person?” I say.

      The soldier nods. “He arrived this morning to the news that they had escaped … that they had fled Littlepass. He blamed Naryz. Naryz, he tried to atone; he gave up the boy you were coming to rescue. He said that they knew each other, him and the New Blood.”

      “What do you mean gave him up?” I’m glad Mack is asking ‘cause I cain’t form the words right now. I’m too busy trying to swallow the lump in my throat that must surely be my heart. “What did he do with him?”

      The soldier shrugs. “He took him when they left. He took him with them and left this as a message for the New Blood.”

      “A message?” I say, but it comes out as a croak.

      The young man wipes his face like he’s still in shock at what he’d witnessed.

      “He killed all these people like it was nothing and then those of us he left alive, we were given a very specific message to pass along.” He closes his eyes like he’s trying to remember or trying to forget; I ain’t sure. “Tell the New Blood if she returns, this is on her hands. But she can save the boy if she wishes. Turn herself in, and she can save his life. A life for a life. That’s what he said.”

      I shake my head at his words, like I ain’t hearing right. The Prezedant, he did this. He killed all these people, that innocent young’un, because of me? What have I done? And Ben. Now he has Ben. That’s my fault, too. We’d been so close. Ben was here … I’d seen him. I coulda gone back and helped him. I shoulda, but I didn’t ‘cause I had chosen to listen to Jax. And now he’s snatched away again. It ain’t fair.

      “Tara,” Jax says, still grasping my shoulders, but as grateful as I’d been earlier for his support, his touch now feels as if it’s making my skin crawl. Ben is gone again, taken away from me ‘cause I had been stupid enough to believe in Jax’s empty promises. I lay my hands flat against his chest and shove him hard, away from me. He staggers backward, but he don’t fall.

      “This is your fault,” I hiss at him, lashing out with my anger. Needing to blame someone for the crippling pain that is squeezin’ my heart right now, Jax becomes the target. I can see his eyes open wide in wounded shock at my words, but I don’t stop. “We were so close last night. I wanted to go back. I wanted to go get him. But you talked me outta it. I let you talk me out of it. Now, the Prezedant has him, and I ain’t ever gonna see him again!” I shove him again, wanting so badly to hurt him. But he don’t say nuthin’; he just keeps staring at me.

      “This is your fault, Jax.” I whisper, my words filled with despair.

      I turn and run. I cain’t be around them anymore. I ignore the voices calling my name ‘cause I can feel the anger rising, the blood catching fire, and I’m scared to be around them. I’m scared for what I’ll do to Jax or the rest of ‘em. So I run into the darkness, away from the mine and Littlepass. I run and run ‘til I ain’t got no breath left, and I finally fall to my knees in the dirt.

      On my hands and knees, gasping for air as sobs wrack my body, the soldier’s words bounce around in my head. A life for a life. A life for a life. I say the words over and over again like a chant ‘til my anger disappears and my blood cools down. A life for a life.

      I take a couple more ragged breaths and then release them, give myself a mental shake. I can feel calmness overtake me, and my next breath is even, controlled. All the fear and anxiety I feel for Ben, it solidifies ‘round the chant in my head, forming one rational thought. The idea of it and of what I have to do now, it strikes me with intense clarity. A life for a life. If that’s how it has to be. If it’s a life the Prezedant requires, then let it be his own ‘cause it sure as hell ain’t gonna be mine.

      I can hear the voices off in the distance still calling for me. Jax and Mack. I know I should answer them. I should go back. I have to go back. Ben is depending on me. His life depends on me, and if the only way to get him back meant becoming what so many believed the gods had decreed, then so be it.

      I get to my feet and turn toward the voices, truly ready to accept what I have to do now. It’s time to live up to their expectations: Orakel’s, Lily’s, and Grada’s. It’s time to face the truth and become what they already believe me to be. It’s time to stop being afraid and to live up to my destiny. It’s time to awaken the New Blood.
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      The knee pressing painfully into my back and pinning me to the floor pisses me off something fierce. I wanna scream. I wanna reach up and tear Mack's flesh right from his face. Maybe gouge out his good eye, something. Instead, all I can do is hiss at him like an angry cat as he taunts in my ear, "Come on, girlie, that all you got?"

      Slamming my head back hard into his, I hear his muffled cussin' as it causes him to loosen his grip. I roll from underneath his confining weight, sweep out with my leg and smack my boot to the back of his knee, taking him down. He hits the ground with a satisfying thud, and I take advantage of besting him to scramble back to my feet. My tunic sticks to my back and wisps of hair cling to my forehead. I'm drenched in sweat. But I don't dare take the time to wipe it outta my eyes 'cause he's already back on his feet and circling me like some hungry wolfling. His eye mocks me, daring me to try something else.

      "Oh, so the baby New Blood has learned something after all."

      He raises his fists in fronta his face and continues to walk around me, grinning at me like some crazed fool. Opening one of his hands palm up, he waggles his fingers at me. Beckoning me to come at him.

      "Come on then. Try to take me down."

      I grit my teeth and attack, throwing a punch at Mack's face. He deflects it easily and wallops his fist into my shoulder, sending pain searing through my arm. I bite my lip to stop from crying out, refusing to show him any weakness by holding my injured arm like I so desperately want to. Instead, I remember his words from yesterday.

      "You have long legs, Tara. Use them. They can be your strength."

      Before he can guess what I'm about to do, I pivot on my left heel and swing with my right leg, my foot hitting him just below the ribcage. It sends him stumbling backward with a loud "Omph!" He bends over winded, but it don't take him down. His grin just widens as he growls, "Good. Now try that again."

      Seriously? I don't wanna try it again. I don't wanna do any of this. I'm tired and sore, and I ache in muscles that I didn't even know I had. But I know Mack ain't anywhere near done with me. This "training" as he calls it has been going on for weeks now. I cain't understand what he hopes to come from it. There ain't hardly been any sign of the Chi, the bio-energy that he and Lily insist I possess. There ain't no sign of any New Blood powers that the rebels think I have. All this sparring does is leave me sweaty, stinky, and achy. A total waste of time as far as I'm concerned. I’m truly starting to believe the strange things I’d done during my travels had been flukes. Just random chance occurrences. There certainly ain't no reason to believe the weird strength I’d mustered when fighting the raider girl and the crazies in the dead city could ever be summoned at will. And as for raising that dust devil to fend off the Army, well, I still find it hard to believe that was my doing. Maybe it had been just a freak dust storm after all and nuthin' to do with me.

      Yet Mack and Lily still insist I’m the cause of it, and I can control this power and that by training every day, I will control it. So they keep me here, wasting my time while Ben is still in the hands of the Prezedant and going through the gods only knew what. We should be on our way to rescue him. We should be doing something instead of just sitting on our arses. What are they thinking?

      Whack! Mack's open-palmed hand slaps me hard on the side of my head, making my ears ring.

      "Ow," I cry in shocked surprise. Did he just bitch slap me?

      "Pay attention," he scolds me. "This time it was just my hand. Could have been a shot of serum. What would you have done then, eh? You have to learn to keep your opponent at arm's length. You can't let the soldiers get close enough to you to jab you with that. Now, try coming at me again."

      Mack is right. I’d already encountered the serum once, when we’d been captured by the Army, and it had knocked me offa my feet and then some. Even though Lily tells me this serum is a medicinal thing, similar to Grada's healing herbs, I still think it’s dark magic. I ain't ever heard of being able to pass herbs through a metal needle tube. Although since I'd been in Littlepass, I’d seen some real strange things.

      Whack! He slaps me again, and I cover my head with my arm.

      "Stop doin' that," I cry out.

      "Well, pay attention then. Fight back. You have to learn to protect yourself. You have to learn to control your Chi. Discipline your mind," he yells. "How do you expect to face the Prezedant when you can't even summon your Chi at will?"

      "I'm tryin'," I snap back, fed up with this whole training shite. "But it just ain't happenin'. I told you I wasn't the New Blood y'all think I am. I ain't got the power."

      Before I can recover from the second slap, Mack lunges at me. He moves so fast I don't have time to prepare for his attack. He's on me like some wild wolfling on its prey. I’m spun about and shoved face-first against the rough, stone wall, my arm twisted behind my back. I cain't help but cry out this time at the jolt of pain. His solid frame presses me firm against the wall, and I can feel his hot breath on my neck.

      "What you gonna do then, girl? If you can't even save yourself from me, how you gonna save Ben? I guess he's as good as dead then if it's up to you to save him. How do you feel about that? Do you think we should all go to Skytown to watch him get beheaded? Because that's how he likes to do it: chop their heads off right in front of their families. How do you feel knowing that Ben is going to die at the Prezedant's hands just because you are a weak, sniveling little coward?"

      The cruel, cold words snarled into my ear fill me with utter shock, but anger quickly replaces it, rushing in and forcing away my surprise and pain. Mack's harsh words are drowned out by the familiar buzzing. The fire rises in my blood, spreading rapidly through my veins, from my toes to the top of my head. Every fine hair stands on end. Every part of my flesh sparks with awareness of the Chi. My body braces itself for the overwhelming surge of energy.

      My power fills me now, and I twist easily from Mack's hold, grabbing his throat in a vise-like grip. I stare into the familiar face, but the knowledge of who he is, of the fact that he’s my friend, don't make one lick of difference to me. The need to make him pay for his cruel words is the only thought in my head.

      I push him away from me and watch as he flies across the room, crashing into the stone wall. A grunt of pain escapes his lips as he hits, sliding down and crumpling on the ground. His hands encircle his neck like he ain't able to breathe. Like there are unseen hands there, preventing the very air from entering his body. His gasps echo around the room and although it doesn’t show on his face, I can smell his fear like an underlying rot.

      "Control … it …," he croaks, and his plea breaks through the ice-cold barrier surrounding me.

      He cain't breathe because of me. Shizen, I’m doing this. I’m choking him! The fear jolts my brain into understanding. I need to pull back my Chi. Think, Tara. Think.

      Ignoring my own panic-stricken breaths echoing in my ears, I close my eyes and concentrate hard. I force every other thought outta my head and imagine my Chi—my aura—as a brightly lit flame growing dimmer and dimmer, just like Mack has been training me to do. I will it to draw away from Mack and back into my body. I can actually feel the energy pulsing through my blood, and I force myself to slow my breathing, slow my heartbeat. Calm myself down. I picture the lit flame going dark, and just like that it’s over. My Chi retreats, leaving me slumped over and exhausted, hands braced on my knees to keep from falling.

      I finally raise my eyes, afraid of what I will find. But Mack is back on his feet, standing still as a statue. His neck bears the marks of the unseen force holding him down, throttling him. His one eye bores into mine, and I wait for the scathing reprimand. But he don't seem the least bit upset at what I've done. If anything, he looks pleased. I almost killed him, and he’s pleased?

      "That was … impressive. Now, we’re finally getting somewhere. Seems like pissing you off is the trigger. Should have done that to you weeks ago," he says, his raspy voice evidence of what he’d just endured at my hands.

      Anger starts flickering again in my gut like some re-lit ember, but I squash it back down. I don't want a repeat of what just happened, but I’m so damn pissed at him for pushing me that far.

      "Why did you do that, Mack? I coulda hurt you … coulda killed you," I say, glaring at him in accusation.

      He merely shrugs at me and grins. "Coulda … shoulda … didn't. You controlled it, Tara. You stopped it. That’s great progress."

      My anger dulls as his words finally dawn on me and elicit an unwilling grin. He’s right. I’d controlled it. For the first time ever, I’d stopped my Chi on my own terms.

      "I did, didn't I?" I say in wonder. “How did you know, Mack? How did you know I’d be able to stop it?"

      He shrugs at me. "Your Chi is controlled by you, not the other way around. It’s your power to do with as you will. Your gift, not the curse you believe it to be. I just had to make you come to that understanding." He smiles ruefully and rubs his neck. "Although, you were a little slow on the uptake. I was starting to worry. Thought I was a goner there for a bit."

      "I'm sorry," I say, as my grin slowly fades. "I ain't ever done anything like that before. It was a little, well, actually it was a lot scary. How did I do that?"

      He shrugs again.

      "That, I can’t answer. A New Bloods power is multifaceted. Not even Lily is sure of the things you may be capable of. And if I’m to guess, I’d say this is only the tip of your abilities. We still have quite a ways to go. To go up against the Prezedant, you have to be able to use your Chi like a weapon and use it well. He’s had lots of experience dealing with New Bloods. You are going to have to learn to anticipate his every move. It’s the only way to save Ben and everyone else."

      I sigh as I wipe the sweat from my face with my forearm. I know Mack’s right. What he and the others are asking me to do still truly does terrify me, but not as much as it terrifies me to think of what the Prezedant will do to Ben if I fail. My heart rate spikes again as I recall Mack's earlier words.

      "Were you being truthful about how the Prezedant … kills his prisoners?" The words stick in my throat 'cause the thought of it makes my stomach sick, but I need to know.

      His nod is stiff. "It is his preferred method of dealing with prisoners, yes, but no need to worry. Ben's head will remain safely attached to his shoulders for now. He won’t destroy the bait when he hasn’t yet caught the fish."

      Hmm. I narrow my eyes at him. That suspiciously sounded more like something Tater would say. If I were to guess, I’d say Mack has been spending way too much time in the half man's company. In the three weeks Tater had spent underfoot at Sanctuary, he’d obviously made an impression on its occupants. And an impact on their supply of ale, too, no doubt.

      These past two weeks though, he has been gone on a trading mission, and I never thought I would ever say this, but I kinda miss the little guy. Sanctuary is certainly a lot quieter without him around. Mack's Tater-ish words don't put me at ease though.

      "How do you know for sure? How do you know he won't tire of waitin' for me to show up and just kill Ben anyways? We should be doin' something. Anything is better than just sittin' here waitin'. I don't understand why we ain't doin' anything," I say, my frustration making me sound like some whiny child.

      "Tara, I understand your impatience, but you have to trust that we know what we’re doing," Mack says calmly. "We cannot rush into this headstrong. When you’re ill-prepared, mistakes happen. We can’t afford that again."

      He don't give me a chance to ask what he means by this, but I have a gut feeling it has to do with my ma. I never knew my ma. Although she was a New Blood too—and a reportedly strong one at that—she had perished long ago in this ongoing fight against the Prezedant. Lily had promised to tell me the whole story when "the time is right," but it ain't happened yet no matter how much I nag her.

      "Go now," he continues. "Rest up for tomorrow. Keep in mind what you did today. We will focus on that, see if you can make your Chi appear as easily as you stopped it."

      I give him a withering, sideways glare. That is his definition of easy? But I don't say nuthin'. I'm happy enough to be quitting early since there’s someplace I need to be, so I don't wanna say anything to make him change his mind. I leave without even so much as a goodbye.

      I make my way slowly through the long, white hallway of Sanctuary. My body protests with each step I take, and my arm throbs something fierce. But considering that I’d thrown Mack across the room and nearly choked him to death, well, I guess I got the lesser of it today.

      Now that the shock at what happened back there has worn off, I’m left with a mixed bag of emotions. What I’d done to Mack pleases me in some twisted way, but it also scares me shiteless. Every time my Chi shows itself, it seems bigger and more terrifying. And what I’d done today, well, that’s the most terrifying of all. I’d actually used my Chi on a friend, an ally. What if the next time it happened, it was to Tater or Lily or Finn? What if I cain't stop it the next time? Regardless of what the others believe, I still don't think this curse of mine is controllable at all.

      It’s moments like this that I question what I’m doing here with this bunch of rebels. I ain't a rebel or a fighter. And even after all Mack has taught me, I still feel utterly useless. Like what they expect of me is impossible and that deep down, I’m still that scared little girl who just wants to run and hide. But it’s the thought of Ben at the mercy of the Prezedant that keeps me going. So like yesterday and the day before that, I will do it all over again tomorrow. Lily and Mack and Finn—they believe in me. Now if only I can believe in myself.

      As if thinking of Finn conjures him up, he and Cat come barreling around the corner of the long hall and distract me from my thoughts. Both boy and beast are heading away from the kitchen, scrambling like there’s a starved wolfling on their heels. Since Zoe and I had snuck the black devil cat into Littlepass weeks ago, much to Finn's delight, it’s not an uncommon sight to see the two of them running through the great halls or yard of Sanctuary. But this time, something don't seem quite right about their mad dash.

      I notice Finn’s carrying a couple of those orange ball things that, I’ve come to understand, are actually called oranges. Go figure. He has one in each hand, and Cat has something hanging outta her mouth. I cain't quite figure out what it is, but its drippings are left down the entire length of the hallway. I look closer. Is that a rabbit? The boy’s looking nervously over his shoulder but draws up short at seeing me.

      "Hey, Tara. We ain't doin' nuthin', I swear!" he says, still glancing over his shoulder.

      "I didn't say you were, now did I?" I drawl. "Though I wouldn't exactly call that rabbit hangin' outta Cat's mouth nuthin'. I gotta bad feelin' that’s supposed to be part of tonight's supper. I'd be willin' to bet Cook ain't gonna be happy 'bout that." And then as if on cue, I hear the outraged bellow coming from the kitchen.

      "BOY! I know this is your doing, boy. You and that gods’ dang cat."

      Finn's face instantly drains of color at the angry scream, and his eyes dart back and forth with the frantic look of a trapped animal.

      "I swear, Tara I didn't mean for this to happen. I was so hungry, and I went to the kitchen to get one of these." He holds up the orange. "They're just so dang good. And the rabbit was just sittin' there fresh cooked and all, and it smelled so good. I figured just a little bite, but then Cat, well, she figured she could have a bite too, and the next thing I knew she has the whole thing in her mouth, and then we hear Cook comin' back, and we ran and …," he finally stops to breathe and looks up at me with pleading eyes. "Cook's gonna kill me," he moans.

      I nod, trying seriously hard not to laugh at his paralyzing fear.

      "Aye, he's crazy enough, that's for sure." I hear the heavy thud of footsteps coming dangerously close, and I jerk my thumb upward.

      "You'd best go hide up in the loft," I say, feeling bad enough for him to give him a way out. The loft above the sanctuary is huge. All of my Rivercross kin could have lived there easily with room to spare. It’s probably Finn and Cat's safest place to hide in right now.

      "Marcel cain't make it up those steep steps. It's your best bet."

      "Thanks, Tara," he blurts, his face filled with gratitude as he starts running in the opposite direction of the approaching mad man. He ain't outta sight long before Marcel's massive bulk comes lumbering around the corner. He stands in the long hall and his head swings back and forth on his wide shoulders like some mad dog 'til his anger-filled eyes come to rest on me. He stomps toward me, and I swear I can feel the floor shake underneath me with each step he takes.

      "Where is he?" he wheezes, his nostrils flaring with each word.

      I look up at him with all the wide-eyed innocence I can muster. "Who?"

      His already narrow eyes shrink to mere slits. "Don't play dumb with me, girl. That dang boy and his damn beast. Where did they go?"

      "You talkin' 'bout Finn? I ain't seen him all day. I've been trainin' with Mack, ain't seen no sign of Finn," I shrug my shoulders at him.

      "Is that so?" He scoffs and I get the feeling he don’t believe me. "And I guess that is not the delectable smell of my perfectly cooked rabbit hanging about in the hallway? You’re lying. I know he came this way."

      I shrug again. "All I can smell is me. But if you're sayin' you cooked rabbit for tonight, well, I'm pretty sure I heard Lily mention she wanted wildfowl for tonight's evenin' meal. I could go to the market and get 'em for ya if you like."

      I can tell he don't wanna be taken in by my obvious attempt to distract him, but as angry as he is, he knows I’m Lily's "honored" guest. I swear I even see him biting his own tongue to stop from spewing out what he’s thinking. Instead, he gives me a stiff nod.

      "So be it. Go get them, and make sure to tell the butcher they are for Marcel. He will give you the best he has."

      I nod and start to walk away, but he grabs my arm with his meaty fingers.

      "Give the boy a word of advice. Tell him to keep that damn beast out of my kitchen, or I swear on all that is holy I will serve that cat's head on a roasting platter."

      I watch him stomp away; still muttering under his breath and knowing that he ain’t exaggerating. Not in the least. Finn’s definitely going to have to stay away from the kitchen for a bit, at least 'til Marcel calms down. Lily says the cook's bark is worse than his bite, but that man has a sharp set of chompers, and I don't want Finn finding out otherwise.

      I head to my room to collect my wrapper, the fleeting idea of a shower pushed outta my head as I realize I don't have time. I do take the time to hide my knife in my boot though. Since I cain't very well walk through the market with my iron shooter, the knife is my only source of protection, and I never leave Sanctuary without it.

      As much as Lily hates my trips to the crowded marketplace, it’s necessary for me to go. I always take care not to have anyone notice me, and I make sure to keep the white in my hair covered at all times. The last thing I need is someone tying the telltale white stripes together with the wanted New Blood fugitive. But the trips to the marketplace have an ulterior motive; one that I ain't told her about 'cause I know she won't like it.

      Ever since I’d found out that every middle of the week they sold the captured outlanders there, I make a point of being there. Not that I could ever afford to buy the poor people put on display. As much as I want to just to set 'em free, I ain't got two pieces of iron to rub together. But I go on the off chance that I may come across Jane or young Thomas or at least hear news of my missing kin. As troubling as it is to watch the sordid selling of the young'uns, I force myself to go and study every face in the crowd. I need to understand what kind of people can do this to others and not think twice about it. Oh, not everybody there agrees with what’s happening. I know that. I can see some of the people look away in disgust and anger. Others hold their own young'uns tighter; their relief that it ain't their own children up for sale clearly written on their faces. But they don't say or do nuthin' about it, too terrified to take a stand.

      Then there are the rest. The ones that watch in amusement and excitement, enjoying every bit of the debacle. Hollerin' and hootin' as the bidding goes up. Grading each young'un like they’re livestock instead of people. Buying 'em like they’re buying meat for whatever brutal purpose they have in mind for 'em. Those are the people I truly hate. Those are the people whose hearts I want to rip out and feed to the wild wolflings. But like the cowering villagers, I don't do nuthin'. There ain't nuthin' I can do but add that hatred to the growing pile of shite I already harbor against the Prezedant and his true followers. Maybe someday, I’ll be able to do something about it and make him pay for their suffering. But today ain’t that day.

      I head for the front entrance, content in the knowledge I ain’t gonna run into Finn this time. I reckon Cook had scared him plenty today. He won't come out of hiding for a while yet. My last few trips to the market he’d pleaded to tag along, but I ain't never let him. We cain't be seen together. It’s still too risky even if Tater and Jax are no longer an everyday part of our little group. Tater may have been cleared in the eyes of the Army with his fake betrayal of us, but the rest of us are still wanted fugitives.

      Jax. I still cain't think of the name, of the man himself, without feeling an overwhelming sense of guilt and remorse. The last words I’d said to him was to blame him for Ben's capture. For the deaths of all those innocent prisoners. I know it wasn't his fault, truly. I know that now. But at the time, there’d been so much anger and hurt and pain, and Jax, well, he got the brunt of it.

      I’d looked for him after Mack had brought me back to the Sanctuary. After I’d stewed in my anger and self-pity for days in my room, just hating the world and the gods for allowing this to happen. But I was too late. I was too late to take back the terrible accusations I had thrown at him. He was gone. Back to Gray Valley, back to Sky. It was probably for the best. We were a volatile combination. Him with his hatred of New Bloods, his sarcastic nature, and his unwavering belief that he was always so right. And me … well … just being me.

      I think about him often, wondering how he’s doing. If he and Sky are wedded by now. If they’re already starting a family of their own. A bunch of little Jaxes with those light blue eyes and the black, spiky hair, and that odd little dent in their chins. I don't know why I think about him, but I cain't seem to help it or the sharp pain in my gut that always accompanies my thoughts of him and Sky together. So I do what I always do when I don't want to face something, I push it away. Bury it. If I don't think about it no more, then it cain't hurt me. I'm becoming real good at doing that.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon heat wallops me in the face as I step from the cool interior of Sanctuary's stone walls to the outer courtyard. Passing through the graveyard of a garden, I pause for a bit at the massive iron front gate and nod a greeting to Flip. To any passerby, he looked like a simple, filthy beggar sitting against the gate. His head is wrapped in dirty rags and his tunic no cleaner. For the longest time, I’d believed the same. I’d actually felt sorry for him the first couple of times I’d seen him and had proceeded to sneak food from the kitchen to bring to him, much to his delight. He never told me no different. But then I’d finally found out he was actually Lily's top guard and one of her most loyal. He watched the comings and goings of Sanctuary like a hawk. If anything suspicious was going on, Flip would know. It ain't stopped me from sneaking him treats from the kitchen though.

      He nods back and smiles, showing me his broken, yellow teeth.

      "Afternoon, Mistress. You off to the markets again?" he says.

      "Aye. Cook needs some wildfowl for the evenin' meal," I say.

      "And I'd be willing to bet that's your only reason for going, eh? Ain't got nothing to do with the fact that there's some flesh trading going on again today?"

      I stop in my tracks and stare. How did he know what I’d been up to in my time at the market?

      Flip laughs at my undisguised look of surprise.

      "You should know by now, Mistress, that nothing happens in Littlepass without Flip knowing. But don't worry. I won't tell Lily, not as long as you promise to stay unnoticed by the Army."

      "How did you know what I was doin'? Have you been followin' me?" I say, a little put out by this. I ain't noticed anyone following me on my trips to the market. Some sense of awareness I had. If I never noticed Flip, how was I supposed to notice the Army on my tail?

      "I have my little birdies watching out for you, girl. Can't be too careful when it comes to the Army—foul-smellin', black-hearted, lice-ridden bastards that they are."

      I bust a gut laughing at his words.

      "Shizen, Flip. Why don't ya tell me how you really feel?" That’s the thing I like about Flip. He don't beat around the bush. He just says it as he sees it.

      "Aye, and why don't you just get your smartass attitude outta here," he says with a scowl, but I know he's just teasing. I wave goodbye as I head down the hill toward the bustling marketplace.

      It ain't long before my senses are assaulted by the mixed odors of freshly baked goods, animal droppings, and unwashed bodies all rolled into one. The sun-bleached buildings crowding the road to the market soon give way to the dizzying array of colorful market stalls all stuffed to overflowing. It still amazes me at the amount of stuff available here. I was used to scavenging for every meal in the sand lands, yet here in the Prezedant's domain, there’s just so much. Meats and greens and fruits and baubles, all available for the right price. The fact that it’s ill-gotten from the blood and sweat of the outlanders and sandlanders didn't seem to matter much to the crowd flocking happily about in the streets. That or they simply choose to turn a blind eye. Either way, as far as I’m concerned, they’re all just as bad as the Prezedant himself. I keep my eyes downcast, avoiding eye contact so as not to make anyone aware of my obvious disgust.

      The constant barrage of people yelling is like a roar in my ears, so loud you cain't even hear yourself think. I get jostled and shoved about as I fight my way through the crowd, that familiar feeling of panic I feel every time I come here threatening to overwhelm me. But I push the panic down. I need to do this.

      Elbowing my way through the wall of people, I finally reach my destination, which is a massive statue situated in the middle of the town square. The ugly, golden monstrosity is of a robed man sitting on a throne, his subjects kneeling at his feet. It’s supposedly erected in honor of the Prezedant, a benevolent ruler loved and worshiped by his people. What a bunch of hokum. It reminds me more of some threatening master towering over his terrified servants. I hate the very sight of it. Although I do take some pleasure in seeing how the birds have defaced the statue, almost on purpose you would think. Their shite is splattered everywhere over the Prezedant's head and face. It’s fitting.

      I climb the statue, careful to avoid the splatters, and settle out of sight behind the gold throne. I’d figured out on my earlier visits that this is the best spot to overlook the traders and the crowd without being seen. As usual, the flesh trading has attracted a large crowd today. They gather ‘round the raised wooden platform like an audience ‘round a stage. I’d only ever seen flesh trading carried out on the platform, but the rust-stained stone situated in the center of the structure tells me it has another purpose. An executioner's block. I hope I ain't ever around to see it used for that.

      I arrived just in time too. The crowd erupts in a huge roar as today's goods are herded up the platform stairs, some of 'em stumbling as they’re shoved and pushed about by the guards. I hold my breath and count 'em as they’re forced to line up. There are eight of 'em today: six young'uns and two muties. I study their terrified faces but eventually let out my pent-up breath in a big sigh—part disappointment, part relief 'cause not any of 'em are my kin. They’re just eight more poor, innocent souls being sold off like they’re nuthin'. Like they ain't people. Like they don't even matter. They matter to me. As always, I feel my hatred growing. I want to run right up there and put my knife through the hearts of every guard standing there and set the prisoners all free. But I ain't that stupid. I stay on my perch, chewing on my bottom lip in frustration as they bring the first prisoner up front for the bidding.

      He’s a tiny thing, probably no older than Finn. His tunic is ripped from the neck down, and there's a big bruise on his cheek. Looks like he’d put up a fight. Good, I think. I hope the soldier that had done this to him is sporting bruises of his own or at least is unable to walk from a good, swift kick between the legs.

      As tiny and terrified as he must be, he stands with his head held high, refusing to drop his defiant gaze from the mocking crowd. I watch as the soldier leading the trading praises his virtues to the gawkers: good, strong teeth, pox-free skin, scrawny but muscled arms, and used to hard work. A good buy for any house or trade. A good buy.

      How did it come to this? I think. How can people believe that selling young’uns is acceptable? Had the old settlers believed in this, too? Had they once done the same? Or is this evil the Prezedant’s doing? But as usual, I ain't got answers to my own questions.

      The boy's rebellious eyes scan the crowd, and incredibly they seem to stop on me. Did he really spot me sitting here, or is he just eyeing the statue and trying to shut out the crowd? No, it's me he’s staring at no doubt. His eyes bore into mine with a fierce plea. "Save me," he seems to say. "Help me."

      My stomach churns, but I cain't look away from his pleading stare. I watch in horror as he’s looked over by a fat-bellied man in a stained smock, probably from one of the numerous butcher houses or taverns in Littlepass. The boy ignores the man's probing hands, refusing to drop his gaze from me, and I cain't breathe at the intensity of his stare. Help me! The scream echoes in my head, and I jump at the invasion. What the hell new kinda thing is this? The boy's lips ain't even moved. Is he really speaking to me, or am I imagining the whole thing? My eyes scrutinize his shaved head, wondering if there was hair growing there; would it be black as crow feathers and streaked with white?

      I'm sorry, I think, dropping my eyes in shame from the boy's, unable to look at him anymore. I'm sorry, but I cain't help you.

      I don't want to be here anymore. I don't want to see anymore. And to be honest, the way the boy seems to be in my head, well, it's freakin' me out. Eyes averted, I climb down from my perch, not waiting to see the sale, to see the boy led away to his new life of servitude. I push my way through the suffocating crowd, my anger intensified by their laughter and uncaring attitudes to what is happening around them. Unfeeling, callous, cruds, all of 'em.

      I stop long enough to get the wildfowl from the butcher, wanting to get away from the market as quick as I can. I’m totally unsettled by my experience. Did I truly imagine the boy's voice in my head? Is the connection real, or is it just a manifestation of my anger and guilt at my inability to help? Is this a new aspect of my Chi, or am I truly losing my mind? I hurry my steps in a rush to get back to Sanctuary. I need to talk to Lily. I need some answers.

      Keeping my eyes down, I scurry along the sides of the street, sticking close to the stone buildings. The sea of people ain't as heavy in here, and I don't have watch everywhere I step. A slight movement from the alley to my left catches my eye as I pass, causing me to halt in my tracks. I blink into the dimness, wondering if maybe I’d finally spotted one of Flip's little "birdies" following me. I start to think my mind is playing tricks on me when I hear a soft cry of someone calling for help coming from the darkness. My heart skips a beat. Maybe it’s the boy. Maybe he’s escaped from the fat-bellied man somehow and is asking for my help again.  I keep peering, but I don't see nobody. I hesitate, debating if maybe I’d imagined it when I hear it again.

      "Help me."

      It’s real enough all right. It sure sounds like a young'un. I look ‘round, trying to see if anyone else is hearing this, but they’re all passing me by, not even giving the alley a second look.

      "Hey, did you hear that?" I say to a scruffy-bearded man as he passes, but he just growls at me and pushes me outta his way.

      "Jackass!" I yell at his retreating back, but he don't even bother to turn back. I take a step, but falter. The alley is dark and just reeks of trouble. Probably shouldn't go in there. Maybe it really is all in my head. Wouldn’t be the first time. But then that little cry comes again, and my feet start down the lane on their own before my mind’s even made up. I cain't ignore it anymore.

      About halfway in, I stop. I can see a shape huddled on the ground, underneath a rotting, half crumbled stairway. This ain't a wise decision, the little voice in my head nags at me, but another whimper overrides the voice. Closer now I can see that it’s a small person for sure, hunched over with its head on its knees.

      "Hey," I say in a quiet voice as I approach, not wanting to startle him or her. "You okay?"

      There ain't no answer. I reach out and touch the bony shoulder. Suddenly the kid’s head pops up, and his hand grabs my wrist with alarming strength. I gasp, immediately realizing my mistake. It ain't no poor, innocent child at all but a young man, his pockmarked face twisted with a leering grin. I try to jerk my hand back, to get away, but his strength belies his scrawny frame, and he just keeps grinning at me.

      "Well, well, and what did you entice into our alley this time, Nud?"

      The voice comes from behind me and panic sets in. Being stuck between two unknowns in a dark alley is not good. Are they Army? I try again to yank away, but the skinny runt holding my wrist scrambles nimbly to his feet, almost pulling down on top of him with his effort.

      "Let. Go. Of. Me," I demand, yanking hard on my wrist.

      "And look at this. She brought us supper." I can feel the wildfowl being pulled outta my other hand, but I kinda think that’s the least of my worries at the moment. The owner of the voice walks into view, and I can see he’s much older than the runt with the iron grip on my arm and bigger. He’s dressed in rags with a long, scraggly beard hanging nearly to his chest. The parts of his face not covered in hair are crusted with dirt, and the stench that’s wafting offa him overpowers the rotting garbage of the alley. He certainly ain't Army like I’d first thought. My panic lessens some as I realize I ain't being captured. I’m just being robbed.

      "Let me go," I say again, glaring with all the fierceness I can muster at the dirty thief in front of me. "I ain't got nuthin' you want."

      He raises one eyebrow in surprise.

      "Well, I don't know about that. You have these delicious-looking, fat birds in your possession. And you have this." He bends over and snatches my knife outta my boot before I even realize what he’s up to. He’s quick, I’ll give him that. He studies the blade, turning it over in his hands before his eyes come back to rest on my face.

      "This is a beauty. Tell me where a young thing like you got such a nice knife?" He don't give me a chance to answer before those beady eyes leave my face and travel slowly down my body with a look that makes every inch of my skin crawl. "And you’d be surprised at what else I want from you, little girl."

      The runt holding me laughs then, a twisted sound that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end and leaves me no doubt as to what he means. Enough of this shite. I open my mouth intending to scream for help, but a hard punch to my gut leaves me gasping for breath instead. I hunch over in pain. That little shitehead just punched me! Furious now, I wait for my Chi to rise and overtake me. Serves 'em right when it does and I make mincemeat out of 'em. So I wait for my blood to be set aflame and for the buzzing to fill my head, but it don't happen. There ain't no surge of power like I’m expecting. What the hell?

      "In here, Nud." The older one is standing by a door I ain't notice before, motioning with my knife and whispering in excitement. The runt gives a tug, pulling me off balance and starts dragging me towards the entryway. Fear festers in my innards, tying 'em in a knot. I know I sure as hell don't wanna be inside there with these two crazy bastards. Where the hell is my Chi?

      The knot in my gut tightens the closer I get to that doorway. I know if they manage to get me in there, something real bad is gonna happen. I dig in my heels, still waiting for that familiar heat. Nuthin'. Panicking now, I frantically try to disengage my arm from the young man's grip, but he ain't letting me go. I have to do something and quick.

      Suddenly, Mack's voice fills my head. His weeks of yelling at me start to make sense. I dig in my heels and yank hard, spinning the runt around with this change in balance.

      "Oh, hell no," I snarl as my free hand shoots out instinctively, and my fist rams into the runt's throat. Immediately, he drops my arm and begins choking and gasping for air. I take advantage of his inability to breathe and kick my boot hard into the side of his knee, causing his leg to buckle and him to drop to the ground. Once he’s down, I deliver a bruising kick to his face, and he flies back with the force of the blow.

      With him down for the moment, I whirl on the bigger one. If he’s shocked at all by seeing his partner struggling for breath, he quickly recovers and his eyes dart back to me, bulging with rage. He holds up the knife he’d taken from me earlier, threatening me. He moves at me sideways, looking to slice me open.

      "Don't matter if you fight back, girl. Dead or alive, you'll still serve us your purpose."

      He slashes at my belly then, and I twist back just in time as the knife misses me by a hair and slices at nuthin' but empty air.

      Having missed his intended target, his momentum throws him off balance and he stumbles forward. I don't hesitate. My foot comes up hard, aiming for the vulnerable spot between his legs. Realizing my intent, he swerves at the last second, causing my foot to connect with his thigh instead, and he catches my leg in a death grip.

      He twists my leg hard, and I start to fall, but the runt has recovered somewhat and grabs both my arms, pinning them behind my back. I can hear his raspy breaths behind me, and I know he’s gonna have trouble talking for at least a few days. I struggle against him, but for such a skinny piece of shite, he has a strong grip.

      The older one drops my leg now, breathing heavy with exertion. Hate radiates offa him in waves. Before I can brace myself for his attack, he backhands me hard across the face with his hairy knuckle. I swear I actually hear my teeth clatter as my head snaps back from the blow. I shake my rattled noggin, trying to clear away the stars and the unwitting tears. I try to focus on the ugly face in front of me. I need to see what he’s about to do. He looms over me, so near I can smell his sour breath and it makes me gag. He holds the knife dangerously close to my chest, his eyes filled with burning anger.

      "You little bitch. You’re going to pay for that."

      "Hey! Let her go!"

      The yell from the mouth of the alley draws Stinky's attention, and that moment is all I need. I don't miss this time as my boot delivers a punishing blow to his private bits. A stupefied expression of agony replaces the hateful sneer on his face as he drops the knife and falls to his knees with a loud moan.

      No time for hesitation, I bring my boot down with a crushing force on the runt's instep. He cries out in pain and releases my arms. I whirl around, not giving him time to recover, and bring my open-palmed hand up hard into his nose. I hear the sickening crunch of broken bone and his screams as crimson liquid spurts out. He staggers for a couple of steps and then crashes to the ground in a crumpled heap, his hands covering his smashed face. The bigger one is still on the ground, curled up with his knees almost to his chest. I lunge at him, my boot kicking him again and again in the stomach, the leg, the arm, any place I can. I'm screaming at him now, but I cain't help it. I'm so furious. He’d tried to kill me.

      I kick him in the ribs, and he screams as I hear 'em crack with the contact.

      "That's for hittin' me!"

      Another kick to the ribs.

      "That's for tryin' to gut me with my own knife!"

      I pull my leg back for another kick.

      "Tara. Stop."

      One of my arms is caught in a tight grip as I swing wildly with the other fist, but I don't get a chance to make contact. My fist is grabbed in mid-air before the punch can land, and I stare furiously into a set of sky blue eyes. Eyes that I know so well. Confusion sets in, stilling my attack.

      "Jax?" I say stupidly. How can Jax be here when he’s in Gray Valley?

      "Aye, it's me. Now, let's get the hell out of here before the Army shows up. The screams are sure to have attracted attention."

      Still in total shock at what had just gone down, I mutely let him start to lead me away. But then I remember my knife. Vi, Jax’s ma, had given me that knife. I ain't leaving without it. Against Jax's cussin' objections, I pull away and head back, grabbing the wildfowl laying on the ground and my knife, ignoring the two moaning bodies lying there. But suddenly my anger rears again, and I give Stinky another swift kick as I pass.

      "And that's for callin' me bitch … bitch!"

      I follow Jax out of the alleyway, not bothering to look back. They ain't in no condition to follow after us.

      Too bad the same cain't be said about the Army. As soon as we exit outta the alley, we spot five or six of the brown-robed soldiers making their way through the massive crowd. It’s the same bunch that had been doing the flesh trading earlier. Jax is right. Even in a place as corrupt as Littlepass, the thieves' screams still garnered their attention. I know the moment they see us coming outta the alley 'cause the shouts of "Halt!" pierce the air.

      We do just the opposite. Jax grabs my hand and grunts, "Run," in my ear, and we do just that. I hang on to him for dear life as he bowls over the people in our way. For once, I’m grateful for the massive sea of bodies in the market slowing down our pursuers.

      Trying in vain to lose ourselves in the crowd, we take advantage of a break in the flow and change direction, veering up a side street. An old man, arms laden down with a basket full of oranges, unfortunately turns outta the street at the same time. Jax swerves at the last minute narrowly missing him, but I ain't so lucky. My shoulder rams the basket and he loses his grip on it, the oranges flying out everywhere. We don't stop running or even look back, but I'm pretty sure from the cussin' hurled at us, my children and their children are now destined to be cross-eyed and pox-ridden. Great. Just what I need; another curse.

      We run blindly through the narrow alley, my heart beating outta my chest as I pray in my head it ain’t a dead end. Thankfully, we stumble out onto another crowded square. We circle ‘round the maze of stalls, no clear destination in mind, just desperate to get away from the pounding footsteps echoing behind us.

      Another shout of, "Stop! In the name of the Prezedant," reaches my ears, but it only makes me run faster. Fat chance of that happening, I think.

      I quickly lose track of where we are. I’ve no idea. The streets are all starting to look the same. The sweat rolling down into my eyes is making it kinda hard to see and the stitch in my side hard to breathe, but still we don't slow down.

      Suddenly Jax yells over his shoulder, "In here," an instant before my arm is almost yanked outta joint, and I’m dragged into a crevice between two buildings. It's so damn narrow we have to shuffle through sideways. The alley angles at the back of the building and leads us to a set of stone steps heading down to lower ground. Not quite sure where this is gonna take us, but it ain't like we got much choice. Taking the steep stairs two at a time, we end up on a narrow platform underneath a crumbling stone bridge. Taking care not to fall into the brown, sluggish excuse of a river, we press ourselves into the moss-covered wall, hidden from anyone passing by overhead.

      Our panting echoes back at us in the small confines of our refuge. I bend over, trying to catch my breath and listening intently for any sign of our pursuers. We don't hear any tell-tale footsteps or shouts. It don't sound like anyone is following us anymore. We lost 'em.

      "You're bleeding," Jax whispers, and I finally look up into the face I thought I’d never see again.

      Like me he’s sweating from our run, the rivulets mixing with the layers of dust, causing brown streaks of dirt to blend with the stubble covering his lower jaw. He’s dirty, sweaty, and looks like he ain't slept in days. To me, he never looked so good. I find myself itching to reach out and touch his face and wipe the dirt away, but I clench my hands tight at my side and flinch as he gently tries to wipe the blood from my lip. The touch shoots a spark through my lip, and I jolt upright.

      "I'm fine," I say, my words sharp as I knock his hand away. "It's nuthin'. I'll heal quick enough. What the hell are you doin' here?"

      He responds to my harsh question with a halfhearted grin. "Nice to see you too, freak."

      "Seriously, Jax," I say, baffled by everything that had just happened. "Where did you come from? I thought you went back to Gray Valley weeks ago."

      "I did," he says simply. "And now I'm back. Just in time to find you beating the shite out of two thieves like some warrior princess and get chased by the Army. I'd almost forgotten how there’s never a dull moment around you."

      Just in time to find me? Had he been following me? And did he really just call me a warrior princess? What the hell is that supposed to mean?

      "How did you find me?"

      "We just missed you at Sanctuary. The guard there told me you'd be at the flesh trade in the market. I caught sight of you at the butcher's stall, but then I lost you in the crowd. Not until I heard the screams did I track you down to that alley. I'm sorry I didn't get there sooner," he says, the anger on his face directed at himself. His obvious concern for my safety reflects in his blue eyes as they stare into mine, and it sends warmth flooding over me.

      Tearing his eyes away, he runs his hands over his face, wiping away the sweat. "Look, I know you must have a hundred questions, and I know I'm probably the last person you want to see right now … but something’s happened."

      My heart jumps into my throat. What now?

      My fear must be evident since he rushes to reassure me. "No, not to any of your kin but—"

      A loud thumping on the bridge above our heads silences what else he’s about to say as he pushes me back against the wall. We don’t move, not even to breathe, but whatever caused the ruckus passes on without incident and I draw in air.

      "Tell me," I whisper once I know we’re alone again, but he shakes his head.

      "We need to get back to Sanctuary. It's not safe out here. I'll explain everything there."

      I know he’s right. We have to get offa the street. The Army won't give up the chase that easy. So I follow him again, not pestering him with a word, although there are a thousand thoughts runnin’ through my head right now. But the one that screams the loudest? Jax is back.
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      Flip meets us at the gate, the relief in his eyes evident at our appearance.

      "Good, you found her all right then. The others are waiting for you inside."

      What others? Who’s here? What’s going on? There ain't no time to ask any questions as Flip hurries us both inside and closes the gates behind us with a resonating clang. It spooks me something fierce. I ain't ever seen the gates locked since I'd been here, and the sound reminds me of some death toll. Even though the day is still very warm, I cain’t help the cold shiver that passes over me causing my skin to pebble. I have a sinking feeling that what I’m about to find out is not going to be good news.

      We don't see anyone as we enter; the white hallway is completely empty. But I know that if something big is going on, they would gather in the book room or library as Lily called it. I’m right. We find a whole crowd of people waiting for us in there. Lily, Mack, Zoe, Riven, them I expected. But I’m thrown for a loop to see the two crazies from the dead city there as well. What are their names again? Talbert and Beanie. That's it. What the hell are they doing here? And is Orakel here too? I scan the room, but there ain't no sign of the withered old woman.

      "Mistress!" Talbert flies across the room at my entrance and falls at my feet like he ain't had a drop of water in weeks and I’m a full waterskin. Embarrassed to have everyone witness this, I nudge him with my boot.

      "Get up, you idiot," I hiss at him, but he just does as I ask, bowing to me like my every word is his command. It makes it even worse when Beanie joins him and plants a big, wet kiss on my hand. It takes all my will power not to gag and wipe the back of my hand against my thigh. Instead, I choose to ignore their adoration and zone in on Lily.

      "What's wrong?" I direct her way. Her usually placid face is a mask of concern. "What's happened?"

      It's Talbert who answers me. "They found us, Mistress, the Army. They found us. Most everybody is … gone …," he trails off as big, fat tears start splattering down his boil-encrusted face, and I immediately feel ashamed for calling him an idiot earlier.

      "Orakel?" I question quietly, but he just shakes his head at me and keeps blubbering.

      Beanie picks up the story since Talbert can no longer talk, his eyes glistening with his unshed tears. "She told us to find you before … before they got to her. Find you and let you know that they know the truth."

      "The truth 'bout what?" It comes out as a whisper 'cause I honestly don't know if I want to hear the answer.

      "We followed 'em, the Army. They came through the city." Talbert wipes the tears from his face, sobs breaking his voice as he speaks again. "First, we let 'em be. We didn't want to draw attention to ourselves, see. But then we 'ears 'em speak 'bout you Mistress, so we listened in. They wuz talkin' bout 'ow they wuz followin' you to this safe 'ouse an 'ow they wuz gonna capture you an get the big reward from the Prezedant. We thought it wuz really you they wuz gonna capture, so we followed 'em. We couldn't 'ave anything 'appen to you, now could we? We followed 'em to the safe 'ouse an watched … watched 'em kill everybody there when they didn't find ya like they wuz expectin'. Then, we 'igh tailed it back. We needed to let Orakel know. But they pulled a switch-a-roo, they did, an followed us instead. They found us. We didn't know they wuz followin' us … an we lead 'em right to …"

      He shakes his head, not able to tell me anymore, but he don't have to say nuthin' else. I know firsthand what they did to the people they found.

      Beanie lays a comforting hand on Talbert's heaving shoulder, causing his wails of grief to pierce the air.

      "Orakel made us take the young'uns and run through the back tunnels. The others stayed behind and held off the Army while we got 'em out." Beanie does the talking again. "She said we had to keep 'em safe and to get to you. You had to know that they wuz comin’ back to Littlepass to search for ya. That they knew you wuz still here in the city. But we knew we wouldn't be able to sneak intoLittlepass, not with all the young'uns, so we went to find him." He points at Jax. "We knew he wuz gone back to his village. We seen him passin’ through weeks ago. So we found him, and he bought us passage into town so we could warn you, Mistress."

      My eyes find Jax, silently questioning if what they’re saying is true. He just nods at me.

      "We left the children in Gray Valley with Ma and rode day and night to get here. You have to leave, Tara. Sanctuary’s not safe for you anymore."

      "I'm afraid Jax is right." Lily's face is tight with concern and grief, and I reckon I know why.

      If these two are to be believed, then her people had been killed along with the occupants of the iron bones. The young girl and boys pretending to be us to lead the Army off our trail, all snuffed out just 'cause of their connection with me. Orakel and most of the others in her care also dead 'cause of meeting me. I’m like some magnet to this evil, drawing it in, tainting everyone I come in contact with. Jax's words at our first meeting echo in my head. "Carrier of death," he had called me. It’s true. I close my eyes, lost in my own grief and horror at everything I’ve just heard. But then another realization hits me and I open my eyes again, staring at Lily in panic.

      "If they know I’m still in Littlepass, then I have to get away from here as soon as possible. I cain't lead them here to you and Finn and everybody else. Shizen, I have to go now!"

      Lily grabs my arm, stopping my frantic rush for the door.

      "Tara, calm down. If my people had talked, the Army would have been here by now. They would have found us already. No, they took our secret to their graves. The Army may now know you’re still in the city, but they don't know where yet. If I know them, they’ll carry out a quiet, low-key search. They won't want to tip you off and spook you away. It’s only a matter of time before they find us; however, so I’m afraid Jax is right. You have to leave Sanctuary. While Jax was out searching for you, we were making arrangements for Mack to take you to his home in Skytown. They’ll never suspect you to be right under the Prezedant's nose and in the home of one of his elite. It will be the perfect hiding spot."

      "No," I say, shaking my head adamantly. "I cain't put anybody else in danger. I have to get away from all of you. I cain't have any more blood on my hands."

      "And go where?" Mack says harshly, stepping in front of me and peering at me with that one beady eye. I almost back up from the intensity of that stare. "There’s no place to run where he won't find you. Your Grada and Orakel have proven that. Come with me. Learn how to deal with this once and for all. End it, Tara."

      I open my mouth to protest. I want to scream at Mack that I don’t know how. I want to scream it at all of 'em. But then I look around at the faces staring back at me. Some are marked with pity, some marked with grief, but all of them are marked with something else. Hope. I see hope in their eyes as they look at me, like maybe I really could fix this. I shut my mouth with a snap. There ain't nuthin' I can say that will convince 'em otherwise. I know that. Oh gods, I think. What have I gotten myself into? I don't want or need this much trust, but I just nod my consent at Lily. She’s right. Skytown is the perfect hiding spot, and at least I will be that much closer to Ben.

      "Fine. Let's move then," I say, keeping all of my doubts and fears hidden inside. From the looks I’d just witnessed, I reckon they would fall on deaf ears anyways. "Jax, I'm askin' you to step up with Finn again. I need him taken to Gray Valley and kept safe. Can you please do that for me this time?"

      "No can do," he says, and I narrow my eyes at him.

      "Why not?" I say, and he shrugs at me.

      "Now, why you asking such a stupid question? I promised to look out for you and help you find Ben. I'm not leaving again no matter what blame you lay on me this time."

      In all my years, I ain't ever met a man as stubborn as this mule turd in front of me. Anybody in their right mind would run from the danger and death that surrounds me like a black cloud, but what does he wanna do? Stay by my side. And for the life of me, I cain't figure out why. When I first met him, he could barely look at me without contempt, and now he wants to protect me. Why had he changed his mind about me? I open my mouth to argue more, but Talbert steps in front of me, blocking my view. His face is still swollen from his crying, but the earlier grief is gone now, replaced by a look of determination. It shocks me into silence. He bows his head to me in complete respect.

      "Beggin' permission to go with ya as well, Mistress. With Orakel gone, my life is now yours."

      As crazy as I know Talbert to be, his words scare me to death. I know he means every word of what he's saying, and I sure as hell don't want any of 'em swearing any allegiance to me.

      "No, it ain't," I snarl at him. "Your life is your own. It don't belong to me or nobody else. Don't ever say that to me again."

      His wounded expression at my harshness makes me feel guilt, but I don't apologize. I mean what I say.

      "But I don't unnerstand. Ya don't want our 'elp?" he says.

      "No. I mean yes, I appreciate that you wanna help, but I cain't … I don't wanna be responsible for anybody else gettin' hurt. And y'all are too dang stubborn to see that." I don't mean to be yelling at 'em all. I'm just so frustrated at their blind faith. I just don't get it.

      "We have to go with ya, Mistress." Beanie's words sound so serene and calm in the face of all my yelling that it's hard to believe that outta the two of us, I’m supposedly the saner one. "Orakel said we have to play our part. It is foretold."

      He sounds so sure that I almost believe him. Maybe it is our destiny to cross paths again. But then that small twinge of laughter comes bubbling to the surface, and even though he tries to hide it behind his hand, it sneaks out. Yup, just as crazy as I remember.

      "Enough talk," Lily says briskly. "With every moment we waste, the Army gets closer. Tara, go pack your things. You will be leaving as soon as we get the wagons ready to go. The Army may be looking for you, but at least we have the advantage of them not knowing we’re aware of their search. It may be our only chance of making it out of the city undetected."

      "Finn and Cat?" I say, and she nods her head.

      "They will be accompanying you on your journey. Sanctuary is far too dangerous for anyone to stay right now. Mack will take good care of you all."

      "But if they're looking for us, how will we get past the guards at the gate?" I say.

      "Ah, that's where Riven comes in." Mack points to the big, burly man I remember from the night of Ben's attempted rescue. Riven winks at me as he absently rubs at his face of whiskers. "He has a very prosperous fleet of caravans that transport goods to Skytown all under the orders of the Prezedant himself. Sometimes, he helps us transport 'goods' the Prezedant is unaware of. He has proven very useful in the past."

      I don't know how I feel being referred to as "goods," but as long as their plan works, I ain't going to argue the small stuff.

      "We all know what has to be done," Lily says, waving her scarred hands at us. "Let's move."

      "Lily," I try to catch her attention before she leaves the room with the rest of 'em. I want to talk with her alone. She stops and looks at me with weary eyes, and I realize this is the first time I’ve seen her look defeated. That’s the only word I can think of.

      "Tara, can this not wait? We don't have time—" she starts to say, but I cut her off.

      "Then we gotta make time," I snap, my patience wearing thin. "Are you sure this is the right thing to do? Going to Skytown? Seems like wherever I go, I place people in danger. Maybe my best bet is to get away from y'all and wait 'til the search dies down."

      The ghost of a smile flits across her face and I ain't positive, but I think I see tears fill her eyes before she averts them to look down at her clasped hands.

      "I’m not sure of anything anymore, child. But this much I do know. The Prezedant will never stop looking for any New Blood, especially not one as powerful as you. You can run all you want, but someday he will find you and kill you. And it won't matter how much distance you’ve put between yourself and those you care for, he will destroy anyone who stands in his way. If we don't fight against him now, then all the deaths that have already happened will have been for naught."

      Her words don't surprise me. I knew she wouldn't see it my way, but I have to let her know.

      "But something happened today, Lily, that makes me think I ain't strong at all. That I ain't the New Blood y'all hope I am. When I was at the market, I was tricked by these thieves and, well, my Chi … it wasn't there. It failed me. How can I fight for any of you—how can I keep Finn safe—when I cain't even protect myself?"

      She stares at me in silence and I think my words have gotten through to her, but then she speaks.

      "Tara, do you know how your mother died?"

      Her words stop me cold in my tracks, anything else I’m about to say forgotten. She’s going to tell me that now? After all my persistence and nagging, she feels that now is the time to give me that little tidbit of information? Not waiting for my answer, she just continues on.

      "We were so close to defeating the Prezedant. All of our planning and our hard work—all of our sacrifices—it was going to be worth it. We were finally going to end his reign of terror. The bloodshed and death would be stopped." Her voice drops almost to a whisper, and even though she continues talking, I don't think it’s to me anymore.

      "She could have ended it. Rease, I mean. She could have ended it right then and there. She had beaten him. As strong as he was, she had proven herself stronger. All she had to do was drive that blade through his foul heart. But she faltered … she hesitated. She showed weakness. And do you know what that weakness was?"

      I feel rooted to the spot, and I wanna yell at her, "No! I don't wanna know," but I’m helpless to stop her admission.

      "It was you. Given the choice between taking his life or saving yours, she chose you." There’s no blame in her voice, no accusation, yet her words cut me through to my core like she’s just told me I’d killed my ma with my own hands. Her voice catches then, and I think she may cry. But when she raises her eyes back to me, they’re as cold as ice.

      "He, on the other hand, showed no such weakness. He saw his opportunity, and he took it. They say it took her days to die. Days of her being strung up like an animal at slaughter while he drained her of her blood, her power. Days of torture and suffering because she showed weakness. You cannot afford that, Tara. You cannot afford doubt or weakness or uncertainty."

      Her fingers bite painfully into my arm, but I don't cry out. Her words have numbed me completely.

      "You are a true New Blood in every sense of the word, and you must believe that. When the time comes, you must act with decisiveness and trust in your power. No one is more important than your purpose, and that includes me or Finn or Ben. Do you understand?"

      I understand with cold clarity. She’s telling me that not even those I love should stand in the way of what she thinks I’m capable of. How can she even think that?

      "Lily!" The yell from the hallway interrupts anything else she’s about to say, and her eyes flit to Mack as he barrels into the room. His face is a mask of despair and I know something dire has happened, yet I’m glad for his presence because Lily's words are scaring me something fierce.

      "What is it, Mack?" she questions. He looks at her with true sadness, hesitant to impart the news. He swallows hard before running a hand over his chin.

      "Flip just received word that the Army captured Critch this afternoon."

      "And?" she says.

      "He’s dead," he answers bluntly.

      Her slight intake of breath is the only reaction to this bit of news. I ain't got no idea who they're talking about, all I know is it’s just more death.

      "They know more than we suspect," she says in a quiet voice. "Are the caravans ready? We have to get Tara out of here and now. If they found Critch—"

      "We’re ready to move out as soon as possible. The boy and the cat are already in place. We’re just waiting on the girl." Mack nods at me.

      Lily whirls on me. "Tara, go with Mack."

      "But I ain't gathered my things yet—"

      She cuts me off. "No time. You must go now."

      I stare into her face. "You're comin' too, right?" As much as what she told me scared me shiteless, I still need to hear more.

      She shakes her head at me. "I must stay here and keep things as normal-looking as possible, keep them from being suspicious of the caravans."

      "But—"

      "Go, Tara."

      I don't wanna leave her. It took me so long to find her, my last remaining link to Grada, to my ma. As if she can read my mind, she smiles at me and touches her hand to my cheek, causing the familiar tingle of our New Blood connection.

      "Trust me, child; this is not the end. You will see me again. Without proof of you being here, they have no reason to harm me."

      I grab her hand tight. "You bein' truthful? You ain't lyin'?"

      She gives me a slight nod and squeezes my hand back.

      "Thank you for everything," I whisper to her.

      "You have to leave now," she murmurs and without another word or even a look back, I follow Mack out of the book room. I know in my heart that Lily would sooner die then give me up to the Army, but I refuse to even think about what that could mean.

      We hurry through the white hall, towards our stone training room. With every couple of steps I glance over my shoulder, expecting at any moment for the hall to be overrun with Army. But we make it to the stone room unimpeded. The hay and stink that usually fills the room is now accompanied by two huge, wooden caravans; the words "Riven's Runners" painted in bold, red letters on the side. I scan the room looking for any sign of Finn and Cat, but fear clogs my throat when all I see are the brown robes of the Army standing between the wagons. Shizen. They’d already found us. I turn to bolt, but Mack grabs my shoulder.

      "Easy, girl. They’re just some of Riven's men dressed as Army. We find no one questions us when we’re being accompanied by the Army, real or not."

      I release my pent-up breath and take a couple of calming gulps of air.

      "Where are Finn and Cat?" I manage to croak.

      Mack points to the wagon on the left. I peer through the open doors, but all I see are barrels and baskets of goods piled to the top of the wagon.

      "Behind all those supplies is a false wall with just enough room to smuggle a few people or one boy and a gigantic cat. It was no easy feat getting that beast to succumb and get in there. But the boy talked her into it. I swear on all that is holy I’ve never seen an animal listen to a human like that. It's almost as if she understands the boy."

      I kinda give a weak smile at that. Trust Cat to put up a fight, but if Finn had asked her to do it, well, she’d follow that boy to the ends of the Earth. They shared a bond that even I cain't understand.

      Mack motions to the other wagon. It's not as full as the one holding Finn and Cat, and I realize most of the supplies are still waiting to be loaded. I guess I had to go in first.

      Mack hoists himself into the wagon and then gives me a hand, pulling me up to join him. Making our way to the rear, I watch as he runs a hand down the crease between the wall and the back of the wagon. There’s a tiny click before the back pulls slightly away from the side, forming a gap. I look a little closer. There are hinges hidden in the knots and natural grain of the wood. Camouflaged if you didn’t know what you were looking for. Very clever.

      Mack steps aside, motioning for me to enter the crawl space. Expecting it to be dark and dank, I'm surprised to see light filtering in through little holes cut at the top of the wagon. They are unnoticeable from the outside since they sit just below the roof's overhang. I heave a sigh of relief. If I’m to be stuck in this crawl space, at least I’d have light and air. It's only about half an armspan wide, but it's the length of the wagon itself, so I can sit with my back against the side of the wagon and at least stretch out my legs. And I'm real glad to see someone has thrown a couple of blankets on the floor as padding for me to sit on. I squish 'em against the wall and settle down as Mack gives me a little nod.

      "Okay then, stay quiet, and don’t come out unless I come to get you no matter what you may hear, understand?"

      "Aye," I say.

      He pulls his head out, and I wait for the fake door to close, but then another body squeezes through the opening. All of a sudden, it feels like the crawl space shrinks in size as Jax fills the compartment.

      "Hell, no," I say instantly, shaking my head. I ain't being cooped up in here with him.

      "No choice, mutie," he says as he looks around for a bit then decides the most comfortable spot for him to sit would be directly on the blankets beside me. I’m crushed into the wall as he falls next to me, our shoulders and arms squeezed together. I try to stand, but I’m stuck like a hog on a spit between Jax and the wall.

      Mack," I yell. "Mack, switch me and Finn. I’ll travel with Cat. Mack."

      The only response to my plea is the slight click of the fake wall as it closes shut. Shizen. What have I done to the gods to deserve this?

      "Mack," I yell again but to no avail.

      "May as well stop your belly aching, Tara. Mack’s not going to take the time to unload Finn's wagon just so you two can switch places," he says.

      I glare at him the best I can, but our noses are only inches apart, so I don't think he quite appreciates my frosty stare.

      "You did this on purpose," I say. "You could have gotten in the wagon with Finn, but you planned on being in mine."

      He raises an eyebrow at me.

      "Actually, I did consider traveling with Finn at first, but then I realized to keep Cat calm and quiet, they couldn't put anyone but Finn with her. Still, it's good to know you think yourself so irresistible that I would 'plan' to be stuck in a tiny crawlspace with someone who …," he wrinkles his nose up at me, "I don't think has seen a bath in quite a while."

      I can feel heat flooding my cheeks as I remember the shower I had forgone earlier so I could go to town instead. Jax is right; I’m ripe. But serves him right to be stuck in here with my smell. I flap my armpit at him trying to enhance my stench, but he just laughs and bumps me into the wall.

      "May as well get comfortable, freak. It's gonna be a long ride."
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        * * *

      

      Not as long as we thought. We’ve barely gone four leagues before we’re unexpectedly stopped and from the shouting I overhear, I reckon it’s guards. We must be at the city gates. My earlier irritation forgotten, I stare nervously at Jax. I thought Mack said the pretend Army riding with us would guarantee safe passage?

      The guards are yelling at Mack and Riven, inquiring as to the nature of their business. Riven's deep growl answers back, but I cain't quite make out what he says. I do hear the order to open the wagon doors though, and my gut clenches tight. Terrified to make the slightest movement, we listen as the guard rummages through the back of the wagon. Sweat beads my upper lip and trickles down my back as the footsteps shuffle closer to our hiding spot. Nuthin' but a thin sheet of wood separating us from certain capture. I cain't help the images popping into my head of the fake door opening and the soldier finding us cowering here. Stop it! I scold myself, but it don't seem to work. The images stay in my head like some bad night terror.

      After what seems like an eternity of baskets being tossed about and faint cussin', we hear, "All clear. It's just like they said, more supplies meant for those spoiled cruds in Skytown."

      "Move along!" I nearly jump from my skin as the yell bellows right at our heads, and a fist bangs the wagon wall, giving us permission to move. Jax holds a finger to his lips in warning. I know the message he’s sending. Don’t make a sound. I can only hope Finn and Cat know to do the same.

      The wagon starts moving again. The intense wobbling causes my stomach to flip flop before we finally seem to level out and move into the flat plains of the outerlands beyond the gate. I exhale the air trapped in my chest. We did it. We made it through.

      "Can I have my hand back now before you crush it?" Jax's words are whispered so close to my ear his breath stirs my hair. I look down, shocked to find his hand wrapped in mine. I’m holding it so tightly his fingers are actually turning purple. When had I done that? I don't remember grabbing his hand. I drop it like it is a red-hot ember and fold both my own hands in my lap so as not to touch any part of him, my cheeks flushing from our contact.

      "Sorry," I mutter.

      I can feel his body shake with his quiet laughter as he flexes his hand. "It's okay. Glad to be of assistance. I didn't really need that hand anyways … other than for feeding myself. And dressing myself. Shooting. Hunting. Harvesting maybe. Useless stuff really."

      I choose not to respond to his sarcasm, and we continue on in silence, the only sound the creaking of the wagon as it moves over the broken trail. My heartbeat slows to normal and the fear in my gut fades as we don't meet any more obstacles. I finally relax my head back against the wall. Shizen, it’s so hot in here. Wiping the sweat offa my face with my sleeve, I try to fan myself with my hand. What I wouldn't give to feel just a little breeze right now.

      "How long you think they’re goin' to make us ride back here?" I say, the heat getting the better of me. "Not all the way, surely?"

      "Long enough to make sure we’re well away from prying eyes," he says.

      I glance sideways at him. He ain't sweating at all, the heat not bothering him in the least. It adds to my irritation. "How come you let Talbert and Beanie leave their young'uns in Gray Valley? When me and Finn and Tater were there, you couldn't wait to get rid of us you was so scared we were gonna draw the Army, yet you're helpin' them?"

      He gives a little sigh. "I should have ridden with Finn," he mutters to himself before he turns his head to look at me. "It was Ma's choice, not mine. As you well know, she is a very mule-headed woman. Most stubborn woman I ever met … until now." I narrow my eyes at the insult. "She took one look at those bedraggled children and insisted they go no further. They were still in shock and dehydrated and in no condition to go anyplace else. I'm surprised they even survived the trip to us."

      Immediately, I regret asking him to explain his reasons for helping. Sometimes I could be a real, unfeeling jackass.

      "How many of 'em survived the attack?" I ask and it comes out as a whisper.

      "Including Beanie and Talbert? Fourteen," he says.

      Fourteen. Shizen, there had to have been well over fifty or sixty of 'em living there and only fourteen survived. His words make my heart feel like there’s some kinda binding around it, drawing tight and squeezing the life outta it.

      "Your ma is a good woman," I say. "Those young'uns are in good hands. The girl who collected our bowls that night, the marked one, was she one of the survivors?"

      Jax nods at my question, and it makes me feel just a tiny bit better knowing that she, at least, had made it out alive.

      "When I left home, Ma and Sky were taking good care of them all. No need to worry 'bout them."

      I swallow the lump in my throat, and look away from him back down at my folded hands.

      "Good," I say. We fall quiet for a bit more while I ponder what he’s told me. Finally, I sneak another sideways glance at him. "Sky musta been real upset at you leavin' again since you only just got back and all …," I trail off, wondering if he’ll answer the unspoken question that’s been gnawing at me these past few weeks.

      "If she was, she didn't say as much. She knows our wedded day will come eventually. She don't harp about it. She's real good like that," he says.

      The little twinge of relief I feel at knowing they ain't wedded yet is followed by immediate guilt. I just found out only fourteen innocent souls survived a massacre, and here I am feeling relief that Jax ain't wedded. I truly am an evil soul.

      "Well, thank you for comin' to warn us. If you hadn't come …," I stop talking, not wanting to say out loud what woulda happened to everyone involved if I’d been found at Sanctuary.

      "You should thank Talbert and Beanie for that. They were determined to get to you with the warning, to keep you safe. I've never seen anyone believe in your ability to stop the Prezedant as much as those two. I truly believe they would just lie down and die if you asked them to."

      I know he's only half teasing, but it don't sit well with me. I cain't stand the thought of anyone having that much faith in me. I don't deserve it. If only they knew the fear and cowardice that lives in my heart. The desire to just run away from it all. Nobody should risk their lives for someone as yellow-bellied as me.

      "I wish y'all would stop treatin' me like I'm some kinda savior," I say, irritated again. "Don't know why any of you think I can make a difference to anything. There's only one reason I'm involved in any of this shite, and that's just to find my kin."

      Instead of being pissed at my words like I reckoned he would be, Jax just busts out laughing. What the hell is so funny?

      "You are a piece of work, you know that? In one breath, you're showing your grief and concern over a bunch of people you hardly even know, and the next you're pretending you don't give a damn about anybody but your kin. Cold-hearted snake or mistress of the light? Decide for yourself who you truly are, Tara, 'cause the rest of us already know."

      I glare at him. "You think you know me?" I question softly.

      "Aye, not much to figure out really. You're pretty simple."

      I raise a brow and scowl, not quite sure if I should be angry at him. "Are you callin' me a simpleton?"

      He laughs softly. "No, I mean simple in the fact that there’s nothing deceitful about you, Tara. You’re honest, straightforward, even abrasive at times, but you’re basically good. It didn't take me long to see that about you as much as I didn't want to admit it." He pulls his knees up and rests his forearms on them, staring at me so intently with those light eyes that I forget to breathe. "The way you look out for Finn and Cat and Tater, hell, even me. Your determination to save Ben and the rest of your kin without a second thought to your own safety. The way Talbert and Beanie would follow you to the ends of the Earth and bow to your every command. It makes me believe Orakel may have been right. Whether you like it or not, Tara, you’ve become a symbol of hope to many."

      His words do nuthin' but add to my unease. And why is it so damn hot in here? I feel like I cain't catch a breath, like the very air itself is scorching my lungs. I feel the sweat dripping down my temple as Jax keeps staring at me like he’s expecting some sorta answer, so I say the very first thing that pops into my jumbled head.

      "I was glad you ain't wedded yet."

      "What?" The puzzlement in his voice matches his furrowed brow.

      "That was the only thought in my head … even after you told me 'bout the terrible massacre and the fourteen survivors and the poor young'uns, all I could think was how glad I am that you ain't wedded yet. That ain't something any good or noble person would think, Jax. I'm selfish and stubborn and … and a scared coward at heart. You don't know me at all."

      I watch as his puzzlement quickly turns to amusement.

      "You’re happy because I'm not wedded?"

      I stare at him in disbelief. "That's all you got outta that whole confession?"

      A huge grin splits his face, causing the blue eyes to sparkle brightly. "Why, Tara, if I didn't know any better, I’d say you actually like me."

      "I didn't say that," I say, mortified now at what I’ve let spill.

      "Yes, you did. Not in so many words, but that's what it means," he says.

      "No, it don't," I say, shaking my head at him.

      "Well, why else would you care if Sky and I are wedded yet?" he says.

      "Oh, geez, I dunno. Maybe it's 'cause I'm glad that the poor girl ain't stuck for a lifetime with a jackass like you," I say, his grin pissing me off. He’s such a cocky bastard.

      "Too late, I know how you really feel now," he says, grabbing a strand of white hair that has fallen outta my braid and twirling it around his finger. I knock his hand away, but it just causes him to laugh even harder. Ignoring his laughter and refusing to even look at him, I stare straight ahead at the other side of the wagon. The damage is done. I cain't take back what’s already said, but I sure as hell ain't giving him any more reason to taunt me, so I don't talk any more. Let him stew the rest of the way in uncomfortable silence 'cause I ain't saying another word to that mule turd.
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        * * *

      

      The lack of movement is what awakes me. I open my eyes and look around in confusion. I’d been dreaming. Dreaming about cattle hung in a line for bleeding out, only none of 'em had normal heads. Instead of cow heads, they all had human heads with long, black hair and white stripes. I was glad I hadn't seen a face, though, 'cause I have a sinking suspicion the face woulda been my own. I blink my eyes a couple more times and shake my head, trying to clear away the remnants of the lingering dream. I squish the pillow underneath my fingers. Why is my pillow so hard? I poke at it a bit more, and it starts moving up and down in laughter.

      "Stop tickling me," it says, and instantly I know it ain't no damn pillow I'm laying on.

      Horrified, I realize the rough cloth underneath my fingers is Jax's tunic. I'm lying against his chest. Pushing myself upright, I snarl at him, "Get offa me!"

      "Get off of you? Beg to differ, but you're the one sprawled all over me like some wet blanket. Well, actually, I'm the one who feels more like the wet blanket since you were snoring and drooling so much."

      He points to the wet spot on his tunic, and I can feel my flushed cheeks get even hotter. Instead of rising to his bait, I change the subject. No point in arguing what I can see to be true though he didn't have to be such a jackass and point it out to me.

      "Why have we stopped movin'? Is anything wrong? How long have I been asleep?"

      "A few hours at the most. And no, I don't think anything’s wrong. I heard Mack and Riven laughing earlier. I think we’ve just stopped to make camp. They should be letting us out soon."

      As if in response, I hear movement just outside the false door. Thank gods, I think. I cain't stand to be cooped up in here any longer. I wait with growing impatience as the goods get shifted around to let us out.

      Mack’s voice calls out, "All is well. Time to come out."

      Jax don't get the opportunity to move. As soon as the false wall opens, I crawl over him in my frantic attempt to be free. Ignoring his winded "omph" as my knee comes into contact with a tender spot, I literally fall out of the crawlspace at Mack's feet.

      "Up we go," Mack says gently, hoisting me to my feet.

      My whole body feels like it has seized up, and I shuffle my way stiffly out of the wagon, the wind a welcoming relief on my flushed face as soon as I step outside. Oh gods, that feels good.

      "Tara," Finn spots me as soon as his feet hit the ground, and his short legs fly the distance to my side. Cat follows him outta the wagon, but she hightails it in the opposite direction, straight to the low brush on the other side. Her intentions are quite obvious as she squats in the brush, oblivious to anyone's eyes watching. Kinda jealous really since I'm wishing I could do the same right now.

      "What's goin' on?" Finn's head swivels as he takes in the Army get ups surrounding us. "Are we being captured by the Army again? Nobody told me nuthin'. They just said there was danger and herded us into that wagon. I didn't know if you were okay, but I figured I could believe Mack, and is that Jax? What's Jax doin' here?"

      "I don't quite know," I sigh as I watch Jax jump down from the wagon and stretch, his toned body moving fluidly with cat-like grace, like he ain't just traveled for hours in a cramped position with me drooling all over his chest. He don't seem the least bit stiff like I am. It makes me hate him even more. He gives Finn a cheery wave and the boy waves back, all smiles. It irritates me to no end.

      "Ya be needin' water, Mistress?"

      One of Riven's fake soldiers approaches me with a water skin, but I don't need to see the face underneath the wrapper to know who it is. I'd recognize that voice anywhere.

      "I thought I told you already I don't want you followin' me," I say in annoyance as I yank the water skin from his hands and take a deep drink. Talbert merely shrugs as he pulls the wrapper away from his face and grins ghoulishly at Finn with his black lips. Finn's smile falters, and his gaze flickers uncertainly back and forth between me and Talbert. The look of confusion on his face would’ve been almost comical if I didn't know it was soon to be followed by a hundred more rapid-fire questions.

      "And I suppose Beanie’s here as well?"

      "Oh, aye," Talbert says and points with his chin to the soldier unhitching the horses from one of the wagons. "We's sworn brothers; one ain't never far from the other. An' now we's sworn protectors to you, Mistress."

      Great. Just what I need. An offer of protection from those two. Sighing loudly, I hand Finn the water skin, hoping to delay the inevitable questions from blubbering out. It don't work.

      "Why are they here, Tara? What’s goin' on? Why did we have to leave Sanctuary? Where are we goin'? Why are they dressed like the Army?"

      Finn's questions are making my head spin, and honestly, I just don't have to gumption to answer any of 'em right now. Thank gods I'm spared the ordeal as a shout from Beanie interrupts.

      "We got company," he yells, and I follow his pointing arm to the glow of the low setting sun. He's right, sure enough. There's a cloud of dust approaching from the west. Something is moving and coming straight for us.

      "Mistress, 'urry, git back in the wagon!" Talbert pushes the baskets of supplies aside, as I grab Finn by the scruff of the neck and toss him unceremoniously into the wagon.

      "Cat, hide," I yell at the beast as I quickly follow Finn. There ain't time to get her back into either wagon. She’s too far away, so I hope she heeds my warning.

      "Tara?" Finn tries to question me but I shush him with a finger to his lips and pull him behind a pile of baskets. A sliver of light pokes its way through some wooden slats on the wagon wall that have separated a bit and I kneel at the spot, peering through so I can watch what’s happening outside. I can see Mack and Riven. They’re standing casually, watching what appears to be two horses approach, but Mack's hand is hovering above the shooter hanging at his side. The setting sun provides too bright of a backdrop for me to pick out the features of the riders or even tell if it’s Army or not. Maybe they weren't fooled by us at all. Maybe they’ve been following us the whole time. My hand tightens around the knife in my boot. If it is Army, they ain't getting to me or Finn without a fight, not this time.

      The two horses draw closer, and my fear turns to puzzlement 'cause they appear riderless. Wait, one ain't even a horse. It's a mule looks like. Pulling a tow cart with a solitary, shadowy figure sitting in the driver’s seat. Since when does the Army travel solo?

      "Good evening, gentlemen," the driver calls out as he approaches, his hand raised in a gesture of friendliness. "So nice to finally catch up with you. Would you perchance have a little extra supper you'd be willing to share? Maybe even a bit of fine ale or whiskey hidden in that bountiful cargo you are transporting? It has been a very arduous and arid ride tracking you across this vast land, and I’m quite parched."

      Even though I cain't see the face, that annoying way of talk could only belong to one person and my unease melts away.

      "Tara, is that …?" and I nod in relief at Finn's question.

      "Aye, it's Tater."
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      The next three days pass in relative boredom, although it’s nice not having to travel in the crawlspace anymore cooped up next to Jax. It’s so much better out in the sun with the wind on my face. Tater's arrival with the tow cart had made that possible. While Finn and Cat rode in the back, I preferred to ride up front with Tater. Well, I guess that ain't quite right. I preferred to ride ahead as lookout, but since I’m denied that job by all my jackass companions, it falls on Jax to be the lookout. I hate that they’re all treating me like I should be wrapped in soft cotton and kept safe. But my arguing falls on deaf ears, so I’m designated to ride in the tow cart between the two big wagons and listen to Tater's jabbering for hours at a time. It ain't all bad. At least Tater's non-ending gibberish keeps my mind off of Lily's words about my ma and how she’d died saving me. No, I push that thought away during the day. It only comes out to haunt me at night while I’m trying to sleep.

      I’d been taken aback at first by the half man’s ability to track us. Sometimes, he truly does surprise me. But I’m glad he did 'cause he’d provided answers for me.

      He’d arrived at Sanctuary mere hours after we’d all left to find that it had indeed been searched by the Army. As much as Lily hated to admit it, her people had talked if they’d been able to track down Sanctuary that easily. But Tater eased my worries for Lily and Zoe's safety. They didn't find nuthin', no trace that we’d even been there. With not finding us and not linking us to Lily, the Army had no reason to arrest her. And since she was an important person, personal healer to the high-ranking army officials, they had let her be. I was relieved to hear that. Although she and her rebellion would have to lay low for a while, the Army may not have been able to link her to the New Blood, but I'm sure as hell they were gonna be watching her now.

      Tater had been no fool. After hearing from Flip what was going down, he hightailed it out of Littlepass as soon as he could. I’m grateful that he had taken the time to at least get some supplies for us. We’d left in such a hurry that we never had a chance to take anything, and Tater had thought to provide me and Finn with hooded cloaks, useful for the cold nights out here in the outerlands. Finn's is way too big, and mine looks and smells like it had come from one of the ladies of the ill house. Probably did, but I ain't asking. I don't wanna know what the person before me had been doing while wearing this cloak. It’s decorated way too fancy for my liking too, beads and sparkly things surrounding the hood and all down the front, but Mack says it's a good thing. If he’s to pass me and Finn off as his visiting kin from the South to get into Skytown, we’re gonna have to look the part. Cat is gonna have to be snuck in through the wagon's crawlspace though. There ain't no way we’re gonna be able to explain her presence with us. And I'm sure there ain't no way in hell she or Finn will ever let us leave her outside of the city again, so bad idea or not, she’s going in with us.
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      "… so as my dear mother would have said--oh look, Jax is back." I look up in relief at Tater's words, never so happy to see Jax as his arrival interrupts the half man's long-winded story. Jax raises his left hand and extends his two fingers as he rides into view, a signal that all’s clear up ahead and it’s safe to camp for the evening. Mack and Riven made the decision not to travel after dark. The raiders and thieves in the area leave the caravans of Riven's Runners mostly alone since its well-known affiliation with the Prezedant is only asking for trouble. But after dark with no campfire to identify who we are, it’s easy for them to mistake the caravan for any other traveler and attack. And we’re told the Prezedant's tanks are a common sight the closer you get to Skytown, and we certainly don't want to stumble upon them in the dark. No, better safe than sorry.

      They maneuver all the wagons into the same triangle formation like the past few evenings, leaving enough room in the center for us to make camp. I watch as Beanie and Talbert tether the horses to the wagons with enough slack so they can wander over to the grasses and feed. The tall grass spooks me some. I ain't used to seeing grass grow to such a height, and it just don't seem right. Add to that the amount of ruins we’d passed these past few days, it’s enough to give anyone night terrors.

      Unlike the barren and empty sandlands, the lands between Littlepass and Skytown are filled with the ruins of settlers' junk and buildings. I asked Tater about the pockets of stuff that littered the landscape, and he said it’s 'cause after the Shift, the survivors had flocked to this side of the mountains. They thought it would be safer. The poisons in the air and water; however, had still done their damage. The people had all got sickly and died. But the stuff, well, that just stayed where it was left and rotted away.

      It’s fascinating to see. Yesterday, we’d passed a huge pileup of twisted metal and rust, skeletons of moving "veacals." Things I’d only heard about in folklore, yet here it was in front of me. Must have been a good fifty or more of 'em. Oh, the brush and sands had tried to reclaim it over time, but the rusted husks were still recognizable. I had so badly wanted to stop and look at them, but except for me and Finn, the rest of 'em weren't the least bit interested. We passed on by with not even a scant sideways look. I could hear Finn's disappointed "Awwww, man" from the back of the cart, and I kinda wanted to whine along with him.

      Tater said the travelers and traders called this metal mountain the graveyard marker, the halfway point between Littlepass and Skytown. A final resting place for all the settlers that had just up and died in their "veacals" trying to escape from their ravaged cities. The others who had passed through after 'em had simply just pushed 'em outta the way over time, and they had sat there ever since, rusting away slowly in the dry heat. Kinda sad when you think about it. All of 'em just pushed aside and forgotten. Now no more than a marker on the road to Skytown. Hope whoever they’d been in their lifetime, they were now all reunited with their kin in the afterlife. Grada always said every soul, whether good or bad, at least deserved that much.

      Shading my eyes against the low sun, I look 'round at where they’ve chosen to camp tonight. Looks the same as the last three nights: flat open grasslands with nuthin' to break the monotony other than a few rolling hills and slabs of gray rock broken off from the "highway" we’re traveling on. Mack's word for these gray rocks had kinda made me chuckle when I first heard it. "Ass fault" he’d called it. I'm pretty sure that cain't be the right word for it, but I ain't about to tell him that.

      Finn and Cat shoot by me all of a sudden, nearly knocking me offa my feet. Their pent-up energy from riding in the cart all day has them heading straight for the tall grasses, needing to let off some steam. I grin at 'em, knowing their little game of grass hide-and-seek would soon follow, and my warning of not to go too far would be ignored.

      Jax's whistling reaches my ears, drawing my attention away from the two in the grass. His movements as he dismounts are graceful and unhurried, and he makes sure to reward the nag with a soft nose rub after he tethers her for the night. She snorts a little and nudges his shoulder in affection. He did seem to kinda grow on you, even the nag thought so. I watch as he takes off his hat and runs his hand through his hair, causing it to stick up at odd angles like usual. I ain't spoke to him much these past three days, not since our ride together in the crawlspace, but I’m still full of questions. I still cain't understand why he insisted on coming with me to Skytown. I know why he thinks he should go. For some reason, he seems to think helping me would make up for standing by and allowing the Army to destroy his little sister—a New Blood like me. But I already told him once before he don't owe me nuthin', and it certainly ain't gonna help Jenna by getting himself killed standing by me. But here he still is. I don't get it. As if he can feel my gaze on him, he looks up with those eyes and gives me that stupid little smile that makes my heart beat outta my chest. Instantly my cheeks heat up, and I drop my eyes and glance away. Shizen. What is wrong with me lately? Why did that jackass have such an effect on me? Thankfully, some yelling from the campsite seems to be more interesting at the moment than my flaming face, and I can feel his eyes move away.

      "I told ya, the Mistress needs to be closer to the fire. Ya cain't put 'er 'ere; it's too far away from the warmth."

      "But Talbert, it's the best spot it is."

      "It's no good, I tell ya. Ya cain't put 'er there. Wot? No not there either, ya daft ass. It's too close to the 'orses. Wot if one of 'em takes a shite?" And a tug-of-war ensues between Beanie and Talbert with what looks to be my bedroll. Oh, for the love of gods. What are those two morons up to now?

      "Give me that." I march over and yank my bedroll outta their hands, glaring at 'em both something fierce.

      "How many times I gotta tell you I don't need you lookin' out for my every move. And I especially don't need your help placin' my bedroll."

      They both look back at me with such wounded expressions that I cain't help but feel bad for yelling at 'em.

      "We's only tryin' to look out fer ya well-bein', Mistress," Talbert says, his eyes dropping to the ground and his shoulders all hunched.

      "Look," I say, rubbing the back of my neck in exasperation and trying hard not to roll my eyes. "I know you're just tryin' to help, but maybe … maybe you shouldn't try so much?"

      I can tell by their faces they don't get it. I sigh and try again.

      "I don't need help with my bedroll; I can do that for myself. We do; however, need help findin' firewood for the campfire. That could be your job this evenin' if you like. I mean, I would appreciate if you could help me with that?"

      Beanie's head starts bobbing up and down, and Talbert smiles his black-tooth grimace at me. It takes all my willpower not to shudder in revulsion. Instead, I stretch my own lips in what I hope is some resemblance of a smile and watch in relief as they head off.

      "This way, Beanie."

      "But I think this way is better, Talbert—"

      "Mistress needs firewood. Ya ain't gonna find no firewood that way, ya mule's arse."

      May the gods have mercy, I think as I shake my head at their arguing again. We cain't get to Skytown fast enough. It don't help matters none when Jax ambles by with that crooked grin on his face and whispers loudly, "Missus Talbert, sure do have a nice ring to it."

      I hurl at his back the new cuss word I’d learned from Mack just yesterday, but it only results in a ruckus of laughter from the others. What the hell? Why they all laughing at me?

      "Glad y'all find it so funny," I growl, hands on my hips and staring ‘em down. "Since I've already provided such amusement for y'all, then I think I'm just gonna take first watch tonight and someone else can cook this evenin's meal." I try to stomp off in an indignant huff, but I stop short when I swear I hear one of 'em say, "Thank the gods for small miracles." I cain't quite pinpoint which one says it though, 'cause all of a sudden, they get real interested in setting up their own bedrolls and getting the fire pit ready, anything but look my way. Jackasses.

      I climb on top of one of the wagons and sit cross-legged, gazing out over the horizon, my borrowed shooter lying by my side. The sun is setting now, bathing the grass and hills and "ass fault" in beautiful ribbons of reds and oranges. I like this part of the day best: evening watch. It allows me peace and quiet away from everybody else. Away from the strange looks of Riven's men as they watch me without thinking I notice. Away from the suffocating adoration of the two idiots. Away from Tater's incessant ramblings about his ma. Away from the confusion that just being around Jax causes in me. Up here, it’s just me and my own thoughts. It’s real nice.

      I watch Finn skipping through the tall grass, arms stretched out on both sides, his hands skimming the tips of the blades and his face tipped up to the warm rays of the setting sun. I ain't quite sure what he's doing, but it brings a little smile to my lips. Even after all he has seen and been through, he can still be the little boy that he truly is and romp through the grasses like a fool. It makes my insides soften up a little and allows some of my earlier frustrations to melt away.

      Cat must’ve had enough of playtime though 'cause I can see her now stretched out on her back by the other wagon in a warm patch of fading sunlight, four paws in the air and sound asleep. I hear the laughter and murmuring of the men around the campfire. Now that they’re settled for the evening, Tater's tin flask seems to be making its rounds. The half man's voice floats on the wind as the whiskey tin reaches him, and he raises it in a toast.

      "May your beds soon be swimmin' with big-breasted women!" I snort in disgust at his words but ignore the rowdy braying of the men. I don't want them intruding on my quiet thoughts right now.

      Turning my own face to the last remnants of the day, I bask in the sun's lingering warmth. Only a few more days and we’ll be in Skytown. Closer to Ben. Closer to the Prezedant. It thrills me and terrifies me all at the same time. Will we be able to find him? Will we be able to free him? I pull my flower outta my tunic and hold it in my hand, my only connection to my old life. So much has happened, so much has changed. I’ve changed. What will it mean if I do find him? Where will we go? What will we do? Will he even still wanna be around me once he finds out what I am? The questions swirl in my head, and I close my eyes for a bit, the weight of it all threatening to overwhelm me. One step at a time, Tara, I tell myself just like Grada used to say. Free Ben first, then worry about everything else after.

      Sighing, I open my eyes to the quickly encroaching dusk. Time for Finn to come in outta the grass.

      I sweep the field ‘til my gaze finds him. I open my mouth to yell, but his name falls short on my lips as I notice the slight movement behind him in the grass. It’s swaying to the side, but there ain't no wind to be blowing it. What the hell? The boy stops to investigate something, and the movement stops too. Is it Cat slinking through the grass, playing a game? No, I check and Cat is still where she was last time I looked. My eyes go back to Finn. He changes direction now, heads for the horses, and the waving grass starts heading that way, too. I squint a bit more into the waning sunlight. That's when I see it, and my gut drops with a sickening lurch. A long, black object rising up from the grasses and aiming straight for Finn. I ain't quite sure what it is, but I do know one thing; it’s targeting the boy.

      "Finn," I yell as I jump to my feet and raise my shooter. "Get outta the grass now!"

      I aim my shooter at the still unknown predator, but instead of heeding my words, Finn looks up at me with this stupefied expression. Shizen, boy, get outta the way, I think frantically as I try to target the threat. I watch in horror as the swaying in the grass gets closer to him and then…. Finn is gone. Disappeared into the sea of brown.

      "Finn!" I yell again. I don't recall jumping from the top of the wagon, but I hit the ground running, the others milling around me in confusion and blocking my way. I barrel through 'em, screaming at the top of my lungs, "Cat!" but like she can read my mind, she knows what I want. She's already leaping into the grasses, and I rush to keep up. I follow her through the tangled brush, knowing she’ll lead me straight to the boy and whatever it is that took him down.

      I almost trip over her as I stumble outta the grass into a clearing on the other side, and my heart leaps into my throat at what I find. Cat don't make a sound, not even so much as a growl. I figure like me, she cain't quite make sense outta what we're looking at.

      Two squat creatures hover over Finn's motionless body. They are a dull, gray-black with three legs sticking out on either side of 'em and two deadly-looking pinchers snapping in the front. Their long, shelled bodies seem to be in two parts and curl up at the end into a raised, bulbous tail that has a fierce-looking barb on the tip. In my own confused head, they kinda remind me somewhat of sand biters from back home, but these are so big, at least a full armspan long. I ain't ever seen a sand biter grow this big.

      They stopped moving at our stumbling onto them, but almost like they dismiss us as no threat, they go back to what they were doing. One of 'em has hooked Finn's tunic with its claw, and it starts dragging him away again, bringing me outta my stupor. I raise my shooter and aim, but my fear has me shaking like a leaf in the wind, and I'm afraid to shoot least I hit the boy. Cat is circling 'em now, growling like a she-devil and frantic to get at Finn, but every time she tries to get close, they hold her off with their razor-sharp snaps.

      Shizen. I have to do something 'cause I know what their intent is. I can see a hole in a mound of dirt about four armspans from us, obviously a nest or den or whatever else these hell creatures live in, and I bet my life that's where they're aiming to take the boy.

      Thunk! I catch movement outta the corner of my eye as a knife whizzes through the air and sticks into the side of the creature dragging the boy. The thing makes no sound of pain, but it releases Finn, and its claws snap in spiteful anger as it scurries towards its attacker. Jax. It moves real quick, but now that it’s away from the boy, I don't hesitate. I raise my shooter and fire before it gets too close, causing the creature to explode in a torrential rain of shell and guts and black goo, splattering the grass and Jax with its innards.

      Immediately I aim for the second creature, but Jax's shout of "Behind you!" gives me just enough warning to turn and raise my arms protectively over my face as another one of the beasts leaps at me from the long grass. Its momentum knocks my shooter outta my grip and sends us both crashing to the ground. I hold it at arm's length, its claws reaching for me and the tail rattling furiously above my head. I can almost feel its intense rage. I twist my head away from the serrated claw as it snaps terrifyingly close to my cheek and try to push it offa me, but my arms are starting to weaken and shake from holding its weight. In slow motion, the pinchers move closer, and I ready myself to feel the pain of having my face ripped apart.

      Suddenly, the crushing weight is pushed offa me with enough force to flip me over face-first into the dirt. Choking on the grit now in my mouth and nose, I push myself to my knees to find Talbert grappling with the creature, his piercing knife sending spurts of black goo into the air.

      "There's more of 'em comin', Mistress. Move!" he yells over his shoulder at me, his face dripping with the slick blood of the creature he’d just killed. He is right. They’re swarming outta the tall grasses: a horde of angry, pincher-snapping, killing machines.

      Spotting my shooter on the ground, I dive for it at the same time another of those things takes a flying leap at me. With no time to think, I snatch the shooter as I fall hard on my shoulder and fire into the air at the menacing shadow just inches from my head. I don't miss. Its hot innards splatter my face and my arms, and my stomach heaves at the putrid smell that fills my senses. But there ain't no time to void my gut like the desperate urging wants to do. Bolting to my feet, I fire at the next creature and the next, each shot finding its target true. All around me are the echoing shouts and shots of the others as they defend themselves from the drove, but there ain't no time to check on 'em. It takes all my concentration to keep myself from being gutted. I shoot 'til the clicking of the empty chamber lets me know there ain't no more slugs. Throwing the now useless weapon aside, I grab the knife from my boot.

      "Come on!" I scream at the beasts, my fear stripped away now, leaving nuthin' but the primal instinct to survive.

      A loud wailing pierces my anger-clouded brain. It draws my attention to Cat. She’s standing protectively over Finn, one of the creatures slicing her good with every swipe it takes at her, but she don't move. She ain't leaving the boy unprotected.

      Finn. Seeing him lying there, not knowing if he’s even still alive, I act without thinking of consequences. I run and leap onto the hard, shelled back of the beast threatening him, burying my knife deep into its head before it can get me with its barbed tail. It bucks and twists under my weight, but I hold on tight, stabbing again and again 'til my hand is covered in its slick blood, almost causing me to lose my grip on the knife. I ain't even realized I'm screaming like a madwoman 'til someone grabs me by the shoulders and starts shaking me.

      "Tara. Tara, it's over."

      "No," I snarl and shake Mack's hand offa me. I give another stab for good measure, but the creature ain't moving no more. It’s dead.

      The silence hits me along with the realization that Mack is right. The shouting, shooting, and screams had stopped. The silence is almost painful. I look around in stunned confusion at the carcasses of the creatures littering the ground. Black shelled corpses are everywhere, but at least there ain't no human bodies other than—I spot the small figure on the ground.

      "Finn!" I cry, stumbling to him, but Mack beats me to it and rolls him over gently with his big hands. The boy’s not moving, his face pale and ashen, showing no signs of life. I pull up short.

      "Is he—" I cain't bring myself to say the rest of the words; they stick in my throat.

      Mack just shakes his head at me, his face strained with worry. "He's alive, but they pierced him."

      I can see the raised, red welt on Finn's side as soon as Mack lifts the tunic up over the skinny little frame. The raw lesion already has angry veins of red radiating from the puncture wound, and my breath catches in my throat. Mack draws his knife and runs its edge sideways over the welt, and I immediately start screaming at him and grabbing his arm.

      "What the hell you doin'? You're gonna cut him."

      He shoves me away roughly. "I have to get the barb out."

      Jax grabs my arm, preventing me from interfering anymore. "Mack knows what he's doing, Tara. Leave him be."

      I yank my arm away. "Why ain't he wakin' up then? If Mack knows what he's doin', why ain't Finn wakin' up?"

      Mack, done with the knife, jumps to his feet and scoops Finn up, ignoring my caterwauling. He runs in the direction of our camp through the tall grass, yelling over at Riven, who has joined him in his desperate dash.

      "Get the medicinals from the wagon. We have to draw out the venom before it spreads any further."

      Riven nods and sprints ahead to the campsite. I watch, dumbfounded, as they all rush off, Cat on their heels, not willing to let Finn outta her sight. They leave me standing there with Jax and Tater, Talbert and Beanie. We all just stand there looking at each other, covered in guts and goo, too shocked for words I reckon.

      "What are those things?" I say finally to no one in particular. I just need answers; I don't care who gives them. I stumble over to the half man. "Tater, what are those things? Did they poison Finn? Their poison ain't deadly if it's caught in time, right?"

      He looks up at me, and the tears in his eyes jolt me through to my core. I don't like what they imply, and I sure as hell don't wanna hear it.

      "Tara, Finn is so tiny and—"

      "No," I say, cutting him off. I refuse to hear it. "Just tell me what they are."

      He rubs his cheek, inadvertently causing the gob of black goo sitting there to spread a little more. "They are called Scorpi-ants, I believe, though I have never had the misfortune to come across one before. Wasn't even aware they lived in the wilds anymore. Last I heard, they had almost become extinct. That is why the Prezedant started farming them. As black as their blood runs, cooked properly, their meat is as tender as the meat of the gods. But I have never seen one in the wild before. They are far too dangerous to mankind to be allowed to spread into our cities. For as much as we enjoy their meat, they have acquired a taste for ours in return, perhaps even more so."

      I shudder at what Tater’s telling me. So they took Finn to eat him? I swallow the bile in the back of my throat. "So if people know 'bout 'em, then they know how to treat the poison, right? Mack can save him?"

      "Mack is an educated man, Tara. If anything can be done for the boy, he will know. But I must warn you, girl. The toxins the Scorpi-ants deliver have a very paralyzing effect. Once delivered into the bloodstream of any other living creature, odds are—"

      "Tara, maybe we should go see if Mack needs our help," Jax interrupts, glaring at Tater, who shuts up immediately. "Besides, when Finn wakes up, he's going to want you to be there."

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak right now. Jax is right. When Finn woke up I should be there, 'cause I know he’s gonna be so scared. Probably just as scared as I am right now.
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        * * *

      

      The campsite is a scene of organized confusion. Finn is laid out on a bedroll, Cat at his head with her own head resting on her big paws as close to him as she can get without being in the way. Mack kneels at his side, cleaning the wound as Riven hovers over him, mixing a paste in a bowl. One of Riven's crew is tearing strips from a blanket and handing them to Mack. I watch in silence as Mack lathers the strips of cloth with the black paste and places it squarely over Finn's wound. It must hurt like hell, but the boy don't even flinch. He looks so tiny lying there, so helpless. My throat is tight with my tears, and I just wanna bawl at the sight of him.

      "What is that, Mack?" My voice sounds horse, and I give a small cough and swallow hard.

      Mack don't look up at me, but he answers quietly, "Charcoal poultice. It helps draw out poison. Well, it does with smaller bites and stings. This is something totally unfamiliar."

      "But it will work, right?" I reckon he can hear the desperation in my voice 'cause he studies me wordlessly for a bit before giving me a slight nod.

      "It is a very effective method, yes. But we shall see. Only time will tell."

      I guess his answer was better than nuthin', but it don't make me feel any better. I want to go to Finn, hold him, but I know that ain't gonna help anything. I'm so full of anger and worry I cain't stand still. I run my hands through my hair, trying desperately not to scream at the top of my lungs. I need to do something, anything, or I’m gonna lose it. A light touch on my arm jolts me like a bolt of lightning, and I turn to find Jax watching me with worried eyes.

      "Come with me," he says quietly, but I shake my head no.

      "I ain't leavin' here," I say.

      "Tara, there’s nothing you can do for Finn at the moment. Now come."

      Taking my hand in his, I don't resist as he leads me to Tater's tow cart and sits me down on the back of the wagon.

      "Stay," he says, and I surprisingly obey. He leaves me for a bit but is soon back with a bowl of water and one of the cloths Mack was using to bandage Finn. I watch as he dips the cloth in the bowl and gently starts to wipe my face. It shocks me at first when the cloth comes away covered in black pulp before I remember the Scorpi-ants. We’re still wearing the remnants of our battle. Too weary to argue, I just close my eyes and tolerate his ministrations as he wipes my face and hair. It’s somewhat soothing, his touch lulling me into a sense of calm, and I have to stop myself from leaning into his solid chest and breaking down like a young'un.

      How did I let this happen? I was supposed to be on watch. Why did I wait so long to warn Finn to get outta the grass? He’s hurt, probably dying, and it’s my fault.

      "Hey, it's okay. Finn will be just fine," he says gently, breaking my reverie, and my eyes pop open in surprise. I ain't said anything out loud. Why would he feel the need to console me? But then his two thumbs brush against my cheeks, and I'm surprised to feel wetness there. I’m crying. And in front of Jax, how humiliating.

      I wanna push him away, hide my weakness. But instead, I let him continue to wipe my tears and don't even try to move away when he leans in and brushes my forehead with his lips. It’s the slightest of contact, a comforting gesture, nuthin' more, but the touch sends a current jolting through my body. I let my traitorous body do what it wants and lean into his warmth, a sob catching in my throat as the tears flow freely. His arms pull me against his chest, and I bury my face in his tunic, not caring anymore that I’m bawling like a baby. I hear the steady thrumming of his heart echoing in my head, the beat calm and comforting.

      His hand rubs my back, the heat from it burning through to my skin, scorching me where it touches.

      "He'll be okay," he murmurs over and over again, reassuring me so that I almost believe him. Almost.

      "Mack!"

      Riven's yell makes my blood run cold, and I push Jax away. I’m on my feet and running. I pull up short at the sight before my eyes, swallowing the scream in my throat. Finn is thrashing wildly, his body bucking so violently I'm afraid he will break his neck. White froth is leaking from his blue lips, and his eyes are opened wide, rolled back, nuthin' but the whites showing.

      "He's dyin'!" I scream helplessly, unable to hold it in any longer. Cat is pacing back and forth, wailing so loud it hurts my ears. Riven and Mack try to hold Finn in place to keep him from hurting himself, but even with four hands, they can barely contain him.

      "He's burning up," I hear Riven yell and then Tater's mournful, "No, no, no."

      I cain't move. Finn is dying right in front of me, and I cain't move.

      "Tara, don't watch," Jax shouts in my ear as he tries to pull me away, but I shrug him off. Finn cain't die. We have to do something. I have to do something.

      All of a sudden, an image of a wilted stem pops into my frantic brain, and I remember Lily's demonstration.

      She’d told me that I could use my Chi and apply it to objects and others. Apply it to others.

      I need my chi, but it failed me last time in the alley with the thieves. It hadn't come. I cain't have that happen again. Finn doesn't have much time.

      Ignoring Jax and the chaos around me, I close the distance between me and Finn, knowing what I have to do. I kneel at his side between Riven and Mack and clear my mind of the world around me. I picture my Chi as a slight flame growing brighter, flowing in me, emanating from every part of my being. I imagine it bursting from me, covering Finn in healing waves. The frantic noise around me stops as I feel the welcoming calm enveloping me, though whether there’s actual silence or if it’s just all in my head, I ain't sure. I rip the poultice off, place my hands on the inflamed wound, and Finn thrashes under my touch. I imagine the poison flowing through his body reversing, pulled back by my hands, and sucked out by my aura. I picture the wound in my head healing and the swelling disappearing from existence. A fierce heat suddenly encases my hands and I watch them exude, well, a flash of light I guess is the only way to describe it. This bright light seems to hover for a bit around the wound; I ain't sure for how long. In my own head, time stands still as I picture the wound healing, over and over and over again. Then slowly, the aura fades away, leaving me woozy and nauseous.

      A cold sweat covers me, and I fall back on my heels, the exhaustion instantaneous. I look down at my hands. They look normal. No light, no aura. Had I just imagined all of what happened? I look at Finn.

      He’s still now, and his eyes closed. Oh gods, he's dead. I couldn't save him. The panic threatens to destroy me 'til I notice his chest. It moves up and down. The movement is very shallow but definitely happening. He’s still breathing. I look down at his wound, and I’m shocked to see that the ugly, red veins have disappeared. Hope swells in my chest as I scrape off the charcoal paste to find the skin around the puncture wound returning to its normal color, the wound itself just a pale shade of pink. Did I cause this?

      I glance up at the others; I need them to confirm what I think to be real. They’re all staring down at me with wide-eyed shock. I don't even remember Riven leaving Finn's side, but he’s now standing with his two men, gawking at me like I’m some sorta freak. Their look tells me it’s real all right. It isn't all in my head. Everyone just witnessed what happened. I wait for the accusations of freak or mutie to leave their lips, but there’s just this deafening silence.

      "What?" I question, unable to stand their silence any longer.

      Talbert and Beanie step tentatively towards me then, and I watch in horror as they drop to their knees, heads bowed in reverence. Then Tater follows suit. Wait, no. What are they doing? Don't bow down to me. Jax and Mack smile at me like they just witnessed a god appear in front of them. No, don't look at me like that. I wanna scream it at all of 'em. Stop looking at me like that. My eyes find Riven, hoping that he’ll be the one sane person in this sea of madness right now, but he just gives me this smile of pure wonder and covers his heart with his hand, his two men following his example.

      "Well, boys, seems like we’ve just witnessed our first true miracle. All hail the New Blood."

      I think I would’ve rather been called freak or mutie, anything but that.
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      Skytown could not have been more aptly named. The dead city ruins we’d passed through, even Littlepass, nuthin' could compare to the sheer scope of this entity that is Skytown. Even after all I’ve already seen, this place still leaves me speechless in wonder.

      At first sight of it, I’d reckoned it to be another mountain range—a dark, hulking figure on the horizon. But as we ride closer, the blurred, hazy image takes on definition, and Finn, who’s riding at my side, gasps out loud. I know exactly how he feels. My own heart beats something fierce at the sight of the metal structures that seem to grow from the ground straight up into the sky itself. These ain't no iron bones either. These are honest to goodness buildings still intact. Rows upon rows of them stretching far into the horizon. Shizen. How is it possible for buildings to be built so high? And how do they stand and not topple over in the fierce winds? The old folk had spoke of this, but I don’t think I truly believed it to be real, let alone that I would ever see it.

      The towering structures are surrounded at their base by a thick, stone wall that must be at least five armspans high. On top of the wall, there is what appears to be layers of spiked wire, giving more height to the enormous palisade and adding to the belief that this is a place you enter by invitation only. Through the coils of wire, I can see people moving about on the wall: spotters, I reckon. I can feel every one of them watching us, and I truly hope they’re not the sort of sentries to shoot first and ask questions later.

      But that ain't all. Outside of the great wall stand four gigantic columns—two to a side—that reach straight up into the blue sky. Enormous, standalone pillars of gray, each of the columns contain three long, spindly blades at their tips. The sun glints offa the blades as they spin lazily in the slight winds like the pinwheels Grada used to make me when I was a young'un. I wonder if it’s the same basic principle for these. Are they being moved by the winds? And what exactly is their purpose? Tater's tale of Finn and the giant suddenly pops into my head, and I cain't help the slight shiver that runs over me, even though I know I'm being foolish.

      Enthralled by the incredible sight in fronta me, I don't even notice where we’re headed 'til I feel the wagon take a sudden dip as the road drops and disappears into a wide, yawning tunnel of black. I can feel the day's heat fade instantly as we enter the cold, damp darkness.

      "Tater?" I say anxiously from the back of the cart.

      He answers in a quiet voice, "This is normal; don’t worry. This is just an underground tunnel, and it’s the only way to enter and exit the city since it is totally surrounded by that wall and guarded by the Army day and night. Though whether they are trying to keep people out or keep people in, I have yet to ascertain. Now remember what Mack has told you both. Keep your hoods up, do not speak, and do not draw attention to yourselves."

      I nod, but I cain't help the cold knot of fear growing in my belly. What if the guards didn't fall for our ruse? I’d asked Mack why we couldn't ride in the crawlspace again, just like Cat, and sneak into the city. To me it made perfect sense, and it had worked well before in getting us outta Littlepass. But he said our presence here had to be made known with the guards. The reason he’d given for leaving Skytown was visiting his kin in the south, so to bring us back with him as those same kin made perfect sense. If we’re to stay with him, we have to be accounted for. Although he trusted his own people immensely, Mack was an important man in Skytown and had soldiers coming and going at all times. He couldn't keep us hidden indefinitely, he’d said, so announcing us as his visiting kin would not raise any suspicion if we should be spotted at his home. Made sense, he’d said. Well, maybe to him but to me it meant a much better chance of us getting caught. I don't like the plan.

      Jax rides by me in the ascending gloom, and all I can see are his eyes as the rest of his face is covered by his wrapper. He winks at me and then takes his position alongside Beanie and Talbert, riding behind my cart like house servants would normally do. If Finn and I are to be Mack's kin, then those three are to be our servants. That’s part of the plan. I wonder to myself how wealthy Mack is if riding with servants is expected of him, but I don't ask.

      We enter the inky blackness and I can feel Finn move closer to me in the dark, but he don't pepper me with a hundred questions like he normally woulda done. Ever since he’d awoken from his unconscious state, he’d been subdued, though whether it’s 'cause of the poisons still in his system or by the fright of what happened being too much for him to handle, I cain’t rightly say. He says he don't remember much of what happened, but over the past couple of days, I’ve caught him watching the grasses with a wariness that ain't been there before. Cat ain't left his side neither, making it difficult to clean her wounds properly, but from what I can see nuthin' ain't infected, so I ain't too worried. She don't wanna take her eyes offa the boy. I feel the same 'bout him, so when I feel him touching my arm, I just put it around him and pull him closer. I feel him relax into my side.

      He may be a little quiet, but at least he’s still acting normal around me. Jax and Tater, too. I reckon since they’ve already seen me raise a dust devil, healing a poison sting ain't all that impressive. But things have changed with the others. I ain't told Finn what I did, and as far as I know none of the others have either, but I'm sure he's gotta notice the way they act towards me now. Gone is the ribbing and good-natured teasing. Instead, they’re reserved and standoffish like they now fear me. Even Mack has changed his attitude towards me somewhat, though I know he's trying to hide it. I don't understand. They should be used to New Bloods. Nuthin' about me should surprise any of 'em. Why are they treating me this way? I’d tried to question Tater about it, but all he keeps saying is I don't realize how unique I am. What the hell is that supposed to mean? I’m still just Tara. I don't get why they cain't see that.

      We don't get far in the dank, stagnant hole when suddenly lights appear on either side of us on the tunnel walls. The same kinda strange lights I’d seen in Sanctuary, like torches without the flame. "Electric lights" Tater had informed me. Settler technology. He’d tried to explain to me how they worked, but even after all his explainin,’ they’re still a mystery to me. I don’t care how they work; they’re a welcome relief against the suffocating darkness. Strangely enough, they seem to only light up as we approach 'em, like our very presence is causing 'em to come to life. Their low hum follows us through the wide-spaced tunnel, the only sound other than the horses and the creaking wagons. Tater's warning echoes in my head, and I truly hope my pounding heart don't give us away.

      After what seems like an eternity in this underground entry, I can feel the ground start to rise again, and I reckon we must be approaching the end. Two tall metal doors loom up outta the gloom, and we slow to a stop. More lights come on so bright that I have to squint to see. Mack alights from the front wagon and walks straight up to the doors, though I ain't got no idea how he’s to open 'em. There ain't no handle or knocker that I can see. He walks off to the side to a little black box mounted on one of 'em, and unbelievably, it starts to talk to him.

      "Identification," it says in a tinny voice, and Mack don't seem the least bit surprised by it.

      "Captain MacKenzie and the Prezedant's caravan," he says, and I start at his words. Captain? As in Army captain? Lily had told me that Mack was a Prezedant elite, but I ain't expected him to be so high-ranking. Thoughts of Tater and his fake betrayal cross my mind, and I cain't help but feel unease at the predicament we’re in right now. Is this going to turn out the same? What the hell am I doing walking straight into the Prezedant's reach? I fight the urge to jump outta the cart and run away. Instead, I squeeze Finn a little tighter, causing him to squirm and mutter, "Ow," at me.

      Mack's words are followed by a moment of silence before the metal doors start moving with a gut-deep, grinding noise, like the old gears are protesting any sort of movement. They open just wide enough for a couple of soldiers to squeeze through, and Mack faces 'em calmly, giving no indication of any of the unease that’s swirling inside of me right now. They speak briefly, and I strain to hear. What are they talking about? Is he ratting me out? Then more soldiers file out of the opening and start circling the wagons. I reckon even with a man as important as Mack, they don't wanna be taking any chances. They start looking through the wagons, and I hold my breath, praying for Cat to remain silent. The soldier Mack had been talking to approaches the tow cart and studies me and Finn so intently I'm sure he must hear my pounding heart. I ain't sure what Mack has told him, and I resist the urge to pull my hood down further to hide my face. Instead, I look up at him with the most innocent expression I can muster. He’s young, fresh-faced and kinda nice looking in a way. I find it hard to understand that the young man standing in fronta me and my enemy are one and the same. He gives me an unexpected smile.

      "The captain informs me that this is your first visit to Skytown. Welcome. Any family of the captain is a friend of the Army. Enjoy your visit," he says cordially.

      "Thank you," I say. It comes out as a squeak.

      He nods at me and then yells out over his shoulder, "Open the doors!"

      One minute we’re being studied by the guards and the next, we’re past the gates and into Skytown. It happens so quickly I cain't quite process the fact that we’d actually done it. We’ve made our way inside and not been caught. Shizen, I cain't quite believe it’s this easy.

      The towering buildings are just as intimidating up close as seen from the outside. It's like riding through some huge, metal forest. They loom above us, blocking out any trace of the sun. But now I can see that they ain't the iron perfection I’d thought 'em to be. These ain't nuthin' more than ruins themselves, crumbling away with walls half gone and patched together with planks and tarps and sheets of tin. Gigantic shanties really. Gaping holes where glass once sat, stare out at us like empty eye sockets. Burnt out husks of "veacals" litter the broken roads painted with bizarre symbols and lettering. Old signs hang off the side of another building, one somehow still intact, and its message flashes red at us with some unknown light source, “Girls! Girls! Girls!”

      I don't need Jax to tell me what that means. It has ill house written all over it. Although from overhearing the excited conversations of the men these past few days, I think brothel is the more common word.

      But it ain't the buildings or relics that scare me as much as the inhabitants of Skytown. Whereas the people of Littlepass had paid us no heed and had gone on with their everyday trade, the people here watch our arrival closely with hate-filled eyes. I feel their malevolence as they stare at our progression. They’re everywhere: lining the roads, hanging from broken windows, and gazing at us through the crumbling walls. There’s no trading or bartering or falsely cheerful atmosphere like we’d seen in Littlepass. These souls ain't doing nuthin', only taking up space. Just existing. Desperate, hopeless dregs of humanity. Their angry eyes condemn us and covet the wagons for I'm sure they know what cargo we carry and where it’s headed. Their gaunt frames and faces tell me that the bounty we transport will in no way find its way to them, and their desperation shows. It scares me something fierce and I hate to admit it, but I'm actually grateful for the soldiers' presence I see scattered about in the otherwise sea of filth clustered under the flashing Girls sign.

      An old woman stands almost in the middle of the road, watching us approach. She is dressed in nuthin' but rags, and her dirty face and hair tell me that bathing ain't high on her list of priorities. She’s munching on something, cain't quite tell what it used to be, but now it’s just a black, rotten thing in her hand. I catch her eye, and she stares at me with a dark, piercing look. I smile at her, but I cain't say why. Maybe I'm trying to say I ain't associated with the Prezedant like she’s obviously thinking. Maybe to say that I understand her suffering. She don't take my meaning. Before I can duck, the rotten food comes flying at me and splatters my fancy cloak and the side of my face with a nauseating stench. She grins at me then, this satisfied, half-mad grin. She’s still smiling even as two soldiers rush her and knock her to the ground with the butts of their iron shooters. They smash her again and again with way more force than necessary, and I start to jump to my feet to scream at 'em.

      "Don't," Jax growls at me as he quickly pulls abreast of the cart, and I pause midway.

      "But they’re beatin' her," I hiss quietly, my anger controlling me.

      "Think, girl," he answers back.

      He's right. I cain't draw attention to us. Any kin of Captain MacKenzie certainly wouldn’t protest the beating of their attacker. I sit back down slowly, avert my eyes, and listen to the sounds of the beating fade away, anger simmering in my blood.

      I don't know how long we ride through the squalor, how many empty, hopeless faces we pass. I don't even wanna look anymore. I don't wanna see the hungry eyes.

      “Who are these people? How can they be like this in a land that has so much?” I question Tater.

      "Not everyone lives the life of the privileged, Tara. These are the underlings, the workers, the slaves, and the flesh traders. The elite few could not have so much if it wasn't for the many that pay for it with their very souls."

      So as much as I don't want to, I do look. I see their suffering and their pain, knowing what they do not, that I’m one of them. I see every aspect of their miserable lives, and it burns and churns deep in my gut, but I say no more.

      The squalor starts to melt away the further in we go. The buildings start to look fresher, newer. The dirty streets become wider and less strewn with filth. While I sit with my back to the front of the wagon and watch the city pass, Finn sits so that he can see what’s approaching, and all of a sudden his eyes go wide. He kneels up and grabs my arm, shaking it in excitement.

      "Tara, look!"

      I do as he says.

      If the sky towers had surprised me, then this … this astounds me. In the middle of this city—this place of squalor, decay, and filth—sits a place of indescribable beauty. An island of greenery speckled with oranges and reds so vivid it hurts my eyes just to look at it. It’s cut off from the rest of the city by a wide span of blue waters so calm it almost looks like glass. It has a smaller version of the wall found outside the city in front of it, creating a barrier. But the top of this wall is curved out like a bowl so that even if you were to swim to the island, there would be no way you could climb out from under that lip to scale the wall. The only way to reach the island is a wide, stone bridge crossing the span of water and patrolled by no less than ten guards at the moment and those black metal monsters of my nightmares. Trucks, that's what the raider leader had called 'em. There are four of 'em, two flanking each side of the bridge and just sitting there, a menacing reminder of who holds the power. Even in the presence of such wonder, I cain't help the cold shiver that passes over me at the sight of 'em.

      Vibrant, healthy trees, a total contrast to the sickly gray things I’m used to seeing, grow tall above the wall. The red and orange splashes -their blooming leaves. Compared to the iron grayness of the Skytown we’d just passed through, they seem almost garish in comparison. Buildings loom up outta the trees: ornate, immaculate, stone structures. Nuthin' like the towering shanties that make up the rest of the city. These are well-kept and in perfect condition and so opposite to the way the others of Skytown lived, it’s no wonder they had grown such a hatred.

      "Tater, what is that place?" I say, standing on my feet to get a better look. Finn joins me at my side.

      "That is Royal Island, home to the great man himself. Magnificent, is it not? Wait until you get inside the perimeter; it is absolutely breathtaking. No matter how many times I see it, I still fawn over its beauty."

      "You’ve been in there?" I say.

      "Oh, yes, but never as a guest. Oh, dear me, no … I’m in no way so privileged as to be a guest in this garden of ethereal delights. But I have sometimes gained admittance as entertainment for many of the parties thrown at those fine homes. There are advantages to being included in the Prezedant's elite. They truly know how to throw a party. Our friend Mack, here, can attest to that," he says with a trace of bitterness.

      His words bother me in more ways than one."You mean Mack lives in there, too? With him?" The thought of that don't sit well. If I’d known we’d be so close to danger, I probably never would have come.

      "Fear not, girl; it’s a large island. Everyone who's anyone in this world calls this island home. There are thousands of inhabitants; you will not be found out. As my dear mother would say, 'The best way to stay hidden is to hide in plain sight.' Right as always."

      Unlike the first gate, we’re not stopped or questioned here. The guards stand at attention as Mack passes by, and he calls 'em all by name. His familiarity with 'em just adds to my unease, and I still cain't get that sinking feeling outta my gut, like we’re about to make some terrible mistake.
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      Entering this gated paradise is like entering a whole new world. A world of color and beauty and life. I know I must look like some fish outta water with my mouth gaping, but I cain't help myself. How is this possible? How can the rest of the world be so barren and dead but then there is this? How has the Prezedant created such a world of beauty in the wake of so much desolation? And why here? In the middle of this gods’ forsaken city? It don't make a lick of sense.

      We roll through roads with homes so grand it’s like being in one of Lily's picture books. The houses are surrounded by lavish grounds and rolling carpets of greenery and colorful flowers. The flowers amaze me. How do they stay alive? The only real flowers I’ve ever seen are the straggly weeds that poke outta the ground after a rare rain, only to die hours later in the intense heat. But these are big and healthy. The old folks’ tales of the settlers and their wasteful ways of life run through my head, but here I can see it’s no folktale. It still truly exists. And Mack is a part of this. Why would he want to upset his picture-perfect life here? Why would he want to oust the Prezedant from power when he obviously lived a life of ease and luxury and plenty in a world where the rest of us had so little? It makes me question his motives again.

      I catch Jax's eye, and like he knows what I’m thinking, he turns his head to stare at Mack with a furrowed brow. I’d be willing to bet the same questions are going through his mind. Is this one huge mistake? Will we end up in the Prezedant's hands through Mack's betrayal? I hate that those thoughts are even bouncing around in my head, but after all we’ve been through, I ain't no longer that stupid, ignorant child from Rivercross. Besides Finn and Jax, I still don't trust anyone ‘round me.

      There are no dirt and mud roads to be found in here. Oh, no. Tightly woven stone forms this road and the wagon wheels clack noisily as they move over it. The sides of the roads are decorated with numerous flowers and colorful brush—signs of life everywhere—serving as a constant reminder of the contrast between here and the outside. Painted torch posts holding more of those electric lights are scattered about, creating a bright glow through the rapidly approaching dusk. It’s a scene of undeniable beauty and wonder, created to cause appreciation and gratitude for the man who’d made this all possible, no doubt. All it does for me is sour my gut with intense hate and dislike for the people who live here and turn a blind eye to the suffering of the rest.

      A distant roar reaches my ears over the clacking wheels, echoing louder and louder in the approaching dusk, like hundreds of voices raised as one. I tear my eyes away from the unfamiliar sights, searching the evening's violet shadows for signs of what surely must be an approaching mob. Jax and Beanie and Talbert reach for their shooters, their heads swiveling like mine trying to find the source of this fevered cry, but I don't see nuthin'.

      "Tater?" I cry. "What is that? Are we under attack?"

      Tater glances back, not in the least perturbed by this bloodthirsty roar that seems to be almost on top of us now.

      "What?" Then as if finally noticing the noise, he nods his head towards a huge, white blob that has risen up from the shadows. "Oh no, no attack. No worries. That’s just the bellowing of the people in the arena. That structure over there."

      Is he saying that blob is a building? If this is true, then it’s the most peculiar looking building I’ve ever seen. It looks like a giant, mountain-sized broth bowl that has been turned upside down. And there are screaming people inside of it. Is it some sort of torture place?

      "Sadly, there must be mutant games happening this evening."

      Mutant games. Where have I heard that before? Suddenly, Lily's tale of the Prezedant's "games" enters my head. What had she said? That they are fights to the death between captured muties. The winner of the fight is then forced to take the loser's life or else die anyways by having a wild wolfling let loose on 'em to rip 'em both apart. All done in the name of entertainment for the Prezedant and his elite.

      I look at Jax in dawning horror, and his wide-eyed look of revulsion tells me that he, too, remembers Lily's tale all too well. The roar becomes one distinct word now, and the chanting raises the hackles on the back of my neck.

      "KILL! KILL! KILL!"

      This chanting is followed by a haunting scream that echoes in my ears and vibrates in my bones. A scream filled with so much emotion: pain, fear, disbelief. It seems to stretch out forever, and I wanna raise my hands to cover my ears, but Finn huddling against my arm prevents me from doing so. Finally, when I think I cain't take it anymore, the scream stops and the resounding silence is quickly filled again by cheers and shouts of glee. They’re cheering. Someone, some poor mutie has just met their agonizing end, and these people are cheering? What the hell is this? I find myself shaking at what we’d just overheard, yet so thankful that I hadn't witnessed it with my own eyes.

      "It's okay," I say to Finn, comforting him as he cries, his soft heart scarred by this new horror. "It's over now."

      My attempt to comfort the boy belies the unease in my heart. Not for the first time, an understanding of what the rebels are trying to do bounces ‘round my head. My earlier words of "Ain't my fight" don't seem to have as much truth to 'em anymore. It scares me something fierce. All I know is the faster I find Ben and Jane and Thomas and get away from all of this, the better.
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      "Miss … miss, wake up." The voice is soft and delicate, but at this moment sounds like an annoying maskeeto buzzing in my ear. I don't wanna wake up. I was having a glorious dream, one where Ben and Grada and everybody else who was ever taken from me were all still alive and well, and we were all together.

      "Go away," I say crossly and turn over on my divinely soft pillow. I love this pillow. I love this bed. It’s so comfy and cozy, and I snuggle in deeper ready to fall back into my slumber.

      "Miss, the Master is asking for you. The morning is almost done," the voice says.

      I roll onto my back and stare at the startling white ceiling. The master? Oh yeah, she means Mack. It’s so weird hearing him referred to as "the master." But here in Skytown, in this grand house that he called his home, it’s how he’s known.

      I sigh in resignation and look up into the kind face of Coral, my "handmaiden." Her word, not mine. I sure as hell don't reckon I need any handmaiden. Her job, she says, is to help me with my morning "ceremonials." I ain't quite sure what that normally consisted of, but my first morning here when she’d tried to get me get outta my dirty tunic, I’d almost laid her out flat on her back. For the life of me, I couldn't figure out why this strange woman was in my room and trying to undress me. But in between my struggling to keep my tunic on and her trying to yank it off, I’d come to the understanding that she was actually here to help me wash and dress. Help me wash and dress. Apparently, that's what they did here in Skytown. Who the hell needs help washing and dressing unless you’re ill? And help with using the inside privy. Who needs help with that? What a strange custom. She’d finally conceded to let me relieve myself and bathe in private, but then she had still tried to dress me and in a frilly frock no less. Refusing to do anything of the sort, I had gotten back into my filthy tunic and trousers much to Coral's dismay. That argument had ended with Mack's intervening and quickly bringing in a seamstress to dress me appropriately.

      It’s a strange sort of style, I must say. The torso of what she’d produced is very similar to a jacket with a high collar and long sleeves and fitted with so many shiny buttons that don’t do nuthin’ it don’t make sense. The bottom half of the jacket is split so that the material hung over my arse and hips like a long cloak and cut off at the front of my waist so that you could see the matching trousers underneath. The new leather boots provided to me are good quality I can tell, but they ain't in no way as comfortable as my own worn pair, and they pinch my feet something fierce. But according to Coral, what I’m wearing is "all the rage" and that if I’m to be believable as any kin of Mack's, I had to play the part. I guess it ain't all bad. Finn looks a hell of a lot more uncomfortable in the stiff new trousers and shirt they’d forced him into.

      "Is everyone already finished breakfast?" I ask, as I sit up, giving in to her demand. If Mack is asking for me, Coral ain't gonna go away 'til I do so. She nods, her graying head bobbing up and down.

      "Ages ago. The boy and the beast are now outside in the covered gardens."

      I don't panic anymore at the thought of Finn and Cat being outside without me for I know they’re well under the watchful eyes of Beanie and Talbert. Ever since the run-in with the scorpi-ants, they watch over the boy like two mamas with a cub. Well, at least while he’s outside. They’d set up camp in Mack's gated back garden, refusing to even think about staying inside. They said it reminded them of their confinement here in Skytown years ago. I sure ain't gonna argue it with 'em. It’s nice not having them around watching my every move.

      "And the Master is in the training room," Coral continues, wringing her hands nervously. "He says you are to forgo breakfast since you’ve been too idle to join them earlier and go to the training room immediately."

      She has the decency to look a little chagrined at relaying that message to me, and I almost argue the point 'til I see her pull a couple of bread rolls outta her apron pocket.

      "So I brought you these."

      May the gods grant her three wishes. Maybe she ain't so annoying after all. I eagerly grab the rolls and take a bite, muttering a thank you around the hunk of bread in my mouth.

      "Jax and Tater?" I mumble, but she understands.

      "Ah, yes, the handsome devil," she says with an arched brow, and I stare at her in confusion. Why is she looking at me like that? Put that furry brow down, woman, before I rip it offa your forehead.

      "He is to be found in the shooting gallery," she says.

      Typical. Ever since Jax had found out Mack had an underground shooting area, it’s where he spent most of his waking hours.

      "The imp? He was sent out very early this morning by the Master after a visit from one of the Prezedant's aides."

      Now that captures my attention. Abandoning the bread, I bound outta bed and quickly pull on my old tunic and trousers, thankful they’d been returned to me after being cleaned. If I’m meeting Mack in the training room, then I cain't be dressing all fancy-like. Don't bother me none, but I'm eager to know who his visitor was this morning. Since we had arrived in Skytown, Mack has had his feelers out, looking for any sign of Ben. There was no sign of him at the prisoners' compound or at the iron mines outside of the city limits. Wherever the Prezedant was holding him, it wasn't the typical places. Maybe the visitor this morning had been one of Mack's spies with some news on his whereabouts.

      I ignore Coral's frantic fussing and bolt outta the room with her shouts of, "Please, Miss, let me do your hair at least," falling on deaf ears. I run through the gigantic hallway, down the winding, perfectly polished stairwell, down another hall, and practically fall through the door of what we’re using as our training room. Mack looks up in surprise at my noisy entrance, the long, skinny blade he’s using to attack the stuffed dummy, stilling. I don't bother with any pleasantries.

      "Coral said … you had … a visitor," I gasp out, trying to catch my breath.

      He then turns his attention back to the dummy and starts attacking it again with precise strokes of the blade.

      "Do you know how to tell time?" he asks, totally ignoring my earlier remark. I stare at him in confusion.

      "Huh?"

      "It's a simple enough question. Do you know how to tell time? Like when I say breakfast is at eight hours and training starts at nine hours, do you understand what that implies?" he says like he’s talking to an idiot.

      "Aye, I know what that means. I ain't a simpleton," I answer curtly.

      "So explain to me then why it is now ten hours and you are just showing up for your training? Do you not care to learn how to defeat the Prezedant? Or does saving Ben not matter as much as your beauty sleep? Because if you do not care for our cause, then don’t waste any more of my time."

      I ain't prepared for the attack, and I blink at the harshness of his tone.

      "Of course I care," I sputter finally. "Why would you say such a thing to me?"

      He stops his attack and turns to glare at me, and for a moment I feel like I should run 'cause I fear that blade is gonna come straight for my own heart.

      "We don't have any more time to waste, girl. Now, I need to know if you’re in this game plan of ours wholeheartedly or not. If this training is to continue, are you with us to the end? Can we depend on you to help us finish this? Or are you just in this for your own selfish reasons?"

      I ain't got any idea why Mack is acting this way, but he is pissing me off to no end.

      "I'm here 'til the end. I said so, didn't I?" I snap, but my answer don't seem to please him any. He just narrows his good eye at me some more.

      "Prove it," he says quietly.

      "Huh?" I say again.

      "Prove it. Bring forth your Chi. Attack me."

      "Mack, what—?"

      "Do it!" he roars and lunges at me, slamming me into the wall, his blade against my throat. My hands move instinctively trying to get the steel offa my neck, but he has the strength of ten men. I cain't budge him.

      "Mack!" I croak, unable to breathe and shocked at his attack, but he don't heed me.

      "Summon your Chi, Tara," he growls again.

      "Please … stop …"

      "Summon it," he yells, his voice almost pleading, and I close my eyes and picture the now familiar flame like I’d done with Finn. I picture it growing brighter, the aura of it flowing through me and wait for the fire to catch. But it don't happen. Nuthin' happens no matter how hard I try. After a couple of minutes, I open my eyes to Mack's almost frantic face.

      "Summon your Chi, gods dammit," he demands again, and I wanna cringe away from the fierceness in his glare.

      "I cain't," I whisper, afraid for what he’ll now do. He don't react like I’m fearing though. Almost in slow motion, his arm and blade drops away from me, and his shoulders slump in defeat. Watching him deflate like that, seeing his disappointment, well, it feels far worse than facing his anger.

      "You are nowhere near ready," he whispers, not to me I don't think, but to himself. "I had so hoped … after seeing you awaken your Chi to heal the boy …"

      His crestfallen face crushes me. Why is he acting this way? Why is my ability to summon my Chi so important today of all days? But he don't give me no chance to ask any questions.

      "Leave me," he says.

      I don't wanna leave. I have so many questions. Who was his visitor this morning? Was there information about Ben? Why was he acting like some giant mule turd?

      "Mack," I say, but he cuts me off.

      "I said leave!" he roars at me, and I nearly jump from my skin.

      Shizen, he’s pricklier than spiked wire this morning. I back outta the room and close the door quietly behind me and look around in confusion. What the hell just happened? Where had all that anger come from, just 'cause I was late? I take a mental note never to be late again.

      There ain't no reason for him to act that way. I never did nuthin' to him to be treated like that. The more I stand there thinking about it, the more it starts to piss me off. I turn to go back in, but Mack's angry whacks start on the practice dummy again, and the enraged roar coming from the other side of the door makes me drop my hand from the door handle. Maybe this ain't such a good time.  Another roar reaches my ears. Aye, I’ll wait. I turn on my heels and head for the lower levels of the house where the shooting area is. Maybe Jax had been ‘round this morning, and he has some idea on who this visitor was. And maybe a little shooting of my own would help me let off some of my steam.
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      I can hear the iron shooter long before I get there. Jax is in fine form this morning. But as I slowly enter the room so as not to startle him, I spot Jax off to the side. His back is to me as he lounges in a chair, his feet propped up on some crates, and his chair tipped precariously back on two legs. What the—? If Jax is sitting down, then who’s doing the shooting? I slip in as quiet as a mouse and stop suddenly as I recognize the shooter. Finn. Jax is letting Finn use an iron shooter? The boy can barely walk and talk at the same time.

      Has he gone completely mad? Furious at Jax for letting the boy do such a stupid thing, I storm up to his unsuspecting back and kick at one of the weight-bearing chair legs, and he scrambles to catch his balance before he topples over.

      "Shizen, Tara. What the hell was that for? I could have broken my neck," he sputters as he leaps to his feet. Finn stops shooting, now aware of my angry entrance. I can see the excitement mixed with guilt written all over his face at being caught red handed, and it prickles at my anger. I stride over to him, yank the warm piece of metal outta his hand, and ignore his indignant "Hey!" as I march back to Jax.

      "Have you lost your mind?" I hiss at Jax, even though I wanna scream at him instead. "Why the hell is Finn usin' this shooter?" I shake the butt in his face. "Do you want him to lose a finger or a foot or even worse, his life? He ain't got no reason to be usin' an iron shooter. He ain't been trained to do so. Why would you be as daft as to let him have one? Woulda served you right if he’d shot you by mistake."

      "Calm down, you little spitfire," he says, laughing as he pulls the shooter outta my hand. "And give me that. I think it's more dangerous in your hands at this moment than the boy's."

      His laughter at my expense just serves to irritate me even more.

      "I told ya she’d be mad, Jax." Finn says matter-of-factly and Jax nods.

      "Right you are, my boy. But she doesn't know how good you are, does she? She's never seen you shoot. Why don't you show her?"

      Finn nods at this suggestion and runs over, raring to go at Jax's words. He takes the shooter against my protests, and readily positions himself in this exaggerated shooting stance while Jax replaces the old target piece with a new one. Peering all squint-eyed at the target’s red circle, he takes aim. Cat, who’d been lounging in the furthest corner of the stone room, hunches back down and tries to make herself as small as possible. I kinda want to do the same. Why ain't I stopping this? I think just as Finn lets go at the target in rapid-fire succession. Six deafening shots, but the following silence almost hurts my ears even more. I have to stop myself from running my hands over my body to make sure I ain't hit. Finn don't seem to notice though; he's looking at the smoking shooter in his hand with smug satisfaction. It kinda reminds me of Jax. Scary.

      I study the target. Did Finn really do that? I tilt my head in question at the boy, and he nods at me that he’s done shooting. I head for the target thinking my eyes must deceive me, but nope, the little stink turd had done it. He’d hit the target all six times, and four of 'em are even within the inner circle. What the hell? Not that long ago, he didn't even know what an iron shooter was. How did he get so good?

      "Jax's been teachin' me," he says, beaming that goofy grin and answering my unspoken question. "All the while you been trainin' with Mack, Jax's been teachin' me how to shoot. He says he's gonna try and get me a shooter of my own, one my own size. It's good, right? It's good 'cause the next time I get attacked by scorpi-ants or any other creature, I can protect myself."

      I don't quite know what to say. A boy Finn's age should be more concerned about swimming and fishing and playing than learning to protect himself. So no, as far as I'm concerned, it's not a good thing at all. But this is the first time since he was attacked that I’ve seen him so happy. He’s almost back to the old Finn again, so I just nod at him, and it seems to please him.

      "Finn, why don't you and Cat go play in the back gardens for a bit? I think that's enough training for today. We don't want to overdo it. Just make sure Cat doesn't go around to the front of the house; we don't want her being seen," Jax says.

      The boy answers with a simple “Sure,” at Jax's command and lays the shooter on the crate with the utmost of respect before scampering off, Cat on his heels.

      Jax starts speaking as soon as Finn disappears from sight. "Now, before you say anything—"

      "No, it's alright. I understand what you're tryin' to do," I say, and he just stares at me, mouth agape. "And for gods’ sake, shut your trap. You look like your tryin' to catch maskeetos."

      He ignores my biting remark.

      "Wait … what? You're not gonna rip my head off for training Finn how to shoot?" He narrows his eyes at me suspiciously. "Who are you, and what have you done with the real Tara?"

      I don't take the bait. "No, truly, it's okay. I haven't seen Finn this content in a while. It's good to see him smile again. You did a good thing, Jax."

      He studies me a bit more in silence.

      "Okay, see, it's kinda hard to believe you're fine with it when you still look like you're gonna spit fire at any moment and roast me alive. So if it's not Finn, what is it?"

      I shrug at him. "Nuthin' truly—"

      "Don't lie to me, Tara. I'm an expert when it comes to your moods. You only have two: pissed and more pissed. And right now, you’re the latter. What's going on?"

      "It's-I don't know," I say, running a hand over my face. "Something ain't right with Mack. I went to our trainin' session as normal, but he was so angry at me. He was demandin' that I summon my Chi, and when I couldn't, he got so frustrated with me. Like I disappointed him to no end. And I ain't got no idea why it’s so important to him 'cause when I tried to ask, he yelled at me to leave him be. Coral said he had a visitor this mornin'. You know anything 'bout that?"

      He gives a slight nod. "I saw someone leaving earlier. He was dressed in soldier garb. Mack seemed upset, too, after he had left, but he didn't stay long enough for me to ask, and I figured it wasn't none of my business anyway. I figured he would have told me if it was any concern of mine. He went straight to the training room after that. I thought you were waiting for him there," he says.

      "No, I was late. By the time I got there, he was fumin'. He was questionin' my loyalty to the rebellion. Askin' if I was only in it for my own selfish reasons or if I truly wanted to help. I don't get it."

      Mack's behavior had really upset me, and I expect Jax to share in my indignation, but he just gives a hollow laugh at my words.

      "And that surprises you? You haven't made any secret, Tara, that you’re in this for one reason and one reason only: Ben. Everything else is secondary to you."

      I stare at him, shocked.

      "That ain’t true!" I say. "I care about other stuff too. Findin' Jane and Thomas … helpin' the rebels … tryin' to make the world a better place for everybody."

      "That's a crock of shite, and you know it." The venom in Jax's words startles me. "Not once have I heard you mention defeating the Prezedant or making the world a better place. All you ever say is, 'When I find Ben,' or, 'When we rescue Ben.' And you know what? I don't get it. I don't get your obsession with rescuing the golden boy. Is his rescue the end all for all of our problems? Is the world going to be all sunshine and roses once you have him back? 'Cause news flash, Tara, the world is still going to have the same problems. The Prezedant is still going to be around bringing his misery and fear and oppression. The children and mutants and less fortunate are still going to be in danger from him and his kind, and that includes Finn and me and my whole village. Maybe for once, you should look beyond the length of Ben's shadow and consider helping others than just yourself. Mack has every right to question your commitment 'cause, come to think of it, I do too."

      My shock changes to a slow-burning anger. First Mack, now Jax? What the hell had I done to either one of 'em to make 'em talk to me this way? I’d done everything they asked of me so far, including bringing forth this stupid New Bloods’ curse that I still ain't sure I want to possess, and still they question my loyalty? And how dare he question the importance of my freeing Ben.

      "Rescuin’ Ben is extremely important to me," I growl. "He’s all that I got left of my entire kin. I guess I cain't expect you to understand that since you still have your ma and Sky and the rest of your village, but me, I got no one. I got no kin, no family to call my own, and that scares me something fierce. He is, and always will be, a huge part of my life. Without him, there ain’t no me."

      My words stun him into silence before it’s broken by a harsh snort.

      "Shite, Tara is that what you actually think? That he’s all the family you have? That he’s the only person left for you to care about?" He runs a hand through his dark hair. "I can't believe you even feel that way. That is so unbelievably selfish and stupid and narrow-minded that I don't even know what to say."

      Why is everyone attacking me today? I kinda wish Coral had just left me asleep in my bed.

      "Oh, I think you've said enough already," I snap. "I’ve had just enough of you lot today, you and Mack. I don't need to stick 'round here to hear any more of what you both think of me."

      I ignore his insistent yelling of my name as I hurry from the room. I don't want to hear any more of what he has to say. All I know is Ben would never treat me like that or say any of those hurtful things. Ben would know how I felt. He wouldn't have to question any of my motives. And he would never have called me stupid or selfish.

      Damn Jax for pissing me off. Just when I think he’s starting to turn around from being a complete jackass, he proves me wrong again. How can he in one moment be the kind, caring Jax who comforted me when Finn was sick and then be the arrogant, know-it-all shite head in the next? I just don't get it or him. And why do I always let him push me this far into anger? I should be used to his self-righteous ways by now. It shouldn't get under my skin so much.

      I ain't sure where I'm headed. I just know that I need to get away from this place and Jax and Mack at the moment. There’s too much in my head right now. I ain't sure where I can go, though. Is there any place I could go that would make me feel normal anymore? Any place where I could just be Tara and not a New Blood or a mutie or a freak? Somewhere where nobody wanted anything from me or didn't want me dead. My predicament hits me with alarming clarity, and I suddenly feel like I cain't breathe. Like if I don't get some fresh air soon, I’m gonna suffocate, so I make a beeline for the front door. I don't make it out before I hear my name.

      "Tara, stop."

      I think about ignoring Mack. I mean, he already yelled at me enough today. Why should I stick around to hear more? I take another step towards the door, desperately wanting to get outside.

      "Please, I need to talk to you. I need to explain."

      Sighing, I stop and turn around. He’s standing at the door to his book room, but he don't call it a library like Lily did. What was the name he used? Study. That was it. They cain’t even decide on the same name for a book room. No wonder this new world messes me up so much. I stare at him with wary eyes and raise a brow.

      "You gonna yell at me some more?’Cause if so, I don't need to hear it," I say.

      "Just get in here," he says in irritation, and I give in, following him into the richly decorated room. I’d been in this room before, but the feel of it never ceases to amaze me. The numerous books that lined his walls are worn from use and overflow from every nook and cranny. Weapons, knives, and shooters are stacked haphazardly in corners, and messy piles of papers and charts litter his desk. It’s the only room in this massive place that none of his help is allowed to touch and it shows. But for some reason, the messy room calms me. Maybe on some deep level, I connect with the room. Like no matter how messed up I am, I still serve a purpose like this room does.

      He sweeps aside the mountain of papers as he sits and motions for me to take the other chair. I do as he suggests and sink into the soft, fragrant leather. He watches my every move with that one eye, and even though I wanna fidget under his stare, I meet his look without flinching.

      "Sooo, we kind of got off on the wrong foot earlier," he says. I stay quiet. He clears his throat and continues. "Yes, well, forgive me. I did not mean to question your commitment or your abilities. I know you’re trying your best. I received some unsettling news, and I took my anger out on you. For that, I am sorry."

      "What news?" I ask, my curiousity piqued.

      "It doesn't matter," he says, trying to brush it aside, but I argue the point.

      "It does matter. If you want me to be a part of this whole thing, Mack, then you cain't just tell me certain things and keep other stuff from me. I need to know everythin’ that’s happenin'. If I need to be totally committed, then you need to be the same."

      Forming a steeple with his hands at the tip of his nose, he thinks for a moment, staring at me over his fingers before nodding.

      "Very well. You’re right." Sighing, he drops his hands to his desk, and drums his fingers in a nervous pattern. "The visitor this morning was a soldier. A Prezedant aide. A spy for the rebels. He brought me news of one of our people. Someone very close to our cause. She has been detained."

      I can tell by the pained look on his face that there’s more, and I feel that familiar clench of worry in my gut.

      "Mack …"

      He looks at me with eyes filled with sadness, and I know before he even says it.

      "It’s Lily."

      "No," I yell as I jump to my feet. "No. She said she was gonna be fine. Tater said they let her be."

      "Tara, calm down. She has been taken to the Prezedant's estate, yes, but she is not harmed in any way. She’s alive; do not fear."

      "Alive? For how long?" I cry. "How long before he kills her tryin' to make her talk? You have to get her outta there, Mack."

      "I am aware. She’s not in any immediate danger for the moment. She’s not a prisoner in relative terms. She has not been charged with anything. Apparently, the Prezedant has his suspicions, so he ‘invited’ her to his estate to keep an eye on her. Thank the gods she is such a well-known healer. That’s the only thing keeping her alive right now. He’s just keeping her close to watch her, to see if she will slip up and lead him to others. Lily’s smart; she knows what his game plan is."

      My fear lessens some at his words but doesn't go away entirely. First Ben, now Lily. We have to do something. Enough of sitting on our arses. I settle back down in the leather chair and take a deep breath.

      "Why didn't you tell me this earlier? Why didn't you wake me this mornin' when your spy was here with the news?" I say, my fear escalating to anger.

      "Your training is integral to our plan succeeding, Tara. I didn't want to distract you from that. I guess I didn't want to upset you," he says.

      I snort at him."Well, guess what? Big time fail. I'm upset. Question is, what are we gonna do about it? What's the plan?"

      "This," he says simply.

      One finger stabs a white square of paper on his desk and pushes it towards me with such a look of disgust that I hesitate to pick it up. It looks harmless enough, but Mack's face scares me. Fighting my hesitation, I pick up what I believe to be paper, but I'm surprised at the stiffness. I ain't never seen a piece of paper so solid. It’s neatly folded, a beautiful bird in a rainbow of feathers adorning the top of it. I run my finger over the raised drawing, marveling at the workmanship. Inside of the fold, there are words written with such a flourish of loops and swirls that I find myself struggling to pick out the letters as I read it aloud.

      "The Prezedant requests your presence at his annual masq- masqa…"

      I struggle with the word, and Mack says it for me.

      "Masquerade."

      "Masquerade party at his home on the evening of the three and one… s…t."

      Mack corrects my pronunciation of the numbers, and I shoot him an irritated glance.

      "Thirty-first," I repeat it as one word like he’d done. "Festivities begin at 1600 on the eve hour. Please join him for an unforgettable night of delight and entertainment. Re…re-pond-ez… sil... voose…."

      I give up on trying to say the last few words, but I get the gist of it all. It’s an invitation to a party. It don’t make sense.

      "A celebration? We have to save Lily and Ben, and you’re goin' to a party?"

      "Actually, we’re going to a party. As in me and you. Invited into the beast's lair itself," he says and gazes at me as I sit up straighter in my chair, letting his words sink in.

      "You’re actually thinkin' about goin'? About me goin'? Why would you want me to get near him? You said yourself I ain't in no way ready to face him yet. I don't understand."

      He nods at me, his one eye sparkling brightly.

      "Just think about it, Tara. I didn't consider this damned event of his as a possibility at first either. I had forgotten all about this party and how announcing you as my kin would automatically put you on the list for an invitation. An error on my part to be sure. When this was handed to me this morning along with the alarming news of Lily's capture, I panicked a little." He grins at me. "I guess you got the brunt of that panic. You are correct; my first thought was that you could not be anywhere near him yet. You’re in no way ready, but then I realized there is a silver lining. It gives us access to that fortress of his without question. And no doubt that is where he’s keeping the boy as well as Lily now. There has been no sign of the boy anywhere in Skytown, but it’s said the Prezedant keeps his own little house of horrors in the bowels of his estate that not even I have been privy to. If the boy is being held anywhere, then that's where he would be. A masquerade ball is a costume party, an event where your face is expected to be covered. We walk straight in; we won’t have to sneak by or fight our way in. It’s a great opportunity for us to freely roam about to search for Lily and Ben."

      Ah, so that’s the plan. To get his own little band of rebels inside to search for our people. Sounds like that’s the easy part. I reckon the hard part is getting them back out.

      "Who will be going in?" I say eagerly now, realizing the impact of what he’s telling me.

      "Well, my 'servants' will have to accompany us of course. That will give me the excuse to bring at least three men. The invite stands for me, you, Finn, who will not attend of course—he’s way too young, and this will be far too dangerous. And Jax. That gives us a total of six—"

      "Wait, what? Jax?" That catches me off guard. "Thought the plan was to pass Jax off as one of your servants. Why would he be included on the invitation?"

      "Yes, well, sometimes the best laid plans go awry. Jax simply does not have the humbleness and obscurity to pass himself off as a servant, so I improvised. When I introduced you all at the gate, Jax's identity was changed to your betrothed."

      Funny. I coulda sworn Mack just said Jax is supposed to be my betrothed, my promised. But that cain't be right. Surely, I misunderstood.

      "Can you say that again?" I say, sticking a finger in my ear and jiggling it to help my hearing. "I think I heard you wrong."

      "You did not," Mack says, and as the horror of his words sink in, he at least has the decency to look embarrassed.

      "Shizen. Are you pullin' my leg, Mack? Jax is supposed to be my promised?"

      "In name only. Don’t get yourself worked up over this. I had to give some sort of explanation to his presence here," he counters.

      "And that was the best you could come up with? Servant, stable boy, hell, shite shoveler woulda been better than my … promised." The word sticks in my throat.

      He rolls his good eye at me.

      "Stop overreacting, girl. It's not as if I am asking you to truly wed the boy. It's just a cover story. One that we will all have to pull off with perfection if we are to attend this event. The thirty-first is but three weeks away. We will have to do an incredible amount of training in that time, and you must work on your social skills. In preparing for that, I sent Tater to fetch someone to help you in that area. Someone knowledgeable but who we can trust to stay tight-lipped on everything they will see here. It’s necessary to help Ben and Lily."

      I cain't believe we’re to go through with this. And what the hell does he mean help me with my social skills? I’m social enough, I reckon. But just like the dumbest fish, I fall for the dangley bait and ignore the little alarm bells going off in my head. If it meant helping Lily and possibly finding Ben, then so be it. I will do whatever it takes.

      "You really think that's where he’s bein' kept? In the Prezedant's estate?" I say.

      "Makes sense, really." Mack taps himself lightly on the forehead. "Don't know why I didn't think of that before. Ben has to be there. He is a very valuable asset; the Prezedant would want to keep him close."

      My mindset changes in an instant. The slight panic I felt earlier at attending this celebration turns to excitement. This may be the opportunity we’ve been looking for to find Ben, finally. And all I gotta do is attend a party. Mind you, I still gotta pretend that I fit in with elite society and treat Jax like my promised, but how hard can it be?
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      "I told you I cain't do it," I snarl and stumble for about the twentieth time, falling painfully to the floor as my ankles twist yet again in these torturous devices called "dress shoes." What the hell is the Duchess thinking putting me in these and expecting me to walk normal. They have to be at least three times higher than my boots with a pointy, spiked heel that could probably take out an eye. No possible way I can walk in these death traps.

      Duchess tuts at me in a way that has come to grate on my nerves these past few days and in her high pitched, nasally tone says, "Again. Pull her up, boys."

      At her command, both my arms are grabbed and I’m hoisted to my feet by Beanie and Talbert, who quite mysteriously have overcome their fear at being inside Mack's home to be at her every beck and call. I'm sure it ain't got anything to do with Duchess's tight dresses, or the way her chest seems to threaten to fall outta her dress at any given moment, or the fact that she ran the ill house, the brothel in Littlepass that Tater had tried to hide us in. I'm sure they ain't swayed by none of that, not those two. I ain't gonna lie. At first, it had been kinda nice having them not focus on me, but now? Now, their devotion to her just irritates me to no end.

      I reach for 'em as they plop me back on my feet and step away, leaving me tottering on the ridiculous shoes and the fear of falling over again very real. Duchess steps in fronta me. She wears the exact same shoes and makes it look so easy that I actually hate her at this moment.

      "Try it again, girl. Lean slightly back and walk heel to toe like I said. Don't rush … walk fluidly. Like so."

      She takes a couple of steps and then twirls gracefully on her heels, looking like she was born with those damn shoes on her feet. I try to follow her example. I lean back and take a couple of steps, my feet hitting the floor with exaggerated thuds as I try to walk across the room. I concentrate hard, each step deliberate and measured. Finally, I reach the other side of the room without falling over, and I look up with a self-satisfied grin. I did it. But then I notice Duchess and Tater's looks of horror, and Beanie and Talbert, well, they're trying hard to keep it in, but I can see the idiotic grins behind their hands. They’re laughing at me.

      "What?" I say, miffed at their reactions. I’d done it. What’s the problem now?

      "Er, maybe, Duchess, we should get her some lower shoes. Yes, that's it. Smaller heels would be more suitable for the girl, don't you agree?" Tater finally breaks the heavy silence. "Because to be quite honest, I’ve seen elephants walk with more elegance and grace."

      The insult don't go unnoticed by the two morons, and it seems to be more than they can handle. They crack up, flooding the room with their obnoxious laughter, and I feel the angry heat rushing to my cheeks.

      "Shut up!" I snarl at 'em, my emotions getting the better of me. "Don't know what you two find so funny. You probably ain't got any idea what an elephant even is."

      "No, yer right, Mistress, we ain't. But we reckon it can prolly walk better than you in dem shoes," Talbert drawls, causing Beanie's laughter to turn to outright snorting. He snorts so hard he chokes on his own spit. Ignoring the choking man and the other one now furiously pounding his back, I focus instead on Tater. As much as I hate these damn shoes, there ain't no way I’m giving up now—just to prove a point.

      "I can do this," I hiss at him through gritted teeth, and taking a few more test steps, I start to make my way back across the room.

      "This is useless, Tater. I have never seen any girl take so long to learn—"

      I dismiss the comment, as well as the murmuring and sniggering still coming from the other side of the room, and focus on staying upright. My ankles twist again, but I catch myself from falling.

      "Really? Any fool should have been able to master this by now," Duchess snips as I pass by her. "Slow your steps. Don't walk so quickly. And straighten your back."

      Okay. Enough is enough.

      "Lean slightly or straighten my back. Which one is it? Make up your mind. What the hell you tryin' to say to me?" I’m in her face, and she steps back, startled.

      "Tara, dear, maybe we should take a little break," Tater interjects smoothly as he steps between me and my torturer, attempting to placate me. "A little breather, shall we say? As my dear mother would say, 'Elegance is found in the mind; the rest can be learned.' You need to step away for a bit, but you will learn."

      "Aye, she'll learn, but it will prolly be easier if ya trained the eleefent," Talbert says outta the corner of his mouth, his words meant for Beanie's ears alone, but I hear him. I also hear Beanie's maniacal laughter in response, and my control finally snaps. Bending over, I yank a shoe from my foot and throw it across the room with the force of my red-hot fury. The laughter cuts short as Beanie ducks, barely avoiding the shoe from smacking him in the head. Instead, it smashes into the wall, breaking off the heel, and I hear Duchess yell in horror, "My shoe!" I feel a certain vengeful smugness as I stare at the mutilated footwear.

      "You little brat," Duchess yells at me in disbelief. "Those were a pair of my best. Do you know how much they cost me?"

      "Tara! What the—oh, I am so sorry, Duchess," Tater blusters, his hands flapping in the air.

      I don't pay no mind to his antics. I'm too busy reaching for the other shoe, intending to throw that as well at the still-laughing Beanie, who’s now howling at Talbert, "She tried to kill me with a shoe!"

      "Tara, don't you dare," Tater yells as he catches my arm. "What are you doing?"

      "She's ruining my best shoes is what she's doing!" Duchess screeches as she tries to yank the other shoe outta my hand, but I hang on to it for dear life.

      "Give me that," she grunts as she tries to ply it outta my hands, and I swat at her with the shoe like she’s some pesky maskeeto.

      "No. Get offa me."

      "She threw a shoe at me,” Beanie moans.

      "Tara, stop it," Tater orders.

      The little man dances around the both of us, trying to separate us, and I can still hear Beanie and Talbert laughing, fueling my wrath. Duchess is yelling cuss words at me I ain't even heard before, and I swear Tater even threatens to put me over his knee at one point. The clamor is almost deafening.

      "What the hell is going on here?" Jax's face staring at us through the now open doorway reflects a mixture of shock and disbelief. Finn's head pokes through underneath his arm; his wide eyes filled with curiosity.

      "We could hear you from all the way down the hall," Jax says.

      "The girl has gone mad is what's happening here," Duchess squeals as she tries yanking the shoe from my grasp again, but I let it go, and she stumbles, falling back on her arse with a sharp cry.

      Tater clucks his tongue in worry as he swiftly pulls her back on her feet. Glaring daggers at my smirking face, she pulls the liberated shoe close to her chest with one hand while trying to smooth her dress with the other.

      "I am done here," she says to no one in particular as she tries to fix her disheveled hair that has fallen from its perfectly coiffed bun.

      "Duchess, wait," Tater begs as he tries to stop her dramatic exit.

      "Let her go," I say, shrugging my shoulders. "Ain't no big loss. She ain't much of a teacher anyways."

      She whirls on her pointy shoes and comes to stare down her nose at me. "I am a perfectly capable teacher. You, on the other hand, are an idiot."

      Did she just call me an idiot? Oh, hell no. Without thinking, I pounce on her and knock her offa those damn heels as we both go crashing to the floor. I can hear Tater shouting in dismay and the two in the corner laughing outta control as they yell, "Cat fight!" I ignore 'em all, my only thought to pull that insulting tongue outta her head. I try to get my hands around her neck as I feel her jerk painfully on my hair.

      "Ow," I yell as she tugs so hard I expect to see a handful of my hair come away. "You bitch." I raise my fist, intent on giving her the shiner of a lifetime, but I barely graze her chin as I am pulled away and lifted into the air.

      "Let me go," I scream, my legs kicking at empty air.

      "Calm down, you little spitfire," Jax hisses in my ear as he holds me tight to his chest and pulls me outta reach of the Duchess.

      I watch, simmering mad, as Tater helps her to her feet, but Jax still don't let me go no matter how much I struggle. She no longer resembles the perfect image she was when we first started out. Her hair hangs in clumps about her shoulders, the sleeve of her dress is ripped a little, and she has lost one of her own shoes so that she is leaning to one side. She looks befuddled, like she ain't quite sure what just happened. To be quite honest, I kinda feel the same way. Did I really just attack her?

      "If I let you go, will you behave?" Jax murmurs in my ear, and I struggle a bit more, but finally I give in and nod in agreement. He slowly loosens his grip, still not trusting me, but once he sees I’m as good as my word, he puts me down. I move quickly to the side, embarrassed at my overreaction.

      "Duchess, are you okay?" Tater is hovering about the woman like a worried hen as she stares at me with wide eyes.

      "She attacked me," she says in wonder, and Tater gives a sympathetic nod. "She is truly mad."

      I bare my teeth and growl like some devil cat, and she backs away, expecting another attack most likely.

      "I am not getting paid enough for this," she sputters, and turning on her good heel, she starts limping from the room. Tater follows behind her, trying to appease her with his words.

      "I am so sorry. I cannot possibly understand what the girl was thinking. You must stay; I'm sure Mack will compensate you for the shoes—"

      "Boys," she snaps at Beanie and Talbert as she walks by, ignoring Tater's pleading. "Come carry my bags. I am leaving here today."

      Even though they come to attention at her command, they both shoot me lopsided grins like I’d somehow made their day. Talbert even sends a sneaky salute my way before he disappears out the door, and it makes me snigger.

      "Glad you find it so funny," Jax says. He stands with his arms crossed, legs spread, and looks at me with such stern disapproval that I have to turn my head so he don't see my sudden smile. "Mack is going to be furious."

      My grin disappears, and my stomach drops. He’s right. Mack is gonna be pissed.

      "She started it," I whine in my own defense. "She kept insultin' me. She called me an idiot."

      "And that gave you the right to attack her? I'm starting to think she is right; quite possibly, you are mad. What the hell was that? We don't have time for this foolishness, Tara. The party is only two weeks away. We have to be ready, and you have just driven away your trainer."

      "Trainer for what?" I snap. "I don't need to learn how to walk in stupid shoes for this plan to work. This whole idea, this whole trainin’ is stupid if you ask me. We get in, we rescue Lily and Ben, we get out. Why are we even wastin' our time on this?"

      "Mack don't think it's a stupid idea, Tara. And ain't you willin' to try anythin’ to help get Ben and Lily back?" Finn asks.

      I had forgotten Finn was even there. His words, well, they make me feel real stupid for what I’d just done and more than a little guilty for him having seen me do it.

      "You're right, Finn. I will do anythin’ to get 'em back. I'm sorry I lost my temper. You shouldna had to see that," I say.

      He shrugs. "She shouldna called you an idiot. That wasn't nice either."

      Ah, to see things always through the eyes of a child.

      "Be that as it may, what are we going to do about your training? If we’re going to pull off being Mack's kin at this party, we have to know what we’re doing, how to act. This may be our only chance at getting them out. We can't risk getting found out before we even have had a chance to find them," Jax says.

      "I know, I know. It just seems like … like we’re takin' so long. Who knows what they may be goin' through? What he may be doin' to 'em. I hate waitin'."

      "Really? I hadn't noticed," Jax drawls, and I narrow my eyes at his sarcasm. "Well, the first thing you’re going to have to do is apologize to Duchess. Mack paid good coin to bring her here, and for you to drive her away … he ain't gonna be happy."

      I shake my head. "I ain't sayin' nuthin' at all to her. She brought it on herself. I ain't apologizin' for anythin’ I done." I fold my arms stubbornly.

      Jax nods at my words and strokes his chin as he studies me. "Okay, then you need to go tell Mack what you did and why she’s leaving. He's in the training room by the way, practicing with his white sword. You know the one that looks like a meat cleaver? Looks like it could chop a man in two with one stroke? Let me know how that goes."

      I stare back in defiance but finally drop my shoulders in resignation. "Fine," I say, choosing the lesser of the two evils. "I'll go apologize … but it ain’t 'cause I mean it."
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        * * *

      

      Don't know if it was the apology or Mack doubling her payment, but Duchess agrees to stay, much to my chagrin. I think she really does believe me to be mad, though, 'cause she don't insult me anymore and keeps eyeballing me like I might jump her at any moment. She has even given up on the idea of the heels, though I think that may have been more of Tater's doing. The torture devices are replaced by a pair of white, flat shoes, so soft to the touch it’s almost like wearing nuthin'. I love the feel of 'em. “Silk slippers” Tater had called 'em. I call 'em relief. They hug my feet perfectly and slide 'cross the floors like I’m floating on clouds. Like my word learnin', though, I reckon they would be just as useless out in the sand lands, so I didn't wanna put too much stock in 'em. Just another silly thing the city folk had come up with far as I’m concerned.

      As impractical as they are, I cain't help but run my hands in admiration over the soft material as I wait for Duchess to join me to start our training today. Dancing, she’d said. Like I need to learn how to dance? You just had to move your body to music. It wasn't that hard, really. But I’d promised Mack I would behave and do whatever she asked of me no matter how stupid I thought it to be. Lily and Ben deserve that much of me at least.

      She soon arrives with her typical party in tow: Tater, Beanie, and Talbert, but I'm surprised to see Jax with 'em as well. Is he supposed to be Mack's spy now, making sure I behave and do as I'm told? I'm about to protest his presence when I notice the two idiots are carrying something very strange looking indeed. It’s a fair-sized, boxy object with a rounded top and what appears to be a golden horn growing out of it. Very odd.

      "Do I even wanna know?" I say as they place it with care on a table top, Tater hovering anxiously and watching their every move. Impatient, he shoos them away as soon as they finish and starts running his hands lovingly over the box.

      "Is this not magnificent? I have not seen one in over twenty years. Not since my dear mother passed on. She owned one of course back in the day. Her clientele loved the music she had playing all the time. I think some of them came for that purpose alone. She—"

      "No way! That thing plays music?" I ask, cutting short Tater's ramblings. Don't need to hear any more stories about his ma that much I do know.

      "Oh, yes, and quite beautifully, I might add. It's called a gramophone. Quite the invention, I must say."

      "You're pullin' my leg," I say, very much the skeptic. There ain't no way this thing made music. Where are the flutes or pickstrings or squeeze boxes? This don't look anything like a musical instrument.

      "Oh, I assure you, this is quite genuine; no leg pulling on my part," Tater says, and I study their faces to see if anyone is laughing at my expense. Tater's face just spouts excitement while Jax and the two others look as puzzled as I am. Duchess, well, she's just looking impatient as always.

      "Come," she says, clapping her hands. "Enough already; let's begin."

      From the smaller box that she carries, she pulls out a round, flat object and places it on the gramophone. She then cranks a handle on the side of the box with such fervor that it causes her chest to bounce up and down. So much so that maybe, I'm thinking, she's gonna give herself that shiner after all. Talbert and Beanie nearly fall over each other in their attempt to move closer, so as they can get a better view, and I roll my eyes in disgust. Done cranking, she moves a smaller stick thingy over the now spinning round object and places it carefully. You probably coulda knocked me over with a feather as the sounds coming from the horn reach my ears. By the gods, it is music. Tater ain't lying.

      The beautiful melody washes over me with sounds like I ain't ever heard before. What kinda instrument made such a tinkling noise? It reminds me somewhat of a summer rain sprinkling on a tin roof. The music is so soothing, and I soon find myself lost in its peacefulness. But then Duchess starts talking again, breaking the beauty of the moment with her cat screechin’ tone.

      "So today, we will be learning the basic waltz called the box step. Very easy, very simple, and should suffice to get you through the evening without making you look like complete and utter idiots."

      I narrow my eyes at her. Is she insulting me again?

      "Jax, if you will be kind enough to join me."

      Ah, so that's why Jax is here, to be her dancing partner. She glides to the center of the room, and Jax joins her, standing in fronta her, arms hanging like two dead tree branches at his side, and I snicker at how uncomfortable he looks.

      "The waltz is a very smooth dance that travels around the room in a counter-clockwise direction." She points in the direction like we’re morons again, making me wish that she was indeed sporting that shiner I’d so desperately wanted to give her.

      "It basically consists of three steps. Left foot going forward, step to the side with your right, step back with your left." She demonstrates as she speaks, arms out to an invisible partner.

      "There is a rise and fall with this waltz, so when stepping forward, you go down a little, the next two steps, up, up. Like so … one-two-three, one-two-three. Left-right-left, left-right-left. Down-up-up. Down-up-up." She makes it look so easy, but I feel my gut clenching. Why does city dancing have to be so technical?

      She stops in fronta Jax, and he looks up from studying her feet.

      "Arm position as so. Palm to palm," she takes Jax's hand. "Ladies, left hand just below the shoulder, gentlemen, right hand on the shoulder blade. Jax, move slightly to my right, so we can move in harmony. Now, left foot forward … step to the side … back with your left. One, two, three … excellent."

      She’s right. He is doing amazingly well. How did he learn that so quickly? Guess Sky wasn't wrong when she had called him the best dancer. I start to panic. I cain't dance like that. I could barely dance now without tripping over my own two feet let alone something like that.

      "Tara."

      "Huh?" I look up at my name being bellowed.

      "I said it's your turn. Come here." Duchess moves aside from Jax's grasp and motions me in with a wave of her hand.

      I don't want to. I don't want a repeat of yesterday with everybody laughing at me again. But Finn's words echo in my brain. Ain't I willing to do anything to help Lily and Ben, he’d said. So swallowing my pride, I step into Jax's arms like Duchess had done. Palm to palm, she had said. Left hand on the shoulder. Stand a little to the side so we could move together. So far, so good. Jax smiles down at me.

      "You ready?" he asks, and I nod as the music starts playing again.

      Left foot forward, well, I try at least, but Jax does the same, and we smack into each other, my forehead banging into his chin.

      "Ow," I cry at the same time as he yells, "Hell, Tara."

      I drop my hand from his and rub my forehead. What had I done wrong?

      "No, no, no, you both can't lead," Duchess puts her hands on her ample hips and heaves a dramatic sigh.

      "You must let Jax lead, girl. If he is stepping left foot forward, then you must start with right foot back."

      "Well, why didn't you tell me that?" I snap as I hear the familiar sniggering coming from the two idiots. Why are they even in here? I wonder for the umpteenth time as I send a threatening glare their way.

      "Because I thought you would know…. never mind. Begin again," she says impatiently. "Jax starts with left foot forward, and you counter with right foot back. Remember, one-two-three, one-two-three."

      "She didn't tell me that," I whisper at Jax as he takes my hand again. "How was I supposed to know if she didn't say so?"

      "I know," he agrees, but I think it’s more just to shut me up. "Ready?" he asks once we are in position, and I nod.

      The music begins again, and I make sure to step back, counting in my head, One-two-three, one-two-three.

      "Tara, don't look down at your feet. Chin up; look at your partner. Stop counting and moving your lips. And for the gods' sake, smile. Dancing is supposed to be a pleasure, not a punishment." Duchess's voice scrapes over me like a dull blade, but I do as she says, smiling at Jax through a mouthful of gritted teeth.

      "I'd love to dollop some punishment on her right now," I mutter through my fake smile, and he cracks up laughing. His laughter, it relaxes me somewhat. It says to me our dancing together ain't that bad. And it actually isn't. Now that we’re getting the rhythm down, it’s surprisingly easy.

      "That's it, that's it. You have it. Now, just follow the room. Whatever the others are doing, just go with the flow," she cries.

      "What others?" I question, but Jax takes her words to heart and starts moving me across the floor. The tempo of the music picks up, and he does the same, forcing me to move faster and follow along. We’re dancing so fast now we’re almost hopping, and I start giggling at our jerky movements.

      "Jax," I cry through my laughter. "Slow down."

      But that just causes him to go even faster.

      "Jax," I protest again, and his laughter joins with mine, throwing off my count. I cain't keep the rhythm straight in my head anymore, and my feet miss a step, tangling with his and sending us both sprawling to the floor.

      I land flat on my back, and he falls on toppa me, his arms planted on each side of me stops his fall, his face hanging just a breath above mine. His laughter makes his eyes sparkle with a thousand pinpoints of light. Those damn eyes. I stare into 'em, my own laughter catching in my throat. I ain't ever been this close to him before, so close that I realize his eyes are not the truest of blue like I believed 'em to be. Instead, I can see they’re flecked with tiny bits of gray, like storm clouds moving in on a sunny day.

      "You're an idiot," I say a little breathlessly, and his eyes crinkle up at the corners.

      "Aye, I have called myself that more than once these past few weeks," he says, his voice soft.

      I smile at him then and startle at how his face changes. All the laughter fades away, and his eyes darken with some new emotion. He reaches down and touches my parted lips with his fingertips, outlining their shape.

      "Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are when you let your guard down and smile?" he says, and I suddenly feel like every breath of air is sucked outta my lungs.

      My gut starts doing those stupid flip flops again, and my heart starts beating like I’m on the run from some wild wolfling. The way his finger is tracing my lips, well, I ain't quite sure if it’s pleasure or pain. Feels like every nerve ending is raw and exposed, and his touch is setting 'em on fire. I ain't quite sure what’s happenin’, but I do know I don't want it to end.

      "Ahem…which one of ya messed up?"

      I reluctantly tear my eyes away from Jax to find a pair of dirty, battered boots by my head. Talbert bends over us with inquisitive eyes, his black lips stretched tight in a wide grin.

      "Which one of ya messed up? I bet Beanie a week's worth of cleanin' up the big cat's shite that the mistress would be the first to mess up. Was I right?" he asks Jax and then looks back down at me apologetically. "No offense, Mistress. Yer a woman of fine talents but dancin' ain't one of 'em."

      "None taken, and yup it was me," I say and cain't help but laugh at Talbert's victorious whoops and his little two-step jig.

      "Wot I tell ya? Beanie, my boy, get used to bein' the shite shoveler fer a bit."

      Normally, that woulda pissed me off. But not this time. Not today. I'm still grinning like a fool as Jax pulls me to my feet, his hand holding mine a little longer than necessary before he lets go.

      "Back to work?" he suggests, and I shrug, belying the excitement I feel at knowing I would be spending most of my day in his arms.
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      I’m truly sick of the word "practice." It just never seems to end. Between the dancing, the sparring, the weaponry, the walking, the table manners, and hell, Tater even had me practicing talking. What the hell is wrong with the way I talk? I know I don't want to end up speaking like him with his big, fancy words that nobody can understand. He’d even taken to calling me his "Eliza Doolittle" at times, whoever the hell that is. Thank gods it hadn't lasted long, though. After of couple of days of him instructing me, "Repeat after me. Cain't is not a word. Can't or cannot. Ain't is not a word. Isn't or is not," he’d finally given up and told me to play shy and let Jax do all the talking. Fine by me.

      I guess it ain't all bad though; the practice keeps me busy. Busy enough to keep my mind from driving me crazy with worry for Ben and Lily. Now Jax? That is a whole other story. I have no idea what’s happening there. What he’d said to me that day of our fall, the way he’d touched me, well, there ain't been nuthin' remotely close to that happening again. Oh, he’s still the same Jax, joking and teasing and irritating, but that softer side of him ain't shown itself no matter how hard I looked for it. There ain't been no nice words or soft touches. Hell, even when we’re dancing, it’s almost like he’s afraid to hold me too close. I don’t know what has changed since our first dance lesson. Had he been playing a game with me, or is it the guilt of Sky that’s making him keep his distance? Maybe it don't mean nuthin' at all, and I’m the only one putting any stock into what he’d done. Maybe to him, it was just a simple comment and nuthin' more. I ain't got any idea, and I sure as hell ain't found the nerve yet to ask.
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        * * *

      

      The thought of Jax still runs rampant in my head as I lay on the soft, sweet-smelling grass of Mack's back garden, letting the sun's warmth almost lull me asleep. It was one of those rare moments when no one was demanding my attention. No sparring, no dancing, no nuthin'. Mack was off doing whatever he did. Tater and Duchess had gone into the city in search of some material for costumes for this stupid masquerade party. I wanted nuthin' to do with that. Beanie and Talbert, I didn't know and didn't care what they were up to as long as they ain't bothering me. It was just me and the boy and the cat. It was nice.

      I watch Finn and Cat as they try in vain to catch the little fish jumping outta the massive fish pond built in the middle of this "garden." Cat is immersed in the shallow pond up to her belly and waits patiently for her prey. I laugh out loud as one tiny fish seems to jump and brazenly slap Cat on the lips as she nips at it and misses, causing the big black beast's eyes to open wide in disbelief and growl in frustration. I swear sometimes that creature is more human than I am.

      I ain't aware the object of my thoughts is anywhere near me 'til a shadow falls over my face as he blocks out the sun.

      "Been looking all over for you," he says as he sprawls beside me on the grass. I turn my face from him and blame the flush rising in my cheeks on the fireball above our heads.

      "Well, you found me," I say, pretending I couldn't care less one way or the other. "So why you botherin' me?"

      He chuckles softly.

      "Is that any way to greet someone who comes bearing gifts?" he says, drawing my attention to him. I sit up. He is indeed carrying something wrapped in a piece of cloth, and I watch as he unwraps it to show me the three lumps of brown, well, I ain't quite sure what it is. But it sure as hell don't look like anything I would call a gift.

      "Aye, I can see why you’re eager to share that with me," I say, but he ignores my sarcasm.

      "Here, eat it," he says as he tries to shove a dark glob at me.

      I shake my head. "Nuh uh. I ain't eatin' that shite. 'Cause that's exactly what it looks like."

      He shrugs at me.

      "Suit yourself," he says and pops a hunk into his mouth while I watch in disgusted disbelief. Finn has noticed Jax's arrival and comes trotting over to plop himself down between us.

      "Oh, gods, is that what I think it is, Jax?" he says eagerly. "Can I have some?"

      "Aye," says Jax and hands one hunk to Finn.

      Wait, am I missing something here? How come Finn knows what it is but I don't?

      "What is that then?" I say, but Jax grins at me, showing me his brown-stained teeth.

      "Since you don't want any, you don't need to know. More for us, right, Finn?"

      "It's called choc-a-let, least that's what I think Coral called it. She gave me some yesterday, and it’s soooooooo good. You gotta try it, Tara."

      I reach for the last remaining piece with hesitant fingers, but Jax hauls it outta my reach.

      "Nope, too late. You said you didn't want any." He pretends he's gonna eat it himself, but I snatch it outta the cloth.

      "Jackass," I say. I raise it to my mouth but stop with it halfway there. "You sure you two ain't lyin' to me? This actually tastes good?"

      "Yes, I swear." Jax grins at my distrust. "Now eat it already before it melts all over your fingers."

      Too late for that, I notice, so I toss the whole thing into my mouth before I can change my mind. My eyes scrunch up, waiting for some cruel joke to kick in, but as soon the taste touches my tongue, they pop back open in amazement.

      "Oh my gods," I try to say around the melting slice of heaven in my mouth. "This is … this is so … oh my gods."

      Why have I never known about this choc-a-let before? The rich, sweet creaminess feels so indulgent and sinful as it melts in my mouth. My pleasure leaves me speechless as I savor every bite, trying to make the taste last longer. Finally, I swallow the delicacy and then lick the remaining traces offa my fingers.

      "Do you have more?" I say to Jax, but he shakes his head, grinning as he reaches over and wipes the corner of my mouth with the cloth in his hand.

      "See what happens if you trust me a little? I'm full of surprises."

      "Aye, well, you're full of something all right," I drawl as I knock the cloth away, and Finn snorts into his hand. Jax scowls at him and then pulls him into a loose headlock, making the boy howl in protest. The ruckus catches Cat's attention. She runs over, fish pond forgotten, and leaps on toppa 'em, trying to get in on the fun. Her waterlogged fur covers 'em both like some wet blanket, making 'em yell at her, "Get off!" She does as they say but then does what every wet animal tends to do: she shakes herself dry. Sitting behind the two boys, I’m pretty much protected from the onslaught of water, spittle, and mud that otherwise coats the two in fronta me.

      Oh, my gods. I start laughing. I cain't help it. The look of disgust on their faces, it cracks me up something fierce. I laugh so hard tears roll down my cheeks, and I gotta hold my stomach it's hurting so bad.

      "Oh, you think this is funny, do you?" Jax drawls dangerously low as he peers at me through narrowed eyes. Since I truly cain't talk right now, I only nod.

      "Yeah? I'll show you funny," he says.

      I should have known what he was up to from the dangerous look on his face. Before I can run, he scoops me up in his arms and starts heading for the pond.

      "Jax! Don't you dare," I shriek, knowing what's coming.

      He keeps going, ignoring my frantic kicking and screaming.

      "Put me down. Stop!"

      He dangles me over the pond.

      "Put me down or else, jackass," I say.

      "Or else what? What you gonna do to me, Tara?"

      His question is innocent enough, but it makes my body quiver as he stares at me. My laughter dies away as I realize my arms are twined tightly around his neck, and I can feel his heart bumping frantically against mine, making it feel like one single beat. My fingers itch to run through his wet hair and wipe the glistening water droplets from his skin.

      "Well? What you gonna do to me?" he says a little lower this time, and his eyes stare into mine, full of suggestion.

      I feel my breath catch in my throat. "Jax," I protest softly.

      "Tara," he mocks.

      "Argh!" The scream leaves my lips as we both hit the water, and I swallow some of the foul stuff before I manage to sit up, sputtering.

      "What the—?" Jax is taken as much by surprise as I am by the cold dunk. Finn is bent over at the edge of the pond, slapping his knee and laughing his fool head off. The little stink turd had pushed us both in.

      "Now that," he says in between hysterical bouts of laughter and pointing at us, "that's funny."

      "You little shite head!" Jax bellows, and before Finn can run, he’s grabbed by the ankle and yanked into the pond with us, his startled gasp at the cold water quickly followed by squeals of laughter.

      "Take that,' Jax teases, slamming his palm down flat on the water, causing it to splash Finn in the face. The boy retaliates by grabbing a handful of mud from the pond's murky bottom and splatters us both, starting an all-around water fight. It ain't long before Cat jumps in, and our shrieks at almost being squished by the massive beast echo all over the back gardens.

      "What the hell?" Mack roars as he comes barreling through the garden, concern written all over his face and his hand hovering above his shooter. He stops short at what he sees, shaking his head in shock. For some reason, he don't look as amused as the rest of us.

      "Really? And to think the future of our rebellion may lie in the hands of you three idiots. Get your damned arses outta my fish pond and inside to freshen up. Have you all forgotten that we have to attend high tea this afternoon? You better learn to take this seriously, or we will fail with this plan of ours. Do you understand what I’m saying?"

      Shite, I did forget about the tea we had to go to. Tea of all things. Apparently, our living at Mack's was becoming public knowledge now amongst the island's elite, and people were getting curious. They were asking to meet the captain's kin. As much as none of us wanted to do this, Mack included, we knew we couldn't keep turning down the invites. It would only arouse more suspicion, and we cain't have anyone asking questions.

      Mack stomps off without waiting for an answer as we all look around at each other with sheepish expressions. He was right; as much as this idea of afternoon tea is stupid, it was also a test of what we had learned so far. Being able to fool these people into thinking we belonged may make all the difference in our plan succeeding, so I try to stay serious and hold it in, but I cain't help but laugh when Jax crosses his eyes and sticks out his tongue at Mack's back.

      "I heard that," Mack bellows over his shoulder. "And I said move!"

      We don't dare disobey. We move.
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        * * *

      

      I … cain't … even. This is how these people spend their days? Sitting in overstuffed, over-perfumed, sweltering rooms pretending like they’re all so interested in each other and the city's problems but really are there just to criticize what the other is wearing. If I have to hear one more story about how some missus was dressed for tea last week, I’m gonna scream.

      I cover my yawn with a hand and pull at the neck of my new outfit Coral had dressed me in this afternoon. Ugh. I wanna get this over with so I can get outta these suffocating clothes. Why is it so damned hot in here? And why cain't I be sitting with the men? At least they looked like they’re talking about interesting stuff. I can even hear Jax chuckling ever so often. But noooooo, I’m stuck here with … what are these women's names again? The old gramma, her name is Missus Camon, and the other one—the one who has been eyeballing Jax all afternoon like he’s a slab of meat—is Missus Bots. No, Bodes. That’s it. Apparently, she’s a new widow, according to the gramma, but from the way she’s staring and flirting with Jax, I reckon she’s trying to remedy that real quick. And I'm pretty sure Jax was introduced earlier as my betrothed, but it don't seem to make any difference to the slag.

      "Would you care for some more tea, Miss Sara?" I ain't even aware the old gramma is talking to me at first. I musta blocked out their irritating droning about this one's terrible dress and that one's awful hair. Finn bumps my knee with his, bringing me back to the present and making me remember that by saying Sara, she’s referring to me. Mack had insisted on us not using our real names in public just to be on the safe side. Sara, Jackson, and Quinn had been the names recorded at the wall to Skytown, so that's who we are now.

      "Yes, please. That would be lovely," I say to the gramma, remembering Tater's "correct response" training. She bends over, her blue-veined hands reaching for the most delicate glass teapot I’ve ever seen. It’s a pale yellow with flowers etched all around the base and up the spout. I woulda been afraid to touch it. I was used to tea being made in a tin pot over a campfire. I somehow doubt these missus have ever seen a campfire, let alone a tin pot, in their lives.

      "Another sweet cake, boy?"

      Finn's eyes light up with delight as he mutters, "Yes please, ma'am," and then proceeds to stuff his mouth while I watch on, annoyed.

      I would like to have another one too, but since I ain't offered, I figured it would be impolite just to take it. Stupid city people and their society rules.

      "So, my dear, I assume you have all received your invite to this year's social event?" gramma says to me, but I just stare back at her, puzzled.

      "Huh?" I say, but another nudge from Finn has me stammering to cover it. "Uh, s-sorry, ma'am?"

      "The Prezedant's masquerade ball of course. Surely any kin of the captain has an invitation?"

      "Oh, aye. I mean, yes, we did," I say, taking a huge sip of the still hot tea so as I don't have to talk no more. It causes me to burn the roof of my mouth all the way down to my gut. I start coughing, and Finn pounds my back. I hope my choking will somehow stop the questions but no such luck. She simply waits for me to catch my breath and then goes right on talking like I almost just didn't die.

      "Oh, isn't it exciting? We all look forward to this every year. He throws such marvelous parties, doesn't he, Clara dear?" Gramma addresses the slag who cain't take her eyes offa Jax.

      What is wrong with that woman? She’s worse than a cat in heat. True, Jax did clean up real nice. With his hair all slicked back, and the whiskers on his face cut down to just stubble, and wearing that new shirt and trousers, he looks like he fits in here. More so than me, I think as I pull at my neckline again, coughing some more. But still, ain't that woman got any sense of decency? I wanna yank her ogling eyes right outta her head.

      "Wonderful indeed," the slag answers, the corner of her mouth turning up in a weird sorta grin. "Especially the extracurricular activities."

      Both women laugh at this. I ain't got no idea what they're talking about, but I got a strange feeling if I did, I wouldn't find it as funny.

      "True, Clara dear; they are quite enjoyable for you young ones at least. I'm afraid I'm a bit too long in the tooth now for that sort of thing. I'm reduced to having to live vicariously through you now, my dear." The old woman says it with a smile, but I swear I can see an evil glint in her eye. Like somehow she resents that fact and if she could suck the younger woman's life force outta her, she would do it in an instant. It makes me shiver.

      "That one will be my first conquest," the slag murmurs, still eyeing Jax.

      Gramma nudges her and ever so slightly nods her head my way, reminding her of my presence. The dark eyes finally flick my way, staring me over before dismissing me. She don't say nuthin', but that look pisses me off something fierce. It says to me that she don't consider me threat enough to stand in her way. I ain't that daft. I can tell she has a hankering for Jax, and she ain't about to let me stop her. My hand tightens on my tea cup, and I gotta stop myself from throwing the hot liquid right into her slag face. We'll see about that, I think, but I don't say nuthin'.

      Almost like the old woman can sense what I'm thinking, she changes the subject.

      "Tell me, my dear, who is your dressmaker?"

      "My dressmaker?" I repeat stupidly and then clear my throat again. I ain't got a clue how to answer that.

      "Surely, you have started on your dress by now? Who’s making it? Is it Gormichi or Donneto? Oh, I do hope it's Donneto. I do so prefer her workmanship over that atrocious beast Gormichi."

      How the hell do I answer that? Is it a trick question? Sweat beads my upper lip as I rack my brain. Just pick one, you idiot, I think.

      "Neither," I find myself saying. "I had my dress brought from Southpoint." I smile smugly to myself at my clever answer.

      "Ohhhhh Southpoint! They have beautiful designers as well. Who was it? Do tell," the gramma demands.

      Shite. I'm saved by none other than the slag who, bored with our conversation, jumps to her feet and glides effortlessly across the room in her heels. Makes me hate her even more.

      "My dear, Jackson, please let me show you the gardens." The smile that lights up her face actually makes her annoyingly pretty in a way. "The gardens of House Camon are a legend here in Skytown, almost rivaled to the Prezedant's himself."

      I glare at Jax across the room. Don't you even dare! I yell at him in my head, but he seems to be charmed by the woman and oblivious to her intentions.

      "I would enjoy that, ma'am, thank you," he says, and my anger at his stupidity boils over.

      "So would I," I pipe up, setting my teacup down with a loud clank. "And Fin… Quinn too, wouldn't you Quinn? As a matter of fact, I think we all could do with a bit of fresh air. And I'm sure no one is more suitable to show us around the gardens than Missus Camon herself. After all, she would know 'em the best."

      I smile sweetly at the old gramma, and to my surprise, she agrees with me.

      "That's a wonderful idea. Shall we?" she says and gets to her feet.

      I'm pretty pleased with myself and the crimp I put in the she-devil's plans with Jax, but if looks could kill, let's just say they would be digging a hole in that garden for me right about now.
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        * * *

      

      Well, Missus Bodes didn't lie about the garden's legend. As soon as we enter, we’re greeted by a wave of smells and colors. The air is perfumed with lavender and grass and other stuff I cain't quite make out, but it has to be coming from the sea of flowers. The garden floor is ablaze with shades of red and white and purple. Unfamiliar pale pink trees surround us on either side, creating pathways through the garden. Occasional orange trees dot the landscape, the fruit hanging heavy on the branches and some of it already lying rotting on the ground underneath. The beauty of it all is beyond compare, yet I cain't help but be angered by the wastefulness of it all.

      Missus Bodes laid claim to Jax as soon as we entered the grounds, and they now amble ahead of us, arm in arm. She leans in every now and again to explain or point out an area of interest to Jax, her chest lying heavy on his arm. Seriously, does he not feel that? Why don't he at least try to pull away? Peeved at her forwardness and Jax's stupidity, I send Finn ahead to pepper 'em with questions and the parting words of "Don't hold nuthin' back." I can hear her exasperation in her answers as Finn starts questioning her about everything and anything he sees, and I grin to myself. Good boy.

      Mack and the gramma totter slowly behind us, which leaves me stuck with the tour guide of the gramma's better half. Mister Camon is a nice enough old coot, and with his neatly trimmed gray whiskers and watery blue eyes, he kinda reminds me of Grada. Even though I know he’s a member of the Prezedant's Army, I cain't help but find myself liking him against my better judgment. He don't say much to me, content to let all the others do the talking, but answers me politely every time I do speak.

      "What is this flower?" I say as I point to the beautiful, blood-red blossoms growing on a row of bushes to our right. I touch it lightly and am amazed at the soft, satiny texture of its petals.

      "A rose," he answers with his old man voice voice. "A beautiful flower indeed, but be careful. Its beauty hides many sharp thorns."

      I kinda draw my hand back at his warning as I can now see the hidden thorns underneath. He approaches the bush, snaps one of the blossoms off, and tucks it behind my ear. I'm immensely glad for Coral's trick of darkening the white stripes in my hair with tea. Old man or not, I sure don't want him seeing those.

      "You are from Southpoint, yet you do not know what a rose is? It has been numerous years since I’ve been there, but if memory serves me correctly, I’m sure they have just as many beautiful gardens as we do here in Skytown."

      The eyes I had considered weak and watery earlier now contain a shrewdness in 'em that I ain't noticed before, and it chills me. I choose my words carefully.

      "Yes, they do have beautiful gardens, but I’m afraid I'm not one much for flowers. Learnin' names don't interest me much. I would rather be spendin' my time in the barns or with the animals. Thank you for the gift." I touch the rose in my hair and smile at him. He inclines his head at me slightly, and we continue walking.

      "Captain MacKenzie informs me you are his niece and the little one his nephew. His sister's children?" he says.

      "That's correct," I say. A story we had already agreed upon.

      "Hmmmm, you do not carry much family resemblance."

      My laugh is light. "No, we do not. I look like our ma while Quinn looks like our pa."

      "And neither of you bear any resemblance whatsoever to our good Captain," he says.

      I swallow nervously and plaster a smile on my face. "Not true. Put an eye patch on me, and you wouldn't be able to tell us apart." I laugh at my own joke, but old man Camon don't even crack a smile. I try to distract him from his line of questioning. "Your gardens are very beautiful. And are those cages I see down there below us? Do you keep animals, too?"

      I don't give him time to answer. I yell out to the boy, eager to get away from the questions.

      "Quinn, they have animals! Let's go see." And the boy rushes ahead of me down the 'crete steps to the lower garden. He beats me there, of course, but draws up short at the first cage in front of him. I can see it has to be a larger animal, a brown ball of fur huddled in the corner of the cage. Cain't quite tell what it is, though, but as I get closer, I can see Finn backing slowly away. What kinda animal is it to scare the boy?

      "Tara," he whispers as I touch his shoulder, and I look around to make sure no one noticed his slip with my name, but the others ain't close enough yet.

      "Careful, Quinn, you—" My words catch in my throat. The brown ball of fur has turned in its cage, and a pair of tortured eyes stare out at us from the barred prison. Only it ain't the eyes of some wild animal. These eyes are very much human.

      I stare back, not understanding if I’m seeing correctly. What the hell is this? The mutie, maybe recognizing our wide-eyed shock, starts up a keening that soon has Finn covering his ears with his hands. I’m too dumbfounded to do the same, even though the sound is like a knife piercing through to my brain. I can only keep staring back as it makes its miserable sounds.

      "Shut up!" Mister Camon smacks the bars of the cage with his walking stick as he approaches, and the mutie immediately goes silent as it cowers back into his corner. I feel like I should say or do something, but my shock is far outweighing my indignation at the moment.

      "This is Horax. One of the best arena fighters you will ever get to see. We were very lucky to have been able to buy him and quite cheaply too, I might add. Though now I can see why his old owners sold him at such a bargain price. His noise can be very distracting to say the least."

      They keep muties locked in a cage in their garden? What kinda madness is this? The creature don't make no more noise, but the look he’s giving me starts a small flicker of flame burning in the pit of my stomach.

      My eyes search the other cages. There are at least five or six more, and they’re all filled with the same pathetic-looking occupants.

      "You have mutants in cages," I say, like hearing it out loud is the only way to get my brain to accept it as reality.

      "Not just any mutants; these are all top-notch arena champions."

      He says it with such pride, and I can feel the slight flame starting to burn a little stronger. This ain't no time to show my Chi, but I cain't seem to stop the boil in my stomach from happening.

      "You have mutants in cages," I say it louder this time, and the old man regards me with a look that says he thinks I may just be a little bit crazy. Maybe I am giving off the crazy vibe because Mack arrives at that moment, takes one look at me, and starts saying his goodbyes. Jax suddenly shakes Missus Bodes off like some damned sand biter, grabs my arm, and starts ushering me outta the gardens.

      "Jax, they have people in cages," I whisper loudly, but he shushes me.

      "Not now, Tara. Hold it in. Your hair is starting to glow. The white is showing through. You need to hold it in. Quinn!" he barks over his shoulder, and Finn comes scampering to my other side.

      I don't know what excuse Mack gives them for our abrupt departure, and I truly don't care. I cannot stand to be in this garden or around these cruel people for one more moment. The look in that mutie's eyes, the suffering and misery. How could they? The memory of the cold-blooded yelling and the screams we’d heard coming from the arena on our first night here, it all comes flooding back to me.

      "Jax, we have to help 'em," I say suddenly, trying to pull away, but he don't let go.

      "We can't do anything right now, Tara," he hisses in my ear. "Other than get you out of here."

      "But—"

      "Not now. We'll do something, I promise. Just don't argue with me right now, okay?" And I nod at his words. He promised, so I believe him.

      With the gods as my witness, we will do something.
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      It’s finally here: the Thirty-First. Everything we’d done this past few weeks, the plan to rescue Lily and Ben, it all hinges on today. We’d gone over the plan a hundred times. Over and over, discussing and analyzing everyone's part.

      There are seven of us going. Me, Mack, and Jax, we’re the inside people getting a layout of the estate—every room and corner. Our goal is to find the underground cells in the lower levels of the estate. Mack's inside man had already given us a basic layout of where the cells are located. With a little luck, we could get to 'em no problem. If Ben and Lily are being held there in the estate at all, then it makes sense that's where we will find 'em.

      Talbert, Beanie, and Riven—Mack's "servants"—are to patrol the outside under the guise of taking care of the carriage and horses. Their job is to scope out every nook and cranny of the grounds, trying to formulate the best escape route in cause our plan went awry. They will mark all the guard posts and take care of the guards if necessary.

      Tater had gotten himself a spot on the entertainment staff with Mack's help. The original storyteller hired for the task had found himself suddenly and violently ill-disposed, so Mack had thrown Tater's name as a fill-in. His job is to deliver some nightweed and two costumes to Mack's inside man. He, in turn, would make sure the nightweed found its way into the cell guards' supper. Each evening watch consisted of two guards, and they are fed from the kitchens at exactly the same time every day. Nightweed works quickly and is long-lasting. Once the guards are out, we will have a two to three hour window of time to search the lower levels.

      We are to wait for Tater's signal that it’s a go. If everything has fallen into place and the spy has successfully delivered the nightweed and costumes we need, then Tater's story will be Sinbad and the Seven Lands. Any other story means the plan has failed. At the signal, me, Jax, and Mack will sneak outta the party. I’m to remain on watch outside of the cells while the other two are to steal the cell keys and go in to find Ben and Lily. My job is to distract any stray guard that wanders our way with my "feminine wiles." Well, that was the original idea, but after seeing me practice those said wiles, Mack had finally decided I should just pretend to see a mouse, scream really loud to alert them, and fake faint. Sounds good to me. Once we have Ben and Lily dressed in the extra costumes and masks, we’ll just casually walk 'em outta there along with the rest of the party guests and drive 'em away in the carriage. Simple enough. Now, we just need all the pieces to fall exactly into place liked planned. And for the gods to be truly on our side. A lot can go wrong. I ain't gonna lie; it worries me something fierce.
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        * * *

      

      My innards clench in knots, but I ain't sure if it's to do with our plan or the image staring back at me from the gilded mirror Coral had pushed me in front of. Who is this strange-looking creature staring back at me? The image moves when I do, but surely, it cain't be me. The long, black hair looked like mine, but the white stripes are gone, hidden again by the tea, and the curls hanging over my shoulders are a result of her tying my wet hair in strips of cloth and leaving them for hours to dry. The rest of my hair she has tied up into a loose knot on the top of my head. The colors that adorn my face are the Duchess's doing. I’d fought tooth and nail to not let her paint me. I’m gonna be wearing a half mask. What’s the point? But Coral insisted I wouldn't fit into the elite crowd otherwise, so against my wishes, I let her have her way. I have to admit, the results are … startling to say the least. What I’d always thought to be my drab, colorless gray eyes now actually seem to sparkle from the colors she’d placed on my lids and lashes. My normally sun-darkened skin is made a shade lighter from the gunk she’d dusted on, and my cheeks shone with the palest of pink, like a constant blush. My lips still sting from whatever she’d rubbed them with, but they look plump and red. Duchess's warning of not to lick them is hammered into my head. I look like a totally different person, and I’m itching to rub every last drop of this shite offa my face.

      But that isn't the worst of it. I’ve been squeezed once again into a form-fitting dress so tight that the color in my cheeks isn't from the powder alone. Does she seriously want me to wear this? It isn't the shockingly bright blue color or the fact that it clung to me so tight I can barely breathe that’s the problem. It’s more of the fact that there’s so little of it. I think the ladies of the ill house wear more clothing than this.

      Oh, the bottom of it is fine. In fact, the bottom has enough material I coulda probably make another dress. The silky layers swirl ‘round my legs with a soft swishing sound every time I move. And it’s roomy enough to hide the knives that I’d strapped to my thighs, much to Coral's horror. She’d almost fainted when she caught me doing that earlier. But there ain't no way I'm not taking some sort of protection with me. No, the problem isn't with the bottom of the dress; it’s the top half that’s bothering me. The top half, well, I use the term "half" loosely. There are no sleeves to begin with. The dress is held up with these two tiny straps that tie around my neck and leave my shoulders totally bare. And without my flower necklace hanging there, my chest feels naked. The impossibly tiny waist of this torture device called a corset squeezes my own waist so tight that it has no other choice but to move up and push my normally small chest out, so it looks almost doubled in size. No wonder Duchess always looks like she’s gonna fall outta her dress at any moment. Now, I know how she felt. And I’ve come to understand why she’s always so irritable. Wearing a corset all the time would be enough to piss anybody off.

      I try in vain to push my overflowing chest back inside the scant material but to no avail. I feel like I’m about to smother myself. Do they seriously expect me to go like this? As if in answer to my unspoken question, Duchess approaches me from behind and covers my shoulders with a gauzy, light wrap, her arms encircling my neck to clip it at the front. Thank the gods. The wrap may be almost see through, but it’s better than nuthin.

      "Now remember, any refined lady in the Prezedant's circle will be elegant and poised. No shows of temper or sharp-tongued remarks no matter what you see. Do not engage in prolonged conversation. Your accent is a dead giveaway you do not belong. Stay by Jax's side; let him do the talking."

      The way she says accent almost sounds like an insult but I don’t let it bother me. I'm too thrown off by her tone. She is giving me advice, and she sounds concerned. Is she actually worried about us? About me? We’d gotten along a little better these past two weeks, but I ain't had no indication she was invested in what we’re doing. I reckoned all she was interested in was her payment. But as I study her preoccupied face, I realize I may have been wrong. She steps around me and studies me, her head tilted to the side.

      "You do look the part. Your dancing will pass. Anything strange you may do they’ll probably just pass it off as you being from away. I’ve done all I can do. Just don't do anything … strenuous. Mack has promised me that dress as part of my payment, and I intend to take him up on the offer. I want it back in one piece."

      She’s concerned over the dress? I shoulda known. I’m about to put my sharp tongue to good use when she speaks again.

      "And please, promise me you’ll watch out for Tater? He is indeed an old friend. I owe him much, and I do not wish any harm to befall him."

      If I didn't know any better, I’d swear there were tears in her eyes. Before I can tell for sure, she turns away from me, busying herself with packing up her pots of colors and powders. My biting retort dies on my lips. She truly did care for the half man. I hadn't realized they were so close. I find myself wondering what their connection is. They must have a hell of a history if it has the ability to change her from the unfeeling, coin-hungry witch she normally is into an actual human being. Maybe after this is over, I’ll find out.

      Coral is a bit more forthcoming in her praise. She looks at me with a beaming smile, her hands clasped to her chest as she studies her handiwork.

      "Oh, my gods. You look beautiful, Miss. A true queen fit for any ball. Oh, don't forget this. You are so going to enjoy your evening."

      She rushes at me with the sparkling blue half mask, the most important part of this stupid costume.

      Enjoy my evening? Not exactly the words I would use. She seems to be forgetting that this is a rescue quest, not a true ball. I almost wish it was just some stupid party to worry about. Maybe then my heart wouldn't be beating outta my chest, and I wouldn't feel like I’m gonna retch up my supper. And the evening is only beginning.
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        * * *

      

      Mack and Jax wait for me at the bottom of the stairs, and I almost bolt at the sight of 'em standing there. I feel like such an impostor in this costume. I cain't do this, I think frantically. I cain't pull this off. I halfway turn, about to run when Jax looks up at me, and I’m immobilized by his mere presence. He’s dressed in black trousers and long-tailed coat. The startling white, high-collared shirt is stretched across his broad chest and offsets his sun-kissed skin, making it appear even darker. His unruly hair has been closely cut and shaped, every hair in place. The prickly stubble I’m used to seeing is now gone, replaced by a clean-shaven face, enhancing his square jaw and the little dent in his chin. Shizen, he looks damn good. I feel my jaw drop and quickly snap it shut, the embarrassing heat rolling over me in waves.

      Stop starin', I chide myself, but I cain't help it. I ain't ever seen anyone look so good. I wanna tear my eyes away, but I cain't. They lock with his as we simply stare at each another.

      Oh, gods, what is he thinkin'? I wonder. I look stupid; I know it. This whole getup is stupid. What was I thinkin'? I ain't got the right amount of chest to pull off this dress.

      A thousand self-doubts rush through my head, but I still don't take my eyes offa his face. If only he would say something.

      "Tara! Tara!" Finn's voice cuts through my frantic thoughts, and my eyes finally leave Jax.

      "What?" I say to Finn.

      "I said you look pretty and be careful. Didn't you hear me? I said it like three times. You gone deaf or something?"

      "I heard you," I say, cutting off his rambling. I don't need Jax knowing how much he’s rattled me.

      "Well, why didn't you answer me then? Geez, last time I tell you that you look nice," he says, glowering at me.

      "Sorry," I mutter, slowly descending down the steps to keep from tripping over the dress and silently thanking the gods that I ain't wearing heels. Finn is still glaring at me as I finally reach the bottom, but then his face cracks and he flies at me, his scrawny arms going tight 'round my waist.

      "Please promise me you'll be careful, Tara. I don't want anything bad to happen to you or Jax or Mack…"

      His words break off, and I can feel his skinny little body trembling with emotion.

      "Hey, it's okay. We'll be fine. You ain't gotta be worryin' about us. It's just a party. Nuthin' dangerous about that, right?" I say as I pry his arms offa my waist. I bend down to his level, so I can look him in the eye. "Besides, you know I'm super strong. You've seen it. Between my New Blood powers and Mack's training, the Prezedant or his stupid soldiers don't stand a chance. It's them you should be worried about," I tease, and he lets loose a shaky laugh.

      "Now, you and Cat behave yourselves. Coral said she would make ya some sweet biscuits if you're real good. Just make sure you save some for me and Ben, all right?"

      He nods at me as he wipes his sleeve across his nose, and I ruffle his hair. Cat sticks her big head in between us and nuzzles Finn's arm, trying to comfort him, and I give her a quick scratch behind the ears.

      "Take care of him, girl," I whisper at her, and the blue tongue gives my hand a quick lick of agreement.

      "We should go," Mack says, and I stand back up.

      Jax meets my eyes again, but his soft look from earlier is gone, making me think that I’d imagined the naked admiration I thought I saw.

      "You have your mask?" he says, all business now, and I nod at him as I hold it up. His is nowhere as fancy as mine. It's just plain white, and he jams it into the inside pocket of his jacket.

      "Okay," he says, looking from Mack to me. "Let's do this."

      And my rolling gut threatens to spill my supper out over the fancy dress once again.
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        * * *

      

      I take one look at the massive house upon our arrival and feel the bottom drop outta my stomach. Shizen. It looks like the medieval castles I’d read about in Lily's picture books. How in the gods' names will we ever be able to find Ben and Lily in a place this size? It made Sanctuary look like a shanty in comparison. And the lights. The oversized palace is lit up like a thousand stars in the night sky. Lights in different shades of blues and greens and reds sparkle, and I ain't able to tear my eyes away. Even the pathway and stairs under our feet from the carriage to the house is lit with the wondrous colors. Gonna be real hard to get away under the cover of darkness when it's lit up like the middle of the day.

      But that’s only the beginning of the curious oddities this place has to offer. At every point you looked, your senses are assaulted with images. People are spread out everywhere over the lit-up grounds, watching the festivities being carried out under tents of all colors and sizes, almost like the marketplace stalls in Littlepass. There are jugglers tossing and catching knives of all things. I’d seen that sorta thing done with stones before but never with knives. Grown men dressed as fools riding in circles on one-wheeled, metal contraptions, kinda like what I’d seen in the underground iron city. Then there are others who appear to be swallowing long, metal swords and some breathing fire. What the hell kinda night terror place is this? Are they people or monsters? I ain't ever seen people breathe fire before. I reckon Mack feels my panic 'cause he places one hand under my arm to calm me and whispers in my ear, "It's all tricks, Tara. Gimmicks used to amuse and entertain. It’s all harmless."

      Harmless? I have a feeling here, in the Prezedant's territory, there ain't no such thing.

      I lose count of the number of guards we pass by, but at seeing there's so many of 'em, my gut burns with fear. Having to walk Lily and Ben back past 'em all, whether in costume or not, is a risk. I can only hope there are way too many people here for 'em to even notice two extra guests. As much as I don't wanna think about it, all the doubts about our plan come bubbling back up.

      I'm grateful Mack does all the talking. I simply paste on a wooden smile and nod as they welcome me. We show our invitation with every bunch of guards we walk past 'til finally we’re ushered into a large, cavernous room.

      This room is the epitome of luxury. White marble floors are spread out before us. They are shined to perfection, making 'em look more like glass, and with so many lights sparkling offa 'em, it kinda hurts my eyes. It musta taken hours for his people to make 'em shine that way. Statues line the room in all different sizes and poses, but all of the same man. The Prezedant sure does think highly of himself, seems like. Two grand stairways flank both sides of the room, and right smack in the middle of 'em is the biggest hearth and fire I’ve ever seen. A number of people lounge in the comfy looking chairs in fronta the fire, and their laughter echoes around the large room. The stone hearth is built to reach the upper floors, and the walls on either side of it are lined with so many paintings there's barely any wall to see. The paintings are a strange collection. There's one that consists of a bunch of long-haired, bearded men in robes sitting around a long table, having supper looks like. Next to that is one of an old gramma and grada standing in fronta their cabin holding a giant pitch fork. What an odd thing to paint. Maybe they were his ma and pa?

      My eyes are pulled up even higher, and I crane my neck to get a better view. The ceiling above us ain't no ceiling at all but a glass dome so as you can see straight through to the night sky. A glass roof. Out in the sand lands, that roof wouldn't have lasted a week. It’s as pretty as it is impractical. A thousand stars sparkle back at us through the amazing structure, and I find myself fervently hoping one of the sparkling bodies is Grada, watching over us and keeping us safe. Thinking this somehow makes me feel better.

      A young man dressed in white approaches me and touches my shoulders ever so slightly.

      "Your wrap, Miss?"

      My wrap? What about it? He looks at me expectantly. Does he want me to take it off? I glance at Mack, and he nods at me. Gritting my teeth, I undo the ties, and the young man takes my covering. I ain't sure if the cold shiver that passes over me is caused by the night air on my shoulders or the look of appreciation in Jax's eyes as they roam over me before he quickly looks away. I cain't help the little smile that touches my lips. Take that, slag, I think.

      I reckon the Prezedant has a weakness for shiny gold baubles just as much as statues of himself 'cause the grand ballroom we are ushered into next is awash with 'em. Everything is gold, from the doors to the statues to the fancy electric lights hanging from the ceiling, bathing the room in a yellow glow. The room is also full of men and women, decorated in an array of colors, feathers, beads, and bangles. Each one is dressed in the finest of materials, though some of the dresses make mine look modest in comparison to their skimpiness. One woman walks by, and her dress is so sheer I swear I can see most of her lady parts. Her mask covers more than her dress. Talk about no sense of decency.

      The sight of 'em all, shizen, even the smell of 'em all is overpowering. Their fancy body oils and perfumes hang so heavy in the air I find it kinda hard to breathe. Everyone seems to be wearing the same kinda masks we are; the disguises do nuthin' to hide the undercurrent of excitement buzzing throughout the room. You can almost feel the frenzied energy like a pulse.

      To my surprise, a young girl no more than thirteen or so born years approaches us immediately. She, too, is dressed in pristine white just like the boy out front, right down to the boots on her feet. Not a scuff on her. She don't look at me at all as she offers a silver platter to me, her head bowed in obedience and maybe fear. I ain't sure what. I study the tray offered in my direction. It ain't got nuthin' on it but a bunch of pale, pink vials filled with a silvery liquid. Curious. Figuring the thing to do is take the offering, I reach out only to have my hand grabbed away by Mack. I reckon he doesn't want me taking it, but to cover his panic from everyone else, he affectionately pats the back of my hand and draws me closer to his side.

      "Trust me, Tara, that is something you do not want to indulge in," he whispers in my ear, but he is still smiling, belying the urgent warning he's sending my way.

      I give a slight nod to let him know the warning is noted. No taking the silvery drink. Got it.

      "Thank you, but not now, little one," I say to the girl, and she starts as if not used to being spoken to with kindness.

      She glances up, her expression hesitant, and I'm gut-punched at how her little heart-shaped face reminds me so much of my kin, Jane.

      "What's your name?" I ask, and panic spreads ‘cross her pale face and she darts off like a little mouse suddenly confronted by a starving cat. What did I say?

      I watch her hurry past others dressed the same as her, and I realize they are young'uns too. All of 'em. In fact, every person in the room that ain't wearing a mask is a young'un. They are all dressed in the same identical white outfits and carrying platters filled with those pink vials or tall glasses containing a golden liquid. As I watch 'em serving the brightly dressed patrons, I understand the role they fill. They’re servants, captured or bought through flesh trading, no doubt. Innocents, here to tend to the needs of the elite. The thought of that bothers me something fierce, and I can feel that familiar spark shoot through my blood, but as if Jax can sense everything going through my head, he grabs my other hand.

      "Let it go," he says through the fake smile plastered on his face, and I can see why.

      A gaggle of half-dressed missus treats us to intense scrutiny. The dress the woman in the front wears barely contains her body, and her bulgy parts fall out wherever they can over the tight confines. She flips up her mask, and I feel the familiar, coal-black eyes rake me over dismissively and then move on to Jax with interest. Missus Bodes. She heads towards us, and I can feel Mack and Jax stiffen beside me.

      "Captain Mackenzie," she drawls in a silky voice. "I'd recognize that one beady eye anywhere. And I would definitely recognize you, my dear Jackson."

      "Good evening, Mistress Bodes, a pleasure as always." Mack's tone suggests anything but, and I find myself prickling at her rudely overlooking me.

      "Good evening," I say loudly, taking care to pronounce it like Tater had taught me with the "ing" on the end. Don't matter. I coulda told her to go suck a rotten egg; she ain't the least bit interested in what I'm saying. She flicks her eyes my way for a brief moment, gives a stiff nod, and then turns her attention back to the men.

      "I'm surprised we didn't see you last week, Captain Mackenzie, what with the investigation and all at the Camon House."

      Mack's surprise is genuine as he stares at her.

      "I'm sorry, I have been occupied elsewhere. What investigation is that?"

      "Why, the attack on their gardens of course. Apparently, someone broke into their gardens and let loose all their caged muties. It was quite the uproar; the Camons are quite distraught. That garden cost them a small fortune I heard," she says, like it’s the news of the century. Mack's eyes glance my way as I fiddle with an imaginary hangnail, and Jax suddenly finds his shoes very interesting.

      "Did they find the ones responsible for that horrendous crime?" Mack says, and Missus Bodes shrugs her shoulders, her eyes now fixated on Jax.

      "Who cares? Keeping trolls in your garden is so last year." She waves her hand at Mack, the conversation obviously done.

      Good, I think. Don't wanna be talking about that right now anyways. Although from the look on Mack's face, the conversation between us is far from over. I’m gonna have to fess up to him about what me and Jax had done sooner or later. As much as I don't regret what we did, later sounds better to me.

      "I was waiting very impatiently for you tonight, my dear." Her strange, over-bright eyes travel over Jax as if she truly wanted to gobble him up. Her gloved hands grip his arms and move up and down in a way much too familiar for my liking.

      "Oh, I had forgotten those muscles you hide under your clothing. You are so strong! And that little dent in your chin, I did not notice that before. It is very alluring. Do you dance, darling?"

      Darling? I have to bite my tongue to stay quiet when all I want to do is snarl at her to back the hell off. I want to take his hand in mine to let her know she ain't got no claim on him. He is, after all, my betrothed. But I cain't cause a scene, and to his credit, Jax answers much more politely than I would have.

      "I cannot say no to a beautiful woman. Shall we?" He leads her away, her delighted laughter echoing in my ears like a braying donkey. I fight back the unexplainable urge to lay her out flat with a knuckle sandwich. Instead, I give in to my burning curiosity.

      "What’s wrong with her, Mack? Her eyes are so strange," I say, my own eyes watching every move of the couple on the floor. Jax is trying hard to keep his distance, but I swear the woman Bodes is trying to fit him inside her dress along with the rest of her.

      "Silver spack," Mack says.

      I glance over at him in puzzlement. He nods at the young'uns still circling the room with their fancy platters.

      "The vials they are offering. A mood-altering medicinal known as silver spack. Very common among this crowd and provided in abundance to his elite by the Prezedant himself."

      I still don't understand. "Mood alterin'? What do you mean?"

      "It is known to have different effects on different people, from intense euphoria and elation to hallucinations to violence sometimes. A very volatile substance, one never knows what effect it will have," he says.

      "Then why drink it?" I say, baffled.

      "Because they can," he answers simply, and I suddenly understand why the room has such an undercurrent of frenzy and mania.

      It’s the silver spack. They’re all drinking it. Oh, gods, as if tonight isn't dangerous enough, now we have a room full of crazed maniacs to deal with. Great.

      To my annoyance, the music seems to go on forever, but finally it ends, and I watch Jax bow politely to the she-devil and walk away. She watches him with those over-bright eyes, and I swear I see her lick her lips like some wolfling about to eat its prey. Like Jax is gonna be her next meal. I almost expect her to leap and take a bite at his unsuspecting back, and I feel my muscles bunch, ready to come to his defense and take her down. But instead, she returns to her pack with obvious reluctance.

      "I’m expected to mingle with my men," Mack says as soon as Jax joins us again. "It would draw too much attention if I stuck by your side all night. Just … try to fit in. Dance, eat, check out the room, but remember, do not take any of the silver spack. I will rejoin you as soon as I am able."

      As I watch Mack walk away, I feel exposed to the curious looks of the people in the room. Mack had acted as a barrier and without him it’s almost as if they can tell we are fakes. That we don't belong here.

      Jax musta felt the same 'cause he whispers in my ear as soon as the music starts up again, "I don't know about you, but I wouldn't be able to keep a bit of food in my stomach right now. Maybe we should dance before anyone tries to engage us in conversation."

      I nod my agreement.

      Duchess's training kicks in, and I start the counting in my head, letting Jax lead me. I don't even stumble as we start gliding ‘round the room with the flow of the other dancers.

      "Are you okay?" Jax whispers to me as I glance nervously over my shoulder.

      I cain't help it. I feel like at any minute some guard is gonna grab my shoulder and out me for the fraud that I am. I take a deep breath, trying to control my fear as I offer him a halfhearted grin.

      "Aye, it's just that this is a little … overwhelmin'. Don't you think? I'm findin' it a little hard to wrap my head around all this."

      "I know what you mean. That food display over there could feed Gray Valley for a year! Not to mention those poor starving souls we saw outside in Skytown," he says.

      "I don't understand. They have so much—more than enough to share. Why are only the select few allowed to live this way while the others starve? It makes me so angry."

      "Don't think about that right now," Jax says gently as he tips my chin up so that I’m looking into the blue eyes glittering at me through his mask. "We can’t afford for your Chi to show. Now, smile at me like you're enjoying yourself because we are on the receiving end of a few curious looks."

      I don't look around, but I can feel the eyes on my back. I smile at Jax the best I can, but he quietly laughs at my effort, and I can feel it rumbling in his chest.

      "That’s a terrible attempt. You have such a beautiful real smile; I don't understand why you don't show it more often. Your whole face just lights up when you’re happy."

      I know he’s just trying to distract me, but it works, and I flash a real smile at him.

      "You are so fulla shite," I drawl, and he shrugs.

      "Hey, whatever works." He glances over my shoulder. "I see the double doors over there that Mack's guy told us about. I'm gonna turn you so you can see," he says as we twirl slowly to the music.

      He’s right. Those doors, according to our source, are where we need to go to find the entrance to the lower cells. There are no guards standing there at the moment, but we have no idea what’s on the other side. Just knowing it’s our doorway to finding Ben and Lily; however, sends a shiver of excitement over me.

      "Do you think—"

      I’m interrupted as a loud ringing reverberates throughout the room. As if one, the crowd comes to attention, and the dancing and music stops instantly. The excitement rippling through 'em is catching, and I feel my own heart beating faster in response to their fervor. Without command, they start to filter to either side of the large room, creating an opening through the mass of bodies. We follow their lead and shuffle off to a side as Mack finds us in the crowd and joins us once again.

      The loud bell clangs again, and the two double doors we’d just marked slowly open. A number of Army soldiers filter in, and even though I’m an invited guest and in disguise, the fear I feel at seeing 'em is intense. They walk in formation, two by two, followed by a tall woman dressed in the finest of robes. I cain't help but notice the chains encircling her neck and hanging down her back. Her hair instantly catches my attention. It is as white as the puffiest clouds but intertwined with crow-black streaks—the opposite of mine. Curious. I’m so interested in her hair that I don't notice anything else 'til I hear Mack swear under his breath, and Jax grabs my arm in shock.

      Holy mother of gods. My breath catches in my throat as the woman's face comes into view.

      Lily.

      What happened to her? What have they done?

      I want to run to her, to yank that chain from her neck. She’s here, in front of us, so close, yet she may as well be be locked behind a dozen iron doors 'cause the end of that chain is held by no other than him. I know it is him right away. I don't need to see the crazed idiots bowing as he enters the room or hear their awed murmuring or watch as the other guards in the room come to attention. I just know. I can feel it. I can feel him. I can feel his pulsing essence enter into my own blood like some slick, cold thing worming its way through to the pit of my stomach, making it boil in protest. Mack had warned me being near him may have some effect on me, but I sure as hell wasn't expecting this. I feel nauseated, like I'm gonna retch any time now. I stagger a little, and Jax catches me and keeps me upright.

      "Easy girl," Mack mutters outta the corner of his mouth. "Don't let him feel you. Fight it like I showed you."

      I suck in my breath and concentrate on blocking out the invading waves. As if he senses some disruption in his power, the Prezedant pauses in his grand entrance, and the eyes hidden behind the gold, sparkly mask start scanning the room.

      I do what Mack had made me practice: I imagine an invisible wall around me, blocking his probing, unseen feelers. I reckon it does the trick 'cause the queasiness leaves my stomach, and I feel back in control again. He don't seem to find anything else amiss 'cause he seems to pass over me, and he eventually continues on with his entrance.

      Now that I have gotten over the initial shock of seeing Lily, I study her captor a little more closely. I had imagined, I don't know, a much bigger man for sure, more imposing. But this? This is the man that has haunted my dreams and caused my night terrors? He’s of average build, not even as tall as Lily herself. He looks normal. I almost feel let down.

      He walks with a regal, self-important bearing, his dark head held high. The gold jacket and trousers he wears fit him like a glove and are crafted from the finest materials. He passes through his adoring subjects like nobility, like he truly is their king. The only thing missing from the picture is a jeweled, gold crown on the top of his head. And they are his subjects, no doubt. They admire him like he’s one of the gods just descended from the heavens. I feel my gut drop at their reverence, and I realize it ain't just the guards we will have to get past but them as well.

      "Mack, it's Lily," I whisper, and I catch his slight nod.

      "This does, indeed, throw a wrinkle into our plans."

      "What have they done—"

      "That’s not for us to worry about right now. Change in plans. After we receive word from Tater that our man has taken care of the guards, it will be up to you and Jax to search for the cells. I will try and figure out a way to get to Lily."

      I don’t like changing the plan. Not at all. Getting close to Lily meant getting close to him, and that meant capture or worse. I ain't given any time to argue the point 'cause the Prezedant has reached the platform erected in the middle of this gold room, and the cheering crowd goes mad, jostling us and anyone else in their way trying to get closer to their idol. The man at the center of attention holds his hands up, palms out, and just like that, the shouting crowd falls silent. He stares at his subjects for so long, and with such intensity, that I find myself holding my own breath in anticipation along with the others. Finally, he speaks.

      "My friends, loyal allies, and fellow countrymen, thank you for joining me on this special occasion. You have all honored me greatly with your presence." His voice is pleasant sounding, friendly even, but I cain't help the shiver it sends over me.

      I look around me at the eager faces, the overly bright eyes. I don't think it woulda mattered what he had to say. Either they’re so enamored with this supposed immortal or so hyped up on silver spack, they woulda been excited about anything.

      "Tonight, we celebrate another fruitful year. A year of great success in our harvesting. A year of great success in our mining. A year of great success in our manufacturing. And a year of great success in eradicating that scum of a rebellion from the face of our beautiful lands. Tonight will be a grand event. Bigger than anything you have ever seen before. A plethora of surprises await you all this evening." Another round of cheering explodes. "But all in good time. So please, eat, drink, dance, indulge to your heart's content, and let the festivities begin!"

      The roar is deafening now as the entertainers we’d seen upon arrival start filtering into the room, still breathing fire and performing all the other strange, weird talents they possess. I can see Tater in among the jugglers, but he passes on with no acknowledgment that he’s seen us in the crowd. We will have to wait for his signal like planned.

      Mack takes advantage of the crowd's ruckus to pull us both close.

      "As soon as we get word from Tater, you two know what you have to do."

      Apparently, along with the dancing and celebrations this evening, romantic "interludes" would also be quite common among the partygoers. It was expected to see people leaving the great room looking for a spot of privacy for some sort of dalliance without arousing suspicion from the guards. As a matter of fact, we’d been told "special rooms" were put aside for just that sort of thing, whether it be two, three, or a dozen people looking to be "intimate." That was Mack's way of describing it to me. Tater had just plain out called it flesh binges, but it sounded wrong no matter what way they described it. I now know what the slag had meant when she’d said extracurricular activities. She ain't getting her hands on Jax for that, over my dead body. It would; however, be our opportunity to sneak out.

      "I will not be accompanying you as earlier planned, so it's up to you two to search for the cells. Lily will be my concern right now. If you find the boy, you know what to do. Get him to the carriage. If I’m not there, do not wait for me. Stick to the plan."

      "But—" I start to protest, but he cuts me off.

      "You heard me. You won’t have a lot of time. Get yourselves out."

      I want to argue with him. I want to let him know that there ain't no way in hell we’re going anywhere without him or Lily, but the dancing has started up again. Outta the corner of my eye, I see the slag heading our way, her eyes devouring Jax in their greediness. She certainly is persistent. Jax musta seen her too 'cause he suddenly grabs my hand and whirls me onto the dance floor again, and we lose ourselves in among the throng of people.

      I stumble but quickly recover and get the counting down in my head. Jax leans close to me like he’s about to whisper sweet nuthins in my ear. I can feel his breath on my neck as he speaks.

      "I am only going to say this once. You heard Mack. We find Ben; we get out. No arguing, no resisting, no coming back for Mack. Got it?"

      I stiffen at his words.

      "No, I ain't ‘got it.’ We ain't goin' nowhere without Mack or Lily. How can you even think that?" I say.

      "Because we have no other option. Mack can take care of himself. We have to get you out of here. If we get caught … if you get caught, then this has all been for nothing. Shizen. I can't believe we’re even actually here risking our necks for someone I don't even know."

      "Wha-what are you sayin'?" Is he having second thoughts about helping me rescue Ben? And what about Lily? Didn't he think she was worth saving? I never hear what he’s about to say as some pot-bellied, masked man with a shiny, bald head interrupts us.

      "May I cut in and dance with this lovely young lady? And please do not refuse me; I have been waiting patiently for my opportunity," he says with a strange little grin, and a shiver of repulsiveness races along my spine.

      I wanna yell at Jax that I cain't dance with someone else. They will instantly know me to be a fraud, but Jax don't have no choice. The minute we stop dancing, the she-devil swoops in. I don't even know where she comes from, but she descends with the force of a dust storm and whirls Jax away, leaving me standing there with the little bald man. His grin widens as he yanks me close. His hand slides down my back and cups my butt cheek, and it takes all my willpower not to smack the leering grin from his face. Instead, I force a timid smile and move the offending hand up higher. He laughs. “Oh, a shy one. This is going to be fun.”

      We start moving to the music, but he holds me uncomfortably close. Somehow, I'm thinking he ain't supposed to be holding me so close.

      "What is your name, young miss? I’m certain I have never met you before for I am sure I would have remembered someone with such lovely … assets as yourself." His eyes sparkle with the unnatural glow of the silver spack as they leave my chest and travel to my face. The revulsion makes my skin crawl.

      "T-Sara," I sputter. "I’m Captain Mackenzie's kin from Southpoint." The words leave my lips automatically, but to my horror, his face lights up in recognition.

      "Ah, Southpoint. A lovely city. I, too, have kin there. Do you know of the house of Purcell? I'm sure you do since they are one of the most prominent families in the city."

      My brain goes into panic mode. Oh, gods, he knows of Southpoint. What do I say? What do I do? Change the subject. Feminine wiles, don’t fail me now. I smile at him, hiding my disgust, and push my lower body into his, coming into contact with a part of his build that I would rather have not touched, not even with a flaming stick. His eyes widen with surprise.

      "Everybody knows 'bout the house of Purcell. It impresses me that you're kin with such an important family. Are you wedded?"

      My little trick works. He forgets his line of questioning. His lips grow wider, more predatory, and he grinds back, almost causing me to retch.

      "It matters not. What does matter is how beneficial it would be to such a lovely young woman as yourself to become good … friends with a man in my social position. I can make your time in Skytown very memorable. Why don't we retire to one of the side rooms and get better acquainted?" His voice drips with insinuation, and it's all I can do not to knock him backwards on his disgusting arse.

      "I'm not sure my betrothed would approve of that," I say, smiling coyly at him.

      "The young man you were dancing with? Bring him along; he was quite the attractive fellow. I do not mind young flesh either way, you see. The more the merrier. I may even acquire the services of one of the white garbs if you so desire."

      The white garbs? At first I ain't sure what he means, but then understanding hits me. He's talking about the servants, the young'uns. The thought of what he is suggestin’ makes me wanna gag. I wanna jam my knife right into his degenerate heart. But I keep the smile plastered to my face, all the while thinking desperately how to escape from his slimy grasp before I give in and slit his damn throat.

      My salvation, unfortunately, comes in the form of the little one from earlier who’d been offering me the silver spack. As nimble as she is wading through the crowd of bodies, a sharp nudge sends her slight frame in our direction, and she falls on her knees, her tray of silver goodies hitting the floor with a crash and splattering all over my dancing partner's trousers and boots. Her head jerks up, her terror-stricken eyes looking at us.

      "I'm sorry … I didn't mean—" Her tiny voice is lost in his angry roar.

      "You idiot!" he screams and kicks at her like she’s a dog.

      The kick to her stomach sends her sprawling ‘cross the floor, and she lands hard on her hands and knees.

      "Bastard!" I snarl at him under my breath as I push him away and go to the little one, trying to help her sit up.

      "Are you okay? Are you hurt?" I say quietly, but she’s still too winded to answer me.

      Instead, silent tears run down her pale face as she holds her belly. Witnessing her pain and degradation, I can no longer resist the urge to snap the bastard's neck. I stand and lunge, but before I can reach him, a rough hand catches me and forcefully yanks me away.

      "As kind-hearted as you are, my dear, this is none of your concern," Mack speaks indulgently and smiles at the now watching crowd as if he’s speaking to a simpleton. A couple of them snigger at his comment, believing me to be a fool no doubt, but the startled fat man observes me with wary eyes.

      "Be still," Mack hisses at me through his gritted smile and I heed him, but only 'cause the crowd gives way to a couple of soldiers, who yank the girl to her feet. She apologizes again, sobbing, but one of the soldiers silences her with a sharp backhand, and she falls silent as they drag her away.

      "As you were," the Prezedant's voice cheerfully resonates throughout the room, and the dancing picks back up without missing a beat. Like nuthin' had just happened. Like her fear and pain were nuthin'. My heart is beating outta my chest and my fists curl at my sides. I’m so damned angry. How can they be so unfeeling? How can they treat people this way? My eyes finally make their way to him, sitting on his gilded perch, smiling at something one of his men is saying to him as he sips a glass of the golden liquid. All of this, the excess, the extravagance, the indifference, the callousness, it's almost too much. I cain't wrap my head around what these people are, what they are capable of, and he was the one in charge of it all. He was the one who treated others' lives like they didn't make one little bit of difference. My hatred for him and everything around me fills me up, oozing outta my body. I feel the familiar heat starting to flow through my blood. I could probably do it, I think as I stare at him. I could end this right now. The knives rest heavy at my thigh. I could get to him and drive one through his heart. I certainly wouldn't make it outta here alive; I know that much. But it wouldn't matter, not as long as he lay dead at my feet.

      As if sensing my thoughts, he pauses in the middle of taking another sip and leaps outta his chair. His excited eyes scan the room. But it ain't his eyes I make contact with, it’s Lily's. She’s staring at me, the recognition flipping from disbelief to sheer panic. She shakes her head at me, and I swear I can hear her voice in my head, just like the young boy at the flesh trading.

      "Stop it, Tara, before he finds you. Stop your Chi!"

      Knowing she’s right I do as she says and try to put out the flame growing inside of me, but I can feel his essence again, probing the room, looking for me. The searching tentacles pass over me, and their touch is like ice-cold fingers grazing my neck, causing all the fine hairs on my body to stand on end. Frantic now, I try to concentrate on putting up my defense, but the invasive fingers are back, poking and prodding. I can feel 'em piercing through to my brain, and I have to bite my lip to keep my scream of agony from letting loose.

      This is it, I think. He's found me. All of this is for naught. I’ve failed! But then the painful searching abruptly ends, and I gasp in relief at the sudden release from the torment.

      Then I see the reason for my release.

      Lily has somehow managed to get close enough to him to wrap the chain hanging from her own neck around his and is pulling on it with all of her might, distracting him from searching for me.

      Lily, what are you doin'? I think, my fear for her outweighing any for myself. I watch in horror as the chain snaps offa her neck, and she flies across the room to crash into one of the massive golden statues, like an empty tater sack blowing in the wind. It happens so fast, like time has somehow been sped up. I hear the sickening crack as she hits, and then watch helplessly as she slides down and crumples at the base of the statue, leaving behind a trail of blood.
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      I don't scream. I don't cry. I don't react in any manner, even though my heart feels like it’s being ripped apart by a thousand sharp claws. I know remaining calm is the right thing to do, but I wouldn’t be able to do anything anyway. I’m numb. But while the rest of me is frozen, my brain is in overdrive. I cain’t react. I know that. To show any reaction would be to give myself away, and that's what he’s waiting for. Jax comes up behind me and wraps his arms around me, and I’m thankful for his solid body against my back, keeping me upright.

      I cain't take my eyes offa Lily. I don't wanna look at her crumpled body lying there, but I'm scared to look anyplace else. Someone may see the hatred and grief in my eyes right now. It would be a dead giveaway. I suck in air through my nose, trying to control my panicked breaths.

      "Well, I did tell you it would be an unforgettable night, did I not?" the Prezedant sounds amused, but the humor is forced. He is trying to cover his exasperation. He couldn't find me. Lily had distracted him enough so that he couldn't find me. She had saved me yet again, and I’d done nuthin' to save her.

      Jax and I force out our own laughter along with his silver-spack-hyped followers, but mine is just a hollow echo of grief and self-loathing. Why didn't I do something to save her? I’m useless.

      The Prezedant waves a careless hand towards Lily's body, and three soldiers jump to attention and whisk her away. Her head lolls to the side as they lift her, and I swear her lifeless eyes stare at me with such accusation. "Another one dead because of you," she seems to say, and I can feel the grief and guilt welling up in my chest. I swallow hard to keep it from spilling out. There ain't no time for grieving now; it's gonna have to wait for later.

      "A little bit of excitement to add to the night, eh?" He smiles at his followers, and they continue to laugh along with him, but I can see that the little pink vials are being picked offa the trays more quickly now, like they’re all trying to subdue their fear with the medicinal.

      "A little intro for the games coming up shortly. I couldn't have planned that any better if I had tried. But while we wait, let's hear a story, shall we? Imp!" he bellows and gives a single clap, causing Tater to step outta line from the group of entertainers in fronta his elevated stage. I can see his pale, blood-drained face, but his voice is as strong as always, belying his shock.

      "Thank you, gracious Lord." He bows to the Prezedant. "And thank you all fine folk of Skytown. It is a great honor and privilege to be here." He bows to the congregation.

      "Tonight's story is one for the ages. A tale of grand adventure, magic, and monsters. Tonight, I will chronicle for you the tale of Sinbad and the Seven Lands!"

      That’s it. That’s our signal that everything is a go. Tater had accomplished his mission; now, it’s up to us. Jax's hand finds mine in the folds of my dress and gives it a tight squeeze. I sense Mack approach me from behind.

      "We are calling it off," he whispers in my ear, and I shake my head . "You are to leave now, Tara," he hisses, and I step away from him.

      There ain't no way I'm backing out now. Lily deserved a lot more from me than that.

      "Tara, Tara," he whispers urgently at my back but falls silent when a couple of soldiers move our way.

      "Captain Mackenzie?" One says. "The Prezedant requests your presence immediately."

      "May I ask why?" Mack says with bored indifference, but I hear the concern underlining his words.

      "Don't know, sir, but he is requesting all top aides to join him in the morning room ASAP. Come with us please, sir."

      He lets them lead him away, not daring to say another word to me, but his one eye burns fiercely into mine, practically shouting at me to leave. Sorry, Mack. Ain't no way in hell that's gonna happen.

      We watch the procession as they leave. I take a little comfort in seeing it’s not just Mack whose presence is required but many other guests as well. At least suspicion doesn't fall on just Mack alone. I can hear Tater's voice droning in the background, but the words are all jumbled and don't make any sense. The only thing I can focus on right now is the blood-spattered statue and my inner rage, taking up any space where grief shoulda been.

      Time seems to have no meaning for me. I guess Tater tells his story, but nuthin' registers. I don't hear a word of it. I ain't even realized Tater's story is at an end 'til Jax starts whispering in my ear.

      "Tara, the sparring is about to begin. This is it, now or never. Are you up to it? Mack and the others, they're not back yet. The plan is going to hell. Maybe we should call it off."

      "No," I whisper loudly, drawing the attention of a few people around us. I wait 'til their eyes turn elsewhere. "We’re doin' this. Let's go."

      Without waiting for Jax, I head for the huge double doors the Prezedant had come through earlier, picking a glass of golden liquid offa a tray as I pass by a young'un. It’s now or never.

      There are a couple of guards standing watch on the other side of the massive doors, and they study us with suspicion, but Jax pulls me close, and I giggle loudly and pretend to stumble as I snuggle into his side.

      "A little help here, boys. Couldn't tell me where I can find a quiet corner? A place with no interruptions if you know what I mean."

      He winks at one of the guards, who smiles broadly as I stumble his way and push my chest up at him. The other stares back, stone-faced.

      "You shouldn't be in here," he says and motions to the solid doors closing behind us. "Go back. There's plenty of rooms at the front of the estate. These are private quarters and off limits."

      "Come on, friend," Jax cajoles the serious one as I totter into the grinning guard and tickle his chin playfully.

      "You're cute," I slur, pointing my glass at him before I take a sip and then pretend to sway a little like I’m about to fall over. The guard laughs and catches me.

      "I think you've had enough of this," he says as he pulls the glass from my hand, and I pout at him.

      "Just asking for a little privacy. Maybe this will help." Jax pulls two coins outta his pocket and tosses 'em at the scowling guard, who manages to catch 'em both in one swoop. "Besides, there's a little something back there I don't wanna run into … namely the lady's jealous husband. Just a little private time is all I'm asking for, friends. Trust me; I won't need long with her."

      This finally manages to make flinty crack a smile. He throws a coin to his friend, pockets the other, and gives a quick nod with his head.

      "Just around the corner, there is a curtained alcove—should give ya the privacy you're looking for to do what you want. But don't take all night. And if the missus tends to pass out during your … ministrations, come get us. We don't mind taking turns. This one looks like she'd be worth it."

      The guard reaches over and pinches my breast through the thin material, and my fist comes up ready to smash that leer from his face before I can even consider how wise that would be. Jax catches it; however, and raises my hand to his lips, stopping my show of temper before it becomes a problem.

      "I promise, mate," he grins and yanks me away before I can do anything to blow our little ruse.

      We walk slowly through the hallway with me slouched all over Jax 'til we ‘round the corner and out of their view. Immediately, I stand up straight and start looking around.

      "There," I say as I ignore the numerous other doors lining the long corridor and point to the other set of double doors at the furthest end. Just like our informant had said. The double doors were where we needed to go.

      I’m about to head in their direction when Jax pulls me off-balance and into the curtained alcove the guards had mentioned earlier. He literally pushes me through the draped entrance of the little niche, and I fall onto the softly padded lounger that takes up most of the space.

      "What the hell—" I begin, but he quiets my protest as his lips cover mine. "Jax," I try to say, but he kisses me even harder, silencing me.

      I’m stupefied and non-responsive. What does he think he’s doing? My outraged shock is quickly forgotten as his kiss softens, and his lips coax mine into surrender. The hands that were planted flat on his chest to push him away now curl into his jacket, trying to pull him closer. His lips probe and explore mine, pushing every other thought outta my head. I don't know what brought this on, but the kiss feels so damn good. Shizen, is that his tongue? The root of some unknown emotion blazes in the pit of my stomach and fans out like wildfire throughout my body. The heat is so intense I fear I may just melt into the lounger underneath me. Even my Chi has never felt like such lava flowing through my blood. After what seems like a lifetime, he finally pulls away, and I can hear the little sounds of protest in the back of my throat. My lips suddenly feel too bare. Come back, I think desperately.

      "We have an audience," he whispers, and at first it don't make one lick of sense in my head.

      Who the hell cares if the Prezedant himself is watching? Do it again.

      "A little privacy please, friend, and there will be more coin involved for you after." He turns his head slightly, and I finally see the beady eyes peering through the curtain, watching our every move. Watching our kiss. I hear the low chuckle of the one or possibly two guards as they walk away. So that's what this is all about? He did this because he knew they would follow us? I feel mortified. Utterly and truly humiliated at the way I responded to the kiss that was just a ploy for Jax. An act to convince the guards we were only what we appeared to be: a lusty couple looking for a secret spot for our dalliance.

      "I think they're gone," he whispers.

      Along with my self-respect, I think, but I don't say nuthin'. I'm just real glad the alcove is barely lit, and I’m still wearing my mask so he cain't see the heat flooding my cheeks.

      "Do you still hear them?" he asks, and I shake my head no since all I can truly hear is the beating of my own frantic heart. He stands and peers through the curtain. "Aye, they're gone. Let's move."

      Gladly. Now if only I’m able to stand on my wobbly legs, then all will be fine.
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        * * *

      

      I hurry down the corridor ahead of Jax, not wanting to make eye contact with him right now. I'm still too shaken. I'm the first to reach the double doors. They open with a loud creak, and I suck in my breath, but no one appears. Stepping inside, we find ourselves on a small landing at the top of a flight of stairs. And not the fancy, lit-up kind that we’d walked up earlier to get into the palace. No, these are metal, rusted in places, and old looking. The whole stairwell looks abandoned, like it’s a leftover relic from years ago. It don't fit in with the rest of the grand building. We look at each other in question, but since there ain't no other way to go but down, that's what we do.

      At the bottom of the two flights of stairs, hidden in the back of the stairwell, we find the paper-wrapped costumes like expected. Mack's man had delivered. We also find another door, metal like the stairs, but with a little glass window in the corner of it. Jax peers through the window and then quickly jumps back.

      "Army," he mouths at me, and we flatten ourselves on either side of the door. I reach under my numerous folds of material and pull the knives from my thighs, tossing one to Jax. He deftly catches it but raises an eyebrow at my method. I shrug and twirl the knife in my hand, holding it blade down. Breathlessly, we wait for the confrontation. And wait. What the hell? Maybe they didn't see Jax. Finally, I cain't wait no more, and I peer through the door myself. I see the two guards sitting at a crude table with what appears to be food dishes in fronta 'em. As I watch, one of 'em falls from his chair and hits the floor face-first, surely causing his nose to break. But he don't move a muscle. They’re out cold. Or dead. Either way, Tater's nightweed had done the trick.

      Nodding at Jax, I open the door and cautiously enter this room, watching for any sign of movement and listening for any telltale footsteps of other guards.

      "Looks clear," Jax says into my ear, and I nearly jump outta my skin.

      "Shizen, Jax, I can see that for myself," I snap, but he ignores me and heads for the guard stretched out on the floor. While he searches for the keys, I look around the room. It ain't nuthin' really but a square, windowless box. A gray, colorless room with the only pieces of furniture being the table and two chairs the guards had been sitting at. Quite a contrast to the luxury we had just witnessed two floors above us. Obviously, this ain't a place the gold-loving Prezedant spent a lot of his time.

      There are two other doors in the room besides the one we’d entered through, so I choose the one with the big, glass window first. I peer through cautiously, but there are no guards inside that I can see. It’s full of stuff though. No idea what it could all be used for. I see a couple of beds looks like, but they seem to be on wheels. Strange. Numerous steel poles line the sides of the beds, and they have see-through bags hanging offa 'em. Some of the bags appear to be full of liquid while others look empty. In the middle of the room stands a long, metal table covered with needles and blades and other shite. Things I ain't got no name for. Even though the room is empty of life, it gives me the heebie jeebies, and a cold shiver passes over me. I eagerly turn away from the room since it’s not what we’re looking for.

      I move my focus to the other door. It, like the rest of the room, is gray, but it has a metallic box sitting directly where the door handle shoulda been. I approach it and give it a hard shove, but like I’m expecting, it don't budge. Locked. I examine the box. It has a slot on the side of it and a couple of lights—one of 'em flashing red right now—but no keyhole. Where is the damned handle and keyhole?

      "What's takin' so long with the keys?" I say impatiently, and Jax looks up at me, perplexed.

      "They don't have keys on them. Not any that I can find anyways. All I found is this." He holds up a short piece of ribbon with a strange-looking, square card attached to it. "They both have one."

      My mind instantly makes the connection to the slot on the side of the metallic box.

      "Bring it here," I say, and he does as I ask.

      I grab it from him and slide it through the slot on the door. There’s a slight pause, then a loud click as the other light on the box turns green, and the door effortless glides open. Taking a deep breath, we go in.

      As soon as we step through, my innards bunch in sickening knots. It ain't the bright lights or overload of undesirable smells that shock us; it’s the sounds. From every angle, we are assaulted with the low moans and unmistakable sobs of agony and pain. They are everywhere, echoing down the long corridor of cells. My feet stick to the floor as the cloud of human despair envelops us. We’d no doubt found the Prezedant's dungeon of horrors that Mack had spoke of.

      "Tara, we don't have time to stop." Jax nudges me outta my stupor, and I force myself to walk through the wide aisle, strange, plastic-like walls the only thing separating us from the prisoners inside.

      Some of 'em watch our progress with gaunt faces and hollow, vacant stares. Others are so caught up in their own misery they ain't even aware we’re there. Hooked up to more of those bags on poles like I’d seen in the other room, they pay no heed to the two masked people staring in at them. I stop at one of those cells. The woman lying on the cot inside shows no sign of being aware of us. The face pointing our way don't appear to be that old, but it’s gray and ashen, her eyes half closed to her surroundings. Her matted hair is the same washed out gray as her face and hangs offa her mattress like limp rags, puddling on the floor. If it weren't for the involuntary moans of pain escaping her pale, cracked lips, you would think she was already dead. Her lifeless arm hangs over the side of the bed, a tube snaking up from the equipment on the floor appears to go straight into her skin. As I watch, the tube seems to take on a heartbeat as it pumps little globs of something through the line. My eyes follow the line down to the fat, saturated bag of blood sitting on the cell floor below the poor creature’s bed, and realization dawns with sickening clarity. She’s being drained of her life force ... her blood. Just like my ma. Is she a New Blood? A wave of nausea and dizziness passes over me, and I have to prop myself against the wall to keep from falling over. Jax's hand falls on my shoulder, and I shrug it off.

      "I'm all right," I say over my shoulder. "Keep lookin'."

      Every cell we pass has someone or something in it. I cain't quite tell if it’s man or mutie sometimes, but the waves of suffering and hopelessness emanating from every prisoner is all the same. It makes my chest go tight, and it takes all my willpower not to break down at the cruelty of it all.

      I stop suddenly in front of another cell, causing Jax to bump into my back. I stare at the young man inside. His long, yellow hair is matted to his head, and his face is as dirty as the bare mattress he’s sitting on. His head is leaned back against the wall, eyes closed. But there’s something about him, something familiar. Could it be?

      I approach the see-through wall slowly and peer in, both my hands planted firmly on either side of my face. The filthy prisoner garb he wears does nuthin' to hide the gaunt frame underneath. Scraggly yellow whiskers compete with the grime for room on the thin face. He bears little resemblance to the strong, healthy boy of my memory, but I’m certain it’s him.

      "Ben," I whisper, the word barely able to pass through the tightness in my throat.

      I know there ain't no possible way he coulda heard me, but the brown eyes I remember so well pop open right away and stare at me with undisguised fear. Shizen. Why is he looking at me like that? Then I remember the stupid mask I’m wearing, and I push it up offa my face as I bang on the plastic with my free hand.

      "Ben! It's me. It's me!"

      There’s a moment of vague confusion before his eyes clear and alight with such joy I think my heart will burst.

      "Tara?" I can barely hear him through the wall. He sits up, brown eyes staring at me like I'm some sort of hallucination. Then he stands and limps to the wall, placing his palm against mine. His eyes stare at me, unbelieving, like he cain't truly trust that I’m really there.

      "It's me," I say again and cain't help the hot tears that fill my eyes as a single sob of relief escapes him, and he lays his forehead wearily against the plastic.

      "You came," he says.

      I nod, unable to speak at the moment as my fingers itch to touch his beautiful face. Instead, I make do with laying my own forehead against his, the cold unforgiving plastic keeping us apart. I’d found him.

      "Really hate to interrupt your reunion but we don't have time for waterworks." Jax's harsh words are like a splash of cold water on my overheated emotions. I’d forgotten he was even there.

      "Let's get golden boy outta there and get the hell outta here."

      He's right. Dashing away a stray tear before Jax can see it, I search the metal door to Ben's cell. It’s very similar to the one we’d just passed through, and I'm relieved to see the same kinda metallic lock on it. I hope the card key worked on this one as well. I frantically jam it in, almost dropping it in my haste to get the damn door open.

      "I told you there was something fishy about those two."

      The voice echoes down the long corridor, and we freeze in place. Someone is outside in the room we’d just come from, which means they already found the unconscious guards. And it ain't gonna take 'em long to figure out where we are. Desperately, our eyes search for somewhere, anywhere to hide, but there ain't nuthin' in the open corridor other than us.

      I can see Ben's worried puzzlement at our panic-stricken faces. He cain't hear what we are hearing, and I mouth the words 'guards' at him. His eyes open wide in fear.

      Jax points silently to the door at the end of the corridor and whispers, "There."

      I know right away what he’s thinking. We have nowhere to hide, no option. Our only hope to wait by the door we had just come through and tackle them head on, hoping we catch them off guard. And hope that Mack's training was good enough.

      Pulling my mask back into place and hiking up my cumbersome dress, I run. Both of us run on padded feet trying to get behind the door before it opens. Almost there. Just another few steps—

      Bang! The door hits the wall with a deafening crash, and we come face to face with the two guards Jax had bribed earlier. I skid to a stop as the shooters they aim at us scare me something fierce, but Jax don't stop. With a roar of anger, he lunges at 'em as they come through the door, barreling one right into the wall. The other spins slightly to avoid Jax's attack, and he raises his shooter to take aim at Jax's head.

      I don't think; I just move. I jump on the guard's back, wrapping one arm around his neck and jerk my whole body back as hard as I can so we both go down. We fall with me on my back and the guard on toppa me like a sack of taters. It works. The shooter goes off wildly, missing Jax by a long shot and hitting the ceiling.

      I wrap my legs around the guard to keep him from flipping us over, and I can feel my dress rip straight up to my thigh at my movement. Duchess is gonna kill me, I think, but I don't got time to worry about her wrath over the torn dress right now 'cause the guard is fighting back like a madman. I tighten one arm around his neck, and use the other hand to complete the noose, choking off his air. He struggles in vain to escape, but I ain't letting go, not while he's still holding that shooter. After what seems like forever, I feel him weakening, and the shooter falls outta his hand as he tries to pull my arms away.

      He may be weakening, but I can also feel my own arms throbbing with the effort of holding on so tight.

      Come on already!

      He bucks a couple more times and claws at my forearms, desperate to get 'em offa his neck, but I can feel his energy fading and I don't let go.

      His body goes slack, and his protesting hands fall away, but I hold on. I ain't taking any chance he may be faking. When he’s still, I move my arm away and watch for any movement, but he’s out cold. I shove him offa me in disgust and search frantically for Jax and the other guard.

      They are still struggling, but I can see that the guard has dropped his shooter too, and I snatch it offa the floor, kicking the other one away outta arm's reach. The guard manages to land a blow to Jax's chin, and Jax falls back against the wall, momentarily stunned. The soldier don't hesitate; he moves in for the kill, but the sound of me cocking the shooter right next to his head seems to make him change his mind.

      "Get up!" I snarl at him, but he just glares up at me sideways.

      It’s the flinty one from earlier, and I can tell he ain't gonna be ordered about easily.

      "I know how to use this, and I ain't squeamish 'bout puttin' a slug right between your eyes. Now get up."

      I guess something in my voice convinces him 'cause he does as I say. Jax has shaken off the punch and is back on his own two feet. He stands there rubbing his jaw and staring at the guard out cold on the ground. He grins at me in thanks.

      "Open up that cell." I point with my chin, and Jax yanks a card key from around the scowling guard's neck and opens the cell door nearest to us. The wizened, gray-haired old man sitting inside watches us quietly with beady little eyes, but as soon as the door opens, he scuttles out and spits on the guard as he passes by. The guard don't flinch, but the man cackles with laughter. Then, without us asking, the old man starts dragging the unconscious guard into the cell while Jax ushers in the other one.

      "The other one might have a card key too," I say to Jax. "You should check him."

      But the old one answers my question. "No need; the doors don't open from that side, key or no." His voice is raspy, I reckon from disuse, but it don't hide the tone of glee. "Thank ye, Mistress," he continues and smiles at me with toothless gums.

      He is as dirty and covered in filth as the rest of 'em here, and the red sores that cover his arms and face look painfully familiar. The stench wafting offa him brings tears to my eyes, but his stiff little bow is of utmost respect.

      "For what?" I say. "Takin' ya outta the pan and into the fire? I let you outta your cell, but I don't know how you're gonna get outta here. Not unless you plan on walkin' through the Prezedant's ballroom lookin' like that."

      I don't wait to hear his response 'cause it would only add to my own doubts and fears. The plan is going no way near like it should be, and winging it like we are scares me something fierce. I push that outta my mind for the moment and rush back to Ben's cell. Grabbing the card I had dropped earlier, I draw it through the lock with shaky hands. The door's opening click is the sweetest of sounds.

      Ben don't even wait for the door to fully open. He squeezes through, and I fly into his arms. He smells just as bad as the old man, but I don't care. I bury my face into his thin chest, and his arms tighten around me, and I don't even try to stop my tears this time. I’d found him. And he’s alive. That's all that matters to me at this moment in time. We don't speak, both of us too overwhelmed with emotion. We just hold on tight, the touch enough for the moment. I’d found him.

      Now getting him and us outta here is a whole other story.
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      "Tara, we can't take them all. We have a costume for Ben alone, and I don't even know if that’s going to work considering the way he looks and smells. You better hope they’re all too whacked outta their skulls up there to notice anything odd about him. But I sure as hell know they’ll notice the rest of these prisoners walking through."

      I know Jax is making sense, but we cain't just leave 'em all. By now, most of the prisoners have noticed what is going on, and they are standing at their plastic walls, watching us expectantly. Most. Some are too far gone, lost in their own misery and damaged minds to even notice we’re there. Those few I know are beyond help. But there ain't no way in hell I’m leaving the rest of 'em to suffer that same fate.

      "There has to be a way," I say stubbornly. "We cain't just abandon 'em all."

      "Tara is right," Ben says quietly as he stands, holding his injured side. The sight of his blood-stained tunic hurts me so bad, but I blink away the tears. "We cain't leave 'em here. What they do to 'em … it … it ain't right," his words trail off in a whisper, and they convey the horrors he has seen and endured. That settles it then.

      "Easy for you to say," Jax says to Ben with such anger and force that it truly surprises me. "You wanna back up those words with some plan, genius? ‘Cause I got nothing."

      "Ease off, Jax," I warn through narrowed eyes. We don't need to be arguing amongst ourselves.

      "Ease off?" Jax stares at me, flabbergasted. "In case you don't realize the seriousness of our situation, let me recap it for you. We’re in a house full of Army that would rather see us all dead, besides you that is. Our plan has turned to shite, our leader is missing, and other guards are gonna get suspicious soon and come looking for that bunch," he motions to the cell holding all four guards now, "and you wanna stay around and play hero to a bunch of crazies. Let's stick to what's left of our plan and get out of here."

      "Er, I may have a solution." The little, gray-haired man whose cell we had commandeered interrupts Jax with a raised hand.

      I look at him in surprise. I forgot he was there. Why ain't he made a run for it already? He was freed.

      "There is another way out of here, back in the lab."

      I blink at him, puzzled.

      "Lab?" Jax says.

      The oldie bobs his gray head up and down. "The other room out there." He jerks his thumb over his shoulder.

      "The torture room," Ben says quietly, and a slight shudder runs over his body.

      Were they talking about the room I saw with the beds and poles?

      The old man nods in agreement. "There is a … a shaft I guess one would call it where they dump the bodies of the ones who don't make it."

      "Dump the bodies?" I say.

      "Aye. Once they've drained all the blood and they got no more use for the carcass, they need to get rid of it. Since they can't very well parade it through the upstairs, they dump it down that shaft."

      He says it so matter-of-factly, but it makes me quiver in revulsion.

      "Where does this shaft lead to?" Jax asks, but the man just shrugs.

      "Not sure, but anywhere but here is fine by me," he says and shows us his toothless gums again, making me believe he truly is one of the crazies Jax was referring to earlier.

      Jax shakes his head. "Too risky. Could lead to anything. Could be a ten-armspan drop, causing us to all break our necks. Could be an oven ready to burn us all to ashes. Could be a pen full of wolflings ready to rip us all to shreds. I mean, they have to get rid of the bodies somehow."

      Or it could be our way outta here. Without a word, I grab one of the guards' iron shooters and use the card key to open the cell door. The other three guards are still out cold, but flinty eyes me furiously from the other side of the cell. I ignore Jax's stunned stare and throw flinty a hard look.

      "I know you been listenin'," I say, pointing the shooter at him. "Now, you're gonna tell me what I need to know. Where does that shaft go?"

      He sneers at me. "You don't have much time left. Someone had to have heard that shot or notice we’re missing. They are going to be here soon, and you’re all going to rot in these cells."

      I nod at him in agreement. "You're right," I say and pull the trigger on the shooter. He screams in pain and falls to the floor as the slug slams into his thigh. "Like you said, we ain't got much time." I ignore Jax's, "Shizen, Tara!" and Ben's look of disbelief and keep right on talking. "I'm a pretty good shot, so if you don't want this next slug aimin' for that dangley bit between your legs, you'd best tell me what I need to know. Where does it go?"

      "You crazy bitch," he snarls at me as he cradles his bleeding thigh, and I aim the shooter again.

      "Wrong answer," I say coldly, but he holds his bloody hands up at me.

      "Wait! Okay, okay. It leads to the cellars. The bodies get dumped there and picked up for disposal." I ignore his winces and moans of pain.

      "How much of a drop is it?" I say.

      "About a flight of stairs … not much," he gasps.

      "Are we gonna run into any guards in the cellars?" I say.

      "No, no guards. Don't need guards for the dead."

      "You lyin'?" I narrow my eyes at him over the shooter, but he shakes his head vehemently.

      "No! It's the truth. I swear!"

      I believe him and back outta the cell, closing the door behind me and blocking out his cries of, "Wait! You can't just leave me. I'm going to bleed out."

      I toss the old man one of the card keys and nod at the cells.

      "Get 'em outta here … the ones that can go."

      Right away, he does as I say, yelling "Through the shaft!" as he releases each prisoner. Some of 'em barrel out and make a run for the shaft right away while others just look stunned, like they ain't quite sure what's happening. I take the other card key and head for the back of the corridor, yelling at Jax as I go, "Get Ben outta here."

      He answers, "Like hell," as he follows me.

      Shoulda known better.

      A loud pounding somewhere near the back captures my attention. Someone is banging on their plastic wall with such force that I'm surprised the wall don't shatter. When I see the culprit, I stop and just stand there, shaking my head.

      "Oh, hell no."

      "Hey! Hey, you two. Get me out of here, and I will be forever in your debt."

      Standing on the other side of the plastic cell is none other than the large, massive leader of the Raiders: Busher. The one who’d captured us in the mountains, threatened to sell us for profit, and then tried to turn us in to the Prezedant for the reward money. The last I had seen of him, he and his men had been immobilized by Po and his campsite overrun with Army. I guess I know how that had ended. He looks worse for wear. His long ropes of hair are now gone, shaved entirely off. The welts and bruises covering his bare torso—some old, some still fresh—leaves no doubt as to what he’s undergone during his capture.

      "Get you out?" I say. "You gotta be kiddin' me. Why would I help you?" I push my mask back up, so he gets the full impact of my glare. He stares at me for a moment before recognition sets in, and he smiles that wickedly white grin.

      "Baby New Blood! I can’t believe it's you. Let me out of here."

      I ignore his pleading and continue on, as Jax throws him an almost apologetic “Sorry, man,” before catching up with me. We open five more cell doors before we reach the end of the line. The occupants sob at us in gratitude as they rush by.

      “That’s it,” Jax says. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Busher is still standing at his wall and starts pounding again the moment we pass by.

      "Come on. You have to let me out. You can't leave me here. They will eventually kill me as well, just like the others. You can't let that happen," he pleads.

      "Not my problem," I say, turning my back to him. He had no qualms about our lives when he tried to sell us, more interested in his reward than our living or dying.

      "Please, I can help you. You are going to need help getting off the grounds. The Army is not going to let you pass without a fight. Hey!" He bangs on the wall again, trying to get my attention. "I can help you!"

      Jax pauses and turns my way. “As much as I hate to admit it, Tara, he’s right. There’s no way we’re going to be able to sneak this many people out without being noticed. And he is a powerhouse. He can come in handy.”

      An internal battle rages before I come to a decision. “Argh,” I mutter as, against my better judgment, I swipe his lock and open the door before I change my mind. He charges at me and I back up in horror before I’m lifted offa my feet and spun around.

      "Hahaha, thank you, baby New Blood. You will not regret this decision."

      "I already am," I yell. "Put me down."

      "As you wish," he says and does as I say. He then turns and bellows at the prisoners still hanging about in the corridor. "What are you fools waiting for, an invitation? Move out."

      I ain't quite sure they understand the sarcasm, but they get the authority in his voice, and they listen.

      "That is all of them, Mistress," the oldie says to me as the corridor empties out, leaving just him, Jax, Ben and myself. "The ones that are willing to go anyways. There’s nothing we can do for those few."

      He motions to the cells where the occupants are either ignoring us or hooked up to those damn blood bags, already too far gone for us to help. So be it.

      "Thank you…I don't know your name."

      "Kell is what I am called. Forever grateful is what I am to the gods for sending you my way," he says with a little bow.

      "Aye, well, you ain't out yet. You might be wishin' you had stayed in your cell before this eve is over."

      "Tara, let's go." Jax looks nervously over his shoulder, watching for any sign of more soldiers, and I grab Ben's hand.

      He has remained strangely quiet throughout everything, looking too shocked to do much of anything, but at my touch, he startles and his brown eyes search mine.

      "Tara, what’s happened to you? Why is the big one callin' you New Blood? What does that mean?"

      "I'll answer all your questions later, Ben. I promise. But right now, we gotta go." He seems to accept that, but I cain't help the little bit of doubt that creeps into my heart at how accepting he will be once we get outta here. If we get outta here.
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      The raider leader is more helpful than I would have believed. I thought for sure he woulda been the first down the shaft, but I’m surprised to find him holding the heavy, metal door open as the other prisoners take their turn climbing into the vent-like hole in the wall. Sitting on the edge and then pulling their legs through, they slide quickly outta view, so I reckon there ain't no other way to go but straight down.

      We ain't moving fast enough though. There are at least ten of us left when we hear the unmistakable sound of heavy boots making their way rapidly down the metal stairs. The Army’s on their way.

      "Ben, you're next." I try to push him toward the hole, but he resists.

      "Not without you," he says, but the big man ain't having none of it. Without another word, he picks Ben up and literally stuffs him into the hole, and he disappears from view, the sounds of his protest echoing in the vent.

      I hear the soldiers getting closer. I look back at the door behind us.

      "That lock ain't gonna hold 'em for long. Keep movin'," I yell at the prisoners.

      Without a word, Busher starts pushing the heavy, metal table—holding what I now know to be torture devices—in fronta the door, trying to buy us enough time.

      The heavy thud of footsteps echo as they rush the gray room on the other side of the door. Come on, just four of us left. We can make it.

      It don't take 'em long to find the other guards in the locked cell and figure out where we are. As Kell disappears down the hole, a face appears in the window, and the soldier's eyes open wide as he starts yelling. I see the light on the lock turn green, and the heavy, metal table starts bucking as they try to force it open.

      "Go, Tara!" I don't argue Jax's command; there ain't no time.

      I jump into the vent head first and start sliding down the metal ramp. I hit the ground with a thud and roll to my feet. It's so dark, I can barely see Ben in fronta me, but he takes my hand.

      "This way," he says, but I yank back.

      "No, we gotta wait for the others." I hear the terrifying sound of slug fire echoing down the chute. The soldiers were inside now and shooting at Jax and Busher. Oh, gods, Jax!

      A blood-curdling yell precedes the body that falls outta the vent followed by another body moments later. They just lie there, not moving.

      They're dead, I think frantically, but then I hear a low groan coming from underneath the pile.

      "Get this … elephant offa me."

      It's Jax. He's still alive, I think. He’s squished underneath Busher, just an odd leg sticking out. I push at the big man, and he struggles to his feet, freeing Jax. I grab his hand and pull him upright.

      "You oka—"

      But he cuts me off, winded. "No time … right behind … go."

      I understand. We run.

      The moss-covered stone floor is slippery under our frantic feet and running blind makes it even worse. The rock walls around us dictate which way we go, but I can feel a cool breeze on my face, so I know we’re heading for some kind of opening. I just ain't sure what's gonna be waiting for us when we get there.

      The single passageway suddenly becomes two, and I pull up short, the others nearly running me over before managing to skid to a stop.

      Which way? Oh, gods, I cain't tell. Which passageway is the breeze coming from? My panic threatens to overwhelm me until I hear a whispered voice from the left passage.

      "This way, Mistress."

      Kell is motioning to us furiously, and we take his advice. We go left, the breeze on our faces growing stronger the closer we get to the light at the end of tunnel. The sliver of light starts to widen, and I suddenly realize what it is. Moonlight. We’re almost out of the cellar. I can hear the shouts of the Army behind us, still in pursuit, but we don't look back. Focus on the light, I chant over and over in my head, expecting at any moment to feel a slug rip through me. It don't happen though, and we finally stumble up the stone steps that lead out onto the rolling back grounds of the estate. It takes me a moment to orient myself before I notice something that almost makes me sob in relief. Doors. There are two huge, wooden doors lying on either side of us, just begging to be closed.

      "Doors!" I yell and right away, Busher starts hauling on one while Jax and I yank on the other. They are heavy as hell, but once we get the momentum going, they start to swing shut with the force of a rockslide. Just in time, too, 'cause I swear I can see the whites of the eyes of the soldiers about to follow us up the stone stairs. We pull the heavy, metal latches across the doors and lock the guards in, their banging and shouting sounding feeble against the thick doors.

      We made it. We're outside. I ain't got no idea if the doors would hold the soldiers for long or if they had another way to get out and continue the chase. Hell, there could be another bunch ‘round the corner just waiting to capture us, but for now, we’re safe.

      As my eyes adjust to the moonlight, I can see the other prisoners running, spread out over the rolling hills like scattering sand biters. I truly hope they make it out.

      "What now?" Busher asks, and I peer at him through the gloom. Why is he even still here? But I don't bother to question it.

      "The barns," I say. "I dunno how much time we have before the alarm is sounded up here, but if we can get to Talbert and Beanie, they mighta managed to find us another way out—"

      "There they are!" We hear the yell a split second before a gaggle of guards ascends from around the corner of the main house.

      "Damn, that was fast," Busher cusses under his breath.

      "Go!" I yell, and we run once more, the soldiers' voices carrying their threats to shoot at our backs if we don't stop. The barns aren't that far away, but they may as well have been on the other side of the city 'cause we ain't even halfway there when Ben collapses on the ground.

      "Ben, get up," I say as I grab his arm, practically dragging him to his feet.

      "I cain't," he pants.

      "You can. Now move!" I yell right into his face. We will not be caught. We will not have gone through everything tonight for nuthin'.

      "Go on … without me," he says as he cradles his injured side.

      "Fat chance," I say as I throw his arm around my neck, forcing him to move.

      "Shizen," Jax cusses at us loudly as he runs back and props Ben up on the other side. We drag him, his feet barely touching the ground.

      The sound of slug fire whizzes by my ears. They are really shooting at us.

      "Keep going," Busher yells as he pulls one of the guards' iron shooters out of the small of his back and starts returning fire over his shoulder as he runs.

      I hear another round of shots and then Jax's, "Ugh," as he stumbles forward a bit.

      "Jax," I cry, but he don't stop.

      "I'm okay. Keep going."

      I know he is there before I even hear him. The cold, invading fingers prick at my mind, and I swear every other sound suddenly just … stops. I cain't hear anything: the soldiers shouting, Ben's painful gasps, my own pounding heart, nuthin'. It's like I've gone deaf.

      "New Blood." There’s a piercing whisper in my head, and it brings me to a standstill. Ben and Jax stumble at my sudden stop and then look at me like I’ve gone mad. I can see Jax's lips moving. He’s yelling at me, and Ben is calling my name, but I hear nuthin'.

      "Turn around."

      It's like my body ain't my own, and I’m powerless to do anything but what the voice demands of me.

      "Ah, there you are."

      Now that we have stopped running, the soldiers quickly catch up and form a solid wall around us, shooters pointing at us from every direction. Moments later, the wall starts to part like a sea of grass pushed aside by the wind. He seems to almost glide through them instead of walk, and I’m acutely aware of his intense satisfaction of finally finding me. He stops almost in fronta me, and I feel the cold tentacles burrowing their way into my brain.

      This close to him, I can feel his power, his Chi, radiating offa him, and the intensity makes my gut churn. What in the world made me possibly think I could compete with such power?

      "Well, then, we’ve had quite the little dance tonight, haven't we?" He smiles at me, and I almost feel myself smile back at his pure magnetic pull. "You are quite the temptress, teasing me with little tidbits of your Chi. Imagine my surprise earlier when I felt your presence in the ballroom. Oh, the healer tried her best to conceal you, and she almost succeeded, but yet here we are." He shrugs and lets out a delighted laugh. "I am so happy to meet you."

      Face to face with him finally, I feel my intense hatred bubbling in my gut and start spreading over me in waves. I want to rip his heart out for Lily's death. I want to scream at him, damn him to hell for my ma and Grada and Rivercross and for every other innocent soul he has ever made suffer. I do none of that. Instead, all I can do is stand motionless as he peers into my eyes and then touches my chin lightly, moving my face from side to side. He pushes the mask up, revealing my whole face, and my knees almost buckle at his touch.

      "Hmmmm, do I know you?"

      "Get away from her," Jax snarls and leaps at him, but with a simple wave of his hand, the Prezedant sends Jax flying across the grass to land in a heap about five arm spans away. Holy mother of gods! How does he do that? I’m unable to go to Jax to see if he’s okay, but I see him struggle to his knees outta the corner of my eye. At least I know he’s still moving.

      He doesn't even look Jax's way; he is still studying my face intently. Suddenly, his dark eyes go wide with awareness.

      "On all that is holy … is this possible? You have to be. You look so much like her it cannot be a coincidence. You're the child, Tara."

      For a brief moment, his shock and excitement are underlined by another emotion, one that I'm sure I must be mistaken about. Surely, I had to be wrong but for just that one brief little moment in time, I swear I detect fear. What possible reason would he have to fear me? I ain't no threat to someone this powerful. And how the hell does he know my name? Just like that, the sensation disappears, and he rubs his hands in glee.

      "It is you! What a glorious day. All this time looking for you, and you walk right into my home. The irony in that does not go unnoticed."

      "What do you want from me?" I croak, each word an effort to force outta my immobilized throat. He takes another step closer to me, and I can see the gold sparkles that have fallen offa his mask and scattered all over his unlined face, the colored lights reflecting offa 'em almost mesmerizing. He pushes his own mask up then as if to study me better. I am vaguely aware of how normal he appears—good-looking even. I surely thought evil woulda looked much different than this.

      "Why, what I want from every New Blood of course: your power. And yours, I'm sure, will be doubly sweet." He looks me up and down with disappointment in his eyes. "I truly thought a child of Rease's, well, I thought you would be more of a challenge." He waves a hand at me in dismissal and turns his back to me.

      "Take her to the lab, and get her prepped," he says to a soldier who comes to attention at his words.

      "Yes, sir," the soldier barks and nods at another who is off to my side. I can see him outta the corner of my eye, and I sure as hell notice what he is holding. The white needle object I remember from Littlepass. The serum.

      "And the rest of them, sir?" the soldier says.

      "The rest?" the Prezedant says like he cain't quite understand why they would bother him with such a silly question. "They are not important. Shoot them."

      The words freeze me to my core. No. Jax. Ben. I ain't gonna watch them die too. There ain't no way they are all dying tonight for nuthin'. I have to do something. As if Lily is standing next to me, her same words again echo in my head.

      "Apply your Chi, Tara."

      I don't know how I do it. Maybe it ain't even my own doing. I ain't sure if I break away from his power, or he considers me to be so weak that he releases me. Either way, my body falls under my own control once again. I can move. Come on, Chi. Don't let me down.

      I feel the fire immediately start spreading through my veins, the tiny, weak flame sparking into a raging inferno. I see everything happening around me, but just like every time before, it's like I am watching it from off to the side, like it ain't me doing any of this.

      I watch the soldiers raise their shooters as the Prezedant turns his back to me. I see Busher slowly raise his shooter to fight back. I can see Jax trying in vain to reach the soldier about to inject me, and Ben looking at me with such confusion. But none of it has time to register. All I know is I need to stop the executions that are about to occur.

      The soldier holding the serum comes at me, and I grab his wrist, snapping it back. Ignoring his scream of pain, I catch the needle as it falls outta his limp hand and leap at the gold-suited back. The roar of an unearthly wind whips by my head but not a hair of mine is blown outta place. It's like the wind somehow just takes me with it, like I’m a part of it. But it don't go around the soldiers. They are pushed through the air like leaves in a breeze, flying backwards with an unseen, mighty force. I get a quick glance at the Prezedant's shocked face before I plunge the serum into his neck an instant before he, too, is blown backwards. It doesn't last long. One moment, they are there in front of us, and the next, we are alone. A couple of shooters lying at our feet are the only indication that we’d been surrounded. The soldiers and the Prezedant are scattered all over the grounds, spread out like the petals of some dead flower. I can see some of them struggling to their feet, but it's the one in gold that my eyes search for. He yanks the needle outta his neck and wobbles to his feet, but he’s having troubles. Apparently, the serum affected him just as well as the rest of us.

      "What the—?"

      Busher's words are cut short as an explosion rocks the ground under our feet, and a dust cloud mushrooms at the rock wall near the gate. From outta nowhere, a carriage flies towards us at such a breakneck speed it goes up on two of its side wheels, nearly toppling over. It crashes back down on all fours, and Beanie flings open the carriage door, nearly flying out with the effort.

      "Get in!" Talbert bellows from the driver's seat.

      He ain't gotta say it twice.

      I ain't sure who grabs me, but I'm yanked offa my feet and forcefully thrown into the waiting carriage. Bodies pile in and on toppa each other, so squished I cain't tell who owns what parts. Talbert must figure we all made it inside; however, 'cause the carriage jerks to a start. And not a moment too soon. I hear the Prezedant's furious roar of, "Stop them!" an instant before the sound of shooter fire erupts around us.

      I peer up at Beanie from my cramped position on the floor.

      "How we gettin' out? The gate," I say, but he just grins at me and laughs in pure glee.

      "The explosion, Mistress. There ain't no gate to worry 'bout now."

      I cain't believe I'm thinking this, but these two idiots are actually starting to grow on me.
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      "Mack!" I yell in panic and try to bolt upright, but I'm still weak and pinned under the sea of bodies. I cain’t move. "Everybody get offa me," I cry as I start pushing.

      Easier said than done. With Talbert driving like a madman and the carriage all over the road, we’re rattling about something fierce. Finally, the weight is lifted, and Jax pulls me up offa the floor to sit between him and Ben. I kinda do a double take as I see old man Kell sitting on the other side between Beanie and Busher. Where the hell had he come from? Had he been with us all this time?

      "Mack?" I say again, but Beanie shakes his head.

      "We ain't heard from the Captain, Mistress," he says.

      "What? Then we gotta go back. We cain't leave him there. We gotta get him and Tater outta there."

      "Mack can take care of himself," Jax says and braces himself as we take another sharp turn. I fall into Ben and squish him against the wall. "Besides, he told us not to wait for him. Riven is still back there, too, so it's not as if he’s on his own. He said to get you out of there, and that's what we’re doing."

      He winces, and I notice he is cradling his left arm. There’s blood seeping through his fingers.

      "Jax, your arm. Are you hit?" I say, trying to look at it, but he slaps my hands away.

      "I'm fine … just a flesh wound. Nothing I can't handle. I think your boyfriend over there needs a little more attending to than I do. He's not looking so good."

      Jax is right. Ben's face is stark white, and he looks bewildered, like he ain't quite sure of what's happening. But as much as I am afraid for how Ben looks, I'm more concerned with Jax at the moment. Don't look like just a flesh wound to me. Ripping off a piece of my now badly tattered dress, I snap at him, "Jacket off."

      He stares back defiantly, but something in my face must tell him I ain't backing off 'cause he shrugs outta his jacket. The sticky sleeve underneath is already torn by the slug, so I rip it the rest of the way and start a little at the amount of blood. I study the wound more closely, and I see he’s right; the slug did just wing him, but it has gouged pretty deep. He’s gonna need it cleaned soon and something to stop the infection. Right now, all I can do is wrap it tightly as he stares ahead, his expression stony.

      Talbert don't show no signs of slowing down, and the carriage rocks unsteadily once more, almost causing me to fall into Jax's lap headfirst. Why is he still driving like a madman?

      "Is the Army followin' us?" I snap at Beanie, and he yells at Talbert loudly.

      "Anybody followin' us?"

      "Clear fer now," Talbert hollers back. Some of the knots in my belly lessen. I had probably rattled 'em pretty good, but they won't stay offa our trail for long. Now if only they had been rattled enough for Mack, Riven, and Tater to get outta there.

      "I have to say, baby New Blood, that was an impressive show back there. Your powers have strengthened greatly since the last time we met."

      The giant's words pull me outta my worry about the others.

      "Why you talkin' to me?" I growl. "I don't even know why I let you outta that cell. And stop calling me New Blood. I have a name you know."

      "Ha!" His laughter booms around the carriage, and he rubs his stubbly head with one of his massive hands. "You still haven't lost any of that sass, I see. You let me out, Tara," he over emphasizes my name, "because you are naturally goodhearted as all of your kind are. It's inherent to you. You cannot control your kind nature any more than you can control your destiny."

      "As all of my kind are?" I stare at him, dumbfounded. "What kinda bullshite have you people been told? In case you ain't noticed, you big galoot, the Prezedant is a damned New Blood. I could feel his power just as plain as I can feel this bench I'm sittin' on, and trust me, there ain't nuthin' goodhearted or kind-natured as far as he's concerned."

      This seems to shock 'em all. Ain't they ever wondered why the Prezedant was so damned strong and said to be immortal? He was every much a New Blood as I am and a hell of a lot stronger. Why the hell did somebody not already know this?

      My admission seems to be too much for Ben to handle. He sits upright and glares at me like everything is all my fault.

      "What is happenin', Tara? Who are all these people? And what happened back there? What you did … your hair..."

      He trails off, and my gut wrenches. How do I explain it to him? How do I even begin?

      "Ben," I plead, reaching for any way to explain, but Beanie interrupts.

      "Ben?" he says in delight, making the connection. He laughs maniacally as he grabs Ben's hand and pumps it up and down.

      "You did it then. You found him, Mistress! What about Lily? Did you not find her?"

      At the mention of her name, the tamped down grief overwhelms me, and I hold my stomach as a sharp pain slices through it only able to answer with a shake of my head.

      Beanie don't bother asking for any more info; he can tell from the look on my face. His own face falls, and he looks like he is about to cry. Please don't, I think frantically, 'cause if you cry, then I won't be able to hold it together. Talbert's unexpected bellow from outside saves me from a complete and utter meltdown.

      "Brace yerselves," he warns moments before we hit a bump, and the carriage seems to sail through the air. We come down hard, and I fly outta my seat, striking my head on the top of the carriage so hard black spots swim before my eyes. The carriage starts bucking and twisting wildly, jarring us so much it feels like my bones are all gonna shatter, but still we don't stop. What the hell is going on?

      When we finally do stop, it's so abrupt I don't think it's by choice. The carriage now leans badly to one side, and I would say our stopping has got more to do with one of the wheels breaking off. The ceasing of movement is followed by sheer silence. I ain't sure if everybody is still in shock at my admission or have all been knocked senseless like I was. Where are we? Are we safe? Or will we open that door to find ourselves surrounded by the familiar brown robes of the Army? I reckon everybody is thinking the same as me 'cause not one of us makes a move to open the now barely attached carriage door.

      "Everybody all right?" I whisper into the silence, but I don't get no answer before the door is suddenly yanked open. It screeches in protest as it comes completely loose and falls offa the carriage to hit the ground with a dull thud. I suck in my breath, expecting the worst. The sore-covered, grinning skull of Talbert fills the gap.

      "An' that, mates, is 'ow you pull off a great escape." Then, without missing a beat, he eyes Busher up and down. "Oi, yer a big 'un then, ain't ya."

      I cain't help it; it does me in. I ain't sure if I'm laughing, crying, or dying, all of my emotions bleed together, and I start shaking uncontrollably. My teeth chatter, and I cover my head with my arms and rest my elbows on my knees, trying to gain control of myself.

      "Tara," Jax says, his face a mask of worry, but I answer him right away.

      "I'm fine," I say. "Ben?"

      "I'm alive," Ben answers quietly, and I close my eyes in relief.

      Did we really and truly just pull this off? I take a couple of calming breaths and pull myself together.

      "Well, come on then. Move it already. We ain't safe yet. We still got a ways to go," Talbert says.

      Talbert is right for a change, and we start piling outta the now defunct carriage. I don't know where we are. The moon overhead provides enough light so that I can see we are in a little clearing alongside a fair-sized river. Talbert has somehow managed to get us offa the road and on the other side of a grove of trees all in one piece, albeit the carriage is worse for wear. I was right; one of the wheels has come clean off. We ain't going any further in that. Why did Talbert purposefully take us offa the road? Why ain't we still moving and trying to put as much distance between the Prezedant and ourselves as we can? Sure, I had slowed him down for a bit by jabbing him fulla serum, but they'll be in pursuit soon enough.

      "Come along," Talbert says. "No time for introductions. Take a bit to make sure all yer parts are still attached eh, and then move along. We 'ave people to meet. Beanie, you take up the rear."

      "Stop," I yell at Talbert, and he looks at me in surprise. Then, lowering my voice, I continue, "Why did you bring us here? Why ain't we sticking to the plan? How did you two manage to create that explosion back there? That wasn't part of the plan."

      Talbert and Beanie glance back and forth between each other.

      "Ya didn't tell 'em, Beanie? Ya was supposed to tell 'em," Talbert accuses, but Beanie just shrugs his shoulders in defense.

      "There weren't no time, Talbert."

      "Yer only job wuz to tell 'em the plan while I got us outta there, an' ya didn't even do that right."

      "I tried, but I wuz so excited to see young Ben here, and then Mistress told me 'bout Lily, and—"

      "One job, Bean, an' I still 'ave to do it myself. Ya always get sidetracked; ya need to learn to focus."

      "But Talbert—"

      "Shut up!" Jax, Busher and me yell the word in unison, and the two arguing idiots look at us in surprise, like they ain't got no idea why we would be so worked up. I rub my temples. Not only is their bickering making my head ache even more, but it's also making me revise my earlier opinion on these two.

      I speak directly to Talbert. "Just tell us what's goin' on."

      He sends another disparaging look Beanie's way before answering me.

      "Good enuff. Ya know 'ow we wuz supposed to explore the estate and find other ways out if need be? Well, there weren't none. That 'ole monstrous place is surrounded by that rock wall, guards posted every ten armspans. Ain't no way out lest they want ya to leave. So Riven an Beanie an me, we wuz wrackin' our brains tryin' to figure out a plan jest in case the first backfired, which it did," he pauses, and I urge him on with an impatient wave of my hand. Tell me something I don't know. "Well, we almost shat our britches when a couple of guards start comin' our way an' cornered us in the barn. I thought fer sure we wuz goners eh, Beanie?"

      Beanie nods and echoes, "Goners," followed by that mad, disturbing laugh, which I have come to realize is just a nervous tic. Don't mean he ain't any less crazy though.

      "But ya coulda knocked us over with a feather when we see who it is. That one from the sanctuary … the guard at the gate..." he trails off, searching his brain for the name.

      "Flip?" I say, and he points a bony finger at me.

      "Right ya are. Apparently, Mack 'ad called in backup jest in case the first plan didn't go all quiet like. 'E said knowin' you, Mistress, well, the Captain's a smart feller, 'e is. Flip an' Lily's second in command … Zoe. They wuz the ones who blew the gate. It wuz them. All we 'ad to do wuz get you out, Mistress, and then meet 'ere at the spot on the road they marked. "

      It was starting to make sense. Woulda been nice of Mack to tell us about this plan B, but I ain't gonna judge him too much since it had just saved our arses.

      "Where do we go from here? It's not like we can go back to Mack's now. I'm sure they had to have recognized Mack's house emblem on the carriage and known where to start looking for us," Jax says, but his words make me panic.

      Finn and Cat were back at the house. If they go looking for us, they are sure to find 'em.

      "Wot 'mblem?" Talbert says, laughing, and I glare at him.

      Why is he finding this so funny? But then I take a closer look at the carriage. That ain't the same carriage we arrived in. As a matter of fact, it has the Army crest on it. It's one of the Prezedant's carriages.

      "I borrowed one of theirs fer us, leavin' Mack's fer 'im an' Riven. The captain is just gonna git in 'is carriage and drive outta there, no worry no fuss. Durin' the kerfuffle that Zoe and 'er friends are sure to 'ave caused by now, they ain't gonna realize that Mack's kin are missin'. Ain't no way fer 'em to tie the captain to any of this. An' if any of 'em did manage to follow us, then they will be searchin' fer one of their own wagons, and that's the reason why we's ditchin' it 'ere in the woods."

      Could it have really worked out so perfectly?

      "But the Prezedant, he knew my name," I almost whisper it 'cause I don't wanna admit it out loud. "He called me by name; you all heard it. He knew who I was."

      "He knew you were the New Blood he's been searching for years for," Jax says softly. "He doesn't know to connect that with Mack's niece, Sara. While you were Sara at the ball, you wore a mask. Right up to the end, you wore your mask. Barely any of them saw your face. There were hundreds of people at that ball. If we’re lucky, it will take them a while before they connect the pieces at least and give us time to collect Finn and get out of here."

      I wanna believe Jax's words. I really do. But I cain't help the nagging feeling that something ain't right. That this was just a bit too easy, and we are missing an important piece of the puzzle.

      "Can someone please explain to me what the hell is goin' on?" In spite of the filthy clothes and the matted hair and the blood-stained tunic, Ben is staring at us all with that stubborn, mule-headed look I remember so well.

      Not now, Ben, I think. This ain't a good time for your stubbornness to rear its head. His confused eyes seek me out.

      "I ain't takin' another step 'til you explain some things to me, Tara. How do you know these people? Why is the giant there callin' you a New Blood? What the hell is that? And why is that madman after you? How does he know you? And how did you do that … thing to help us escape? I don't-I cain't," he stammers, his voice rising with each word, echoing with anger and frustration.

      "Ben, please quiet down—"

      "No! I ain't movin' 'til I get answers. What is happenin'? What is happenin’?"

      The blow Jax gives him ain't all that hard, but in his weakened state, it is enough to send Ben stumbling back on his arse.

      "Shizen, Jax," I hiss as I rush to Ben's side. "Have you lost your damn mind?"

      "Somebody had to shut him up," Jax retorts as he flexes his hand. "If there is Army on our trail, this fool is gonna lead them straight to us with all that yelling."

      He's right, I know, but that don't make what he did okay. I try to help Ben to his feet, but he pushes my hand away and stands on his own, rubbing his jaw and glaring daggers at Jax. He seems to be all right, and he’s at least quiet now.

      "Ah, hate to break up this little bit of entertainment, people, but someone's coming this way." Busher motions with his chin towards the river behind our crashed carriage.

      He's right, sure enough. There is a light slowly making its way down the river. Shizen. Should we run? The light starts doing this weird thing where it blinks quickly, then pauses, then blinks again, like someone was turning it off and on on purpose. Talbert lets out a sigh of relief.

      "It's okay; it's who we's waitin' for," he says and then answers back with a low whistle that carries on the night wind.

      Talbert says it's okay, but I cain't help the way my heart is beating outta my chest as the hazy, black blob in the water gets closer, and I make out the shape of people. There's two of 'em at least, and they glide silently up to us on a flat-bottom barge. Someone throws a rope, and it smacks Busher plum in the chest. He grabs it and ties it to the broken-down carriage, securing the barge so it don't float away. The person holding the light steps offa the barge and holds it up, searching our faces. I squint into the light at first before my eyes adjust, and I see her face. Zoe.

      She steps up to me and grasps my fingers tightly, giving my hand a little shake.

      "Tara, good to see you."

      "You as well, Zoe, and thank you," I say with all the heartfelt gratitude inside of me. She nods and then looks around expectantly at the rest of 'em. I know whose face she searches for.

      "Lily?" All of her hope is conveyed in that one word, but I shake my head in sorrow. Her eyes close for a moment as grief crosses her face. But just as quickly as it came, it is gone, and when she speaks, her voice is brisk.

      "Let's move. I have another carriage waiting upstream to take you back to Mack's where you must get the boy and get ready to move out quickly."

      "But won't we be stopped? Won't the Army be searching the carriages on the road? They ain't gonna let us get away so easily."

      She shrugs. "They won't be searching for a while. We left them pretty disorganized. A search party will take a bit to get together, more than enough time for us to get back. Besides that, we are on an island with only one way on or off. He knows you will eventually have to come to him if you wish to leave the island."

      She has a point.

      "How are we gettin' off the island?" I say.

      She hesitates.

      "Zoe?" I insist.

      "We … are not sure yet," she says. "We arrived the same way you did—in Riven's wagons—but with the knowledge that you are now on the island, any travel on or off will undoubtedly be brought to a standstill. There’s no way they will allow the bridge to remain open and take the chance of you escaping."

      "Then we are still trapped," Busher says hopelessly.

      The old man, who had remained totally silent up 'til now, approaches me and gives me another little bow.

      "Seems like, Mistress, destiny has thrown us together, it has. I may be of assistance. Before becoming prisoner 3026, I was what you would call a mover of unattainable items from this side of the island to those much less fortunate people on the other side."

      I ain't quite following, but Jax is quick on the uptake.

      "You were a smuggler," he says. "So you know of another way off the island?"

      He nods his gray head. "I do."

      Me and Jax kinda grin at each other over the oldie's head, but Busher ain't as convinced.

      "Hold on, you two; don't get too excited. I've seen what happens to a lot of these prisoners while in the Prezedant's care. They get real mixed up sometimes … know what I mean?" He points at Kell and then swirls his finger in a circle at his own temple.

      "You know of another way for us to get off this island then?" I say quietly, and Busher stops his swirling to study me.

      "Then again, I didn't turn into a raving lunatic while imprisoned, now did I?" he says and clamps the smaller man's shoulder with his beefy paw. "Lead the way, little man."

      Hmmm. That’s a matter of opinion, I think.
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        * * *

      

      Mack's house is ablaze with lights upon our approach, but nuthin' seems outta the ordinary. It appears Jax was right and the Army didn't connect me with Mack, not yet anyways. As soon as Zoe brings the carriage to a stop in fronta the doors, Finn comes barreling out, almost tripping over his own two feet in his mad rush. He musta been waiting right at the door for any sign of us. He aims straight for me as soon as I get outta the carriage but skids to a stop as soon as Busher gets out behind me.

      "Whoa … what the shizen is he doin' here?" he stammers. His surprise turns to all-out confusion as Kell quickly follows and then to concern as Jax lands with his bloody, bandaged arm.

      "Jax," he cries.

      "I'm okay, Finn," Jax says, his voice reassuring as he ruffles the boy's hair. "Is anyone else here? Mack or Tater?"

      Finn shakes his red head. "No, you're the first ones back." His face lights up in delight as Ben is the last outta the carriage. "You did it then. You got Ben."

      Ben, much to his credit, don't show any surprise at the boy's reaction to his presence. Then again, he don't show much of anything anymore since Jax had punched him at the river. It's like he’s just accepted what's happening, or he's to the point where he just doesn't care anymore. I ain't sure. All I know is at least he's stopped yelling and demanding answers. Not for the first time since we found him do I have a sneaking suspicion that Busher was right. The Prezedant's prisoners do get mixed up in a way 'cause this ain't the Ben I remember. But I'm gonna have to deal with that suspicion much later when there ain't any fear of being caught and killed by the Army.

      We trickle into the house to find Coral and Duchess hovering anxiously. Duchess squeals in dismay as soon as her eyes fall on my frazzled appearance.

      "My dress," she cries, and her hands fly up to cradle both sides of her face in complete dismay.

      I look down at myself. I guess in all the excitement, I ain't realized the damage, but from what I can tell, the dress is past salvageable. Most of it is missing from the knees down, torn away from fighting in it, stepping on it, and using it for bandages. The part that is left is mud-splattered and stained a rust brown in spots; Jax's blood, I'm guessing. I look at Duchess with a sheepish smile and shrug my shoulders.

      "Sorry?"

      "What on earth happened to you all? Who are these people with you? And where is Tater?" Her eyes travel over us, searching in vain for the half man.

      "Tater is fine. He'll be along shortly with the others." I hope, but I keep that last part to myself. "We have to move though. Coral, go to the kitchens, and pack as much food as you can in as many sling bags as you can find. Finn, get Cat. We have to go."

      "Ahhhhh, man, again? But I like it here."

      I ignore his whining and turn to the others.

      "Jax, take Ben and get him into some fresh clothes. He cain't travel in that prisoner garb; it will be a dead giveaway if we are seen. Finn, see if you can find anything that can fit Kell here. Busher—" I look the big man up and down. "Hell, we ain't got anything that'll fit you. Duchess, get Busher a blanket and cut a hole in it. At least it'll be something to cover his wounds. Zoe, Mack has a collection of weapons in his study, that door on the left." I point with my chin. "Now, everybody move and meet in the study as soon as we can."

      I don't know if it’s authority or desperation they hear in my voice, but to my surprise they all obey me and scurry off. I’m about to do the same. I cain't wait to get this stupid corset and what's left of this dress offa me. I don't even make it outta the hallway, though, before rocks crunching under approaching hooves reach my ears through the still-open doorway. I go to the door expecting to see Beanie and Talbert. There hadn't been any room for 'em to travel in the carriage with the rest of us, so they had unhooked the horses, planning to ride 'em here before setting 'em loose to find their own way back. I turn to meet 'em and fill 'em in on the plan only it ain't Beanie and Talbert I find, and my stomach lurches in fear. The horses that pull up carry the brown-robed soldiers that I didn't for the life of me want to see right now. The Army had found us.
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      "Zoe!" I yell frantically over my shoulder, not taking my eyes offa the door. I don't have a shooter, and I had lost my knives somewhere during my flight, so I have nuthin' I can hold 'em off with. Shizen. How had they tracked us down so fast? Jax had to have been wrong, and they knew who I was all along.

      Zoe runs back and skids to a stop beside me. "Damn."

      She pulls her shooter, but the lead rider is offa his horse and quickly covering the distance to where we stand. Ascending the steps in almost a run, he pauses as he spots us and then puts his hands up in the air, pulling the wrapper covering his face down with a quick jerk.

      "It's us," Mack calls out urgently, and I let out a huge sigh of relief as I recognize the face underneath. The other riders unmask as well, and I'm glad to see Tater and Riven safe and sound. The other I don't recognize but assume he is to be trusted since they had brought him along. Mack and Tater hurry inside, leaving the other two remaining outside on watch. Good idea, don't know why we didn't think of that. Mack greets Zoe warmly, his hand on her forearm in a silent gesture of gratitude.

      "Lily—" he starts, but Zoe cuts him off.

      "Tara has let me know. She died for what she believed in," she says, but that don't help the grief and guilt in my heart none.

      Mack nods, and his gaze falls on me.

      "You made it out," I say, but his one eye reflects the relief we both feel at seeing one another again.

      "Barely," Tater whines as he brushes past, removing the Army wrapper and tossing it aside in disgust. The trousers he’s wearing are much too long, and he trips, almost sprawling at my feet before glaring at me in anger. "I am not quite sure how your quiet little escape plan escalated into this all-out extravaganza of a debacle, but you sure have them riled up. He's not letting anyone leave other than his own men sent out to search for you of course, hence the disguises. Every single guest is being detained and questioned for any information on you, young lady. We barely made it out ourselves … wouldn't have if not for Mack's quick thinking. The Prezedant is very aware that you had to have been included on someone's invitation, and I fear to say it won't be long until he links you to Mack."

      Mack nods his head. "Tater is undoubtedly correct. We can't stay here much longer. But where we are to go, I'm afraid I haven't quite figured out yet."

      "We have a plan—" I start to say, but Tater suddenly cuts me off with a yell of terror as he flattens himself against the wall, and I whirl, expecting to see the Prezedant himself standing behind me.

      "Arrrrghh! What in damnation is that gargantuan doing here?"

      Busher wanders into the hallway, the red and yellow wool blanket he now wears making him look like some giant ball of fire. Duchess had done what I asked, and his bald head now sticks through a hole cut in the blanket while his massive arms poke out on either side. The blanket is pulled in at the waist with a piece of rope, creating a cloak of sorts. He looks utterly ridiculous, but it don't seem to bother him none.

      "Hello, little storyteller," he says jovially, picking Tater up and bouncing him up and down, much to Tater's vexation. The half man's continuous cries of part fear, part disbelief soon bring everyone running. Duchess's squeals of happiness at seeing Tater alive and well compete ferociously with Finn's whoops of delight. It's enough to bust an eardrum. Even Riven sticks his head through the open door to see what all the hullabaloo is about.

      "Busher, put him down," I yell at the giant over the din.

      Busher ignores me at first, but when Cat barges into the hallway wanting to get in on the action, he hollers in complete terror, "Devil Cat!" He sets Tater down in fronta himself like a shield against the beast. Tater makes a break for it, only to be squashed again as Duchess tearfully pulls him into her own embrace, and he disappears amongst her ample cleavage. And if it ain't already crowded enough, Beanie and Talbert finally arrive, adding their boisterous shouts to the already noisy room.

      "You were saying?" Mack whispers in my ear as he pulls me aside, away from the ruckus of hollering and greetings, Finn's voice louder than the rest of 'em combined as he tries to assure Busher that Cat ain't gonna eat him and not to shoot her.

      I spot Kell amongst the now crowded hallway and pull him along with us as Mack, Zoe, and myself make our way to Mack's study. We need to talk, and there ain't no way to do that with all that ruckus going on. I ain't surprised to see Jax squeeze through the door behind us, but Ben shocks me a little. I didn't think he was aware of much happening around him, but the little grin he gives me lights a spark of hope in my chest that maybe he’s gonna be okay after all. It somehow makes me feel better.

      "This is Kell," I say, motioning to the old man. "He was one of the prisoners we let loose this evenin' along with Ben and the giant out there. Long story short, Kell says he was a smuggler, and he knows another way off the island."

      "Is this true?" Mack asks over his shoulder as he searches the wall fulla books for something. He finally finds what he is looking for and pulls it out. The map of the city.

      "It is. My fellow runners and I a few years ago stumbled onto a tunnel underneath the water way that runs from Royal Island to the outer city. Not sure what it was originally used for. It is old; we know that much. Some of it has fallen in over time, but the structure is still fairly sound and passable. Well, for souls of normal stature; I'm not sure the giant out there will be able to pass through without issue."

      "And where does this tunnel lead?" Mack asks as he pushes everything offa his desk to the floor so he can spread out the map. "Does it go underneath the outer walls? Will we be able to leave Skytown through the tunnel?"

      Oh, please, please, please let the answer be yes, I think in my head. Please say we will be able to escape this foul city altogether. But as usual, the gods don't answer my prayers.

      "No, afraid not. It ends..." He goes to the map and peers at it and then points with a bony finger," … here. In the abandoned area of the city next to the manufacturing district. Well, abandoned as far as the Army knows. There are a few squatters and poor souls scattered throughout there. Though we give 'em enough food and necessities to buy their silence, they will not squawk if we come through there."

      Not what I wanted to hear.

      "So we are off the island but still stuck behind that damn wall," I say to Mack. "That ain't gonna do us much good."

      "Not like we have a lot of choice or time right now," Mack replies. "Everyone needs to be ready to move soon before any soldiers start looking this way. We'll worry about getting off the island right now and out of the city later. Where is this tunnel at, Kell?"

      The oldie shrugs. "I'm afraid I have lost my sense of direction in our mad dash here, so I do not know the distance." He peers at the map again. "There, the hall of worship located near the south side of the island. It's not in use any more, hasn't been for about twenty-five years now. The Prezedant had the statues of the gods removed long ago and replaced with statues of himself. That's how the tunnels were discovered, oddly enough."

      Mack nods with a slight smile. "I know of it. Let's move out as soon as possible. It will be a few hours' walk for sure since we will have to stick to the woods and off of the main roads. No doubt road blocks will be set up this evening and every carriage searched thoroughly."

      A few hours' walk. I look at Ben, wondering if he’ll be able to make the trek. His injured side had almost gotten us captured back at the estate. How would he handle a few hours of walking? Will he slow us down? Like old times, he smiles at me like he already knows what I'm thinking.

      "I'm okay," he says firmly. "I can do this. If only to finally get somewhere safe so as you can give me some damn answers."

      I laugh. I cain't help it. It was like the smart-alecky old Ben is finally back.

      "Well, you did say that you wanted to see what we would find outside of Rivercross," I tease, and he chuckles in response.

      "I did, didn't I? I guess the old sayin' is true and be careful what ya wish for."

      My laughter dies off as I see Jax watching us with the weirdest expression on his face. His arm. How could I have forgotten?

      "Jax, how 'bout your arm? Has the bleedin' stopped? You gonna be able to make this walk?" I ask, but he just gives me a curt nod.

      "Don't worry about me, seems like you already have enough to worry about. I'm fine." And he brushes by me in such a hurry to leave the study he nearly knocks me over.

      Shizen, what have I done to put that stick up his arse now? That man is more confusing than Tater's rambling some days, and that’s saying something.

      "Well, we know our destination. Supplies should be our concern right now. Zoe, divvy out the weapons from the cabinet over there. I don't have enough shooters for everyone, but there should be enough blades to go around. Tara, food—"

      "Already on it. Coral is packin' slingbags from the kitchen as we speak."

      "Excellent." He reaches into a drawer in his desk and pulls out a fair-sized sack and tosses it on the desk. It lands with a loud clink, and I know right away it has to be coins. "In case we need to pay our way out of the city. Now, we should move."

      "I agree, Captain," Kell says. "But a word of advice. You should all maybe change out of those Army uniforms. Where we're going … those are probably not the best idea."
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        * * *

      

      We make the trek mostly in silence, the fear of our voices carrying on the wind and overheard by any searching Army very real. A couple of times, we have to sink down into the shrubbery and behind the trees as units of soldiers pass by dangerously close on the roads above us. They are searching for something, and no doubt it’s us.

      The walk ain't easy. The wooded floor we are walking on is covered in stumps and tangled with thick roots, tripping us with almost every step in the dark. When we ain't stumbling, we are being stuck in the muck and mire of the muddy swamps. Lucky enough, I had switched to my boots before this hike, but Duchess, well, I can hear her crying over the ruination of her shoes and dress more than once. Foolish woman. Why didn't she have enough smarts to change before we left? Although I cain't help but feel bad for her as she stumbles once again and falls face-first into a real boggy patch. But when she finally struggles back to her feet covered in goop and looking like some swamp monster, I cain't help but snicker just a little.

      "I heard that," she hisses loudly. "Stop laughing. I hate you. I hate you all. I shouldn't even be here!"

      I stop laughing real quick. She’s right. None of 'em should be here. As always, I cain't help but feel this is all my fault again. Everyone running for their lives ‘cause of me. Lily gone ‘cause of me. Coral and Mack displaced from their home ‘cause of me. A burning sense of guilt starts forming in my belly and working its way out. But before it can overwhelm me with its maliciousness, a warm hand finds its way into mine, and I look over in the moonlight to see Ben walking beside me.

      "I think I forgot to say this, but thank you for savin' me. Savin' all of us."

      A few simple words, a squeeze of my hand, but it does more for me than he will ever know. It makes the guilt lessen a little, so I can push it to the back of my mind. So as I can go on and not be consumed by it. And I know whatever we’d done tonight … it was the right thing.
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        * * *

      

      We reach our destination without incident, and Kell leads us through the crumbling ruins surefooted. He, at least, knows where he’s going. We pass through a vine-covered, broken entryway at the front of the ruins and down a double-wide stairway to a much larger central room. At one time, it must have been a focal room, the remains of a clock tower still very much in evidence. Now, however, it’s overrun with weeds, and strangling bramble bushes grow out through the hole where the clock once sat. I wonder what its purpose had originally been. Kell said it once was a worship hall for those that still believed in idolizing the gods, but you can tell it had been built long ago by the settlers, probably for a much different reason. A cold shiver passes over me as I look around the massive, empty space, and I swear I can all but hear the echoes of the souls that had occupied this place ages ago but long since passed on.

      "Over here," Kell motions, and I shake off my trepidation as we follow him across the wide space. He approaches a more recently-placed statue of the Prezedant. It looks to be a duplicate of the one in Littlepass’s town market.  He steps around it and squeezes into the narrow space between it and the wall. The wall looks like what it’s supposed to be: a solid wall. Where the hell is the tunnel?

      I watch, curious, as Kell runs his fingers over the surface, and then satisfied with what he finds asks for a blade. Jax gives him his knife, and the old man jiggles it in a crevice for a bit before we hear a slight click, and a gap seems to magically form in the rock wall. He pushes on it, and it opens a bit further to reveal complete blackness.

      "How the hell did you find this, Kell?" I ask, impressed at the ingenuity of it all. It would not be something easily found.

      The old man chuckles. "It didn't always look this way. When we found it years ago, hidden behind a tapestry, it was exactly what it was meant to be … a door. But when we realized where it led and its implications, we knew we had to keep this a secret. A stone-layer ally of ours altered the door to blend in with the wall surrounding it. Very simple really, instead of a door knob, it has a latch that can be depressed with the tip of a blade if you know where to look of course. And thus our smuggling route was born. It has been the difference between life and death at times over the years for a lot of people in outer Skytown. And a way to support my family until I got caught."

      Zoe steps past us all and peers at the wall curiously.

      "Show me how to activate it, old man, since I will have use of it later," she says, and he does as asked, but her words bother me.

      "Ain't you goin' with us, Zoe?" I say, and she shakes her head.

      "I will join you shortly, I hope, but I still have people here that I had to leave behind. I need to meet up with them and get them here. I will bring you news of the Prezedant's movement as soon as I can."

      I don't like the idea of leaving her behind, but Zoe is Zoe. There ain't no telling her what to do.

      "Gods speed," I say to her as she says her goodbyes and retraces her steps back into the night.

      "Well, then, shall we get going?" Kell disappears into the hole, but just moments later he reappears, holding a lit torch. I wince at the unexpected flame.

      "This way," his whisper is met by Tater grumbling, "Underground again."

      The half man truly did seem to have an aversion to underground cellars, no idea why. But he takes his turn just as well as the rest of us as we climb through the opening.

      "Watch your step," Kell's disembodied voice floats back at us from the flickering flame up ahead. "There are six stairs down, then you will be on the tunnel floor."

      I feel my way with my feet, counting in my head as I go down. Finally, I hit bottom, and I can see Kell through the blackness, illuminated by the glow of the flame.

      "There are more torches over there," he says.

      He points with his own torch to a makeshift table propped against the stone wall, and I grab one along with Mack and Busher. Four torches in all. It will suffice.

      "Before we start our journey, I must warn you; we will not be the only creatures in this tunnel. There are rodents and spiders of some size that live down here, but they’re usually scared of the flames. Just be on the lookout."

      Usually? I think, a little panicked by Kell's words. He tells us that now? I grip my torch a little tighter and pull one of my knives outta its sheath, keeping it handy.

      "Finn, stay close," I say to the boy, and he heeds me by sticking to my back and holding the metal baton I’d given him back at the house for his protection. It ain't much, but it's enough to beat off a rat if needed. Ben falls in step behind him, watching our backs while Jax relieves me of the torch. I don't argue. Don't think my arms have regained enough strength to carry it far anyways.

      The light bearers spread out between our ragtag bunch trying to provide as much light as possible, but we’re lucky the floor of the tunnel is pretty even. Now that my eyes have adjusted to the low light, I can see more of where we are. The tunnel kinda reminds me of the tunnel in the dead city where we’d found Talbert and Beanie. This one ain't as big as the one Orakel and her people had lived in and not in near as good a shape, but it seemed to still have the rounded, tiled walls. Most of the tile had already fallen off and crumbled away, but some of it still clings stubbornly to the walls, patches refusing to let the dirt fight its way through.

      We trudge by other old tunnels off to the side, but they had caved in long ago, filled with dirt and rock, totally impassable. It scares me something fierce. Why is this one still useable? Why ain't it crumbled by now? The way my luck is going, it probably would happen today while we are down here, burying us all alive. Stop it, I scold myself, my exhausted mind playing out all kinds of scenarios in my head and making me think horrible thoughts.

      Some areas we come upon are partially blocked, the dirt forcing its way through, demanding to retake its territory. The rest of us manage to bypass these areas no trouble, but Busher has some difficulties. At one junction, as he is squeezing his body through the jumble of rock and debris, I swear I can hear the ceiling above our heads groan in protest, like he’s disturbing its precarious balance.

      "Don't you dare," I whisper fiercely at the tiles and beams above our head, and they seem to listen. They stay put.

      We must have been walking a good hour or so when a shrill scream from Duchess or Coral, I ain't sure which, almost makes me jump from my skin. I'm already agitated enough with the dark and the crawly things and the idea that's stuck in my head of us stumbling on some scorpi-ants down here as well, so the fool screaming grates on me something fierce.

      "Something just ran across my foot! I hate this place. I hate it." Yep, it's Duchess alright. Tater is doing his best to calm her down, but she keeps yelling.

      "I can't take it anymore. I hate being down here. I need to get out."

      "Duchess," Tater says.

      "Don't you 'Duchess' me, Winston Phillip. This is your fault. You got me mixed up in this … this catastrophe," she screams.

      "Please calm down. This is not helping."

      "No, I will not calm down. I will not. I will not!" She’s stamping her foot with each scream. Her voice pierces through my skull like a knife and hits every raw nerve, and I cain't take it anymore. Lunging at her, I hold the tip of my knife to her quivering chin.

      "Shut your pie hole," I growl at her in the ensuing silence. I know everyone is staring at me in shock, but I cain't help the angry words pouring outta my mouth. Her chin stops quivering, but I think it's more so from the fear of hitting the knife tip underneath it. She falls silent. "Or I swear on all that is holy, I will knock you senseless and have Busher carry you the rest of the way. Am I clear?"

      Her eyes have gone wide at my attack, but at least she stops screaming. I watch as her eyes fill up with tears, and I’m consumed by guilt, but however cruel my actions may be, it seems to have worked. She takes a couple of deep breaths and nods her understanding at me.

      "Okay then," I say as I pull my knife away and glance around at the others. "Whadda you all lookin' at? Let's keep movin'. Kell, how much further?" I snap at the old man, and he jumps a little in fear.

      "Ah," he seems unsure how to answer me. “Not much, I do believe. Almost there."

      "Good," is all I say, but I keep to myself how glad I am of that fact and how close I am to losing it just the same as Duchess. I ain't gonna tell any of them that, but I had to shut her up quickly else I woulda become just as much a raving lunatic as her. We cain't get there soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      Kell hadn't lied. It ain't long before we come to a branch off from the tunnel we’re in. A faded, dirt-encrusted sign still managing to hang on above the tunnel entrance simply says, "E."

      "This is it," Kell says. "In here."

      A slight incline and then another set of badly broken steps leads us outta the confining tunnel. We now find ourselves in what looks like the remains of a building that has kinda fallen in on itself, so that the hole we had just crawled out of is covered by a maze of twisted beams, rock, and 'crete. If you didn't know what to look for, there ain't no way you were gonna find that entrance on your own.

      "Watch your step," Kell says as he leads the way. "Lotta sharp pieces here."

      We heed his words.

      There ain't any roof left whatsoever above our heads, which allows us to see straight through to the outside. The pale moon hanging in the night sky outlines the dark shadows of the few half-standing sky towers poking outta the mountains of metal and 'crete that litter the whole area. Not a bit of shrubbery or greenery to be seen. We definitely ain't on Royal Island anymore.

      "Over there," Kell whispers in the quiet darkness. "The second building on the right. That's where we're headed. That's the safe house. Quickly now."

      At least this building looks to be in better shape than what we’d just passed through. A solid steel door stands between us and the inside though, and I'm shocked when Kell politely knocks on the door. What the hell? I thought these places were abandoned. My question is answered when a little peep hole I ain't noticed opens up right away to study us.

      "Who's here now, eh? State yer business."

      "Harry, it's me, Kell. Let us in."

      "Kell? Ya lyin' bastard, Kell is dead he is. Taken by the Army months ago. Whoever you are, take yerselves away before I shoot the damn lot of ya."

      The tip of a shooter pokes out through the peep hole, letting us know that Harry means business.

      "It is me, you fool. I've escaped, look closer."

      A blood-rimmed eyeball fills the hole as Kell steps closer. Then the peephole slams shut, and we hear a slight kerfuffle from the other side of the door. Silence follows. The door don't open, and I think they’ve just given up on us. They ain't gonna let us in. We stand in silence, looking at each other and shuffling our feet.

      "Maybe we should move on, Kell," I say finally. "They ain't gonna let—"

      The door flies open, and we find ourselves looking down the barrel of no less than five shooters. Safe house my arse.

      "Shawn," Kell says, almost falling through the door, but the younger man he addresses don't seem to be as pleased as the old one and blocks his entrance.

      "What is the meaning of this, Kell? Why have you brought this group of intruders here in the middle of the night? And is that … is that a devil cat? By all that's holy."

      The younger man's shooter aims Cat's way, and Finn immediately jumps in front of his beast, protecting her with his own scrawny body. But that ain't all. The shooters pointing our way raises all of our hackles, and our own weapons are lifted in our defense. They ain't taking us down without a fight.

      "Stop! Stop it. All of you lower your weapons." Kell steps in front of Busher and the two others he’s staring down with an angry growl.

      "Give me a reason why," Shawn snarls at us all.

      "Because we are all on the same side. These people are not your enemies, Shawn. In fact, they are fugitives from Royal Island … outlaws … allies. They helped me and numerous others escape this evening from certain death, so I am indebted to them. And as your father, I demand you show them the respect they deserve."

      Father? Didn't expect that.
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        * * *

      

      The safe house ain't no more than a massive, open 'crete area with people lurking apprehensively in every shadowed corner. Fires burn in metal barrels, creating the only light since every window has been covered over with tarps or sheets of tin. The whole floor is scattered with old relics. Broken down, saggy chairs and musty smelling pillows and mattresses scattered haphazardly all over the place, abandoned quickly at our unexpected arrival. There don't seem to be no rhyme or reason to the room, the possessions, or the people in it. But they do have one thing in common. They’re all staring at us right now like we carry a death plague. It’s eerily quiet in the room; the fire's crackling and popping are the only sounds to be heard.

      We keep staring each other up and down, no one wanting to be the first to accept the other. Finally, the young man sighs and lays his hand on the oldie's shoulder.

      "It is good to see you alive and well, Kell. We thought … I thought we would never meet again."

      The old man nods and closes his eyes as he shakes his son's arm.

      "I, as well, boy. But these people … this girl saved me as well as some of the others you see before you."

      "It weren't just me," I say quickly. "Everyone here had a hand in the rescue." I don't want to take responsibility for it all.

      Kell shrugs. "Be that as it may, you have struck a blow to the Prezedant this evening, one that he will not quickly forget."

      The young man, Shawn, studies us for a bit with narrowed eyes. Finally, a smile cracks his stern demeanor, and he yells out to his people.

      "Very well then. Let us welcome this group of weary travelers, for not only have they returned my father to me alive and well, but they are said to be enemies of our enemy. Any foe of the Prezedant is most welcome here."

      This seems to be what they are all waiting for. Almost as one, his people surround us, clapping Kell on the shoulder, smiling at us, and even a few braves ones going as far as to pet Cat. They are a motley bunch—children, men, women—but they all have one thing in common. Their sunken cheeks and gaunt frames tell me they live a harsh life. Theirs is not a life filled with masquerade balls and choc-a-let.

      "Come, come, sit in front of the fire. Warm yourselves. You all must be cold and tired. I'm afraid we don't have much in the way of food right now, but there are some boiled greens left over that you can help yourself to."

      A lumpy chair is pushed against my knees, catching me off guard, and I fall back into it. Its innards are coming unstuffed, and I can feel springs poking into my arse, but I’m grateful just to be sitting. I pull the slingbag offa my shoulder and catch Mack's eye. Is he thinking the same as me?

      "We have food," he says as he offers his own slingbag to Kell's boy. "It isn't much, but you are welcome to have it. Consider it a payment for our passage."

      I offer up mine as well and so does everyone else carrying a slingbag. Everyone, that is, but Duchess. Tater nudges her arm, but she shakes her head.

      "No, I may need that. No," she snaps as Tater pulls it offa her arm and tosses it into the pile already on the floor. "I may have needed that," she whines, but at seeing everyone's eyes on her, she straightens her back and fusses with her ruined hair. Ain't much she can do with that rat's nest at the moment, but I ain't got the gumption to tell her that right now.

      Our offer is met by silence. Numerous eyes watch us warily as if suspecting a trick.

      "Please, the offer is sincere," Mack says gently.

      He ain't gotta say it again. At Shawn's slight nod, hands grab for the bags, and we hear the "ohs" and "ahs" as each new tidbit of treasure is pulled out. Dried meats, cheeses, breads, oranges, each morsel is studied eagerly, and I can almost hear their lips smacking in anticipation.

      "Thank you for your generosity," Shawn says.

      The feast is quickly divvied up and shared with our own exhausted crew. I'm surprised to find I have any sort of appetite left after tonight's events, but I devour the food just like the rest of 'em. The tension in the room seems to have melted some with the full bellies and quenched thirsts, and I find myself finally starting to relax. Shawn studies us through the flames of the barrel fire as he sits casually in his own chair, a pipe gripped tight between his teeth, giving off a pleasant aroma.

      "Now please, just like everyone else I'm sure, I'm dying to hear your story of this great rescue."

      We talk seems like forever, as Kell relates everything that had happened to his son and the rapt audience. Tater cain't help but jump in at times, like the storyteller part of him just cain't stand to be left out. I'm glad Kell leaves out my New Blood part of the story. I ain't sure I'm willing to share that side of me with these strangers, and I ain't really sure how they would react. But finally, the talking is over, and I’m more than happy to be led to makeshift beds. Even the lumpy chair was starting to feel like a torture device.

      Ensuring Finn and Cat are settled in before making my way to my own allotted sleeping quarters, I cain't help the groan that sneaks outta me as I sink down into the lumpy mattress. The evening's events had taken their toll on me, and it feels like I ain't slept in days. But sleep ain't meant to be an option right now. Just as I am about to close my eyes, a shadow falls over me, and I peer up into Ben's face.

      "Hey," he says quietly as he plops down on the mattress beside me, and I groan once more in protest as I sit up, my back against the wall.

      "Hey yourself," I say.

      He joins me against the wall and pulls his knees up, propping his forearms on 'em.

      "You know, I keep thinkin' I'm dreamin'," he says as he scratches the yellow whiskers at his chin. "Like this is all some bad dream, and I'm gonna wake up back in Rivercross. Like none of it ain't gonna be real."

      He really wants to do this now? But I don't argue. I simply wipe the sleep outta my eyes with my hand and get ready to talk.

      "Aye, I know what you mean," I say gently. "I've gone through that."

      He looks over at me, and his eyes fill with profound sadness.

      "But it is real, ain't it? Everybody is … gone."

      I nod past the sudden lump in my throat.

      "Ma and Pa, your grada, Lou, Molly...," he trails off. "I knew they were gone; I seen it happen. Yet there was this tiny part of me that was hopin' you were gonna tell me they were all okay."

      The shake of my head is all he needs as confirmation. He closes his eyes, and a grimace of grief crosses his face, causing my own wave of pain. I grasp his fingers and entwine 'em with mine; little comfort I know, but it's all I can give him.

      Finally, he opens his eyes again, and I can see they are damp with tears. He gives 'em a quick wipe with the back of his sleeve and swallows his sorrow.

      "I didn't know what happened to you. I couldn't find you anywhere. We tried to fight back, but they started shootin', and I … I was so scared," he whispers that last part. "But then, when they had us all lined up by the river and you weren't there, I thought, 'Good, Tara got away. They ain't gonna find her,' and it was that thought that got me through these past months. That maybe you were okay."

      My heart hurts for my kin and for Ben, how scared they musta all been. I feel a sudden flash of anger at Grada for what he did. If only he had let me be, I mighta been able to do something. I mighta been able to save 'em with my Chi. But it disappears as quickly as it came. Ain't no use crying over something that is long past.

      "Grada saved me. He knew what they were. He knew it was the Army. He knocked me out, hid me in the cellar. By the time I got out, everybody … everybody was gone. I was so heartsick. I just wanted to lay down and die, too. But then Molly, she stayed alive long enough to tell me they took you and Jane and young Thomas. And I just knew I had to find y'all and get you back." I let out a bitter little laugh. "Ben, so much has happened since then. I cain't … I cain't even begin to tell you everything. My meetin' up with everybody here, being captured by the raiders, and then the Army. Seein' for myself all the despair and grief that exists livin' in a world run by the Prezedant. The things he does..." I don’t need to explain ‘cause I know Ben has seen firsthand what I'm talking about. "Losin' so many people 'cause of that madman. It's nuthin' I coulda ever dreamed of in any night terror."

      I glance at him sideways, my heart beating outta my chest for what else I am about to say.

      "Findin' out I was a New Blood."

      "Aye, 'bout that," he says. "The giant over there keeps callin' you that, but well, what I saw you do to help us escape, I ain't got no way to describe it. Even your hair, I could swear it was givin' off some kinda light. Was I seein' things? What's happened to you, Tara?" I can see the confusion in his brown eyes, and it tears at me.

      "I—" There ain't no easy way to say it, I reckon, so I may as well come clean. "I'm a mutie. A New Blood others call me but a mutie just the same. I can do things … have done things no normal person should be capable of. I cain't control it, well not yet anyways, but I'm gettin' better at it. I have this force in me, this power that they call Chi or...," I search for the word Lily had used, " … bio energy. It makes me stronger, and I can use this energy to control other things around me, like the wind or sand. And I was told only those New Bloods that are the strongest are of the light. The glow that happens with my hair..."

      I fall silent 'cause by now Ben is staring at me like I just grew another head. I know it all must sound crazy to him. Even I find what I'm saying hard to swallow, and I lived it all.

      "You're a mutie?" he says, and I can feel my gut clench at hearing those words come outta his mouth. I brace myself, waiting for the look of disgust or revulsion or fear. Instead, he grins. "I knew it! I knew there had to be something strange about ya. There ain't no way you coulda beat me at everything while we were growin' up. You were always faster, stronger, but all this time, you were cheatin' 'cause you had an advantage."

      I almost break down at his reaction. He ain't freaking out. He's actually teasing me. I'm so relieved. But I ain't done with the confession, not yet.

      "Ben, I don't think you understand. I'm a New Blood … something the Prezedant badly needs. I'm the reason the Army came to Rivercross. I'm the reason you got taken and imprisoned and tortured. I'm the reason why everybody died."

      Saying all that out loud, admitting to it, it almost kills me, but I don't get the reaction from him that I expect. Instead of looking at me like I’m some kinda of hideous monster, he just squeezes my hand tighter.

      "No, none of that was your fault. You loved everybody as much as I did, and you would never cause 'em any harm. That was all his doin'. The Prezedant is the one who did all that. I don't care what the others call ya or what you believe yourself to be. To me, you are still my Tara."

      His words are simple and to the point, but I can hear the honesty in 'em. I can feel my eyes welling up. He don't blame me. Feels like this great weight is lifted from my chest, like I can breathe again. All this time, worrying about what Ben would think of me, if he would blame me. But he don't care. To him, I’m still just me. I wanna tell him how grateful I am at his acceptance, how thankful I am for his unconditional love, but like usual the words don't come. All I can do is smile at him like some idiot while I dash my tears away.

      "What 'bout Jane and young Thomas then? Have you found them, too?" he says suddenly, and I so badly want to give him what he wants to hear, but I just shake my head no.

      "I cain't find 'em anywhere. I was hopin' you would have some clue to their whereabouts."

      He stops and thinks. "I may know something. They were dropped off before I got to the iron mines. The city where you first found me."

      "Littlepass?" I say, and he nods.

      "Before I was taken to the mines, we stopped at this tavern just inside of the gates. I don't know if they were left there or taken somewhere else, but I know they were taken inside and never came back out."

      I can feel my heart skip a beat. Are they still there? Had they been sold to the tavern owner? Was it possible that I may be able to find 'em like I found Ben? The prospect fills me with excitement.

      "We have to go back and see," I whisper, and he nods his agreement.

      "If we find 'em, promise me we will all leave and go back to the sand lands. Get away from this mad world."

      "Finn and Cat, too," I say, and he just shrugs.

      "Take whoever you want. Well, maybe not the jackass that hit me. Him I can do without. But I truly want to put as much distance between us and this side of the mountains as we can get. Promise me?"

      I'm a little taken aback at his urgency and his aversion to Jax, but I nod in agreement anyways, and the worry on his face turns to relief. In a typical Ben move, he pulls me into a bear hug at my wordless agreement and rests his chin on the top of my head, holding me tight to his chest.

      "I'm so thankful you're alive, Tar-Tar, and that you found me. Now, we just have to find Jane and Thomas, and everything will be okay."

      It feels normal to be in his arms. Like somehow I’m back home, where I belong. But I cain't help this nagging feeling that something just ain't right. Even though Ben has only expressed what I myself have been wanting for so long—to find my kin and escape back to the sand lands—it feels like I have just promised him something that I’m not going to be able to fulfill. Like my part here on this side of the mountains is far from over. My guilt makes my response intensify, so I hug him back a lot tighter than I would normally have done, hoping he don't notice my unease.

      The hackles on my neck rise, and I glance over Ben's shoulder to meet a pair of icy blue eyes. Jax is leaning against the far wall and watching us intently. How long has he been watching us? And did he hear me make my promise to Ben?

      He catches my eyes and sneers at me before stomping off to the door-less exit on the other side of the room and disappears from view. Yep, he’d definitively heard everything. Gods, that man is getting pricklier by the hour.

      I pull away from Ben and whisper at him, "We can talk more later. You should rest."

      "Aye, I'm pretty beat. And this mattress feels mighty comfy. Cain't believe you even got a mattress. Think I'll just lay down here if you don't mind. You can have my blankets on the floor over there." He motions with his chin to the other side of the now snoring Finn, and I laugh at his nerve.

      "Mule turd," I mutter to his back as he flips over to snuggle down into my bed. All I get in return is a middle finger salute. Just like old times.

      I head for the blankets piled on the other side of Finn, tripping over Cat, who gives me an irritated growl. But Jax's odd behavior keeps gnawing at me, and I have the urge to follow him to find out why he reacted so strongly to what he’d overheard. None of it should surprise him any. I just don't get it. And the flesh wound he’d suffered in our escape really did need to be looked after, and I know he ain't done nuthin' about it. I guess it’s up to me. Tracking down Tater and Duchess, I get from them the few things I need before heading off to find Jax.

      The exit he’d gone out of leads to a set of 'crete steps that look like they've seen better days, but they’re still passable. They only lead up, so I guess I know which way he went. A couple of narrow, broken windows sit higher up on the walls, allowing some moonlight to filter through, so at least I'm not stumbling about in complete darkness. The stairs lead to another floor and then end abruptly. Cain't climb any higher, so he has to be in there somewhere.

      This floor is a bit trickier to navigate than the one below. Parts of the ceiling had collapsed in over time, and metal beams and rods poke outta slabs of 'crete, creating a dangerous obstacle course. I can see why the group has decided to keep their living quarters confined to the couple of floors below us. One side of the building even has a whole piece of wall that is crumbled away so as you can look out over the ruined city below us. This is where I find Jax. He sits on the partial wall in a patch of moonlight, hunched over, and his hands hanging loosely between his legs like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. I observe him in silence for a bit, but then he speaks, startling me with his awareness.

      "For someone who’s supposed to have 'special abilities,' you have the stealth of an elephant. I could hear you coming from leagues away."

      "Well, it ain't like I'm tryin' to sneak up on you," I say to his back.

      "Then why you just standing there?" he says, and I huff at him in annoyance as I join him and hop nimbly up onto the wall.

      "Why you up here?" I say. No beating around the bush.

      He turns his head to look at me in the moonlight.

      "Just needed to clear my head. Question is, why are you? The last I saw of you, you were pretty entwined in golden boy's arms. I'm surprised you were able to tear yourself away."

      "He has a name," I snap, his words irritating me something fierce. "Stop callin' him golden boy."

      He gives me a slight nod. "Noted." He turns away again. "So why you following me?"

      "Well, for one thing, I'm worried 'bout your arm. You really need it cleaned and some fresh bandages on it." I hold up Tater's tin flask and the piece of material from Duchess' tattered dress in fronta me like a peace offering.

      He stares back stubbornly at first, like he ain't gonna let me do it. I sigh at him in irritation.

      "Listen, I know bein' a bullheaded jackass is just your nature, but don't be a fool, Jax. You cain't afford to let it get infected."

      Without a word, he hops offa the wall and yanks the tunic over his head, bearing his chest and wounded arm to me. I feel a jolt deep down in my gut. The sight of the smooth skin of his chest and stomach stretched taut over the bulky muscles underneath makes my heart quicken and my mouth go dry. There is a long, pink scar running horizontally just below his left shoulder, and I have to stop myself from reaching out and running my fingers over the puckered skin. What had caused it, I wonder. Does it hurt? I ain't even aware I'm staring like a fool 'til he says dryly, "So you gonna change the bandage any time soon before I freeze to death? It ain't exactly what you would call a balmy night."

      A hot flush rushes into my cheeks, and I tear my eyes away from his bare body, focusing on the blood-soaked bandage instead. What the hell is wrong with me? Ain't like I never seen a man without his shirt before. I busy myself with untying the bandage I’d placed there earlier to hide my confusion. Dried blood has the cloth sticking to the wound.

      "This is gonna hurt," I say just as I yank the bandage off, not giving him time to brace himself.

      "Shizen," he hisses, telling me I ain't wrong.

      Right away I feel bad for my rough treatment, so I warn him before I attempt the next step. "This is gonna hurt even worse."

      I unscrew the cap from Tater's whiskey. I wait for his nod of consent before I pour the alcohol over the gash on his arm. His sharp intake of breath is his only reaction. Satisfied I had doused it enough, I start wrapping the wound again with the clean cloth. He watches me silently with hooded eyes as I secure the knot.

      "Is it too tight?" I ask, but he shakes his head no as he shrugs back into his tunic.

      We’re quiet for a bit, both of us staring off at the full moon before I finally say, "You're welcome by the way."

      His profile in the moonlight looks like it coulda been chiseled outta stone.

      "I didn't ask for your help," his words are cold, and I swear my mouth falls open in disbelief.

      It pisses me off something fierce.

      "Well, forgive me for caring if you lost your damn arm to infection," I say as I start snatching up the discarded bandages and Tater's tin. "I don't even know why I bothered really since earlier you looked like you were gonna knife me in the back. I should have just let your damned arm rot off."

      He don't say nuthin'; he just continues to stare ahead. I slam the tin down on the half wall in frustration.

      "Honestly, I don't know what I do to you at times to make you so angry. Why are you always so angry at me?"

      "Angry?" he finally responds as he turns to stare at me. "I'm not angry. What makes you think I'm angry? Nope, no anger here," he says.

      "Really?" I say in total confusion. "'Cause you coulda fooled me by—"

      "Yeah, I'm angry! Actually, I'm way past angry. I overheard your conversation with golden boy down there. But you probably didn't realize anyone could overhear since the two of you were so wrapped up in each other the damned building could have fallen down around your ears, and you wouldn't have noticed. Seriously? After all we’ve gone through, all we’ve seen. All your training. Lily and all the other deaths, all in vain. You’re just going to give up and run off with Ben," he spits out the name, "like none of that ever happened? Like none of it means anything?"

      I ain't prepared for the vicious attack, but it don't take long for my own ire to rise to the occasion.

      "How dare you say Lily's death don't mean anything to me? How dare you." I step closer to him, pointing my finger in his face. "Feels like there's a hole torn in my heart, and I'm slowly bleedin' to death! Feels like I'm bein' eaten from the inside out with guilt 'cause another person has died for me, and for what? I ain't asked for any of this. I cain't stop any of this. I told y'all that from the get go, yet y'all have put this faith in me that I don't deserve and sure as hell don't want. I’ve faced the devil himself up close, and guess what? He's a hundred times more powerful than I will ever be. So yeah, forgive me if I'm thinkin' about runnin' away from it all and escapin' certain death at the hands of that madman."

      We’re pretty much nose to nose now, and my hands are gripped at my side in fists. I feel the need to lash out, to let out some of this growing fear that has been festering in my gut since my run-in with the Prezedant. Jax glares back, both of us breathing heavily with our anger.

      Suddenly, his face softens, and he whispers, "Oh, hell," before his lips crush mine in a punishing kiss.

      I try to step away from his onslaught, but I hit the wall, and I’m trapped as his hands slap against the 'crete on either side of me. His lips are fierce and hot, and one of his hands grasp the back of my neck now, tangling in my hair and preventing me from moving away.

      A slight whimper escapes from the back of my throat, and as if he hears, the kiss softens and becomes more of a caress than an invasion. The hand that I had raised to slap him with instead clutches a handful of tunic and pulls him closer. What am I doing?

      The kiss deepens as both his hands tangle in my hair now, almost as if he’s scared I will run. I ain't going nowhere. You need oxygen and strength to run, and I possess neither of those at this precise moment. My body has gone weak, and I feel faint from the lack of air, but still I draw him closer.

      I take the opportunity to breathe as his lips finally leave mine and move slowly down my neck, gently nipping at the sensitive area and then fluttering along my jawline before capturing my mouth again. A delicious heat sweeps through me at his feathery touch, threatening to melt my innards. My legs turn to liquid, and I grab at him with both hands now to just try and keep myself upright. He leans into me at my response, nudging his knee between my thighs, and I delight in the heavy weight of his body pressed against mine, pinning me to the wall. I can feel his physical want and desire for me, and it fills me with an indescribable headiness. I ain't ever felt this way before. I want to surrender myself to him. To give him everything, body and soul, right here under this beautiful, moonlit sky.

      "Sky!"

      I ain't even aware I cry the name out loud 'til he stops, staring at me in complete shock. His lips linger for a brief moment on mine before he pulls away, and I actually whimper in protest. I cain't help myself. I can still feel my need of him strumming through my body.

      "Jax?" I say through swollen lips as he steps back from me.

      He takes a tortured gulp of air. He runs an agitated hand through his hair as he watches me, his eyes still glowing with want.

      "Why you playin' this game with me?" I whisper, the shame of my wanton reaction to his kiss radiating waves of heat of a different kind over my body now.

      "I'm-I'm sorry, Tara," he stammers. "I'm not playing any game, I swear. There's nothing I want more at this moment than to be with you but—"

      "But you have a betrothed," I finish for him bitterly, thanking the gods in my head that at least one of us had the sense to pull away before we’d done something we would both probably regret.

      "She doesn't deserve this from me," he says. "I'm sorry; I had no right to do that."

      There is regret in his tone, and I wonder for whom it is meant. Regret for kissing me or regret for what he was about to do to Sky? Doesn't matter. I don't want to know. What I’d felt for him just moments before quickly dissolves and turns into humiliation and anger. I cain't believe I’d responded to him in that way. And he had shut me down. Again. What the hell is wrong with me?

      I turn to leave, but he grabs my arm.

      "Tara, wait—"

      I shake his hand off like his touch is burning me and snarl at him over my shoulder, "I am only gonna say this once. You ever touch me like that again, and I will slice your bits off and serve 'em to Cat for supper. Understood?"

      "Understood," he says, his voice miserable.

      I walk away, my back rigid against his stare. I get it, I do. We had wronged Sky, and he’s right. She didn't deserve that. So why do I feel like the one with the betrayed, broken heart right now?
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      The next couple of days pass in a haze. Jax is as good as his word; he don't lay a finger on me. Hell, he don't come anywhere near me. I catch his gaze on me every so often across the room, but I don't make eye contact. Even just looking at him reminds me of the shame and humiliation I felt at my response to his kiss. But worse than that, it brings back the memory of my intense need for him, the want to feel his lips on mine again. It leaves me frustrated and confused.

      Zoe and her crew finally come through the tunnel on the second day, and I'm glad for their appearance since it gives me something to focus on. They bring us the news we were expecting. The Prezedant has realized Mack is a traitor to his cause and that his supposed niece is the New Blood he seeks. It don't surprise me none, but it does scare me. Before I was a nobody to the Prezedant, an unknown, faceless New Blood. Now he’s seen my face and knows my name. It don't sit well.

      Zoe was also right about the outer tunnel: it’s our only way in and out of the city. It was shut down to any travel other than Army business. The Prezedant ain't taking any chance of us escaping. She said he was going over Royal Island with a fine-toothed comb. Sooner or later, though, he’s gonna realize we ain't there, and then a sweep of the outer city is gonna begin. We had best be outside that wall before that happens. Although as much as we are wracking our brains, nobody has come up with a way for us to do that yet. Oh, there has been a few ideas tossed around like bribing our way out. But Mack ain't got enough coin, and there are too many guards. We could fight our way out, but we don't have near enough manpower or weapons. Sneaking our way out at night is a possibility, but again, it would mean overtaking at least twenty-five guards and quietly enough so we don't rouse the others. And there’s the matter of getting the gate open. We could blow the wall like Zoe had done at the Prezedant's estate, but where would we get enough explosives for that? It ain't something we can easily come across. Busher keeps insisting if only he could contact his people, then they would have the means to blow the wall and get us out. After him repeating that for bout the tenth time, Mack finally snaps at him, "Contact them with what? Smoke signals? Nobody is allowed in or out of the city."

      Mack ain't the only one being testy though. We’re all a little worn out and irritated with each other from being cooped up, I reckon. My only real time outside of our decrepit safe house is a daily romp about the ruins with Finn and Cat, but we can only go at select times of the day. And we cain't go far for fear of encountering the soldiers ferrying the various shifts of workers on their way to or back from the manufacturing area of the city. So instead, Finn and I have been spending most of our time with Ben on the ruined third floor, filling him in on our past few months and our search for him through the mountains. He listens, astounded, but he takes it all in and believes every word. He still refuses to share his horror of the past few months, and sometimes, when he thinks I’m not looking, I see the terror and shadows still etched on his face. I guess we all have our demons that still haunt us.

      Being cooped up though, it ain't going well. If I have to answer one more question from Finn about how we’re getting outta the city, or what do I think is gonna happen to us all, or even why the stars sit in the sky at night the way they do, I’m gonna rip my hair out. I understand he's only asking all this shite 'cause he's scared. I know that. But it don't give me any more patience on the matter. So it's with great relief when I’m asked by Mack to go on a supply run. With so many extra mouths to feed now, Kell's group's food supply is running mighty low. I’m more than happy to agree. Any excuse to get away from this place for a bit and occupy my mind with something other than my own fears. But then I find out who I’m going with.

      "Why does Jax have to go? Why not Ben or Busher, hell, even Duchess. You. Anybody but him," I growl at Mack.

      He don't question my anger, but he eyes me strangely with that one beady eye of his. I feel myself reddening under his questioning gaze.

      "Do I really have to spell it out for you, Tara? Ben is still far too weak in case you do run into trouble. Duchess and Coral, too, for that matter. Tater is too noticeable for his small stature, Busher too noticeable for his larger one, and I am too well-known in the city. Zoe and her men are already out trying to discover a way to get us out of here. Beanie and Talbert, well, even if they weren't marked, I would still be afraid to send them off with coin. It would probably be spent in an alehouse or brothel other than on supplies. That leaves you and Jax. You two are the least suspect as strange as that may be. Can I make it any clearer? Or perhaps you would prefer tiny Finn to go with you?"

      "Fine," I mutter, knowing he’s right about everything. But knowing he is right and saying it out loud are two different things. Jax can go, but I ain't happy with it.

      With Kell as our guide to the black market, we head out. Kell keeps up a constant chatter, which is fine by me. It breaks what otherwise woulda been a very awkward silence between the two of us. Between the old man's chatter and having to watch our step so as not to fall in the craters or holes hidden in the piles of debris that litter the old roads, the first leg of our journey passes well enough. It's only when we reach the more populated outer city do we have to travel in a tighter group so as not to be separated. No one pays us much attention though. After our travels through the woods, the half-collapsed tunnel, and sleeping in our clothes on the safe house floor, we are just as unwashed as the rest of 'em filling up the streets. We fit in. Not at all like my first arrival in this city wearing my fancy cloak and being stared at with all those hate-filled eyes. Now, we look as beaten down as the rest of 'em here. Like we belong. No one pays us any mind.

      I try to keep Kell between us as a buffer, but the old man scurries ahead at times, leaving me within an arm's reach of Jax. Someone from Kell's group had provided me with a battered, old hat, and I jam it down as far as it can go on my head so as to block Jax from my side view.

      We walk like this in silence for a bit before he finally says, "Tara—"

      "Don't even," I say shortly, cutting him off. "There ain't nuthin' you have to say that I wanna hear, got it?"

      He answers me with a stiff nod. We walk a while longer, following Kell as his gray head bobs ahead in front of us through numerous streets and side alleys. Shizen, just how far was this black market anyways? It's a good thing Kell is leading us 'cause I am lost right now.

      "Tara," Jax says again as he grabs my elbow, and I try to pull away.

      "What did I—"

      "Shut up for just one second and listen, dammit," he hisses in my ear as we keep walking. "Don't look now, but we are being followed and—I said don’t look!"

      He yanks on my arm as I start to swivel my head.

      "You sure?" I say, annoyed and a little pissed at myself for not noticing. I had been so intent on blocking out Jax I ain't even spotted 'em.

      "Aye, been watching them for a while now. They’ve been tailing us for the past few streets. I thought at first it was my imagination, but it isn't. They're following us all right."

      "Is it Army?" I ask, fighting the urge to look back and find out for myself.

      "Not sure. Kell!" he yells to the old man in front of us. Kell pauses and waits for us to catch up. "I think we have company," Jax says, not losing a step. Much to the old man's credit, he don't even blink an eye.

      "Only one way to find out then. This way," he says and changes direction. We pick up our pace and make our way through the street, past the vacant stares of indifference. Making a sharp turn we find ourselves in an empty alleyway, bordered by a broken wall still high enough to hide us from the eyes of our pursuers. Hurrying past the wall, we take position on either side of the hole we had just come through. We wait to see if what Jax suspects is really true. If they are following us, then they would have no reason to come down this alley other than for us.

      We ain't gotta wait long. A scuffling of footsteps and some low whispering confirms they are indeed searching for us.

      "I tell ya, that's them. I recognized 'em from the poster. We gotta find 'em."

      "You sure they came this way? There ain't nothing down here."

      The other voice sounds confused, and the footsteps stop. Please, go away, I pray, trying to sway 'em with my mind. My heart is beating outta my chest at the thought of another confrontation. If they are Army, then surely others won't be far behind. My eyes search the far wall for another way out, and I panic even more as I realize we’re in a dead end. Seriously, Kell? This was the best you could do?

      "They came this way all right. Over there. There's a hole in that wall. They had to have gone that way."

      Shizen. Why cain't the gods ever grant me one prayer? Just one. I pull my shooter outta the back of my trousers as I glance over at Jax. He stiffens and does the same as the footsteps start up again and draw closer. Looks like we’re gonna have to fight our way out.

      As soon as they cross the threshold, Jax tackles the first while I jam my boot into the back of the second guy's knee, sending 'em both sprawling across the dirt floor.

      "Don't move," Jax growls as he holds his shooter on 'em. "Hands above your heads."

      They do as he says, and the one I’d taken down peers up at me from his prone position with fearful eyes.

      "Don't shoot. We ain't no threat. We’ve been searching for you."

      “Tell me somethin’ I don’t know, you piece of Army shite,”I growl at him but it only seems to cause his fear to turn to confusion.

      “Army? We ain’t army,” he answers.

      “Lies.” I shake my shooter at him to emphasize.

      "We can prove it. You're the fugitives, right? The ones the Prezedant's been looking for? I mean, you look an awful lot like the drawings."

      I take my eyes offa him for a brief moment to glance at Jax in puzzlement. What is he talking about?

      "What drawings?" Jax asks.

      "The wanted poster. The—can we stand up now?" the other asks, and Jax hesitates before he shrugs and motions with his shooter for 'em to go ahead. I take a step back and narrow my eyes at 'em, my shooter rock steady.

      "No sudden movements," I growl at 'em, but I can tell right away he ain’t lying about being Army. Their dress is too shabby, their worn and dirty garb similar to what most of these city dwellers wear. Their young, gaunt faces are a testament to their little access to decent food. No, they ain't no soldiers. One of 'em starts reaching around to the small of his back, and I raise my shooter in threat.He freezes in place.

      "Don't shoot. Geez! I'm just reaching for the poster."

      He waits for me to nod my consent before he moves again, one hand up in the air while the other pulls a rolled-up piece of paper outta his back pocket and holds it out to us.

      "Kell," I say, not wanting to take my attention offa 'em, and the old man grabs the paper. I can hear his little gasp as he unrolls it.

      "Oh, dear me. You two have to see this," he says.

      Making sure Jax has 'em covered, I glance at what Kell holds up, and I'm speechless to see my image staring back at me. And not just mine. Jax and Mack are there, too. All of us, drawn to perfection by some unknown hand, and the word “WANTED” boldly painted in red above our heads.

      "Jax … it's a wanted poster. It says I'm a 'dangerous New Blood,' and that you and Mack are my accomplices. There's a 10,000 piece coin reward for our capture." My eyes narrow again at the two in fronta us as understanding sets in. No, they ain't Army; they're worse.

      "You were tryin' to capture us for the reward," I accuse, knowing full well I ain't gonna be taken down by these two fools.

      "What? Noooo." The younger-looking one closest to me shakes his head, and his eyes open wide in denial. "I mean, yeah, the coin would be nice, but that ain't why we're following you."

      "Why then?" I ask.

      "Well, like I said, we recognized you from the wanted posters. Jonas, he's had us all looking for you all over. I can't wait to tell him we found you."

      "You better tell me something soon that makes sense," I snap at the one in fronta me. "Or else I'm just gonna shoot you both and not run the risk of you following me anymore."

      "No need for that now," the one in fronta me cries as he holds his hands up again. "Okay, let's start from the beginning. I'm Peter, and that's Corni. We live here in this hell hole known as Skytown. Jonas is, well, he's our leader, I'd guess you would call him. A rebel leader. We're all rebels, like you."

      "We’re not rebels," Jax says, lying through his teeth, but I can tell they don't fall for it.

      "Whatever, man. Look, we know who you are; we're not gonna turn you in. We've heard stories through the channels, stories of the New Blood and what she’s done. Then yesterday, we hear talk buzzing 'round of some big escape from Royal Island. That the New Blood everyone was talking about was here—in Skytown. And not only had she set free every single prisoner in his dungeon, but had also taken the big man down himself!" The one doing all the talking, Peter he’d called himself, looks me up and down with respect. "Is it true? Did you really stick him with a shot of serum?"

      I don't see no need to lie about it, so I nod, and his face can barely contain the grin that spreads from ear to ear.

      "I knew it! I knew that shite couldn't be all made up. That is phenomenal. Jonas is gonna be so stoked."

      I cut short his gushing admiration.

      "Why were you looking for us then? Do you have a way for us to get outta the city?"

      "No," he says and looks at me uneasily like I’m about to take his head for that. When I don't react, he continues on, "But Jonas might. He's pretty smart. He's gotten us outta a few predicaments over the years."

      "Why?" Jax interrupts. "Why do you want to help us? You know just by talking to us, you could be signing your own death warrants."

      The other one, Corni, laughs. "Those were signed years ago, man. We’re already dead men walking. With every day that goes by, we are being worked to death making shite for those rich bastards of Royal Island. Starved with never enough food allotted out to us or our families. Never enough fresh water to drink. Being cooped up in this prison he calls a city with no hope for a future. You lot are the most hope we've had in a while. We've heard stories of life outside the wall. Life with freedom and choice. Is it true?"

      I ain't sure how I should answer that. Was it a life of freedom or choice? Not really. I mean, before these past couple of months, I woulda said yes. But a lot has changed since then. The more I’ve seen and learned, well, it’s obvious no matter where you lived, the Prezedant still managed to have some impact on your life. Still, it was better than being stuck inside these walls as his slaves, I reckon. I choose to simply nod at 'em. It seemed a hell of a lot easier than trying to explain. My answer seems to please 'em; however, and they glance at each other eagerly.

      "If we help you, will you help us? Will you help us get outta here, away from this prison for good?" Peter says, and I can see the hopeful expectation in his young eyes. It makes up my mind for me.

      "If you help get us on the other side of those walls, we will take you with us, yes," I say.

      I ignore Jax's quizzical gaze. I cain't explain to myself why I should trust these two, so I sure as hell cain't explain it to him. It just seemed the right thing to say.

      They study each other a bit more, as if not quite sure how to take my words, and then nod as if some unspoken agreement is made.

      "Good. Great. We have a place where we meet, away from the eyes of the Army. Canal Bridge. They avoid it like the plague. Meet us underneath on the south side at ten on the hour. Someone will be there to take you to Jonas. He is most definitively gonna want to meet you all."

      My eyes question Jax. Do we agree to this? Or is it really a trap?

      "Kell, do you know of this spot they are talking about?" he says.

      The old man screws up his face in thought.

      "Hmmmm, yes. I do know of it. The boys are right; no Army would dare step foot in that infested swamp. It is as safe a spot as any to meet."

      That is all I need to hear.

      "So be it. We will meet you there. And I'm keepin' this," I say as I take the wanted poster and roll it back up again, but one of the young'uns shrugs.

      "Keep it. There's plenty more of 'em plastered all over the city. Word of advice, get offa the streets 'cause everybody and their dog is gonna be chomping at the bit to turn you in for that reward."

      His words bother me more than I let on. But I know he’s right.

      "Why ain't you then?" I say, looking 'em over in curiousity. "Why ain't you turnin' us in? That reward would probably ease your burden some, for sure."

      "Aye, it would. However, the coin will eventually run out, but this prison will last 'til the day we die," the young one says with a wisdom far beyond his years. "We’ll take Jonas your message."
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        * * *

      

      It was quite clear to me now—to all of us really—why the Army avoided Canal Bridge. Kell had failed to mention it was a dump site for all the garbage and waste created by the thousands of souls living in this city. Every picked-clean carcass, every slop bucket, every piece of carrion left over from the slaughter houses ended up here. The smell is almost overwhelming the closer we get to the bridge. The bile rises in the back of my throat and I have to fight the urge to retch up my meager supper. Mack, Jax, and Busher look just as green around the gills, but Kell don't look the least bit affected by it all. The man must have a cast-iron stomach. If the rest of us had known about the specifics of our meeting spot earlier today, I doubt any of us would have come so willingly.

      We’d arrived back at the safe house after our encounter today just a few steps ahead of Zoe and her crew. They had stumbled upon the wanted posters as well and had hurried back with the news. Zoe was of the same mindset as us. Having that many more people aware of our presence in the city and looking for us was not good. Before we had been faceless fugitives, but now, with our images plastered all over the city, it increased our vulnerability tenfold. I wondered at first how they had captured our images so perfectly, but then I assumed the Camons and Missus Bodes had been more than willing to help in the creation of the wanted poster. I'm sure Jax's image, at least, was burned into her mind.

      And if the wanted poster wasn't bad enough, Mack had brought up the point of the people we had taken refuge with. What if they were lured by this exorbitant amount of coin and decided to turn us in? And really, who could blame 'em if they did? If it meant having food in your stomach for a bit, well, I seen worse things done for a lot less. Kell assures us we ain't got anything to worry about from his people, but like Mack, I ain't so convinced.

      The news of our meeting with the supposed rebels had been met with some excitement and some reluctance. Could we trust them? Could they help us? Busher seemed to think it was a trap while Mack believed they were our only choice. After a lot of bickering back and forth, we had finally agreed on one thing: We couldn't afford not to meet with 'em. If it meant a way of escaping the wall, then we gotta take the chance.

      Ben had wanted to go with us. Now that he was caught up on everything, he felt like he needed to be by my side every hour of the day. Like somehow, he had to protect me. I had finally gotten him to agree that he was needed more here to watch over Finn and Tater and the others. Even with Kell insisting otherwise, we still ain't sure what his group is capable of.

      We ain't going in blind either. While Mack, Busher, Jax, Kell, and myself would go to the meet, Zoe and her crew along with Beanie and Talbert would hide outta sight. Our backup just in case this was some kinda trap after all. Their orders were to come looking for us if we fail to let 'em know everything was fine with the meet. We ain't taking any chances.
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        * * *

      

      We approach the bridge with hesitation, and I pull my wrapper higher over my nose. There are men already there waiting, blending in with the night shadows. We don't see 'em til we are almost on top of 'em. At the sudden movements from under the bridge, my hand tightens around my shooter, and even though I ain't looking, I'm sure my companions are doing the same.

      They walk out into the moonlight, so we can get a better look at 'em. It is the same two from earlier today, and I notice right away neither of 'em have their noses covered like I do. The smell don't seem to bother them at all. I guess having a cast iron stomach is a Skytown thing.

      They give us a quick once-over, Busher causing 'em a double take. Finally, the one I remember to be Peter speaks.

      "This way," he says.

      We follow them underneath the bridge, wading through a mountain of refuse that reeks so bad my eyes water. Things I don't wanna know about squish and crunch under my boots, and every two steps brings a new assault of stench. I start gagging; I cain't help myself. And from the sounds behind me, I know I ain't the only one. I nearly jump outta my skin as, what I first believe to be a mound of garbage, squeaks indignantly at us and scatters at our invasion. The bones of whatever the rats had been feasting on glows obscenely white in the moonlight, and I turn my head, not wanting to see if the flesh-tattered carcass is animal or human.

      After walking for far too long in this calf-high river of filth, we’re finally directed into a valley hidden between two walls of debris. Situated unexpectedly in the middle of this basin is a slant little building that looks like it’s trying its hardest to escape from the stench surrounding it. I reckon it had once been white 'crete, but over the years the walls have absorbed every bit of the disgusting liquids from the squalor around it, turning it a putrid greenish-gray. As filthy as it looks, I cain’t wait to get inside. Inside has to be better than outside—I hope.

      The faint glow of a lantern illuminates the tiny square room we find ourselves in, throwing shade of the table it sits on and the plain, wooden chairs ‘round it. No one occupies any of the chairs though. They’re all on their feet, watching our entrance. After my eyes adjust, I see who shares the space with us. There are ‘bout a half dozen or so people, filling the room to overflowing. All men but one, a scrawny, young girl who is grinning at us with a mouth fulla teeth. No more than fifteen or sixteen born years, I reckon. Her horsey smile somehow puts me at ease.

      None of us speak at first; we kinda just size each other up cautiously.

      Finally, one of the young’uns that led us here says, "See, Jonas, I told you it was them."

      The man in front breaks off from the group and approaches me. Instinctively, I step back as Jax moves in, coming between us. But the man don't touch me. Instead, he throws me off guard as he places his fingertips to his forehead then loops down with an elegant flourish to touch his chest in the same manner. A form of greeting I assume.

      "It is an honor to meet you, New Blood," he says. "I am Jonas."

      "Please call me Tara, not New Blood," I say, and he bows his head in agreement.

      The other men all follow suit, making the gesture with their fingertips to me. Before Jonas can say any more; however, the young girl leaps at me, and I find myself wrapped in her arms. Too stunned to react, I just accept her awkward embrace.

      "I can't believe you are here!" she whispers before Jonas peels her away. She lets him, but she’s still beaming at me with all those teeth.

      Jonas’ soft chuckle hits my ears. "I apologize for my sister's behavior. She is also honored to meet you."

      Their behavior startles me but don't baffle me no more like it used to. I guess I'm becoming accustomed to people's reaction to my New Blood curse.

      "Thank you for agreeing to meet with us," Jonas says, looking at all of us with genuine relief. "When Peter told me they had finally found you today and that you had agreed to a meet, well, it was almost more than we could have hoped for."

      "Your men said you may be able to help us. That is the only reason we are here. Is this true?" Mack, not one to mince words, interrupts my admirers.

      "Ah, Captain Mackenzie," Jonas says as he smiles in Mack's direction. "You could have knocked us over with a feather when we found out you were a rebel spy."

      "Cut the small talk," Mack fires back. "Can you help us get out of the city or not?"

      Jonas and his men look between each other as if assessing how they should answer. Their unease bothers me.

      "Easier said than done, I'm afraid," Jonas says, as he returns his gaze back to us and Busher snorts at the answer.

      "I told you this would be a waste of time," he says in disgust. “We don’t have time for this.” He starts toward the door, but the girl's words stop him in his tracks.

      "Meela sends her love."

      Busher looks gobsmacked as he turns to stare at her in shock. Suddenly, he snarls and moves at the girl, causing all the others of her group to stand in front of her, shielding her from the giant's approach. I ain't sure at first what has him so riled, but then I remember. Meela. That was the name of the raider girl I had beaten to a pulp: Busher's daughter.

      "What do you know of my daughter?" he growls as he flexes his meaty fists, but the girl don't seem to be the least bit afraid of his wrath. Instead, her grin grows bigger, showing more teeth if that were even possible.

      "So you are Busher. I figured as much since giants are a rarity in Skytown. Meela has been scouring outside the wall for weeks now waiting for news of you. She asked me to help find you. She will be quite happy to find out you are still alive."

      He drops his fists in confusion.

      "Meela is here?" he says, and she nods back.

      "She's alive."  He chokes out as his face contorts into a grimace of relief and happiness, the meaty hands now wiping away the tears sliding down his cheeks. As much as the scrawny girl's words please Busher, they just confuse me.

      "How is it you've meet Busher's daughter? You said she is outside the wall? You have access to outside the wall? I thought this place was a prison." I don’t try to hide my suspicion. Just what is this group up to?

      Jonas puts a restraining hand on his sister's arm to stop the flow of words I can tell are about to spill out. The girl reminds me of an older version of Finn for some reason.

      "Let me explain. Sometimes, Belle gets ahead of herself." Jonas smiles at her in indulgence, but Mack shows no such patience.

      "You people better start talking fast because from what I've heard so far, seems like this has been a waste of our time. If we do not hear something worthwhile in the next two minutes, this meeting is over."

      Jonas holds his hands out to us palms up in a pleading gesture. "Please, just hear us out. My sister, as so many other women and children of Skytown, do have access to outside the walls. They are the harvesters. The ones chosen to work in the fields on the outskirts of the city. They choose the weaker and the young to do this since there is less chance of them rebelling against the soldiers who accompany them into the fields. Less chance of them trying to escape. Less chance of them fighting back when they are pulled aside by the soldiers for other … duties as well."

      Belle's scrawny shoulders hunch unconsciously at her brother's words, and she crosses her arms across her chest in a defensive posture. Even if we were to question the validity of what he’s saying, Belle's reaction to his words tell me every bit of it is true. Her pain and shame roll offa her in waves, and it makes me physically stomach sick. But at Jonas's questioning, "Belle?" she straightens her back and nods at him to continue. It pleases me to see the girl's spirit ain't broken by the brutal treatment she’s obviously suffered at the hands of these soldiers and their "duties."

      "It was on one of those days a few weeks ago when Belle had been left alone to pull herself together … after another attack...," Jonas's words harden, and a vein throbs at his temple, but he continues on, "Someone called to her through the corn field. It was a young girl."

      "Meela," Busher says, and Jonas nods.

      "She and your people, they followed you all here after they got news of your capture," Belle jumps in, her eyes sparkling with excitement. "They’ve been watching the city. Trying to figure out a way to get you a message. To find out if you are still alive. I've managed to talk to her a few times while the soldiers are busy elsewhere."

      "So my people are outside the wall? You can get them a message?" I can see the plan forming already in Busher's mind, and Jax's eyes catch mine with the same excitement. The raiders are on the other side of the wall.

      "Aye, should be able to in some form or other."

      "Yes!" Busher roars as he beats his meaty fist into his other hand. "This changes everything, Captain," he says to Mack. "With my people just outside the walls, getting out of here should be a breeze. This changes the whole dynamic of that damned wall."

      Busher's words thrill me to no end, but Mack ain't looking as pleased as the rest of us.

      "And what's in it for you," he says to the group in front of us. "Why put yourselves in danger for people you don't know?"

      "You promise to take us with you," Jonas says abruptly.

      No beating around the bush for him. I kinda already knew the answer, though, since the two young'uns from today had basically told us the same thing.

      "We cannot promise you anything." Mack says quietly. "We, ourselves, do not have anywhere to go once we escape this city. Our safe houses have already been found out, most of our allies captured or killed. We have no way to assure any of your safety."

      "Doesn't matter," Belle says, and her words catch on a sob as tears fill her eyes. "I would rather face the unknown in freedom than face one more day at the hands of his men—"

      Her brother lays a gentle hand on her arm to stop her.

      "It's okay, Belle," he says, and she nods, biting her lip to keep the tears from falling. Jonas averts his eyes from his sister back to us, and his look is void of the gentleness he had just shown her.

      "We ask only of you to help us escape the city and set us on the right path to a better land. We do not expect for you to shelter, feed, or protect us. We can fend for ourselves. But we can't do this on our own. You lot are our only hope of getting out alive. Together, we can get out of this city alive."

      There was that word again. Hope. Only this time, I feel real optimistic about it. Like this time, there is some light at the end of the tunnel—for all of us.

      Mack runs a hand through his graying hair and flashes an unexpected grin.

      "Kell, run and tell the others everything is okay, but that we will be here for a while yet. We have much to discuss."
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      Clouds move idly across the moon, casting the city in swirling shadows of purple and black. The darkness works in our favor. It’s a good night for an escape and not a moment too soon. A restlessness was growing in the city and amongst Kell's people. As much as they insisted the Prezedant was just as much their enemy as ours, looks were starting to fly and insinuations that what was happening in the city was our fault. The Prezedant had tried to terrorize his people into ratting us out with public executions. Men and women were being plucked offa the streets for no reason other than to frighten the few they knew had to be hiding us.

      Unfortunately, it was working. The deaths and the promise of more to follow if the people did not give us up was having the desired effect. The murmurings of unrest in Kell's group were getting louder, and we knew it was reason enough to move on. As much as they had helped us, their allegiance was swaying. We knew it wouldn’t take long before someone gave us up to save a loved one, and I truly wouldn’t blamed 'em if they did, so a decision had been made. In the dead of night, we had up and moved ourselves to the garbage house under Canal Bridge. Kell alone had been informed of our intent. He had wished us gods speed on our journey but had chosen to stay with his own people in the city instead of escaping with us.

      Needless to say, our people were not happy at seeing our new lodgings. Duchess had fainted on the spot, and Tater had retched up his supper. Even Cat had howled in dismay as the wretched smell hit her, but we ain't got much choice. It would have to do 'til we could make our escape.

      Jonas and Belle are true to their word. Belle delivers the message to Meela and the raiders about Busher being very much alive and needing their assistance. As dangerous as it must be and as scared as she must be, she gets every message through: theirs and ours. I cain't help but grow a healthy respect for the spunky young woman. She don't talk no more about what she and the others endure from the soldiers in the fields, but it shows in her eyes and face as visible as any scar. I know without a doubt she wishes for this escape just as much or more as the rest of us.

      Between the raiders' ideas and ours, a plan is made. It is simple enough. The patrol tanks that roam the city every night pass by the gates on the exact hour. At a quarter past the hour twelve, the raiders on the outside would begin their attack on the wall, taking out any guards posted out there. Their attack would be the diversion we would need to sneak up on them from the inside. The wall was designed to protect the guards from an outside attack, but here on the inside, it would be like shooting fish in a barrel. With the guards concentrating on the outside attack, we should be able to pick 'em offa the walls easy enough. The idea of taking so many lives still sits in my gut like a rock, but I know we have no choice. It’s us or them. And given the opportunity, I know they would not hesitate to kill any of my crew. It truly is kill or be killed.

      We would have to move quick. That would only leave us with a forty-five minute timeframe to take out the guards at the wall, the ones at the gate, get the gate open, and get everyone out before the next Army patrol showed up. The tunnel that they considered their greatest asset would then become ours. The raiders on the other side had told us they had the means to blow the underground tunnel. With the Army's only passage in and out of the city blocked, they won't have the ability to follow us, at least not right away. We would have time to get away before they would be on our heels. A full-out attack crazy enough it just might work. At least we were all hoping so in our hearts. Time would tell.
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        * * *

      

      Jonas and his crew had not been whittling away their time while we’d been making this plan. The plan hinged on all of us being near enough to the gate to make our escape. Unfortunately for us, the closest building to the gated tunnel was the brothel. I don't know what Jonas had used for bargaining, or why he believed he could even trust the women that lived in this building, but he had gained us access to their lower levels. A crumbling, tiny cellar underneath the brothel had become our assembly point. All evening long, our little band of escapees had been showing up a few at a time so as not to draw attention. Getting Cat here had been the hardest. Not like we coulda just walked her through the heart of the city. May as well have waved a red flag at the guards at the gate and said, "Here we are, come get us." Jonas had come up with the idea to smuggle her in a garbage cart. No soldier in his right mind would stop anyone and rifle through that slop. She wasn't happy about it, but she had let us do it. She still reeks of the disgusting filth she’d been covered in on her journey here. The smell don't stop Finn from holding on tight to her as he kneels by her side, keeping her calm in the now crowded room.

      Earlier in the day, the room had hummed with an excited energy. Every one of us was eager to finally get outta this hellhole. Now, the closer we get to the hour of our plan, an uneasy silence has fallen over our group; the severity of what we are about to do looms like a swinging axe above our heads. I ain't gonna lie; fear is coursing through my own veins, and a cold, clammy sweat covers my entire body. Thoughts and doubts flit through my head faster than I can keep track of. Will this work? Will we make it out alive? Will the raiders truly be able to blow the tunnel and keep the Army from following us? The more I think about it, the more scared I become.

      I pace the room, trying hard to keep in my doubts about our plan. I study the faces of the people standing before me. Some of 'em I consider my kin now, some of 'em I just met for the first time today, but feels like I carry the burden of all their futures on my shoulders. I don't like it. Will I be able to summon my Chi to help, or will it fail me? It makes my innards ball up into a knot as I keep circling the little room, anxiously waiting for Jax and Zoe to return from their watch on the gate.

      Finn's frightened eyes watch me pace as he clings to Cat, and I swallow my fear. I can tell I'm having an effect on the boy, and I don't wanna scare him any more than he already is. I approach him with a forced grin and kneel down to his level. Out of all of 'em, him being here bothers me the most. He is just an innocent young'un, only in this situation 'cause of me. If something should happen to him …

      "You remember what I said?" I say, my words coming out a little harsher than intended. "Once those gates are open, you and Cat follow the others and run. Don't turn back for nuthin'. You mindin' me?"

      His chin quivers a bit, but his red head nods bravely at my words. Suddenly, he lets go of Cat and throws his scrawny arms ‘round my neck, almost choking me.

      "Hey, it's okay. I know you're scared, but once we get outside the city, everything will be okay. You just gotta run," I say, my words a little softer now as I hug him back. He feels so breakable in my arms.

      "I ain't scared of what we're doin', I ain't! Me and Cat can run swift like the wind." His arms twine tighter. "What I'm scared of is losin' you or Tater or Jax for good. I don't wanna lose anybody else that I love."

      He sobs then, and it feels like my heart is being torn outta my chest. Tears swim in my own tears as I bury my lips in his hair.

      "I love you, too, you little stink turd," I whisper, finally admitting what I know now to be true. This annoying little pest has wormed his way into my heart just as much as any of my other kin, and the thought of possibly losing him fills me with the darkest of despair. We just hug each other tight, neither of us wanting to be the first to let go. We stay like this for a bit before Cat's big head forces its way between us. Her smell makes me wrinkle my nose, but I don't push her away.

      "Speakin' of stink turds," I say as I kiss the top of her cold nose, and Finn lets loose this sound that's part sob, part laughter. He rubs her ears to appease her, and she purrs loudly.

      "I'll be right behind you. I promise. You won't lose any of us. See ya on the other side, kiddo," I say as I finally let him go and stand up. Tater was watching the exchange, and he gives me a halfhearted smile as he and Duchess hold each other's hands tightly. I search for the right words to convey how I feel.

      "Tater, Duchess, I'm sorry—"

      "No need for maudlin apologies, girl. The hand of fate will weave our destiny this evening, and the indisputable fact is we are incapable of molding the outcome no matter what you say or do. As my dear mother would have said, 'What will be, will be.'"

      His words jumble in my head as usual, and I try to filter through 'em. I think he’s actually trying to tell me no matter what happens tonight, it ain't my fault. I think. But it still don't lessen the wave of guilt that flows over me at the obvious fear on their faces. They all have that same look, right down to Jonas's group all huddling in the corner with their meager bags of possessions.

      As if sensing my agitation, Ben steps in fronta me, blocking all their fearful faces. He takes both my hands in his.

      "Hey, it's gonna be just fine," he says, and I nod adamantly, trying to convince myself.

      "They all look so scared though," I whisper, my attempt to convince myself failing miserably.

      "Aye," he says. "You'd be a fool not to be. What we're attempting tonight is damn scary. But you know what else I see in their faces? I see hope and promise. None of 'em know what their futures are gonna hold or even if they're gonna live through the night, but they all carry the hope that whatever is gonna happen to 'em is better than livin' here under his rule. You gave 'em that hope, Tara."

      I shake my head at him. "No, you're wrong, Ben. I don't give 'em hope. If it weren't for me, none of you would be in this situation right now, on the run for your lives."

      He drops my hands, grabs my shoulders instead, and gives me a little shake.

      "If it weren't for you, I'd still be a prisoner in the Prezedant's dungeon along with Busher and Kell. If it weren't for you, Jonas and Belle and the rest of 'em would be still living every day as his slaves with no hope of escape. And as for Finn and Cat, well, I ain't sure what woulda happened to them if you hadn't found 'em, but I bet ya the boy would agree that he's damn thankful you did come along. So stop beating yourself up, okay?"

      He smiles at me then and touches my necklace lightly, trying to distract me.

      "Still cain't believe you have this. If only we knew what that day was gonna bring..."

      "Of course I still have it." My nervous laugh sounds a little unbalanced even to my own ears. "I wasn't about to let anything happen to this. Was all I had left of you and Grada and Rivercross." I break off as my words catch in my throat. He pulls me tight against his chest and rests his chin on toppa my head.

      "Whatever happens tonight, Tara, know this. None of what happened was your fault. It was destiny, and none of us can stop that. I am just so grateful that you came for me and that I didn't die in that hell hole. And you are gonna get us out of here just the same. I believe in you. Few days from now, we are all gonna be together, you and me and Jane and Thomas and Finn. Just keep believin' that, okay?"

      I nod my head against his chest as I sigh. He always could make me feel better.

      "How did you get to be so smart?" I mumble into his tunic.

      "I was always smart," he says. "You were just so blinded by my good looks you never noticed."

      He laughs at his own words, and I suddenly feel like all that time we’d been forced apart just melts away. Like it was just us back at the swimming hole again, planning some stupid folly to break up our day and laugh about later. Like my best friend was back and everything was still the way it used to be. I know it ain't the same. I know that we ain't doing something silly like hiding Lou's handcart all over the village and driving him plum crazy outta his mind. Instead, we are about to make a run for our lives. But looking into Ben's trusting eyes makes me think that just maybe everything is gonna be okay.

      "Hate to break you two kids up, but it's time." Jax's ice-blue stare cuts me through to my core, and I move outta Ben's arms like I’m guilty of something.

      I didn't even hear him and Zoe come back in from their watch. Even though I ain't got nuthin' to be ashamed of, his look raises my hackles, and I glare back.

      Zoe steps between us, breaking our contact.

      "Okay, everyone, listen carefully." She ain't gotta say it twice. Almost as one, the entire room steps closer, surrounding her.

      "The patrol tank has passed on. We counted fifteen guards on the wall, plus six at the gate. Once the raiders begin their attack on the wall, Beanie, Talbert, Riven, and Busher will take out the gate guards. Flip and the others up on the roof will take care of the guards on the wall. We clear the way for Mack to get into that booth, so he can open the gate. Once the gate starts opening and the guards are taken down, Talbert will give the signal. At that signal, you all go. We won't have much time. The next patrol will be around at one on the hour. We have to all be out of the gate and the tunnel blown before the next patrol manages to get a target on our asses. Everyone got it?"

      There are a few mumblings and nodding of heads.

      "Good. Now, be ready; it should be any time now."

      Almost on cue with Zoe's words, we hear the attack begin. The raiders are shooting on the wall. The group of five designated to take out the guards at the gate don't hesitate; they move as one as the onslaught begins. I want to go with 'em so badly, and I know Jax is itchin' too, but we have our own jobs. We are to make sure the rest of the crew get to the gates at the signal, so we stand silently at the door, one on either side, waiting to herd the rest to their fates.

      The shooting outside echoes in my head like a heartbeat. Maybe it is my heartbeat. I cain't tell the difference. All I know is that every shot seems to take a day offa my life. My eyes frantic, I search out Ben and Finn and Jax as if I’m trying to remember every detail of their faces. Like somehow, my mind is telling me this may be the last time I will ever see 'em. Stop thinkin' that way, I shout in my head.

      Seems like an eternity passes; time has no meaning. What's happening? Why are they still shooting? Are they being captured, hurt … or worse? My hands holding my shooter sweat like crazy, and I wipe 'em on my trousers. Blood rushes to my head, making me faint, and I shake my head to clear it. Oh gods, it ain't gonna work, I think. There's still so much shooting. There shouldn't be so much shooting. There are too many guards at the gate and on the wall. We had counted wrong, and now my people are all captured or dead. I know it. The terrible thoughts jump through my head, one after another, and it's all I can do to keep myself from running out into the street to see what’s happening with my own eyes.

      And just like that it stops. Silence descends, bringing with it a whole new set of fears. The shooting has stopped, but why? Had our plan worked? We wait, scared to even breathe, but still the silence drags on. There ain't no signal. There ain't nuthin' but silence, which is much worse than any shooter fire we had just heard. No signal. Where is the damned signal? I stare across at Jax in dawning horror, his face mirroring my own deep fears. They had failed. They hadn't made it. They were probably all lying dead in the street. Oh, gods, oh gods, oh gods!

      Suddenly, three sharp whistles ring through the night air, freezing me in place.

      "Go!" Jax yells, pushing open the door, bringing me outta my stupor. We stumble into the street, me and him, checking for any sign of Army. Whatever other souls that had been hanging about the streets at this hour have rightly disappeared at the shooter fire. I check up and down the streets, but there ain't one single person milling about in the deserted section of city, not even a soldier. Good but that don't mean they ain't gonna be here soon. I stand off to the side, Jax on the other as we rush the others out the door.

      "Don't stop for anything. Run straight to the gate!" Jax yells as they rush past us.

      Finn stares at me frantically as he and Cat brush by, and for a split second, I think he is going to stop. I scream at him, "Get to the gate!" as Ben grabs him by the scruff of the neck, dragging him along. Finally, the last person is outta the cellar, and Jax and I hurry to bring up the rear.

      We run, all eyes fixated on the gate. At first glance I think it's still locked tight, and my heart jumps into my throat. But then I realize the rumbling underneath my feet is the actual gate opening. Mack had truly done it.

      The closer we get to the wall, though, the more evidence we see of the earlier fight. Bodies litter the ground. We have to step over some of 'em in our way, and I am glad for the darkness hiding their wounds from us, from Finn. As much as I know this part was necessary to save our own lives, he don't need to see this. Please let 'em all be Army lying there, I think desperately as my eyes search for the familiar faces of my people through the gloom. I finally spot Mack in the little booth that operates the gate with Riven outside keeping watch. Beanie and Talbert are standing at the widening gate, ushering the others through, and I almost cry in relief as I watch Finn and Cat pass outta my sight through the opening. Ben is right there too, but he stops and looks back. Looking for me, I know. I keep running as I yell to him, "Go. I'm right behind you."

      This is it. The plan had worked. We are gonna make it outta the city. Once we get outta that tunnel and the raiders blow it, we will be safe.

      A black shadow looms up in fronta me, and I skid to a stop. I raise my shooter in defense, but other hands grab the barrel before I can fire, and I feel it almost being pulled outta my grasp. A tug of war ensues as the soldier in fronta me tries to wrestle my shooter away. Where the hell had he come from? Why ain't he down with the rest of 'em?

      I hang on for dear life, two sets of hands pulling the shooter back and forth in the silent struggle.

      "No. You. Ain't. Gettin'. It!" I snarl as I pull with all my might, but the soldier is strong.

      He gives one more forceful tug, and I stumble into him. We are so close now I can see the frenzied glint in his eyes, and I know his intention. Only one of us is gonna walk away from this alive. My knee impacts into his groin, and he loosens his grip. I pull the shooter away and slam the stock of it into his forehead with a sickening crunch, his wild eyes glazing over before he falls to the ground. Please don't let there be more, I pray silently, but my fears are painfully justified as I look around. The brown robes are all I can see, swarming us outta the darkness. No. There ain't supposed to be this many.

      I hear Jax's angry growl as two of 'em tackle him at the same time. He manages to take one down with a solid uppercut, but the other jumps on his back and gets him by the throat. Without thinking, I head for him, determined to help, but a painful kick to my knee from behind sends my face planting the ground hard, and my shooter skitters across the stone road. Right away, I flip onto my back to fight off my attacker, but already he’s on top of me, his hands closing around my throat.

      I kick and buck like a madwoman, trying to dislodge him from my chest, but his hands are wickedly strong, and he soon has me gasping for air. He is leaving nuthin' to chance. He don't seem to give one lick about taking me alive.

      Desperate now, I move my hands in underneath his arms, trying to knock 'em away, but my strength is waning quickly along with my air. I cain't breathe. My vision grows fuzzy. Everything is turning dark, and I know I don't have much time before I black out completely. No, it cain't end like this. It cain't.

      The shooter fire sounds like an explosion and stuns me for a moment, but I still have sense enough to roll outta the way as soon as my attacker's hands leave my neck. He falls on the ground beside me with a heavy thud as I shimmy away on my elbows, gasping for air and trying to suck it into my starving lungs. Already, I can feel the pain and swelling of my bruised throat.

      "Tara, hide!" Zoe's voice is almost drowned out by the ringing in my ears as she yanks me to my feet. Shizen. Why are my ears ringing so badly? I shake my head, trying to clear the confusion before I realize the sound ain't just in my ears. It’s an alarm. The Army had sounded the alarm. There is gonna be more of 'em here any minute now. White light erupts, nearly blinding me as the whole area comes ablaze from the electric torches on the wall.

      "Move. You cannot be captured," Zoe yells again as she grabs my arm, and we stumble back into the street. I let her pull us to cover behind the burned-out husk of a veacal, hiding us from the Army now ascending from the darkness of the city. I can hear the yells of the soldiers as they pass.

      "Find the New Blood. She has to be taken alive."

      It wasn't supposed to be this way.

      I need to help the others. Jax. Mack. Beanie and Talbert. I have to help 'em. They have to get out of here with the rest of 'em. I stand slowly in shock, holding my damaged throat, looking for my people. I hear Zoe yelling at me to get back down. I do, but I don't heed her. I watch Jax lose his battle as the two soldiers now become five, and they beat him down to the ground with the force of their blows, his face almost unrecognizable under the blood. Mack and Riven are fighting heroically, but they disappear under the soldiers swarming the gate booth. One of the soldiers makes his way inside the booth and starts closing the gate again, trying to lock the rest of us in. I watch as Busher barrels through the mob covering Mack and Riven, sending some of 'em flying into the air. Mack claws his way outta the jumble, stumbling into the booth, and shoots the soldier point-blank. His blood-spattered, crazed face finds me where I stand, and I hear his roar from across the distance as clear as if he’s standing next to me.

      "TARA! GET OUT NOW!"

      Even with his own life hanging in the balance, he is still trying to protect me.

      I don't move, rooted to the spot, but Zoe ain't as stupefied. Grabbing me again, she drags me across the road towards the gate, her intention to follow Mack's order. No. I dig in my heels, stop her from pulling me. I cain't leave. I have to help the others.

      Beanie and Talbert are still at the gate, trying to keep the soldiers from following our people that had already made it through, a couple of stacked water barrels their only protection from the slug fire. Don't let 'em get past, I think frantically. Finn and Ben at least have to get to safety. They see us, and Talbert stops firing long enough to wave wildly with his arm.

      "Run, Mistress. Come on!"

      He tries to duck back behind his flimsy shelter again, but a slug sends him spinning backwards and his shooter flying through the air. Beanie's high-pitched yell as he runs to help him is cut short as a shooter smacks him in the back of the head, sending him to his knees. They are quickly surrounded with shooters pointing at 'em from every direction. Oh, Gods. They’re gonna kill 'em. I see Flip come running outta nowhere at 'em, screaming like a lunatic, shooting as he goes. He manages to take out a few of the soldiers before his heads explodes in a hideous shower of gore and blood, killed instantly by the slug that hits him. My scream is lost in the roar of the onslaught of more brown robes.

      It wasn't supposed to be this way.

      A black blur sails through the gate at that moment, attacking the soldiers surrounding Beanie and Talbert, taking down five or six with one swipe of massive paws. The soldiers still on their feet are rattled at the sight of the crazed, black beast, some of 'em opting to run while others raise their weapons.

      Cat! No, she was already past the gate. Why had she come back? Fear courses through me, making me stagger under its weight 'cause right away, I know what else that means. He would never let her come back on her own, not without him. The scream leaves my lips as I see the red head squeeze back through the opening, frantic eyes searching for his beloved beast.

      "Finn, no. Go back. Go back!"

      He don't hear me over the shouting, the shooting, or the alarm. I watch in horror as he spots Talbert's shooter and picks it up, his intention obvious: to protect his beast.

      "What are you doin'?" I scream at him. "Stop it. Get back outta that gate."

      I have to get to him. He has to drop that weapon. The soldiers ain't gonna care that he's just a boy.

      Finally rattled outta my stupor, I shake off Zoe's hand, and I run. I have to reach him, get him to safety. My eyes don't leave his face as he finally sees me running at him, screaming his name.

      I don't see where the shot comes from. I don't even see it hit him. One minute, he’s staring at me with such defiant bravery and the next; he’s looking down at himself in wonder as the red blossoming on his tunic causes the world to tilt around me. His little hand touches his chest; his face turns to me quizzically as if to say, "What is this, Tara?" before he slumps to his bony knees and falls face first into the dirt.

      My heart stops beating. I feel it stop. I feel it break, shattering into a thousand tiny pieces.

      It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

      There ain't no small flickering of flame or gradual buildup of my Chi like before. It hemorrhages, bursting through every fiber of my being, searing me painfully into action. The scream that leaves my lips is one of primal grief and rage as I throw myself into a reckless attack on the soldiers coming at me, blocking my way to Finn. I have to get to him. I can save him like before.

      I jump straight into the sea of soldiers and kick at the lead one, slamming my foot hard into his chest. He falls back into the others, knocking 'em down like dominoes. Whipping out my knives as I land, I ram 'em into the throats of the next two soldiers, spinning past their silent screams, attacking flesh wherever I see it.

      Movement flickers at the corner of my eye, and I twist away just as a shooter barrel comes for my head. It slams into my raised forearm instead, but my other hand remains steadfast as my knife blade enters the soldier's neck, his lifeblood spurting into the air.

      A blow from behind hits me in the shoulder, throwing me forward. I can feel blood running down my back, but it don't slow me down. I continue slashing and slicing, nuthin' breaking through my silent onslaught, although inside I’m screaming like a madwoman. Chest, throat, gut, no target is safe from my blades as I strike out with pure rage. I dispatch every soldier in my way with brutal precision.

      I feel their hot blood splatter my face; I see their life spark fade from their startled eyes. It does nuthin' to penetrate my all-consuming need for vengeance. There is no room in my heart for anything else.

      The last soldier falls from my blade, and I stand among the carnage, a strange sense of satisfaction flowing through my gut. Like what I’d just done was meant to be. I stand unmoving, knives gripped tight in blood-soaked hand as my Chi finally ebbs away, leaving me with one bone-chilling realization. My Chi ain’t a gift like the others believed, not by any means. It is a curse. A terrible, dire weapon. Until this very moment, I ain't understood that. Now everything is crystal clear.

      "Finn!" His name explodes from my lips, forcing me to remember. Setting the pain free. I try to go to him, but the ebbing Chi is taking its usual toll on my body. My head spins dangerously, nausea boils in my gut, and my legs threaten to give way. Heat rushes over me so intense it feels like my eyeballs are roasting and the hair is sizzling offa my head. What is happening? I fight it, but I stumble forward and fall to the ground, the bloody knives still clutched in my hands.

      Finn.

      I pull myself to my hands and knees, start crawling towards the boy. I can still help him; I just have to get to him.

      "Tara?" Jax calling my name breaks through my numbing grief.

      I look up at him. He stumbles towards me crying, the tears mixing with the blood on his face and causing fat, red droplets to drip from his chin.

      "Tara, stop," he pleads, but his voice sounds like it is echoing down a deep well.

      My vision is blurring … everything is hazy, but still I use every last remaining bit of strength to pull my useless body toward the boy.

      "Finn," I whisper brokenly as my strength finally betrays me. The weakness takes over, and I collapse onto the ground. I lay there, my cheek pressed into the cold mud, and my eyes glued to the tiny, still body. I'm sorry. It wasn't supposed to be this way.

      People are piling through the gate now with blurred faces and vague yelling. I wanna scream in protest as someone picks up the boy and starts taking him away, but nuthin' leaves my damaged throat. It's the last thing I see before the blackness swallows me.
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      Birds. I hear birds singing. I cain't remember the last time I heard that beautiful sound. It reminds me of being a young'un back in Rivercross and fills me with an odd sense of peacefulness. A light breeze flows from somewhere, stirring my hair and bringing with it the sweet smell of grass. I try to open my eyes, but they don't wanna cooperate. Feels like they are sewn together, and the lids refuse to budge. So I just keep 'em closed and lay there, letting the sounds and smells wash over me.

      I reckon it must be daytime. The light shining on my face is so bright I can see the veins in my eyelids, thin, pink lines of blood. My serene mood lasts only a moment longer 'til I realize the reason I had woken up in the first place. I can hear low murmuring that grows louder in urgency.

      "… she will need to know..."

      "... not yet … too weak … Chi nearly killed her …"

      "… needs to understand..."

      They sound close, but I still cain't understand all of what they are saying. Are they talking about me? I fight with my eyes, prying 'em open.

      It takes a minute of frantic blinking 'til my eyes adjust to the brightness and fall on the two shadows standing next to me, so close I could probably reach out and touch 'em. I notice the eyepatch right away. Mack is facing me, but the other person's back is to me, and all I can see are the tufts of gray hair, instantly making me think of Grada. But then reality sinks in, and I know it ain't him. Grada is dead. Gone. Just like—

      "Finn!" the name bursts outta me in a wail of pure grief, and the pain that shoots through my chest takes my breath away. I bolt up, hyperventilating, the pain making it impossible to draw a breath into my starving lungs.

      "Hey, hey, calm down." Mack is on me in a flash, holding my shoulders. "It's okay, Tara. Finn is fine. He's alive."

      I stare back in bewilderment, the words not making a bit of sense in my head. Why would Mack play such a cruel joke on me? I’d seen Finn shot; I seen him die in fronta me. Why would Mack try to make me believe otherwise? I reckon he sees the disbelief on my face 'cause he shakes me a little.

      "I would never lie to you about that, girl. Finn is very much alive."

      I start to tremble as my brain refuses to believe Mack’s word even though my heart is already invested. Finn is alive?

      "How …" I begin as I fight the spark of rising hope. "That's impossible."

      "See for yourself," Mack says, smiling as he stands aside and motions to the open window on the other side of the room. On shaky legs, I make my way outta the bed and to the window, the smell of the grass much stronger now. My gaze is hesitant, almost afraid to look, afraid that Mack is lying to me after all. But then I hear that laugh. That silly, goofy laugh and I look out upon the sweetest sight my eyes have ever seen. Finn is sitting on a little hill across a green, grassy field covered in wild flowers. Flowers. One arm is in a sling while the other throws a stick for Cat, who takes off like a shot after the projectile.

      "He's alive," I whisper, and I don't care that tears are squirting outta my eyes now like some old gramma on her grandbaby's born day. I feel life slowly seeping back through my heart like much-needed rain seeping through the cracks of a dried-up riverbed. My legs feel like they're gonna give out on me, and I have to lean against the windowsill to keep myself upright. It feels like my heart just may break from sheer joy as the reality finally dawns on me. Finn is okay. I keep staring at him, taking in his features like I cain't get enough of him.

      Mack comes up behind me, laying his hand gently on my shoulder.

      "Finn, like his furry companion, truly does seem to have the proverbial nine lives."

      "But I seen him shot," I whisper to Mack. "I saw the wound. How did he survive that?"

      "Some thanks goes to lady luck, the slug missed anything vital. But mostly because of our new friend here. He was the one who saved Finn's life."

      New friend? I turn around then to finally acknowledge the other person in the room. He is old, older than even Orakel, I think. His hair is sparse and sticks up from his head in scraggly tufts. His face is so wrinkled and caved in it looks like crinkly paper. Like if you blew on it, it would just disintegrate into the wind. But despite all that, there ain't nuthin' feeble about him. He stands tall, his back straight and proud, and his gray eyes stare into me with fierce interest and something else I cain't quite place.

      "Tara, Ernst. Ernst, Tara."

      "I am so happy to see you, child," he says with such a strong voice it surprises me. Then, without warning, he crosses the room in two strides and pulls me into his arms. I start at the familiar blood bond tingle that passes between us, but I don't pull away. Instead, I hug him back with all the thankfulness in my heart for saving Finn's life.

      "You're a New Blood," I say, my voice muffled by his shoulder. He pulls away some but still holds me at arm's length, staring into my face.

      "I was, at one time," he says.

      "That's how you saved Finn."

      "That was part of it," he says.

      His words baffle me, but I don't question what he is saying. Not for the moment. Finn is alive, and it seemed to be 'cause of this stranger in fronta me.

      "Thank you," I whisper, and he simply smiles at me, his hand brushing the side of my face like he cain't truly believe I’m standing in fronta him. Like somehow, he knew me. It unnerves me a little.

      "Jax? Ben? Tater?" I question Mack, my fear renewed as my brain finally begins making all the connections, and I start remembering.

      "They all made it out alive and well. Jonas and Belle and their people. Beanie and Talbert too, although they are a little worse for wear," he says, and I close my eyes, squeezing back more tears. But then the image of Flip pops into my head, and I can feel my heartbeat increase with sickening dread. I don't wanna ask the question, but I need to know.

      "Who ... who didn't make it?" I say hoarsely.

      Mack sighs and rubs the back of his neck.

      "Maybe this isn't the best time, Tara—"

      "Who, Mack? I need to know," I plead, and I guess he can hear the desperation in my voice 'cause he don't argue no more.

      "Flip … two of Zoe's men … and Riven."

      Flip I remember, but another little piece of my soul dies at Riven's name. His big, burly frame lingers in my mind, and I'm kinda glad I didn't see it happen, not like Flip. I don't wanna remember him any other way. Zoe's men. I don't even remember their names, yet they had died trying to get us outta the city, and I send a silent prayer of thanks to 'em, to all of 'em who died and for all that they sacrificed for us.

      "There would have been more casualties for certain if you hadn't done what you did—"

      “Mack, don’t try to justify….” I whirl in anger to cut him off but I’m startled into silence as I catch my reflection in the cracked mirror hanging on the wall beside the window. The face that stares back is mine, but the crow black hair I’m used to seeing is now almost pure white. The whole top of my head is white with streaks of black intertwined. What the hell?

      “My hair?” I question as I touch it in disbelief. The panic that’s simmering must be evident in my voice‘cause Ernst is quick to reassure me.

      “Nothing to worry about. The white hair is just a manifestation of the tremendous power surge you experienced at the gate. You are truly a New Blood of the light now.”

      His words conjure up the memory of the intense heat and the feeling that my hair was being scorched offa my head.

      Before I can dig any deeper the door bursts open, and two bodies fighting for position pretty much fall into the room. Two pairs of eyes, one brown and one sky blue, gaze upon my face and hair in wonder, but to their credit neither says anything.

      "Told ya I heard her voice," Ben says over his shoulder as he strides ‘cross the room and pulls me into his arms with years of familiarity. I hug him back, so happy to see him alive. But it's the blue eyes that I stare at with yearning. Those are the arms that I want to feel around me. The still-bruised face is the one I ache to touch. But Jax don't come to me like Ben had done, even though I’m wishing with all my might. Instead, he just stares at me ravenously, like he ain't laid eyes on me in years. That look makes my legs weaken, and I stumble back to the cot I’d been laying on earlier.

      "Nice of you to join us, boys," Mack says dryly at their unexpected entrance.

      "Nice of you to let us know she was awake," Jax's comment is equally sarcastic, and I look back and forth between 'em, puzzled at their tone. "You said you would let us know as soon as she woke up. Have you told her anything?"

      "No, we have not had the opportunity—"

      "Told me what?" I interrupt right away.

      "All in good time," Mack says, still glaring at Jax, but my irritation begins to sprout at their evasiveness.

      "Told me what?" I insist. "And while we're at it, someone mind tellin' me where the hell we are?"

      I’ve finally noticed my surroundings. The room is … odd to say the least. The walls are built from stone, looks like, and the wall the cot rests against seems to be made of solid rock. Like the place was built into the side of a mountain.

      The old man answers my question, confirming my belief.

      "We are deep in the mountains. Safe. My home and far away from his prying eyes."

      The mountains? The mountains were days of travel from Skytown, possibly weeks.

      "How did we get here? I don't recall any traveling. How long was I out?"

      Mack and Jax exchange a look.

      "I think it is too soon; she just woke up," Mack says.

      "She has a right to know everything, Mack," Jax says.

      "I agree with Mack. Give her more time," the old man says.

      "She is strong enough to handle it." Even Ben? And he is agreeing with Jax. What the hell is going on here?

      "You know I can hear y'all, right? I mean, I'm sittin' right here," I say. Ben and Jax don’t seem to take any notice of my anger, but I can tell I've startled the old man. He scrutinizes me with his watery, gray eyes.

      "Are you sure the time is right?" His question is meant for Mack, but it annoys me to no end.

      "For the love of gods. If someone don’t tell me somethin’ soon, I'm gonna knock some heads together."

      Mack finally nods at the old man, like he’s giving permission for something. Ernst pulls up a chair and sits, studying my face over his clasped hands.

      "Fine. What is the last thing you remember?"

      I think back.

      "Finn gettin' shot, tryin' to reach him. But I couldn't because I was so weak. So weak and … like I was burnin' up." I remember the feeling intensely. Like my eyes were gonna cook right in my head.  I reach up and touch my hair, amazed again at the consequences. "It felt like there was this fire inside of me, roastin' me alive. Then people comin' through the gate and takin' Finn then … then nuthin'."

      Ernst nods at my words, like they somehow made sense to him. Well, at least it seems to make sense to one of us.

      "That was your uncontrolled Chi. It knocked you out of commission for twelve days while your body healed itself. Lucky, really. I have never known of anyone to experience mercurial Chi and live to talk about it. You must be impressively strong."

      He looks pleased by his words, like somehow I had done him proud. All it does is scare me something fierce.

      "So my Chi nearly killed me? Is that what you’re sayin'?" The story of Jax's sister, Jenna, pops into my head. Of how she had died 'cause of her not being able to control her Chi. My heart hammers against my ribs as I realize how close I had come to meeting that same fate.

      "Unfortunately, yes. It is still not under your control, especially when your emotions run high. You will have to learn to discipline the force that pumps through your blood. Right now, your Chi is just raw, pure energy in its most powerful configuration. Energy that is constantly changing beneath the surface and flowing through your blood. You can control it with your powerful mind to use as much or as little as you desire. Releasing too much of this energy in one burst can have detrimental effects on your physical body as you clearly found out. I can help you with that. I will teach you—"

      "Who the hell are you?" I cut off his ramblings. He may be excited by what I'm telling him, but I sure ain't the least bit pleased at how close I had come to dying. "And where did you come from? How did you find us? How were you conveniently there at that exact moment to help Finn? And why should I even trust anythin’ that comes outta your mouth?"

      He sits back in his chair, taken aback.

      "I told you she was a volatile firecracker," Mack says indulgently, and Ernst chuckles.

      "Yes, she certainly is a bit headstrong. That's something we can use to our advantage though—"

      "Again, I can hear you. Stop talkin' about me like I ain't here," I say, and Ernst pretends to smooth out his gray mustache with his fingers, but I know it's just to cover up his grin. "And you better start answerin' my questions to my likin' or else this conversation is done, understood?"

      "Tara, let him talk. This is something you are going to want to hear." Jax is now leaning against the wall, arms folded, and the look on his face tells me something is definitely up. I cain't help the feeling of dread in my gut as I nod at the old man to go ahead.

      He clears his throat.

      "Very well. Let's start at the beginning then, shall we? As I have already told you, this mountain village is my home … and home to my people. There are over two hundred of us living here; although, that number has increased two-fold since the arrival of the raiders and the escapees from Skytown. And yes, they are all here," he says in answer to the question forming on my lips. I snap my mouth shut.

      "I arrived at Skytown with the raiders. Ever since I heard of you from them, I have been eagerly waiting to find you, to talk to you, and help you become what I know you can be."

      "Heard of me from them? So you're a raider, too?"

      "Oh, my heavens, no. But I have known Busher and his crew a very long time. We have what you would call a mutual agreement. We supply them with crops and whiskey, and they supply us with whatever needs we cannot grow ourselves. It works well for us."

      "Does he know you’re a New Blood?" I say, questioning why he ain’t tried to turn the old man in for a reward like he had done with me.

      "It is a bit more complicated than that, I'm afraid," he says.

      That ain't no explanation. He don't give no more detail on the matter though; he just keeps talking.

      "I made my way to Skytown as soon as I heard of your presence there and the escape plan. I had a feeling my assistance would be required. I was not wrong. We waited for you all to escape the tunnel, but when only about half of you made it through; we knew something had gone terribly wrong. Then when we heard the shooting start up again, we realized we had to intervene. The cat and the boy doubled back before any of us realized he was gone, unfortunately, but we were not far behind."

      "Far enough to let him get shot," I say bitterly, "and to let my Chi grow so outta whack that I became a-a monster," I whisper the last words, the horror at what I had done to the soldiers still fresh in my head. But he hears 'em.

      "No, you are not a monster. Misguided, untrained, naïve even, but not a monster. You experienced something that, unless you have been trained to control, was more like a force of nature. Your response was instinctive, primal. Your Chi recognized a threat and eliminated it. Any untrained New Blood would have reacted in the same manner."

      "Would you have?" I study his face at my words, wondering if he will speak the truth or just say something he thinks I wanna hear.

      "Yes and no. My response would probably have been less archaic—and damn well less effective. I am nowhere near as powerful as you. Especially not now. But nevertheless, it would have ended with the same result. Threat annihilated. Although, unlike you, I would not have been wiped out by my show of strength. I have been around a long time. Long enough to know how to control Chi and use it safely."

      "How?" I ask, and he stares at me in puzzlement. "How do you know so much? Do you know where we come from? How this weapon of ours came about? 'Cause it is a weapon, ain't it? It ain't no gift from the gods or any of that other shite I've been told. When I was … doin' that to those soldiers, I knew. Deep in my heart, I knew my Chi is a terrible weapon." I look at him with beseeching eyes. "I'm right, ain't I?"

      He don't even try to lie to me. "Yes."

      I'm afraid to look at Jax or Ben. I don't wanna see how they react to this bit of info.

      "How do you know?" I question.

      "Because I was there from the beginning," he says.

      "The beginnin' of what?"

      "Of the change in the world order after the Shift. Of human evolution. Of New Bloods."

      I scoff at his words. "That's impossible. The Shift was well over a hundred years ago. Lily said New Bloods have been around since then, too. How in hell would you have been around then? That would have to make you more than—"

      "A hundred and sixty-two born years," he finishes for me. At first I think he’s pulling my leg, but he ain't ribbin’ me. I can tell. Not in the least. I don't know why I ain't more surprised.

      "Him, too?" I ain't gotta explain who I'm asking about.

      "Yes. I knew him as Max." His laugh is humorless. "Quite a humble name really, for someone who became known as the all-powerful Prezedant. We were associates once—scientists in our former lives." He must see my confusion at his words 'cause he tries again. "We were researchers, healers, I guess you would call us now, assigned to protecting our government from exposure to the biological warfare. The world was at war, Tara. And it wasn't just from fire bombs like you have been told. Radiation, toxic gases, tainted air, and water, those were the biggest threats. With most of our soldiers dying off from these deadly biological toxins, we needed to come up with some way to fight it. To keep our people alive. To make them more resistant, so we engineered human blood with genetically modified cells to fight these toxins. To build up immunity and keep our enemies from wiping us out. The basis was to produce high-value red blood cells that would do more than just carry oxygen through our bodies. They would transport a bounty of genetically engineered proteins that would protect its host by targeting specific toxins. In other words, it would fight off the poisons that were killing us. It worked better than we could have ever imagined at first. Not only was the modified blood neutralizing the toxins the hosts had already been exposed to, but any other diseases or conditions they had before the blood transfusions were being affected as well. The test subjects were healing themselves. From the simplest of broken bones to cancerous tumors, these soldiers were healing at an accelerated rate. But then a few of the test subjects began to exhibit other side effects."

      I'm not understanding everything he’s saying, but I get the gist. Him and the Prezedant, they had added something to the soldiers' blood to make 'em stronger. Something that wasn't natural.

      "What were the side effects?" I say.

      "They were slight at first. Increased strength, especially when distraught. The ability to affect their surroundings just by concentrating on doing so. Nudge a table, move a chair. Nothing too alarming. But then we started noticing physical changes in these few. Their hair started turning white: systematic white stripes that seemed to exude an aura when the subject was agitated. This aura, it was like raw, pure energy just radiating from their bodies."

      This I do understand.

      "Lily called it bio-energy," I say. "She said some people were born with an abundance of it while others weren't. The ones with the stripes, the ones of the light, were the most powerful."

      He leans forward in his chair, clasping his wrinkled hands loosely between his knees.

      "A very basic explanation but essentially correct. Some test subjects showed just slight advancement from the modified blood while others excelled. It was amazing what their capabilities were. We knew there was something astonishingly different about these few select subjects. Whatever was strong inside of them, call it bio-energy or Chi, it was reacting to the altered blood, mutating them. Making them almost, well, super human."

      "The first New Bloods," I say.

      "We studied them intensely. When we realized that over time their abilities seemed to wear off, we thought we had failed. The blood transfusions only seemed to last four or five months before their auras would wane. But then some of them produced offspring. The children of these few … they were absolutely incredible. It was as if they inherited every modified red blood cell trait and naturally enhanced them. We had no need to inject them with the modified blood. They were born already altered, making them stronger than we could have even predicted. That was when we realized we had our first batch of super soldiers."

      I was hanging onto his every word, concentrating hard to understand, but that one word makes me jerk upright.

      "Super soldiers? You were creating soldiers outta the young'uns?" I say, stunned, and he shakes his head, dropping his gaze from me.

      "That was our goal at first, yes. We were losing this war; we had to take drastic measures. But in the end, it didn't matter. The world as we knew it ceased to exist. Governments fell, society collapsed, anarchy ruled. But through it all, we didn't stop. At first, I guess we believed that if we continued with our testing, we could … fix it all maybe? I mean, somebody had to try and do something."

      Jax’s angry “Shizen,” coupled with the vein throbbing in his temple, tells me this is the first he’s hearing of this as well.

      "So these children were not willing subjects, were they? He was doing the same just like he does now. They were prisoners, experimented on and tossed down a chute if they should, gods forbid, slow down your testing by inconsiderately dying," Jax accuses.

      Ernst at least has the decency to look ashamed at Jax's words.

      "At first, no. The world was dying around us. These were volunteers, soldiers who wanted to stay alive and keep their families alive. But then we needed more than just soldiers. And once we realized that some of these people—these children—were special, we just couldn't let them go. Not if we were to save the world."

      "So the young'uns that were born, the New Bloods, they were given life just to be fodder for your experiments?" I say slowly, the ugliness of the truth starting to dawn on me.

      "They were born in captivity, yes. But you have to understand; they were the key to our survival! And I was a scientist. Finding a solution was all I was consumed with."

      I don't understand. How does he expect me to understand that reasoning? What this old man is telling us is horrifying. But I still need to hear more. I need to know the truth, all of it.

      "Then, I fell ill. Just like the rest of the world, I was dying. We tried infusing the genetically altered blood at first, but I was too far gone. It didn't work. I can't remember which one of us had the idea to transfuse the test subject’s blood into my body; it was so long ago. And I had nothing to lose." He breaks off as if deep in thought or lost in remorse, I cain't tell. Finally, he looks deep into my eyes, and I get the uneasy feeling I ain't gonna like much else of what he is about to say

      "It seemed to work. I was healed from my affliction. Not just healed but better than before, stronger. My body enhanced, and my mind empowered. A New Blood myself it seemed. But then, just a few months later, I fell ill again. Not terminally like before, but there was a malaise about me I could not explain away. The only way to feel normal again was to do another transfusion. And then another and another. Each time I transcended and became more than I was before. Before long, I needed the blood; I craved it even. Max soon noticed the benefits of the blood and joined in my obsession. I am ashamed to say what first began as a way to save humanity soon became our own personal agenda. The world was crumbling apart, no one left to rule what was left. Why shouldn't we? We were smart enough, and with the help of New Bloods, strong enough. We could bring about this new, better world we always talked of."

      Wait. Is he actually telling me that he was in league with the Prezedant? That he was just as evil and immoral and callous? As if he can sense my growing anger, he hurries on.

      "But then Max slowly changed over time. And time we had plenty of. Infusing the New Bloods' power into our bloodstream not only increased our strength, but our lifespan. We seemed to age differently than others, even the New Bloods themselves. Maybe it was the combination of the various blood traits and proteins, but we appeared to slow down the ravages of time. At first, it was an exhilarating breakthrough. I will admit I was seduced by this unexplainable ability. But while I looked at each new day as a gift, Max became colder, more jaded. It was as if the longer he lived, the less human he became. He no longer cared if the people in his experiments lived or died, only the blood mattered. It was all about the blood, draining them of every last drop. I saw things—" he pauses and drops his head in his hands, too overcome for anymore words.

      I find it hard to feel sorry for him with what I have heard so far. I mean, he experimented on my kind. Drained 'em of their blood and used it for his own purposes, so I'm real surprised when Mack clasps his shoulder in comfort. Ernst seems to give himself a mental shake, then goes on.

      "I should have stopped it. I should have stopped him. But I was weak. I let him gain more and more control while I hid myself in my lab, content to let him do all the dirty work. But one fateful day, it all changed. One day, his men brought in a fresh batch of prisoners. Kin to the original test subjects, I assume. Living relatives born of the mutated soldiers. All powerful New Bloods in their own rights. She was one of them, and that's how I met her. Rease, your mother."

      The room falls dead quiet as if they’re all holding their breath as one, waiting for my reaction.

      "You-you knew my ma?" I whisper.

      He nods as silent tears start to drip down his sunken cheeks, and all of a sudden I don't wanna hear any more of what he’s about to say.

      "Knew her … loved her … and miss her more with each passing day."

      Loved her? Like a daughter or granddaughter? He reaches over and takes my hand in his papery one, and I'm too stunned to pull away.

      "She changed me, Tara. With her good heart and kindness, she made me human again. I loved her as I have never loved anyone before. And when we found out about you—"

      "No," I pull my hand outta his. "You're lyin'. There ain't no way you and my ma … knew each other. Not in that way. You're an old man. It's impossible," I snarl, not wanting to accept what I know he’s trying to say.

      "Old now, yes, but twenty years ago, I still had my illusion of youthfulness because of the blood. Twenty years ago, we fell in love and she saved my soul. You were the product of that love, Tara. You are my daughter."

      "Lies!" I scream at him as I push at his chest, and the chair topples over, nearly spilling him to the floor. Mack and Jax save him from hitting the floor while Ben tries to calm me.

      "Tara, please. Listen to what he has to say," he pleads as he grabs my arms, but I yank them outta his grasp.

      "I don't know what bullshite story he's told you people, but there ain't no way my father," I spit the word outta my mouth, "is this killer sittin' right here. Y'all just heard him same as I did. He just admitted to experimentin' on and killin' New Bloods just so he could live longer and rule the lands. He ain't no better than the Prezedant himself, and I cain't understand why y'all ain't already put a blade through his heart."

      "Tara, calm yourself. Think about what you are saying. If it weren't for him, Finn would be dead," Mack throws at me, but I'm way past caring.

      "If it weren't for him, hundreds, possibly thousands of New Bloods would be alive right now. How many did they kill over the years? How many? He is a monster, and I for one ain't gonna listen to any more of that poison spewin' outta his mouth."

      I head for the door, nearly barreling over Ben in the process, but Jax's voice stops me in my tracks.

      "Tara, please listen to what he has to say. It's important for all of us. For our survival. Please."

      The pleading is what gets me. I ain't ever heard that come from Jax before. Staring up at the rock ceiling, I let loose a huge sigh as the stubbornness raging in me gives in to Jax. Turning ‘round slowly, I stare at Ernst with all the contempt I can muster.

      "Say your piece, old man," I grumble.

      He spreads his hands to me, pleading.

      "I'm so sorry, Tara. I know how you must feel, and I'm not asking you to accept me as your kin. I will die soon, and I know my eternal soul will not join with your mother's in the afterlife as much as I would wish it to. I will be judged and punished for my sins, and I’m ready to face that punishment. But that is not for you to decide. That is between me and my gods. What I do have for you, right now, is information of great importance. Information that I have risked my life and the lives of my people to bring you here to hear, for he will not let you live now. I know that to be a fact. He will hunt you down and anyone associated with you, and he will kill us all. To stop that from happening, you must carry out what I have been afraid to do all these years. I know how you can do it. To avenge your mother and the others you loved that he has taken from you. And with the gods as my witness, I will help you get your retribution. I will help you with your ascension into your power. I will help you kill the Prezedant."
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      "Don't move."

      The voice growls deep in my ear as a light touch against my cheek jolts me awake. A dark shadow hovers above me, blocking my vision. Ignoring the command, I grab the iron shooter strapped at my hip. I ain't sure who it is, but if it's Army I ain't going down without a fight.

      As soon as my hand confirms contact with the shooter, I swipe out with my right leg, knocking the shadow's feet out from under it. I roll outta the way as the body hits the ground with an audible grunt of pain. I don't give the person a chance to recover. In a flash I'm on top of them, my shooter pushed under their chin in retaliation.

      "Shizen, Tara. It's just me. Get offa me."

      The voice strikes a familiar chord, and I squint in the early morning light. Brown eyes stare back at me in alarm. Ben? What the hell is he doing scaring the shite outta me like that?

      His hands worm their way between us with his palms up, gesturing surrender and pushing the shooter offa his jaw.

      "I swear; I come in peace."

      Rolling offa him, I leap nimbly to my feet.

      "Are you crazy, boy? Wakin' me up like that? I coulda blown your head off." My voice grows in pitch along with my irritation, and I can hear the others stirring from their blankets around the remains of last evening’s fire.

      "What's going on?" Jax’s voice is heavy with sleep. He sits up, scratching at his chin stubble and looking around in puzzlement. His black, spiky hair, unruly at the best of times, seems to stick up in indignant protest at the rude awakening.

      "Moron here thought he would wake me up by growlin' in my ear like some fool with a death wish." I glare at Ben lying on his back in the dirt. "What were you thinkin'?"

      He sits up, wincing in pain and holding his elbow. "I was thinkin' I would save you from the painful bite of the sandbiter that was crawlin' all over your face like it was stakin' its territory. But now I wish I had just let you be. I shoulda let you get bit."

      Seriously? He scared the shite outta me over a sandbiter? I wanna yell at him some more, but just the look of him sitting there so forlorn and rubbing his bruised elbow… well, it tickles my funny bone. He looks so much like the petulant little boy I remember from our childhood that I cain't stay mad anymore. Grinning at him, I hold out a hand and help him to his feet.

      "Well, thanks for riskin' your life and savin' me from the sandbiter. My hero."

      He tries to scowl at me, all fierce like, but he cain't stay serious. Never could. The impish grin I remember so well replaces the grimace.

      "Aye, well, don't say I ain't ever done nuthin' for ya."

      I laugh, and he joins in with a loud snort, so I know I’m forgiven.

      "Stop making so much noise. What's wrong with you people? It's still barely morning yet." A brown-haired head sticks out from underneath the threadbare blanket. "Honestly, what's a girl gotta do to get some beauty sleep around here?" Belle rolls over onto her side, turning her back to us and snuggles in for another nap.

      Still grinning, I make my way to her blanket. Giving it a quick yank, I rip it offa her, and she flips onto her back in protest, glowering up at me.

      "What the… give me back my blanket. What the hell is wrong with you, woman?"

      "You've had enough beauty sleep. It's mornin'. Besides, if I'm up, so is everybody. You can thank Ben for that." I throw the blanket at him, and it settles squarely over his head.

      She scowls at me a bit more before her eyes move to my childhood friend. He don't notice, too busy trying to remove himself from Belle's blanket and cussin' at me. He don't see the heated blush that colors her cheeks, or the way her hand moves to her hair as she sits up, trying to smooth it into place. He's totally oblivious to the look of longing that follows him as he finally untangles himself and moves to our crudely erected firepit. He don't see none of that. The boy is as dense as they come. That, plus the fact he is so besotted by Meela, the Raider leader's daughter, that I'm surprised he even remembers to walk one foot in fronta the other these days.

      My heart aches for Belle. I’ve truly gotten to know the girl over these past few weeks, ever since her and her brother, Jonas, helped us escape from Skytown.  I ain't the least bit surprised by her confiding in me. She's hankering for Ben something fierce, and he don't have the slightest clue. I wanna shake Ben for his denseness. But I promised her I wouldn't say anything. I'm just gonna have to let it run its course and hope he opens his dull eyes sometime soon.

      Jax, muttering something about idiots, joins Ben at the firepit and starts piling on some kindlin'. He ignores Ben's sideways glare at his intrusion. There's still no love lost between the two of 'em, but at least they've settled on an uneasy truce. Ben still ain't forgiven Jax for punching him out after our escape from the Prezedant's estate. And Jax, well, I ain't quite sure. I don't truly know where his dislike for Ben stems from. All I know is they won’t ever be the best of friends.

      Why I agreed to 'em both coming with me on this hunting trip, I ain't even sure. I sure as hell don't need or want any of 'em with me. These past four weeks since escaping Skytown have been a hectic whirlwind of events. Ernst and Mack didn't give me much time to get used to the fact of finally meeting my ‘pa’ before they had me working on controlling my Chi. It ain't been easy. And as much as I don’t like Ernst, he knows a lot. So, I listen and learn, because I know that as long as the Prezedant is alive, I’m never gonna know another moment of peace.

      But the four weeks of training have left me real cranky, so Mack agreed to let me go hunting. Well, technically he didn’t agree. I just hadn't given him much of a choice. We had finally decided on Tater and Jonas being the best bets to go check out the tavern in Littlepass, to see if Thomas and Jane were still there like Ben said they were. And as much as I wanted to go with ‘em, he denied me my request. I think he gave in to the hunting demand just to save his own sanity.

      I understand his reasoning for refusing to let me tag along with them. Me, him, and Jax are too well known now, due to those etchings of us having circulated the Prezedant’s lands like wildfire. We’d be spotted in an instant in an outpost like Littlepass. That don’t mean I still don’t want to get away. So, I’d given him an ultimatum: Let me go to Littlepass, or let me go out into the sand lands to hunt. He agreed to the hunting as long as I took my bodyguards, Talbert and Beanie.

      The other three had invited themselves. I didn't put up too much of a fight, I reckon. As long as I got away from the mountain village, I didn't really care. As safe as I felt there, it was real nice not to be watched and scrutinized every moment by the villagers. I couldn't wait to get out into the barrenness and quiet of the sand lands. Plus, with all the extra bodies and hungry mouths we brought into the village, they really do need the meat.

      The sunlight creeping its way through the wide mouth of the cave highlights the empty, scuffed spots on the ground where Beanie and Talbert had bedded down last evenin', and I glance over at Ben.

      "Where are those two?"

      Ben looks up from his task at hand, waving away the smoke clouding his face.

      "They left before sun up. They didn't say where they were goin’, and I didn't ask."

      Jax squints at him over the smoke.

      "Two of our party left while you were on watch, and you didn't ask where they were going? You do know the definition of 'on watch,' right?" His voice drips with sarcasm, and Ben bristles like an angry wolfling.

      "Sorry if I didn't question those two weirdos, but I doubt they woulda told me anyway. They're grown-ass men; I don't think they woulda felt obliged to tell me anything." Ben glances back my way. "Plus, I ain't ashamed to say those two freak me out some."

      I get what he's saying. Talbert and Beanie are definitely odd. Being on the receiving end of the Prezedant’s brutal experiments for years has left ‘em a little rough around the edges. But they are as loyal as they come. They would lay down their lives for me in an instant; I know that. I ain't too worried. Whatever they're up to, it’s probably trivial and nuthin' to worry about. Cain't really get into trouble out here in the middle of nowhere.

      Hoping Jax and Ben can finish the task of making tea and breakfast without snapping each other’s necks, I leave 'em and head to the edge of the overhang just outside the shallow cave’s entrance.

      The scorched landscape of the sand lands below us is shimmering already in the morning heat, giving it a harsh glow of beauty. The slight breeze blowing offa the mountains at my back picks up, bringing with it the smell of the campfire and whipping my long hair around my face. I pull my neck wrapper over my head, capturing the errant strands hindering my perusal of the open space where I once lived.

      The expanse of sand dunes and swirling dust would be depressing to most, but to me it’s as comforting as an old friend. It feels like coming home. I know Rivercross ain't anywhere near here, but the arid scenery dredges up memories of Grada, and I cain't help but smile. It feels like I'm the old Tara again, just out hunting some dirt dogs or wild rabbit for supper. Maybe going to the old swimming hole with Ben for the day or hiking to the pickin' grounds. Things the old Tara used to do. I miss her.

      "You look relaxed for a change."

      Jax's voice startles me, and I turn at his approach. Unlike Belle or me, he ain't made any attempt to tame his fly away hair, and the stuck up tufts waggle about in the slight breeze. It widens my smile.

      "Maybe it's got something to do with the fact I'm not stuck in a room with my murderous father, trainin' to be just as big a killer as he is."

      He winces at my words. "Harsh."

      "But true," I respond. I turn back to survey the horizon, my smile faltering. "Although, what I did to the Army when we were escapin' Skytown? Well, I guess the branch didn't fall far from the tree did it?"

      "You did what you had to," Jax says. "You saved our lives. It was us or them."

      "Us or them," I repeat softly. "Why does it have to be us or them? Why cain't we all be just us? All of us, livin' together, tryin' to rebuild this sad excuse of a world."

      I stare at Jax as if expecting an answer, but he shrugs.

      "I think the world was like this long before we came along, Tara. The people in control and the ones being controlled. I don't know why that is. All I know is that you can change it."

      "Aye. So you all seem to think." I sigh and drop my eyes, my good mood evaporating as quickly as it came. With knowing what I am and what I'm capable of, I don't understand people's expectations of me. I’ve proved I’m a born killin’ machine, yet they think I can still do good.

      His hand reaches out and grips my chin gently, raising my head so my gray eyes meet his sky blue gaze.

      “So I know. You will be the one to change all this. I know it in my gut. There's something about you. Something different. Something inherently good. Orakel was right when she said I would follow you blindly and without question. You're like some damned infection in my blood that I can't get rid of.”

      An infection? I ain't sure if what Jax is saying is a good thing or not. I mean, it kinda sounds like he's complimenting me but I ain't ever been compared to a pus-filled wound before.

      An awkward grin lines his face as he drops his hand. “Was that weird? It sounded really weird.”

      I shrug and grin back. “A bit weird, aye.”

      “You don't have to be so honest.” He laughs at my response.

      “You asked. I answered.”

      “Tara, you are one strange—”

      I don’t get to find out what strange thing I am. Jax stops talking and instead shades his eyes with his hand against the early morning sun and peers into the expanse. I follow his stare.

      Two figures appear over the distant rise and scurry across the desert floor, leaving a cloud of dust in their wake and making a beeline for our campsite. It's Talbert and Beanie, no doubt. But what in Shizen has 'em running like there's a wild wolfling on their heels? The hackles rise on the back of my neck, and that feeling that something ain't right curdles in my gut.

      "Ben... Belle," I call softly. I reckon there’s an edge to my voice, because they drop what they're doing right away to join us.

      "What are they running from?" Belle asks, studying the horizon.

      "Not sure," I say, as my hand grazes my shooter. "But be prepared."

      We stand at attention, expecting any moment for the rise to be overrun with soldiers, or wolflings, or scorpi-ants. But nuthin' appears to be following the two running men. As they get closer, their voices carry on the breeze. They're yelling something all right, but it gets ripped away by the wind. Not waiting any longer, I start scurrying down the overhang to meet 'em, the others close on my heels.

      Soon as they reach us, Talbert falls on his knees in the dirt. He stares up at me and tries to speak between short, painful gasps. Beanie don't fall, but he bends over, hands on his knees and his breathing just as labored.

      "What is it?" My voice is sharp with impatience.

      "Army..." Talbert finally manages to get out, and a cold shiver passes over me like icy fingers tickling down my spine. I grab for my shooter, scanning the rise behind them.

      "How'd they find us? How much longer before they're here?"

      "No… not following us."

      "Then what the hell?" I question. Suddenly, I notice the ears of corn sticking outta Talbert's coat pockets. "What have you two been up to?"

      "Nuthin'! I swear. We wuz just out gettin' some breakfast for us, is all. We knew there wuz a village not far. We… visited there a’fore."

      I stare them both down. "You mean you stole from 'em before."

      "Just a bit," Beanie whines in protest, squirming with guilt under my stare. "They got lots, ain't like they's gonna miss it. But 'fore we could get away, we felt the ground shakin'. Sure enough, there wuz one of his veacals heading for the village, and we ‘eard one of the villagers say somethin’ ‘bout taxes."

      Jax swears under his breath. "Just our luck we'd be this close to a village during tax time. We need to get out of here, now."

      Talbert shakes his head. "Yeah but it ain't just taxes they's lookin' for. We stuck 'round, see. We figured we'd go back to…" He glances my way. “… visitin' soon as the Army wuz gone. But we over 'ears 'em askin' bout the New Blood. They wuz lookin' for you, Mistress."

      They're looking a little too close for comfort. I could have gone anywhere in the huge expanse of sand lands—what made them search so close to the mountains?

      "Well, I guess there ain't no need to worry. I ain't been near any villages. Not much they can tell 'em now, is there?"

      Beanie lets loose his pent-up breath. "That's the problem. They cain't tell 'em nuthin' cause they don't know nuthin'. But the soldiers don't believe 'em, Mistress. They shot a couple of the men when they didn't like the answers and started roundin' up the young’uns." He doubles over in pain as Talbert gut punches him.

      "Wot I tell ya? Don't say nuffin ‘bout the killin’ to the Mistress." He looks my way. "Don't pay no mind, Mistress. Ain't nuffin' to concern ya'self wif."

      Too late. Damage done.

      "Is it true, Talbert? Are they killin' the villagers?"

      "Mistress, ain't nuffin' you can do—"

      "Answer the damn question," I snap.

      He hangs his head. "Aye, it's true. They ain't likin' the answers, so they's punishin' the village folk."

      Shizen. Will the death and pain that follows me like a damn shadow ever go away? They’re punishing a village of innocents because of me. I cain't let it happen. Not again. Not this time.

      "How far away is the village?" I question Talbert, and he startles at my harsh tone.

      "Ain’t far. Just over the 'ill some ways, but—"

      I'm moving before Talbert even finishes his sentence. I know what I gotta do. I gotta help those people.

      "Tara," Jax calls at my back, but I don't bother to acknowledge him. I know what he's gonna say, and I don't wanna hear it. Ain't nuthin' gonna change my mind on this. I pick up my pace and start running in the direction Talbert and Beanie had come from earlier.

      "Tara, wait. You cain't do this." Ben's voice sounds close, so I know he's following me too.

      I shoot back over my shoulder. "The hell I cain't. I'm not lettin' anyone else suffer because of me. Those days are done." Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jax pull abreast of me. I shoot a defiant glare his way, but I don't slow down. "Don't try and stop me, Jax," I grit through my teeth, forcing myself to sprint faster and try to outrun him. To my utter surprise, he grins at me as he keeps pace.

      "I couldn't even if I wanted to. I know you by now. So, if you can't beat 'em, join 'em. Let’s teach those bastards a lesson."
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      Beanie and Talbert were right. The big, black veacal hovers on the village outskirts like some threatening monster circling its prey. This veacal looks a mite different than the ones that attacked Rivercross. How many of these working relics does the Prezadant have in his possession? Goosebumps erupt under the sheen of sweat covering my skin as the fear squeezes my heart like a fist. But I squash the fear down deep. Don't matter how scared I am. Those people need my help.

      The patched-up shanties dotting the landscape offer no protection for the people being herded into the center of the village by the brown-robed soldiers. I watch in horror as they line them all up in a row, and the memory of finding my Rivercross kin lined up like that leaves me no doubt as to what's about to happen. The village children are huddled to the side and guarded by two more soldiers, their muffled cries reaching our ears from our vantage point atop the high dune.

      “Twelve of them,” Jax whispers to me. “Six of us. We can take them before they even know what hit them.”

      “No,” I whisper back, my eyes glued to the scene below me. “There are too many villagers and young'uns near them. Besides, it's really just the four of us. Ben and Belle don't have shooters, and the other two cain't hit the side of a barn. We cain't take that chance of shootin' any of the innocents by accident.”

      “I think you gotta chance it. At least we may be able to save some of ‘em,” Ben murmurs on the other side of me. “They're lining 'em up for slaughter… just like they did in Rivercross. If we don’t do somethin’, they’re gonna kill ‘em all.”

      Tell me something I don't know, I wanna say. I bite my lip. Being snarky with Ben ain't gonna help the villagers none.

      A sharp scream pierces the air as a young woman is suddenly yanked out of the line-up. She reaches back frantically for the young man who had just moments ago been standing at her side. He grabs her flailing hand, trying to get her away from the soldier’s greedy grasp, but another soldier whacks him in the head with his iron shooter, and the guy falls to his knees. The woman screams again as she's lifted in the air, away from the man who's holding his injured head in his hands, but fighting valiantly to get to his feet. The soldier whacks him again. We can hear the echoing thunk as the young man loses his fight and falls face first into the dusty soil. The spreading pool of red surrounding his head leaves us no doubt about the extent of his injuries and possibly worse.

      “Gavin,” the woman screams, her tortured sobs wrenching at my heart as another soldier joins the first in dragging her away. She lashes out, kicking and screaming, snapping her teeth at the soldiers, almost feral in her fear. She makes contact with the second soldier, and we hear his startled cussin' as he retaliates and backhands the dark-haired woman across the face. Her head slumps to the side as her fighting stops, and the way her feet drag in the dirt tells me the hit stunned her.

      “Tara, we have to do something.” Belle's frightened whisper is on the edge of panic. She, out of all of us, knows what it's like to be viciously attacked by the soldiers, and her fear for the now senseless woman burns bright in her dark eyes. I know what’s about to happen, too, and the disgust in my heart competes fiercely with the hatred burning there.

      Closing my eyes, I picture the now familiar flame of my Chi. The tiny spark of heat ignites in my belly, and I will it to burn a little bit brighter.

      Remember, Tara. Control it. Turn it up a little at a time. Just like the dial on the oil lamp. Do it slowly else it will burn too hot and quick, leaving you defenseless.

      Ernst's words echo in my head and I listen, feeling the ball of flame starting to grow and radiate. Leeching into my blood.

      “Shoot them all.”

      The order breaks my concentration, and my eyes open wide in dismay. No! I ain't ready. My Chi ain't ready.

      I hear Belle's gasp of horror as the soldiers raise their iron shooters. I hear the pitiful cries of the young'uns as they realize what's about to happen to their old folk. The soldiers aim the shooters. I hear Jax's tight words, “We need to act now.”

      I know that. But my power ain't strong enough. The soldiers are too far spread. I cain't stop 'em all. Shizen. I need to do something. I cain't watch these people die.

      “STOP!”

      The yell echoes across the village, rippling over those below us with the element of surprise. Glancing around at the horrified faces of my companions, only then do I realize the yell had come outta me.

      “Mistress, wadda ya doin'?” Talbert groans in dismay as the soldiers’ heads swivel our way, and two of 'em start running in our direction.

      “Trust me and follow my lead,” I whisper as an angry shout fills my ears.

      “Show yourself.”

      I do as the voice demands. I rise slowly to my feet as my companions follow my lead without a whimper of protest. A slight panic settles in my gut as I realize that they truly are following me blindly into this foolhardy situation that I ain't really thought through. What the hell am I doing? But I ain't given time to panic too much before the two soldiers running at us have us in their cross-hairs, and the shooters are pointed our way.

      “Drop your weapons.” The soldiers are upon us now and I obey the order, dropping my shooter at my feet.

      “That goes for you, too, pretty boy,” the soldier closest to me says, sneering as he shoves his shooter Jax's way. I can see the glint of rebellion in Jax’s blue eyes.

      “Do it, Jax,” I say calmly enough, and he listens, but not without a sigh of disapproval.

      “I hope you know what you're doing,” he whispers.

      “So do I,” I answer back out of the corner of my mouth.

      “Move.” The soldier who had threatened Jax shoves his shooter into my side, forcing me to do just that. We stumble down the sandy hill and get herded toward the soldiers and the group of terrified villagers. The six of us bring up short in front of the firing squad, and though I can tell they’re curious about our arrival, the shooters aimed at the villagers don't waver a bit. We may have bought the villagers some time, but their executions are inevitable… and ours along with them, no doubt. This had better work.

      I study the soldiers carefully, looking for the one in charge. Who is the leader? I don't have to wonder long. One of the men that had been carting off the poor girl to her horrible fate leaves his intended amusement and saunters back our way. His walk is full of arrogance and pride. The telltale sign of a man used to getting his own way. He stops about an arm span away, and scrutinizes us one at a time through narrowed eyes. His thin lips tilt up, and the amused smile kinda throws me for a loop, disarming me for a bit. He starts pacing back and forth in front of us, but when he speaks, his voice is devoid of any warmth.

      “So, the only reason I can think of for you morons to disrupt Army business is either you are members of this village, or you are simple travelers and just had the most unfortunate twist of bad luck to stumble across us. Either way, you're probably going to wish you had kept your mouths shut, turned tail, and run in the opposite direction.”

      “Wrong on both counts,” I say, and he stops his pacing to stand in fronta me.

      His head lowers toward mine, blocking out the sun. He's so close I can see the fine hairs on his chin and the pus-filled pimple forming on the tip of his beak-like nose.

      “I don't recall giving you permission to speak, woman.” He's trying to intimidate me. I know the drill. But I'm long past that crap. I raise my eyes to meet his stare head on.

      “I don't recall askin' your permission,” I quietly utter.

      I can tell he don't like that. His jaw clenches, and his eyes cloud with anger at my words.

      “Shoot them along with the rest of the vermin,” he says, dismissing me as he turns his back. I don't give him the opportunity to walk away.

      “I think you're gonna want to hear what I have to say.” I know he wants to ignore me, but my show of fearlessness piques his curiosity. He turns on his heel, looking me up and down with derision.

      “And what could a desert rat possibly have to say to me that I would find interesting?”

      “Well, for one thing, I know where to find that New Blood you're so desperately seekin'.”

      His eyes narrow with skepticism. “You speak the truth?”

      “Aye, I do. I swear on my mother's grave I know exactly where she is. Right as we speak.”

      “Then tell me, girl, before I decide to rip your tongue out and feed it to the scorpi-ants.”

      I laugh. It's a crazy laugh, I reckon, judging from the weird looks passing between my people and their obvious nervousness, like I'm about to get 'em all killed. Maybe I am. There's so much fear clouding my head I cain’t think straight. But my voice comes out sure and strong, like it ain't my own. That’s when it hits me. This ain't me speaking. There are two distinct voices inside of me at the moment, and this one doing the talking? This one belongs to the New Blood.

      “First, we make a deal. You let these people be. Release the young'uns and leave. I give you what you want; you give me what I want. No harm done.”

      He scoffs and crosses his arms. “And if I don't?”

      “Then you won't like the consequences.”

      His grin grows wider. “Are you threatening me?”

      I tilt my head sideways. “Consider it more as helpful advice. Do we have a deal?”

      He throws his head back and laughs like I just said something side splittin' funny. “A deal? Why in the Prezedant's name would I make a deal with a bunch of desert rats? If you have the information I require, then I will simply take it from you. Just like I take whatever I want. Why deny myself the spoils of quarterly raid?” He nods his head toward the soldier coming toward us and still holding the young woman. She's awake, but blood drips from her cut lip, and her eyes stare in sorrow at her young man still bleeding on the ground. Lost in her grief, she’s oblivious to anything else happening around her.

      A weary sigh escapes my lips. I had a feeling that would be his answer. I didn't want it to be this way, but so be it. I just hope I have it in me to do this. I stoke the flame in my gut, knowing I only have one chance at this. The surge of strength will have to be brutal and quick and will leave me defenseless for a bit. But I won't get a second chance. I need to take ‘em all down on the first try.

      “Last chance,” I say more as a distraction than a bargaining plea. I just need a little more time.

      “You bore me, girl.” He nods his head at the firing squad, and they shove us toward the group of villagers. I spin quickly, taking stock of all the brown-robed enemies and their positions. Eight in front of me, two on the right, and two on the left. Got it.

      The leader pulls his own shooter, a small hand-held version, and comes to stand in front of me, placing his weapon directly underneath my chin. He digs the cold metal into my flesh with a brutality that makes me wince. His dark eyes glitter with amusement. He’s enjoying every moment of my discomfort, and at that precise moment, I understand who he is. There ain't gonna be no reasoning with his cruelty. I know that now. Some souls are who they are, and you cain't change 'em. You cain't make a man believe he's doing wrong when to him it feels right. You cain't make him fundamentally different.

      “So, rat. You know where the New Blood is? Tell me. Tell me, and I will make your death merciful. Deny me, and I will draw out your suffering until you beg for mercy.”

      His weapon burrows harder into my flesh with every word he spits outta his mouth. But I don't give him the pleasure of showing any more pain. Instead, a slow smile starts tugging at the corners of my mouth.

      “She's right in front of you.”

      My whisper of admission don’t draw any reaction at first. He simply keeps staring at me like he ain't quite getting it. I can tell the moment understanding sets in. His eyes open wide, and his face goes slack with surprise. The gun leaves my chin as the neck-wrapper is torn from my head.

      “It's the New Blood,” he yells, as my white and black hair tumbles about my shoulders. His pleased as punch expression starts to dissipate as I reckon he finally understands the danger that means for him.

      “The serum,” he demands, backing up from me. His head swivels, trying to find the one carrying the only chance of taking me down. I take advantage of the confusion and make my move.

      “Don't let 'em get me with that serum,” I snap at Jax as I reach for my Chi, opening up the floodgates and allowing it to pour into my blood with reckless abandon. The fire spreads quickly through my veins, and I welcome the pulsating heat like an old friend.

      I whip the flame into an instant inferno. Out of the corner of my eye, I see one of the soldiers that had been guarding the children come running at me holding that familiar white cylinder. Before he can get within an arms span near me, Jax takes him down with a flying leap, Talbert and Beanie close behind. The soldier and the cylinder disappear under the avalanche of bodies.

      Not having to worry about that threat, I allow the fire to consume me. I've been told when my Chi manifests itself into my physical being I'm a scary sight to behold. I reckon it's happening now since the leader's mouth drops open, and his smug look turns to terror as I step his way. He quickly recovers and pulls his shooter up to my chest.

      “Shoot them. Shoot them all,” he screams, not caring that the Prezedant has ordered me to be taken alive. He's only concerned for his own neck right now.

      The rest of his men finally override their shock, training their shooters on the villagers once again. Their cries of terror rise up, hitting me like a punch to the gut. I unleash my Chi without thinking of the consequences.

      The strange wind that had come to my aid on the lawn of the Prezedant's estate answers my call again. Focusing on my targets, the powerful gust lifts the brown-robed Army offa their feet and blows them back at least four arm spans. They land in a jumbled heap, their weapons torn from their hands and lost along the way.

      Without giving them time to collect themselves, I attack again. Those that had already started to get to their feet fall in panic, grabbing at their throats as if unable to breathe. The soldiers still on the ground writhe in terror, trying in vain to suck in life giving air. I picture my Chi in my head as a tangible thing, wisps of white settling around the soldiers’ throats and tightening. Tightening. Draining them of life.

      “Tara. Tara. Enough.” The voice is distorted and seems to be drifting to me from far away.

      Never enough. Kill them. This voice speaks directly in my head with cold clarity, blocking out the other. You know it's the right thing to do. Kill them.

      My clawed hands in front of me grip tighter, like I can actually feel them around my enemies’ necks. My nails dig into the palms of my hand, drawing blood but I don't feel it. My focus is on the brown-robed men squirming on the ground. They must pay for what they've done.

      “Tara. Stop. You don't want to kill them.” A body steps in fronta me, blocking the soldiers from my view.

      Of course you do, the harsh voice in my head argues. Kill them all.

      I can feel the moment my Chi releases them, however. The invisible cord connecting us is suddenly severed and snaps back into my body like stretched elastic. I actually recoil from the impact, gasping for air as I stumble. Strong brown hands steady me, preventing me from falling as Ben's face swims into focus.

      “Ben,” I croak as my eyes flick from his face to the men on the ground. Thank gods Ben stopped me. But was he too late? Do I have more blood on my hands?

      No. They ain't dead. Badly injured, but not dead. They twitch and jerk, moaning in pain as they fight to breathe. The villagers react quickly to their miraculous rescue. Taking advantage of the Army's immobility, all the iron shooters are snatched up and turned on their owners faster than a wolfling on an injured hog.

      I struggle to cover my weakness. The intense surge of power has left me shaking and fighting against the desire to simply slump to my knees. Instead, I stiffen my spine and force myself to walk toward the leader as he kneels in the dirt, shooters pointing at him from every direction. He's tougher than I gave him credit for. Already I can see the bruises forming around his neck, but he stares at me defiantly as he watches me approach. I ain't gonna lie; a slight thrill at defeating him passes over me, and it’s all I can do to stop myself from gloating, “I warned you.” But I don't. Instead, he speaks first.

      “May as well kill me now, Abomination. There's nothing I will tell you.” His voice is raspy and raw but filled with anger.

      “No.” I shake my head. “I won't kill you. Whether you live or die ain't my choice. It belongs to the villagers. Your fate lies in the hands of the people you've tortured and stolen from all these years.”

      I look around at the faces of the people I just saved. They contain a variety of emotion: anger, hatred, shock, and disbelief. The young woman they dragged away earlier spits on the leader as she makes her way to her young man still lying in a pool of his own blood. He stirs as she reaches his side, and she helps him sit up. I’m glad to see he ain’t dead after all.

      “They killed two of us today and would have killed us all if you hadn't shown up, New Blood.” An old woman holds her claimed weapon close to the soldier’s head, and I swear I can see her finger just twitching against the trigger. “They've already decided their fate.”

      I give a nod of respect to the woman. “So be it, Old Mother.”

      I don't like the decision since the thought of more death turns my stomach. But I understand the reasoning. If hatred and revenge ain't reason enough, their own protection necessitates it. If any of these soldiers were to remain alive and get back to the Prezedant, the village wouldn't stand a chance. They'd be wiped out in the blink of an eye. This way if the soldiers were to mysteriously vanish with no trace, then maybe it won't come back on the village.

      “Stand up, devil spawn,” she snarls at the soldier with a strength belying her years, and he's pulled to his feet with the aid of a couple more villagers. The other soldiers are herded his way until they form a tight circle surrounded by their intended victims.

      Jax comes to join me, standing at my shoulder and holding that damn cylinder of serum.

      “You okay?” he whispers at me and I nod.

      “Thanks for makin' sure I didn't get stuck with that.”

      “You're welcome. Thanks for keeping us alive. How did you know your plan would work?”

      “I didn't,” I whisper back, ignoring his shocked look as the old lady saunters my way.

      She stands in front of me, staring, her eyes glazing over with tears now that the danger is over. Her wrinkled hand reaches my way and cups my cheek with the lightest of touches.

      “Thank you, merciful New Blood,” she chokes out.

      I grab her hand, clasping it in both of mine. “No need to thank me, Old Mother. And my name is Tara.”

      “Tara.” She smiles at me through her tears. “You've saved so many lives here today, child. How can we ever repay you?”

      “I did the easy part,” I reply, nodding my head toward the soldiers. “What has to happen next is the hard part. Are you sure your people are capable of doin' what needs to be done? Takin' a life ain't ever easy.”

      Her eyes harden at my words. “We’re capable. No need to worry. We will handle the problem so they’re never found.”

      “Then consider that payment in full. I don't envy you the task.”

      Us or them. The words echo in my head, and I glance over the soldiers, sadness heavy in my heart. I know they woulda killed all of us without a second thought, but I cain't help how I feel. Like I said, taking a life ain’t easy. It’ll come back to haunt you when you least expect it.

      The villagers start moving the soldiers away, single file. Takin' them out of the village, away from the young'uns eyes before doling out the punishment, I reckon.

      They stare straight ahead, wearing their anger like armor. Even knowing that they walk to their deaths, they show no remorse. It must be hard carrying that much hatred in your heart. If they even have hearts. The leader stops suddenly in front of me, and Jax steps forward, but I hold him back with a slight wave of my hand. The leader’s eyes lock with mine, and they are so filled with hate and contempt that it almost takes my breath away.

      “You truly believe you can win, New Blood? You truly believe a lowly mutant such as yourself can beat the Prezedent? The chosen leader of our world?”

      I shake my head at him. “No. I don't think I can beat him at all. But we can. The mutants, the slaves, the oppressed. I believe we're gonna take him down. Too bad you won't be around to see it.”

      “You are a fool,” he hisses before a shove from a villager starts his momentum again. I watch them walk away, my heart heavy with the fear that he may just be right.
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      My body shakes and convulses, and my bones jar so badly I think they're gonna come right outta my skin. I ain't ever been this shook up in my life. And the constant thrumming of the… what did Belle call it? The engine? The constant hum of the engine is like poison to my ears, corroding my eardrums. Shizen. Why on earth did I agree to ride in this mechanical contraption?

      And what was I thinking trusting in Belle when she said she could drive this thing she called a truck? Just because she’s been in one before don't mean she can control it. My stomach threatening to come outta my mouth with every rut we hit on the ass-fault proves that much. I don't care how much faster we can travel in this veacal; I'd much rather be walking. I look over at Jax sitting beside me, hoping he's as sick as I am, but the grin covering his face from ear to ear tells me he's enjoying this a lot more than I am. The jackass.

      He catches my eye, and the childlike laughter that explodes outta him annoys me even more so than his grin.

      “What's the matter, Tara? You look positively green. Isn't this great?”

      “No, it ain't great,” I grit through my teeth, trying hard not to puke. “Nuthin' about this is great. Travelin’ inside this mechanical monster ain't natural, I tell ya.”

      We hit another rut, and the truck dips, causing my stomach to flip-flop. I swallow the bile in the back of my throat.

      “Shizen, Belle. Are you hittin' the holes on purpose? It ain't like they ain't big enough to see.”

      She averts her dark gaze from the road in fronta us and flashes her horse teeth at me. “I said I could drive this truck. I didn't say I'd be good at it.”

      “Then whadda you doin' lookin' at me?” I yell in panic. “Look at the road! Look at the road! There's another ho—”

      We hit the crater hard, and I bounce offa the seat, smashing my head into the top of the metal roof. A chorus of yells from the back of the truck has me worried for the boys riding back there. Here in this front part at least Belle, Jax, and me are confined somewhat, but back there they must be bouncing around like apples in a barrel.

      “Hey.” I bang my hand against the little window along the back behind our heads. “You guys all right back there?”

      The slot is yanked open almost immediately, and Ben's light brown eyes come into view.

      “No, we ain't all right. What the Shizen are you guys doin'? We need to stop now.” His attention gets pulled away by something I cain't see. “Beanie! Don't you dare. Don't you puke… awwww man.” Ben's face pales as his watery eyes come back to me. “You may wanna toss that slingbag away, Tara. Just sayin'.” He starts gagging at something I cain’t see, and my own retching acts up again. Slamming the window shut so I cain't hear them anymore, I growl at Belle, “Stop this damn thing now.”

      Thankfully, she does as I command. I bowl Jax over trying to get out of the metal box and into some fresh air. Beanie bolts outta the back and hightails it into the shrubs lining the side of the road. His retching causes my stomach to roll, and I bend over, place my hands on my knees for support, and breathe in deep through my nose. I will not be sick. I will not.

      “You okay, Tara?” Jax places his hand on my shoulder, but I shrug it off with a growl.

      “Let’s take the truck, he says. It'll be fun, he says.” I close my eyes and suck in air as another wave of nausea washes over me. “Guess what, Jax? This? This ain't fun.”

      “Are we dyin', Mistress?” Beanie wails at me from the shrubbery before giving into another noisy bout of vomiting.

      “Please, Beanie, stop,” I yell in my head, but I don't say it out loud. I'm too focused on keeping my own stomach contents inside.

      “You're not dying, Beanie,” Jax replies, and I swear I can hear underlying amusement in his voice. Is he actually laughing at us? I send a sharp glare his way, and the smile hovering around his lips disappears under the guise of a cough. “Sorry, had a tickle in my throat,” he adds with fake contrition.

      “Sometimes, I really don't like you, Jax,” I whine, but without too much heat. I'm too ill to rag him out at the moment.

      “What you two are experiencing is motion sickness, I'm guessing. I've heard about this before. Movement of the truck is messing with your senses, throwing you off balance. Making you feel sick. Nothing a few mint leaves won't cure.”

      “Aye, I know that. What idiot don’t? But do you happen to have some mint leaves?” I question, irritated.

      “No. But I'd be willing to bet we can find some around here. Why don't we take a break, have a bite to eat, and then Talbert and I will track down something to make you feel better.”

      “Aye, Mistress,” Talbert agrees. “There's all sorta plants in da sand lands good for stomach ailments, there is. We'll 'ave ya fixed up in no time. You too, Bean, ol' chap.”

      I don't argue. It's too much effort.

      By the time the fire is stoked and we have some corn and taters from the back of the truck boiling, I'm actually starting to feel a little better. Even Beanie ain't puking no more, but he's still as pale as the night's full moon. Jax, true to his word, finds us some mint leaves to chew on. As much as his fake compassion irritates me, the leaves do seem to help.

      Climbing back into that metal beast don't appeal, but I know we gotta do it. The incident at the village has put all the villagers at risk. They get caught with this veacal anywhere near ‘em they may as well kiss their butts goodbye. It’ll be much safer for all if this thing gets lost in the mountains along with the rest of us. Besides, the contents will feed our growing population real good for a bit. And it’s just a side perk that we get to steal back from the soldiers what they stole from the sand landers.

      “How much farther we gotta travel in that thing?” Beanie asks as he points to the metal box and shudders.

      “Not much.” Jax looks up from digging another ear of corn outta the pot. “We're making good time. I'm thinking we can make it back into the mountains before dark. It’ll take a bit longer since I want to hide our tracks. When the Prezedant’s men come to look for the missing soldiers—and they will—we don’t want to have left any trace behind.

      The head soldier back there said something about this being quarterly raid. That’s tax time. Every four months the whole sand lands start crawling with his men, stealing and taking what doesn’t belong to them. We don’t want them to be able to track us, so we’ll take the old raider wagon trail to get to the village. It’ll take us a little longer, but at least the trail is rock, not soil and well-hidden at that. We won’t have to waste time covering our tracks.”

      I glance up from my bowl, surprised by Jax’s comment. “Every four months? They collect taxes that much?”

      He nods. “Aye. It didn’t use to be that often. But with his new supply of machines able to travel quicker and farther, it’s become more common over the years. And they don’t care if the rains haven’t come or if the traps are all empty. You better have your quota, or they take it in flesh. Usually, the young’uns pay the price.”

      Once again, I’m reminded how lucky Ben and I had been growing up in Rivercross. We never experienced that cruelty or fear. Grada and the old folk had protected us from that. The rest of the sand landers ain’t been as lucky. I go back to my food, but it don’t taste near as good now that Jax’s words are lying heavy in my stomach.

      We eat in silence for a while before Belle speaks up. “You guys know we’re in serious trouble with this, right?”

      “Nah, it uh ‘e o’ay,” I answer through my mouthful of food, trying to reassure her and ignoring Jax’s head shake of disgust and puzzlement.

      “What? Swallow your damn food.”

      I chew and do as he says. “I said it’ll be okay. By the look of the supplies in the back of the truck, the soldiers made a few stops before they hit that village. The Army won’t have a clue as to when or where they disappeared. You ain’t gotta worry about the Prezedant’s men, Belle.”

      The girl stares back at me in surprise. “It ain’t the Prezedant’s men I’m worried about. We have you around for that. You seem to be able to hold your own with that lot. It’s Mack who scares me. He’s gonna be royally pissed when you come back with this truck. You do realize that, right?”

      Shizen. She ain’t wrong. Last thing I promised Mack was to stay out of trouble. No doubt I can call what happened “trouble.” And I was in the thick of it.

      “Well, maybe he’ll be so excited by the supplies and truck, he won’t bother to question where we got it?”

      The laughter that follows don’t make me feel the least bit better.
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      Not wanting to drive the truck straight into the village and spook the lookouts into shooting at us, we stop some ways outside and send Beanie in to warn them about what we’re bringing in. I ain’t sure how Mack is gonna react, but he’s the first face I see as we climb outta the truck. Him, Ernst, Busher, and a small group of guards form a wall between us and the scared villagers, keeping the crowd a safe distance away from the metal monster. They look terrified, even with knowing it’s us inside the thing. I don’t blame ‘em. We just made the thing that probably haunts their dreams—like it does mine—a reality. If I had a choice, I wouldn’t go anywhere near it either.

      Belle was right about Mack. He ain’t looking none too happy. The veins are bulging in his neck, and his one good eye is threatening to pop right outta his head, I swear.

      “Explain.” The word is harsh and tells me all I need to know. He’s pissed something fierce.

      He don’t interrupt as Jax recounts the incident at the village. He merely stares while cracking his knuckles and looking like he has a real foul taste in his mouth. He sends a glare my way at the mention of my using my Chi against the soldiers, but still don’t speak. Finally, Jax’s voice tapers off leaving nuthin’ but silence. Not a gasp or cough or shuffle from anybody. Not even a peep from any of my crew. Like they can tell Mack is a walking powder keg, and they don’t wanna be the spark.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Mack’s sudden roar shatters the silence, and I nearly jump outta my own skin. “I can’t believe… how stupid… you bunch of blubbering idiots…” His furious gaze moves over every one of us, making sure we know we’re all included in that general observation.

      I sneak a look at Jax, raising a brow. Shizen. The man’s so mad he cain’t even finish a thought. I mean, that’s pretty mad. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone that angry. Not even Grada, and I sure as heck tested his patience more than once. Like the time I didn’t heed his warning and went on a boar hunt without my bow and—

      “Well, are you going to answer me or not?”

      Beanie nudges my arm and hisses at me through the corner of his mouth. “Mistress. Mistress. Mack is askin’ ya a question.”

      Crap. My mind was wandering, and I didn’t hear him. What did he say? I look around at the faces of my accomplices, but they’re all either staring at the ground or up at the orange glow of the evening sky. Anywhere but at me. No help to be found there. Some friends.

      “Ummm… maybe… aye?” I’m hoping what he asked is a yes or no question. I got a fifty-fifty chance of getting it right, if so.

      “Aye? I ask you how this mess of insanity occurred, and you answer with maybe and aye? You’re not even paying attention?”

      Okay, so, it wasn’t a yes or no question. My bad.

      “You were supposed to be hunting. Out in the middle of nowhere. How the hell do you find trouble so easily? And the gods forbid you walk the other way. No, you have to jump in feet first up to your neck. Did you even stop to think of the consequences? What if there were more soldiers? What if you didn’t get them all and they followed you? What if you led them straight to us? Did you stop to think about that?”

      “Aye, we did. We ain’t idiots.” I ignore Mack’s snort of derision. “We were careful. We covered our tracks, kept an eye out. No one saw us, trust me.”

      “Oh, just like I was to trust that you would keep your nose clean out there? Forgive me if I don’t feel totally at ease with that.” He turns his baleful glare on to the two standing on my right. “As for you two, last thing I ordered you to do was to keep her out of trouble. Instead, you lead her into it like a horse to water. Some guards you are.”

      I can see Beanie and Talbert flinch at Mack’s unjustified accusation, and my temper gets the better of me.

      “Hey, yell at me all you want, but leave those two outta this. They only did what I forced ‘em to do and protected me when I needed it. They did their job.”

      “Tara,” I hear Jax’s warning, but like always, my mouth has a mind of its own and it keeps ranting.

      “And another thing, I cain’t understand why you’re so upset. I mean, not only did we bring back a truck fulla supplies, but we got one of his trucks. That’s gotta hurt him a bit, losin’ the truck and the men. It’s a win for us.”

      Mack’s sarcastic “ha” makes me think he ain’t persuaded by my argument. “Really? You think taking one of his trucks will make a difference? He has dozens of those things. Along with tanks. Taking one is like taking a single piece of straw out of a bale of hay. A very miniscule win to say the least.”

      “Well, what was I supposed to do, Mack?” My ire kicks up another notch at his irrationality. “Let those villagers die? They woulda died because of me. I cain’t let that happen. Not anymore. Enough people have died already because of me.”

      “And hundreds more probably will.” Ernst steps our way, staring me down with disdain. “That’s the casualty of war. We do what we have to do to stop him, and you need to stay the hell away from him and his men until you are ready to fully—”

      “No.”

      He pauses, not believing I dared to speak to him that way, but I’m done with this argument.

      “No more death. I’m tired of death, and I ain’t gonna stand by and let it happen anymore. You and Mack can lecture me all you want about trainin’ and controllin’ my Chi with time, but what good is it if I ain’t gonna help those who need my help now? Am I supposed to let people die until you lot decide when I’m ready to fight back?”

      Mack’s lips flap a couple of times like a fish outta water before settling into a grimace. “So, you think defeating some of his men, stealing one of his supply trucks, and almost getting yourself killed in the process is going to help how?”

      I throw my hands up in confusion. “I dunno, Mack. But it sure as hell might put a wrinkle in his plan, and that’s the most we’ve done lately. Plus, it gave me an idea. The army guy called the attack on the village quarterly raid. Jax says they do this every four months. That means more of his veacals are out there right now, crawlin’ over the sand lands and takin’ from every village they can. Why cain’t we return the favor? If you say takin’ only one truck ain’t gonna bother him too much, then why don’t we take ‘em all? That’s surely gonna hurt, not to mention put a dent in his supplies for his army.”

      Mack looks like he’s gonna yell some more, but as my words register, I can see a glint forming in his one eye. He stares over at Ernst, and the little smile playing about the old man’s lips is unmistakable.

      “Maybe she’s not as dense as she appears,” Ernst mumbles to Mack, and I throw him an offended look.

      “I heard that, you mule turd.”

      “I think you’re right,” Mack answers back, and I switch my glare his way.

      “I heard that too.”

      “Unless he’s changed it, I know the supply route.” Mack keeps talking, ignoring my whining. I can see the cogs turning in his mind, and I know I started a fire. “It’ll be dangerous, though. They won’t give up those trucks without a fight.”

      “As to be expected,” Jax chimes in, surprising me. “But Tara’s right. We do need a plan, and sitting here on our haunches waiting is not a plan. How can we call ourselves rebels if we don’t rebel?”

      “The boy has a good point.” Busher nods his gigantic head Jax’s way. “The longer we sit here doing nothing, the stronger he grows. We need to act. Drive some sort of thorn in his side. My people are spread everywhere in the sand lands. All they need is my word to launch an attack on his metal machines. He depends on those taxes to feed his massive army. Without them, it will weaken his soldiers.”

      Mack stares at the ground for a bit, scratching his chin. “The plan does seem to have some merit. It could work. We will have to discuss much, though.”

      “Guys! Hey, guys! I didn’t know you were back.” Finn comes running at us from the other side of the village, busting through the group of guards easily enough with Cat since she makes them practically jump outta her way. He falters a bit when he sees the veacal up close, but his eyes open wide and dance with excitement. Whatever ill grudge he’s held against me this past week for not letting him tag along on the trip like he wanted has been forgotten at the sight of the truck.

      “Holy smokes. Is that what I think it is? How did you get that? Did you steal it? Was there a fight? Did you use your Chi, Tara? Did you call up a sandstorm like before? What happened to the soldiers? Man, I wish I had been there. I miss all the good stuff.” He finally stops to take a breath, and I feel all my anger drain away at just seeing his pouting, freckled face. Finn always has that calming effect on me.

      “Suck your bottom lip in ‘fore you trip over it,” I tease. “It really ain’t that excitin’ of a story. I’ll tell you about it later, if you like.”

      He nods, his red tousled hair bobbing up and down. “Okay. Thomas and Jane will love it, too, I bet. They cain’t wait to see ya.”

      What did he just say? Thomas and Jane? They’re here? Finn, on the receiving end of my disbelieving confusion, babbles on. “Didn’t Mack tell ya? Geez, Mack.” He sends a scowl of reproach towards the one-eyed man. “Jonas and Tater got back this mornin’ with ‘em. Both of ‘em, Tara.”

      My knees go weak at Finn’s words as my eyes search out Mack’s. He nods in confirmation, even has the decency to look a bit ashamed at not telling me earlier that they had found my kin. I should be pissed at him, I reckon, but my heart only has room for the happiness blooming there right now as my eyes find Ben over the top of Finn’s head.

      “Ben,” is all I manage before he grabs Finn’s shoulder and shakes him none too gently.

      “Why you still standin’ here, Finn? Take us to ‘em.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Reunion

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know who’s the first to bawl, me or Ben, but the familiar sight of the two reed-thin waifs waiting inside Ernst’s shanty with Tater has us both blubbering like young’uns with skinned knees. Their eyes regard our appearance with dull suspicion at first, like they cain’t quite believe we’re here. But then Jane shrieks and moves. The tiny, flaxen-haired girl flies at me, nearly knocking me offa my feet as she wraps her skinny arms around my neck.

      “Tara… Ben…” her voice tapers off as emotion overcomes her. Her arms tighten round my neck as Thomas latches onto me as well from the other side. Ben pulls all three of us into his arms, wrapping us in his embrace. The four of us huddle in our tight circle. No words are said. They don’t need to be. The last remaining Rivercross kin finally together. We found each other at last.

      “I’m so glad to see ya. I didn’t think anybody else was left alive after they took Ben away,” Thomas finally speaks, but his words break off as a sob racks his frail body, and I pull him even closer.

      “Hush now. We’re here, and we’re never lettin’ you outta our sight again.”

      I don’t know how long we stand that way, just crying and hugging. Not wanting to let go. Cat, deciding she’s been left out long enough, tries to join in on the hug, and her big head barrels us over as she tries to get in between us.

      “Cat,” I yell at her, but she responds by licking my face with her rough, blue tongue. “Ugh. Stop. How many times I gotta tell ya to not do that?”

      Finn’s laughter echoes close to my ear as he decides he needs in on the action, and he falls into us, finally knocking us off of our feet, and we all hit the floor.

      “Finn. What the… Cat, get offa me,” Ben yells at the big beast, but she takes no offense. Instead, she rolls over onto her back, four paws in the air, and begging for a belly rub. Finn cain’t resist and gives in to her demand.

      “Awwww, you silly animal.”

      Glad the cat is otherwise occupied, I get to my feet, pulling Jane and Thomas with me.

      “Come. Sit.”

      Herding them both to the bench in front of the burning fire in the hearth, I sit with one of the young’uns on either side of me. They are still clasping my hands tight, like they’re afraid if they let go, they’ll wake up to find it’s all a dream.

      “When Tater said he was bringin’ us to you and Ben, we didn’t dare believe it.” The glow of the flickering flame only enhances the dark bruises under Thomas’s eyes and down the one side of his face, which is unspoken evidence of what he’s endured these past months, and my heart hurts something fierce thinking about it. “Jane thought it were just another cruel joke. The tavern owner liked to do cruel things to us all the time.” He glances over at his younger sister, and their eyes communicate the hurtful memories between them. I catch my lip between my teeth, trying hard not to break down again. I cain’t even imagine what horrors they’ve been through.

      I glance over at Tater. The little man has stayed unusually quiet throughout the whole reunion, and I’m surprised to see his eyes are shiny and wet with his own tears.

      “Thank you, Tater,” is all I say, but my words are filled with infinite gratitude. He makes a whole production of clearing his throat and blinking rapidly up at the ceiling like he got something caught in his eye. Finally, he stops blinking and looks my way.

      “Yes, well, the tavern owner was a horrid beast of a man. A brutish, foul-smelling, ignoramus. He didn’t want to give them up willingly. Lucky for us, Ernst has deep pockets, and I am a masterful negotiator. I’m only sorry I didn’t manage to procure the third child from his greedy, vile grasp.”

      “A third young’un?” I question the half man, but it’s Jane who answers me.

      “Aye, our friend Conner. The master brought him to work with us a while back.”

      Jane’s innocent words fill me with instant anger. “You have no master. Don’t ever call that disguistin’ man by that name ever again.”

      She flinches away from my heated words, and I’m filled with guilt at scaring her so badly. Softening my tone, I squeeze her hand in encouragement. “I’m sorry, Jane. I don’t mean to alarm you. You’re free now. Safe. You don’t need to call anyone master ever again. Okay? Now finish your tale.”

      She nods in understanding. “Well the… man who ran the tavern, he brought Conner to live with us too. At first we couldn’t tell because he had a shaved head, but after his hair grew in, he reminded us of you, Tara. He had the same white stripes in his hair. I reckon it angered the mas… the man. Soon as those white stripes started to show, Conner would disappear for a day and then come back covered in welts and a shaved head again.”

      Her big eyes turn my way, filled with pleading. “He was so brave. He never cried. Not like me. And he always tried to protect us. Even when me or Thomas messed up, he always took the blame and the beatin’ for us. It ain’t fair that he’s still there. Can you save Conner too, Tara? He’s our friend.”

      My mind immediately goes back to the boy I’d seen for sale in the market in Littlepass. The boy who seemed to talk right in my head. I know deep down in my gut he and this Conner are one and the same. And I was too yellow-bellied at the time to help him. If I had I woulda found Jane and Thomas sooner, no doubt. I woulda saved them and the boy from all that suffering and pain. I didn’t do anything.

      But I need to now. I need to save this boy who had protected my kin when I didn’t, and I make an instant promise to myself to go back for Conner. Don’t matter that this young’un ain’t my kin; it’s my duty now. Besides that, nobody deserves to live every day in pain and fear.

      “I promise,” I say to her, and it seems to ease her apprehension.

      “Tara.” I look up at Ernst’s voice in surprise. I ain’t even realized he and Mack and Jax had followed us here. He looks irked with me, like usual. “I don’t think you’re in any position to be making promises—”

      “You guys hungry?” I interrupt Ernst and smile down at the young’uns. They nod at the same time as a, “Yeah,” comes from the bottomless pit known as Finn. “Finn, why don’t you take Jane and Thomas to the kitchen and fetch ‘em something to eat? Then take ‘em to our shanty. There’s a couple of extra straw mats and blankets stacked by the hearth. Help ‘em bed down for the night. Can ya do that for me?”

      Finn’s chest puffs up at the task I’ve just asked of him. “Aye. Me and Cat will take good care of ‘em, Tara. Don’t you worry none.”

      I know he’s as good as his word as I watch the three of them leave, Cat close on their heels. I wait until the shanty door shuts behind them before I whirl on Ernst.

      “Let’s get one thing straight. There ain’t nuthin’ in this world I wouldn’t do for my kin, and you don’t get to have a say in that, understand? You can preach to me about fightin’ and controllin’ my Chi all day long, and I’ll listen but this? My kin? You don’t tell me what I cain’t promise ‘em.”

      I know where my anger is coming from. It stems from the guilt of knowing what my young kin endured these past few months, and I wasn’t there for ‘em. They had suffered and felt pain more than I can imagine while I’d been staying in Mack’s fancy house in Skytown, with plenty to eat and people at my beck and call. I shoulda been there for ‘em. I shoulda helped that boy. I shoulda found ‘em sooner. But I didn’t. I failed ‘em; the ones I loved the most.

      “Easy, Tara.” Jax puts a constraining hand on my arm. “All Ernst is trying to say is you shouldn’t get their hopes up—”

      “I don’t care what he’s tryin’ to say. And why you defendin’ him?” I shake off his hand, wishing I could shake off my unjustified anger as easily.

      “Because I happen to agree with him,” he answers. “You have enough on your plate with the training and now this new plan to overtake his machines and starve his army. You can’t make promises to go running off and save someone you don’t even know.”

      Confusion bounces around inside of me along with anger and guilt, all fighting for dominance. The anger wins again. “But that’s what y’all are askin’ me to do.” I glare at him like he’s the unreasonable one. “Y’all want me to go off and save thousands of people I don’t know. Why should I? Why should I help any of you and continue on with this stupid plan? If I couldn’t even protect them, how do you expect me to protect anyone? Why shouldn’t Ben and I just take Jane and Thomas and Finn and disappear into the sand lands and leave all of you to fend for yourselves?”

      “Because that is not the Tara you are anymore,” Ernst says simply as he steps toward me. “This new Tara is no coward. She cares about the people. She cares about the slaves, and the mutants, and the innocents. She knows what the Prezedant is doing is cruel and wrong, and she will do whatever she can to help stop it. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have risked her life to help save a bunch of villagers she didn’t even know. Just like your mother would have done.”

      His words don’t reassure me. In fact, they magnify my anger. I ain’t anything like my ma. I don’t have her strength or compassion. And the voice in my head today shrieking at me to kill the soldiers at the village tells me there’s a whole lot more of Ernst’s murderous blood running through my veins than my ma’s. That scares me more than anything.

      “You don’t know me at all, old man, so don’t pretend to try. It’s a waste of both of our time.”

      I don’t wait for his reaction. I brush by them all and out into the cool quiet of the mountain night.
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      The full moon hangs heavy and bloated in the inky sky, highlighting the stones and boulders that dot the landscape below and making them look like stealthy creatures just waiting to attack. But I know each and every one of their shadows intimately now. There’s nuthin’ to fear from those shadows. This is my escape spot. My place to be alone and think. I’ve been here often in the past few weeks. I’m as much a part of the shadows as the rocks are.

      The night breeze cools my hot skin as it whistles along the slopes and through the craggy cliffs, bringing with it the throat-tickling odor of distant smoke from the village. The wind’s lonesome echo matches my mood: sad and forlorn.

      I hate myself for feeling this way. I should be ecstatic. Jane and Thomas were brought back to us—alive, if not entirely well. I should be over the bloody moon. But instead all I can think of is how I failed ‘em and the young’un from the market. Proving to me how insignificant I really am in this wh ole scheme of things. Mack was right. Just by taking a truck does not a victory make. We cain’t beat someone as powerful as the Prezedant. Who am I trying to kid? Why am I pretending to myself that I can make a difference?

      Sighing, I pull my knees up to my chest and wrap my arms around my shins. Boy, what I wouldn’t give to be back in Rivercross right now, with nuthin’ to worry over other than what me and Grada would cook for supper.

      I hear Jax approaching long before I see him. The sound of his muffled cussin’ as he loses his footing and the small rocks clattering down the rise behind me announces his arrival. He pauses for a bit once he reaches the top, peering through the darkness for me, I reckon. Once he spots me, he heads my way and plops himself down on the cold ground beside me.

      “You know, we have perfectly fine shanties with comfy seats next to toasty, warm fires. For the life of me, I don’t understand what attracts you to this butt-freezing ridge for hours at a time.”

      “The privacy,” I emphasize, but he either plays dumb or just chooses to ignore me. Either way, I got company whether I like it or not.

      He sits beside me in silence, staring up at the moon, his head cocked to the side. Finally, he asks, “Sooooo, you wanna tell me what that was all about back there, because I feel it was a bit uncalled for.”

      I shift my eyes straight ahead. “Nope.”

      “Nope, you don’t wanna tell me, or nope, it wasn’t uncalled for?”

      “Aye,” I say bluntly.

      “Soooo, is that aye for the first option? Or the second? Because I’m not sure.”

      “The first,” I snap. “And the second. Well, both I reckon. Why are you even here?” I finally swivel to look at him, not even bothering to try and hide my annoyance.

      “Because somebody had to check on you, and I drew the short straw.” I can see his white teeth gleaming at me through the darkness.

      “You’re a real jackass, you know that?”

      “Hmmm, so you’ve said. But this isn’t about me right now. What happened back there for you to turn? One minute you want to cut the Prezedant’s feet out from under him by ambushing his supply routes, and the next minute you want to take the kids and run off to the sand lands. I almost got whiplash watching you change your mind.”

      I seal my lips tight in a grimace and stare back at the moon. What’s the point of telling him? He ain’t gonna understand.

      “You can give me the silent treatment as long as you like, but I’m not leaving.”

      “Then I will,” I huff at him as I try to get to my feet but he grabs my arm, stopping me.

      “Look, let’s just make this easy for both of us. I know something is bothering you. Mack and Ernst know too, and they’re not going to let it go until you spill the beans. If this new idea of ours is going to work, we need you fully committed and on board. What happened today between the time of warrior Tara and spineless Tara?”

      “Spineless? That’s a bit harsh, ain’t it?”

      “Meh. You can handle it.” He shrugs at me. “Now, spill it.”

      “Fine.” I sigh as I plop down beside him again. I run my hand over the back of my neck, trying to organize my thoughts. “Just when I start to think you people may be right and I can make a difference in this stupid rebellion, I get slapped with a rude awakenin’, and I realize I’m not who y’all think I am.”

      I glance over at him, but he just twirls a finger at me telling me to go on. “That boy Jane was talking about? Conner? I seen him at the market flesh tradin’ just ‘fore you found me in that alley. He… he spoke to me in my head, and I knew right away he was like me. He begged me to help me. But I didn’t. I walked away. I was too scared.”

      I can feel the heat of shame creeping up my cheeks but I keep talking. “If I had helped him, I woulda found Jane and Thomas sooner. I woulda saved ‘em from the horror their lives musta been these past few months. I woulda saved that boy from countless beatin’s and pain. Instead, I was livin’ the life of luxury in Skytown, going to stupid teas and balls. I was a yellow-bellied coward. And I’m scared I’m gonna be again. I’m scared the next time it’ll be you, or Finn, or Ben, or someone else I love that I walk away from, and I cain’t have that happen.”

      Shizen. The words are outta my mouth before I even realize what I’m saying. I sneak a look his way again, hoping he don’t pick up on what I said. But of course, it’s Jax. He notices everything.

      “Someone else you love?” he questions.

      I can feel the wave of embarrassment rushing over my body, and I’m glad for the darkness.

      “You know what I mean. My crew. You and Finn and Tater and Ben and Mack… you’re all like my kin now.”

      “I see.” I swear he lets the awkward silence between us linger a lot longer than it needs to. “So, you mean you think of me like a brother or an uncle?”

      “Did I say that? No, I mean… I don’t know what I mean. Why you askin’ me such foolishness?”

      “Because you said you love me.”

      “I didn’t say I love you.”

      “Aye, that’s exactly what you said.”

      “No.”

      “But you did.”

      “No, I said everybody, like in all of you and….oh, just forget it.”

      His quiet laughter reverberates down my spine. But thankfully, he lets it drop. “Tara, why do you doubt yourself? What happened to Jane and Thomas is not your fault. None of it is your fault. All fault lies with the Prezedant. I have never known anyone as brave or courageous or stubborn as you. Let go of the guilt and doubt and embrace what you are. What we all know you are. The powerful New Blood that will bring him down.”

      “Do you really believe that, Jax?” My quiet question almost gets carried away by the wind, but he hears it and nods my way. I’m truly moved by his words and belief in me, and I cain’t stop the tears that well up again. Irritated by my weakness, I rub my eyes with the back of my hand ‘fore Jax notices my foolishness.

      “If only it were that easy.” I sigh.

      “I didn’t say it would be easy. It won’t be easy. Just like the decision I’ve come to tonight and what I’m about to tell you.”

      Whereas his earlier words brought tears to my eyes, these words bring a sickness to the pit of my gut. “So, you didn’t draw a short straw after all, did ya? You came up here to tell me somethin’.”

      “Aye, not gonna lie.” He turns to me, and even in the pale light, I can see how strained his face is. “There’s a second reason why I’m up here freezing my butt off. Something’s been on my mind ever since we came across those soldiers in the village this morning. As much as I don’t want to leave you right now, I need to. It’s quarterly raid, Tara. I need to check on my ma and Skye and the rest of the villagers. To make sure they’re okay. I need to go back and help protect Gray Valley.”
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      The fire pulses through my veins, competing with the heat scorching the top of my head from the blazing sun. I let it flow effortlessly through my body and watch as the small dirt devil whirls and sways to my command. Even with all the practicing Ernst has had me do and the things I’ve already inexplicably done, this power still amazes me with each passing day. I familiarize myself with it, my body adjusting to the power.

      Ernst has been teaching me to control the Chi by focusing on my target. Before my power had been explosive acts elicited by my high emotions, but this display is controlled and wielded. The vortex of debris and stone is moving exactly like I picture in my head, yet I cain’t help trying to mold it with my hands. It’s like moving my hands help me focus on the control. My hands keep in time with the whirlwind as it skips across the parched, cracked soil toward my leaning target of boulders.

      “Shizen, Tara. Are you controllin’ that thing?”

      The voice breaks my intense concentration and the eddy dissipates, raining down rocks and sand into a harmless pile of nuthin’.

      “I didn’t know you was gettin’ so good at it. Do it again.” Finn’s eyes are shiny with excitement and ease my irritation at being interrupted.

      My voice ain’t as sharp when I answer, “What part of I wanna be alone did you not get?”

      He waves a hand at me in dismissal as he and Cat approach. “You always say that, but I know you don’t mean me. Do it again.”

      His conviction amuses me. Raising my hands again, I slowly open the floodgates of my Chi. It leeches into my skin, and I can feel the energy snapping between my curled fingers as the dirt devil rises up in fronta us. I picture it growing in my head, whipping it into a frenzy. It dances around for a bit, hopping over the ground like skipping rocks. Finn’s squeal of glee encourages me to do more. Pushing out with my hands, I send it straight toward the towering pillar of stone. The loud crack that hits my ears as the rock shatters into a thousand pieces makes me wince. By the time the dust filled air settles, me and Finn and Cat are covered in the gritty powder.

      “Hoooo-ly,” Finn drawls as he shakes the dust out of his hair. “That was freakin’ awesome!”

      The grin that coves my face is just as big as his. “Aye. It kinda was.”

      “Cat. Did you see that?”

      Cat responds by shaking the dust out of her fur, covering us with even more grime, then proceeds to start licking herself clean. I reckon she ain’t half as impressed as Finn.

      “Tara. Finn.”

      The voice carries from around the rocky hill separating me from the truck and my companions. Finn stops grinning at Jax’s yell, and his eyes open wide like he just remembered something.

      “Oh, yeah, Jax sent me to fetch ya. We’re gettin’ ready to move out.”

      Typical Finn. Side tracked enough to forget what he was sent to do. Sighing at the thought of getting back into that mechanical monster, I follow Finn back to our rest stop.

      I know Jax was right about taking the truck. It made sense. It would get us to Gray Valley a lot quicker. He’d been surprised I wanted to go with him, and more surprised that Mack had agreed to go with us as well. But there was more to this trip than a visit to Gray Valley. We were doing what Grada used to say was killin two hogs with one slug.

      Tagging along on this trip with me and Jax and Finn and Mack are Ben, Beanie, Talbert, and Tater. Busher and a whole slew of his raiders are with us as well. Along with Belle driving the metal contraption and Cat crammed in, there’s barely room to breathe.

      But the raiders ain’t going to Gray Valley. In accordance with the plan, we were dropping ‘em off along the way, two at a time. Busher was sending ‘em off to spread the word to the pockets of raiders spread across the sand lands. Attack the Prezedant’s trucks, take ‘em out, and then bring the trucks to the mutie village on the outskirts of the sand lands.

      Mack only agreed because he knew, according to the supply route, Gray Valley wouldn’t be hit for another month or so yet. The soldiers had a routine. The southern sand lands always got taxed first since their crops matured quicker. Gray Valley was in the northern sand lands. Their crops wouldn’t be ready for another few weeks. We had plenty of time to drop Jax off at Gray Valley and head on to the mutie village in the outer lands.

      Mack and I were to be what he called emissaries. Our job was to talk the muties into accepting the trucks on to their territory and hide them for us. More importantly, we needed them to back us in our rebellion. Mack had decided the time had come to strengthen our numbers. So while we went to convert the muties, Jonas and a couple of his men were sent off to enlist the servants of Skytown. If we're gonna fight back, we needed an army ourselves.

      Mack wasn’t the least bit afraid we’d run into soldiers out that far. Not even the Prezedant’s men went out that far. Nobody went out that far. Living out there in the worst of the sand lands changed people, in more ways than one. Muties were called muties for a reason.

      As much as I’m looking forward to my mission, I’m more excited about Gray Valley. I want to see Vi again, Jax’s ma. To thank her properly. That woman healed me from a dang lot more than the gunshot wound I was suffering. She had helped me accept and get over my guilt at what I had done to those soldiers that attacked us. My first time being a killer weren’t easy. She helped me see reason. I owed her a lot, and I’m eager to tell her that.

      As we round the hill, I can see everybody waiting on us. Belle is leaning against the door of the driver’s side watching Ben, like usual, as he extinguishes the campfire. Talbert and Beanie are playing some sort of weird hand game they tell me is called “rock, paper, scissors.” It don’t make a lick of sense, but it’s how they figure out who gets to be my shadow for the next few hours.

      The raiders that are left are all gathered around Mack and Tater, and I hear a bout of laughter as the little man finishes up what I’m sure is a raunchy tale of no good. I sigh to myself. I ain’t gonna lie. I ain’t looking forward to getting back into that truck, and no amount of mint leaves makes me feel any better. But I do gotta admit, Jax is right about one thing. It sure beats walking.

      He studies us as we draw closer. “Everything okay? I thought I heard a shot?”

      “Nah, it weren’t no shot.” Finn’s head bobs in excitement. “Tara made this dirt devil, and it exploded this pile of rocks. You shoulda seen it, Jax—”

      “Finn, you wanna ride up front with Jax and Belle and Mack? I’ll take care of Cat in the back.”

      Don’t know why I interrupt the boy. Not like Jax don’t know I carry this curse, but for some reason, I don’t wanna talk about how powerful it’s becoming.

      “Aye!” he answers. He’s been nagging me to ride up front for two days now. Totally dropping what he was sayin’ to Jax, he runs for the truck door while I try to hold Cat back from following him. “No, you gotta go with me, girl.”

      I try to push her into the back of the truck, but I ain’t having much luck. She doesn’t want to let Finn outta her sight, so Talbert and Beanie hop into the truck and start pulling on her from the inside. It’s a bit of a struggle, but we finally get her in.

      “Y’all ready?” I yell out to Busher and the raiders just before a slight ting on the metal door causes me to swerve my head as a sharp pain tears through my shoulder.

      “Ow,” I cry in surprise as I look down at the rip in my coat and the blood already welling up through the fabric. “What the—”

      My words fall short as I’m grabbed by two strong hands and yanked around the side of the truck and pulled down into a crouch until I’m nose to nose with Jax. “Somebody’s shooting at us,” he whispers in answer to my crazy-eyed look.

      Shootin’ at us? Shizen. Finn. I struggle to look over Jax’s shoulder for the boy, but he’s already hunched down behind Jax’s back and hiding behind the huge wheel of the truck with Ben and Belle. My other companions ain’t stupid either. I watch as Tater and Mack, along with the raiders, scatter for cover as another round of slugs come whizzing our way. Did the Army find us?

      “Mistress?” Talbert yells from the back of the truck, but I yell back right away, “Stay in the truck. I’m okay. And keep Cat inside with you.” I don’t need any of ‘em getting shot up trying to protect me.

      “Jax,” Busher whispers to us from behind a high boulder a couple of arms spans away. “My shooter is in the back of the truck. Throw me yours. The shots are coming from the top of that ridge to the right. Mack and I have the best advantage from here.”

      Jax nods and tosses his shooter Busher’s way, but his aim is a bit off. The big man leaps out farther than he should to catch it, and another round of slugs bite into the ground missing Busher by a hair. He pulls back behind the boulder, checking himself over with frantic hands.

      “I should do somethin’,” I say to Jax. “Let me use my Chi. I can take care of them.”

      “No,” Jax’s answer is quick and firm. “Whoever that is shot at you. That means they don’t know you’re the New Blood. If you use your power, they’ll know and attack with even more force. We don’t know how many of them there are or how much firepower they’re carrying.”

      Busher, realizing he’s okay, kneels up and motions to his men crouching behind a sand dune, waving two fingers to the right and two to the left. I get the gist. Try to circle around and get behind whoever’s shootin’ at us. As soon as the men start moving out, Busher and Mack fire back at our attacker, trying to distract whoever it is. The men don’t get far. Another round of shots stirs up the ground at their feet, and they dive back to the cover of the sand dune. I guess there’s more than one attacker hiding up in those hills.

      In retaliation, Busher sends off an angry volley of slugs at our unseen enemies.

      “Dammit, Jax, I gotta do something.”

      “Throw down your weapons, you Army shites, and maybe we’ll let ya live.” The voice echoes down into our valley and is filled with arrogance. Like whoever they are, they’re well aware they have us pinned. But if they are Army, then why are they calling us Army shites?

      “We’re not Army, you yellow-bellied, mud-crawling, sandbiters.” Busher is losing patience. “So why don’t you all come out of hiding and come down here? Face us like real men. Then we’ll see who gets to live.”

      I thought for sure Busher’s name calling would only piss our attackers off, and I tense for another round of shots. But the moment of silence that follows his tirade is soon broken by an astonished question.

      “Busher? Is that you?”

      What the…? I stare over at Busher, but he looks just as confused.

      “Who’s asking?” he finally bellows, and his question is met with a loud whoopin’ and hollerin’ that is quintessentially raider. Busher’s face lights up before he answers back with the same ear bustin’ racket.

      Before I can even say, “What the shizen,” a gaggle of bodies come out of hiding and scurry down the sand dunes, the hollerin’ still happening and making ‘em sound like an invading horde. There’s no mistaken ‘em, however. They are raiders down to their painted faces and beaded hair.

      Looks to be a dozen of ‘em in all, and they greet Busher and his men with noisy excitement. Busher seems to know ‘em all, too, as he greets every single one with a bear hug.

      “Tara, Jax, Little Man, come meet my friends.”

      Tater don’t appear to be happy with Busher’s invitation. He tried to keep his distance from the giant who tended to pick him up and hug him for no reason other than he thought it funny. But he joins with me and Jax and the rest of us. Finn is the first up front since he’s more curious than a wolfing sticking his nose in a dirt dog den.

      I, on the other hand, ain’t as happy to meet these so-called friends. In fact, the pain in my arm where the slug had torn open my flesh is making me crankier by the moment. I know it’ll heal soon enough, but that ain’t the point. I pull my wrapper tighter over my head, hiding my hair. Busher may call ‘em friends, but the last set of raiders I met out in the sand lands tried to turn me in for the reward.

      “Y’all tried to kill us.” I glare at ‘em as I approach. Numerous sets of eyes turn my way.

      “No, if we had tried, you would be dead.” The others start laughing as one of ‘em speaks. “We were just having a little fun. We thought you were Army. We wanted to run you off is all and steal your things. But you can see our confusion on the matter. What are you doing with an Army machine?”

      “Now that, my friends, is a story meant to be shared over a campfire with a jug of whiskey. Ha!” Busher’s laugh echoes through the valley. “Do you so happen to have any in your possession? It has been quite a while since I’ve had the pleasure to indulge.”

      The one who seems to be the leader joins in with Busher’s laughter and clasps him on the shoulder. “Does a bird have feathers? Of course we do. I heard you were captured, old friend. And managed to escape with the help of a New Blood. Is it all true?”

      “It is. Another story to be told over a campfire, to be sure.”

      I’ve had enough of this raider reunion. I need answers. “Why did you and your men attack us if you thought we were Army? From my understandin’, raiders avoid stealin’ from the Army at all costs. You lot only steal from easier targets.”

      “That is usually the case, yes. But it’s slim pickings out here in the sand lands nowadays. No one is traveling other than the Army. And they are stripping everybody and everything bare, even us. They’ve taken out so many of our people lately…” He glances around at his men before continuing. “Word has it the Prezedant is gearing up for some huge battle… preparing his soldiers. There’s no one else we can take from other than the Army. You lot are the first travelers we’ve seen in weeks. Only thing moving out here in the sand lands is his machines.”

      Preparing for a battle. With us? I look Mack’s way and he nods, answering my silent question.

      The raider leader continues on, “Which leads me to the question, what are you all doing out here? And where are you headed?”

      Like we’re gonna tell him that. But I groan out loud as Busher don’t seem to have any qualms in spilling our plans. “The girl and her crew are on a mission to the outer lands. Me and my boys are out here looking for you lot. How many people do you have under your command right now, Dingo?”

      Dingo? Man, these raiders and their crazy names.

      “We have about eight hundred in camp as of now, some of them your men who came to us after you disappeared. Probably another four hundred or so spread out in hunting sites over the sand lands. Why do you ask?”

      “Perfect.” Busher laughs again and rubs his hands together. “The kind of numbers I want to hear.”

      At the moment, Cat who has been cooped up in the back of the truck, decides she’s tired of waiting and leaps outta the truck to land between Finn and myself. The look on the raiders’ faces woulda been comical if it weren’t for the fact that ten shooters all catch her in their cross hairs.

      “Don’t shoot,” Finn yells, jumping in fronta Cat with his young stupidity.

      “A devil cat? What the hell is a…” Dingo’s eyes narrow, and he studies our faces more carefully. “Another story circling out here in the sand lands is that the New Blood who helped save your ass is traveling with a tame devil cat. Are you telling me right now, Busher, that I’m standing in the presence of a New Blood?”

      The mood switches just like that. The air crackles with unspoken tension, and the coil of heat starts igniting in my belly, getting ready to spark. Mack takes a couple of instinctive steps my way, his hand resting on his shooter.

      “And if I were to say it is so?” Busher asks, but his soft words are underlined with a threat.

      Dingo don’t answer. He just studies us one at a time, dismissing everyone until he comes back to me. “Pull your wrapper off your head, girl.”

      “Tara, don’t,” Jax says, but I dismiss his warning. I want to see the raider’s reaction.

      I do as he says, and my white and black hair tumbles to my shoulders as I stare at him in defiance. “Happy?”

      “Well, I’ll be.” Dingo stares at me a moment longer before his painted face cracks with a wide smile. “Busher, is she really of the light? Does she have the power?”

      “She does. I’ve seen it with my own eyes,” the giant says.

      “I’d never thought I’d see the day.” Dingo’s smile grows wider in amazement. I think it’s a good sign. “Raiders, are you seeing this? There is a real, living, breathing New Blood in front of us.” He glances over at Busher. “How… what…?”

      Busher laughs then, breaking the tension, and my shoulders sag in relief as I turn my Chi down. I ain’t gonna need it.

      “It is a glorious story indeed, but one I will only share over spirits. And as you have just pointed out, the Raiders are being attacked by Army along with the sand landers. We can no longer stick our heads in the sand and pretend it doesn’t affect us. So, my brothers, are you willing to hear me out and help put a plan in motion to overthrow he who rules with a mad hand?”

      “If you mean we’re gonna take out that crazy Prezedant and his spineless Army, then, yeah, I’m in.” This from a raider who has small bones threaded through his ears. I don’t think he should be as liberal with the “crazy” word. But I’m glad to see him on board.

      Dingo and the rest nod, confirming their agreement. “You’re right, Busher. We can stay out of this fight no longer. We will stand with you and the New Blood.”

      “Excellent.” Busher slides his glance my way. “This is where we must part ways, New Blood. I have to consort with my brethren. We will do as requested and take out as many of his machines as we are able and add to our cause. We will also spread the word to let you pass through the sand lands unimpeded. Use the ash from the fire and paint a five-point star on the machine. It will be a sign to my people to avoid any more confusion and deter from attack. Hopefully, your meeting in the outer lands will acquire us many more soldiers for our battle ahead. I have the upmost faith that you will succeed.”

      Then Busher does something I ain’t expecting. He bows his head and touches his fingers to his forehead and loops them down to his chest; the sign of respect that Belle and her brother Jonas and his people had shown me on our first meeting. And even more unexpected, the rest of the raiders follow suit. I nod back, even though the display is making me uneasy.

      “Until we meet again.” And he lopes off with the rest of the raiders, his, “Now about that whiskey,” floating back to us on the breeze.

      We watch until they disappear over the sand dunes, Tater’s mumbled, “Good riddance,” letting me know where he stands on the issue. But I cain’t help the little pleased knot in my belly at Busher’s words. “Our battle,” he’d said. Our, as in not just mine alone. It somehow makes me feel a whole lot better.
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      The children of Gray Valley are the first to notice our arrival. We do the same as we did in the mountain village, leaving the truck outside and walking in so as not to incite fear in the villagers. Not that I expect anyone to attack the Army, but you never know. Stares of curiosity and fear soon turn to shouts and whoops of joy as recognition sets in.

      “Talbert! Beanie!” Young’uns of all sizes rush the two, jumping over ‘em like sandbiters. I reckon ‘em to be the last remaining survivors of the iron bones city. My heart hurts for them, but I take consolation in the fact they look healthy and happy. Jax’s ma must be taking real good care of ‘em.

      Others come barreling our way, yelling for Jax, or Finn, or Cat. They remember us well. At all the hollerin’ and hootin’, the old folk start piling out of the village, the worry etched in their faces turning into smiles. Among the folk I spot Vi right away, and she grins as she sees us. She pushes through the well-wishers and makes a beeline straight to her boy. She pulls him into a hug, and her grip is strong and sure. She finally holds him at arms length, looking him over like she expects to find something not right. I reckon she’s satisfied with what she sees since she touches his cheek once more before turning my way.

      “Tara. It is so good to see you again, child. But your arm?” She runs her fingers over my ripped, blood-stained sleeve. The concern in her soft voice makes me tear up, and I fall into her open arms.

      “I’m okay,” I assure her as I hug her tight, not wanting to let go. She just keeps me in her arms until I back away. I kinda wish I hadn’t. Now that she ain’t blocking my view, I can see Jax in the arms of another woman, and this sight draws my heart tight with pain. Sky and Jax’s embrace says it all. They know each other well and are happy to see each other. I bite my lip and turn my head, not wanting to see any more of their reunion. I don’t know why I thought it would be any different. Jax ain’t given me any idea that he still don’t think of Sky as his intended. I thought after all we had been through together that it would change their relationship. I reckon I was wrong.

      Even Tater’s rosy-faced companion comes to meet him with smiles. But after the initial greeting is over and the excitement dies down, the village old folk make their way through the crowd, straight to us. The elder’s leader is a man of undetermined age, his face browned and wrinkled by the sun. I remember meeting him once before, but unlike the others, he don’t seem to be happy to see us at all. His brow is furrowed with worry.

      “I take it, Jax, you and your companions are not here for a neighborly visit. Tell us what has brought you here.”

      Jax nods at the old man. “You’re right, Larius. There is much we need to discuss. But not here.”

      He speaks true. What we need to discuss shouldn’t be in fronta the young’uns.

      “First, we need to do something,” Jax continues. “Just outside the village is one of the Prezedant’s vehicles. Don’t worry; it is empty. We took it from the Army. But we need to hide it. It can’t be found. I was thinking we could stash it in the underground bunker where we keep supplies hidden from the soldiers. It fits a wagon through well enough; it should fit the truck no problem.”

      To the old folk’s credit, none of ‘em question why we have an Army veacal. Larius looks surprised but nods at Jax’s request.

      “Good. Belle and I will hide the machine then meet the rest of you at your home, Larius. There everything will be explained.”
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      “What were you thinking coming here, boy?”

      Larius and the other old folk are not pleased with what we have told ‘em. I ain’t quite sure what I was hoping for. Maybe some thanks that I helped save a village? Maybe some of the respect I’m used to getting now at knowing I’m a New Blood? These old folk don’t seem to be happy with any of that. In fact, most of ‘em are staring me down with disapproving glares. Like my New Blood status was gonna rub off on ‘em somehow. I glance over at Mack in surprise, but he just shakes his head at me like he’s saying, “Don’t worry about it.”

      “You need to take that veacal and her and get outta here right now.”

      Out of the six old folk sitting around the hearth in the tiny shanty, only one other and Vi are looking at me like I ain’t a piece of shite on the bottom of their boot. The rest are nodding along with the village leader’s words. Jax ain’t the least bit perturbed by his disapproval.

      “Forgive me, Larius, but did you not hear me correctly? The Prezedant has moved up tax time again, and his soldiers are crawling over the sand lands. According to Mack and his knowledge of their schedule, they will be here within a few weeks.” He glances at Mack, and Mack nods in agreement. “And it isn’t just supplies they’re after this time. They are looking for Tara, and they are not taking no for an answer. They will kill for no cause, and we need to be prepared to fight them back. Gray Valley has to be prepared to protect itself and take the soldiers down. We brought weapons. We will train you to use them. Our plan is to take the trucks and—”

      “Maybe it’s you who didn’t hear me correctly, boy.” Larius glares down his bulbous nose at Jax. “We are farmers and hunters, not fighters. The soldiers will take their taxes and leave us alone like always.”

      “They will take crops and meat more than they need. Things meant to keep our people alive. Why would you stand back and let them steal from you what you have all worked so hard for? Every year our harvest gets smaller and smaller, the game harder to find. From what I remember, we barely made it ourselves through last season with what we had, yet you gladly hand over our food without a fight. Would it be better we starve to death than die fighting for our right? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “It makes complete sense,” Larius roars back, and I can tell Jax has touched a nerve. “If we give them no cause to harm us, then they will leave us in peace.”

      “We’ve never given them cause to harm us, Larius,” Vi chimes in, and all eyes turn her way. “Yet that has never stopped them before. They do what they want. Our lives mean nothing to them. I agree with Jax. We need to put a stop to the reign of terror. Maybe this girl here can help us with that.”

      The old man peers at her through his watery eyes and tugs at his red-veined nose. “I can’t believe you, of all people, feel this way, Vi. You do remember what happened when another New Blood resided in our village, do you not? Because I clearly remember what happened on that occasion.”

      Vi’s cheeks flush with anger, and my own do the same. I wanna punch the old man in his huge nose for bringing up Jenna’s death to Vi with such cruelty but I don’t. Instead, I bite my lip and let her fight her own battle.

      “Of course, I remember,” she grounds out. “It is hard to forget the day your child and husband were killed. And because I do remember, it’s why I think Jax is right. We need to end this. Fight back. Stand up for ourselves and the children and give them some sort of hope. They need to be able to live and not in fear.”

      “Ma is speaking the truth. We need to do this. We need to fight.” Jax’s words are filled with passion, but it don’t seem to sway the old man.

      “Stand up? How? Again, we are not fighters. We can’t stand up to the Prezedant’s men. And even if we did, they would just send more men. Men that would make us suffer for retaliating.”

      “Yes, we can.” Don’t know why I’m getting in on this and backing up Jax. Only mere weeks—shizen days ago even—I was saying the exact same thing. But the words start pouring out. “I’ve done it. Beaten them at their own game. I ain’t sayin’ it’s gonna be easy, but Vi is right. If we don’t stop ‘em, they’ll just keep takin’ more and more ‘til you ain’t got nuthin’ left. Not even hope.

      “And I’ve seen what it’s like livin’ with no hope. The people he keeps locked up in his city, servin’ him and his elite? Well, they been beaten’ down so much that they ain’t got a flicker of hope left. They don’t even live like people anymore. They’re liked caged animals just waitin’ to die and be put outta their misery. And the young’uns he takes? They suffer horrors and abuse you cain’t even begin to imagine. Things I cain’t ever explain, even though I’ll never forget seein’ it as long as I live. You cain’t let that happen to your young’uns.” I stop to breathe, surprised at the amount of words I’ve said. I ain’t ever been the real talkin’ type.

      I think maybe I’ve gotten through to ‘em. Jax even smiles proudly at me across the span separating us, but then the old one speaks again. “A rousing argument to be sure, but I’ll say again we are not fighters. I am responsible for my village and my people. I won’t let anything happen to them, not while I can help it. Fighting the soldiers is pointless. Jax tells us you carry the New Blood powers, but we have no proof of that. And we have no assurance of how volatile those powers can be. We’ve already suffered that lesson, and we cannot take that chance again. I won’t jeopardize the safety of my people. You all need to get back into that machine and leave.”

      He gets to his feet and starts ushering us towards the shanty door.

      “Larius, you have to listen—” Vi starts, but he cuts her off.

      “I have listened and my decision is made. I’ll give you until morning to leave. In respect for Vi, I won’t kick you out in the dead of night. But in the morning, you must be gone. If the soldiers are to show soon, you can’t be here, or else I may just hand you over myself.”

      Already frustrated at his denseness, my skin prickles with anger, and I open my mouth to growl at the old man, but Jax realizes what I’m about to do and yanks me out the door.

      “No, leave it be, Tara. Let them mull over what we’ve told them. I’m positive they’ll change their mind.”

      “Argh,” I cry as I pull my arm outta Jax’s grip. “Why are they being so dang stubborn? Cain’t they see that by givin’ up the village’s crops to the Army to help feed ‘em is only makin’ it worse?”

      Mack shrugs as he ushers me to follow Vi. “They’re scared, Tara. It’s a natural reaction. Remember how scared you were at first? Give them time to think about it. We’ll approach them again in the morning after they’ve had time to discuss it amongst themselves.”

      “Mack is right, Tara.” Vi’s voice is gentle as she hooks my hand through hers. “Now, let’s go home. There is nothing you can do at the moment. And you all must be starving. I have food waiting for us back at the cabin.”

      I don’t wanna give up that easy. I wanna go back in and argue some more, but my stomach growls in protest, making up my mind for me. I fall in line beside Vi before noticing that Jax is hanging back.

      “Jax, you comin’ with us?”

      “No,” he answers, but his voice is low. “You guys go ahead. I’ll catch up with you later. There’s something I need to do first.”

      As I watch him disappear down the moonlit village path, I know right away where he’s going. He’s going to see Sky. My stomach clenches again, and I suddenly don’t feel as hungry anymore.
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        * * *

      

      I’m sure the meat stew and dumplin’s Vi has made for us is delicious. I mean everyone else is digging in, and Finn is inhaling it so fast I fear he might choke. But every spoonful I put in my mouth tastes like dust. I keep looking at the cabin door, expecting any moment for it to open up and Jax to come walking through, but he don’t. Feels like he’s been gone for hours. I keep wondering if he’s with Sky and if so, what are they doing all this time? All kinds of ideas run through my head, and I don’t like any of ‘em.

      “Tara… Tara.” I get pulled back to the present by Mack’s irritated tone.

      “What?” I snap through my mouthful of stew.

      “I asked you if you were up to showing the elders a sample of your Chi? The old one…” He looks to Vi and she provides him with the name. “Larius. He said they had no proof you were a New Blood, and they wouldn’t take the chance of fighting the Army. Do you think you could handle a demonstration?”

      I stare at him over my steaming bowl in disgust. “A demonstration? Why? It ain’t gonna change anything. Except for Vi, the old folk here are too cowardly to fight back. They’ve already told us that. And for the life of me, I don’t know why you’re even botherin’ to try and change their minds. We may as well forget about gettin’ any help from Gray Valley and the bunch of shiteheads that live here. Let’s move on to the muties. At least we know they ain’t no damned cowards.”

      The room falls silent at my angry outburst. Mack arches the brow over his one eye in question. Vi stops stirring the stew in the hearth and glances over her shoulder at me. Even Finn’s spoon stops in mid-air, though he don’t stop chewing what’s in his mouth. I’ve shocked ‘em all. There ain’t no reason for me to be this angry. None that I can tell them about anyway.

      Embarrassed, I get to my feet and place my bowl on the table. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      I’m interrupted as the door flies open, and Jax makes his way in. He stops just inside and stares at everyone’s shocked silence.

      “What?” he questions.

      Just seeing his face fuels my anger again. “I gotta get some fresh air,” I mumble as I brush by him, slamming into his shoulder and his muttered “What the hell?” follows me out the door.

      I don’t stop to think. I head straight for the quietest place I know—the little river on the outskirts of the village. I ain’t good to be around others right now.

      I reckon I’m about two arm spans away from the river before I hear the unmistakable sounds of someone hurrying to catch up to me.

      “Hey, freak. Wait up.”

      Seriously? Why is he always following me? Jax is the last person I want to talk to right now. So instead of doing what he asks, I speed up and throw over my shoulder, “Go away, Jax.” And as usual, he don’t listen. He jogs up and catches me as I turn off the path and head down to the river.

      “Where you going?”

      “Where’s it look like?”

      “To the river?”

      “Very observant.”

      “Why?”

      “Go away.”

      He grabs my arm. “Are you angry at me?”

      I draw up short, almost yanking him back offa his feet and snort. “Ha. What was your first clue, genius?”

      “I don’t understand. I mean, I know you’re angry at the old folk for their stupid decision. So am I. But why is that anger aimed at me?”

      “Really?” I place my hands on my hips and glare at him, but I don’t think the pale moonlight allows my glare its full emphasis. “Tell me something. Where have you been for the past while, Jax?”

      He drops my arm and sighs. “With Sky.”

      “With Sky,” I reiterate through gritted teeth. “Just days after tellin’ me I’m like an infection in your blood that you cain’t get rid of and makin’ me believe I mean something to you. Then the moment we get here you cain’t wait to be alone with your promised. It don’t work that way, Jax. I won’t be involved with somebody who ain’t honest and upfront, either with me or Sky. None of us deserve to get hurt. What you’re doin’ ain’t right, and I ain’t gonna fall for it again—”

      “Sky isn’t my promised anymore.”

      “—and if you so much as… what?”

      “I said—”

      A low murmuring comes from behind us as a couple of villagers pass by on the road. A question carries on the wind. “Who’s there?”

      “It’s just me, Jax.”

      “Jax? Well, who’s that with you?”

      “Nothing to worry about, folks. Move along.”

      Slight laughter reaches my ears along with a muffled, “young love,” but the villagers do as he asks and go on with their nightly walk. Jax’s grip tightens on my arm again as he starts dragging me farther off the path.

      “What are you doin’?”

      “Just hold your tongue for one moment, okay? I know that’s hard for you but just do it.”

      Not admitting how hard it really is for me to stay quiet, I bite my lip and let him lead me to the cover of a large boulder hugging the riverbed. Once we’re hidden from any eyes on the path, he finally releases my arm.

      “Okay, it is time to clear the air between us.”

      “What do you mean you ain’t Sky’s promised anymore?”

      We speak at the same time, interrupting each other. He sighs and even in the low light, I can see his breath rustling the hair hanging over his eye. “No talking until I’m done, promise?”

      I nod and clamp my lips tight.

      “So, yeah, I’ve just spent the past while with Sky. We had a lot to talk about. We’ve been friends a long time and promised for almost all that time. It was expected of us. We’d even come to accept it. I came to accept it. I mean, why wouldn’t I? She’s kind and sweet and pretty—”

      Really? I don’t wanna hear her virtues, and I open my mouth to say just as much, but Jax interjects with, “Nope, you promised,” and I snap my lips shut.

      He continues on, “I figured one day we would be wedded, and I was okay with that. That was until I met you.”

      That is the exact moment I stop breathing. It feels like every bit of air is sucked outta my lungs, even though my heart goes into overdrive and starts whacking against my ribs like a hammer. I stare up into Jax’s eyes; eyes that look as black as the night’s sky at the moment, afraid to move a muscle less he stops talking.

      “You swept into my life with all the force of a dirt-devil and with just as much destruction. You pushed aside my mistrust of New Bloods. You forced me to see the good—no, great things, unselfish things, you are capable of. And whether I liked it or not, I knew I couldn’t live my life without you in it. Not anymore. I need to be with you, Tara. When I’m not around you, it’s like I’m not living. I can’t explain it. Argh!”

      He breaks off with a strangled cry and runs his hand through his hair, gathering his thoughts. I still don’t say a word. “Sky knew. She knew I wasn’t happy staying in Gray Valley. She knew I’d take any opportunity to drop everything and go after you. Like I’ve already done. So we decided to call it off. She wants me to be happy. I want her to be happy, and we wouldn’t have been happy together. Comfortable with each other, yes. But not happy. We will always love each other, as friends. But we were never in love with each other. And we both knew that. So as of tonight, we are no longer promised. I’m free, Tara.”

      The last words come out in a rush, and he stares at me through the dark as if expecting me to say something. But I don’t know what to say. My heart and brain are so overcome with happiness it’s like they’re dulled to wordlessness. I want to scream it at the top of my lungs how much those three simple words have just freed me from the guilt I’ve been harboring but I don’t. I cain’t. I don’t know how. Instead, I reach for him and lay my palm against his chest. I feel his heartbeat, strong and fast, against my hand, and I realize he’s just as scared as I am right now.

      “Is your ma gonna be upset?” I mutter instead of saying what’s in my heart.

      The laughter in his chest rumbles against my hand.

      “Most likely. And let’s just say I’d better avoid Sky’s pa for the rest of the time we’re here.”

      I snort along with him. Our laughter tapers off as he lifts his hand and caresses my cheek with the softest of touches.

      “Tara,” is all he manages before the sky above our heads cracks with a deafening boom so loud the ground vibrates underneath our feet. My look of terror connects with Jax’s as we both come to the same realization. He grabs my arm, but before we can make a move, a bolt of deadly energy slashes through the air and strikes a prickly tree real close from where we stand. It bursts into flame as the air around us fills with a pungent odor of burnt wood and smoke.

      “Run,” he yells in my ear just as another bolt strikes to the left of us, lighting up the night with its blinding luminance. We hustle our butts, hurrying to get out of the open. My gut flip-flops in fear since only one other thing in this world terrifies me more than the Prezedant. A lightning storm.
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      Although we ain’t that far from the village, it seems like we’re leagues away. With every crash of lightning that assaults the ground threatening to rip it apart, I fear we’re gonna be next.

      “Get to the village!” Jax yells at me over the constant roar of thunder. “We’ll be protected by the lightning rods.”

      Jagged light flashes right in fronta me, blinding me instantly. My feet lift from the ground, and I fly backwards through the air only to land hard on my back and elbows. Pain shoots through my body as I cry out, but I don’t hear my scream. I cain’t hear anything other than the ringing throbbing through my head.

      Hands grab at me, trying to pull me to my feet. I open my eyes, blinking against the black spots swimming around like frantic tadpoles. Jax finally materializes from the fuzziness, and I can see his lips moving, but I cain’t hear him over the damn ringing.

      “What?” I shout. Shaking his head in frustration, he yanks me to my feet, pushing me ahead of him with rough hands. All right then. I reckon he wants me to keep moving.

      With Jax’s support, I manage to stay upright and run. I don’t think the lightning struck me. I mean I reckon it didn’t since I’m still very much alive, but the close call has my legs feeling like rubber. By the time we reach the village, he’s practically dragging me.

      Vi and Mack hover outside the cabin door, their twin looks of worry changing to relief as they spot us. Mack runs to meet us, grabbing my other arm. I get dragged between the two of them so fast my toes don’t even touch the ground. We fall inside the door, and I’m dumped onto the rug in front of the hearth.

      Right away Finn and Cat are by my side, fussing like a momma devil cat over its cub.

      “You okay?” the boy asks, but his voice is competing with that damn ringing still in my ears.

      “I’m fine,” I say in what I think is a normal tone, but by Finn’s wince, I think my hearing may be out of whack. “Sorry,” I add, and he winces even more. Maybe I best stay quiet until this ringing goes away.

      I sit up, blinking away the last remaining fuzzies and whacking a hand against my ear, trying to stop the drumming. It seems to work. The ringing fades to a dull tone.

      “Did you get hit by the lightning, Tara?” Finn asks, eyes wide.

      “Do I look like a scorched carcass?” I ask. He shakes his head no, and I roll my eyes at his inability to recognize sarcasm.

      “No, Finn,” Jax’s answer is much more civil. “She was damn lucky. The strike just missed her. One fingernail closer and all that woulda been left of Tara would have been her boots.”

      “Jeez, way to make me feel better,” I say, scowling his way as I struggle to my feet.

      “Hey, I got you back in one piece, didn’t I?” He grins at me now that the danger has passed.

      “Yeah, thanks for that, by the way. And for rippin’ my arms out of socket.”

      “Ungrateful much?” he teases and my scowl deepens.

      “Here, dear, have some tea.” At least Vi is showing a bit more concern, and I accept the tin mug thankfully.

      “This came out of nowhere. Hope it doesn’t last long,” Tater mutters almost to himself as he peers through the shutter of one of the windows. The little man appears extremely nervous. I reckon he must like lightning storms just as much as I do.

      “We haven’t had one for quite a while,” Vi adds, making her way around the room with tea and doing her best to calm the uneasiness. “They do tend to last a bit, but the lightning rods we have surrounding the village do their job. We don’t have to worry.”

      “Famous last words,” Tater says as he continues his vigilance at the window.

      The roar of the thunder increases, and the cabin shudders in protest at times. Most of us remain quiet, sipping our tea and glancing around uneasily. Finn pulls his chair closer to mine while Cat cowers at our feet, her big head resting in Finn’s lap for reassurance. Talbert and Beanie huddle in the corner, wide-eyed and visibly shaken. Mack paces the floor. None of us are enjoying this. Well, none of us except maybe Belle. She’s used the storm as an excuse to seek comfort from Ben, and they sit close together on the floor, her hand in his. I raise a brow as she catches my eyes, and she blinks at me in pretend innocence. I smother my grin. Cheeky little bugger.

      The cries from outside are so faint at first that I think I’m imagining them. The thunderous roar shaking the cabin tapers off, and the sound becomes more distinct. I look up in puzzlement as Jax meets my gaze.

      “What is that?” I ask the same time as Tater’s, “Holy mother of the gods,” reaches my ears. I bolt from my chair, and Jax and I race to the front door, yanking it open to the sight of an orange tinted night sky. Fire.

      “The fields,” Jax says in horror, and I understand his fear right away. Gray Valley cain’t lose its crops. Without the harvest to sustain them, they ain’t gonna survive the year.

      “Ma. Fire,” Jax yells over his shoulder as he runs into the throng of people filing past. Some are already pushing water barrels toward the glowing fields. Vi sprints past me carrying an armful of sacks, and I follow behind knowing exactly what the plan is. Fire is every villager’s worst nightmare, and the plan to fight it is ingrained from a young age, but to actually win against the savage beast is another story.

      By the time we reach the fields, the flames are shooting high toward the night sky. Mere minutes have passed since the lightning strike, but the dry grasses and crops provide perfect fuel. I watch in dismay as the fire jumps from cornstalk to cornstalk, and I swear I hear the silent screams of the withering crops as they fall prey to the hungry flames.

      “Soak the sacks, try to keep the fire contained to the southern field. You lot, form a barrier along the field, keep it from reaching the next field.” Larius’s voice is calm as he gives the orders, but his face is etched with fear just like everyone else. “The rest of you on the road, keep the water barrels filled. Don't let them run dry, you hear?”

      I reckon I'm on barricade duty since someone shoves a wet sack into my hands, and I rush toward the blazing field and the line of people already in battle. The heat from the flickering inferno hits me like a wall and sears my lungs. Pulling my wrapper over my nose, I slap at the ground frantically with the sack, trying my hardest to help beat back the hungry tendrils of fire, but for every flame I douse, another springs up to take its place.

      Slap. Slap. Slap.

      I beat at the ground. I don’t realize the exact moment Jax or Finn join my side, but I suddenly catch a glimpse of the redhead running by, and I grab the boy's arm in worry.

      “Finn, you shouldn’t be here. Where’s Cat? She cain’t be here.”

      “She’s back at the cabin. She’s okay but I gotta help.”

      I don’t argue. Instead, I nod at him and let him go as he starts slapping the ground with the water-logged sack. We're gonna need every set of hands we can get.

      “We're losing ground,” Larius shouts over the roar of the still echoing thunder. “We need to contain it to keep it from spreading. Don't let it grow any bigger. Save the crops.”

      We fight, running back and forth with the sacks to the water barrels once they dry out from the tremendous heat. Over and over, beating down the flames, trying to force them back and extinguish their greedy grip.

      I don’t know how long the battle rages. There ain’t no concept of time, only of the intense desire to douse the life-threatening blaze. But the fire keeps growing. Feels as if the skin on my face is burning off in places, and my eyes are roasting in my head. My lungs wheeze with every breath, and my throat is so raw I can barely swallow. I'm sure the others feel the same, but we keep fighting. Finn keeps falling to his knees, his scrawny body protesting the agonizing effort, but every time he gets back up, refusing to give in.

      “Tara. Tara!” Jax grabs my arm, and I start in surprise. I’d forgotten he was even beside me. “The wind is changing. If it reaches the silo, the village will be next. Can you do anything? Can your Chi fight this?”

      I stare back at him in frustration since I've been asking myself the same question for the past while and coming up with the same answer. “I cain't, Jax. What if I cain't control it? What if I only make it worse and send the fire spiralin' outta control or worse still, hurt somebody in the process? I'm too scared to try.” My last words come out as a whisper, and I wait for his look of disappointment.

      Instead, he nods and says, “Okay, then. Let's head to the silo. We need to fight the fire there.”

      I follow his arm pointing to the rounded, weather-beaten shed at the edge of the village. The traitorous wind has shifted, gusts of it edging the red and orange flames toward the village’s stockpile, crackling along the rows of corn. I nod, my throat too parched to utter the words of thanks for his understanding.

      “Finn,” I manage to croak and point, and the boy understands right away. We move as one. I glance up at the night sky through the haze of smoke, hoping desperately for a rain cloud. Maybe I could aim my Chi at that? Start the rain? I know I'm reachin' at straws, but it don't matter none anyways. The storm has moved on and the clear sky taunts me with its blanket of sparkling stars and glowing moon. Not a cloud to be seen anymore. Nuthin' I can do about rain. I cain't perform a miracle.

      Others have noticed the wind change as well, and we’re soon joined by people with blackened faces and charred hair. I recognize Belle, tears streaming through the soot on her face as she slaps the flames something fierce. I find Ben and Mack there too, side by side struggling with the residents of Gray Valley fighting for their very village.

      The battle rages throughout the night. I lose track of how many sacks I go through. Of how many times a body falls from exhaustion, or a voice cries out in pain or fear. But finally, when the dark sky lightens to a washed out gray, the last flame is extinguished.

      After hours of crackling flame and shouting and fervent prayers, the stillness is almost uncanny. Smoke still rises from the smoldering ruins, blending with the morning fog and dissipating into the air. We stand, a beaten and exhausted mass overlooking the once green field, now nothing but a charred, burnt corpse. The remaining corn not burnt to a crisp is scorched and singed, the heat warping it to unrecognizable shapes. It will surely die just like the rest. Gray Valley’s crops are lost.

      A woman whose name I don’t know breaks the silence. She falls to her knees in exhaustion, her shrill cries echoing through the morning quiet. She is soon joined by others, and their cries of grief combine together as one.

      “Please, don’t panic.” Larius’s voice is strong, silencing most of the cries. “We may have lost the harvest, but we saved our homes. And we saved the silo. All is not lost.”

      “Most of the harvest is gone, Larius.” I recognize the speaker as one of the old folk from Larius’s cabin the night before. “What good is saving the homes when we will die from starvation?”

      “We will not starve. Our harvest may be gone, but we will prevail. Just as we’ve always done. We still have the silo crops—”

      “Which are our taxes and will be taken by the Army. They won't care if they leave us with nothing,” another bitter voice interrupts the old man. The comment incites a whole new round of crying and wails of despair. Finn moves closer to me, and I glance down at him. His face is covered in soot, and his red hair is dull and gray, weighed down by ash. His eyes are bloodshot and filled with sadness. I wrap my arm around his neck and pull him close.

      “You okay?” I whisper to him as I kiss the top of his matted hair. He nods back. “You did good last night, boyo. I’m proud of ya.”

      “Was all for naught, Tara. We didn’t save the crops.” His voice is hoarse and heavy with exhaustion.

      “No, we didn’t. But it ain’t for naught. Like Larius said, nobody lost their home and nobody got hurt. Wish we coulda done more, but we did our best.”

      I can tell there's more he wants to say. His brown eyes fill up with a look I recognize well. “Spit it out,” I say.

      “Tara, you remember what Lily did with the flower back in Sanctuary? How she fed it your blood then she healed it? Maybe you could do the same for the corn? Ya think?”

      “No.” My answer comes out a bit sharper than I intend, and I garner a few weird looks from those around me. I lower my voice. “No, Finn. That was a single withered flower, not a field of burnt crops. Lily was a practiced healer. She knew what to do. I ain’t no healer.”

      “You healed me,” he says and keeps staring at me with that hopeful expression.

      “That was different.”

      “How?”

      “Cause it was.”

      “How?”

      “Finn, I cain’t do it.” The exhaustion is taking a toll on my patience, but I take a calming breath.

      “You don’t know unless ya try,” he says simply. “I seen ya do some unbelievable stuff, Tara. I think you can do anythin’.”

      “Finn…”

      He raises a brow my way, and I sigh in resignation. Is he right? Can I do this? My powers have increased over the last few months. Ernst has taught me to do things I ain’t ever thought possible. But this? “What if I cain't do it? What if I raise these people’s hopes only to let 'em down? They'll never listen to reason after that, Finn. If I cain't do this, they'll never agree to help us against the Army—”

      “You will do it,” he says, his words affirming his belief.

      I look out over the dying field. The only thing keeping the village from starving are these crops. Can I save 'em? I reckon it cain’t hurt to try. I truly got nuthin’ to lose.

      Making my way through the crying, hugging people, I approach the still smoldering corn. The burnt smell assaults my nose, and I place the wrapper over my face once again as I kneel in the mounds of ash. I ain't even aware I've been followed until movement makes me glance over my shoulder. My whole crew followed me. Jax gives me a hopeful smile while Mack nods his approval at my idea. Talbert and Beanie, Ben and Belle, Tater and Finn, all form a half circle at my back. Watching my back like always.

      The cornstalks that ain't burned to ash are blackened and dried. Nuthin' but husks. The corn it protects ain't ripe yet, but with its connection to the earth dead, it, too, will die. I stare for a bit, trying to figure out how to do this. How do I go about doing the impossible? Everything else I'd done had happened in moments of extreme pressure. I hadn't even thought about it. But kneeling here among the dead and dying crops, I ain't quite sure if I'm being crazy or not.

      Rubbing my hands together, I plant them firmly on the ground and call forth my Chi. The familiar heat in my stomach lurches right away and starts flowing through my body. I target it toward the earth, to the corn, willing it to fight and come back to life. I picture the healthy, growing corn in my head and urge it back to that state. My Chi hums and vibrates like unseen energy, but then just keeps humming. I don't feel the release of pressure I usually feel as it leaves my body. I don't feel anything other than it bouncing around in my body like contained lightning. The corn stays devoid of life.

      I sigh and sit back on my haunches. “This ain't gonna work.”

      “Try it again,” Finn urges over my shoulder.

      “Finn—”

      “Again,” he repeats more firmly.

      I raise a brow his way. “You ordering me around, you little mule-turd?”

      He kneels beside me, his face level with mine. “You can do it, Tara. You can do anythin' you set your mind to. That power inside of ya is amazin' and is just waitin' to do this. The only thing stoppin' it right now is you.”

      I stare back at him, and I suddenly realize he ain't that scared little young'un I found abandoned months ago. That person was gone replaced by this brave, smart young boy. I also realize those stubborn brown eyes are telling me he ain't gonna let me give up. I reckon I cain't disappoint him then.

      “Ya think?” I say.

      “Aye,” he answers.

      I sigh again and sink my hands back into the soil. “Here goes nuthin'.”

      I reach deep, the earth settling under my nails and embracing my hands in its warm fold. Ignoring the whispering behind me, I clear my mind. The blackened cornfield I picture in my inner eye slowly changes to a thing of beauty. I imagine the dead stalks falling away, replaced by crisp green leaves with golden tips peeking outta the husks. The smoky residue hanging over our heads disappears into the blue sky. I picture the blackened soil and baked grass regaining its natural dull, brown coloring. I picture it the way it was. The way it should be.

      The image stays crystal clear in my head as I now focus on the power flickering in my gut. It jumps around with impatience as if it's aware its release is soon coming. I draw on it, bringing it to the surface and giving it the command to repair the damaged crops. I open all channels, not even attempting to temper it down. For this crazy-ass idea to succeed, I need to let my Chi flow with all its got.

      The flames of power leap through my veins, as greedy as the fire that swallowed the field. It moves real quick, up my arms and sizzling through my fingers buried in the soil. I swear I feel the ground jolt under my knees as the power bursts outta me. I can feel the earth's fear at the intrusion, joining with the pain suffered from the fire. But as more of my Chi—my very soul feels like—enters the ground, the fear falls away.

      A wave of empathy washes over me. The suffering of the crops and the earth mixes with gratitude and relief as my energy soothes it. The pain ebbs away and is soon replaced with overwhelming joy like nuthin' I've ever experienced before. A cacophony of sound enters my head, not quite music like what comes from Tater's music box, but just as lyrical. More as if the earth and the crops—hell, even the damn bugs crawling through the dirt—are thankin' me for my offering all at the same time. The wave of acknowledgment crashes over me, suffocating me with its emotional intensity.

      Tears fill my eyes and leave a hot trail down my cheeks as I dig my hands deeper, wanting to give more of myself. The pull becomes stronger, becoming a hunger for my Chi, and I keep giving it. Power is leeched outta me, but still I reach further, wanting to offer more. And though my eyes are still shut, I swear the ground is opening up, trying to pull me down into its embrace. I don't resist, and the feeling of falling mixes with the dizziness in my head.

      “Tara.” The voice comes from far away, and I try to pull away from the grasp on my shoulder. I don't wanna be pulled back. I don't wanna lose my naked connection to the earth.

      “Tara.” This time my name is almost a command, and I'm jerked back so hard I fall on my backside. My eyes are still closed, bereft at losing my link to nature. I breathe deep, trying to control my anger at whoever had pulled me away, even though a part of me was glad they did. The dizziness intensifies, and I keep sucking in air, trying to right my spinning head. Finally, the blood rushing my ears subsides, and I pry my eyes open expecting to see faces staring down at me, but there is only one. Jax holds his hand out to me, and I grab for it. At the same time, I realize the world around me is dead silent. Have I gone deaf?

      “You okay?” he asks, pulling me to my feet, and I'm relieved to know I ain't deaf after all. But then a shocked, “Holy mother of gods,” reaches my ears, and the words fill me with instant terror. What did I just do? I showed them all what a freak I am. I stand slowly, expecting to be bombarded with looks of fear and disgust.

      But nobody ain't looking at me at all. Everybody is staring at the field. The field that only a while ago had been a burnt mess of nuthin' good but was now back to rows of healthy cornstalks waving in the slight breeze. Some blackened patches punctuate the otherwise living field. Crops too far gone for me to help, I reckon. Even as much as my power is growing, I cain't create life. But anything that had an ounce of life still in it is pretty much right as rain.

      “You did it!” Finn's shout echoes in the stillness, and I startle at the cry. “I knew you could.” He rushes at me, nearly knocking me back on my arse as he grabs me about the waist and hugs me tight. Out of instinct I hug back, but I'm too amazed by the sight in fronta me to do much else. I did this? I did this! Holy shizen.

      My amazement is short lived; however, as another muttered comment hits me, “Is this witchcraft?”

      More comments of discontent fill the air, and my crew tighten in a circle around me. Protecting me, but from what I ain't sure yet.

      “Is she a witch?” I look over at the question to see the same woman who had been lamenting the loss of crops earlier now glaring my way. So much for gratitude.

      “Tara ain't no witch,” Finn yells, letting go of my waist and glaring back at the woman with a viciousness that woulda done Cat proud. “Ain't you got a lick of sense about anythin'? She's a New Blood, not a witch. Witches ain't real. They only exist in trader's stories, for cryin' out loud.”

      Even as scared and dizzy as I am, I cain't help but grin at the boy. My fiercest protector.

      His words don't seem to convince the unsure crowd as more utterances of “witch” get thrown about, and Jax growls beside me like some rabid dog.

      “Stop this,” Larius's cry halts the murmuring. “What is the meaning of this? You all just witness a miracle, and you respond with accusation and superstitious nonsense? The boy is right. Do you not recognize one of the light? A true New Blood is among us and has brought us salvation. We owe her our heartfelt thanks.”

      Larius moves my way, a grin spread across his soot-encrusted face. He stops in front of me, still grinning like he ain't quite sure what to say. Finally, he takes my dirty hand in his.

      “I'm sorry I doubted you, girl. As long as I live, I will never be able to thank you for what you have done for us here today. We are all indebted to you, and I swear my oath to you and your people.”

      Whatever I was expecting him to say, it ain't this. He couldn't wait to drive me outta the village last night, and now he's swearing his loyalty? I look over at Mack for some sort of guidance on how to handle this new development, but he's blocked by a young woman who joins Larius. Her face is covered in soot and her blonde curls laden with ash and dirt, but I recognize her. Sky smiles at me as she takes my other hand. “I swear my oath as well, New Blood.”

      “As do I,” Vi calls out, inciting a few more to join in. Encouraged by the response, Vi continues, “This girl is our hope. Through her we will gain our freedom from the Prezedant and his regime once and for all. New Blood, we give you our fidelity.”

      Great. Just what I need. More people puttin' their hope in me. I think I liked it better when they thought me a witch.
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      I awake to the warmth of mornin' light shining through the open window, and for a moment I cain't remember where I am, but then the stink of smoke wafting offa my clothes starts the memories flooding back. Right. The fields burning, me bringing the crops back, the village vowing their allegiance—all of it overwhelms my brain.

      Laying back against the pillow, I glance around the familiar room. Jenna's room. Jax's little sister and infamous New Blood. The room I had recuperated in from my iron shooter wound months ago. So much had happened since then. That Tara? That terrified, naive little piss-ant seemed like a totally different Tara than the one who faced me in the mirror everyday now. I don't remember much of her any more.

      I wonder how late it is. Even though my strength is increasing every day, the healing process of the field took a toll on me. I didn't pass out from the exertion, which was a good sign, but my body still shut down. I'd barely made it back to the cabin and to the cot before passing out. Didn't even have time to wash, which accounted for the awful way I was stinking up the room. But that had been early morning yesterday. Had I slept away an entire day?

      The sounds coming through the open window tell me the villagers are up and going about their daily chores, so I sit up, glad that my head ain't spinning no more. I reckon I've wasted enough time already this morn. Rubbing a hand over my eyes, I yawn and breathe in deep, a disgusted look scrunching my face at the awful taste in my mouth. Tastes like something crawled in there overnight and died. I glance around the small room in hopes that Vi had left me some cleaning supplies and I ain't disappointed. There's a basin of water, some folded clothes, and what even looks like some mint powder to rinse my mouth. Shizen. That woman thought of everything.

      A while later, washed and dressed in clean clothes, I venture out, expecting to find an empty cabin waiting for me, but I'm surprised to find Jax sitting in fronta the hearth. He looks up at me with those light eyes and smiles, and just like that my mouth goes as dry as yesterday’s burnt corn. Heart jumping like crazy—and me trying to pretend it ain't—I try a casual glance around the cabin. “So where is everybody?”

      “Ma and the kids are in the fields since we still have crops to tend, thanks to you. Our people are unloading the shooters from the trucks and filling it with supplies for the rest of the journey. Mack wants to set out soon. He's just waiting on you.” Jax's words intensify my guilt at being idle in bed while the others were working. “How are you feeling, by the way?”

      “Better. How long did I sleep?”

      “Two days. Finn's been itching to wake you, but I wouldn't let him. Your body needed the rest to heal. What you did took a heavy toll on you.”

      Two days. Much longer than I thought. I glance at him, the butterflies in my stomach all taking flight as one. “Aye, about what I did in the fields. Crazy as hell, right?”

      His smile grows wider. “It was something, all right. You never cease to amaze me at what you can do. And you convinced the villagers to join our side. That's a feat in itself.”

      “I guess.” My mind jumps back to the last time we'd been alone together. When Jax had told me he was freed from his promise to Sky. Things had been heating up until that lightning storm hit. We definitely had unfinished business, but showing my freakish side yesterday morning could be a game changer. I fold and unfold my arms a couple of times, not quite sure how to stand as he keeps staring. “How—how crazy did I look doin' that? I must have scared the crap outta those people. Outta Finn, and Sky and—you?”

      “Yeah, it was pretty intense, but I've seen you be a much bigger freak.” He chuckles softly at his words, but I don't join in. His laughter tapers off, and he studies me closer. “Is that why you're acting all weird and jittery? You think what you did to save us scared me off?”

      “I ain't actin' weird.”

      “Aye, you are. And I'm used to your strangeness, but this nervousness is weird even for you.”

      “I'm just askin' a question is all.”

      “You're being weird.”

      “Stop callin' me weird.”

      He grins at me as he gets to his feet and steps my way. “Well, you are weird. And strange and stubborn and a bit of a freak.”

      “Geez, stop it with the compliments. You're makin' my head swell.” My words are filled with sarcasm, but my heart is filled with exhilaration at his increasing nearness.

      “You didn't give me a chance to finish what I was saying. You are most certainly all those things and a pain in the ass. But you're also loyal and strong and amazing. I wouldn't have you any other way.” He reaches for me, and I catch my lip between my teeth, but all he does is tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear.

      “I swear every time you use a lot of Chi your hair grows whiter. I like it. Very fetching.”

      “Fetching?” I croak.

      “Fetching. As in attractive. Pretty.”

      “You think I'm pretty?” I blurt and immediately regret doing so. Oh, gods. I cain't believe I’m practically beggin' for a compliment. How pathetic.

      Jax don't seem to be put off, though. Instead, he steps even closer and bends his head so that our noses are practically touching. “I think you're damn perfect,” he whispers. His lips touch mine, so soft and warm. I close my eyes, ever so grateful for the mint paste Vi had left for me, else this coulda been bad.

      “Tara, you up?” The door crashes against the wall as a giant, black furball bounds through, followed by a familiar red head.

      “For Pete's sake,” Jax mutters as I pull away, embarrassed at Finn's interruption.

      “Hey. What are you two doing?” Finn asks as his eyes narrow at our closeness. Even Cat watches us, head cocked to one side in question. I take a couple steps back, my cheeks heating up even as the lie spouts past my lips.

      “Nuthin'.”

      “Don't look like nuthin'. Looked like you two was kissin'—”

      “Well, we ain't,” I snap back.

      “Well, it sure looked like it to me.”

      “Then you seen wrong.” I glare at him across the room. “And why do you care what we’re up to anyway?”

      He strides across the room with his hands in his jumper pockets. “Well, I wanna win the bet, so if you was kissin' then it's important to me.”

      I glance over at Jax, but he just gives me his best “I don't have a clue” shrug.

      “What bet?” I say.

      “Talbert bet me two of his sweet biscuits that you and Jax was gonna kiss soon, but he thinks it's gonna happen next week. I said it was sooner, like today or tomorrow.”

      I shake my head like I ain't quite heard him right. “You and Talbert bet what now?”

      “A kissin' bet,” he repeats slower like if he dragged it out, I'd understand better. “Ben says we's both wrong, and it's gonna take a lot longer with you bein' so prickly like and hard to get close to. But I said if anybody could get Tara to kiss 'em, it'll be Jax. Was I right?”

      His question is innocent enough, but all I can do is stare in disbelief. They actually have a bet going on when me and Jax will kiss? Is he being serious right now? My gaze flits back to Jax to see if he's as pissed as I am, but I swear to god he's fightin' desperately to stop from laughing at Finn.

      “Are you hearin' this?” I splutter at him. “They have a bet goin' on us kissin'. And Ben is in on it too. That low-down, back-stabbin', son of a mother-less goat. And he said I'm prickly! I ain't prickly.”

      I wait for Jax to agree with me, but all he does is clear his throat and look Finn's way. “Finn, you shouldn't be betting anything with anybody, especially something that's none of your concern like my and Tara's relationship. That's personal and between us, you understand that?”

      The boy startles at Jax's admonishment. “Sorry, Jax. I ain't meanin' to offend.”

      “I know. It's okay. How about you boys just drop this wager, though? And if you like, I'll ask ma to supply you with some sweet biscuits to take with you. I'm sure she'll be more than happy to.”

      Finn shrugs and stares at Jax, eyes hopeful. “Sure. And ya think Vi will do that for me?” Typical boy. Not the least bit aware he's started my blood boiling. I bite my lip to keep my sharp retort in my mouth where it cuts deep. Ain't the boy's fault. But Talbert and Ben shoulda known better. And I'm sure as hell gonna tell 'em that.

      “I know she will. Now, why were you looking for Tara in the first place?”

      He scrunches his face as if trying to remember. “Oh, yeah, Mack wanted me to see if she was awake and if she felt up to traveling. He wants to set out today.”

      I give a curt nod. “Aye. Tell Mack I'm ready when he is.”

      He grins back. “Good. I'm excited to see the mutie village. Talbert says it'll probably be one of the damned ugliest things I'll ever lay eyes on. Cain't wait to see it.”

      “Finn, stop cussin',” I mutter at him, but his grin just grows wider as he calls Cat's name, and they head back outside to deliver my message to Mack.

      I watch him go before I turn my anger on Jax. “Can you believe what those two idiots bet the boy? I'm so angry right now I can spit fire. And Ben said I was prickly! I ain’t prickly. Can you believe that?”

      “Yeah I know. Unbelievable,” Jax says, his eyes twinkling with laughter and I get the feeling he ain’t half as upset as I am. He grabs my hand in his and pulls me close again. “Forget about those guys and their silly bet. Now, where were we?”

      And like some lovesick pup, my anger starts to fade as Jax pulls me into his arms.

      The sound of the door interrupts us again, and Jax rolls his eyes. “You gotta be kidding me,” he growls as Ben saunters into the cabin like he ain't got a care in the world.

      “Hey, guys,” he calls with a big grin, but I counter the smile with a bone-chilling glare.

      “You made a kissin' bet with Finn and Talbert?” I ground out, and his smile drops away. “And you called me prickly?”

      “Bye, guys,” he throws over his shoulder, and without missing a beat, walks a circle and heads back out the door.

      “This ain't over,” I yell at his back, but it makes him move faster, and he slams the door on us.

      “Idiot,” I breathe, but he's long gone. Pocketing my anger to save for later, I turn back to Jax and raise a brow. “You were sayin'?”

      He holds a finger up at me, still staring at the door. “Three... two... one...” As if on cue, the door opens once more as Mack makes his way in. Jax throws his hands up in the air. “Shite me,” he growls as he sends a frustrated look my way. I feel just as frustrated, but I don't say nuthin' as Mack heads in my direction.

      “Good to see you looking none the worse for wear,” he says. “Finn tells me you feel up to traveling?”

      I nod.

      “Okay, then. I feel the sooner we get to the mutie settlement in the outer lands, the better. I can't shake the feeling that time is running short for us. The raider messenger who was here last night said that there's an undercurrent of unease in the sand lands. Like the Prezedant knows something is up. We need to set this plan in motion and quick.”

      My eyes open wide in surprise. “What messenger?”

      “Oh, right. You were asleep when he showed up. One of Busher's men was sent to tell us the ravagers had acquired two trucks in the span of a couple of days. Trucks full of supplies meant to feed the Prezedant's army. Quite a good start to our plan to incapacitate him. Plus, he brought us some extra fuel for our truck. Belle says we'll need it to get to the mutie village and back. The raiders are awaiting our visit to the outer lands to convince the mutants to join our side before sending the trucks their way.”

      I stare at Mack in puzzlement. “Convince 'em to our side? I thought they were already on our side? There were a lot of muties in Sanctuary ready to help me rescue Ben, Po included. Why you gotta convince 'em?”

      “A lot of the mutants are resistance just like us, yes. But they are a select few. None want to fight the Prezedant, and really could you blame them? He tears families apart using them in the mutant games, torturing them and killing them all in the name of entertainment. No one wants to be captured by him or his men. Most stay in the outer lands and never enter the sand lands their whole lives. I warn you, girl, we won't be welcomed by most. All we will be is a reminder of the dangers and evil lurking in the sand lands. We will have our hands full trying to convince them to pick up arms against the monster from their night terrors.”

      Why did I think it was gonna be easy? I should have known better. Nuthin' ever is. I mull Mack's words over in my head for a bit. “The muties have big numbers?”

      He nods. “They number in the thousands. A force to be reckoned with for sure.”

      “Okay, then we don't have a choice. We ain't gonna give up until we convince 'em to join us.”

      Jax practically beams at me next to Mack. “That's my girl. I have no doubt you'll come back from the outer lands with every single mutie in tow. Wish I could be there to see you in action.”

      “You're not goin' with us?” I question him and cain't help the stab of disappointment that shoots through my gut as he shakes his head.

      “I need to stay here even more now. Larius wasn't wrong when he said the people here aren't fighters. They need all the help they can get in learning how to handle the weapons we've brought them. Ben and I will do that while you and Mack recruit the mutants.”

      I arch a brow his way. “You and Ben? Really? Think you two can stop growlin' at each other enough to help these people learn how to handle a shooter? You think that's a good idea?”

      The grin that stains his face is fulla mischief, and I know he's up to no good before the words leave his mouth. “I know that's just your way of saying you're gonna miss me. But don't worry. You'll have your faithful watchdogs every step of the way. Talbert and Beanie won't let ya out of their sight.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Thanks. That makes me feel soooo much better,” I mutter, but that only makes his smile grow wider.
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      Well, Talbert did not lie to Finn. The closer we get to the out lands the scenery takes on a whole new meaning of ugly. The farther we go, the quieter everyone gets. The quieter I get. The world here is broken and suffering, and I can feel its pain.

      There's no sound in the truck as we travel the dead land other than the humming of the engine. My head keeps swiveling, trying to make sense of what I see. Trying to find anything familiar, but there ain't nuthin' that brings any comfort to me. No rolling hills dusted with patches of brown grass to break up the sea of sand. No prickly trees or maloe leaves. Not even rotted remnants of settler buildin's dot this landscape. The land is foreign and harsh. Arm spans of nuthin' but dull, gray pockmarked land and mounds of broken earth runnin' straight to the horizon. Even the air feels dead, and I breathe in deeper, trying to suck enough oxygen into my lungs.

      Belle slows the truck down to a crawl to avoid the mounds of debris and craters in the ground big enough for the truck to fall into. We ain't come this far to break our necks driving off into one of those craters.

      This place died a long time ago, and it don't take a genius to know that whatever bad thing the settlers had done to the land a hundred years ago had happened here. We're driving through the origin point of the end of the world, and the destruction had scarred the earth deep.

      This whole area is just a ghost of its former self, and I swear I can all but hear the echoes of what used to be floating on the wind. Hundreds of voices of those that passed on in whatever cataclysm had occurred are still here, calling out for vengeance for the atrocities done to them. I cain't help the shiver that wracks my body. This place spooks me something fierce, and I glance over at Mack in discomfort. “Do you feel that?”

      I ain't gotta explain what that is. He gives a sharp nod. “Aye. It's not the most pleasant of feelings coming here. It's an unsettling land.”

      “The muties actually choose to live here?”

      “Hard to believe, I know. But this is the one place they are safe from the Prezedant. This is their home.”

      “But how do they survive? There ain't nuthin'.”

      “To our eyes, yes, we would think this land appears dead. But we would be wrong. There are still patches where stunted crops grow, still water flowing in parts underneath the sandy soil. Still scorpi-ants that hide in burrows scattered throughout. Enough of the few things they need to survive.”

      Another shiver passes over me at the mention of the hard-shelled creatures that had almost taken Finn from us, and I'm real glad he's in the back with Cat and the others and don't hear Mack speak of 'em. He don't need to be reminded of his brush with death.

      “How far in we gotta go? I ain't seen no sign of life.”

      Mack shrugs. “We wait until they allow us to find them. I've been here once before, but I cannot tell you how to find any of the mutie villages. They are masters at camouflage and hiding. It's how they've managed to evade his men all these years. The only time they get caught is when hunger and thirst forces them out of hiding and into the sand lands.” He glances over at Belle. “Go east towards that outcrop of natural rock. That will be our camp for tonight.”

      I squint my eyes into the setting sun, trying to see what rocks he's talking about. “We're gonna camp? We're not gonna get to the mutie village tonight?”

      “As I said, we wait, they find us. No worries. It won't take long. There's always eyes watching in the out lands.”

      That really don't make me feel any better.

      As much as I don't wanna stop, Finn and Cat are happy to be out of the truck and running around. Cat nearly knocks me offa my feet a couple of times as she runs by, getting rid of her pent-up energy, and I yell at her as I start digging a hole in the parched soil to make a fire pit. She ignores me like the boy, and they keep running like idiots.

      “Finn, stop your runnin' and grab the cookin' pot and kindlin' outta the back. Tater, you get the grub. Talbert, Beanie, you two take first watch. It's gonna be dark soon, and we don't want anything sneakin' up on us.”

      Tater halts in his tracks at my words, and raises an inquisitive brow. “Pray tell, what do you know that I do not? What could possibly sneak up on us out here in the middle of this gods forsaken no-man's land?”

      I can tell he's still pissed at me and Mack for dragging him along. He had wanted to stay in Gray Valley with his rosy-cheeked companion, but Mack had insisted he go with his. Mack knew the silver-tongued trader could make all the difference in getting the muties to listen to our argument.

      I try to brush off the half man's comment, hoping Finn don't overhear since he'd actually heeded my earlier order and was bringing the supplies. But the boy drops the pot and kindlin' at my feet, his eyes on me and his interest piqued at Tater's comment. Trust him to hear the one thing I don't want him to hear. Not wanting to mention the scorpi-ants if there ain’t no need, I play dumb to Tater's question. “How should I know? I'm just sayin' is all. It's better to be safe than sorry.”

      “That's right,” Belle agrees, and I glance over at her gratefully. “Especially since Mack said earlier that there are scorpi-ants still roaming around here. Gotta be careful of… what?”

      Belle finally notices me shaking my head at her, and she halts her words, but the damage is done. Finn's eyes grow wide, and he glances fearfully over his shoulder. “Scorpi-ants? Did Belle say there's scorpi-ants?”

      “Belle's wrong, Finn. There ain't no scorpi-ants anywhere near here. And even if there were, this lands so open we’d seeing them coming from a mile away.”

      “No, I'm pretty sure I heard Mack say—”

      “Nope, you heard wrong.” I glare at her over Finn's head, hoping she gets the hint. She don't.

      “Mack, did you not mention scorpi-ants—”

      “Shut up, Belle. Jeez, cain't you take a hint?”

      “So, you're saying there's scorpi-ants around here?” Tater picks up the topic, and I turn my glare on him.

      “There ain't no scorpi-ants.”

      “Scorpi-ants? Where?” Beanie comes hurtling towards us, his head on a swivel, looking for the unseen assailants and his iron shooter ready in his hand.

      “Oh for the love of… there ain't no scorpi-ants, okay? Everybody calm down. Beanie, put that thing away before you hurt somebody. Finn, there ain't no need to worry.”

      “Mistress,” Talbert calls to me from the other side of the truck, but I ignore him, concentrating on keeping Finn calm.

      “Mack just said there may be some living in certain places here. But you don't gotta worry—”

      “Mistress.”

      “Talbert, for the last time there ain't no scorpi-ants!” My irritation gets the better of me, and I direct it at Talbert, but he don't seem to notice. His attention ain't focused on me, but at something beyond my line of vision. I whirl around to see what's got him looking so worried. Even with all my belly-aching that there ain't nuthin' to worry about, I almost expect to see the black-shelled creatures scuttling over the parched land. What meets my eyes ain't that, but it's just as frightening.

      While we’ve been arguing about the existence or non-existence of the creatures, we got surrounded. Muties, all different sizes and shapes, are on all sides. On silent feet they come closer, tightening the circle around us, and carrying weapons of varying designs: Axes, knives, spears, all pointed in one direction. At us. Where the hell had they come from? It was like they popped up outta the craters in the ground. I spin some more, but there ain't no opening to escape. They have us completely surrounded.

      “Finn, Cat, here.” I order the boy and the creature to my side. They both obey, but Cat is growling in the back of her throat. I stick my fingers in her warm fur, trying to calm her down. I know she wants to protect us, but the last thing we need is her attacking the very people we came to enlist.

      The muties form a wall, creating a human circle with us on the inside. My people move as well, creating a barrier between me and them. Tater stands with his hands in the air, a tight smile on his face.

      “Oh, my. As my dear mother would say, 'This is quite the conundrum indeed.’ Captain MacKenzie, please tell me you recognize these people or at least some of them can validate you. Otherwise, we are in a very arduous state of affairs.”

      Not often I find myself agreeing with the little man, but at the moment I agree with him entirely. I glance over at Mack, hoping he has an optimistic reply to Tater's question.

      “Afraid not,” Mack whispers as his eyes flit over the deformed faces, looking for one he may recognize. “But let me do the talking.”

      I don't wait for Mack to do any sort of talking. Instead, I step forward toward the crowd. “We don't mean you any harm. No need for the weapons. We just wanna talk.” I'm met with stares of suspicion. I move closer, ignoring Mack's warning of, “Tara, don't.” Yanking my neck wrapper offa my head, I release my mane of hair so the muties can see. “My name is Tara. I'm a New Blood. A mutie, like all of you.”

      A murmur breaks over the crowd, and I take comfort as a few of them lower their weapons. It emboldens me to move even closer. “We're here to speak with your…” I glance over at Mack. “Who do I ask for? Elder? Old folk? Do they even have a leader?”

      Mack nods. “The word they use is Maven, I believe.”

      “We need to speak with your Maven. Can you take us to your village?”

      “Why do you have an army truck?” The question comes from the back of the pack, and I turn in surprise, amazed at the clarity of the words more so than the question. From what I remember of Po and the other mutants at Sanctuary, speaking ain't high on their list of priorities.

      “We stole it,” I say, not even bothering to lie. “The soldiers were attackin' a village, and my people and me stopped 'em. Stole the truck and all the supplies. We brought some to share with your village.”

      “The soldiers?” the female voice asks again, and I peer through the crowd trying to see the speaker.

      “Dead. The villagers killed 'em.”

      This seems to please the crowd as my answer is met with a chorus of chuckles.

      “You're of the light,” the voice says and I nod.

      “Aye. I'm of the light. That's why the Prezedant hunts me, the same as he hunts you and your kind. That's why he needs to die. But we need your help. Will you take us to your Maven?”

      The muties crowd around the unseen speaker and mumble among themselves. There’s a lot of grunting and shrieking and finger pointing my way. Finally, they part, and a young girl steps outta the cluster, no more than fifteen born years. Long, dark hair frames her pale face, and other than the strangely overlarge eyes, you wouldn't reckon her to be a mutie at all. I guess she got the good genes in the family.

      “We've talked it over. We have heard your name spoken by Po and the other rebel mutants. You and your people are not strangers to us, Tara New Blood. Plus, Horax here says you are who you say, and that you and another freed him from his confinement on Royal Island.”

      She points to the mutie standing next to her, and I suddenly recognize the face. It’s one of the muties Old Mister Camon had locked away in his garden of horrors. The mutie smiles at me, showing his toothless gums, and I cain't help but smile back. I ain't sure how he did it, but I'm real glad knowing he made it back to his people.

      “Once we've done a sweep of the out lands to make sure you haven't been followed, we will take you to our Maven. While we wait for the lookouts to return, you will cook us some of your stolen supplies, yes?”

      “Uh… okay,” I agree, and the girl grins and rubs her hands in anticipation. The other muties have a similar look, and I try to count the number of them in my head. Had to be at least thirty or more of 'em. I glance down at the iron pot still waiting for a fire to be built. We're gonna need a bigger pot.
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        * * *

      

      The girl, who introduced herself as Cee, solved the mystery of how they managed to sneak up on us without us seeing them. They did come outta the craters. Apparently, the whole area is littered with a maze of underground tunnels that lead to certain craters, giving them access to roam the out lands without being seen. Leftovers from settler days, they reckon. I wonder if the tunnels resemble the one we'd used to escape Royal Island, but Cee don't let us find out. As much as she is okay with taking us to her Maven, she ain't eager to show us the entrances to their tunnels. A secret they wanted to keep hidden. I don't blame 'em, really. It was hard knowing who to trust.

      Another secret they wanted to keep hidden was their village entrance. None of us were thrilled with the fact that Cee wanted us to ride in the back of the truck while one of her guys drove us into the village. It was kinda hard giving up control, but argue as much as we like, Cee wasn't gonna give in. For someone so young, she was strong willed. As much as I argued, I now found myself riding in back along with the rest of my crew with Cee and three of her people, keeping watch on us and making sure we don't peek. I couldn't peek even if I wanted to.

      If I thought Belle was a reckless driver, the mutie in control of the wheel now was even worse. My stomach backed up into my throat with every bump and swerve, and by the time the truck finally pulled to a stop, I felt like no amount of mint leaves would ever help it calm down. Only blessing was Beanie had at least managed to keep from puking this time. Small win but still a win.

      I fall outta the truck as soon as it stops, glad to be back outside. The sun is dipping past the horizon, bathing the sight in front of me with a fiery orange glow, adding to the strangeness of this place Cee has brought us to. She joins me at my side and smiles, her gigantic eyes sliding over the landscape with an obvious fondness. “My village,” she says, before she bellows, “Keem-cha,” to the people that seem to be appearing outta the mounds of rock and sand in fronta my eyes.

      Numerous echoes of, “Keem-cha,” float back to us, and I realize it must be their form of greeting. I also realize the villagers ain't sprouting outta the ground like I first thought. Now that my eyes have adjusted to the dimness, I can see there are openings in the hills of rock and sand, which ain't really hills at all, but what must be the villagers’ homes. Their homes were built right into the landscape, camouflaged so you cain't see 'em unless you was on top of 'em. Well, I'll be.

      Strangers in the village must be a rarity, since more and more muties start popping outta the ground and eyeballing us with curiosity and more than a little unease. Some are braver than others and approach us, staring at us and the truck like we's carrying the scurvy. I guess I cain't blame 'em for their distrust. I reckon the only time they see trucks is when they get captured and carried off to Skytown and the fighting arenas.

      They ain't the least bit scared of Cat though, and I swear to the gods I see some of 'em actually licking their lips. My hand moves for my weapon, but then Talbert and Beanie catch it too, and they move closer to Finn and Cat, their hands wrapped tight around their shooters. Those two grow on me more every day.

      The muties themselves range in severity of deformation. Some remind me of Po with the stretched, veined skin and nose-less faces, while others look almost normal, like Cee. The more normal looking ones seem to be the younger ones as well. Whatever had scarred these poor bastards seems to be lessenin' in the younger generation.

      One older mutie with a few tufts of white hair sticking outta his scarred, bruised head, waddles up to us, and glares at Cee with lashless, beady eyes. He mutters something that don't make a lick of sense to me, but Cee answers his glare with a grin.

      “It's okay. She's the New Blood Po and the others have spoken of. She is here to see our Maven.”

      Another line of gobbledygook followed by the young girl's “No, we weren't followed. We know what we're doing.”

      He snorts at this like he somehow don't believe her, then eyes me up and down like I'm some sandbiter about to take a bite outta him. Just ewww.

      More gobbledygook starts rising up all around us. Howls and shrieks as more muties pile outta the holes in the ground to surround us in a circle three bodies deep. There had to be a hundred of 'em by now, and Tater glances over at me in worry as Cee tries to calm them, but her voice gets lost in the roar of the others. One old mutie, a woman I think, pushes her way to the front of the mob and spits a gob of green phlegm at our feet, and Tater steps daintily away from it.

      “I don't mean to be condescending, my dear, but this is not quite the greeting ceremony we were expecting, now is it?” The half man murmurs at me, and I can almost hear the “I told you so” in his tone.

      “So not the time, Tater,” I growl back, trying to appear unconcerned, but my gut is doing flip-flops of fear knowing he is right. This is so not how I thought they were gonna respond to our presence.

      The mob crowds in closer and through the words being yelled I can pick out “Army” and “spies.”

      “Please, I assure you, we aren’t either of those things,” Mack says, but his voice is lost in the growing turmoil.

      “Cee, tell them we ain't Army,” I cry in alarm as more muties make their way through the front carrying axes and knives. Shizen. Why cain't anything be easy for once?

      “Stop it,” Cee cries at the weapon wielders. “These people mean you no harm. It's the New Blood we've heard of. I said stop. We need Maven! Go get her,” she yells at her own men, and they wiggle their way into the crazed mob to do her bidding. I only hope they make it in time before we get overrun. One mutie towers over Tater with a rusty cleaver, and the half man backs up into me, muttering, “This brings back a very unwelcome memory, I must say.” I make a mental note to ask him about it, if we get outta this alive. His frightened eyes turn my way. “Maybe now's the time to summon your powers, my dear?”

      As much as I didn't wanna harm anyone, this mob is riling themselves up and outta control. Tater’s right. Talbert and Beanie are getting itchy trigger fingers, I can tell. Even Cat is getting harder to control as Finn strains to hold her back and keep her from attacking the threatening mob. It'll be kinda hard to convince 'em to join our side if Cat has a mutie hanging from her chops.

      The flame in my gut ignites at my command, and I let it flow like hot liquid through my blood. Concentrating hard, I hold back on the power, even though I can feel its desire to bolt outta me unconstrained. Not wanting to harm the muties, I focus my Chi on the very ground instead. “Back off,” I warn as I drop to a knee and slam the palm of my hand into the ground. The tremor starts deep in the earth but quickly escalates. Like ripples in a pond it spreads outward, buckling the ground and shifting under the mob’s feet. They fall back, barreling into each other and crumpling to the ground into a pile of twisted bodies.

      Silence falls. No one in my small radius is affected, but they've gone silent just the same. I reckon after all I've done, it still shocks 'em to see what I'm capable of. I rise slowly as Cee stares at me with her huge eyes and a wicked grin, but before she gets a chance to say anything, a shrill clapping breaks the silence. I swerve toward the sound, and gaze over the shuffling bodies trying to right themselves back to their feet.

      A tall frame weaves toward us. She's dressed in a long, flowing sand-colored robe that almost blends into the background. If it weren't for the piercing dark eyes staring at me above the gauze covering the lower half of her face, I woulda thought it was a ghost coming our way. The figure doesn't break stride, still clapping as the muties crawl out of her way, opening a path for her to come through. A high-pitched, almost girly laughter floats through the air, and Cee joins in, adding to my edginess. They both sound mad as hatters, and from the way the muties are treating the newcomer with reverence, I reckon she's their Maven. Cee ain't scared of her at all, so I'm hoping we ain't gotta be either, but I keep my Chi lit in my belly just the same.

      “Wonderful. Wonderful. Well done, Tara. Your Chi is impressive. You are your mother's daughter indeed.”

      My mother's daughter? This leader of the muties knew my mother, too? Seems Rease obviously got around.

      “I'm glad you're impressed,” I drawl back. “Mind tellin' me why your people wanted to attack us when we come in peace?”

      “Pffft, they weren't going to attack. And even if they did, you are powerful enough to swat them away like mosquitoes. You were never in danger.”

      I look around at the muties back on their feet now. The hostile looks from earlier are replaced with smiles and expressions of wonder. I reckon it was my show of Chi that did the trick. The old woman that had spit at us earlier approaches again, and I step back not wanting to be hacked on again, but she bows her head and mutters “sorr-eee”. I nod at her, and she scuttles back into the crowd.

      The figure in the robe stands almost in front of me now. Dark hands appear outta the voluminous sleeves and reach up to unwrap the gauze around her head. A face appears, and I almost expect it to be... not so pretty, because not many of these muties could be called fetching by any standard. But the coppery face and brown eyes that stare back at me are quite winsome and very familiar. My heart jumps in hope, even though my mind tells me it cain't be. I blurt out, “You look like—”

      “Yes,” she says. “I do, don't I? My name is Maya, Maven of the out landers, mother of Cee, friend of Rease, and sister of Lily. Nice to see you alive and well, Tara.”
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      The underground homes are much bigger and cooler than I expect 'em to be. The stone room Maya leads us to is rounded, the smooth walls adorned with shelves holding various pots and bottles of herbs. A small cot occupies a space beside the shelves, and seems to be the only semblance of neatness in the room. The rest of the space is filled to overflowing with old settlers’ relics. It reminds me a lot of Orakel's underground home in the iron bones city.

      Mack says it's like walking into a museum... whatever a museum is. But it's surprisingly comfy, and Maya motions us to the low stone benches on the dirt floor, placed around the small firepit in the middle of the abode. There ain't enough benches for all of us, so Talbert and Beanie stand off to the side with Cat, keeping an eye on the entryway.

      An iron pot hangs above the small flame, the water inside already simmering like Maya had been preparing her meal. We watch in silence as she rummages through the shelves choosing a pot and then settles herself on the floor beside the fire, legs crossed and humming under her breath. She starts adding herbs from the pot to the water, and the room soon stinks up something fierce, making my eyes water. I sure hope that ain't her supper.

      I study her in between wiping my eyes. Up close, I can see it really ain't Lily. Now that the hood is down I see her hair is bright white with slim strands of color, not like Lily's jet black. But in everything else, she resembles her so much it makes my heart ache. Lily's sister. Why had Lily never mentioned her to me? And how had she ended up here as leader of the muties? So many questions brew in my head, but Maya just hums and stirs her pot. Why ain't she saying anything? I glance over at Mack, but he shrugs at me as if to say, ‘have patience.’

      “So many questions, child,” she finally speaks and looks up from her pot of brewing shite. “I can feel your eagerness across the room. Choose your questions wisely for we have much to discuss and time runs short.”

      She's the one taking the time to make her gods awful concoction, yet she's rushing me? “Why ain't Lily ever mentioned you to me? Are you a New Blood like she was?”

      Her eyes fill with sadness, and I suddenly feel real bad for bringing up a topic that causes her pain. She pauses for a bit in her stirring, as if choosing her words.

      “My sister and I parted on less than good terms. Lily didn't agree with my decision to forgo the fight. She was a rebel from the day she was born. Her only goal in life was to see the end of these dark days. I always believed it a lost cause. I never wanted to be a rebel. I just wanted to live in peace, so I chose to escape here to the out lands. Lily considered that a betrayal to our kind. She cut ties with me after I left.” Her words die off as I realize what she's saying—a betrayal of our kind.

      “So, you are a New Blood. Why is your hair so white? What does that mean?” My hand reflexively moves to my own since Jax ain't the only one who's noticed the extra white in it lately.

      “Like you, I am of the light. This?” She points to her hair. “This is a manifestation of your enlightenment. Only when you've finally mastered and become one with your Chi does this anomaly occur. You are not there yet, girl.”

      I let her words sink in. Become one with my Chi? Why had no one mentioned this to me before? I move on to the next question. “How well did you know my ma?”

      A small smile creases her face. “We were quite close. Rease, Lily, and I grew up together. We became Mavens of our clan in our own right, I suppose. After the old folk who built our village could no longer hunt and provide, we took over. It was an exhausting challenge for us, since as you well know the sand lands is a fickle mistress. Some years it provided, most it did not. But we made do. It all changed the day your mother was captured. We mourned for her. A captured New Blood was usually a dead New Blood. We believed that was her fate as well. But when she came back, we were ecstatic. Even more so to find out about your existence, even if the father of her child was…” She sends a hesitant look my way.

      I give a tiny nod. “It's okay. I know who my pa is. You ain't gotta tell me.”

      She continues on, “Not many knew that fact, just Lily and I and a couple of the elders. It probably wouldn't have been in your best interest if people had known. But even though Rease was back, she wasn't the Rease we knew. Before, she and I were content to hide from the Prezedant and his army, unlike Lily. But your mother had changed. She believed in Lily's philosophy now. She was like a mad woman on a mission, wanting to end his reign once and for all. I believe you and your father had a big influence on her about that. Lily and Rease became reckless. Dangerous. And convinced a lot of our clan to follow them. It eventually led to the Army's invasion of our village. He came for them, and you. But Rease was powerful and she bested him.”

      A sad smile lifts the corner of her mouth. “It took him by complete surprise, but there’s nothing more powerful than a mama protecting its offspring. We almost beat him that day, but,” her eyes fulla pain, meet mine. “I take it Lily filled you in on the rest of the story?”

      “Aye,” I answer, my voice low. “I know the rest. I know she gave her life to save mine.”

      “Yours, mine, your father. She gave us all a chance. Lily took you away and the rest of us left, we scattered like leaves in the wind.”

      “And you ended up here with the muties?”

      “Yes. They had the lifestyle I craved. Low key. Stay hidden. Don't make waves. Being a healer New Blood, the muties eagerly accepted me as one of their own, and I grew into the role of Maven. But not all of my people chose to stand down. Over the years some joined the fight Lily insisted on. Po and a few select others. We don't judge them. They are still welcome back to their home as long as trouble doesn’t follow them. They brought me news of my sister's fate,” her voice cracks a little, but she clears her throat and continues on. “She died how she lived, in the thick of everything.”

      “She died protectin' me,” I say. “She barely knew me, yet she gave her life for mine. I cain't say I understand why she did it, but I'm eternally grateful to her. I ain't ever gonna be able to repay her. But I'm gonna try. She was a hero to me.”

      The dark eyes so like Lily's study me intently. “Hmph. A hero? She was a fool.”

      I ain't the only one startled by Maya's words. I hear Tater's gasp beside me, and Mack's indignant, “Watch your tongue.”

      But the Maven ignores them both, her eyes still locked on me. “She did what she always did. She went into things foolishly and unprepared. You remind me a lot of her.”

      Maya's disrespect of Lily incites my cheeks with twin flames of anger. “How dare you say that about your sister? She weren't no fool. She was one of the bravest people I ever met.”

      She shrugs. “Yes, she was, but a fool nonetheless. She thought she could make a difference. She wasn't ready. Just like you're not ready. Just like your mother wasn't ready. I know why you're here, girl. You want us to join the fight. You want our help to defeat the Prezedant. But following you right now would lead us to our death.”

      This is definitely not going the way we planned.

      “We are ready,” I insist. “We have a plan in motion.”

      “You have nothing.” Her voice is sharp. “You say you are ready, but you're not. I know things, girl. I see things. You believe in the words of others. Those that tell you, you are special and powerful, and that you will be the one to end this. But look inside yourself. You see what I see. You see the doubt and the fear that you're not the one. That you're not strong enough or brave enough to do this.”

      “Stop it!” Finn's voice is quivering, but I ain't sure if it's from anger or fear. He jumps to his feet and glares at Maya. “Stop what you're sayin'. Tara is strong enough. You ain't seen the things I've seen. You don't know what she's capable of. She brought a whole field of burnt corn back to life. She's raised dirt devils outta the sands. She saved a whole village from the Army's iron shooters. She saved me from the scorpi-ant's poison. So you take that back.”

      Cat, affected by Finn's agitation, starts prowling back and forth along the room and growling in the back of her throat. Finn calls her name. If I didn't know any better, I'd swear the boy is about to sic her on Maya. But the white haired woman pays no mind to Finn. She just keeps studying me with her serene, dark eyes.

      “You know I speak the truth, New Blood,” she whispers softly as she leans my way, and deep down in my gut, I know she's right. The nagging little voice in the back of my head that keeps me awake at night. The churning in my gut that rots my innards. The fear that simmers just below the surface of my resolve. They all whisper the same thing: I ain't good enough. I ain't strong enough. I ain't the one.

      “Tater, you and Belle take Finn and Cat outside and keep an eye on 'em. Mack, you and Talbert and Beanie start unloading the supplies we brought. I wanna speak to the Maven alone.” I don't take my eyes offa Maya, but I catch Mack's head shake of disagreement outta the corner of my eye.

      “No. We argue this together.”

      “Some things we face together, some things we have to face alone. This is one of those times for the girl, Captain. What I am about to reveal to her is meant for her alone. You cannot help her in this part of her journey.” I can tell by the look on Mack's face he's about to argue some more, but Maya's voice softens, and she smiles at him. “Trust me, no harm will come to her.”

      “I'm fine. You'll only be outside. Go.” They heed the steel in my voice, and they don't argue no more. Not even Finn, and I'm real grateful for that. They file outta the room, leaving me alone with the embodiment of my fears. We stare at each other in silence. Finally, I break the stillness.

      “How do you know of my doubts?” I say softly.

      She arches a brow my way. “Because you travel the path of every other New Blood of the light. You travel the same path as I did. As your mother. She was supposed to be the all-powerful one to stop this madness. And she failed. Do you not doubt yourself the same?”

      “But everybody else believes I can do it—”

      “Everyone else can believe the moon is made of cheese, that don't make it so.” She gets to her feet and approaches me, crouching down in fronta me so we're eye to eye. “If you don't believe it in here,” she says, holding a finger over my heart. “And up here.” The finger hits my temple. “Then no matter what you do, it won't be good enough. Can you honestly tell me you are ready to defeat the man who has had years to learn and wield his power? A power that you have barely scratched the surface of?”

      “But Ernst—my pa—he's been trainin' me. I can control my power so much better now.”

      “Controlling it and becoming it are two different things, Tara. You have to accept your Chi, so it is as inherent as breathing. It is a living thing that has to become a part of you, not something you keep shackled down and call out when needed. It has to be you at all times.”

      “Well, how do I do that?” I hiss in frustration. She ain't telling me anything useful at all.

      She sighs and walks back to her pot. “No one can train you how to do that. That is something you must learn on your own. Acceptance of our Chi is a personal journey that each individual New Blood must travel. But I can help you on that journey.”

      She dips a tin cup into the foul smelling liquid and brings it my way. Up close, it smells ten times worse, and I kinda back away from the mud colored liquid she shoves in fronta my face and stare at her in disbelief.

      “What the shizen you want me to do with that? I ain't drinkin' it if that's what you think.”

      “If you want to embrace your Chi, you have to.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “I don't know if I wanna embrace it that bad. What is it?”

      “It's called Ayhaya. Don't worry. It's quite safe.”

      “What's it do?”

      “Different things for different people. Basically, it opens your mind to other possibilities and hidden capabilities.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “That sounds very similar to Silver Spack. I ain't takin' anything like that.”

      “Trust me, child, I wouldn't give you anything to harm you. Silver Spack is man-made. Ayhaya is of Mother Earth and affects only those of the light. Some say it takes us to the fifth plane of existence where all is possible. I don't know if that's true, for each New Blood’s journey of enlightenment is different. Your mother did her journey around your age. So did I. We both lived to tell the tale.” She grins at me, but the smile falls away at my next question.

      “And Lily? If this enlightenment is so necessary, why did she never tell me about it?”

      “My sister was not of the light. Not like you and I and your mother. The Ayhaya was useless to her; therefore, she did not believe in it. Not being of the light bothered her immensely on some level, for with her insane drive to end the Prezedant, the Ayhaya would have helped her succeed. Trust me.”

      Staring into her dark eyes, I'm surprised to find that I do. Grabbing the tin before I can change my mind, I down the foul liquid in two gulps. I regret it right away. My stomach rolls violently at the intrusion, and I fight to keep it from coming back up.

      Maya startles in surprise. Her fingers dig into my arm as she yanks me to my feet and leads me to the cot on the other side of the small room. “Keep it in. You need to lie down. You're going to get very tired. Go with it. Let the Ayhaya lead you where it may, but keep in mind although it will take you through a new doorway and into an inner plane of abstract energy, you can still get injured. The pain and wounds will still feel as real as this world, so stay away from anything that looks like danger.”

      “You tell me that now?” I say in panic, but the words come out slurred and sound funny even to my own ears. I flop on the cot and struggle to ask the question forming in my clouded brain. “How will I get back?”

      “You'll find a guide. May the gods protect you on your journey.”

      Those last words Maya mutters before I drift off don't give me an ounce of comfort.
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      The forest ain't nuthin' like anything I've ever seen before. I mean, I know it's a forest and trees, but everything is so… alive. The canopy of leaves high above my head on the massive trunks are thick and green and splatter my face with drops of dew as I stare up at 'em. Fuzzy creatures the size of my fingers crawl over the branches at eye level, their yellow and orange bodies contrasting sharply with the dark tree bark. No name for 'em comes to mind, but they fascinate me. One drops off the branch and lands in the thick moss underfoot.

      The moss is springy and fragrant, and I bounce a couple of times, wondering where I am. I look back up through the trees, hoping for some kind of guidance from the sky. It don't seem to be night, yet there ain't a single ray of sunlight filtering through the web of branches above me, even though the whole area is lit up like a dozen of the brightest candles burning. It’s a luminance that seems to be moving.

      The tiny pinpricks of light dance about me, darting this way and that, until I finally realize what they are. Maskeetos. Tiny flying critters that glow in the dark. What the hell? But unlike the maskeetos I'm familiar with, these don't bite at me. They just fly around me, lighting up the surroundings. I laugh out loud as they scatter soon as I make any movement, like they're just waiting for me to do something. I take another step onto the springy moss under my feet, and they sprint ahead of me, lighting a path. Are they telling me which way to go?

      To test my theory, I step in the opposite direction, and they swarm me, flitting angrily about my head. They then move back to the point in the trees they were before. I reckon I'd best go where they want. They seem harmless enough. And I really don't wanna head into the darkness anyways since Maya's words of caution echo in my head.

      I follow the path of light. It leads me through the sea of trees until I finally stumble into a clearing with sunlight so bright that I gotta shade my eyes after the dark coolness of the woods. I catch movement in my peripheral, and I squint at the shadowy figure that seems to rise outta the dust. It moves closer, and my hand instinctively moves for the shooter at my hip, only to come up empty. Great. Stuck in a dream world where anything is possible, and I forget to dream up a stupid weapon.

      “Tara.” The voice is soft and friendly enough. My shoulders relax as I blink away the shadows. The face appears. Long, dark hair frames the sun kissed skin and stormy gray eyes. It's a face I'd know anywhere since I see a replica of it every time I look into a mirror.

      “Rease,” I say in wonder around the lump in my throat, and she grins.

      “Rease, is it? Wouldn't ma be more appropriate?”

      “I ain't ever had a ma, so I ain't used to the word.”

      I regret the words as soon as they leave my mouth, but she don't seem to take no offense. Instead, her grin grows bigger. “Never let it be said that any child of mine holds her punches.”

      She steps closer to me, and I wonder if I should reach out. Hug her maybe. She looks like she's expecting it. But then the realization sets in that she ain't real, and it's just me making me think my ma wants to hug me.

      “I really do want a hug,” she says like she can read my mind. Then again, I guess she can since if this is a dream, then her mind is actually my mind. Okay, that's confusing as hell. She laughs and holds her arms wide. “Stop thinking about it and just do it,” she says. So I do. I walk into arms with no more hesitation. Even if it is all in my head, it feels real good to have her arms around me.

      “It's about time we met again,” she says into my hair, and all I can do is nod in agreement. “A New Blood’s journey is the time to have those who love them the most around them. I've missed you, and I'm here for you, my child.” Her last words are whispered, and tears sting my eyes. I waited so long to hear any sort of words from my ma. Any words to tell me she didn't give me up because she thought I was a monster. It moved me to hear 'em, even if I was the one making 'em up.

      “You're not making anything up,” she says. “This is how I feel. How I've always felt. I loved you more than life itself, and don't you ever forget it.”

      I cain't help it. The tears squeeze outta the corners of my eyes and scald my cheeks as they fall. We stand in silence for a bit, just relishing each other’s company. Finally, I pull away and study her face.

      “Why am I here?” I ask. “Maya says I gotta accept my Chi. That this journey will help me, but I've already accepted it. So I thought, anyways.”

      “Ah, Maya. She is a smart lady. She will teach you well.”

      “Teach me what? And why are you here? Are you my guide?”

      For the first time her smile falters, and sadness covers her face and echoes in her eyes. “No, afraid not. Forgive me, Tara.”

      Her words don't get a chance to register before I catch movement outta the corner of my eye. Thick, green vines slither over the ground toward me like leafy snakes, and I try to jump outta the way, but my movement only seems to make 'em go faster. They twine around my ankles and pull, yanking me offa my feet, and I fall face first into the moss. The vines start dragging me across the ground, and I dig my fingers into the green lichen, trying to stop myself, but there ain't nuthin' to get a grip on. I lose contact with the ground and get pulled up into the air, feet first, and dangle in the wind as blood rushes into my head.

      I try to defy gravity and move my body up close enough to grab the ties, but the vines have other ideas and pull tighter around my ankles. More fly at me outta the trees and start slapping my face, my arms, and anywhere there's exposed skin. I feel 'em cut deep into my flesh, and I cry out in pain as each swipe slices me open.

      “Ma, help me,” I cry, but I cain't see her from my position. I cain't tell if she's even still there. Blood pounds into my head and ears, and black spots swim in fronta my eyes. I need to do something and quick before I pass out. Calling for my Chi, it sparks to life, and I start to build my strike. Before I can release it, a vine snakes its way around my neck, and my eyes bulge with fear as its grip tightens, cutting off my air supply. Panicked, I tug at the vines, the fear of choking overwhelming every other thought at the moment. The vines tighten, preventing the scream stuck in my throat from leaving my lips.

      Chi.. .I… need you.

      Fire races through my blood as it answers my desperate command. I picture the vines snapping and falling away, and they do just that—dropping me in the process. I hit the ground hard, gasping for breath and sucking sweet air into my starving lungs. Still gasping, I push myself to my knees, my head swinging around wildly searching for any more vines, but nuthin' else appears to be moving. My gaze finally rests on Rease, still standing where I'd left her, not in the least bit fazed at what she just witnessed me go through. Instead, she still regards me with the same sad look from earlier.

      “Wha—” I begin before an ominous buzzing reaches my ears. My eyes dart over the trees, trying to distinguish the source. What the shizen is it?

      At first I think it’s just moving shadows emerging from the trees, but then the shadows get closer. Winged, striped creatures about half the size of my fist aim my way, the buzzing almost deafening now. I don't know what they are, but I know they ain't friendly.

      I turn to run, my first thought to get away, but the moss that had failed to give me anything to grip earlier now sucks onto my feet and refuses to let go, like a sand lands sand-trap. No matter how I tug and pull, my legs don't move. The critters engulf me now, and I raise my arms above my head, trying to swat 'em off. Just like the vines, they latch onto any exposed skin.

      Sharp jabs stick into my forearms, my cheeks, and my neck. Each barb is like a tiny knife digging at my skin and filling me with a skin melting venom. The pain is excruciating, and I woulda opened my mouth to scream, but the fear of swallowing one is all too real. One stabs me above my left eye, and I jerk in pain, trying to hold in the scream and focus my Chi.

      Even as I feel my eye swelling, I picture the swarm exploding into an inferno of scorching fire and heat. The flame bellows from my belly and radiates out, the power awakening my nerve endings even more and intensifying the pain of the stingers. I cain't stop the scream that ruptures my throat, even as my Chi disposes of the critters in an impressive explosion of flame. The flame scorches my skin, and I smell my singed hair. Blackened carcasses fall from the air into a pile at my feet, and the buzzing abruptly stops, but the effect of their assault on me lingers.

      My ragged breaths puncture the silence, a by-product of my continuing pain. I peer through my swollen eyes toward Rease, hoping she has a damn good explanation for what's happening.

      “Why ain't you helpin' me?” I croak, and her pain-filled eyes rake over me.

      “I can't,” she whispers back. “You need to do this on your own, Tara. Stop it before it hurts you even more.”

      “Stop what?” I scream back, but the quaking ground obliterates my question.

      For the love of gods, what next?

      I don't got long to find out. They emerge from the trees at an alarming speed, their black-shelled bodies glittering in the sun and their serrated claws snapping my way. Scorpi-ants.

      I need a weapon.

      I scan the area around me in desperation, but unless I can beat 'em off with a twig, ain't nuthin' I can use. I'm screwed.

      “You have a weapon.” The voice in my head is clear and concise. “Use it.”

      The first scorpi-ant is close now, and it leaps at me with an angry hiss. I jump nimbly outta its way, and it crashes into the ground, barreling into a couple more and knocking 'em over. I call on my power, knowing I was damn lucky that time, and I won't be able to evade 'em that easily. The voice yells at me again, “Stop trying to control it. Let it become one with you!”

      Easier said than done. I try to stop the next attacking devil with Chi, but the attack fizzles, and all I do is send the leaves in fronta the rushing critter flying high into an impressive gust of wind. It does nuthin' to slow the critter down, and it leaps from the ground with way too much enthusiasm. I swerve just in time as it rushes by me, but the claw catches my shoulder, and a spray of red blood follows the creature as it lands.

      I grab my shoulder, trying to staunch the flow of blood. “Accept it,” her voice screams at me, competing with the pain screaming in my shoulder. It sidetracks me enough that I miss the next creature’s lunge. It lands on my back, the claws snapping terrifyingly on either side of my head. Reacting without thinking, I grab it with both hands and yank it over my head, throwing it with such force it smashes against the trees. Black, oily goop splatters the green blades of grass.

      I need to get outta this nightmare now! Maya, bring me back.

      The plea echoes in my head but no answer from Maya. I'm on my own. And I'm in knee-deep shite.

      The scorpi-ants that had been waiting on the sidelines begin closing in and I start panicking, knowing I gotta do something. Then, suddenly, a strange feeling washes over me. The blood rushing through my veins feels like molten lava. Like there's a fire inside of me, boiling the blood and melting my bones. Only this fire has a life of its own. I ain't calling on it. Hell, I ain't even controlling it. It tears through my body and soul, collecting energy and building power like I ain't got no say in the matter. The heat it creates makes me jittery, as if I'm fulla energy just itching to be released. Just itching for a fight. And just as the horde of scorpi-ants leap as one, the pulse of energy detonates, sending them reeling through the air. Most explode mid-flight, the energy more than their shells can handle. The rest the scorpi-ants smash into trees and land belly up, dead before they hit the ground.

      I stare around me in confusion. The strange sensation evaporates, leaving me feeling bereft and relieved all at the same time.

      “Yes!” Rease's shout pierces the air, and my heart jumps into my throat.

      “Shizen, don't do that. You nearly scared me to death,” I growl at her before noticing her pleased as punch grin. “Did you do that?”

      She shakes her head and points a finger my way. “That was all you.”

      “Me?” I look around at the carnage. “But how? I didn't even have time to build my Chi.”

      She throws her head back and laughs. “You didn't need to. You were in danger, and your Chi reacted, protecting you. You're almost there. Let it take control.”

      “But I don't understand—”

      The bolt of energy she shoots my way strikes me dead center in the chest like an iron weight. I fly backwards through the air and plow into the tree behind me. There ain't even enough oxygen in my lungs to allow a grunt of pain as I slide down the trunk and land on my arse. Feels like I just got run over by an army truck. I grope my chest, expecting to feel a hole or at least blood—the pain is so intense.

      Lifting my chin with effort, I glance her way just in time to see her raise her hand once again. Although I cain't see the bolt she shoots my way, I know its coming. And like with the scorpi-ants, something otherworldly kicks in. Instinct, Chi, survival mode, I ain't sure, but I deflect her attack without even trying. The energy whizzes past me and careens right into the thick tree on my left, splitting the trunk on impact. Before she realizes she missed, I lurch to my feet and dive behind a huge boulder, outta her line of vision.

      “What the hell, Rease?” I scream at her from my safety zone. The tree branches above my head splinter into fine bits of wood. I duck and hold an arm over my head, trying to protect myself from the falling debris. “Stop it.”

      “No sense in hiding, Tara. Your Chi needs to feel threatened to rise up. Allow it.”

      “Yeah, that ain’t happenin’,” I fire back. “I ain’t aimin’ to get myself killed today.”

      “You won't die. Not if your Chi has anything to say about it. With pain comes enlightenment. Come out and spar with me, Tara.”

      “I ain't fightin' you. I ain't gonna kick my ma's ass,” I scream back, though she don't seem to have no qualms about kicking mine.

      My comment is met by silence. I wait a few minutes. I reckon she's just trying to trick me into coming out. But still nuthin'. I poke my head out slowly from behind the rock. My ma is just standing there, head cocked to the side. She sees me peeking and shrugs. “Is that what you're worried about? Fighting me? I can fix that.”

      I watch, horror-stricken, as her face contorts, as if a whole army of those maskeetos squirm under her skin. Her face starts to lose shape and drip like her skin is actually melting offa her bones. Her whole body convulses as the shape of it changes and grows taller. The long hair retracts into her skull, leaving a sleek, dark cap. As much as my brain refuses to believe what it's seeing, the features start to realign themselves again, and the end result leaves another familiar face that starts a whole new wave of panic.

      “Is this better?” the deep voice of the Prezedant growls, and I remind myself not for the first time since I've arrived, never to touch another single drop of Ayhaya ever again for as long as I live. I blink my eyes a couple of times, trying to un-think the image in fronta me and make it disappear. It don't work.

      “Come out and face me.” The boulder I'd taken refuge behind rolls away as easy as a young'un's toy ball. Since there ain't nuthin' else to hide behind, I rise to my feet.

      The Rease/Prezedent creature flicks a casual hand my way, and outta the corner of my eye, I catch those damn vines shooting my way. Oh, hell no. Not again. I focus my Chi, ripping the vines out by their roots and flinging them his way. The look of surprise on his face as they wrap around his neck is almost funny, but laughing is the furthest thing from my mind right now.

      “Very good,” he snarls as he swipes the vines away. “Let’s see you handle this as easily.”

      And as if his words act as a catalyst, the sun disappears, plunging us into a menacing darkness. A freezing wind caresses my neck, lifting my hair, and sending a chill over me that makes me shiver. The whole scenario is accompanied by silence, but my ears prick as stealthy footsteps whisper through the trees. Something is coming.

      From the gloom of the forest, shadows erupt and materialize into creatures. All around me scorpi-ants hiss and click their knife-like claws. Wolflings bare their wicked teeth and growl. Faceless soldiers hold knives and shooters all aimed at me. An army of killing machines.

      I'm gonna die here.

      Fear makes my head swim. There ain't no way I can take on all of this. I cain't do it.

      “Let's begin.” The Prezedant's voice is amused as the horde all move as one my way. I tense and reach deep for my Chi, only to come up empty. There ain’t no heat. Not even a flicker. What the hell? Terror threatens to overwhelm me as I realize my innards are as barren as the sandlands, like my Chi has been ripped outta me. Where is it? Swallowing the scream in the back of my throat, all I can do is lift my hands to protect myself as the soldiers’ attack.

      Four of 'em surround me, but I don't give 'em a chance to close in. Leaping at the faceless one right in fronta me, I kick it hard, right in its trunk. I hear ribs crack, but the creature makes no sound as it topples backward into the tall grass, its weapon flying outta its grasp. Landing in a roll toward the dropped shooter, I grab it by the barrel, and I'm back into crouch mode just as the other three advance. Putting all my strength behind it, I swing wide with the shooter. The stock of it connects with the first soldier’s knee, and the reverberation crackles up my arms and into my shoulder, but I continue through, knocking them all offa their feet.

      I ain't got time for any sense of victory. A snarl precedes the next attack as a set of fangs sink deep into my wrist, and I drop the shooter along with a scream. My first instinct is to tug, but the teeth are in deep and won't let go. Sweat beads my brow as I fight against the wave of pain and force myself to twist and straddle the wolfling's back. One wrist still in its mouth, I wrap the other around its neck and pull tight. Tears are falling from my eyes now as it feels like the thing is chewing my wrist offa my arm, but still I don't let go. Instead, I tighten my grip and finally I can feel its teeth loosen. Without thinking, I wrap both arms around its throat now and yank hard, snapping its neck. Its body falls and me along with it.

      The pain in my wrist is excruciating, but now ain’t the time to wallow. I hear the snarls of its pack members heading my way, along with the snapping of the scorpi-ants deadly claws.

      I'm gonna be ripped to shreds.

      Struggling to my feet and cradling my shattered wrist, I prepare to face my enemies.

      And then it happens again.

      My body reacts before my brain even comprehends the situation. The energy comes alive and strums through my body, ripping through my veins and gathering at my fingertips. It swells into a crescendo of power so intense, any other pain I feel pales in comparison. Lifting my hands into the air in acceptance, I ignore the warm blood trickling down my arm. The power is overwhelming. Relentless. Consuming. Like some other being is trying to control my body. But I ain't scared by it. I welcome it with open arms as it flows into every part of me and my fear falls away. The advancing horde senses something is different, and they pause in their attack. Silence descends. The only sound is the humming of this new power as it resonates through my body.

      “Attack!” the Prezedant's voice demands, shattering the silence. The command energizes my enemies back into motion, and they move again. But I ain't worried by them no more. It's what controls 'em I need to focus on. My ma's voice whispers in my head, “He's not of the light. His power is stolen. Remember that,” and I suddenly know what I have to do.

      A primal scream drops from my lips as I allow the strength to totally consume me. My whole body vibrates as the energy tears from my hands. I can see the rippling waves shimmer in the air, parting the darkness as it heads the Prezedant's way. To my eyes, it all seems to move in slow motion, but the attack catches him unaware before he can react and hits him dead center in his gut. He looks down in shock as the energy takes root and radiates out into a ball of light. Slivers from the energy bolt spread through his body like fissures in a dried-out riverbed. His eyes catch mine, and his mouth forms this tiny O of surprise just before his body splinters into a thousand pieces. The pieces rain down and float gently in the air like leaves on the wind before disintegrating into wisps of black smoke that get lost in the dark sky.

      And just like that, it's over. The attacking enemies disappear; one by one they fade into the darkness around me. I twirl in complete confusion, expecting an attack to come at me from some other point. I mean, it ain't over that easy, is it?

      My ma's pleased voice floats through the darkness, startling me. I try to locate the source, but I cain't pinpoint it.

      “You did it, Tara. Well, done. You've accepted your Chi and allowed it to become one with you. Now run.”

      Run? From what? The question still resonates in my head as my eyes see the unthinkable. Everything starts to disappear. The trees, the grass, the very ground, it all starts to swirl and fall away into a black chasm of nuthin' as an unearthly roar assaults my ears.

      “Give me a break,” I yell at the fast approaching abyss. Where do I run to?

      My unspoken question is met by a welcoming sight. The glowing maskeetos from earlier shoot outta the remaining trees, and with an urgent buzzing, point in a direction. They ain't gotta tell me twice. I move my ass in the direction they're going.

      The roar of the world behind me falling into an infinite void makes me move faster than I've ever run before. I ain't quite sure if I really can die on this plane, but I ain't eager to find out. The voice of my ma competes with the deafening roar and the terrified keening in the back of my throat.

      “Find your entry point to go back.”

      My entry point? I don't remember where it is. Nobody told me that was important. Maybe somebody shoulda mentioned that before?

      Frantic, I run through the trees, hoping the fire maskeetos don't steer me wrong. I don't look back. The echoing, cracking, and screaming of the trees being ripped out by the roots tells me there ain't nuthin' to look back at. The flying lights finally stop and huddle around one tree, and I reckon it's what I'm looking for. I swerve toward it, slipping on the moss, and stumble to my knees.

      “Get up!” my ma yells.

      Bouncing back up like my knees have springs in 'em, I take a leap at the thick trunk, hoping desperately it’s where I gotta go. Just as my hand comes in contact with the rough bark, the ground gives way underneath my feet, and my keening turns to screams of terror as I start falling.
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      “What have you done to her?”

      Mack sounds pissed, and my half-fried brain tries to think of what I've done this time to upset him.

      “Tara. Tara, wake up.”

      I try, but my eyes feel glued shut and opening 'em is as painful as ripping a bandage offa a scabby wound. I ignore the pain pulsating in my brain at the bright light, and force a lopsided grin at the collection of worried faces staring down at me, more than happy to be back. Their worry quickly turns to disgust as I roll over, grab the basin Maya sticks under my nose, and puke my guts out.

      I ignore Finn's disgusted, “Ewwww,” as my head keeps bobbing in the basin.

      “Don't worry; it's a natural reaction to the Ayhaya,” Maya says, soothing me as she holds my hair outta the way of the projectile liquid burning from my throat. Natural? What the hell is natural about this?

      “What the hell is Ayhaya?” Mack asks.

      I try to answer, but another bout of sickness takes over.

      “Her hair, Mack.” Even over the sound of my puking, Finn's worried comment registers.

      My hair? What about it? Do I have puke in it?

      Finally, I spit and wipe a shaky hand across my mouth. Maya pulls the basin away and hands me a tin of water. I sit up, downing the tin in one gulp. “Holy shite, that was intense,” I manage to croak. “How long was I out?”

      Mack answers for my crew. “Long enough for us to know something was wrong and bring us back in. Mind telling us what the hell we missed?”

      I ignore him for the moment and glare Maya's way. “May the gods strike you dead if you even so much as think about askin' me to drink that poison again. And a little more heads up wouldna’ hurt none either.” Ignoring her soft laughter I touch my face, expecting to feel the welts and cuts from my encounters. Instead, it feels normal. How can that be when it felt so real? I turn my focus on Finn. “And what about my hair?”

      “It looks like hers.” Finn points to Maya, eyes wide, and I can see the confirmation in the pleased smile on her face.

      Forgetting about searching for the welts, my hand moves to my hair. “It worked?” I whisper, and she nods.

      “What worked?” Mack sounds even more pissed if that's possible. “Will one of you please explain what is going on here?”

      Maya and I both ignore him as she helps me to my feet. My long braid swings forward, and I grab the tail of it, shocked to see Finn is right. Other than the slivers of black running through it, it's as white as the snow I once saw in Lily's picture books. Dang.

      “How do you feel, Tara?”

      I pause to think about Maya's question. I'd just been through hell and back. I'd been attacked, injected with venom, ripped open and pummeled with Chi… and I ain't ever felt better. Even after the rigorous vomiting, I feel energized and renewed. The hum of activity I felt in my dream world still vibrates gently under my skin, and I realize I brought it back with me. I look up at Maya in wonder. I really cain't explain how I feel. The only word that comes to mind is powerful, and I suddenly understand the wave of power I'd felt oozing from the Prezedant the first time we met. The feeling is dangerously intoxicating. As if Maya completely understands the thoughts in my head, she nods. “Yes, it takes a while to get used to it, but soon it will feel as natural as breathing.”

      “Okay, enough with the vague comments here. The girl looked like she was at death's door earlier. Explain,” Mack demands as he glares at both of us, arms folded and legs spread. It's Maya who answers.

      “Of course, Captain.” Maya finally turns his way and spreads her hands. “I can tell you exactly what's going on. You came to ask me and my people to join in your fight with the Prezedant; I refused. Your girl here, the weapon you think can end it all, she wasn't ready. She had not reached her enlightenment and was doomed to fail. But now, she and her Chi are one. She is more powerful and more ready than she will ever be.”

      “And I take it this Ayhaya you speak of provided the means for this to occur?”

      “It, shall we say, opened a doorway for her transformation to take place. The details of her journey are for her to share. Although I'm sure it was quite the adventure.”

      “More like a night terror if you ask me,” I add, and it catches Finn's interest. I can tell by the way his eyes light up, and I run a hand over his matted red hair. “I'll tell you, just not right now, okay?” He frowns but nods in agreement. I turn my attention to Maya. “So have I earned your respect enough for you to change your mind? Will you and your muties join us in our fight?”

      “I make many major decisions for my people, but this is something they must agree to on their own terms. I will not make the decision for them.”

      “Seriously?” My skin tingles a little bit more, like my Chi ain't happy with that response. “I go through all this shite and you still might say no?”

      “I only guide my people, Tara. I don't command them to do anything; otherwise, I'd be no better than the Prezedant. What the muties decide is up to them. Shall we go ask?” She turns to Cee, hovering at the entryway. “Sound the horn. It's time for a gathering.”
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      We'd entered Maya's abode at early dusk. While I'd been busy gettin' tossed about by the gaggle of super-baddies, dusk had turned to night, and a sliver of moon now shines bright in the sky. The Ayhaya nightmare had felt like it lasted way longer than the couple of hours the sky suggested. Who coulda thought something so life transforming could happen in such a short span of time?

      Cee had done her job, and the whole area outside of Maya's home is filled to capacity with muties of all shapes and sizes. Wherever there's standing room, there's a body. Torches light up those closest to us, but the dark sea of bodies stretches back and blends into the horizon. They had to number close to a thousand. The sheer number worries me. The more muties there are, the more that can disagree with this whole idea. It would be a shame having come this far and they ain't gonna agree to help us.

      Maya leads the way, and the sea of muties part as we pass through, their murmuring following us all the way to the center of the village where a platform is lit up with torches. It takes a few minutes for the hundreds of voices to settle to complete and utter silence, but they do just that as Maya takes her spot center stage. She motions for me to join her. I don't wanna, but Beanie and Talbert push me up there against my will, and I hang back in the shadows with Cee.

      “Hand me the speaking horn, Cee.” I watch as Cee gives her the weird lookin' golden cylinder, and Maya places it against her lips.

      “Welcome all.” Maya's voice—amplified by the contraption—echoes into the star filled sky. “I'm sure by now word has spread of the New Blood that arrived in our village earlier today. For those of you familiar with the rebels, she is the one we've heard stories of. The one who fought side by side with my sister, Lily. The one who freed the prisoners, some of them our own people, from the prison on Royal Island. The one who confronted the Prezedant and survived, something not many can boast of. She stands right here.”

      Without warning she grabs my hand and pulls me into the light of the torches, and I pull my wrapper a little tighter over my head. A ripple moves over the crowd, but whether it's approval or scorn, I ain't sure.

      “Tara came to us for a reason. But it's not the reason she believes.”

      I forget my discomfort for a moment and glance over at her in surprise. Where's she going with this?

      “She believes she came here out of her own choices. But she did not. The gods brought her to me for a purpose. She and others believe she has a destiny, a prophecy that she may or may not be the one to fulfill. Do I profess to know if she will succeed?” She gazes out over the crowd and shrugs her shoulders in bafflement. “Who am I to say? I am just a servant of the gods, put here to serve, just like you all.” They murmur along with her in complete agreement. “But I do know one thing. Any New Blood of the light is useless until they reach their final stage of enlightenment. Only then are they powerful enough to beat the one who rules through fear and oppression. The one who haunts our night terrors and fills our children’s hearts with terror. The Prezedant.”

      The murmur turns into a roar of disapproval as curses and spittle are thrown in his name. She holds her hands up, calming them down. “This New Blood had not attained her enlightenment. She came here looking for our help, our backing in fighting our enemy and ridding him from power. I denied her request.”

      More murmuring. “Did I do wrong?” she asks, and the crowd answers with nays and shakes of their heads. I look around in amazement. She fed me some crap line earlier about her not ordering her people to do anything, but I can now see that was total bullshite. She had these people eating out of the palm of her hand.

      “But as I said, the gods had a plan. The New Blood needed to go on her journey of enlightenment. She needed to be at her weakest to accept her strength. So, I helped her with that. And behold!”

      Before I can react or move outta her way, she rips the wrapper offa my head, and my white hair that she had told me to hide earlier comes tumbling out. Maya looks pleased as punch, so I reckon the shouts and stamping at the revel is a good thing?

      “She came to me a weakling, and I helped her be strong. Powerful. Enlightened.” She raises her voice, so the muties don't miss her words. They fall as clear as the rare rains on a windless day. No one else utters a sound, enthralled by her voice.

      “The world needs changing,” she says. “It's said that once our world was alive and bountiful, that once all people lived in harmony and at peace. I believe it can be that way again. But not until the Prezedant is defeated. Only then can we live without fear, without persecution, without hunger.” She pauses to draw a breath and points my way, her captive audience hanging onto her every word. “The gods tell me we can fight him. The gods tell me we can stop him. The gods tell me all hope lies with this New Blood. She has a plan that just may work. Will we respond upon her command?”

      There is a moment of shock and uncertainty at her question, and my heart plummets to the bottom of my stomach. They ain't gonna do it. One young mutie steps forward into the circle of light where we stand, and stares up at us in fear, like he ain't quite sure if he should be saying anything. But he does anyway. “You've always told us the fight isn't ours, Maven. Why fight now? What changed?”

      At first I think Maya ain't gonna answer the young'un. Her face goes from anger to sadness all in the span of a few moments. She lifts the speaking horn to her lips again and addresses the crowd.

      “For those of you who cannot hear, young Tod has questioned our involvement. It's a valid point.” I can see the young'un’s shoulders relax in relief. “I have preached over the years that we stay out of the fight. But I was wrong. We can't afford to stay out of it any longer. With every year, his army grows bolder and his reach into the out lands stronger. Our lands are changing, and we cannot rely on the fear of contamination to keep him away anymore. I've had dreams. Premonitions… call it what you will, but I believe they are a warning, and I feel our home will not be safe much longer. If we sit back and do nothing, then we will all perish.”

      Her admission is followed by shouting and cries of disbelief, despair, I ain't quite sure. All I know is the crowd ain't happy.

      “Quiet. Quiet,” she bellows, and the muties finally settle down once more. “All is not lost. No, far from it. Look at her.” She grabs my hand and holds it above our heads, shaking it in earnest. “I believe she is the one. The one the prophecy has spoken of. Do you feel it? I do. The gods do. They've allowed her Chi to manifest into a power the rest of us can only dream of. A power that will put an end to these dark days once and for all. So I ask you again, my people. Will we respond upon her command?”

      Utter silence. Sweat pops on my brow as disappointment washes over me. They ain't gonna back us.

      Then I hear one voice, tiny at first, lost in the throng of muties. I look down to the front where my people stand. Finn is pumping his fist in the air and yelling the same thing over and over, “Ta-ra. Ta-ra. Ta-ra!” Before long, Talbert and Beanie join in, then the rest of my crew. Then the muties join in around them. Maya looks my way and grins before yelling the same thing through her speaking horn, “Ta-ra. Ta-ra. Ta-ra.”

      The chant soon turns to a thunderous roar as hundreds of voices call my name. Then they're cheering and whistling and clapping. Maya shakes my hand and turns her glance my way. “I think you have your army,” she says.

      I ain't gonna lie. I'm dazed by the noise and reaction, but hearing my name chanted with their acceptance is exhilarating. It only adds to the growing confidence I feel in my gut that I really can do this. And even after all we've been through, after all my doubt and fear, I finally feel strong. I finally feel that I'm worthy of their hope.
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      Maya told me I would get used to the power vibrating beneath my skin, but it's now days later, and the tingling of pent up energy is driving me crazy as I sit by the fire trying to keep my agitation hidden. It's bad enough we wasted a day and a half waiting for the raiders to show up into the out lands with the two veacals fulla supplies they had stolen from the army. I know it was something we had to do. The muties had appreciated the extra supplies, and we had filled our own truck with supplies as well for Vi and her people.

      But once we got back enroute to Gray Valley, I just want to push through. I'm itching to get outta the sand lands and back as quick as we can. And yeah, I know Jax is totally the cause of that impatient itch, but Mack and the others had over ridden my decision. Deep down I know they're right. The idea of driving the truck in total darkness don't make the least bit of sense, and Belle ain't the most skillful driver at the best of times. She'd probably break our necks at night, so making camp and reaching Gray Valley in the morning is the right thing to do. Don't mean I'm happy about it.

      I sit with Cat on one side of me and Finn on the other, staring into the flames as Mack stirs our stew and Tater amuses Talbert and Beanie and Belle with a story about Duchess. I know he misses her since she went back home, so he'll probably be the only support I get when I approach 'em all with the idea of making a detour to Littlepass on the way back to the mountains. I know the rest ain't gonna want to do it, but the young'un, Conner, is still on my mind, and I ain't gonna rest until I get him outta there.

      As if sensing my unease, Cat flops her big head in my lap and I willingly oblige to scratching her ears. Finn soon joins in, but I catch him glancing at me outta the corner of my eye.

      “What?” I say in annoyance.

      “Nuthin'. Just not used to your white hair, is all. You look somethin' fierce.”

      “I reckon I look weird as all heck,” I respond, and he giggles.

      “Yeah, a bit. But mostly fierce. Jax and Ben are gonna freak. You wanna tell me what happened to you on your journey? You said it was like a night terror.”

      I sigh as I give a curt nod. I know he's been itching to ask me about it, so I may as well get it outta the way. “Aye, it wasn't pleasant. There were a lot of strange creatures there. Vines that attacked me outta nowhere, wolflings, and scorpi-ants. Even the Prezedant himself showed up. I mean, I know it was all in my head. Least I think it was. But it sure seemed real enough. But it weren't all bad. I got to see my ma.”

      Finn stops scratching Cat's chin in shock, and the cat smacks her head against him in protest. He ignores her. “Your ma? What was she like?”

      I smile sadly into the dark. “Just like I thought she would be. Beautiful. Kind. Strong. But tough. She forced me into acceptin' what I am. I mean, I guess she finally made me realize what I'm capable of doin'. She helped change me.”

      Finn nods like he understands what I'm trying to say. “You're different, all right, and it ain't just your hair. You can almost… see your power, if that makes any sense. That dang Prezedant don't stand a chance now.”

      I ruffle his hair, my annoyance fading away. “Thanks for the belief, kid.”

      “Well, it's true.”

      I hope he’s right.

      He goes back to scratching Cat's chin, and we fall silent as her purrs vibrate between us.

      “I've been thinkin', Tara,” he says, breaking our companionable silence.

      “Well, that sounds like trouble.”

      He ignores my flip remark. “If… I mean, when you beat the Prezedant, what then? What do the people of Skytown and Littlepass do? Who's gonna lead 'em?”

      I shrug. “I guess they'll figure that out for themselves.”

      “You're right. Maybe somebody like Mack? He'd be a good leader, I think.”

      Mack overhears his name and glances over at us. I raise my voice. “Finn's askin' what your plans are, Mack, after all this is over. Reckon you'll head back to Skytown?”

      He stops stirring the pot and stares into it. “Maybe. If I make it through this alive.”

      “Oh, don't be so morbid, Captain.” Tater clucks his tongue at Mack, joining our conversation. “Of course you will. We all will. We have the powerful New Blood on our side. As my dear mother would say, 'Pessimism leads to defeat, optimism leads to winning.' She was a smart lady, my ma. Way before her time.”

      “Was your ma a seer, Tater?” Belle asks, and I gotta stop the bubble of laughter threatening to spill outta my mouth. A seer? The only thing Tater's ma ever seen was the inside of a brothel.

      “Not in the typical sense, my dear,” Tater's answer is more dignified than mine woulda been. “She didn't see into events, only into the nature of man.”

      Belle nods as if she understands, but I know she ain't got a clue as to what Tater means by that. I don't either, but at least I've learned to ignore his ramblings by now. Belle will learn.

      “Well, what about the rest of us?” Finn continues on, ignoring Tater like I am. “Where we gonna go? Where we gonna live?”

      “Dunno Finn, but good question. I guess I ain't really thought about it. I know it sure ain't gonna be any city like Skytown or Littlepass. Too many people for my likin'. And I know I don't wanna live in the mountains. I've seen enough of them to last me a lifetime. Maybe we'll head back to the sand lands and build our own spot?”

      “We? As in me and you and Cat and Jax and Ben?”

      “And me,” Belle chimes in, and Finn beams at her in agreement.

      “Aye. Oh, and Jane and Thomas, we cain't forget them.”

      “I reckon so, if they all wanna come with us.”

      He nods like he's already thought this through. “Yeah, I'm thinkin' they will. We're all like family now.”

      “Us too?” Beanie asks from the other side of the fire pit, and I glance up in alarm. I forget those two were there.

      “Of course da boy means us too.” Talbert rolls his eyes Beanie's way. “We's the chosen protectors of da Mistress. Where she goes, we go. Don't be dense, Bean.”

      “Talbert's right,” Finn chimes in, and I turn my look of alarm to him. “You're both family now too.”

      “Now don't get ahead of yourself, boy. If I ain't in danger no more, why I gotta have protection?” I try to change the turn of this conversation. I don't want those two holding me to anything.

      “But we gotta ask 'em—”

      I jolt to my feet, my body in motion before my head knows the reason why. The Chi sizzles along my skin, a forewarning of danger, and my head swivels toward movement in the dark night. Cat seems to sense it as well, and she leaps to my side, her back arched and a menacing growl in the back of her throat.

      “Who's there?” I yell into the darkness, knowing instinctively whatever is moving out there is human. “Show yourself before I sic the devil cat your way.”

      Mack and Beanie and Talbert also leap to their feet, weapons pointed but puzzlement staining their faces. I guess they ain't noticed what me and Cat can feel.

      “I said show yourself.”

      “Please… we don't mean you no harm.” The voice is scared.

      “Step into the light,” I demand, and they do just that. Shadows, I count about ten, appear out from behind the sand dunes and move into the reach of the fire's flames and turn into people. I cain't determine born years since they're covered in dirt and grime from their heads to their toes, but from the slight stature of a couple of ‘em, I reckon they ain't no older than Finn. I don't see no weapons from my quick study, but that don't mean our shooters waver from their targets.

      One of 'em steps closer to the fire, ahead of the others. Underneath the grime, I can pick out the features of a young man as he pushes his cloak offa his head.

      “As I said, we mean no harm. We're camped not far from here, and we saw your fire and smelled your food. We…” He swallows hard. “Well, it's been days since we ate, and we were wonderin' if you had enough kindness in your heart to share your meal.”

      I can tell he speaks the truth. The gaunt faces and hungry eyes staring at us as they crowd the fire has a pleading that tears at my heart, and I know they're harmless. They're just a bunch of young'uns. My Chi eases off as my anxiety wanes.

      “Finn, get some more biscuits and tins outta the truck.” I hear Mack sigh in resignation as he puts his shooter away. He knows there ain't no point in arguing with me on this. I gesture to the fire. “Sit.”

      I ain't gotta say it twice. Finn starts handing out the biscuits, and the newcomers practically tear them outta his hands and rip into the food with all the muster of the starving. I let 'em be for a bit. I've been on that end. I know all to well what it's like to be hungry.

      I study 'em in silence. Looks to be six boys and four girls. Where did they come from? I hold my curiosity until the biscuits are gone, and they're working on the stew before I speak. “Where do you hail from? And why are you out here in the middle of the sand lands?”

      All the dirty faces turn the young man's way, the one who’d spoken earlier. I reckon he's been designated the leader.

      He swallows his mouth fulla stew before answering. “A village called Patton, in the eastern Sand lands. It was attacked. I cain't rightly say when. We don't know how long we been out here in the sand lands. Three or four weeks, possibly. I'm guessin' we're the last survivors of the village not dead or taken.”

      No need to ask attacked by who. We already know. “How did you survive?”

      “Pure luck, I guess. Our group was out settin' the trap lines. Brandon was stupid enough to walk right into a sand-trap, got himself stuck real good.” He points to one of the smaller boys, who turns bright red under our scrutiny. “Took us forever to dig him out and made us late gettin' back to the village. It was almost dark by the time we arrived but still light enough to see the carnage left behind.” His eyes close, and he breathes deep, as if his memories are still vivid. I know exactly what he's seeing in his mind's eye. “They killed all the elders. I guess they were too old for what they needed 'em for. Took everyone else. They're all just gone.”

      “They took everyone? Not just the young folk?” I ask in surprise.

      He shakes his head. “No, everyone.”

      This was something new. I glance over at Mack. “Why?”

      “They need more able bodies, I'm guessing. More soldiers. More slaves. More people to make them weapons and armor and food. He's preparing for war. If that's the case, then this village is probably not the only one that's been stolen.”

      I try to hide my fear at Mack’s words, but he overhears my sharp intake of breath “No need to worry. The boy said they came from the east, lands closer to Skytown. The villages he’s taking are nearer to his stronghold. Gray Valley is farther north. It doesn’t make sense to go that far looking for more slaves when he has so many choices close by.”

      I look back to the young'un in charge, mollified some by Mack’s assurance. “I'm real sorry,” I say, and he nods in thanks. “So that was weeks ago? Where are you headed now?”

      “The mountains,” he says, but the earlier sadness in his voice is replaced with cold steel. “Just before this all happened, a trader passed through the village. He told us stories of how a New Blood had attacked Skytown and freed all the prisoners and fought the Prezedant. People say she’s powerful and is buildin' up her own army. He said she saved a village in the sandlands near the mountains, so we're headin’ that way lookin' for her. We wanna find her. We wanna join her. We wanna fight.”
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      My heart finally starts beating normally again as soon as we lay sight on Gray Valley. It ain’t been attacked like I’ve been fearing, even if Mack said otherwise. Jax is the first person I see as we approach, and my heart suddenly goes all wonky again.

      The crowd of greeters walking our way is substantial, but he's the only one I have eyes for as I jump down from the truck. As he gets closer, I can see his wide smile turn to confusion as he takes in my white hair and the group of young'uns alighting from the back of the veacal. He stands impatiently behind his ma as she pulls me into her welcoming embrace and touches my hair with bewilderment.

      “Tara, what is the meaning of this?” Vi straightens her arms and holds me out for further perusal. “What's happened to you? You look so different.”

      “It's a long story,” I answer her. “I will explain it all, I promise. But right now these young'uns need a place to stay and possibly some clean clothes. Think it’ll be a problem, Vi?”

      She takes one look at the group of haggard stragglers that are now lined up behind me, and her mothering instincts kick in. “I'll take care of it,” she assures me, and I know she will. She starts herding them off with the promise of food and water. That's all it takes for them to follow her like lost puppies.

      “Welcome back,” Larius says, beaming at us all, stepping in fronta Jax and cutting him off. Jax rolls his eyes, allowing the man to greet us. “I take it the trip was a success?”

      “It was,” Mack confirms. “The muties have agreed to answer our call for arms. Everything still calm here?”

      “It is. No sign of the Army, but I figured as much since our crops won’t be ripe for another couple of weeks. Why come all this way for some when you can get more?”

      Mack nods in agreement. “Yes, that is their philosophy. Speaking of crops, we’ve also brought back a truck full of supplies. We will need help unloading it.”

      “On it,” Larius says, and he motions for the people at his back to move while he pulls Mack aside.

      Jax finally reaches me, and we stand just looking at each other. His gray eyes travel over me with such intensity I feel my cheeks flushing.

      “Hey—”

      “Shizen, Tara. Good to see you, but what the heck happened to your hair?” Ben smacks me on the arm so hard I stumble a couple of steps. I shoot an angry glare his way.

      “Wish I could say the same,” I grumble, rubbing my shoulder. My sarcasm is totally lost on him.

      “Seriously. You look like an old lady. How'd that happen?”

      “Tara had her enlightenment,” Finn informs him as he barrels through. His excited comment only seems to confuse Ben more.

      “Her what now? If that's another word for getting old, then it worked.” He picks up a strand of my hair and rubs it between his fingers. “Seriously, this is freakin' weird.”

      “Ben, Finn, did I tell you two that I found choc-o-let in among the supplies?” Belle comes to my rescue, and I send her a grateful smile as Finn pretty much squeals in excitement and bounces toward her.

      “Really? Where is it? Oh gods, Ben. You gotta try choc-o-let. It's better than… well, anythin' I've ever tasted. You're gonna think you've died and gone to live with the gods. Gimme, gimme,” he demands, and Belle smiles at his enthusiasm.

      “Well, I gotta find it again first. You guys come help me.”

      “Choc-o-let? I've heard you talk about that before, Finn.” Ben's interest is also piqued, and he forgets about my hair. “Now, this I gotta try.”

      Finn is still gushing about choc-o-let as the three of them disappear around the back of the truck.

      Jax steps my way, and my stomach flips over as the dimpled grin breaks out. “Hey, you,” he whispers, and I utter back a stupid, “Hey yourself.” Real smooth.

      His hand reaches out and caresses my hair. “I guess you have a lot to tell me.”

      “Uh-huh,” I answer. Yup, smooth as a baby's skin.

      “I can't wait to hear the story on this one. But first, come with me.”

      He grabs my hand and starts tugging me away from the truck, ignoring Finn's, “Hey, where you two goin'?”

      Belle's, “Finn, you gotta help me find the choc-o-let,” causes my lips to twitch, and I make a mental note to thank her later for her interference.

      I follow Jax without question as he drags me down the path and toward the shallow creek and the outcrop of rocks where he had first told me about being free. Once we're on the other side and sheltered from any of the villager's prying eyes, he crushes me against the rocks with his body.

      “Jax, what the—”

      “Shhhh,” he whispers as he places a finger over my lips. “For once don't question, just go with the flow.” He takes his finger away and kisses me.

      Although this ain't our first kiss, it sure feels like it. This ain't no farce to fool the guards, or a kiss born outta anger and frustration. It's a real kiss. The tingling it causes all over my body kinda reminds me of my close encounter with the lightning strike as every nerve ending sparks alive and my belly quivers. I bury my hand in his hair, and he tips my head to deepen the kiss. His lips scorch mine, his touch burning my flesh, and I almost expect to see smoke rising. The kiss is fierce and tender. Hungry and giving. Perfect.

      He moves closer, blocking out the light as his body covers mine. I cain't help but notice how our bodies fit together perfectly, chest to chest, thigh to thigh, like we were meant to be.

      “I've been wanting to do this right for so long,” he whispers as he finally drags his mouth offa mine, and I smile through my kiss-swollen lips.

      “Right, feels real nice,” I say. “Only thing I don't understand is why you stopped?” I feel his laughter rumbling in his chest as he grazes his lips against my chin and nose and temple before resting his cheek on my forehead. His stubble is rough and prickly, but I don't mind at all. I lay my hand on his chest, his heartbeat strong and steady.

      “I missed you,” he says.

      “I thought I was a pain in your ass?”

      “Meh, well, even a pain leaves a hole when it's abruptly gone.”

      “You're such a sweet talker,” I say.

      “What can I say? You bring out the best in me, Freak.”

      I laugh, and he sucks in his breath as his eyes devour me. “I love your smile.”

      I shift uncomfortably and drop my eyes, but Jax grips my chin and forces my gaze up to meet his.

      “Oh, no, you don't. No more running.”

      “I ain't runnin',” I say.

      “Yeah, you are. Whenever there's talk of feelings, you try and close yourself off. It's kind of your thing.”

      I grimace, knowing he's right. “I guess I need a new thing.”

      “No arguing that.”

      I stare into his face and catch my breath at the naked intensity I find there. “I'm sorry. It… I ain't used to feelin' this way. It's overwhelmin' and a little uncomfortable to say the least.”

      The fingers on my chin move up and stroke my cheek. “Well, get used to it. I've been waiting for this for a long time, and now that I have it, I'm not going anywhere. You're stuck with me.”

      The fiery gleam in his blue eyes is strangely arousing. Warmth gushes over me as my whole body trembles in excitement. What the hell is wrong with me? I'm acting like some lovesick fool. But like always I don't know how to respond, so I don't say nuthin'. Instead, I arch toward him, and it's all the invitation he needs. His lips brush mine again; this kiss is so tender it melts my innards. My arms snake around his neck, trying to draw him closer as he explores every inch of my mouth, driving me to a level of want I ain't ever felt before. My hands drop, running back and forth over his arms, feeling the sinewy muscles under his shirt. When he releases my lips, I'm unable to move.

      He grins at my befuddlement as he brushes errant strands of hair outta my face. “As much as I don't want this to end, trust me when I say it needs to.”

      My cheeks heat up at his words, and he laughs softly. He curls a strand around his finger. “Why don't you take our minds off this and tell me about your trip to the out lands?”

      “Okay,” it comes out as a squeak, and I clear my throat and start again. “Let's just say it was more than I expected. Their leader was a lady named Maya. She's Lily's sister.”

      “What?” Jax says.

      “I know, right? It surprised me too. Apparently, her and Lily never saw eye to eye on fightin' the Prezedant. So while Lily devoted her life to it, Maya ran and hid. She told me things Lily never did. Like how a New Blood of the light needs her enlightenment to be her most powerful. I ain't gonna lie to you and tell you I know exactly what that means, because I don't. All I know is she gave me this herb that sent me on a wicked trip that was in my mind. Maybe? But I met my ma there, and I fought scorpi-ants and vines and the Prezedant. I became one with my Chi which caused the white hair. Sounds crazy, right?” I trail off as Jax stares at me in bewilderment.

      “A bit. But crazy and you go together, so in a way it makes total sense. I knew you under went something significant the moment I saw you. You looked... different. More powerful. More in control.”

      “So you believe me?”

      He looks surprised. “Of course I believe you. I always did. What does it mean for us though? For the war?”

      I'm quiet for a bit. Something's been gnawing at my brain since my Ahaya experience, and I debate whether to share it with Jax. I decide to. “I ain't said anything to anybody about this, but my ma said something to me that I think just might help me defeat him once and for all.”

      “Okay, intriguing. What was it?”

      “She said he ain't of the light. That his power is stolen power.”

      “And that means?”

      “It means—” I suddenly change my mind before the words leave my lips. “It means I have an idea, is all. I promise I'll share it with you when the time is right, but I wanna think about it a bit more.”

      “Okay, but you promise?”

      I nod and smile, hoping it covers my lie. I do have an idea, but I realize Jax ain't gonna like it. Not one little bit. None of 'em are, and since I ain’t quite sure how dangerous it will be, I keep it to myself. At least for now.

      “Bottom line, the trip was a success. The muties agreed to join us in our fight. They have the numbers that can make a difference. Between them and the raiders and our own growin' band of misfits, I reckon we may stand a chance.”

      Jax shoots me that dimpled grin, and I fight the urge to kiss him again. “What?”

      “Nothing, I'm just stunned by the change in you. You left a scared girl and came back as this badass New Blood. You practically ooze confidence now. I like it.”

      “So, you like the new Tara better?” I tease.

      “I ain't gonna lie. I find this new self-assurance appealing as hell. Or maybe I have a thing for white hair?” He flicks my colorless strands.

      “Oh, really? Well, good to know you ain't gonna run away when we get old and wrinkly and I turn into a gramma.”

      He laughs at my comment, lacing my hand through his and pulling it to his chest. “Is that your way of committing to me and telling me that we're gonna grow old together someday?”

      He says it in jest, but his eyes search my face with an intensity that says he ain't joking at all. I gulp a couple of times, trying to swallow the spit in my mouth. I wanna say what my heart is screaming, “hell yes!” Instead, I mutter, “Take from that what you will, Jax.”

      “Okay, I will.” Raising my hand to his lips, he covers it with kisses as gentle as butterfly wings, causing my heart to almost burst. “Because I'll make sure it happens. I will follow you to the ends of the earth, Tara of Rivercross. This is my pledge to you.”

      I blink hard, trying to dispel the stupid water in my eyes.

      “Aye, well, you may regret sayin' that,” I croak at him, trying to dislodge the lump in my throat. “Because there's something I gotta do. And if you're gonna follow me to the ends of the earth, then I guess you're goin' with me, and you ain't gonna like it.”
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      “Are you sure about this?” Belle stares across at me in worry from atop her bedraggled excuse of a horse. I nod as I move in time with the animal I'm sitting on. My horse ain't in much better shape. I swear I can hear her labored breathing with every step she takes, but given the circumstances, these were the best we could do. We bartered them offa an old lady in the small village outside of Littlepass. They were already one foot in the grave, and she had plans on making jerky from 'em, no doubt. But she took the deal of a larder fulla supplies and the bag of crop seeds. We paid far too much for the animals, but I need for this plan to work.

      Jax walks ahead of both horses, leading us toward the soldiered gate of Littlepass. Unlike our last visit here, the gates are far more heavily patrolled than the single guard we'd encountered then. I pull my neck wrapper tighter around my head. I got no worries about being recognized. The dark haired, city-dressed girl in the wanted posters looks nuthin' like the white haired, grimy faced, shite-encrusted hobo riding this horse. It had been Tater's idea to dirty us up, me and Belle. He said the guards wouldn't give us the time of day if we stank to high heaven. So, a little of Cat's dried shite rubbed into our clothes did the trick just fine. Gross, but necessary. The disguise still don't make me any less nervous.

      Mack had insisted he be the one to lead us in, but out of all of us, he was the most recognizable. The one eyed, patch-wearing, ex-captain would be a dead giveaway. At least he had the common sense to acknowledge the fact. And since Jax don't have any intention of letting me do this alone, he's the third in my little plan. After talking 'em all into going along with this idea, I truly hope it works. We pull abreast of the fortified city gates, and a brown robed guard steps outta the shadows.

      “Halt,” he calls out in a bored voice, and Jax pulls the animals up short.

      “'Ello, my good man,” Jax greets cheerily in a terrible imitation of Talbert, and I wince. When had we agreed on that accent?

      “State your business,” the guard ignores any sort of friendliness on Jax's part.

      “Of course, sir, of course. My name is Willis, and I've come 'ere to see if I can acquire gainful employment fer me two sisters.” He jerks a thumb our way. “Ya see, they've become too much of a burden, they 'ave. That one there,” he says, pointing to Belle, “she ain't dealin' wif all her faculties, know wot I mean? She's a 'arm to 'erself as well as to me and me kin.” And as if on cue, Belle flashes her horsey smile and laughs manically at the guard. “And that one,” Jax points to me. “Well, let's jest say she's got way too much attitude than any one single female should 'ave. I pity the fool who tries to take 'er on, I do. I jest wanna wash my 'ands of her.”

      I glare at Jax through the slit in my wrapper. What the hell is he doing?

      “See wot I mean?” He shivers at the guard. “Scary, she is.”

      The guard peers at me and points a dirt-encrusted finger my way. “What's in the sack?”

      Jax pats the long cloth sack slung over the horse's back in front of me.

      “Just their belongin's. Ain't much ‘cause they don't have much.”

      “Open it,” he orders me, and I do as he says. I untie the sack and pull a couple of dirtied items out and hold 'em up for his inspection. It seems to appease him. He turns back to Jax.

      “What kinda work you hoping to get for 'em?”

      “I dunno. I cain't marry 'em off, so I gotta do somethin'. Maybe sell 'em into drudge work. Maybe to the brothel if they'll take 'em. 'Ell, I'd even give that one away fer free jest to be rid of 'er,” he whispers conspiratorially to the guard as if I cain't hear him or see him pointing my way. The guard studies me a bit more closely.

      “You're gonna give her away?” he asks as if this interests him. The guard turns back over his shoulder and calls to his two companions. “Come, look at this. This guy is trying to get rid of his sisters. He says he's gonna give this one away.”

      Shizen, Jax, what are you saying? Stop drawing attention. Jax, as if realizing he's gone too far, tries to backtrack. “Don't even consider it, me good sir. I wouldn't wish 'er on me greatest enemy.” And to emphasize his point, I kick at his head, barely missing him. He jumps outta the way. The guards all start laughing at his misfortune like it's the funniest thing they've seen all day. “See? Too wild to be tamed. If ya could just point me in the way of the flesh tradin', I'll be on me way.”

      One of the newer guards has other ideas, however. He approaches me and grabs my wrist, pulling me down toward his face to have a better look. I guess he don't wanna pass up on a freebie. But then the scent of the devil cat's shite hits him full force, and he backs off, pulling his robe up over his nose.

      “By the gods, she stinks worse than an over-crowded hog sty in noon heat. Good luck finding anyone that'll take her off of your hands.” He gags as the smell assaults him again. “Get them out of here,” he orders Jax, and Jax gives a curt little bow, “Aye, sir. Right away, sir.” He starts leading us quickly past the gate and into Littlepass.

      I stay quiet until I know we're well outta view of the guards, and wait for Jax to turn us into an alley between two crumbling buildings. Sliding offa the horse, I face Jax, hands on my hips. “What the hell was that?”

      “Me trying to be realistic,” he says.

      “Realistic?” I snort. “You almost ruined the plan. And what kinda accent was that, anyway? I'm surprised they didn't suspect you right away with that. It was terrible.”

      “Terrible? It was a sand lands’ accent. A mix of you and Talbert.”

      “Me?” I raise a brow in disdain. “That don't sound nuthin' like me. Did it Belle?”

      The girl startles like I just asked her some secret to the universe. “Uhhh. No? Maybe? I'm not sure. Anyways, it worked, didn't it? We're in. That's the important thing.”

      “Yeah, more thanks to Tater and his idea of the shite. That was the only thing that kept 'em from digging any further. Remind me not to tell him that of course, otherwise he'll never let us forget it,” I say to Jax as I carefully try to remove my stained shirt. Jax grins and steps my way as if to help, but I watch as his nose wrinkles, and he steps right back again.

      “Gotta say, it really does work.”

      Smothering my laugh, I turn to Belle. “Wait here with the horses. If anyone approaches, tell 'em your brother will be back any moment. Your very big, very angry brother.”

      She nods. “Got it. And if that don't work, ain't nothing a swift, hard kick to the face won't take care of.”

      “That's my girl.” I flash her a pleased smile, then turn to Jax. “Okay, Tater said the tavern we're looking for is only a short walk from the gate on the opposite side of the town square, which means we gotta go that way. We need to be quick and get in and out before the tavern opens. Once it fills up with soldiers, we ain't gonna stand a chance. Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I'll ever be,” he confirms. “Let's do this.”
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        * * *

      

      The inside of the tavern is dank and dark and smells like rotten meat. A little bell above the door announces our arrival, and my eyes still ain't adjusted to the gloom when a voice calls out, “We're not open. Go away.”

      We do anything but. I blink a few times until I can see into the darkness, and I find the owner of the voice. A hunchbacked gnome with a hooked nose glares at us in disapproval from behind the bar. I almost expect him to throw a curse our way; he reminds me so much of the wizards from the traders’ tales.

      “Are you two stupid or deaf? I said go away.”

      “Are you the tavern owner?” I ask as I move into the room.

      A loud snort hits my ears. “Do I look like I'm the owner of this shite hole?”

      “Then is he here?”

      I didn't think it's possible, but he narrows his squinty eyes even more. “Who's askin'?”

      “You don't wanna know. I have business with the owner. Is he here?”

      His glance swivels around the room. “Do you see anyone else, ya daft bird?”

      Before I can respond, Jax leaps across the low bar and grabs the gnome by the front of his shirt, yanking him offa his feet. “The lady asked you a question. Now if I were you, I'd go get the owner before she loses her temper. Trust me, you don't want to see that.”

      The old man's eyes open wide but not in fear. A loud cackling emits from his broad grin, and it takes me a moment to realize he's laughing.

      “You think you can scare me, boy? I've been the property of the devil for years. I don't scare that easy.”

      “We'll see,” I say quietly as my Chi crackles along my skin. It don't act out, though. A door creaks open off to the side, and a big man strides into the room. His stomach protrudes from under the stained shirt pulled tight across the exposed flesh. He rubs at it lovingly as he saunters our way, a small smile flitting about his thin lips.

      “Trouble, Saxy?” he asks.

      “No, Master. Just a couple of idiots. Nothin' I can't handle.”

      I ignore the little man and face the behemoth. “Are you the owner?”

      “I am.” He looks me up and down with a weird glint in his eyes. “Who wants to know?”

      “Don't matter who I am. Do you have a boy here by the name of Conner? A boy you keep as a slave?”

      “I don't have slaves, girl. I have property.”

      “I see.” I keep my voice even, though just looking at his pale, ugly face makes me steamin' angry. “Are you willin' to part with your property for the right price?”

      “You wanna buy the boy?”

      “That's what I said, ain't it?”

      He folds his fleshy arms across his stomach. “Hmmmm, strange. You're the second person in as many months that’s offered to pay good coin for a worthless little piece of shite. Why is that? What's so special about the boy?”

      I keep my gaze steady. “I ask again. Are you willin' to part with him for the right price?”

      “Boy!” he bellows, almost busting my eardrums. “Come here. Now.”

      The door behind the bar opens as a waif hurries into the room. His head is lowered, his eyes staring at the floor, but almost like he feels my presence, he gasps and looks up at me. He stumbles to a stop as our eyes meet, and I know right away it's him. The boy from the market place. The boy whose cry for help I had ignored. I know he recognizes me, too, and his owlish eyes blink in confusion.

      Both of his eyes are ringed in bruises, and a fresh, bloody cut above his brow tells me we just missed the earlier beating. A torrent of emotion battles in my gut: anger, guilt, and hatred for the bastard standing across the room. My fists clench by my sides as I struggle to keep my rage under control. There's still a chance we can do this the easy way.

      “Whadda ya starin' at boy? I said come here.”

      The boy, Conner, shakes his head and hurries to the fat man's side. A beefy hand falls on his shoulder as the man flips him about like a rag doll, studying him.

      “Nothin' special about him from what I can tell. This lady is offering to buy ya, boy. Just like the little man did. Do you know her?”

      Conner shakes his head.

      The thick fingers dig into the thin shoulder, and the boy winces in pain. “Answer me when I ask you a question, boy. I said, do you know her?”

      “No, Master,” the boy says through his teeth.

      “Then why is she offering to pay good coin for a spineless, yellow-belly like you?”

      “I… dunno,” he answers as his lips contort with pain.

      “I guess she don't realize that I don't negotiate, huh, boy? Besides, he don't wanna leave here, do ya?” The fingers dig in even more, and a small whimper escapes, even though the boy bites his lip to stop it.

      “Stop hurtin' him,” I warn.

      The beady eyes look at me in fake surprise. “Hurtin' him? I ain't hurtin' him.” He looks back at Conner. “Am I hurtin' you, boy?”

      The shaved head wobbles in denial. “No, Master.”

      “See,” he says as he releases the boy’s shoulder and spreads his wide hands my way. “I ain't hurtin' him.”

      Quick as a lightening strike, one hand flies back and wallops the boy against the side of his face, sending him flying across the floor. His split lip shoots an arc of blood through the air, and he collides with the wooden table in the middle of the room.

      The big man stares into my horrified face with a grin of pure evil. “Now, that was hurtin' him. See the difference?”

      The shriek of fury comes straight from my gut. I cain't contain it even if I tried. My hand flies up in the air the same time as the big man reaches for the unseen vise that closes around his throat. My Chi shows no mercy as it drags the man, his feet dangling in the air like a puppet dancing on strings, and slams him hard into the far wall. As he hangs there in mid-air, his tiny mouth gasping for air, and his eyes bulging in his red face, I approach.

      “I gave you fair warnin'. How's it feel to be the victim now, huh? Not so good?” He gurgles something unintelligible, and I cock my head to the side. “Sorry, what? I don't understand? Oh, are you tellin' me I'm hurtin' you?”

      He nods, his face turning redder with every passing moment. Just before he's ready to pass out, I yank my Chi, and it releases him. He drops so hard the floor shakes under my feet. I turn my back to his gasping and wheezing and go to the boy and help him stand.

      “Are you okay?” I ask softly as I dab at his bleeding lip with my sleeve. He nods at me, but his eyes stare in wonder at the hum of our blood bond connection.

      “Are you one of them?” he whispers.

      “I'm a New Blood. Like you,” I say, and his grin grows wide. “I'm Tara, Jane and Thomas's kin. I've come to take you to 'em. I won't leave without you this time. I promise.”

      His eyes well up with tears at my words, but he refuses to let 'em fall. It's almost as if he don't truly believe what I'm saying to him. Just as I'm about to lead him away, Jax's cry of “Tara!” warns me. The big man leaps my way, and a knife slashes by my face. I swerve just in time to keep it from burying into my neck. My Chi attacks the immediate danger, and the man screams in agony as his wrist bone cracks, and the knife clatters to the floor.

      I can feel the intense heat radiating from me even though my innards are cold and calm as a sheet of ice. The big man is blown offa his feet like some unseen explosion happened in fronta him and slams back into the wall. He slides down from the massive crack his impact leaves in the side of the building. My gaze falls on the knife. It arcs across the room and impales itself into the man's chest before he can move outta the way.

      I walk his way, his gasps of pain affecting me no more than a dying scorpi-ant. As I approach, his eyes fulla fear stare up at me. Maybe I should feel guilt or remorse at what I’ve done, but all I can think is how no more young'uns’ eyes will stare at him with that same fear. No more. His days of hurtin' are done.

      “You shoulda negotiated,” I whisper. I feel nuthin' as he takes his last breath, and the life dies outta his eyes. I stand there, staring a bit longer. Maybe hoping to feel something at the life I just took. But I feel empty.

      “Tara, we have to go.” Jax's worry rouses me from stupor.

      I turn his way and nod. That's when I notice the gnome, staring at me in a mixture of fear and fascination.

      “If you know what's good for you, you'll keep your mouth shut,” I warn.

      He then does something unexpected. He flashes me a grin fulla broken teeth.

      “He was like that when I got here this morning,” he says, gesturing to the man at my feet. “Probably robbed during the night. All I know is I'm now the new owner of a tavern. I'll give you time to get away before I call the guards. Godspeed, New Blood.”

      Smart gnome.

      Belle is looking real worried by the time we hightail it down the alley. A huge smile radiates as soon as she sees the boy.

      “You did it,” she says. “Any trouble?”

      “Yes.”

      “No.”

      Jax and I say at the same time, interrupting each other.

      “Nuthin' I couldn't handle,” I say. “But we gotta move.”

      I pull the cloth sack offa my nag and yank out all the clothes, hiding them in the dried bushes behind us. I turn to Conner. “We're gonna smuggle you past the guards in this. You're gonna get inside; we'll lay it across the horse like you're a sack of clothin'. Just lie there and don't move a muscle, no matter what you hear, got it?”

      He nods and climbs in without another word. Jax positions him over the horse’s back and I climb up behind it. The boy is thin enough, but I hope to gods the guards don't notice the bag looks a little fuller now than it did when we came in.

      Jax grabs the reins of both horses and starts leading us outta the alley. The gnome is true to his word; no guards seem to be alerted or suspicious of our presence. The same guard from earlier gives us the stink eye as we approach the gate.

      “Back already?” he says.

      Jax nods and gives a weary sigh. “Aye. The flesh tradin' ain't for another two days, and the brothel didn't want 'em.”

      “I coulda told you that,” the guard says, eyeing me up and down. “What you gonna do with 'em now?”

      “Gonna take 'em back 'ome and—”

      “Atchoooo.”

      The sneeze from the bag in fronta me sounds extremely loud and echoes through the gate’s passageway. The guard's eyes narrow as he stares at me real funny like. Belle panics, and I know her face is gonna be a dead giveaway if the guard glances her way. Thinking quick, I lift the wrapper offa my face and start fake sneezing like there's no tomorrow. I give it my all, honking and sneezing as spittle flies outta my mouth.

      “Ugh,” Jax cries as he backs away. “Wot I tell ya 'bout coverin' yer mouth, ya cow? I don't want none of yer poxy spit flying my way.”

      The guard who had been walking towards me, backs up in disgust as I target him on purpose and my spit strikes his cheek. “Poxy?” he asks, his eyes widening in fright and his gloved hand wiping furiously at his cheek.

      “Well, it ain't been said dats wot she's got, but—”

      “Poxy! Damn you, you moron. If I had known that, you would never have made it through these gates. Begone with you, and take your disease-ridden cows with ya. And don't come back. If I so much as see you anywhere near here again, I'll have you arrested on the spot. You understand?”

      Jax cowers in mock fear, nodding like a madman. “Aye, sir. Thank ye, sir. We'll be on our way.”

      Hurrying past the guards, he leads us through the cobblestone gates into the heat of the sand lands. We don't stop for nuthin', not even once to look back. We head swift to the higher dunes where our people wait for us. Once we are out from under the watchful eyes of the wall and in sight of our crew, I finally allow myself to breathe again.

      “You're safe now. Don't be scared by anythin' you're about to see,” I warn the boy in the sack as

      Talbert and Beanie and Finn and Cat scurry my way in obvious relief. Even after the night terror of living with the devil himself, Connor still needed to be prepared to meet my crew.

      “Take care of the boy,” I say as I slide offa the horse and point to the squirming sack. “He’s gonna be a bit lightheaded.” Talbert and Beanie nod and lift him carefully like he's precious cargo.

      “As my dear mother would say, 'You are truly all a sight for sore eyes.' So glad you made it back in one piece, even though I am truly devastated that I'm so close to my beloved Duchess yet was not able to visit.” Tater and the others saunter towards us. I raise a brow at his words.

      “Duchess, crutches. You're upset because you never got to visit her 'ladies.' Don't try to fool a fooler.”

      Mack snorts over his shoulder like he agrees with me.

      “You do call 'em as you see 'em, girl,” he answers with a hearty laugh.

      “Mission accomplished, I see,” Mack says as Conner is helped outta the sack and stood on his wobbly feet. The boy, once righted, stares at Talbert and Beanie and Cat in part terror, part fascination. I'd forgotten what effect they had on people who ain't used to 'em. “Any trouble?”

      “A little,” I say, and Jax’s sarcastic “ha” forces me to elaborate.

      “Okay, a lot. We better move. There was an unexpected complication that kinda involves a dead man.”

      “You killed somebody?” Ben's eyes are wide in disbelief.

      “He attacked first,” I say, trying to defend myself but Jax butts in.

      “It was self defense.” I send him a look of gratitude, and he continues, “And he had it coming to him. But I'm afraid if the guards narrow it down to us, they aren't going to see it that way, so Tara is right. We better move.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?” Mack asks without so much as batting an eye. “Let's get back to the mountains and get this rebellion in motion.”
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      As much as I hate to admit it, the sight of the mountain village almost feels like coming back home. Most of the villagers are out and about taking care of their midday chores: firewood being chopped, water jugs being filled at the village well, and the meat cooking over open fires. It's welcoming and comforting. It's also a lie. Everyone here knows we're living on borrowed time, and seeing our group back only confirms it. We get waves and shouts of welcome, but the worry is evident in their weary eyes. They know our return means we're a step closer to war.

      I see the funny looks sent my way. Most are as perplexed by my white hair as the residents of Gray Valley, but not one of 'em approaches to ask me how it happened. To be honest, I think my reputation that preceded me here still scares 'em, and I'm sure this crazy hair ain't helping.

      We past Ernst's rock shanty on the way to our own, and he emerges, alerted by the shouts of greeting. He don't bother with no welcome back greeting, although he sends a relieved smile my way, like he’s real glad to see us. He falls into step beside us as we walk through the village, regarding me with his curious gray eyes and pursed lips. I cain't help the spurt of anger that blossoms at knowin' he possibly kept me in the dark about my powers.

      “You look a little different. Dare I ask what sort of shenanigans you've been up to?”

      “It's a long story, but let's just say I learned of somethin' pretty interestin'. Enlightenment. Ever hear of it? Seems like it's pretty damned important in beatin' the Prezedant. Why didn't you tell me about this?”

      He ignores my accusatory tone and furrows his brow. “I would have if I knew what that was.”

      I throw him my best disbelieving glower. “You tellin' me in all your years of dealin's with the New Bloods and stealin' their powers, you ain't heard of it?”

      He shakes his head. “Can't say I have. What is it?”

      “Possibly the only way to beat the Prezedant,” Mack says from the other side of him. I know Ernst wants to ask me more, but Jane and Thomas finally realize we're back and have spotted Conner.

      Their hollerin' and hootin' as they run our way is painful to the ears but music to the heart. Conner is nearly knocked ass-backwards as they tackle him, and just seeing the three of 'em together huggin' and cryin' makes me realize I did the right thing in going after him. Finn walks beside me, and though he's only got a year or so on the other young’uns, the smug little grin on his face at their reunion makes him seem so much older.

      “You did a good thing, Tara. Rescuin' Conner had to be done, even though Mack didn't agree. I'm proud of ya.”

      I wrap my arm around his neck and draw him in. “You're proud of me? Then that's all that matters, ain't it?”

      He grins up at me just as Belle joins in with the ruckus and bellows a yell that practically busts my eardrums. “Jonas!”

      She runs into her brother's arms, and he lifts her up in a bone crushing hug. Jonas is back. Good. Hopefully with good news from Skytown. But then I see who's following him, and my own smile lets loose.

      “Zoe,” Mack says in pleasure as Lily's former apprentice approaches us. She hugs Mack with affection, but she's more reserved with me. I smile at her anyway.

      “Where did you come from? How did you find us?”

      “I found the boy outside of Skytown,” she says, motioning to Jonas over her shoulder. “Thought I'd accompany him back since I didn't know how to find you after we escaped the city. Plus, he says you've finally got a plan in motion.”

      “What were you doing in Skytown?” I ask.

      “Looking for a way to get inside that damn fortress of his. Last patrol he killed two of my people and took four prisoners. I was trying to rescue them. I'm tired of losing my people to that bastard.” Her face is lined with frustration. I know exactly how she feels.

      “I'm sorry,” I say, but she shrugs at me like she don't wanna talk about it no more. Mack throws an arm over her shoulder, and she closes her eyes like she's trying to hold back tears. But she's tough. She don't crumble. Instead, she pulls away, her face back to its usual stern look of disapproval.

      “So, what's the plan?”

      “We have much to discuss, Zoe, but not yet. We have supplies to unload. People to settle away. We will have a meeting shortly, but give us time to catch our breath.” Mack tries to smile at her, but all it does is pucker his scar and flap the eye patch. Not so reassuring.

      I turn to Finn, knowing Mack is right. “Okay, I have another job for you. We need to find another sleepin' mat and blanket for Conner. Think you can go track that down for him while I try to find him some clean clothes?”

      “On it,” he says and scurries off, Cat on his heels. I sigh and turn to Jax. “So with Conner bunkin' in our shanty, that's gonna make six of us plus Cat. Gettin' a little crowded, don't ya think? Maybe we should see about getting' a bigger shanty?”

      “You say crowded, I say fulla love.” He smiles at me as I roll my eyes.

      “Fulla somethin' all right.”

      “Awww, come on Tara. It's good practice for when we have six or seven of our own young'uns. You did say we were gonna grow old together.”

      I don't let on to the thrill of pleasure his words elicit in my stomach. Instead, I pretend to scowl at him. “Six or seven cats, you mean right?”

      “No, I mean kids.”

      “Okay, dogs it is.”

      His laughter follows me all the way to our shanty. Dear gods, I've created a monster.
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        * * *

      

      Ernst had the biggest shanty in the village, stretching halfway up the side of the towering boulder it was built against. Go figure the biggest was occupied by one man. But at the moment, it don't seem to matter how big it is. There still don't seem to be enough room for everyone who had piled in for the meeting. All my crew are here, minus Finn and Cat. I gave him the duty of patrolling the grounds, and he took on the job with all the seriousness of any soldier. Young Thomas had agreed to join him, and I knew Cat would protect 'em both well enough. No harm would come to 'em. Besides, the guards out on the border would warn us of any trouble long before it reached the boys. I ain't gotta worry about that.

      Jonas and Belle are here along with the men who had accompanied Jonas to Skytown. Zoe and her remaining crew, too. Even Busher's daughter, Meela, is present with a couple of her raiders. I hadn't even realized they were in the village until now. Bringing us word of her pa, no doubt. She catches my eye and gives me a stiff nod. I nod back, but a smile don’t touch either of our faces. Even after all this time, we ain't forgotten our first meeting where she tried to steal my necklace, and I almost killed her. Not something you forget easily, I guess.

      Unlike me, Ben don't carry that same hatred for the girl, and I catch him outta the corner of my eye grinning at her like some fool. A slight smile curves Meela’s lips at his obvious infatuation with her. But I'm surprised the boy don't drop dead on the spot since the look Belle sends his way from across the room is enough to make his heart shrivel in his chest. Poor Belle. I don't think anyone else is paying attention until Jax whispers in my ear, “Why does Belle look so upset?”

      “Because the idiot I call my kin is breakin' her heart, and he don't even know it. He's only got eyes for the ice princess over there, and Belle ain't likin' it.”

      He twists and looks at me in surprise. “Belle is in love with Ben? Since when?”

      I mimic his look of surprise. “Oh, gods, don't tell me you ain't noticed? Don't you guys notice anythin' like that or y'all too dense?”

      He shakes his head. “That girl needs to be told she can do far better than that daft moron.”

      “So not the time, Jax,” I growl at him, even though my lips twitch at what he's said. Ben could be daft at times.

      Mack stands up in the center of the room and clears his throat. “Thank you all for joining us this evening. It's good to see you all back and safe. There is much we need to discuss. I'm hoping all of our journeys have been successful.” Mack waits until the murmur of greetings die down before he continues, “First of all, let’s start with the most obvious thing in the room. Our resident New Blood appears a little different since you've last seen her, I imagine. Long story short, we visited the out lands and spoke with the mutie's Maven. She helped Tara on her enlightenment. To put it quite simply, she helped her become stronger. Tara's Chi has grown tremendously, and she grows stronger everyday.”

      I squirm as everyone's attention is trained on me. I whirl my finger at Mack, telling him to get on with it.

      “But no matter how strong she is, we cannot depend on her alone to carry this burden, for the Prezedant has an army at his command. An army of trained soldiers. The only way to combat that is to have an army of our own. Our people alone cannot do that. We don't have the numbers, but thanks to Tara's efforts, the mutants of the out lands have agreed to answer our call when the time comes. As have the raiders, I believe?” He turns to Meela and she nods.

      “I've come with a message from my father. He tells me so far they have confiscated five of the Army machines and have united over half of the raider clans that cover the sand lands and mountains. A staggering number. A thousand strong at least.”

      Mack rubs his chin beard. “Five trucks. Good news indeed. A lot of supplies taken out of the Prezedant's hands. Supplies needed to feed his massive army. A hungry army is a weak army. The raiders and the muties combined give us impressive numbers, but the number matters not if we cannot penetrate the wall of Skytown.”

      “Why worry about the wall?” one of the villagers asks. “If we keep stealing the supplies, we can starve him and his army out. Shouldn't that be our battle plan?”

      “It would be if it were just the army living behind those walls,” Jonas answers. Mack motions for him to rise and he does. “But my people live behind those walls. My family. Good, decent people who have lived their whole lives as slaves. People that he's already stripped hope and dignity from. They don't deserve to live that way just like they don't deserve to die from starvation. I've gotten a message to the rebellion beyond the wall through the young'uns he sends out past the gate to toil the lands. They've also agreed to answer the call when the time comes, and help us into the city.”

      “Wonderful,” Mack says. “But getting into Skytown is only half the battle. For those of you not familiar with what lies behind those walls, the Prezedant himself lives on an island in the middle of the city surrounded by water and another wall. It will be impossible to get through without alerting him. He will be waiting for us.”

      “Then what's the point?” the same villager asks, and I gotta keep myself from glaring him to silence.

      “The point is, we know another way in. We used it to escape Royal Island ourselves. So here's the plan. While most of our people act as a diversion in the outer city, drawing his majority of forces off the island, Tara and I and a contingent will sneak into Royal Island. From there we will force our way into his unguarded compound, and hopefully end this once and for all. Simple but effective.”

      There are a few nods and ayes, but most can barely hide their skepticism.

      “What makes you think she'll be able to beat the Prezedant now? She's faced him before and lost.” Why don't it surprise me that this comes from Meela?

      “I won't this time,” I say, and she snorts at me with derision as she gets to her feet.

      “Oh, you're a seer, too, now as well as the gods’ gift for salvation?”

      I don't get it. What is her problem? Shizen, I only tried to kill her one time.

      “No, I ain't no seer,” I say. “But I know what I'm capable of. I've experienced things that most of you cain't even imagine, and wouldn't believe me even if I told ya. I can and will beat him.”

      “How can you be so sure?” she says.

      “Because I just am.”

      “Not good enough.”

      “Trust me, okay.”

      She laughs again, and it grates along my spine like some scorpi-ant claw. “Trust you? You do realize what you're asking, yes? You're asking all of us to put our lives on the line and follow you into battle, but yet you can't even assure us of the reason why you think you'll be successful? Because you 'experienced' something? My father may be silly enough to follow you blindly—”

      “That's enough, Meela,” Mack interrupts, but I put my hand on his forearm.

      “No, it's okay, Mack. Let her speak her piece.”

      She sighs and folds her arms, obviously expecting to bait me to anger as she stares at me with naked contempt. “My father believes in you. And I believe in him. But you're making it hard to convince me why we should lead all these people into a war that we don't even know we can win. Why should we follow you?”

      The murmuring and sounds of dissent that follow her words scare me more than anything. I cain't lose their support. I need them all. Mack tries to calm 'em, but another voice pipes up. “The raider is right. What makes her think she can beat him? Why should we just take her word?”

      The objections become more vocal. I understand why it's happening. I do. When I first arrived, they had all been hyped by our escape and stoked on rebelling against the Prezedant. But the time has drawn closer now for fighting back, and they've had time to think about consequences. The war has become real and it scares 'em. I get it.

      Mack tries to defuse the situation. He tries to speak over the questioning voices, but the questions and fearful comments continue. So I get to my feet.

      Everyone falls quiet as I stand. I feel all eyes in the room on me, waiting. My heart beats a frantic pulse in my chest, not because I'm scared I cain't win, but because I actually gotta convince 'em I can.

      “Some of you… most of you don't know…” I stumble as my stupid tongue feels too big for my mouth, and my words don't form right. I feel the heat of embarrassment in my face, but I take a deep breath and go on. “There are only a few of you in this room who knew me before I found out I was a New Blood. Seems like it was so long ago.” I laugh self-consciously and look around at the faces before settling on Jax. His lips tilt up in an encouraging smile, steadying my nerves.

      “Findin' out was a shock. I mean, I didn't believe it at first. I reckoned it a myth. Hell, I didn't even know what it was. I thought it just another tall tale told to villagers by traders. Then I found out it was true and it terrified me. A lot. I ain't gonna lie, I resisted the whole idea of it. I didn't wanna have anythin' to do with it. See, you gotta understand, I didn't know nuthin' about this world. I grew up isolated. Protected from the evils you people lived with every day. I didn't even know the Prezedant existed. And once I found out what I was, I wanted to run away and go back to livin' that way, with my head buried in the sand.

      “But the longer I stayed here, the more I saw. Families ripped apart, their young'uns sold into slavery and worse. People starvin' to death while the Prezedant and his followers eat like kings. Muties, people I share a blood bond with, tortured and mutilated and killed in the name of games. I've seen people I care for die. And I realized I cain't hide no more. I cain't turn my back, not when I have a power that can help stop it. But I cain't do it alone.” My eyes scan the room, falling on every face, pleading.

      “Y'all have the power. Together we are strong. Together we can stop him because he rules only through fear, and if we don't fear him no more, then he don't control us. The Maven of the muties is Lily's sister. Some of you may know that, some not. She helped me gain something called enlightenment. Simply put, it helped my Chi become stronger. But it also helped me see somethin' important. The Prezedant ain't a true New Blood. He's powerful, yes, but his power is stolen from others like me. It ain't a true gift, which means one thing: He really is just a man. And that's how I know I can win because I fear him no more.

      “I cain't force y'all to join me. I cain't tell you if I'll make it back alive. I cain't tell you if any of you will. But I can tell y'all we have to try for our young'uns and their young'uns. The thought of Finn and Jane and Thomas livin' in a world controlled by him terrifies me more than the man himself, and I'm willin' to lay down my life to change that. I hope the rest of y'all are too. He can only rule if you let him, and if you stand by and do nuthin', then you ain't no better than those who follow him.”

      I stumble to a finish and utter silence. I don't know if my words make any difference. I look around at their faces, hoping I managed to convince some of 'em, but I know I ain't the best speaker. A body joins at my side and I expect to find Mack, but it’s Ernst who comes to my defense.

      “She’s right. The Prezedant is just a man. One who has become addicted to power and wealth, and will never give up control. Never. So it is up to us to stop him. Your futures and your children’s futures depend on all of us working together to accomplish this. And I for one truly believe that my daughter is our only hope, just like her mother knew she would be.”

      His gaze meets mine, and I swear I see pride shining in his light eyes. My daughter. I cain’t believe he just called me that. Uncomfortable, and closer to tears than I’m willing to admit, I look away and collide with Meela’s steely glare. Raising my chin in defiance, I brace myself for another attack. Instead she sighs, and a wary truce replaces the scowl on her face.

      “She's right,” she says finally, and I almost fall over in shock. “If we don't act, then we eventually die anyway, and I refuse to die a coward. The raiders pledge allegiance, New Blood. I will let my father know of the plan. When shall I tell him we head out?”

      She looks my way, but Mack answers the question. “With the dawn I will send messengers to the muties and to the slaves of Skytown. Our attack will commence in a fortnight.”

      That soon? My gut clenches, but my face remains calm.

      She gives a curt nod, motions to her people, and they stand to follow her out of the hut.

      The other villagers left behind watch them go before settling on Mack and me.

      “So are we all in agreement? Will we make this plan a success?” Mack asks.

      “Of course we will,” Tater replies as he slaps his knees and gets to his feet. “A great day indeed for us all. And it calls for a celebration” His words seem to break the tension in the room, and everyone starts nodding and smiling. “Ernst, didn't I see the raider's daughter delivering you a nice cargo of whiskey? Time to break it out. Like my dear mother would say, 'Remember, your present situation is not your final destination, but whiskey helps the present be a little more agreeable.' I've said it before and I'll say it again, smart lady.”

      For once I find myself agreeing with Tater's ma and her words of infinite wisdom. I guess miracles really can happen.
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      Tater's insistence of whiskey, and the villager’s insistence of providing food along with the drink, soon turns into an impromptu celebration. Before you can say shizen twice over, benches and stools are placed around a gigantic fire constructed in the middle of the village. Musical instruments are taken out of storage, and everyone is soon invested in drinking and dancing and eating to their hearts’ content.

      Even Finn has let his guard down, and I watch as he and the other three young'uns laugh and clap to the beat of the music as they wobble and shift about, Cat resting at their feet. The evening has quite the celebratory spirit, but I cain't help but feel underneath there's an air of quiet desperation. Like they all fear this is the last time they will get together for any happy occasion. I hope it ain't so, but that same fear sits heavy in my own heart.

      Belle and me observe the dancers from our side of the fire, but I cain't help but notice the way her eyes keep shifting back to Ben as he drinks and laughs with Tater and Mack. Tater is, no doubt, amusing him with a story of his life growing up in the brothel or something just as rowdy. His laughter floats back to us on the wind, and Belle's lips tilt up in a wistful smile.

      “Go ask him to dance,” I say to her as I nudge her with my elbow.

      She tears her eyes away and glances at me in horror. “No. I couldn't possibly.”

      “Sure you can. It's just a dance. You ain't askin' him to be your promised or anything. Not yet anyway,” I tease, expecting her to laugh. Instead, sadness creeps over her face.

      “He'd just say no. You saw the way he stares after the raider girl. I don't blame him. She's so fetching. Not like me.”

      “Yes, you can. And what are you sayin? You're just as fetchin' as Meela. At least you have a heart, unlike that cold fish. Go ask him.”

      She shakes her head. “No. I can't.”

      “Why cain't you? You want me to do it?”

      Her eyes grow bigger in fear as I start to move, and she grabs my arm. “No, Tara, don't. He's not gonna want to dance with me.”

      “You don't know that unless you ask.”

      “I know. I don't need to ask. He's not gonna want to dance with someone who's... tainted.”

      My brow furrows. “Tainted?”

      “Yeah, you know.” I guess I still look puzzled since she huffs at me in frustration. “You know my background. You know what I was used for besides working the fields in Skytown. I'm tainted.”

      My puzzlement turns to ire at realizing what she's implying. “That weren't your fault, Belle. None of it. What those soldiers did to you was wrong and disgustin', but it weren't your fault. You ain't tainted, so don't you ever say that again. You're possibly the purest, sweetest person I've ever met, and you deserve so much better than that moron kin of mine standin' over there. But if he's the one you're hankerin' after, then he'd be more than lucky to have ya.”

      I ain't prepared for the tears that flood her eyes or the arms that twine themselves around my neck. I stiffen at first, my first instinct to back away, but I force myself to soften and hug the girl back.

      “Thank you,” she whispers in my ear and I nod.

      I ain't sure what she's thanking me for, but if it makes her feel better, thank away.

      “For being my friend,” she says, clarifying the situation.

      “Aye, well, that's the easy part. The hard part is keepin' myself from shakin' that boy over there senseless; he's so daft. He wouldn't know a good thing if it hit him over the head.”

      She laughs and pulls away as she wipes her eyes, and it lifts my soul to hear her laughter. “Speaking of good things,” she says. “Where is Jax? I thought for sure he wouldn't leave your side. He hasn't taken his eyes off you since we got back from the out lands. Or you him.”

      I startle in panic. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Well, to me it is because I'm a hopeless romantic. But I don't think the others have noticed too much.” She grins mischievously. “Have you two kissed yet?”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Why you askin'? You ain't in on no bet are ya?”

      “Bet?” she questions.

      I shake my head. “Never mind.”

      “Well, have ya?” She ain't letting me off that easy.

      I cain't help the flush of embarrassment as I squeak, “Aye.”

      She squeals and claps her hands in excitement, causing Ben and Tater to look our way. I make eye contact with Ben, and I nod my head slightly in Belle's direction then toward the dancers, hoping she don't notice. She don't seem to. Ben just screws his face up in confusion, and I sigh under my breath. Daft as a dirt dog and only half as pretty.

      “Oh, my gods. I'm so happy for you. What was it like?”

      “What was what like?” a deep voice asks from over my shoulder, and both Belle and I jump like we’ve been caught with our hand in the choc-o-let tin. I whirl to Jax, my cheeks flaming.

      “Nuthin'. And ain't anybody ever told you it's rude to listen to other people's conversation?”

      “Aye, but you two looked like you were talking about something real important, so I figured I had a right to know.” He grins at me and raises a dark brow, and I get a sneakin' suspicion he heard way more than he's letting on.

      “Well, you figured wrong,” I snap, more flustered than angry. “Me and Belle, we were… havin' girl talk. Nuthin' at all to do with you.”

      He knows I'm lying through my teeth, but he plays along. “Girl talk. Hmm. I didn't think you two even realized you were girls.”

      “Ha ha. Real funny, mule turd.”

      “What's funny?” Ben asks as he joins us. “You talkin' 'bout those faces you were makin' at me earlier?”

      “Ben, Belle wants to dance,” I interrupt, pushing the startled girl his way and practically into his arms.

      “Okay.” He shrugs at the kerfuffled Belle. “All ya had to do was ask. Fair warnin', I'm a real good dancer, so try to keep up.”

      He grabs her hand before she can protest and herds her toward the crowd. She throws a look back over her shoulder, part fear, part gratitude, and I give her a thumbs-up.

      “What makes me think Ben's just been had?” Jax questions, amused.

      “Dunno what you're on about,” I say. He chuckles and links his fingers through mine. I stiffen in surprise, still not used to the displays of affection, but he don't take no notice.

      “Finn looks real busy,” he says, glancing the boy's way. “Good. I don't want anyone interrupting. Come with me. I have a surprise for you.”

      I let him lead me through the village and away from the crowds, hoping nobody ain't paying any attention to us. But nobody questions where we're going at all. The path grows a lot darker the farther we get away from the village, but it don't take long for me to realize he's heading to my favorite get away spot up in the hills.

      “We're climbin' up?” I ask, and he nods in the moonlight.

      “Yup.” He lets go of my fingers since we need both hands to grab hold of the rocks and shrubs to help boost ourselves up the craggy cliff side, but the loss of his touch leaves me aching for more. We make it up the hill after only a few mumbled curses from him as he loses his footing along the way. He ignores my stifled laughter as he helps pull me up over the ridge. We stand there, hand in hand, catching our breath, until I notice the small glow of a fire over his shoulder.

      “What the…?” I drop his hand and move toward the glowing flame. Then I see what else the mysterious fire highlights.

      A blanket is laid out on the ground in between the fire and the rock I usually sit behind to cut the chill of the wind. I move closer to it, noticing the small basket, the couple of tin mugs, and the bottle of raider whiskey nestled in the curve of the rocks. I turn to Jax in confusion. “What's all this?”

      He joins me by the fire. “I should think it's obvious. A picnic.”

      I keep staring, dumbfounded. “A picnic?”

      “Yeah, for you and me.”

      “For you and me?”

      “Are you going to repeat everything I say?” he asks with a laugh as he grabs my hand and tugs. “Come on. Sit.”

      We do just that, settling down in fronta the fire, the warmth from it heating my already flushed skin even more. He picks up the bottle of whiskey and the two tins. “You wanna try some?”

      “I guess so,” I say. I watch in silence as he opens the bottle and pours the drinks, handing me mine. I lift it to my nose and smell, and I swear just a sniff scorches the inside of my nose. He holds his tin out to mine, and we clink them together.

      “To us and new beginnings,” he says, and I cain't help the smile that tilts my lips.

      “To us,” I echo as we both down the shot of whiskey. The cough is uncontrollable as the liquid burns all the way to my gut, and my eyes start watering.

      He laughs as he takes the tin outta my hand. “You okay?”

      “Aye,” I croak in between coughing. “It's good.”

      His laughter grows. “It's terrible,” he says. “I don't know how Tater has such a love for this shite.”

      “Me either,” I say, glad we agree on this.

      His quiet laughter floats on the wind. “Last time I take advice from Tater.”

      My brow furrows in disbelief. “Tater told you that was a good idea? And you listened?”

      “I know, right? What was I thinking? His idea of romance is paying the ladies of the brothel beforehand.”

      I crack up at his words, and my laughter echoes into the star filled sky. The burning in my throat and gut is fading, replaced by a warmth that radiates out right to my toes. I'm sure it's all due to the whiskey and nuthin' to do with the way Jax is staring at me right now, the reflection of the fire in his eyes. I clear my throat and swallow.

      “You did real good today,” he says.

      “Thanks,” I say, but I feel all tongue-tied and swallow again. “I ain't sure how I feel about what I did. I mean, I know fightin' the Prezedant is the right thing—hell, the only thing we can do. We cain't let him win. But what if he does win? What if Meela's right, and I've talked 'em all into walkin' to their death? I don't know if I can live with that, Jax.”

      Jax shakes his head and moves closer to me. He reaches out and grabs the hands resting in my lap.

      “Hey, you didn't force anyone to do anything they don't want to do. What you said was one hundred percent truth, and they know it. And yeah, not all of us will make it back.” I start at his words, but he tightens his grip on my hands. “But that is not something we discuss tonight, okay? Tonight is our time, Tara. Tonight, we appreciate us, and the time we have together. I didn't drag all this up here and nearly break my neck for you to talk about what may or may not happen, got it?”

      I nod. “Got it.”

      A companionable silence falls between us as we just sit holding hands, surrounded by the crackling fire and the blanket of stars above our heads. It's real nice, being with Jax. He don't even have to say a word. Just being around him fills me with a happiness I ain't felt for a very long time. It feels like I'm finally at peace.

      “I ain't ever had anybody make me a picnic before. It's real sweet of ya, Jax,” I say finally, breaking the silence.

      He flashes me his dimpled grin. “Don't be fooled by it. There's an ulterior motive behind this.”

      “Oh?”

      He nods and leans toward me so close our noses almost touch. “Aye. There's something I've been craving for a long time.”

      My breath catches in my throat, but I manage to squeak out, “What is it?”

      He's so close now his breath tickles my cheek, and I can smell the whiskey on his lips. So close that I gotta remind myself to breathe.

      “Something I got a taste of in Skytown and has been in my blood ever since. A yearning so bad it's all I can think about, night and day. Something only you can give me right now.”

      My heart is poundin' so bad I fear it's gonna crack my chest open. “I dunno what ya mean—”

      “Choc-o-let,” he whispers against my cheek. “I want choc-o-let. And it's behind you in that basket. Belle would only give me some if I agreed to share with you. So, uh…yeah, can you pass it over?”

      “Wha… you jackass.” I push on his chest, and he falls over, laughing so hard he can barely breathe. My own laughter hides my disappointment as I punch him again in the arm. Grabbing the basket, I find the choc-o-let sitting right on top, and I pull it out and rip the paper off.

      “Just for that, you ain't gettin' any,” I say as I attempt to fit the whole piece in my mouth.

      “Oh, no you don't.” He tackles me, and I land on my back, him on toppa me.

      The sweet delicacy flies outta my hand and I cry, “The choc-o-let.”

      “The hell with it,” he growls as he finally does what I've been wishing for ever since we hit the top of this stupid rise. His lips crush mine, and all the beauty of the stars, all the deliciousness of the choc-o-let, none of it matters to me. Not at this moment in time. All I care about is Jax.

      He kisses me like he's dying of thirst, and I'm the only water around. His heart thuds against mine, and a shiver racks my body from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. It's like I'm cold and burning up, all at the same time. A heat burns low in my belly, and it ain't caused by no Chi. Its cause is all Jax.

      I kiss him back, pouring my soul into the kiss. I cain't get enough of him. I run my hands up and down his arms, his back, trying to pull him closer. He rolls me over so that he's on his back, and I'm laying on toppa him. His hands twine in my hair, holding my lips prisoner, and I don't even care that I cain't breathe no more. I'll die real happy.

      “You sure they went this way?”

      “Aye. Dey gotta be up 'ere.”

      “Mistress, you up there?”

      The voices become more real and insistent, and finally I pull away. We're both breathing hard as I stare down into his face, dazed. “Did you hear—”

      “Mistress, you there?” The sound of falling rock warns us someone is climbing up the cliff.

      “Unbelievable,” Jax groans as he rolls from underneath me and helps me stand up. “What do we gotta do around here to get some privacy?”

      I fight against the disappointment in my gut and try to plaster on a nonchalant look as Talbert's head finally pokes over the rise.

      “Dere ya are. We been lookin' all over for you two, we 'ave.”

      “Well, now you found us,” Jax says, frustration clearly evident in his voice. “Spit it out. What do you want?”

      Talbert looks a little taken aback at Jax's harshness, but he wisely chooses to ignore it. “Mack's been lookin' fer ya both,” he says.

      “Mack? What for?” I ask.

      “Da raider girl is back, but she got some injured folks wit 'er. Mack says to get yer arse back as soon as ya can. Somethin' real bad is happenin' out in the sand lands.”
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      I follow Talbert and Beanie, trying to swallow the fear threatening to choke me. The voices and cries coming from the village center are made more noticeable by the lack of music. They ain't celebrating no more.

      I cain't see no sign of Mack or Ernst in the crowd of people, but Finn heads our way soon as he sees us. “You gotta go to Ernst's shanty,” he calls out. “Mack took the injured raiders there.”

      I nod and place my hand on Finn's shoulder. “Find Thomas and Jane and Conner and take 'em back to the shanty. I need you and Cat to keep an eye on 'em. Get 'em some grub but keep 'em all in sight 'til I get to the bottom of this, okay? Don't let none of 'em go outside the village.”

      He nods. “Don't you worry none, Tara. I got this. Everythin' is under control.” I know he's as good as his word.

      The palpable fear of the villagers surround us like a cloak, but I ignore it and stay silent. As much as I know they're looking to me for guidance right now, I don't have none to give 'em. I need to find out for myself what's happened. I push my way through 'em to Ernst's shanty, Jax on my heels.

      A raider guard standing outside the shanty door nods at our approach, standing aside so we can go in. As soon as I enter the shadowy room, the coppery scent of fresh blood overwhelms me and churns my gut. Raiders are scattered about the floor, covered in sun-blistered skin and blood-stained bandages. Ernst is busy bandaging up some poor sod who looks like she's come out on the losing end of a devil cat run in, but Mack and Meela meet us at the door.

      “What happened?” I ask, my eyes trying to make sense of what they're seeing.

      “What's it look like?” Meela snaps, her face filled with anger. “My people were attacked.”

      “By the Prezedant's men? Where? Are they close to the mountains?”

      “No, they aren't near the mountains.” The raider closest to us gets to his feet. Holding his injured side, he hobbles our way. “This happened out in the sand lands a couple of days ago. We were on our way here to meet Meela. Busher wanted us to accompany her back since the Prezedant's men have become a common sight in the sand lands as of late. Three days out we came across a couple of burnt out villages with bodies lying everywhere. We knew it was his men's handy work, so we tracked them to the next village, figuring we could snag us another truck or two. We weren't prepared for the numbers traveling together in a group. It was a heavily armored infantry. They attacked us with no mercy. This isn't about taxes no more. They know what's happening, and they're fighting back.”

      “I feared this would happen,” Mack groans as he rubs a hand across his eyes. “He's sent a death squad out into the sand lands. He wants to nip this rebellion in the bud, and is prepared to kill anyone that gets in his way. I just thought we would have more time to prepare. Someone must have made it back alive to give him a heads up.”

      “But that don't make any sense,” I say. “Why kill the people and burn the villages and the crops? He needs both to help feed his army.”

      “He won't destroy it all. He’s being very selective and sending a message, trying to scare anyone who's choosing sides not to choose the wrong one. He's doing what he does best, controlling through fear.”

      “Gray Valley,” Jax says, his eyes wide with horror. “I need to go warn them. They need to get out.”

      “No need to worry, Jax. Already ahead of you. As we speak, messengers are readying to head to Gray Valley, and Meela has already sent her men to warn the raiders. I also have messengers heading to the out lands to let the Maven know some of our people may be coming their way.” I see Jax's shoulders relax at Mack's words.

      I look around the room at the raiders. There were maybe six or seven. My question is aimed at the injured raider. “How many of you were travelin' together?”

      “Possibly sixty or more. We didn't stand a chance against his weapons. They were prepared for a fight. We were the only few not injured too badly to get away… we’ll live. Doc ain't sure about Harrah over there, though.” He points to the woman Ernst is still trying to stitch up. “Her injuries are pretty bad. Probably shoulda put her out of her misery a day ago, but we dragged her here on her horse… Well, ‘cause I didn't wanna lose my—anyone else.”

      The woman is more than a comrade to him. It's easy to tell. I hope for his sake she pulls through. I close my eyes at his obvious pain and breathe deeply through my nose. Sixty plus raiders and more innocent villagers. So many people killed in the name of war. It had to stop.

      “How many soldiers did you see?”

      The raider looks puzzled at my question. “Well, not like I took the time to stop and count, but between the trucks and the ones on horseback? Possibly a hundred or more.”

      I turn my attention to Mack. “In your best guess, how many of those groups you think he's sent out? It must take a crap ton of soldiers to do so much damage. To make an impression, he's probably got hundreds of 'em out there, lookin' for us and takin' down the raiders, yes?”

      “More than likely,” Mack answers. “Although he wouldn't leave Skytown unprotected, if that's what you're thinking.”

      “I know he ain't gonna do that. But the hundreds he has out patrollin' the sand lands means there are hundreds less in Skytown. He's thinkin' by what he's doin' he has us all runnin' in fear and hidin', but I'm thinkin' this is our best time to do this. If we're gonna attack, now's the time.”

      I'm hoping my face ain't showing the uncertainty that's in my heart at my own words.

      “We haven't worked it all out, Tara. We need to sit and discuss it with the muties and the raiders. Plan our tactics. We will have only one chance to do this and we cannot fail.”

      I know Mack is right. But I know his way of thinking is gonna make us fail anyway. “I understand where you're comin' from, Mack. But this is our one chance at a surprise attack. We all know what we gotta do, plan or no plan. Basically, they help us get inside and keep the guards occupied. We do the rest. I can do this, Mack. I can beat him, but we cain't waste any more time. The longer we wait the more his men kill. I cain't take any more death. We need to end this now, while Skytown is at its weakest.”

      Mack studies me with his one eye, and I can see the battle raging in his head. Finally, he gives a curt nod. “Can't believe I'm saying this, but I believe you're correct. This slight window of opportunity will be the perfect time to attack. And I have all the faith in the world in you. Meela, do you agree?”

      She sends a glare my way that says she ain't got no faith at all, but she don't say nuthin'. A gurgled cry from the injured raider Ernst is stitching up interrupts what she's about to say.

      “Shite!” Ernst tries to pin the woman down as she starts convulsing on the table, the back of her head slapping against the solid wood with sickening thuds.

      “Don't let her die, Doc,” the raider pleads, but his grief-stricken look says he's already given up hope. Ernst looks up from holding the woman's shoulders, his mouth a grim line.

      “There's nothing more I can do,” he says, and I watch as the raider’s shoulders sag in defeat and grief.

      No. Not happening. Not if I can help it. Before I'm even sure what I'm gonna do, I cross the room and lay my hands on the shaking woman. Right away I feel the vibrations crawling under my skin, my Chi's joy at being set free. The heat travels swiftly through my veins and congeals in my palms. It don't need my instruction. It knows what it's gotta do.

      I close my eyes and let myself fall into the grip of my power. The energy coursing through me is timeless, boundless, lifting me into an unexplainable place of existence. Her injuries are new, the pain still fresh. It hits me like a punch to the gut and cuts sharp into my soul like I'm reliving each and every wound. But I don't shy from it. Instead, I accept it, pulling it away from her and into me.

      The pain should be crippling, but it don't affect me at all. It feels like I ain't even in my body anymore. It's like I'm watching from off to the side, and I smile as I feel her pain subside; she stills under my touch, her labored breathing settling into an easy rhythm. Her heartbeat slows and beats in time with my own, and I’m shocked to pick up a third heartbeat. Does that mean what I reckon it does?

      I stay that way for a bit, soothing her pain and repairing her body. Repairing my own body. It seems to come to me a lot easier now than when I had done it with Finn. I decide that maybe the incident with the Ayhaya was worth it after all. Enlightenment is one hell of a buzz.

      Finally, when I know I can do no more, I stand back and try to gather the Chi still sizzling through me. I wait for it to settle, for the jitters to subside, and my personal energy to return to normal. Only then do I open my eyes to find everyone watching me with stares of wonder, pride, disbelief, but not one of fear. That pleases me more than anything.

      “Where am I?” the shaky voice comes from behind me, and I turn to the befuddled raider with words of comfort, but the man brushes past me and rushes to her side.

      “It's okay, Harrah. You're safe. You're okay.” He chokes on a sob. He touches the woman gently, running his hands over her face, her hair. Anywhere he can touch her. “Sleep now. Rest. I'll be here when you wake up.” She smiles at him as she drifts off to sleep, her body spent. The raider waits until her breaths are even before facing me.

      “I… thank you, New Blood.” His bloodshot eyes fill with tears. “Her heart still beats because of you. I cannot repay that debt.”

      He reaches for me, and I grab his hands in my own.

      “There ain’t no debt to repay,” I say. Leaning toward him, my whisper is for his ears alone. “The babe's heartbeat is strong. Take care of 'em both.”

      He cain't help the tears from falling this time. He covers his face and turns back to his mate. I swallow hard a couple of times, trying to stop my own tears. Jax comes up behind me and takes my hand, and for once I don't resist. I lean into him, grateful for his support. “You never cease to amaze me,” he murmurs into my hair.

      “Why?”

      He laughs softly. “Why? You really gotta ask that? Because you're amazing, that's why.”

      I shrug, hiding my embarrassment. “I ain't really responsible for none of this. It's all Chi. I'm just the vessel.”

      “No, it's your heart that beats true. The Prezedant has plenty of Chi. I doubt he would have saved that raider's life. Admit it, Freak, you're just a big ol' softy.”

      “Am not,” I argue as I punch him in the shoulder to prove my point. He responds by dropping a kiss on the top of my nose. Meela decides to join us, and I flush even darker. Trust her to walk in on our tomfoolery. I reckon she don't have a funny bone in her whole body.

      She stares at me so intently I start to fidget under her gaze, and that irritates me even more.

      “What?” I finally mutter in frustration.

      “I wish to thank you, New Blood. And offer my apologies.”

      “Your apologies?” I say.

      She gives a stiff nod. “I shouldn't have questioned you. You're quite capable of leading and winning this fight. It would be our honor—it would be my honor to follow you into battle.” She glances over at Mack. “If it’s okay with you, we will camp tonight and leave in the morning. My injured need time to recuperate before we leave to inform my father of the change in plans.” He nods his consent. She turns her dark gaze back to me. “We will be by your side in Skytown, New Blood. Until we meet again.”

      She strides outta the shanty, her back rigid as a board, the other raiders close on her heels.

      “Did that really just happen?” I ask Jax in wonder.

      “Aye. The girl you once tried to kill just apologized to you,” he says. “And promised to be at your side in battle.”

      “Yeah, that's what I thought happened. This day just keeps getting weirder and weirder.”

      “Kinda like you, Freak,” he teases as he hip checks me.

      Mack halts any more banter between us. “We must gather the guards and the messengers to send word. Time is of the essence, and we have much to do to prepare for war.”

      War. The word wipes away any hint of laughter from my soul, and I cain't help the shiver that racks my body. Hearing the word aloud makes it all the more real. And all the more terrifying.
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        * * *

      

      I stare up at the dark sky, the night's events finally catching up to me. I'm tired. Actually, I'm way past tired. Exhausted is more like it, I reckon, but I cain't shut my mind down enough to sleep. The night's excitement don't seem to have affected anyone else. Finn and the other young'uns have been asleep for hours. Cat too. Even Jax has been snoring from his floor mat all the while I'm tossing and turning and cussing him for his ability to sleep. Finally, I give up and creep outside to sit in the night's stillness, hoping that some of that quiet will rub off on my brain. So far, no luck.

      I tilt my neck and peer up at the star formations, trying to remember the names Grada had taught me so long ago. Tracing 'em with my finger, I try reciting them in my head: the Great Bear, the Queen, the Lion, the Hunter. The Flying Bull? No, that ain't right. The Flying Horse. Yeah, that's it. The next one I draw a blank. I cain't for the life of me remember its name, and a sad sigh escapes my lips. Grada would be so disappointed.

      “Why the sigh?”

      The voice startles me, and I bolt upright offa the bench as a shadow moves at me in the dark. The familiar ghostly face becomes visible as he lights the small torch he's carrying, and I relax my shoulders in relief as much as I don't want his company.

      “What you doin' creepin' around this late?” I growl at Ernst as he comes to a stop in fronta me.

      “I'm not 'creepin',” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “I can't sleep. I don't sleep much these days anyway. Mind if I sit with you?”

      “Fine,” I huff as I sit again and make room for him on the bench. He places the torch on the wood stump beside me and lowers himself down. I catch a whiff of his pipe smoke wafting offa his clothes. It smells real nice, and my heart constricts a little since it reminds me of Grada.

      An awkward silence falls between us. Usually our time together is spent in training, but with no more training to be had, we don't know what to say. I glance sideways at him; his head is down, and his thin hands hang between his knees like he don't know what to do with 'em. Finally, he crosses his arms and turns to look at me.

      “So, are all the messengers en route?”

      “Aye. Jonas and his crew are on their way to Skytown. Meela is on her way to the raiders, and Zoe's group are headin' to the out lands. Everything is in motion.”

      “Good,” he says. “They will ride swift and make sure our messages are received.” Another silence. Then, “What you did earlier tonight. That was… well, that was downright miraculous. You are so powerful it amazes me to no end, more powerful than I ever was. And so much like your mother in so many ways, it hurts my heart just to look at you.”

      “Then don't look. Nuthin's keepin' you here,” I mutter at him, not sure if it's the mention of my ma or his stolen power that irritates me. It's his turn to sigh.

      “Tara, I know you don't like me much for what I did.” He ignores my sharp “ha” and keeps on talking. “But as much as you like to deny the fact that I'm your father, you can't. I am your pa. I'm a part of you just as much as your mother. We both had a hand in your creation.”

      “Aye, so you say. But my ma didn't have a hand in takin' hundreds of innocent lives in the name of so-called 'research.' You did. So yeah, you're right. I don't like you much.”

      I expect him to become defensive. Instead, to my surprise, he agrees. “I'm not going to even try and dispute that. You're right. I did terrible, unspeakable things. Things that haunt me at night, and that I will never forget. And it's only right that I can't forget. I need to remember. I need to be reminded so that I will never be that person again. The haunting memories help me with that. As does this.” He reaches into the pocket of his coat and pulls out a rectangular object. I cain't quite tell what it is at first until he passes it to me.

      I turn it over in my hands in surprise. “It's a book.”

      “Yes. But not just any book. This is the book your mother chose your name from.”

      I glance at him in surprise. Holding the book in the glow of the torch, I inspect it. It's as ratty as a dirt dog’s burrow, the thick cover torn and faded. But the picture of a woman staring up into the face of a dark haired man is still quite visible, along with its name.

      “Gone With The Wind,” I sound out, following the words with my finger and Ernst laughs. “Your mother read in exactly the same manner, following with her finger.” His quiet words bring a slight smile to my face.

      “She read this?” I ask, and he nods.

      “A few times, actually. And we argued about it every time. She really didn't care for it much, so she said. But deep down I think she secretly adored the love story. I only read it to play devil's advocate to her complaining about it.” He smiles to himself like he's lost in some past memory. Shaking himself outta his head, he nudges my arm. “Go on, open it.”

      I do just that. With shaky fingers, I carefully display the first page. The paper is crinkled and yellowed from age, but right in the center of the page are two faded words. A barely legible “For Tara.”

      “My name?” I say in wonder as I point to the word. “Did she write this?”

      He nods again. “It's actually the name of the plantation in the book. The house. She always said the house name was the only thing she liked about the book. It's where your name originates. But yeah, that's her writing. She kept it as a gift for you. She wanted you to have it when you were older. And now I want you to have it.”

      I try to hand it back. “I cain't take this from you. It's such a rare thing.”

      “I insist. It's yours, a tiny memento of your mother. It's brought me comfort over the years. A bit of peace in my time of grief, and I truly hope it does the same for you. I've been carrying it around in my pocket just waiting for the right opportunity. I guess now is as good a time as any. It would make me truly happy for you to have it.”

      I don't wanna feel anything for this man sitting beside me. He was the Prezedant's right hand man, a horrible person who had caused the death of so many New Bloods. A man who'd used my kin for his own personal gain. Yet a part of me cain't help but be a little thankful the he is sharing this with me. It's a part of my ma. A tiny part, but better than the nuthin' I have of her.

      “Thank you,” is all I say, and a sad smile tilts his lips.

      “I wish I could have given you more of her, but our time together was short.”

      Another silence falls as I debate whether I should tell him what's in my head. “I saw her. My ma. I saw her on my enlightenment journey. Well, she was more like a figment of my imagination, I reckon. Or that damned Ayhaya. But meetin' her felt so real. She looked a lot like me. Is that true? Did she really look like me?”

      His soft chuckle gets swallowed up by the night. “Very much so. Every time I look at you, I see her.”

      I grin at him in the dark. “Good thing I got her looks then and not yours, huh?”

      His laughter elicits my own. “A very good thing. You are like her in so many ways and not just appearance. You both have that stubborn streak, and determination, and willfulness. And you definitely inherited her sharp tongue. And her wit. She made me laugh so much. I loved that about her.”

      His words make my catch my breath. “You really did love her?”

      “With every bit of my heart and soul. She saved my life.”

      His words are so raw, so full of emotion I know he ain't lying. I wanted to ask him this for a long time, but just never had the gumption. Maybe the cover of darkness bolsters my courage, but I ask more. I need to hear more. “Did she love you back?”

      At first, I don't think he's gonna answer me. He tilts his head to the night sky and studies the stars, like I had done earlier. But finally, he speaks. “I believe so, yes. Not at the beginning. She was my prisoner. My lab subject to experiment on. Because of her and her kind, I was able to create my own form of New Blood, which I believe was the deciding factor in helping the Prezedant win his war. She harbored nothing but hatred for me for that, and who could blame her? But as time went on, I realized the injustice of my ways, and I no longer wanted a part of that life. Meeting your mother, loving her, changed me for the better. And after I learned of your existence, I knew there was no other choice. I helped her escaped. I knew there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do to keep you both safe.”

      He pauses, lost in his own memories. “Her escape was successful, but mine was not. The Prezedant beat me within an inch of my life, left me for dead tied to a pole in the sand lands, along with my allies, as scorpi-ant food and a reminder to anyone else not to cross him. After all, if he could do that to his second in command, no one was safe. But your mother came back for me. She saved me and brought me to the mountains. She nursed me back to health and protected me. Even learned to love me, I like to believe. And after you came along, we were a family, the three of us, if only for a short time. But it was the happiest time of my life.”

      I stare at him through the gloom. My ma did all that for him? And we lived as a family? Why didn't I know this? Why hadn't he told me this earlier?

      “What happened then? Why did I end up in the sand lands after my ma's death? Why didn't you keep me with you?” I hate the whining and desperation in my voice, but I cain't help it. This has haunted me for as long as I can remember, and I need to know.

      He finally turns to face me then; his gray eyes stare intently into mine. “It wasn't my choice, Tara. I wanted nothing more than to protect you, to keep you with me. I risked everything to save you both. I failed her, but I managed to get you out. You were all I had left of your mother, and I wanted nothing more than to keep you by my side. But you needed to be kept safe, and I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t do it for your mother, and I wasn’t about to risk it with you. You needed to be far away from here, and from me, so he would never find you. I handed you over to Lily and refused to even let her mention where she was taking you. I didn’t dare know. I couldn’t trust myself that I wouldn’t come after you. Letting you go was the hardest thing I'd ever had to do, but do it I did because… because I loved you.”

      His wrinkly hand reaches out and caresses my cheek, and I don't pull away. “I am so proud of you and what you've become. And I know you will be the one to end this. You are strong enough and brave enough and smart enough. You are Rease's daughter, one hundred percent. We are heading into war, and no one can predict the outcome of any of our futures. I most likely will not make it out alive. And I'm okay with that. I've had more than my share of years. I'm tired, Tara, and I'm ready to face my gods, but before that happens, I need you to know how I feel. I'm your pa. I have always, and will always, love my baby girl. And I would do anything for you.”

      He stands with a creak of bones, not waiting for my response. I reckon he's as scared as I am as to what's gonna come outta my mouth. But I cain't say anything even if I wanted to, my throat is so clogged up with tears. His hand moves to the top of my head and pats it like he's speaking to some young'un. “Now, go get some rest. It's late.”

      And as I watch him shuffle away into the dark, only then do I allow the tears to fall. I wallow in my grief and self-pity. Crying for everything that coulda been. For the family I shoulda had, but that the Prezedant took from me. Just like he’d done with my Rivercross family. The sobs rack my body, and I bite my knuckle trying to keep my grief inside. Finally, the crying ebbs away, and I wipe my cheeks as another thought replaces the sorrow. The plan that’s been hovering at the back of my mind pushes its way to the front and clarification sets in. I need help for me to see this plan through, and my pa is the perfect one to do it.

    

  




    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

      

    

    







            The Surprise

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hurry up, Tara. Geez, you walk like an old lady.” Finn glares back at me from over his shoulder, and I snort at his perturbed expression. Something sure has got the boy riled up today. And why the hell does he have me out here hikin' through the hills?

      “I'm comin' as fast as I can,” I yell after him. “Slow down. You're gonna bust an ankle or leg if you keep hurryin' like that. And what's so important you gotta drag me out here in the middle of nowhere? We gotta get the supplies all packed and everythin' ready to go. Mack's gonna be real pissed once he realizes we're shirkin' our work.”

      “Mack, shmack,” he throws back at me, and I raise a brow in surprise. “What's he gonna do if he cain't find us? Get so mad he's gonna pop an eyeball? Oh, wait...”

      The comment is so out of line and so unexpected that once I get over the initial shock, I start laughing. And I keep laughing. I cain't seem to stop. I laugh so hard my stomach cramps, and I bend over against one of the boulders for support.

      I really ain't got no reason to be laughing. We leave for Skytown tomorrow. Every one of us is a bundle of nerves right now, wondering what's gonna happen to us all. Every single person in the mountain village is walking on eggshells, just waiting for the other shoe to drop. I even spent the morning in the company of Ernst, trying to ignore how awkward we were acting after last night's conversation.

      But for my crazy idea to work, I needed him. It had taken a lot of work to talk him into it, and the look on his face when I asked him to show me how to draw some of my blood said he thought I was downright crazy. After our heart to heart last night, I now realize he really ain’t the big baddie I make him out to be in my head. I mean, my ma loved him. She must have seen some good in him, and I think I now see it too, which made my lying to him that much harder. But I couldn’t tell him the truth about what I planned to do. Not the whole truth. There’s no way he’d let me carry it through. I think maybe that, combined with the stress of the looming battle, has finally broken me, because here I am laughing like a mad woman. And I cain't stop.

      Finn stares at me and shakes his head before hoofing it back my way. He stands looking at me, hands on his hips, probably wondering at what point I busted my noggin'. But then he cain't keep a straight face no more, and a snort escapes his lips. Soon the both of us are giggling so hard even Cat sits up, staring at us like we've lost our minds. She mewls at us in disapproval, but that only causes me and Finn to look back at each other and crack up even more.

      “Finn, stop,” I gasp out in between spurts of laughter.

      He falls into me, his laughing making him weak. “I cain't,” he groans.

      We stand that way, him leaning against me and shrieking our fool heads off, until finally the laughter wanes into sporadic chuckles. I suck in a deep breath and wipe the tears outta my eyes. Ruffling the red hair at my chin level, I find myself amazed again at how much he's sprouted over the past while. No wonder his pants legs were showing a lot more boot and ankle now.

      “Oh, my gods, that was dang funny. But don't ever let Mack hear ya say that, no matter how funny we think it is,” I warn.

      His head bobs up and down. “Aye, I ain't that stupid.”

      For someone who had been in such a hurry earlier, he seems real content now just to lean against me as we stand in the hills overlooking the lower mountain plains. I throw my arm around his neck and pull him closer.

      “It's so peaceful,” Finn says, and I mumble in agreement. “Hard to think you guys are gonna be leavin' tomorrow. I still don't think it’s right that Cat and me ain't goin'.”

      “Finn, we've discussed this.”

      “I know. And I ain't gonna argue with you again. I know it’s a real important job you've given us, lookin' after Thomas and Jane and Conner. I promised ya I would, and I ain't gonna let ya down.”

      “I know you won't,” I say around the lump in my throat. “The villagers that cain't fight are gonna need help with the huntin' and gatherin', so you're gonna be real needed around here until we all get back.”

      I feel his head bob again. “Aye, I know that too. It don't make it no easier though, knowin' you're all goin' into battle.”

      I lean my cheek against the top of his head. “We'll be fine. I told you already; I have a fail proof plan. And you know how stubborn I am. The Prezedant don't stand a chance.”

      I expect him to laugh, but instead he pulls away from me and pins me with a dead serious gaze.

      “Promise me somethin', Tara. Promise me you will beat him for good, and that you and everybody else will come home safe and sound.”

      I twist him toward me and grab both his thin shoulders in my hands. “I promise you, Finn. I promise that I will destroy him once and for all.” I leave out the part about us all coming back safe and sound, hoping he don't notice. I cain't promise something I know probably won't happen. He searches my face like he's searching for a crack in my lie. Suddenly, he falls at me and wraps his arms around my neck, hanging on for dear life. I let him since I clinch him just as tight, eyes squeezed shut to fight back tears. We rock back and forth, no need for words. Family don’t need words to say how they feel.

      A cold slime whips across my cheek, and my eyes snap open to a loathsome blue tongue.

      “Ugh! Shizen, Cat. How many times I gotta tell ya to stop doin' that? It's so disgustin'.”

      I wipe the back of my sleeve across my cheek as Finn's laugh echoes through the hills.

      “She's just tellin' ya how much she's gonna miss ya too,” he says as he scratches her ears with affection.

      “Uh-huh. More like how she's still threatenin' to eat me, even after all this time. I swear. She don't lick nobody else like that.”

      “Nah, she don't wanna eat you. You're too prickly. You'd upset her belly.”

      My eyes open wide at the insult as I fight to keep the laughter from escaping. “Why, you little mule-turd. I oughta smack you silly for that.”

      He sticks his tongue out at me as he steps away. “You gotta catch me first, old woman.”

      He turns his back to me and sprints away, with me yelling after him, “Finn, stop runnin'. You're gonna bust an ankle.”

      He don't take no heed and starts bouncing around the rocks like some mountain cat. I follow along at a more sedate pace, not wanting to run. The items Ernst had given me earlier are still in my pocket, and I don't wanna risk losing ‘em. I can promise Finn until I'm blue in the face that I can do this, but the backup plan in my pocket makes me feel a whole lot better.

      He disappears from my sight around a ridge, and a tiny yell hits my ears. I finally increase my pace concerned the little turd has actually busted an ankle just like I warned him. I hurry around the ridge to a most unexpected sight.

      In the middle of the rocks and hills sits a tiny body of water, so calm and blue it looks like a piece of the sky simply fell and is just sitting there. A little blue oasis in the craggy mountains. But it ain’t even that sight that catches my eye. It’s the sea of familiar faces, beaming at me as they all shout, “Surprise!”

      I pull up short and stare. “What the...?”

      Standing behind Finn and Cat is Jax, Belle, and Ben. On the other side of them stands Beanie and Talbert and Tater. Even Jane, Thomas, and Conner are there. All of my kin pretty much. Ain't no sign of Mack or Ernst, but I figured neither one of 'em woulda gone along with this. Whatever this is.

      “What the shizen? What are y'all doin' here?”

      “What's it look like?” Ben asks as he walks toward me, grinning from ear to ear. “Don't you remember what day this is?”

      “What day it is?” I echo, wracking my brain for a clue.

      “Geez, Tara, did that white hair affect your brain too?” Finn asks, rolling his eyes. “It's your born day.”

      And as if on cue, they all shout, “Happy born day!”

      My born day? No, it cain't be. It cain't be a year since all of this happened. A whole year has passed since I lost Grada and Molly and everybody? I meet Ben's gaze with a furrowed brow. “Are you sure?”

      He shakes his head like he cain't believe I'm asking that question. “Of course I'm sure. You'd think I'd ever forget your born day?”

      My eyes cloud over at his words, and I glance away, but he takes my hand in his and turns my chin back to meet his gaze. “Hey, now, none of that. That time from a year ago is done and past. We got a whole new family now. Don't mean we're gonna forget the old anytime soon, but these people right here?” He jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “These are the ones we gotta worry about now. And love. And eat berry bread with.”

      “No!” My mouth drops open in hopeful disbelief. “Please tell me you ain't pullin' my leg? You actually got berry bread for my born day?”

      “Aye, I do. Who's the best friend ever, huh?”

      “You are,” I exclaim in excitement, but Finn takes mock offense.

      “Hey, I thought I was your best friend,” he says, his pouting making him appear all of five born years.

      I laugh and step away from Ben, flicking Finn lightly under the chin. “Finn, you little stinkster. How'd you manage to keep this quiet from me?”

      “Easy,” Jax says as he ambles my way. “We didn't tell him until the very last minute, so he didn't have time to spill the beans. All he had to do was get you here. Happy born day, Tara.” I think all he's gonna do is hug me, and I tense slightly, but then he does the unexpected. He dips his head, and his lips meet mine in the lightest of touches. But it's enough to turn me flame red and have my heart hammering into overdrive. I expect to hear the laughter and catcalls, but instead I find myself on the receiving end of more hugs and kisses as my kin surround me.

      The show of affection is almost overwhelming and fills my heart to overflowing. I ain't felt this content and at peace in a very long time, and I suddenly understand Ben is right. The past is the past. Don't mean we'll ever forget it, but it's gone, and these few here in fronta me? They’re the ones I gotta protect now.

      I blink to keep the tears away, and it ain't the first time I ask myself what the gods is happening to me. I've become a real cry baby lately. But at this moment in time, I really don't care.

      “Thanks everybody. I… I don't know what to say. Y'all are the best, and I cain't ask for anything better, unless it's berry bread. Will someone please bring me some berry bread?”

      The laughter that follows eases my embarrassment, and I take Jax's offered arm as he leads me to the little mountain of food piled up by the lake.

      “Another picnic, Jax?” I question, and Ben pokes his head in between us.

      “Another one? When did you guys have the first?”

      “Never mind. Where you get all this?” I say, diverting his attention.

      “Where do you think?” He points to Tater, and the half man drops a little bow.

      “Tater, the trader, at your service. It took a lot of bartering and palavering on my part. The residents of this mountain village are more along the lines of the tight-fisted variety. But find a supplier of berries, I did. Then came the acquisition of the cornmeal. Then finding the right someone with enough skill in the culinary arts to produce this fine baked good. I traded some of the bread for the choc-o-let. I traded my other... skills for the sweet biscuits. And then—”

      “Thank you, Tater,” I interrupt as I drop a quick kiss on his cheek. “You are amazin'.”

      He smiles and puffs out his chest at my thanks, and turns his head to survey his work. He don't see Belle mouth, “thank you,” at me or Jax's thumbs up. Finn snorts in laughter, but I shake my head at him in stern warning. No sense in hurtin' Tater's feelings.

      “We have something for ya too, Tara.” Jane smiles at me as she and Thomas near and hand me a small cloth bag. I take it with excitement, but I'm happier about the brightness in their eyes and the look of contentment on their faces. They don't look like the frightened little mice Tater had rescued weeks ago. They look like the old Jane and Thomas I once knew, and just for a moment, it seems like nuthin' bad had ever happened to us at all. It's real nice to forget, even if it's just for a bit.

      I turn the bag upside down, and a beautiful rope bracelet falls into my open palm. Its intricate woven design is decorated with tiny black and white beads.

      “It's beautiful,” I breathe as I study it closer. “Did you guys make this?”

      She nods, beaming at my praise. “Me and Thomas. Talbert and Beanie got us the beads, so they helped too.”

      I look over at my two bodyguards. Beanie is nodding up and down so hard it looks like his head is on a hinge. “Yup, me and Talbert lifted 'em—” Talbert elbows him hard in the ribs. “I mean bartered 'em offa the raider girl that was here. Yeah, that's what I mean.”

      I narrow my eyes at 'em both, and they shuffle their feet under my gaze, but I don't say nuthin'. I don't wanna ruin the young'uns gift to me, but they both know they're gonna hear about this later.

      “Well, it's the most beautiful thing I ever seen. Can you help me tie it?” She does just that, and I pull both young kin into a hug. They step aside as Conner approaches me, a bouquet of half-dead wild flowers held tight in his grubby hand. His dark eyes stare at me with a mixture of emotion: thankfulness, gratitude, and relief. His bruises are fading, the cut above his eye just a pale, pink scar now.

      “You pick those for me?” I ask.

      “Aye.” He nods. I reach for ‘em, but he pulls away and closes his eyes, concentrating hard. His Chi ripples over me as the wilted flowers spring back to life with a burst of color and fragrance. Pleased as punch at discovering his little trick worked, he then shoves 'em my way. I take 'em, laughing, as I ruffle his growing hair.

      “You’ve been practisin’ like I showed you. Good job.”

      He flushes at my praise, and I hug him too. He goes rigid, not used to any sorta gentle touch, I reckon, but I keep him in my arms and whisper, “Thank you,” in his ear. His body relaxes, and his smile is huge as I release him.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Finn with his arms crossed and a scowl on his face. “And what's got you pissin' in the wind?” I say.

      He shrugs. “I ain't got ya no gift. These mule turds didn't tell me 'bout this in time, so I didn't know to get ya a gift.”

      I laugh. “You don't need to give me no gift. You know that.”

      “But everybody else helped get ya something, and I don't have nuthin'.”

      “Tell you what. Why don't you dance with me? That'll be my gift. Tater, you bring your music flute?”

      The old man nods. “Of course. What use is a party without music? As my dear—”

      “—dear mother would say,” we all mimic him at the same time, and Tater looks taken aback at our imitation.

      “Yes, well,” he grumps. “As my dear mother would say, ‘with friends like these, who needs enemies?'”

      The sullen look on his face sends us all into laughing fits. And the more we laugh, the grumpier he gets.

      “Oh, come on, Tater,” I say, poking him affably in the chest. “We're just teasin'. And admit it, meetin’ us all was so worth it. I bet you ain’t ever had so much fun. Now stop your grumpin’ and play us a song. What use is a party without music, right? You said so yourself.”

      He don't say nuthin', but he digs out his flute, so I know he's forgiven us. The familiar chords of “Sweet Sally” cuts through the air, and I don't give a hoot that everybody is watching. I grab Finn’s arm, and we start doing that stupid waltz that Duchess taught me. Finn got even less rhythm than me, and soon we're tripping over each other’s feet, but we don't care. We just keep going. Soon we're all dancing, Ben and Belle partnering up. Jax and Jane. Talbert and Beanie float by me, and the sight of 'em in each other's arms trying to keep up the two-step nearly makes us all bust a gut. The laughter and music and Cat's howling echoes back at us from the mountains, and makes such a ruckus we don't even hear the others approach.

      I only know something is up as Tater's playing stops abruptly, and I hear a muttered, “Uh oh” from Finn as he glances over my shoulder.

      I drop my arms from Finn and turn around. Mack and Ernst are walking toward us, the scowl on Mack's face telling me he ain't the least bit impressed by our dancing.

      The rocks crunch under their footsteps as they approach and echoes in the silence. Mack stops in front of me and Finn, staring us up and down with that one eye.

      “So, I go about my business thinking everyone is doing what they are supposed to be doing. Everyone had a job. No big deal. We're only leaving for the biggest battle of our lives tomorrow, right? I finish up early and go to check on the truck and thinking all supplies must be packed by now. Guess what I find? All the supplies still sitting on the ground, an empty truck, and none of my people.”

      Before I can say a word, Jax steps forward. “Sorry, Mack. This isn't Tara's fault. This is my fault. It's her born day today, and we all wanted to spend our last day together celebrating instead of worrying about what lays ahead of us. If you want to blame anyone for this, you can blame me.”

      “And me,” Ben echoes as he steps my way.

      “You can blame all of us,” Tater says. “We all have enough worry to fill a cavern right now, and the girl is carrying that burden ten times over. Celebrating her born day is just the brief interlude of frivolity we need at the moment.”

      “Yeah, Mack,” Finn adds as he folds his arms and glares Mack's way. “We need freevivol… frievito… don't be a mule turd.”

      I bite my lip to hide the threatening grin.

      “And this is how you all feel? You'd rather spend the day needlessly celebrating than preparing for the war looming on the horizon?”

      “Aye,” they all mutter back.

      Mack's one eye rolls back so much he's gotta be able to see his brain. “Hear that, Ernst? We’re all on the cusp of either freedom or death, and these morons are throwing a party.” He glares our way, pointing a finger. “Well, I only have one thing to say to you bunch of imbeciles. There better be some dang good food in that pile over there because I'm starving.”

      I ain't sure whose jaw drops more out of any of us, but Tater is the first to recover. Clapping his hands, he shouts, “Okay then. What are we waiting for? I traded parts of my very delicate soul for this grub. As my dear mother would say ‘let's get this party started.’”
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      I awake, not sure what's disturbed my sleep. I ain't been dreaming, I don't think. After the excitement of the party had finally eased last evening, exhaustion had kicked in, and I'd eventually passed out. But something woke me, and I reckon it's more than the dread deep inside of me. The knot in my belly is hurting me something fierce. My nerves at what we gotta face today getting the best of me, most likely.

      I ain't sure of the time, but there's a faint glow around the edges of the flap on the window, allowing a small amount of light to seep into the shanty. Early dawn, I reckon. I look around, my eyes the only part of me willing to move at the moment. I hear the slight snoring of the others in the shanty and see their sleeping humps under their blankets. Nuthin' seems to be disturbing them. I dunno why I'm so jittery and nauseated. Trying to shut my mind back down, I close my eyes, hoping to fall back asleep. It's gonna be a long enough day, and I'm gonna need my wits about me.

      The slight reverberation in the ground is enough to jar my sleeping mat and rattle my bones. Not enough to wake the others, but it adds to my edginess. I sit up only to find Cat's red eyes glowing in the gloom as they stare straight at me. She felt it too. It ain't just my imagination.

      “What is it, girl?” I whisper to her, and she pads silently to my side and shoves her head into my hand, crying softly in the back of her throat. Something ain't right.

      I stand, the jarring in the earth vibrating under my feet. I listen, but there ain’t no discernable noise. No alarm from the guards. It’s as quiet as a grave. Still, something’s off. I decide to wake Jax and tiptoe around Jane and Thomas to reach him. Shaking his shoulder gently, I whisper, “Jax.”

      He rolls over and peers up at me through sleep heavy eyes. “Wha—”

      The scream that shatters the early morning stillness is cut short by the horrifying staccato of shots.

      “Stay here!” I yell at the young'uns as everyone bolts offa their mats in stupefied panic. Jax and Ben and me unite as we grab our shooters and head for the door. We forget about playing it safe as more screams rent the air. I yank the door aside and step out into the worst possible night terror I could ever imagine. My heart drops to the pit of my stomach as fear turns my feet into lead.

      Brown robed soldiers crawl through the village like damned scorpi-ants looking for their next meal. But it ain't just the soldiers. Visible through the passageway into the village looms the hulking monstrosities of trucks and tanks, with more soldiers squirming outta the veacals and pouring through. They'd found us, and even at this quick glance, it looks like we're severely outnumbered.

      The fear that immobilized me at first now prods me into action as Finn squeezes his way between me and Jax.

      “Holy shizen,” he squeaks as he sees what we see. I grab him by the shoulders, my first concern him and the others.

      “Finn, take Cat and the other young'uns and go. We'll distract the soldiers. Take 'em to the spot in the hills where we were yesterday and wait there. Got it?”

      “But Tara, I can help fight—”

      “No,” I yell at him, barely able to keep my wits about me. “I need you to watch out for 'em. I cain't fight properly knowin' any of you are in danger. Please, Finn. Do this for me with no arguin'.”

      My fear prods him into acceptance, and he gives a curt nod. “Okay, I'll get 'em there safe and sound. You just make sure y’all do the same.”

      “Go.” I push him into the shanty and turn back to the night terror that is the village. Everyone roused from sleep is stumbling into the open, some faces etched deep with shock, others with just one reaction: shoot at whatever moves. The shooters they carry don't seem to do a lick of good. As soon as they're unlucky enough to fall into a soldier’s path, they’re taken out. I know there's only one person they're aiming to take alive; everyone else is expendable, and I cain't let that happen. I search for Mack and Belle and Tater among the crowd of runnin', screamin' villagers, but it's complete and utter chaos.

      “Incomin',” Ben yells and points to a group of soldiers homing in on us.

      Shizen. We need time to get the young'uns out and into the hills. I yell over the horrific noises, “I'll take care of 'em. Once I do, set Finn and the others off in the right direction.”

      I step toward the dozen or so soldiers running our way. They push through the wall of frantic villagers, shoving 'em outta the way. Knowing I cain't attack 'em without hitting the villagers as well, I decide to disable instead of kill. The energy leaps from my fingertips and shoots toward the frenzied mob, sending 'em all head over heels like they'd just stepped on live explosives.

      “Now, Ben,” I cry, and he ushers Finn and the young'uns outta the shanty. Finn glances my way, his eyes shooting daggers of fear, but I yell at him, “Run and hide. Keep them safe.” He does just that, and they don't look back as they disappear into the hills, Cat by their side.

      One soldier who escaped the effect of my attack notices the young'uns trying to escape, and yells at 'em to stop. My brain prickles in horror as he raises his shooter and targets the kids, but my Chi don't give a damn about the fear. It latches onto the soldier like Cat's claws and yanks him off balance, dragging him across the space separating us and drops him at my feet. His eyes stare up at me in hateful disbelief. He's somehow managed to hold onto his shooter, and he points it into my face.

      Furious that he was even gonna dare to shoot the young'uns in the back as they ran, I grab the shooter barrel and yank on it. He manages to get off a shot before I gain control of the weapon, and the shot misses me by a hair's breadth, but I don't care. Ramming the barrel into his head, I smash it again and again, the fury of my Chi outweighing the tiny voice in my head telling me to stop. Only when I feel Jax's arms around me, and his voice yelling urgently in my ear, do I stop.

      “Tara, we gotta take cover. We're sitting ducks here.”

      To add credibility to his words, more slugs whiz over our heads, and all three of us duck at the attack. The soldiers are already back on their feet and aiming to take us down. I let Jax pull me into a run as we head for the rock outcrop to the left of the shanty. The slugs nipping at our heels make us move fast and dive for cover, practically falling on toppa each other as we land behind the rock barrier.

      But there ain't no time to catch our breath. I’m back on my feet in an instant and peer around the boulder. Our attackers ain't giving up that easy; they know exactly where we headed. Their one mistake, though? They no longer have a safety net of villagers around him. Seeing as there ain't nobody with 'em that I care about hurting, I let my Chi do what it's whispering in my head. The huge boulder to the right of me squeals in protest as it's plucked outta the ground and sails toward the soldiers. I hear their screams of shock as they try to change their trajectory seconds before the slab of rock flattens 'em all with its massive weight.

      “Hell, yeah,” Ben shouts in celebration, but I don't share his sense of victory. I cain't sense any emotion other than the energy pulsating beneath my skin and through my body. A presence that feels familiar but foreign to me all at the same time. And right now, that presence is itching to do more damage.

      Holding it at bay, I survey the village sprawled in fronta us. There appears to be more brown robes than ever, and I follow 'em to the point of origin. In the passageway between the mountains leading into the village sits two veacals right now, but beyond that others are still arriving, sending up dust plumes in their wake.

      “We gotta block the entrance,” I say to Jax. “We can fight this many, but there's more comin'.”

      His dark head bobs up and down. “Can you do it?”

      I ain't sure. The mountain pass is quite some ways away. I ain't even sure how far my Chi can travel, but I know I gotta try.

      Focusing on the passage and the veacals sitting there, I open the floodgates of my power and let it have at it. I ain't even sure what it's gonna do, but it knows. I'm just as amazed as the two beside me when the veacals start moving. The soldiers still by the mountain pass are yelling and running as the piles of metal careen their way. My Chi drags the veacals toward the entrance, turning two of 'em sideways in a screech of twisting metal as they jam the passageway.

      They jam in real good, but it ain't done. The other veacals behind 'em get pulled in, too, like some giant magnet is moving 'em about. They twist over and over, slowly climbing their way up the two base veacals, the crunching metal echoing all the way back to us across the village. Finally, they stop on top, crushing the metal below 'em and forming a perfect plug to the valley. Ain't nuthin' getting past that anytime soon.

      And just like Jax and Ben, I stand with my mouth hanging wide open.

      “Holy shizen, Tara. Did you really just do that?” Ben whispers, still staring straight ahead.

      “Aye, I guess so,” I say.

      “Tara. Ben.” The shout pulls me from my stupor, and I look over to find Belle running our way, the relief evident on her face. “I've been looking for you guys everywhere—”

      “Belle, look out!” Ben yells at the exact same moment a soldier shoots her way. And once again, my power acts quicker than I do. The slug is intercepted and disintegrates right in front of Belle's fear- filled eyes. The confused soldier aims for another shot, but I focus on him, and the shooter slamming back in his face and breaking his nose is all my doin'. I'm real pleased when he slides to the ground, out cold. Serves him right for trying to shoot Belle.

      Another shot echoes through the air, and I follow it just in time to see it hit its target this time as the elder hits the ground, a red stain spreading out beneath him and seeping into the dried soil. Enough is enough. The villagers are dying.

      I step out from behind the boulder, but Jax grabs my arm.

      “Tara.”

      “No, it's okay. You don't have to worry about me. You know that. Not anymore. I got this. I need to stop any more death.”

      He don't look happy, but I see the acceptance in his eyes. We both know I'm the only one that can stop this. I start walking toward the middle of the village. No more hiding. Footsteps at my back have me turning in surprise. Jax and Ben and Belle are following me, keeping the soldiers offa me with their shooters and providing a safety net. They ain't gonna let me do this alone. It scares me and pleases me all at the same time.

      “The New Blood!” one soldier yells as they head our way.

      But I don't even have to think about it anymore, just a flick of my hand, and they—plus any villagers unlucky enough to be in the vicinity of 'em—go flying. My Chi cain't seem to differentiate between friend and enemy, and that worries me some. This ain't gonna be as easy as I thought. If I'm gonna take out all the army, the villagers are gonna go down with 'em. But at least if I disable 'em all, it'll give the villagers a fighting chance rather than being picked off one by one like they are now.

      Decision made, I turn to the three at my back. “Brace yourselves,” I say as my Chi ignites, and I drop to one knee, slamming my fist into the ground. The energy sizzles through my arm into the soil, and the reverberation shoots right back up to my backbone. I feel like I'm about to crack wide open from the impact, but it works. The knot of soldiers and villagers alike fly out and away from us like I'm some giant stone dropped in a lake, and they're the ripples.

      “Take the weapons,” I scream at the villagers as I finally catch sight of Mack. He's the first back on his feet and moves at super speed as he barrels through the sea of brown robes, shooting at anyone that don't belong here. It don't take long for the villagers to get the message, and they scramble to their feet, trying to best the soldiers. There are so many, and I cain't take 'em all on without harming villagers as well. All of us fighting back is the only way to keep the casualties to a minimum.

      I think they realize it, too, because whether man, woman, or young'un, they fight with all they got. Outta the corner of my eye, I catch Tater wrestling with a soldier, and though I can see the determination on the old man's face, he ain't no match for the burly soldier. Tater falls to his knees as the soldier wallops him in the gut, his hand held up in a feeble display of defense as the soldier's arm lifts high above his head. The rising sun glints offa the steel blade as it arcs down, aiming to drive straight through Tater's chest.

      “No.” My scream activates my Chi, and it jolts outta me, stilling the soldier's arm in place. His head lifts in surprise, and his eyes narrow as they zone in on me. I can feel him fighting against the bond of my Chi gripping his arm, but just like the old man ain't a match for him, he ain't no match for me. The glare of hatred he's sending my way shifts into fear as the arm and blade move under their own volition, and he realizes what I'm about to do moments before his own knife pierces him through the heart. He falls to his knees, Tater pushing himself on his elbows, away from the toppling body. There ain't no time to be visited by guilt or remorse at the life I just took. Jax's words of “us or them” echoes in my head, and my Chi overrides it with a screaming “us.”

      I swallow the lump of fear in my throat once I see Tater is fine, and my gaze shifts back to the battle around me. The number of soldiers are overwhelming, but the villagers ain't giving up without a fight.

      “Mistress,” the wail of relief comes from my right as Talbert and Beanie make their way to me through the flailing bodies, but quickly fall under a barrage of soldiers. Before I can respond in any way, Jax leaps in the middle of it all with no thought to his own safety. My Chi is itching to attack, but I hold it back, not wanting to take a chance of hurtin' him or the other two.

      “You stupid turd,” I bellow at Jax as I jump on the back of the soldier about to whip him with the butt of his shooter. Wrapping my arm around the soldier's neck, I jerk my weight backwards and we both tumble, us one way and his iron shooter another. We roll in the dirt, but he manages to stop our roll and land on top of me. His young, wild eyes stare down at me as he lifts a meaty fist, meaning to pummel me senseless, no doubt. But he realizes who I am, and he holds back on his punch.

      Wrong move, idiot.

      My power smacks him in the chest, and he draws a last breath as his eyes roll back, and he keels over, dead. I panic for a moment. I ain't meant to kill him, but yet another death at my hands. I push it to the back of my mind and scramble to my feet. My kin are more important.

      I ain't got nuthin' to worry about, though. My attack was enough to give the frantic villagers the upper hand, and they're holding their own. Even from my quick glance, I see that there are more of my people standing than brown robes. Is it possible? Did we really manage to beat them at their own game?

      “Jax.” I reach out for him as he hobbles my way. There's blood running from his split lip, and one eye is already swelling shut, but the huge grin on his face tells me he sees the same thing I do.

      “We did it, Tara,” he says, beaming as he grabs my hand. “We did—”

      The explosion lifts me offa my feet and rips Jax's hand from my grasp. I fly backwards as a pain like I ain't ever felt before tears through my thigh. I try to scream but I hit the ground hard and roll, my lungs deflating like popped balloons as every bit of air escapes past my lips.

      I finally come to a stop on my stomach, gasping for air and trying desperately not to black out from the screaming nerve endings in my thigh. Sweat beads down into my eyes, blinding me. Ringing pounds through my head, deafening me. But still I push myself to my knees. My hand moves to my thigh and encounters something wet and cold. Shaking the sweat and tears outta my eyes, I glance down at the jagged piece of metal protruding from my leg. But it ain't that, that makes me wanna vomit. It ain't even the veacals that I had used to plug the valley entrance, now blown to smithereens and leaving the entrance wide open. It's the man moving effortlessly through the falling dust and debris, walking towards us and smiling like he's just here for a neighborly visit. The devil himself. The Prezedant.
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      The village has gone so utterly silent that I think I really have gone deaf. But then that oily voice slithers along my spine.

      “Well, isn't this a pickle of a situation. Not quite the way I saw this going down. Blocking the village entrance with my own machinery? Brilliant ploy, I must say. Had to be you, Tara. Where are you, my dear? I feel you are quite near. Come out and say hello.”

      I know there ain't no use to hide or to run. Hell, I cain't run even if I wanted to. The Chi in me reacts with a savage viciousness, and I wanna let it loose at the evil standing so close, but I know I cain't. Not with so many innocents around. Not just yet. Just gotta bide my time.

      At first I ignore him and my pain as I get to my feet and search for the faces I love. That explosion ripped through us like wind through leaves, and not all of us were lucky. Villagers as well as brown robed bodies litter the ground, not moving. I search the carnage in desperation for Jax and Ben and Belle. I see them not far from me. All are covered in blood, but at least they’re struggling to their feet. I'm finally able to suck air into my lungs as some of the fear dissipates.

      Mack catches my eye, raising a brow in alarm as his eyes move to my injured leg. I dismiss his concern with a shrug, even though it feels like my leg is being sawed off by a dull blade. That damn sliver of metal has gotta go, but it's embedded deep, and I feel sick at the thought of yanking it out. Instead, I limp forward, favoring my un-injured leg and stare at the embodiment of evil as he slowly struts through the carnage of bodies, stepping around some in distaste. He must step into something he don't like, I reckon, since he pauses to scrape his boot on a poor brown robed sod.

      “Ugh. You do realize this is all your fault, Tara. This was supposed to be an easy takeover. You definitely surprised me with that move. Quite impressive. You've grown since we last met, little one.”

      He takes another couple of steps, and his telepathic feelers crawl over me and settle on my chest as heavy as his real hand. He turns my way, smiling in pleasure that he's found me. And while I feel like a piece of chewed raw meat, he looks cool and collected. His white robe and trousers are spotless, not a wrinkle to be seen or a black hair outta place on his head. He looks more like he just stepped into his grand ballroom instead of on a battlefield.

      “Ah. There you are. At least I think.” His brow furrows as he steps closer. “What strange thing has happened to your hair, my dear? Did you suffer some misfortune? The last time I saw a New Blood with white hair it was because I had drained her dry. Who was it again? Oh yes, the Sanctuary healer. I believe you two knew each other?”

      He knows damn well we knew each other, and I'm sure his feelers trying to dig at my brain pick up on my distress and anger. But I don't give in to the hate festering in my gut. Not yet.

      “How did you find us?” I growl at him, trying to distract him from his probing. I don't need him to realize how much my power has grown since we last met. I need to take him by surprise without hurting any more of my people in the process. And to do that I need him close.

      His head tilts sideways as does his grin. “You really didn't think you could hide from me forever, did you? Silly girl. I would have found you sooner or later. But to be honest, we did have some help. And when I was told who was here with you, well, I had to come and see for myself. Imagine my surprise when I was told my old friend Ernst was here. Your dear ol' da.” He raises his head and surveys the village, cupping his hands around his mouth. “Ernst, where are you, old man? Come show yourself. Or are you still the same sniveling, miserable coward even after all these years?”

      Ernst emerges slowly from the mass of soldiers and villagers on my right. The strain on his face is quite evident, but he stands straight and tall as he approaches my side, and something seems different about him. He looks stronger in his defiance.

      “No need to shout, Max. I may be old, but I'm not deaf.”

      The Prezedant studies the wrinkled face before throwing his head back and cackling with laughter. “Oh, my goodness. It really is you. I didn't think you were even still alive. You look so... so old.”

      Ernst waits until the laughter dies down before responding. “I am old. As are you. I just don't steal the souls of others to conceal it anymore.”

      “Whatever.” The Prezedant waves a dismissive hand and studies us, his face still beaming. “The New Blood and the friend who stabbed me in the back. Both of you, just as our informant said. I really didn't dare believe it to be true, but here you both are, and I'm pleased as punch. Can this day get any better?”

      “You ain't answerin’ my question. How did you find us?” I say, tired of his antics.

      He feigns surprise as he switches his attention back to me. “I didn't tell you? Oh, forgive my lack of manners. You know, there's an old saying from back in my day that certainly applies to this current situation. Ernst, you would remember this as well, 'Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer.' Quite accurate. Ah, here she is now.” His slender finger points to the left, and I follow with my eyes. Outta the settling dust walks a figure I wasn't expecting to see anytime soon since I figured she was already well into the out lands gathering our allies. Zoe walks into the center of chaos, sandwiched between two guards, but the dead and injured don't seem to affect her. Her eyes are fixed on me only, and they're fulla regret and sorrow. I can feel it oozing offa her, even between the distance separating us.

      “Zoe?” The disbelief in Mack's voice is just as evident as he too spots her. “You did this?”

      “I'm sorry,” she cries out as her gaze switches to Mack. “I'm sorry, but I-I didn't have a choice.”

      “Lies,” the Prezedant says, laughing as he folds his arms and leans conspiratorially my way. “There's always a choice. She gave you all up quite willingly. Didn't even have to torture her, which was no fun at all, I might add.”

      “I'm sorry. I'm sorry,” she utters over and over. The anguish is eating her alive I can tell. It really is. But all her words do is turn my heart to ice because the realization finally kicks in. She betrayed us.

      “You led him to us?” I whisper, even though I know the answer.

      “I already said that, did I not?” The Prezedant sighs in impatience. “Could even say offered you up on a silver platter.”

      “You led him to us.” My words carry more force this time, and Zoe flinches under the accusation.

      “There was no choice,” she insists as her head turns back to me. “He's killed so many of us, Tara. So many of those we love. And those men of mine he captured? One of them is my mate and one my brother. I can't have any more people I love die. You must see that. Lily, Flip, Riven, so many others. How many more need to die for this lost cause rebellion? How many?”

      “Lost cause?” I repeat, ignoring the restrained laughter issuing from the devil in white. “You agreed with us that we could do this.”

      “I was wrong. We can't beat him.”

      He arches a brow Zoe's way and intercedes with “Truer words, and all that.”

      “We can,” I yell, my anger finally starting to take control. “How could you betray us? How could you do this to us?”

      “Because I will do anything in my power to save those I love,” she yells back, and for the first time since her arrival, I see the glint of anger in her dark eyes. “I thought you of all people would understand that. Not long ago you spoke those same words.”

      I know she's right, but I cain't help the disgust at her treachery brewing in my heart. “What did he promise you for your betrayal?”

      Her mouth sets in a grim line, and she looks away like she don't wanna answer me. But I ain't giving up that easy. I wanna know what her prize is in exchange for our lives.

      “The New Blood asked you a question, girl. Answer her.”

      The amusement in the Prezedant's voice is hard to miss. He's enjoying playing us off on each other. He thinks it’s funny. It only fuels my hatred.

      Zoe's face falls with her surrender, and she rubs a weary hand across her eyes. “To free my kin. To let us live free from persecution and punishment in Littlepass. You would have taken the same offer. Don't try and lie about it.”

      I shake my head. I probably would have at one time. But not anymore. “You're wrong. You should have trusted in me.”

      “Hah!” Her cold snort of laughter catches me off guard. “Trusted in you? Like Lily did? Like Flip and Riven and the rest of my dead men did? Like these people did?” She waves her hand around at the bodies on the ground, and my anger flames red hot.

      “Don't you dare blame this on me. This is all your doin'.”

      “No. It isn't. This is a product of your empty promises. All I trust you to do, New Blood, is cause more death. More death and pain and—” Her eyes opening in wide panic is the only warning I get before her neck twists at an unnatural angle with an ominous crack, and Zoe crumples to the ground.

      “Zoe,” Mack yells as I check desperately with my Chi, fearing I’d somehow done this. But the airy wave of the Prezedant's hand, and his casual shrug lets me know it ain't my doing.

      “What?” he questions as my horrific gaze catches his. “Yada, yada, yada. She was boring me. Don't tell me you didn't feel the same?”

      “You killed her.” I breathe deep through my nose, trying to contain the entity struggling to be set free and do some damage. “You promised her amnesty.”

      He spreads his hands wide in a gesture of innocence. “I lied. It's what I do. Not my problem she was gullible enough to believe—”

      My primal shout interrupts him as I leap forward and wrap my fingers around his throat before he can react. The Chi fires through my body, not even brought to life by a thought anymore. It has its own awareness. It's its own being. It lifts the Prezdant offa the ground, his toes dangling loose against the sands, and deep down I can feel the mad laughter bubbling in my gut at his panic-stricken face.

      “Ernst, herd our people behind us, toward the valley,” I command my pa and he reacts instantly. I know if I can get the villagers behind me and outta harm’s way, I can take down the rest of the soldiers in one fell swoop. Already I can see some of the brown robes raising weapons outta the corner of my eye, and I hit 'em with a wall of sand, blinding them to the happenings around 'em.

      The Prezedant finally over comes his shock, and I'm pummeled with a resisting wave of Chi. It collides with mine and reverberates down my arm, into my shoulder, but I don't ease my grip. His hands grope at mine, trying to loosen the hold on his throat, his face reddening from his inability to breathe, but my hand stays strong.

      When physical resistance don't work, he tries to mind numb me again, like he had done when we first met. His tendrils of Chi try to rip into my brain, opening me up to his suggestions. I hear the whispering commands telling me to release him, and I respond back with one of my own.

      Silence!

      His obedience is innate, his Chi overwhelmed by mine. Even through his panic, I feel his shock at the abundance of my power.

      “How,” he manages to croak, and I narrow my eyes.

      “You ain't in control no more, old man. I am. I’m the enlightened one, and your time is over.”

      My grip tightens even more as I know I gotta finish this right now. This is my chance. I focus on watching the light drain outta his eyes, my need for revenge so consuming that I don’t notice him lift his foot until it’s too late. His boot crashes down on the metal shard in my thigh, driving it in even deeper. It tears through muscle and bone as pain lances my body, and black spots swim in fronta my eyes. The scream that rips from my lips as my Chi slips for a split second is a mix of agony and fear.

      The crack in my shell don't last long, but it’s all the time he needs. I feel my grip slip a slight second before the punch of unseen power strikes me dead center in the chest and sends me spiraling into the air. The world around me spins outta control as I flip over and over, finally crashing into the tin roof of the shanty below me. The fragile roof gives way under my weight, and I land in a jumble of falling debris, my whole body throbbing with hurt.

      A tiny moan escapes me as an invisible hand grips my spine and jerks me outta the rubble that was once the shanty. It drags me back out into the shouting and chaos of battle. I hear Jax and others calling my name, their voices etched in terror for me, but my eyes seek only the one person controlling me right now. He strides toward me, his face a mask of pure rage and his power emanating from him with a halo of anger so intense I catch my breath. He is truly terrifying, and I realize for the first time how I must appear to others when under the influence of my own Chi.

      “Enough of your trifling, New Blood. You think you're a match for me? I'm done with playing.” His bellow is powered by anger and hatred and so is the unseen blow that wallops me hard in the face. It stuns me, and I'm too woozy to fight against the force dragging me across the span between us. The band of Chi tightens around my throat, squeezing and squeezing, cutting off my air supply. My body convulses as I struggle to loosen his grip and suck in the much-needed air. But my struggle is in vain, and I can feel myself slipping under.

      “Let her go!” a voice commands. Shock replaces the anger on the Prezedant's face as the cords connecting us are suddenly broken. The lighter touch of Ernst's Chi is quite familiar as it releases me, and realization trickles through my confusion. I suddenly know why he appeared stronger earlier. The blood he'd taken from me when I’d asked him to show me how to use the syringe. He's used it on himself to enable his long absent power.

      I sense the struggle for dominance between the two men, but it don't last long before Ernst is forcibly dragged the Prezedant’s way. He stumbles and falls to one knee as the Prezedant leers down into his upturned face. I know he knows he cain’t fight the Prezedant. One little bit of my blood ain’t gonna make him strong enough for that, but that ain’t what he’s trying to do. He’s just interfering enough to distract the devil’s attention away from me and let me catch my breath. He’s offering himself up to save me.

      I take advantage of Ernst’s desperate dive back into his blood addiction, and sever the connection between me and my attacker as neatly as cutting a slice of bread. I fall to my knees, sucking in huge gulps of air as the impact sends jagged pain shooting through my thigh, reminding me of the metal embedded there. Reaching down, I yank the sliver outta my flesh. It lets go with a sickening wet, squishy sound, and I almost black out, but I know I ain't got much time.

      Shaking away the dizziness, I leap to my feet and turn my attention back to the Prezedant. Energy jolts through my body and bounces at my fingertips, dulling the pain in my leg. I break into a slight run, heading straight toward him. My Chi is itching to send him a fatal blow, but almost as if he knows, the coward grabs Ernst and yanks the old man his way, using him as a shield.

      He tries to stop me by throwing an attack. It shimmers through the air, but I brush it aside, and it bounces into the nearest shanty, exploding the building on impact. He attacks with another. And another. He keeps sending attack after attack, but they are no match for my own anger fueled Chi as I increase my pace and ignore the fiery debris falling all around me.

      A soldier leaps from my right, but I barely give him a second look as I grab the arm and knife arcing toward me. Squeezing his forearm until it snaps, he drops the knife with a scream, and I catch the blade with my other hand, sending him airborne with a slight toss. I leap at the Prezedant.

      “Let go of my pa!” I yell, simmering with rage.

      Ernst falls to the side, yelling my name, as I take the Prezedant down. He lands on his back with me on top of him. Driving my knee into his chest, I hold my blade against his throat. I swear my Chi truly makes me froth at the mouth as the sweet taste of revenge fills my heart. His death will be payment for everyone I've ever lost at his hands. My ma, my village, Grada, Lily. The need to avenge 'em far outweighs any voice of reason in my head right now, and the knife blade digs deep into his flesh as I ready to pull it across his throat.

      “I wouldn’t do that. Not if you want everyone to die.” I pause in confusion at his calm words, ignoring the Chi shrieking in my head to slit his throat.

      I blink down at him wondering what the hell he’s going on about. He’s about to be ripped open from ear to ear, why's he smiling?

      “So, you have a choice, my dear.”

      His voice is as calmed and controlled as before. Not filled with the terror expected from someone about to have their head severed from their body.

      “You can release me and come with me willingly, or you can watch someone you love die. Look around.”

      How dare he threaten me? I'm the one holding a knife to his throat. Making sure my Chi keeps him pinned, I raise my head, trying to understand.

      Every bit of warmth is sucked right outta my body and replaced by ice as I see the reason for his gloating. While I'd been so intent on reaching him, so intent on my revenge, the soldiers had gotten the upper hand. Some of his men stand spread out behind me, holding captives of their own. Everyone I love is standing at the wrong end of a shooter. Jax. Tater. Ben. Mack. Belle. And my pa.

      No!

      “What will it be, Tara? You have a very important decision to make. Your Chi is very impressive, I will admit, and I'm dying to find out how you achieved that level of power. But I don't believe even you are strong enough to take on my men and me at the same time, and keep everyone you care about alive. Someone will die.” He lifts his head back offa my blade and laughs like he ain't in the least concerned about the blood trickling from the cut and staining his pristine white robe. “Oh, my, it's like a game of Russian Roulette. Will she do it, or won't she? And which one will she sacrifice? Fascinating.” His eyes study me in amusement, and I wanna listen to the Chi screaming in my head something fierce. Slit his throat. End it.

      A moan of defeat rattles in my chest as I stare back into the faces of my people. I cain't let any of 'em die. I just cain't. But the devil below me is right. I don't think I can hit 'em all at the same time, and keep him under control.

      “Tara.” Ernst’s quiet voice floats across the span separating us. “Don't listen to him. You can do this. Finish it.” His gray eyes shine bright with tears, but I know he ain’t crying for himself. His tears are for me.

      “Yes, Tara, finish it,” the Prezedant echoes in delight, jerking my attention back to him. “Kill me and watch those you love die as well. For the moment I die, so do they.”

      “Shut up,” I snarl and tighten my Chi around his throat, taking pleasure in his flinch of pain.

      My gaze finds Jax and his blue eyes stare back at me with such fierceness and loyalty it takes my breath away. But there's also acceptance, and I know he's saying goodbye as he nods at me. Everyone of my kin carry the same look. They're all willing to die to end it.

      Lily's words from so long ago echo loudly in my head like she's standing right next to me.

      “When the time comes, you must act with decisiveness and trust in your power. No one person is more important than your purpose. Do you understand?”

      “I'm sorry, Lily,” I murmur as my decision is made, and I jolt upright before the Prezedant realizes what I'm about to do. Holding my arms wide, I allow my Chi free reign. It rips from my body like it's tearing me in half, and I scream in pain as the Prezedant yells, “Now!”

      All hell breaks loose. A towering wall of flame shoots from the burning shanties, slicing a divider between me and the Prezedant. He crawls away from the scorching heat, separating him and most of his army on one side and me and my kin on the other. The wall does nuthin' to stop the slug that hits me in the chest.

      I ignore it at first, too intent on saving those I love. One by one, the soldiers threatening my kin drop like dead maskeetos as I whirl and focus my power on them, taking 'em outta the equation. Another slug hits me in the shoulder, and I stumble forward but don’t lose my concentration. It must only last a few moments, but to me it feels like an eternity, as my Chi takes no mercy on our enemies.

      But then the blackness threatens me, and my legs start to wobble, and I look down at my slug wound. Only it ain't no slug. A familiar looking cylinder with a bright red end is sticking outta my chest, and realization sets in with overwhelming dread. They shot me with serum. Yanking out both cylinders, I throw ’em on the ground in disgust. I fight against the ice ripping through my veins and force myself to stay on my feet, but the damage is done. I stumble as the screams and echoes of the battle fade in and outta my head and I shake it, trying to stay focused.

      Stay awake. They need you.

      The screams of the villagers surround me as they make a run for the valley entrance and their lives.

      “Shoot them,” the Prezedant orders from his side of the inferno, but I ain't about to let that happen. As the soldiers on the other side of the wall take aim, the power emanating from me creates a vortex of flame that blows 'em offa their feet and crashes their bodies into the background of shanties. Most of 'em, along with the Prezedant, disappear under the jumble of burning debris.

      “Get her out of here. We got this” Mack practically pushes me into someone’s arms, and they catch me as I stumble. But then I notice the one last soldier I'd missed. He looks terrified at knowing he's left on the side of the wall with me and my kin, but his gun don't waver from his captive's head. I focus my Chi, try to take him down like the rest, but I falter and the attack misses its target. The serum fights against my heated blood, making me weak. I cain't stop the darkness threatening to take me under, no more than I can stop the soldier's slug from exploding into the skull it lays against. The last sound in my head is my wail of anguish as I stare into my pa’s eyes just before he dies.
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            Pain and Guilt

          

        

      

    

    
      The warmth of a fire heats my cheek, and the flickering flames create shadows against the inside of my eyelids. At first I think I’m being engulfed by the wall of fire, and a small whimper escapes the back of my throat.

      “Easy now. Everything is over. You’re safe.” The voice is welcoming, as is the warm hand that caresses the side of my face, and I open my eyes to Jax’s cobalt gaze. I’m so happy to see him that I yank him down to my level, and plant my lips on his with reckless disregard. The kiss is passion and happiness all rolled up into one, and he responds back with a fire equal to my own. But then a bloody image enters my head, and my heart shatters all over again.

      “My pa.” The whimper reverberates with anger and grief at my loss. Guilt engulfs me as the terrible image refuses to get outta my head. Tears roll down my cheeks and drip from my chin even as my Chi bubbles restlessly underneath my skin, demanding revenge. “I couldn’t save him.” The tears turn into a wail as the grief consumes me, and I start shaking uncontrollably. Jax pulls me into his arms, holding me close.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

      “It’s not okay,” I blubber into his chest. “Ernst is dead because of me. I couldn’t save him.”

      “Hey.” Jax shakes me a little as he holds me at arm’s length, the firelight reflected in his tear-filled gaze. “It wasn’t your fault. There was nothing you coulda done, Tara. You did your best and saved so many others. Ernst would have wanted it that way. He was so proud of you, and he believed in you so much. You could see it at the meeting when he stood up for you. His blood is on the Prezedant’s hands, not yours.”

      I wanna believe he’s right, but his words do nuthin’ to ease the ache in my heart. My pa is gone. I watched him die. I couldn’t save him. Gone, just like my ma and Grada. Suddenly, Jax’s words register through my grief and I bolt upright, looking around at our surroundings.

      “The others?” I question, finally realizing we’re alone. “Where’s Finn and Belle and Ben? Where’s everyone?”

      Jax averts his eyes, and I know I ain’t gonna like his answer. “We had to get you out. You were shot with enough serum to take down a horse. You couldn’t even stand on your feet, let alone fight. And we couldn’t let you get captured. So Ben, Belle, and me, we got you out while the others stayed behind to keep the Prezedant and his men from following. I’m not sure where they are, or if they even made it out.”

      I close my eyes in despair. I understand the reasoning behind their decision. I do, but it don’t make it any easier to hear what Jax is saying.

      “They made it,” I say, trying to convince myself just as much as Jax. “And Finn and the young’uns? Please tell me they’re here.” Wherever here is. I finally take in my surroundings. Looks like we’re in the mountain cave where we had stayed on our hunting trip, which means we’re out in the sand lands. The light from the fire illuminates the rock walls surrounding us, but I don’t see another soul.

      My eyes open wide at realizing we’re alone, and it’s the last straw. “You’re tellin’ me you left Finn and the young’uns behind? We gotta go back. Right now. We gotta find ‘em and make sure everyone’s okay. I cain’t lose anyone else, Jax. I cain’t!”

      I try to get to my feet, but without my Chi fueling me, my thigh has other ideas, and as soon as I put weight on my leg it gives out underneath me and I fall. I woulda hit the dirt if it weren’t for Jax catching me about the waist.

      “Hey, slow down. You gotta rest. Your leg is in bad shape. I’m hoping your Chi can heal it quick enough before infection sets in, but you’re not going anywhere for at least another day or so.”

      “But we need to go back. How did you get me here?”

      “We carried you out to where the truck was hidden, and got you out into the sand lands. We needed to get you somewhere safe for you to heal.”

      “Then we’ll take the truck back in. We gotta go find everyone. You left them behind.” I can hear the angry accusation creeping into my voice, but Jax don’t take no offense. He merely stares sadly back.

      “I did. And it was the most difficult decision I’ve ever made, but you were the number one priority. Understand that if the Prezedant had managed to capture you, there would be no stopping him. Everyone else knew that too. That’s why they chose to stay and fight. And Finn’s a smart kid. Him and Cat will have kept the others safe and hidden. You don’t have to worry about them. After Ben and Belle dropped us here, they left right away to go back and look for the others. They’ll find them.”

      Jax don’t say it, but I hear the unspoken words in his strained tone. Whoever’s left.

      His reasoning does nuthin’ to ease my anger at myself for my failure. I failed. Like always. How stupid was I to think I could do this? The pressure in my chest builds up. I feel it growing. The anger, the overwhelming helplessness, the letdown. Maybe it’s my grief at Ernst’s loss and the loss of so many villagers. Maybe it’s the serum. Maybe a combination of both, but I break. I feel the fissure crack open in my heart and cover my body, tearing me apart. The wail that falls from my lips is painful, even to my own ears, but Jax ignores it as he pulls me back into his arms. I lose myself in his embrace as the tears flow outta control again. I cain’t stop ‘em. I failed. I let ‘em all down.

      I don’t know how long I sob like a baby, but Jax never lets go. Not once. He simply rocks me back and forth in his arms, murmuring consoling words over and over against the top of my head. How it ain’t my fault. How I ain’t a failure. How as long as we’re still alive, there’s hope. I don’t believe a word of what he says, but his soothing voice finally lures me into some semblance of calm. I stay that way for a bit, my face buried in his neck as I breathe in his reassuring, familiar scent.

      Finally, I suck in my last sob and take a calming breath. Pulling away from his chest, I let his sad smile wash over me as he wipes away the remnants of my tears.

      “I’m glad you stopped crying. Crying don’t become you, Tara. You’re not the prettiest sight right now, gotta say. That red nose of yours kinda reminds me of Larius.”

      I choke out a weak laugh. I know he’s trying to make me feel better and take my mind offa other stuff, but I don’t doubt the truth behind his words. “Jackass,” I mumble, but my comeback is halfhearted.

      He links his fingers through mine and raises them to his lips. “Your jackass,” he says, and those two simple words sucker punch me in the gut because I know he means it, unconditionally. I stare at him in silence, the crackling fire the only noise as I take comfort in his presence and his touch. And as much as the worry of my kin’s fate and the grief at Ernst’s death weigh heavy on me, I know there’s no other person who can soothe my soul like Jax. My rock. My heart.

      “I love you.”

      I don’t mean to say those words. Hell, I ain’t even aware I was thinkin’ ‘em until they pop outta my mouth. But say ‘em I do, and I’m more surprised than Jax, I think. His eyes come alive with the brilliance of a thousand stars as they bore into mine, and my heart nearly beats outta my chest at what I see in ‘em. The love and hope that shines from ‘em nearly takes my breath away, and I know without a doubt that this man has somehow gained total control of my heart and soul.

      “Right back at ya, Freak,” he whispers as he leans toward me. “But gotta say, you have the worst timing.”

      His lips connect with mine, swallowing my smartass comeback. His mouth is warm and comforting, as he runs a hand down my back. I stop thinking. I stop mourning. I stop feeling sorry for myself. Instead, I bask in the feelings he arouses in me. He makes me feel safe, and whole, and most importantly alive, and I know I need him right now to chase away my fears. If only for a brief spell.

      To my disappointment, he tries to pull away, but I hang onto his shirt with all the desperation of a drowning person, pulling him closer.

      “No,” I mumble against his lips, kissing him back with exaggerated fervor as I fall on my back and pull him with me. He sighs again and tears his lips from mine as he hovers over me.

      “Tara, as much as I want this, this isn’t the time. You’re injured and grieving, and I don’t want you to regret anything. I want this to be perfect for both of us. We should wait.”

      “To hell with waitin’,” I whisper as I wrap my hands around his neck. “I grieve every day for those I’ve lost. Today is no different. If there’s anythin’ I’ve learned lately, it’s that life is short and unpredictable, and we need to make the most outta every second. No more waitin’, Jax. I’ve never been so sure of anythin’ in my life as I am right now.”

      I press my lips to his in desperation.

      “Stop,” he says against my lips.

      But I don’t.

      He grabs both my hands from around his neck and pins ‘em tight to his chest.

      “Tara, just stop.”

      I cain’t quite get my breath as I stare up at him, dazed.

      “Why? What’s wrong? Don’t you feel the same?”

      “Of course I do. I want you so much it hurts, but you’re not thinking straight, and I’m not taking advantage. You suffered so much and you’re blinded by pain right now.”

      “I ain’t. I know what I’m feelin’ Jax, and I know what I want, so just shut up and kiss me.”

      I yank my hands outta his and shove them under his tunic, trying to pull the damn thing over his head. My craving to touch more of him overrides my common sense. He convulses as my hand touches the taut skin at the waistband of his trousers and trails up the lean chest, coming in contact with the puckered scar on his shoulder blade. I run my finger over it, daring to touch it now, unlike before when I first seen it. Even as a low moan rumbles in the back of his throat and desire blooms in his stormy gaze, he hinders my hands once again.

      “Tara, stop.”

      “Why?” I hiss, anger tightening my chest.

      “Because this isn’t what you want right now. Grief and stress do strange things and—”

      “Don’t tell me my own mind.” The humiliation of his rejection almost blinds me. “If you don’t want me just say so, but I don’t need a lecture. Just say it. Say it, Jax.” I push at his chest. “Go away.”

      Even as much as I wanted to touch him earlier, now I try to force distance between us. He don’t want me. My cheeks burn and I turn my head, wanting nuthin’ more than to sink into the dirt I’m lying on.

      “Tara.” He forces my gaze back to his.

      “I said go away. Get out. Leave me alone!” I slam my palm against his chest with every scream as the anger bubbles outta me. He don’t listen. Instead, he flops beside me on the dirt and pulls me into his arms, holding me tight as my screams resonate offa the stone walls. He don’t say a word as my yelling tapers off, and I finally lay quiet and spent. He just keeps holding me. I lay still, letting his calmness seep into my body. Finally, I’m ready to face him, and I roll over so we’re nose to nose.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t say it. There’s nothing to be sorry about. Let your grief out. It’s the only way to heal.”

      “I shouldn’t have hit you. My Chi coulda hurt you.”

      “Like I said, grief causes us to do funny things.”

      “Why are you so good to me?”

      He smiles then. “Because I love you.”

      I stare into his face, taking solace in the pure emotion it radiates. I know he ain’t lying to me. I trace a finger over his lips, down his neck, and to the tip of the scar peeking outta his tunic.

      “What happened?” I ask, my voice still ragged with emotion.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he says as he twines my fingers in his. “A story for another time.”

      “No, I wanna know. I wanna know everything about you, Jax.”

      “Really? You wanna know right now?” he asks, skeptical, and I nod. “Fine,” he sighs. “It happened when we were kids. Jenna and I were playing some silly child’s game, can’t even remember now what it was, but she was kicking my butt, and I got angry like only a young boy could. I told her she was cheating because of her freak powers, and she showed me what those powers were capable of when she was annoyed. The twig she hurled through my shoulder was a bitch to get out and left quite the hole. I never called her a freak ever again.”

      His last words come across as a joke, but they start a twinge of doubt and guilt gnawing at my brain and I frown. “Jenna’s New Blood power did this to you?”

      As if he knows where my mind is going, he places his hands on either side of my face and leans in until his forehead touches mine. “Jenna was a child and unable to control the power within. She was nothing like you. You aren’t going to hurt me.”

      “You don’t know that,” I whisper, but he cuts me off with a finger to my lips.

      “I do know that, Tara. I trust you with my life.”

      I pull him close, so he cain’t see the tears in my eyes at his words. I hold onto him tight, trying to make myself forget everything but this wonderful man. I know he was right, calling a stop when he did. This ain’t the right time or place. Just being with him is enough. I know that now. I close my eyes and let his presence chase my fears away. Wishing for this moment to never end and trying to enjoy it for as long as I can, for who knows what tomorrow will bring.
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      “Tara, wake up.”

      The sound of the engine echoing across the sand lands is so distant at first, I reckon I’m still dreaming, but it gets louder the more my senses gather around me. Someone is coming. I bolt to my feet, surprised that I even fell asleep. I reckon the exhaustion and shock had been more than my body could handle after all. I glance over at Jax, as the whole craziness of last night comes flooding back, but the quick smile and the slight touch of his hand on my cheek tells me all is forgiven.

      The early morning sun dancing at the mouth of the cave and cold embers of the fire tell me we slept away the whole night. I know we ain’t got time to talk about it since whoever is coming can very well be the Army, but it don’t stop the heat that fills my cheeks, and I try to hide it under a gruff exterior.

      “You think it’s Ben and Belle?” I ask, and he drops a quick kiss on my surprised mouth.

      “Let’s go find out.”

      He puts an arm around me to help me walk, but my Chi kicked in overnight and started the healing process. My thigh barely even twinges as I tentatively place my weight on it, but I accept his help anyway. It feels real good to have his arm around me as we make our way to the cave entrance.

      Crawling out on the cave’s overhang on our stomachs so as not to be seen in case it is Army, we scan the horizon. Dread fills my gut as the shimmering shadow moving our way finally takes the shape of a truck. As it gets closer, I see the familiar ash star painted on the front of it. The dread mixes with hope that we’ll finally have answers about the battle outcome, even if maybe we ain’t gonna like what we hear.

      “It’s them,” I say as I attempt to get to my feet, but Jax pulls me back down.

      “Let’s just wait a moment.”

      I know what he ain’t saying. It may be our truck, but let’s just wait and see who emerges. We don’t gotta wait long. The truck heads right towards us and slows down directly underneath the overhang. Before it even pulls to a complete stop, a familiar redhead jumps from the back and starts yelling my name.

      “Tara.”

      Finn. He’s soon accompanied by the black beast and young Thomas, and I let out a sigh of relief as tears prick my eyes. They’re okay. Another familiar face crawls outta the back of the truck as well, and even from the distance, I can see the look of sorrow on Talbert’s face. I know I ain’t gonna see his shadow following him anytime soon. Beanie ain’t with ‘em. Neither is Mack or Tater or Jane or Conner, and my heart falls to the pit of my stomach, as Belle and Ben are the last to emerge.

      “Tara,” Finn yells again as he starts climbing up the slope to the cave, and I get to my feet to meet him. He throws himself into my arms as soon as he hits the top, and I stumble back into Jax, the only thing stopping us both from landing on our arses.

      “Finn,” I say as I hug the boy tight, not wanting to let go now that I finally have him here. He starts shaking in my arms, and I think he’s laughing at first until the first quiet sob hits my ears.

      “I’m sorry about your pa,” is all he says. My heart breaks all over again as the boy’s grief for me overwhelms me.

      “I know,” I whisper, comforting him like Jax had done for me only hours ago. “It’s okay. He’s with my ma now, in the stars.”

      Finally, his body stops shaking, and he takes a deep breath.

      “I’m real sorry I failed ya.” I can barely hear the quiet words, and I pull him gently away from my chest, holding him at arm’s length as I wipe his wet cheeks. “I didn’t keep everyone safe.”

      “What are you talkin’ about. You did good. You got everyone away.”

      He wipes at his tears with his fists, his sorrow replaced by anger. “I didn’t do good enough. The soldiers followed us. We started runnin’, and I tried to keep us all together, but we got separated in the hills and—"

      “Hey, you kept Cat and Thomas safe. I’m proud of ya. Tater always said you were smarter than me.”

      His sigh is a mixture of sadness and laughter, but it’s better than letting him beat himself up over something he got no control over.

      By now the others have all joined us on the overhang. I release Finn and give Thomas a quick hug of reassurance before I even dare to face Ben and Belle. Like I’m trying to put off any more bad news. But I cain’t put ‘em off much longer, and I turn to face ‘em. They both look exhausted, and I feel real guilty at having slept the night away while they were out searching for survivors and in danger.

      “Thank you,” I say to both of ‘em as I walk their way. “Thank you for bringin’ my kin to me. And for helpin’ to save my life.”

      Ben shrugs. “They’re our kin too, as are you. There ain’t nuthin’ I wouldn’t do for any of you.”

      I nod because I know he’s speaking the truth. I stumble over the next words, not wanting to ask but knowing I gotta. “The others?”

      They don’t get a chance to answer. Talbert intervenes, his red rimmed eyes almost bugging outta his head. “’e took ‘em, Mistress. Da devil ‘imself. ‘e took ‘em an whoever else ‘ad da misfortune to fall in ‘is path. I tried to stop ‘em but I couldna. I got knocked down an lost track of ‘em.”

      I close my eyes briefly at the news and breathe through my nose. Talbert looks devastated by his admission, and I realize I ain’t the only one dealing with issues of failure. I grip his shoulder.

      “You did what you could. You helped keep the Army from capturin’ me. You ain’t got no reason to believe you failed at anythin’. You and Bean and Mack and Tater are the true heroes. Now, I need your help in gettin’ ‘em back. You up for this?”

      I think he’s gonna cry at my words, but instead he nods curt and squares his shoulders.

      I turn my attention back to Ben. “What about the villagers?”

      He shakes his head. “A lot of casualties, mostly the men. But we didn’t find nobody wanderin’ outside. I think Talbert’s right. He captured what was left and took ‘em away.”

      I let all the information sink in for a bit. Sorrow and hopelessness threaten to overwhelm me, but I swallow it down. “Okay, bad news, the Prezedant is still alive. Good news, so are our people as far as we know. That means there’s still a chance we can get ’em back.”

      “It won’t be easy,” Jax says. “We lost good people last night. Strong allies and not to mention our commander was taken. Mack was the brains behind the attack on Skytown. He was the only one who knew what he was doing.”

      “The plan still stands, Jax.” I stand straighter and stare him in the eye. The weak, sniveling Tara from last night had showed her face for a moment, but she ain’t around no more. After last night, I finally realize that there’s a lot more to fight for now. So fight we will. “We did lose a lot. Even people we loved. But we stand to lose a hell of a lot more if we back off now. We cain’t run away from this. This needs to end.”

      Ben smiles through his weary grief. “I reckoned you’d feel that way. That’s why we made a detour before heading back here.”

      I glance his way, confused, but Belle picks up the conversation. “Ben said you’d wanna keep going. He said you’d never let your pa and the other villagers die in vain, and that you’d never leave Mack and the others to rot in the Prezedant’s prison. Not as long as you had breath in your body. So, we found the closest raider camp and told them about the attack on the village. We sent them off with the message to band here, and to spread the message across the sand lands and to the out lands that the war is still on.”

      Her hard smile matches the steel in her eyes, and I can see she ain’t let the attack on our village deter her in any way. Belle is still very much up for this. So is Ben, obviously. I turn my attention to Jax and Talbert. “You feel the same? You both ready for this?”

      “I ain’t ever been more ready fer anythin’, Mistress.” Talbert says along with Jax’s nod of affirmation.

      I guess we’re doing this then.

      “Then let’s get started. We got a lot to discuss while we wait for our army to arrive.”
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        * * *

      

      The rumble of the engines grows as the ground shakes under our feet. There had to be more than one truck approaching. There’s way too much commotion for just one veacal. We cain’t see nuthin’ through the cloud of dust hovering over the western sand lands like some heavy fog.

      We’ve waited impatiently for days. Days of worrying and fearing for our captured kin. Days of wondering if our army would still show. Days that seem so long I reckoned we’d all go mad under the pressure. We each passed the hours in our own way. Anything to try and wait out the time.

      Ben and Belle had spent most of it out hunting and providing for us. Finn and Thomas had used their time making up and playing silly games like only young’uns can do. Talbert spent his time whittling away at some figurine he’s been carving outta a piece of dried kindlin’, lost in his own morose thoughts. Me? I spent most of the time trying to heal, emotionally and physically, with Jax’s help. It seemed to work. Maybe a little too much, since my mind is now filled with nuthin’ but the need for revenge and ending this once and for all.

      Now, the wait is over, regardless of whatever is approaching. We can only hope it’s friends and not enemies.

      We stand on the overhang, watching in apprehension. The sun burns something fierce, and sweat trickles down the back of my neck, mingling with the trepidation. No sense in hiding. The dust cloud approaches with intent. Whoever it is knows we’re here. The cloud billows high in the air, kicking about sand and rubble, as the black shadows within start to take shape in the plume. I pull my neck wrapper over my nose as the debris whips about my face, and glance over at Jax as he takes my other hand in his. He’s covered his mouth as well, and his blue gaze over the wrapper and his strong hand gripping mine calms my raw nerves.

      The trucks emerge from the cloud and stop one by one underneath the overhang. The silence surrounding us is huge without the roar of the engines to fill it. Finally, after the dust settles, the door of the truck closest to us opens, and a giant figure emerges. One I know well, and a smile lights my face as I pull the neck wrapper back down.

      “Busher,” I call out as the raider leader raises a hand in greeting. He lets out an echoing whoop, and the trucks soon empty of their human cargo. Raiders of all shapes and sizes spill out onto the hot sands bringing with them a sense of relief. They answered my call like promised.

      Busher and a couple of his men make their way to us on the overhang, and before I can speak, I’m torn from Jax’s grip and lifted high in the air in a bear hug.

      “New Blood. We meet again. I’m so pleased to see you and your people safe and sound after the attack on your village. I was not happy to hear of the events that occurred, especially after Meela told me of your help extended to those of our clan.”

      I wait until he sets me back on my feet before answering. “Thank you, but not all of us made it. Mack and most of the others were taken prisoner. A lot of villagers died—including my pa.” My voice cracks, but I resist tears. My time for crying is over.

      The giant truly looks upset by the news. “I’m sorry to hear of your loss. Your father was a true ally. Did he die an honorable death?”

      My nod is curt. “He did.”

      “Then the gods will allow him easy access into Valhalla. You will meet your father again someday, little one. Do not grieve, for life incessantly moves on, and this period is merely a tiny moment in the grand scheme of time.”

      Busher’s words remind me of Tater somewhat and inexplicably comfort me. I bite my lip and swallow the lump in my throat.

      “Thank you for answerin’ our call. I was afraid after the loss of our village, no one would still offer support in our fight.”

      Busher appears surprised at my words. “A raider never backs down from a promise. I’m in this with you until the end. As well as most of my people, and there are more on the way. As we speak, Meela is out gathering more forces. We will not abandon you in your time of need, New Blood. Like you we aim for an end to this. After all there’s only room for one group of bandits to terrorize the sand lands, and the Prezedant is really cramping our style.”

      His words stun me at first before he starts laughing, and I realize he’s joking. And just like that, the band that had been constricting my chest ever since Ernst’s death lets loose, and I start laughing along with him. I also realize it’s okay to laugh. I ain’t being disrespectful to my pa or the villagers. Busher is right. Life moves on, no matter what happens. The others must come to the same realization since a few more sniggers fill the air.

      I wait until everybody’s laughter dies off before I ask Busher the question picking at my brain since his earlier remark. “You said ‘most’ of your people. How many will back us? For this attack to work, we need to have numbers at our backs, else we’re gonna be walkin’ straight into the Prezedant’s hands.”

      Busher nods, his smile disappearing as his heavy features settle into a more serious look. “I can’t rightly say. We have possibly two hundred with us right now. Meela will probably scrounge up a couple hundred more. But the Army put a scare into a lot of people. The burning of villagers and the deaths in the sand lands have not gone unnoticed. People are running scared, including some of my own.”

      I sigh deeply as I look out over the raiders below already setting up camp and settling in to wait for reinforcements. Maybe four or five hundred in total? Not the numbers promised by any means, but I understand them running scared. My only hope now is that the muties come through for us.

      “Well, I still thank you for believin’ in me. And I’m glad you’re here. With Mack taken captive, I’m in need of a battle advisor, and I cain’t think of anyone better than you.”

      He bows at my words, holding a hand to his heart. “I’m deeply honored, New Blood. You have my word I will guide you with all my experience and wisdom.”

      “Good. That’s settled. Maybe we should settle down and discuss—”

      “Busher.”

      The cry comes from below us along with some uneasy murmuring, and I turn to see what the commotion is about. The raider leader had thought to post lookouts on toppa the trucks, and all are standing at attention, pointing off into the sand lands. I follow their attention to a wave of darkness on the northern horizon. I squint into the distance, trying to make sense in my brain of what my eyes see. I step closer to the edge of the overhang, Jax right at my side as he shades his eyes with his hand.

      “Can you see what it is?” I ask him, trying to hide the uneasiness in my voice. He answers with a quiet, “No.” Then the sound finally hits as it carries across the still air. It’s the sound of thousands of feet moving across the arid lands.

      “Is it raiders, Busher?” I ask, turning to the dark giant looming at my back. He pulls something outta his pocket, and I recognize the gold cylinder I’d first seen so long ago. Tater’s spyglass. I’d forgotten Busher had claimed it when he first captured us. He extends the cylinder and peers toward the north. His expression gives nuthin’ away; he merely hands the spyglass to me and says, “Look.”

      I do just that, my heart hammering in my throat, terrified I’m gonna see a sea of brown robes. It ain’t. Instead, a tiny spark of hope chases the fear away as a welcoming sight meets my eyes.

      “Tara, what is it?” Finn says, chewing nervously on his fingers, and I lower the spyglass to send him a comforting grin.

      “It’s our army, Finn,” I say as I raise the spyglass once more to watch the muties trudge across the cracked lands, with Maya in her white flowing robes leading them like the Maven she is.
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      At first glance I think they’ve added a new layer of reinforcement around the already huge wall of Skytown. The shiny barrier of metal sparkles bright in the afternoon sun, but the top of the wall appears to be capped with a dark layer of some sort, making it even higher. I cain’t quite figure out what they’ve done to it.

      We stand on the rise overlooking the city in its valley of green fields. I thought for sure Skytown woulda been surrounded by soldiers on all sides, but there ain’t a soldier to be seen. There ain’t no movement at all, other than what Busher confirms with his spyglass is Jonas and his men heading our way.

      Jonas pauses to take a breath as he hits the top of the rise where we stand. He looks impressed as he takes in the thousand plus force spread out behind me, but his furrowed brow tells me something ain’t right. I know Belle is itchin’ to greet her brother, but she holds herself back as his worried eyes fall on me.

      “What is it?” I say, foregoing any sort of greeting, but he don’t get a chance to answer before Busher’s, “Holy mother of gods,” reaches my ears. The words cause my heart to sink to my stomach, but I say nuthin’ as I take the spyglass Busher hands my way and train it where he points. I squint into the eyepiece and scan the barricade standing between us and our enemy. My eyes finally register what Busher saw. People line the entire wall, packed together so tightly it’s like they’re sewn together, back to back, one continuous, human shield around the city.

      “It’s women and young’uns,” I mutter, and Jonas confirms.

      “Aye, I don’t know what you did to scare him, but he’s taking no chance of you destroying the walls to get in. The moment his spies got back with word that you were traveling with an army of your own, he moved quick to do this. He has all the city’s innocents tied up there as insurance. He knows you won’t harm them, not like you would have his soldiers.”

      I don’t know why this surprises me. The Prezedant ain’t no fool. He knew I’d come for my kin, and he wanted it to be on his terms. I reckon he thinks it’ll give him the upper hand. It don’t matter to me where we meet. I ain’t running no more. But he is right about the wall. My idea to crush it cain’t be done now. Not with so many innocent lives at stake.

      I finger the object Ernst had made me, still safe in my pocket. Looks like I’m gonna have to go with this alternative. But for it to work, I need to get close to the Prezedant. This needs to work. This reign of terror needs to end, whether through his death or mine, but it will end. I just need to take out the Prezedant, and the rest will follow.

      I curse myself under my breath at my reckless stupidity and the fact that it now comes to this. I shoulda ended this at the village. I shouldn’t have hesitated. I know that now. Lily had warned me. I won’t make the same mistake twice. I hand the spyglass back to Busher as Maya joins us.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “He’s built himself a human shield of innocents,” Jax answers as he points to the city below. Maya shades her eyes against the sun.

      “Hmmmm, this changes things quite a bit, doesn’t it?”

      I shake my head. “It changes nuthin’. We still go in. Jonas, do you still have people inside that are willin’ to fight to open the gate?”

      Jonas runs a weary hand through his sand-dusted hair. “I can’t guarantee that. I haven’t been able to contact anyone on the inside in a couple of days. My contacts are either dead, up there on that wall, or have family up there that are being used to control them. No one is gonna let us in willingly.”

      “Can we blow the gate? If Tara can get through—”

      “No.” I shake my head at Belle. “He will have prepared for that. He knows as well as we do that any kind of forceful entry will account for deaths among your people.”

      Belle stares back at me in surprise. “How do you know that?”

      “Because I know him. He’s a coward and hides behind women and young’uns.”

      Maya crosses her arms and rubs at her chin. “Tara is correct. The man is as wily as they come. He knows Tara won’t take a chance on harming the innocents… unlike him.”

      “Then whatta we do?” Finn asks. I roll his question around in my head, asking myself the same.

      “If we cain’t get in through force, we use negotiation,” I say firmly.

      Jax narrows his eyes. “What do you mean by negotiation?”

      “Like Jonas said, we brought our own army. The Prezedant wasn’t expectin’ that. He thought he’d lure me here and take us easily. Since that ain’t about to happen, we need to negotiate. He has something we want, our people. We have something he wants, namely me and my blood. So, we meet in the middle and offer a trade.”

      “I’m not liking the sound of this,” Jax growls with hands on his hips, and I’m suddenly glad I ain’t told him of my plan. I know there ain’t no way he woulda let me go through with it.

      “It’s the only way, Jax. A few of us need to get inside the walls. Once we’re in there, I can assess the situation and use it to our advantage. I’m prepared for him now. I know how he operates. He won’t get the best of me this time. Once I overpower him, the people with me need to get the gates open and let the rest inside to take care of his army.”

      “That isn’t much of a plan, Tara,” he says, and I swear he can see the truth in my face.

      That I’m keeping something from him. Lifting my chin defiantly, I try to make my face as blank as possible. “It’s the only plan we got. What do you suggest we do? Stand outside here and make faces at him until he decides to let everyone go? I don’t think that’s gonna happen, do you?”

      “The New Blood is right,” Busher finally adds his piece, and I’m surprised it's in agreement with me. “We can do nothing from this side of the wall. We need people on that side to allow the rest of us entry. Do you think you can do it? Can you overpower him enough to get the gate open and the rest of us in?”

      I nod, and he smiles his ginormous grin. “That’s the spirit. You got balls, girl. You’d make a great raider. Maybe after all of this is over, we should talk about making that a possibility?”

      He seems to take offense at the snort I throw his way. “Thanks, but somehow I don’t see that happenin’.”

      “I don’t like this plan,” Jax interrupts, refusing to let go of his disapproval like some dog with a bone. “I don’t like it one little bit. But if it’s the only solution, then I’m one of the ones going in with you.”

      “Jax, no. I don’t think—”

      “This is not up for debate, Tara. I go in with you, or you don’t go at all.”

      “Me too,” Ben echoes. As does Finn and Belle and Talbert. It don’t surprise me in the least. I try to have one final say with the boy.

      “Finn, it’s too dangerous for you. You stay here with Cat and wait until we’ve taken the city.”

      “The boy has become a better shot than me and you combined, Tara,” Jax says, surprising me. “He’s earned his spot on the team.”

      Finn looks like he’s about to bust his chest in pride at Jax’s praise, and I know Jax ain’t talking outta his arse. Still, he ain’t going.

      “No. You ain’t goin’ and that’s that.”

      He points a finger in my face, his pride turning to anger. “You don’t get to order me about no more. It ain’t fair that everybody gets to help and I don’t. Why cain’t I go? You scared I’m gonna fail again like I did protectin’ the other young’uns? I ain’t gonna fail. Not this time. I can do it.”

      I can tell by the look on his face he’s gonna be real stubborn about this and not give up easily, and we don’t have time for that.

      “Finn—”

      “I promise, Tara. I ain’t gonna fail ya. Let me help.”

      “Finn.”

      “But, Tara—”

      “Just shut up for a moment, will you?” I plant my hands on my hips and glare at the boy in frustration. “I know you can do it. And I know you ain’t gonna fail. But I have another job for you. One that is extremely important. Think you can handle it?”

      He nods so hard I swear I hear his brain rattling in his head.

      “Okay, you can go with us as far as the tunnel. Once we get our people inside out past the gate, you lead ‘em back here to safety. Then…” I glance over at Jax. He’s side tracked by Jonas and ain’t paying any attention to me and Finn no more. Perfect. I lean over and whisper the next instructions in the boy’s ear. “Got it?” I say. He nods again. “Okay. Now, I’m countin’ on you. I know you ain’t gonna let me down."
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        * * *

      

      I look over at my kin flanking me on either side as we walk alone toward the walled city. Jax. Finn. Ben. Belle. Cat. Talbert. They all refused to let me do this alone. My family. My love for them blossoms in my chest so much that there ain’t no room for fear or doubt. Not anymore. I know what I do, I do for them, and that thought chases away any uncertainties. My gaze lingers a bit longer on Jax. I wish we woulda had more time together. Maybe we will, if the gods favor my plan. Maybe.

      As if Finn senses my morbid thoughts, his hand reaches for mine, and he links my fingers with his in a familiar gesture. He ain’t doing it because he’s scared. That scared little boy ain’t no longer. He’s doing it for support, and I smile over at him as his choc-o-let gaze finds mine. There weren’t no stopping him from coming. He was determined to be by my side, and I’m real glad he’s here. I need to be with all my family.

      Soldiers move outta the tunnel as we descend on the city. They coulda shot at us a dozen times over, but they don’t. Even though my Chi stands on guard, ready to defend my family at a moment’s notice, there ain’t no need for ‘em to shoot at us. The Prezedant thinks he has me over a barrel. As long as he holds Mack and Tater and the other innocent villagers, he believes he has some control over me. That I won’t attack knowing they’re inside. He thinks he knows me. He knows nuthin’.

      We stop as one as a soldier moves ahead, our way. We wait in silence as he approaches, and I'm disgusted to feel the slight Chi emanating offa him as he gets closer. One of the lab New Bloods Ernst spoke of no doubt, created from the stolen blood of my kind. My own Chi jumps at the presence, itchin' to destroy the imposter in fronta us, but I hold it back with effort. He pauses, studying us all with a sneer of contempt. He obviously ain't tangled with us before. He has no idea what I'm capable of, and I wanna let my Chi loose on him so badly, just to wipe that smugness from his face. But I stay as quiet as the rest of my kin. He’s the first to speak.

      “I take it you're the New Blood?”

      I give a slight nod.

      “You don't look like much. I could probably take you down myself.”

      “You’re welcome to try,” I say softly, and my Chi bristles in irritation, colliding with his. He must not like what he feels since his eyes shift away in discomfort.

      “What do you want?” he snarls instead.

      “What I want is for your master to give me back my people without a fight. But since I know that ain't gonna happen, I propose a meetin’. Tell the Prezedant I'm willin' to negotiate to free my kin. Tell him we need to end this with no more death. If he sets free the people he took from my village, then he can have us instead.”

      The soldier narrows his eyes at me. “There is no negotiating with him. He will get his way. May as well accept it and give yourselves up now.”

      “You're starting to irritate me, boy,” Jax growls, and I lay a restraining hand on his arm. I turn my attention back to the young soldier.

      “You speakin' for the Prezedant now? I don't think he'll like that too much. Why don't you be a good little lackey and go deliver the message?”

      I can tell I hit a nerve, but he don't say no more. Instead, he turns on his heel and walks back to join the rest of his men. One of ‘em soon scurries back into the tunnel, and I reckon he's gone to deliver the ultimatum.

      A mournful wind echoes over our head as we wait in silence. I know their silence is a mixture of nerves and fear. I feel the same. But they still stood by me. I wanna tell 'em how much that means to me. I wanna tell 'em how much they mean to me, but like always when confronted with soft feelings, I go mute. Cat, as if sensing my turmoil, comes to my side and starts rubbing against my leg. Like she's telling me it's okay to say what I'm feeling. I reach down and scratch her ears, before taking a deep breath.

      “I want y'all to know how proud I am of each and every one of you. And how honored I am to call y'all my kin. I … I—”

      “We love you too, Tara,” Ben says as he grins. “And we know what you're trying to say. Don't strain yourself. We need you at your strongest in there.”

      My grin is part relief, part laughter. “Mule turd,” I throw his way, and our nervous laughter is interrupted by the approaching soldiers. That didn't take long.

      The same jackass from earlier approaches us with an even surlier expression on his face. He jumps right to the point.

      “The Prezedant accepts your offer. Come with us.”

      “Whoa now!” Jax yells at the soldier’s back as he turns to go back to the city. “We didn't just fall off the back of a tax truck. We're not stepping one foot inside until we see our people being set free.”

      The young man turns back our way. “That wasn't part of his offer.”

      “Well, it's part of ours,” I say. “You tell the Prezedant until we see our villagers being set free, we ain't goin' nowhere. Deliver the message or we walk.”

      His sigh is overly dramatic, but he nods at the same soldier, and the man retraces his footsteps once again. Our silence is complete this time as both groups stand, staring at each other. Weighing each other’s weaknesses. I can feel the soldier’s Chi prodding at me, testing my limits, and I ain’t gonna lie, I take great pleasure in mind numbing him with a sharp command of, “Stop.” He pulls back abruptly and does just that, trying to hide my dominance over him from his men.

      It seems to take forever, but finally the soldier comes running back. He don't have to say anything. I know my demands have been met as I see the line of villagers pouring outta the tunnel. The first few faces I barely recognize, but I sag in relief as I spot Jane and Beanie. I keep searching until the last person emerges, but there ain't no sign of Mack or Tater or Conner. I figured as much. I knew he wouldn't give up all his advantage, and he wouldn’t have missed Conner being a young New Blood. There was no way he was gonna let him go free.

      The prisoners appear uncertain, glancing our way in confusion. Beanie calls out Talbert’s name, and Talbert raises his hand in a relieved greeting, but he stays by my side. He ain’t changing his mind on going in.

      “Okay, Finn, this is where we part ways. Go do what I need ya to do.”

      He nods, trying to hide his fear for our safety behind a forced smile. I reciprocate by flicking his chin with my finger. “See you on the flip side, ya little stinkster.”

      I watch as he and Cat scurry to the villagers to herd ‘em to safety with our people on the rise, fighting the sudden urge to pull him back for one last hug.

      We stay stubbornly rooted until I see them safely outta reach of the city limits. Only then do I allow myself to breathe again since I know Maya will take care of ‘em now.

      “Happy now?” the arrogant soldier asks, and I raise a brow.

      “Not yet, but I will be. Lead the way. Let’s get this done.”

      “Not so fast. Hand over your weapons. No one gets past the gate with any sort of weapon.”

      All eyes fall on me, but I merely respond by surrendering my shooter, and the rest of my kin follow suit. They ain’t happy. There ain’t no missing Talbert’s groan of disapproval as he hands over his weapon, and Jax’s whispered, “I hope we don’t regret this.”

      “It’ll be okay,” I say in assurance, hoping my voice sounds far more confident than I feel.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t wrong about the gate. As we follow the soldiers through the iron doors, I glance up at the human shield lining the top of the barricade just like the outside walls. It’s mostly young’uns, and I’m amazed once again at how uncaring the Prezedant is. He ain’t got no qualms about sacrificing anyone, not even the children, to save his own neck.

      Soldiers are everywhere, crowding the streets and the guardhouse containing the gate’s controls. They ain’t taking no chance of us getting anywhere near it. Skytown residents mingle amongst ‘em, but it ain’t by choice. Most ignore us as we pass. They’re too busy staring up at the young’uns on the wall. Some of ‘em cry silent tears, and I realize it must be the mas and pas watching their babes from afar, helpless to do anything about their predicament. I tilt my head slightly toward the guardhouse, and Ben and Jax nod back, confirming they know what they gotta do when the time comes.

      The crowd blocking the street parts as we come through, and I cain’t help but feel their fear and overhear their uneasy murmuring. I get the feeling even they don’t quite know why they’re here. Even as we approach, more people are herded from the opposite end of the street, the soldiers at their backs, forcing ‘em to move.

      At first I don’t understand the huge gathering. Why are the people of Skytown being herded to the middle of the city? But then I see what sits at the end of the street up ahead, and I realize what he’s done. The people ain’t got a choice. They’re being forced here to bear witness to his show of ultimate power. The Prezedant has prepared for our arrival. He knew we’d come, and like the showman he is, he set up a high platform in the middle of the street complete with a throne center stage for him, and hanging nooses for the two prisoners standing at either side of the stage. A public execution.

      Mack and Tater stare out over the crowd, the nooses around their necks a chilling reminder of who holds the power right now. Guards stand at their backs, ready to flip the levers that will plummet them to their death. There ain’t no sign of Conner. My Chi flares violently in reaction as we approach the platform. Mack and Tater share the same look of defiance, but I pick up on their underlying desperation.

      This is the last straw, seeing me here inside the city walls. They think we’ve lost. Anger fuels my Chi, and I wanna let ‘em know it’s okay. That I know what I’m doing, but instead I concentrate on holding back my power and its insistence to yank ‘em free. It don’t like me holding it in check, and it keeps fighting me, even as a sudden silence falls over the crowd, and that hated voice punctuates the air.

      “Uh-uh-uh, New Blood. No Chi allowed. You were told no weapons and since this is my party, you do as I say. If I so much as feel another tiny flicker of Chi, one of these two will meet their demise, understood?”

      His voice seems to be all around us, and I search the crowd for the hated face.

      “That ain’t how negotiation works,” I yell back, not quite sure where to direct my words since I still cain’t find him.

      “Negotiation? Silly child. Who said anything about negotiation?”

      The sea of soldiers part at the opposite end of the stage, and he finally comes into view. With an air of arrogance, he climbs the platform and takes a seat in the gilded throne, steepling his fingers under his chin and surveying the crowd like they’re his faithful followers instead of a mob that would slit his throat given the opportunity. There ain’t none of his fancy elites around in the crowd. Probably hiding on Royal Island with their heads up their butts like the chicken shites they are.

      His gaze falls on me, and his smile widens as he motions with his hand.

      “Come, my dear. Join me up here. We haven’t had a double execution in quite a while. You’ll want a better view than down there.”

      “Tara,” Jax protests.

      “Trust me,” I whisper back at him over my shoulder as I shrug off his hand and start climbing the stairs, doing the Prezedant’s bidding.

      My footsteps echo somberly into the speechless crowd as I walk to the center of the platform, Mack’s gaze burning into my back, demanding to know what I’m doing. He ain’t happy I’m here, but I reckon that’s the least of his worries right now.

      I stop just a mere span from the devil as the two soldiers standing on either side of him aim their serum shooters my way. The message is clear enough. One wrong move and they take me down. I suppress the shiver threatening my body as the Prezedant’s dark eyes travel over me like he’s studying his last meal. I swear he all but licks his lips, and my stomach coils in revulsion as I barely contain my disgust. Even across the span separating us, I feel his burgeoning power and a wave of terror washes over me. It didn’t feel this way the last time we met. He’s done something to grow his Chi, and I instinctively know it’s to do with Conner.

      “Where’s the boy?” I demand, trying to hide the quiver in my voice. His smile at my question practically sparkles, like he’s truly happy to see me.

      “What? Those are your first words to me? After all we’ve been through together? No hello, or how are you doing? Even after you tried to kill me? Quite rude, really.”

      “Stop your bull-shite, and tell me where he is.”

      “What do you take me for, Tara? I’m a very reasonable man. The boy is very much alive if that’s what you’re worried about. Or he was when I left him, anyways. I’m afraid I may have gone a little overboard on his blood-letting. It’s been quite a while since I’ve had the pleasure of a true New Blood’s power. These lab creations are adequate, but no where near as exhilarating as one of your kind. And a young one at that. There’s nothing like the rush of young blood flowing through your veins.”

      I resist the sickness in my stomach as my fear is realized. Even as much as I wanna tear out his throat, I cain’t give in to my desire. Instead, I bury my hands deep in my pockets to keep them from wrapping around his neck. The objects Ernst had given me assure me as I come in contact with ‘em.

      “You better hope for your sake he stays alive. I ain’t gonna be pleased if something happens to him. Or any of my people.” I glance over at Mack to emphasize my point.

      His smile grows even bigger. “Seriously? You’re threatening me? You do realize you’re inside my city with my soldiers surrounding you. Quite a silly move, if you ask me. I didn’t believe you capable of such recklessness. Why don’t you explain to me why you’re here?”

      “Why I’m here? You know why I’m here. I’m here to negotiate. It’s time to stop the death and bloodshed. Let these people that don’t wanna be here walk away. You have enough followers that believe in you and are more than willin’ to follow your every sick whim. You don’t need to enslave the rest. I want you to free ‘em. I want you to take those young’uns off the wall and open the gates. Let those leave that wanna leave, my kin included.”

      He studies me for a bit in stunned silence, like he ain’t quite sure he heard me right. Finally, he throws back his head and laughs, the sound reverberating down my spine.

      “Let them all go? Just like that? And who then will be left to toil the fields and serve us?” He laughs some more and wipes tears outta the corner of his eyes before pointing a gold-ringed finger my way. “Oh, my, you do amuse me. I’ll give you that. And why, pray tell, should I do that? What do I get in return?” He narrows his eyes. “Negotiate.”

      I swallow hard, the words almost refusing to pass the lump in my throat. “In return? The thing you want more than anything, and I’ll give it quite willingly. The thing that lays at the bottom of all this stupidity. My blood.”
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      “Tara, no!” There ain’t no disguising Mack’s displeasure as he yells my way, but a slight wave from the Prezedant and he’s delivered a blow to the head from the guard at his back, silencing him once again. I wince at the hollow thunk, but don’t take my gaze offa the man in fronta me, nor the way his eyes widen slightly at my offer. I’ve intrigued him.

      “Go on,” he says.

      I shrug. “First you show me you mean to take me seriously. Take the young’uns down from the gate.”

      He narrows his eyes. “And why would I do that? They look quite comfortable up there, enjoying the show and all.”

      I fold my arms across my chest like I got all the time in the world. “You say you’re a reasonable man. Prove it. Let those young’uns down to be with their family and the negotiations can continue.”

      His laughter echoes across the silent crowd. “Oh my, you do fascinate me, I must say.” He taps a finger against his smirking lips like he’s thinking it over, before pointing my way. “I tell you what. I’ll let half of them down, just to prove to you what a stand-up guy I really am.”

      A slight nod and the soldiers at the gate start stacking some crates against one of the solid steel doors, creating a crude staircase. One soldier makes his way up and shoves the first young’un towards the stairs, almost causing him to tumble head over heels. He quickly gains stability and don’t have to be told twice to move. He scrambles down the crates, a dozen more young’uns on his heels. They run into the crowd and are met with shrieks of glee from the suffering parents as they’re pulled into welcoming arms.

      The soldier on top of the gate stops the rest from following and forces them back, leaving a good ten or more young’uns still up there. Not quite the result I was hoping for but at least it gave me an option for when I do blow the gate. I’ll just have to be careful and precise.

      “Well that was very touching.” That hated voice interrupts my musing. “And see? I can be reasonable. But what were we talking about? Negotiation? Please, go on.”

      “Go on? There ain’t nuthin’ else to say. You do as I ask, and I’ll become your personal blood bag. Once every couple of months, I’ll swing by, supply you with what you need. You’ll be more powerful than you can ever imagine. All you do in return is promise me to never hunt my people or any other people ever again. That you leave the sand landers and out landers in peace.”

      The silence stretches out so long between us that I reckon he’s actually considering my proposal. Then that hated laughter rings out once more.

      “Hahahaha, oh my gods, are you being serious right now?” He don’t give me a chance to answer. “You are. You are being serious. I give in to your demand to release the children and that’s what you come back with? More demands and the promise of a taste of your blood?”

      My fingers curl into fists at my side as my Chi screams to be released. I refuse to let it surface. I need to play this carefully so no one else dies.

      “You tryin’ to tell me it ain’t my blood you want? Don’t bother lyin’ to me.”

      He crosses one leg over the other and folds his hands over his knee, his toothy grin annoying me. “Of course I want your blood. Why would I lie about that? But I don’t need to negotiate for that. I will simply take it. You stupidly walked into my city, right into my hands. What’s to stop me from simply taking what I want?”

      “My army outside your gate,” I say. “Anything happens to me, the mutie’s Maven will know, and they will break down your walls and seek vengeance. I’m the only thing stoppin’ ‘em from doin’ as such as we speak.”

      “Pft.” He waves a dismissive hand. “We will defeat your army in no time. They are no threat.”

      “Aye, maybe you will. Or maybe you won’t. Either way, you’ll sustain casualties. You’ll lose soldiers, slaves, your walls. Everything that makes you who you are. What’s the point bein’ a dictator when there ain’t nobody left to control?”

      His laughter tapers off, and his eyes narrow. “You really do think you have options, don’t you? You’re a fool. Just like your dear ol’ da was. You really think you can defeat me? What is it with your bloodline? Your mother believed the same. She and her precious rebellion thought they could defeat me as well. You, out of all of them, possibly could have, I will admit. But you, like the rest, have a weakness. One that I do not. You feel for those around you. You care, and caring makes you weak. To survive in this world, you need only to care for one person. Yourself. For if you don’t look out for number one, who will?”

      “You consider carin’ a weakness. I consider it my greatest strength,” I say stubbornly.

      He snorts and throws his hands up in the air. “A strength? Really? Let’s put it to a test, shall we? Hang them.” He yells to the guards.

      “No,” I shout as my Chi slips and leaps at the guards, rooting ‘em both in place.

      “Now, what did I say about using Chi?” His power connects with mine, and I stumble back a bit from the impact. The strength of his attack takes me off guard, and I lose my grip on the soldiers. Stealing Conner’s blood has increased his power much more than I anticipated. My Chi flares and fights back, overpowering his.

      I lose control for a moment as my power rears its killing instinct and almost topples the Prezedant from his throne as it slams into him. The guards tighten their fingers on their triggers, and I brace for the shot, but even as the Prezedant struggles for breath, his eyes glance over my shoulder, silently ordering the guards to carry out the command. I spin around just as the wooden platforms drop open under Mack and Tater’s feet.

      “No,” I scream as both bodies plummet. I rip my Chi away from the Prezedant and reach out to both of my kin, stopping their drop mid-air and preventing the thick ropes from breaking their necks. Both of ‘em hang there, feet dangling, my invisible threads the only thing keeping ‘em from certain death. Tater’s eyes bore into mine, their defiance speaking volumes. Don’t give in. End the Prezedant.

      The silence stretches out as both men dangle, halfway through the trapdoors. I ain’t sure what to do. I’m afraid to focus more on one than the other. Afraid to even attempt to focus my Chi on restoring the platforms under their feet. Afraid to use my Chi for what he will do in retaliation.

      “Stalemate,” the Prezedant says, chuckling, and a whole new wave of hatred competes with my fear. I stare at the blade sheathed at his side, and he follows my gaze, rubbing the blade lovingly, and laughing at my unspoken desire to use it on him.

      “Please,” I grit through my teeth, as I turn my eyes back to his face. “Let them live.”

      “Sorry?” He cups a hand around his ear like he ain’t quite heard me. “What did you say?”

      “Please, order the guards to pull ‘em back up. I beg you.”

      “You beg me?” His laughter echoes out over the crowd, and I hear his soldiers joining in. “I like the sound of that. Okay, since you plead so well, I won’t hang them.”

      He nods at his guards, and Mack and Tater are pulled back up to safety as the platforms are restored underneath their feet. Only then does my Chi lessen.

      “See what I mean? Weakness.”

      I turn my gaze back to the despicable face. He’s still smiling, but I see the hatred burning bright in his dark eyes. My attack on him embarrassed him in fronta his people. He ain’t happy with me at all. It’s time to put this plan into motion, or I’m gonna pay for that mistake.

      “No one has to die,” I say, making my voice crack on purpose, even as my hand slips into my pocket and closes around the smaller object, unwrapping it with my fingers. “We can negotiate. I know you’re just as powerful as me. You’ve proved it. I’ll fight you if I must, but I don’t wanna. No one else needs to die. Please, just let the people go. Let us all live in peace.”

      He nods, and I think it’s in response to my plea before the terrifying sound of shooter fire hits my ears.

      I ain’t sure where it comes from at first. I spin around trying to pinpoint the source, only to watch in horror as a red stain blooms over Tater’s chest. His shocked gaze meets mine as a grief-stricken, “No,” falls from my lips and gets swallowed up by the screams of the crowd. I sprint toward him. I can save him if I reach him in time.

      “Stop now, or the Captain is next.” The voice commands me as the devil’s Chi roots me in place. My instinct is to fight him tooth and nail, but Tater’s distorted, “Tara, don’t,” stops me. My eyes lock with his as a tiny smile lifts the corner of his mouth and he gasps at me, “It was a hell of a ride, girl. Worth every moment. Take care of Winnie for me.”

      “I promise,” I cry, but he’s already past hearing me. His gaze wavers, focusing on something only he can see. His knees buckle, and his small body slumps forward, the rope around his neck the only thing keeping him from hitting the ground. I watch him die and my heart shatters into a thousand tiny, sharp pieces.

      I sink to my knees, my legs not able to support me anymore. Even breathing hurts as I struggle to control the pain tearing me apart and my Chi demanding to do damage in response. Demanding revenge. For my pa. For Tater. Covering my face with my hands, I fight to keep my screams inside. As much as I wanna let myself wallow in grief right now, a part of me knows I have to do this now.

      I slip the compressed, dried leaves still in my palm past my lips. As soon as they come into contact with my spittle, they start to disintegrate, and I gulp a couple of times trying to swallow the foul tasting substance, praying to the gods they do what Ernst said they’ll do and no worse. Once I finally manage to swallow it all down, only then do I dare lift my head and peer through my fingers.

      The Prezedant’s face is contorted with glee. He’s enjoying me wallowing at his feet. I concentrate my anger and grief on him and him alone. I don’t wanna look at the crowd below me. I don’t wanna see Jax or Ben or Belle, because I know the grief on their faces right now will break me even more. I cain’t have that happen.

      “You said you wouldn’t kill ‘em,” I mutter, my voice thick with the tears I refuse to let fall.

      “No, I said I wouldn’t hang them. And I kept my word. I said nothing about shooting.” His gloating falls away, and the hatred burns bright in his dark eyes once again. “You should not have attacked me, New Blood. I warned you about using Chi. Every action has an equal reaction. The half man’s death lays on your shoulders, not mine. And as much as I’m enjoying seeing you on your knees, I must deny your earlier plea. We cannot live in peace for there is no fear in peace. And if there is no fear, then there is no control. I love control. I love power. I think it’s very selfish of you to ask me to give up both.”

      “You have no honor. No integrity,” I growl. “You don’t deserve to carry the power you steal from my kind.”

      He throws his arms out to his side. “And yet I’m the one sitting on a throne while you flounder at my feet. Honor be damned.”

      I stay on my knees a bit longer than I intend. I wanna make him believe he’s beaten me down, but also because my head is starting to swim a bit and I try to pull myself together. I ain’t sure if it’s fear, or grief, or the substance I swallowed, but I don’t feel quite right. I know I gotta move quick. I have to do this while I still can.

      With a scream of rage, I yank the other object outta my pocket as I leap to my feet and jump at the Prezedant. He recovers quickly from my attack, pouncing outta the chair and off to the side as I crash into the golden throne, missing him. Pain cuts through my shoulder as both me and the chair topple over and hit the platform. I hear Jax yelling my name and the sounds of a scuffle below. I know he’s trying to reach me, but I cain’t concentrate on him right now. This needs to go exactly to plan so no one else dies.

      The Prezedant’s oily Chi slithers along my spine, and as much as I want to destroy him, I fake a feeble attempt at fighting back as I allow him to control me, yanking me to my feet. His face is a mask of unbridled anger as he storms my way and yanks the object outta my unresisting hand. I shake my head as he swims in and outta focus, blinking my eyes and concentrating on hiding my conflicting emotions.

      “An empty syringe.” His voice is flat and cold as he studies the object. “Now, what pray tell, were you thinking you were going to do with an empty syringe?” His face changes from anger to amusement as realization sets in. “Wait. You were going to draw my blood, weren’t you? Now, why on earth would you possibly do that? Unless you finally realized what I’ve known all along. You can’t beat me because I’m stronger than you. Was that your plan? To draw my blood and inject it in yourself so you could beat me? That was the plan, wasn’t it?”

      He laughs as he answers his own question, and I hang my head in pretend shame. I finally look down and catch sight of Jax and the rest of my crew. The soldiers hold them back. I can only assume they tried to reach me, to help me. I catch Jax’s worried gaze as he calls out to me, trying to make his way past the wall of guards. His look says it all. What are you doing? Are you okay? I stiffen my resolve and look away, refusing to be distracted.

      The Prezedant saunters back and forth in fronta me. I’m finding it kinda hard to focus on him, but I force myself to as I egg him on. “Yeah, I was gonna do that. But it ain’t cause you’re stronger than me. I will beat you, and I will kill you. I promise you that.” My Chi flickers momentarily and collides with his, baiting him with my power. I need him to counterattack. It works. He steps my way and closes his eyes as tendrils of energy poke and prod at me. I allow him access, pretending to whimper in pain under his assault. Almost nose to nose with me know, he whispers in my ear.

      “Your power is intoxicating. I give you that. And I cannot wait to feel your blood run through my veins. But why wait? As you said earlier, your blood will make me powerful beyond belief. As much as I’ve enjoyed our little cat and mouse game, it’s time to end this. Arm please.”

      I shake my head no at his request, and hide both arms fully behind my back. He chuckles softly, his breath tickling my nose and smelling weirdly of mint.

      “You think you can fight me? I said arm.” And I allow him to yank my arm from behind my back. The tears ain’t fake as they fill my eyes. He’s being merciless, and his Chi is hurting me like hell.

      I fight convincingly enough, I reckon, but I finally allow him to have his way, and he jerks my tunic up past my elbow. His fingers grasp my forearm with a painful grip, forces my hand into a fist, and a delicate web of blue veins rise to the surface. Without warning the syringe is plunged into my flesh, and I bite my lip to keep from screaming. He works deftly, filling the cylinder with my red life force before baring his own arm and making a fist. I swear I can see his own veins pulsing in anticipation as the needle’s point finds its mark, and my blood begins seeping into his veins. His eyes close in pleasure as my Chi flows into his.

      “Yes!” he screams suddenly, making me jump as he slams his hand against his chest. His eyes open wide, and I swear I can see parts of my Chi flickering like tiny glowing maskeetos in their dark depths. “That is… that’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Arm,” he demands again, and I step back in protest, but he ain’t letting me go.

      Just like before I allow him to force my arm his way, and the needle dives back into my skin with deliberate malice. I fight to keep the smile offa my face as I watch him inject my blood a second time. I sway a little as the crowd around me starts spinning in a circle, but I inhale deep through my nose and try to stay fixated on the enemy in fronta of me. Sweat beads my upper lip, and a low pulse echoes in my ears, but I stay focused. Anytime now.

      Power radiates from him as he spreads his arms wide and turns to the crowd. “Can you feel that?” he bellows. “I am unstoppable. I am invincible. The New Blood is no longer the savior. I am the one and only power. You’d be wise to remember that. This rebellion ends here today. From this day forward, you all belong to me, body and soul. Your hopes and dreams centered on the New Blood have been in vain. She stands here before you defeated and broken. I am the victor. I am—” He falters and sways sideways. Shaking his head, he continues, “I am the giver and destroyer of life. I am the Prezedant!”

      He grabs my wrist. “Thank you for giving me this incredible gift, New Blood. You will make a formidable asset.”

      He tries to cower me with his stare, but his pupils dilate, and he shakes his head again like he cain’t quite concentrate on me. I finally allow my glee to slip through. He stumbles again, dropping my wrist as he flexes his fingers, staring at ‘em like they ain’t quite doing what he wants ‘em to do.

      “Something wrong?” I ask innocently enough, but he hears my underlying sarcasm.

      “What have you done?” he whispers, even as a red flush creeps up his neck into his face.

      “What I told you I would. I killed you.”

      “Sir?” The two bodyguards finally come to the realization something’s wrong, and step toward the swaying Prezedant, but he pushes them off as he leans into me. Grabbing a fistful of my tunic, he screams in my face, “What have you done?”

      Even as my own legs threaten to buckle underneath me, I cain’t help the smug grin that drapes my face as my quiet words are meant for him alone.

      “What’s the matter? You ain’t feelin’ so well? You can thank my pa for that. He made me a little present for you, a powerful poison called Nightshade. In the bloodstream of a true New Blood, it causes horrible sickness, but for the average man, it’s lethal. And you see, that’s what you are, Max,” I say, emphasizing the name he was once known by. “A mere man. A powerful man, no doubt, but stolen power cain’t fool the poison rippin’ through your veins right now. My pa said it will affect your muscles and your innards. Everything will stop workin’, and you’ll die a slow and painful death. I’d love to watch that. I wanna watch you suffer so bad, but I don’t have time. Like Lily once told me, I cain’t hesitate.”

      I enjoy the way his face pales in sheer terror as I yank his blade from his sheath. The laughter bubbling outta my throat sounds mad even to my own ears as I feel his desperate attempt to rouse his Chi to protect himself. But he’s way too weak, the poison working much too fast. All he manages is a harsh ‘well played’ moments before I plunge the blade straight into his heart.

      Time stands still. I don’t know what I expect to feel as I watch death claim him. Maybe sweet revenge. Maybe a sense of relief. But all I feel is a ravenous fire consuming my innards like I’m burning alive from the inside out. The utter chaos of the crowd, the cacophony of screams and shouts as they finally realize what I’ve done, fades away, dulled by the rushing blood filling my ears. The two soldiers standing mere inches away, quickly overcome the shock of the dead Prezedant at my feet and their serum shooters raise my way, but they’re blown offa the platform and into the blood-thirsty crowd. My Chi shows no mercy.

      I stare after them, a tiny voice in the back of my head telling me I need to do something else, but I don’t know what. Something ain’t right, but I’m so fuddled by the poison or my Chi that I cain’t quite remember what the rest of the plan is.

      “Tara.” The voice reaches me on some level, and I whirl in confusion, staring into a set of anxious blue eyes. Jax desperately tries to reach me, but just like the soldiers, unseen hands shove him back. “The gate,” he screams as he fights against the Chi whipping around me like protective barrier, and his words finally register. Yes. The gate. I need to get our people inside. They need to take the city.

      My Chi takes control and turns me to the iron doors blocking the entrance. I don’t seem to have any say in the matter. Just the right gate, I scream in my head hoping it’s enough to stop my power from harming the kids still above the left gate. It works. The right gate rips outta the wall and through the gatehouse like a projectile, taking stone and soldiers with it. Dust ain’t even settled from the gaping hole before Busher and his raiders command their way through, screaming at the top of their lungs, and the muties close on their heels. Like a sea of scorpi-ants, they spread through the city below, taking down anything in a brown robe.

      Only then does my Chi allow itself to be reigned in, leaving a weird, hollow vacuum insida me as I sink to my knees, Jax finally reaching my side just in time to stop my fall. My rock, like always.

      “Tara,” he calls my name, and I lean against him for support.

      “I’m okay,” I try to say, but it comes out slurred as my body starts shaking like I’ve just been dunked in an icy river. Ben joins us, trying to hold me up on the other side.

      “Ben, cut Mack down. Belle, help me get Tara inside. We need to get out of the street.”

      They half carry, half drag me down the platform, pushing their way through the screaming crowd and into the nearest building. The smell of the barn assaults my nose, and I make an attempt at some flippant remark, but my words come out as utter nonsense. Jax shakes me as I struggle to keep my eyes open. I’m tired. So very tired. “Tara, wake up.”

      “What’s wrong with her? She looks weird, and she ain’t making sense,” Belle yells, and I try to pry my lids open, so I can tell ‘em nuthin’s wrong. That I’m okay. But my body refuses to listen to anything my mind says.

      “Did the Prezedant do something to her?” Ben sounds so worried about me. Poor Ben. I always gave him cause to worry. But he don’t need to worry anymore. I need to tell him that. Right after my tongue decides to work again.

      “Jax, is Tara hurt?” That’s Finn’s voice. Finn is here? Inside the wall? That boy is so dang stubborn. I told him to wait outside until everything was clear. I shoulda known better.

      “Tara, talk to me. What’s wrong?” Jax shakes me again, and I wanna cuss at him to stop shaking me, but nuthin’ comes out. I feel his hand brush my lips before I hear his worried, “She’s still breathing, but it’s like she’s in a deep sleep.”

      “Let me at her.” Mack’s strong hands touch my forehead, and I wanna tell him how glad I am he’s okay, even if I couldn’t save Tater. “She’s burning up. Something’s wrong. Possibly her Chi?”

      Oh, shizen. My worst fear seems to be coming true. Seems I ain’t so immune to Nightshade after all. I’m in deep shite. I need to tell ‘em what I’ve done. They need to know about the poison. But just like the rest of me, my vocal chords stay frozen, and even though my terror starts to mount, my heart starts to slow down, skipping beats in my chest. I try to suck in more air, but it feels like there’s ice in my lungs, and the pain of breathing is almost too much to bear.

      “Jax, Tara gave me a message.” It hurts my heart to hear Finn so frantic. “Just ‘fore you guys came into the city, she said if anythin’ happened to her, I were to tell Maya it’s Nightshade, and she would know what to do.”

      “Nightshade?” The terror in Jax’s voice increases my own fear. “Christ, Tara, what have you done? We need the Maven. Someone find us Maya. Now!”

      His hands caress my cheeks, and I take comfort in his touch. “It’ll be okay. Maya will fix this. Just hang on, okay? Don’t you dare leave me. You hear me?” He shakes me again like he’s expecting it to help, but already I can feel myself slipping away. The slap across the face, so in contrast with the earlier caress, startles me wide awake. I stare at Jax in shock, even as he blurs into two distinct images. Did he just slap me?

      “Stay awake. Do not give in to the Nightshade. Not after all we’ve been through. You’re not going out this way, you hear me? I won’t let you die.”

      The anger in his voice is tinged with fear, and I manage a slight nod. He’s right. It ain’t gonna end this way. I refuse to let it end this way.

      “Good girl,” he says as I struggle to overcome the new wave of darkness threatening to take me under. I must lose the battle for the next time I open my eyes, it’s to Maya’s face floating above me.

      “Tara, can you hear me? I have to get the Nightshade out of your bloodstream. Be strong. This is going to hurt.”

      Hurt ain’t the word that comes to mind as the scream that rips outta me pains my own ears. Feels like my entire soul is being torn from the inside out. I wanna hurl Maya viciously across the room, and actually try to summon my Chi just to do that. But the Chi don’t respond. I cain’t even feel it, not a flicker. The pain radiates up my arm and flows over my body in disabilitating waves. I pass in and outta consciousness, voices and images moving through my head and befuddling my brain. Grada, my ma, my pa, Tater, all of ‘em are with me. Telling me to hang on. That I can do this. Not to give up. But giving up sounds so much easier than fighting this burning agony.

      After what seems like hours, the pain starts to ebb, replaced by rays of healing light as Maya soothes my broken body. I revel in her Chi, allowing my body to heal. Finally, I manage to raise my head and open my eyes.

      Anxious faces stare back at me. They’re all there. Everyone I love, and my heart suddenly starts beating in my chest again. They regard me like I’ve risen from the dead and I’m about to sprout infinite words of wisdom. All I manage to croak is, “What I miss?”

      Suddenly, the door flies open, crashing against the wall and startling everybody to defensive mode. The giant raider and a couple of his lackeys pile in, ignoring the drawn weapons and itchy trigger fingers. Their wild gazes and wide smiles sweep the room.

      “Here you all are. What are you all doing hiding in this foul, smelly barn? You need to be out in the street celebrating with the rest of us. We’ve done the impossible. We’ve taken the city.”
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      The sand lands shimmer in the late mornin’ heat. It’s a scorcher of a day.

      I lean against the front porch rail and shade my eyes against the bright sun as I look out to the fields. I’d slept most of the morning away. The young’uns are already out working. Well, supposedly working, but I hear Jane’s yell of “ready or not, here I come” as she chases Conner and Thomas through the cornstalks, playing a game of hide and go seek.

      Finn’s red head stands out amongst the golden corn, trying to reign ‘em in and boss ‘em about. He takes the role of older brother very seriously, especially since he’s outgrown them all this past year. Shizen, he’s outgrown me too, and calls me “Shorty” every chance he gets. And just like me, none of ‘em pay him no mind. I smile to myself as I hear his laughter mix with theirs as he finally gives up on ordering ‘em about and joins in with the game. Looks like there ain’t no more work getting done this morning.

      My smile grows wider as I glance down at Cat lying in the cool shade of the cabin porch. Her three cubs, Ernst, Rease, and Tater, crawl over her, mewling with the excitement of feeding time.

      “Young’uns, huh?” I say to her, and she meets my raised brow with a weary, red stare of agreement.

      I raise my tin of dandyweed tea to my lips, the sight of the flowering fields and the young’uns’ laughter floating on the wind bringing with it a sense of contentment. It had taken me a while to reach this level. A while to finally believe everything was gonna be okay. I had Jax and the young’uns to thank for my new-found peace. Even though I’m still plagued at times by night terrors, waking up with Jax by my side always gets me through it.

      As if my thoughts dredge him up, Jax appears from around the corner of our cabin, and my heart goes into overdrive like always at his appearance. He’s covered in dust, and his hair is stuck up and blowing in the wind, but I still think him to be about the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen.

      “Did I hear you talking to yourself again?” he teases as he leaps nimbly onto the porch and takes the tea outta my hand, dropping a light kiss on my cheek in return. I don’t argue him stealing my tea. What’s mine is his now.

      “No, I was talkin’ to Cat. She looks tired. I think her babes kept her up all night again.”

      “Aye, well, if it was any of ‘em, it’s probably this little devil.” He leans over and scratches Tater’s tiny ears. “He definitely takes after his namesake, that’s for sure.”

      I laugh quietly as our eyes meet, and we share the memory of our old friend. I miss him still.

      “Speaking of babes,” Jax says, leaning against the rail beside me. “I went to town while you slept the whole morning away, lazybones. I stopped by Ben and Belle’s. Their little one is growing like a weed. They’re packing up and getting ready to make the journey to Skytown for the freedom celebrations. Ben says Mack is sending a veacal to make traveling with the babe a lot easier. They wanna know if we’re going this year. Especially, since it’s held in your honor.”

      He says it nonchantly, but I get the underlying hopefulness in his voice. He wants to go.

      “Jax, you know I hate crowded places. Even goin’ to town bothers me. People look at me weird.”

      He laughs. “That’s because you’re a real-life hero, woman. You’re the one traders tell stories about out in the sand lands now. You should be thrilled that Skytown pays honor to you on the anniversary of Freedom Day. Hell, I’ve even heard that the muties built a statue in your likeness.”

      “What?” I stare at him in horror, before he cracks up laughing.

      “I’m joking, but you should see the look on your face.”

      “Jackass,” I mumble as I take back my tea. “Besides, what about the fields? The corn is gonna need pickin’ soon, and you know if we go the young’uns are gonna wanna go too. We cain’t just up and leave here all willy nilly.”

      Jax crosses his arms. “The corn will be fine while we’re gone. And we’ll hire a boy from town to care for Winnie and the horses.”

      “But what about Cat?”

      “Cat will be fine and so will her babes. So will the mice in the barn and the birds in the loft, just in case you’re going to start worrying about them, too. Everybody will be fine, and the world won’t fall apart if we go for the celebration.”

      I stare down into my tea. “But it’s Skytown, Jax. It’s so far to travel. And we gotta go through the sand lands and just because the army is gone, that don’t mean there still ain’t bad people out there. And you know my Chi is so unstable now. Since Maya drained me, it’s barely around. What if something happens? I cain’t protect us no more.”

      Jax removes the tin from my hand and lays it on the rail as he wraps my hands in his. “Hey, I’m not gonna pressure you into doing anything you don’t want to do. But you have to realize that your days of protecting all of us are over. We don’t expect you to be the hero anymore, Tara. It’s my turn to take care of you now. Besides, Talbert and Beanie will be going with us. They would never in a thousand years let anything happen to you.”

      “That ain’t helpin’ me decide in your favor, Jax,” I mumble, and he laughs.

      “Listen, I’m not going to harp on about it. You think about it and decide, but remember this. If we go, we’re gonna be guests of Skytown’s Captain, which means we’re gonna stay in his fancy house with the finest meals and the best supply of choc-o-let. Now, I don’t know about you, but after breaking our backs on this farm and working our fingers to the bone for two years, I’m ready to be pampered for a few days, aren’t you? Besides, I know what’s really bothering you. You’re scared people are gonna recognize you as a New Blood. But so what? Your kind aren’t that rare anymore. Since the Prezedant’s death, New Bloods are coming out of the woodwork to help heal the lands. There are so many of you now, your kind are almost the norm.”

      I mull his words over in my head. I really don’t wanna disappoint him. Not for the second year in a row. I release a huge sigh.

      “Okay,” I say, and Jax’s face lights up with pleasure.

      “Really? But are you sure? I want you to be sure.”

      “Aye, I’m sure. Let’s do it. It’ll be nice to see faces other than you and the young’uns and Talbert and Bean.”

      “Not sure if that’s an insult or not… but I’ll take it.” He shoots me that dimpled grin before dropping a kiss on the tip of my nose. “That’s my girl. Wait until I tell Finn and the youg’uns. They’re gonna be thrilled.” He turns to go but looks back in uncertainty. “Wait, can I tell them? You’re one hundred percent sure, right? You’re not gonna change your mind?”

      “Aye, I’m sure.” I laugh as he scurries down the steps toward the fields. A few moments later, I hear Finn’s hollerin’ and hootin’, and I reckon Jax ain’t wrong. The young’uns are excited about going.

      I grin to myself as I listen to their excitement carrying on the wind. I’m glad I told Jax yes, and my own excitement starts stirring in my gut. He’s right. I gotta get over this irrational fear of something going wrong. I’m only making excuses not to go. The thought of Skytown terrifies me, but I need to face my fears. I cain’t keep hiding out in my farm of solitude for the rest of my life. I need to face my past and put it to rest, so I can look forward to my future and a normal life.

      Normal. Whatever that is. I don’t consider myself a New Blood no more. I’m a farmer, a healer, a wife, hell, even a ma to the young’uns. But I ain’t a freak. Not no more. I can call myself normal now. And since a wise little man once told me normal is in the eye of the beholder, then that’s what I choose to see myself as. Some people hate normal. Some, like the Prezedant, strive to be much more. But I like normal. There’s a lot worse things I could be. My kin would be proud.
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