
        
            
                
            
        

    

 

	Swab

	Heather Choate


SWAB

	Heather Choate

	Copyright 2014 by Heather Choate

	Published by Akela Publishing

	[image: Logo 1]

	 

	All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in any retrieval system or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical, recorded, photocopied, or otherwise, without prior written permission of the copyright owner.

	 

	This is a work of fiction.  Names, places, characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious and are a product of the author’s imagination.  Any similarity to persons living or dead is coincidental and not intended by the author.

	 


Also by Heather Choate:

	 

	“SKYWREN” chapter book series

	 

	“META BLACKWING” young adult fiction

	 

	“FRAYED CROSSING” adult fiction

	 

	See what’s coming next at: www.heatherchoate.com



	
For Jasmine, who always let me imagine.

	
CONTENTS

	Chapter One: A Thousand Gallons      

	Chapter Two: Beetle Brains            

	Chapter Three: Body Guards            

	Chapter Four: Gone      

	Chapter Five: Troop Three      

	Chapter Six: Pantry                        

	Chapter Seven: A Funny Way of Speaking      

	Chapter Eight: A Plan                  

	Chapter Nine: I Can Still Fight                        

	Chapter Ten: Owing                              

	Chapter Eleven: Beetle                        

	Chapter Twelve: Yoda Questions                        

	Chapter Thirteen: Genesis                        

	Chapter Fourteen: Nectar and Divish                  

	Chapter Fifteen: The Rand                  

	Chapter Sixteen: Glowing and Growing                  

	Chapter Seventeen: Assets                        

	Chapter Eighteen: Bearer                        

	Chapter Nineteen: Double Death                        

	Chapter Twenty: The Queen                  

	Chapter Twenty-One: Not Purely Stupid                  

	Chapter Twenty-Two: Traitor                        

	Chapter Twenty-Three: The Atrium                        

	Chapter Twenty-Four: Welcome Blackness                  

	Chapter Twenty-Five: Long Enough                  

	Chapter Twenty-Six: Beauty and Chaos            

	Chapter Twenty-Seven: Arizona                        

	Chapter Twenty-Eight: Fleeing      

	Chapter Twenty-Nine: Veto                        

	Chapter Thirty: Ray                              

	Chapter Thirty-One: The Things That Don’t Change                  

	 

	About the Author

	Preview of Origin

	



	


Chapter One

	A Thousand Gallons

	 

	The scarb got her hand cinched around my left ankle and squeezed, breaking the bones.  A scream ripped out of my throat.  Adrenaline pumped into my veins, and though my foot now hung limply, I could still use my arms.  Using all of my core strength, I twisted out of her hold and lunged for her throat.  My nails dug into the weak flesh that grew over the armored chitin plates of her neck, causing clear liquid to stream down her pale green-tinted throat.

	Her red hair whirled like long whips against my face as she spun out of my hold.  She was just too fast.  Pure energy and muscle.  Like a cheetah, or a missile.  Something beautiful, sleek, and deadly.

	The heel of her foot made contact with my stomach before I even realized she had launched a kick.  All the air whooshed out of my lungs, and my body flew backward.  I landed on the dirt with a thud that rattled my insides.  The end of my chin dripped with sweat.  My head throbbed.  I pulled myself back up onto my good leg to face her for what I knew was probably the last time.  Because that’s what we did.  It’s all we could do.  We kept fighting.

	Wiping blood from my nose, I raised my chin.  She stood to my right, thinner than most of the others, but that seemed only to add to her strength.  I didn’t expect her to be so hard to kill.  If I blinked, she could drive her barbed elbow into my sternum or my skull and that would be it.

	Her expression revealed nothing.  There was no twitch of a smile on her lips, no cackle of laughter as she knew I’d been defeated.  If she took joy in this moment, she didn’t show it.  I looked into her green eyes.  Like most scarb the irises were split into multiple irises.  Hers had four each.  I wondered what she felt.  Joy?  Pleasure?  Pain?  Could she feel anything at all?

	 She leapt into the air, like a bird in flight, her body aimed like a dagger at my heart.  I knew the moment had come, and I closed my eyes.

	*****

	Mr. Blackwell paced in front of the whiteboard, eyeing the rest of us like we were to be the next meal on his plate.  “When a scarb comes at you with the barbs on its elbows, like this”—he raised his arm and sent the point of his elbow flying at a kid in the front row, just barely missing the tip of the poor boy’s nose—“what do you do?”

	The kid pressed himself to the back of his chair and blinked dumbly back at him.  “Uh,” was all he muttered.

	Pointy-nosed Cassandra answered matter-of-factly.  “You deflect it with a block.”

	Mr. Blackwell raised an eyebrow.  “And let the barbs pierce you to your radius?  If it has acid, the poison would enter your bloodstream, and you’d be dead in an hour.” 

	Cassandra flipped her long auburn braid.  “That’s why you wear body armor, of course.”

	I could’ve told her that body armor offered some protection, but not enough.  The scarb were getting stronger.  Poor Cassandra had all the textbook answers, but she had never actually fought a scarb.  The last scarb she’d seen had been the one that took off her mother’s head.  No, I wouldn’t correct her about the body armor.  Given what I’d done three weeks ago, I’d made it a point to not say anything at all.

	“Maybe you could soak them in acid?” Matt said.

	Mr. Blackwell shook his head, and the class continued arguing.  I just leaned my head back against my seat, twisted my fingers into my long blonde hair, and looked at the clock for the thousandth time that morning.  I didn’t want to sit here talking about how to fight scarb; I wanted to get out there and actually do it.  

	“Have patience, Cat,” Ray had told me the night before, when we were the last two around the campfire.  “Mr. Blackwell and the others are only doing what they think is best.”

	“Maybe seven years ago education for kids was important,” I’d protested.  “But now, knowing fifty facts about a scarb isn’t going to keep it from killing you.”

	The instruction course had just been implemented, and everyone in the community under eighteen had to attend daily classes.  Ray was already nineteen.  I was the unlucky one whose eighteenth birthday was still six months away.  It might as well have been an eternity.  Morning classes were technical, a chance to study and hopefully understand more about the scarb: what they were and how to destroy them.  Afternoons were supposed to be for practical applications, but Mr. Blackwell seemed to be avoiding it.  

	Not that sparring with these children would actually be a challenge.  Most of them had never even swung an axe; I’d already smashed the plated-skulls of two scarb this year.  

	Ray tried to make it up to me with extra-long training sessions after evening meal.  But he was usually tired from hauling lumber down from the hills all day, and I was so pent up, I went off on him like a caged animal.  It’s not a very nice way to treat your boyfriend, but he took it.

	Cassandra’s jarring voice brought me back to the class.  “If you just bring, like, a thousand gallons of water that would get all of them.” 

	“Yeah,” I snapped, unable to stand their ignorance any longer.  “And how are you going to do that?  None of the fire trucks are working, and it’s a half-day walk to any town that might have parts.  And you know what’s infested all of those towns?  Scarb.” The class fell silent.  No one wanted to speak.  They all knew why I was there, and it actually had very little to do with my age.

	My cheeks were hot.  I sealed my lips, cursing myself for being stupid enough to allow them to open.  The guilt I didn’t want to let myself feel crept into my chest.  Again, I tried to smash it down.  It was Cassandra’s fault, I thought.  She shouldn’t have made such a dumb suggestion.

	Five awkward minutes later, Mr. Blackwell dismissed us for lunch.  We filed out of the hut that served as our classroom and into the center of our make-shift town.  Beside the school hut was the Post, the largest structure, where we stored our equipment and other supplies that needed to be kept out of the rain.  The spring had been rough, though, and several of the main support beams had given out in the last rainstorm.  The building now had a lopsided look about it.  That was why Ray was helping the other men bring lumber down from the hills.  

	A small walkway divided the Post from the other half of the town, which consisted of rows of shabby hovels and army surplus tents we used as homes.  Officers Reynolds and May brought them to Rimerock, I think.  In fact, they had brought most of the supplies we had managed to hang onto.

	Beyond the hovels was the lake.  In fact, the lake was there if you walked more than twelve minutes in any direction.  Rimerock subsisted upon a small island tucked away in the center of a high, Rocky Mountain lake in southern Colorado.

	I followed the other students to a grassy spot behind the Post where Mrs.  Nistler was serving trout on rye bread.  The sight of the fish made my stomach heave.  Fresh food was good, but I was too upset.  So, I kept walking further into the aspens until the sights and sounds of the community faded behind me.  A blue jay flitted across the path in front of me.  It perched up on a tree and began singing.  I found it kind of sad.  The whole world had completely changed and yet the bird kept singing.  It was then I realized it was only our human world that had changed.

	That was when I came up with a plan.  Mr. Blackwell would be expecting me—and I should have gone back—but then the water was before me and the men had left a boat behind that they didn’t need.  I looked across the glistening water to the looming hills that surrounded the lake on every side.  Ray.  The tiny rowboat was beside the huge hand-made barge we used to transport the fire trucks back and forth to the island.  I hopped in the rowboat and happily wrapped my fingers around the oars.  Looks like I won’t be going back to class today.  Let Cassandra spit out as many bad ideas as she wants.

	I tied the boat up on the opposite shore.  It didn’t take me long to find the workers.  The sound of men shouting and the hum of our one working chainsaw led me right to where they were felling trees.  The tall ponderosa pines would be of great use to the community.  Though there were trees on the island, we avoided cutting them down; they helped conceal us.  The real reason the scarb wouldn’t attack us there, though, was the lake.  They would be hard-pressed to get at us with so much water around.  Their plated chitin clammed up just like a beetle when they got wet enough, so we were pretty safe there.

	Three hundred people currently lived on the island.  Our biggest challenge was resources: food, supplies, medicine, that sort of stuff.  Going off-island like this was dangerous but often necessary.  I wasn’t worried.  We were still a long way from the closest scarb colony, but it always set Ray on-edge.  He gave me a stern look with his dark brown eyes as soon as he saw me.

	“Ditching class?” he asked, the sun rippling on his bare back as he tied a thick rope around the base of a fallen tree.

	“I have more important things to do,” I replied and grabbed another rope to help.

	“Of course you do,” he sighed.  Sweat ran down his sun-darkened skin.

	I put my hands on my hips in a pout.  “Don’t treat me like I’m your kid sister.”

	He just laughed.  “Stop acting like a kid.”

	“You know you love me,” I said slyly.

	“You’re right.”He scooped me in his arms and planted a kiss on my lips.  “I do.”

	His cheeks were sweaty.  “Gross!” I exaggerated, wiping the sweat on his chest, which was only sweatier.

	“How come they give you useful stuff to do, and I’m stuck in grade school?”

	He poked the tip of my nose with his finger.  “Guess that’s what they do with babies.”

	I stuck my bottom lip out.  “Nathan’s the baby, and even he’s out on a scouting mission.  I’m supposed to be the big sister doing important things.  It’s time to set it right,” I said, seriously.

	Using a sailor’s knot, I tied the rope around the opposite end of the log.  Ray called some of the other men over to help haul the log down to the boats, but before they got to us, I whispered to him, “I’m going back to the saddle tonight.”

	His brown eyes narrowed.  “Cat, don’t.”

	I tried to keep my voice from rising.  “Ray, I have to.  The fire trucks have been down three weeks now.  I can get the parts back, but not if I’m stuck in preschool all day.”

	The men were almost there.  “I really don’t think you should,” he said.  Does he doubt I can do it?  That just made me want to do it even more.

	“Well, even if you don’t come with me, I’m going.”Please come.  Please come.

	His red lips pressed together in a tight line.  Two other men asked him to grab the rope so they could haul the log down to the boats.  “Just a minute,” he answered.  Then he took me by the shoulders and walked us behind a large pine, just out of earshot.

	“Listen, Cat,” he whispered, his breath tickling the tiny hairs on my cheek.  “These guys,” he jutted his head in the direction of the working men, “are the best thing that’s ever happened to us.  We have a measure of safety here.  I don’t want to do anything to mess that up.  What happened last time—” Ray ran his hand through his hair.  “They can’t just overlook that.  We need to play it safe and do what they say.”

	My heart seemed to weigh a hundred pounds, and it sank down into my shoes.  

	“So, you’re choosing them over me?” I tried to keep my voice steady, but it betrayed me.  “I’m just trying to get the plan back on track, the plan they made,” I nodded toward the men to show him we were on the same side.  “We have to get those parts back.”

	Ray nodded.  “Officer May and two scouts are planning to recover them this Friday.”

	“Friday?” I whispered back harshly.  “I can get them back tonight.  Don’t you see how important it is that I fix this?  I don’t want the others to recover them.  I want to be the one to make it right.”

	 He ran his fingers through his shaggy black hair.  That was a good sign; he was conflicted.  Just a little more, and I can seal the deal.  I spoke lowly and deeply to convey how much I needed him.  “Please, help me.”

	He held his breath a few moments, looking at me like I was a puzzle he couldn’t solve.  Then, he let out a big whoosh of air.  With a quick glance back at the men, he leaned in and whispered into my ear.  “Fine, Cat, I’ll go with you.  But we’ve got to be careful.”

	“Good, I’ll see you tonight.”

	*****

	I packed a few vital things I would need for my journey up to the saddle that night.  An LED flashlight and two extra batteries—I might as well have been carrying gold—I shoved two protein bars deep into my pockets, as well as Mrs. Weatherstone’s homemade granola wrapped in a plastic pouch that originally held the stakes of our tent, and a small canteen of water.  I put on my hiking boots and put my father’s old leather work gloves.  They still smelled faintly like the grass that used to grow in our yard.

	Good.  But not enough.  I needed a knife.  They kept them in the Post. That meant getting in and out without being noticed.  Even an idiot would know what I was up to, and then the whole thing would be over.  More classes with Mr. Blackwell for me.  Running my hands down my pants leg, I tried to set that thought aside and focus on my mission.

	That’s what really matters, I told myself.  I caught my reflection in the small mirror Nathan had hung from the side of my two-man tent.  My light, sky-blue eyes gazed back at me, hard and focused under the fan of my black eyelashes.  Defined cheekbones gave my face a sharper look to it than the round, girlish one I used to have.  Like a hawk. I sighed and puffed my cheeks out with air to try and see the person I once was; the one that might’ve been called pretty if life hadn’t made me so jagged.

	The air whooshed out of my cheeks, and I tucked my blonde hair back into a low ponytail.  It had grown long and ragged.  I’ll have to ask Mrs. Weatherstone to cut it short for me.  Like a pixie.  That’ll look hot.  I had to tighten my belt by another ring.  My figure was diminishing more and more every day.  I could’ve look like Cassandra if I sat around the island all day eating wild strawberries and never exerting myself beyond a brief sparring session.  All curves and cleavage.  But then I couldn’t kick a roundhouse as well.  Or run seven miles without stopping for breath.  No, I’ll keep this body.  But I did pull on the straps of my bra to help lift the goods I had and unbuttoned the collar of my shirt.  Better.

	I ducked out of the two-man tent, and made my way quickly through the hovels, but after what happened three weeks ago, there seemed to be a target on my back.  Mrs. Needler gave me a wary eye as she shook a rug outside her hut.  I’m not the enemy here.  Soon, I’ll show everyone I’m not as worthless as they think I am.  Annoyed, I picked up the pace and weaved my way through the last row of hovels.  It was then that I saw Mr. Davin coming out of his tent carrying a tray of dirty dishes to bring to the lake for washing. His right arm struggled to balance the toppling load while his left arm hung uselessly at his side.  Crap.

	It’s all my fault.  Three weeks ago, Mr. Davin had gone on the mission to Durango to get parts to fix the trucks.  Everyone was ready to head back as soon as we had found what we needed, but I had insisted on checking an old gas station for fuel.  I was hoping to find a good stash to supplement the vegetable oil fuel we had to make by hand in Rimerock to power the trucks.  Officer Reynolds thought it was a foolish effort; I couldn’t stand the thought of fuel just sitting there.  I pushed the issue, and Mr. Davin agreed to come with me for protection.  As soon as Mr. Davin and I got the cover off the fuel tank, we were attacked by two scarb.  We chased them off, but one stabbed Mr. Davin’s arm.  To make it even worse, the scarb tracked our group back down as we left Durango.  They brought about fifteen more scarb with them and we were forced to abandon the heavy packs of parts on the mountainside just to escape them.  If I hadn’t insisted on checking for fuel in Durango, the scarb wouldn’t have found us.  We’d still have the parts for the trucks, and Mr. Davin would still have the use of his arm.

	Mr. Davin didn’t see me walking by.  I should’ve offered to help him with his dishes, but all I really wanted to do was get away as quickly as I could.  Guilt wasn’t something I handled well.  So, I ducked behind General May’s tent and sped across the town to the Post.  

	Only a few soldiers were talking outside while stirring the pot we used to make homemade fuel from vegetable oil.  They were younger guys, so not really important.  I slipped in through the back door.  The Post was hot and musty inside.  Barrels of drinking water, crates of food, and several shelves of tools made up the bulk of the supplies.  I walked past these to the far back corner.  Several rifles with boxes of ammunition were set up high.  We used them to hunt deer, elk and bear.

	I wish I could use one against the scarb.  But the guns were useless.  Their plated chitin was too tough.  Bullets might penetrate, but wouldn’t do significant damage.  Our knives worked well in breaking through the weaker points at their joints.  I slipped a nine-inch one of these into my boot.

	“Going for the goods, huh?”

	I jumped and turned to see Ray suppressing a laugh.  “I saw you trying to sneak in here.  You’re so predictable, you know.”

	“Shhhh,” I scowled, and threw a sheathed knife at him.  “You’re going to want one of these too.”

	Ray strapped it to his belt.  “Not taking chances after last time?”

	“No, I’m not,” I answered seriously.  “The scarb are getting closer and closer.  We’ve got to put an end to it.  The island won’t keep us safe forever.”

	Ray grinned and gave my arm a playful punch.  “My little war diva.”

	“Whatever,” I rolled my eyes.  “Come on, let’s get out of here before anyone finds out what we’re up to.”

	Ray followed me around the tins of dried food and whispered, “A diva with a plan.  Impressive.”

	Luckily, the strip of grass behind the Post was empty, and we slipped into the protection of the forest unnoticed.  Ray and I didn’t speak until we were in a row boat and far from the peering eyes on the island.

	“You’re really crazy, you know,” Ray said with a low laugh as he dipped the oars into the cool water.  I was on the opposite bench, facing him.  “If Reynolds or May or any of others finds out…”

	“Then they’ll just have to commend me for my bravery,” I sneered, cutting him off, then added, “Oh, and get me out of daycare.  I’m sure Mr. Blackwell will miss me so much.” My sarcasm carried off in the chill evening breeze. A still silence fell between us.  “You’re really that worried about what they think?” I scoffed, not pretending to hide my jealousy.

	Ray spoke slowly and low.  “They’re the closest thing I have to family now.”

	That really cut at my chest.  “What about Nathan and me?” 

	He tossed his long black hair out of his eyes.  “Well, of course I have you two, but it’s different with them.  They provide us with stability, direction, even a bit of God-forsaken hope.”

	I let that sink like a weight into the deep waters that seemed to separate us more and more each day.  For a while, only the sound of the dipping paddles and the hum of fireflies on the water reached our ears.  Finally, I dared to say what’d been on mind these past weeks.  “I wish we could go back to the way things were.”

	My words couldn’t have been louder than a whisper, but Ray heard me perfectly.  His instant anger surprised me.  “What?  Scraping for food every day?  Wiping scarb blood off our hands?”  He shook his head.  “Not me.  We have security here.”

	“But we’re not the same,” I say softly.  He doesn’t disagree. 

	We reached the shore and began the long ascent into the forest.  The shady ponderosa pines gave way to shimmery aspen groves just as the sun started setting behind the rocky peaks.  We knew the majority of our journey would happen at night, but I was reluctant to let those last rays of golden light go.

	Ray checked his compass.  “Just two more hours north, and we should reach the saddle.”  The sight of Ray in his gear, compass in hand as the sun set upon the lines of his face, made me smile, despite myself.  You’re the only stability I need, I thought.  How can I show you that?

	We climbed a steep field of tree-less boulders to ten-thousand feet, then twelve.  A half-moon provided good light, covering the boulders in a gray blanket.  A dip between two fourteen-thousand foot peaks, the saddle was the easiest pass into the range beyond.  It was where we’d abandoned our backpacks on our last venture.

	The climb in the dark took longer than we had anticipated, but we reached the top of the saddle just after midnight.

	Ray consulted his compass.  “The packs are further to the west.”

	“I don’t think so.  I swear they’re north in an alcove of bushes.”

	We argued for a while longer before I gave in and let Ray wander around unsuccessfully for a half-hour.  Finally, he followed me to the other side of the ridge.  The beam of my flashlight fell upon the cropping of bushes, and lo and behold, there were the packs.

	“Oh, yeah!  Who was right?” I rubbed it in with a little victory shove to his chest.

	Ray rolled his eyes.  “I just wanted to make you feel smart for once.”  We strapped the packs to our shoulders and cinched the straps around our waists.  The packs were heavy.  Ray was used to carrying heavy logs down from the mountain, but I wasn’t.  

	We started back downhill.  A thick covering of clouds built up.  In minutes, the clouds covered the moon and stars.  Our flashlights were the only light, and the going was slow.  Twenty minutes more and the sky ripped with lightning.  Thunder crashed, and rain showered down on us.

	Ray took my hand, helping me down the slick rocks.  By the time we reached the tree-line, our clothes were soaked, and I was shivering.

	“I’m freakin’ c-c-cold,” I said through chattering teeth.

	Ray scanned the trees around us.  “I saw a cave a little further down from here.  We can stay there for a while.”

	“Sounds good,” I exhaled in relief.

	Ray hunted around the rocky hills some until he found the cave.  It wasn’t much more than an overhanging of rocks, but that was okay.  The ground was dry and shallow, which meant there wasn’t a bear or mountain lion sharing the space with us.  Ray shook out his jacket and spread it on the ground for us to sit on.

	“You’re freezing,” Ray said and wrapped his arm around me, pulling my head onto his shoulder.  My heart beat so fast I thought it was going to jump out of my ribs.  “Relax,” he told me and absently played with a long lock of my wet hair with his fingers.

	I breathed in the cool smell of his wet skin and clothes.  Finally, I was close to him.  If only it wasn’t because of the rain and cold.  Why is it so hard to read him?

	The sound of rain pelting the leaves and rocks filled the night air.  Every now and then another crack of lightning would rip the sky and blast the tree trunks and limbs surrounding us with light.

	“Ray?” I asked, looking up into his face and trying to summon the courage to ask what I needed to.  His eyes were closed, and his head was leaning against the rock.

	“Hmmm?”

	“If there were no scarb, do you think things would be different?”

	He opened his eyes.  “What do you mean?”

	I took my time, terrified of his answer.  “If we didn’t have to fight all time.  If life were normal.  If you hadn’t found Nathan and me in Denver all those years ago.  Like, if we’d just met in math class or something, would you still want to be with me?” I bit my lip and waited.

	He looked like he might laugh, but when he saw my seriousness, his expression softened.

	“Yeah, I would.”

	Is that my heartbeat echoing off the wet rocks?  “I would want to be with you, too,” I whispered.  I prayed he understood just how much I meant it.  I want to be with you always.  I want to be with only you.  Forever.  Even if it meant going into the heart of the scarb colony, I would do anything to be with him.

	“I love you, Catherine,” he said lowly.  His eyes were wide and fully awake now as they looked down into mine.  Their brown softness seemed to wrap around me like a sun-warmed towel.  The heat of his body beside mine caused steam to rise into the air.  Even with our bodies touching, I still felt we couldn’t get close enough.  His fingers touched my cheekbone and ran in a line of shivers down to my chin.  Our breath became short and fast.  I felt the rise and fall of his chest beneath my head.  His other hand rested against my shoulder blades, and he began to rub his fingers against my back.  

	Gently, he tilted my chin up with his hand so that my neck arched back slightly.  His face was inches from mine.  “Cat.”His breath grazed my nose and cheeks.  Then his mouth was coming closer to mine.  I closed my eyes.  His lips barely touched mine at first, but the contact made my eyes shoot back open.  Lifting my head, I kissed him back.  Softly.  We kissed deeply and fully in the dark of the storm splashed night.

	“I want to be with you, Catherine,” Ray told, me as he stroked my soaked hair.  “Now, and no matter what happens.  I love you.”

	Rain washed the night.  Leaning my head against Ray, I let my eyes close, dreaming of a day when there’d be no more scarb and only the warmth and steadiness of Ray.

	 

	
 

	Chapter Two

	Beetle-Brains

	 

	 

	That night, I dreamed of the first time I met Ray.  Tall silhouettes of skyscrapers rose up out of the plains of Denver like empty beacons of a lifeless civilization.  We’d heard the scarb weren’t as bad here yet.  There was food.  I ran my fingers over my narrow stomach.  Soon, Nathan and I will eat.  We entered the city just as the sun started slipping behind the distant western mountains.  An orange glow glanced off the puffy clouds.

	We avoided entering any of the dark buildings or getting too close to the alleyways.  Scarb loved dark, closed in places.  We didn’t see any humans either.  Is that a good thing or not?  I pulled Nathan’s bony shoulders closer to me.  Out of habit, I clenched my father’s fishing knife in my right hand.

	It was getting darker.  We needed to find a place to rest for the night.  I didn’t like the shadowy doorways and the roads were rough and full of abandoned cars and trash.  We entered a shopping district.  I imagined it would’ve been bright with life and people months before.  The sign above the street read “16th Street Mall.”  A large black crow flew off a broken-down light-rail bus.

	“In there?” Nathan asked, deep shadows under his eyes.

	I peered through the bus’s shattered windows and saw rows of dusty seats.  The light-rail was better than a building, but I still didn’t like how cramped it felt.  Like being in a cage.  Trapped.

	“No, let’s keep looking.”I steered him away and wondered where all the humans were.  My stomach grumbled.  Without people, there wasn’t a good chance of finding food.  We followed the light rail tracks several blocks and then took another street north.  The buildings cleared, revealing a large city park.  There was no sign of scarb or humans in it.  If we avoided the tall cottonwood trees, this would be as safe as any place to spend the night.  Overgrown grass tickled our calves as we made our way to the center of the park toward a statue of a rearing horse.  The open space allowed our nerves to relax some.  Nathan’s step got a little bounce back in it.  I didn’t grip my knife so tightly.  I even set the weapon down with my pack at the base of the statue.  Nathan flopped his down beside mine.  That was our first mistake.  Before I knew it, a wild looking man with uncut gray hair sprung out from the other side of the statue at us.

	The man grabbed at a strap on Nathan’s backpack.  “Stop!” he shrieked.  I grabbed the other strap and tried to get it back, but the man was older and stronger than me.  He wrestled the pack out of my grip and ran off up a gently sloping hill and into the shadows of the trees.

	“Blast it,” I cursed.  We shouldn’t have been so careless.  Now half our supplies were gone, along with our only first aid kit.

	“I’m sorry—” Nathan started to apologize, but I wouldn’t allow him to feel guilty.

	“It was my fault,” I insisted.  Nathan stared after the man.  “I’m going after him,” I told him, picking up my knife.

	“Don’t, Cat,” Nathan grabbed my arm.  “He’s really big.”  He was really big, but we needed that pack.  It had the first aid, several handfuls of acorns we had picked yesterday, and all of Nathan’s clothes and his fishing pole.  Nathan’s eyes were two pools of green fear.  “What will I do if you don’t come back?”

	I couldn’t bear to think about that.  Gently, I took his hand off me.  “I’ll come back.”

	With that, I jogged off up the hill in the direction the thief had gone.  When I reached the top, the ground was cast in deep shadows from the trees.  I set my hand against the trunk of the tree closest to me and listened.  The wind moved through the branches.  Several birds called to each other.  A twig snapped from the trees at my right.  What was it?  Scarb?  Or human?  I tried to keep my breathing still but my heart pumped furiously.  A shadow moved from that spot.  Certain it must be my thief, I ran at the shadow just as it stepped toward me.  In the low light, I saw that it was a man, but not my thief.  He stopped, and I saw he was not really a man but a teenager, about my age.  Black, shaggy hair hung over his ears and fell in gentle waves around his face.  His eyes were dark, too, but his features were strong.  I would’ve rather encountered my thief than this young man.  Though thin, his arms and legs showed strong muscle.  He kept his left foot slightly in front of his right, his knees bent.  He was a fighter.

	Gripping my knife, I prepared to face whatever was going to come next.  But as the boy gazed at me, his posture relaxed, and his eyes softened.  He put his hands up and spoke to me like I was a kitten he didn’t want to scare.  “It’s okay.  I’m not going to hurt you.”

	My eyes darted quickly around the trees for others that might be lurking there.  Was this a trap?  Was he in league with the thief?  He took a step toward me, and I jumped.  “Sorry,” he said softly.  His hand went to something on his shoulder.  A weapon.  I prepared to be the first to lunge.  “Easy now,” he said, holding his other hand out to me.  “I saw what that guy did.  Taking the kid’s backpack.  I just wanted to return it to you.”

	I blinked, trying to understand.  Slowly, he lifted the strap of Nathan’s backpack off his shoulder and held it out to me.  “Here.  Take it.”Something I hadn’t seen in a long time spoke in his brown eyes: Trust.  He took another step, within striking distance.  But there was the pack, right there.  I made a split-second decision.  Not releasing the grip on my knife, I quickly grabbed the pack.  I should’ve turned and run right there, but the boy smiled, stopping me.  “I’m Ray,” he said and then waited.  I didn’t know what to say or if I was even capable of speech.  “And your name is?” he prompted.

	I shifted my weight.  It was apparent that he wasn’t going to take the pack or try to kidnap me or anything, but that didn’t mean I was going to trust him.  I really should’ve just run back to Nathan.  Instead, I found myself giving this stranger the last thing I really possessed.  “Cat.”

	“Cool,” he said, brushing the hair out of his eyes.  Another awkward moment passed.  “Is it just the two of you here?”

	Why is he asking?  That’s none of his business.

	“Yes.”

	“Oh,” he nodded and rubbed his arm, his hand picking at a mosquito bite.  “Is he your brother or something?”

	“Yes.”

	“Cool.”

	A chill breeze brushed across my neck.  I needed to go.  “Thanks for the pack,” I said and turned.

	“You can stay with me if you want,” he said quickly.  “I have a good spot that’s pretty safe from the beetle-brains.  And I have food.”That last part made me turn.  I eyed him skeptically.  I’d heard of men who would lure women with promises of protection and food just to take advantage of them.  That wasn’t going to be me.

	“It’s just at the top of this hill.  I have fresh rabbit I trapped this morning and potato chips,” he added.  I licked my lips at the memory of salty, greasy potato chips.  “I don’t have anyone else with me.”I could feel the loneliness in his words.  “I’m a pretty good fighter.  I was actually a double black belt before.  I can teach you and your brother, if you want.  We might be able to help each other.”

	I bit my lip.  Can I really trust him?  His brown eyes pled with me.  There was sadness in his face, a desperation that mirrored my own.  I tried to imagine what this crazy world would be like if I were all alone like him: no Nathan, no one to talk to, no one to live for.  “I promise, Cat.”  He said my name like it was something sacred.  “I won’t let anything hurt you.”

	 


Chapter Three

	Bodyguards

	 

	 

	I awoke as the first rays of sun peeked over the eastern mountains.  The rain had stopped, but pools of raindrops from the previous night’s storm had collected on the leaves and fell down to the forest floor with soft plops.  My neck had a crick from resting on Ray’s shoulder, and I stretched it out.  Ray’s eyes blinked open.  He squinted around at the waking forest, then with an “ugh,” he set his head back on the rock and tried to go back to sleep.

	“You’ve never been one for early mornings,” I said, getting up and stretching my back.

	He peeked one eye open at me.  In a groggy voice, he said, “You know our conversation last night about how different things would be if there were no scarb?”I nodded, curious to see where he was taking this.  “Well, the first thing that’ll change is that no one will see me until at least ten.”

	Not what I expected, I thought but laughed anyway.  “And play video games until one every morning, too, I’m sure.”

	“Oh, yes.” He gave a sleepy grin and closed his eyes again.  “Every night.”

	For some reason, that thought made me happy.  “And Nathan will drive us both so crazy with his non-stop questions that we’ll have to—”

	But my words were cut short by the sight of two long green tendrils dangling from a nearby aspen branch.  Scarb.  Their color was so close to that of the surrounding trees that I wouldn’t have seen them at all if they hadn’t been moving.  The tendrils—like long octopus arms—attached to the ankle bones of a nearly naked female scarb, and swung as she moved like a cat across the thin tree limbs toward us.  Her skin even had a green tint to it, which was something I’d never seen on a scarb before.  The green hue was a striking contrast against the bright red vibrancy of her long hair.  Silver studded stars clung to those locks.  She also wore them around her wrists, at her navel and in a halo around her neck.  She was beyond beautiful.  She was captivating.  I should’ve been moving, screaming, fleeing, but I didn’t budge.  The sway of her hips as she moved down the limb closest to us was hypnotic.

	“Scarb!” Ray shouted, now noticing her as well.  He knocked me to the ground just as the female leapt off the branch at us.  She collided with Ray’s chest, sending him flying into the trunk of another aspen.  His head hit with a thunk, and his body slumped to the grass.

	“Ray!” I screamed and ran three steps toward him, but the scarb whipped her tendrils out, tripping me.  I caught myself on the wet blades of grass and launched a back kick at her like I’d been trained to, but she was too fast.  My heel made contact with only air.  Curse her!

	Ray was moaning over in the shadow of the tree, and from the corner of my eye, I thought I saw him trying to get up.  But then there was a streak of green flying through the trees, more like bird than beast.  She isn’t like the others.  Most scarb were predictable—boring, almost.  Growl, drool, lunge for your throat.  She was anything but predictable.  That realization was terrifying, but also somehow electrifying.  A challenge.

	I can take her, I thought as I assumed a fighting stance, keeping my eyes on the trees.  Fighting came naturally to me.  When Ray started training Nathan and me in jiu-jitsu, karate, and free-style, he told me I was a born fighter.  But my grace as a fighter wasn’t so much my mastery of technique or the conditioning of my body.  It was the drive in me.  I knew Nathan and I were alone in the world and that I was the only one who could keep us safe.  No one, nothing was going to hurt those I loved ever again.  And it’s not going to happen now, pretty little monster, I said in my mind to the scarb leaping above, planning her next attack upon us.  Ray is finally mine.  I won’t let you have him.

	One moment, the scarb was shooting to an aspen on my left.  A millisecond later, she had already switched directions and was coming right at me.  Gosh, she’s fast.  She swung from a low branch, arched her back with the elegance of a diver, and aimed her barbed elbows for my neck.  I held my ground until the last second, then ducked.  She hit the ground behind me, clearly not expecting my speed, either.  She twisted her head to the side a moment, as if assessing me.  We had both underestimated each other.  Now she came at me full-speed.  I turned into her, instead of away, and lowered my center of gravity.  My head rammed into her stomach, causing air to rush out of her.  She tried to wrap her arm around my neck, but she was suddenly ripped off of me.

	Ray was back on his feet and had her in a strong hold.  She clawed like an angry cat as he dragged her back several feet. Her feet kicked up a cloud of dirt, making me cough, but flung myself forward at her.  I appreciated Ray trying to be heroic, but I really did have her.  I jumped on one of her thrashing legs, careful to avoid the poisonous barbs on her knees, and grabbed the other leg.  She writhed and twisted, but we had her.

	“Drag her to that tree,” Ray said, motioning his head toward a large trunk not ten feet from us.  I nodded, but then the scarb’s body suddenly went completely limp.  Her eyes rolled back, and her head flopped back like an empty sack, her hair gathering sticks and leaves from the ground as we carried her.

	“What’s happening?” I asked, but the look on Ray’s face told me he didn’t know, either.  Her body was unnaturally still.  Her chest wasn’t moving at all.  All her muscles were flaccid and heavy.  “Is she dead?”

	“I don’t know,” Ray answered as we reached the tree.  “I don’t see how she could be—”

	Just then, the scarb’s head shot up.  She looked right at me with the four irises of her emerald eyes.   A bizarre smile twisted her lips.  “Well done,” she mouthed at me, and I thought I heard the words in my mind.  I was so shocked, I almost dropped her.  Scarbs didn’t speak.  We’d guessed that they must be able to communicate in some way.  Like with pheromones as ants do or maybe telepathy.  Is that what she’s doing now?  Speaking to my mind?  But then her body undulated, starting at her feet and traveling to her head.  The movement was so strong and so sudden that she broke our hold and landed flat on her feet between us.

	Ray and I leapt for her, but she swung her elbow and slashed my left cheek with the tip of one of her barbs.  Hot blood dripped off my jaw.  It burned with acid.  She and Ray slashed and punched at each other, moving through the forest like a whirlwind.  I ran forward to help when two more scarb we hadn’t noticed before jumped down from the trees, barring my way.  These two were massive, the size of pro-football size. They spat at me and cracked their pointy knuckles, but made no advance towards me.  That’s strange.  It was as if they were intentionally keeping me from getting to Ray and the female.  Like bodyguards.

	“Ray!” I screamed and tried to see around the Elways.  But their bodies and the surrounding bushes were too thick; I could only make out the flash of his black jacket.

	“Go, Cat!” he called back, his voice sharp with desperation.  “She’s too strong.  We can’t kill her.”

	I tried to tear through the bushes at my left, but again, one of the Elways blocked me.  He didn’t make a move to touch me, but I didn’t want to test one of his knife-like knuckles.  “No!”I shrieked.  “I can’t leave you!”

	I could hear bushes and trees snapping.  “Go, Cat.  Now!” he yelled.  Then, the forest was still.

	“Ray, no!”My heart shredded.  I could barely think as rage and shock filled me.  Everything had happened so fast.  And now the monster had killed him.  I knew she must be coming for me next.  Well, let her come.  I clenched my hands into fists to prepare for the moment.  I’ll make her wish she’d never seen us.

	But to my surprise, the two guards pulled back instead of coming for me.  “She’s got me,” Ray screamed, his voice real and sharp and very much alive.  “She’s taking me.” Through the trees and past the Elways, I caught a glimpse of the female scarb.  She had Ray tied and wrapped up in cords, like a fly in a spider’s web.  She was dragging him up the mountain.  

	“What on earth is she doing?”  Scarb don’t take prisoners, they kill humans as quickly as possible. 

	Following impulse alone, I ran after them up the steep slope, though they were already far ahead of me.  No one was going to take Ray from me.  He was alive, and he was mine.  I clawed at the trees and rocks, but the scarb were too moving fast.  They had just gotten above the treeline and into the open hillside fifty yards ahead of me, when all three scarb spread thin, wiry wings out from their backs.

	“Fliers!” I shrieked, unable to believe what I was seeing.  But those were wings. Flying scarb were more legend than reality.  No one in Rimerock had ever seen one—except for old Rodgers, and most of his stories were better taken with a grain of salt.  And now, here was not just one but three fliers.

	Their wings stretched and began to beat in a steady rhythm.  I fought my way through the dust and loose grass they kicked up.  I was almost to him.  But then a sharp downward wind picked up, and the scarb were in the air, carrying Ray up over the mountain.

	“No!” I yelled, and flung rocks up at the scarb, but my weapons fell down to the earth, hopelessly far from bringing him back to me.

	The scarb flew several hundred feet above the mountain side and then headed toward the eastern hills, taking the man I loved away into the rising morning sun.

	 


Chapter Four

	Gone

	 

	 

	Ray’s gone.  They took him.  I stared at the last spot I’d seen him—not more than a tiny black speck in the sky—until he was gone completely.  I couldn’t move.  Couldn’t blink or breathe.  It was as though all the blood in my body froze in my veins, unwilling to budge.

	But scarb don’t kidnap people, they kill them.  They’re going to kill Ray, they’re just doing it differently this time.  Maybe that’s what flying scarb do.  I tried to figure it out.  Take their victims up into the air and then—

	I was no longer still.  I sprinted up the mountain, and it took a moment for my brain to catch up to my body.  My quads and calves burned, but still I climbed.  I ran until I reached the top of the saddle, where the mountain ranges beyond stretched far in a deep blue and purple sea.  I scanned the blush-pink skies, but they were empty, save for a few wispy cirrus clouds and a circling hawk.  I looked at the bird, and my heart burned with envy.  You could find him.  You could fly and fly and nothing could stop you.

	“Ray!” I screamed.

	Only the wind answered.

	For a moment, I was tempted to run down the opposite mountainside and search every blasted inch of land until I found him, but as my blood and breathing slowed, my reason returned.  There was no way I could find him, not by myself—maybe not ever.  But I couldn’t think about that.  I have to find him.  I searched the rocks below but saw no sign of him.  Maybe they were taking Ray to the colony that lay in the mountains to the east, the same colony Officer Reynolds and the others were planning to go after.

	My mind started circling.  I had the parts for the fire trucks now.  They were back at the rock overhang Ray and I had slept under last night.  I could bring them back to the island, tell everyone what happened—

	My feet were moving again, leaping in bounds like a gazelle at times and half sliding back down the steep slopes at others.  Both backpacks were still under the overhang, and I hefted them onto my shoulders.  Carrying both was heavier than I expected, and my steps were slow and awkward.  Frantic images of Ray flashed in my mind, the scarb girl snapping his neck as a display of bravery before her queen or dropping him from a thousand feet in the air.  Surely that’s why she took him.  These flying scarb must have a taste for more violent deaths.  Maybe she likes torture.

	The sun was leaning toward the west when I plopped the packs down into the row boat and paddled furiously toward the island.  Ray needs me.  Every second was precious.  I prayed that he wasn’t already dead.

	When I got to the island’s shore, Mrs. Weatherstone sat crouched alongside the cool lake, filling several large glass jugs.

	“Mrs. Weatherstone!” I exclaimed.  Her soft gray hair and hazel eyes reminded me of a slightly older version of my mother.  She looked at me, my face dripping with sweat, and my hair matted to my head and face.

	“Catherine!” she exclaimed, nearly dropping her jug.  “Where have you been?  Everyone’s been so worried!”She looked over the boat.  “Where’s Ray?  Didn’t he go with you?”

	Hot tears pricked at the corners of my eyes.  “He did,” I spoke quickly, hoping to keep the fear and pain inside.  If I lost it now, I might not have the strength to do what I needed to get him back.  I lifted one of the heavy packs.  “Please,” I begged her, “can you help me?”

	She set her jug down and waded knee-deep into the water, soaking her jeans, and helped me lift the heavy pack.

	“Goodness!  What’s in this?” she huffed as she stepped back up onto the grassy bank.  Then, she paused and turned back to me as I was tying the up boat.  There was a look of understanding on the gentle features of her face.  “Wait, is this?  Oh, Catherine, please tell me you didn’t.”

	“I did,” I said seriously.  Any pride I might have felt at this moment was lost now.  “Help me get them to town.”

	“We can use my wheelbarrow,” she answered, and I noticed the wheelbarrow she’d set to the side of the path to help her carry the water jugs back.

	“Thanks.” I set the pack down, grateful not to have the weight on my shoulders.  She wordlessly picked up the handles of the wheelbarrow and pushed the packs to town.

	When we got to the Post, I saw Officer May talking with a young soldier outside but they fell silent at the sight of Mrs. Weatherstone and me emerging from the forest with the wheelbarrow.

	“Carla, what on earth—” Officer May asked Mrs. Weatherstone, but I cut him off.

	“Get everyone together,” I demanded.  “Ray’s gone, and we have to get him.”

	Officer May’s frowned his silver eyebrows, making his already lined face even more crinkled.  “Gone?  What do you mean gone?  Is he—”

	“Dead?” I finished the sentence for him and wiped at the sweat on my brow.  “No.”I shuddered.  “Not yet, I hope.”

	“You’re trembling.” Mrs. Weatherstone put a soft hand on my shoulder.  “Tell us what happened.”

	I bit my lip to keep back the tidal wave.  “I will as soon as you gather everyone.  Please.”I didn’t know how much longer I could keep it together.

	“Okay,” Officer May finally acquiesced.  “Jonathan, go round up the men at the tents.  We’ll meet inside the Post.”

	The air inside the canvas building was musty and smelled of dust and wood chips.  The circular saws had been pulled out, and the men had already gotten to work on the logs Ray had helped bring down just a day earlier.  I picked up one of the curly shavings.  How quickly things have changed since then.

	But there were the two packs at my feet.  I’d done as I set out to do.  I got the packs, but I lost Ray.  I bit my lip, wondering how the people would take that.  Everyone likes Ray.  If one of us had to go missing, I’m sure they would rather it was me.

	Officer May entered, followed by Officer Reynolds and three dozen others.  The crowd settled in a congested semi-circle, their eyes on me.

	As usual, Officer Reynolds took charge.  If Rimerock had a mayor, he was the closest thing to it.  “So, what’s this I hear about Ray gone missing?” His face was pinched and his arms crossed.  He looked at me like I was a fly he wished he could simply swat away.

	I took a quick breath.  “Yes, he’s gone.  We were coming back from the saddle, when we ran into scarb—”

	The room erupted before I could say more.

	“Wait!  Just listen to me!” I said, trying to finish my story.  But they drowned me out.  I stepped up on a wooden crate next to one of the saws.  Ray’s not dead!” I shouted.

	The crowd stilled, watching me.

	“At least, not yet,” I added, softer.  “But we have to hurry or he might be.”

	A gruff soldier, named Dan, with a red beard stepped forward.  “What do you mean, not dead?”

	“Yeah,” several others echoed.  

	“How can he not be dead?” 

	“Did you meet scarb or not?”

	Looking across them, I continued, “That’s what I’m trying to tell you.  We did run into scarb, but they weren’t like any others I’d ever seen.  For one, they were fliers—”

	“Fliers!” A middle-aged woman, named Pam, with a tight black bun laughed.  “Sounds like Cat just brought us here to tell us stories.  My daughter says she has a knack for getting attention.”

	“They were fliers,” I shouted.  “There was a female with greenish skin, the fastest scarb I’ve ever seen.”  Their faces showed only disbelief.  “She had these two bodyguards with her.  They wouldn’t let me get to Ray.  They flew him over the mountain.”

	Only open mouths and unkind eyes met me.

	Officer Reynolds took charge again.  “What I want to know is what you and Ray were doing up on the mountains alone?”

	Officer May gave a cough.  “They’re teenagers, Tom.  I don’t think that’s too hard to guess.”

	My cheeks flushed hotly.  Before any more accusations could be made, I hefted one of the heavy packs.  “We went back for this,” I said flatly.  “Do you recognize these?”I practically shoved the pack in their faces.

	“You got the parts?” Sergeant Sims, asked, looking at me with his one eye.  He’d gone with us on that mission to Durango.  I unzipped the bag.  “Wow.”

	I could’ve kissed him.  “We got the packs last night, but then that huge storm came in.  We wanted to get back, but we had to stay the rest of the night in the forest.  This morning, the scarb found us and took Ray with them. I think they were headed to the colony in the eastern hills.  We have to save him.”

	No one spoke for several long moments.  Many of them just stared at the parts.

	Office May’s gentle voice sounded first.  “If there’s a chance Ray is alive, I think we have to help him.”

	Hope started to warm the cold in my chest.  I motioned to the packs and said, “We have the parts we need to fix the fire trucks.”

	Officer Reynolds scratched his goatee.  “Yes, we have the parts.  We’ll have our mechanics start on the truck first thing in the morning.  We’ll continue with the plan.  The eastern colony will be underwater in less than a week.”  His hazel eyes darted to me.

	A week?  He might as well as said forever.  Ray needs us now!

	As if guessing the direction of my thoughts, Officer Reynolds added, “And if any member of the island decides to get brave and try to rescue him on their own before then, they will find themselves without the support of the community.”

	The rescue plans already forming in my head shattered as if hit with a hammer.  Without the support of the community, his words reverberated in my mind.  I can’t do this alone.  I need their help. This was bigger than me.  I would just have to bite my tongue and do it their way.

	For good measure, I looked him back in the eye and said, “Yes, sir.  Thank you.”

	The sky was darkening.  People filed out of the Post and back to the security of their homes.  I didn’t want to answer any more questions, so I slipped out the back.  A thick covering of clouds veiled the stars and moon, leaving the world below in nearly perfect blackness.  It was broken here and there by the occasional campfire.  I followed the path back to my tent by memory rather than sight, a zombie in the night.  After zipping the door shut tight behind me, I flopped down onto my cot, and the tears finally came out.  I wish Nathan was back.  I needed my brother then.  He’d understand more than anyone how I felt.  Ray was everything to that kid.  He was more than just a friend, or an older brother. But Nathan wasn’t expected back until the end of this week.

	How will I tell Nathan about Ray?

	“Ray,” I whispered, remembering the touch of his lips on mine.  “Please be alive.”At last, we were going to launch our attack upon the scarb colony.  If that is where the scarb took him, we were going to rescue him.  I just hoped it wouldn’t be too late.

	 


Chapter Five

	Troop Three

	 

	 

	“But you can fix it, right?” I asked Travis, the red-headed mechanic, the next morning.  After splashing water on my puffy eyes to try and hide my cry the night before, I practically dragged Travis out of his hovel so we could get a good start on the fire trucks.  The sooner the trucks were done, the sooner we could get to the eastern mountains, attack the colony, and search for Ray.

	Travis rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand, smudging it with a line of black grease.  “I would really like to replace the alternators on this one if I could—they’re on the verge of going—but we’ll just have to make do with what you brought.  These things are so ancient,” he motioned to the three diesels, “I’m amazed they run at all.”

	“They run because you make them,” I said with a smile of encouragement.

	“I’m just glad Grim had enough sense not to run them with old fuel,” Travis said.  Grim Rodgers was the old backwoods country man who’d found the fire trucks on his land.

	“I can’t wait to blast that colony with several hundred thousand gallons of water,” I muttered. 

	Travis grunted his agreement then slid under one of the diesels.  “They kill each other, too, you know.”He said from under the engine.  “My whole family was wiped out when one queen got all bothered by a younger one encroaching on her territory.  You should’ve seen it.  It was like all hell had broken loose.”

	“Either way, it sucks for humans.”

	Travis grunted his agreement as he turned a bolt.

	I picked up one of the loose hoses on the side of the fire truck.  “How much water is it going to take to flood the colony and kill them all?

	“Those handheld hoses can pump out two hundred gallons a minute.  Times that by three working trucks, and that’s a good start.  Hand me that wrench.”I did.  “The problem is, the trucks can only hold five hundred gallons each.  Without a hydrant to connect to, they’ll run out of water in less than four minutes.  But if we can get the hoses hooked up to the lake just east of the colony, we should be able to flood the colony.

	“I sure wish your boyfriend was here.  He sure has a way with a rusted trany.”  He slid back to get another part.  Seeing my face, he said, “Oh, sorry.  I probably shouldn’t mention him, with him being gone and all.  I sure hope you’re right that the scarb haven’t killed him.”

	Wow, Travis, you really have a knack for being blunt, I wanted to tell him, but opted for a small “Thanks.” instead.  Travis was good with cars, but not so good with people.  I heard that he’d gotten most of his scarb kills with his tools.  I eyed the cart beside me.

	“Can you hand me that spring compressor?” he asked, pointing to some metal contraption on his cart.

	“This one?” I held it up, hoping it wasn’t one that had been jammed into a scarb’s arm socket.  He nodded.

	After spending the entire day roasting in the hot May sun helping Travis, I headed over to the Post a little early to get a front row seat for the meeting.  Mrs. Weatherstone and some of the other women had prepared a large deer roast for the attendees, but I was hardly hungry.  While the others gobbled up the food, I picked at my potatoes and the twisted carrots they’d grown that winter.  

	“Not feeling well?” Mrs. Weatherstone asked, sitting on the crude handmade bench with me.

	“Not really,” I admitted.  “I just want to get on with this.  Are you coming this time?”

	She nodded.  I felt relieved, not just because we would have a good medic but because I felt like I needed her.  There were few people in the town that stood by me, let alone liked me.  But they need me, whether they like me or not.  I’m a good fighter.  Officer Reynolds knew that, and so did the others.  

	Then, someone I didn’t expect to see plopped down beside me.  “Cassandra?  What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to keep my voice nice.

	“My dad says I’m old enough now, so I can come,” she said with a haughty toss of her auburn hair.  

	I didn’t know we needed someone to polish our nails for us.  I purposely turned my back on her to talk with Mrs. Weatherstone about medical supplies.

	Officer May quieted everyone down after a bit, and Officer Reynolds started the meeting.  Travis gave a report on the progress of the trucks.  “The first is almost ready,” he stated.  “But the second one is being a bugger.”

	Sergeant Sims, got up next to explain our plan of attack.  He pulled up the white board Mr. Blackwell used for our class.  It had a rough layout of the colony on it.  Pointing with a whittled stick, he said, “Officer May and his thirty soldiers will take the east entrance.  Officer Reynolds and a troop of forty-five will take the main entrance at the south,” he pointed to the mark on the board that represented the largest opening into the colony.  “And Mr. Davin, who has been recently appointed as an officer, will lead the last troop to the west entrance.”  He tapped on the third opening.  “We will pass out your troop assignments, and meet with each troop individually tomorrow night to discuss specific plans and strategy.”

	Several soldiers passed out handwritten notes.  I took mine from a young blond soldier who was Ray’s age but almost twice Ray’s size—pure quarterback material.

	“You’re in my troop,” he told me in a slow southern-drawl, dipping his cowboy hat.  Was that a smile on his face?  Does he think it’s a joke, or is he actually happy about it?

	He went on to hand Mrs. Weatherstone her assignment before I could figure it out.  I scanned the paper.

	Catherine McCabe.  Troop Three.  Officer Davin.

	Assignment: Front-line on-foot combat.

	Combat was good, but I groaned.  I’m in Mr. Davin’s troop.

	“Look at the bright side,” Cassandra suddenly said over my shoulder.  “If you’re in Mr. Davin’s troop, maybe you can redeem yourself.”

	I could’ve smacked her.  I folded the paper and tucked it neatly into my pocket instead.  Keep your cool, Cat.  Keep your cool.

	“I heard Derrick talking to you,” Cassandra continued.  “Sounds like we’re all in the same troop.”

	“You’re in Troop Three, too?” I asked.

	“Yup,” she said with a cutesy shrug of her shoulders.  Could this get any worse?  “I can’t wait to give those slimy worms a piece of my fist.” And for the first time Cassandra and I had something in common.

	 


Chapter Six

	Pantry

	 

	 

	I flopped down on my cot, so exhausted that sleep quickly overcame me.

	I was twelve years old riding my purple ten speed bike.  I was coming back home with Nathan and my best friend Jenny after a day of swimming at the river.  As soon as we hit Main Street, we could tell something was wrong.  My mind instantly went to the monsters I’d heard my parents talking about when they thought Nate and I weren’t listening.  But it was all over the news and I’d seen enough to know that the bigger cities were in chaos.  The government was responding to some kind of disease.

	But that was the big cities.  That wasn’t Shawnee, Kansas.  Things like that weren’t supposed to happen here.  But windows were broken on the shops that lined the street.  An elderly woman was sobbing on a park bench, a line of blood running down her hand.  Sirens were going off.  A car alarm honked repeatedly, and no one stopped it.

	“Hurry!” Jenny yelled, and we peddled as fast as we could down the side street that led to our houses.

	I was the fastest rider and took the lead, but I made sure that Nathan was keeping close to me.  He had just turned ten that Sunday.  His legs barely reached the pedals of the bike Dad had given him.

	“Stay close,” I told him.  “If I stop, you keep going home.”Something horrible had happened in our town, and the danger could still be there.

	Nothing felt safe.  Even the candy shop we usually stopped at to buy Swedish Fish and lollipops could hold any number of horrors now.  We biked past the shop’s dark windows without pausing.  Home was the only place we could go.

	A corpse lay on the sidewalk right ahead of us.  There was some kind of green liquid smeared across the brick wall.  I saw spots and felt bile rise in my throat.  But I knew we had to keep moving.

	“Turn right!” I yelled back at Jenny and Nathan.  I tried to warn them not to look, but they still saw it.  Jenny screamed, her face turning ashen.  Nathan made a sound somewhere between a gag and a whimper.

	I looked back over my shoulder.  “Don’t stop!” I yelled and looked down both sidewalks.  Jenny had stopped her bike in front of the body and was sobbing, her thin body shaking.  Nathan had skidded to a stop to keep from crashing into her.

	Pedaling back to them, I stopped and cried, “Come on!  We have to keep going!”Jenny just stood there.  Nathan looked from me back to the body.  I grabbed his hand.  “Come on, Nathan.  We have to get back to Mom and Dad.”

	A silent tear ran down his cheek.  His lower lip trembled.  

	“It’s going to be okay,” I told him, even though I knew it wasn’t true.  The body lying next to us made me dizzy and weak, but I knew in my core that I had to be strong.  I had to get Nathan home, had to get us to Mom and Dad where we could be safe.  “Now, follow me back home.  Can you do that?”

	Nathan nodded, his light brown hair rustling in a breeze that reeked of some strange metallic smell.  I turned to Jenny, who had gone comatose.  “Jenny, please come.  We’ve got to go.”

	Her lips blubbered.  She didn’t move.  I heard a crash from the alley behind the candy shop.  That was all the motivation I needed.  “Nathan, let’s go.  Now.  I’ll follow you.  Go!”

	Nathan struggled to get up onto the seat of his bike.  I gave him a one-handed push to get started.  “What about Jenny?” he asked as his bike picked up speed.  There was a loud scream behind us.

	“Just go!” I yelled.  We biked as fast as we could down the street, too petrified to look back.

	We reached the row of houses we lived on and it looked relatively untouched.  There was still a sprinkler going in Mrs. Long’s front yard.  It could’ve been just another hot August day.

	Our house was the eighth one on the left.  Our family’s blue minivan was parked in the driveway.

	“Dad’s home!” Nathan cried, his voice echoing the hope and relief I felt in my own heart.  My parents were there.  They would know what to do.  They would keep us safe from whatever was happening.

	Throwing our bikes onto the grass, we dashed to the door and threw it open.

	“Mom!  Dad!” I yelled into the living room and up the stairs.  My mom had been sewing when we left that morning.

	“Mom!” Nathan called.

	The sewing room upstairs was empty.  So were the bedrooms.  That meant they were probably in the kitchen.  Mom was getting dinner ready.

	“Mom—” I burst into the room but stopped at the sight of the back door leading to the porch.  The screen was shredded, the frame bent in at one corner, gaping like a hungry mouth.

	My mother’s body was lying on the floor in front of the fridge. The lilac dress she’d put on that day was damp with crimson.  One of her legs was ripped open, muscles and bone showing through the mutilated skin.  But that wasn’t the worst part.  

	Her head was gone.

	I screamed and vomited all over the tiled floor.

	Nathan ran to her, but I stopped him.  We both nearly slipped in the vomit and blood on the floor.

	“Her head!” Nathan shrieked.  It lay by the pantry door, her beautiful green eyes still open and her soft brown hair falling to the ground.

	The sight was too much.  We couldn’t even grieve over our mother’s body.  We had to get away.  The back door was closest.  Nathan had gone limp in my arms.  I thought he’d fainted, but I didn’t stop to check.  Dragging him under the arms, I got us out of the kitchen through the broken screen door and onto the porch.

	There, I stopped and sobbed.  At times, breath couldn’t come.  At others, it came so fast I felt my head get woozy and light.  Nathan crumpled into a ball on the wood slats.  Through my tears, I saw my dad’s shirt lying in the dirt of the garden we had planted that spring.  His jeans were peeking through the leaves of the rhubarb plants.

	“Mommy,” Nathan sobbed beside me.

	The sight of my father’s dead body snapped me back to the present.  I realized we were on our own.  There was no one to protect us.  Whoever or whatever had murdered my parents could come back.  They could be watching us right now.

	“Nathan, you’ve got to come with me,” I told him, but he didn’t respond.  I forced him to his feet.  “I’m going to take you back inside.”

	“But Mom—”

	“Don’t look,” I told him.  “Just hold onto me.  I’m going to keep you safe.” I probably didn’t stand much chance against whatever had killed our parents, but I had to at least try.  For Nathan.

	“Wh-what about D-dad?” Nathan asked.

	I took a moment before I told him.  “He’s gone, too.”

	“Wh-what?” he started looking around.

	“No,” I told him, taking his hand.  “Look into my eyes and nowhere else.”I didn’t want him to see.  His green eyes—bright as the summer grass, just like Mom’s, but full of tears and pain—stared back into mine.  “He’s gone, and it’s just us.  You need to do what I say so we stay safe.  Can you do that?”

	He nodded.

	“Good.”  I led him by the hand across the deck.  At the sight of the broken screen, he started trembling violently.  “Do you want to close your eyes?” I asked gently, wishing I could do the same.  He nodded again.  “Okay, I’ll lead you.”

	He closed his eyes, sobs bursting from his lips.  I held back the shredded screen and we stepped through the doorway.  Our flip-flops flapped against the tile.  I led him around the kitchen table, away from the fridge.  “We’re almost there.”

	The tile gave way to soft carpet.  We went down the hall and into the living room.  I sat Nathan down on the couch facing the window and the street.  “Now stay here,” I told him and took a moment to try to still my racing heart and think.  “I need to get some things from the house.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

	“Please don’t leave,” Nathan begged, gripping my arm tightly.

	“I have to,” I said, pulling his fingers off and rubbing my arm. “I’ll be right back.  I promise.”  I didn’t want to leave him alone in that room.  I didn’t want to face that big house by myself, but I knew that if I was to keep Nathan safe, I’d have to get some supplies.  “If anyone comes,” I instructed, “use the self-defense moves we learned in karate.  You remember how, right?”  I wiped the tears and snot off his chin.

	“I don’t know—” he said, unsure.

	I lowered my head even with his.  “You can do it.  I need you to be tough now, okay?”

	“Okay.”

	I headed upstairs first.  My hands shook  badly as I flung open my closet door and dug under the stuffed animals for my school backpack.  It still had end-of-the-year homework in it.  I dumped the folders onto the floor and grabbed a couple of shirts and pairs of pants off their hangers.  Underwear, socks, and the fishing knife my Dad gave me last Christmas went in next.

	Then I went to Nathan’s room.  His backpack was harder to find, buried under his bed with about a hundred G.I. Joes.  After filling his bag with clothes and Maba, his stuffed monkey, I threw in our toothbrushes and some toothpaste.  What else?  The packs were nearly full, but I knew that a couple pairs of socks and a fishing knife would hardly keep us safe.  And what about food?

	I didn’t know where we were going, only that we couldn’t stay in the house.  I saw Nathan’s fishing pole sitting against the wall in the hall where he’d left it the day before, so I grabbed that, too. I thought about getting mine from the garage, but I didn’t want to load us down with too much.  One should be enough.  I made sure to get my father’s leather work gloves, though.  He’d always let me borrow them when I helped him weed.  I figured I needed them now.

	A trip to the kitchen was inevitable, but I danced around in the hall outside it, unwilling to go in.  I won’t go near the fridge, I told myself, but the food was in the pantry.

	Just go, and don’t look.  I took a deep breath and plunged into the kitchen like it was an icy lake.  Moving quickly, I went for the kitchen knives first, wrapping them in a hand towel and putting them into my bag.  I decided to put one in my pocket.  Next, I got two water bottles from above the sink and filled them to the top.  Tears streamed down my face, making it hard to see.

	Turning, I made myself move to the pantry.  I forced my eyes to look at the white of the pantry door, nothing else.  I stopped about three feet from it and had to lean over awkwardly to turn the handle.  I felt the weight of my mother’s head move across the floor as I pulled the door open, heard the whisper of her hair against the tile.

	With the door open just enough, I reached in and started grabbing things: a box of granola bars, a couple cans of soup, a bag of cereal.  I quickly put them into Nathan’s bag, grabbed my dad’s keys off the counter, and left the kitchen forever.

	I made us both go to the bathroom and put on a change of clothes.  Then, I gave Nathan his bag and put mine on.

	“Where are we going?” he asked.  His tears stopped, his face hollow and ashen.

	“I don’t know,” I answered and grabbed the minivan keys off their hook by the door.  “Let’s go.”

	When we left the house, we left the door open behind us.  But Nathan turned and went back.  He closed the door softly and made sure it locked.

	“It just feels right,” he said.

	I agreed.  It was like closing a coffin.

	Being out of the house in the open, made me nervous in a different way.  Though the street was oddly calm and quiet, I was afraid that my parents’ murderers would appear any moment.  Where are the sirens?  The police?  The firefighters?  It was eerily still.  “Let’s go,” I told Nathan and we walked toward the van.  He took his usual seat in the back.  We usually argued over who got the front, but I let him be.  I sat down in the driver’s seat, which still smelled lightly of my father’s cologne, and turned the key.  The engine started, and I tried to remember what my parents always did to make the car go backwards.

	“You don’t know how to drive,” Nathan stated the obvious.

	I bit my lip.  “Dad let me try a few times,” I said, to reassure myself more than him.

	“Yeah, in the parking lot, going super-slow,” Nathan pointed out.

	“I can do this,” I told him, and put the car into drive.  It moved toward the garage.  I slammed on the brakes, making us fly forward.

	“You want me to try?” Nathan offered.

	“No.  Now sit down and put your seat belt on, you twit.  If I crash this thing, you’d better be safe.”

	Arguing felt better.  Like things were almost normal.  I got the minivan into reverse and pulled out onto the road.  I looked into the rearview mirror once to see our home disappear forever behind us.

	I woke up from the memory when the sky was still dark.  The memory no longer made me cry, but it always exposed the raw, hallow part in me, like ripping off a scab.  I wrapped my arms tightly around my chest and decided to get up anyway and get a start on the day.  The scarb had taken everything from us.  It was time to take it back.

	 


Chapter Seven

	A Funny Way of Speaking

	 

	The early morning air outside my tent smelled like sage and fresh-fallen rain.  I sucked in a deep breath of it.  I closed my eyelids as I turned into the rising sun.

	“You miss him, don’t you?” 

	The unexpected male voice startled me.  I turned quickly, my legs reflexively in a fighting stance, to see Derrick casually walking toward me in a plaid shirt and blue jeans, his usual white cowboy hat on his head.  His dark blue eyes fell on me, and I felt incredibly self-conscious in the short boxers and tank top I’d stepped out of my tent in.

	“Who?” I asked, wondering why he was over here at all.  He usually hung out over by the Post with the other soldiers.  Ray had told me Derrick tried too hard to fit in.  He was always trying to prove himself with the guys and was a real show off for the ladies.  Cassandra had an alternating crush between him and Ray.  Ray had said that Derrick talked a lot with that smooth country accent but rarely had much to back it up.  Ray didn’t care for him much, which was enough for me to not like him, either.

	“Your boyfriend,” Derrick said, taking off his hat and brushing back his sun-bleached blond hair.  When I just stared back at him dumbly, he added, “You know, the one who got kidnapped by the scarb?” He had a funny way of saying scarb.  It came out more like scahr-buh.

	He put his thumbs into the front pocket of jeans.  He looked like he’d worked on a ranch his whole life.  He reeked of sun and sweet straw.

	This was getting uncomfortable.  Why won’t he just leave?  I was anxious to get over to check on Travis’s progress with the trucks.

	“Well, for what it’s worth”—he stalled, like he was embarrassed or something—“I thought you should know, since we are in the same troop and all, that I believe you.”  This got my attention, and I looked into his face for a sign he might be making fun of me.  He spoke softly and seriously.  “I believe the flying scarb may have taken Ray.  I know a heck of a lot of the guys back at the Post don’t think your story is very… accurate, but I don’t see why you would just make it up.”

	My mouth hung open slightly, like the hinges of my jaw had come loose.

	Derrick played with the toe of his cowboy boot in the dust.  “Well, I guess I better get back and help Rico and Jorge at the Post,” he finally said.  “I’ll see you at our troop meeting later tonight.”

	With that, he put his hat back on, turned, and started back toward town.  His figure from the back looked like a postcard.  Wild and western.  A gentleman?  I wasn’t sure.

	“See you,” I said weakly to the back of his plaid shirt.  Did that really just happen?  I wondered as I headed toward the lake for a quick clean-up to start the day.  An odd mixture of emotions mixed in my stomach: the lingering awkwardness of the whole situation, the uncertainty of Derrick’s real character, and a growing feeling of relief—relief that at least there was one person on this island who seemed to believe me.  He was hardly Officer Reynolds or anyone of real importance, but at least there was someone.  I was glad he was in my troop.  I’d take as many allies as I could get once combat began.

	Travis wasn’t much for talking while he worked, which was all right with me.  I was too anxious.  It’d been two days already.  Is he still alive?  Where could he be?  Those questions and a hundred others filled my mind until I thought I would burst.  Travis seemed to sense my growing unease, so he tried to talk about school and stuff from back before the scarb.  I didn’t really pay attention to it.  Finally, he found something that got my mind off Ray. 

	“You know, word is the scouts are coming back tonight?”

	I nearly dropped the socket wrench I was holding.  “What?” I ducked down under the engine to see his face better.  “For real?  I thought they weren’t expected back until the end of the week!”

	He smiled.  “For real.  Your brother should be home before midnight tonight.”

	My heart nearly flew up into the tree tops.  Nathan will be coming home tonight!

	It proved to be even better than that.  Just as I was helping put the last of Travis’s tools back into his tool box, when I heard a call, “The scouts are back!”

	I looked at Travis.  He smiled and took the tools out of my hand.  “Go.” Sprinting out of the fuel yard, I came onto the main street and scanned the air for a sign of my brother.  But it was so filled with dust from all the people walking, I couldn’t see much.

	“There they are!” another woman cried.  I shielded my eyes with my hands.  Eight dirt-crusted men and two women came up the road.  I ran toward them.  They were so covered in grime it was hard to distinguish one from the others.  But at the back I saw two bright green eyes.

	  “Nathan!”

	He looked like he’d gotten even taller and maybe added another pound to his scrawny frame since the last time I’d seen him.  Is it possible for a fifteen-year-old to grow so much in six weeks?  His face had a thick shadow of dirt on it, making his skin blend in with his light brown hair and the whites of his green eyes stand out more.  His lips cracked into a crusty smile when he saw me.

	“Cat,” he called, and we ran into a tight embrace.  He squeezed my shoulders so hard I could barely breathe.  All my emotions came rushing to me: relief to see him, fear about what I had to tell him.

	Nathan’s face fell when he saw mine.  “What’s wrong, Cat?”

	“Ray’s gone,” I said slowly.  “The scarb got him, but I don’t think he’s dead.  I think they captured him.”  

	“What?  How?”

	I explained what happened that morning and how the scarb may have taken Ray to the eastern colony.  When I told Nathan of our plan to attack as soon as the trucks were running, a fierce look came across his face.

	“We’ve got to get him back,” he said.

	“I know.”

	We turned away from town toward our tent, but he stopped and frowned.  “You said you thought that red-haired scarb spoke to you?”

	 “Well, it seemed like she mouthed something, but she might have just been moving her lips.  I might have just imagined hearing her voice in my mind.”

	Nathan’s lips twisted to the left.  “I’m not so sure.”

	Great, now I’ve gotten him even more worried.  “It’s nothing, really.”  The last thing I needed was for him to think I was losing my mind.

	“It’s not just that, though,” he rubbed his finger against his top lip.  “Why did they take Ray instead of just killing him?”

	I took Nathan’s arm and started walking us through the tall grass again.  “I don’t know.  Maybe the queens have developed a taste for fresh human meat?” But that didn’t seem very probable, either.  Scarb didn’t eat humans.  Just killed them and left them to rot, threat eliminated.

	“It’s weird to me,” Nathan said.

	I helped Nathan unpack the few supplies he’d taken with him.  The last thing he pulled from his pack was an obsidian arrowhead wrapped in a piece of leather.  “I found it near a dormant volcano.  Indians used to use them to hunt.  I thought it might bring you good luck.”  He wrapped a bit of twine around it in a crisscross pattern to make a necklace.

	“I love it.”

	We spent the rest of the day helping Travis with the trucks, and then that night we headed over to the Post for the meeting with our troop.

	I wanted to sit in the back, but Nathan led me to the front and sat right next to Cassandra.  “She’s so hot,” he whispered to me.  I just rolled my eyes and tried not to notice how low-cut her button-up blouse was.  She mostly ignored his stares which was just fine to me.  More of our troop filed in.  I noticed that most were young, twenty-five and under.  The older, more experienced soldiers would be with Officer Reynolds at the main entrance.  Officer Davin came in behind Officer Reynolds and they took seats at the front of the group.  Officer Davin adjusted the strap of his arm sling, but he actually caught my eye and smiled.  Maybe it won’t be so bad being in his troop after all.

	Officer Reynolds started the meeting with instructions on material preparation for the attack.  

	“We are leaving in two days, when the trucks are running,” he explained.  “I expect you to ready your weapons, fill your individual pressurized water packs, sharpen your knives, and charge your solar-powered flashlight.”   He was talking to Mrs. Weatherstone and some of the other women about food preparation, and I pretty much tuned him out.  Suddenly, I heard my name.

	“Ms. McCabe,” he said sharply, “how do you propose we look for Ray during this operation?  I would like to hear your plan, since it’s your idea that Ray may be held captive inside.”

	My plan.  Panic fluttered through me.  I hadn’t thought of a plan.  All I’d been worried about was fixing the trucks and getting to the colony.

	“Yeah, Sis,” Nathan nudged me. “What’s your plan?”

	When I still didn’t say anything, Officer Davin spoke up.  “I don’t see how any rescue attempt will be possible.  We’re flooding the entrances.  If Ray is really inside, anyone going after him will drown with the scarb.”

	Guess he’s not on my side after all.  But he was right.  How were we going to find Ray?

	All thirty eyes of our troop were on me.  Cassandra twirled her auburn hair, looking at me smugly.  My cheeks flushed.

	An unexpected, southern-accented voice came to my rescue.“We’re working on a plan for that right now.” Derrick gave me a reassuring nod.  “I expect we should have a solid idea by tomorrow.”

	My breath seemed to stick in my throat.

	“Is that correct, Catherine?” Officer Reynolds asked.

	“Uh, yeah.”I blinked rapidly, trying to take it in.  Why was Derrick being so helpful?

	Derrick spoke up again.  “We’d like to know how many soldiers we can count on to carry out the rescue mission.”

	“How many?” Officer Davin repeated like we’d just asked if the pope could come with us.

	“Yeah,” Derrick leaned his forearms against his blue jeans.  “We’ll need at least a few soldiers.”

	Officer Davin huffed.  Officer Reynolds looked about the room.  “You can have as many as want to volunteer.  Anyone?”  Nathan raised his hand beside me, but he was the only one.

	“Looks like you’ve got your soldiers,” Officer Reynolds declared.  So, it’s just Derrick, Nathan, and me?  How stupid is that?

	Officer Reynolds was preparing to move on when I cut in.

	“Don’t you think we should put more effort into finding Ray?”I glared at the faces around me.  “He’s saved half your butts.”
      Officer Reynolds gave me a stern look.  “This mission, as you may recall, is an attack on the eastern queen and her colony.  Any rescue attempts will be secondary to this main objective.  You have your volunteers, and you will remember that you obey your troop leader first.  If Ray is in their mountain, his loss will be acceptable.”

	Ray’s loss acceptable?  I nearly started yelling, but Nathan put a hand on my knee.  “Don’t worry, Cat,” he whispered.  “We’ll get him, with or without their help.  Now’s not the time to cause a scene.”

	But that’s exactly what I wanted to do.  Every second that ticked by felt like he was slipping further away from me.  So, let me make a scene.  Let me rage and shake those insolent soldiers by their hair until they feel the pain I feel.  But, Nathan was right.  Just a few more days, and I’d get Ray.  And if I couldn’t get Ray, at least I could get vengeance.

	 


Chapter Eight

	A Plan

	 

	 

	A southern voice startled me the next morning as Nathan and I were scrubbing our combat clothes at the laundry lot.  “We need to make a plan.” Derrick walked over to Nathan and me.  “So, let’s plan.”

	“Um, okay,” I answered, rubbing my raw hands with a towel.  “I never got to thank you for speaking up at the meeting either, so, um, thank you.”

	Derrick gave an easy smile.  I noticed he had a dimple on his left cheek.  “No problem.” He bobbed his head so his hat cast a shadow over his blue eyes.  “So, Officer Reynolds made it pretty clear we need to follow orders first—and I think we should—but that doesn’t mean we can’t do a little side mission, as well.”

	“Okay,” I prompted him to continue.  Nathan scrubbed his boots while he listened.

	Derrick drew in the dirt to explain his idea. First he drew a rough triangle for the mountain.  “Well, we can’t get around the flooding.  But I was thinking, there’s still that small entrance just north of the western one.”  He made an “x” on the mountain.  “No one’s too worried about it, since the scarb just seem to use it for dumping waste once in a while.  I figure after we help flood the main entrances, we can use that high north one to get in and at least see if Ray is there.”

	I turned his plan over in my mind.  “I’d really rather get in before they flood it—”

	Nathan put his boot down.  “You know that’s suicide, Cat,” he said in his brotherly way.  “No human’s been inside a scarb colony.  Ever.  There’s no way we could make it in and out, undetected and alive.  Besides, we don’t want to give away the entire attack.  I think Derrick’s plan is the best we can do.”

	Derrick seemed pleased that he’d won my brother’s approval, but he seemed to be waiting on mine.

	“I don’t know.  I just think there’s something more we can do.”And so I tried to think of a better plan.  I ran it over and over through my mind, until my temples throbbed.  My heart ached.  Ray could be in that colony, and now we were going to flood it without giving him a chance.  But any idea I came up with ended only in likely death.  I finally resigned myself to the fact that Derrick’s plan was all we had.

	Two days later, Nathan and I walked wordlessly to one of the three fire engines.  We set our packs of supplies inside beside the others and double-checked our weapons: two steel blades in their sheaths around my waist, a smaller one under my sleeve, two more at my ankles, water pack filled and strapped onto my back.  I watched sunlight reflect off a drop of dew on the hood of the truck.  Everything was ready, and yet, nothing felt right.

	 Nathan jogged over to me after speaking with some of the other young soldiers.  “Let’s go get him,” he said, knowing who I was thinking of.

	“Yeah, let’s do this,” I said, fixing my eyes on the massive mountains.  It took nearly half a day just to load the fire trucks onto the massive barges we’d made the first time we brought them across the lake, and get them to the other side.  We followed an old winding country road that cut through the mountains.  It was in such poor condition after all the years of not being driven over; making the journey was long and bumpy.  Sometimes I’d ride with Nathan on top of the fire truck; other times I was so sick of all the jostling, I’d walk alongside it.  I wished I could zoom there as quickly as the fliers flew over the mountains.  Every hour felt like an eternity.

	On the evening of the second day, we reached the last ridge before the colony.

	I sat next to Nathan in my sleeping bag under a willow tree.

	“Don’t you wish Dad were here?” he asked me.

	“Having second thoughts?” I asked back.  We didn’t talk about our parents much, but I wasn’t surprised he’d brought it up now.  The mission could prove to be pure suicide.  Everyone knew it, though no one said it.

	“It’s not that,” Nathan answered.  “I just think he would be good for Rimerock, you know?  He was so calm and strong when he needed to be.  You’re a lot like him.”

	I nudged him.  “You are, too, Nate.  You are, too.”  An owl hooted somewhere in the branches above us.  “You nervous?”

	“Nah.  Let’s give ‘em hell.”

	I couldn’t agree more.  After a night of little sleep and a lot of waking and wondering if dawn had come yet, I was eager to go and get it over with.  I dressed in my battle gear: leather wraps over my clothes, boots, and a metal helmet.  I slipped the obsidian arrowhead Nathan gave me under my collar so that the stone rested coolly against my skin.  Nathan adorned my helmet with three blue jay feathers he’d found.  

	The sun rose higher.  I checked all my weapons and the water pack on my back and slid my two steel swords into my pack.

	We scarfed down a quick breakfast of homemade granola bars and almonds then got into position.  Nathan, his best friend, Gray, and Derrick had been placed on the fire truck to protect the three guys manning the water hoses, and to take their place should the worst happen.  It was like Officer Davin had put them there specifically so they couldn’t assist me with finding Ray.  I was to be on the ground, front line combat to take out any scarb that might make it out of the west entrance.

	“Protecting the truck is your top priority,” Officer Davin reminded me sternly.

	After rolling up my sleeping bag, I put it into the back of the fire engine.  Derrick gave me a nod.  He looked good.  I couldn’t help noticing. He stood like a war-god in his combat gear and blond hair glinting from under his hat.  The cowboy hat clashed with the battle gear, but it suited him.  Nathan hopped up beside him, taller and thinner but just as determined to fight.  Scruffy-faced Gray, gave him a slap on the back.  The engine rumbled to life.

	“Let’s do this!” he called, pumping his spear into the air.  I pretended not to notice the kiss he blew to Cassandra.  She was on foot with me.  I just hoped I wouldn’t have to rescue her pretty little butt.

	The rest of our troop echoed Nathan’s cry.  Adrenaline pumped into my veins.  All my senses felt on high alert.  The smell of vegetable-diesel exhaust and pine needles filled my nostrils.  Dust filled the path.  I strained to pick up any sound of approaching scarb.  Surely, it wouldn’t take them long to hear or see us coming. We reached the top of the ridge, and the colony came into view.  From the outside, it was nothing more than a mountain side with three visible entrances that looked like they could be caves, but who knew how many scarb lived inside?  Sure enough, the scarb discovered our presence.  I saw several run inside, and then about fifty or so came pouring out the east entrance.  More came from the other side of the mountain.

	“Get the hoses to the lake!” Officer Reynolds ordered from atop the largest of the three fire engines.

	A half dozen soldiers from each troop unraveled the long hoses and ran off into the forest toward the lake.  A dozen of our best fighters followed them for protection, massive water packs on their backs.  The engines pressed forward in an effort to distract the scarb and keep the water hoses safe.  

	We headed downhill toward the colony.  The scarb were three hundred yards from us and closing fast.

	“Ready your weapons,” Officer Reynolds called.  I pulled out my two small swords.  Most of the soldiers around me prepared to aim the hose of their water packs, but I was second-guessing using the water pack at all.  I was much better with a blade.  I slipped my pack off.  “Nathan!” I shouted over the rumble of the engines.  He peered down at me. Someone had smeared two black lines under his eyes and one down his nose.  War paint.  “Catch my pack,” I called and threw it up to him.

	“You don’t want water?” he asked.

	“It slows me down,” I cupped my mouth so he could hear me.  “You can aim it better from up there, anyway.  Try to watch my back.”

	He nodded and disappeared over the engine’s roof.

	A moment later, Muse’s “Uprising” blasted from the top of the engine.  Nathan’s head appeared again, a fat grin across his face.  The song was on the only CD Ray had taken with him when the scarb first hit America.

	“Nice,” I shouted up to him. Gray gave him a high-five, like this was a football game or something.  But the music seemed to be in-beat with my heart, it pushed my muscles further.

	The trees got thicker.  I couldn’t see much past our engine, but I could hear the sounds of battle as the scarb reached the first troop.  Men and women screamed.  Scarb clicked and buzzed as they moved.  Water blasted, leaving the trail wet and muddy beneath my boots.  We were about four minutes behind the first truck.  I wasn’t just going to sit there.  I ran past our truck to meet them, when Officer Davin yelled, “Sergeant McCabe, you will remain with your assigned troop!”  He looked almost regal in his army uniform and hat.  The fire hose he held in his good arm was so big, I almost didn’t notice his other arm in its sling.

	“But the scarb are attacking!” I shouted back, surprised that I’d suddenly been promoted to sergeant.  “I can help.”

	A soldier with a long gray beard by the engine’s front wheel agreed.  “Yeah, we can help.”

	“Yes!” Travis added and shook his pipe wrench.

	Officer Davin squinted.  “All right, you can go, but I want you to return to our engine as soon as we reach the east entrance.”

	Yes!  Travis and four other men came over to me.  “We’ll follow you,” Travis said, and I was a little taken back.  All of them were older than me.

	“All right,” I yelled, and we ran down the muddy trail past the soldiers ahead of us.  Through the trees, we could see the tail lights of the first fire engine glowing like two red eyes.  They’d already employed two of the three hoses.  The ground was slick.  The soldiers still standing were drenched.  We had to pass over several bodies.  One was still alive, hanging onto a tree trunk, a deep gash through his midsection.  But we couldn’t stop.  Mrs. Weatherstone and the other medics at the back would tend to the wounded.  The water was working, though.  We practically had to climb up a pile of five or six drenched scarb bodies lying in the engine’s tracks.  Their arms were stiff at their sides, their fingers curled.

	Then, the first engine came to a complete stop in front of us.  Dozens of scarb leapt down from the trees.  Several fought the soldiers atop the engine.

	“Let’s get up there.”  The last thing we needed was one of our trucks going down.

	No one guarded the back of the truck, and two more scarb climbed up the ladder.  I threw my ankle knife into the week spot of one’s shoulder blade.  Green liquid oozed out of his shirt.  The knife pierced his lung and he fell to the ground.  I pulled the knife out.  Travis and a gray-haired soldier with a pointed chin climbed up the ladder after another scarb.  It had long, pointed orange spikes circling its eyes.  They grabbed the scarb from behind.  It slashed its pincher-like hands at Travis, it’s nails as long as a ruler, but the gray-haired soldier decapitate it and threw it’s body over the edge into the forest.  I stepped onto the engine’s roof.  There were four more scarb atop it and only half a dozen humans left from Troop One, including Officer May.  Oh my heavens.  How are we going to do this?  A sinking feeling came into my heart.  Maybe this had been a really bad idea.  From the top of the truck, I had a pretty good view of the carnage around us.  The trees moved like living things.  Hundreds of scarb thronged them.  The ground was thick with blood, slime, and scarb.

	A three-hundred-pound-plus scarb jumped from the trees and landed on the roof right in front of me.  He stretched out his scaly, blue arms for me, but each arm had split into two at the elbow, giving him four hands.

	“Well, that’s strange.”  I danced out of his lunge.  I spun behind him, lifted my swords, and hacked off both his top hands from their hinges.  Clear fluid squirted out of the sockets.  When the fluid hit the roof, the metal hissed and burned.  The scarb whirled to get at me, splattering my hands with the acidic juice.

	“Agh!”It burned at my flesh.  I wasn’t going to waste any more time with that, so I went for the weak part behind the scarb’s ear and drove the tip of my blade into his brain.  More clear liquid squirted out and burned through the leather armor of my pant leg.

	“Grah!” It singed my skin down to the muscle.  The pain was so intense, my head started to get woozy.  I thought I might pass out when a blast of water hit my leg.  “Oh, thank heavens.”

	There was Nathan atop the second fire engine.  It had finally caught up with the first.  He had my pressurized water pack.

	“Thanks, bro!”

	“Watch out,” he cried and aimed the hose at my shoulder.  I turned just in time to see him blast another scarb back several feet.  But then the water ran out.  The scarb was still standing, but its shoulders and knees were starting to clam up, making it rather easy to take its head off.  For the moment, we’d cleared the scarb from the roof.

	“I’m taking the driver’s seat,” Officer May yelled.  I guessed that the driver had been killed and that’s why it had stopped.  Sure enough, that’s what happened, so we dumped the big man’s body out of the truck.  He was the one who used to catch the most trout each winter.  The engine lurched forward just as more scarb jumped from the canopy.  One kicked me right in the chest, and I almost flew over the edge.   Travis caught me.  He hacked at the scarb with his pipe wrench until it was just a few mutilated pieces.

	“Not bad for a mechanic,” I told him between bursts of breath.  The engine picked up speed, and the scarb fell by the way.  We came out of the trees and saw the main entrance into the mountain colony.  The opening was about nine or ten feet high, but its mouth was black.  Who knew how deep it went.  Dozens of scarb poured out of it.  I felt like a five-year-old who had stomped on an anthill.  Only now I was smaller and weaker than the ants.

	There was fear in Travis’s eyes.  “How are we going to make it?”Our numbers had been few to start with, not more than a hundred and fifteen.  There had to be at least two hundred scarb outside the mountain already.  More kept coming.

	“We’ve got to get back to our troop,” the gray-haired soldier said as the engine slowed and prepared to position itself in front of the main entrance.  But within seconds, the engine was surrounded by scarb: black ones with rippling biceps and red jawbones sticking out of their skin, pale ones that looked like they’d seen too little sun with eyes the size of apples bulging out of their sockets, sun-tanned scouts and barb-elbowed warriors with tendrils dangling from their feet.  Those tendrils seemed to be waiting to wrap around our necks.  There were scarb I’d never seen before, like the ones with four arms and one with red, bubbles on its skin that popped and sprayed acid.

	“We’re never going to make it,” I whispered.  And it was true.  There were just too many of them.  Nathan’s engine came rumbling up toward the entrance.

	“Don’t stop!” I yelled, but they couldn’t hear me.  The truck stopped just feet behind the rear of the first.  The third engine with Officer Reynolds came up behind, and it stopped, too.  We were all trapped before the main tunnel, surrounded by a sea of monsters and forced into a tight semi-circle around the engines.  Those on the ground quickly fell to the onslaught of the blood-thirsty scarb.

	An ear-piercing scream rent the air.  It was Cassandra.  I could see her auburn braid swinging in the midst of scarb.  Then it fell.  There was nothing I could do.

	Scarb started climbing the engine, scaling the sides without using the ladders, like beetles climbing walls.  I spun my swords in two arcs, faster and faster.  The blades chinged off the scarb’s thick plated chitin, but every once in a while it would drive into weaker connective tissue and take off a hand or slice into a rib cage.  My hands were slick with their blood and fluids, but still they came.  Where are the water runners?

	I heard a snap.  The gray-haired soldier fell lifeless across my boots.  I had to kick his corpse off the truck.

	“There’s too many of them,” Travis cried, his face splattered with blood and bits of black flesh.  There were only seven humans left on top of the engine.  The water from the holding tanks ran out.  The packs ran out.  I lost one of my swords after imbedding it into a brown scarb’s thigh.  She fell back into the throng of beasts on the ground before I could retrieve it.  I was down to one sword and my knives.

	“Water runners!” I heard the cry from one of the engines back.  I turned to see five or so humans running toward the third fire truck with two of the water hoses.  At least three dozen scarb blocked their way.

	“We’ve got to get to them,” I shouted to Travis.  He nodded, and together, we slashed our way off the engine.  We jumped onto the hood of Nathan’s truck and scrambled up to the top.  Nathan and Derrick were back to back, fighting three black scarb.  I took out one by slicing the tendons of its ankles so it couldn’t kick at my brother.  Derrick used a large mallet to crush the soft spot of another’s skull.  Nathan used his martial arts skills and put a roundhouse-kick into the last.  There was a deep gash in Nathan’s upper arm.

	“Are you okay?” I asked.

	“Fine,” he huffed.

	“We’ve got to get to those water hoses if any of us are going to survive.” I pointed.  Nathan, Derrick, and three others abandoned the second truck, and we dashed over to protect the water runners.

	When we got there, Sergeant Sims was hauling the hose over one shoulder, fending off scarb with his other hand.  He looked at me with relief and said a quick “thanks.”  Derrick and Nathan picked up the heavy hose, and I ran alongside, keeping the scarb back enough for us to get the hose to the third fire engine.

	Officer Reynolds grabbed it and attached it to the holding tank on the side of the truck.  I kept my one sword swinging.  “Let her rip!” he yelled, and his soldiers turned the handle.  Did it work?  I suddenly found myself alone amidst a circle of about nine scarb.  The others had all made it onto the truck.  I spun my sword above my head like a helicopter blade, daring any of them to get closer.  They snapped their jaws and clicked their pointed teeth at me.  Two charged me from behind.  Pain sliced down my spine.  I screamed and threw my fist into the jaw of the beast that had cut me with his barbed elbows.  His jaw sank into my shoulder, and he ripped off a chunk of it, spitting my skin and muscle onto the ground.  Another scream jetted out of my throat.

	I was all adrenaline and rage.  The bloody-mouthed scarb went for another bite at my neck.  I smashed the pommel of my sword over and over into his skull.  The bone was too strong, so I went for his eyes.  The butt of my sword dove in deep, and I smashed his eye into his brain cavity.  This seemed to enrage the others, and in an instant, they were all over me, biting my calves and slashing my stomach with their barbs.  One pressed heavily on my chest.  I couldn’t shake them.  There were just too many.

	“Nathan!” I screamed.  One of the scarb bit my left thumb to the bone.  This is it.  I can’t survive this.  But then, something else attacked me: a torrent of pounding water.  It hit me so strongly I couldn’t breathe.  The water battered me over and over.  When it stopped, I was nothing more than a heap of blood and tattered flesh lying in the mud.  Blearily, I blinked my eyes.  All I could see was muck and several lumps of bodies—if they were human or scarb, I couldn’t tell.  Everything was covered in a tomb of mud, and somewhere far away, there were tree trunks.  And then there were boots in front of me.  Hands on my legs and back.  I screamed and tried to fight, but then there was Nathan’s voice in my ear.  “It’s okay, Cat.  We’ve got you.”

	And then another voice, older and more commanding.  “Can you stand?”It was Officer Reynolds.

	“I think so.” I tried, and though every cell of my body protested, I made myself walk with my arm around my brother.  The sight of the engine came in and out of my hazy focus.  And then there were the water hoses.  Three of them jetting out torrential blasts of water.  That’s what hit me and got those devils off.  That water saved my life.

	Strong arms pulled me to the top of the fire engine.  Nathan had me sit.  Mrs. Weatherstone was there and began immediately patching up my wounds.  I watched weakly as the scarb broke out in waves and tried to get at us, only to be blasted back, incapacitated, by the water.  Nathan and Derrick got down and ran the second hose over to our troop’s engine.  Amazingly, Officer Davin was still alive.  Once they cleared the assaulting scarb, Officer Reynolds commanded them to “Focus all the water into the tunnel!”

	Both fire engines focused their water into the main entrance.  The third engine remained abandoned and useless at the side.  None of the personnel on that truck made it.  Not the driver, not the water runners, not even sweet Officer May.

	The tunnel filled with water, and soon no more scarb came out of it.  Scarb bodies floated in the muddy water pooling around us.  Ray!  What if he’s in there!  “What about the two other tunnels?” I shouted to Officer Reynolds as our truck pulled up beside Nathan’s to get closer to the main entrance.

	He didn’t have an answer for me.  I started to get up, and though my legs were wobbly, I was determined to use them.  “You can’t save him,” Officer Reynolds said sharply, as if he knew that’s what I was thinking.  I kept walking.  “You have to stay here and complete this mission.”

	“The mission?” I yelled back into his lined face.  “The mission is a failure.  We may have flooded this tunnel, but the scarb will get out the other two and be all over us again!  I’m going to look for Ray while I still have a chance.”

	Officer Reynolds didn’t blink.  “I order you to stay.”

	I took a moment.  “I don’t take orders from anyone,” I said and climbed off the truck.  Just as I reached the muddy ground, it happened just as I said it would.  Scarb poured over the hills from the east and west entrances.  Hundreds of them.  Many were already crawling on their hands, their feet kicking in the air.  They only did that when they were especially pissed off.

	“Davin, you take the right,” Officer Reynolds called.  “We’ll take the left.

	“Wanna swim you filthy beasts?” I heard Nathan taunt the approaching scarb.

	Gray joined him.  Gray was short compared to Nate, with buzzed brown hair and hazel eyes.  He and Nate had been friends since we joined Rimerock.  “I heard you like fire-hose first thing in the morning!” he laughed.  It wasn’t funny to me.  Ray could be drowning in the water that saved us.

	Run, Cat, run!  My mind shrieked for my body to move, but there was nowhere to go.  Find Ray, find him.  Get inside the colony.  My boots sloshed, my clothes clung coldly to my skin.  Every way was blocked by water or scarb.  The fire engines kept us in a protective circle of water, if I left it, death was certain.

	“They can’t get to us!  Hah!” Gray boasted from above.  But I knew things weren’t looking good.  How long can we hold them off?  How long until they discover our water hoses and destroy them?  We couldn’t hold them off forever.

	Suddenly, a horrible buzzing sound filled the air.

	“What on earth?” Officer Reynolds yelled, his eyes to the skies.  Several dozen fliers came out of the upper entrances of the mountain.  They zoomed toward us.

	“Fliers?” Mrs. Weatherstone shrieked.  Strangely, all the scarb on the ground stopped their attack.  Those closest held their ground.

	“Fliers!” Officer Reynolds echoed.  “Aim your hoses at the sky!”

	But the water streams were slow as they arched upwards, and the fliers easily maneuvered out of the way.  Among them, I saw a blur of red hair.  It’s her.  The one that took Ray.  She’s here.

	I pulled out my sword, ready to get revenge.  Within seconds she was right above our engine with her two massive bodyguards and several others.  They dropped altitude until they were just inches out of my reach.  I prepared to cut them off at their ankles and anything else I could with my blade.  Before I knew what was happening, the fliers dropped a thick rope net over my head.  I heard my brother and several of the others scream.  Through the rough cords, I saw that they too had been netted.  Captured?  Just like Ray.  How can I be captured?  I slashed at the ropes with my sword.  Then the ground underneath me gave way.  I was lifted several inches into the air.  I started hacking at the net, but scaly hands grabbed my wrists and took the weapon from me.

	“No!”I struggled to get to the blades on my ankles when a large fist hit my head.  My body went slack and everything went dark.

	 


Chapter Nine

	I Can Still Fight

	 

	 

	A fat lime-green leaf.

	That was the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes.  Soft fuzz covered the leaf’s edges.  Yellow light came through it, exposing its neon veins.  Beautiful.  The air was warm and humid, like a rainforest.  Am I dead?

	Some part in the back of my mind remembered flashes of a battle: fire engines blasting,

	waterfalls of drowning death, Nathan spearing a scarb through the gut, clear liquid hissing on my skin, thin wings and gorgeous long red hair.

	Where am I?  I was lying flat on my back.  Soft dirt cushioned me, a tree over my head.  But it doesn’t feel like the mountain forest.  The air was too moist and fragrant with magnolia blossoms, like the kind of perfume my mother used to wear.  I rubbed a clump of dirt between my middle finger and thumb.  It was soft, like it had recently been wet.  I tried to get up, but I didn’t seem to have enough strength to do more than move my fingers.

	Next, I heard voices, low and faint like they were some distance from me.  Their words were all garbled.  At least I’m not alone.  I think that’s a good thing.

	“Carla,” a voice said close to the crown of my head.  “She’s awake.”

	For a moment, I panicked.  I didn’t know who was with me in this humid place, and the fact that I couldn’t move scared me.  But then, Mrs. Weatherstone came into view, her long gray hair hanging loose around her gentle face.

	“Oh, good,” she said softly, patting my face with what felt like a cool towel.  I instantly felt at ease in her presence.  If she was so calm here, then everything must be alright.  “Bring me some of that honey nectar,” she turned and told someone behind her who I couldn’t see.  Her hazel eyes looked back to me.  “How are you feeling?  Can you talk?”

	I took a breath and managed to answer in a gravelly voice, “Um, I feel okay.”Wow, I sound like I haven’t spoken for days.  Again, I lifted my head to try to get up.

	“Don’t try that just yet,” she cautioned and put her hand underneath my head until I rested it again.  “They brought you to us only this morning.  It always takes a while for the effects to wear off.”

	Her words didn’t make sense.  I must’ve hit my head hard or something.  “Brought me?  Who brought me?”I coughed.  “What effects?  Where’s Nathan?”  Suddenly nothing else mattered.  I started to speak really fast.  “Is he all right?”

	 “He’s fine dear, he’ll be back in a moment.”

	“The last thing I remember was the flying scarb.  They got us in these… nets?”  Was that right?  It all kind of felt like a strange dream now.

	She put her hand to her mouth.  “Oh, dear.  Here I am troubling you with more than you’re ready for.  Just rest now.  We’ll explain everything to you as soon as you have some strength.  Now, where is that boy with the nectar?”

	Nathan’s face came into view, and he smiled at me. “Good to see you awake, sis.”  He passed a large curved leaf to Mrs. Weatherstone.  “This stuff tastes disgusting, but it will help you feel better, trust me.”

	Mrs. Weatherstone opened the cap and put the end of the leaf to my lips, pouring a thick liquid into my mouth.  Nathan was right.  It was nasty—thick, too-sweet and slightly fermented—but I trusted his word and swallowed it.

	“Uck,” I spat.

	“Ha, ha,” Nathan laughed.  “Told you it was fun.”

	The liquid hit my stomach and made it lurch.  I thought I might vomit and have to taste the horrid stuff all over again, but warmth seemed to spread out of my stomach to the rest of my body.  It made my head feel light and funny.

	“What is that?” I asked.  Mrs. Weatherstone was again running a cool towel over my forehead.

	“We call it honey nectar,” she explained, “though the insect that makes it is really more like a beetle than a bee.  We’ve never seen anything like it before.”

	With the strength of the honey nectar in me, I lifted my head to take another look around me.  Past the lime leaves above, I could see light coming through some kind of web-like net high above.  It wasn’t a natural looking sky.  Thick foliage surrounded us on all sides: bushes with leaves as large as the fire trucks’ tires and massive white-and-yellow flowers with orange centers.  The ground buzzed with the sound of insects. A gurgle of water came from somewhere to the right.  A firefly the size of a dinner plate zoomed over my head.

	“What is this place?” I asked, trying to take it all in.

	Office Reynolds answered, and I was surprised to hear his voice.  “We’re not entirely sure,” he said crisply.  He stepped into the clearing where I lay, still dressed in his military uniform, his badge pinned to his chest.  He was always to be officer of the U.S.  Army, no matter how decrepit that army became.  “We believe it is a holding dome in the epicenter of the scarb colony.”

	Inside the scarb colony?  Did I hear him right?  My eyes grew wide, and my breath quickened.

	Mrs. Weatherstone tried to still me. “So much for not getting her too excited,” she muttered under her breath.

	Apparently Officer Reynolds heard her, because he said, “Tell her.  She needs to know.”

	 “Yeah, please tell me how we got here, inside the colony.  I remember nets.  Are we being held prisoner?”  Then hope shot through me.  “Is Ray here?”

	Nathan put a hand on my leg and looked up to Officer Reynolds.  “I’d like to tell her if I can”

	He nodded, and I turned to Nathan.  “Ray isn’t here.  I thought I’d answer that one first, since you won’t listen to anything else I say until you know.  We looked for him, but this place isn’t really that big. It’s like a giant fish bowl.  We can’t get in or out.  Only the scarb can.  It’s like they have this web around us that responds only to their DNA or something.  But I’m getting off-subject.  Anyway, most of us woke up here nine days ago.  I was with the first group, so I know.  We looked for Ray and all the rest of you, but it was just us—”

	“How many were with you?” I interrupted.

	“Derrick,” Nathan answered.  A sigh of relief escaped my lips.  I needed my ally.  Nathan continued. “And two other guys: Travis, the mechanic, and a little guy named Jorge.  The next day two more showed up, Mrs. Weatherstone and Gray.  Then, it was three days before they brought Officer Reynolds in.  I thought I wouldn’t see you again, but then I remembered how torn up from the battle Officer Reynolds had been; several broken ribs and half his hamstring was torn out.  It was weird, but when they brought him, he didn’t have a scratch on him.  Same thing was true for us.  All our wounds were healed.”

	For the first time, I realized it had happened to me, too.  My body had been mutilated by the scarb.  Chunks of my shoulder had been bitten off, and my thumb was half-gone.  But now, it was as though nothing had happened.  I touched my shoulder to feel where the flesh should’ve been missing, but it was smooth.  There was no pain.  The injuries I’d sustained should’ve taken weeks to heal, but here I was, totally normal.

	“You’re saying they healed us?  The scarb?” I asked him, truly baffled.

	He rolled up his sleeve.  I remembered the deep gash that had been on his bicep, but now there wasn’t even a scar.  “It sure seems that way.  We think that after they caught us in the nets, they must’ve taken us somewhere to be healed.  When we were well, they brought us here.  So, when I saw that they practically brought Officer Reynolds back from the dead, I had hope for you.  But for five days, no one came, until today, when they finally brought you.”  His green eyes creased as he smiled, and he gave my leg a squeeze.

	It made me feel good to see that he was happy, but the whole thing felt strange to me.  “So, they just dropped me off in here?”

	“Yeah,” Nathan confirmed. “The guards come in and out only when they bring another human in.  They just set us here on the ground, then they leave.  And you know scarb aren’t much for conversation.  They wouldn’t answer any of my questions.  Guess I need to learn to speak scarb.  We don’t see them any other time.  But there’s food here: fruit and nuts.  Mrs. Weatherstone discovered that the honey nectar helps with the effects after they bring us here.  It sucked for me,” he laughed, “you had it way easier.  I was like a zombie for two whole days.”  I was glad it was funny to him, but I couldn’t laugh.

	My temples throbbed.  It didn’t make sense.  “Why would they heal us at all?  They were killing us?  Don’t they want us dead?”

	Officer Reynolds answered that one.  “That’s what we thought all along.  But now,  it seems this queen has another agenda.”

	The queen?  “Has anyone seen her?”It felt like a legitimate question.  Heck, I wouldn’t blink if I saw E.T., but Nathan laughed.

	“No, we haven’t seen her.  We may be the only humans to have ever gone inside a scarb colony and lived to tell, but we haven’t seen anything more than this room and a few of the guards.”

	“And we can’t get out?” I repeated just to make sure.

	Officer Reynolds reported, “The walls here are thick as steel and sticky.”

	“We’re flies in a freakin’ spider web,” Nathan added.

	“Whatever the colony wants with us,” Officer Reynolds continued, “we have no way of finding out or preparing ourselves.  They took all our weapons.”

	“I can still fight,” I resolved.  No one was going to turn me into a puppet—or a meal, for that matter.  Maybe they were fattening us up to feed us to their pet monster or something.

	Nathan raised his eyebrows.  “What are you going to do?  Throw a coconut at them?”

	“There’s always something,” I said flatly.

	“We’re thinking of a plan right now,” Officer Reynolds assured me, but it didn’t seem like they’d come up with much.  Without blades, we weren’t a match for the scarb.

	“We do have food, though,” Mrs. Weatherstone added, always looking for the positive.  “And clean water.  Everyone is in good physical condition.  I’m practically going crazy without even a drippy nose to treat.”

	I set my head back down and stared up at the green canopy.  “So no weapons.  And no Ray.”

	“Sorry, sis,” Nathan said softly.

	I thought back to the day of the attack.  “Did you see that green-looking scarb that caught me?” I asked him.  “The one with red hair?”

	“The scarb babe?” Nathan asked, sitting up.  He never misses a girl does he?

	“Yeah,” I gave a small laugh.  “The scarb babe.  You know she’s a scarb, right?” I teased him.  He just gave a wicked grin.  “Well, that was the same flier that took Ray when we were on the mountain.”

	“She was?”

	“Yes.”I sighed in frustration.  “I just thought that since she took us, we would find out where she’d taken Ray.  I was hoping he’d be here.”The same question ran over and over in my mind as I breathed in the wet, flower-scented air: What could they possibly want with us?

	 


Chapter Ten

	Owing

	 

	 

	When I felt like I could stand, then finally walk, Nathan wrapped an arm around my shoulders and helped me over to where the rest of the human captives had set up a make-shift camp.  We passed the massive white-and-yellow blossoms I’d seen while lying on the ground and crossed over a little stream.  That must have been the water sound I’d heard earlier.  At one point, the stream pooled inside a bowl of steaming rocks, evaporating the water into the air.  I breathed in the humid mist.

	Nathan pointed to it.  “We think that’s what keeps this place so stinkin’ soggy all the time,” he explained, “ It never rains, but Its like this dome has its own ecosystem or something.  Mrs. Weatherstone says its genius.  I personally don’t see what the big deal is about some mossy rocks, bushes, and bugs.”

	I looked up to the top of the dome, where seemingly natural sunlight streamed through the net of webs.  “That must be the surface, right?”

	Nathan squinted up and shrugged.  “Seems real enough.  The sun sets and rises the same.”

	I thought about that.  “If that really is the surface of the mountain side, we must be at least three hundred feet deep into the mountain.”I wished that at least one human had been inside the colony before and had been able to tell us about it.  A map would’ve been so helpful.  I looked across to the far edges of the curved dome wall.  What’s beyond that?  How big is this place anyway?

	We turned around a dripping willow tree and came to a small clearing where the camp had been set up.  “Home, sweet home,” Nathan murmured.

	In the center of the space sat a crude, open-air structure like a pavilion.  Six tree limbs had been stripped of their leaves and pounded into the soft ground for support beams.  The roof was made of cross-hatched bamboo limbs.  A flat rock made a table.  More bamboo leaves were spread across that, and some were bundled up and tied with thin strips of rope-like vines.

	“Dinner awaits.” Nathan motioned to the table.  “This is where we store the food we gather.”  Derrick sat at one end, sharpening a stick with a rock.  His hat was mud-splattered and crunched in on one side.  He smiled when he saw me and took off his hat in a gentlemanly gesture.  His hair was so disheveled and matted from the humidity it looked like a blond rat’s nest.

	“Making weapons?” I asked him a bit slyly as we ducked under the pavilion’s roof.

	He shot back an iniquitous grin.  “Always.”

	It made me glad that at least he was taking the offensive.  I knew that arming myself was number one on my list no matter how nicely the scarb seemed to be treating us.  We were still their prisoners, and they’d taken our weapons from us.  They had even taken the obsidian arrowhead.  That really pissed me off.  Who are they to take my things?  Derrick was smart to use his resources to his advantage.  We seem to think a lot alike.  He’s doing just what Ray would.  Just thinking Ray’s name stabbed at my heart.  Had he been here in this very dome?  Had he been doing these same things, storing food and making wooden knives?  What if he was just killed anyway?

	Either way, getting a weapon in my hands was the first thing I was going to do.  I’ll fight those blasted devils until the end.

	Mrs. Weatherstone came over with a large armful of bamboo leaves, which she set on the ground.  She proceeded to tear them into thin strips.

	“What’s that for?” I asked her.

	“Our beds,” Nathan answered for her.

	“Yes, and I’m working on yours right now,” Mrs. Weatherstone said, ripping another narrow strip.

	“Come on,” Nathan said, “I’ll show you.”  He led me out of the pavilion and took me down one of the several narrow pathways to another, smaller clearing.  Three mats made out of braided bamboo were on the ground.  “It’s not much,” Nathan said, “but it helps keep the mud off you.”

	“So that’s what Mrs. Weatherstone is doing,” I said, understanding now.

	“This one’s mine,” Nathan pointed to the one on the left under four large leaves.

	“Who sleeps on the other two?” I asked.

	Nathan pointed to the one on the right side. “Gray is there and—”

	“And you, Cat,” Derrick said, suddenly behind us, “are sleeping on the other one.”  He smelled so strongly of grass and dirt that I was surprised I hadn’t noticed him sooner.

	“What about the one Mrs. Weatherstone just started on?” I asked.

	Derrick smiled and brushed the fallen twigs and leaves off the mat.  “You can take my bed.  It’ll take Mrs. Weatherstone at least a day to finish the mat.  I don’t mind sleeping on the ground tonight.  We country boys are used to that sort of thing.  Besides, you’ll want to be close to your brother.”

	I didn’t know what to say.  “Thank you,” I told him.

	“No problem,” he answered, then lifted a rock beside his mat.  “And I thought you should have one of these.”He handed me a stick the length of my hand with a sharp rock fastened to the end of it with strips of bamboo.  “You never know when one of them will be watching.”He looked around the bushes like a scarb could be there lurking there right now.

	I took the weapon and slid it into my boot.  “Thanks again,” I told him.  He nodded once and left so it was just Nathan and me in the small clearing.

	“Tired?” Nathan asked, setting me down onto the mat Derrick had given me.  “It takes a while to feel … normal again.”He plopped down onto his own mat.

	He was right.  Whatever the scarb had done to heal me had also made me extremely lethargic, like I was constantly trying to swim through sand.

	After a moment, I looked at Nathan and asked, “Why do you think they have us here?”

	He leaned forward with his arms on his knees.  “For a while, my best guess was that this place was like a nursery, where they’d bring their young after they’d hatched, or however scarb are born.  You know, like in that ant farm I used to have.  After the larvae are born, the older ants brought them into that little room with all the bread crumbs and gooey stuff?” I tried to remember what he was talking about, wishing I’d paid more attention to it.  “Well, then if this is the nursery—”

	“Then we’re the bread crumbs,” I finished for him.  Being baby food didn’t sound like a good idea to me.

	“But whatever this place is,” Nathan continued, scratching at a bug bite on his shin, “the scarb seem to be really good at growing things.”

	“Maybe this is their green house?” I offered, but that didn’t seem quite right.  Why would they put human captives here, then?  I sighed, frustrated.  One thing did seem certain: The scarb had an agenda for us, else why would they keep us alive?  Why would the fliers come, net us, and not just let their army destroy us?  I thought back to the battle.  The ground scarb seemed to have no problem killing us, but they stopped as soon as the fliers showed up.  Then, instead of wiping us out, the fliers bagged us, apparently healed us, then put us in this dome.  “Ugh!” I growled.  “It’s so aggravating not knowing and just being stuck here!”I thought about Ray again.  “I guess we’ll find out sooner or later.”

	“At least we’re together,” Nathan said, always seeing the good.  But he was right.  It could have been a lot worse.  Cold drops of water started hitting my head, sliding off the wet leaves above.

	“The roof leaks,” Nathan said, stating the obvious.  For the first time in days, I laughed.

	That night, I slept cold and wet on the bamboo mat.  After a couple of hours of tossing, I found myself crying.  My heart ached for Ray.  I had been so sure that I would find him once we got to the colony.  Now, he was just as lost to me as ever.  All my hope seemed to drip away from me, like the water running off my skin.  I’d been strong for so long.  I’d held onto the dream that once we got to the scarb, I’d get him back.  He had always been there for me.  He’d protected me when I was too weak to protect myself, and he’d given Nathan and me the closest thing we had to a family.  Now, I had failed him.  When he needed me, I couldn’t save him.

	Close to dawn, I pulled my mat close to Nathan so we could try to keep each other warm, but it didn’t help much.  Water was everywhere.  On the plants, in the air, running from my eyes.  When we woke, I rubbed my eyes so my brother wouldn’t see I’d been crying.  “We seriously need to expand that pavilion so everyone can sleep on dry ground.”  I hoped that would fix everything.  He laughed and took me over to the pavilion.  The ground under it was just as soaked as anywhere else.  In fact, a little stream had formed and flowed through it.  Guess there really is no hope.  Mrs. Weatherstone shook out the bamboo leaves.

	Derrick came over as Nathan and I were eating some plums for breakfast.  He looked like a walking mud pile.  “At least the mats keep us from looking like that,” Gray laughed, and he and Nathan took turns dumping collected rainwater onto Derrick’s head.

	I felt bad, though.  He’d gotten all muddy just so I would have a better place to sleep.  I offered to help Mrs. Weatherstone strip and braid the bamboo leaves for his mat.  The work was mind numbing and helped me not think about Ray.  Later that day, though, my hands were raw from the rough leaves, and when Derrick came over and asked if I wanted to help him find more stones for weapons, I eagerly agreed, even though I didn’t want to leave the old nurse with all the work.

	“Go,” Mrs. Weatherstone laughed.  “You’re terrible at braiding anyway.”

	“You’re a champ,” I said and kissed her on the head before abandoning her to the job that had proved too tedious for me.  Besides, I was feeling a lot better that second day.  She had made me drink more of that nasty honey nectar after breakfast, but now, I felt energy returning to my limbs and fog clearing from my brain.

	“We’ll go look over at the north end,” Derrick told me as he led us away from the others.  “I’ve avoided it up until now, since it’s even wetter over there, but I’ve pretty much cleared the rest of the dome.  It’s the only place left that might have good stones.”

	I ducked under a low, mossy vine.  The hiss of humming grasshopper legs rose up from the ground.

	“How many bugs are in here?” I wondered aloud as I swatted at a red-winged moth.

	“Too many,” Derrick laughed, sloshing through the mud in his cowboy boots.  “Maybe the scarb see them as a distant relation.”

	After a few more minutes of trudging through the thick foliage, I could see the curve of the dome’s edge through the trees.

	“This’ll do it,” Derrick said and started poking around under the ferns and fallen tree limbs for sharp stones.  I followed his lead and brushed back a pointed orange flower.

	“Oh, don’t touch that one!” Derrick warned, but it was too late.  The flower spat a stream of sticky pink liquid all over my neck and chin.

	“Gross,” I groaned as I tried to wipe the mess off with my hands.  “A flower that vomits.  Who would’ve thought?”

	“Here,” Derrick laughed and took his plaid shirt off for me to use as a wipe.  I couldn’t help but notice how toned his bare chest and abs were.  “I can just wash it at the stream on our way back.”

	I took the shirt, dipped in collected water on a leaf, and wiped the goo off my skin.  “Thanks.”Why is it I’m always thanking him?

	When I was finally sticky-free, we resumed the search for stones.  Derrick and I went separate ways for a while, and after a few minutes, I saw the gray net of the dome’s curved wall through the trees.  I had to get closer.  I stepped over several spiky plants, pulling their barbs out of my calves and walked up to the wall.  It wasn’t so much a wall, I realized, as it was a million different cords bound together.  Each one was about as thick as an empty roll of toilet paper, but they stretched higher than I could see and wrapped around each other in a network of loops and knots.  I put my hand out to touch it, and my fingers instantly stuck to the gray cord.  I had to pull so hard to get free that the first layers of my skin ripped off.

	“Ow!” I put my raw fingers in my mouth.

	“Yeah, you don’t want to get any closer to it,” Derrick said in his country-accent at my right.  “It’s nasty sticky, like fly paper on steroids.”

	I looked up at the dome of gray cords curving several hundred feet over us and enclosing us on every side.  We were trapped in a netted tomb.

	“And the scarb can really get in and out of this stuff?” I asked, remembering what Nathan had told me the day before.

	“Yeah, it doesn’t seem to bother them,” Derrick answered.  He shook his head like he didn’t understand it.  “But I don’t imagine you’ll get to see them.”

	I frowned.  “Why not?  Won’t they bring any more humans?”

	“Well, you were probably the last one to make it here,” he explained.  “From what everyone remembers, you were hurt the worst out of those that were captured.  A lot of people thought you weren’t going to make it back at all—”The corners of his mouth and eyes showed tension, like the thought that I might not return had been hard for him to deal with.  “But you did,” his face brightened a bit.  “You’re really strong, Cat.  Stronger than most anyone I know.  Not many people have the will to fight like you did.”

	I blushed.  But it made me sad to think that none of the others would come back: Officer May.  The water runners.   Even Cassandra.  They didn’t deserve to die.

	“I found a dry creek bed just a little ways up here,” Derrick said suddenly, drawing me back to why we were there.  “Well, ‘dry’ is a relative term, but there should be some good rocks we can use.”

	I followed him through the brush to the place he was talking about.  I picked up a few small stones with flat edges I thought might be good and showed them to him.  “This one is the best.”  He picked out a gray-blue one.  “Now, take some of this bamboo thread and fasten it onto a good straight stick.” He gave me some of the bamboo and left me to find a stick.

	I found a good one and sat down on a damp log.  Holding the stone with one hand, I tried to twist the twine around it the way Derrick had, but the blasted thing kept slipping off.  I tried several times, but couldn’t get it to stay.  Apparently, I was a lot better at using weapons than making them.  I groaned and threw the stick into the trees.

	“Here,” Derrick said from behind me.  He set his stick on the ground and leaned over my shoulder so that his neck touched mine.  “Like this,” his breath tickled my skin.  His arms were on either side of me, and with calloused fingers, he gingerly showed me how to move my hand so that I wrapped the twine in a figure eight around the rock and stick.  “If you have to jab this into the belly of a scarb, it should hold.”My cheek tingled from his words.  He let my hands go and sat next to me.  For some reason, he felt kind of far away.

	Part of me really liked the feel of his arms around me. I felt driven to be close to his touch.  I wondered what it would be like to set my head on his strong shoulder and feel him stroke my hair.  What are you thinking, Cat?  I shook my head like I might be able to shake the weird feelings out of me.  What about Ray?  Suddenly, I felt sick with myself.  I barely knew Derrick.  But he had also stood by me when no one else in the community would.  But alive or not, my heart was with Ray.  Derrick may have been there this past week, but Ray had been there for years.  He was mine.

	Suddenly, I didn’t trust myself around Derrick.  “I’d better get back and check on Nathan,” I said, standing and feeling a little woozy.

	“Oh, okay,” Derrick answered strangely, like he didn’t understand my sudden switch.

	“Thanks for showing me how to make a stone knife,” I told him.  I hoped it was the last kind thing he’d do for me, so I wouldn’t feel like I owed him.  I hate owing people.  Especially exceptionally considerate, attractive people.

	 


Chapter Eleven

	Beetle

	 

	 

	By the time Derrick and I got back from making our stone weapons, Nathan and Gray had a fire going at the camp.  Mrs. Weatherstone was using one of Derrick’s sharp stones to peel an odd orange fruit that I took to be a papaya.  Sliced bananas were set on the stone table.

	“Catherine,” she called and waved me over.  “Help me take these bananas over to the fire, will you?”

	I grabbed the large leaf that held the slices of banana and brought them over to the campfire.  “Wrap them like this.”She showed me how to fold the sides of the leaf over the fruit and tie it shut.  Then she set the packet onto some hot coals.

	“What are we making?” I asked, letting the heat from the fire warm my cheeks.

	“Baked bananas,” she explained.  Officer Reynolds sat down on a tree stump next to her, a leaf of bananas on his lap.  He plopped one into his mouth and said with bulging cheeks, “Good thing we have you here, Carla.  We probably would’ve starved even with all this food around.”

	Mrs. Weatherstone brushed back her salt-and-pepper braid and pretended not to mind him, but I saw a smile creep onto her lips.  She poked the fire with a stick and winked at me.  I had to fight to keep the smile off my face.  I was happy for her.  Mrs. Weatherstone was a good woman, calm and kind.  She would bring a softer side to Officer Reynolds’s life.  If we have a life after this, I thought.

	“Why so grim?” Nathan asked, kneeling next to me.

	I thought about this as I watched the moisture escape from the leaf pocket in the fire.  How I wished I was like that steam, free to fly up into the air.  “I don’t mean to be grim,” I tried to keep my voice down so I didn’t disturb the others.  Mrs. Weatherstone and Officer Reynolds actually seemed kind of happy here.  The others were at least they were making the best of it.  Nathan was right, it could be worse.  We could be dead.  Our mission to attack the colony had failed.  There had been way more scarb than we anticipated.  We never could’ve fought them.  By all accounts, we all should’ve died.  Instead, the fliers had spared us and put us in this dome.  “I just don’t know how long I can sit here,” my voice started to rise.  “Hunting for rocks and eating cooked bananas.”

	Nathan twisted his lips to the side, unsure.  “I know.  But what can we do?”

	“We’ve got to do something,” I growled.

	“I know what you can do,” Mrs. Weatherstone cut in, clearly eavesdropping on us.  “You two can go get us some more firewood.  I’ll watch the food.”

	Nathan and I got up and went off in search of some dry timber, which proved next to impossible.  I don’t know how they got a fire started in the first place.

	“Why is everything so blasted wet here?” I complained as I threw down a soaked tree limb.  “How’d you even get that fire started?”

	“Ask the goddess of this place,” Nathan suggested mysteriously.

	“The goddess?” My eyebrows rose up into my hair line.

	“Yes,” he said, picking up a branch.

	“And who would that be?” I laughed coldly.  “The goddess of misery?”

	Nathan put wood into my arms.  “No, the creator of this dome, of all scarb-topia.  The Queen.”  He turned his back to me to get more timber.

	“You feeling okay, Nate?” I called after him.  “I think this place is starting to get to your head.”How can he be so calm about all of this?  We’re being held prisoner here, and all anyone seems to care about is bananas and fire wood.  It’s like they’ve already surrendered.  I can’t stand it.  I kicked a wet and rotten tree trunk, and it splintered into a million pieces.  Moths and insects flew into the air.  I coughed as the white powder of the trunk’s insides filled my nostrils.  I looked down into the belly of that putrid tree.  Worms and ants crawled for cover, but one bug—a single red beetle—didn’t move.  Bending down, I peered closer at it.  It wasn’t much larger than your average ladybug, but it was a deep, solid red.  Like wet blood.  Black rimmed its shell, and its legs and head were dark as shadow.  Two protruding antenna sniffed the ground.

	Something was strange about the beetle—familiar almost—but as I bent my head to look closer, a scream ripped the air.  I turned toward the sound.  Nathan was twenty feet from me, crumpled on the ground, his spine showing through his thin shirt.

	“My eyes!” he screamed.  “My eyes!”

	I ran over to him.  His fingers were clawing so frantically at his eyes that he was practically gouging them out of their sockets.  “Nathan, what’s wrong?  Did you get something in your eyes?”  I thought about the flower that had puked pink liquid on me the day before.  Maybe something like that got into his eyes.  But then his body started shaking violently.  “What’s happening?”  I grabbed his shoulders to still him, but he was convulsing so much I couldn’t stop it.

	“Mrs. Weatherstone!” I yelled.  “Help!”

	“My eyes,” Nathan cried, white foam oozing out of his mouth.

	“What’s wrong?” I asked, trying to see his face, but he kept it shielded with his hands.  “What’s wrong with your eyes?”

	He dropped his hands and turned toward me, opening his eyes.  I screamed.  Those beautiful deep green eyes of his were splintered into four irises, each a darker shade than the first.

	I dropped him and backed away.  “You’re—you’re scarb.”

	The word fell like a bomb.  More shrieks came from the camp.  More mouth-blasting screams.  I half-dragged Nathan back to the fire.  Officer Reynolds, Jorge, and Gray arched their backs in pain.  Mrs. Weatherstone writhed on the ground, clawing at the dirt.  Travis was crumpled beside her.  Derrick was closest to me, his blond hair glowing orange against the campfire.

	“Please,” he cried up to me.  “Help!”  His fingernails clawed at his arms.  Large chunks of his skin fell to the ground.

	All I could do was blink.  As I did, thick liquid dripped down my cheeks.  I touched the liquid with my fingers and held them up to the firelight.  Red.  Blood.  Blood was streaming from my eyes.  Through a red film, I watched in horror as the humans around me were deformed and tortured.

	This is it.  I thought.  This is the moment I’ve been waiting for.  Now I know why the scarb brought us here.

	A sharp tingling hit my spine, and a scream clawed its way out of my throat.  The sound of my own terror was the last thing I heard before I lost consciousness.

	*****

	Early morning light made me open my eyes, but I must have been dreaming still because the world looked wrong—splintered and fragmented, like looking through a kaleidoscope.  There was a giant pink flower above me, but I saw it two times with each eye.  I blinked to try and clear the double vision, but it didn’t fix it.  I looked up from the flower to the trees.  I saw each trunk twice, and each at a slightly different angle.

	What on earth?  It was like the world was reflected back to me in two broken pieces of glass.

	“The New Sight is strange at first, but you will get used to it,” a clear, female voice said behind me.  I turned my head, and as I did, the muscles, tendons, and bones of my neck felt different.  Harder.  And segmented, as if plates just under my skin were sliding against one another.  The sharp, pixie-like face of a female scarb stared down at me.  Her violet eyes were broken into three irises, and when mine made contact with hers, she gasped.  Or at least that’s what I took the brittle click of her tongue to be.  

	“You only have two irises,” she said again in her ringing voice.  But then I was sure I must be dreaming, because her mouth didn’t move when she spoke.  “That is…very unusual,” she said.  Again, her lips stayed still.  She looked at me almost awestruck, but I could hardly care.

	“How are you doing that?” I meant to ask, but only a long hiss and a gargled cough came out of my mouth.  I ran my tongue along my teeth, but instead of the usual stumps of bone, I felt soft fibers interspersed with bits of poky cartilage in my mouth.  Reflexively, I shrieked, and my vocal chords responded with a high-pitched call.

	The female scarb laughed, the sound like a lark.  “There’s a lot to get used to,” she said, but this time I swore, her words were in my mind.  Maybe that’s where they’ve always been.  It was the only explanation for why I could hear her words though her mouth didn’t move.  Get away, Cat!  Get away!  The only thing to do was run, to get away from this scarb who had found her way into my brain, and this nightmare.  I pulled myself up to a sitting position with my hands my bones sliding and cracking as I did.  I meant to push myself to standing, but my legs responded by leaping five feet into the air.  I flailed from the launch to catch my fall, but I landed smoothly on my toes.

	What has happened to me?

	Stretching my hands out in front of me, I tried to understand it.  My palms glimmered in the sunlight.  Tiny beads of gold dew ran from the tips of my fingernails up to my elbows.  A drop of blue was on each knuckle.  I flexed my hand and long, pointed barbs came out of each blue dot.  I’d seen those kinds of barbs before.  And then I remembered Nathan’s fragmented eyes, the blood running down my face, the crack in my spine.  I thought about my double vision,  and then I understood—

	My breathing came fast in my lungs, but the oxygen felt more liquid than air.  I’m scarb.  This isn’t a dream.  I’m scarb.  The truth repeated itself over and over in my mind.  I was too afraid of myself to speak, to even move.  I’d become my greatest enemy.  But inside, I still feel like me.

	“Yes, you’re still you, Catherine,” the female scarb said as if she knew my thoughts.  Maybe she does, I thought with horror.  She had moved directly in front of me.  Blue streaks ran through her short black hair, and her purple eyes were slanted by three yellow spikes.  I’m like you now.  How can this be?

	“You are scarb,” she confirmed and stepped closer.  She smelled like fresh lemons.  She raised her arms, thin bands of cobalt fibers stretching from the skin of her triceps to her ribs.  “You have been reborn, Catherine.  You can choose a new name for yourself as well.  My name is Saki, meaning ‘One Who Laughs Much.’  I can help you choose a name if you like.”

	Reborn?  It feels more like I’ve been murdered.  My life, everything I knew before, is gone.  I thought about her suggestion to give myself a new name.  I looked back into her quadrisected violet eyes: each lens a slightly darker shade of purple than the first.  “I think I’ll stick with ‘Cat,’” I thought back to her.

	Saki smiled slyly.  “I thought that’s what you would do.”I didn’t like this scarb who thought she knew so much about me already.

	Oh, yeah? And did you think I would do this?  I swung my barbed fist back and prepared to hit her in the jaw.  The barbs were as long as dinner knives.  They would make a good weapon.  I was fast.  Faster than I’d ever been before.  But somehow Saki was a fraction of a second faster.  She grabbed my arm, twisted it back, and threw me onto the ground.  I landed hard on my stomach.  She pinned me on my back with the point of her knee.

	“Yes, actually I did,” she huffed.  “Are we done playing games now?  You may be a scarb with The Memory, but I’m a lot stronger and more experienced than you.  I can’t help you understand what’s going on until you let me.”

	With my face pressed into the ground, all I could do was pant.  She held me until my breathing slowed and I returned to a state of somewhat calm.  “Would you like me to let you up now?” she asked haughtily.

	“Yes,” I finally gave in.  She eased off my spine and actually held her hand out to help me up.  Tentatively, I took it.

	“I’m not going to harm you,” Saki laughed.  “You’re one of us now.”

	I know, and I can’t stand it.  I eyed her skeptically.  She was actually pretty nice—considering she was a scarb.  “Sorry, I’m just used to one of you trying to kill me every time we meet.”

	She twisted one of her neon-blue streaks of hair around a finger.  “But you do understand why, now that you’re changed, right?”

	I frowned.  Is she really asking me if I understand why scarb annihilate humans just because I am one now?  I stared blankly back at her.  I couldn’t think of a single good reason.

	“Do you feel anything?  Here?” she said and tapped my chest.  I fought back the impulse to smack her arm away.

	I tried to understand what she meant.  “My heart?”  Do I even have a heart anymore?  I thought with horror.  Or do I have three, now, like some scarb do?

	“No,” she answered, her finger still pressed against my sternum.  “Do you feel anything?  Anything at all?”

	“Not really,” I answered.

	She pursed her lips.  “That’s unusual.”  I really had no idea what she was talking about, but I was kind of sick of her questions and mind games.  I had some questions of my own.

	“Where are the others?” I demanded.  “Derrick, Mrs. Weatherstone, my brother, Nathan?  I saw them”—I swallowed hard against the horrible memory—“changing, so I can only guess they’re scarb now, too.”

	She dropped her finger from my chest.  “You will see them at the proper time, but not yet.”

	“Why?” I barked.

	Her pink lips twisted in a wily grin.  “When scarb first undergo the Change, some react more violently than others.  We’ve decided it best to keep you separated from each other until you are all stabilized.”

	My hands clenched into barbed fists.  Nothing would make me feel better than to crush her cute little skull; I’d taken tougher scarb than her before.  “What about Ray?” I asked.  “Was he here?  Did you make him scarb, too?”

	“Ray?” She blinked her purple eyes.  “I don’t know of any other humans to have made the Change in our colony other than those we selected and captured from the battle.”

	That only added to my rage.  “You selected us?  So you did this to us?  You made us scarb?”

	Saki sidestepped to the left, as if expecting me to attack at any moment—which I was actually very close to doing.  “Not us,” she shook her head and wagged her finger.  “Though we did expose you to it, so I guess we are partially responsible.”  Is she really being diplomatic?

	I narrowed my eye.  In doing so, I discovered that the ends of my each of my eyelashes splayed out like dozens of tiny black feathers.  “If you didn’t change me, who did?”

	Saki headed towards the thick of the bushes.  She’s leaving?  There was no way I was letting her go without an answer. “Hey!” I tried to yell at her with my voice, but only a garbled hiss came out.  Frustrated, I tried again to yell at her with my thoughts.  “Answer me!”

	She ducked her striped head under a large fan leaf, and when she straightened, she cupped something with her hands.  “Come look,” she told me.  I stepped toward her.  Carefully, she opened her hands.  Sitting on her palm was a single red beetle, it’s back solid blood-red and lined with black.  I remembered seeing a beetle just like it before, when Nathan and I were getting firewood.  It was the one that hadn’t moved after I kicked the log.  I felt like being a smart-aleck and asking her why she was showing me a stupid bug.  But the longer I looked at that tiny beetle, the more a strange feeling started to overcome me.  I felt a growing awe for the insect, and a weird, unexplained desire to … protect it.

	Saki’s voice whispered in my mind, “You’re starting to feel it, aren’t you?”  I wanted to deny it: wanted to force myself to have nothing to do with her, the little beetle, or any other scarb.  But I was feeling it—a gentle warming in my chest, someplace just above my heart. I couldn’t stop it, and part of me didn’t want to.  There was a quiet peace there: a sense of purpose and a growing connection to more than just myself.  It was a feeling that there was something much larger than just me, larger than this colony, larger than all of the colonies.  Something greater and bigger than anything I’d ever comprehended before.

	“Yes,” I whispered back to her. “I do feel it, but I still don’t understand it.”What is this connection?  What does it mean?

	She smiled, flashing the barbs in her mouth.  “I’d like to show you more, if you feel ready.”

	I was starving to know more.  My mind burned to grasp everything about this new life.  Including those who had been taken from me.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t deny it: I was scarb now.  “I’m ready.”

	 


Chapter Twelve

	Yoda Questions

	 

	 

	After I told Saki I was ready to learn more about my new life as a scarb, I followed her out of the clearing and into the forest that ran along one end of the dome’s walls.  When we got to the web of nets that made up the wall, she pressed her hands against the cords.  Long barbs extended from her knuckles, and as they touched the wall the cords trembled and began to part, leaving a gap large enough for us to walk through.  So that’s how the scarb were able to get in and out.  Am I really getting out of here?  I’d only been held prisoner in the dome with the other humans for two days that I was awake for—and nine days before that when I was unconscious somewhere else in the colony—but it felt like much longer.  Even though I was now scarb now myself, I was surprised that they would just let me out.

	“This way,” Saki said, grinning.  She disappeared into the dark exit.  I followed, and in less than four steps, we were out of the dome.  I blinked in shock.  The other side of the wall was nothing like the inside.  Humans had never been inside a scarb colony before, so I never would have been able to imagine what I now saw.  Through my double vision, I took in the white tile that lined the floor of the long hallway.  The walls were painted in bright greens and blues and had a sort of rounded feeling at the corners.  Fluorescent lights buzzed from the ceiling.  Several scarb walked down the hall carrying clipboards.  One pushed a cart of liquids in glass bottles.  Another put the finishing touches on a mural of a beach landscape.  The clean crispness of the place reminded me of a hospital or an office building.  What a stark contrast to the earthiness of the dome.  It was hardly the kind of place I would’ve expected a bunch of underground bugs to live.  Before, all I would have imagined would have been earthy tunnels, damp and humid.

	Saki stepped into the middle of the hallway and spoke to me as she walked backward.  “This is the research wing of our colony.  Scientists, like me, work here.”

	“Smart scarb?  Who would’ve thought?” I thought aloud back to her.

	Her ringing laugh filled the hall like a bell. All the other scarb stopped what they were doing to look and smile at her.  An exceptionally tall and thin male scarb put his books down on a ledge and came over to us.  Instinctively, I took a step back and assumed a fighting stance.  He didn’t pay me any attention, though, and kept his focus on Saki.

	As I watched, the two antennae protruding from his brown hair twitched back and forth and rubbed themselves together when he appeared to be deep in thought.  Then, his yellow irises were on me.  He stepped toward me with his long bony legs, reminding me of the grasshoppers that Nathan and I used to catch behind our house.  Feeling incredibly self-conscious with his close proximity, I nearly screamed when the antenna on the right side of his head bent down and seemed to sniff me.

	When his assessment of me was apparently done, he straightened.  “I am One Who Speaks Much,” his bright voice spoke in my head a little too-loudly, making me jump.  “But you can call me Jack.  Most people do.  I was a scientist in the Life-Before, and I am one now.”  I flinched as his antennae wrapped around both my shoulders and started feeling along my collar bone.  The soft fibers tickled my skin.

	“Jack, behave yourself,” Saki’s voice reappeared in my mind with mock-scolding.  There was a feeling of endearment between them.  “‘Scarb Who Once Was Cat’ is new here.”

	I frowned at her.  “Scarb Who Once Was Cat”?  What’s up with that?  “I told you to call me Cat,” I gritted my teeth.  “Just Cat.  You can leave out the rest.”

	She didn’t look so sure.  “I thought I’d call you that until you were absolutely sure that’s what you want your name to be.  Some change their minds within a few days.”

	Jack turned back to Saki, and they appeared to engage in a private conversation.  “Hey,” I interrupted loudly.  “How are you doing that?”

	Saki and Jack turned back to me, both a little startled and Jack a little annoyed.  “Do what, dear?” Saki asked.

	“Speak to each other without me hearing.  ” I demanded.

	Jack huffed, like my question was a waste of his time, but Saki was patient.  Maybe it was her job to help newbies like me.  “Mind-talking is actually really simple,” she explained.  “Just like you’ve been doing with me, you direct your thoughts to the person you want to talk to.”

	“And learn to shut others out of your thoughts,” Jack added crisply.  

	 “You all can hear my thoughts?” I asked.  

	“Loud and clear,” Jack replied.  

	“It takes a little time to learn how to channel your thoughts and to keep others out,” Saki added more softly.  “You’ll get used to it, just like the New Sight.”

	I clamped my mouth shut, like that might keep the other scarb from hearing my thoughts.  Everything about this new life was strange, like a double-flavored candy.  Bitter and horrific at times, sweet and astonishing at others.  I was already getting used to the New Sight.  It was amazing how quickly my mind seemed to adapt to it and process the different layers of vision.  The detail and dimension I now saw the world with was really quite beautiful.  And then there was the connection I felt, like a ball of energy somewhere in my chest.  Without even looking, I could sense the presence of all the scarb in the hall.  I even thought I could feel a couple of scarb moving on the other side of the wall.  It was weird, but kind of cool.

	But I really wasn’t into others being able to read my thoughts.

	“You better teach me that thought-blocking stuff fast,” I muttered to Saki, hoping I could block Jack out altogether.  But he just stood there, studying me like I was a rare species of bird.

	“Is she feeling the connection yet?” he asked Saki as if I wasn’t there.

	 “Yes, I am,” I answered for myself.  “What the heck is it?”

	Jack consulted his notebook.  “A valid question.  Not one that those newly Born typically ask right away.”He looked back at me, squinting.  “And you only have two irises, that is…very unusual.”

	He was treating me like a high school science project.  I gave up on Jack and turned to Saki.  “Well, what is the connection?” 

	She brushed my hair out of my face in an almost motherly gesture.  “What do you think it is?”

	“Enough with the Yoda questions,” I grumbled.

	But she still didn’t give me an answer.  “Close your eyes,” she whispered soothingly.  “Feel it here.”  She tapped my chest, just above my heart.

	I did as she said.  In the darkness of my eyelids, I tried to concentrate on the connection and nothing else.  Again, I was aware of the scarb around me.  I could feel their breath, sense the movement of liquid running through their bodies, listen to their thoughts.  Then there were scarb on the other side of the wall.  I didn’t sense as much detail about them, but I knew they were there.  There were more above us, distant and faint but moving, breathing, living.  Thousands of them in the colony.  And even beyond that, across thousands of miles, tiny dots of scarb presences living in small groups of outcasts or in large bundles of highly-structured colonies.  Hundreds of thousands of them.  Some felt stronger than others.  I took a deep breath and really focused on the web of my consciousness.  The connection extended to more than just the colonies here.   It went beyond the earth, above the sky, to places far and distant, like the dust of stars.  Billions of them.  This connection was terrifying and comforting at the same time, like knowing you’re never alone, but at the same time, you can never escape.

	Saki’s voice was with me in the darkness.  “Yes, you sense them. ”  She paused, and I just took in the sensation of feeling all that life.  The vastness was alarming, but it was a part of me now.  It fit into me just like my fingers fit into my wrist and my legs fit into my hips.  “It is the great gift we have been given,” Saki continued.  “We are connected throughout all time and space.  In this way, we are One.”

	I understood what she meant, there was a web that linked all of us, but something about the way she said, “We are ‘One.’” seemed off to me.  I opened my eyes again and asked her, “If we are One, why do the colonies fight each other?  Why do the queens want to build themselves up over the others?”

	There was a sigh to her voice.  “It’s what scarb do, what they’ve always done.  It’s in our nature to fight with each other, and it will be until one ruler unites us all.  That’s the peace we are striving for here at Fiskar.”

	“Fiskar?” I repeated.

	“It’s the name of our colony,” Jack answered.

	“Emerald is our queen,” Saki added excitedly.  “Her vision for our colony is truly extraordinary.”  She beamed.

	“We’ll see,” Jack interjected with more than an ounce of doubt in his voice.  “Cat seems to hold on a great deal to the Life That Was.”

	While Saki was excited about the idea of me meeting their queen, I was still preoccupied with the connection.  “So, I can find any scarb?” I asked, to see if I understood.

	“That’s right,” Saki applauded me like I was a school child who was finally catching on.  “All you have to do is use your consciousness to find theirs.”

	Without waiting another heartbeat, I closed my eyes.  I let the presence of all the scarb around me flood my awareness.  The dozen or so closest felt foreign to me, but I continued on, going from one to the next until I found a small pocket of them.  The first felt older, battle-hardened and brittle.   I knew immediately it was Officer Reynolds.  I jumped to the one next to him.  She was soft, gentle-spoken and wise.  Mrs. Weatherstone, I realized excitedly.  Next, was impetuous Gray, logical Travis, and reserved Jorge.  I paused as my consciousness went over the strong, independent and bold soul.  Derrick.  I laughed as his awareness seemed to turn to me as well, like I could almost see his blue eyes on me—if they were still the blue I remembered.  But then my attention turned as I became aware of the soul next to him.  It was one I knew as well as my own.  He was young, bright-minded, and light-hearted.  Even with the changes of becoming scarb, I would know him anywhere.

	“Nathan!” I shouted.  My eyes flashed open, and I was running, my double vision leading me down the hall.

	“Cat!” Saki called.  She and Jack ran after me.

	Without ever having been in the halls of the colony, I knew exactly where to go.  I dashed to a narrow hall to the left that split into three directions at the end.  Up.  I need to go up.  I took the middle hallway, which sloped upward, and reached a new level.  The hall there was much wider and more spacious.  A crystal chandelier glinted overhead, and clear water gurgled from a fountain in the room’s center.  The place looked more like a palace than an ant hill.  Dozens of scarb walked about the room, but they stopped to watch me as I ran.  Many regarded me with sharp eyes and some with jaws open, showing their fibrous mouths.

	I didn’t pay any attention to them.  I could feel his presence getting stronger.  I was close.  My feet slid across the marble floor as I turned sharply to the left.  I came to a massive wooden door, intricately carved with vines and flowers.  I was certain Nathan was just on the other side.  I pushed on the handle, and the heavy door swung open.  Standing in the bright light of the crystal chandelier was my brother.

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	Genesis

	 

	 

	The first thing I noticed about Nathan when the large wooden door swung open was a pair of orange spikes protruding from his brown hair.  The next was his gaping mouth and wide green eyes, splintered into four irises just like I remembered them from the night of the change.  He looked at me like he’d never seen me before.

	“What?” I asked him using mind-talk, and shuffling my feet self-consciously.  My gaze went over his shoulder to the room full of humans I used to know.  Derrick was on Nathan’s left, looking unchanged except for the four-inch black points on each of his ears.  Mrs. Weatherstone sported streaks of turquoise in her gray hair.  Officer Reynolds seemed to have tripled in size.  Gray sported dozens of blue, needle-like pins from his chin, like a goatee.  Travis had two short antennae on his head, and Jorge had long barbs protruding from his elbows and ankles.  All of them gawked at me, like I looked strange.  I had yet to see my own reflection since undergoing the change.  Was it really that bad?  Am I really that ugly?  

	“You’re beautiful!” Nathan exclaimed, and took my hands into his.

	“Really?” I scrunched up my nose.  That was probably even worse than being ugly.  I didn’t want to be beautiful.  I didn’t want to be scarb.  I just wanted to be me.

	“Yes, you are,” Derrick agreed, his voice a little deeper than before, more a growl than a voice in my mind.

	I still couldn’t believe them.  Just then, Saki came huffing behind me.  She put a hand on my shoulder and looked about the room at my admirers.  

	“She’s quite exquisite, isn’t she?” she said.  “Now, let’s give her some room.”  She went to brush Nathan away, but I held his hand tighter.  Saki turned to my brother.  “Are you sure that’s such a good idea?  Remember the consequences I told you about having physical contact too soon?”

	I looked from Saki to Nathan.  Obviously, they’d met before and knew something I didn’t.  Nathan kept his neon gaze steady on her.  “It’s fine.”

	She glanced back at me.  “Very well.”

	“What’s that about?” I tried to direct the question only to Nathan, but obviously failed because Saki answered, “Physical contact can be dangerous with one so recently Born.”

	I put the pieces together.  “So, Nathan and the others have been here for a while.”

	Saki left my side and went over to a bubbling fountain under an ornate gold-framed mirror on the left side of the room.  “That’s right.”She dipped her bluish tongue into the water and lapped some up.  She wiped at her mouth with a white towel and continued.  “Just like the healing, you required…special attention.  They have been here three days already.”

	I looked back at Nathan, who was still staring at my face.  “Will you stop that?”  I told him sharply.

	“Sorry,” he said.  “It’s just so crazy.  It’s still you, just different.”

	“Prettier, you mean?” I asked skeptically.

	“Come see for yourself,” Saki called from the fountain.  I walked toward her.  Derrick and Officer Reynolds cleared the way for me.

	A little scared, I turned to face my reflection in the mirror.  Eyes split into two irises gazed back at me.  One was ice-blue, the second a brilliant navy, like the deep part of the lake on a clear summer day.  Little flecks of silver surrounded the pupils like stars in the night sky.  Each eye was fanned by a splash of black-feathered lashes an inch long.  Smooth, dark-blonde brows arched above my eyes and ended in a line of blue dots.  A silver gleam shone on the top of my sharp cheekbones and across my nose and forehead, like they’d been airbrushed with a fine metal powder.  My lips had turned a shade of rose pink.  My skin had lost some of its sun-tanned tone and was a shade of pale ivory.  Even my figure had improved.  My toned body and gained a soft roundness to it.  My bust had increased at least three cup-sizes, but my waist was small and my abs tight.  I was happy to find that my arms were still strong and that my legs under the combat gear I still wore were tight.  Hopefully I can fight with this new body.

	I ran my fingers through my long blonde hair.  Its color hadn’t changed much from before, but it was shinier and thicker and fell in soft curls to the middle of my back.  I leaned in closer to the water.  About two inches into my hair line, a band of small copper spears ran around the crown of my head like a ribbon.

	“You look like a princess,” Nathan said over my shoulder.  

	“A queen,” Derrick said reverently.

	But I didn’t feel like a queen.  I didn’t see myself anywhere in that reflection, and it bothered me.  That wasn’t me.  It was a stranger, and I was tired of everyone staring.  My head felt woozy.

	“I need a moment.”

	“Sure,” Saki said and led me to a wash room.  I went to the sink and closed my eyes, not wanting to see myself in the mirror.

	Scarb are the enemy.  The enemy.  The enemy.  I told myself this over and over.  I turned the water on, hoping the sound of it could drown out reality.  They murdered my parents.  They rape the land and kill humans as if they are the vermin.  They took Ray.  I dipped my hands into the stream and ran the water over my face.  I looked at my eyes with their double lenses like two blue lakes: one navy, one ice.  The enemy.  And now I’m one of them.

	Ray.  I can almost see his brown eyes and feel the warmth of his touch like a sun-warmed towel on my skin.  Will you still love me now that I’m everything you hate?

	Hot, angry tears pricked at my eyes.  I couldn’t let them fall.  If I broke down now, I would shatter completely.  I had to keep myself together to face whatever dangers now threatened me and my brother.  I’m a scarb.  I’m a scarb.  I promise you, Ray, I won’t let this change me.  I still love you.  Even though everything’s different on the outside, I’m still me inside.

	Before, everything was black and white.  Humans were good.  Scarb were evil.  Now, I found myself in a whirl of gray.  I was scarb and I knew I wasn’t perfect, but I wasn’t evil.  That changed my perception of everything.  What else have I mistaken about the world?

	After a while, Nate knocked on the door.  I let him in.

	“You okay?” he asked.

	“I’m not sure.”

	“Me, too,” he admitted.  “It’s a lot to take in.”

	“Do you think Ray will still love me?”

	Nathan’s eyes shifted and his mouth twisted to the side.  “I don’t know, but I’d like to think so.”

	“Me too.”

	He put his hand on my shoulder.  “I hope we find him.”

	Could he be a scarb in this colony too?  I tapped into the connection again, frantically examining every scarb.  There were thousands.  Not one of them felt like Ray.  But I didn’t give up hope.  Maybe he’s still human.  That thought gave me an odd mixture of hope and anxiety.  Hope that he had escaped the change but fear of what that would mean for us.

	Nathan wrapped me in a hug.  For the first time, I felt he was the one protecting.  I stood on my tip-toes to touch the points of his two neon-orange spikes.  He looked like a satyr.  “Now, you really are a little devil.”

	Nathan grinned like it was a great compliment.  “Yeah, and check this out.”  He turned and I saw two thin, black, wiry wings protruding out of holes cut into his T-shirt.  He wriggled them back and forth.

	“You’re a flier?” I asked dumbfounded.

	Nathan cheeks blushed.  “Well, not yet, technically.”  He puffed up his chest.  “But I will be.”

	Wow.  “Am I?”  I spun in the mirror to see if I had wings, too, but my back was smooth.

	Nathan gave me a playful shove.  “Don’t worry, sis.  I’ll take you flying.”

	So much had changed so fast that it was hard to take it all in.

	Saki called for us to come out and join them in the other room.  Nathan gave me one last squeeze and then we did.  “Would you like to visit our laboratory?”  Saki asked us all.  “I would love to show you the work we are doing there.”

	“Oh, yes,” Mrs. Weatherstone chimed and clicked her mandibles together.  “Fresh air would be lovely.”

	Nathan took my hand.  “How ‘bout it, sis?”

	I wasn’t sure if I could handle much more.  I was nearing information/sensory overload, but maybe I could look for clues of Ray.  I need to find that red-haired flier that took Ray and I.

	“Let’s go,” I said.  Saki led our little group out of the room and back into the opulent hallway with the bright chandelier.  Jack conversed with another scarb on the other side of the fountain, but when he saw us, he came over.

	“Excellent,” he clasped his hands together.  “I was just telling Jules what an extraordinary bunch of new recruits we have here.” His yellow eyes glanced at me.  Recruits?  Is that what we are?

	But Saki was already leading the others down the hall.  More than anything, I wished I could have a private conversation with just Nathan.  He was chatting cheerfully with Gray.

	“I bet I could slam-dunk from half-court,” he bragged.

	Gray shoved him.  “I could do it from the other team’s net, no problem.”

	“I bet the ladies will really get a kick out of these.”  Nathan gave his wings a little flap.

	“Absolutely.”

	Nathan seemed happy enough, but that was just like him.  Easily adaptable to new situations.  Willing to make the best of them.

	Frustrated that I couldn’t even whisper a thought to him without everyone else being able to hear it, I decided to focus on searching the room for that red-haired flier.  There were only a couple of drab-looking middle-aged female scarb and the one Jack had called Jules.  I felt an awareness reaching out to me.

	I turned my head to see Derrick staring at me intently.  Becoming scarb actually looked good on him.  His chest had filled out more, and his blonde hair was almost white, which contrasted sharply with his deep blue eyes and pointed black ears.  His lips cracked into a smile.  His old dimples were still there.

	“I’m glad you’re back,” he said to my thoughts in a manner that was so sincere it made my cheeks flush.  Quickly, I looked about to see if any of the others had noticed his comment to me.  No one seemed to.  Even Nathan continued laughing loudly to Gray about how even some scarb women could be as ugly as dogs.

	No one else heard Derrick, I realized.  “You’ve got to teach me how to do that,” I thought back to him.

	Derrick smiled.

	Saki took us down the narrow hall that had I run up earlier.  We were back in the stark hospital-looking hall.  She stopped in front of a white door with a glass window.  The sign above it read “Observation and Understanding.”

	“This is where I do my work,” Saki explained with the excitement in her purple eyes.  “I think you’ll find it rather interesting.”We followed her through the door into what appeared to be a small laboratory.  The table closest to us was lined with tiny plastic cases containing samples of roots and dead insects.  The name of each was labeled in careful penmanship.  Next were several pieces of beeping equipment and even a computer.  I hadn’t seen a working computer in over five years and stared at it in wonder.  Several glass containers sat under bright lights at the farthest end of the room.  When I looked at them, I felt a burning presence in my chest.  Something in the tanks was calling me to them.

	“What do you do here?” Mrs. Weatherstone asked, peering at a moth with blue and silver wings pinned to a piece of paper.  Travis made a face at a dissected grasshopper.

	“Well, it’s a bit complicated, but basically, I research our genesis,” Saki said with pride.  “Come, let me show you.”  She led us around the tables back to the lighted glass containers.  They looked like the kind of tanks that would have held fish or snakes when humans used to keep such pets.  I felt the pull of energy increase as we got closer.  Nathan and I stepped up to the glass.  Derrick looked over my shoulder.

	“Easy now,” Saki said quietly and with deep veneration.  “We don’t want to startle him.”

	Peering into the glass, I saw nothing at first: some sand, a tiny bowl of water, bits of dried wood and a few blades of grass.

	“There he is,” Saki whispered, pointing to the top blade of grass.  I followed her finger and a single red beetle just like the one I found in the dome.  It had a black outline and antennas and was no bigger than a common ladybug, but as I looked at it, I knew that this tiny insect was the source of the great energy I had felt when we entered the room.  

	For a while, no one spoke.  All eyes were on the little bug.  I watched as it alternated each of its six legs, moving carefully across the blade.  When it found a tiny bit of pollen on the end of the grass, its antenna seemed to quiver with excitement.  Nathan, and even Gray, chuckled with amusement as we watched it gingerly put small chunks of the pollen into its mouth.  I was smiling, too.  What’s happened to make us all so giddy like this?  But there was an undeniable link between us and the insect.

	“What is it?” Nathan asked softly.

	“It’s the Origin,” Saki answered.  “It is how all of us were Born.”

	I frowned at the little red beetle. “So, we became scarb because of this bug?”

	Saki brushed back a strand of her blue hair.  “Yes.  Isn’t that beautiful?”Beautiful wasn’t exactly the word I would use for it, but she went on.  “And it’s not just how we became scarb but how all scarb are Born.”

	I looked again at the insect now crawling upside down on the blade of grass.  I just couldn’t wrap my mind around it.  How could something so small, so harmless, be capable of destroying almost the entire human race?

	“We have studied the Origin extensively here in our labs,” Saki continued.  “What we have discovered is that this insect produces certain spores into the atmosphere.  When these spores make contact with our lungs, they bind to our red blood cells and cause our genes to mutate, turning us into scarb.  Scarb are really nothing more than a sub-species of the Origin.”

	No one spoke for a moment, each of us trying to digest that information.  “Where does it come from?” Derrick asked from behind me.  Was that a hint of skepticism in his voice?

	“The Origin planet,” Saki answered.  “We can all feel the connection.  The connection extends beyond this colony, beyond this world, to planets far beyond.  We have been blessed to become part of the great web.”

	I didn’t like the way she said blessed.  Becoming scarb was shocking at first; I had become the very thing I’d fought to destroy.  I could appreciate the wonders of it, now—I’d even started to accept my new body—but I wouldn’t call the change a blessing.  Destroying an entire race of innocent beings would never feel right to me.

	“Did the beetles come here to annihilate humans?” I asked Saki sharply.

	She gave a little laugh.  “Look at him for yourself.  Does he seem like a killer?”I watched the red beetle clean one of its back legs.  The insect seemed innocent enough, just like any other bug I’d seen before.

	“No,” I finally answered.  “It doesn’t.”

	“Origin is not much more dangerous than your typical insect,” Saki explained.  “They are extraordinary in several ways, however.  First, their ability to travel through impossible conditions.  We are currently studying their skeletal and internal structures to understand how their bodies make space travel possible.  And second,” Saki bent down so her face was level with the insect, “their ability to communicate telepathically.”  Her ears started twitching, and I watched as the beetle stopped cleaning himself, stood up on his back legs, and turned toward Saki.  His antennae trembled.   

	“Are they really talking?” Nathan asked, jaw open.

	Thirty seconds later Saki straightened.  “He says he is warm and comfortable but feeling a little dry.  I’ll turn his humidifier up,” she said, turning a little knob on the top of the tank.  A gentle mist poured over the sand and grass.

	“Incredible,” Nathan breathed.

	“You can talk to him, too,” Saki said, “if you want to.”

	I wasn’t sure I was up to talking to a bug just yet, despite the connection I felt, but Nathan piped up.  “Sure.”

	“All right,” Saki smiled.

	Nathan bent down to the glass.  The beetle immediately scurried down the blade of grass and came right over to the glass where Nathan was.  After a moment, Nathan stood back up, a fat grin on his face.

	I put my hands on my hips.  “What did you say?” I asked.

	“I asked him if he likes Led Zeppelin,” Nathan smirked.

	“Music?  Seriously?” I huffed.

	“He brought it up actually,” Nathan replied.

	“Well, what did he say?  Does he like Led Zeppelin?”

	The knowing smile didn’t leave Nathan’s face.  “Ask him yourself,” he said with a hint of challenge in his voice.

	Me ask him?  The beetle rubbed the glass with both of his antennae.  Is he really looking up at me with those two tiny black eyes?

	I felt the connection in my chest burn a little more.  “This is so weird,” I said in my mind as if under my breath, but I bent down so that my eyes were level with the little bug.  “Okay.”

	The beetle slowed the movement of his antennae, as if waiting for me.  Separated by only a sliver of glass, I saw him in much greater detail now: the barbs around his jaw, the specks of gold on his checks and at the tips of each of his joints, the dozens of irises in his black eyes.  He cocked his head a little to the right, and I was certain he was looking right at me.  “All right, little bug.”I cleared my mind and tried to focus on a single thought.  Music.  I directed it at him.  “What do you know about music?”

	His voice—a strange mixture of pitches and clicks—came clearly into my mind.  “We know a great deal about music, actually.  As I told your brother, I am only recently acquainted with Led Zeppelin, and while it suits me fine, I am fonder of the music back at my home world.”

	His highly articulate response startled me.

	The beetle must have heard my thought.  “No, the insects of your world are about as smart as a piece of dung.”

	“Oh.”I thought about that.  I imagined what it must be like to arrive on a planet surrounded by unintelligent beings.  “But you have music where you’re from?”What kind of music do beetles like?

	“Yes.  It echoes the wind in the leaves and the fall of rocks in the canyons.  Come to Origin sometime,” the beetle replied, “and you will hear it for yourself.”  With that, the beetle crawled back over to the shade under his grass.  I guess the conversation is over.

	I straightened.

	Nathan looked at me with eyebrows raised high.  “Pretty awesome, huh?”

	“Yeah,” was all I could say back.

	“This one,” Saki said, “is a scout.  In fact, all of the Origin we have found are scouts.  From what we’ve learned, the Origin planet sends them out to other worlds to expand the Great Colony.  If they are successful, as they have been on Earth, the spores the Origin carries will bind themselves with the native population, creating a new branch for the colony.”

	This reminded me of all the alien movies I’d seen as a kid, about tall green beings seeking universal domination.  And now I was one of them.  They’d sucked me into it.  

	I turned to Saki.  “So how did you become scarb?  Did someone stick you in a chamber full of these things and wait until you changed?”

	Saki blinked.  “No.  Actually, you are the first new hatchlings we’ve had.” She looked around at us like we were precious babies.  “I became scarb in Chicago seven years ago, shortly after the city was infected.  Things were quite a mess, then, since colonies hadn’t really been organized.   Emerald found me and took me in.  I followed her here to set up a colony of our own.”  She put the tips of her fingers against the glass.  “Nearly all scarb are made that way, exposure to wherever the beetles are.”

	I thought about this.  “I was in Kansas when the infection hit.  Why didn’t I turn into scarb then?”

	“Good question,” she applauded.  “We’ve found that, just like in your case, it takes some humans longer to respond to the spores.  Some never do.  That’s why there were so many human casualties.  Most of the ones who Changed more quickly or were exposed to more spores killed humans ignorantly.”  She put a hand on the glass of the tank.  “It isn’t in our nature to allow competition to live at the cost of our own safety and the protection of our resources.  There can only be one dominate species on a planet at a time.  Humans who didn’t turn scarb quick enough were unfortunately lost.”

	I hissed at her hollow-sounding remorse.

	She bristled a little.  “Scarb killed scarb, too.  So many lives were lost in the chaos of the Early Days.  Colonies give us structure and safety.”  She addressed the entire group, but then she turned to me.  I wondered if I was the only one who heard her next words, “I hope that the longer you are here, the more you will see how wonderful life as a scarb can be.”


Chapter Fourteen

	Nectar and Divish

	 

	 

	While Saki showed us more her lab, Nathan’s stomach gave a loud rumble.

	“Oh, dear,” Saki exclaimed, putting down the double-headed dragonfly she showed us. “Here I am jabbering away, and you are all hungry.  Let me get you some food at the storage facility.”

	Everyone else seemed to sigh with relief.  “What do we eat?” I tried to whisper to only Nathan.

	“Honey nectar,” he chimed, like he’d just laid out a five-course meal for us.  I scrunched up my face at the memory of the honey nectar.  “Don’t worry,” he added.  “It actually tastes pretty good now.”

	The others filed out after Saki, but I stayed behind just a moment to get one last look at the Origin beetle.  He was now sleeping, upside-down under a rock.  

	“So much fuss over such a little thing,” Derrick said behind me.  Even with the change, he hadn’t lost his southern accent.

	“Yeah,” I agreed and moved over so he could have a look, too.  All of the others had left the room.

	“Do you really believe all that stuff about coming from another world and everything?” he asked me.

	I thought about it.  “It makes as much sense to me as anything.  With everything that’s happened, what can you believe anymore?”

	Derrick moved a little closer to me.  “Do you still believe Ray is here?”

	Ray.  My heart gave a little twitch.  “I don’t know,” I answered.  “I’ve got to find that red-haired flier.”

	Derrick nodded his head, the tips of his ears gleaming like wet oil in the light from the tanks.  “I’ll help you keep an eye out.”

	“Thanks,” I said.  It felt good to know he was still on my side.

	He shifted his weight a bit, and then said more softly into my thoughts.  “Most of the others seem pretty convinced by this Saki girl and the others.  It seems like some of them are already fully embracing being scarb.”I thought about Nathan.  “I don’t know about you, but I don’t really trust all this ‘colony’ stuff.  For years, scarb have only wanted to kill humans.  Why are they trying to recruit them now?”

	I wanted to talk to him more, but Nathan’s head appeared back in the doorway.  “You comin’, sis?  Food’s a-waitin’.”

	I wondered if all Nathan cared about was his stomach.  I looked back at Derrick, but he was already walking out the door.  “Yeah, I’m coming.”

	As we followed Saki and the others through the vast halls of the colony, Nathan chatted about how great all the people were here, how Mrs. Weatherstone was training for a position in the infirmary and how Officer Reynolds considered becoming a leaf-tender.  My thoughts were still on what Derrick had said.  Why would they want to make us scarb now?

	“Hey, Nate,” I interrupted him, “have you ever seen that red-haired flier scarb who captured me from the battle?”

	He paused and scratched one of his neon-orange horns.  “No, I haven’t, but Saki said I’m going to be introduced to the other fliers tomorrow.  I can look for her then. They want to train me.  Cool, huh?”He looked like he’d been the first pick on a kid’s soccer team.

	I didn’t want to crush his happiness.  It had been so long since we’d been happy, but what if it wasn’t real?  “Just… be careful, okay?”

	Nathan gave me a weird look.  “What?  Why?  Are you afraid of me flying or something?  Jack told me it will be at least a month or two before my wings are strong enough.”

	“It’s not that,” I said slowly, trying to keep my thoughts directed at only him so that no one else would hear.  More and more scarb were filling the halls as they sloped downward.  “I just don’t want you to get hurt.  Be careful about trusting them.”

	“‘Them’?” he repeated.  “Sis, there is no ‘us’ and ‘them’ now.  We are them.  There’s no more fighting.  No more little island to protect.  None of that.  This is the best thing that’s ever happened to us, Cat.”He gave my arm a little punch.  “Lighten up.”

	Apparently bored with my attitude, he went over to Gray.  They whistled at a long-legged female scarb in a mini-skirt.  She carried a silver tray filled with tiny pastries and two glasses of golden liquid out of an alabaster doorway.

	“This is the storage facility,” Saki told me.

	“A.K.A., food!” Gray and Nathan yelled and craned their necks back like a pair of famished wolves.

	Derrick held the door open and slipped in behind me.  “Careful about how you talk,” he said in a low growl.  “I heard you and Nathan back there, and I wouldn’t be surprised if half the colony did as well.”

	My cheeks flushed.  And I was trying so hard to focus.  “I’m sure the colony won’t take well to a mutinous new recruit,” he continued.  “They are all about ‘devotion to the queen.’”  He pointed to a large mural painted on one side of the vast room we had entered.  It was of a grand woman.  She had short, curly, brown hair that was slightly graying at the roots, sharp green eyes, and thin lips with five white spikes sticking out of her cheeks.  The painting commanded respect.  I did a double take on her eyes.  They had only two irises.  Emerald.  Out of the several dozen scarb I had seen so far, none of them had fewer than three.  Except for me.

	But then my thoughts were distracted by the bustle of the room.  Scarb went in and out chaotically.  Five doors arranged in a semi-circle opened up into the room, with five corresponding walkways leading down to the main floor where goods were loaded and unloaded onto massive shelves filled with crates and boxes of all shapes and sizes.  It was like being in a massive warehouse.

	“Excuse me,” a gruff voice said behind me.  I turned just before being barreled into by a large black scarb carrying a box five times his size on his shoulders.  It was labeled “Leaves” in hasty writing.

	The black scarb stomped down the walkway and disappeared behind the first row of shelves.  Ten more like him moved up and down with boxes.

	“Impressive, isn’t it?” Derrick said.

	“Yeah.”

	“They want me to work here,” he said, softer.

	“Really?” I looked over to him.  “Why?”

	He flexed his biceps.  “All those years of hauling hay, I guess.”  I laughed, and he did, too.  “These are the workers,” he explained.  “They’re in charge of bringing shipments in and taking them out.”

	I watched three scarb pull a large flatbed trailer full of crates and barrels up the steep walkway.

	“Where do they take them?” I asked.

	“Other colonies,” he answered.

	That struck me as odd.  “Why?  Don’t they fight other colonies?”

	“Saki told me that they do at times,” Derrick said as we made our way down toward the main floor.  “Their treaties are fragile things, but just like human civilizations, the scarb population is too vast to sustain itself without some exportation and importation of goods.  Thus, the treaties.  One bad shipment, though, and boom, all hell breaks loose.”

	“Forced cooperation,” I muttered as a smaller scarb hauled in a box labeled “Cheetos.”  Scarb colonies seemed so volatile, I could only imagine a war starting because of stale chips.

	Derrick started laughing.  “What’s so funny,” I asked him.

	“Your war,” he said.  “Over Cheetos.”

	“You heard that?” I asked.

	“Yes,” he replied.  “You’ve really got to try to conceal your thoughts.”

	“I’m trying,” I gritted my teeth as we followed our little group past the rows of shelves.

	He chuckled.  I didn’t find it amusing.  “I’ll teach you after we eat.”

	We passed about ten more rows of towering shelves, and then the room lost its warehouse feel completely.  I felt like we’d just stepped into a five-class restaurant as my boots clicked against the alabaster marble floor.  Round, four-person tables with gold and ivory tablecloths filled the dining hall.  Scarb sat around the elegant tables eating and talking softly to one another.  Several tall waiters with white aprons tied about their waists and napkins draped over their arms walked through the tables, carrying silver platters of food.  A solo violinist played his instrument from the far right corner of the room, using two tendrils that protruded from his chin instead of fingers.  The tune was melancholy and haunting but seemed to complement the atmosphere.  I’d never been in a place so formal or fancy except for one time when my grandmother had taken us out for Italian for my father’s birthday.

	“I can’t wait to dig into a hot plate of divish,” Gray said, licking his lips with his purplish tongue.

	“Me, too,” Nathan agreed and then turned to me.  “It’s this dish they make here, with apricot nectar, hibiscus leaves, and pureed cinnamon bark.”

	 It sounded totally disgusting to me.

	“You’re going to love it,” he added.  As we passed the first tables, all the scarb sitting around them stopped eating and talking.  One black male even dropped his spoon.  The silence spread like frost through the room.  Saki slowed our pace, but we kept walking.  As I turned from right to left, I noticed that most of the scarb’s eyes were on me.

	“What’s going on?” I tried to whisper to Nathan, feeling nervous.  Did I do something wrong?  Why was it I always felt I had a target on my back, even when I’d become one of my enemies?  It seemed I was doomed never to fit in anywhere.

	“I don’t know,” he said as we headed to the back of the room.  “They probably think you’re hot.”

	Maybe.  I thought.  Or maybe they want to take my head off.

	Saki stopped and asked a female waiter for a larger table to accommodate all of us.  She disappeared through two white double doors, swinging her dreadlock braid behind her.  The room came back to life, and only a few eyes still shot over at me.  Moments later, the waiter returned with two muscular scarbs carrying a long table.  She set it with delicately painted china plates, silver spoons and crystal champagne glasses.

	“Is this where you always eat?” I asked as I took a seat between Nathan and Derrick, as far away from the stares as I could.  I wondered if all this finery was for some kind of special occasion.

	“Three times a day.”  Nathan grinned and eagerly opened his menu.  I did the same, grateful for something to hide behind, and read its contents:

	Deviled eggplant with wild mushrooms.

	Honey nectar and pecan soup

	Fresh rye seed and wheat stalk salad

	Rominash and hashed celery

	Mango nectar, cranberry, and salted willow leaf

	Divish on bamboo stalks

	Grilled spinach wraps

	There were several items I couldn’t even pronounce, let alone guess what they were like: hibalkingqk, joswvinx, and dropped fia soup.  No descriptions were offered.

	“Can’t I just get chicken strips or something?” I muttered, turning the menu upside down to maybe understand it better.

	“Just go with the divish,” Nathan told me.  “Trust me.  Besides, we’re vegetarians now anyway.”

	“Vegetarians?”

	“Yeah, that means we only eat plants,” Nathan said like I was stupid.  “But don’t worry, it’s good.”

	So, when the dread-lock waitress returned to take our order that’s what I told her.  Did she hold her eyes on me just a little longer than she did the others?  Maybe it was my eyes.  Maybe having only two irises pinned you as some kind of freak.  When she left, I took a moment to observe the others at the table with me.  What makes me so different?  Officer Reynolds picked a leaf out of Mrs. Weatherstone’s turquoise streaked hair.  They laughed about something.  Travis and little Jorge talked with Saki about some kind of field training they were going to that afternoon.  Nathan and Gray took turns picking fake berries off the floral centerpiece on our table and throwing them at the backs of the scarb at our neighboring table.  They were trying to see who could throw the most without getting caught.

	“That’s eight,” I heard Nathan argue with his friend.  Gray chucked another berry, and it landed in a fat lady’s soup.  She turned and scowled at the boys, her mandibles clicking.  

	“You lose,” Nathan laughed.  “And you made need to make a run for it if that heifer decides to get out of her chair and chase your sorry butt.”

	I rolled my eyes and turned to my right.  Derrick stared at me, navy blue eyes bright with laughter.  I jumped.

	“Easy, soldier,” he said with a hint of amusement on his lips.  Why do I have the feeling he knows something?

	Saki suddenly broke into my thoughts.  “How are you liking Fiskar?”  She sipped her water.

	“It’s… very different,” I answered as honestly as I could.  Really, it was a lot better than I had thought it would be, but it still didn’t feel quite right.  Like how everyone looked at me like I might have a bomb attached to my back.  I didn’t feel comfortable here, and unlike Nathan and some of the others, I didn’t know if I’d ever feel comfortable here.  I was scarb now; that much I had to deal with.  But that didn’t mean I had to just accept everything I was handed.  I still had my choice, and I still had people I loved and cared about.  I leaned my elbows onto the table.  “Saki, do you know a red-haired scarb that belongs to this colony?  She’s a flier.”

	Saki blinked her violet eyes and said with a sigh, “I’m afraid I spend too much time in the labs.  I’m not much of a social butterfly and don’t know many of the others.”  She pursed her lips.  “I really don’t know.  Why, dear?”

	“She’s the one who captured me,” I answered.  “And she took my friend.”  The entire table fell silent and turned to us.

	Saki’s lips twitched and she seemed to stiffen.  “Do you want revenge?”  It was a dangerous question.

	“No,” I answered carefully.  “Only information.”

	“I’ll let you know if I see her,” Saki said, twitching her eyebrows.  The waiter returned with a silver platter.  “Oh good, our nectar is here.”

	Everyone around the table seemed to relax.  Glasses of spinning golden liquid were set before us.  Saki slowly sipped hers, but Nathan downed his in one gulp.

	“Might as well tell them to bring a pitcher,” Gray said, burping as he finished his.  Golden juice ran into his spiky goatee.

	“Try it,” Nathan urged me, seeing that my glass was the only one untouched.

	I didn’t want to try it.  I didn’t want anything to do with being a scarb for the moment.  Looking through the golden liquid, the china plates, the fake flowers and even Saki’s chin all looked fat and coated in amber.  The world gone strange.

	“Well, if you’re not going to drink yours, I will,” Nathan said and reached for my glass.  

	“No way.”I snatched it and downed the entire glass before he could even blink.

	The liquid ran smoothly down my throat and left my tongue sweet and tingly, like mint and honey.  It instantly warmed my stomach, which I hadn’t realized was clenched in knots.  The muscles of my arms started to relax and my mind calmed.

	“Good, isn’t it?” Nathan raised his eyebrows.

	I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of admitting that it was, but when he wasn’t looking, I sneaked some from his glass each time the waiter refilled it.  I couldn’t believe how famished I was.  Has my stomach turned into some kind of bottomless pit?

	When the food came, I hardly noticed how beautifully it was arranged on the plate with little leaves and flowers.  I was shoving it into my mouth too fast.  The divish was delicious, a tangy explosion of exotic spices.  After three plates of that, I went for a dish of wildberry and spring leaf salad.  I even tried the asparagus and acorn soup.  With each bite, I felt my body gaining strength and energy.  My head felt light and giddy.  I drank more honey nectar than I thought my body could hold.

	Nathan and Gray had a contest to see who could balance a walnut on the tip of their spoon the longest.  I joined in, but Officer Reynolds beat us all.  His booming laughter echoed in my ears like a gong.  More musicians joined the lone violinist, and they picked up the beat with a lively Scottish-sounding tune.  Saki got up after about our sixth course and tapped her feet to the fast beat.  We dug into sweetened cherries and wild thistle cream.  I wiped some of the white cream off Nathan’s chin.  He told me I had some on my face, too.

	Hours must have passed, but it felt like only a few moments.  The lights began to dim and beeswax candles were lit.  I found myself laughing at something Derrick had said about how bad the food on the island was compared to this.  Saki stood again, and I realized we were the last ones left in the dining hall.  “Well, so much for training this afternoon,” she giggled with her familiar ringing laugh.  “We will have to do better tomorrow, but oh, well.  That’s the scarb way.  Work hard, play harder.”

	A deep thumping sound vibrated the floor like a car bass turned up too loudly.

	“Ah, I almost forgot.  The Rand is going on tonight,” Saki said with a glint in her eye.

	“The Rand?” I repeated.

	“Yes,” she clasped her hands and squealed.  “Anyone feel like seeing how scarb really like to have fun?”

	My body felt energetic, and my mind deliciously content.  “Of course, we do,” I cheered.

	Nathan took my hand and spun me around to the pounding beat.

	“Let’s go, then!” Saki laughed.  “It’s time you really felt like scarb.”

	 


Chapter Fifteen            

	The Rand

	 

	 

	A pulsing thud, thud, thud vibrated the halls as we followed Saki out of the dining hall and down a narrow passageway.  “We’re going to the subterranean level,” she told us, tying her blue and black hair up into a sloppy bun.  “It’s the lowest point of the colony, and I’m sure it’s unlike anything you’ve seen before.”

	She was right.  The smooth, tiled floors gave way to simple concrete as the hall steepened.  The bottom of it ended in an open black mouth, like the opening of a cave.  Blue and green lights flashed out of it, and speakers throbbed with strange, loud music.  

	“The music is inspired by Origin,” Saki said, smearing lipstick the same shade of purple as her eyes onto her lips.  She offered it to me, but I shook my head.  Mrs. Weatherstone, however, put it on.

	We stepped through the entrance.  It took me a moment for my eyes to adjust.  I saw everything at first through the flashes of light that came from strobe lights set high above into the earthy ceiling.  Stalactites and stalagmites rose above and below like broken teeth.  The ground was of raw earth and stone.  Scarb were everywhere.  The huge space was packed with them.  An orange female spun in circles with two friends past us, whipping my face with her hair.  Hundreds of scarb danced to the bizarre—but strangely hypnotic—music.  Fliers dove and flipped in the air.  Scarb dancing below; scarb dancing above.

	“Come on!” Saki encouraged us with a daring smile before she plunged into the crowd.  Nathan and Gray were just a step behind her with shouts of, “Hey, ladies!” Mrs. Weatherstone and Officer Reynolds were already holding hands and dancing close.  Travis and Jorge disappeared, as well.  Only Derrick and I hung back.  I gave him an awkward smile and he glanced back at me, looking as alarmed as I did.

	“You want to walk around?” he asked.

	“Sure.”

	Keeping to the outer wall, I followed him farther into the cavern.  Lights intermittently came on from crevices in the rock, temporarily blinding us. The room smelled of sulfur, sweat, and cinnamon incense. Through the flashing hands and waving arms, I could now see a large altar in the center of the cavern where the music was being blasted from speakers the size of small cars.  A dozen or so scarb spun as they operated the keyboard and electronic equipment responsible for producing the sound.

	Against the wall we clung to, I noticed a thundering waterfall pouring down from the darkness above.  It pooled and ran off in a stream down into the crevices between the rocks.  Pink and orange lights illuminated the falling water, and though it was quite beautiful, all the scarb seemed to avoid this section.  Then I remembered that scarb didn’t do well in water.  The spray dampened my hair and made the ends twist into tighter curls.  Will I clam up now, too?

	We moved away from the water into the thicket of dancers.  Bodies throbbed and pushed against us. A large black scarb saw me.  He left his partner and slithered right up to me.  “Aren’t you a purty little thang,” he purred, flashing white fangs.

	He grabbed my arm.  I went to push him off, but Derrick beat me to it.  He got right up into the big scarb’s face.

	“She’s with me,” he growled and put his hand on my shoulder.

	The black male took in Derrick’s size and decided it wasn’t worth the fight.  He released me, but went off into the crowd muttering, “Hottest butterfly in this joint.”

	“Are you okay?” Derrick asked, his face aglow in lime green light for a moment.

	“Yeah,” I said, wishing I could have some more honey nectar to calm my nerves.  As if at my request, a tiny, white-haired waiter squeezed her way towards us with tall glasses of the stuff.  I didn’t hesitate to grab one.  The nectar took effect almost instantly.  My shoulders dropped into their sockets.  The beat traveled up my legs, and my hips began to sway.  My lungs demanded more of the humid oxygen.  Faster.  Hands up in the air.  Moving free.  Derrick danced too, his eyes closed as if taking the music internally.  The crowd no longer bothered us.  We moved with it, became part of it.

	Derrick’s hands were on my hips.  My eyes flashed to him.  His face was all danger.

	“Is this okay?” he asked, moving us together in rhythm.  Damp from the waterfall mist, he smelled of ocean and wind.  The bodies around pushed us closer together, demanding that no space be wasted.

	Our stomachs and chests were touching.  The feel of his big hands on my back and hip sent tingles up my spine.  His mouth was not more than a few inches from mine.  The music switched to something a little sweeter, like a morning sunrise through the trees and the smell of sun-warmed hay.

	Suddenly, it was as if no one else was around us.  It was just him and me, somewhere warm and bright, like the country fields he grew up in.  Orange and earthy.  But it was probably just the strobe lights producing some kind of illusion.  There was a feeling of space all around us.  Like the universe had opened to let us have this moment.

	A keening female voice pierced the air with an evocative melody.  She sang for us, for right now, for everything we were feeling.  Light.  Floating.  Falling.  All of it.  All at once.  The look in Derrick’s eyes told me he meant every movement.  He would never let me go.  I was his.  That feeling echoed in my chest.  It burned in every cell of my body.

	“She’s glowing,” a voice said over the music.  That brought me back.  Actually, the music had gotten quiet, now just a background reverie.  I looked around.  That feeling of space wasn’t just in my head.  All the scarb around us had backed away, leaving us alone in the center of a circle.  A bright orange spotlight shone over our heads.  Hundreds of scarb watched us.  Derrick stepped back, still holding onto me, but his jaw fell open, and then he dropped my hands like they were too hot for touch.

	“What?” I asked, but when I looked down at my arms, I realized there was no spotlight on us after all.  The amber light was coming from me.  My skin was literally glowing.  The light radiated several feet from me.  All my veins had turned into bright golden threads.  The liquid in my body had become electric.

	The crowd pointed and talked to their neighbors.

	“She moves the music,” I heard a woman say.

	“She commands the lights,” a male voice awed.

	Other bits of sentences reached my ears.  “…too dangerous …”

	“…never happened before …”

	“…truly alarming.”

	From my far-right lens, I saw Saki and the others push their way to the edge of the circle.  Saki looked about ready to run to me, but when she saw why everyone was gaping, she stopped, her eyes as wide as moons.  Nathan was behind her.  At first, it was like he had just run into a closed door, but a moment later, I saw him mouth the word, “Cool.”

	This was anything but “cool.”  I didn’t know how I was doing this, didn’t know how to stop it.  I stared at my luminous arms and tried to think of how to turn the glowing off.

	The crowd started hushing.  When I looked back at them, they were no longer looking at me, but above me.  I craned my neck to see what had captured their attention.  Descending from the high ceiling, I could make out the bare foot and leg of a female scarb.  Her skin was a greenish tint of alabaster and smooth as porcelain.  The flutter of her wings swept my hair back.

	“Iva,” the crowd whispered like a prayer.

	The smell of spearmint hit me.  She stopped three feet above the ground.  Her long, bright-red hair gleamed in the glow of my light.  I instantly recognized her thin face, high cheekbones, and large, green, four-lensed eyes.

	“You,” I said, and suddenly everything came back to me like a knife in the stomach: Ray, the island, this scarb taking Ray high over the mountains away from me.  A sick feeling crept up my insides.  What had I just been doing with Derrick?  Was I really going to forget about Ray that easily?  It was the effect of the nectar, I tried to tell myself.  I’ve been drugged.  Not acting like myself.  But deep inside, I knew that wasn’t entirely true.  None of this would’ve ever happened if she hadn’t taken Ray.  I wouldn’t have had to go after him, wouldn’t have been turned into a scarb.  It was all her fault.

	She arched her left eyebrow.  “Well, you certainly know how to command attention, don’t you?” her clear voice said distinctly in my mind.

	“Iva,” the crowd murmured again.

	“That must be your name,” I said back. “Iva.”

	“It is.”

	I wasted no time.  “Where’s Ray?”

	She didn’t flinch.  “I don’t know.”

	Heat rose up in my chest.  “What do you mean, you don’t know?  You’re the one who took him!”  I felt Derrick and Nathan behind me.  The light emanating from my skin took on a reddish glow.  Iva’s eyes reflected it.

	“I’m glad you’re here,” she said, and her words felt sincere.  “You truly are unique.”

	With that, she beat her wings and lifted herself back up into the air.  “Wait!” I yelled.  “You have to tell me where he is!”  But she had already disappeared into the darkness above.  Blackness seemed to surround me, as well.  I’d found the one person who could help me, and now she was gone.

	I turned back to Nathan and Derrick.  The glow around me faded and my skin resumed its original paleness.

	The crowd hummed around us.  They whispered and shared thoughts of every nature to one another.  I didn’t have to hear them to know just from their sharp expressions that what had just happened wasn’t a good thing.  They glanced at me sideways, distrust crinkling their eyebrows and tensing their lips.  A few looked at me with softer expressions.  Pity?  Some were still in awe.  A few tried to come shake my hand, but then Saki was at my side, leading me out of the room by the elbow.  “A new recruit,” she muttered a few times to the curious scarb, as if that explained it.  “Got to get her some rest.”

	“What’s going on?” I asked her, but she shushed me and shooed the other scarb away.

	“Let’s just go get you some rest for now,” was all she said.  Her fingers were stiff, though.  I felt bad.  She’d brought us here for fun, and I’d spoiled the party.  The throng parted for us like we had conducted the black plague or something.

	I knew Derrick walked behind me.  I could feel his presence like a bright sun, but I tried to ignore him.  Sharp desperation filled me.  More than ever, I knew I had to find Ray.  And soon, before being scarb ruined me and I lost all chance of being who I was before.  Ray deserved at least that much.  As I moved through the sea of alien faces, I determined that I would find Iva again, no matter what.  She was here, and I was coming for her.

	“Easy now,” Derrick’s cautioned me in a low voice, but I threw him out of my thoughts.  I didn’t care about discretion.  Let the whole bloody colony hear me.  I was getting Ray back.  That was all that mattered.

	We left the underground cavern and fluorescent lights, and tiled floors were soon all around us.  The music from below started up again, the booming bass rocking the ground.  I felt lightheaded and weak.  Was it just my double-vision, or were there really two paintings of a fat orange cat on the wall?

	“You okay?” Nathan said, taking my other arm.

	“I’m just tired,” I answered and tried to clear my spinning head.  The floor came in and out of focus.  Saki and Nathan supported me until we were back in the room where I first saw Nathan and the others, the one with the little water fountain.  

	“Let’s let her rest in here,” I heard Saki say.  They brought me to a small room.  There was a dresser, a mirror, and a white bed.  I felt my body lifted and set onto the bed.  My eyes instantly closed, and my body relaxed.  But before I let myself be overcome with unconsciousness, I heard a scarb whose voice was unfamiliar ask, “Do you think she has any idea?”

	Saki gently tucked the blanket up under my chin.  “No.  I don’t think she does.”

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	Glowing and Gliding

	 

	 

	That night, I dreamed of Ray.  He was floating over me like an angel, or a moth, but he had no wings.  That was good.  That’s how I knew he wasn’t scarb.  But he was floating.  That was strange.  No stranger than my skin glowing or me dancing with Derrick.  Derrick!  Guilt instantly swept through me.  

	I didn’t want to meet Ray’s eyes.  His face was just above mine, making that difficult.

	“What’s the matter, Cat?” he asked.

	“I,” my throat felt as thick as honey-nectar, “I danced with Derrick last night.”

	Ray frowned but he didn’t look surprised.  “You’re scarb now, Cat, that’s okay.”

	“No, it’s not,” I instantly shouted.  “I still love you.”

	Ray nodded, his black hair swaying like seaweed.  “Do you have feelings for him, too though?”

	“I,” Do I?  “I don’t know.  I do feel something when I’m around him.  But—it’s not like when I’m with you.”  He reached his hand down and brushed a cool finger across my lips.

	I sighed, realizing how exhausted this dream was making me.  The weight of Ray seemed to press down on me even though he stayed floating.

	Tears squeezed out of my eyes.  “I miss you so much, Ray.  Where are you?  You should be here with me.  Everything is changing so fast—I’ve never not had you.  Since the first day we met—you’ve always been there, protecting me.  Telling me to be strong.  I tried to find you.  I came here, but you’re gone.  I’ll tear this entire colony down by my hands to find you.”

	I reached my hand to touch him, but he was suddenly much further up above me and my hands reached only air.  He looked distant.  “You have to be strong, Cat.  You were made to stand on your own.  Despite this, you can pave your own way.  You’ve always been my little fighter.”  Sadness clouded his eyes.  “I miss you, Cat.  I went back to the island.  The columbines are starting to bloom.  They made me think of you.  I would’ve put one in your hair.  I pretended I did.  I tucked the blossom behind your ear.  Your hair was light like sun on the snow.  I put your body in a boat and then I shoved it into the lake.  In my mind, I watched it burn.  Your smoke made orange clouds in the sky.”  He looked up and I could almost see it.  “But you weren’t really there.  So, I put the columbine into a boat and told you goodbye.”

	He moved higher, his image flickering and fading.  “Ray!  Don’t go!  I’m right here.  I’ll find you, I promise!”

	I reached up to kiss him, but he was gone.

	*****

	Nathan was there when I awoke.  He sat on the end of my bed, playing with a shoestring.  I could smell Derrick’s lingering scent as well, which meant he had been in the room recently, too.

	Nathan looked ten years old again when he asked me, “How are you feeling?”  I hated to see him worry.

	I sat up and tried to figure out how I was feeling.  “I’m…fine.”  There was a dull ache in my head, and my hands were sore, like they’d gripped the bed sheets all night.  “How long have I been sleeping?”

	“Almost fifteen hours,” Nathan said.  “I’ve been waiting forever for you to get up.  I only need about four hours of sleep a night, now.”

	“You?” I frowned.  “You usually sleep until one or two in the afternoon every time you can.”

	“I know, weird, huh?  Being scarb changes a lot of things.”  He leaned toward me.  “Speaking of weird, that was pretty wicked last night.”

	I tried to swallow away the sticky feeling in the back of my throat.  “Is wicked a good thing or a bad one?”

	He thought about it, twisting the shoestring around his fingers.  “Good, mostly.”  He got a mischievous look in his eyes.  “Can I call you ‘Worm’?”

	“‘Worm’?”

	“Yeah, you know, short for ‘glow-worm’?” He had a dumb smile on his face, like he thought he’d come up with something pretty clever.

	“Glow-worm,” I repeated.  I guess that was a good description for it.  Like the lightning-bugs we’d seen in Ohio when we went to visit our grandparents.  I remembered how they moved through the dark trees and grass like tiny yellow lanterns.  Nathan would catch them and squeeze their stomachs and smear the bursted yellow goo onto his arms.  “I’m an alien!  I’m an alien!” he would yell running around the house after me until the glow faded.

	“No, you can’t call me ‘Worm’,” I told him, frowning.  But the satisfaction on his face told me I’d sealed my fate.

	“How did you do it?” he asked, like he wanted me to teach him.

	“I have no idea,” I replied.  His face fell a bit.  “It’s not like speaking, or even flying.” I could see his wings beating slowly behind his shoulder.  “I didn’t have any control over it.  It just happened.”  I thought back to the night before: the music, the feeling of floating, Derrick’s hands on my hips, warm sun and orange grass.  “I didn’t even know I was doing it until people started talking.  Then I opened my eyes and…” And Ray would kill me if he ever saw how I lost myself with Derrick…

	Nathan looked down at the white bedspread.  Even he was perceptive enough to recognize that the reaction I got from the other scarb wasn’t a good one.  “Saki and some of the others were talking last night,” he said.  “I guess what you did is pretty unusual, but they said it does happen.”  He set the shoestring onto his lap.  “I’m a little freaked out, though.”

	“About me glowing?” I guessed.

	“No, not that.  That’s cool.  I don’t see how it’s any different from me having wings or horns or anything.  Scarb are all different.  Saki says it has something to do with how the Origin spores react with our DNA.  But everyone else seems to think that your little light show is a big deal.  I heard them talking about the queen, you know, that Emerald woman?”  I nodded.  “There’s talk that she exterminates scarb who don’t comply with her.”  His voice dropped.  “I’m worried about you.”

	I took his hand.  “Don’t be.  I’ll be fine.”  I wasn’t sure if that was true, but I wouldn’t let him worry.  I tried to laugh it off.  “It would probably be stranger if I suddenly started blending in, scarb or not.”

	He grinned.  “That’s true.  No matter what you mutate into, you’re still weird.”

	“Thanks, Nate.” I rolled my eyes and gave a half-laugh.  At least I have you.

	“But Saki did say they’re coming up with a plan.”   He brightened some.  He really trusts her.  “Something to keep you ‘under the radar,’ whatever that means.”

	I wondered what it could be, too.

	Nathan squeezed my hand.  “Tell me you’ll follow their plan, though.  Okay, Cat?”

	I didn’t like agreeing to something before I knew what it was, but Nathan had me in a tight spot. 

	“Okay,” I said.

	“No, not just ‘okay,’” he continued.  “You have to promise, promise that you’ll do whatever they say.  No standing out or being a punk to authority.  You have to stick to their plan.  To keep you safe.”

	I was surprised by his reaction.  “All right.”

	“Promise.”

	“Fine, I promise.” What am I getting myself into?  I squeezed his hand.  “Look who’s getting all protective suddenly?  Is this a bit of a role-reversal?”

	I thought he would laugh, but his face stayed serious.  “This is a dangerous place, Cat.  I was wrong about what I said yesterday.  Derrick talked to me and helped me recognize some things.  I thought that now that we’d become scarb, we were safe.  Now I realize just what a messed-up, crazy world this is.  And we’ve only just gotten here.  We don’t know the rules.  I don’t understand everything.  I also think maybe you shouldn’t worry about finding Ray—”

	Before I had a chance to respond to that, Gray called from the other side of the door.

	“Come in,” I said.

	Gray turned to Nathan.  “Saki says the trainers are ready to take us to the atrium.”

	“Flying lesson,” Nathan explained to me.

	I sat up quickly.  Iva is a flier.  She might be there.  There was no way I was not going to look for Ray, even though it made Nate worried.  “Can I come?”

	Gray shrugged.  “Fine with me, but you’ll probably have to ask Saki first.”

	Is she my babysitter now?  I laced my boots up over the combat pants I’d been wearing ever since our battle with the scarb.  Mrs. Weatherstone and Officer Reynolds had opted to wear some of the scarb clothing, long tunics over slacks for the men and flowing robes for the women.  Nathan and Gray wore special shirts with slits sewn into the back to accommodate their wings.  Others like Derrick, Jorge, and Travis had to wear the worker uniforms because their old clothes no longer fit their new size, but my old human clothes still fit and suited me just fine.  I needed to find a way to clean them, though.  Maybe I can go get the rest of my clothes back in Rimerock, I thought.  I wonder if there are any humans left there at all.  Maybe the colony wiped them all out once they captured us.  Thinking they might all be gone made me sad.  The island had been such a place of refuge.  If any humans are left, would they try to fight me?  Would I have it in me to fight back?

	Saki was writing something in a notebook at the little table in the center of the great room.  Officer Reynolds opened the door opposite of mine and came out stretching.

	“Cat,” Saki said, using my real name for the first time.  I guess she’d given up on me wanting to change it.  None of us “new recruits” had changed our human names.  “How are you?”

	“I’m good.”  I walked over to her.  “I’d like to go watch Nate and Gray at their lesson today, if that’s okay.”

	She hesitated, putting her notebook down.  Her violet eyes pierced me.  “Iva won’t be there,” she said, as if she guessed my real intention for going.

	My tiny bubble of hope popped.  “I just want to watch my brother.”

	“Fine,” Saki asked.  “But Jack will go with you.”  She waved her hand toward where the long-legged man was standing in the hallway.  “When you’re through, you’ll go with him to the laboratories.  We’ve decided that’s where you’ll work now.”

	You’ve decided, have you?  I felt anger rise up in me, but Nathan caught my eye from the other side of the room.  He shook his head.  The plan.  This must be it.  I promised him.  “Great,” I did my best to fake a smile, but spending the day with Jack stuck in those rooms full of dead bugs sounded like the worse kind of torture I could imagine.  Emerald exterminates those who oppose her.  I swallowed.  I’d just have to suck it up.

	“To the atrium, then,” Jack piped cheerfully, but I had a feeling his cheer was more for show than actually genuine.  He seemed about as happy with the arrangement as a pig heading to the slaughter house.

	Nathan and Gray were genuinely excited about it, though.  “I might not be a hundred percent sold on this place,” Nathan whispered to my thoughts as we headed up a long spiral staircase from the marble castle-looking room, “but I’m still a flier.  I can’t wait to give these babies a try.”  He flapped his thin wings.

	“You’ll be breathing in my dust,” Gray boasted with a wave of his wings.  He and Nathan trash-talked each other the entire way up to the atrium, and I mostly tuned them out.  The training room was the highest point of the colony, we spent at least twenty minutes climbing straight up the stairway.  Finally, the stairs opened to a flat level with a high ceiling.  We passed rows of exercise equipment and even a bunch of jumbled bars and rock walls that looked like some kind of obstacle course.  There were yoga mats and several sparing rings.  My limbs ached to get in one and let loose like Ray and I used to.  It’s been so long since I punched someone in the gut.

	“This is where our soldiers train,” Jack announced with obvious pride.

	I looked around at all the empty treadmills and barbells.  “So where are they?”

	“Out fighting,” Jack replied, as if that was the most obvious answer in the world.

	We came to a large pair of doubledoors.  Jack pushed down on the handle and swung it open.  The atrium was full of scarb, most of them swooping and gliding through the air.  The ceiling was impossibly high and peaked in rock.  Large windows with no glass or covers cut into the rock wall to the right, letting in natural light and fresh air.  Fliers zoomed in and out of the windows like pigeons in a cathedral.  More scarb were on the ground as well, some talking in small groups, others stretched on blue mats.  There was no red-haired flier.  I’ll keep looking, Ray, I vowed.  

	An attendant greeted us with a clipboard in his hand.  He had a wide face and strong jaw and wore a whistle around his thick neck.  Before he said a word, I was calling him “Coach” in my head.

	“I’m Cyrus,” he said with an outstretched hand.  “One Who Flies With Clouds.”  Two large gray wings beat behind his sculpted shoulders.  “You must be my new students.”  He eyed the boys and looked down at the clipboard.  “Nate and Gray?”

	“Yeah.”  The boys nodded.

	Coach Cyrus inspected them from head to toe.  “Well, you’re young, that’s for sure.  Let’s see what you can do in the air.”

	Nathan and Gray shot each other excited looks, but Jack scowled.  “Protocol states that these two newly Changed won’t be ready for flight for at least another three weeks.”

	Cyrus returned Jack’s hard stare.  “Let me be the one to determine that.  I’m a flier after all, scientist.”

	That seemed to put Jack into his place.  He didn’t address his complaints to Cyrus directly, but muttered them under his breath to my thoughts.  If Cyrus heard them, he didn’t give them any mind.  More than ever, I wished I had taken Derrick up on his offer to teach me how to block out others’ thoughts and conceal mine.  Too bad I had to turn glow-worm last night and pass out.  I moaned.

	Cyrus led us along the far right wall to some athletic benches.  “First, we’ll test your wing strength,” he told the boys.  A blonde-haired assistant with three blue lenses and one brown one came over.  She attached little probes that sent data to her medical equipment onto Gray’s wings.  I didn’t miss the little wink Nate gave her as she put the probes on his wings.  “Give them a good flap,” Cyrus instructed.  The equipment measured the strength of their wings, and Cyrus recorded this onto his paper.

	“That’s good,” he concluded.  “Impressive, even.  How long have you been Changed?”

	“Just eleven days,” Jack answered for them.

	“Excellent,” Cyrus jotted that down as well.  “Let’s hop up there,” he pointed to a small ledge in the rock wall, “and give them a first go.”The ledge was at least thirty feet up.

	Though the floor was padded with blue gymnastics mats, I still worried about Nate and Gray.  What if Nate drops straight to the ground?  He could break every bone in his body.

	“Their bones are hollow,” Jack told me smartly, as he had obviously overheard my worrying.  “Yes, they break more easily than ours, but it also makes them lighter, more suited to flight.”  The boys started climbing up the rock wall after their trainer.  “Note the points on their shoulders.” Jack bobbed his finger at each of the boys’ shoulders.  “They also help make their bodies more aerodynamic.”  I hadn’t noticed it much before, but he was right.  Their bodies had become more pointed and altogether sleeker.  Coach Cyrus motioned them away from the wall and toward the drop.

	“Isn’t he going to give them instructions or something first?” I asked, feeling my worry rising.

	“It wouldn’t do them much good,” Jack told me.  “The trainer’s approach is much like that of a mother eagle: take the chicks up high and let them fall.”I was appalled.  He should at least tell them how to move their wings or something.  It’s not like Nate’s ever done anything like this before. 

	“Scarb wings are weak at first, a ‘gift’ from our human heritage,” Jack went on as the boys now put their toes over the edge.  “It takes tremendous effort and persistence to build the strength necessary for flight.  Most fall flat on their faces the first twenty tries, breaking their noses and jaws repeatedly.”

	My mouth fell open.  “And you’re telling me this right before they’re about to jump?”

	I was about to yell to Nathan to wait, but it was too late.  He swung his arms back and launched himself off the ledge.  Gray right there with him.  For a moment, their bodies seemed to be suspended in the air, like some invisible force was holding them there.  But then gravity took hold, and they began to plummet head-first toward the ground.  I saw the look of terror on Nathan’s face.  He waved his arms, but they did nothing to slow him.  I knew if I blinked, he’d be on the ground in a crumpled heap.  Gray hit, falling like a rock and making a sick thud on the mat.  Nate managed to get his wings open, at least, and they slowed his descent enough that he was able to do a ninja roll to soften the impact when he hit the ground.  He and Gray lay flat on the mat.

	“Oh, my goodness!” I cried, cupping my hand over my mouth and running toward them.  Gray let out a moan, but both boys pulled themselves to their feet before I got to them.  

	“Are you okay?” I did a quick scan of Nathan’s body for any bones sticking out of his skin or gashes on his face.  His arms, legs and nose were surprisingly blood and gore-free.  Gray sported a red welt on his forehead, but other than that, he was allright, too.

	“I think I won that one,” Nathan beamed.

	“Hardly,” Gray retorted.

	“Let’s do it again,” Nathan said with a fat smile.  The two of them were climbing back up the wall before I could say another word.

	“They are stupid, really stupid.”I put my hands on my hips and wondered where my brother’s common sense had gone.  The next five tries ended much the same, a tangle of limbs smashing into the mats.  More bruises and a bloody nose, but none of that seemed to dampen their spirits.

	“I actually got some lift that time,” Gray boasted.

	“Yeah, right before crashing,” Nathan shoved him.  “Besides, that blonde chick wasn’t looking at you, her baby-blues and honey-browns were on me.”  He tapped his chest with his thumb.

	I knew it was a lie.  The assistant was preoccupied with untangling a knot in her hair.  Besides, she was like, ten years older than them.  Most of the scarb were older than us.  I’d only seen a few that would really qualify as teenagers, but they might have just been really small.  There were no children. Saki told us that none survived the Change.

	Nathan and Gray climbed up the ledge for a sixth time.  Coach Cyrus still offered nothing in the way of instruction.  He looked rather bored, in fact.  “It’s time to fly,” Nathan said while Cyrus wasn’t watching, and he jumped before Gray could.  Instead of flapping his arms like a wild man, he tucked them into his sides.  His body fell about five feet when his two thin wings unfurled to their full six-foot length, causing his body to glide forward instead of dive.  

	He let out a whoop.  “I’m flying!” he shouted as he glided forward about forty feet.  He was doing fine until another flier dove down too fast in front of him, causing a whoosh of air to unsteady the balance of his wings.  He flapped them frantically to try and straighten his course again, but the momentum sent him spinning, arms and legs flying like a windmill.  Within seconds, he was a moaning pile on the ground again.  I didn’t even bother to run to him, and sure enough, he managed to pull himself back onto his feet.

	I expected him to show some sign of distress, but instead his fist shot triumphantly into the air.  “I can fly.”

	“No, son,” Coach Cyrus’ voice rang out.  “That was gliding.  Not flying.  It’s a good start, though.”

	“Gliding not flying,” I heard Nathan repeat mockingly.  “Well, it’s still better than Gray can do.”

	I laughed.

	“I think it’s time we get to the laboratories,” Jack said crisply from my right.  I had almost forgotten he was still here.  I could’ve watched Nathan all day.  I didn’t want to miss his first real flight—that would be like missing a baby take his first steps—but I remembered my promise to Nathan.  I had to follow the plan.

	So, I sulked after Jack and took one last look as Nathan climbed back up the rock wall.  Sure wish I was a flier.  At least I would have something fun to do.

	“Oh, don’t be such a complainer.”  Jack rolled his eyes like I was an annoying four-year old he couldn’t shake.  “Maybe the labs will be more interesting than you think.”

	That was about as likely as Jack deciding to skip work and take a holiday to Cancun.  But he did surprise me when he said, “Origin just told me he wants to speak to you again.”

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	Assets

	 

	 

	What do you say to a beetle?  Do you ask it about the weather?  How the underside of a leaf looks when it rains?  If it’s ever fallen in love?  What would humans think if they saw me gazing into the tank of the tiny bug?  He was sleeping in the crevice of a dark rock.  Would they think I’m crazy?

	“I want you to organize these files,” Jack instructed me from the other side of the room, where stacks of papers were piled haphazardly on the counter.  “Saki’s been on my case about them for weeks now.”

	I can’t imagine why.  I groaned at the mess.  He showed me how to put the papers into piles according to the labels on the top left corner of each.  The small white clock on the wall above the door ticked away three arduous hours as I put ‘Subterranean Pterourus glaucus’ in one, ‘Black-winged Melanoplus bivittatus’ in another, and so on.  Pictures of tiny blue spiders and the underbelly of a ‘Woolly Bear Caterpillar’ dotted the pages, along with both typed and handwritten notes. Jack spent the entire time looking at slides under a microscope.

	I grew more and more impatient every minute.  Nathan was learning to fly somewhere high above, everyone else in the colony seemed to have important work to do, and I was stuck down here in the stuffy lab, being babysat by a grumpy old scientist.  Is this Saki’s idea of keeping me safe?  Hiding me away from everyone and boring me into submission?

	“That’s exactly her plan,” Jack answered.

	Oops, I forgot about him being able to read my thoughts.

	But since the topic was open, I thought I might as well keep it that way.  “Why?”

	“You are young, naïve, and ultimately a threat to the colony,” he answered, like it was a line out of text book.

	Me, a threat?  I thought about the night before and my light show.  A lot of the other scarb had seemed threatened, but, I didn’t understand why.  I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone.

	“We would have sent you to extermination a while ago, if you hadn’t possessed certain …abilities that are valuable to the colony,” Jack went on while putting a new slide onto the stage of his microscope.  Jack and I might not have liked each other very much, but at least he was straight with me.  So I’m a threat. But I still didn’t know why.

	“Abilities?  Like what?” I demanded, putting my hands on my hips.  If there was something keeping the colony from killing me, I wanted to know what it was.

	He peered at me with one yellow eye and then returned to his slide.  “I think it’s time you got back to your work.”

	So much for being open with me.  Clearly, there were things he didn’t want to tell me yet.  I’m just a dumb fly caught in a spider web, I fumed as I went back to the files.  I felt completely helpless against the scarb.  They were threatened by me for reasons I didn’t know, but they still wanted to keep me—again, for reasons I didn’t know.  This is such crap.

	Another two endless hours passed.  Still, the Origin beetle slept.  I guess he’s not to interested in talking to me after all.

	Every once in a while, Jack would snap at me. “Please keep your thoughts to yourself.  The colony’s intentions are none of your business.”

	I couldn’t take it any longer.  I stood up to leave, just to get out of there, go anywhere besides that stifling room with the completely unhelpful scientist.  I felt Saki coming down the hall toward our room before I saw her.

	“Yes,” Jack agreed to my thoughts of escape.  “I think that will be enough for today.”I hated that he beat me to the punch so that even my leaving seemed like his idea.

	“How was it?” Saki chirped cheerfully, but one look on my face—or one read of my thoughts—told her enough.  “Thank you, Jack,” she said hastily, leading me out of the room.  We didn’t speak as we walked up the steep hallway to the upper level to the dormitory.  I could sense everyone else all congregated in the great room.  I was the last one.

	“Things will get better, you know,” Saki said lowly as we approached the dorm room.

	“Like when you start telling me why I’m really here?” I shot back at her.

	She didn’t answer.  “Dinner will be served in the common room tonight.”

	“Fine,” I huffed, not even bothering to care, and went around her into the common room.

	Just as I had sensed, everyone else was already there.  Nathan and Gray played ping-pong at a table that must have been set up while I was gone.  Travis and Jorge went over the mechanical blueprints for the machines used in the shipping yard.  Mrs. Weatherstone read a book on the couch.  Officer Reynolds slept at her feet.  Only Derrick wasn’t actually in the great room.  I could sense him just off to the left, behind a closed white door.

	I needed to talk to someone, but Nathan and Gray seemed to be having so much fun, I didn’t want to bother them.

	“Dinner is in half an hour,” Mrs. Weatherstone told me as I went around the side of the common room.

	“Thanks,” I mumbled and gave Derrick’s door a gentle knock.

	“Just a second, Cat,” Derrick’s deep voice came into my mind.  It shouldn’t have surprised me that he knew it was me, but I guess I was still getting used to the idea that we all had scarb senses now.  Human customs, such as knocking or calling someone on the phone to talk to them, had become unnecessary.  There was no privacy.  Even in my own brain.

	The door opened.  Derrick wore a gray uniform.

	“Did you start training today?” I asked.

	“Yes, mam.” Derrick gave a fake smile.  “I’m an official Fiskar supply shipper-in-training.”He pushed the door open wider.  “Come on in,” he offered.  “You need to talk.”

	“Thank you,” I entered his room and let out a whoosh of air.  The room was small and consisted of a tidy bed, desk, and nightstand with a lamp—just like all the others—but his room had a whiff of freshly cut grass and soap to it, just like he did.

	I sat down on the chair while he sat on the edge of his bed.  I dove right in.  “I’m ready for that thought control lesson you promised me.  Today was awful.  Jack knew every little thing that came into my mind.”I ran my fingers through my hair.  “I’ve got to get a hold on this.  Will you please teach me?”

	“You really don’t like being out of control, do you?” he said with a small smile at the left corner of his mouth.  I didn’t think it was funny.

	 “Sure, I’ll teach you,” he said more seriously, putting his hands in his lap.  “Okay, well, it’s really pretty simple.  You have to use a lot of focus at first, but then it’s like riding a bike and it just becomes second nature.”

	“I’ve been trying to focus,” I threw my hands up.  “I try to block my thoughts from other people, but it doesn’t seem to make any difference.  How do you do it?”

	The smile didn’t leave his face, but he was kind and didn’t tease me like Nathan, or even Ray, would have at seeing me so vulnerable.  “You know the connection you feel to all the other scarb?” he asked.

	“Yes.”

	“Well, that’s how you control who you send thoughts to and how to keep others out.  Anytime I think a thought I want to keep to myself, I tap into that connection with the other scarb and think ‘mine.’ I imagine blocking everyone else out.  When I want to communicate with someone else, I simply find my connection to that individual, and direct the thought at only them.  If I want to talk to more than one person, I just loop them into the connection.  The only thing happens here,” he tapped his temple, “my mind.  And here,” he tapped his chest, “the connection.”

	That seems to make a lot of sense.

	“I’ll give being Scarb one thing.  They communicate a lot better than humans do,” he continued.  “There’s not much room for error.  We receive the messages from the other person in the way they intended to say them, and you can learn to send more than just words, too.  You can send pictures and ideas, also.   I’ll show you,” He scooted closer to me, so that our kneecaps were almost touching.  “I’ll send you something, and you tell me what it is.”

	His dark blue, four-irised eyes were right on me.  A picture of a rainbow swirl lollypop came into my mind.  I could actually taste the fruity sweetness of it on my tongue.

	“Wow.”

	“That was a memory,” Derrick explained.  “Every function our minds perform can be shared with others if we want to.  Now, I’ll show you how I can block you from my thoughts.”

	He paused and stared at me.  Twenty seconds passed, and I felt nothing, heard nothing.  

	“What was I thinking about?” Derrick asked.

	I shrugged my shoulders and threw out a wild guess. “Dancing monkeys?”

	“About my first day on the island,” he corrected.

	“Oh.  Let me try.”  I closed my eyes to focus on the connection to the other scarb.  I felt the glow of it in my chest.  There was Derrick, strong and bright before me.  Nathan and Gray bounced  about on the other side of the wall.  More beyond the room, on all levels of the colony.  Some very high, some very low.  I felt them all.

	Next, I tried to do as Derrick told me, to block them out.  “Mine,” I said, and then thought about the red and yellow quilt my mother used to put on the end of her bed.  My eyes shot back open, and Derrick’s face filled my vision.  I raised an eyebrow.

	“A blanket,” he answered. “With red and yellow patches in a white twin bed.”

	“Dang it.  I really tried that time.”

	“Like I said, it takes practice,” Derrick said patiently.  “Try again.”

	I closed my eyes for a moment and really focused on putting up a wall around myself while I thought of different things.

	“A gray car.”

	“A laughing clown.”

	“A hopping paperclip.”

	He guessed time after time, so I tried to make the thoughts more difficult.

	“A piece of blueberry pie with anchovies and pine needles on a yellow sun-flower plate.”

	“Cliff-diving while wearing a pink raincoat, Mickey Mouse gloves, and an orange parka.”

	After a while, Derrick picked up on what I was doing.  “Making your thoughts more ridiculous doesn’t keep me from seeing them,” he laughed.  “This isn’t some guessing game.  Focus instead on keeping me out, not making your thoughts more unpredictable.”

	He put his hands on either side of my head, right above the temples.  His touch sent a ripple of energy down my body.  “Concentrate,” he said softly, but I could barely think with his face so close to mine.  Again, the smell of sun-warmed hay filled my nostrils, just like it had at the dance.  I wanted to breathe it in deeply and let the warmth envelope me.  I felt my skin start to tingle, and then I remembered what had happened at the dance when I went all “glow-worm.”  Something unexplainable happened when I was around Derrick.  I couldn’t control it, and that scared me.  I dropped my gaze from his deep blue eyes to the floor.  He seemed to understand my hint and put his hands back in his lap.

	I was frustrated both by the weird energy between us as well as my inability to get thought control.  “Why is this so hard for me?  Everyone else seemed to get the hang of it pretty quick.  I’m either stupid or some kind of freak.”

	Derrick shrugged and his knees accidentally touched mine, causing more shivers of electricity to pass through my body.  “I don’t know,” he said gently, twisting a thread from his bed spread around his fingers as he thought.  “Maybe it has to do with how the spores mixed with your personality.  You were always pretty easy to read before.”

	“Was I?” I shot back at him, a little surprised and also a little embarrassed.  Nathan had always teased me before about wearing my emotions on my sleeve.  I wasn’t sure I liked hearing it from Derrick now.  As if I’m not vulnerable enough.

	“Yeah,” Derrick said, not moving his knee from mine.  “Like how much you hated going to Mr. Blackwell’s class or how disappointed you were when the blackberry cobbler was gone,” he said with a laugh, making me smile.  I was surprised he had noticed those things about me.  Was it really the whole town, or just him?  I had thought that Derrick’s attention to me had started when we were put into the same troop.  I certainly hadn’t noticed him much before that, but now I started to wonder just how long Derrick had been noticing me.  “Yeah,” he grinned, “and how the whole town knew you liked Ray before either of you ever admitted it.”  

	My mouth fell open.  The smile fell off his face as he realized that was the wrong thing to say.  I tried to fake a smile like it was okay, but I felt a little jab inside every time someone mentioned Ray’s name.  But it was even more potent now.  There was a new emotion there: Guilt.  Guilt that I was letting myself be overtaken by the energy I felt when I was with Derrick.  Guilt that I’d let myself dance with Derrick when I still had feelings for Ray.  Everything was so confusing inside, like tumblers turning inside me.

	He tried to apologize.  “Sorry, I shouldn’t have…That wasn’t what I wanted…”Derrick’s embarrassment only seemed to add to mine.

	“It’s okay,” I said, even though I knew it certainly was not okay.  None of this was okay.  Me being here, a scarb.  Dancing with Derrick.  Ray being gone.  All of it was so messed up.  

	Mrs. Weatherstone spoke her thoughts to us from the other side of the door.  “I just want to let you know that dinner is ready.”

	Her words were a welcome excuse to flee the awkward situation with Derrick.  

	“Thanks for trying to teach me,” I told him, trying to bring some closure to our conversation.  He looked like he was about to say something, but he didn’t.  Maybe he was blocking his thoughts from me.  I got up and went into the common room, looking for anything to distract me from the tumult of feelings I had turning inside me.

	Nathan gave me the relief I needed.  “Hey, sis,” he called from the little round table where he was trying to pile more food onto his plate than Gray—which was quite a challenge, since Gray’s already mimicked Mt.  Everest.  “Come sit with us.  I want to tell you all about flying.”

	Gratefully, Nathan and Gray took turns for the next hour telling me about their unsuccessful flight attempts.  It soon turned into an argument about who was the better non-flier since neither of them could actually fly.

	“I can glide over five hundred feet,” Nathan boasted while shoving turnip greens into his mouth.

	“Yeah, but your landings suck, dude,” Gray shot him down and was about to stick his finger into the jar of mulberry jam when Mrs. Weatherstone saw what he was doing and snatched it out of his reach with the tendril on her elbow.  “You’ve got to learn to stick it, like me.”  He snatched the jar back and plopped a blob of jelly into his mouth before Mrs. Weatherstone could scold him.

	Everyone laughed.  Derrick’s eyes, dark as the evening sky, caught me from across the table.  I was certain he had been watching me, but whatever his thoughts were, they were carefully tucked away from me.

	I sighed and felt tiny pin-pricks in my chest.  It seemed the longer I was a scarb, the more difficult everything was becoming.

	 


Chapter Eighteen
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	The next morning, Derrick was gone to the shipping yard before I pulled up to the round table for breakfast.  I was grateful.  I wasn’t sure I could face him until I figured things out.  I had taken one bite of a cheddar biscuit when Jack—the grim reaper himself—appeared, looming over the table.  

	“We have a lot of work to do today,” he said glumly.  “We’d better get right to it.”

	My brain screamed at me to tell him to shove it, but Nathan shot me a look from across the table.  I had to keep my promise to follow the plan.”  I crammed the rest of the biscuit into my mouth and followed the tall scarb scientist away from the common room and all hope of happiness for the day.

	Just like the day before, the lab was dark, humid, and stuffy.  The tiny red Origin beetle was still sleeping.  I guess he’s still not too interested in talking to me, I thought as I settled back into the seat across the room from Jack’s microscopes.  Jack had told me he wanted to talk to me again, but he hadn’t even moved in two days.

	“He’s preparing for hibernation,” Jack answered my thoughts matter-of-factly.  I cringed internally, knowing that my study session with Derrick the night before had yielded me no more protection over my thoughts.

	“Thanks,” I grumbled sarcastically, knowing that he already knew how unhappy I was about not being able to hide my thoughts.  He could at least do the decency of pretending not to hear me instead of answering my internal questions.

	Another mountain of files greeted me.  “Saki pulled these out for you this morning,” Jack told me, like she’d given me a gift or something.  I groaned but got to work sorting and organizing them into folders.  

	After three hours, my lower back was sore, and there was a crick in my neck.  Jack was still hunched over his microscope.  This is stupid.  I thought about Nathan off at his flying lesson, and even Derrick helping bring in shipments far below us.  At least they get to move.  I wished that I’d been given wings like Nathan so that I could be up there with him.  I don’t belong down here, stuck in this prison.  I need to be out in the fresh air.  I need to be looking for Iva so I can find Ray, not sorting through these stupid papers.

	“Why do you study these?” I finally asked Jack, picking up a graphic of a Spur-Throated Grasshopper eating a Luna Moth.  Jack didn’t look up from his slide when he answered.  

	“We are part of a much bigger picture now, Cat,” he emphasized my name as if he distasted it.  “There are nine hundred thousand known species of insects.”He turned the turret on the microscope’s tube.  “That’s three times as many as all other animal species put together.  More are discovered every day.  It is important to understand where we fit into the picture of it all.”

	I crinkled my nose at the photograph of a Carolina Locust whose abdomen had been cut open and its guts strung out for study.  “We don’t fit in,” I said automatically.

	Jack put the picture down, eyebrows raised.  “Is that so?”

	“Yeah, we don’t fit in anywhere,” I protested, shaking the pictures.  “We don’t belong with the bugs, because we’re human.  We don’t belong with the humans, because we’re bugs.”

	“That’s an interesting theory.”  Jack narrowed his eyes.  “Come and take a look at this,” he said, motioning for me to look into his microscope.  He slid his chair back, giving me room to put my eyes against the two-eyepiece lenses.  The illuminator glowed yellow, revealing hundreds of tiny moving globes.  Some had tiny hairs surrounding their oval bodies.  Another larger one actually had four legs that it used to propel itself through the amber liquid.

	“What is it?” I asked him, amazed at all the busyness and life on just one slide.  

	“A single drop of pond water,” he answered.

	I’d never taken more than sixth grade math or science.  “Seriously?  But there must be hundreds of living organisms here.”

	“Exactly,” Jack said.  “The universe is buzzing with life down to the smallest particle.  Mutation or not, we are all connected.”

	I had to laugh a little.  “That sounds very ‘Circle of Life’ to me.”

	“It’s true,” Jack said seriously, but with a smile.

	Are we actually having a moment?

	“Then why am I stuck down here?” I asked, careful not to sound too demanding.  “You said that the reason I’m still alive is because I possess certain valuable assets for the colony.”I motioned to the stack of files.  “I don’t think paperwork is one of them.”

	Jack slid his chair back and tapped the armrests with his fingers.  He looked at me for a long moment, but it wasn’t him that answered my question.

	“You’re a recruit,” the clear, clicky voice said.  I turned to the tanks behind me.  Origin was crawling down from a fat green leaf, his two antennae twitching.  

	“I was wondering when you were going to wake up,” Jack snorted, but I didn’t pay him any attention.

	“What do you mean, I’m a recruit?” I asked, walking to the glass and crouching down eye-level with the little beetle.

	“You were intentionally made scarb,” Jack answered for him.  

	This made me frown.  “Isn’t everyone?”

	“Yes, but you were specifically selected by Emerald,” Origin explained as he scuttled across the sand with his six black legs.  “Somehow the spore’s mutation in humans renders the majority of them barren, particularly women.  That is why the queen of this colony brought you here,” he explained as he stopped to clean his face with his front leg.  “It has become apparent to her—as well as to the other queens of this world—that if they are to become stronger and increase their domain by means other than conquering, they must start to purposely Change humans.”

	“Purposely Change humans?” I repeated with disgust.

	“Yes,” Origin continued, “that is why you and your human friends were taken from the battle rather than killed.”

	Jack added, “After Origin informed Emerald about the spore’s effect upon human genes, she understood what must be done for the betterment of her colony.”

	My mind worked quickly.  “So you captured us and put us into that dome with Origin, rather than kill us like you used to do before.”

	“All that wasted life.”  Jack clicked his teeth with his fibrous tongue.  “Scarb killed humans with no more thought than you would swatting a fly or spraying for ants.  We could have been so much stronger.”

	I tried to put it all together.  The scarb couldn’t reproduce.  The queen realized that the only way to grow their colonies was to turn humans into scarb by exposing them to the Origin spores.  That was why they built the dome and put us in there.  It finally made sense.  But there was still the question about why they chose me and supposed “abilities” that were keeping her from killing me.

	“If the queen brought us here to turn us into scarb, then why am I such a threat?”  I pressed my hands against the glass.  “I’m scarb now, too, aren’t I?  I know I don’t exactly fit in here, but Jack told me himself that I would’ve been exterminated if I weren’t valuable.  What’s he talking about?”

	Jack stood up suddenly and started walking toward us.  “That will be all, Origin,” he said in a cautionary tone.  “I think you’ve answered enough of Cat’s questions.”

	I looked from the tank to the tall scarb towering over us.  His yellow eyes glowed like a cat’s in the light from the tank.  Is he really threatening Origin?  I turned back to the beetle.  He was rubbing his two hind legs together.

	“Very well, Master Jack,” he said and waddled away without another word.

	“You best get back to your work,” Jack told me with his eyebrows raised.  I did what he said and sat back in my seat.  Mindlessly, I picked up a picture.  Clearly there is still more that Jack doesn’t want me to know.  I looked back over at the tank.  Origin was sleeping on the underside of a rock.  We’re nothing but recruits for this queen.

	Four more grueling hours passed.  Jack said he had to go retrieve something from the Archives, wherever that was, and for me not to leave the room.  Where would I go anyway?  I grumbled.  I’ll probably just be killed unless I stay in this black hole and do exactly what everyone tells me to.

	I picked up a sheet of paper with notes written all over it and was about to place it into the folder labeled “Exoskeletal Observations” when Origin’s voice came back into my mind, making me drop the paper.

	“The queen of this colony does not tolerate rebels.  Many such as you have been executed for less reason.  Difference in opinion and attitude is something she does not allow.  I myself am only tolerated so much.  I’m her prisoner, too.  The reason you still live,” he said quickly and directly, “is because you’re more than just a recruit.  Jack and the others don’t want you to know this yet, but you need to know.  You’re the queen’s greatest hope and greatest fear.  You’re a Bearer.”

	The word settled over me like a starless night.  Bearer.  

	“Unlike most scarb,” Origin continued, “you can reproduce.  No other female in the colony—not even the queen herself—is capable of such an honor.  As soon as you were turned into scarb, the scientists sampled your blood and discovered that you’re a Bearer.  They made the announcement in this very laboratory.  You must listen to me very carefully, She Who is Called Cat, you are the most powerful weapon the queen possesses.  With you, she can raise up an army greater than this world has seen.  She will try to use you in just this way.”

	“So that’s why I’m still alive.” It hit me with dizzying understanding.

	“Hide your thoughts, now,” Origin said hurriedly.  “Jack is returning, and he must know nothing of what you’ve learned from me.”

	The laboratory door swung open, and Jack entered with several bankers boxes.  As he walked down the aisle, his eyes darted to me.  Quickly, I looked about the table, my eyes settling on a picture of a Lady Gray moth, and I filled my mind with thoughts of moths.  He paused a moment, his eyes burning into the back of my head, but I forced myself to think of nothing but moths: their colors, their antennae, the way their wings hummed around porch lights…

	Finally, he moved on.

	I was careful to keep my thoughts very boring and bland the last hour I was stuck in the lab with Jack.  Saki came to get me for dinner, but Jack wanted to talk to her first.  They engaged in a private conversation I couldn’t hear, and I saw alarm flash across Saki’s face for just a moment.  When she came over to me, her expression was composed, though.

	“Are you ready?” she asked, as if I might actually want to stay down here longer.

	“Absolutely.”

	“Wait,” Origin’s voice told me.  So, I bent down to tighten the straps of my boots.  I wasn’t sure if Saki or Jack could hear him.  “There is more I need to tell you.  Come back tonight when the others are gone,” he said.

	“Coming?” Saki called from the door.

	“Yes.” I got up, casting a last sideways glance at Origin’s tank, before following her out of the lab.

	I didn’t feel like eating much that night at dinner.  Picking at the green beans and chard, I observed again at how well the others were adapting to scarb life.  Mrs. Weatherstone was now braiding her hair up onto her head in a fashion I’d other scarb women sport.  I hadn’t heard Officer Reynolds even mention combat or battle strategies since the Change.  Travis was trying to explain how the lift in the atrium worked but only Jorge was paying him any attention.  Gray and Nathan were arguing about who the blonde flight assistant liked more.  Only Derrick didn’t seem to be in high spirits.  He ate his food and then simply stared at his plate.  After what Origin told me, I needed to talk to him.  I still didn’t know how I felt about him or what I should do, but I knew I could count on his loyalty.  We had something in common: We weren’t sold on life here in the colony.

	After most of the plates had been cleared, Derrick got up to leave the table.  I stood and grabbed his arm.  He started at my touch.  I took a deep breath and tried to focus on directing my thoughts just to him.

	“I need to talk to you and Nathan,” I told him as lowly as I could.

	He glanced around at the others.  “Meet in my room in five minutes,” he said and then walked in that direction.

	I practically had to pull Nathan away from the ping-pong table, but when he finally realized how serious I was, he left Gray and we both slipped into Derrick’s room.

	“What’s going on?” Nathan asked as soon as the door closed, his mouth twisted in worry.  “Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine,” I started.  Derrick sat on the edge of his bed.  “I learned things in the lab today.  Things that Saki and Jack don’t want me to know—”

	Derrick put his hands up, stopping me.  “Let’s not talk here.”  He glanced at the door.  “Your thoughts aren’t safe from the others.”

	“Where can we go?” I asked.

	“Down to the subterranean level,” he said quickly.  “By the waterfall.  We should be safer there.”

	“Why?” Nathan asked.  

	“It has something to do with the water,” Derrick explained.  “I noticed it when we were down there before.”  My cheeks flared with heat at the memory of us dancing.  “Water seems to help block Cat’s thoughts.”

	So then he didn’t know what I was thinking that whole time?

	“Sounds good,” Nathan said.  “But how do we get down there without being questioned?  Maybe you haven’t noticed, but the entire colony seems to have their eye on Cat.”

	“I have noticed,” Derrick answered.  “She can wear this.”He gave me his shipping uniform and hat.  “If you tuck your hair back, people won’t pay you much attention, or wonder why you’re going down to the lower levels.  Shipping workers are treated like dirt here.”

	We decided to wait another thirty minutes to be sure the common area was clear after the others went to bed.  When it was, the three of us left Derrick’s room and headed down the dimly lighted halls.  “Keep your thoughts common,” Derrick reminded me gently as we passed the dining hall where a few late-evening workers were eating.

	I thought about bringing in a shipment of turnips and sprouts that Derrick told me was coming in the next morning, to throw off anyone who might be listening.  A few tired workers looked up as we passed, but no one seemed to care.

	We went lower, until the smooth tiles gave way to the soft earth floor.  The air was musty and thick and smelled of roots and moist dirt.  The large opening into the underground cavern greeted us like a vast black mouth.  It was eerily dark and quiet inside without the pounding music and flashing strobe lights.  No one else was down there.  Only a few low blue lights, like security lights, dotted the walls of the massive room.  The stalactites were just gray shadows, and I ran right into one.

	“Put your hands against the wall and in front of you,” Derrick said.

	“Have you been down here in the dark like this?” I asked.

	“Just last night,” he answered.  “I’ve been looking for a way out of here.”

	The roar of the waterfall was distant at first, but it grew louder and louder as we made our way into the belly of the huge cave. I guess the scarb didn’t feel it necessary to put any of the blue lights near the water, where most scarb wouldn’t go.  Chill mist tickled my arms and face.

	It was pitch black a hundred feet all around us.  The ground was wet and slick under my feet.  The waterfall must have been near, but I couldn’t see it without the lights that illuminated it.

	“This should do,” Derrick said just to my left, his voice clear in my head despite the pounding of the fall.  Nathan was standing close to my right.

	I wrapped my arms tightly around my chest to stave off the cold of the spray.

	“What did you learn?” Nathan asked, not hiding the anticipation in his voice.

	“Well, first Jack let me talk to Origin,” I started, the fibers of my mouth vibrating with shivers.  “I learned that the reason we were captured and put into that dome was to be recruits for the queen to build up her colony.  Most scarb, like the queen, can’t reproduce, so turning humans into scarb is the only way to grow her kingdom without going and taking another colony.”I paused to let that sink in.

	“Wow,” Nathan exhaled.

	“That makes sense,” Derrick muttered.

	“Yeah,” I agreed.  “But that’s not all.  I asked why the queen is keeping me alive when it’s clear I don’t fit in here.”

	“What’d they tell you?” Nathan asked.

	“Well, Jack didn’t want to tell me.  In fact, he told Origin not to tell me, like he had command over him or something.  Jack had to go out to get something, and while he was gone, Origin told me that the queen is keeping me because I’m a Bearer.  I can have children.”

	No one said anything for a few moments.

	“She wants to use you to build up her army,” Derrick said, guessing at her reasons.

	“That’s what Origin said, too,” I said, feeling the weight of it sink into me.  

	“That’s totally disgusting,” Nathan exclaimed. 

	“It’s wrong,” Derrick said.  Nathan and I turned to him.  “The whole thing is wrong, from them sticking us in that dome and forcing us to become scarb, to integrating us into the colony.  But this—” he motioned to me—“is much worse”

	“They’re just trying to use us,” Nathan agreed.  I was relieved that they felt the same way I did.

	“We have to tell the others,” Derrick determined.  “They need to know about this.” 

	“I agree,” I said hesitantly, “but I’m not so sure how they’ll take it.  They seem to love living in the colony way more than they loved being human.”

	“That’s probably true,” Nathan chimed in.  “I actually think it’s pretty cool, too, but now that I know what they’re doing; I agree that it’s wrong.”

	“Okay, we can tell them,” I decided.  “But there is more that Origin said he needed to tell me.  He wants me to come back tonight while Jack and the others are gone.  I think you both should come with me.”

	“All right, let’s go, then,” Derrick said.  “Just remember not to think of any of this when we’re around any of the other scarb”

	The halls were even darker when we left the cavern.  The electric lights that ran throughout the colony were put on a dimmer to mimic the outside sky.  Even the dining hall was dark.  Its white doors watched us like eyes in the night.  No one was in the opulent upper levels, but when we turned down the scientific wing, a dark-skinned scarb I’d never seen before was sitting right in front of Jack’s lab.  He looked bored, but dutiful.  He’s been placed there on purpose.  I cursed internally.

	We ducked down a side hall before he noticed us.

	“What should we do?” I asked.

	Nathan grinned.  “Leave that to me.”

	I cringed at Nathan’s smile and offer to take care of the guard.  But someone had to do it.

	“All right, here I go,” Nathan said and stepped out of the dark hallway.  Derrick and I stayed behind.

	I listened to his footsteps down the tile hallway.  They stopped.

	“Excuse me, I seem to be totally lost,” Nathan said.  “I’m trying to find the atrium, and this place is a freakin’ maze.  Can you help me?”

	The guard grunted.  “Turn left at the stairs and keep going up.”

	“I’ve got a terrible sense of direction, would you mind showing me the way?” Nathan pressed.

	The guard still didn’t budge.  “Look, kid,” he grumbled, “just get lost.”

	Next, I heard a thump and something heavy hit the floor.

	“What was that?” I turned to Derrick who was peering down the hall.  

	“Great,” he groaned and went toward the lab.  I followed.

	Nathan stood over the dark heap of a body lying on the ground.  “He wasn’t taking the bait.”  My brother shrugged like knocking the guard unconscious was the only logical thing to do.

	“What about when he wakes up?” I asked hotly.

	“I’ll tell him he tripped,” Nathan offered.

	“Fine,” I clenched my lips.  “Let’s get in quick before anyone realizes what we’re doing.”

	“I’ll keep watch,” Nathan said.  I wasn’t sure that was such a good idea, but we couldn’t waste any more time.  Thankfully, the door to the lab was unlocked, and Derrick and I slipped inside.  All the fluorescent lights were turned off, and the only light came from a low blue glow inside the tanks.

	The microscopes rose up from the tabletops like twisted tombstones as we passed them.  I went up to Origin’s tank and knelt down.  The little beetle looked solid black in the blue light as he came out from the water dish over to the glass.

	“You have come, ScarbWhoIsCalledCat,” he greeted me.  “And you have brought another, I see.”

	“I hope you don’t mind,” I quickly said.

	“Not at all.  I see his allegiance is with you and not the others.”

	Derrick nodded and crouched down next to me.

	“We don’t have much time,” I explained.  “What did you want to tell me?

	“I want to offer you a further word of caution,” he said in his weird chirpy voice.  “I have seen this situation on other worlds before, queens subjecting others to fulfill their desires.  Horrible abuses have occurred.  A queen is only as powerful as the power contained within her colony.  Don’t let her make you less than what you are.”

	I got up onto my knees.  “Are you suggesting I leave?”

	Origin rocked his antennae back and forth.  “If that suits your purposes.  I have no loyalty to this queen.  She is arrogant and far too ambitions, a dangerous combination.  I merely serve the will of the emperor.  If this is where he wants me, it is here I will stay.  You, Cat, have another option.”

	I thought about this a moment.  “If I stay here, the queen will try to breed me,” I said the word with disgust, “to build up her army.”

	“Indeed.” Origin bowed his head to the sand.  I could almost taste the solemnity in his words.  “I would offer the protection of the emperor, but he cares not for the trivial matters of such inexperienced kingdoms.”

	“But I thought you said that no other scarb in the colony were capable of reproduction.  So, she’d have me, but that’s it.  Even if she forced me—which I won’t let her—her plan still won’t work.”

	Origin cocked his head to the side and peered up at us.  “‘Female Bearer’ that is what I said,” he corrected.  “I said you were the only female in the colony capable of reproduction.  There are males who can, but only one is suitable as your match and that is something only the stars can decide.  Even the queen cannot force such a union.”

	My head was starting to hurt.  “So, you’re telling me there’s a scarb here that’s supposed to be my match?”I tried to gulp, but my mouth was dry.

	“Can you not sense it already?” he asked incredulously, like it was a simple math problem.

	“No.  I have no idea.  I—I love Ray, and he’s gone.”

	Origin wagged his head.  “Cat, for having so much potential, you really are the densest scarb I’ve ever met.”  Origin lifted his front leg as if to point.  “Your match, is sitting next to you.”

	The lightning bolt exploded into a thousand shards inside me.

	Derrick.

	For a moment, all I could do was blink.  Derrick?  My match?  I was aware of him sitting not six inches away from me, but I couldn’t look at him.  No!  Not Derrick.  Ray!  Ray is my match.  He loves me!

	Finally, Derrick was the one who spoke next.  His tone was straight-forward, almost business-like.  “And the queen knows this?”

	“Of course she does,” Origin reiterated.  “It was evident the moment both of you were Changed, and further confirmed by your little light display at the dance that Saki told me about.”

	Heat flushed my cheeks and made the room seem to spin.  I wish I’d never gone.

	“So, what do we do?” Derrick continued.

	“What you must,” Origin said, turning from us now.  “But remember what I told you,” he said over his shoulder.  “Never let any of them change you or make you less than what you are.”

	He walked back to the shadow of his water dish, signaling the end of the conversation.  Derrick stood, but I still sat there, staring blankly at the tank.

	“We better get back,” Derrick said, his voice still revealing no emotion, but his words woke me up.

	“Yes.”I stood and pressed my fingers against the glass.  I had an unexplainable feeling that this might be the last time I would see Origin.  “Thank you,” I whispered and left.

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	Double Death

	 

	 

	Derrick is my match.  Derrick is my match.  Origin’s words played over and over in my mind as we left the lab.  But I love Ray.  Ray is everything to me.  Nathan stood still keeping a watch out for any other scarb in the darkness beyond the doorway.  I was sure they wouldn’t be too happy about us knocking a guard unconscious to pay a visit to Origin.  And now we knew the truth: We’d been made scarb to drastically expand the colony.  The queen knew I was capable of reproduction after I was Changed, and she was going to try to use me to make more scarb.  With Derrick.

	“What did you learn?” Nathan asked as we made our way back up the dark hallways to our dormitory.

	“Just that I should be careful not to let this queen control me,” I answered, careful to leave out the part about Derrick being my mate.  I refused to let it even enter my thoughts now that I was with my brother.

	“We should tell the others,” Derrick said lowly as we ducked into the spacious hall that led to our quarters.

	“Yes,” I agreed. “Let’s wake them up.  And then we’re getting out of here.”

	Nathan paused at our door, his eyes wide.  “Getting out of here?  How?  I’m sure they won’t just let us leave.”

	“Good point.”

	 “I have an idea,” Derrick said.

	I was glad he did, because my idea was just to run out of there as fast as I could.  But Nathan was right; we probably wouldn’t make it too far that way.  Someone was bound to discover the unconscious guard, and then they’d be after us.

	Inside the dorm, the guys woke up Officer Reynolds, Gray, Travis, and Jorge, and I knocked on Mrs. Weatherstone’s door.  We all gathered around the coffee table.

	“What the blazes is going on?” Officer Reynolds asked, rubbing his temples.  “Someone tell me that the Raiders won the Super Bowl, or I’m going back to bed.”

	“Yeah,” Travis grunted, his large, barbed arms crossed over his big chest.

	Derrick quickly explained what we had learned from Origin, though he left out the part about him and me being matched.  Thank heavens.  When he was done, Officer Reynold’s dark eyes narrowed.  Mrs. Weatherstone came and took my arm.

	“Oh, you poor thing,” she told me.  “You must be so scared.  So much pressure on you!”

	I was shocked that she thought it was right what Emerald was doing.  “We’re not staying,” I said defiantly.  “We’ve got to get out of here, now.”

	Deep concern creased her brows.  “But where would we go?  Honey, we’re scarb now.  It’s a dangerous world out there.” She waved her arms at whatever lay beyond the walls of the colony.  “Saki has told us about rogue bands of scarb that will kill us just as quickly as if we were still human.  And there are the other colonies to worry about.  Queens don’t take lightly to others trespassing on their territory.”

	“Yes,” Officer Reynolds agreed.  “The colony offers us protection.”He took Mrs. Weatherstone by the other arm and pulled her close in a sheltering embrace.

	I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

	“So, you’re okay that they’re just using us?” Nathan asked, clearly baffled, as well.

	Officer Reynolds face was hard.  “They could have killed us, but they didn’t.  They gave us a chance at a new life.”

	“All they care about is winning their pathetic wars!” Nathan’s voice rose.  “And what they want to do with Cat?  It’s sick!”

	Mrs. Weatherstone was gentle when she spoke.  “I can see how that would upset you.  You are very young.  We must all learn to deal with the changes and challenges that life brings us.  The colony has been good to us.  They have given us everything we could need and never asked anything in return.”

	“Except for us to be slaves!” Nathan scoffed.  “You think they’ll take it well when Cat tells them she won’t breed their army?  Jack already told her that they would have killed her already if she couldn’t make more baby scarb.  Sounds pretty generous to me!”

	“The point is”—Derrick stepped in closer to the group—“we are leaving.  We wanted to give you the opportunity to do the same.”

	Mrs. Weatherstone looked unsure.  “I don’t know, honey,” she said, putting her hand again on my arm.  “Are you sure you don’t want to just stay here and see how it goes?  It might not be as bad as you’re making it out to be.”

	“I’m sure,” I replied.

	Officer Reynolds stared at a space on the wall over my head, his face scrunched up in thought.  “I’m going to stay,” he finally said.  “I’ve lived my entire life fighting one battle after another.  I finally have a chance to live out the rest of my days in comfort.”

	“And all it costs you is your freedom,” Nathan said lowly, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth.

	“I’ll stay, too,” Mrs. Weatherstone said, standing by Officer Reynolds.  My heart hurt.  I liked Mrs. Weatherstone.  She had always been so kind to me, even motherly.  Why would she choose to stay here when she knew what they were trying do with me?

	“What about you, Gray?” Nathan asked his friend.

	“Absolutely, I’m with you,” he said, putting his hand on Nate’s shoulder.

	“Jorge?  Travis?” Derrick said, turning to them.  “It’s your choice.”

	Travis rubbed at the brown stubble on his chin.  “What will we do after we get out of here?”

	“No clue,” Derrick answered.

	“Sounds like a plan to me.  I’m in.”

	“Me, too,” Jorge chimed.

	 Without Mrs. Weatherstone and Office Reynolds, that made six of us.  I looked at them in the dim light: the turquoise streaks in her hair, the rippling chest muscles he sported.  They were scarb now, through and through.

	“All right,” Derrick said with finality.  “Travis, Jorge, and I have seen the exits here and I can tell you that there’s no way we can get out without being seen.  There are at least eight guards posted at each, twenty-four-seven.”

	“So how do we get out?” I asked.  “The atrium?”I remembered the large open windows that led to the world outside.

	Nathan disagreed.  “The windows are at least a hundred feet up in the air.  I hate to break it to you, sis, but you ain’t got no wings.”He gave his a little flap.  “There’s no way you can get up there, and we’re not strong enough yet to carry you.”

	“Or even fly up there ourselves,” Gray added.

	“We take the underground tunnel,” Derrick said lowly.

	I’d never heard of any underground tunnel, but then again, I’d spent most of my time stuck in a lab with a bunch of dusty papers.  “It’s not guarded?” I asked.

	“No,” Derrick said with a little smile.  “It’s in the subterranean level.  Just to the right of the waterfall.  I noticed it there the other night.  And because of the water, there won’t be any scarb.”

	I wondered again why he was going down to the cavern all by himself, but considering the options, it seemed like a good plan.

	“Excellent,” Nathan said, excitement glinting in his eyes.

	It was a little terrifying leaving the colony.  Where will we go?  Back to the island?  The humans will kill us.  Other scarb will kill us.  What will we eat?  How will we find safety?  But I knew that no matter what lay in the world outside, it was better than staying in the colony.  Ray wasn’t there.  I had to hope he was outside the colony.  And still alive.

	“Let’s go,” Derrick said when were all gathered again.  He led the way out of the dormitory, pausing and using the connection to check if any scarb were out, but the halls were dark and quiet.  Maybe we can slip out of here unnoticed.

	Our steps against the marble floors sounded like gunfire in my ears, no matter how hard we tried to keep them quiet.  Ten minutes later, we scurried across the earthen opening into the underground cavern.  I sensed no scarb in it.  Again, it was entirely void of light.  We used our hands against the rocky wall for guidance and headed toward the sound of the waterfall.  With each step, my heart rejoiced.  We were going to make it!

	Soft spray dampened my arms and face.  The waterfall had to be close.  Just a little farther.

	Suddenly, bright lights blinded us from above.  Scarb flooded the cavern and blocked us from the waterfall.  Why didn’t I sense them?  It’s the waterfall, I realized.  I blinked, trying to force my eyes to adjust.  Jack stood at the forefront of the soldiers, Saki beside him.  The rest of the scarb were strangers, most of them large and bullish.

	“You thought you could escape so easily?” Jack said, stepping toward us and clicking his antennae disapprovingly.  “I told you, the colony created you for a specific purpose.  Leaving isn’t an option.”

	“Origin told us all about your reasons for keeping us here,” Derrick spat back.  “We aren’t going to be your slaves.  Let us go.”

	“Not possible,” Jack said solidly.

	Nathan stepped forward.  “And who’s going to stop us?” he huffed.  “You’re no soldier, and we can take this pathetic excuse of a guard you have here.”

	Saki put her hands together in a prayer position.  “Please, let’s not fight.  We’re here to talk about this, to reason with you.  There’s still a lot you don’t understand.  We can teach you.”

	“There’s nothing to talk about,” Derrick returned.  “Now, let us pass.”  His deep growl rang through the cave.  He flexed the black barbs of his elbows.

	Jack threw his hands up in the air, and he and Saki stepped to the left, out of the way of the guard.  “You have your orders.  Take them.”

	The soldiers charged us.

	“Get to the passage on the left side of the falls,” Derrick said to my mind.  “I’ll keep them off you.”

	I wanted to protest  I wasn’t going without them, but there wasn’t time.  Two large brown scarb with tan crests on their heads reached us first.  Derrick was a whirl of slashing barbs.  More soldiers ran for us, pinning us in a tight circle.  Nathan, Gray, Jorge, and Travis fought on all sides around me, leaving me protected in the middle like an island.  I felt a light tingling sensation on my knuckles.  The blue barbs extended, ready to fight.  I looked at the others, struggling against the scarb.  I should help.

	“Go, Cat!  Now!”Derrick’s voice cut into my thoughts sharply.

	But then I saw a glint of bright red hair in the throng of scarb.  Iva.  It had to be her.  Who else had hair like that?  

	I barreled forward into the throng of scarb.  A soldier lunged at me from the right, but I pushed him back with a sharp sidekick.  I smashed the nose of another with a jab of my elbow.  The crowd parted a crack, and I saw her, coming right for me.  Her light-green wings beat to the rhythm of her marching steps.  Her eyes were as cold as emeralds.

	I’ve found her.  Now, I’ll get my answers.  Revenge won’t hurt, either.  Nathan knocked a scarb to the ground.  I jumped over his body, feeling like an arrow in flight.  My feet hit the ground, and I sprinted toward her.  She flew up into the air, and though I jumped at least eight feet off the ground, she was still out of my reach.  A second flier joined her, this one a large male with peculiar red wings and red eyes.  They began circling me from above.  We were just feet from the falls.  The mist dampened my hair, and I brushed the wet blonde strands from my eyes.

	“Cat!” Nathan cried.

	Suddenly, both scarb dove for me, arms outstretched for a deathly embrace.  Iva came for me head on, the male from the left.  I could have fended off one, but not both.  Then, from the corner of my eye, another scarb launched into the air, just a flash of blond hair and muscle.  Derrick.  He collided with the male scarb in mid-air, sending them both crashing to the wet rocks surrounding the pool.

	In my distraction, Iva’s fists bashed my collar bone, and I hit the ground so hard, I felt that it would crack beneath me.  She landed on top of me but rolled quickly off to the left.  I was on my feet faster than my breath could catch up with me.  Scarb struggled all around us, but they all seemed to fade away so that it was just her and me.

	“That’s it!” I growled and leapt at her throat.  I found the skin of her neck before she was able to take flight again.  I threw her to the ground and pinned her chest under my knee. I stabbed her throat.  Trickles of her clear blood ran down the sharp blue barbs on my knuckles.  She hissed and struggled to get up, but I slammed her head back down against the hard rock.

	“Tell.  Me.  Where.  Ray.  Is.”  I punched each word with a tightening of my hands.

	Derrick and the red-winged flier fought by the water.  Water sprayed us and made Iva’s skin slick, but I wasn’t going to let her go.  There was a deep splash from the pool.  Iva’s eyes flashed over to the pool, and her face filled with fear.

	“Bram!” she yelled, a deep blood-chilling scream.

	The bright lights silhouetted Derricks back as he crouched at the edge of the rocks, holding another scarb down into the water.  One wet red wing came up from the drowning scarb, before it went down with another splash.

	“Please,” she said, looking back at me with horrible desperation in her eyes.  “Please let me save him.” An image slipped from her frantic mind, and I saw her and the red-winged scarb kissing deeply.  This was her lover.  Derrick was killing.

	“Please, Cat.”

	The water gurgled and splashed.  Derrick grunted with the effort of keeping the flier submerged.

	There was no way I would let her save him.  The scarb were trying to enslave us.  But I could feel the love she had for him burning in my own heart.  Why am I so confused?  “You didn’t show mercy to the man I loved,” I spat back at her as the flier thrashed about in the water.  “Why should I help you?”

	She closed her mouth, resolve settling into the lines of her face.  Her lover gave one last gurgling cry, and then the water stilled.  A single tear streamed out of her closed eyes.  It glimmered like silver before it ran off her chin onto my clenched fingers.  “I can’t let him go.”

	Her words stabbed at my heart.  It pierced through my fear, my resentment, my hate.  I felt her pain as if it were my own, and I knew how horrible it was to have to let someone go.  I grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet.  “Go,” I said.  Like a streak of red lighting, she flew to the edge of the pool and dove into the water.  The battle was still thick and none of the other scarb were watching as the flier’s body sank down with the pull of the falls.  Derrick made to go after Iva, but I put a hand on his chest.  “Don’t,” I said.  Iva’s hair waved in the current like red ribbons as she went down.

	Is it suicide, then?  A double death of lovers?  She had to be at least eight feet deep now.  A watery grave.

	But then, her arms sprang to life, wrapping themselves around the body of her lover.  She kicked her legs ferociously and jetted out of the pool with a burst of water.  She climbed out onto the rocks and pulled him up beside her.  She’s alive!  How did she not die?  But his body was completely stiff.  Is he still alive, too?  He couldn’t be.  No scarb could survive that much water, but the water seemed to have no effect on Iva.

	Iva put her palms on either side of his head and kissed him.  

	“Bram, please come back,” she whispered.  His chest rose, and she exhaled, then looked up as if suddenly aware of us again.  Quickly, she heaved his massive body into her arms, and began to flap her damp wings.  I couldn’t believe she could hold him.

	Her green eyes were on me.  “Don’t tell anyone I’m a swimmer.” With a mighty beat of her wings, she lifted her lover into the air and flew out of the cavern.

	More scarb surround Derrick and me.  My arms twisted sharply behind me before I could even blink.  Two massive guards held me.

	“Grahhh!”  They had Derrick as well.

	I tried to smash their noses with the back of my head, but their arms were long and they held me back.

	“Don’t fight,” Jack’s voice said as he reappeared amongst the guard.  Saki came beside him, looking sad.  Someone had cut a deep gash in her check.  Scarb got Nathan and the others too.  My heart sank.  We’d barely gotten to the waterfall, hadn’t even made it to the passageway, and now it was all over.

	“You need to learn to mind the queen,” Jack said, turning to each of us.  “There is an order here in the colony.  You will learn to follow.  The queen has ordered you to the dungeons.”  They clasped our hands in handcuffs and forced us out of the cavern.  We were taken through a door at the bottom of the hall.  Steep stone steps led us downward several flights.  We were deep into the earth.  The air was musty and rank, like fresh air was a foreign concept.  Down we went.

	 


 

	Chapter Twenty

	The Queen

	 

	 

	“Cat, are you awake?” Nathan’s voice called to my mind.  He was two cells down from mine.  

	“Of course I’m awake,” I answered him, not caring that the guards or any of the others could undoubtedly hear my conversation with my brother.  “How could anyone sleep on this blasted cold floor?”

	The entire space was excavated out of rock and earth.  Iron bars kept us contained in cells less than fifty feet square.  Seven burly guards watched us.  It was only by the light of their dim, bluish lanterns that we could see at all.  We were the only occupants in the prison.  All the other cells were dark and quiet.  “Emerald probably doesn’t keep prisoners for long,” Derrick guessed.  We’d already been stuck there for several long hours.

	The ground beneath me was stiff and frozen as winter.  There was no cot, nothing to sit on.  “You’ll stay here until the queen determines what to do with you,” Jack told us, before he left with the others.  That’s all we had to go on.  It didn’t feel like much.

	Gray let out a long snore, answering my question, but Derrick was awake, despite the late hour.  

	“I’m here if you need me, “he told me with a gentle thought, but he didn’t intrude on my conversation with Nate.  I rubbed the points of the barbs on my scalp.  I liked feeling the sharp tips, like knives against the soft skin of my fingers.

	“What do you think is going to happen now?” Nathan asked.  He pressed his face against the bars, and I could barely make out the shape of his nose and his eyes.  I could hear the gentle rustle of his wings.

	I thought about his question.  What on earth is going to happen now?  “Well, the queen ordered us captured, not killed, so she obviously still wants us alive.”  That wasn’t much consolation.  “She’ll probably force me to carry out her breeding plans.”I wrapped my fingers around the icy bars.  “I may spend the rest of my life down here, spitting out larva as fast as possible.”

	Nathan spat.  “I won’t let her.”

	“And what are you going to do about it Nathan?” I said, directing my anger at him.  “You’re just as stuck as I am!  Our plan failed!  We’re at the mercy of a monster.”I sank to my knees, my head falling to my chest.  A sharp blade twisted in the chambers of my heart.  I thought back to the days on the island—gathering food and wood, sparring with Ray late in the evening, feeling the grass brush against my legs, even sitting in Mr. Blackwell’s class.  Life had been so simple then, though I never knew it.  I wished I could go back, wished I could bite into a juicy turkey leg hot off the campfire, watch the afternoon sun sparkle on the lake, hear the jays calling in the trees, fall asleep in my own sleeping bag.  Not entirely safe, but still human, living my own life.

	“Even though we’re scarb now, we can have that kind of life again,” Derrick said quietly, almost imperceptibly to my mind, like a hush of wind afraid of stirring the leaves.

	We can have that again.  I played the idea around in my mind, loving the hope it offered.  But his breeze created a storm inside me.  We can never have that again!  Everything’s changed.  We’re scarb now.  We’re part of world we don’t understand and have no control over.  Even if we get out of this colony, nothing will ever be the same.

	*****

	The next morning, the guard changed.  They came with yellow lanterns, which made me think a new day must’ve come.  But nothing was different.  We were still prisoners.  Even worse, we were prisoners of our own despair, trapped by hopelessness.

	Our food consisted of celery, some kind of grass, and water.  The others ate, but the food only made me more despondent.  If they were feeding us, they weren’t planning to let us out any time soon.  I was right.  We were trapped in the underbelly of the colony mountain for five days.  No one but the guard came to see us, and they never spoke a word or answered any of our questions like when the queen would come to see us or when will we might get out of there?

	By the evening of the sixth day, my face was set in rigid lines.  I’d stopped talking to the others for the most part.  I let them tell stories and jokes to pass the time, but I had nothing to laugh about.  I’d resigned myself to the fact that I’d likely never leave the dungeon.  My life was to be one of forced servitude.  There was nothing I could do.  No amount of pounding my fists against the walls, no shrill screams, no shaking of the iron bars would free me.

	I wished that I wasn’t a Bearer.  To be scarb was bad enough, but to be one with valuable abilities was so much worse.  If I’d just been some rebellious Newborn, they would’ve killed me.  I could be lying in a deep, eternal sleep now, instead of being a bug stuck in a cage.  But now my body would be used to produce soldiers, warriors made for no other purpose than to go into battle field and die.  I didn’t care how much the scarb of this colony praised and adored their queen for her goodness, her wisdom and nobility.  She was nothing but a deranged, power-hungry psychopath to me.

	“The queen approaches,” a guard suddenly announced.  All the guards straightened and tapped the floor rhythmically with the poles of their long lanterns.  Gray, Nathan, Jorge, and Travis emerged from the dark corners of their cells.  Even Derrick came close for a look.  I stayed where I was, with my back to the wall, rubbing my fingers up and down the last bar of my cage.  Here it comes.

	We heard their footsteps down the stone steps before we saw them.  Their thoughts were completely shielded from us.  First came a half-dozen guards, most of them with black hoods drawn over their faces like some kind of cult.  Then I saw the hem of a forest-green dress.  Her face was even sharper and more pointed than the murals around the colony depicted her, it was as if the artists had tried to soften her face to make her more likable.  Short, curly brown hair that was starting to show the signs of age bounced as she walked in clipped steps along the stone floor.  She passed my cell without pausing, filling my nose with the smell of lilac perfume.  Iva was behind her.  A growl came out of my throat.

	“You witch!  I yelled at her.  I saved your lover, and now you’ve come to gloat over me in my cell?”

	Iva said nothing.  She didn’t even look at me.

	The queen stopped and addressed the guard.  “Where is she?”  The guard pointed his fat finger wordlessly at my cell.  The queen’s dress flared as she turned.  Her expression was all hawk as she looked into my cell.  That was when I saw the eyes that she was named for: pure, cold emerald, unusually divided into only two irises.

	“Cat,” she spat my name like it was a hairball in her throat.  “Or have you chosen another name more suited for what you now are?”  I disliked the course sound of her voice in my head, like a bad chord struck on a piano.

	“And what am I now?” I asked, fighting the urge to stand and face her on my feet.  I wasn’t going show her the slightest bit of fear or loyalty.  So I sat.

	“A scarb in the greatest colony on the earth,” she said with a smug up-turn of her chin.  I felt Derrick trying to tell me something, but I pushed his thoughts out of my head.

	I pursed my lips and pretended to think about what the queen had said.  “Slave, captive, even breeding mutt would fit a bit better, don’t you think?”I tilted my head to look up at her from an angle.

	Emerald swept her hand through the air in a beheading motion.  “Enough!”She rubbed her temples with her hands.  Without looking, she spoke.  “I assume six days down here,” she twirled her wrists around at the dank dungeon, “has been enough to convince you it would be wise to cooperate.”

	I rubbed the pointy tips of the barbs on my skull.

	“Those sure are pretty,” the queen’s voice interjected into my thoughts.  She was bending down to get a closer look at me.

	“Thanks,” I spat, shifting away.  She was assessing me like a poodle she’d like to see puppies from.

	“So, what do you say, Cat?” she grinned slightly.  “If you cooperate, I can give you much better accommodations.  Your friends, too.”She cocked her head to the side.  “Isn’t it wise?”

	I dug the tip of my longest of my barbs into my pointer finger until it drew a small drop of blood.  We were in a predicament.  If we refused, it wasn’t hard to guess that the queen could just easily kill us.  But not me.  No, she’d keep me.  And probably Derrick too.  But she’d probably kill the rest.  It is wise,” I agreed.  “Unfortunately, it’s also impossible.”

	The lines of her face flinched and her eyes glowed hotly.  “What do you mean, ‘impossible’?”

	I twirled a strand of my blonde hair around one of my barbs.  “Well, you see, Emerald,” I emphasized her name like she had mine, “I can never agree to what you want to do with me or my friends.”

	“Well done,” Derrick said approvingly from the other cell.  He and the others were already in fighting stances.

	Emerald clicked her teeth.  “What a shame.  Well I suppose I’ll just have to get your cooperation another way.”She motioned to Iva, who.  had a set of keys in her hands.  She didn’t look at me as she unlocked my cell, but her voice came into my mind.

	“Bow to no one,” she said.  “For you are a Swab.”

	Swab?  What on earth does that mean?  Surely, it was a trick.  Or just something to confuse me.  Iva didn’t say anything else as she unlocked the other cells.  The guards marched into one.  Derrick and Gray started protesting, but were stilled by the tips of spears aimed at their hearts.  The guards came back out, holding Nathan.  They had his arms twisted behind him.

	“Your brother,” Emerald said, sounding bored.  “You care for him; I can see it in your eyes.”  She pulled a knife out of her gown.  I stepped out of my cell.  “Perhaps you will be willing to cooperate now.”  She handed the knife to the guard at her left.  He pressed the blade against Nathan’s throat.  He inhaled sharply.  His eyes were wide, and the whites of them shone brightly in the yellow light of the lanterns.

	The queen held her hand up, pointer finger extended to signal the command.  Her dark green eyes were on me.  “I will spill your brother’s blood right now.  Tell me you will serve me.”

	Bow to no one, for you are a Swab.  Iva’s words repeated in my mind.  My eyes jetted from my brother, to the guard, to Derrick; hoping to find an answer anywhere.  I wouldn’t let Nathan die for me, but Iva’s words echoed inside me.  Bow to no one.

	“I will not,” I said clearly.  Queen Emerald’s mouth twitched, and she dropped her hand.  The guard’s fingers tightened around the knife.

	“Stop!” I screamed at him.  “You won’t harm him!”  The stomp of my boot rang against the stone.  Amazingly, the guard didn’t slit my brother’s throat.  He dropped the blade and straightened.  He still held onto Nathan but faced me.

	There was a moment of shock on all sides, but then Emerald was in a rage.  “What are you doing?” she shouted to the guard.  “Kill him!”

	The guard didn’t budge but continued to face me solidly.  He didn’t kill Nathan!  My heart rejoiced, but I was still stunned at what was going on.  The guard listened to me.

	The guard turned to Emerald.  “I no longer serve you,” he said.  He faced me once more.

	Swab.  The strange word repeated in my mind.  No one moved for a long moment, a perplexing stalemate.

	“Do it, now!” the queen shrieked, stomping her foot.

	“Don’t,” I said over her, my voice clanging with challenge.  

	The guard didn’t budge.  Emerald gaped at the guard, then she spun to me.

	“Who are you to challenge me?” Her voice dripped with venom.  She was the most powerful scarb in the entire colony and possibly the entire country.  My hands trembled slightly at my sides, but I refused to pay them any mind.  Emerald grimaced at me.  She clenched her fingers tightly, like she would like to wrap them around my throat.

	“Seize her!” she commanded Iva and the rest of her guard.  Several hooded guards came toward me, but Iva and the one who refused to kill Nathan stayed where they were.

	“Stand down!” I ordered, facing the soldiers head on.  “You will not touch me or anyone else.”A few stopped; the others stalled as if they didn’t know what to do.  Iva smiled.

	Emerald’s skin turned reddish.  “Kill them!” she screamed at Iva.  When Iva didn’t move, the queen turned to her guard.  “Kill them all!”  The guard rushed at me.

	“Not while I’m here,” Iva said crisply.  Her body flew into motion.  Her pale green hands hit the chest of the closest guard with razor force, causing him to fly back and knock down several others.

	The dungeon erupted into chaos.  Guard fought against guard.  “Stop her!”  Emerald shouted.  “You serve me!  Filthy mongrels!  You belong to me!”

	But more than half listened to me now, and they kept the others back.  Bram, Iva’s lover, was among those that had joined me.  Derrick came to my side.  “Get your brother,” he told me, smashing his elbow into a soldier’s nose.  Frantically, I looked through the dim light and crashing bodies to find Nathan, but.  I couldn’t see him.

	“Bring Nathan to me!” I shouted, hoping the guard who held him would respond.  But only the grunts of fighting and the sounds of ripping flesh answered me.  Then the queen’s voice rang out, “I have Nathan, Cat!  I have your brother!”

	Terror split my chest in half.  “Stop!” I shouted.  The scarb around me stilled, panting but no longer fighting.  Derrick wiped at blood from a cut his forehead.

	“Move.” I motioned the guards in front of me.  They did, and I could see the queen, her arms wrapped around my brother and her knife pressed against his Adam’s apple.

	“Kill him, and you’re dead,” Iva said lowly.  She had her own knife aimed to launch at the queen’s heart.

	The queen glared at her mutinous scarb, then she turned to me.  “I see that we have come to an impasse.  Your rebellion will not go unchecked.  You will pay for this in blood.”Using Nathan as a shield, Emerald side-stepped along the back wall of the dungeon.  The guards still loyal to her inched along beside her until they fled into the darkness of the stairs.  The queen was gone, but so was my brother.

	 


Chapter Twenty-One

	Not Purely Stupid

	 

	 

	Nathan’s gone.  She took him.  Emerald had fled out of the dungeon with her guard.  And she had taken my brother with her.

	Around me, Derrick and the others tended to their wounds.  The guards that had turned against Queen Emerald stood at attention, watching me from the corners of their eyes.  A few of them looked a little bewildered, like they didn’t really understand what had just happened.  Neither did I.

	“You’re a swab,” Iva said, stepping around me from the left.  She sheathed her knife onto the silver belt around her waist.  

	“Swab,” I repeated, as if that word somehow explained everything.  But before I could ask her what that meant, she bowed herself lowly to me so I could see the crown of her head.  

	“I serve you now, my queen.”

	Queen?  I was about to stop her, but then all the scarb went to their knees.  Jorge, Travis, Gray, and even Derrick all bowed.

	They still knelt.  Clearly, they weren’t going to get back up until I told them to.  “Please, get up,” I said softly, my voice thick with embarrassment.  Especially because of Derrick and my friends.  They didn’t need to treat me like this.

	When they stood, though, their faces gleamed with a mixture of joy and resolution.  But I couldn’t smile back.  I had infuriated a dangerous queen, and my brother had been captured because of it.

	Iva stepped forward, standing strong.  She spoke to the other scarb clearly. “For five years, no one has dared to defy Emerald and survived.  We have a new queen now.  One that is young and strong, capable of greater power than Emerald ever was.”

	“With you, we can seize the colony!” one of the guards cried out, clapping the tentacles on his hands together.

	“We can take down Emerald!” Bram called out deeply.

	“Conquer the Americas!” a third cried.

	I put my hands up.  “Wait.  Wait, please.  I don’t know why you think I’m capable of doing all that, and even if I were, all I want to do is get my brother back.” I paused.  “And find Ray.”

	“Emerald will retaliate,” a soldier with yellow horns said.  “We need to prepare.”

	Gray agreed.  “We will have to fight if we’re going to get Nate back.”

	Jorge stepped forward.  “We need to increase our numbers.”He motioned to the guards around us.  “If you got these guys to join you, we can go get more.”

	Iva shook her head, “It doesn’t work like that.  Loyalty can only be established in the heat of battle.  It’s just us until we face Emerald’s armies again.”

	This was too much.  I put my hand to my head, my fingers finding the barbs there.  “I need a moment.  Please.”

	I couldn’t face all those eyes staring at me, expecting some kind of miracle, so I went to the only place that seemed to offer any sanctuary: my cell.  I didn’t close the bars, but I slipped into the shadow of the corner and felt myself relax a bit more in the protection of the darkness.  

	A queen.  They think I’m a queen.  I didn’t want to submit to Emerald’s plans, but that didn’t mean I wanted to take her place.  Being a queen was messy business, always fighting one another, struggling to keep order in the colony, and trying to be more powerful than the next.

	How did these scarb get to thinking I was queen anyway?

	“May I answer that question, my queen?” Iva’s clear voice came into my mind.  She was standing at the doorway of my cell, but her usual fighter stance was relaxed into one of graceful calm.  I could tell she meant no harm.  She only wanted to help ease my confusion.  I knew the real intent of her thoughts when she gave them to me as clearly as I knew my own.  I should have wanted to kill her.  For days, I’d thought of nothing else.  She took Ray from me.  But ever since she had begged me to save her lover, something had changed between us.

	“Sure,” I answered.  Iva gave a small flap of her wings and came to sit across from me in the cell.  She smelled of spearmint.  It was odd to be sitting now next to the one who had taken Ray, who I had wanted vengeance.  But she’s not my real enemy, not any more.  Emerald is.  All of this had ultimately been her doing.  I needed Iva.  I didn’t like it, but I would be a fool to let my old grudge rule me now.

	“I understand your questions,” she said.  Somehow, even in the low light, her skin still glowed softly, like pale green stardust.

	“Yes,” I exhaled, reluctantly grateful that someone seemed to understand that, even if it was her. “Why did you call me a ‘swab’?”

	“You don’t know what a swab is?” she asked with a cock of her head, like she was surprised I didn’t already know.

	“I’ve never heard that word until an hour ago.”

	She smiled.  “I’m surprised.  You acted exactly like one minutes after I told you.”

	I thought back to the scene with Emerald.  She ordered the cells to be opened.  Iva told me to bow to no one.  The guard put the knife to Nathan’s throat.  I told him to stop, and he listened.  I then commanded the other scarb to not fight us.  Many of them heeded me and fought the queen instead.

	I tried to piece it together.  “So, because I started commanding like a queen, that makes me a swab?”

	Iva gave a gentle smile.  “Not exactly.  I knew you were a swab when I saw you at the Rand.  You commanded the lights.  It wasn’t until the battle at the waterfall during your attempted escape that you won my loyalty.  You saved my lover.  You kept my secret.  It was then that I knew you would be a far worthier queen than Emerald could ever be.”

	This surprised me.  I knew how bad it had felt to lose Ray.  I didn’t want anyone else to suffer that.  Now, her loyalty had probably saved my life and the lives of my friends.  I could never have known how far the consequences of that one choice would go. 

	“But what is a swab?” I asked.

	Iva touched my shoulder softly.  e Heaaasdf“It’s the Origin word for ‘queen.’  It’s not something you can become, only something that you are.  When the scientists discovered you were a Bearer, they also feared you were something more.  Your eyes also gave it away.”

	“My eyes?”

	“Yes,” she pointed at them.  “You have only two irises.  Emerald and you are the only two I’ve ever seen to have that.  And your thoughts,” she tapped my temples, “were another sign.”

	“What about my thoughts?”

	“Have you ever wondered why you can’t hide them from others?”

	“All the time.  It’s so annoying.”

	Iva laughed.  “It’s actually not such a curse.  Swabs have a greater effect upon the connection.  They must if they are to rule over other scarb.  It’s how you can command armies and address all of your subjects at once.  You emit a stronger frequency than any other scarb.”

	“Well, wouldn’t that be bad, too?  Couldn’t other queens hear my thoughts?”

	She shook her head.  “No.  That’s one of the greatest strengths of being a swab.  Only your loyal subjects will be able to hear your thoughts openly.  You will have to focus your thoughts at another queen if you want to speak with her specifically.  That’s what Emerald had to do with you.”  She motioned to the place outside my cell where the scene had played out.

	I shifted my legs under me.  “I still don’t see why it’s so great for everyone to be able to hear what I’m thinking.”

	“I understand it can seem like an invasion of your privacy, but it’s actually a great gift to your loyal scarb.  It keeps complete candidness between you and them.  There is no secret you can keep from them.  They will know your every thought, every desire of your heart.  This is how scarb can choose to give their allegiance to a queen.  Swab might be able to deceive each other, but they can never deceive their subjects.  It’s kind of like a system of checks and balances to even out the power between swab and other scarb.”

	It was making better sense to me now.  At least I understood why I couldn’t keep my thoughts from others.  I was still a freak, but not purely stupid.

	This made me think of something else.  “But Saki and Jack could hear my thoughts, and they’re not here now.  They’re not loyal to me.”

	“All scarb will be able to hear both yours and Emerald’s thoughts while you reside in the same colony.  That’s how they will choose to pledge fealty to you or her.”

	I still didn’t like the idea of everyone hearing my thoughts, but I understood why this would benefit the scarb.  How much better would politicians be able to lead if everyone heard their real thoughts, the real intent behind their words?  People would be able to choose those with similar motives and desires to theirs.  Trust would be absolute.  I just hoped that when the time came, more would choose me than Emerald.  I couldn’t do this alone.  I needed their help.  But Emerald had a lot more experience with this, and that worried me.

	Iva waited until I had finished thinking it through, then continued.  “Emerald may be one of the oldest queens, but she doesn’t have the heart you do.  That’s all that will matter.”Her words were full of confidence.  “Emerald didn’t want you to know you were a swab.  She wanted to force you to be subservient to harness your reproductive powers for her colony, as you are the only swab known to be able to reproduce.  But she underestimated you.  You proved not to be a weak queen like she had hoped.  Now you’ve challenged Emerald as only another queen can.  A division has already begun.  Only time will prove who the more powerful of you two is.”

	I thought about this.  “So I have to kill her?”

	Iva nodded once.  “Yes.  A colony can only be loyal to one queen.”

	“Do I have to fight her?  Can’t I just run away?”

	“Not if you want to get your brother back.”

	I could see that she was right.  Running away wouldn’t get rescue Nathan.  “What do we do now?”

	Iva dipped her head.  “You’re the queen it’s your decision.”

	“What would you do, if you were the swab?”

	Her face was hard.  “I would strike her fast and first, before she has time to gather her forces.  She’s expecting a large addition to her army from her sister’s colony in two days.  We want to act before they arrive.  You’ll find the scarb easier to sway in smaller numbers and in situations where Emerald seems weak.  If you can come off the stronger challenger, you’ll win.”

	I bit my lip.  “Right.”I took a moment to think.  “I want to see what everyone else thinks,” I decided.  I wasn’t about to be a dictator.  I needed help.

	“Very well,” Iva said as we stood.  “But understand that I know Emerald very well.  Her heart is cold and calculating.  She won’t wait long to get her revenge on you.”

	“How much time do we have?” I asked.

	“I would say there’s less than thirty minutes before Emerald has a force together to come down here and destroy us.”

	Thirty minutes.

	I stepped out of the cell and back into the dungeon’s hallway where the others had waited patiently.  All their eyes were on me.

	“We don’t have a lot of time,” I started.  “Emerald will be upon us shortly.  I have to get my brother back.  What ideas do you have?”

	Bram stepped forward, his large red wings unfurled.  “You are nothing but a threat to the queen now.  She won’t spare you, regardless of any usefulness she originally saw in you.  Nothing’s more dangerous to her than a challenging queen.”  He looked around the small, dark dungeon.  “There’s only eleven of us.  The queen commands several thousand.  It won’t be easy to sway them.”

	I chewed on my cheek, then answered. “I don’t want to sway the colony.  I’m not trying to start a revolution; I don’t even want to be queen.  I just want to get my brother back.”

	“Bram has a valid point, my queen.  The situation is dangerous.  Emerald will undoubtedly have taken your brother to her private chambers at the top of the colony, the most heavily guarded place here.  You must pass through a maze of twisting tunnels and passageways just to find it.  Luckily, you have several here—like me—who know the way.  But a handful of us won’t stand a chance against the hordes of loyalists she keeps there.  We must increase our numbers if we are to succeed.  Gaining the loyalty of the colony is the only way.”

	Her words sunk deep into me.  I slowly looked at the others, the five scarb guards that had joined me, Iva, Gray, Derrick, Jorge, and Travis.  Ten scarb who now looked to me as their queen, whether I liked it or not.  

	Derrick’s low but gentle voice came into my mind.  “It doesn’t matter about you being queen,” he said. “What matters is getting your brother back.”

	He was right.  There was no other way.  “Fine.  How do we get more to join us?”

	“Loyalty can only be gained or lost in battle,” Iva reminded me.  “We need to get out of this dungeon before she pins us down here, or we won’t stand a chance.”

	“Where should we go?”

	Everyone was quiet a long minute.  “We could just march right up to her chambers,” Gray suggested.  “See how many you can win for our side.”

	Bram shook his head. “The guards there will be her most loyal subjects.  It will be hardest to convince them.  Not all are like Iva and the others here,” he motioned to the five guards that had committed mutiny.  “Most have been brain-washed by Emerald.”

	“Any other suggestions, then?” I asked, hoping someone could just give me the answer.  No one spoke.  The situation seemed impossible.  How were we going to turn several thousand scarb against the queen they adored?  I had my little handful of followers, sure, but it was insanity to think we could do this alone.  Time was running out.  I felt each second fleeing hopelessly by.  But then I got an idea.  I looked each of my followers in the eye.

	“Let’s go to the atrium.”  My eyes shot over to Gray.  “It’s time to get us some fliers.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

	Traitor

	 

	 

	My little group didn’t question my decision to go to the atrium.  “It’s a long way to the top, my queen,” Iva mentioned as she tightened the straps of her boots.  “We’ll encounter many scarb still before we reach it.  Most won’t be happy about us challenging Emerald.  May I suggest I lead the way with Bram, while the others form a circle around you for protection?”

	I wasn’t worried about my own protection.  All I cared about was getting Nathan back.  I’d drag the entire colony by the tendrils if I had to.  “Fine,” I said and the scarb formed a tight circle around me immediately.  Derrick was at my right.  Gray, Travis and Jorge were at my left.  Iva took the front with Bram, her red hair gleaming like wet blood in the low light of the lanterns.

	“Are you ready, my lady?” she asked, giving her wings a solid flap as if she were already anticipating battle.

	Am I really doing the right thing?  The strongest and most versatile scarb in the colony were clearly the fliers.  If I could win a good number of them, I figured that helped our chances more than anything.  But, it was a long way up.  I hope I’m not sending us on a suicide mission.  “Yes,” I took a deep breath and let resolution settle into my chest.  “Let’s do this.”

	Iva nodded and disappeared into the blackness of the passageway before us.  Derrick grabbed one of the yellow lanterns to guide our steps.  It cast eerie shadows against the ceiling and walls, like a demon’s hands reaching out to ensnare us.  For several long minutes, there was nothing but the sound of our steps on the cold stone floor, the shuffle of our clothing against our skin, and the occasional drip of water.  We reached the long, curving rock stairway that would take us out of the dungeon and onto the subterranean level.

	“There are guards at the top entrance,” Iva said back to us.  I tapped into the connection in my chest to the other scarb.  Sure enough, about sixty scarb had been placed at the dungeon’s only entrance and exit.

	Sixty to eleven?  That didn’t seem like great odds.  I was right, I’ve sent us all to our deaths.

	“Don’t be so sure,” Iva responded.  “We are skilled fighters, but your ability to sway the scarb will be our most valuable asset.  When we get to the top, I won’t hesitate to kill any scarb who tries to kill you, but you need not concern yourself with fighting.  Try to reach out to them with your mind.  Help them see why you deserve their loyalty.”

	Their loyalty.  Okay.  I still didn’t feel like I deserved anyone’s loyalty.  I was just a young, inexperienced girl who barely knew what I was doing.  I wasn’t ready to command armies or lead colonies.  But I have to get my brother, I reminded myself.  I wouldn’t want to follow a queen who didn’t even believe in herself.

	“Don’t waste your time trying to hide anything from them,” Derrick said beside me.  “You can’t.  Trying to will only make you look weak.  Let them see your vulnerability.  It comes because of how much you love your brother.  That compassion is what will win them.”His hand found mine as we quickly ascended up the steps, and he gave it a quick squeeze then dropped it.  His touch sent a shock of energy through my arm.

	“One more turn,” Iva announced as we made one last round of the staircase.  

	“This is it,” I breathed, trying to focus on my mind.  The scarb around me flexed their knuckles and joints, readying their barbs.

	“Let’s get Nate back,” Gray said resolutely.  “I trust you, Cat.  You can do this.”

	“Yes, you can do this,” Derrick agreed, popping the joints in his neck, making the black tips of his ears extend even further and more dagger-like out of his head.

	The door in front of us was closed.  Iva turned back to me.  “Focus on your connection to the scarb on the other side of this doorway.  They will feel your command as soon as the fighting begins, so we don’t want to waste a second.”I closed my eyes a moment and felt the connection to each of those sixty guards.  I also noticed that the connection I had to my followers appeared gold in my mind, but my connection to Emerald’s guards was green.  Interesting.

	I opened my eyes.  “I’m ready.”

	Iva let out a piercing shriek as she lunged back onto one leg, kicking the door with her other.  It swung open with a loud crack.  Bright lights in the subterranean level hit us.  In a flash, Iva and Bram were through the door.  The sounds of scarb clashing filled the space.  I was swept up the steps by my circle of protectors, who hissed and jabbed at the swarm of guards who met us.  I felt like the bulls-eye on a target.  The guards, thick all around us, were clearly bent on getting to me.  Derrick’s back crashed into me as he took a sharp kick from a goliath-sized scarb.  The impact jolted me, and I lost hold on the connection.

	“Focus, Cat,” Iva called.  She was up in the air six feet or so now, swinging a guard by his feet.  She launched him into the swarm, knocking down two more.

	But I felt like a pebble lost in an ocean storm.  My friends were being torn apart all around me.  I put my hands on my knees and breathed.  Focus.  I forced myself to block out the chaotic clamor around me.  Only I can save them.  I drew my consciousness back to the connection, to the tight mass of scarb presences around me.  There were a few less than before, only fifty-four of the guards and only nine of us.  We’d lost one of the soldiers.  My heart burned with pain for his loss.  I didn’t even know him personally, but he’d given his loyalty to me and had ultimately given his life for me.

	I turned to the other nine fighting desperately around me.  No one else.  No one else is going to die.

	I tightened my mental grip on the connection to the scarb closing in on us.  “Stop!” I yelled with my mind.  “You will not harm us.”About half of the guard stilled, listening to my words.  “We don’t want to harm you, only to right a terrible wrong done by Emerald.”  I let an image of Emerald taking Nathan flash in my mind, as well as the sharpness of my pain at his loss.  I knew the guards would feel this.  “I’m not asking that you join us.  Your loyalty is yours to give as you want.”  Three-fourths of the guards were watching now, their eyes on me.  I felt a strength and warmth filling my body, coursing through my veins.  My clenched fists showed their barbs.  “But you will let us pass in peace, or you will fall.”  Something sharp and tingly passed through my skin from my heart out to my limbs.  The finger I now pointed out at them was glowing golden, just like the night at the Rand when Derrick and I had danced.

	I kept my hold on the connection, challenging each scarb on the opposite end of it.  I felt their consciousnesses like the feelers of antennae, searching my mind, examining my thoughts, the very essence of my soul.  Although exposed and vulnerable, I felt strong.  I had nothing to hide.  I held no dark motive, no plan for power or destruction, only restoration of what was good and right.

	Slowly, like twinkling Christmas lights, the consciousness of the guard began to shift, dozens of green changing to gold.  The change rippled across all the scarb in the space until only a handful of Emerald loyalists remained.  These green connections, obviously seeing their outnumbered situation, quickly began moving out of the swarm and away towards the upper levels, like oil fleeing water.

	“Stop them!” Derrick yelled.

	Fifteen left to pursue them.  “We’ll make sure they don’t reach Emerald,” they called back to me, like soldiers reporting to the commanding general.

	That left thirty-one now with me in the halls of the subterranean level.

	“That’s how we do it, Cat!” Gray swung a high-five at me.  “Nice work.”

	“You’ve tripled our numbers,” Derrick said, looking around approvingly.

	I wanted to celebrate the victory as well, but I turned to Iva.  “How many did you say were in the colony?”

	“About seven-thousand,” she answered, wiping clear  blood off her arm.

	“Seven-thousand?”My heart sank.  “Great.”  I was pleased with how our encounter had gone, but it had been exhausting.  How was I supposed to convince thousands when I barely had the strength to convince a few dozen?

	“To the atrium, then?” Iva asked, bringing my thoughts back to the present.

	“To the atrium,” I affirmed.

	Iva led our small band up the hall.  We passed the dining room and storage facility where Derrick had worked in the shipping yard.  I could sense the presence of several hundred scarb milling about in the levels above used primarily as dormitories, but none of them seemed organized to fight us.  To them, it was just another day.

	Sure enough, as we entered the luscious living area, we found a few dozen scarb going about their morning business.  When they saw us, their mouths dropped.  Some were wide-eye with obvious fear and quickly darted behind closed doors or into shadows at the corners of the halls.

	A little bewildered, I tried to reach out my consciousness to a scarb woman hunched into a ball beside the water fountain to understand why she and the others were acting like this.

	“Please leave me,” she told me sharply.  “I don’t want any trouble.  Please just let me get on with my business.”

	Huh.  Her colony is facing a division between two queens and all she wants to do is be left alone?

	“Don’t be surprised by her reaction,” Iva’s voice came into my mind.  “You’ll find many scarb will be this way.  Not all are warriors, or even foot soldiers.  Most just want a simple life doing simple things: growing herbs, cleaning floors, making food.  A colony like Emerald’s allows them the security to do just that.  They don’t want to get political.”

	That bothered me.  “Won’t they have to?” I asked.  “Won’t Emerald make them fight for their freedoms?”

	“No,” Iva answered as we passed the hunched woman at the fountain.  “These scarb will hide out, then let others do the fighting and re-emerge when things are stable again.”

	I crinkled my nose at this cowardly behavior.  I reached my consciousness out to the fifty or so scarb closest to us.  “We’re challenging Emerald’s right to govern and control this colony.  Join us.”

	None of the scarb moved, and many blocked me from their minds.

	Iva explained again, “They are not loyal to Emerald any more than they will aid you in fighting her.”

	We went a level higher only to encounter more of the same, two young male scarb joined us when I extended the invitation, but hundreds more just shrank away.  How am I supposed to conquer Emerald when the majority of her subjects won’t help me?

	 “Well, Derrick said, “at least they won’t be the ones trying to stop you either.”  He had a good point.

	Their apathy disgusted me.  Better not to have a colony of such weak-kneed scarb anyway, I finally determined.  I didn’t know about being a queen, but I was certain that if I was to be one, I didn’t want anyone piggy-backing on my efforts.

	“Running a colony has many needs and challenges,” Iva told me as we went past our old dormitory.

	“I have no plans to run a colony,” I told her.  “I’m going to get my brother, and then everyone else is free to do as they please.”

	Iva didn’t look happy about that.  But then, her eyes grew wide and she told me, “Emerald has just alerted the entire colony to your treason.”

	“She’s ordered all the scarb in the colony to kill you on sight or face extinction,” Derrick added beside me.

	Although I’d heard nothing, clearly Emerald’s alarm had pierced the minds of every other scarb.  The soldiers stopped and looked confused for a moment.  The few remaining scarb in the space fled.

	“You need to offer a counter-challenge,” Iva told me, quickly rushing to me.  “Now.”

	A heartbeat passed.  I didn’t have time to think or prepare what I’d say.

	“Hurry,” Iva urged.  “Use your connection.  Reach the entire colony.”

	I nodded and closed my eyes, focusing on the connection.  I felt the presence of the scarb there in the great room, and then pushed that awareness out like an atom bomb, blasting in all directions, high and low, to encompass every scarb living in the colony.  Except for one.  Nate.  I couldn’t find him at all.  That scared me.

	“Emerald must have him in a block,” Iva quickly explained.  “It is like a protective web that won’t let you communicate with him at all with the connection, like the waterfall.  She has one in her chambers.”

	“So, he’s not dead?” I asked, biting my lip.

	“I don’t think so,” Iva answered.

	I sighed.  Okay.  Focus.

	I felt the attention of all the other scarb turn to me.

	“My name is Cat,” I said, hoping the right words would come.  “Your queen kidnapped me to breed an army against my will.  She’s now taken my brother from me, but I intend to get him back.  He’s everything to me.”I choked a bit, surprised at how easily my emotions flowed.  I knew I was on a stage in that moment, solo in the spotlight.  Thousands watching me, waiting for me to falter, to trip and fall, to lose it all.  But I also knew that my emotions weren’t a weakness.  They were a strength to me now, they were the only way I could win this.  “I can’t do it alone.  Emerald’s powerful.  She’s given this colony security, but at what price?  She thinks of no one but herself.  Even now, she’s threatened to kill you unless you comply with her.  You’ll never be truly free under her reign.  Once your usefulness to her has expired, she’ll toss you away like a used tissue.

	“I may not be wise or strong or best-suited to lead this colony, but I do promise you that if you follow me, you’ll do so of your own free will. I’ll never take your freedom of choice from you.”

	Stillness followed for several seconds.  That was it.  I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

	“Well done.” Derrick nodded approvingly.  I just breathed, still clinging fiercely to the connection.  Thousands of green dots surrounded me, just a handful of my gold ones close to me.  But the connection started to ripple, as scarb pressed closer to us.  To fight or to join?

	“Join us in the atrium,” I told them.

	“Good,” Iva said, touching my shoulder.  “We have to hurry now.  You just announced our position and intent to the entire colony.  We’ll be lucky to make it the atrium before Emerald’s soldiers do.”

	With that, she turned and ran to the head of the group.  We fled the dormitory like water rushing over rock and made a straight course toward the stairway to the atrium.  On the steps, those at the front of our group met some of Emerald’s bloodthirsty scarb.  Are they really that loyal to Emerald, or does fear of her putting them to death motivate them?

	My scarb cut through them, turning two more to our side.  We rushed into the soldier’s training area outside the atrium.  It was full of scarb.  They quickly disorganized my group and divided us as my soldiers tried to break through them.  There was no time for words or persuasion now.  Animal instinct took over.  Panting hard, I drove my barbed knuckles into the skull of a soldier, bits of bone and brain matter sticking to my fingers.  A sharp jab hit my ribs as a scarb rammed her elbow into me.  I kicked her against the far wall.

	Three more rushed me.  “Kill the traitor!” they screamed.  Derrick, bloody-mouthed, was at my side in a flash.  Before I could even punch, he launched himself at my attackers, a dark whirl.  I’d never seen any scarb move so fast.

	Iva dropped from the ceiling and hit the floor beside me.  Grabbing my hand, she pulled me through the opening Derrick had created.  We made it into the atrium.  Any relief I might have found at making it to our destination was quickly replaced with horror.

	The atrium contained several hundred fliers and other scarb, and all of them were prepared for us.  Scarb crouched on the ground, teeth bared, ready to rip us apart with their bare hands.  A violent buzzing filled the air as the fliers prepared to attack us from above.

	My head rang with their unified cry. “Kill the traitor!”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three

	The Atrium

	 

	 

	Pure hatred radiated upon us from all sides.  My small group of followers stood with me in the entrance to the atrium.  We were surrounded by several hundred scarb bent on taking us down.  For some reason, I’d thought coming to the atrium and getting the fliers to help get Nathan back would be a good idea.  Now, I was sure I’d made a mistake.  Fliers were some of the most skilled and versatile of scarb.  And now, I’d thrown us into the heart of them.

	“Kill the traitor!” their voices screamed out.  The scarb charged us in unison.  Like an angry bee colony, the fliers dove down toward us, making the ceiling look alive with their zooming bodies.

	I knew it would be only a matter of seconds before they were upon me, ripping my body to shreds and bathing in my blood as a token of victory for their queen.  I felt no hope in that moment.  There was no shield, no protection, no words to save me now.  I thought of Nathan.  I couldn’t save him.  I’d failed.  I closed my eyes, and waited for the moment to come.

	The rush of their dive filled my ears.  My time had come.  But then there was another sound, a high-pitched sound like an eagle’s cry.  I opened my eyes and saw a streak of vibrant red shooting up towards the diving storm of black fliers.  The scream had come from Iva.  She met the fliers in the air, a slender streak of crimson and green against an angry sky.  She opened her mouth and let out another piercing scream.

	“Children of the sky!” she cried.  “You’ve always looked to me as a leader and a protector and I’ve served as Emerald’s right-hand woman, her skilled and trusted assassin.  If you’ve ever listened to me before, I beg you to do it now.”

	The swarm stopped, hovering just a hundred feet above, listening to Iva.  Even the scarb on the ground paused, perhaps insecure in fighting without the fliers.

	“I’ve slaughtered so many at Emerald’s command.  Given the gift of Dagger, my skills were well put to use.”  She motioned down to me with her arm.  “But not anymore.  I serve a new queen now.  Cat is good and true.  I won’t allow Emerald’s abominations to continue any longer.”

	She flapped her wings and came up to a large male flier.  “How often has she used your strength as a weapon in her hands, misused you and taken advantage of your gift of flight?”

	She opened her arms and addressed the rest of them.  “We won’t be constrained by her any longer.  We have the chance at a new life, a new future, but we can’t do it alone.  We need your help.  Emerald is strong, but she’s full of hate and rage.  It will consume this colony just as it consumes her, unless we put an end to it.  Brothers, sisters, let’s put an end to it now.”

	Over two-thirds of the fliers relaxed their poses.  Their wings beat softly, and their bodies no longer resembled shooting arrows.  The other third, however, did not relax but stiffened more.

	A large black male flier came to the front.

	“You’ve betrayed us all, Iva,” he said with a snake-like hiss to his voice.  “For that, you will pay with your life.”

	He dove at her with two sharp talons outstretched from his hands.  The sky instantly exploded as the fliers turned on one another.  The scarb on the ground burst into life as well, but they didn’t all rush at me as I thought they would. Their loyalties were divided as well.  Iva had saved us from a certain death, but were we strong enough to fight off the rest of the colony?

	A pack of orange scarb with white bulbous protrusions on their skin cut through the battle, and within twenty seconds, they rushed at me.

	“Scalvions!” Bram shouted at my left.  A wall of guards quickly formed around me.  Gray hovered above my head.  He wasn’t the best flier yet, so he didn’t want to face the battle above.  But he said he’d protect me from any that got too close.  

	Derrick smashed the chest of one of the scalvions, bursting its white protrusion and causing pus to splatter my cheeks and arms.

	One got past Derrick and ran at me, snapping its orange jaw bones.  I butted it with the crown of my head, piercing its skull with the barbs in my hair.  The impact jolted my body and made my head ache, but the scarb fell down, dead.

	It was chaotic above us, like watching clashing ant colonies, but Iva and her fliers seemed to be making progress.  She snapped the backbone of a young scarb, and his body fell down on the battling scarb below.  More bodies occasionally fell like meteors from the sky.

	Thirty-nine more scarb, including fifteen fliers, turned to our side, as if they could sense the tides turning.  I was starting to think we might actually win.  That’s when Emerald arrived.

	Hundreds of soldiers poured into the atrium through the entrance.  They were a brilliant green in my mind’s eye, wholly dedicated to their queen.

	“Cut off the entrance!” Iva shouted above.  She and her fliers zoomed to the doorways and began diving down upon the soldiers, but they were like water pouring from a broken dam.  It seemed there was little any of us could do to stop it.

	Those of us on the ground were soon pushed back to the far wall of the atrium, like sand pushed before the tide.

	“You need to call out to them again,” Iva’s clear high voice came into my mind.  She tore off a soldier’s arm and flung the limb against the stone wall.

	“All right,” I thought back, wiping the dripping sweat out of my eyes.  Even the tight guard around me couldn’t keep the soldiers from reaching me.  They’d charge my small band until they broke through.  I slipped into a fighting stance.  Everything was motion.  No thinking.  

	Scarb at my left.  Hit him with a sideways kick.  Grab his foot and break the bone.  A flier diving at me.  Three talons aimed at my neck.  Block with my right arm, drive the barbs of my knuckles into her thigh.  Fighting was second nature.  Like breathing.  The hard part is trying to persuade with words rather than muscle.  Especially when all these scalvions are at my neck.

	“I’ll take care of that,” Derrick replied and rammed his black barbs into the stomach of one while sending another flying with a well-aimed back-kick.

	He’s almost as good as Ray, I admired involuntarily, then instantly blushed as I knew he’d hear me.  And I had compared him to Ray, too.

	“Cat, please,” Iva called, reminding me to get back on task.

	“Okay.” I stopped to breathe.  Tell them what I have to offer.  Be strong.  I was just about to send the message out to the soldiers when Emerald herself entered the atrium.  Her presence was like a shockwave.  Exuding power and hatred with every step, she marched through her minions and got up upon one of the ledges Nate and Gray had used to launch themselves off of for flying practice.

	A green aura emanating from her skin made her shine unnaturally.  

	“Destroy them!” she commanded, letting me hear her thoughts.  They were rich with venom.  Her soldiers were quick to obey, and they surged at us with a ferocity I’d never seen.

	“Back to the queen!” Iva called, abandoning their efforts at the entrance and joining us.  Within a few seconds, I could feel the beat of her wings above my head.  She wasn’t going to abandon me.  We were outnumbered ten to one, but even then, no scarb that got close stood a chance against Iva’s lethal skills.  She flew faster than a humming bird, just a blur of red hair and green skin making quick work of the soldiers with the strength of her tendrils and the steely sharpness of her talons.  I even saw her use her teeth.

	But even she wouldn’t last forever.  Her sweat fell on my skin like drops of rain.

	“Act now,” she panted.  “Don’t hesitate.”

	But what was I supposed to do?  Emerald had a firm grip on the loyalty of every soldier in that room.  I could feel the power of it vibrating in the air, almost like it was a living thing in and of itself.  There was Emerald, pure power and deadly confidence.  I was just a weak fledgling queen, cowering behind the skills and faith of a few eccentric followers.

	“Don’t think like that,” Derrick said in short bursts as he strained against the torrent of scarb rushing us.  “You’re going to be a good queen.  We’ll die for you if we have to.”

	“See?” I said.  “Eccentric.”  He actually took a half-second to turn and look at me, as if he thought it a compliment.

	But I didn’t want anyone to die.  Especially not for me.  That was just what was going to happen, though.  We couldn’t fight them off.  They were going to rip off our heads and not pause for a moment.  I could almost see the smirk on Emerald’s face  as she looked down on my ruined body.

	Just then, there was a cry from the front of the room.  The energy in the room changed.  The soldier’s focus divided.  They still came at us, but they were turned toward the entrance as well.

	“What on Earth?” Gray asked, tossing the leg of a soldier into the swarm and flying up a bit higher to see what had caused the disturbance.

	But I didn’t need to see; I could feel it.  Gold scarb.  More had joined us, and a good many more, at that.  At least four hundred.  At their head were two scarb I didn’t expect: Saki and Jack.

	“We’re not trained soldiers,” Saki called out to me. “But we can still fight for you!”

	She was right, the scarb they’d brought were scientists like her and Jack or bakers from the kitchen or cleaning and maintenance workers.  They obviously weren’t trained in the art of battle, but they were a more than welcome addition.  In fact, it didn’t seem to matter how poorly skilled they were, their effect on Emerald’s soldiers was deadly.  They were thrown by the unexpected arrival of average citizens of the colony taking a stand.  Emerald was surprised, as well.  I sensed a ripple of fear emanate from her, though her thoughts were hidden from me.  She thrust her finger this way and that as she directed her army.  She wasn’t nearly so high and mighty now.

	But the numbers were still in her favor.  How long could Saki’s group create confusion?

	I had to act now, but there was little chance of persuading any of Emerald’s scarb hiding in this way.

	“Gray! Bram!” I called.  “Pick me up.”

	Gray looked a bit confused, but he and Bram complied, lifting me by the armpits.  When I was about forty feet in the air, I asked them to stop and hold me there.  

	“Close in on them,” I called out in a clear voice.  My scarb on both sides complied, taking vigor from the direction I gave them.  They fought ferociously, pushing the soldiers into a tight cluster in the center.

	Emerald let out a furious roar.  The soldiers tried to obey, but most were in a state of bewildered confusion as bakers and scientists took down trained warriors.  And not a single flier remained loyal to Emerald now.  Despite her shouts, no danger presented itself to me.  I was safe in the skies.  I congratulated myself on making such a risky move.  I had control of the fliers now.

	Upon seeing the tides turn, some of Emerald’s soldiers joined us.  Encouraged by this, I sent a message out to my scarb. “Stay strong.  Emerald’s weakening by the moment.  Hold fast.”  The sunlight coming through the open windows of the atrium started dimming.

	Then my scarb did something I didn’t expect.  Led by Saki, a group of them broke off from the others and came directly at Emerald.  Before the old queen could realize what was happening, she was cut off from her main force.  Only a small group of forty or so guard protected her on and below the ledge.

	Emerald’s eyes were wide with obvious fear, something she probably hadn’t felt for a long time.  She sent out a command I didn’t hear, and her soldiers in the middle of the atrium broke out in a unified force against my scarb to get to their queen.

	Worried for Saki, I commanded the fliers to get to them.

	“Let’s end this,” Iva growled with blood-thirsty determination.  But before she or any of my scarb could get to Emerald, the queen disappeared into the throng of her soldiers.

	“They’re retreating!” Iva shouted.  “Stop them!”  But they fled with her through the atrium entrance before we could cut them off.  My scarb finished off the last soldiers within reach, and then they were all gone.

	I blinked as Gray and Bram held me, hardly believing what I’d just witnessed.  There were no more soldiers left in the room.  The mighty Emerald had tucked tail and run.

	I’d won.  Despite everything against us, Emerald had retreated from me.

	“Congratulations, Cat,” Gray said, beaming next to me.  “You sure showed her.  She won’t stand a chance against us when we come for Nate.”

	He and Bram lowered me to the ground, and I stood amidst a large army of scarb who all looked to me as their queen.

	“Seal off the entrance,” I said.  “The next time we meet Emerald, it’ll be on our terms.”

	The act was quickly done.  The soldiers reported to me that Emerald had left a large guard on the other side of the atrium doors, probably to either warn her if we made a move or to barricade us in.

	The latter proved to be the case.  I came over to where Saki and her group were standing.  “She doesn’t want you having access to the rest of the colony,” Saki said.  “The only way you can get to her or the colony now is through the guards or out those windows”—she pointed to the open windows on the left wall of the atrium—“and through the exterior entrances.  Those will be guarded, as well.”

	Great.  So now I’ve trapped us in here.  Again, I second-guessed whether coming to the atrium had really been such a great idea.

	“We’ll figure it out,” Saki spoke to my inner thoughts.  I appreciated her faith in me.

	“Thanks for coming,” I said and hoped she could feel how much I meant it.  

	“Absolutely,” she smiled.  Jack was standing behind the group by the far wall, but I could see him watching me.  I smiled and nodded to him.  He gave a nod a back.  I guess I’d made more friends there than I’d thought.

	Iva landed gently beside me.  She wiped at the clear blood running down her cheek.  “What do we do now?” I asked her, still shocked we had survived at all.

	Iva pointed to the darkness creeping in as the last light of the sun came weakly through the windows.  “It’s getting late.  Your scarb are tired.”She motioned across the hundreds of scarb that filled the atrium.  Many were sitting in small groups or resting on rocks.  Even the fliers had all come down to the ground.  “I am sure Emerald won’t make a move on us tonight.  We severely weakened her force today.  She’ll need time to regroup and re-strategize.  We should do the same.  Let your scarb rest.”

	I felt the weight of my own exhaustion come over me and could only imagine how the others felt.  They had been fleeing and fighting all day.  My stomach growled.

	“What about food?” I asked Iva.  Looking about the atrium, I saw no sign of sustenance and only one small drinking fountain.  “And water?”

	Iva’s forehead creased.  “The fountain will have to be enough, until Emerald decides to turn it off.”

	“And food?”

	Iva only gave a shrug.

	Right.  Okay.  No food and limited water.  I thought about making a run to the storage facility and getting some food for us, but Iva quickly reminded me how dangerous it would be.  “You’d lose more scarb than would be able to bring enough food back with.”

	“She’s right,” Saki agreed.

	Fine.  My stomach grumbled again.  We’d just have to make do.  I climbed onto a large boulder in the center of the atrium and addressed the people.  “You all did really well today.  Emerald wasn’t expecting such courage and resilience.”I gestured over to Saki and her group.  “Thank you for your strength and fearlessness.  Tonight we’ll rest here.”I saw the group look about them.  I knew it wasn’t much: no beds or anything comfortable to sleep on, but there was a measure of safety here for now.  “There’s water in the fountain,” I motioned to it.  “I suggest you all line up and get a drink.  We don’t know how long it’ll last before Emerald turns it off.”Some scarb had already started moving toward it.  I could tell most weren’t happy about the situation, but they didn’t complain.  I didn’t like to see their tired, drawn-out faces.

	“We’ll have a plan for tomorrow,” I said, trying to keep the steadiness in my voice up.  “So, sleep well tonight.”

	A few grumbles, of “no food,” reached my ears, but most seemed to bear it with patience.  I felt bad.  I may have chased Emerald off today, but that didn’t make me any more fit to be a queen.

	“Don’t worry, Cat,” Derrick whispered to me as I settled down on the cold hard ground for the night.  The rest of my guards sat down around me.  “You’re doing a good job.  You did what we needed to today.  Our numbers are over fifteen-hundred, and you scared the pants off Emerald.”

	I set my head against the rock wall.  The weight of the entire world seemed to be pushing down on me.  I didn’t like to feel.  I would rather fight.  I didn’t require more thought than needed for the moment.  But there was no one to fight now and that left me only with my thoughts.  “Being queen is so much more than that, though.”  I sighed and looked across the dark floor of the atrium at the forms of hundreds of resting scarb.  “They need protection.  They need provisions.  Am I really so much better than Emerald?”

	Derrick frowned at my question, but I seriously doubted if it was true.  “Emerald uses her people to get what she wants,” I continued.  “Am I doing just the same?  This whole time I’ve just wanted to get Nate back.  I needed more scarb to do that.  Well, now I have my scarb, and I realize just how selfish I’m being.  These people are willing to lay down their lives for me.  I can’t even give them a meal or a decent place to sleep.”

	A small smile crept onto Derrick’s lips.  I didn’t see anything to smile about.  “What is it?” I demanded, feeling a little angry.

	“See,” he said gently, “I knew you would become the queen you needed to be.  You’re thinking more of them than yourself.”

	I wanted to protest, but couldn’t find the words.

	“Don’t worry that we have to sleep on the ground or go a little hungry.  We’ll gladly do that and much more for you,” he said.  He would, I was sure of it, but I wasn’t so certain of all the scarb there in the atrium with me that night.  Some had joined us just because they saw how badly Emerald was losing.  Such loyalty was flighty.  If I didn’t step it up as queen really quickly, I wouldn’t keep them long.

	“You’re going to figure it out, Cat,” Derrick said, yawning.  “You always do.”

	I just hoped he was right.

	 


 

	      Chapter Twenty-Four

	Welcome Blackness

	 

	 

	Gray early morning light came in through the tall atrium windows.  I’d slept little that night, constantly tossing and turning on the hard stone floor and thinking of how I was going to manage getting my brother back from Emerald while keeping the scarb loyal to me.  I wished Ray were there.  He always seemed to know the perfect answer to my problems.  Where is he?  I wondered as I watched a single golden beam of sunlight drift through the dusty air.  Will I ever see him again?  Is he even still alive?

	Iva fluttered behind me.  Her wings rustled gently as she stretched her arms.

	“I was wondering when you were going to ask me again about your old love,” she said sleepily, though it didn’t sound like my thoughts had surprised her.

	I’d wanted to know the truth about what happened to Ray.  This was my chance, but my throat was suddenly clenched up tight.  Did I really want to know?  What if the truth was worse than wondering?

	Iva let me work through my fear.  Finally, I asked the question I’d been burning to know.  “Is he still alive?”

	Iva ran her fingers through her long red hair as she spoke.  “I don’t know.”  She came around and sat gracefully in a crossed-leg position in front of me.  “He was the first human we brought to the colony,” she explained.  “Emerald was eager to obtain new forces and try our experiment in the laboratory with the Origin beetles and humans.  It was my mission to find suitable human specimens.  Emerald was very specific.  She didn’t want just any weakling human; she wanted warriors.  It was an experiment in creating a super-scarb.  I was sent out to scour the nearest human population; I observed your little community on the island.  That was when I found Ray.  He was clearly the strongest fighter in your group.  That’s why I took him on the mountainside.”

	The memory of him being carried high into the air came back to me.  That was the last time I’d seen him.  

	“We brought him to the laboratory.  It held him for less than three days.  In our haste to perform the experiment, we had overlooked a gap in the netting that surrounded the lab.  We can only assume that Ray escaped through that gap and made his way out of the colony.  We found two dead guards by the south entrance.”

	My heart was racing.  So Ray had been here and had escaped.  That meant he could still—

	“It was my duty to recover him, but then you and your band of humans attacked the colony.  Emerald forgot about the lost human, eager to gain more recruits.  She allowed the battle to continue for a while to weed out the weaker humans.  When there were just a few left, she issued the command for us to take them to the laboratory.  The webbing had been fixed, and you were all turned into scarb.”

	But not Ray.  He had only been in the laboratory for three days.  Did that mean—?

	“Yes, he could still be human,” she answered my thoughts.

	Ray, still human.  I did the math in my head.  He had been in the colony for three days, and it was a two-day journey by vehicle back to the island, at least three on foot.  That meant that Ray could have been coming back to Rimerock as we were leaving for the colony.  We might have passed right by each other.  He could still be there.

	I stood, my heart beating faster than the flier’s wings.

	Iva put a hand on my arm.  “But if he’s there, that would mean he’s still human.”

	“Of course, he’s still human!” I exclaimed, tears of happiness filling my eyes.

	Her voice was flat.  “And you’re scarb.”

	That’s when it hit me.  The impossibility of the situation.  Ray was human.  I was scarb.  All my happiness crumbled like eroding sand.

	She took her hand off my arm.  “Don’t give up.  We have yet to see what the future brings.”

	More scarb started to stir.  They lined up at the drinking fountain, but then there came a cry, “No water.  The water’s run out.”

	A thin female scarb had issued the cry.  It was her turn at the fountain, but when she turned the knob, no water came.

	The rest of the line started complaining.  “No water.” 

	“I’m so thirsty.”

	“Where will we get water now?”

	More scarb woke to the alarm.   They swarmed around the dry drinking fountain to see for themselves.  Derrick and Gray woke and stood at my left.

	“Emerald shut the water off!” the scarb exclaimed.  Someone tried to switch on the lights that lined that atrium walls.  They too were without power.  We were cut off from all resources.

	Things were quickly getting out of control.  The air vibrated with fear and anger.  I turned to Iva and Derrick with wide eyes.  “What should I do?”

	Iva answered first. “Emerald has control of all the food, water, and electricity.  She’s trying to starve us out.”

	We’d been in the atrium less than twenty-four hours.  We weren’t going to die of hunger or thirst just yet.  There had to be a solution.

	“There are over eight hundred guards outside the entrance,” Derrick reported.  We still outnumbered them, but I wasn’t sure what else would be waiting for us in the colony.  I was trying to think it through, to find some sort of solution, when my thoughts were broken by Emerald’s voice.  It was as if she were right there in the atrium with us, but I knew her voice was only in my mind.

	“Scarb Who Is Called Cat,” her sharp voice rang, making me flinch, “I order you to surrender yourself with your band of traitors to me before noon.  If you don’t, I will see that your brother is killed in a most displeasing manner.  If that’s not enough to sway you, I’ll see to it that you and your pathetic little army starve to death in that hole you’ve penned yourselves in.”

	Emerald’s voice went silent.  The scarb turned to me.

	I wished I could have just a single moment of privacy, the ability to shield my thoughts and fears from the others.  I just wanted a minute to scream.  Every fear and uncertainty I had could be sensed by them all.  I took a deep breath and tried to pour some resilience into myself.

	I had until noon tomorrow.  She was going to kill Nate.

	The scarb around us muttered and shifted uneasily.  Emerald’s threat had not sat well with them.  I could almost see the doubt in their eyes: Is Cat actually suited to be queen?  Will she really let us starve?

	Iva put a hand on my shoulder.  “I suggest we do not hesitate.  Your scarb are growing restless by the minute, and tomorrow Emerald receives the shipment of soldiers from her sister, Fuchsia.  Fuchsia’s scarb are known to be incredibly strong and ruthless.  They will only make our task more difficult.  We need to act without delay.”

	I couldn’t agree more.  I seemed to be losing more credibility every hour we were stuck in the atrium, and I wouldn’t see my brother murdered.  Surrender was not an option.  There was only one thing to do, though it terrified me to do it.  We had to go straight for Emerald herself.

	*****

	Closing my eyes, I felt a measure of privacy I hadn’t felt since I’d become a swab.  I was almost alone in the darkness of my eyelids.  I remembered my days on the island, walking the aspen groves by myself with only the leaves and birds for company.  Or drifting out onto the lake in a row boat and hearing the gentle lap of the waves and the wind whistling through the valley.  Those days were over.  I was never alone.  Keeping my lids closed, I tapped into the connection.  I needed this resource now.  My life depended on it.  So did my brother’s and all my scarb’s.

	The force outside the atrium entrance had grown to nearly nine hundred.  They were going to be a challenge to get through, but after that the colony was relatively empty.  Working scarb went about the colony, tending to their normal duties.  They wouldn’t pose a threat to us.  I moved my consciousness further out and quickly found more pockets of Emerald’s soldiers.  They spiraled higher until a large group of them clustered at the topmost space of the colony.  That must be where Emerald’s chambers were because they were filled with scalvions and fliers. This wasn’t going to be easy.  All of Emerald’s soldiers were well-fed and well-rested.  My scarb, on the other hand—

	Taking a deep breath, I opened my eyes again.  Iva and all my scarb were waiting for me.  Many of the fliers had already taken to the air, and their wings beating a steady wind on my face.  They were ready.

	I addressed the fifteen hundred scarb in the atrium.  “It’s time. We’ll break you into groups of hundred with a captain at the head of each.  I wish I had more of a plan, but I’m afraid I don’t.  We’re going to be a battering ram at Emerald’s door.  We won’t stop until it crumbles.”

	Iva, Bram, and Saki quickly helped organize the army into fifteen divisions, appointing strongly loyal captains for each.  Iva volunteered to lead the first group out of the atrium.  I was to stay in the third with Bram.  Derrick, Gray, Jorge and Travis took their place at my side.

	On my order, the atrium doors opened, and like a raging sea, the first division poured out of the room.  The guards awaiting us on the other side weren’t prepared for such a movement, and the first through fourth division of my army cut their way into the soldiers’ training facility.  Our four hundred ran up against Emerald’s nine hundred.  Her warriors soon recovered from our unexpected burst, and the battle got intense.  There were too many scarb in such a confined space.  Most of my scarb were still stuck in the atrium, pushing to get out, but the space was too full of Emerald’s soldiers.  It seemed as though we would be quickly swallowed by them.

	I was pinned tightly into the center of my scarb so I couldn’t see much.  They bumped and jostled against me.  The smell of blood and sweat filled my nostrils.  I used my connection to get a better sense of what was happening and to try and sway Emerald’s force, but it didn’t work.  We were horribly outnumbered in the training facility and they were closing in on us.  If we didn’t get more of our scarb into the room, we would be cut off and crushed.  My mind scanned the room over and over for some type of break.  There it was, a weak spot on the right side of Emerald’s guard.  “Attack to the right,” I told Iva.  Her fliers unleashed upon them.  

	Finally, the guard started to give way.  As more of the guard fell, more of my scarb came pouring into the room.  The momentum changed.  Soon my scarb were chasing Emerald’s soldiers to the corners of the room.  Some surrendered, others fled down the stairs.  The air was muggy, and my hair clung to my forehead.  Fluids and blood made the floor slick, and bits of scarb flesh stuck to my boots as we made our way through the training rooms and down the stairs.

	We had to cross the entire width of the colony through the dormitory area to get to the stairways opposite the atrium that led to Emerald’s chambers.

	A few pockets of soldiers attacked us as we made our dash through the dormitories, but they were like saplings in a tornado.  Iva led us past where we had once slept and down a stark, unadorned hallway that took us south, into a part of the colony I’d never seen.  The walls and rooms we passed were plain and cold with none of the plush carpets or extravagant paintings on the walls.  This section was pragmatic and militaristic.  The thud of our boots rang against the walls.

	A pair of double doors met us at the end of the long hall.  Using my connection, I knew Emerald’s soldiers were on the other side.  Iva stopped her division.  Panting from the run, I moved toward her.

	Her face gleamed with sweat, but her green eyes were bright.  “I suggest we combine the troops into three groups.  The largest should follow us directly up to Emerald and your brother.  The other two can take the other passageways and meet us there, so we aren’t ambushed from either side.”

	I quickly scanned the space above with my connection and found that she was right.  It contained three main passageways leading to Emerald’s chambers.  All were full of soldiers.

	“Right,” I agreed, and the work was swiftly done.

	“Emerald knows you’re coming,” Iva told me.  “She sent out a command to the incoming troops of soldiers from Fuchsia’s colony to speed their journey.  They will be here before nightfall.  She’s barricaded herself up there, hoping to wait you out until the troops arrive.  We won’t stand a chance against them.”

	That wasn’t good news.  “Then we have to hurry.”

	Iva nodded.  “Yes, but there’s something more you need to know.  It isn’t just Fuchsia’s scarb that are coming. Fuchsia herself will be at the colony before nightfall.”

	My mouth fell open.  Great.  Nothing like a trapped queen bee and her pissed-off sister to deal with.  My thoughts raced.  “So even if we kill Emerald, we’ll still have to deal with Fuchsia?”

	Iva gave a grim smile.  “Yes, unless we prove fast enough.”

	“Then let’s pray we’re fast.”

	“Agreed.”

	With that, Iva turned and called her division forward.  As the scarb started moving through the doors, Iva said back to me, “Cat, you won’t like what you see up here.  I wish I could take you through one of the side passageways, but the middle is the most direct route.  I’m afraid we don’t have any other choice.”

	I had no idea what she was talking about.

	“Let’s just say Emerald has a penchant for experimentation,” was all she offered before running up to the front line.

	I stayed with Iva’s division this time, eager to be at the head and to reach Emerald quickly.  As ever, Derrick and the others jogged along at my side.  Derrick constantly scanned to the right and left of me for any danger.

	“What do you think that means?” I asked him as we passed through the double doors and came to the curving stairway.  We would have to go up a flight, then down a hall on the first level to reach the next set of stairs, which were tucked away behind a large mural on the right.  Then, up three more flights to reach the tight stairway that led to Emerald.  It was a good thing Iva knew her way around this maze.

	“I don’t think I want to know,” Derrick replied, trying to sound brave, but his face had gone a little pale.  “Just think about Nate and don’t get distracted.”

	Those were the words I needed to hear, but they did little to help.  When we got to the first level, I barely saw the soldiers stationed there to stop us.  My eyes were fixed on the glass containers that stretched from the floor to the ceiling and lined the entire corridor on both sides.  Mutilated bodies of both humans and scarb floated in clear liquid inside them.  The first was a young male human who had thousands of needles poked into his skin, making him look more like a pin-cushion than a human.  His brown eyes were open wide and stared blankly at me.  My stomach churned.  I was going to vomit.  But the bile never came because Derrick pushed me roughly to the left so that I bumped into Gray and nearly fell down.

	A massive scarb I hadn’t even seen dove down, slamming into Derrick instead of me.  The flier was on top of Derrick and smashed his fists into Derrick’s face.  Gray launched himself into the air and onto the flier’s back.  He grabbed the flier’s wings and gave them a sickly tear.  The flier screamed and threw Gray off sending his body soaring into the chaos-filled corridor.  I turned back to Derrick, who had his arms around the flier’s waist, holding him down.  The flier’s left wing hung limply from his shoulder blade.  I threw my upper body back and smashed the pointy barbs on my skull into the flier’s nose and cheeks.  His blood dripped into my hair as he fell down, dead.  

	There wasn’t time to even inhale before another impossibly large flier came at me.  This one had five long, silver tendrils protruding from her heels.  They whipped and spun through the air like helicopter blades.  I ducked to the left, but one caught my shoulder and ripped at the flesh.  A scream slashed out of throat.  The wound was deep but not terrible, and the pain sent adrenaline through my body.  The muscles and tendons connecting my plated chitin hardened.  My breath quickened.

	I grabbed at my shoulder with the opposite hand.  Drops of blood fell from the wound and hit the ground with a hiss.  This made me take my eye off my opponent.  Slim streams of smoke rose from the ground where my blood landed.  The drops were actually eroding the concrete.  Amazingly, the acid didn’t burn me.  But my distraction was a mistake.  

	One of the flier’s thick tendrils wrapped around my neck, yanking me off my feet into the air like a rag doll.  My oxygen was instantly cut off.  Panic filled me.  I couldn’t breathe.  My neck burned from the tight hold on it.  I thrashed my legs and arms.  I tried to grab at the flier to free myself, but another tendril caught my arm and held it back. 

	My vision started to get spotty.  I knew I had to hold on, but there was no air.  Odd guttural sounds came from my throat, but I couldn’t even scream.  Frantic, I pulled at my arm to free it, but the flier held on too tight.  She looked down at me, a look of pure satisfaction on her ugly face.

	Just then, my arm was released.  The tendril holding it was gone.  I looked down to see Derrick biting it.  The flier flapped her large wings to pull me higher.  Derrick held fast to the one tendril, but the other was still around my neck.  My arm was free, but I knew that if I tried to grab the tendril around my neck, the flier would just pin my arm with another of her tendrils.  The world started going black.

	“Use your acid,” Derrick’s voice came into my mind.  

	Without thinking, I made a final effort.  I flexed the knuckle barbs on my hand and brought them up to the wound on my shoulder.  In a flash, I slashed the barbs down into the wound, cutting it deeper.  Blood squirted out like a fountain splashing onto the tendril that held me.  The blood instantly burned away the flesh.  

	The flier screamed and released me.  I fell and hit the ground, hard.  Everything went black for a moment.

	When I regained consciousness, the first thing I saw was the floating head of an eighty-year-old woman.  Her wispy white hair floated through orange-tinted liquid, and her gray eyes were only half-closed.  I wanted to scream, but my throat was too hoarse.

	Pushing my hands underneath me, I got to my feet.  Scarb swirled around me like a carousel, but I couldn’t focus on them.  My head throbbed horribly, and I must’ve fallen on some water because the entire right side of my body was sticky and wet.  When I touched the wetness with my left hand, the fingers came back wet and clear.  Blood.

	“Whoa, now.  Sit down, Cat,” Derrick said.  His steady arm was around my waist, and he helped me sit with my back against the glass tank with the floating head.  Though scarb were fighting all around us, I felt safe with his big body shielding me.  No one seemed to notice us there in the corner, anyway.  He clicked his teeth as he took a look at me.  “We’ll have to do something about that arm.”

	There was a hissing sound.  The cement underneath me was hot and smoking from contact with my blood.  The blood was on Derrick’s hands too, but it didn’t seem to affect him.  “Why doesn’t it burn you?” I asked him.

	He looked at the blood and shrugged.  “That was some trick you did to that flier,” he said, but it was risky.  We need to stop this blood.”

	He took the bottom hem of his shirt and ripped off a long strip.  He tied it around the gash on my shoulder.  The blood slowed but didn’t stop entirely.

	A body flew through the air and slammed into the glass tank behind us.  The glass splintered and orange liquid started spraying from it, wetting our clothes and skin.  Derrick hoisted me up with his arm under my good shoulder and moved us further down the corridor.  Iva was at the end of it, her hair wet with sweat and blood, but I was glad to see her alive.  She and her fliers had killed many of the guards in the room, but more were coming in from the adjacent hallways.  Too many.  We’d lost a lot of scarb already.  Their bodies were piling up on the floor.  The guards Emerald employed to protect her private chambers weren’t just any scarb.  They were skilled and hardened warriors and I couldn’t sway them.  A large group of them rushed down the passageway behind the mural at the end of the hall.

	Seeing the passageway reminded me just how close Nate was.  “We’ve got to get up there,” I told Derrick, and he started helping me down the corridor.  I wasn’t sure how I was going to face Emerald, wounded like I was, but I knew that staying in the corridor wasn’t going to help any.  I had to get to my brother.

	“Watch out,” Iva cried, just as an orange-spotted scalvion hit the left side of my body with the horns on his skull.  The breath was instantly knocked out of me as I slammed into Derrick.  One of his scalvion’s three horns drove into the week tissue between my rib cage and hips, piercing me to the core.  My mouth hung open in shock.

	Derrick tried to yank me back to free me from the horn, but it was pinched in tight under my ribs.   The scalvion didn’t pull back, either.  Instead, he thrashed his head violently, slashing the horn through my internal organs.  He jabbed in deeper with a final thrust still before finally pulling back.

	“No!” I heard Iva scream as she dove down and tackled the scalvion to the ground.  But the damage had already been done.

	The first thing I noticed was air.  Air touching places inside of me that air was never meant to touch.  And there was liquid, too.  Far too much liquid gushing out of me, like a bursting geyser.  As it left my body, so did my strength.  I looked down.  The left side of my abdomen was completely open.  I stood another second, but then my legs gave out and I fell to the ground.  Derrick clutched me under my shoulder, and he softened my fall, lowering me gently.

	I was going to die.  The rational part of my brain knew that.  I’d seen too many wounds in combat to know when one is impossible to recover from.  I have only a few minutes.  But the emotional part of me couldn’t accept it.  But I have to save Nathan!  All of this was for nothing if I can’t save him!  I wished I could talk with him.  He was so close, but Emerald still kept him from me with her block.  I couldn’t even say goodbye.  I can’t die now.  Dying is giving up,  letting her win.  I have to live!  But no matter how much I willed myself to survive, the life was leaving my body.  I was helpless to stop it.  I felt the change of death coming over me, the way the blood moved too quickly out of my veins only to disappear from them, how my breath came in shallow gasps.  I wanted to take in more air, like if I kept breathing I could somehow escape the end.  The pain didn’t come at first, obscured beneath the shock, but then it hit me, pain so sharp and wordless that unconsciousness would have been welcome.

	Scarb moved around me, but all I saw, all I clung to, was Derrick’s face. His blue eyes looked down at me, dark with fear, bright with agony.  He had one hand behind my head, the other still under my shoulder.

	I heard Iva pounding her fists over and over into the scallion.  Surely he was dead by now, but she continued to beat him.

	Then there came a voice and a presence into the room that made every single scarb still.

	“My warriors have proven yet again an indispensable resource,” Emerald said as she moved, tall and proud, down the corridor, stepping over bodies like they were no more than children’s scattered toys.  Iva jumped to her feet, her fists clenched and her wings beating furiously.  “Take her,” Emerald said with a sweep of her hand.  Three fliers immediately jumped out from behind her long gown and grabbed Iva.  She writhed against their hold, but couldn’t free herself.  Her green eyes cast a look at me that spoke only of sorrow.

	I knew in that moment it was truly over.  Defeat washed over me.  We’d lost.  We were all going to die.  My limbs started shuddering uncontrollably as the nerves started to give out.

	“Oh, isn’t this a precious sight,” Emerald scoffed and towered over Derrick and me on the ground.  “The lovebird croons over his rare little dove.”Emerald bent down so her face was close enough to me I could smell her lavender perfume.  She stroked my cheek with one of her unnaturally long nails.  Derrick growled, but Emerald ignored him.  “You are so rare.  You had so much potential.  It’s such a shame to see it all end like this.  You could’ve been great for me and my colony.”Her upper lip flinched in disgust, and she straightened.  “Now you will die, Scarb Who Is Called Cat, so that all will see what happens to those who go against my will.”

	She turned her back and took several steps away from us.  “Too bad you won’t get to witness for yourself just how much I will make your brother, your friend,” she spat at Iva, “and your lover suffer.”

	My eyes stayed on the back of her green gown another moment.  She was so proud.  Victory was hers.  She’d stomped out the insignificant threat I’d proven to be.  Disgusted, I turned away from her.  I refused to let her consume my last moments.  I looked back into Derrick’s eyes.  I wished there was something I could do to comfort him.  Instead, he stroked the back of my head with his fingers.

	“I’m so sorry,” I told him.  My body was shaking violently now.  Then the shuddering suddenly stopped.  My limbs stilled.  My heart stuttered.  One beat.  Pause.  Cool liquid chilling my skin.  Another beat.  Heavy.  Too slow.  Darkness closing in around Derrick’s face.  Another beat.  All I could see were his eyes now, tears falling from them like stars.  

	Then nothing.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Five

	Long Enough

	 

	 

	Derrick’s tears dripped onto my cheek.  I couldn’t see them, but I could feel their coolness like drops of rain.  I was going to death through the cleanness of water.  Maybe I could emerge on the other side, new and reborn.

	My breath gave out.  Derrick lifted me to him, pressing my chest against his, his face in my hair.  His sobbing shook my body, and his tears ran from my face, down my neck and chest, and off the sides of my stomach.  But they didn’t fall to the ground or run off in small streams.  They collected inside me, pooling like magnetic drops in the opening in my ribs.  It must have been some final hallucination, the last imaginings of my brain before it shut off forever.  But I could feel the drops like cool silver inside me.  They spread out, weaving and threading through me.  They stitched and wrapped, pulled and webbed, bringing the fibers of my body back together.  The organs went back to where they were meant to be.  The muscles pulled them taut.  Finally, the skin wrapped over and sealed my body back into place.

	A sharp inhale filled my lungs.  My eyes shot open, lids fluttering like fleeing butterflies.  Derrick lowered me in my arms so my face was no longer against his shoulder.  His eyes with their four irises of darkening blue were wide as he gazed down at me.  His lips were slightly apart, and his breath fell upon my cheeks like a cool breeze.

	“Cat?” he asked timidly in my mind.  “You’re—”

	I just smiled.  My body was whole.  The pain was gone.  I was stronger now than ever before.  Because of him.

	“How?” he started to ask.  But we both understood.  Something had happened with us.  Something that couldn’t be defined with words or reason.  Like at the dance when my skin lit us up from the inside out.  Somehow, he had healed me.  His tears had saved me from death.

	He pulled me close again, more tears streaming from his eyes.  

	I could have stayed like that forever, whole and warm in his arms, but the moment couldn’t last, not with my mortal enemy in that room.  I inhaled the smell of Derrick’s hair and skin, breathing in the scent of warm summer days.  The air invigorated my body, sending little shock waves down my spine, my arms, my legs.  Derrick released me and brought both of us to standing.

	Scarb still filled the room.  I had almost forgotten just how many were around us.  The moment had seemed so private, like it was just Derrick and me in the crowded sea of violence.  I gave Derrick one last look, letting him feel my gratitude, then I turned to face the queen.  She had her back to us and was ranting at Iva, who was still bound by guards.  Iva’s cheeks had an angry red hand print on the left side, and her hair hung in long red sheets over her drooped head.

	The queen raised her hand to strike Iva again.  

	“Emerald,” I said simply, standing directly behind her.  “You’re time is over.”  Though my words were quiet they seemed to pierce her.  Slowly and with wide eyes, she turned.  Fire filled her pupils as she took me in.

	“You!” she snarled, and her raised hand turned into a gnarled fist. “I should’ve known you were too stubborn to die.”  She clicked her teeth.  “Well, I’ll just have to get rid of you myself.”  She stepped toward me, so close that I could feel her breath as she hissed in my face. “When I do something, I don’t make mistakes.”

	I didn’t balk or even flinch at her closeness.  “Your time is over Emerald.  Give my brother back, and leave in peace.”

	“You will not take my colony from me!” she screamed in my ear, stomping her feet like an angry toddler.  “Kill them!” she shouted to her soldiers.  “Kill them all!”  The room erupted again into chaotic battle at her command.  She whipped her head back at me.  “And now I’ll kill you.”

	Her pride ruled her.  In that moment, I didn’t fear her.  I pitied her.

	“You think you’re so much better than me.” She spat in my face.  “You’re a swab!” she laughed wildly as she circled around me.  I turned to keep her facing my front.  My legs and arms tensed and readied for the moment she would make a move.  “You’ll soon see that we can die, too, just like every other pathetic scarb who ever crawled on the dirt.  You’re wrong, Cat.  My time isn’t over.  Yours is.”

	With that, she sprang back onto her heels and launched herself at my throat, fingers splayed.  Dodging to the left, I threw her arms back with an upper block.  She stumbled past but quickly regained composure.  She threw her upper body back, catching herself with her arms and kicked at me with the long rows of black spikes on her calves.  She swung her legs through the air fiercely, as if each spike was a dagger.  I liked to fight like a human, not like some wild beetle on the floor.  But one of her knees hit my lower back, and I flew several feet forward onto the ground.  I jumped back up.  Her right leg zinged past me through the air, the black barbs just inches from the tip of my nose.  The barbs hit the ground instead, cracking the concrete floor.

	She snarled and flipped herself onto all fours, crouching like a leopard.  She gnashed her teeth like she would like to take a bite out of me.  She sprang through the air and made contact with my chest.  She wrapped her arms around my torso as I held her by the hair to keep away from her chomping mouth.  White spit frothed at her mouth.  Tiny drops of it splattered my chin.  

	I brought my knee up sharply to her stomach.  Her body curled forward, and she released me.  

	She panted, but was quickly back to standing.  “You think you can defeat me?” she snarled.  “I’ve been queen longer than any other in North America.  That kind of strength comes from a ruthlessness and hunger you will never have.  Your mercy is your weakness.  It’ll lead to your destruction.  There’s no such softness in me.  I’ll make sure my kingdom continues on.  I’ll kill you.”

	Once again, she lunged for my throat, but this time there was finality in her movements.  The talk was over.  She was going to kill me.  I let her come.  Just as her right hand made contact with my neck, I wrapped my left arm around her back.  Her hand cinched around my throat, but she was close enough that the barbs on the fingers of my right arm cut deeply into the weak spot on her neck.  I twisted my wrist so the last one made contact with her spinal cord, severing it cleanly.

	Her head slumped to the right, her hands releasing me as her body crumpled to the ground.  

	I stood there a moment, Emerald’s blood dripping off my fingertips.  She was dead.  

	Her soldiers went into a rage.  Hundreds flooded the corridor, bloodlust in their eyes and revenge in their hands.

	Derrick fought two scalvions between a row of observation tanks that lined the left wall.  Gray cried out as another flier tore a gash in his thigh.  Two black fliers zoomed down at me from the ceiling.  “You killed the queen!” they screamed like creatures from Hell.  

	I killed them without thinking.  We found ourselves being quickly outnumbered.  

	Use the connection, I told myself while I sliced off the arm of a middle-aged warrior.  It was harder to concentrate on talking while I was in the middle of fighting, but there was no other option.  

	I tapped into the connection and reached out to all the scarb left in the colony.  We’d lost many.  There were fewer than nine hundred of my scarb but still several thousand loyal to Emerald.  And more were coming.  Fuchsia’s armies were approaching just over the crest of the closest mountain range, twenty thousand strong.  We were never going to survive this.  Still, I had to try.

	“Emerald’s dead,” I told the scarb while throwing a sharp right hook into the nose of a soldier.  “I gave her a chance for peace, but she wouldn’t let go of her pride.  I offer you the same chance: If you won’t join us, let us leave in peace.  We don’t want to fight you but we will if we must.”  To emphasize the point, I ripped a soldier apart at the waist, his lower body walking a few more steps before it fell to the ground.

	“Kill her!” the soldiers in the corridor echoed in unison.

	So much for being diplomatic.  I reached out and called the remaining scarb loyal to me.  “Gather in Emerald’s chambers,” I told them.  “Get there as fast as you can.”  The only hope we had was to get into one body.

	I spoke to the scarb closest to me.  “We have to get Nathan.  Please help me.”Like gathering morning dew, they quickly surrounded me.

	Gray beat his wings by me.  “Let’s go get him.”

	We struggled to get down the rest of the corridor, but we made it to the mural and ran up the labyrinthine passageway.  Iva made quick, decisive turns, having been up that way many times before, pausing only to take out soldiers.

	My head spun from all the tight turns, but eventually we burst into a small dungeon room.  It was full of scalvions.  I can sense Nate!  We’d broken through the block Emerald had put around him.  I couldn’t see him yet, but it felt so good to know that he was there and alive.

	“Cat!” he exclaimed.

	“I’m here, Nate!” I called.  “Hold on.”I pushed into the room.  A red-bearded scalvion sent a sharp blow to the back of my head with the heel of his foot.  I sucked in a breath and slashed at his leg with my hand, tearing open his femoral artery.  Nothing was getting between me and my brother now.

	The cells were like that of a common jail: floor to ceiling bars, concrete floors, a toilet, and a single bench to sit/sleep on.  Nathan was in the last one, holding the bars, his green eyes wide.  Derrick got a gash on his neck, but we managed to cut through the scalvions.

	“Took you long enough,” he said as I reached through the bars to give him an awkward hug.  My scarb formed a protective circle around me.

	“Seriously, Nate,” I laughed, “you’ll really learn to appreciate me one day.”

	“I do,” he said. “Thanks Cat.”

	I pulled on the bars.  “Now to get you out of here.”The latch on the prison didn’t budge.  “I need some—”

	“Keys?” Iva finished for me, tossing a pair of keys she had gotten off one of the dead scalvions.  The lock on the latch turned, and the door swung open.  My brother was in my arms.  

	Emotions flooded me.  Relief, exhaustion, joy, and fear.  

	I’d done it; my brother was free.  

	I didn’t realize I was crying until Nate said, “Come on, Cat.  You’re queen now.  You can’t be all emotional like that.”

	I wanted to punch him.  “Don’t tease me right now.”

	Iva’s voice interrupted me.  “Fuchsia’s armies are within the colony’s borders.”

	All the triumph of the moment came to a crashing halt.  I may have freed my brother from his prison cell, but I’d basically trapped him and the rest of us at the top of Emerald’s colony.

	“How do we get out of here?” I asked her.

	“There’s only one way out, back down to the exits.  The southern one is the closest.”The levels below us were now full of furious scarb.

	“Any other ideas?” I asked as I shoved a large female scarb back out of the prison doorway.  

	“What about the vents?” Gray asked pointing to the single vent in the ceiling of the prison room.

	Iva studied it a moment, pausing to wipe the sweat off her brow.  “They connect to the colony’s main air duct system.  They vent at the top of the mountain.”

	“Let’s do it,” I said, seeing escape and eager to take it.

	She shook her head.  “You don’t understand.  The opening is at the top of the mountain.  It’s a sheer cliff face.”

	I pictured the drop from the image she sent into my thoughts.  It would be impossible to climb down.

	“We could fly you,” Nate said, as he nudged Gray.

	“Yeah,” Gray agreed.

	Iva shook her head, “No offense, kids, but you’re not the strongest fliers, and there are a lot of scarb without wings to carry.”

	Nate opened his mouth to protest, but Derrick did it for him.  “I don’t think we have much choice.  I say we do it.”

	The relentless tide of soldiers was pushing Bram and his scarb back into the already crowded prison. Thousands more were coming for us.

	I nodded to Derrick.  I’m done with this place.  “Let’s get out of here.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Six

	Beauty and Chaos

	 

	 

	The air ducts were dusty, and my hands and knees were soon covered in gray grime as we crawled through them.  Alternating currents of hot and cold air blasted us as we passed adjoining ducts to the main line.  Saki and Jack led the last group of my scarb through the vents.  We’ve lost so many.  

	I did a quick count.  Only a hundred scarb left.  Blast it.

	“How much longer do you think?” I asked Iva.

	“I really don’t know,” she answered.  “It’s not like I’ve ever been up here before.”

	“Oh, right.”She should be swab.  She understands it so much better than me.

	“Being a swab isn’t something you choose,” she told me as we took a sharp turn to the right.  “It’s just in you.  Very few have the ability.”

	The climb was almost vertical now. We had to brace our hands and legs against the walls and make our way slowly up.  The soldiers were in the vents now, too.  How soon until they’d be on us?

	Sweat drenched my back and underarms.  Cool Rocky Mountain air poured in from the opening at the top of the vent, chilling the sweat on my skin.  Sunlight fell on my face.  We were almost there.  Iva and Bram pushed the gate off from the vent and tossed it over the cliff-edge.  That’s when I heard the buzz of dozens of wings coming up the vent from the ducts below.

	“Fliers,” I cursed.

	“Hurry,” Iva said, hovering over the exit as I pulled myself out of it.  The drop below was dizzying, at least seven hundred feet.  Derrick pulled himself up next beside me.  “Take my hands.”

	I looked back down into the dark vent.  Emerald’s fliers were at the bottom of it.  

	“No,” I said. “Take Derrick.”

	Derrick and Iva looked like they wanted to protest.  “Do it.  Now!” I shouted.  Iva bit her lip, and she and Bram lifted Derrick into the air by his arms.  The fliers were strong, but the weight of an extra scarb meant two had to carry just one.  With sixty fliers and forty regular scarb, that meant some would have to be left behind.  I hated that.  Saki and Jack were down there at the bottom of the air ducts.

	“Come on!” I called to them.

	But I could hear the sounds of struggle as they fought Fuchsia’s fliers.  “Go, Cat!” Saki told me.  “I won’t let them kill you.”

	Just then, a flier took off her head.

	“No!” I screamed.  Seconds later, Jack was dead, too, a barb thrust through his abdomen.  The sight reminded me of the bugs pinned to paper in his laboratory.

	“I’m sorry!” I cried.  “I’m so sorry!”

	The fliers scrambled up the duct toward us.

	“They’re gone, Cat,” Nate said, hovering in the air next to me.  He and Gray put their hands out to lift me.  “We’ve got to go.  Now!”

	“You sure you’re strong enough for this?” I asked, pure fear filling me.

	“No,” Nathan said, picking up my shoulder with his arm.  Gray quickly did the same.  “Only one way to find out, though.”With that, they jumped off the cliff face, taking me with them.

	The feeling of air under my feet was terrifying.  I wanted to go back to the cliff face and cling to the rock.  We dropped fifteen feet.  I couldn’t even scream.  But then the boys got their wings steady and were able to move us forward through the air after the other fliers.

	The view of the outside world was almost blinding at first.  I’d been inside the colony for so long that the colors and variety of the landscape came on too strong for my senses.  The carpet of pine trees below us was impossibly green, the white of the snow on the mountains too bright, the yellow of the sunbeams falling through the clouds unbearably beautiful and vivid.  We soared over the rich scenery like birds.

	“Pretty awesome, isn’t it?” Nathan asked.

	“It is,” I said, but I felt hollow inside.  Saki and Jack are dead.

	“I’m sorry,” Nate whispered.  I had to do another head-count, but I cringed, not wanting to know how many more scarb had died for me.  Thirty-two fliers.  Seventeen regular scarb.  That’s all.  No one else made it out of the vents.

	Hot, angry tears streamed from my eyes.

	“I’m sorry, sis,” Nathan said again quietly.

	My mind and senses were numb.  I used my connection to feel for fliers or other threats.  Fuchsia’s fliers followed us, but they were far behind.  I was amazed at the speed we were able to make.  My fliers had had little rest, no food or water, and had been fighting for two days.  Still, they soared on.  The sun began to lower in the sky, turning the wispy cirrus clouds over the mountain peaks orange and gold.  We were going west.  Toward the island.

	“I guessed that was where you would want us to go,” Iva told me.  There was fatigue in her voice, but her wings were steady.

	Because of Ray.  I was grateful for her intuition.  She was right. If there was a chance Ray would be there, Rimerock was where we had to go.

	I have to find him.  I instantly felt guilty.  I knew Derrick could feel my desire.  He kept his thoughts and emotions closed to me, though.  Derrick had held me and cried when I was dying.  I remembered the feeling of his cool tears on my skin and the way they healed me.  Derrick had saved me.  He’s stood faithfully by me through this whole mess.  But I couldn’t help still having feelings for Ray.  Maybe I always will.  He was the first person I’d loved.  Ray had protected me and kept me safe for years.  He’d been there for me when I thought there was no hope for any of us anymore.  And then he was taken from me.  Try as I might, I couldn’t let him go.  I have to know what happened to him.  I have to know that he’s safe before I can even hope to figure out what will happen next.

	So, we went to the island.  The peaks and horizons started to look familiar.  What would be left of Rimerock now?  Were there any people there?  Any of the kids from Mr. Blackwell’s class?  Almost all the men and those few women chosen to fight in our attack on the colony had been killed.  That would leave only a few of the older men, some women, and the children.

	“Let’s land on the opposite bank,” I told Iva.  If there were humans on the island, I didn’t want to scare them.  We would rest that night, and in the morning, I would go to Rimerock alone.

	Nate and Gray set me down then flopped onto the ground, breathing hard.  I took a deep breath.  My armpits ached from being held for so long.  Nathan and Gray lapped water out of a stream like dogs.  I found myself joining them.  The water felt cool as it ran down my throat and filled my stomach.

	We ate wild strawberries and wheat grass that night.  Then we bedded down under the pines.  I lay down beside my brother, who was already snoring loudly.  Derrick didn’t say anything.  He’d offered to take the first watch, but he chose to sit down at my feet.  I was glad he did.  He’ll keep me safe.  Somehow, that only made me feel guiltier.

	Millions of stars pricked their way through the blackness of night.  It’d been so long since I’d seen the stars.  My eyes traced over the shapes of the Big Dipper, Orion’s Belt, and other constellations I didn’t know the names of.  They were beautiful, like diamonds in water.  But the stars also held a terrifying reality for me now.  There were more scarb up there.  Billions and billions of them.  All scurrying about doing what scarb do, pledging their loyalty to queens who fought and conquered one another in a never-ending cycle of ambition, destroying life in their wake.  And now I would forever be one of them.  The stars spun above me, a universe of beauty and chaos.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Arizona

	 

	 

	Early morning sunlight hit my eyes, waking me.  I had been dreaming about Ray.  Just after we’d come to the island, he’d taken me on a picnic.  I could almost still taste the wild raspberries and fresh fish we had grilled over an open campfire.  

	I decided to leave right away, without waking the others.  Jorge kept watch, poking at the remains of our fire from the night before with a stick.  I told him I was going to Rimerock and to have the others wait for me on the mountainside.  

	As I jogged, my blood started to warm and my muscles—tight from all the fighting yesterday—started to loosen.  I made my way down to the water’s edge and followed the lake shore around until I found two rowboats stowed in the bushes.  Pushing one out onto the water felt like coming home.  The island was green and welcoming before me.  Free at last, I was coming home, and I would find Ray.  He was there.  I was sure of it.

	I wrapped the tie of the rowboat around an aspen on the island’s shore.  I made my way through the bushes and grass, humming a tune my mother had used to sing.  My humming stopped when I got to the clearing where the tents and hovels should have been.  Only a few hovels remained.  One had a caved-in roof.  There was no sign of any living person.

	“No,” I whispered and ran toward the main street.  It was just as empty.  The Post had been torn down and stripped of all useful materials.  Just a few unsteady beams remained.  I put my forehead against one of them.  Everyone was gone.  The reality sunk into me like a stone dropped into the lake.  I was too late.

	Thick weeds grew everywhere.  The people must have left weeks ago, maybe right after our attack had failed.  What made them go?  

	I noticed fresh boot prints in the dirt along the far side of the Post.  Someone was here.

	“Ray!” I shouted as I walked down the main street, my eyes darting to the ruins of the community on either side.

	I passed Mrs. Weatherstone’s little herb house, and a figure stepped out at the end of the street.  Then another, and another.  There were three people left.

	I jogged to greet them, but I soon stopped.  Something was wrong.  They weren’t human.  Two long, thin spears protruded from the skull of one of these strange scarb.  Another had a tendril swooping from his back so long that it could’ve been considered a tail.  The last was large and bullish.  How did I not sense them before?  We’d been constantly checking the connection for signs of other scarb, but I hadn’t noticed these three on the island.

	“What are you doing here?” I asked them cautiously.  I could take three scarb, but these three looked like rogue scarb, “rangers” Iva called them.  She told me rangers could be more dangerous than colony scarb because they had nothing to protect, nothing to fight for other than life itself.  She explained that once a scarb went rogue, they left the connection to Origin and joined a lesser one that connected only the rangers to each other.  That must have been why I hadn’t sensed them.

	“Shouldn’t we be asking you that same question, swab?”  The scarb with the tail asked with a slurred accent.  I wasn’t sure how they knew I was a swab, but that hardly seemed to matter at the moment.  “We don’t like being bothered much, you see, and we don’t like self-centered swab like you.”

	I put my hands up.  “I don’t mean you any harm. Can’t the feeling be mutual?”

	“Swab,” the tailed scarb spat.  “They think they can order everyone around.”

	“What can we do with a lone little swab?”  the largest of the three turned and asked his companions with a lick of his purple lips.  “I bet she has a pack of dummies close by.  I bet they would pay nicely to get their queen back.”

	I was tempted to call Derrick and Iva for help, but I immediately decided against it.  What kind of queen am I if I can’t handle three rangers?

	“I just came to see if there were any humans left on the island,” I quickly told them.

	“Hungry for more little scarbies to join your cause?” the one with the tail assumed, but the third one with the spikes answered for me, his eyes narrowed, reading my thoughts.

	“No, she’s looking for one of them.  A male.”

	“Ah,” the other two said in unison, as if that explained everything.

	The tailed scarb stepped toward me.  “We’ve lost loved ones, too,” he said, scratching at the pointy green stubble on his chin.  “You don’t seem like such a bad swab.  You probably won’t make it through your first year, but we won’t bother you.”  I was relieved to hear it.  “There was a pocket of humans living here,” he continued.  “But I bet they headed south,” he stuck his thumb in that direction.

	“South?” I asked, hoping for something more specific than that.

	“To Arizona,” he clarified. “There’s a large pocket of human survivors in Tucson.  That’s where I’d guess they are now, if they made it at all.  Land’s getting mighty thick with all these blasted swab taking up every square inch.  No offense.”

	“None taken,” I shook my head.  “Thank you.”  I headed back to the mountain shore.  The three rangers didn’t follow.

	“Ray is—I mean, everyone’s probably in Arizona,” I told Nate first thing when blearily opened his eyes.

	“Huh?” He yawned

	“Arizona,” I repeated.  “That’s where they probably went.”

	I explained what the scarb on the island had told me.  “How can you be sure he’s there?” Nate asked, pulling himself up to sitting.  His hair stuck out like a wild animals.

	“Because he’s Ray.”

	“You’re right,” Nathan nodded.

	I rubbed at a sore spot in my ribs, thinking.  Derrick came over and listened quietly.  “I bet he came here after escaping the colony.  We’d probably already been captured by the time he got to the island.  He knew what the queen’s plan was, so the safest thing would be to get everyone far away from Emerald.  He must have led them down to Tucson hoping that the resistance there would offer them more safety.”

	“That means he’s still human,” Nathan said with a small smile.

	“We have to go to Tucson,” I decided.

	“Really?” Nathan leaned his arms onto his knees.  “Why?”

	“To get Ray, of course,” I said and gave him a look that told him how dumb I thought that question was.

	“But he’s human,” Nathan repeated.

	“I know,” I said, getting a little annoyed.

	“We’re scarb,” Nathan stated the obvious.

	“So?” I really didn’t know why he wanted to waste my time this morning.

	“Ray left Rimerock to get away from scarb,” Nathan said flatly.

	I could see his point now, but it was superfluous.  “He’s Ray.  It won’t matter.”

	Nathan looked like he wanted to argue, but slowly he closed his mouth the way he always did when he knew I was bent on being right.

	“To Arizona, then,” Nate said.

	“Yes,” I affirmed.  “To Arizona.”

	“Not a bad idea anyway,” Derrick said with a smile, stretching his broad chest.  “Fuchsia’s sent an entire army after us.  Guess she’s madder than a wet cat that you killed Emerald.  Remember what happened in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy killed the wicked witch’s sister?  You don’t want to mess with that kind of drama.”

	The journey would take about nine hours by car, Derrick informed us after he studied some maps left in the Post.  But we had no vehicle, since all of the fire engines had been left at the colony after the attack.  We’d have to walk.  The fliers could get there faster, but they couldn’t carry us the entire way.  If we put in a solid twelve hours a day, we would get there in two weeks.  

	Two weeks.  It might as well have been forever.  I wanted to see Ray now.  And the way wouldn’t be easy either.

	“We have to get over the mountain pass,” Derrick said, pointing at the tiny bumps indicating the steep mountains on the map.

	“And do it before Fuchsia’s armies get to us,” Iva reminded us.

	“Right,” Derrick nodded.  “Once we get onto the plains, it’ll be a pretty straight shot from there.  We’ll follow the old Interstate 60.”

	“Which will lead us out of Fuchsia’s territory and right into the northern part of Señora Marie’s,” Iva said, clicking her tongue.

	“Who’s she?” I asked.  

	“She’s swab of southern America,” Iva answered.  

	I shrugged, un-impressed.

	“She owns all of the southern Americas, from Arizona on down to Chile and Argentina,” Bram clarified.

	“The whole thing?”  My eyebrows raised reflexively as I looked at Derrick’s map.  Southern North America, Mexico, Central America, and South America.  That was a lot of real estate.

	“Yes,” Iva said.

	“Wow, she must be really powerful,” Nathan said with a whistle.

	“She’s good at what she does,” Iva agreed.  “That’s why we need to be careful.  No one has touched her colony for four years.”

	I’d thought we would just make a quick dash down to Tucson, pick Ray up and see where we’d go from there.  This information was like trying to digest rancid meat.

	“And then there’s the rangers to worry about,” Bram added to the slush of rottenness.  “This part of the country,” he pointed to the southern part of the U.S., “where Señora Marie doesn’t patrol as much, is full of them.”

	“Of course it is,” I laughed humorously.  “Ray only had to pick the hardest place in the world to get to him.”  Is any place safe anymore?  My determination to get to Ray was fixed, though.  “We leave in ten minutes,” I told my small band of forty-nine scarb.

	That morning was grueling.  The terrain was wild and untamed.  And we had Fuchsia’s army to worry about.  Because of the fliers carrying us the day before, we were a good seven miles ahead of them, but it wasn’t much of lead.  I pushed my scarb hard, determined to keep the distance.  They didn’t complain.  They remained on alert even as we made the six-thousand-foot ascent over the last mountain peak of the range.  Iva and Bram routinely flew ahead to scan for any trouble we might encounter.  They spotted a small group of rangers and steered us away from them.

	Derrick stayed at my side the entire time.  We didn’t speak.  He kept his thoughts closed to me, and I was still feeling too guilty about my feelings for Ray to try to talk with him.  Is he angry about it?  Jealous?  Whatever his emotions were, he stayed faithfully at my side.  When I tripped on the slick shale that ran down the opposite side of the mountain, he caught my arm.  Our eyes locked.  Was that sadness I saw in him?  I thanked him and smiled, trying to ease the tension.  He simply nodded and looked away.

	We traveled nearly fifty miles that first day, despite the difficulty of the mountains.  Using the connection, I guessed we were about eleven miles ahead of Fuchsia.  Her army probably wasn’t as adapted to the Rocky Mountain conditions.  Dark clouds rolled in that evening, shrouding the sky in a blanket of navy and purple.  Lightning flashed, and thunder cascaded down the mountainsides like loose boulders.  We camped at the bottom of that last mountain just as fat drops of rain started to fall.  There was shelter under the tall ponderosa pine trees, but I chose to step out into a clearing filled with damp columbine flowers.  From there I could look back and watch the storm roll in waves over the mountain peaks.  Only flat plains and desert lay before us.  I looked over the craggy rocks poking out of the clouds here and there like lost islands at sea, green velvety forests and thin white waterfall streaks of white waterfalls in the distance.  This might be the last time I see these mountains.  I didn’t want to let them go.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Fleeing

	 

	 

	“Cat, wake up,” Iva’s voice broke into my dreams urgently.  “You need to get up, now.”

	My eyes flashed open.  I’d fallen asleep beneath one of the tall pines.  Derrick woke up, too.  He had been asleep just a yard from my feet.  Iva was standing over me, worry thick on her face.  “What’s wrong?”

	“Fuchsia’s armies are within a mile of us,” she said hurriedly.

	“What?  How?”

	“They must have traveled through the night.”

	Fuchsia’s one determined woman, pushing her scarb like that.  I had underestimated her.

	“Wake the others,” I told Iva.  “Tell them to grab something to eat quickly so they’ll have strength for our journey today.  Then we’ve got to get of here.”She nodded and began rousing the others.

	Derrick came over to me, his hands outstretched and holding some browned acorns.  “I grilled them last night over the fire,” he said, putting them into my palm.  “They’re pretty good.  You need your strength, too.”

	“Thanks,” I said, but he’d already turned his back to me.

	The acorns had a bitter, nutty taste, but having food in my stomach gave my body an energy boost.  I made sure to save some from Nate.  We picked columbines and added those to our breakfast.

	“We’ll find more food on the way,” I said.  “Let’s go.”

	But I had no idea how difficult finding food was about to become.  We scrambled the rest of the way down the mountainside but barely made any headway against the army.  At the bottom of the mountain, we came to the country road that would take us through New Mexico to I-60.  Our progress was faster on the road, but so was the army’s.

	The day grew hot out there on the open pavement.  Drenched in sweat, we must have looked like misplaced sea creatures out there in the dusty, arid land.  Just the sight of us jogging down the road scared away a small group of rangers.  Or maybe it was the army coming after us.

	We stopped twice for water at a river that ran along the road and once in the afternoon for food.  We literally grazed through an abandoned hay field like cattle.  One good thing about being scarb was that we didn’t have to stop to hunt for our food.  If there were plants, we were pretty well set.  That didn’t mean they all tasted good, though.  The hay was tough and stuck to the fibers of my mouth.  But it provided enough energy to keep going.

	By the time the sun was setting, we were exhausted.  Though in good shape, jogging all day in the heat of the summer sun was demanding.  We had increased our lead on Fuchsia by six miles.  Satisfied with that, I told the others to make camp.  Surely, the army wouldn’t travel at night two nights in a row.

	Grateful, Nate and Gray plopped down into the grassy field.  They alternated beating wind into the other’s face with their wings.

	“At least the sun isn’t so hot now,” Gray sighed.

	But the next day was even worse.  It seemed that with every mile we went, the land got drier, the air hotter.

	“Welcome to Hell,” Nathan said when passed the last standing tree standing for miles.  Food and water quickly became an issue.

	“Eat this,” Derrick said the evening of that third day and handing me a piece of cactus.  “It tastes pretty awful, but it has moisture.”He showed me how to pull the barbs out and eat the flesh.  It had a bitter taste that lingered in my mouth for hours.

	On the morning of the eighth day, Fuchsia’s army turned around.  We were twelve miles ahead of them and nearing Señora Maria’s territory.  “Is she giving up?” I asked Iva, who was trying to shake the sand out of her hair.  There’d been a wind storm the night before.

	She shook her head.  “I doubt it, Fuchsia is just as stubborn as Emerald, if not more so.  I’m betting she thinks traipsing onto Maria’s land with a full army wouldn’t be a wise political move.” Iva squinted as she looked north to where Fuchsia was.  “I bet she’s coming up with a different strategy now.”

	I groaned.  I wished the swab would just leave me alone.  Somehow, I knew that was impossible.  But at least her army wasn’t breathing down our necks for the moment.  And so we crossed over the Arizona border, unmolested, on the ninth day.  As we neared Tucson, I looked for any sign to indicate that humans had traveled that road as well, but the wind and sand must have erased any evidence weeks ago.  There was no sign of life—human or scarb—anywhere in that desert.  Iva and Bram didn’t bother to fly ahead any more to check for danger.  We could see for miles all around us.

	It fascinated me that a human colony could exist in a place like this.  “Why hasn’t Maria destroyed the resistance fighters?” I wondered aloud.

	Iva shrugged.  “Some scarb are beginning to feel differently about humans,” she explained as the hot Arizona sun beat relentlessly down on us.  “At first, humans were just a pest to be rid of.  Now, the queens are beginning to realize that humans can be useful.”

	I tried to rub the sand out of my eye.  “Like turning them into scarb?”

	“That, yes, and maybe other reasons.  Either way, this group of survivors seems to manage all right.  They probably aren’t threatening enough for Maria to bother with.  She may control a lot of land, but much of it, like this”—she indicated the endless stretches of barren earth around us—“isn’t of much use to scarb.”

	We were less than a day’s journey from their settlement, and I was still looking forward to seeing how these humans survived.  On the island, water was our greatest protection.  The humans certainly didn’t have that here.

	The fibers of my mouth were sticky, like drying cotton.  Derrick handed me a water flask he’d found at an abandoned ranger camp.  He always did things like that, seeming to know what I needed and wordlessly doing it.

	“You must be thirsty, too,” I protested.  We hadn’t passed another fresh stream since the morning before.  We were nearing a canyon between two mesas.  Hopefully we’d find more water there.  Either way, the shade would be welcome.

	He just smiled, his lips cracking with the effort.  “I’ll be fine.  You take it.”He smiled again.

	I was glad to see him smiling again.  I didn’t know what had broken his reserved mood, but I realized how much I’d missed that smile.  I put the water to my lips.  Even though it was warm and tasted of algae, it moistened the fibers of my mouth and throat.  We passed into the shade of the canyon, but just as I was handing the flask back to him, I stopped, the hairs on my spine standing up.  It wasn’t from the coolness of the shade.  Something was wrong.  I tapped into my connection, but sensed nothing.  Suddenly, rangers jumped down on us like black crows from the mesas above before.  We didn’t even time to scream.

	Everything was chaos.  Dozens of rangers surrounded us.  More poured off the rocks like ants.  They sprang through the air like ravens.  Their heads were covered in black cloths so only their eyes showed.  They wore loose desert garb and had no shoes or sandals on their feet.  We tried to fight them.  But we weren’t organized.  The desert scarb jumped in and out of the cliff shadows like bats in flight.  Derrick and I swung madly to keep them back, but there were too many.  I spun and thrashed my arms, knowing that if I stopped, they would have me.  One of them got my left arm pinned.  In seconds, they were on top of me and I couldn’t move.

	They didn’t kill me, although two of my scarb died in the attack.  They bound me with thick cords, put one of their black scarves around my head, and marched me blinded, deeper into the canyon.

	How did we let this happen?  I fumed.  We’d been so careful for so long.  I guess we’d gotten casual when Fuchsia’s army abandoned us, and the desert heat had made us sloppy.  I’d been foolish thinking we were safe in the desert.  This band of rangers was highly adapted to the desert conditions.  They’d waited for us to come into the canyon where they could attack us unsuspectingly from above.  What do they want with us?  I could see nothing and could only hear the occasionally chatter of their teeth and the patter of their bare feet on the rocks and sand.  They reeked of sweat, like they hadn’t had a bath in ages.  The dust they kicked up filled my nostrils.  

	We twisted and turned through the windy valley. What do you think they want with us?” I asked Iva, who was being led by the rangers just a little way behind me.

	But a stranger’s voice with a thick Latin accent answered sharply instead.  “You will refrain from communicating if you wish to keep your lives.”

	I clamped my jaw shut, grinding the hinges together.

	The rangers led us, reluctantly silent, for another twenty minutes.  We stopped.  The wind didn’t rush by so quickly, and.  I could smell and hear water trickling somewhere nearby.

	The rangers seemed to be waiting for something, but they kept their thoughts closed to me.  Again, I couldn’t sense them at all on the connection.

	“Will you please remove my scarf so I can breathe better?” I asked the rangers who held me.  They seemed to take a moment to discuss it, then the scarf was quickly torn off my head.  Even though the light was dim in the canyon, it still blinded me for a moment.  The rock faces of the mesa surrounded us, but we had stopped in a more open area of the canyon, filled with about a hundred rangers.  My eyes fell on an especially tall one that wore a dusty brown over his shaggy black hair.  His gray eyes were split into seven irises each.  I’d never seen a scarb with so many, and each facet of his eyes looked right at me.

	“Swab Cat,” he said, revealing yellowed teeth and black fibers in his mouth.  “How lucky you’ve found us!”  He lifted his arms, and all the rangers hooted and cheered.

	“What do you want?” I asked, unblinking.

	He leaned his face in closer so that his scent of musk and alcohol filled my nostrils.  “For now, nothing more than to look at you,” he took off his hat, revealing a pair of long antennae.  They extended as if stretching and then they were all over my face and hair.  The fuzzy ends probed into my ears and itched my neck.  The rangers all laughed.  “She’s something, isn’t she, boys?  Just look at this hair.”  His antennae twisted around a lock of my hair and brought it to his sun-blackened nose.  He inhaled deeply.  “Smells good.” A wild look twisted itself on his face.  He wrapped both antennae around either side of my head, pulling my face toward his.  He brought his mouth close to mine like he was going to kiss me, but I spat into his eyes.  He jerked back.  “A feisty one,” he grinned, rubbing his eye.  He finally put his antennae back under his hat.  “Makes me kind of consider rethinking our deal with Miss.  Sassy Pants up the way.”  He scratched at the black stubble on his chin.  “What do you think, boys?”

	Is he referring to Fuchsia?  What kind of deal would she have made with these guys?

	Again, the rangers whooped and snickered.

	He looked at me, licking his lips.  Then he clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth.  “Too bad a deal’s a deal,” he said with resignation.  Some of the rangers booed.  “Calm down, calm down.”  He waved his big hands at them.  “We wouldn’t want to cross that witch.  We’d find ourselves in no better state than this damsel right here,” he said with mock civility and stroked my chin with his dirty thumb.  I turned my head.  “And that would be such a shame.”

	“Let me go,” I said lowly, refusing to look at him.

	“No can do, Princess.”  He puffed his chest out and stuck his thumbs into his belt buckle.  “The price Fuchsia put on your head is too high to resist.  You must’ve done something really bad to put her in such a generous mood.”

	So there was a bounty out for me.  That was something I might be able to work with.  “What did she offer you?”

	“A generous contribution of scarb from her colony to my harem.”  He grinned with hunger.  The thought that a swab would offer her own scarb up like that made me sick.  “We’ve been without company for some time now,” he added.

	“I can offer you something much more than that,” I blurted, sounding more confident than I felt.

	“Oh, yeah?” he raised a dusty eyebrow.  “And what’s that?”

	My mind raced.  I had to think of something, but what would entice these desert pigs to release me?  I strained to produce some brilliant miracle that would get us all out of this, but we had nothing—no possessions, no power.  My mind was blank.  

	“I’m waiting.”  He sneered, a bead of sweat making a track down his grimy skin.  Time was up.  I needed a solution now.  Still, I couldn’t think of anything.

	“She’s a Bearer,” Nathan’s voice suddenly rang out.

	A tremor went through the entire canyon.  All the scarb turned to the far back corner where Nathan was being held.

	The tall ranger took a step toward him, leaning his ear in Nate’s direction.  “What did you say, boy?”

	“She’s a Bearer,” Nathan repeated, his chin in the air.  “You wouldn’t want to throw away a scarb like that, now would you?”

	I cringed.  What is he doing?  This ranger already had his feelers all over me; I didn’t want to give him any more reason to do so.

	The ranger turned back to me, a glint shimmering in his seven irises.  “Are you a Bearer, swab?”  There was a new kind of greed there.  I was about to tell him my brother was crazy, and not to listen to him.  It wasn’t even a lie.  Nathan was crazy to tell him about this.

	One of the other rangers wearing a large sombrero stepped forward, addressing the leader by name.  “He might be lying to you, Veto.  He ain’t no swab, you know?”

	“He better not be lying to me.” Veto’s voice suddenly turned dark.  “I don’t take well to those who try to cheat me, comprende?”He made a slicing motion against his neck, then took another step toward me, his face in mine.  “So I’ll ask you one more time.  Is what the boy says true?  Are you a Bearer?”

	My heart sank to my toes.  Thanks to Nate, there was no way out of this now.  If I told him it wasn’t true, Nate would be killed.  If I said it was, we would be in worse danger than we already were.  I gritted my teeth.  “Yes, it’s true.”

	The ranger studied me a hard moment.  He licked his lips.  “Change of plans, boys.” His voice rang out across the canyon walls.  “The swab stays with us.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Veto

	 

	 

	I felt like strangling Nathan as soon as I was free.  The good news was that Veto wasn’t going to hand us over to Fuchsia, but the bad news was that he wanted to hold onto me for himself, probably to breed some more of his filthy desert rats.  But for the time being, I’d play the thing out with Veto rather than face Fuchsia and a death sentence.  We weren’t going to fight.  Yet.

	“I’ll be king of this whole desert,” Veto said lowly to me as he had his men marched me back into the narrow, winding canyon passages.  He threw his arms out. “With you, I’ll be king of the whole world.  No more need for swabs, comprende?”

	I did “comprende,” and I didn’t like it.  “What about my scarb?” I demanded.  Will he kill them before I can find a way for us to get out of this?

	Veto puckered his lips, causing the black hairs of his upper lip to touch his nose.  “I’ll give your scarb until morning to choose,” he said after a long minute.  “They can either join my band, or they can die.”

	“You won’t just kill them?” I asked, surprised.

	He shook his big head, causing dust to fly off his hat.  “We aren’t the wasteful kind, señorita.  The desert taught us not to be ages ago.  If they don’t cause me no trouble, I’ll take ‘em.”He gave my arm a nudge.  “I need all the help I can get with all these swabs around, comprende?”

	Still, resources had to be scarce.  This was the desert after all.  How many scarb could he sustain?  I was glad that the rangers weren’t just going to kill my scarb, but I also knew that not many of them would happily join this group.

	“Let me talk to them first,” I told him.

	“Fine, fine.”  Veto waved his hands in the air like he was swatting away a bee that had suddenly turned annoying.  “But they must decide by morning.”  With that, he left to walk at the front of the procession.

	After five minutes of walking through the winding canyon, we came to another opening, this one even larger than the first.  It stretched at least two football field lengths.  Steep walls surrounded the entire area, giving it the feeling of being inside a large bowl.  It was filled with handmade buildings and shelters, all crudely made out of wood and bits of discarded metal, probably taken from the remains of human settlements.  Animal skins stretched over many of the windows and doors.  The most prominent feature, however, was a slowly turning windmill at the center.  I could smell the fresh water it pulled up from the ground drifting in the hot air.  

	Rangers lounged in the doorways, bottles of liquor at their feet.  Some sat around died-out campfires chewing on bits of rawhide and even a bone here or there.

	“You eat meat?” I asked the ranger who held my right arm incredulously.

	He shrugged.  “Our stomachs can handle it.  Better than starving, right?”

	We passed a pen of goats and a fat pig as we went further into the settlement.

	“Where are all the women?” I asked the ranger.  So far all the rangers I’d seen had been male.

	He gave a wicked grin.  “They don’t last long here.”

	I really didn’t like the sound of that.

	But it was kind of fascinating the way the entire band was run like a pack of wild dogs.  Filthy and coarse, but it worked.  They’d learned to survive.

	The rangers brought me to the center of settlement, right to where the wind mill was.  It slowly brought cupfuls of water up out of the ground with each turn of the wheel.  The water dumped into a large wooden cistern to be stored.  It was pretty clever.

	We came to a large building, not more than an oversized shack, with a red scrap of cloth over the doorway and a deer skull nailed to the top.  Veto emerged from it with arms stretched out wide and a clean, woven poncho placed over his shoulders.

	“Welcome to my kingdom,” he said, flashing his yellow teeth as he grinned widely.  He walked toward me.  “You are now part of it,” he said putting his hand on the shoulder of the guard at my left.  “Let’s treat her like the madre she is,” he said with great compassion, “or will be.”  He laughed, and the others laughed with him.  He put his arm around my shoulder and walked me away from the guards.

	“Now, you must be tired and hungry.  The desert can make you completely loco if you’re not careful.”  He stopped us at the wooden cistern and picked up a dented tin cup.  He filled it with water and put it to my lips.  I hesitated a moment.  But the water was actually pretty cool from the shade of the mill.  I drank.  “Good girl.” He patted my shoulder like a puppy, then steered us back to his house.  “I’ll show you where you and your scarb can rest while I have my men make up a feast.  We need to celebrate!”He squeezed my shoulder and laughed loudly.  I ducked as he took us through the low doorway into his house.  It had just one room, but part was portioned off by a large, hanging sheet.  “This is where you and your females can sleep.”The word “harem” came back to mind.  A king-size bed with plush pillows sat on the opposite side of the room.

	I had absolutely no intention of sleeping in that hut or that bed.

	“Rest here,” Veto said, stroking my chin with his grubby thumb.  “I’ll go get your scarb.”With that, he left.  I looked at the pile of blankets on the floor and decided to sit, trying not to think what had happened on those blankets.

	How am I going to get us out of this?  Veto’s rangers have us all split up.  There’s no way we can get out of here without being more organized.  I’ll have to insist that I meet with all my scarb tonight.  I glanced again at the big bed.  Before anything worse happens.

	I heard the Iva hissing before I saw her.  Three rangers dragged her into the hut.  She had her heels dug into the ground and was spitting like a pinned cat.  The rangers practically threw her at me.  She caught herself and was back on her feet in less than a second, ready to fight.  But the rangers just left laughing about “the spirited one.”

	“Iva,” I said calmly. “It’s just me.”There was still a wild look in her eyes.  Her hair was matted with sweat and dust.  Panting hard, she took me in, then her shoulders relaxed and her fists unclenched.

	“These scarb are beasts,” she huffed.  “I could kill them all right now.”But I noticed a deep tear in her right wing.  

	I put a hand on her arm.  “I know.”

	Just then, the rest of our female scarb were brought in.  There were only twelve left after our fight with the rangers.  Fear was bright in their eyes.  

	“Come sit,” I told them, patting the blankets and spreading them out so we could all sit together.  Everyone did, except for Iva who stood rigidly, her eyes continually flashing to the doorway.  

	“How can you be so calm, Cat?” she fumed.  “Do you understand what they intend to do to us?”

	“I do,” I said.

	“Well?”

	“No one’s going to harm us,” I said resolutely.  “We’ll figure something out.”

	“Stupid of your brother to get us into this,” Iva sneered.

	Anger instantly flared up in me.  “Nathan didn’t think it through,” I said hotly.  But at least we’re still alive and not in Fuchsia’s hands.”

	“I’d rather die than stay one more minute in this pit,” she said lowly.  The other women nodded their heads.

	“Me, too,” I agreed.  “We’ll get out of here.”

	Iva turned on me and showed her broken wing.  Tears filled her eyes, and her perfect face crumpled like broken glass.  She fell to her knees and started sobbing.  I’d never seen her like this, and it totally took me aback.  Iva was always so strong, so composed.

	Not knowing what to do, I put a hand on her trembling shoulder.  “I’ll get us out of this,” I told her again, hoping, without any idea of knowing what we were going to do, that I was right.

	We waited in the hut for half an hour.  Iva quietly cried.  The others just sat quiet.  And my mind strained to think of a plan.  They’ve put so much faith in me.  I can’t let them down now.  But seeing Iva crumble made me feel hollow and terribly inadequate.  The one who had all the answers for me now needed me to come up with the answer.  Problem was, I had no clue what to do.

	Veto came in through the doorway, chest puffed out like a king penguin.  “Come, my señoritas,” he said with a bow. “Tonight, we feast.”  His cronies followed, circling us like hawks and herding us out into the settlement.  We shuffled our feet along the dusty path between the hovels toward a roaring bonfire that lit up the northern canyon cliffs.  The thick scent of barbecuing meat filled the cooling evening air.  It made my stomach churn.  Although we’d been hungry for days, I’d lost my appetite.  

	A wide variety of foods was spread out onto the long flat rocks of the mesa wall.  Our male scarb were there, too, standing in several small groups mixed amongst the rangers.  No one was being held anymore.  Except for Bram, I noticed.  Four rangers kept him from running to Iva.  Immediately, I went over to Nathan and Derrick.  Both had jugs of water in their hands.

	“How are you?” I asked my brother, quickly looking him over for signs of injury.

	“Fine, I guess,” he said lowly.  “I hope you’re not too mad at me,” he said timidly, the way he used to when he was worried Mom would scold him for bringing a toad into the house.

	“Oh, Nate,” I sighed.  “I can’t be mad at you.  I don’t know if it was the smartest thing to do, but we’re all still alive and that’s the most important thing.”

	“It’s all weird though,” he admitted.  “It’s like they’re trying to fatten us up before they kill us or something.”He leaned in close to me.  “Are you sure they aren’t cannibals?”

	The thought hadn’t crossed my mind, but I couldn’t tell him no.  I wasn’t sure of anything anymore.  Rangers who took prisoners, ate meat, and kept animals?

	“Madre,” Veto called to me from his seat by the bonfire before I could answer Nathan. “Come sit with me.”He held out a large leg of meat as if I were a dog he could entice over.  I rolled my eyes and bit my lip.  “Come on, come on,” Veto crooned.  Two of his largest rangers came over to make sure I complied.

	“I have to go,” I told Nathan, and reluctantly left my brother.

	“That’s a good girl,” Veto praised me, patting the pillow next to him for me to sit on.  His two guards pressed in behind me.  I sat.  “Get our madre here something to eat,” he ordered one of the rangers passing by with a large plate of food.  The ranger offered the plate to me.  “What would you like?” Veto asked as I tried to hold my breath from the stink of the pig meat.  “Chops?  Ribs?  Bacon?  I had my fattest pig slaughtered for us tonight, come on now and eat.”

	I quickly scanned the plate for something I might be able to swallow.  “I’ll just have some lettuce.”

	“And a bottle of blackberry wine, too,” Veto added and shooed the ranger off to retrieve it.

	I picked at the lettuce on the plate.  It looked like it had been sitting out in the sun too long, but it was food.  So I ate it.  I didn’t bother with the wine, sipping from the tin cup of water instead.  The rangers drank freely of the liquor, though, except for the two that Veto kept sitting right behind me.  The rest however, were soon laughing and talking loudly.  Veto started making crude jokes and swaying in his seat.

	Then I heard a sound I hadn’t heard since my childhood, the roar of a distant jet in the sky.  I looked up and couldn’t believe what I saw.  Sure enough, a small white plane crossed the sky above us.

	Veto noticed my gawking.  “Pretty fancy, huh?  Some of those swabs are starting to refurbish relics from the old days.  Guess they’re leaning on human technology more and more.”He pulled his belt up over his belly, since it had slipped down from his large meal.  “You have to be pretty powerful to afford one of those though,” he continued as the jet made its way over the mesas and further into the horizon.  “That one belongs to Suzette.  She has the richest American colony, just over there in Texas, right on top of a large oil deposit.  Guess that’s how she can fuel it.  Word is she plans to conquer Europe using those planes.”  He stuffed a large piece of pork into his mouth.  “I’m going to be that rich someday.  Fly my own little airplane all around the world.”

	I tuned him out and watched as the plane vanished from sight.  Swabs with planes.  The world was changing fast.

	The sky turned from pale blue to deep navy and still Veto ate.  Someone brought out a banjo and twangy music filled the air.  Some of the scarb started to dance.  They tried to get my females to join them, but they all resisted.  They were just forcing a small girl who’d been one of our best foot soldiers to join them by the bonfire when I stood up.

	“I think it’s time I speak privately with my scarb,” I told Veto boldly.  “We’ve had a lot of fun tonight, but morning is coming early.  I want to help them make the best decision possible.”

	Veto wiped at the liquor running down his chin but didn’t bother with what had already spilled onto the curly hairs of his chest.  “Very well.” His words were slightly slurred.  “But I won’t be having you do that sort of thing in private.  You can talk very well over there.” He motioned to the far side of the bonfire. “Where my amigos and I can keep a good eye on you.”He motioned for the two guards to follow me.

	“I would really rather go somewhere private so we can speak freely,” I pressed.

	“No go,” Veto slashed his hands through the air, making an imaginary “x.”“I’ve changed my mind,” he said darkly as he picked his steak knife off the table and twisted it into his plate.  He slid his other arm over my shoulder.  “Let’s forget about talk tonight.  Drink some more wine.”He sloshed the red liquid at me.

	“I would really appreciate talking with my scarb,” I said as politely as I could manage through my gritted teeth.

	“My scarb,” Veto corrected sharply.  “You’re all part of my little band now.”He gave my shoulders a shake, resuming his drunken playfulness.  “Isn’t that right, little madre?”

	My heart sank.  How am I going to get us out of here if I can’t even talk with my scarb?  I looked at  Derrick on the opposite end of the bonfire.  His hands clenched in fists.  For the first time, he wasn’t right there at my side.  I could see it was killing him.  We’ll be fine.  I wanted to tell him.  But Veto splattered the last of the wine into his mouth and announced loudly to the entire camp, “All right, amigos.  Fiesta’s over.  Time for bed.”

	Immediately, the rangers began to stumble away from the bonfire.  Some just plopped down on the dirt right there, eyes closed.

	Veto stood, keeping his arm around me, pulling me to my feet.  His guards were right there to make sure I didn’t try anything.  “You’ll spend the night in my bed,” Veto said lowly into my ear.  “If you give me any trouble about it, I’ll see to it that all your scarb are dead by morning.”  His less-intoxicated rangers herded all my scarb into a tight circle inside a pen designed for animals.  This pen backed up against the rock wall of the mesa.  My body was completely rigid and my mind numb as he walked us away from any protection I could hope for.

	 


Chapter Thirty

	Ray

	 

	 

	Veto’s steps were awkward and uneven as he walked us away from the warmth of the bonfire toward the darkness of his shack and the bed he intended to take me to.  His arm was heavy on my shoulders.  He was so drunk, I was sure I could take him out pretty easy.  But then Veto’s rangers would kill my scarb.  

	Veto’s rank breath filled my lungs.  He was singing some song in Spanish that I didn’t recognize.  There was no way I was going to let him touch me.  I just had to think.  

	Veto lost his balance, and his arm slid off me when he fell.  He lay there laughing on the ground, insisting I help him up.  Free of his weight on my shoulders, I felt the urge to run.  But then there was the tip of a barb on the back of my neck.

	“Don’t even think about it,” one of Veto’s sober guards said lowly, the tip of his elbow pressing against me.  “One word from me and your scarb are dead.”

	The other guard helped Veto back to his feet.  “I’m normally much more coordinated than that,” Veto slurred, sending spittle onto my face. “Don’t you worry about that, madre.”

	He forced me on.  The wind mill’s silhouette was like a skeleton against the night sky.  Veto’s large shack was a mound to the right of it.  The red fabric in the doorway flapped like a shipwrecked sail.  The hut gaped at me like a hungry mouth.

	Please get me out of this, I prayed to the stars high above us.  But they seemed to pay me no mind.

	“After you,” Veto said, grinning widely as he held the door flap open for me.  I couldn’t move my feet.  The guards pressed in behind me.  Nathan, Iva, Derrick, and my other scarb’s faces flashed in my mind.  Could I send them to their execution?

	Just then, there was a loud commotion back at the bonfire, the sounds of war.  Did my scarb revolt?  But the sounds were strange in my ear.  It wasn’t the high pitched screeches of scarb.  It was deep and guttural.  It sounded very…human.

	A ranger ran up the darkened path to Veto.

	“We’re under attack!” he yelled.

	Veto cursed and told the guards to put me in the tent.  He turned back toward the bonfire, and I knew this was my chance.  I had to hope that this distraction was enough to save my scarb.  Dark shadows moved among the houses.  Before the guards could lay their hands on me, I punched one in the jaw and launched a quick roundhouse kick into the stomach of the other.  The first was knocked out cold, the second, however, came at me with sharp elbows raised.  Before he could bring them down, his back went rigid, fluid gurgling out of his mouth.  He fell down dead, a knife wedged into his back.

	Without pausing, I darted down the pathway, the low light of the bonfire allowing me to dodge around the shadows that quickly filled the settlement.  Rangers fought them the best they could in the alleyways and doorframes, but most suffered from their intoxication.  Their fighting was slow and awkward.  These were the perfect conditions for us to break out, if we could do so without this new threat detecting us.  I just need to get to my scarb quick enough.

	I made it to the last shabby dwelling and paused in its shadow.  In the dying remains of the bonfire, the scene looked like a page out of hell.  Scarb and demons danced and fought before the flames.  But I realized these weren’t demons at all, as the fire light revealed their smooth faces and bright eyes.  They were human.  And they were winning.

	My scarb were just past the bonfire against the mesa wall, but the space between was full of humans and rangers.  I waited for a chance to cross.  “Don’t fight the humans,” I told my scarb.

	In moments, the humans had killed all the drunken rangers by the fire.  I wonder what happened to Veto.  I hadn’t seen him at all.  He was probably dead.  These humans worked quickly.  Now was my chance.  I took one step out of the shadow and froze.

	“Boss, look at what we have here,” one of the humans near the mesa wall called out.

	One of the taller humans directly in front of the bonfire pulled his knife out of a ranger and turned.  “What is it?”

	“More of them over here in a pen, sir,” the first answered.  After some hesitation he added, “They don’t seem to want to fight us.  They’re just huddled against the wall like a bunch of frightened sheep.”

	“Well, they’re scarb, aren’t they?  Kill them.”

	“Wait!  Don’t!” I tried to say, stepping out of the shadows and fully into the fire light, but the words just came out garbled and strange, as they always did when I tried to use my throat to speak.  The tall human turned toward me.

	Surprise, then horror, filled his dark eyes.  Eyes that I knew so well.  I couldn’t believe he was here.

	“Ray!” I cried, but again only a rough gurgle came out of my mouth.

	“No,” he whispered.  He raised the bloody knife in his hand, putting his weight on the back of his heels.  I knew that stance well.  He was the one that had taught it to me.  He was going to kill me.

	“Please,” I tried again, but it still came out mangled.

	“Use your mind!” Iva said quickly to me.  I remembered how she had once spoken to me mentally when I was a human.  

	But I couldn’t reach him with the connection.  He wasn’t a part of it.  The moments seemed to slow.  He flexed his calf muscles, and he sprang toward me.  I closed my eyes.  Though I couldn’t sense him, I had to try to reach him.  I could hear the soft thud of his footsteps on the ground.

	“Ray,” I said firmly. “It’s me, Cat.  I’m not going to hurt you.”

	There was a rush of wind.  I opened my eyes.  Ray had stopped inches from my face.  His knife poised above me in the air.  His mouth was open, set into rigid lines, the same mouth that had once kissed me so sweetly.  Carefully, I sent an image of that memory to him.

	His hands pressed into his ears.  “Get out of my head, scarb!”

	His scream made me jump.  “It’s me, Ray,” I told him quickly.  “It’s Cat.”I let a thousand memories flood both of us: nights on the run in Denver, catching fish in streams, playing tricks on Nathan while he slept, counting stars on the lake by the island.  “You have to see,” I told him.  “It’s me.”

	He was shaking now.  His mouth closed into a hard line.  “No,” he said through gritted teeth.  “Cat is dead.  You’re nothing but the monster who took her from me.”

	Something inside my chest shattered into a thousand pieces.  He didn’t believe me.  I could see from the way he gripped his knife that he wasn’t going to take any more of this.

	“It’s us, Ray” Nathan said, suddenly behind Ray

	Still shaking, Ray turned slowly to face Nathan.  Again, there was the same look of horror as he took in my brother, the boy Ray had worked so hard to protect all those years.

	“We’re scarb,” Nathan said, gently but diligently.  “There’s nothing any of us can do about that now.  But we still have choices, Ray.”  Ray paused.  “Cat isn’t like other scarb.  She’s a queen.  They tried to use her and all of us.”  Nathan motioned back to others in the pen.  “But we fought back.  What they’re doing to humans is wrong.”He paused and dared to take a step closer to Ray.  “But killing us would be wrong too.  We aren’t going to harm you or any of your friends.  Maybe we can even help you.”

	Pride and gratitude filled me.  Nathan spoke with just the right amount of forwardness and compassion.  It was working on Ray, too.  His shoulders lowered a bit, his grip on the knife loosened.  A long moment passed.  “We don’t need help from scarb,” he said lowly.  “Get out of here, and go back to wherever you belong.”

	My mouth hung open.  He was turning us away.

	“He’s letting us live,” Nathan emphasized.  “We should go.”

	I couldn’t believe Nathan was going along with this.  Didn’t he see that Ray was right there?  I wasn’t just going to leave him.  “No.”

	Nathan put a hand on my arm.  “Cat, look at him.  Look at how quickly his squad killed those rangers.”He shuffled his feet a bit.  “Things aren’t the same anymore.  You have to accept that.”

	I could sense the urgency of my scarb.  They wanted to get out of there, too.

	Ray spoke lowly.  “I’ll give you two minutes to leave this canyon.  Otherwise, no promises.”He gave me one last quick look, then turned away like I had some disease he might catch if he stayed a moment longer.

	“Search the huts,” he called out to his men and then disappeared into the darkness of the settlement.

	I stood rooted by the bonfire, staring after him.

	“Cat, please, let’s go now,” Nathan said, tugging at my arm.  My feet started moving at my brother’s command and not my own.  I couldn’t believe we were walking away from the very person I’d been searching for.

	My scarb and I moved like a flash flood through the narrow canyon.  Within minutes, we were out of the canyon and back into the open desert.  The space felt too open, too exposed.  But my scarb seemed to relax with every step we took away from the mesas.  They thought we had just escaped something awful.  I felt that the nightmare was just beginning.

	Ray doesn’t want my help.  He doesn’t want me.  It was a reality I couldn’t accept.  After running several hours in the darkness, we stopped by a small grove of oak trees that grew along a dried creek bed.  Their long branches swayed like deformed arms in the night breeze.  The others were content to settle down and try to get a few hours of sleep.  All I could think of was how I had to see Ray again.

	*****

	I didn’t sleep that night.  I told Derrick I could take watch but he insisted I try to get some rest.  Nathan snored loudly.  Tomorrow, he and the others would demand a plan out of me.  I wished I had one.

	Sometime in the early morning hours, I decided to get up and do what I needed to.  Pale light from the crescent moon would guide me until sunrise.  Gray was up for the next watch, but as soon as I stirred, Derrick was on his feet.

	“Where are you going?” he asked.

	I didn’t want to tell him, but in a moment he read it from my thoughts anyway.

	“Are you sure going to the human settlement is a good idea?” he said, not hiding the worry in his voice.

	“I have to,” was all I could answer with.

	“They kill scarb.  We barely got out of that canyon last night.  I don’t think they’ll be merciful twice.”

	He meant Ray.  Well, he doesn’t know the first thing about Ray.  Or me either for that matter.

	A chill moment passed.

	“At least let me go with you,” Derrick finally said with a sigh.

	I thought about that, and then shook my head.  “No.  I’d better go alone.”A bit of anger slipped from Derrick and entered my thoughts.  He thought I was foolish for chasing after a human who clearly wanted nothing to do with me or any scarb.  I didn’t want to hurt Derrick, but if that’s how it had to be, then fine.

	“Tell everyone to wait here when they wake up in the morning,” I told him.  “I’ll be back by evening.”

	“And if you’re not?”

	That stung.  “I’ll be back,” I said hotly, then stepped over Nathan’s sleeping body and walked away from the camp.

	Low silver moonlight illuminated the barren desert in front of me.  Using the stars as a compass, I headed south.  The settlement was only an hour or two away, but I quickly felt the loneliness of the desert.  Every leaf rustling or rush of wind made me jump.

	Just as the horizon was turning a pale blue, I made out the border of the human settlement.  Fifteen-foot stone walls encircled it and when I stopped at a scrub oak, I saw several figures patrolling them.  They even had a large searchlight that came on and off intermittently perched atop a tower.  When it was on, the bright light scanned the desert.  I wondered how they had the means for electricity, but after seeing Veto’s water wheel, I imagined they could use something like that to create it.  Scarb and the rest of the world were slowly coming back to the technology that had once run everything.

	But the settlement had the feel of a fortress to it.  This must be how the humans have lasted here so long.  They were militaristic.  How am I going to get inside?  I couldn’t disguise the barbs on my head or my double irises.  Going out in the open was my only option.

	I left the shelter of the bush and started walking toward the large wooden doors that seemed to be the only way into or out of the settlement.  Three humans guarded them.  Fear, but also intense anticipation, filled me.  After a minute, blinding light hit my eyes.  I put one arm up to shield them and I put the other over my head.  Speaking with my mouth would do nothing.  I had no choice but to reveal myself and speak to the humans’ minds.

	“Please,” I said to the three guards on the wall above.  “I’m alone, and I won’t harm you.  I only want to talk to Ray.”

	First, silence.

	I stood still in that bright light.

	“You want to talk to Ray?” a female voice with a think Latino accent called out.

	“Yes, please.  I knew him before, when I was human.”

	“Why would he want to speak with you?”

	I bit my lip.  “He doesn’t,” I answered honestly.  “But still, I need to see him.”

	“He told me about you,” the woman said after a pause.  “You were the scarb he let go last night.”

	“That’s right.”

	“He shouldn’t have done that,” she said crossly.  “You say you bring us no harm?  You endanger us just by being here.”

	“I don’t mean to cause you any more trouble,” I answered.  “Can I please just have five minutes?”

	A long silence.  I didn’t know if they were planning to kill me right then.

	The large wooden doors slowly creaked open.  Six humans came out, spears pointed at me.  At the center, came a small woman with fierceness to her beautiful Latino face.  Long, black hair fell to her mid-back.  She was not much older than I was.

	“I’m Sophia,” she said with a sharp upturn of her chin, “the leader of this settlement.  I’ll take you to Ray.  You’ll say what you have to say, and then you’ll leave.”

	I nodded, and she kept her humans with their spears aimed at me.  She led us into the settlement.  Even in the dim light, I could see that this was nothing like the ranger’s camp, or even Rimerock.  All the buildings were made of stone or cement, sturdy against the elements.  The streets were clean and orderly.  Garden patches grew between every building.  A low hum buzzed in the air.

	“Is that a generator?” I couldn’t help but ask.

	“Yes,” she answered.  “It’s powered by our windmills.”She pointed further east to where I could make out the spinning blades against the morning sky.

	“Amazing,” I breathed.  I appreciated everything about the settlement, from the comely houses and structures to the herb gardens growing in the windowsills.  It was structured, efficient, and very human.  Part of me very much wished I could stay there.

	“How do you keep all this safe from the swabs, like Maria?  Aren’t you in her territory?”    There had to be more to their survival than stone walls and spears.

	“We have one of the last missiles,” she replied without hesitation.  Was that a hint of warning in her voice?  “If a swab tries anything, I’ll blow their colony to pieces.”

	“But won’t most of the scarb just come back?  Like cockroaches?”

	“Yes,” she said, and then with a smile, “but their precious little colony will be destroyed.  No queen wants to see everything she’s worked on for years wiped out like that.”She snapped her fingers.

	Ruthless, that’s what she was.  I suppose she would have to be to survive this long against such incredible odds.

	A Jeep crossed the road in front of us.  They have running vehicles, too?

	Sophia stopped to let the Jeep pass, and she shot me a sharp look.  “I don’t like scarb,” she said bluntly.  “My instinct is to kill on sight.  You’re a tyrannical species.  You kill my people without a second thought, but what’s worse is another human settlement in Brazil has told me Senhora Maria is taking their children.”

	“Why?” I frowned.

	“I don’t know.”  Her mouth was set in a thin line.  “But I’ll let my heart be gouged out before I let any scarb touch our children.”

	 I could understand why she usually killed scarb on sight.

	“I’m going to do something to stop it,” she said resolutely.  “I hate swabs.”

	“So why did you let me come in?” I asked, feeling even more mystified about how easily she had opened the gate for me.  Was it a trap?  I glanced around, suddenly worried that coming here wasn’t such a great idea.

	She twisted her mouth to the side.  “I’m not sure,” she admitted.  “There’s something different about you.  Something that feels more…human, somehow.  I’ll admit it, I’ve been looking for that sort of thing in scarb…hoping.  Maybe its just wishful thinking.”

	We stopped in front of a large, two-story building.  Red magnolias lined the upper balcony.  I could tell from the wrought-iron bars and copper roof that this building had been here before the settlement, the remnants of pre-scarb time.

	“Wait here,” Sophia said, leaving me on the walkway with the six humans.  I held my breath.  I was finally going to see Ray and show him that becoming scarb hadn’t changed anything for us.

	 


Chapter Thirty-One

	The Things That Don’t Change

	 

	 

	After Sophia went inside the two-story building, I heard human voices coming from the upper balcony with the red magnolias.  I couldn’t help but be excited.  One voice was deeper, male.  He sounded angry.  Ray.  Sure enough, Ray’s tall figure appeared on the balcony after a moment.  He looked down over the edge at me, a deep scowl furrowing his brow.

	“Why’d you bring her here?” he turned on Sophia sharply.  “You want her to learn all our secrets so she can march here in a few months and try to take us out?  If she lives that long,” he sneered.  It was insulting that he thought so little of me.  He was the one who taught me to survive.  Why should that change now that I was scarb?  I’m fully capable of taking care of myself.

	“She couldn’t even escape a pack of desert bandits,” he spat.  He was right.  If he and his humans hadn’t shown up, I don’t know how I would have gotten us out of Veto’s camp.

	Sophia stood there with her arms crossed.  “She says she just wants to talk with you.”  Ray scrunched up his nose, but he considered her.  There was something between them.  I saw it in the way she bossed him as a leader should, but there was tenderness in the way she did it.  It was in the way he looked at her.  It wasn’t the way he used to look at me, but it made my blood chill.

	“Just go talk to her,” Sophia insisted, softer now, touching his hand.  I bristled.

	He sighed, then disappeared from the balcony.

	When he came out of the building, I wasn’t sure I was ready to face him.  I’d never expected him to move on so quickly.  I didn’t know how to process it.  I could barely meet his eyes, those brown eyes that had once been so full of life and brightness.

	“What do you want?” he asked sharply, cringing as if anticipating my voice in his mind.  This wasn’t at all what I had expected.  I hadn’t been sure what would happen when I found the human settlement, but I’d imagined our encounter to be less rough, not so public.  But this was the best I was going to get.  Six spear tips told me that.

	“I couldn’t just leave,” I stuttered, my heart on the verge of teetering off some high edge.  “Don’t you realize how hard I looked for you?  I came all this way, after they took you.  I had to make sure you were okay.”

	He kept his arms folded tightly across his chest.  “I’m still human.  Which is more than I can say for you.”His hate stung me.  “But you should’ve been able to determine that last night,” he said coldly, “when I freed you from that scarb filth.  Why’d you come here?”

	I shifted my feet.  How could I tell him?  “Because Ray, I still—”

	“Love me?” he finished for me, understanding and surprise hitting his eyes.  Then there was sick amusement.  “Oh, Cat,” he laughed.  “How could you still hold on to that?  Can’t you see that life’s over now?”

	I guess I couldn’t.  That was the problem.  I still loved him, even though.  I was a scarb.  None of that had changed my feelings for him.  I’d thought it wouldn’t change his feelings for me, either.  He was Ray, he’d always been there for me.  I couldn’t imagine a life—even a scarb life—without him.  I’d lost my parents, I couldn’t bear to let anyone else go.

	But apparently, he could imagine one without me.  I looked from him to Sophia.  Tears filled my eyes.  I couldn’t stop them.  They hissed as they hit the dusty ground.

	Ray’s expression softened a little.  He took a step toward me.  “Cat, I’m sorry,” he said softly.  “I didn’t realize you could still feel this way.”He lifted his hand and almost touched my shoulder but kept it hovering just above my skin.  “I thought that when you became scarb—”

	“You were wrong,” I said bitterly.

	“I just didn’t think that scarb held onto things like what we had once they changed,” he explained.

	“Maybe what we had was different,” I cut, not hiding my hurt from him

	He closed his fingers and put his arm back down at his side.  “Maybe,” he said softly.  This was the Ray I knew.  This was the Ray I’d given my heart to.

	He stared at some spot on the ground, thinking.  I did the same.

	After a moment, I spoke.  “Well, now you know I’m still here.”I touched my chest.  He looked up at me.  “I never stopped loving you, not for one moment,” I emphasized each word to be sure he felt them.  “It wasn’t my choice to become scarb, or for things to be this way.  But like Nathan said, we still have our choices, Ray.  I may not have chosen to become scarb, but you’ll see I’m not going to be like any of them.  I want people to be free to choose and live how they will, both scarb and human.

	I won’t use humans or scarb to my own advantage, and I hope that someday others will see that all life is sacred, as well.  I’m not better than anyone else, but I do want better for all of us.”

	I took a step closer to Ray, close enough to touch him.  He didn’t back away or blink.  “I want happiness for you, Ray.  You’re my happiness.  You always were and you always will be.  Being scarb will never change that.  I’m not asking that you answer me now, but I do ask that you think about what I’ve told you.”I took a breath.  “Someday, when you’re ready, I’ll come back.  You loved me once, even though I was human and flawed, just as I’m flawed still.  See if you can find it in you to love me again.”

	I kissed him once lightly on the cheek.  I smiled into his handsome face, hoping that when I saw it again, I’d see the Ray I used to know.

	I gave Sophia, whose black eyes were bored into me like two sharp stones, a nod of gratitude and then turned and left.

	*****

	As the walls of the settlement disappeared behind me, my heart was raw, but I was glad that I’d gone and told Ray what I needed to say.  I’d become a scarb, challenged a queen and her entire colony, and still my love for him pulled through.  Maybe it could pull through for him, too.  I won’t give up on him, I determined as I headed back to Derrick and Nate and my scarb at their camp.  And I won’t allow anymore humans or scarb to suffer because of the swabs.  I’m going to change this world if I have any say about it.   I didn’t know what the next day would bring, or even the next hour.  Being a swab made life dangerous and volatile, but it also gave me the possibility to make a difference in a very distorted world.  Beneath the barbs and the acid and the irises, I was still me.  That was never going to change.
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Origin

	Chapter One

	Golden sunlight streamed through brilliant aspen leaves as I walked along the mountain path toward the waterfall.  It was early fall, but the air was still warm.  This was one of my favorite times of the year, when summer left one final kiss upon the land.  I hummed a lullaby my mother had used to sing to Nathan and me.  I rounded an aspen thicket and found Ray sitting on a boulder by the waterfall.  The song caught in my throat.  Droplets of mist reflected on his black hair.  His brown eyes drew me in, like warm mud between my toes.  Familiar.  Home.  Mine.  He smiled.

	I ran into his open arms.  “I’m so glad you are here, Cat,” he whispered.

	I sighed.  My heart was whole, safe.  In his arms was exactly where I needed to be.  I looked up into his face, and his lips were quickly upon mine.  The spray of the falls made the hair on my arms rise as he kissed me deeply.  He slid his hands off my back and touched my face with his fingers.  I shivered as he slid them up my jaw and into my hair.  He wrapped his hands around the base of my head.  But then, he backed away and screamed.

	He pulled his hands back, covered in blood.  Gashes ran down each of his fingers.  He looked from his hands to me, his face rippling in horror.

	“What are you?” he asked.

	I brought my hand to the place Ray had touched on my head.  There, among the strands of soft hair, I touched a sharp barb.  Like a knife, a knife made to cut through human flesh.  How had I forgotten?  I wasn’t human.  Not anymore.

	Ray answered with what we both knew. “You’re scarb.”

	*****

	I awoke from the dream with a start.  Like I had tripped or fallen off a step.  My body was instantly awake, adrenaline pumping through my veins, my muscles flexed.  I stretched the tendons of my fingers, causing the plates of my chitin to pop and crack.  I took a deep breath and carefully brought a hand up to the ridge of my head.  My fingers traced the now-familiar line of barbs, like the peaks and valleys of a mountain range.  Ray’s horror flashed again into my mind, cutting and sharp.  It sliced my heart.  To him, I was nothing more than a monster now.  Am I a monster?

	The day was still early.  The first light of the sun trickled over the distant desert mesas. Only Bram, who had the last night watch, was awake.  The rest of the scarb slept in our crude camp.  Nathan snored a few feet to my left, Derrick slept by my feet as always, and Iva had her head in Bram’s lap.  He gave me a silent nod.  

	“All’s well,” he said.  “There’s been no sign of danger.”

	I thanked him, grateful to hear it.  We were trespassing on Senhora Maria’s territory, and she could attack us at any time.  But I was even more worried about Fuchsia.  She’d put a bounty on my head for killing her sister, and even though we hadn’t seen any sign of scarb or human life since we left the human settlement, I knew it wouldn’t last forever.

	What are we going to do?  A swab isn’t worth much without a colony to protect her scarb.  I looked out across the flat, barren land.  We’re so vulnerable out here, like ants in the shadow of a toddler’s shoe—ready to be squashed at any moment.

	I got up and folded the piece of tarp I used as a sleeping mat.  It didn’t offer much comfort, but it kept the sand off my skin and we had to use whatever scraps we found to our advantage.  I tucked the tarp into a small draw-string bag.  The others would be up soon, and they would want water and food.  I headed over to the patch of prickly pear cactus we had found the night before to scrounge up some breakfast.  I flexed my knuckles, extending the sharp blue barbs on each, and used them to cut the fruit off and set it into my bag.

	Iva joined me first.  Then Derrick.  He didn’t say anything as he helped harvest the fruit, but he watched me from the corner of his eye.  He wasn’t happy with me for sneaking off to the human settlement, and it didn’t seem like he’d ever let me out of sight now.  I was surprised at how unshaken his loyalty was.  I’d made my feelings for Ray pretty clear, but Derrick hadn’t budged.  Awkward tension filled the space between us, annoying and strangely comforting at the same time.

	Iva set two pears into my bag.  “Have you given any thought to an alliance?” she asked.  I immediately scowled at the thought of joining another swab.  “I know it’s probably not something you want to consider,” she said.

	She was right.

	“I didn’t trust other swabs,” I said.

	“But another colony could offer us protection.”

	“Iva,” I said, dropping another fruit into my pouch, “I want to give my scarb protection.  I don’t want to wander in the desert like this, but I can’t make an alliance with another swab.  No swab would join another queen without being offered something in return.”  I motioned back to our camp.  “I don’t have an impressive army.  I don’t have any resources to barter.”

	She brushed her brilliant red hair behind her shoulder.  “You have a priceless gift,” she said.

	It wasn’t hard to guess what she was alluding to.  I was one of the only female scarb capable of reproducing.  Emerald had tried to use me to breed her an army.  I wasn’t going to do that for any scarb, even if it meant protecting mine.

	“With no other known bearers, the colonies will run themselves into extinction in several decades,” Iva continued. “The Origin beetles didn’t count on that when they came to change us, but you can solve that.”

	“You want me to make a bunch of scarb babies for whoever takes us in?”  I cut open a prickly pear with one of my knuckle barbs.  Clear juice ran down my hand.

	“It would be an alliance,” Iva emphasized.  “Not forced servitude.”

	Derrick tried to hide beneath his cowboy hat, but I could see he was making a face.  Guess he’s not too keen on the idea either.  

	“I can see how an alliance would help us in the short term,” I said.  But then I thought of Ray.  He already thinks I’m a monster.  What would I be if I used my body to give us security?  “But I can’t do that, so don’t ask me.”

	Iva nodded as if that was what she had expected and walked back to the camp.  Derrick let out a stiff breath.  I didn’t like the strain between us.  Yes, I had let myself develop feelings for him in the colony.  I shouldn’t have.  My heart was with Ray, and Ray was alive.  I had to hope that he’d see me for who I really was, in time.  But Derrick was suffering because of it.  I loved Ray—but I needed Derrick.  Selfish.  So, selfish.

	“So no alliance, huh?” he asked in his deep, country accent.  

	I licked the juice running down my hand.  Every drop of liquid was precious out here.  I thought it through again.  “I don’t see how it will help us for long.”

	“What are you going to do?” he asked, looking at me with his deep navy eyes. 

	I set a piece of moist fruit into my mouth, feeling its sweet tanginess on my tongue.  I looked beyond the tans and grays of the desert to the orange rising sun, as if I might find the answer there. Was there any place on this planet that could offer us safety?  Most swabs settled down in a valley or inside a mountain and set about establishing a colony for themselves.  Then, they would fight one another for more resources, more power.  Whoever was the biggest and baddest won.

	Some of them were leaving for the Origin planet.  No one was talking about it yet, but I could feel it every time I tapped into the connection: Scarb were heading home.  And home was somewhere far away.

	The roar of a jet overhead interrupted the morning’s quiet, probably from Suzette’s colony in Texas.  Another example of un-tempered desire.  More land, more scarb, more planets.  Always more.

	That’s what Sophia, the leader of the human settlement had accused us of.  She was right.  Senhora Maria was taking human children, hoping that turning them into scarb before they reached puberty would increase their chances of being bearers.”

	Round, fearful children’s faces flashed into my thoughts.  I imagined them locked up like caged animals.

	All for power.

	I was sick of it.  I was part of it.  A reflection I couldn’t scrub off.  I was a swab.  Scarb had fought for me, bled for me, died for me.  I remembered Jack and Saki’s faces just before I left them in the colony to die.  There was a guilt there I would never be able to shake.  Even now, these scarb were willing to wander in the desert, suffering hunger and thirst, because I told them to.

	I’m not going to be like the other swab.The jet left a streak of white in the blue sky, which quickly faded to nothing.

	“I think we should go to Maria’s,” I said.

	Derrick frowned and nearly spat out the prickly pear he had in his mouth.  “You’re going to make an alliance with her?”

	“No,” I said.  “No way.  She’s taking children and turning them into scarb.  I’m going to stop her.”

	Derrick’s eyebrows rose so high they disappeared under the rim of his hat.  “How are you going to do that?”

	“I have no idea,” I admitted.  “Let’s go tell the others.”

	He had to walk fast to keep up with me.  The other scarb were up now, eagerly digging into the fruit Iva had brought them.  

	“We’re going after Maria’s colony,” I announced.

	Silence cut through the camp.  Nathan’s mouth hung open mid-bite.  Ten seconds passed.  

	“I’m serious.” They were still stunned.

	“Why?” Nathan finally asked.  “I know you’re a little loco, sis, but that’s suicide.  Maria’s colony is, like, the largest one in the world.  There are less than fifty of us.  Besides,” he frowned, still holding the fruit, “aren’t we trying to run away from her?”

	I understood the odds.  “She’s taking children, and we’re going to rescue them.”

	Even Iva had shock on her face, but she understood me.  I wasn’t backing down.  “All right then,” she said resolutely.  “To Maria’s.”

	I handed her my bag of fruit.  “Divide this up, and after everyone’s eaten we’re going back to the human settlement.”

	“The settlement?” she repeated, more shock widening her big green eyes.

	“We’re going to need all the help we can get,” I answered.  “Maybe they’ll join us.”

	We broke camp, leaving nothing but footprints in the desert sand.  We traveled all day and didn’t stop until late that night.  I was determined to get to the settlement before good sense made me change my mind.

	“You’re really crazy,” Nathan told me repeatedly.  “You know that right?”  His assessment of my mental capacities became as common as the sand beneath us or the hot southern wind that constantly chapped our lips.  If the others thought the same, though, they kept it to themselves.  

	We traveled all day without incident.  Finally, the gray outline of the settlement buildings stood dark against the setting orange sun.    The guards patrolling the rock wall surrounding the compound sounded the alarm as we approached.

	I told my scarb to hang back while Iva, Derrick, and I went to the gate.  

	Using the connection, I found the minds of the four human guards on the wall and tapped into their consciousnesses.  “I want to speak to Sophia,” I said.  

	One of the guards scampered off, and a few moments later, Sophia appeared on the wall.  “You sure have some spunk.  You’re wasting your time if you want to talk to Ray again.”

	“I don’t want to speak to Ray.” Though I wouldn’t object if he wanted to talk to me. “I want to discuss an alliance with you.”

	“Ha,” she huffed.  “What do you have to offer, Cat?  You have no colony, no weapons, and no resources.  Plus, there’s a bounty on your head, Cat.  You’re not bringing anything but danger.”

	I ignored her fears and got right to it.  “We’re going after Senhora Maria to free the children she’s taken.  I’ll do it myself if I have to, but we could use your help.”

	Half a minute passed, and the gates creaked open.  Sophia came out, surrounded by her guard.  “You really are the craziest swab I’ve ever heard of,” she said as she walked over to us, surveying me with her chocolate-brown eyes.  “Why do you want to free them?”

	“Because what she’s doing is wrong.”  It was a simple enough reason to me.  “You said you were going to do something about it.  We can work together.  What do you say?”  I held my hand out to her.

	She didn’t take it.  “I believe you have good intentions, which is completely insane for me to even say.  Scarbs only wanted more power.  Except you.  So this must either be a trick or you really mean what you say.”

	I kept my hand outstretched.  “You can trust me.  But whether you help us or not, we’re going to Senhora Maria’s colony and saving those kids.  If I can, I’ll bring them back here.”

	She still didn’t take my hand.  “Maria’s headquarters are in Sao Paulo, Brazil.”  She looked back and forth between Iva, Derrick, and me.  “That’s over five thousand miles from here.  Do you plan to get there on foot?”

	“That’s kind of where I was hoping you’d help us.  We could use your trucks.”  I kept my arm outstretched.  “What do you say?  Will you help us?”

	She studied my hand then put hers in it and we shook.  “Yes.  It’s time our two species learned to work together.  If you help us, we can get you more than a few trucks to get to Brazil.”

	I looked at her quizzically.

	“I can get you a jet.”
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