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Part One
 
Chapter 1
 
Draven was running. He had been running for some time. Running from humans who had captured and lost him, running from the law that had once protected him. He no longer relied on the Law to provide for and protect him. He had crossed a member of Law Enforcement, and although he did not know if a case against him had been fabricated, or if a case could be made from his violations, he did not intend to find out. 
He darted between two buildings and came to a halt when he saw he could continue no further. Some sort of construction blocked the end of the alley. He could hear the men closing in, drawing nearer every moment. He sprinted straight for the metal scaffolding, not sure if he could clear it but having little alternative. If the men caught him, he would no longer have to wonder if a case against him existed. 
Relying on instinct, he did not consider his actions before he leapt. One moment he was running, and the next he was swinging from a metal bar high above the abandoned alleyway. He twisted his body to increase its natural momentum until he could have completed a full rotation with one more swing. Instead, he released the bar at the zenith of his body’s next arc and sailed through the air towards the roof. 
The scaffolding did not provide enough lift for him to gain the roof, however, and his feet struck the brick wall and propelled him backwards. As he fell, he rotated his body and reached out until his fingers closed around the iron bar once more. He glanced back towards the alley’s entrance, to the street below, where his pursuers now turned into the alleyway. They had not yet looked up and seen him. Moving hand over hand, he edged to the brick wall and began to climb, spider-like, towards the roof. 
Even after a year, his newfound abilities fascinated him. Knowing the extent of his physical powers was at once exhilarating and sobering. He’d lived a hundred years never knowing the limits of his physical capabilities. No one had told him he could scale a building like his hands came equipped with suctions. No one had told him he could leap a flight of stairs instead of climbing them, that he could swing from branch to branch like the fabled animal called a monkey, that he could fall three stories and land on his feet, unharmed. No one had told him, because they’d rather he not know. 
After scrambling onto the roof, he looked down to see the three men below peering about in confusion. They had not looked up to see him ascend the building. If, like he, they had belonged to the Third Order, they would not have known he possessed the capability to achieve such a feat, or that they possessed those same abilities and could have followed him. Even the lone Second among the three men, who likely knew he possessed such power, could not seem to understand where Draven had gone. Had the Second seen him, he perhaps still would not have tried to follow. Who would attempt to scale the face of a brick building with his bare hands? 
After watching the men’s puzzled expressions a moment longer, Draven turned and started across the roof. Now that he’d eaten—stolen his dinner, as usual, this time from the livestock of the Second still standing in the alleyway wondering how Draven had disappeared into thin air—he felt strong and alert, determined as ever. He leapt to the next rooftop, no longer bothering to pause and contemplate the jump or wonder if he could clear the distance between buildings. He usually could. When he couldn’t, he landed on his feet and continued onwards. Once he’d broken a leg, he thought, but that had healed in a few days, despite the pain. 
As he traversed the city, he turned his head, left, right, left-right, scanning. Always scenting for his lost homo-sapien, hoping to savor her scent among all the other scents of the city. Sometimes, discouraged, he imagined her owner had left the area after he’d wrested her from Draven. But Draven did not think it likely. And until he knew, until he’d scented every apartment and house in Princeton, he would continue searching. 
This night, like each of those over the past year, yielded no results. He finished his search with the familiar disappointment he experienced each night. Though he longed to continue searching all day, he could not. He would tire quickly and lose strength, and he could not see well enough to calculate distances in daylight. If he fell and injured himself and could not drag himself to safety, he risked not only severe sunburn, but also discovery. 
Long after the bells chimed, when the sky had brightened and other Superiors retired for the night, leaving the deserted streets lit only by the blue light of dawn, Draven turned back. The town lay quiet and, but for a few windows lit from within by the faint glow of electricity, appeared abandoned. Draven skimmed the roofs, avoiding energy collecting devices and rooftop greenery, and swung down to the street by the same scaffolding he’d ascended. After verifying that no one had observed him, he started for his sleeping spot, racing through the streets at his newly discovered speed. He’d never before realized the extent of his speed and endurance, even during the short time he had trained with the Enforcer who now called him an enemy and a traitor. Perhaps he’d never before possessed such speed and endurance.
He arrived at the chain-link fence, scaled it in seconds, leapt the razor wire and dropped into the lot. He moved between dented cars and stacks of balding tires to the back of the lot. After ensuring he was alone, he lifted his door and crawled inside, pulled the door into place behind him and made himself comfortable in the body of the vehicle he had chosen for his new home. Though perhaps he was not officially a fugitive, he lived as one, because by failing to participate in society, he became a threat to the order that the Law so vehemently imposed. 





  
 
 
Chapter 2
 
Cali sat at the end of her chain, leaning forward with legs splayed. She clapped her hands and smiled at the baby. 
“Come on,” she said, clapping lightly as she coaxed him to move. “Come ‘ere, baby, you can do it. Come on.”
The baby stomped his chubby foot and squealed, then fell forward on his hands and knees and crawled to her. 
“Walk,” she said, lifting him onto his feet and scooting back. “You can’t sit on my lap until you walk.”
Leo waved his fists and let out an angry wail of protest. 
“Girl, you torturing our baby again?” Shelly asked, twitching in from the balcony. Cali hefted the baby onto her lap and rolled onto her back to put it on her stomach. 
“He’s fine,” she said. “I was just trying to get him to get up and walk. Shouldn’t he be doing that by now?”
“He’ll walk when he’s good and ready, won’t you, Leo?” Shelly said, coming over to pat the baby’s back. 
“You know, I never would have pegged you for a good father,” Cali said.
“Girl, stop your words. I’m as motherly as you are.”
Cali laughed. “That you are.”
Shelly lifted the baby and made kissy faces at him. “Did Mommy hurt you? She’s a bad mommy, yes she is.” The baby reached out and grabbed Shelly’s protruding lip. Shelly pulled away, pretending to spit in disgust. All this left the baby unmoved, but Cali giggled enough for them both. She found it hard not to feel good with a baby around, even though she had plenty of reasons for unhappiness. Every day she had to remind herself that the baby didn’t belong to them, that soon enough Master would sell it. 
“You better stop getting so attached,” she warned Shelly, who was bouncing the baby on his hip while he uncovered the fall garden from the tarps. 
“Ba-ba-ba,” Leo said.
“That’s right,” Shelly said. “And I’m not attached.” He gathered the tarp at the edge of the garden and secured it with an elastic cord. “Besides, so what if I am?” he continued. “At least the baby gets some love. I can deal with a broken heart, you know. I done it before.”
“Yeah, okay, princess,” Cali said, borrowing a word she’d learned from her hero when he’d helped her escape last year. Unfortunately, that hadn’t worked out too well for her, and now she had to wear an ankle cuff that chained her to a metal loop in the wall next to the bed. Also, she was pretty sure her hero had met a bloody end when she’d been recaptured, but that didn’t stop her from thinking of him as her hero and referring to him constantly—a habit that annoyed Shelly to no end.
“Hey, just cause some people got a Superior heart and can’t love, don’t mean we all have to be so cruel.” Shelly leaned in the door to deliver this news. 
“I’m not cruel,” Cali said. “And I don’t have a Superior heart. I don’t even believe Superiors have hearts.” She stretched out on the floor so she could reach the door. Propping her chin in her hands, she watched Shelly working outside. She could only look now. She could no longer help in the garden. At least she could reach the door to talk to Shelly while he worked, though she had to lie down to do that. “For your information,” she said, “maybe I loved Herman. Now give me that baby, before you drop him. If you get to do the garden, you can’t hog the baby, too.”
“He has a name, you know,” Shelly said, squatting to deposit the boy with Cali. “And you can’t love someone you met for one day. You only love the idea of Herman, which is the idea of freedom. Both of which are dead, so stop thinking about it before you get us in trouble again.”
Cali wiggled her fingers in the baby’s face until he grabbed one. She played with him until Shelly went back to poking around in the soil and looking at the vegetables. Though the thought of escape was never far from her mind, she didn’t like to think of what her failed attempt had cost her. She’d lost all freedom when Master had recaptured her. When they’d gotten home that morning, he’d thrown her into her apartment so hard she’d hit the wall and lost consciousness. Just as she woke, he’d come into their rooms, strapped an ankle cuff on her and chained her to the wall, then thrown her on the bed, sat on her and seared the back of her hand with a branding iron while she shrieked and thrashed futilely.
Worse still, after he’d beaten her nearly unconscious again, he’d made her watch as he beat Shelly and the baby, telling her that her actions caused their suffering and that if she ever disobeyed him again, she’d sentence her companions to punishment equal her own. Shelly had lost two teeth that day and limped for months, and she suspected Leo would never function as a normal baby would. 
Though she grieved what she’d caused her companions, she’d had a taste of freedom, the hope of it, and she couldn’t get it out of her mind ever since.









 
 
Chapter 3
 
Byron woke with a headache. He’d had a bit too much wine that morning. He rid his body of it in the washroom, then cleaned up. He wasn’t having the best year. Nothing had gone right on his case in over a year, and it looked like he’d be stuck in Princeton another winter if things didn’t clear up in the next few months. The way things had gone lately, he didn’t see that happening. 
Byron had begun to hate Princeton. He hated snow and he hated winter and he hated the mountains. Most of all, he hated sapiens and his dependence on them. He hated people who treated them kindly and gave them freedoms they were too brainless to handle, people like Meyer Kidd. 
If he’d been able to dream, he would’ve had nightmares about the souldamned kid every day, and Kidd was enough of a nightmare when Byron was awake. No matter how he tried, Byron could not connect Kidd to the escaped humans or the missing Superiors in his case. Worse, he knew the connection existed, and not being able to find it infuriated him. He talked to Meyer every few weeks, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that every time he hung up, Meyer was having a good laugh at him. 
This boy, this child, had gotten the better of him, and Byron couldn’t stop thinking about it. Milton had warned Byron that if he didn’t stop obsessing over the connection, he’d have to take him off the case. Byron had never been taken off a case. He knew he was right. But he couldn’t prove anything. 
On top of that, he’d thought the case was nearly solved when he’d trapped some runaway saps in an old building, only to have them turn on him and his partners with weapons no sap should know about. He was lucky he had escaped with his life. Well, not lucky so much as shrewd. He’d lived through a hundred years of war, and a hundred more after that, and he’d be damned if he was going to meet his end at the hands of a bunch of dumb animals with crude wooden stakes. 
He knew that, by law, he could not slaughter even the most dangerous sapiens. But if he’d tried to preserve them for the blood bank, as his partners had, he’d have wound up as dead as they were. Saps who tried to kill Superiors didn’t deserve to live anyway, not even in blood banks. 
The discovery of vigilante saps wasn’t even the worst part of that situation. He’d discovered the worst the next night when a team of Enforcers had returned to identify the bodies and clean up. They’d found things a bit different from how he’d left them. 
For one, the mutant incubus that Byron had incapacitated had escaped. Just thinking about the creature gave him the creeps. Not only had the incubus gotten away, somehow Draven had managed to escape, too, though Byron had made sure that dumb prick had been incapacitated before he left. Otherwise, the brainless backar chodu would have tried to fight him for his sapien. He should have known better than to befriend a Third. No matter how promising Third Order Superiors appeared, they always disappointed in the end. 
Now here were all these wise, experienced, intelligent Seconds, stuck governing a bunch of lower-class Third Order killing machines, trying to keep them civilized and orderly. The Second Order had done a good job of it. If anything could be said for killing machines, they were good at following orders. In fact, the Third Order caused only a rash of petty crime on occasion. Seconds were responsible for the serious crimes, the ones only Enforcers and government officials knew about. 
Like this damn Meyer Kidd. This was what happened when someone made a harebrained decision and brought a ten-year-old through the evolution process. They should have drained him like a glass of fresh sap and left his carcass for the rats, as they had the rest of the humans during the Great Evolution. 
No good could come from letting a ten-year-old conduct his own affairs. He should have been asking Mommy and Daddy for a chocolate milk at his age. Or a chocolate sap, if evolution couldn’t be avoided. He damn sure shouldn’t run his own business, making out like a bandit while he was at it. The kid should have failed in the first month. 
Byron sighed, coming back to the present. His obsession wore on him, had begun to make him ignore other options in the case. But the option of vigilante humans was too ludicrous to consider. Superiors had to be behind it somewhere. 
When he found those Superiors responsible, he would have his revenge. He’d taken a stake in the side that night, and he’d only gotten his own sapien in return. He hadn’t even known she’d joined the runaways until he saw her. What a shock that had been. She’d survived the massacre, thanks to that little jhant chaatu
Draven, who thought saving her meant she belonged to him. What a joke. Byron had purchased her, therefore she was his. End of discussion. 
 





  
 
 
Chapter 4
 
Draven spent his nights searching for Cali—and for food. Though he stole his meals each night, he had no way of knowing how many times his thefts had been reported. Livestock owners seldom inspected their saps, and they likely would not notice an extra set of teeth marks before it faded in a day or so. Some saps would report Draven’s visit to their masters, but their word alone could not incriminate him. Even if a Superior spotted him, no one knew his identity. As long as he avoided capture, no new charges would be laid against him. 
Often he thought of the man he had killed, and the sap he’d killed the next summer. He thought also of Sally and of his time in captivity. She had freed him, against everything her family and her community believed in, and for that, he owed her his life. He hoped her traitorous act had not cost her too dearly. But he’d never dared return to her village to find out.
Among the possessions her people had taken from him were his money, his papers, and the supplies he’d purchased for Cali when he had begun his journey. He smiled to himself at the thought of how simple it had seemed then. He’d thought he would follow Byron, explain the situation, and pay handsomely for the sapien, letting Byron profit from the sale. Then he would return home with his prized possession. What a fool he had been. Nearly two years later, he had nothing—no sapien, no job, no apartment, not even an identity.
At least Sally had managed to sneak one of his backpacks out of her house. In this, she had placed most of his clothing, a few extra items that must have belonged to her family, a hunting knife, a pocketknife, a packet of garlic, a jar of cloves, a jar of lemon peel, his maps, a small survival kit, a few lighters, and a letter. He knew the letter was the riskiest of her contributions to his escape, and he read it often when alone. 
Now he threaded his way down the side of a building, ducking between the cages that served as gardens for the sapiens inside. He had seen Cali’s garden at her first home in the Confinement, and he hoped Byron had provided a larger one than the small balcony gardens on the apartment buildings. Cali had loved gardening. 
He ducked behind a large trash bin and waited for a car to pass. Most Superiors spent their nights working, not driving about. But some had to travel in the course of their work. Catchers and trackers moved all night. Others, like Enforcers and inspectors, would be on the move at times but not all night. He’d held some of these positions when he’d been an obedient member of society, had papers and a pod, registered his location, and obeyed property laws.
He’d always obeyed the Law without question, like most Thirds. He had taken on the responsibility of being a Superior, dutifully remaining employed at all times, though his jobs barely kept him fed and clothed and his rent paid. He was no extraordinary man. He did not belong in alleyways in the seedy parts of town, nor did he belong on important missions with Enforcers. He belonged in a comfortable, slightly frustrating life where he never quite pulled ahead but never fell so far behind that he dropped from the bottom rung of society’s ladder. That had always been his life. His Superior life, anyhow. 
Now he avoided the Law. It had failed him, and he had failed it. Like all Superiors, Draven knew that disregarding the Law made him a traitor, a criminal by intent if not by deed. Superior society centered on the Law and its enforcement, on obeying implicitly. Breaking the Law was betrayal of not only that law but of society in general, of his people. 
Many times Draven had considered the risk of returning to society. If Byron had not laid charges against him, he could have been scanned into the system once more. But he hadn’t money for new papers. Society had betrayed him in return for his betrayal—the cycle of having no money and therefore no means to get the papers needed to get a job to get money, continued endlessly. So he’d given up on the whole meticulously organized life he’d always led. He’d never been good at it. All his life, he’d felt vaguely unsettled, had changed jobs often, been restless in relationships. Now, he had lost that sense of discontent. Now that he was an outsider, for the first time, he’d found his place. 





  
 
 
Chapter 5
 
The night had grown chilly while Byron worked at the Enforcement office. He contemplated calling Meyer, and realized with a mixture of dread and gleeful anticipation that soon the kid would be back in town for winter. Half of Byron shuddered at the thought, but some sick part of him enjoyed the torture Meyer put him through. He couldn’t wait to see Meyer again. 
He let himself fantasize about splitting the boy’s head right down the middle the moment Meyer opened the door for him. He didn’t consider himself a violent man, but something in him turned vicious when he thought about that arrogant little brat outsmarting him. Arrogance would be Meyer’s ruin. Byron just knew it, the same way he knew Meyer was involved in the case he had to solve.
Byron let himself into his apartment and took off his belt and weapon. He put his wallet on his desk with these items, removed his work coat and went into his sapien quarters to eat. The three saps slept huddled in the bedroll together. The two grown saps had adjusted well to the addition of the baby. Byron still held out hope that they would create their own offspring, though he had reason to believe the female defective. 
He didn’t care for baby sap, so he shook the adults awake and handed each a cup. He bit the male’s arms and then the female’s, and waited for the two saps to squeeze out a good night’s ration. The sapling let out a squall but soon stilled again.
“Master, sir, may I request a longer chain?” the female asked. 
“What for?” He wasn’t in the mood to deal with sapien whims. He never liked to spoil his saps, especially not this ungrateful bitch. If she hadn’t had the best sap, he wouldn’t have bothered with her at all.
“I just want to be able to use the bathroom on my own,” she said, her head respectfully lowered. 
“You haven’t earned that right,” he said, taking the cup from her. She always drained out better than the male. “You’re lucky I don’t hobble you after your little escape attempt. If I didn’t know how brainless you were, I’d have done it already.”
“But Master—,” she started, but he cut her off with a slap. She rocked back on the bed before turning away and curling up on the mattress with her hand to her face. 
Byron took the cup from the male and drank. On his way out of the sapien apartment, he closed the door tightly, as he had every night since he’d supposedly left it ajar and allowed his sapien an escape route. He heard the female sap crying as he retreated down the hallway. Though he’d always felt a certain disgust for their kind, he usually treated his saps with detached kindness. But lately, that damn Meyer Kidd had put him on edge, and he’d taken it out on the female sap more than he ought. Still, she had chosen to run away, so she had to learn her lesson. Lots of Superiors would have done worse than slap her around a little. By now, she should have learned to deal with it. 
Byron sat before his desk screen and tapped it on. He sighed, watching the ad for Furr-Bines flash across the screen as it warmed up. When the system had loaded, he requested contact with his home and waited while the connection went through. Talking to his wife and kids always made him feel better. If only he could go home and forget he’d ever heard the name Meyer Kidd. But he knew if he requested off the assignment, it would tarnish his reputation. Plus, he’d never stop thinking about it, about what he knew and no one else believed. He’d go home and go crazy obsessing about Meyer. It was better to stay here, in the cold that he hated, and wait for Meyer to come back.
After he spoke with his family, he considered, then searched for a length of iron chain to add to the one his female sapien wore. The thought of his own children and their love for their pet sapiens still lingered in his mind after conversing with them. Giving in to sentimentality, and knowing as he did so that he was kinder to his saps than he should be, he ordered a two meter extension. More the bitch would have to drag around, but after fulfilling such an undeserving sapien’s request, no one could accuse him of animal cruelty.





  
 
 
Chapter 6
 
Meyer Kidd let himself into his house—make that Texas mansion—and picked up one of the little saplings that came to greet him. They behaved just like dogs. So adorable and eager. He gave the little one a kiss and set it down, patted another one on the head, bent to kiss another on its round cherub-like cheek. If that wasn’t the way to come home after a long night of work, he just didn’t know what was. 
“Pop into the kitchen if you would,” he told the scampering herd. “I need a bite to eat before bed.”
A few of them held back, but he didn’t let it bother him. Only natural. They’d get over their shyness as they grew. A few of the little ones followed him, and he sat down at the table and took up a toddling sapling. He tickled the boy until it giggled before he latched on and took a good draw on the chubby little arm. The boy started crying, but Meyer held it still and tickled it a bit until it stopped. One of the little girls—where was she?—always giggled the whole time he drew from her. That made the whole business right pleasant. 
He closed the bite marks and gave the sapling a squeeze. After all this time, he still sometimes had to remind himself how fragile they were, especially the little ones. He kissed and petted the baby and tickled its fat little chin until it stopped looking hurt by his offense. When he set the boy down, it clung to his leg and looked up at him with big eyes.
“Up, up,” the little one said. 
Meyer laughed. “You had your turn, now run along, or I’ll bite you again.” He made his hands into claws and showed his teeth, and the baby fell down on its big bottom. “Go on now, I’ve got to eat.”
The baby started crying again, and Meyer turned and yelled, “Somebody come get this blasted baby out of here. You know I can’t stand to hear them cry.”
One of his girls hurried in to take the baby away, apologizing as she went. His little giggler padded into the room, and he patted his leg so she’d climb up. She immediately did as expected and bared her neck. 
“Now that’s a good girl,” he said. He drew from her and three more of his saplings before he felt sated. He never took much from the little things—he knew the exact measure of an adult sapien, but with saplings it was a bit more tricky knowing exactly how much to take. 
After eating, he went to his bedroom, trailed by a few of the more eager saplings. Meyer found his favorite pajamas—fuzzy ones with windmills on them and buttons up the front, a remnant of Furr-Bines ill-fated foray into clothing design. But he liked them, and they made him proud of his very successful empire, so he kept them. He climbed into the giant bed and turned on the wall. The screen lit up, and he lay back on his pillows and smiled at the giant image filling the screen, one of the Furr-Bines he had come up with himself. He thought it was especially delightful, and apparently so did the customers. It was currently Furr-Bines Industries’ top seller. 
“A vid, don’t you think?” he asked. The screen went to the list of vids he’d shown interest in, as well as a few helpful suggestions based on his past preferences. “Come up here on the bed already,” he said. “What are you waiting for?” A crowd of fat little hands appeared on the blanket, struggling to pull the fat little sapling bodies up after them. 
The screen in front of him offered a few suggestions. Meyer sighed. That was the trouble with these voice-response screens. Any little comment and they started telling him that the title “Come On In” mostly closely matched his request. He told the screen to pause and helped one of the fatter saplings onto the bed. Two of his girls peeked in the door, and he invited them to join. The bed stretched the length of one wall of the room. It must have been nearly six meters wide. Meyer loved the giant bed like he loved everything in his house—mansion, that was. 
He snuggled down under the blankets and looked from one side of the bed to the other, making sure all his guests had settled in. Five sapiens and three Superiors, himself included, fit quite comfortably in the bed. Tonight their bodies didn’t even fill it to capacity. Satisfied, he turned his attention back to the screen and chose a 4D feature about action heroes defeating a new breed of steel machines that threatened to take over the earth. Sometimes his vid choices scared the little ones, but he had his girls around to deal with the crying and diaper changes. 
The vid began and his saps snuggled close to him. Meyer smiled and heaved a great sigh. This was the life. As his mum would have said, the American—now North American, he amended to himself—dream. Making a fortune and spending it on whatever he chose. He was smart enough to enjoy every minute of it.





  
 
 
Chapter 7
 
Draven skirted the busier sectors of Princeton and found himself in a less reputable area at the border of the service sector. A lurid pink sign flashed at him as he passed a doorway, inviting him to enjoy the women and men inside. He glanced about, skittish even in this part of town. Enforcers could be anywhere. Byron could be anywhere. Though Draven avoided being seen when at all possible, tonight his hunger had driven him into the open, reminding him incessantly of his need to find Cali. 
He spotted a sap walking alone, head bent, and thought of accosting him. But an unattended sap indicated a master who trusted him to run errands or obtain his own food. Draven could draw from him easily enough, but a sap who had earned such trust was likely to report if anyone bothered him. A runaway sap, even one brainless enough to run at night, would never walk down the street in view of so many Superiors.
The sap went into the place with the flashing pink sign. Draven turned and moved away, into the thick of the disreputable area. He passed seedy restaurants like the one from which he’d once rescued Cali, the scent of diseased sap wafting from inside, at once enticing and repulsive. He turned down an alley, saw a group of shiftless Superiors like himself, and turned back into the street. He had no wish to belong to a gang of daycrawlers who ran from the Law or flouted it. 
Still, he took a bit of pleasure in knowing the system had failed others like him. Back home, he’d seen this type of group lurking about and been afraid to take Cali from her restaurant to his car. Now he found it difficult to imagine himself as one of these drifters, although he belonged with them more than anyone else. The people who frequented cheap restaurants were paperless men like him, some Illegals, the name given to drifters who sold their papers and oftentimes their identities as well. Once a man had shed his identity, either allowing someone else to assume it or discarding it altogether, he no longer existed in the database. He was no longer tethered to the Law—or protected by it.
Most Illegals sought only a few anyas, perhaps from a Superior guilty of his vices who might buy a drink in return for silence or pay a paperless Third to do something illegal. Other Illegals loitered, waiting for a chance to ambush an unsuspecting Superior and rob the few loose anyas most carried or snatch an unattended sap. Illegals would not spare a sap’s life. Only on rare occasions would they capture a sap, and they would take full advantage. After all, if an Enforcer caught them, they would lose all the sap they had attempted to hoard. So they took it all, as fast as they could manage, and left the drained corpse for a Catcher or Enforcer to find. 
Only a few years ago, Draven had looked down upon these gangs. Thirds like himself made up the gangs, and if he could hold down a job—switching frequently, but always employed—so could they. If he could pay rent, maintain a tiny apartment of his own, any Third could do the same. He had no particular skill or talent that everyone else didn’t also possess. Now he understood how it happened, how running out of money and losing his papers could start anyone down the same road. 
A woman in the street looked at him suspiciously and touched her middle, where he knew she had tucked away her papers. After passing her without making eye contact, he came upon an empty alleyway and ducked into it. He stood a moment, relieved for the separation. He checked both ends of the alleyway before getting a running start and leaping onto a small ledge that began his ascent of the building. These apartments, like his own back home, did not have balconies for gardening. No one on this side of town owned livestock. 
Draven tucked his legs under himself and rolled onto the roof and up into a standing position in one movement. He began his rooftop exploration for the night under a sky that hung low with clouds, trapping a sickly glow over the city. Ignoring the pulsing of hunger in his drawing teeth, the slight pounding in his temples, the slowness of his limbs to loosen to their usual agility, he leapt to the next building. He moved across the roofs, avoiding solar panels, rooftop greenery, loose bits of roofing and the compartments that contained batteries, wiring and tubing.
Upon reaching an affluent residential sector, he paused. A scent rose to greet him like steam rising through the night. He peered over the edge of the apartment building’s roof. A male sapien stood in his garden relieving himself. Draven dropped to the bars of the garden and quickly scaled the enclosure to reach the man just as he finished his business. Draven reached through the bars with both arms and wound them around the man. He covered the sapien’s mouth with one hand, imprisoning the body and arms with his other. 
“Is your master nearby?” he asked. 
The sapien nodded his head, and Draven squeezed him slightly. “I’ll not kill you if you do as I ask. I’m only hungry, and I’ll not take too much. If you tell your master, I will return for your life. Do you understand?”
The sap indicated that he did, and Draven loosened his grip on the man’s mouth. He did not want to smother him, only force his silence. He pulled the man’s head back, turned him sideways, and fed quickly, his eyes and ears alert for the master’s presence. Although he imagined the sapien had lied, that his master was at work, Draven must stay alert to the possibility of discovery nonetheless. He closed the sap’s skin and readied himself for descent. 
He sprang away, down the side of the building, catching himself on another garden enclosure on his way down. Now that he’d eaten, his senses sharpened, and he ascended another building after crossing a few more streets. When he neared the edge of town, he returned to street-level. He ducked inside a small shop with a door in the side when he saw a car coming. 
A woman rose from her stool behind the counter. “Can I help you?” He’d entered a sapien supply store, though he did not look like the sort who could afford a sap. He hadn’t bathed in a week, and he’d worn the same clothing every night. Although he’d never produce the unpleasant odors saps did, the rooftops and streets had dirtied his clothing, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a comb. 
He darted back into the alleyway, sprinted the length of it, turned, and stopped midstride. Lifting his face to the sky, he caught…something. A whisper on the wind, a trace of scent. He followed it around a building, lost it, backtracked, found it again. This time he kept it and followed the pull of her scent. He could not yet be certain—her scent leapt out at him, and even an old one might call irresistibly to his keen senses. When he arrived at her building, however, all doubt vanished. Her scent hung heavy in the air along one wall.  
He leapt onto the first balcony garden before climbing the side of the apartment. When he reached the enclosure that had contained Cali, he halted. It now stood empty, like the others. 
He paused on the edge of the balcony, his feet between the bars, and inhaled her lovely fragrance. Then he pulled himself up to the top of her pen, balanced on the metal bars, and leapt onto the roof of the building. Moving as quietly as he could, he picked his way around the roof’s obstacles. He circled the building and peered down into the parking area until he’d satisfied his curiosity. If Byron lived here still, he was not home now. 
Draven returned to the back of the building where the sapiens lived. They would be sleeping now. At the edge of the roof, he sat and waited, his feet dangling over the top of her cage. It reminded him of the cage he’d spent most of the previous year in. He did not like to think of that time. 
He pulled a small, fat book, the antique sort with crumbling paper pages, from his pocket. He’d lost his pod to the vigilantes who had captured him, and he imagined they had destroyed it to prevent Superiors from tracing it to their hidden lair. All his reading material had disappeared along with the information of his whereabouts. 
He read the remainder of the book, as well as he could. Some of the pages were fused together with water damage or mold. He’d found it in one of the cars in the lot where he slept. The book had belonged to someone for quite some time, judging by the creased spine and worn pages. He sometimes wondered who had owned the book, if the owner missed it, how many times hands had opened it and eyes passed over it. The book had a paper cover that had once held a picture, although he could not discern the image. The paper bent in ridges from water damage, but he could piece together the story well enough. He could tell by the story’s strangeness that it had been written by a human. 
When he heard the street below coming to life, Draven closed the book and returned it to his pocket. Dawn was coming, and with it, Superiors. 
He crossed the roof to watch the vehicles pull into the lot three stories below. Among them, he spotted Byron’s. Before retreating from view, Draven watched his old friend enter the building. Byron lived on the top floor, and Draven could hear noises even through the roof, although he could not distinguish the muffled sounds. Once more, he perched at the roof’s edge, above the garden. He listened for what seemed a very long time before he heard voices directly beneath him. 
A baby cried. 
Draven recalled the baby Byron had taken the night he had left Draven for dead. Draven would have died if not for the incubus who had saved him, the aptly named Angel. He put the thought from his mind with the others he kept at bay, thoughts of his human life and of his Superior life as the captive of humans, thoughts that, like the surface of the sun, were better glanced in passing from the corner of the eye than examined directly. 
The baby ceased crying. Draven listened for a sound in the vacuum of silence from below. Though he could not hear breathing or heartbeats through the roof, he soon heard voices again, and the scraping and clanking of metal, a louder thump when something heavy landed on the floor in a gradual way, like different parts of it settled separately, like a body. More voices followed, a door closed, and a sapien cried. Even through the roof, he knew it was Cali. Though he had not known her voice among the others, he knew the sound of her crying. It was different from a voice, more recognizable. 
He did not move from his spot. After so long, after such disheartening results that he’d nearly given up, he had found her. He could wait. He leaned back on the roof, letting the sky open upon him. Rain pelted his face and arms, cold and sharp as frozen splinters of wood. It washed away Cali’s scent, but still he did not move. He had found her. He had only sought her for a few years, nothing in a life of a hundred-and-something, but it seemed much longer. 
As rain soaked him, he thought briefly of the book, wondered how many times it had endured this indignity. Though, like most of his people, he did not enjoy cold, tonight he welcomed the slant of frigid drops. He had needed a shower, and here it came. Not like the ones he’d enjoyed back in his apartment. Better. 
He smiled into the gloomy sky, rubbing his face and hair with his hands until his skin stung. The wind batted at him, flipping the fabric of his clothing against his skin, cleansing him for the first time in days. Everything was new again, as absent of added scent as his skin was absence of its customary grime. 
As he descended that morning, he took extra care not to slip. He’d rarely climbed in the rain, and sustaining an injury so near Byron’s building could bring dire consequences. He managed without incident, however. He moved through the streets, working his way back to the lot he called home, all the time watching for Superiors returning late from work. As usual, he swung over the fence, lifted the door of his solid-color car and fitted it back into place behind him. Rain and light leaked through a few holes in the shell, but not enough to drive Draven from his temporary home. He’d chosen a higher end model, as he had all the vehicles he’d inhabited since finding the lot. He had never and would never own such a vehicle, as they belonged only to Seconds, but he enjoyed the defiance of entering a car whose owner would have scorned him from touching it before it came to rest in its current locale.
Soon workers would come to dissemble this vehicle as they had his previous homes, taking the metal and parts to repurpose. For now, his path and the car’s had intersected in this moment of transition, and he had taken advantage. Perhaps it did not amount to much of a home, but it suited his needs. The morning rain drumming on the roof gave him the sensation of being sealed away from the rest of the world even more firmly than usual, secreted away in his renegade resting spot. 
After covering himself with dry belongings so light wouldn’t reach him while he slept, he fell into peaceful unconsciousness, a smile still playing with his lips. 





  
 
 
Chapter 8
 
Cali couldn’t sleep after Master left, so she got up and dragged her new chain around. Sure, it weighed more than the last one, but it allowed her more freedom, freedom that was well worth the price. She could use the floor toilet instead of the bucket, and Shelly didn’t have to take her waste to the toilet and wash the bucket every time she went. 
And just as good, she could visit the garden again. She could just reach the far side of the garden and wrap her hands around the cold metal bars, or throw weeds out and look down into the garden below, the garden that had once held Martin and Terry and the baby. She turned away from it now. Every time she thought about Martin, a flicker of guilt passed through her. She’d hurt him during her own escape, and he’d been captured because of his injury. Cali didn’t know what had happened to him, but she’d never seen him again. Maybe his owner had sent him to the blood bank. That had happened to her the first time she’d tried to escape.
A man who rarely spoke had taken over the garden below. He wasn’t friendly like her old neighbors, and she doubted he’d ever include her in an escape plan. He was tall and bony and kept his head down as he tended his garden. Shelly liked to make up stories about the other saps they saw, and sometimes even the Superiors. He especially liked to make up stories about their new neighbor, Hap. Hap was mysterious, and therefore offered endless speculation. 
“Hey, girl,” Shelly said from the doorway. He had his hip stuck out and the fat little baby in his arm. 
“Look, I can help in the garden again,” Cali said, standing to demonstrate the length of her new chain. She had as much freedom within the apartment as she’d ever had, and escape didn’t sound like such a good option anymore. She still loved the idea of freedom, but escape held too much risk.
Shelly was right—what would she do once she got away? Live in the woods? In winter, she’d be neck-deep in snow, and she didn’t think boxes of food would magically fall from the sky when she got hungry. She’d have to make a garden, and that would be impossible in winter. If she waited until spring, maybe, but even then she’d need seeds to start a garden. 
And now she had the baby to think about, too. If she ran, Master might kill Shelly trying to get information, and he would try to extract information by beating on the baby. That’s how he’d gotten her to confess a list of half-truths about her own failed escape. She hadn’t even known the baby yet, but when Master started hurting it, she thought she’d explode if she couldn’t make him stop. She would have said or done just about anything. 
She kept telling herself not to get attached. But when she looked at the chubby boy chewing on his fist until spit ran down his arm and beaded on his elbow, she knew she’d already lost the battle. 
“Gimme that baby,” she said, holding out her arms. Shelly deposited the baby in Cali’s arms and went back inside. “Hey,” she called after him. “I can finally get outside again. Don’t stay inside all day.”
“Some people got work to do,” Shelly called back. Cali took a deep breath. The storm had passed, leaving the morning wet and cold and heavy with a smell she’d never encountered. But she knew the message on the wind as if by instinct. Something urgent in the air said to gather and hoard and guard her baby and huddle closer to him and Shelly. 
She took a last deep breath and went back inside, sliding the door closed behind her. “So what do we have to do today?” she asked. She put the baby on the bed. He immediately began to whine, and she picked him up absently before hobbling over to Shelly, dragging her foot behind her. 
Shelly glanced at the chain. “Girl, that makes a lot of noise,” he said, shaking his head. “I told you not to run away. You know, you’re a dreamer, but I got the brains in this family.”
Cali laughed and Shelly did, too, swaying his hips in the girlish way he had. Now that Cali knew him, she couldn’t imagine that she’d ever thought he’d turn out to be her mate. That was about as likely as him being Master’s mate. Maybe less likely. But Shelly had become her best friend, the best she’d ever had, after several years of constant companionship. She loved him even more than she loved the baby. 
“Okay, brains, what are we doing?”
“Well, dreamer, we’re putting up turnips.”
“Sounds good,” she said, though she didn’t much care for turnips. “Can the baby eat them?”
“Would you stop calling him ‘the baby’ already? His name is Leo, and just because you don’t call him by his name doesn’t mean you won’t get attached.”
“That’s not why.”
“Uh-huh, sure it’s not. You forget I know you, girl. I’m no fool.”
“Fine, maybe that’s why,” Cali said. “Now can we just put up these turnips and stop talking about the baby?”
“Leo.”
“Fine, fine. Leo.”
“I like the new leg chain,” Shelly said, handing Cali a bowl full of water and a bag of turnips. “Makes you walk ever so ladylike.”
“You just stop your words.” Cali plunged her hands into the cold water and rubbed the dirt off the skin of each turnip, handing it to Shelly as she finished. “Besides, you’re ladylike enough for both of us,” she added. 
“True. But I was always more ladylike than you,” he said, ducking aside when she flicked water at him. “Now quit making me do all the work and get over here. I’ll show you how to put up turnips so they stay good all winter. We’ll be eating these until next summer.”
“That’s what you said about the squash.”
“No, we’ll only be eating that until spring.”





  
 
 
Chapter 9
 
Draven awoke with one thing on his mind. He eased the door open and scanned the nearby area. A bone-thin dog trotted across the barren earth and disappeared between two cars. Draven scented the air in the same manner that the dog scented the earth. After making certain the lot contained no person, he emerged. He scanned the lot and the surrounding area once more to confirm his isolation. 
Since he’d scented Cali and heard her weeping, he’d thought of little else. He no longer possessed the capability to dream, but nonetheless, he knew he’d thought of her while he slept. Once outside his resting place, he stretched himself upwards and then to each side. The dog emerged from between two cars holding a rat in its teeth. It stopped and looked at Draven. 
He spoke to it, letting it know he bore it no ill will. He’d once owned a dog, but like everything that lived and breathed and aged, it had left him long ago. This dog watched him for a moment before turning to move away into the jungle of machines. 
Draven imagined the dog thought him harmless, and he smiled to himself. The most powerful creature on earth, yet not even frightening to a dog. He brushed the thought aside and set off for the fence, scaled it quickly and dropped to the other side. Usually he waited until full dark to begin his search, but this evening he wanted an early start. He wanted to see Cali. 
He began working his way towards her sector. From somewhere far across the rooftops, he heard the chiming of bells. He stopped to appreciate the timeless sound, at once so ancient and so common. Long ago, he’d known the bells in Belarus, and he’d come to North America to find the same sort of tolling. He’d truly noticed them for the first time when he’d come down from his imprisonment in the mountains and heard them once more. Only then had he realized that months in their absence made him aware of their lonesome tolling. Every evening and every morning, as constant as the sun’s rise and set, the bells chimed. 
When the last echo died away, Draven began his nightly excursion. This night, he had a destination in mind. The sky had darkened, but an orange glow clung to the horizon, the last shreds of sunset unwilling to relinquish the sun’s hold on the day. Already the evening grew cold, the wind sharp. Draven could savor wet leaves and, somewhere on the air, the whisper of coming winter. The scent was as old as the bells, as constant and as forgotten. 
Not since Belarus had he known the changing of seasons. In ‘the Funnel,’ as most North Americans referred to the bottom part of their country where he’d lived for half his Superior years, the seasons were wet and dry. Here, like in Belarus where he’d begun his Superior life, four seasons came each year, each with its own set of problems and pleasures.
Draven took in the scents of the air and of the city, of evening and people waking, the scents of Superior food and human food. His circuitous route led him back to Byron’s building, and he landed with light-footed grace on the roof. He straightened and surveyed his surroundings. The sky had deepened to a darker blue, with one remaining slash of crimson in the west. For several moments, Draven crouched, listening, but he heard nothing from within.
He rose and crossed the roof to survey the parking area. Byron’s car occupied the same spot it had that morning. Draven circled the roof carefully. Usually, he crossed and departed so quickly he needn’t concern himself with being heard. On any other night, if someone grew suspicious and investigated their roof, Draven would be long gone. Here, he must use greatest caution. 
If he could not take Cali tonight, he would have to return. He did not want Byron to know he’d found her—or that he could climb buildings. Though he assumed he’d always possessed the ability but had only now realized it, he didn’t imagine it was something Seconds wanted him to realize.
Draven settled onto the roof above Cali’s apartment and waited. He heard the same scraping he’d heard that morning, and again, voices followed. A baby cried and then stopped crying. The voices dropped lower so he could hardly hear them at all. Then a louder voice, Byron’s, came and went. He checked the parking lot and watched two cars leave—the first unfamiliar, the second, Byron’s. Draven crossed the roof yet again, and again waited for Cali. 
For some time, he sat listening to the sapien noises below. At last, the scraping sound of a door opening reached him, and the scent of Cali floated up to greet him. 
He stilled, stunned by the sharp pain that shot through his drawing teeth when he inhaled. He’d forgotten the power of her aroma, the hunger it awakened in him each time he encountered it. Hers was the scent of warmth, of something long forgotten, something deep within his core, perhaps from when he himself had produced such inner warmth. 
When he heard someone enter the garden below, Draven dropped down the side of the cage, landing with his feet between the bars. A sap stood in the garden. It was not Cali.
“Hello,” Draven said quietly. 
The sapien let out a cry of surprise, his hand flying to his heart, which began beating quite quickly. “Oh my lords, you scared the hair off me,” the sapien said, backing towards the door. This movement always amused Draven. Did saps think he didn’t notice the movement? Why not run for safety? 
“I’ve no wish to harm you,” Draven said. “I only wish to speak to Cali.”
“Cali?” the boy asked, regarding Draven suspiciously. “Who’s Cali?”
“The female who lives here with you and the baby. I would like to see her, if that is possible.”
“And what if it’s not?” the boy asked, groping for the door behind him. 
“Then make it possible,” Draven said. 
“I can’t.”
“Then I shall stay all night, and your master will wonder very much what I’m doing here when he returns.”
“He’s home now,” the sapien said. “I can go call him and he’ll chase you off. He’s real mean. And important.”
“Indeed,” Draven said. “But he’s not home. I watched him leave only moments ago.”
“Well, neither is this Cali person you’re looking for.”
“Still your mind, I’ll not harm Cali. Have her come to the door, and if she does not wish to speak with me, I’ll leave. I cannot reach you from here.”
The sapien kept his eyes on Draven while he backed inside. 
Draven waited. After a time, Cali slid the door open a bit and peered out with one eye, her hair covering half her face. She did not move forward to greet him. 
“Cali,” he said, reaching through the bars towards her. Still she did not move, and he let his hand drop. “Do you not remember me?”
“Umm….” 
“Se moi,” he said, trying not to show his disappointment. He’d come so far, endured so much, for a sap who no longer knew him. “Draven,” he added as a reminder.
“Oh. Really? Is that really you?” she asked, opening the door a bit further and slipping out. She stood blocking the space she’d come through. “Take off your hat.”
Draven pulled the merino cap from his head, and they eyed each other. “I’ve been looking for you,” he said.
“You have? Why?”
“Do you not remember?” he asked. “I was there that night. With the runaways.”
“I thought…I dreamed that,” she said slowly. 
“No. Come and let me see you. You have a baby now. Is that male your mate?”
“Yeah. I mean, yes, Master Superior.”
“Of course he is. I’ll not harm you. You know that I won’t.” Draven extended his hand once more. This time, Cali stepped forward, dragging one foot behind her. Draven’s gaze fell to the chain she wore, not unlike the one he’d worn in his own cage. From the scent, he could tell she wore an iron chain, though, instead of steel like his. He looked to her face again. She showed no indication of pain, frustration, or embarrassment at wearing the heavy chain. He hoped her captivity was kinder than his. 
Cali took another step towards him but stopped just out of his reach. When he reached for her again, she came to him. He touched her shoulder and pulled her closer, pushed the hair from her face. A dull rage swelled in him when he saw the bruises on her cheeks and temple and over one eye. 
“Who harms you?” he asked. “Your mate or your master?”
Cali dropped her eyes and let her hair fall over her cheek once more. “Master.”
For a moment, he only held onto her and studied her. She did not raise her eyes to his. “Do you remember that night, what was said?”
She shook her head. “No. Not very much.”
“I came for you. I followed you, and I want to take you with me.”
She raised her eyes to his now, but then glanced over her shoulder at the door. “I can’t.” 
He caught her wrist when she stepped back. “I’ll not hurt you. Come with me.”
Cali kept shaking her head and refused to meet his eye again.
“Well.” He shook her wrist until she looked at him. “I’ll not make you come,” he said. “Not until you’re ready. But if you’re not happy here, if you’re not treated well, I will take you.”
“I’m fine,” she said, shaking her hair back and looking at him squarely for the first time. For the first time that night, he saw the fierceness in her that had always drawn him. “My home is here. My mate, and my baby. And I think Master will take the chain off soon, if I don’t do anything brainless.”
“I will take the chain off.”
“How?”
Draven shrugged. “I’ll break it.”
Cali paused, then said, “I’m just going to be good now. I want my normal, happy life back. Master was good to me before I ran away.”
Draven still had her wrist, and he pulled her arm up between them. In the faint light of night, he could see the rash of beads under her skin where Byron had bitten her and not closed the marks. “This is good?” His thumb crossed the back of her hand, soft and puckered with scar tissue. He knew that scar, the mark of a runaway. How many sapiens had he returned to masters that branded them runaways? “And this?”
Cali pulled at her arm, but Draven held fast until she ceased struggling and faced him once more. “What do you want?” she asked.
“I want you.”
“I can’t just leave.”
“You can.”
“No. I can’t. Not again. He’ll catch us again, and this time he’ll kill us all.”
“This time it will be different. I’ll be with you.”
“And my family?”
Draven paused, then nodded. “If you like.”
“You said if I didn’t want to, you wouldn’t make me.”
“I won’t.” He dropped her arm. “But I’ll come every night until you let me have you.”
“I wouldn’t be free, though. I’d just have a different master.”
“I’ll be good to you. Wasn’t I always?”
Cali hesitated and looked past him, into the cold, still night. “Yeah.”
“When you ask, I will take you.”
“I can’t ask you for anything.”
“You may.”
“Okay.”
“And may I ask you for something?”
“What?” Cali looked at him the same way her mate had, backing away as he had.
“I’d like to draw from you.” Draven kept his eyes on hers, and she stopped moving and did not look away. “Please.”
She pushed her tangled hair back and strode forward in a confident, purposeful manner that did not fit the station of a chained sapien. She pushed her wrist at his mouth. “Here. Take it.”
He pulled her arm down, snaked his other arm through the bars and pulled her against him. Her warmth leapt onto his skin, striped with the cold iron bars. “I would ask for your throat,” he said softly, and he buried his hand in her hair and tipped her head back so he could see the slender curve of her neck. Her heart beat hard, the sap throbbing visibly in the vein at the side of her throat, and he could feel the current of fear coursing through her. Slowly he relaxed his grip. He let his mouth take her gradually, sinking his teeth as gently as he could, stroking her shoulder blades and her back with his thumbs until she relaxed and her breathing slowed. 
“Thank you,” he whispered when he’d closed the puncture wound. “I will return each night, until you let me have the rest of you.” 
He pushed off the side of Cali’s garden and dropped onto the bars of the garden below hers, crossed that cage and swung down to the street below. He passed from street to street, more focused than he had been since he’d arrived in Princeton. His intensity disconcerted him slightly. He did not know what to make of Cali, of himself, of his reaction to her. 
It had been so long, that was all. He’d wanted her and thought of her and made her into a totem. He’d just had the sap he’d fixated on for two years, and with it, a taste of justice. Cali represented everything wrong that he could make right. If he had her, he would have what society owed him, what Byron and the government had promised when he’d hired himself out as an assassin. He would not have killed a man if he’d known he would get only money for it. He had done it because Cali was his reward. And when he had her, justice would be done. The world would be right again, would make sense. He wouldn’t be a fugitive, a traitor, or a shiftless leech draining the dredges of society. 
Draven circled a building and came upon a large trash receptacle. He had an advantage on this side of town. Most Illegals frequented the sectors or seams between them which featured cheap restaurants offering overdrawn saps and off-the-menu services. Not many restaurants or businesses operated in this sector, which featured only apartments and an occasional boutique shop. As for outlaws, it belonged to Draven alone. 
Bracing himself against the side of the bin, he strained against the lock until it gave way and he could throw back the lid. The stench of rotting vegetable matter greeted him. Sapien scraps. He held his breath for a moment before he thought better of it. If he intended to own a sapien, he’d have to tolerate the odors that came with them. Placing a hand on the lip of the bin, he cleared the edge easily and dropped inside. His feet sank into the soft layer of trash within. A rat squealed and retreated to a corner, eyeing him but not giving up its territory. 
“Hello,” Draven said softly. The creature watched as he tore open a bag and shook the contents around his feet. “I don’t want your food. I’ll leave your things and you leave mine. We’ll make the most of what we find.” He tore open each of the bags, shaking them into the bin while watching for anything useful. The rat watched as well, chewing on a scrap even a sapien wouldn’t eat. 
When Draven climbed out, his denim trousers were dirty again, but he had a pair of sunshades with a missing strap. He slipped them into his pocket and moved away into the night, leaving the rat to the spoils of his labors.





  
 
 
Chapter 10
 
Byron sat at his desk in Milton’s office trying to get something done. The office didn’t have enough space for all the desks and Enforcers who had to work there, and it was always crowded with local Enforcers who came in to talk about their cases or hear about Milton’s. Getting anything done seemed at the bottom of everyone else’s list.
Byron scrolled through the list of missing persons for maybe the hundredth time. He kept thinking he must have missed something, there had to be something. Where was it? Why couldn’t he see it?
He had to think about Angel, and Meyer, and Herman, and maybe Draven, too. But he couldn’t find the connection, no matter how he looked at the four. Who was running the whole thing—Meyer or Angel? Not Draven or Herman, obviously. Maybe Draven had gone crazy, gotten sucked under Angel’s spell. Lord knew he wasn’t too gifted in the brains department. Courageous and impulsive, yes. Brave in the humanoid sort of way. Strategic and intelligent—not among Draven’s characteristics. 
Byron tapped his stylus on the desk and stared at the screen in front of him. He went back to his theory that Meyer had started raising saps somewhere out in the woods. Maybe feeding on them with Angel so the two of them could become more powerful. But for what purpose?
Meyer already had more wealth than he could possibly spend in the next thousand years, so he could buy all the saps he wanted. And he didn’t seem the greedy sort—he ran a charity for pathetic, homeless Thirds. And Angel didn’t want to be seen, let alone take over any sort of government. He’d somehow escaped even after Byron had shot him with his Deactivator, and no one had seen or heard from him since.
Byron himself, along with Milton and a team of Enforcers from town, had searched the ghost town. Nothing. No link to Meyer, no evidence of any kind. Plenty of evidence of Angel, but it didn’t help them trace him once he’d fled. And unlike Thirds, Angel didn’t have anything to trace—no pod, no pin. He’d left a basement with six dead girls lain with flowers and love notes, and a decrepit movie theater full of drained sapiens, but no clue to how he’d escaped or where he’d gone. 
In hindsight, it was a shame that Byron had killed those saps and left them. He should have drawn them to death. But they’d armed themselves well, and he hadn’t been thinking about eating when they’d ambushed him. Instead of gaining strength and having a good meal, Byron had left them dead. Unfortunately, Angel and that little worm Draven, both supposedly paralyzed, had somehow survived to feast on the dead and gain all that strength that should have been Byron’s. 
Draven, who turned up his nose at pure Superior blood, wasn’t too good to drink a dead sap’s. 
Byron threw down his stylus and rose from his desk. He needed to stretch his legs, shine his mind. He went outside and smoked a cigarette. The air chilled him. Not even October and already the nights had a bite to them. Not like back home, where he never had to worry about the discomfort of cold. 
He needed to check his Deactivator again. He’d checked it after both men he’d shot had fled. But the gun showed no sign of defect or damage. He knew what he needed to do. He needed to test it on a real person, not just look at the parts and run it through a diagnostics machine. But firing it could get him fired if he didn’t play his hand right. He couldn’t just go shoot a Third on the street, as tempting as the idea was. He couldn’t even shoot a prisoner or a criminal unless the perpetrator resisted arrest. Fortunately for him, Superiors had retained much of their instinct for self-preservation and pain-avoidance. He could think of a few ways to make a man resist arrest.
Byron crushed out his cigarette and went inside to wait for a call. Some worthless Third would slip up and break a minor law soon enough, and Byron would put him to good use for once in his miserable life.





  
 
 
Chapter 11
 
Draven returned often to Cali. He couldn’t help himself and he didn’t try. She fed him nearly every night, and although he wondered why she allowed him this privilege, he did not ask. When she denied him, he did not take offense or argue or press her for more. Instead, he spoke with her while she fiddled with her garden. 
Sometimes her mate entered the garden, looked at Draven and shook his head, but he rarely spoke to him. His activity in the garden appeared more purposeful than Cali’s. Sometimes, too, the baby came outside, at first shying away from Draven before coming to know, and largely ignore, him. Draven ignored the child in return. He called upon Cali for one reason, and while there, he did not concern himself with anything beyond avoiding Byron and earning Cali’s trust.
Some nights, Cali spoke with Draven and fed him, while other nights she went about her tasks as if she did not notice him watching her. He had a strange fascination with her, but he avoided finding a reason for his particular interest. She would be his soon enough. He needed to understand sapiens better, know their habits and manners before he owned one. When he thought on it, he knew very little about the upkeep and care of saps. He studied her because she let him, and he studied the others in her small family because they didn’t seem to mind as long as he did not harm them. 
Draven wondered if Cali’s mate knew that she fed him, and if he objected. He must think it strange that she voluntarily gave her sap to a Superior other than her master. But if her mate disapproved, he kept it to himself, and if he and Cali disagreed over it, Cali never let Draven know. Draven watched the male sapien, and though he didn’t imagine him as the proper mate for Cali, he didn’t seem a bad sort. He appeared to care for Cali, and Draven approved of the match for this reason alone. 
If her mate treated her well, her master made up for it. Cali remained on her chain, and she wore bruises from his abuses that did not disappear but simply rotated across her face and arms. Draven watched her array of bruises, the faint and the fresh and the ones between, coloring her skin like rainbows. He knew Byron’s disgust for saps, but his violence against Cali seemed excessive. Still, Draven could do nothing. He could not report animal cruelty. According to the database, he wasn’t a resident or a visitor of Princeton. He wasn’t a legal, registered Superior, or even officially an Illegal. 
He had dropped from the system as countless others had. One day he had registered leaving a city for vacation, but he had never arrived. He had simply vanished. No, not vanished, exactly, but entered limbo. According to the system, he was traveling and would be perpetually traveling until someone noticed his absence. That could take years. After all, who would register him as missing? His closest friend had been Byron, and he didn’t imagine Byron would search for him anytime soon. 
Worried that Byron would discover him with Cali, he kept careful watch of the Second’s coming and going. He wondered where Byron thought he had gone, if Byron thought of him at all. Certainly Byron knew that Draven had not been recovered with the other bodies the night of the massacre. Had Byron searched for him, sent out a bulletin? Was Draven a wanted man? And for what crimes? Although Draven recognized this as paranoia, he let himself indulge it. After being held captive by Sally’s family, he wanted nothing less than to spend more time as a prisoner. He’d risk living as a traitor and fugitive rather than learn of his status from a jail cell. 
When he finished his visit to Cali’s garden each night, Draven collected things. He came to know the streets and alleys, the effective hiding places, the rewarding trash bins and those that smelled rank and those that held only garbage. Sometimes he found small treasures—an ancient copy of a book missing its cover and half the pages, a stained pair of trousers that fit with a few alterations, a harmonica, a pair of worn-out shoes with stained but salvageable laces. These things and many others he took back to the car lot. 
After his home was repurposed for scraps, he moved deeper into the lot, into a Rosso that had retained its parts and shape when the engine failed. A crash had disfigured the hood and silenced the motor, but the shell of the car remained intact. Instead of a diamond layout, the old model had bench seats of luxurious, supple leather. The blinders remained in place to prevent the inside of the car from sustaining sun damage until the lot sold it for parts. The inside of the Rosso could hold Draven and most of his collection, unlike the smaller car he’d previously occupied. After allowing his treasures to dry and air out, he spread them behind the back seat of the Rosso. 
The nights grew colder, although the days remained tolerably warm. Because the Rosso’s blinders darkened the windows and helped to warm the car during the day, Draven slept comfortably. Once he’d fitted together a blanket from old clothing scraps to wrap about himself while he slept, he had no complaints. 
One night a week, he skipped calling upon Cali and trekked to a small lake formed at the base of two mountains. He washed himself, any clothing he’d scavenged, and other acquisitions that needed washing. After bathing, he wrapped the bar of soap Sally had given him in its crumpled wax-paper package and wondered about her, as he did each time he ventured up the mountain. But he would never return to her. 
Although he let himself think only of Sally, the one bright spot in the eight months he’d spent with her family, the knowledge of those months would always stay with him. He carried the memories on his body a year and a half later, just as Cali carried her bruises as a reminder of her escape attempt. Draven could not lie on his back, although he’d dug the splinters from his skin everywhere he could reach. Those in his back, he would live with, having made a few minor adjustments and not allowing anything to touch his back more than necessary. 





  
 
 
Chapter 12
 
Cali wandered into the garden, even though the plants had died and the cold pierced her woolen jumpsuit in minutes. She poked at the dirt, looked around. The moon sagged round in the sky, almost full, like a belly in the eighth month of pregnancy. 
“What you doing out there?” Shelly asked, poking his head out the door. 
“Oh, nothing,” Cali said, kneeling to push at the edge of one of the garden beds. The plastic border strips had begun to crumple, letting dirt spill out. They’d have to be fortified next spring, after the thaw. 
Without another word, Shelly slid the door closed. Cali wrapped her arms around herself and glanced up. 
“Are you looking for something?” 
The warm, low voice startled Cali, and she jerked upright and spun around, catching her free foot in the chain. She stumbled and almost fell before Draven caught her arm. “Steady there,” he said, smiling at her in the most gentle, un-Superior way. Sometimes she almost forgot what he was, forgot the impossible distance between their species, the unforgivable difference. “May I draw from you tonight?” 
And then he reminded her of it. 
“I guess.” 
Draven drew her close, slid his arm around her waist and held her body securely against his. She submitted to his preference without comment or analysis. She’d worked in restaurants long enough to know that Superiors had as many different eating styles and preferences as humans did, maybe more. She’d gotten used to Draven, although she didn’t know if she’d ever get used to his stroking while he fed, or the way he kept his cold mouth on her neck for so long after he’d withdrawn his teeth.
He finally finished cleaning her neck and pulled back. Her skin prickled with cold where his mouth left her wet. He slid both hands into Cali’s hair and pulled it back from her face. “I can’t bear him so much as touching you,” he said quietly. His eyes shone like polished black stones in his moonlit face. Without releasing his hold, he pulled her face closer until their noses almost touched. “When will you be ready for me?” he whispered. 
“You weren’t here yesterday,” she said, pulling back. Draven released her and wrapped his hands around the bars, leaning back into the empty space of darkness behind him. At night, Cali could see nothing but her own garden, as if the rest of the world blinked out altogether every evening, leaving only her small rectangle of light in existence. Only Draven’s appearance, as he slipped easily from the unseen world to the seen, proved that something waited beyond the bars.
He studied her until she turned away. “I went swimming,” he said, when she’s gone back to poking at her garden, this time with the toe of her shoe.
“In this cold?”
“Yes.”
She checked to see if he was pulling a joke, but he didn’t smile. “I guess cold doesn’t bother you.”
“Not this degree of it. Although warmer is better.”
Cali pushed a bit of loose soil around the cement patio. “What’s it like?” she asked, studying the half-moon pattern she’d formed from the dirt.
“What?”
“You know. Being out there.”
“Come with me and I’ll show you.”
“Draven, you know I can’t. I have a family here.”
“I know.” He looked sad suddenly, and Cali almost wanted to apologize, although for what, she couldn’t imagine. He was the one who bit her every night. 
The breeze blew his feathery hair off his face, but he didn’t seem to notice the cold of it. Cali crossed her arms around herself and stared back at him, knowing Superiors didn’t like humans making eye contact so directly.
“It’s quite…large,” he said. 
“What is?”
“You asked how it is out here. It’s immense.”
“Oh. I don’t know that word.”
“Very large. Nearly endless. And you, little pet, look immensely cold. I’m sorry to have kept you. Please go warm yourself.”
“Okay…” Cali said, but she lingered another minute, rocking back and forth while he studied her. He wasn’t like Shelly, so easy to talk to. But he knew so much, things she couldn’t even imagine. She wanted to climb into his brain and explore it for days. She had to stop herself from asking a million questions, one after another, every time she saw him. But his visits got shorter as the nights grew colder, since she couldn’t stay out in the cold very long. 
“Thank you for feeding me,” he said. Then he was gone. 
Every time he did that, Cali had the instinctive urge to throw herself at the bars and grab him. It always seemed like he just let go and fell, and she had a moment every time where she gasped in horror. Then she scolded herself for being silly. Of course he was fine. Superiors couldn’t die. Still, she couldn’t stop the jolt of panic at thinking that if she looked down, she’d see him flattened on the concrete below, though she knew he didn’t splatter, that somehow he could jump without getting hurt. And even if he did fall one night and splatter, she couldn’t see that far in the dark, anyway. 
Cali went inside, rubbing her hands together. She slid the door closed, then put her hands under her arms and turned to Shelly. “What?”
“Girl, there ain’t nothing in that garden for you to do this time of year.”
“I just like to be outside and make sure nothing else comes up.”
“Uh huh. Sure you do.”
“What? I really do,” she said, laughing half out of embarrassment and half out of frustration. 
“Mm hmm. I bet that’s what took you so long.”
“Well, that Superior was talking to me. I can’t just walk off in the middle of a conversation. That would be rude.”
“Oh, I know. I wouldn’t walk away from him, either. He’s so yummy I’d let him bite me, too. I might even bite back.”
“Ew, Shelly. That’s rotty.”
“Oh, don’t pretend like you haven’t had that same thought.”
“Um, not even once. That’s just oddball.”
“Hey, no judgment here. I’m just saying. But lords, I’d understand.”
“You can just stop your words right now. There’s nothing to understand.”
“There is one thing. How come you let some strange Superior come and feed off you every night? You know Master’s gonna feed off you, too, just like always.”
“I know.” Sometimes she wished Draven would suck until there was nothing left for Master. She liked knowing how furious he’d be if he knew she fed someone else, that she had found a way to defy him, despite her brand and her chain.
“So why you let this other one do it, too?” Shelly asked. “You don’t even gotta do it. He’s not your master, and he can’t reach you unless you let him.”
“I know. Sometimes I just forget that I can say no to one of them.” Sometimes she didn’t forget at all, but she just couldn’t. When Draven looked at her, his eyes forced her to obey. Or forced her to want to obey. 
“Maybe you don’t want to,” Shelly said.
“It’s not like that. I just feel sorry for him. He’s…you know. Lonely and hungry and stuff.” Cali tried to find the right thing to say to make Shelly understand. He’d always understood everything about her. But this time he had it all wrong. 
“Well, if he’s lonesome out there, I’m sure you can keep him all kinds of company,” Shelly said.
“He came all the way here from back home, and he misses it like I do,” Cali insisted. “He reminds me of home, and I remind him. That’s all it is.”
“Yeah, except he didn’t just happen to come all this way. You told me yourself he came here for you.”
“I’m sure he’s just saying that.”
“Whatever you say, girl.”
“He is. No Superior would come all the way here to get one of us.” Shelly didn’t say anything. Cali looked up at him where he sat perched on the edge of the counter. “Right?”
“Hey, it’s your business. I ain’t trying to interfere. I’m just saying…yum.”
“You’re so rotty. You can’t think about them that way. We’re pets to them. He even calls me his ‘little pet.’”
“Girl, he can pet me any old day.”
“That’s so wrong,” Cali said, laughing.
“I think someone’s in love,” Shelly said, ducking off the counter to avoid Cali’s swat.
“You’re rotty.”
“Don’t worry, I understand. And let me say again, in case you forgot, if your bloodsucker boy wanted to run away with me I’d say, ‘take me now.’” Shelly posed dramatically, and Cali laughed. 
Cali sobered and shook her head. “I’m not running away again. I couldn’t do that to you,” she said. “Besides, it’s not like we’d be running away together. I’d just have a different master. He’s no different from what I already have.”
“Go on telling yourself that, girl. I think you like it.”
“Like what?”
“Like making him beg. That’s the way to do it, too. That’s what keeps a man coming back.”
“He’s not a man, silly.”
“I had a master like that once, remember, and believe me, he was all man. And I seen you out there letting that cute boy suck on your neck. Don’t pretend you don’t like it.”
“There’s something seriously wrong with you, Shelly. How could I like it? He bites me.”
“Mm hmm. I’ll bet he does. Just like this.” Shelly got up and flung his shoulders and his head back and started moaning and swaying back and forth until Cali punched him. 
“Stop. You’re making things up. I don’t look anything like that.”
“You do from in here.”
“Well then stop spying on me.”
“Okay. From now on I’ll leave you alone with your lover-boy.”
“That’s just oddball. We can’t love a Superior any more than they can love us.”
“Oh, believe me, they can. And let me just say, it’s fantastic.”
“That’s not even possible. It’s like saying a dog is in love with its master.”
Shelly shrugged. “Who says it isn’t?”





  
 
 
Chapter 13
 
Meyer was lying in bed watching a vid about an evil villain who pulled Superiors’ laniary teeth as they slept when Byron contacted him. Meyer switched over to take the call. Though he’d been enjoying himself well enough, talking to the Enforcer always proved entertaining. The vid was pure rubbish, anyhow. Really, who wouldn’t wake up if their teeth were yanked out by the roots?
“Hello there, Enforcer,” Meyer said. Byron’s face lit up the wall, supersized. Meyer used the controller to shrink it. He didn’t much like seeing anyone’s face wall-sized, and Byron wasn’t the most attractive specimen. “What a lovely surprise,” Meyer said, sitting up in bed. “Tell me, how is your investigation? Have you heard from my dear Herman?” Meyer hid his desire to laugh behind a friendly smile. 
“I’m sure your guess is as good as mine,” Byron said. 
“And how have you been? You don’t look as cheerful as last time we visited.”
“Cheerful? I’m quite cheerful, thank you. The case is coming along well, I’m adjusting to mountain life.”
“Ah, that mountain air. You’ve got to love it, don’t you? I’ll be up in a month, you know. I can hardly wait. Will you come by and visit with me again?”
Byron grimaced. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
“Nor would I,” Meyer said. This was such fun.
“How’s your business? Making more pretty windmills?”
“I’ve got a few ideas bubbling in the old brain-pot, as my mum used to say. Thanks for asking. Actually, we’re working on something that could be the next big thing in turbines. But it’s still in the conceptual stage. And you? How’s your family?”
“Good, thanks. Yours?”
“Well, I don’t have family. I think you know that.”
“Ah, right. I forget that a child can live without parents nowadays.”
Unable to hold back his delight any longer, Meyer let out a laugh. “Yes, it’s a splendid world. How are your saps getting along in the colder climate?”
“Quite well,” Byron said in a clipped manner. He looked markedly stiff. “Yours? You let any more run away lately? That happens quite often with you, I’m sure.”
“No, just the three. And one came back, of course. But you know what I always say—a happy sap is a good sap. You should test out my theory and see if it works for you.”
“Thanks for the advice. I think I can handle my saps just fine.”
“Ah, but your record is blemished.”
Byron’s eyebrows drew together. “What does that mean?”
“Oh, nothing. You had just mentioned last winter that you’d never had a sap escape. But that wasn’t true, was it?”
This time Byron just stared into the screen and didn’t speak for a good minute. “I haven’t.”
“Well, you did get her back, so you could deny that she escaped. But technically—”
“How do you know about that?” Byron leaned forward, his eyebrows drawn into a fierce frown. 
Meyer adopted his most innocent, childlike face and shrugged. “Oh, you know. Word gets around. It has been such a long time ago.”
“Yes, except that no one knows about that except Enforcers.”
“Well, I’m sure you’re right. Rumors, I’d guess.” Meyer shrugged again.
“What rumors?” Byron’s voice had turned thunderous. 
Meyer opened his eyes very wide. “No disrespect, sir, but Enforcers are people like anyone else. And people talk. I must have heard it in passing.”
Byron glared. “Or perhaps from your ‘dear’ Herman. It seems your method of disciplining saps is still much less effective than mine.”
“Oh, yes. I agree with that. But I’d take the expense of losing a few when the rest are so happy with me. Tell me, Enforcer, are your saps happy?”
“I don’t give a damn about their happiness,” Byron exploded. After a moment, he regained control. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll be keeping eyes on you. And when I’m not, you can be sure someone else is.”
“I wouldn’t expect any less from the best,” Meyer said, smiling sweetly. “I really must let you go. So sorry we couldn’t chat longer. I’m right in the middle of something.”
He shut off the talk feature on his screen and lay back on the bed to delight in his victory. He sighed and closed his eyes. That had been the most fun yet. He knew the Enforcer didn’t like him. Most people didn’t. One thing you could say for sure about Superiors—they had egos the size of small countries. No one wanted to admit he’d been outsmarted by someone who had been a child at evolution, despite the fact that they were now only forty years apart. The inflexibility of others’ thinking accounted in large for his success. 
Overcome by glee, Meyer leapt to his feet and began jumping. He’d really gotten the better of the Enforcer that time. Oh, Byron had been furious. The more outraged he became, the more Meyer wanted to laugh. Just thinking about it made him laugh, so he laughed and laughed and jumped and flipped on his huge bed that covered three meters of one wall. He hadn’t had so much fun in years. Outsmarting an Enforcer—that was priceless fun, and he got it for free. He’d always excelled at economic calculations.





  
 
 
Chapter 14
 
Goddamn punk kid. Where the hell did he get off talking to an Enforcer like that? Byron ought to have him arrested for contempt of the Law. What a little brat. And how had he gained information on Cali’s escape?
Enforcers talk my ass, Byron thought, pacing around his apartment. He’d find something on the kid if it killed him. If the boy had nothing to hide, he wouldn’t act so damn smug. 
Unless he just wanted to mess with Byron’s head…
But why would anyone want to mess with his head for nothing? Meyer would have a reason. All the little coincidences had to add up to something. The two missing saps that had belonged to Kidd, the mention of one of them by a recaptured escapee, Kidd knowing about Cali. He knew, alright. He’d probably been there, sniffing around that creepy old movie theater, watching from above. For all Byron knew, Kidd had drained all the dead saps. It did make a kind of sense, now that Byron thought about it. 
Draven and Angel had been incapacitated. He’d paralyzed them with his Deactivator. Neither could have moved to take the steel spike from his skull. A third party had to have helped. Why hadn’t he thought of it earlier? Of course it had been Meyer. Meyer had removed the spikes, and Angel and Draven had escaped with him. He’d aided in the escape of two criminals. Finally, Byron had some hard evidence. Only he didn’t really have hard evidence. He just knew. Who else would do a thing like that?
What were they organizing for? Some sort of government overthrow? That could mean war. Byron shuddered. No one wanted another war. No one sane. The last one had lasted a century. Who knew how long the next one would last. 
Byron knew he needed to get out and do something, stop obsessing about work. Being a naturally outgoing person who made friends easily, normally he would have gone to a restaurant to have a drink and play some games. But here in the mountains, people were different. They weren’t so open to outsiders, and Byron hadn’t met a single person he’d call a friend. He genuinely despised the mountains. Not one good thing had happened to him since he’d arrived. 
He put on a jacket and headed for the door, thinking he’d go down to a bar somewhere. But at the last minute, he decided to eat at home to save a little money. Upon entering the sapien apartment, he found the male sitting on the bed cleaning its fingernails very delicately. No wonder the souldamned things hadn’t made babies. The male looked more female than the female. 
“Where’s your mate?” he asked. He grabbed the male, bit its arm and handed it a cup.
“In the garden.” 
Byron stepped around the end of the bedroll and slid the door back. The female stood at the edge of the garden looking out through the bars. It turned with a start when Byron opened the door. It looked…something. Scared. 
The wind whipped its hair in its face, and it put her hand to its neck. 
“What are you doing out here?” Byron demanded.
“Oh. Nothing. I was just…enjoying the night.”
Not much of a night for enjoyment. The air was cold and had the sting of winter in it, and the wind didn’t help any. When it gusted again, the female had to take a step back with the force of it. 
“What’s wrong with your neck?” Byron asked. 
Its hand hadn’t fallen from where it had raised it when he came out. “Nothing. You scared me, and I turned too fast and got a cramp.”
“Get in here so I can eat. And stop loitering out here. I can’t have my saps freezing to death because they don’t have the sense to know when it’s cold. Get away from those bars, too. There’s nothing out there you need to see. You get any more ideas about running away, next time I’ll cut your whole damn leg off.”
The sapien came inside slowly, head bowed. Finally learning a little respect. About time, too. Byron bit its arm three times. He wasn’t in the mood to wait around for a meal. The female smelled sappy even before he bit it. 
“I gather you’re on your cycle,” he said with distaste. “It’s time I got you bred again. I’ll bring in a breeder from another farm next week. If you can’t give me a baby after three tries, I’ll have to find a female replacement for Shelton. I’m not ready to sell you yet, even though I ought to. I can rent a male easily enough. I’ll just have to get the new female bred.” 
Byron wanted some saplings to sell, and he was tired of waiting. Renting a breeder cost a lot, but it cost less than owning one. Though the male wasn’t the defective part of Byron’s pair, he’d have to go. Too bad his sap wasn’t as appealing as the female’s. The male was obedient and well trained. That souldamned female caused nothing but trouble, always asking for more chain or more seeds or more jars. Never stopped asking for things, except when it ran away. And its value would drop significantly if it couldn’t reproduce. He’d lose money if he sold it now, and he hated to lose money on any investment.
Byron drank his meal and went to the door between the room and the garden to make sure it had closed tightly. “Stay out of the garden,” he said. “Nothing grows out there this time of year.”
He left the sapien apartment, disgusted with the stench of them that clung to him for a few minutes after his visits to their apartment. Soon enough he was outside, and the streaking wind sucked the rank odor from him. He debated walking but decided against it. Too windy and too cold. He’d just drive over and play a game at the bar, maybe drink a glass of wine or two, and then he’d come home and go to bed. Nobody ever needed him down at the office, and he didn’t want to work tonight, anyway. He was stuck in a dead town working on a dead case. As much as he despised Meyer Kidd, at least the brat’s visit might bring a little life to the job. 
When he’d nearly reached the bar, his dash screen lit up with Marisol’s lovely face. “Hey, baby,” she cooed when he switched her on.
“Hello, my lovely wife,” he said.
“How’s the case going?” she asked. “Is my big tough husband giving them hell?”
Sometimes he wondered if she called just to irritate him. If he’d made progress on the case, she would have known about it. And yet she insisted on asking about it as soon as he answered, almost as if she wanted to goad him. 
“Of course,” he said, his voice even. “What are you getting into tonight?”
“Oh, you know,” she said with a wave of her hand. “This and that.”
“Going to a club, then?”
She laughed. “You know me too well.”
“I have been married to you for over two hundred years.”
“Ugh, don’t say it like that,” she said. “You make it sound like I’m ancient.”
“You don’t look it,” Byron said. “You’re as beautiful as the day we met.” He didn’t have to lie to her, either. Hers was a beauty of the timeless variety that lasted through all the fads and changing ideals, undeniable even when she didn’t fit the decade’s popular mold. And though she had both the means and connections to schedule the world’s premier sculptors, she never surgically altered her appearance. 
“Why, thank you,” she said, beaming as if he hadn’t paid her that same compliment thousands of times. “I like to look my best.”
“For all those men you’re going to dance with.”
“Don’t be silly,” she said with another dismissive wave. “It’s just dancing. You can’t expect me to sit at home and rot for the next ten years.”
“I don’t,” he said, trying to smile through wooden lips. “Go have fun.”
“You could come home and visit.” Her lips made a pretty pout. “I haven’t touched you in so long I’m beginning to forget what you feel like.”
“I wish you’d what all men feel like,” Byron said. “I hate to think about all those men groping you on the dance floor.”
“You’re so silly,” she said, though she looked delighted. “I only dance with a few people, and they’re usually all Enforcers.” 
At least she was in good hands, though he didn’t like to think of her in any hands but his own. He trusted the Enforcers from his office back home, though. They would never betray him. Unlike the ones in Princeton, they all respected him. 
“Did you call to ask my permission?” he asked with a small smile. He parked outside the bar but made no move to get out.
She laughed. “No, I just wanted to see your face. I miss you. The kids are growing so much you won’t recognize them.” 
Byron just shook his head at her never-ending charade that they were still human. 
“Oh, you’re no fun,” she said, pouting again. “Why won’t you play along? You’re such a grump sometimes. I don’t know why I even call.”
Byron sighed. “I’m sorry. You know this case is wearing on me.”
“I know, baby,” she said, smiling now. “I bet I know something that would cheer you up…”
“Not unless you have some new evidence.”
“I have evidence of how much I miss you,” she said. “Want me to get out my joystick?”
He shook his head. He didn’t like sex gadgets nearly as much as she did. “I’ll try to visit soon. I only want the real you, not some electronic version.”
“Oh, okay,” she said with a sigh. “Where are you, anyway? It looks like you’re in the car. Are you out?” 
“Just to get a drink,” he said. “I’m tired of my apartment.”
“Oh, I wish I was with you,” she said, her voice nearing a whine. “Or you were with me.” She never seemed to get jealous as he did. But then, he never gave her a reason to.
When they’d said their goodbyes, he went inside the bar, though he had no appetite for strangers. All he wanted was the comfort of Marisol, his kids, his home. Upon entering, he drew the attention of a table of women near the bar. He hadn’t changed after work, though he had no designs in wearing his uniform tonight. He sometimes took pleasure in all the pandering and bowing and sirring he got from Thirds, but tonight, he only wanted a quiet place to sit and some decent conversation.
One of the women who had noticed him slid in beside him at the corner table as soon as he sat down. “Want some company, sir?” she asked, turning towards him and resting her elbow on the table. Mounds of cleavage spilled from the exceedingly low neckline of her shirt. 
“I’m married,” Byron said. 
“Married?” she asked, blinking at him as if he’d proclaimed himself a sap. “But sir…”
“Happily,” Byron said. “So no.” He despised Third women, most of whom tried so hard to be sexy that they came across like caricatures of whores. No one knew how to be sexy like Marisol anymore, while maintaining some class. When the disappointed woman had heaved her comical body out of the seat beside him, Byron switched on the tabletop screen and began to search for an active chess partner.





  
 
 
Chapter 15
 
The wind whipped Draven’s shirt around him like a sail. Though he wore denim trousers to temper the wind, it sliced through his other clothing. He should have worn the canvas jacket Sally had rescued with his other clothing, but he did not want to go back for it—he was too close to Cali’s. He waited for the torrent of wind to desist before he leapt over an alleyway to land softly on Cali’s roof. 
As he did each night, he skirted the building and checked for Byron’s Rosso before visiting Cali’s garden. Tonight the parking lot lay empty. After the last time, he could not risk calling with Byron home. He had nearly caught Draven drawing from Cali. If the wind had not abated for a moment before Byron opened the door, Draven would not have heard his approach. He had already betrayed Byron through disobedience and defiance, and he could not risk Byron discovering that he now called upon Cali on a regular basis.
Draven dropped from the roof to the side of the garden that Cali could reach with her chain. Though he could not reach the door through the bars, he could reach a pot of soil and a few scattered pebbles the sapiens had culled from the dirt. When he grew impatient of waiting, he began tossing small pieces of gravel at the door. After a few minutes, the door opened and Cali’s mate stepped through. 
“Hey you,” he said, swishing his hips on his way to the bars. “Cali don’t want to see you. But you can suck on me if you’re hungry.”
“Oh?”
“You know it.”
“Thank you.”
“I’m Shelly, if you wondered. And you’re the famous Draven I’ve heard so much about. Been itching to meet you for real.” Shelly pressed himself against the bars. 
“I would draw from your arm.”
“Any way you like it.”
Draven shook his head and tried not to smile. Men who liked men always noticed him, for reasons he didn’t understand—even sapien males who liked males, apparently. Shelly seemed intent on emitting a steady stream of chatter while Draven ate. Draven could hardly mention his annoyance, though. He ignored the boy’s voice and drew quickly, knowing he was lucky to eat at all.
“Thank you. Is Cali alright?” he asked when he’d finished eating.
“Oh, you know,” the sap said with a wave of his hand. “She’s just being a girl.”
“Does she not wish to see me tonight?”
Shelly shrugged and cast his eyes about, refusing to meet Draven’s.
“She does not wish to see me ever?”
“Who knows,” Shelly said, then lowered his voice. “You know how she gets.”
“Will you ask her to come and bid me adieu then?”
Shelly paused and then sighed. “Oh, alright. The two of you, I swear. Not that I blame her. You’re pretty cute for a Superior.”
“Thank you. And you are a cute sapien,” Draven said, though the words jarred strangely in his mind and hung just as strangely in the air. 
Shelly laughed and went back inside, shaking his head. Draven waited for Cali again, wondering what Shelly had meant—not that he blamed her for what?
After a few minutes, Cali came out dressed in her usual jumpsuit with a thin towel wrapped around her shoulders as well. “What do you want?” she asked before she’d finished closing the door. She turned to him. Her face looked pinched, though Draven could not make out any new bruises. 
“I only wished to know why you wouldn’t see me.”
“Well, here I am. But you can’t come back here. Master will kill us both. I had to lie the other night, and I’m not sure he believed me. I hope he didn’t see you. But I can’t risk my life just so you can eat. Go find someone else to feed on.”
“You’re quite right. I’m sorry that I was careless last time. Byron is out tonight, though. I will not return when he is here.”
“Then why didn’t you come last night?” she asked, her voice accusing. 
Draven drew back to study her. “You’re angry with me.”
“Why would I be angry?”
“I don’t know,” he said slowly. “Are you upset that I didn’t call upon you last night?”
“Of course not.”
He reached out and took her arm and drew her close. “Cali, he was here last night. I checked several times, and his car was here each time. I did not want to risk your life or my own. I know as well as you what sort of man he is.”
“Oh.” She looked down at his hand on her forearm. 
“I am sorry I didn’t get to close your bite. Does it hurt you very much?”
“Some,” she said. They stood together for a few minutes, the wind shrilling around them and slapping strands of her hair and her warm breath into his face. 
“You’re bleeding,” he said finally. He could hardly stand to be so near to her when he could savor sap on her, yet not have her. 
She pulled away. “Yeah. And now Master is going to get another breeder, three more times, before he gives up on me having a baby.”
“But you have a baby.”
She began crushing a small clump of dirt with her toe. “It’s not mine.”
“Whose is it?”
“One of the other escapees. She died, and Master took the baby.”
Draven blinked, unable to comprehend. “But…that’s stealing. That’s illegal. The baby is the property of the owners of the parents.”
Cali shrugged. She did not appear concerned. But Draven knew something about Byron, something the Enforcer had done illegally. He had witnessed it. And Byron knew that. He would not want a witness to his crime. If he had the chance, he would ensure Draven’s silence by whatever means necessary. 
“I see,” Draven said, not sure what else to say. “Do you not want offspring, even now that you’re mated?”
“No. I mean, I love Leo, but Master’s just going to sell all the babies I have.” She stepped closer to Draven again, dragging her chain across the concrete. “But he said if I can’t have a baby, he’s going to sell Shelly anyway, and buy another female who can produce babies to sell. So I either have to lose Shelly or let those breeders…” She ceased speaking, and the wind took the place of her voice for a few moments while a lull fell over them. “They’re really scary,” Cali said, raising her eyes to Draven’s. Simply speaking of them made her heartbeat quicken, and Draven could savor a trace of fear seeping from her. 
“Let me take you,” he said, reaching through the bars to touch her face. “I’ll not force you to breed or produce offspring, and I’ll not take your mate from you.”
Her eyes filled with uncertainty. Although she no longer protested, she had not agreed, either. At last, she had begun considering his offer. 
“Where do you live?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 
“We’d have to run at once. I’d have to steal you. Byron is an important man, an Enforcer of the Law. He would have us tracked. We’d find a place far away and hide until he was content with new saps, and then we’d gradually introduce ourselves to a new place. I’ll not tell you it will be easy. Especially with a baby.”
“But I won’t have to have babies. Not ever? What if you change your mind?”
“I won’t. I’ve never cared for them.”
“Let me talk to Shelly,” she said, turning away. 
“Cali.” He caught the corner of her towel. “I want you to come with me. I value you. But if you don’t, I imagine you will do fine in childbirth. You are older than many of the sapien mothers I’ve seen.”
Cali studied the hand grasping her towel. When she tugged, he released it, and she pulled it around her shoulders and huddled against the wind before sliding the door open and passing into the apartment. Draven waited for quite some time, the iron bars chilling his hands. When Cali returned, she wouldn’t meet his eyes. 
“I can’t come,” she said. 
“Oh?”
“Shelly doesn’t want to. He’s afraid for the baby.”
“Then I will take you alone.”
She raised her eyes to Draven before dropping them again. “Last time…and I have this chain…”
“I’ve told you, I’ll break it.”
“How can you break this huge chain?”
“With my hands.”
“You can break this chain with your bare hands?”
Draven smiled. “Yes. Why are you so astonished? Do you doubt me?”
“I don’t know,” Cali said, shaking her head. “I mean, I can’t leave my family.”
“Then stay. Perhaps you will change your mind after you’re bred. Perhaps you will want something better for your own child.”
“Do you know all about them? The breeders, I mean…”
“I know of them. They are said to be quite successful.” Her heart beat strangely for a moment. She shivered, but Draven could not determine whether cold or fear caused it. “I cannot continue calling like this, Cali. Someone will see me if I return so often. Perhaps, if I only come once in a while... I would like to know that you are safe. I owe you much gratitude for feeding me all these nights.”
“Does that mean you won’t come back? Like that time back home when you left?”
He smiled and took her hand through the bars. “What is this? Will you miss me?”
She scoffed. “What? Of course not. Why would I? You only make me weak.”
“You have made me stronger, my jaani. I will miss your taste.” When he moved to take his hand away, Cali held tight. “What is it?” he asked.
“Do you know when he—Master, will bring him here?”
“Byron is not one to waste time. But still your mind, little pet. I’ve seen humans who were no more than children give birth quite successfully. If it’s motherhood you worry over, you’re already a mother. And your mate seems suitable enough, although I find no surprise that he is unable to perform the duty correctly himself.”
“What does that mean?”
“He treats you well, yes? You’re fortunate that you are kindly matched. I imagine he will be quite adept at helping you with your baby.”
“No, why’d you say that other part?”
Draven smiled. “Oh, I don’t know. I do not wish to be involved in your match. If you are well cared for, that is enough for me to know. If only your master would do the same.”
“Why won’t you answer my question?”
“You’re intelligent enough, Cali. You must know that your mate likes men.”
“Oh.” Cali ran her thumb along his. “I did know that.”
“Sometimes that changes with time. For Superiors, anyhow. Some like both. It’s good that yours is trying.”
“Wait, Superiors are like that, too?”
“Some.”
“Oh.” She paused “You do, too?”
He pulled his hand away. “No. I’m a man who very much likes women.”
“So you think Shelly will change?”
“I’d like to offer you reassurance, if that is what you seek. I’m certain your mate cares for you and will share the burden of raising your offspring once they are born, even if he is unable to give you one. The more often you try, the more likely you’ll succeed. Byron will likely hire breeders any time you are without offspring, if you are unsuccessful with your mate.”
“Would you have chosen him as a match for me?”
“I’d not choose a match for you until you requested one. But if you convince yours to join us, I’ll take you both.”
“You’re not very good at answering questions.”
Draven considered his words before answering. “I’d not choose a mate for you unless I thought you well matched. Choosing a male who prefers males is not the best match. I’m surprised Byron didn’t notice. If he wanted you bred quickly, he should have chosen differently.”
“You really think Byron will make me keep having babies?” Cali asked, turning away from Draven again and focusing instead on the soil in her garden.
“I could speculate, but you would not like my answer.” Cali began to speak, but Draven held up a hand. “A car approaches. I must go onto the roof. Will you wait a moment?”
“Yeah, a minute.”
Draven swung up the bars and leapt onto the roof. He crossed to check the parking area. Moments later, he dropped onto the bars above Cali and made a sound to alert her. 
“I must go,” he said. “Your master has returned with a human male.”
The wind rushed past him in a cold burst. Cali pulled her towel tighter around her shoulders. Her eyes had grown very large. “A breeder?”
“I’ve no means to know his purpose.”
“But he’s a human? Are you sure?”
“Quite.”
“Then take me with you.”
“You’re certain?”
“Yes, now hurry. One of the bars comes off. But you need tools.”
“Really?” Draven asked, leaning back to study Cali’s face. “Do you mean this? You’ll come?”
“Yes. But it takes a while, so please hurry.”
Draven knelt, braced himself and strained against the bars. After an initial hesitation, they bent to let him through. He dropped into the garden beside Cali, who stood staring at him with a hand over her mouth. 
“He has yet to enter his apartment,” Draven said, crouching to study the chain on her ankle. He sat on the concrete, braced his feet against the cuff while gripping the chain, and pulled. After far too long, it broke. The cuff and a short length of chain remained on Cali’s ankle, but he’d deal with that later. He could hear Byron’s footsteps approaching. 
He launched himself at the top of the cage and swung himself up, squeezing out the opening. “Come,” he said, reaching down for Cali. 
Inside, Byron entered Cali’s apartment. 
Cali grasped Draven’s hand and he lifted her through the opening. When he bent the bars back, they had a strange look to them, slightly crooked and twisted, but it might buy them a few minutes if the escape route was not instantly identifiable. 
Byron inquired after Cali inside the apartment.
Draven did not risk speaking, as he knew Byron’s hearing was even better than his own. He turned, leaned down a bit, and grasped Cali’s hand and pulled until she slid onto his back and clung to him. Her whole body shook. 
“Tight,” he whispered as he moved to the side of the garden and jumped. 
Above, he heard the door slide open just as he hit the ground. Cali’s weight jerked down on him, and he nearly lost his footing. He caught his balance and her weight at the same moment. The impact of the landing had jarred her hands loose, and he caught her weight in his hands to prevent her from slipping from him. 
Byron swore above them. 
“Tighter,” Draven whispered. 
Cali’s legs and arms wound around him with all her force. 
Once again, Draven was running. 





  
 
 
Part Two
 
 
Chapter 16
 
Byron set his things on the counter and turned to the sapien behind him. The male didn’t look nearly as impressive as the last breeder he’d hired, but then, that one hadn’t produced the promised offspring, so he knew better than to rely on a sapien’s appearance of virility. This one peered at him from flinty grey eyes, a matching grey beard fraying from its weathered cheeks. It had spoken few words, instead keeping its mouth shut in a tight line that matched its scowl. It looked like a cold brute who wouldn’t know the meaning of the word ‘gentle,’ which was reason enough for Byron to rent it. Obviously, his female responded better to harshness—if the bitch wanted gentle treatment, she’d have to earn it.
“This way,” Byron said, motioning the sap to follow. He opened the door of his sapien apartment and pushed the breeder inside. Byron entered after it. His male sapien sat on the bed, its back to Byron, holding the sapling in its arms. If he’d gotten anything good since coming to Princeton, it was the sapling. He tried not to let his conscious bother him, knowing that technically it did not belong to him. But his neighbors had moved before he could return it, and he hadn’t had time to track them down. They should have come and asked him, been sociable, and he’d have returned it. Now they could never prove it belonged to them—their male had gone to the blood bank, their female had been killed in the massacre, and the sapling had not yet been chipped when they’d lost it. It was untraceable. 
“Where’s the female?” he asked his sapien.
The male did not turn, but it stopped bouncing the sapling, which made a babbling noise and reached towards Byron. 
“Answer me when I speak to you,” Byron said, striding towards the mat where the filthy creatures slept. Still his male did not turn. That was when he knew something was wrong. The male always answered, always bowed, showed respect, acted as a sapien should. It never failed to do its duty, except in one area, and even Byron allowed a sap one deficiency. That’s why he’d brought another sap to complete the task his failed to perform.
Byron snatched the male’s scrawny arm and shook it. The creature looked up at him with terrified eyes and tried to shrink back, but Byron dragged it up by the arm. It clutched the sapling in the other arm. 
“Where’s the bitch?” Byron asked, shaking his sap until its arm sprang from the socket with a wet popping sound. The sap let out a whine of pain in answer, and the sapling began to cry. “Well?” Byron demanded. “Where the hell is your mate?”
“I—I don’t know,” the male squealed. “She went outside.”
“Outside? I told her to stay out of the garden.”
“I know,” the male said, cowering, hanging limply from Byron’s fist. He dropped the sap and stormed outside. He knew, but his mind refused to comprehend. She had gone. She had escaped. Again. One of his saps, a two-time runaway. Despite the orders to stay inside, the brand, the chain—Byron stopped gaping and turned, searching for the chain. How had a human broken a thick iron chain? He found it lying at the edge of the garden, almost complete. He sprang inside, to the bed, and wrenched the male to its feet so violently that the sapling slipped from its arms and crashed to the floor. Byron kicked it out of the way.
“Where is she?” Byron asked, gripping the sapien’s neck and squeezing, forcing it to its knees. Its eyes bulged from its head, and its face began to redden. With detached fascination, Byron watched as a blood vessel burst in its eye and the color of blood washed over the white. The sap gripped Byron’s hand with its remaining functional hand, and its eyes, one red and one white, rolled back, its eyelids fluttering. The sapling on the floor screamed in rage, its own face red and twisted into a grotesque mask. 
Byron longed to stomp the sapling’s face flat, to hurl it into the wall to make it shut the hell up—or to get his male sap talking. He released the male, which fell to the floor, where it lay heaving and holding its throat. He snatched the sapling up by the foot. It shrieked in terror, and his male reached up, blinking through its tears, still coughing. 
“What?” Byron thundered. “Are you trying to say something?” He shook the floundering sapling. “You tell me where that filthy cuntscab went or I’m going to start swinging this thing at the wall.”
“No,” the male croaked, clutching its throat. 
“Where?” Byron asked, shaking the sapling once more. It shrieked and flailed wildly. “I can’t hear you. Open your souldamned mouth and spit it out or you’re going to be picking bits of brain matter off your floor for weeks.”
“No,” the male said again, louder this time. Speaking set him off into a fit of coughing, but he clambered to his knees and reach for the baby. “I’ll tell you,” it choked out between coughs. “Please Master Superior, give me my baby.”
“Your baby? Your baby?” Byron glowered down at the groveling sap. “This is my sapling, and if I want to beat you to death with it, I damn well have the right. Now start talking.”
“She—she left,” the male croaked. “I don’t know where.”
“Who took her?” Byron asked. 
“That one, please, Lord Superior, Lord Master, please don’t hurt him…”
“What one?” Byron shook the sapling, but it had turned the reddish purple of a fresh bruise and gone silent, only drool streaming from its gaping mouth. 
“The one who comes, he comes to visit, I forgot his name…” Suddenly the male scrambled forwards, tipped onto his injured shoulder and began squirming across the floor like a frantic animal. “Don’t hurt him, please, Lord Master, put him down, he’s gonna die…” The sap reached the counter and dragged itself up enough to open a drawer, where it scrambled the contents blindly with one hand. Byron knew it had nothing inside to harm a Superior, so he waited. He glanced at the breeder, which stood near the door, its face set in the usual scowl. It showed no emotion at the scene taking place before it. 
“Here, he’s here,” Byron’s male said, finding what it sought and lurching towards Byron on its knees, hand extended, proffering a small square of paper printed with an old photograph. 
“What’s this?” Byron asked, snatching it from his sap. He tossed the sapling onto the bedroll, where it flopped on its back with a weak cry. Byron stared at the photo, his mind as uncomprehending as when he’d seen that the female had vanished into thin air. 
“That’s the one,” the male said, its voice hardly more than a hoarse whisper. “That’s the one that took her. He’s—” A fit of coughing stopped the sap’s words.
“I know who it is,” Byron snapped, throwing the paper at his sap. He took a breath. Though he was always meticulous in his work, if he wanted a conviction after conducting an investigation of a crime perpetrated against himself, he must follow all protocols with surgical precision. All the while, he expected rage to overtake him, but instead, only a coldness crept over him, hardening him from within, as if he were slowly freezing from the inside out. 
Of course he knew who had taken Cali. He’d been waiting for Draven to turn up, some part of him had, since he’d discovered Draven’s body missing from the theater. Meyer had to have found him and set him free. And now Draven had repaid his debt by stealing Byron’s sap. So the next question was, where would he have taken it? 
Byron walked across the room and back into the garden, measuring his steps, not hurrying. At first glance, he could find nothing amiss. Turning first one way, then another, he began scenting, circling the garden, leaning close to the bars and scenting each of them. He found the faint trace of Superior scent, familiar Superior scent, on almost every bar along the left side of the garden. He examined the bars. Draven could not have come into Byron’s apartment, so he must have taken it from outside. 
Byron cursed himself for not locking the garden, for assuming a chain alone could hold his much-coveted sapien. For trusting it to obey his command to stay inside. For not seeing this coming, for not guessing that Meyer would try again, since he’d failed the first time he’d had Byron’s favorite sap stolen. This time, he hadn’t sent some pathetic sap to do the job. He’d sent a Superior. Granted, a Third, but he’d raised the stakes nonetheless. 
Byron would raise the next stake.
He examined every bar of the cage, but he saw nothing. He went over them again, not hurrying, scanning from top to bottom, scenting. And then he caught a stronger whiff of scent, newer, and he closed his eyes and inhaled, teasing the faint Superior scent from beneath the overpowering animal stink of the bitch. He had it, culled from the scents in the garden, those of his own three sapiens, of dirt and weeds and traces of mold under the plastic tarp; the scents on himself, the hint of the breeder’s scent from when he’d touched it, his own Superior scent, the scents of his clothing; the mountains, the different types of trees, the air itself. All his senses converged into one brilliant point of energy, which he cast upwards, along the thread of scent to its source. He opened his eyes, and smiled. 





  
 
 
Chapter 17
 
Cali’s grip kept slipping, and she had to urge her strength up again and again. After all, Draven was doing all the work. She only had to hold on. He had to run and carry her at the same time. But although her strength had increased some since the baby came, she hadn’t done much hard work at the apartment. Soon her arms grew tired, and then cramped, and then numb as she held on with renewed force. 
Draven stopped and looked around. It seemed like he’d been running for days. Cali kept wanting to look back and see if Master had followed them, but she didn’t dare. Draven didn’t look back, either. He lifted his face, and the wind blew cold and wet against them. 
“Good,” he said. “Rain.”
He boosted her and slipped into a dark passageway, and Cali couldn’t see anything for a minute. Draven slid her off his back, held onto her waist and lifted her. She groped in front of her and found metal bars to hold onto. Draven moved beside her, then swung up on the bars and pulled her onto some kind of platform. 
“I will jump, and if it is not difficult, I’ll try with you,” he said. He was gone and back before she had time to register that he’d left. The platform swayed only slightly when he landed on silent feet beside her. 
“Hold onto me tightly,” he said, pulling her onto his back again. He crouched, then launched himself into the air. Cali’s head spun with how fast it was all happening. Dizzy with fear, she held on as the side of building rushed at them with startling suddenness. Draven’s feet hit the wall, and they fell. 
Cali clung to him, burying her face in his neck and suppressing a shriek. If she’d known it would be this terrifying, she might not have come. But then she thought of the breeder looming in her doorway the last time, and she was glad she’d run. He terrified her more than Draven—funny, since Draven had hurt her and sucked her blood, and the breeder had only mated with her. 
Draven’s feet hit the metal platform, and this time they made a big sound and he staggered. 
“Merde.” He stopped still. Cali could hear his inhalation over the sound of the wind high above them. “On the front,” he said, shifting her around him without pausing to let her dismount. “Don’t let go for your life,” he said, then crouched and leapt again. This time she couldn’t see the building coming at them, but her arms almost jarred loose with the impact of his feet hitting the wall. He landed back on the platform without staggering or noise, his arm around her waist. 
“Merde, Cali. I said don’t let go for your life. Hold tighter.”
“I’m holding on as tight as I can,” she said. “I’m not a Superior, remember?”
“Hold on tighter or the only thing either of us will be is dead. Byron is close.” 
Draven twisted around in Cali’s grip, and she held on with all her might with her legs and arms. She hoped she’d squeeze him so tight he couldn’t breathe. He acted like she should be able to do everything he could. He was the one who’d wanted her to escape, who’d promised to keep her safe. 
The next moment they tumbled onto a rough black surface. Draven rolled over her, and she came loose, and then he stood over her, smiling big enough to show his two scary teeth. “We did it,” he said. 
She sat up and rubbed her head. 
Draven crouched before her. “Are you intact?”
“I think I’m okay.”
“Good. We haven’t time to rest.”
“Why? Where are we going?”
“To the place I’ve been staying. We’ll go this way a bit to stay downwind of Byron. We are fortunate to have this wind. It makes tracking us more difficult, and he may not realize we’re on the rooftops. I will circle back when I can.” 
Draven bent and scooped up Cali and stood. “I’ll carry you on the front so I can hold onto you if you slip. But do your best that I won’t have to. Yes?”
“I’ll try.” With her legs around him, she twisted her feet together for a better hold. She wrapped her arms around his neck and nestled her face against his shoulder. He smelled strange, not like a person or sweat or skin, or anything. He had no smell at all, like a vacuum, and the very absence of smell made an uneasy dead spot in the air—not unpleasant, just unsettling. She’d never noticed it before, had never been so close to a Superior, wrapped around him and buried in him. 
For a second she wanted to detach from him and apologize and bow, or do something that would remind her of reality. In reality, Superiors didn’t set her free or help her escape. In reality, she couldn’t hold onto a Superior in a way that, if not for the circumstances, would have been jarringly intimate. In reality, people didn’t jump onto the roofs of apartments and cross them like the sun-gathering solar robots that stored power for the buildings. People didn’t break chains with their bare hands. But Draven did. 
Cali kept her head down as he took off running again. After a while, she got used to the rhythm of their pace—bursts of speed, pauses, weightlessness for one airborne moment, a jolt when they landed and Draven’s arm went around her tight, a split second of regaining equilibrium, and then the cycle repeated. 
A long time later, Draven stopped instead of just pausing. The movement and the late hour had lulled Cali halfway to sleep, and she separated from him with a kind of dreamy realization. She had been so scared, so impulsive. She hadn’t stopped to think about what she was doing. But she was free again. 
Except of course she wasn’t. She hadn’t run away. She’d been sapnapped. She had simply traded one master for another. But she didn’t think she’d have much trouble losing this one. 
“On my back again,” Draven said. She could see him better now. The sky had lightened a little, but tall clouds held back the morning. With arms stiff and numb from holding on so long, Cali struggled to climb onto his back. Soreness penetrated the inside of her thighs, from his hipbones pressing into them, and the underside of her arms, from his shoulders.
“Aren’t you tired?” she asked. They’d run all night. He’d run all night. 
“We’re almost there,” he said, and dropped down the side of a building. 
For a second Cali thought he’d finally lost his balance and fallen, and she clutched him in terror. Then she saw that he held a cable in one hand while supporting her with the other. He dropped onto a lower roof, and Cali’s legs slipped and her feet hit the roof after his. “Stay on,” he said, boosting her back up. “Just another minute.” 
Suddenly, Draven dropped flat without warning. He twisted around in her grip so he could secure her with his arms, then lay perfectly still under her. Even his chest stilled, not rising and falling with breath, as if tension had frozen his entire body. Cali held her breath by instinct and did not try to struggle. For the moment, he held her only chance at freedom. She looked down into his face, every feature fiercely alert in the faint light of coming morning. For a second she wanted to touch the contours of his cold face, convince herself all of it had really happened. He held tight to her, though, so tight she couldn’t move her arms. 
A tremor went through his body when lights passed close to the building. After they had gone, he stood and secured Cali’s legs around him. “We must hurry. People are leaving work now.” He moved along the steep roof as if he’d walked it every day of his life. At the edge, he detached Cali. “I’ll jump first, and then I’ll catch you. Can you be brave for me and jump?”
The last time she’d done that, on her last escape attempt, she’d jumped into the arms of her human escorts. She was fairly certain one of them had later died because of that. “I might hurt you,” she said.
Draven laughed, that warm, soft chuckle that didn’t fit with what she knew of Superiors. “You won’t hurt me,” he said. Then he jumped. 
She tried to swallow—or breathe. A thought flashed through her mind that maybe this time he’d jumped wrong, and she’d see a splattered Superior when she looked over the edge of the roof. But of course she didn’t.
“What if I don’t jump?” she asked, peering down at him.
He stood looking up at her in the gathering light. “Then I will retrieve you, but this way is quicker.”
“What if I’m not coming with you?” 
“What will you do? Live on a roof? For how long?”
“I could find another way down.”
“Then find one.”
Cali paused, thinking about the stupidity of that idea. Then she jumped. She didn’t give Draven warning, and she didn’t think about the stupidity of that, either. But he didn’t need warning. He caught her as if she weighed no more than one of the leaves she’d watched drifting down from the trees. She remembered falling on Herman and Martin, and how they’d all crashed to the ground and gotten hurt. The bruises from her fall had lasted for weeks afterwards, but they’d been lost in the bruises her master had added when he recaptured her. 
Now she’d have bruises from where Draven caught her. Her landing might have felt like nothing to him, but his arms felt like steel to her. He had caught her as a mother might carry a child, cradling her. The force of her fall along with her weight would bring bruises along the two paths of his arms, and the sudden stop when she landed had jerked her head back hard enough to make her neck ache. When she turned her head, her neck moved in a strange, rubbery way, as if her head had started coming loose from her body.
When she looked into Draven’s face, very close to hers now, he smiled and arched one eyebrow. “I thought not,” he said. 
She knew he could have jumped up and gotten her if he wanted, and she’d have nowhere to run on a rooftop even if she could outrun a Superior. But she wanted to know what he’d do if she defied him. He hadn’t beaten her like her Master, which encouraged her. But the pain in her back and neck dulled her excitement at the thought of escape. 
Draven carried her in his arms for a short distance, until she started getting drowsy again. He stopped walking when they arrived at a high chain-link fence with razor wire on top. Cali knew about razor wire. It topped the walls of Confinements, where she’d spent most of her life. She’d seen people climb over razor wire to escape, and it could be a gruesome sight. 
“Here we are,” Draven said. Cali looked at him, and back at the fence, and then through the fence. A lot of cars, missing tires or wheels or other body parts, sat idly inside the fence, staring back at her with their sightless headlight eyes. 
“You live here?” Cali asked. 
“Yes. Don’t touch the fence. I do not want your scent on it. Hold onto me only.”
Cali tightened her arms around Draven’s neck, but he pulled her away. “Not like that. On my back. How am I to climb with my arms occupied with you?”
“Well, how am I supposed to know?” she asked, circling Draven to get to his back without dismounting. She was getting better at the maneuver. He made a strange breathy sound, like he sucked in air through his teeth, when she settled onto him. But he started up the fence without hesitation. 
She would have liked to see him climb without her on his back. He had a fluid grace she didn’t remember seeing in him before. He moved up the fence like a cat climbing a tree. At the top, he pushed himself up and over with one hand, reaching back to hold onto Cali with the other. He landed on his feet like a cat, too.
He moved quickly between the cars towards the back of the lot, stopping about three quarters of the way back. “This is where I live,” he said. 
“What is this place?” 
“It’s…essentially a car-yard.”
“What’s that?”
“Cars that no longer run are sent here.”
“But why?” 
“They’re bought for scrap, and their functioning parts are stripped for reuse.”
“Use for what?”
“Some are used for cars, and the metal is made into other cars or whatever companies need metal for.”
“And…why do you live here?”
“Because I’m not in the system.”
“I’m a human.”
“Oh, right. That means…I don’t want to explain right now. I cannot rent a place. So I stay here.”
“Who else lives here?”
“There’s a lame dog, and some rats and things.”
“No one else.”
“We won’t stay long. No one works during the day, so they will stop looking until evening. I’ll sleep a few hours, and we’ll leave before they begin again this evening.”
Cali stifled a sigh of relief. She wouldn’t have to feed anyone but him, and if he went to sleep, he didn’t have any Superior friends to guard her. 
“Where are we going?”
“I don’t know.” Draven opened the door of a long black car and scooted Cali inside. She liked the other cars better, the ones with pretty pictures and words and colors all over them. Something about the car he chose, the way it reminded her of her master’s car, made her uneasy. 
Inside the black car, the seat’s coldness immediately began soaking through Cali’s wool jumpsuit, and she wrapped her arms around herself. Draven scooted in next to her. “You may take the seat. I will sleep behind,” he said.
She looked behind the seat at the small square area of floor and felt a little bad for accepting his offer. But she didn’t want the floor either, so she didn’t say anything. Draven climbed over the seat and rooted around in a pile of what looked like the junk her sisters made their houses from. Little pieces of this and that. He came up with a tattered, thin wool blanket and handed it to her. 
“You live like a runaway,” she said. 
Draven didn’t look at her but started undoing his shirt, so she lay down and covered herself with the holey blanket. She wondered if now was the time to run. Superiors slept most of the day. But surely he’d tie her up before he slept, and he probably knew some special Superior knot-tying skill to make knots that humans couldn’t untie.
Maybe he’d forget, though. Maybe he’d leave her untied, and she could make a run for it. She’d never seen a Superior out in the middle of the day, so she thought she’d wait until Draven slept a while. She lay still, heart pounding, waiting for him to remember and come to bind her hands and feet. But after only a few seconds, her eyelids started fighting to settle in together for the sleep she’d missed that night.
“What would you do if you woke up and I’d run away?” she asked. 
“If you mean to run, let me know now so I can remove you from my home. If you walk out, you’ll leave your scent on everything, and Byron will come straight to this car and kill me. I don’t imagine I’ve been so vile that you’d want to do that, but if you must, I cannot do much for it.”
She sat up and looked over the seat. He hadn’t even gotten mad, and it didn’t sound like he planned to restrain her even after she told him what she’d been thinking. She almost said something else, but Draven had his back to her, and when she caught sight of it, she forgot to answer him. Instead, she stared at him in horror. It looked like a thousand black bugs had bitten him and burrowed into the skin, and he’d scratched at them until they bled. Big red welts with black centers covered his skin. 
“What’s wrong with your back?” Cali asked before she could stop herself. If some kind of skin-tunneling bugs lived there, she sure didn’t want to sleep anywhere near him. 
“Nothing,” he said, quickly pulling a shirt over his head. 
“Is that…something that will happen to me? Are there bugs in here?”
He frowned and pulled off his shoes. She thought about how bad Shelly’s feet smelled when he wore his slipper-shoes, and she waited for the stinky-feet smell to hit her, but like the rest of him, Draven’s feet didn’t smell like anything. 
“They’re gone now, it’s too cold.”
“Then what are those things in your back?”
“Nothing. Take some sleep.”
She watched him lie down, curled on his side, and after a minute she lay down, too. Though she thought she’d fall right to sleep, for a while she couldn’t. She lay awake, thinking about Shelly and the baby, and how she hadn’t even said goodbye. Shelly knew, of course. She’d asked him to go with her, begged, but he wouldn’t budge. So she’d told him she wouldn’t go, and then she’d left without saying goodbye. And the baby—would little Leo miss her? He wouldn’t understand. He’d only know she’d left him. Maybe he’d be sad and cry when she didn’t wake him up in the morning dragging her noisy chain around. 
And what about Master? He’d chased them, and if he’d lost them, as Draven thought, he’d go back home. And then he would beat Shelly to get an answer out of him. Maybe he’d hurt the baby. And he’d do it in front of poor Shelly.
Cali sat up. “We have to go back for the baby,” she said. 
But Draven had already fallen asleep.





  
 
 
Chapter 18
 
Meyer Kidd stood in the doorway to his bedroom looking at the solemn parade of sapling faces turned to him.
“Now you all know I love each and every one you,” he said. “But for now you have to go stay with someone else. She’s a very nice lady, and there are lots of mummies there to take care of you. Don’t worry, I’ll come visit all the time.”
Four of Meyer’s girls patrolled the hallway ensuring the saplings behaved. 
“Now come and give Daddy a hug,” he said, bending to hug a tiny boy who was so busy pulling apart a scrap of cloth that he barely noticed Meyer. “Now don’t be rude,” Meyer said, snatching the cloth away. “Give me a hug.” 
The boy began crying and reaching for the cloth, but before returning it, Meyer held it out of his reach until the sapling hugged him. The boy wiped his teary face and toddled along looking appeased but not entirely happy. What an ungrateful little snot. Meyer should have just let him rot in a Confinement somewhere.
The other nine children all gave him hugs, some of them with tearstained faces and some with big smiles and some with somber eyes, depending on their age and inklings of the significance of the move. Of course, none of them knew the real reason, or the real significance. It was all because of those blasted Enforcers snooping around in his business. Meyer had seen three of them since his latest conversation with Byron, and one had even followed him to and from his last Furr-Bines Inc. meeting. So it seemed like a good time to act rather than react. 
When he’d hugged the last child, he stood. “Very well, girls, let’s get them loaded, shall we?”
The four girls herded the children along the hall and down the stairs to the back entrance. Some of the saplings climbed into the boxes themselves, the older ones helping his girls pretend it was all a game. Big laughs. 
Meyer stood at the bottom of the stairs watching, his hands in his pockets. It was best this way. He couldn’t have so many of them around with Enforcers crawling down his back all the time. At any moment, Byron might decide to make an accusation, and then the whole lot of them would come swarming into his house, pretending to be polite when really they were thinking how they’d like to steal his things or that he should never have evolved at all. 
Oh, Meyer knew all about them. All about how ‘adult’ Superiors acted and thought towards him. First shocked, then condescending and overly sweet, talking to him as if he were simple. Then they started getting jealous.
They’d already searched his homes once, and he wasn’t going to risk any last minute fixes like he’d done that time. This time he was prepared. He watched the girls load the boxes into the hauler. When the truck pulled out, Meyer closed the door and went upstairs. He took off his shiny black shoes and lined them up with the backs exactly even with the edge of the bed. Military precision. Or boarding school precision.
He removed his clothes and rebuttoned his shirt, zipped his pants, and folded them in perfect squares. He opened his dresser and put them back in. Then he opened his pajama drawer. Meyer loved pajamas, but most of them were too festive for this morning. He chose a navy pair with a subtle pattern in the fabric and dressed before climbing into bed and turning on his wall screen. 
“Miss Ginger Tolemy,” he said, and the screen began searching for a confirmation. After a few seconds, she accepted and her creamy porcelain face appeared on the screen. 
“Hello, Meyer,” she said, smiling. Miss Tolemy’s smile was something to behold.
“Hello, Miss Tolemy. Listen, I had some extra sapien food around that was getting a bit stale, so I sent it over on a Furr-Bines truck. It should be there in five or ten minutes. Might be too late to unpack for the day, so I told my driver to just unload them in the kitchen.”
“Very well, thanks for letting me know. I’ll let my sapiens know and they can unpack the boxes. I don’t know where they keep all their food, anyway.”
“Right, of course. I never can keep up with what they like. I just let mine have passes to go buy their own food, and they always end up getting too much. I hate to see it go to waste.”
“Well, I have plenty of saps. I’m sure they’ll eat it before it spoils.”
“Good then. How’s your farm? Are your saps all in good health?”
“You know how they are, always getting sick. What can you do?”
“Yes, I know. Well, nice chatting with you, but as you can see, I’m all set for bed.”
“Of course, Meyer. Thanks for thinking of us.”
“I always do, Ginger. Listen, it really has been too long, and I’m thinking about getting a new sap to take on my winter vacation. Mine are all so dull. Maybe I’ll come by in a few weeks.”
“You know you’re always welcome to browse, Meyer. It’s your special privilege. You’re my best customer.”
“Yes, I know. Good day, then.”
“Good day to you. Have a good sleep.”
Meyer blew her a kiss, just in case Byron or one of the Enforcers was monitoring his communication. Miss Tolemy blew one back with her shiny pink lips, which had been the objective. Meyer turned off the screen and lay back in bed. He tried to smile, but he couldn’t quite muster one. He loved his saplings, and now he had to give them all up. As if they heard his sadness, his four girls came in a few minutes later and crawled into bed with him. Nice, but he still missed the squirmy little warm bodies. 
His youngest girl snuggled up to him, and he put his arm around her absently. He’d never evolved anyone else as young as her. Once, he’d considered evolving a baby, but he wasn’t certain of a successful outcome, and he’d just hate it if he killed one by mistake. Kelsie was eight, and sometimes he even had doubts about her, so he hadn’t put any younger ones through the evolution process. Maybe it was time to try. 
The five child Superiors lay in his big bed together as the day outside grew brighter in the Texas heat, and soon, the five of them slept.





  
 
 
Chapter 19
 
Draven woke and dressed quietly so as not to awaken Cali. But when he looked over the seat, he found her already awake. She lay on her back holding the warped paper book he’d had the night he found her garden. 
“What are you doing?” he asked.
She started and dropped the book. “Nothing.”
“Surely you can’t read?”
“No,” she admitted, avoiding his eyes. 
“Then what were you doing?”
“I don’t want to tell you.”
“Why not?”
“Because. I feel stupid.” She looked at him from under her lashes. 
“You’re not. You just don’t know a lot yet.”
“And you’re going to teach me?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I imagine I could teach you some things.” He smirked at her but looked away quickly. What was he thinking? Crazy thoughts, as if she were a real person.
“Well,” she said after a moment, “that’s what I was doing.”
He cleared his throat. “Teaching yourself to read?”
“No,” she said, retrieving the book. “I was pretending to read. Making up what it said.”
Draven chuckled and rested his chin on the back of the seat. “What did it say?”
“You know.” She shifted on the seat and rifled through the pages. “How to be a Superior and stuff?”
“That’s what you want to know?”
“Well, no. I just figured that’s what your books would be about.”
“I see.”
“Or…how to do stuff, like drive a car, or climb a building like you did.”
“Oh? You imagine I learned that from a book?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.” She glanced at him again, the shy sort of look only a girl could manage.
He laughed softly and took the book from her. “This isn’t that kind of book.”
“Well, what kind is it?”
“A very old one.” He paused and flipped through it himself. “A sapien wrote this book.”
Cali jerked upright and turned to him. “Really? There are sapiens who write?”
“No, this is from long ago,” he said, thinking of Sally’s much-read letter. “Back then, lots of sapiens wrote lots of books. But most of them were burned. A few still survive.”
“Wow,” Cali said, reaching out to touch the ragged edges of the pages. “That’s heaven.” When Draven did not answer, Cali spoke again after a few moments. “What does it say?”
“Many things. It’s a storybook.”
“What’s that?”
“A book that tells a story. It doesn’t tell you how to do anything.”
“They use books for stories? Why not just tell them?”
Draven smiled. “Some people don’t have anyone to tell them stories.”
“That’s sad.”
“What is?”
“That someone wouldn’t have a person to tell them stories. I love stories.”
“Then perhaps I’ll read you the story sometime. But not now.”
“Me and Shelly used to make up stories.”
“Oh?”
“About people we saw, mostly. What’s that story about?”
“Lots of things. Love, loyalty, morality, death, courage, responsibility.”
She gave a little laugh, just a breath really. “Yeah, but what’s the story?”
“It’s about the complications of human sex in that society, its implications and consequences.”
“I don’t even know what you just said.”
“I don’t want to explain it,” Draven said, noticing through a crack along the door that daylight faded more every minute. 
“Well, what are the…whatever you said…of human sex?”
“Oh, I don’t know. You’re human, you probably know better than I do.”
“I don’t know that word. But I think it’s scary.”
Now Draven straightened to look at her. “You think sex is scary?”
“Well, yeah. I mean, for me, anyway. I know some people like it.”
“Is your mate not good to you?”
“Well, we actually…I mean, you know. Not him. But the breeders were scary, and then, when I ran away, this man Larry…”
“Larry? You mated with Larry?”
“How do you know Larry?” Cali was staring now, and Draven shook his head and tried to get out of the conversation that had gotten a bit uncomfortable. 
“I don’t.” Unbidden, a memory flooded his mind—Larry and one of the men called Henson coming towards him with sledgehammers raised, Draven wanting so badly to move his legs but unable…and the men laughing…the sledgehammers fell, first simultaneously and then in a rhythm between the two laughing men…
“What’s wrong?” Cali asked.
“Nothing. We should go.” Forcing the memory away, he tried to regain a hold on his senses. Every time one found its way in, it left him shaken.
He took Cali into the back of the lot and stood a distance away while she relieved herself and covered her markings with the clove powder, as he’d instructed.
“I want to go back and get the baby,” Cali said when they had returned to the car.
“Cali, we cannot.”
“Why not? We have to. Byron will kill him.”
“It is difficult enough to elude Enforcers without carrying you and a baby that can’t hold on.”
“I’ll hold onto him. It’ll be fine, you’ll see.”
“It would cry. Byron would find us in a moment.”
“I can make him be quiet. I’ll pretend it’s a game,” she insisted. “I can’t just leave him. He’ll kill him. I know he will. He’ll do it just to spite me, or to get Shelly to talk.”
“He would not kill a human. You are too valuable.”
“Well, that’s even worse. He’ll hurt him, and Shelly will tell him everything, and he’ll still hurt him, thinking Shelly knows more. And that poor baby…”
“Cali…if you had told me when we were leaving, perhaps, but not now.”
“Then I’m not going.”
“You don’t have a choice now.”
“You said you wouldn’t take me until I wanted you to.”
“And you did.”
“Well, I changed my mind.”
“It’s done. You cannot.”
“Sure I can. Bring me back. I’m not going without the baby.”
Draven looked at her and wondered what he’d gotten himself into. He had this sap, free of her master for one day, already telling him what to do.
“You’re mine now. I’ll not take you back, and I’ll not steal a baby.”
“Then when we leave, I’ll scream, and every time you jump I’ll fall off you, until I get away. And when they catch us, I’ll tell them you stole me and I want to go back.”
“Do not threaten me. You’re mine now. You do as I wish.”
“I don’t care. I can’t let a tiny baby die or be hurt forever because of what I did. You have to go back. Please. I’ll do anything you want. I’ll never threaten you or ask for anything again, I swear. Please?”
“Cali…”
“Pleeease? I’ll never run away again, and I’ll do everything you tell me, and I’ll never question you, ever. I’ll serve you and wait on you, and if you ask me or tell me to do anything, I’ll do it, for the rest of my life. And I’ll never fight back or argue, even if you hit me or make me have babies later. Even if you get a breeder to make me pregnant. Please please please…”
“Merde. Now I’m risking my life for a baby I don’t want?” Draven shook his head.
“No, for me. And you already did that by taking me.”
He looked at her sharply. He’d forgotten how perceptive she could be. Finally he said, “Alright. But you’ll not ask for anything else. And if he cries excessively, we’ll be forced to leave him.”
“Okay.”
Draven climbed over the seat to sit next to Cali. He took her hands in his. “Cali, I do not think this is wise. It will only grow colder, and I cannot promise even this much shelter every night. Likely less on many nights. I don’t imagine he’ll live if we take him.”
“But I know he’ll die if we don’t.”
“You’re certain this is how you wish to use your last request?”
“Yes. I’m sure.”
Draven sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. He needed to bathe again. His hair felt stiff and dusty. “Very well then, I’ll attempt it. But…I may not return.”
Her honey-colored eyes grew large and serious, but she didn’t speak. She only nodded. 
“I need you to listen very carefully, Cali,” Draven said.
“Okay.”
“If I’ve not returned by dawn tomorrow, I’ll not return at all.”
“What?”
“That means I’ve been captured, and I’m likely dead, perhaps your child as well. You’re willing to risk that?”
“Okay. Yes.”
“If I do not return, you’ll have to run on your own. You’re aware of this?”
Cali nodded, and he could hear her heartbeat picking up speed. Was she frightened by the thought? Or had he uncovered her true purpose in wanting him gone? 
“If you run while I’m gone, I will find you. And you won’t see your child again.”
“I know. I won’t, I promised.”
“I don’t imagine I believe you. But I’ll tell you how to escape, because you will need to if I’m…accosted.”
“What’s that?”
“If Byron catches me.”
“Then why didn’t you just say that?”
Draven shook his head. “I’ll have to take the chance that you won’t run while I’m gone. You should also know that Superiors will be searching for you, and you’ll be caught if you run tonight.” 
“I said I wouldn’t. So what should I do?”
“Stay here and sleep. If I do not return, wait until full daylight when Superiors are sleeping. That is your best chance, if they have not found you already. I have a backpack I’ll leave for you. It has things you’ll need. Put as many of my possessions in as will fit. I must take the blanket to carry the baby or I’d leave it for you. I’m sorry I don’t have more.”
“That’s okay. I’ll be fine.”
“I doubt that. But this is your best chance. There’s a bag of white roots in the pack. Break it apart into sections and rub it over yourself now and again if you leave.”
“I did that,” Cali said, her eyes lighting up. “When I ran away. Wait, how do you know about that?”
“Apply a thick layer and stop to reapply often. Go up the mountain until you reach a road. Follow the road until you see a stream that parallels the road. You’ll see an old road to the right side, but it’s difficult to spot so watch carefully. It’s more of a trail now. Follow it away from the place you slept that night with the runaways. Continue until you come upon a few houses. Do not let them see you.”
“Who are they?”
“There are five or six houses, and they’re difficult to see at times. They’re covered in mud and branches. But there will be clearing around them. You’ll go to the one at the end, where the road stops. Yes?”
“Okay...”
“Can you do that?”
“Yeah, I think so. But where am I going?”
“Approach the house only in daylight or they will shoot you. Ask for Sally at the house.”
“Wait, these aren’t Superiors?”
“No. They’re homo sapiens. They’ve made a village of sorts. You’ll be free.”
“How do you know these people?”
“I do.”
“Is that where we’re going?”
“No. They’ll kill me on sight.”
“Oh.” She nodded. “Can you let me go there?”
“Cali, I’m not risking my life for you, twice, to give you to some vigilante humans who want to kill me.”
“Oh, right. Of course not.”
“This is important. If Sally is not at that house, find her. Do not go inside if she’s not there. Do not let yourself be alone with the men in the house. If you find Sally, she will protect you. Perhaps she’s built her own house by now. Tell her I sent you, and she’ll take care of you. Tell her that I asked her for that. She’s a good person, and she would help you even if I hadn’t given her money.”
“What’d you give her money for?”
“It matters not. She’s the only person in all of them that is good.”
“What about Herman?”
“I don’t know this sapien. I only know Sally.”
“How?”
“I told you, it matters little. Do you understand what to do?”
Cali paused and then nodded. “Yeah, I understand.”
“And one more thing. If you find Sally, tell her I said thank you and that…I loved her very much.”
“Okay…”
“It’s not so strange,” he said. “She fed me willingly. I’ll probably love you one day, too, if I live. I grow very attached to my pets. I like animals.”
Cali rolled her eyes and sighed. “Yeah, I know, you told me. Okay. Garlic, follow the road, look for the side road, find Sally. Got it.”
“Good.” Draven bent forward and kissed her forehead quickly. “Good luck. And don’t leave the car until full light tomorrow.”
He started to open the door but Cali grabbed his arm. “Thank you,” she said, bowing to kiss his fingers. “Master.”
He withdrew his hand and donned his shades in preparation for the afternoon sunlight. “I’m not your master,” he said, and slid out of the car and closed the door behind him. Running without her, he found freedom again.





  
 
 
Chapter 20
 
Once Draven had gone, Cali looked around the car. She had to crack the door a little to see anything in the car’s dark interior. Without the blanket around her, the wind cut through her clothes almost immediately. She climbed over the seat into the area where Draven had slept and searched for something warm. When she found his clothes, she unfolded them all and piled them on the seat. Then she climbed back into the seat and pulled the pile of clothes on top of her, closing the door to keep the cold wind out before she tried to sleep again.
The seat had cooled in her absence, but once her body heat warmed it, it held her warmth. The pile of clothes didn’t cover her very well, though, and parts of her always got cold. After a while, she cracked the door again. She couldn’t fall asleep, so she climbed over the seat into the Superior’s space. She wondered whether he’d be mad if she got into his things, and then decided she should pack the bag, anyway. Outside, night had fallen completely, though, and she couldn’t see anything even with the door cracked. She had to open it all the way, and then the icy wind stabbed at her as she moved around in the dark. Still, she could see somewhat by the light from the moon and the city around her. She put as much as she could in the bag, taking out a thick jacket to cover her. Most of Draven’s things fit, but the bag was so heavy when she finished filling it that she could hardly lift it. She didn’t think she could carry it up a mountain.
Again she crawled over the seat and lay down and pulled the door closed. The seat was still warm. She’d had trouble sleeping all day, but now she lay awake, as if waiting for something—maybe sleep, or Draven to come back, or someone to find her. While trying to get comfortable, she found his paper book again. She lay holding it and wondering about the story and why Draven said it was about human sex, and how that was different from Superior sex. Maybe she could ask. But she’d feel awfully silly talking to him about something so personal. He didn’t seem to have any trouble talking about it, though, so he probably wouldn’t mind if she asked. He didn’t get embarrassed over anything. 
She had always wondered what made Superiors so different, since they looked like humans. Maybe they went about it a different way. Maybe under their clothes, they were made differently. Except she knew Draven wasn’t, since she’d seen him naked before. He wasn’t shy about that, either. He looked normal as far as she could see, maybe tighter than most of the men she’s seen, but nothing significant.
She fell asleep for a while, and when she woke she wished she hadn’t, because she had no way of telling how much time had passed. It could have been five minutes, or five hours. She waited for what felt like five more hours, her fear multiplying every minute. What if she’d sent Draven to die, and for nothing? If he didn’t make it back with the baby, she would have killed them both, and probably her best and only chance of escape. Her only hope was to make it to the camp of the runaways, and they might not welcome her. They might think she’d lead Superiors to them, or they might blame her if she told them she’d been there the night their community members had gotten killed. 
She didn’t know if they’d all been killed. She couldn’t remember much of that night, except some sort of dream apparition who glowed with light and beauty, who had put his mouth right against hers but not in a kiss, and he’d sucked something from her, some light and energy in her that she couldn’t see. For months afterwards, she’d felt weak and tired. Sometimes she still thought she’d dreamed the whole thing. If not for Draven’s memory of the same night, she might have convinced herself none of it had happened.
She heard a noise and tensed. Though she wanted to look outside, she didn’t dare move. If a Superior came looking for her, would it hear her even if she kept perfectly still? Hardly daring to breathe, she lay waiting, certain that the very next second Master would rip the door off the car and yank her out by the hair. Her scarred hands knotted into fists around the collar of Draven’s jacket.
A slow, metallic scraping sound wormed its way into the car, and then a bang sounded that made her jump, and then she heard the scamper of running feet. A dog began barking furiously, and, laughing at herself for her childish fears, Cali relaxed. She lay in the dark, huddled under the pile of Superior clothes, thinking how crazy everything had turned. She was free, but not free. She could have run, but she knew she wouldn’t. Not yet. 
And somehow, she’d gotten a Superior to do what she wanted, even though he didn’t want to. That had certainly never happened before. 
Just when she’d managed to calm herself completely, she heard the sound of a car door slamming. She lay still, terrified someone would find her even though she had closed the car door tightly. What if they could hear her, could smell her hiding in the car? What if somehow they just knew, the way they’d known to find her and the runaways the last time. Or suppose they had caught Draven and he’d told them where to find her, the way she thought the runaway who’d been caught had probably told them the last time. 
A voice called from somewhere and Cali started, her heart racing. From inside the car, it sounded so far away. Had Draven carried her so far back into the lot? It hadn’t seemed far at the time. But somewhere nearby, two men had struck up a conversation, and their muffled voices carried back to her, though she could only barely hear them. 
A grinding sound followed, a loud motor started up, and something metal began crashing so close that she could feel the earth shaking beneath her hideaway. It sounded like a giant was tearing the lot apart looking for one little human girl. As the sounds continued, she held herself still, even though she wanted nothing more than to rip out of the car and go tearing through the night blindly until she couldn’t hear the terrible grinding, crunching, grating noises anymore. This wasn’t dogs searching for scraps, or even Superiors searching the cars. It couldn’t be. It had to be gods or monsters. She curled up in a ball and started praying. 
After what seemed like hours, the giants quieted to a constant rumble and then stilled. Cali cringed and hugged herself tighter even after they’d left. Her stomach growled and growled, and she needed to pee, and she needed to change her cup. 
Silence fell again on the lot, but she couldn’t relax. Again she waited, her shoulders knotted with tension from lying stiff for so long. Finally she heard it, a scuffing sound very near and so quiet she almost thought she’d imagined it. But she could feel something, someone, coming near. Her skin prickled and she held her breath and didn’t even blink. She’d been found. 
The door scraped. 
She wanted to scream and scramble away, but some very last part of her still thought if she kept quiet enough, no one could see her. She covered her mouth and stared wide-eyed into the dark, waiting.
The door moved aside and a figure filled its place. He slid inside smooth and fast, moving on top of her. She scratched his face, struggling in silence as his body pressed down on hers. 
“Cali, stop,” he whispered, catching her hands easily in one of his. “Awaken, Apsen, my jaani. Se moi.”
“Lord and master, you scared me to death,” she whispered, her voice just a breath. Her heart, which had been slowly trying to pound its way from her ribcage, took off so fast she thought it might burst, and even in the cold, a thin film of sweat covered her skin. 
“It’s alright,” Draven whispered, stroking her cheek. “Still your mind. You’re safe, little pet. Are you awake now?” 
She didn’t tell him that she’d been awake, that she hadn’t been surprised out of sleep but only terrified. She turned her face from his cold, gentle fingers. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
“I retrieved your baby. He’s sleeping.”
“Where is he?”
“Here in this sling. We must leave quickly.”
“Where are we going?”
“Onto the rooftops for the rest of the night. It’s too dangerous to stay here. We are fortunate no one has come to collect you yet.”
“Are we going to live up there?”
“We will leave in the morning.”
“Can you go out in the daytime?”
“We have to.”
“Wait, you can go out during the day?” Cali tried to pull back to look at him, but she couldn’t see anything with the car doors closed, even a face just inches from hers.
“If I must. I cannot carry you all day, though.”
“How can you go out? I thought you had to sleep all day.”
“Do you have to sleep all night?”
“Well, no, but…”
“I’ll be weaker, and tired, but we must go nonetheless.”
“Can I ask why?”
“Superiors are active at night.” His cold breath, or maybe the thought of all those Superiors looking for her, sent a chill crawling over her skin. 
“Okay, I’m ready,” she said. “I packed your bag.”
“Good girl.” When he kissed her forehead, his lips were like ice. “Thank you. Are you better now?”
“Oh, well, yeah. You just scared me.”
“I’m sorry. I did not intend to awaken you. I’m glad I’ve not frightened you.” He moved off her, and she pushed his jacket at him. 
“I used that for a blanket. Sorry.”
“Use it.”
“Aren’t you cold?”
“It only slows me. When it’s below freezing, it will matter more.”
She didn’t really understand him, so she just said, “Okay.”
They readied themselves in the dark, and when Draven slid the door back and they got out, Cali looked around in surprise at how much darkness remained in the sky. The inside of the car stayed so dark she couldn’t tell night from day. She had expected morning, but it looked like the middle of the night. When she stretched, the pressure in her bladder was almost painful. “I have to pee,” she whispered. 
“Go,” Draven said. “We’re leaving in a moment anyhow.”
Cali went behind a car and relieved herself. She was glad to see her woman’s days had nearly ended. She hated how Superiors could always tell, and how they always had to comment on it, like she didn’t know she bled. She didn’t have anywhere to wash her cup, so she wiped it off as best she could on her underwear, which needed washing anyway. She needed an extra pair, too, but she couldn’t complain about something so personal to a Superior. Even a woman Superior probably wouldn’t understand, and Cali would never mention those things to a man as refined as Draven.
As soon as she rejoined him, they set off walking in the opposite direction from where they’d come. They neared the back fence of the lot, then followed it and squeezed through between the end of the fence and a big brick building. Draven had to maneuver through with Leo in his arms and the pack on his back. When they made it through, they circled the building. At the corner, Draven jumped back and flattened himself against the wall, reaching back to prevent Cali from stepping around him. 
If he hadn’t stopped her, she would have missed the sound of tires in the parking lot and stepped out for anyone to see. The car door clicked shut, and footsteps approached. “I savor a sap,” a man said, his accent so familiar that Cali’s heart caught with the power of her sudden homesickness. 
“No, man, that’s your own face,” a second voice said. He talked like everyone here, not like the first man, who talked like the people back home. “You eat like a heathen. Sap all over your face…” They were both laughing now, and then a door on the side of the building slammed shut behind them, and their voices disappeared. They had sounded so normal, like they could have been anyone, human or Superior. 
What if Cali had run just then? Maybe she could have escaped with the man who talked like people back home, and he’d have taken her home, and everything would have been like it had been… But that was silly. Draven came from back home, and he hadn’t made her a kid again. 
Draven took her arm and pulled her along. She had to run to keep up. But soon he’d ducked into a side alley, and minutes later, they were on the roofs again, moving across them as they had all the last night. “How long were you gone?” Cali asked. “When will it be morning?”
“Not long,” Draven said.
“Are we going to do this all night?”
“Yes.”
“Oh,” Cali said. “It felt like you were gone for a long time. There were these awful noises outside, like something was ripping the car-yard apart…”
“They pull the cars into that building and strip them for parts. I told you that.”
“Oh,” Cali said again, feeling foolish. Of course dragging cars through the lot would make an awfully big racket. “Well, when it stopped, I thought it was morning.”
“No.”
“So why’d they stop? What time is it?”
“To eat, I imagine.”
Cali gave up on talking to him. He did have a lot to do, what with carrying her and Leo and a backpack. So she tried to ignore the pain in her muscles, and instead focused on formulating an escape plan.





  
 
 
Chapter 21
 
Byron swore up and down, paced and threw things like a child. He didn’t care. What the hell was the world coming to? He’d lost his sapien, the one he liked, the good one. And now the sapling. It hadn’t taken him long to beat that out of Shelton. At least the male had loyalty like a good sap. So what if it was infertile. Byron would take it any day over the bitch he’d brought all the way from back home. 
Cali had run away twice. Twice in as many years. Sure, he knew it’d run twice before, but he’d always prided himself on his well-behaved sapiens. And now this, on top of Meyer Kidd, and his unsolved case, and the man in charge of the assignment telling him he’d be taken off it if he didn’t quit harassing innocent citizens. Meyer, an innocent citizen? He’d bet his ass Meyer was anything but innocent. But he had the act, all right. 
And now Byron came home to find the sapling gone. He had lost two saps in two nights. All he had left was the male, which said it had ‘lost’ the sapling. That’s all it would say when Byron beat it, until it couldn’t say anything anymore. 
Byron didn’t have much to lose at this point. He’d already lost two sapiens, and he knew Shelton had told the truth about the female, that Draven had stolen it from the garden but the male hadn’t seen it happen. It couldn’t say how Draven had climbed the building, but apparently he’d done it before, something Byron would have noticed had he not been so distracted by the souldamned case. He’d never imagined the skinny Indian cocksucker would come back for another one, something so far beyond humanoid that he knew Meyer had sent Draven to taunt him, show how easy it was to lose two saps, as Meyer had. But Byron had lost his to theft, not stupidity. 
But where the hell had Draven taken them? Byron couldn’t find any trace of him outside the apartment building, although he circled it a dozen times. He’d sent a catcher after his sap, too, but by morning, the catcher had turned up empty-handed. After Byron’s authorization, she had connected her pod to the sap’s locator chip. She’d watched as the chip wove haphazardly through buildings all over the city, but when she began to intersect the course, the sap wasn’t there. Either Draven had stopped to remove it before the catcher set out, and somehow attached it to some other moving object, or more likely, someone had hacked into the chip’s footprint and scrambled it. 
With dawning fury, Byron realized that this had all been set up and planned far in advance. Draven was too humanoid to figure out how to tamper with a locator chip even after working as a catcher for many years. Meyer certainly wasn’t. And he was just sneaky enough to write a new footprint that would lead a catcher all over the city and waste an entire night of searching. By now, he’d probably hidden Cali away somewhere, maybe letting Draven feast on the spoils of his labor as a reward. 
A flash of memory shot through Byron, his sap on the balcony with the scent of fresh sap all over her. Irritated with her brainlessness, he’d given it little thought, had assumed she’d had her cycle. But it had been the scent of fresh sap, not the foul odor of discharge. Draven had been there that night, already feasting on Byron’s sapien, stealing from the very man who had once encouraged him to purchase livestock and honored him with the opportunity to earn enough money to do so. Worse still, Byron had actually enjoyed Draven’s company, had taken a genuine interest in his life despite his lowly station. He had seen the wasted potential in the Third that now Meyer had harnessed and turned against Byron.
Byron should have known a Third Order scumbag would never understand something as evolved as loyalty. Thirds were little more than saps, only after their own hedonistic interests and never looking to the good of the people. They were easy to use, as long as the cause suited their interests. Once, Byron had been Draven’s greatest ally. Now Meyer’s cause now suited Draven’s interest, so he turned his back on Byron without a thought for the man who had nurtured his career so selflessly.
Meyer thought he’d have the last laugh, steal Byron’s favorite sapien and rub his former friend’s betrayal in his face at the same time. He’d even taunted Byron about it the last time they’d talked. If only Byron had known the smug little shitstain’s plan. 
He didn’t plan to sit back and let it unfold before his very eyes. If Meyer wanted a fight, he’d get a fight. He may have the whole Enforcement agency fooled, but he couldn’t fool Byron. Byron was too smart to fall for the kid’s act. 
So he’d go find them. What did it matter? Everyone thought Byron had lost his mind. Suspension from the assignment altogether would come next. No one would miss him. He had no friends. It had only gotten colder with winter coming, and Byron had no desire to spend another winter holed up in the mountains hiding from the cold. So he’d take a little break from the case, come back with fresh eyes. Or a fresh kill, if he came across Draven, or Angel, or Meyer Kidd, on his way. 
He’d sleep before he packed up his things, took his sapien, and went hunting. He’d follow that thieving rat-bastard to the ends of the earth to exact his justice. No one mocked Byron and got away with it, no one crossed him or got the better of him. And he’d be damned if he let someone make a fool of him. If Meyer thought he could send that third-rate backar chodu to make a fool out of Byron, Byron would show him. He’d make a meal out of Draven. 





  
 
 
Chapter 22
 
Draven took a roundabout route to smuggle Cali from the town under the light of day. He tried to find a seam between residential sectors, where people would be passing on their way home or lingering late on porches. All morning he waited with mounting impatience for the second bells, the ones that signaled the sun had risen. As soon as they finished their final chimes, he gathered Cali, her baby, and their belongings, and bid his final adieus to the car lot. When they reached the city’s outskirts, he approached a sapien supply store he had scouted soon after he’d found Byron’s apartment. Now he stopped and pushed Cali behind a trash bin. 
“Stay,” he commanded.
“Where are you going?” she asked, drawing her sleeping child to her chest as if for protection.
“I have to get some things.” 
Draven removed his sunshades before he entered the store. Although the morning was cloudy and thunder-ridden, the muted light stung his eyes. He squinted and pulled the door closed behind him. Most Superiors shopped at night, so only a few stores stayed open in daylight hours when not much could be done about theft, if it happened. Although most Superiors did not commit crimes, occasionally one risked arrest, usually a paperless Third like Draven. He’d scouted stores open during daylight hours, and this one lay closest to the edge of town. 
Scanning the store with his senses, he confirmed that no one else shopped at such a late hour this morning. He relaxed a bit. Still, he had yet to become adept at criminal activity, and his gut clenched at the knowledge of what he had planned. Careful to hold his hands steady and his eyes relaxed, he chose a scanner bag that he could place on the counter to register its contents all at once. But he would not be buying anything that day. He didn’t have an anya to his name. 
“Help you with anything?” the clerk asked. Draven counted as good fortune that she sounded as thoroughly bored as she looked. 
“I know what I need, thank you,” Draven said. 
He browsed the aisles of the store, which contained generic items saps might need for daily life, but lacked some essential items he knew Cali would need, such as food and clothing. He tried to neither hurry nor linger too long and bring attention to himself. All the while, he forced his eyes not to dart towards the counter or any place likely to house hidden security cameras. Instead, he concentrated on the merchandise, on placing items in the bag—water-purification tablets, a flashlight, sealable plastic bags saps used for holding food, four spools of string, and packages of freeze-dried food, the only kind the store carried. He could not guess what else he’d need, or if he’d use all the items he’d chosen. Whatever looked useful went into the bag. 
Each moment in the store lasted an age. He could not prevent his mind from racing with thoughts of Cali, with images of her running while he could not see her, or of another Superior stumbling upon her as he had the first time they met. Nerves tightened every muscle in his body as he prepared to make his escape. Just then, however, he spotted a section of cheap sapien shoes. He chose two pairs, estimating on the large side. When he’d filled his bag and could think of nothing else they might need, he tossed in a treat for Cali.
As he wandered towards the door, he glanced at the cashier, who stood chewing a hangnail and staring with blank eyes at the window. The blinders had already engaged, so he knew the store would close soon. He was likely her last customer. 
Without another glance towards the counter, he pushed the door open and ran. 
It sounded as if twenty alarms went off at once, one for each item he had stolen. He did not stop. Daylight meant that only one cashier manned the store, and though she would call the Enforcers, she would not leave the store unattended to pursue him. If she had, she could have caught him two streets over when Draven stopped to gather his live burden. A cumbersome load hindered him on every side—the bag from the store, Cali, the sapling, a heavy backpack. Although the weight did not prove much of an issue, the clumsiness it caused might become one. 
He hurried towards the edge of town without any obvious followers, despite the alarms. Daylight offered their best chance of escaping capture, despite the active search for him and his cargo. Just as he reached the last building at the city’s edge, he heard a car. A trash bin blocked his view of the street, but it also blocked anyone from seeing him. He tightened his grip on Cali and crouched beside the building. 
Back pressed to the wall, he waited. When the car had passed, he let out his breath and relaxed his grip on the human. He stood and hefted the large camping pack to his chest and laced his arms through the straps. The bottom of the pack hit his thighs with every step, but his back provided a perch for Cali and the baby, however uncomfortable for all of them. Draven could feel every splinter in his back each time Cali or the baby pressed against them. Her baby began fussing, but Cali shushed it so forcefully that it immediately fell silent. 
“Who was that?” Cali whispered. 
“Light watchmen,” he said. He checked the streets several times before slipping from his hiding spot and setting out, the backpack bouncing against his legs as he ran. 
“Are they looking for us?”
“Possibly.”
No other cars passed, and no one ventured onto the streets in daylight. Draven passed a house with two sapiens and a sapling bagging leaves in the yard. He did not slow or acknowledge them, although the sapiens stopped working to watch him pass with his burden. He hurried onwards through the deserted streets, out of the city and along a road that wound into the mountains. They saw no one else, and after a time, Draven began to have hope of succeeding in this mad venture. 
Sometime during midmorning, the sky burst open, and although Cali made a few small complaints and her baby many loud ones, Draven was glad for it. The rain would give them an advantage by hiding their scent at nightfall when trackers began hunting in earnest. He would also have to do something about her locator chip, a task he dreaded almost as much as facing a tracking team. He did not mention his concern to Cali. A small town like Princeton wouldn’t employ light watchmen except in rare circumstances. Circumstances such as an Enforcer being robbed of two very valuable pieces of livestock. Or perhaps something more dire still, but if that was the case, Draven didn’t want to know of it.
Although he wore his sunshades all day, raindrops constantly swam through his vision. Still, he could see much better in the overcast conditions than he could have on a clear day, and staying another day in Princeton was impossible. He’d already taken a stupendous risk in staying as long as they had. Traveling during daylight hours offered the best chance to continue evading Enforcers, and the rain provided as much cover and comfort as he could hope for.
He carried Cali until midday before stopping to rest. By then the rain had slackened, and although the darkened sky kept a daylight headache at bay, he had begun to weaken from daytime exhaustion. Adding to his discomfort, the baby had wailed most of the morning, until Draven thought he’d go mad. 
“Please quiet your child,” he said, situating himself on a rotting log. 
“He’s cold,” Cali said. She cradled the baby protectively and glared at Draven. “I know you’re doing all the walking, but it’s not that easy for us, either. I feel like my arms are about to fall off.”
“Then why don’t you walk for a while.”
“Fine, I will. I never asked you to carry me.” 
Draven returned Cali’s glare. After a moment, she dropped her eyes. “I have to eat something,” she said. 
“Right.” He took a packet of food from the bag he’d stolen and handed it to her.
She took it, looked at it a moment and then turned to Draven. “What’s this?”
“Food.”
She made a face, but opened the packet and went about eating. Draven realized he hadn’t anything for her to drink. He removed a plastic bag from the pack and set it out, propping it open with sticks. After they had rested a bit, the bag had collected a mouthful of water. 
“We’ll be at a lake tonight,” he said. “We shouldn’t rest longer.”
“Okay. Do you have food for the baby?”
“He can eat as you do. I’ll carry the bags, and you can carry your water bag and collect rain.” Draven dug through the soggy bag from the store, found a pair of shoes and handed them to Cali. “I don’t know your size. They’re sapien shoes, not of quality.”
Cali took the shoes and ran her thumbs over the surface as if she’d never seen shoes before. “Wow,” she said. “Thank you.”
“They’ll do for a bit, and perhaps I can procure Superior clothing for you someplace we’re not hunted.”
“How long will that be?” Cali asked, slipping her feet into the shoes. 
“I don’t know. Let us go on. That wailing is driving me mad, but if you can’t stop him, there’s no reason to wait here.”
They rose and began walking. Draven switched the backpack to his back and carried the baby in his arms. The backpack rubbed his skin in all the places Cali hadn’t, and the splinters burned as if they were still on fire. He resisted the urge to hold the baby’s mouth shut, and tried to ignore its screaming and the pressure inside his head and the burning in his eyes and the pain in his back. He hadn’t eaten and he was losing strength, but he didn’t want to weaken Cali now that she walked. So they continued onwards, neither trying to speak over the baby’s crying and the rain. After another hour, the baby quieted and fell asleep. The rain had ceased, and Draven worried Cali would leave a trail. If he used the garlic now, however, it would wear off in three or four watery steps. 
So they were forced to go on without it, scrambling up steep slopes and holding onto trees to avoid sliding on the wet earth under their feet. By the time daylight began to wane, mud coated them both. Cali’s hands had become raw and scraped, and Draven worried more and more about the trail of scent she might leave. He wished he’d thought to procure gloves for her. If she bled on a rock, even a drop, it would signal the trackers like a flare. Fortunately, it signaled him first. 
“Stop,” he said, and Cali stopped, breathing hard, and straightened. “You cut your hand,” Draven said. “What did you touch last?”
She pointed to a branch and he savored it, but her scent didn’t cling to it as it would if she’d bled on it. The blood hadn’t reached the branch, only the surface of her skin. Draven scented the area to make certain, and when he was satisfied that she’d left no blood behind, he took her hand and turned it over, palm up, and brought the wound to his mouth. His teeth throbbed for more, but he didn’t draw from her. He closed the wound, examined her other hand, and ran his tongue over her palms to help the scrapes heal more quickly. 
She made a strange sound, and when he looked at her, she smiled hugely.
“What is it?” he asked, looking back at her curled fingers. 
“Nothing.” She pulled her hand away and scratched her palm with her fingernails. “That tickles.”
“Let us go on then.”
Her smile faded. “Yeah, okay.”
He felt a twinge of annoyance at himself for caring, for his absurd desire to put the smile back on her face. But what matter? He needed to ensure their survival, not find ways to make her smile. 
“Just a bit further,” he said. His head weighed on his shoulders, swollen and cloudy inside, as if the pressure in his brain would burst his skull at the sutures. He stumbled forward a few steps before he regained his stride and picked up the pace. For a time it seemed as if they would never reach the lake before nightfall. At last they came to a slight incline, however, and beyond that, the lake lay silent under the gloomy sky. The water appeared white, reflecting the overhanging clouds. 
Cali ran down the bank to the water, dropped to her knees and scooped up handful after handful of water, sucking at her cupped hands. Draven stood watching, cursing himself for already failing to provide for his sapien. She did not seem to share his blame. When she stood, water dripped from her chin and cheeks and smiling mouth. “What now?” she asked. 
“Now we swim across.”
She gaped at him. 
“It will throw the trackers off our trail,” he said. “We’ll rest a bit on the other side. I’m a bit weak.” While exploring during one of his lake visits, he had found a small cave on the opposite side. Although he’d never used it, he had marked it in his mind as a place he might one day have need for. If the rain hadn’t submerged the floor of the shelter, he thought it would make a sufficient resting spot for an evening or two.
“You should eat,” Cali said. 
“Eat what?”
Cali dropped her eyes and shrugged. Her hair, still wet from the day’s rain, stuck to her skull and face and neck. Chill bumps covered her skin in the places where her wet clothing did not. 
“We only have to cross,” Draven said. “I’ll take you first, and then the baby, and then our things.”
“You can’t leave him alone over here with just our stuff.”
“I can take him first if you like, but I’ll have to leave him on that side with nothing.”
“But it’s so cold,” Cali said, hunching her shoulders. Her teeth chattered as she spoke. 
“Yes. I’m sorry I’ve not kept you warmer. When we’ve crossed, we’ll stop walking and I’ll warm you.”
Cali stood hugging herself and shivering. But she didn’t speak again.
“Do you trust me?” Draven asked. 
“What?” 
“Do you trust me to do what I’ve said I’d do?”
“I don’t know. I guess I don’t have much choice.”
“No. You don’t,” Draven said. After a pause he asked, “Are you sorry you came with me?”
“I haven’t decided yet.” 
Though fair, her answer did not please him. He’d imagined that once he’d taken her, and everything would be good and right, and both of them happy. As if to emphasize his failure, the baby resumed its wailing. 
Draven glanced at the sky. The rain looked to resume soon. The trackers would be setting out after him and Cali. He could only hope their footprints and scent had been washed away near Princeton and that finding their trail would prove difficult. Now he needed to remove Cali’s locator chip before the trackers reached the area. 
Draven located a bag of milk powder for Cali, and she mixed it into the bag of rainwater. She sealed the top of the bag except a tiny spot at the corner. She put this corner in the baby’s mouth, and he grabbed with both hands and shoved it to his face, biting and sucking at the bag until he’d emptied it. Then he began whining for more. 
“We can feed him more later,” Draven said, taking some wet things from his backpack. He wrapped the baby in the wet blanket and put it inside the backpack, leaving its head out. 
“That’s awful,” Cali said. “We can’t leave him like that. He’ll think we’re leaving him to die.” 
“I don’t imagine he knows much about death, or much about leaving,” Draven said. “I’ll hang this bag from a branch so he’ll be safe from animals. He ought to stop crying, though.”
“Can’t you bring us both?”
“How well do you swim?”
“Fine, I’ll go first. Just hurry.” Then she added, as if in afterthought, “Please.”
He left everything hanging from a branch and took Cali onto his back again. “Hold on,” he said, and started into the water. The icy cold of it burned his skin, but he knew it hurt her more. After a few minutes, the sound of her teeth chattering in his ear drowned the baby’s cries on shore. She gasped so often he didn’t know if she could draw a breath at all, but she held tightly to his neck. 
The water dragged at Draven’s clothing, and combined with his exhaustion and pain, and Cali’s weight, it nearly proved too much. He longed to stop swimming and sink to the bottom of the lake, to give in to the instinctual urge to stop moving during daylight hours. The water’s surface reflected the darkening sky, but beneath the surface, inky blackness beckoned. It drained his aching limbs of energy, and he longed to grow numb, as Cali could, instead of growing slow and clumsy with cold. 
Finally they reached the spot he’d found on previous visits to the lake. From where he’d begun swimming, the hiding spot lay about halfway around the edge of the lake instead of directly across. He could have walked, but swimming gave them a more direct route and would leave no trail for the trackers to follow. He struggled from the water onto the smooth stone that made up the mouth of the cave. Cali began to slip from his shoulders, and he had to boost her onto his back a few times. Each time, the splinters in his skin bored into him like shafts of ice. He pulled himself over the slippery edge of rock and into the small opening in the face of the bluff, depositing Cali before he stood. She slumped to the floor, soaked and shivering, so bedraggled he had to smile. 
“I’ll warm you as soon as possible. You’ll learn to trust me, Cali.”
“Okay,” she said through bluish lips. 
“Now I’m going back for your baby, before he leads the whole of Princeton to us with that dreadful screaming,” Draven said. Without waiting for a response, he dropped out of the cave, into the icy water, and started back across the lake.





  
 
 
Chapter 23
 
Cali sat on the floor shivering. She thought she’d never stop. At least the pain had mostly gone when she’d grown numb. She’d thought her hands would get too numb to hold on, but maybe they’d frozen around the Superior’s neck, because they hadn’t slipped until Draven started hauling her up to the cave. 
She wondered how long he’d been around here, to have found this spot. It seemed like a good hiding spot, only accessible through the water. Of course, that also made escape awfully difficult. She didn’t plan to escape right away, though. It had been hard enough to get away with a Superior. How she’d ever thought she could escape on her own…
She heard Leo’s cries, and lord and master, did he sound mad now. He probably didn’t like that cold water much. Poor baby. Maybe Draven was right. She should have left him with Shelly. But she couldn’t stand the thought of Master hurting an innocent baby because of her. Besides a bruised ankle, he seemed to have escaped Master’s wrath. Cali could only hope Shelly had gotten off as lightly.
When he arrived at the cave, Draven didn’t come all the way in, just deposited the backpack with the baby’s head still sticking out the top before dropping back into the water. Cali took Leo out of the bag and found that somehow, he’d warmed the wet blanket around his little body. She held him close, and they shivered together. After a few minutes, Leo stopped crying and stared glassy-eyed at nothing, strangely silent. 
Draven reappeared, threw the rest of the wet stuff into the cave, and left again. Cali looked around. Darkness had fallen but she could still see a little. The cave had dusty white powder on the floor, and a few spider webs, and leaves that had blown in. Drops of water lined the roof of the cave near the mouth, but its floor looked relatively dry. The cave was only about twice the length of her body if she lay down, and that deep for maybe the length of her body once. The ends of the cave grew shallower and then opened out into the face of a low bluff of gray stone that bordered the lake. 
A log clattered onto the floor, startling Cali. She checked Leo to see if she’d scared him, but he remained blue-lipped and silent. Draven pulled himself into the cave and just lay on his stomach for a minute, not moving. Cali hadn’t known it was possible for a Superior to get tired. She tried to calculate when he’d last slept a whole day, but she couldn’t seem to make her brain work right. She wanted to say something nice, but she kept thinking this was only the first day and he didn’t seem like he’d last much longer. He didn’t have a plan or a house or anything. If she was going to die anyway, she might as well make a run for it. At least then she’d die free.
But after a few minutes, Draven pushed himself up and started a pile from the sticks he’d heaved in on top of the log, breaking branches to make a small stack in the center of the cave. He lit a few flames before the branches caught and started smoking. The fire went out three times before he got it going good enough to start burning and putting off heat instead of just smoke. 
Draven knelt in front of Cali and put his hands on her shoulders. “You will be alright,” he said, and his eyes locked on hers, so intense she had to look away. He stood and went to the mouth of the cave again. 
“Where are you going?” Cali asked. 
“To get more wood,” he said. “The fire won’t last long. I’d rather not have it at all, since it will be visible across the lake. But it cannot be helped.” He dove out of the cave into the water. She didn’t hear a splash when he hit the water, but she’d seen him jump off the side of a building onto concrete, so she didn’t worry too much now. She moved as close to the fire as she could get without sitting in it, and cradled Leo in front of it until his clothes got too hot. When they started burning her hands a little, she took off the little one-piece suit he wore. She held him in front of the fire, turning him every few minutes to warm his cold skin until his lips and face regained some of their color. 
Draven came back with more branches, holding them over his head before pushing them into the cave and descending the short distance to the water again. He came and went three times, and every time, it seemed he stayed gone longer than the last time. By the time he came all the way in again, she had begun to drowse against the wall. He stood next to the fire and undressed. Cali turned her face away. After hanging his clothes on little sticks poked into crevices in the walls of the cave, Draven turned to her. 
“You should remove your clothing. It draws heat from your body, and we must dry your things.” He turned and stretched the blanket along one wall and began to secure it. 
After some hesitation, Cali began to undress. Leo had fallen asleep near the fire, his bare, unmarked backside catching the flickering firelight and warmth. If she looked at him instead of Draven, she didn’t feel so exposed or scared. The last naked man she’d seen, besides Shelly, was a breeder who’d tried to impregnate her. She might have been able to fight one off with Shelly’s help, but the next time she hadn’t been so lucky. And she’d never be able to stop a Superior if he wanted her that way. She had a sudden recollection of Draven asking her for that kind of service at the restaurant where she’d worked when he first started coming around. Watching Draven’s every move, she crossed her arms over her chest and sat down in her underwear as close to the fire as possible. 
After he spread all the things from his backpack on the floor of the cave, he swung around to face Cali. His eyes seemed to glow orange with reflected flame as he crouched on the other side of the fire. Cali shrank back involuntarily, tightening her arms around her chest. 
“What frightens you?” Draven asked. 
“I’m not scared.”
“I savor it.”
Cali considered this new information. He could smell her fear? Well, wasn’t that just great. Obviously she couldn’t hide much from him if he could smell her feelings. Maybe he could read her mind, too. 
“I—I don’t know.”
“Yes you do.” His eyes shone with that scary intensity again.
“Okay, I do. I—you’re naked.”
“And this bothers you?”
“I guess, kind of.”
“How odd,” he said. “Why is this?” 
“I don’t know,” Cali said, looking away and hugging herself closer.
Draven pulled on a pair of wet shorts and put another piece of wood on the fire. It smoldered and hissed and steamed. “So you are not afraid of sex, you’re afraid of men?” he asked, shifting the logs around in the fire. 
Cali glanced up quickly. “No I’m not. Just…”
“Naked men?” he asked, smiling a little. 
“Yeah, that.”
He laughed now, but quietly. “You’re funny.”
“How am I funny?” Cali asked, laughing a little, too. 
“You do not like men, and your mate did not like women. Perhaps it’s a better match than I imagined.”
“Wait, no, that’s not…” She started to say that wasn’t it, that she liked boys, just not naked ones or ones who wanted to mate with her. But she stopped her words, because if he thought that, maybe he’d never try to make her do anything with a man. So she said, a few beats too late, “…funny.”
Draven shook his head and went back to trying to get the wet log to burn. The other wood lay drying around the fire, some of it with items of clothing hanging on it. A light rain had started outside. Cali huddled behind Leo, shivering. 
“Come closer to the fire,” Draven said. “You should warm yourself.”
Cali paused, then slowly scooted to sit beside Leo, pulling her feet in close and wrapping her arms around her knees again. Draven watched her from across the fire. When she’d settled herself, he edged around the fire and sat beside her, so close she could feel the cold glow of his skin. She started to scoot away, but he slid his icy hand over her forearm.
“Look at me,” he said softly. She didn’t want to, but when he said things in that warm, insistent voice, she couldn’t help herself. She looked at him, the light flickering over his face and making strange shadows in his eyes. “You have nothing to fear from me,” he said. “I’m not your master, and I’m not Byron, and I’ll not hurt you.” She wanted to look away, but her eyes wouldn’t move from his face. He smiled and said, “With or without my clothes on.”
Her face warmed at his words, and this time she dropped her gaze. When she glanced back at Draven, he was again watching her with that fearsome intensity. “What?” she asked, leaning away.
“Nothing,” he said, still not moving. “Only I’ve said I would never hurt you, and that was a lie.” 
Cali shrank back. “What does that mean?”
After a long pause, Draven shifted and cleared his throat. The longer he wouldn’t look at her, the tighter her stomach knotted. He could always stare her down. He was never ashamed or embarrassed or uncertain. It seemed wrong to see him squirming, unable to look a sap in the eye.
“What?” she asked when she couldn’t bear his silent discomfort any longer. “How are you going to hurt me? Or…why? If not…not how I think?”
“It’s only…you have…” Again he paused for an agonizingly long time. Finally he met her eye. “I have to cut you.”
“What? No…” Cali said, shaking her head as she backed further from him. “Why do you have to cut me?”
“So they can’t find us.” Draven looked more determined now, scary determined. And now she had nowhere to run except straight into a freezing cold lake. 
“But you said they could smell my blood if I cut myself on a stick.”
“This is different,” he said. “I’m sorry. But it has to be done.”
“Why? So I won’t run away?” She remembered Master saying he’d chop off her leg so she couldn’t run away. Surely Draven couldn’t plan to do that. 
“I would rather do almost anything,” he said. 
“Then do something else. Whatever you can, please? I’ve been branded, and it hurts so bad you wouldn’t believe…”
“It’s not for that,” he said. “It’s not for me to keep you. It’s so they can’t find you. Not easily, anyhow.” Cali opened her mouth to protest, but Draven stood. “Come along, don’t beg. It only makes it harder. Go and soak your hindmark in the lake for a bit to numb your skin.”
Cali stood reluctantly, trudged to the entrance of the cave and lowered herself into the water. The cold shocked her, but she stayed in a few minutes, until her body ached deep into her bones from it. When she could bear it no longer, she called out to Draven, who came and lifted her from the water, holding her under her arms the way she might lift Leo from his bath. Though she usually didn’t like Superiors to see her without clothes, the pain of the cold, along with her fear, made a little thing like her nakedness seem silly. 
Draven set her on the blanket next to Leo. “Lie on your stomach,” he said softly. 
“I—I don’t want to do that.”
“I’ll be quick about it,” he said. His jaw was set, but he spoke in the gentlest voice. If he’d been mean about it, she could have turned her fear into anger. That was harder to do when his eyes were brimming with sorrow and regret. “Try not to scream and awaken your child. There now, that’s a good girl.” 
Cali lay stiff on her stomach, her knees clenched together so hard her bones hurt. Draven had said he didn’t want her that way, but now he tugged at the band of her wet underwear, rolling it down. She knew girls were supposed to get on all fours for breeding, but she also knew that even if they didn’t, men could do it anyway. 
“No—no,” Cali said, her voice muffled in the blanket as she began to panic. She tried to roll away, but Draven pressed his palm on the small of her back and suddenly she went limp, her legs useless and numb. Before she could register what he did, he’d sliced into her, a blade sliding through the skin of her hindmark. She bit down on her lip and muffled a cry. The cut didn’t last more than a second. But then it felt like he was tearing her skin off, peeling it back. She squeezed her eyes shut, clenched her teeth and fought back some combination of sob and shriek. 
The heel of his hand kept pressing, pressing, on that one spot that made her feel helpless and paralyzed, and his fingers shredded her skin until she couldn’t bear it any longer, and she drew in a ragged breath that came out as a sob. “Mon dieu,” Draven muttered, and then he withdrew his fingers and crouched over her. While she tried to catch her breath, he leaned down and his hair brushed against her back, and with horror, she realized he was eating from her wound. She let out a strangled sound of protest, but she couldn’t twist away. That one hand of his, in that one spot, had trapped her whole body. 
He lifted his mouth from her and murmured some consoling words, “It’s nearly over, my jaani, you did so well, another moment…” Again his mouth found her, and she jerked at the flare of pain, but when his cold tongue slipped inside the slit he’d made, her body grasped at that fleeting relief from agony, however mild. It did ease the pain for a moment, and her breath slowed while he explored her injury with his tongue, cleaned the blood from the surrounding skin, and continued to cleanse her wound until he seemed satisfied. Cali had stopped struggling, and she lay motionless, stunned by what had just happened. 
His hands left her, and he left her, and then he returned and laid a bandage on her wound, smoothing it on with the gentlest fingers. He remained awake, sitting beside her, shifting now and then, but she didn’t turn her face towards him. After a time, the lull of him moving about the cave, feeding the fire, tending their clothes, sitting beside her and petting her and murmuring things like, “It’s all over, my little pet…so sorry…never hurt you again…sleep, my jaani…” pulled her into a dreamless sleep.
She woke some time later to find the fire had turned to coals. Draven sat watching her, and as soon as she rolled over and sat up, he said, “I must eat.”
“Oh. Of course,” she said, her voice high from sleep. For a moment, she couldn’t seem to piece together how she’d ended up here, on a stone floor with Leo beside her and a throbbing ache in one flank.
“Now.”
“Yeah,” she mumbled. “Sorry. I forgot. You didn’t eat all day?”
“I had a bit earlier. But you needed strength.”
“Why didn’t you take more? I was already cut. You could have eaten.”
“I hoped you’d offer.”
She tried to blink clouds of sleep from her mind. “Why?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I suppose I forgot what this was. I didn’t want to make you feed me, but isn’t that why I got you? My mind must be in disarray from staying out all day. You’re not going to offer because you don’t like me. You’re not Sally.” He dropped from the log where he sat to his knees on the floor, took her hand, almost roughly, bowed his head and drove his teeth into a vein on the inner side of her forearm. After the initial needle of pain when he broke the skin, it didn’t hurt too awfully bad. Each time he pulled with his tongue, a dart of pain surged and then ebbed again when he released suction a little. As he drew, his dark head bobbed, and a cool rush of air brushed her skin each time he breathed. When he finished, he closed the bite and flung her arm away before quickly crossing to the other side of the fire. He sat staring into the embers with a fierce frown on his face for a long time. 
Cali rested her cheek on her knees and stared into the pit. After a while, she drifted off. She jerked awake some time later when she felt his hands, hot now, on her bare back. 
“Come, my little jaani,” he said softly. “Lie down. You’ll fall into the fire.”
He pulled her back from the fire pit, and the cold found her immediately, snaked around her warm body and stole her heat. Draven urged her sideways onto the blanket, now dry and hot, and loosened her bandage to check her cut. She stifled a cry when he leaned down to touch it with his cold tongue. After he had run his tongue over it, he sat back and covered her with the blanket. She curled into herself, trying to ignore the throbbing in her hip. A minute later, Draven opened the blanket, and she didn’t have time to be scared of his intentions before he put the naked baby in her arms and wrapped the blanket around them both. As she held Leo and buried her nose in his hair, she wondered how she would ever be able to escape before Draven hurt him, too. 





  
 
 
Chapter 24
 
Although exhaustion dragged at him, Draven could not sleep so early in the night. He sat listening for sounds of approach, thinking of this ridiculous thing he had done. Stealing Cali and the baby, likely only to get them—and himself—killed. And for what purpose? To stop the seepage from his wounded pride? 
He had wanted Cali in his old home, where he could care for her properly and she could enliven his dull, routine life. He hadn’t wanted her as a runaway, in constant fear of endangering her, forced to cut her open just to prevent trackers from honing in on them in a matter of hours. It was one thing to live outside society, to scrape a living from the fringes of a town, always staying just out of sight and off target boards. This was different. Now someone would hunt him for the rest of his life, or until he turned himself in. And he didn’t want to do that. 
He’d enjoyed living outside the system, unencumbered by societal restraints, discovering the amazing power of his body that had stayed hidden from him for a hundred years. Somehow, he had never known the strength or abilities he possessed, and he’d wanted to explore this new aspect of his existence. He hadn’t expected to have to care for two sapiens, one of them a baby whose inevitable death would fall on Draven’s shoulders. 
That Cali would understand that bothered him as well, though he tried not to examine too closely why Cali’s comfort and contentment suddenly concerned him. In reality, it mattered little if she liked or trusted him. He had his human. His only concern should be ensuring she stayed alive and out of Byron’s hands. Whether she wanted him to wear clothing or not, if she despised and feared him for hurting her, were matters of no consequence. 
And yet, he had risked his life to retrieve her baby—no, not her baby, someone else’s baby—simply because she wanted him to, even though he couldn’t understand her attachment. She’d wanted to escape Byron’s so she wouldn’t have to bear children, and yet she’d been willing to risk their lives for a child. But she was only an ignorant sap. That explained her choices. She thought like a sap because she was a sap. And he, a Superior who knew better, had taken orders from her, had done as she bid him and risked all their lives in the process. He must be going mad. 
Perhaps living so long without contact with fellow Superiors had loosened his grasp on reality. Or perhaps the torture he’d undergone at the hands of Sally’s people had warped his mind. Or Byron’s gun could have damaged his brain. Since then, he’d not had enough contact with others to know if he’d relate to them normally. He couldn’t remember the last real conversation he’d had with a Superior. 
From this moment on, however, he vowed not to concern himself with his human’s impulsive desires. Nor would he ask her permission to eat, or do as she bid him. He would steel himself for what had to be done, no matter how loathsome the task, as he had when he’d removed her locator chip. If she thought him cruel, what matter? She could return to Byron if she imagined Draven treated her badly. He’d seen the swarm of bites Byron had left open on her arms. He knew the pain well by now. It was not unbearable. 
He circled the fire, lifted the blanket and slipped beneath it. He’d forgotten her state of undress, and seeing her so bare startled him for a moment. But what matter, she was only a sap. A very warm sap. Although that warmth had once disgusted him, now, in the cold, he enjoyed it nearly as much as drawing from her. He fitted his body around hers and drew her heat, instead of sap, into himself. Slipping two fingers into his mouth, he wet them with saliva and dabbed it onto the hot, swollen skin surrounding Cali’s cut. When he slid his arm over her and drew her to him, she awakened and began to struggle, but he tightened his grip to still her. After a few moments, her movements ceased, but her body lay rigid and trembling against him.
“Relax,” he whispered into her ear. He pulled her hair back from her neck, slid gently into the vein and let her life flow into him. 
Her skin rose with a chill against his, hoarding the warmth that he took so greedily. He pulled hard on her neck until she whimpered before he released her skin and licked clean the marks his teeth had left. But he didn’t release her body. A long sigh of contentment escaped his lips. Finally, he had secured his long-coveted prize. At last, he had what for so long he had desired, what for so long had seemed beyond reach. He relaxed behind her and slept.
He awakened when the baby cried, but fell back into sleep immediately. From the chill in the cave, he knew the fire had died and that Cali had slipped from his arms. The brightness in the cave and the burning in his skin told him daytime had arrived. He pulled the blanket over his head and curled under it to shield himself from the light, and then he slept again. 
The baby’s squeals awakened him again some time later. Draven sat up and groped for his shades. He found them and slipped them on so he could see Cali and her baby clearly. Cali had dressed them both, and now she sat feeding Leo from a packet of freeze-dried food. Nearby, the ashes lay cold on the floor. 
Draven rose and felt for dampness in each item of clothing before he knelt and lit the fire again. 
“Aren’t we leaving?” Cali asked. 
“Not today. I imagine we’ll travel at night for a few days. This place is well-hidden, and if we light the fire in daytime only, perhaps we’ll stay that way.” 
“What do we do here?”
“Recover.” Draven knelt and retrieved the small treat he’d bought her at the store. He pushed it into her hand. “I’m sorry,” he said, and before she could respond, he stepped to the entrance of the cave and dove into the water. His sunshades came loose, but he pulled them down around his neck and swam. Without a burden in his arms, and without clothing except a pair of undershorts, he could swim far and fast, and he didn’t have to come up for air. 
This time he swam to the lake’s far shore and found some deadwood that had lain for quite some time. Yesterday’s rain had soaked everything, but the wood would dry after a short time beside the fire. He carried it back to the cave and spent the remainder of the day transporting wood and stones and a few live branches back to the cave. By evening, all he’d collected crowded into the cave. 
As daylight dulled to evening, Draven went out once more. He left his shades and shorts, disregarding Cali’s preference. He dove into the water, slicing into the icy blackness, and sank down and down. Far below the surface, where water almost obscured light, he moved forward, cold and tired but finding an absolute peace in the cloudy depths, an indifference to the rest of the world that calmed him to the very core. 
Sliding through the water, close to the bottom, he followed the edge of the lake as it curved towards the shallows. He’d almost reached the spot where he’d taken Cali and then the baby into the water when suddenly he came face to face with a person. 
He pushed back and kicked hard until he broke the surface and sucked in a welcome breath of air. Suddenly the cold clasped him tightly. He paused, not wanting to dive down again, but at the same time, compelled to. For a few moments, he waited on the surface, breathing in and out and nothing else. Then he pushed his head beneath the surface and began to glide back towards the body. Draven had seen a dead man before, just after he killed him. But this man had been dead much longer. 
Upon reaching the bottom, Draven floated before the skeleton. The clothing it had died wearing still hung from the skeleton’s frame, fluttering lazily in the icy water. He’d died in denim trousers and a red shirt. He lay on the bottom, almost undisturbed except for the removal of flesh by fish and underwater creatures. From the exposed teeth, Draven could tell the man had been Superior.
He bent to untie the rope from the skeleton’s waist, and as he loosened the knot, his knuckles bumped the body and the bones shifted. When he’d undone the knot, he pulled at the rope, which fed out a meter or so before pulling taut. He looked from the rope to the surface and back. Holding to his resolve, he gripped the rope and swam towards the source. The rope, almost as thick as his thumb, might prove useful in all manner of scenarios, despite a length where a creature had gnawed halfway through. Draven followed the rope through the murky, dark water for about six meters before reaching the end. It had been secured to a submerged car. Like the man, only the car’s skeleton remained. 
After untying the rope, Draven gathered it in his arms and swam to the surface. Throughout the day, he’d spent many hours in the icy water, crossing the lake time and again to supply the cave. By now he’d grown quite cold, and therefore moved more slowly than usual. The cave seemed a long way off from where he surfaced. Willing his stiff limbs to move, he began to make his way towards the entrance in the cliff face. At last, he reached the cave and pulled himself up and in. 
Cali sat next to the fire, gripping her squirming baby, who appeared determined to reach the flames. She watched as Draven slipped into a pair of denim trousers and a shirt before he began the task of hanging the rope to dry. When he’d strung it on every protrusion of stone and available branch in the cave, he stoked the fire and added a few stones before seating himself next to Cali. 
“What’s all this stuff for?” Cali asked, gesturing to the stacks of branches and stones Draven had piled in the cave throughout the day.
“The stones hold the fire’s heat. They will warm the cave a bit longer.”
“Are you going to put out the fire now?”
“Soon.”
“Oh.” Cali gave the baby his feet, but held the back of his jumpsuit so he couldn’t reach the fire. “Well, I wish we could keep it all the time. Leo doesn’t like the cold.”
“Trackers search after dark. We don’t want to draw unneeded attention.” Even with Cali’s locator chip destroyed, they had little chance of evading capture. They must take every precaution, not send a beacon to the trackers by burning a fire through the night.
“And the…trees?” Cali asked, nodding at the branches again. Her baby squealed in frustration and crumpled to the floor where he began pounding his heels into the dusty shale. 
Draven stood without answering and approached the mouth of the cave. Weaving together the branches he’d gathered, he covered as much of the opening as he could, leaving a gap at the top for smoke to escape. He could only cover about half the entrance, but it broke the wind and hid the cave a bit. When he’d finished working, he returned to stoke the fire and slip from his shirt, now filthy from tree bark and sticky with pinesap. 
Cali gave him a doubtful look but didn’t speak. He moved to where she sat and sank to the floor beside her. “May I?” he asked. Without waiting for a reply, he took her hand and turned her arm so he could see the blue veins on the underside of her wrist. 
After a moment, Cali lifted it to his mouth. When he’d eaten, a bit of his earlier peace returned. Working all afternoon had left him tired but as close to contentment as he could hope to come. He had been fortunate their escape came at such an opportune time. The rare day of clouds and rain made spending daylight hours outside tolerable, although still not comfortable, as well as allowing him a chance to elude trackers for a short time. He could not afford to waste much more time, though. Already trackers would be seeking him and his companions in the surrounding areas. Soon they would have to leave the cave and Princeton behind. 
But first, he had to remove the last remnant of her Princeton life. He could not erase the scarred R that covered the back of each hand and marked her a runaway, or the other harm Byron had done her, but he could remove her ankle cuff, the constant physical reminder of her life of captivity. When he began to work at it and saw how raw her skin had become beneath it, he cursed himself for not removing it sooner. Cali winced as he pulled at the cuff, but she did not complain of the pain, just as she had not complained of it as they made their way up the mountain and it slowly wore away her skin. Working carefully so as not to hurt her any more than he had to, he finally worked through the cuff with a small metal file on his knife. 
He slept afterwards and awoke a bit after dark. When he’d eaten, he began to prepare for departure. He worked more quickly at night, despite the cold creeping into his limbs. At least his mind stayed sharp. After setting a net in the water, he slipped back into the lake. The skeleton tethered to the car had haunted his thoughts all evening. Again he moved through the water until he found the spot where the dead Superior lay. He searched the car for anything he might salvage, but nothing useful remained in the burnt interior. As he began swimming to the surface, something caught his eye. Movement. 
For a moment, he thought he’d seen a fish, but when he swam in that direction, he spotted a length of fabric waving slowly in the current like smoke rising from the fire he’d built for Cali. The cloth trailed from another burnt-out shell of a vehicle, this one empty. Swimming further, Draven came upon another, this one containing the remains of a person. 
The woman in this car hadn’t fared so well as the man Draven had discovered the day before. He found a skull and some bones, but nothing seemed connected to anything else. He debated taking the windows from the car, but they would be difficult to carry, and he did not know what use he could find for them. Instead, he took the trousers from the car and shook the bones from them. Some sort of organic growth and a layer of sediment coated the denim trousers in a layer of slime. After winding the garment around his arm, Draven swam from the car, exploring further. He found a few more cars but nothing of much value. 
He returned the way he’d come, wondering who had disposed of the dead cars and dead bodies. He had an idea, but he didn’t care for it. He had stopped too close to the vigilante community. 
When he reached the cave, Draven perched at its mouth, scrubbed the trousers and beat them on the cliff until he’d rid them of much of their coating. He entered the cave and hung the trousers to dry before turning his other garments to air the other sides. When he had finished tending the clothing drying around the fire pit, he took out his choice piece of wood and resumed carving. 
After a time, Cali woke with Leo. She sat up and rubbed her eyes. 
“I’m cold.”
“As am I,” he said. “I’ll light the fire in a bit. Go back to sleep. I need you well rested.”
“What are you making?” 
“A knife.”
Cali laughed, and Draven looked up in surprise. He hadn’t heard her laugh in such a long time he had almost forgotten she could. “What amuses you?” he asked. 
“You’re making a knife with a knife. Why don’t you use the one you have?”
“This is a different sort of knife.”
“Oh.” She lay watching him until he looked up. “What kind?” she asked. 
“The kind that kills Superiors.”
Her eyes widened and she drew a breath. When she spoke a moment later, it was in a whisper. “I thought you were…invincible?”
He smiled and dropped his gaze to the knife in his hand. “Not entirely.”
“So…what’s so special about this knife, that it can kill you?”
Draven’s hands stilled, and he looked at his human, who likely thought his death would solve all her problems. “Would you like to kill me?” 
“No,” she said quickly, but he could hear her heart rate increasing.
“You lie,” he said, going back to the knife. 
“No I’m not. If I killed you, I’d be stuck in this cave, and we’d run out of food and die.”
When he looked at her, she wouldn’t meet his eye. “And when we leave?”
“I don’t think I could kill anyone,” she said quietly. 
“I never imagined I’d kill anyone, either.”
She began to run her fingers through her hair, pulling at the tangles while she spoke. “Maybe if I didn’t think about it and just did it,” she said. “But a life…that seems like a sacred thing to take. You’d have to feel pretty important to think you had the right to decide something like that. For a human, anyway. I know human lives don’t mean that much to your people.”
“I killed a man,” he said, glancing up to see her reaction. She continued finger combing her hair and staring absently into the fire. It seemed an obscene display suddenly. He concentrated all his attention on shaving a sliver of wood from the blade. Of course she didn’t mean it that way. Most saps wore their hair loose. It meant nothing to her. 
“I killed a man to get the money to buy you,” he said.
“Really?” She turned to face him and left off grooming herself. “You never told me you were going to buy me.”
“I didn’t tell anyone.”
“So you killed someone and stole his money?”
Draven smiled. “I was paid to kill him. But when I went to get you, Byron had already bought you and left.”
“I wondered what happened to you,” Cali said. For a time, she watched him carve in silence. “How come you never told me you might buy me? If you knew you’d have the money, I mean…”
“I didn’t know if I would succeed when I took the assignment. I thought if I succeeded and received payment, I’d surprise you.”
“That’s…I don’t know. Nice, I guess.”
He frowned and peeled off a long curl of wood.
“And thank you for that caramel earlier,” she said. “I hadn’t had one since…since then. When you left. Is that where you went?”
“Yes.”
“What was it like?” she asked.
“Pardon?”
“Killing someone.”
Draven began to answer, but when he glanced up, Cali was fingering her hair again. His knife slipped and he sliced his thumb. He sucked at it for a few moments, pressing his tongue against the wound. Although he’d sustained many minor injuries in his lifetime, lately he’d noticed that not only could he do many things he’d never known possible, but also that the abilities he’d been aware of had become much more pronounced. He’d never healed so quickly before. 
“Dreadful,” he said, turning his attention back to the knife.





  
 
 
Chapter 25
 
Cali watched Draven peeling off wood shavings with his knife, and after a while, the rhythm of his movements and the little babbling noises Leo made lulled her to sleep. When she woke, light filled the cave again. So did smoke and the most amazing smell she’d ever smelled. She sat up, her stomach growling already. 
“What is that?” she asked, looking at the slices of pinkish white stuff sizzling on a piece of foil on the coals. 
“Fish,” Draven said. He had his shades on again, and he was putting his things in the big pack. He didn’t pause even to look at her. She got the feeling he wasn’t very happy with her, but she couldn’t think of what she’d done to make him mad. He was the one who’d cut her open. At least he didn’t beat on her when he got mad. He just didn’t talk to her much, and he wasn’t as gentle about biting her or so long to linger afterwards. 
“Where’d you get it?” she asked. 
“The lake.”
“There’s fish in the water?”
He smiled at a shirt as he folded. “Yes.”
“Do they bite?”
“No.”
“How’d you get it out?”
“I caught them.”
“With your hands?”
“In a net.”
“You can do that?”
“Yes.”
“How do you know how to do it?”
“Oh, I don’t know.”
“What else do you know how to do?”
He smirked. “Lots of things.”
“Did you learn from a book?”
“Only experience can teach some things.”
“So you did this before? When? And why?”
“If you want to eat, it’s likely cooked.” He went to the fire and pulled the foil off the coals. He wiggled a twig into the middle of one slice and then pushed the foil towards Cali. “It’s hot. And I’ve perhaps missed some bones. They’re clear and stiff. If you find one, do not swallow it.”
Cali’s mouth filled with saliva as she sat looking at the steaming food. After a few seconds, she couldn’t wait any longer, and she began picking off the cooler pieces at the edges. Though she scorched her fingers lots of times, she didn’t stop until she’d eaten the whole piece. She found a lot of bones. 
“Perhaps you should feed Leo as well,” Draven said, still busy with his packs. 
“Oh.” Cali looked guiltily at the boy who sat playing in the wood shavings Draven had made. She’d been so hungry she hadn’t even thought about him. She’d never have made a good mother, but she’d chosen to be one, so now she had to do her best to keep the baby alive. 
Draven pulled another piece of foil off the fire, and Cali flaked off a pile of fish for Leo. This piece had no bones, and by the time she’d made a pile to feed him, it had cooled enough for him to eat. Cali fed him as much as he’d eat, but the whole time, she hoped he wouldn’t eat very much. She’d never tasted anything like it, and she’d gotten so hungry that it tasted like pure happiness. When Leo wouldn’t eat any more, she quickly finished what he’d left.
Draven straightened and hoisted the backpack. The bag he’d taken from the store, much smaller now than it had been, hung from the pack. Draven retrieved his hat, the last item from the branches around the fire. He took out his knife, unrolled the bottom of the hat, and started cutting holes in it. Cali wanted to tell him to stop, that she’d wear it, but he wasn’t talking to her, and she didn’t want to make him madder. 
He put his shades inside the hat and pushed until the eye pieces came out the two holes he’d cut. Then he pulled the hat down all the way over his face. Though Cali had gotten plenty cold walking in the rain, his hat-mask seemed extreme. Also, he looked awfully silly wearing nothing but a bug-eyed hat and undershorts, but Cali didn’t say anything. When Superiors got moody, she’d learned to stay as invisible as possible. She watched Draven put away his knife and survey the cave before she picked up Leo and stood. 
“I’ll be back for you,” Draven said, and he swung down out of the cave with a grace that did not fit his insect-like appearance. 
She stood in the entrance of the cave and watched Draven’s hatted head move out over the water, his big backpack balanced on top, supported by one hand. She didn’t see how he could swim with only one hand. Or how he didn’t freeze solid.
Something inside her pulled with fear and loneliness as she watched him move away from her, sending concentric circles over the water’s smooth blue surface. She wished they could stay. At first, she hadn’t liked the cave, but now that they were leaving, the world out there looked big and scary. The cave felt safe, as safe as she’d ever be with a man who wanted to suck her blood. And inside it, she’d stayed warm. Outside, the sun shone bright, but that only amplified the iciness in the air. 
In daylight, just before crossing it, the lake looked bigger than it had before. Draven’s head got very small before she saw him emerge from the water. After depositing the bag on the opposite shore, he returned to the water and crossed to the cave again. The surface of the lake lay perfectly still, with the mountains and blue sky and white clouds all reflected in the surface. If Cali could stand in the doorway and never leave, pretend she had no master and that she lived here free and by choice, eating fish every day forever, she’d have found real heaven. 
Draven climbed out of the water but stopped at the mouth of the cave, balancing his wet arms on the lip of rock at the entrance. His masked face looked alien and frightening, like something out of a story she’d heard as a child while sitting around a fire, clutching her sisters for comfort. Only Draven’s arms looked human, with the crease in his shoulder above the muscle, and beads of water clinging to his skin. Of course he wasn’t human, but Cali knew about Superiors, which made them less scary than the monsters from her childhood tales. 
“Should I come next?” she asked. 
“The baby. Unless you’d like to swim beside me.”
“He can go first.”
Draven held Leo the same way he’d carried the backpack, except Leo sat astride Draven’s head while they crossed the water, stopping from time to time when Leo struggled. At least Cali got to leave last, so she could stay and see the lake for a few more minutes. Too soon, Draven slipped back out of the water. When Cali started to climb on his back, he stopped her. 
“I’d not recommend wetting your only clothing,” he said, scrutinizing her for a moment. “Do you imagine you could remove the bottom part of your jumpsuit and roll it up around your chest?”
“Okay,” Cali said, still not sure if she could say no. She’d promised she wouldn’t. And he really had done all the work, and he was being awfully nice to Leo even though she knew he hated babies. So she figured she should do what he asked, even though she’d rather not. She wondered if she should try to keep her injury dry, but Draven didn’t mention it. He’d licked it or rubbed his saliva on it a lot of times, and it hardly hurt anymore. So she thought it would be okay, although she still didn’t understand why he’d done that. She wanted to ask, but she was waiting for his mood to improve.
She pulled her legs out of her suit while Draven knelt and waited, his back to her. “Climb on my shoulders,” he said. She obeyed. His skin was achingly cold, and a shiver ran through her entire body when he secured her legs around his neck. 
“Can you swim with me like this?” she asked as Draven slipped into the water. 
“I’ll soon find out,” he said. “Try to avoid getting your clothing wet.”
When they dropped into the water, she understood why her legs ached from just touching his cold skin. The water was even more frigid than the first day. Cali sucked in a breath when the icy surface swallowed her feet and legs. 
Draven didn’t say anything, but he had to be awfully cold. He held onto her leg with one hand and swam with the other. A few times, his head slipped under water for a second. The first time his head almost disappeared, Cali’s heart lunged into her throat, and she snatched two fistfuls of hair and clung on with both hands. He came up after a second and growled at her not to do that. So she tried to balance, and hold her jumpsuit in a bundle on her chest, and rest her hand on top of Draven’s head all at once. By the time they reached the shore, even her bones ached. 
“Take off your wet underthings and put on the bottom of your suit,” Draven said, turning away from her. Cali did as told. When she turned back, Draven had put on a pair of jeans and was pulling on a shirt. She caught only a glimpse of the awful mess of his back before the shirt covered it. When he turned, his face wore a tight grimace and his jaw clenched and unclenched. Cali wanted to say something, but he spoke first.
“Let us get our shoes,” he said. He handed her the pair of shoes she’d worn the other day and a new pair of socks. She’d never worn socks before in her life. They were soft and plushy and wonderful. 
“Thanks,” she said. She knew he’d just given her something precious of his own that he could have saved for himself. “These are the nicest thing I’ve ever had.”
“They won’t be so lovely by tonight,” he said, going to the backpack, which hung from the lowest branch of a tree near the shore. He dug out Leo, who had somehow fallen asleep in the bag as it swayed. He shuffled Leo into Cali’s arms before repacking the bag, swinging it onto his back with a quick little inhalation, and taking Leo again. 
“You must walk today,” his muffled voice said from inside the wet hat. “It will warm you.” 
He started walking, and Cali followed. 





  
 
 
Chapter 26
 
For three days, they traveled with no sign of rain or Superior life. Draven obsessed about the garlic, making certain he stopped every hour or so to reapply. In addition, he had Cali ingest it, as Sally had instructed in her letter. The garlic masked Cali’s natural scent, covered it the same way it smothered her flavor. He did not secure her or her child while he slept, though he knew that, using the garlic, she could slip away without leaving a scent trail. But if she ran, he imagined she’d kill him first, now that she knew how. And he could not bring himself to tie her like a common animal.
They kept no regular schedule to determine when they would travel or rest. Sometimes they walked during the day, and sometimes at night, and sometimes a portion of each. When they walked at night, Draven carried Cali and Leo. During the day, he carried Leo and the pack while Cali walked. She complained little, far less than her baby. Despite Cali’s silence, Draven knew she tired quickly. Each day she walked more slowly than the last, and on the third day after leaving the cave, she began to limp. 
Early that evening, they stopped in an area of dense evergreen growth. Since reversing his sleep schedule, Draven had acquired a constant foul mood. During the day, weakness and exhaustion wore on his nerves. His head pounded no matter how he protected himself from the sun, and the backs of his hands burned and blistered one day when he failed to cover them. In addition, cold gnawed at him constantly. 
Knowing Cali fared worse did nothing to improve his mood. Instead, it reminded him of his failure to deliver what he’d promised. What had he been thinking, taking two weak sapiens into the wilderness and imagining they could survive? Perhaps they’d have thrived if he’d waited until late spring to leave Princeton, but late fall was the worst possible time. Each day dawned colder than the last. Leo began coughing and fussing much of each night. Though Draven felt sorry for the sapling, he could do little to alleviate the cold. Why had he listened to Cali? Including a child was madness. 
Leo would likely die, but Draven dared not suggest the logical solution to Cali. Since the baby would die, and Cali needed to reserve her strength even more so than Draven, he should draw from the baby. It made the most practical sense. Though he found the prospect of drawing from a helpless sapling distasteful, it was preferable to weakening Cali. Unlike the baby, she had some chance of survival. 
Draven gathered firewood when they camped, looking always for signs of trackers in the woods as well as fuel. Each evening, encouraged at not having seen any sign of pursuit, and having no other means by which to warm his charges, he built a fire, despite the increased risk of drawing attention. 
This evening, like the others, he returned to his humans without indication of pursuit, carrying a load of deadfall. Cali fed the baby while Draven lit a fire and settled their things around it. They needed supplies—food for Cali, a tent, bedding. When he’d acquired a sapien, he hadn’t fully realized the responsibility it would entail. It had been a status symbol. But he should have an apartment with separate quarters for Cali, a bedroom, a bathroom with a toilet, the small but necessary comforts of a sapien life. Yes, he would’ve had to work harder than ever just to ensure her survival, but not like this. Out here, it seemed an impossible task. 
Draven watched Cali devour a packet of freeze-dried food. Soon she would have finished all he’d stolen. He had miscalculated the amount of energy sapiens required. Despite his having abstained from drawing from Cali for two days and nights, she appeared wan and listless. She sat with her knees drawn up, clutching his jacket around her and staring into the fire while she ate. 
Somehow, Draven had imagined he could provide her with a better life than Byron had. Instead, he would likely lead her and her baby to their deaths. He’d taken on this burden, and now it weighed on him, heavier and heavier with each passing night. Though he’d procured a precious possession, he was worse off than when he’d been alone. Watching Cali’s weary face, he cursed himself. Byron was right. He was a souldamned fool. 
Though he tried to ignore his hunger, his teeth throbbed continuously, his mind was cloudy and slow, and he tired rapidly. Pushing these concerns aside, he drank from the water he’d gathered from a stream that morning. 
“Don’t you need to eat?” Cali asked. He looked up. He hadn’t noticed her watching him. 
“Not often.”
“Then why do you?”
“Why do you eat so often?”
“I don’t know. So I won’t starve, I guess.”
“I starve more slowly than you.”
“Are you hungry?” 
He paused. “Yes.”
“Then eat. You carry everything.”
“Perhaps I should…draw from the baby. He doesn’t need strength as you do.”
Cali slid her arms protectively around Leo, who coughed and flailed his legs. “You can’t draw from him. He’s a tiny baby. What’s wrong with you?”
“It makes sense, Cali.”
“I don’t care. If you’re hungry, you can feed from me. I’d rather you bite me ten times than bite him even once. You keep away from him, you hear?” 
“I’m not so hungry,” he said. “I simply thought it practical.” He stood and gingerly began to remove his shirt. Bits of blood stuck to his shirt and glued it to his skin. He clenched his teeth and tore it free, letting cold air wash over the painful sores. He examined his shirt, now speckled with dried blood, a few spots as large as the pad of his thumb. The condition of his back had deteriorated rapidly. Each day, carrying the load pushed the splinters deeper and aggravated the surrounding skin. 
He stuffed the shirt into the backpack. Soon he’d have to find a place to wash his clothing. Dirt caked his socks and pants, and blood stained his shirts. Cali’s clothing was in still worse condition. And if he longed to collapse with exhaustion, this girl, a mere human, must feel far worse. 
Draven removed the blanket from the pack and draped it around her and her child. When he straightened, she reached out and grasped his arm. 
“What is it?” he asked, pulling away. His teeth ached far into the roots whenever she drew near. 
“Tell me what’s wrong with your back.”
“Nothing.”
“You’re bleeding. I saw your shirt. Why won’t you tell me?” 
He looked at her for a moment, then sighed and settled himself next to the fire. “I have a few splinters.”
“Splinters? What is that?”
“Small slivers of wood.” He picked up a piece of firewood, broke it in half and showed her the jagged break. He did not like having to explain things that mattered little to her.
And yet, this could mean everything to her. Perhaps in his weakness, he’d make some careless mistake, and she’d need to defend herself. Any knowledge he could impart, no matter how inconsequential, might prove her only chance, albeit a miniscule one. He must give her every advantage in his power. 
His resolve to keep her in her place softened as he watched her examining the wood with great interest. “Do you remember when I asked you to trust me?”
Cali hesitated before nodding. “Yeah. So?”
“Do you?”
She hesitated longer, and her eyes flitted to the fire. 
He smiled. “Use a qualifier if you wish.”
“I don’t know what that is. But I guess I trust you. I believe you, that you’ll try to keep us alive. We’d be dead by now if you didn’t know so much.”
“Very well. Now it is time for you to know some things.”
“Really?” she asked, shifting to look at him. “I’m awfully grateful.”
“Indeed.”
“Okay, well, what do I need to know? Can you teach me everything you know?”
“One thing at a time, yes?” He reached for the pack, dragged it over and removed the dagger. “It seems I don’t have a choice but to trust you. Had you ever seen or touched wood before you came with me?”
“No,” she said, smiling. “Well, not before Princeton. I didn’t even know what a tree was. Shelly made fun of me.”
“Superiors would rather you not know,” Draven said. “We’ve populated areas where wood is scarce, because it’s one of the only means to kill us.” Draven handed her the dagger. She took it without hesitation and ran her fingers along its crude length. Though not sharp, when used with adequate aim and force it would prove most effective. He had given Cali a weapon and told her it would kill him. Yet he knew how difficult finding a Superior’s heart could be to an untrained hand. If she wished to end his life, he could only hope she’d succeed in her first attempt and not leave him to suffer.
“You’ll have to strike quickly, and with all your strength, so as to pierce the clothing. Here,” he said, pointing to his bare chest. “Or in the mouth. If you put it through the mouth, aim upwards. Not into the throat. Upwards enters into the brain. That is the lethal blow.”
Draven took her wrist and pulled it towards him, turning it so the dagger’s tip lay directly over his heart. With one thrust, she could drive it home. She could end his life in a moment. With a sense of dismayed horror, he noted that her heart had begun to beat quite rapidly. 
She wished to kill him. 
“If you intend to kill me, do it now,” he whispered, his eyes on hers. “I’ll not stop you.”
He closed his hand around hers and pushed the dagger harder against his chest, until the dull end pressed into his skin and began to ache. It did not break the skin—it was not sharp enough. For a moment, Draven expected her to finish it. The mixed blessing of his long life would end. 
But she wrested her hand from his and shook it out. “I can’t kill you. I’d die in a day.”
“Doubtless.” 
Did sapiens always feel the way he’d felt just now? Vulnerable and uncertain, as if at any moment they could be killed? They had only the trust that their masters valued them enough not to do it, because Superiors needed them, the same way that Cali needed him now. Spared not out of respect or kindness or fondness, but out of necessity and the instinct to survive. 
“You told me once that you couldn’t be killed,” Cali said.
He smiled, but tonight he could find no humor. “Rather, I said we didn’t die. We do not age or die as other living things. But everything will end eventually. It’s simply a matter of time. Our blessing and our curse is that it’s quite difficult for us to die. At times…that has been more curse than blessing. We must be killed. We must die violently. Your species—all other species—can die peacefully.”
“Are you scared to die?” Cali asked. 
Draven paused, surprised she’d ponder such a thing. “At times,” he answered. “At times I have wished for it.”
“Did you want me to…maybe, kill you just now?”
“If that is your plan, I’d rather allow it than have it done while I slept. It’s the closest to a peaceful death I could hope for.”
“That’s sad,” Cali said. She reached out and touched his arm, but when he didn’t respond, she withdrew her fingers. 
“If the trackers kill me, you should try to kill them,” he said. “Perhaps, with the element of surprise, you could escape. If you put the dagger into one of them but do not deal a fatal blow, he’ll be stunned with pain. We feel things in a more pronounced way than humans, so a great deal of pain can put us into a sort of shock. Never let go of the dagger. That is of vital importance. Remove it and try again until you hit the heart. You can use a broken branch, anything sharp enough to puncture a body. Use all your force. Muscle is tougher than you imagine.”
“Okay.” Cali turned to lay her sleeping child on the blanket, where he coughed and fussed a few moments before he stilled again. 
Draven handed Cali the dagger. “Have this. Keep it within reach while you sleep. Carry it during the day. Have it always at hand.”
“You’re scared, aren’t you?”
“I’ll make one for myself later. This is yours.” He smiled a bit. “It is made from an aspen tree. Aspen for Aspen.”
“Wow. That’s…” She didn’t finish her thought, so he went on before she could say something he did not wish to hear. 
“I’ve put my death in your hands. You know this, yes?” 
She looked up with her big, caramel eyes. “Why?” 
“I have to trust that you’re with me,” he said. “Otherwise, I’m simply the fool who stole a sapien so she could kill him.”
“I don’t think I could kill anyone.”
Draven turned away. “I hope you’re wrong,” he said.
He lay beside Leo, towards the trees, and Cali lay on Leo’s other side, towards the fire. She pulled the blanket around her and met Draven’s eyes across the sleeping child. “Don’t you bite him,” she said. 
“Take some sleep. We should leave soon.”
Cali snuggled closer to Leo, and a few moments later, her warm little hand found Draven’s hip and rested there. Her eyes closed. 
Draven wanted to move away, fling her delicate, scarred hand from him. Her warmth no longer repelled him. It now had the opposite effect. But he found something in her touch, in her limp, indifferent hand on his bare skin, maddening. He reached out and touched her eyelids, her cheek, her lips. 
Her eyes fluttered halfway open. “You didn’t tell me about the splinters,” she murmured.
“I did.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“Wood…causes lasting injury. So if we receive a splinter, we do not heal as our bodies do from other injuries. If you got a splinter, over time your body would expel it. Ours do not know how to respond to wood, so it stays.”
“Forever?”
“Or until removed.”
“So why don’t you take them out?”
Draven shrugged his top shoulder. “I can’t reach them.”
“Well, why don’t you have someone else do it?”
“A doctor would have me arrested.”
“Then let me do it.”
“I couldn’t.”
“Why not? You’ve done lots of things for me.”
“Perhaps another time. You need rest.”
“I want to. I mean it. They bleed when you carry something on your back, which is always, and don’t tell me they don’t hurt, because I’ve seen them, and I’ve seen your face when you undress.”
He looked at her a long minute. “It’s not a pleasant sight.”
“You think I’ve never seen anything unpleasant? My arm turned black and oozed for a month, and you could smell it from two houses down.”
“I know. I sucked it out.”
Cali sat up. “You did?” 
“Yes.”
“How? Why?”
“The doctor said you’d die, and I thought it might help.”
Cali lay down again and rearranged the blanket before speaking. “Did it?” she asked.
He paused, wrestling with the ugly memory of that night. “Yes.”
“I don’t remember that,” she said. “But Master…if you sucked that stuff out of my arm, at least I can take a little piece of wood out of your skin. I don’t mind. There’s no point in hurting when I can help you.”
“Another time.” He rose to feed the fire, and stood warming himself near the new blaze. Cali arose also, and went into the woods a bit. The scent of her urine drifted from that direction. She returned, approaching from behind. Though he sensed her position, he stood motionless, waiting. For a moment, he wondered if she had broken a tree limb and meant to kill him. Perhaps he should have been terrified, but he was only a bit frightened. Equal to the fear, a thrill of exhilaration filled him.
Death. The end to his endless life, at last. 





  
 
 
Chapter 27
 
Cali stood behind Draven for a minute, wondering what she should do, what he’d allow her to do, and if he’d get mad if she disobeyed him. She rested her fingertips on the small of his back and waited for his reaction. When she touched his skin, he drew a shuddering breath. Then he stood still, not even breathing. His skin, usually cool to the touch, now had a heavier depth of cold that never ended, one that seemed unnatural even in the cold night.
Cali moved her hands to Draven’s hips and nudged him to one side. At first, she wasn’t sure he’d move, but he let her turn him. Up close, in the firelight, she saw for the first time the awful state of his back. Burrowing bugs would have been preferable. Splinters littered his skin, some with drops of dried blood around the entry point, some bristling from the skin like hair, all disgusting looking. She didn’t ask how he’d gotten a thousand splinters in such a strange place. If she spoke, he might change his mind. 
Looking at the speckled landscape of his skin made her a little queasy, but it was the least she could do. He’d sucked out the bites Master had left unhealed on her dozens of times. Besides, usually she felt like a useless burden. She didn’t carry the baby she had insisted Draven go back for, she didn’t get food for herself or the baby, and so far, she hadn’t done such a good job of feeding Draven, either. He didn’t even like the baby, and he carried it the whole time, without eating, without complaining. Tired and sore and selfish, Cali hadn’t even offered. But she could help him with this. It cost her nothing to get some splinters out, and it cost him something to keep them, maybe a lot. 
She touched him again, and this time he didn’t move or react. A black speck in a circle of dried blood marked each splinter, and though she half expected them to feel hot like the unhealed bites on her, they were cold like the rest of him. 
“Can we sit?” she asked, quiet so he might not notice her too much. 
He sat, drew his knees to his chest and rested his forehead on them. The whole time she worked, he didn’t make a sound or draw a breath. Maybe he could hold his breath for hours. All her life, she’d heard stories about what Superiors could do, but she didn’t believe most of them. To her, Superiors looked the same as humans, so she figured they probably were a lot like them, and humans had made up the stories. But now she might rethink that theory. 
Before her escape, just a week ago, she’d only seen Superiors doing things humans could do. She knew they were much stronger, but other than that, they didn’t seem all that superior. But Draven could do things no human could do, no matter how strong. He could jump off buildings and land on his feet without getting hurt, and jump onto buildings, and jump across impossible distances. Maybe Superiors didn’t want humans to know they could do those things because they didn’t want to scare their food. Or maybe they had a completely different reason, one she’d never figure out. Supposedly they were smart, so maybe they had a good reason for hiding what they could do. All she knew was that they hid these amazing abilities from humans, but Draven had shown her. He had shared his secrets, broken the code of his people, maybe even broken laws, by showing and telling her not only his strengths but his weaknesses, even how to defeat him. A swell of warmth and gratitude welled up in her, and she forgot her disgust and began to work with more gentle determination.
First, she pulled the bristling splinters, starting with the easiest ones. As she worked, she began noticing a pattern, rough circular shapes of different sizes, usually intersecting, with splinters around them. In her exhaustion, she could see the circles themselves, a pattern stamped on his back. She blinked hard, sure she had imagined it. But when she pressed his hip so he’d turn a little, the light hit him at a different angle, and she saw that she hadn’t imagined it. He had circular scars all over his skin. 
“What happened to you?” she whispered in a kind of horrified awe. She ran the palm of her hand lightly over his back. 
He sucked in a breath, the first one since she’d started taking out splinters. “Thank you,” he said, and he unfolded his legs and stood in one fluid movement. “I imagine that will be enough for now. We both need rest.”
He offered her a hand, but she paused before taking it. She had so many questions. But she let them go for the moment and slipped her hand into his. He didn’t let her hand go or step back after he pulled her to her feet. He wasn’t a tall man, and their faces weren’t far apart when they stood toe to toe. “I wish to thank you in some way, but I don’t know what you’d like,” he said. 
“Okay, well…goodnight?” Being so near him made her nervous sometimes, the way he looked at her so intense and hungry. 
“Goodnight,” he said, and after another moment, he let her hand go. She knew he could suck her blood any time he wanted, but sometimes she had an irrational fear that one of them wouldn’t stop. They’d suck every bit of it from her until she shriveled up like an old melon. 
She crawled under the blanket next to Leo, shivering with cold. Draven didn’t go to bed, though. He went and got wood and prodded the fire until it blazed hotter, and then he sat on the other side, staring into the fire with those eyes that reflected the light and looked black with glowing centers. Cali watched him watching the fire. 
When she woke, he was covering the remnants of the fire with dirt and rocks. She wondered if he ever slept or ate anymore, and if he really was fine, or if he was just too stubborn to admit weakness to a human. 





  
 
 
Chapter 28 
 
Meyer Kidd’s whole day had turned to rubbish. His brilliant idea hadn’t panned out. A turbine with a picture on it—your picture—would sell millions, he just knew it. Every person in the world, or at least the flat parts of the world, could have their own picture on a turbine in their own backyard. It was perfect. The most beloved image on earth for each individual. The problem was, the turbines didn’t have enough blades, and so far it looked impossible to make even the ones with extra blades show a person’s face. 
He’d been sure it would top even the best seller in his company. Pretty-bines and furr-bines and glitter-bines sold well, but none would compare to this. And now, his partners told him it couldn’t be done. He’d have to think on it a while, let it marinate while he worked on other projects. Maybe he’d come back to it. He wouldn’t give up just yet. After all, if he had been the type to give up, he would have died hundreds of years ago, with all the other children old enough to know what had happened during the Time of the Takeover. 
He saw a car behind his, a nice one. A Second’s car, maybe an Enforcer’s. Let them follow if they liked. They would never find anything on him. They just liked to use their heavy, intimidating cars to shadow him, make him paranoid. That would never work with him. He’d never cared much about cars—he didn’t even drive one. 
“Let’s pop by Ginger Tolemy’s farm,” he told his driver over the intercom. 
He got out of the car at Ginger’s and took a deep breath of the dry night air. Colder this time of year. Soon he’d head to the mountains for his vacation. Months of skiing and sitting at the hearth, relaxing and cooking up new ideas for inventions. What could top that? He’d have to bring a sap this year. Maybe two. Yes, he decided, he would definitely need two. Maybe even three. One of them a baby. Then he’d invite that jealous wanker Byron over, and he’d bring in his saps and share, out of the generousness of his heart. He’d love to see the look on Byron’s face when he showed off his perfect little sap family who hadn’t escaped, a mother and father and baby. 
He laughed when the Enforcer who had been tailing him cruised by. Let him watch. Meyer had been doing this for years, and no one had ever gotten close. Sure, a few Enforcers had gotten suspicious—one after Herman disappeared, and now Byron. But they weren’t smart enough. They couldn’t guess the extent. And Meyer would never go to jail. He had money, and money bought everything. In the worst-case scenario, Meyer could get nabbed for something and have to withdraw his involvement for a while. But he’d never quit entirely. 
Meyer thanked his driver and the man nodded. He wasn’t too fond of the new driver. Maybe he’d look around for another one soon. Lots of Thirds would love to drive a nice car and get paid for taking Meyer to all his engagements. But he’d think about that later. He had more pressing—and enjoyable—things on his mind just then.
He popped into Ginger’s office first thing. When she stood up from behind her desk, he got the full advantage of her beauty. Ginger could turn men’s heads around so far and so fast you’d think their necks would snap. To the best of Meyer’s knowledge, none had yet. 
“Hello, Meyer,” Ginger said, holding out her arms. Sometimes even Ginger, who had known him for years, forgot he was a man. But unlike other Seconds, she could condescend without incurring his ire. 
“Hello, lovely Ginger,” he said, stepping into her arms. He let his head rest on her breasts while she hugged him. Although he was glad he’d evolved before sex interested him, he still appreciated her particular set of attributes. He’d seen how sex distracted people from more important matters in life, but he would have happily let himself be distracted by sex if he had a woman like Ginger. As it happened, no man had held onto Ginger for as long as he had held her friendship. But then, she had strange tastes when it came to those things. 
“How nice of you to stop by,” Ginger said in her sugary yet authoritative voice. Ginger dressed just like that teacher at every school that every boy had a crush on—today she wore classic black heels, a tailored charcoal skirt that hit just above the knee with a slit that showed the barest hint of thigh, and a pink blouse open just one button too low to be prim. She hadn’t been a teacher before the Evolution, though. She’d been a lingerie model.
“Always a pleasure,” Meyer said, kissing her hand. 
She laughed and mussed his hair, a gesture that infuriated him almost beyond reason when anyone else did it. 
“I have a box in the car for you, some old stuff I thought your saps might use,” he said. 
“Of course. I’ll have one of the sapiens go out and get it. Stay and visit with me for a minute.” She turned on her screen and found one of her favorites. “Hi, Jay, would you be a dear and run out to Meyer’s car and get the box from the back? Thank you.” Ginger always thanked her helpers in a sing-songy voice that Meyer particularly adored. 
“Any new sales today?” he asked, which was code for Is anyone else around? Meyer loved the secrecy and codes as much as he loved getting away with something. 
“Not today, but I had a visitor,” Ginger said. No one’s here now but it’s not safe to talk. 
“That’s too bad,” Meyer said. “Did you get the items I sent over the other day? None of the food had spoiled, had it?” Did the saps get here okay?
“Oh, no, but something got into one of the boxes in the sapien quarters and they had to throw it out.” Yes but one of them got sick and died.
“Oh, no. Who found it?”
“Little Larry.”
“Oh, him. That’s too bad. I hate to see good food go to waste.”
“Oh, here’s your box. I’d love to walk you out, but I’ve really got to get these files updated. You know I like my records thorough. Would you like Jay to walk you down?” Ginger always had saps do the work around her farm. Of course, she could have hired a few Thirds, but sap labor cost less—nothing, in fact. Jay, a pretty blonde boy maybe a handful of years older than Meyer’s human years, stood holding the box he’d taken from Meyer’s car.
“No, thank you. I know the way,” Meyer said.
“Go on back. Let me know if you see one that catches your eye. You’d be my first sale today.”
“Then I better look extra hard,” Meyer said, standing. He gave a little bow before leaving the office. Taking up the box, he followed Jay through the door that led to the sapiens’ shanties. Meyer left Jay, turned left and walked along the row of houses, all constructed of mud and tin and old tires and siding and other scraps of rubbish. After a quick bite to eat, he went to the building that held Ginger’s offices and home. Normally he got right to it, but he’d been paranoid lately with all the Enforcers he’d seen lurking. 
He followed his nose until he sought out the girl he’d sent here last week, the little girl who giggled. “Come visit with me,” he said. “I have a present for you.” 
After leaving her shelter, he went into a shanty built against the wall of the office, and then another. Inside this one, he pulled away the tin and siding and a brick of mud and opened a door in the wall. The giggly girl went in before him. Before following her inside, he took three bags from the box and brought them along. He moved in front of the sap and made his way down the dark hall. When they came to another door, he opened it and switched on a light. A supply closet greeted them. Meyer went inside, pushed up the ceiling and boosted Emuleen through. He hefted the bags up and leapt up after them. 
Together they walked down a hallway that Meyer knew lay somewhere close to Ginger’s office. At the end, he lifted yet another door, and they dropped back down to the ground level. They had entered the room with no door. At least not one in the walls. From the outside, it was simply an extra part of the building that surrounded a storeroom. Without seeing the floor plans, no one would ever notice that the square area was much larger than the storeroom built into it. 
Meyer laughed in delight, as he did every time he thought of Ginger’s clever genius. He opened the bags before pushing them into one end of the L-shaped room. “How are you?” he asked Emuleen. “I heard Larry died.”
“He did,” she said, looking quite sad. “The parents he got were real mean, I guess. They were only thirteen, both of them, and they didn’t have no kids of their own yet. I don’t think they took real good care of him.”
“How dreadful,” Meyer said. “But see here. I need a sapien to accompany me on my vacation. Now, you know I wish I could take you. You’re my favorite.” He hugged Emuleen, who giggled when he tickled her. “Do you know of a young mother and father with a baby, a family who live here all the time?” he asked.
“Ummmmm….” The girl put a finger on her lip and rolled her eyes up in thought. She really was dreadfully adorable. He couldn’t remember what sapien parents she derived from, but he quite fancied the little sap. “Yes,” she said at last. “I don’t know their names. But they have two kids, a girl who’s five just like me, and we play together. Her name’s Orange.”
“They have another sapling?” he asked, glancing at the door that had dropped down from the ceiling. The saplings had begun to arrive, spilling through in an animated, chatty bunch. 
“Yeah, a baby,” Emuleen said. 
Meyer got busy hugging the seven little ones he hadn’t seen for several weeks. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come earlier,” he said. “I might have gotten in trouble. You know my job is very dangerous.”
Of the saps arriving, he’d known some of them for most of their lives, others only a few years. One of the little ones asked if he was a spy. He laughed. “No, I’m just very important. And very important men are often hated for their importance. Other people are jealous because I’m so rich and so smart and so young. And of course because I’m so handsome,” he said, posing dramatically. Some of the saps laughed. A few of the older ones came to get hugs. 
“Now, is this everyone?” he asked, looking around. “Where’s Lima?”
“She’s sick,” one of the older ones said. 
“She’s pregnant,” another one said. 
“Okay, well, why don’t you all have a seat. Today I brought you an extra special treat.” He liked how they all leaned forward at the same time, like a tiny wave of excitement they couldn’t quite contain had gone through the room. “But you can’t see them yet.”
“Awww,” they all said. He smiled. 
“First, I’m going to read to you. I know some of you little ones won’t understand, but just look at the pictures. You older ones, you know what to do if the little ones get loud.” He looked at the older saps, some old enough to have their own little ones. They all nodded. 
“Well then. This book is called...Ferdinand,” he said, turning it around dramatically. He read the book, and even the little ones watched and didn’t make too much noise. When Meyer finished, he leaned over to a little girl in the front row. She was sixish, he thought, one of the Hensons’ spawn. 
“I have a very special gift for you,” he said, holding the book out to her. “Would you like to keep this and read about Ferdinand again by yourself?”
She nodded solemnly and accepted the book. 
“Now, there are three conditions,” he said, taking back the book. “First, you have to leave it in this room. And second, you have to put your name in it so everyone knows it’s yours. Can you do that for me?” The girl, Jame he thought, nodded. “And you can’t tell anyone. That’s the most important part. Remember, if you tell anyone I’ll be executed. Do you remember what executed is?” Jame’s eyes widened and she nodded. 
“Good. Did everyone else hear that? Because I brought books for all of you, too.”
He rose and pulled the first bag around. “Now, hold up your hand if you want a book? Oh, everyone does? Hm, I don’t know. I’m not sure I brought that many.” He handed out the ragged books one at a time until he’d emptied the first bag. “I’m all out,” he said, shaking his head. “Oh no. Whatever shall I do? Not everyone got a book. That’s not fair. Maybe I’ll have to take them back.”
“What about the other bags?” Emuleen asked, giggling.
“What other bags? Oh, these? I completely forgot. Thank goodness you reminded me.” The saplings all giggled and carried on about his silliness as he handed out the rest of the books, matching the age level as best he could with the number of words in the books. Most of them were rubbish, but finding paper books wasn’t easy. 
He handed out stubby pencils and watched the saps put their names on the books in chunky childlike writing, the older ones helping the younger ones when they had finished. 
Meyer stood. “Now, just because it’s your book doesn’t mean you’re the only one who gets to read it. Remember how last year I had only one book for four of you? When you finish a book, trade with a friend. But the one with your name is your own personal property. Yours. So keep them nice.”
“The pages are coming out of mine,” a boy said. 
“It can’t be helped. That’s all the more reason to treat these books with great care. They are treasures. And they are your own. No one will ever take them from you. They belong to you. Like nothing else in the whole world.”
Meyer looked down at a little girl who clung to his leg. “What, you want me to read to you again?” he asked. 
“Read me this?” she asked, waving her book around.
Meyer sat on the floor this time instead of the single chair, and he read to the girl and the others who crawled into his lap, asking him to read their books afterwards. When he got tired of talking, he sat with some of the older ones and asked them to read to him. As he looked over his happy, enthralled kingdom, he couldn’t help but smile. True, they were just cattle, but they worshipped him as their king. Their beloved ruler, benefactor, teacher, and provider. They all needed him and depended on him. They loved him. And best of all, they owed him.





  
 
 
Chapter 29
 
Draven was running again. This time he ran in pursuit, pausing to scent before he sprang into a tree. He swung forward and sailed through the air to catch a branch, swinging from one tree to the next with the perfect rhythm of someone who had done it all his life. His body seemed to know the movement, like a memory stored in his muscles from some long ago time, though he’d never before known the perfect freedom of his limbs, the distance he could travel in such a short time, nor how far he could push his body. But even as he realized it, he watched it fade more each day. 
Only a week ago he’d had greater strength, could have completed this task more efficiently and in less time. He thought of when it started. Though he estimated his increase in strength began when he’d left Sally’s, perhaps he’d only regained his freedom and his prior strength. Perhaps he’d forgotten it in the eight months he’d been held captive…but he doubted that. So, he had gained this extra advantage after he’d left Sally’s. It had to be Angel’s doing. Angel had given him some sort of power when he pulled that rod out of Draven’s brain, the one that Byron had used to paralyze him. But Angel had done something else, changed something. 
Usually Draven felt as he always had. He had no trouble thinking clearly or remembering. But something else had altered, some slight change in the way he treated sapiens. That was likely not Angel’s doing but Sally’s. In the vigilante prison, she had been his only friend. But she had been that. A true friend, and a sap. Though it seemed impossible for one being to play such opposing roles, she had. He had loved her, in a way. Not like a pet exactly, as he’d told Cali. And not like a lover, certainly. But more like…a person. She had made him see saps as people, and now that he had left her strange backwards world, he could not quite return saps to the proper place in his mind. 
He tried, and he cursed himself and grew frustrated when he forgot his role in this small party of runaways. He was their master. Providing for them and caring for them because they couldn’t do it themselves—those were his responsibilities. But sometimes he found himself talking to Cali, forgetting she wasn’t Sally, that she wasn’t a person like him, a Superior. Or he’d look at her and think something about her that he should only think about Superiors. 
He had yet to readjust to Superior society because he had not gone back. Therein lay the problem. He’d gone from Sally’s, to living on his own, to taking care of these two sapiens, and he had not returned himself to the correct place in society. It seemed only natural that after spending so much time in Sally’s company, he would see sapiens as she’d made him see them. No one had reminded him otherwise. He had tried to remind himself, but that endeavor proved fruitless. He should have applied for papers when he returned to Princeton, instead of living as a drifter. He should have sorted out his mind, reinstated himself in the order of the world, before he committed such a blatantly reckless crime. If he had gotten papered and worked for a few months, he’d have saved what little he could to take Cali somewhere safe where he could hide her. 
But he hadn’t. He had focused on the revenge rather than what happened after. 
This was what happened after his revenge. He’d been relegated to hunting animals, something he hadn’t done in a hundred years. But he imagined he’d remember it well enough in a moment. Releasing the branch he’d swung onto, he came down upon the deer, struggling to secure his arms about the doe’s neck. The animal shot forward on a surge of adrenaline, but Draven moved with it, drawing his hunting knife and sliding it across the animal’s throat in one swift motion. It lurched forward another few steps before stumbling to a halt and collapsing beneath him. Before more blood spurted from the wound, Draven lifted the animal’s head and clamped his mouth on its throat. Fighting his body’s impulse rid himself of this foreign sap, he continued drawing whatever sustenance he could from the creature, which lay on its side, still quivering with the impulses firing through its body even as its muscles ceased movement and its lungs expelled their last breath. 
Long after the animal had gone limp, Draven drew what he could from its still-warm body. It mattered little how repulsive the source—he needed energy. He needed strength, and he needed Cali to be stronger. Once he fed her enough, he could draw from her again. 
His stomach churned when he’d finished, full but in no way satisfied. He draped the deer over his shoulders and started back to the camp. The return trip wasn’t so rapid and freeing as swinging through the trees. 
When he reached camp, Cali and Leo lay sleeping, their chapped faces peeking out of the tattered blanket. Embers glowed under the ash in the fire pit. A bit at a time, Draven added small sticks and handfuls of pine needles to the ashes, blowing on the coals until they glowed. He continued adding fuel to the smoldering twigs, stoking the fire back to life. When it blazed again, he left the overhang and went to the creek. He’d lost his tarps to Sally’s people, so he used the tough plastic bag he’d taken from the store in Princeton to arrange the meat. The young doe, though it had lived less than a year, had enough meat on it to feed Cali for days. Draven removed the animal’s entrails, still warm with life. Though he’d have liked to have a hide blanket, he did not know how to treat it. Nonetheless, he thought he’d attempt it. 
Draven shook his head and pushed the unwelcome memory away. He began peeling back the hide, stripping the meat beneath from the bones. An animal moved in the woods nearby, no doubt drawn by the aroma of blood that rose from the slaughter. He stopped and listened for a moment before resuming. Again, something stirred in the trees beyond his sight, and then, very close, he heard the horrible tortured scream of a woman. 
He leapt over the meat and ran, still clutching the hunting knife. Leo began to wail just as Draven reached the overhanging rock where he had left his humans. Cali sat clutching Leo to her chest, her eyes wide with alarm. For a moment, Draven stood looking at her without comprehension, until the sound repeated itself nearby. Cali sucked in a shaky breath and her arms tightened around Leo, who squealed in protest.
“Put all the wood on the fire,” Draven said, turning even as he spoke. He sprinted back to the river to find one of the big cats already dragging the carcass away. Though he had no way of knowing if more lurked nearby, he didn’t imagine he wanted to find out. The cat had taken the carcass, something Draven had wanted, too, but already he had more meat than Cali could eat before it spoiled. He’d rather not fight the panther. The cat growled a long, low sound deep in its throat and continued dragging the deer’s body. Draven approached slowly and wrapped the cut meat in the bag, his eyes trained on the panther. 
The guttural growl continued as Draven began to back away, still holding tightly to the knife. He wondered, if the cat ripped out his throat, if Cali would come looking for him and take him back to the cave. Not likely. And if other cats lurked nearby…perhaps they’d leave nothing for her to find.
The panther shifted, its eyes never leaving Draven. He waited for it to spring from its crouched position, but it only watched. Another pair of eyes watched from behind the big cat, but the trees and shadows concealed the other animal’s form. Draven took another step back, listening for the sounds of other animals. When he reached the trees at the creek bank’s edge, he turned and fled over the groundcover of frosted leaves, moving as swiftly as he’d ever moved. He reached the overhanging area without being overtaken.
At the camp, Cali stood much as he’d left her, wide-eyed, cradling Leo against her chest. Her heart beat too fast, but he couldn’t tell if the cats or his sudden reappearance frightened her. She had followed his bidding and piled the fire high with broken tree limbs. The blaze sent a plume of smoke into the darkness, white and pungent, the sharp scent almost as piercing as the chill in the air.
Draven dragged a few of the burning branches to each end of the overhanging bluff, making a sort of cave under the ledge of rock. Then he turned his attention the meat. 
“What was that noise?” Cali asked. “Did you kill someone?”
Draven chuckled and continued cutting the meat. “No.”
“Well, what was it?”
“Only an animal. The scream is eerie, but it won’t harm you. Do not worry.”
“Why are you covered in blood? Did you kill it?”
He considered explaining the situation, but it seemed complicated, so he simply nodded. For a few moments, Cali stood as if waiting, or perhaps trying to formulate yet another question. But she returned to her blanket without speaking and crawled under with Leo. Still, she did not sleep, but lay quietly watching Draven work. For a brief moment, he wondered if she tried to remember everything he did so she would know how to survive if or when she ran away…or he was killed. Perhaps he should teach her. But now he had only time to survive, not teach a sap to hunt. She couldn’t kill a deer the way he did, anyhow. 
When he’d finished cutting the meat into strips, he hung them to dry close to the fire. Outside the shelter, eyes shone in the darkness, but the animals did not come closer. The few times Draven had to leave the meat to gather wood, the animals backed away when he approached, then swept forward again when he returned to the overhang and left the forest to the animals. He worked through the night, watching them watch him. 
At dawn, after the predators had slunk away, Draven left his humans sleeping and crept to the creek to launder his clothing and bathe. Aside from a bit of blood on the rocks, no trace of the deer remained. He did what he could to wash away the blood before returning to the cave. In the morning, Leo awakened and cried for quite some time. Draven did not imagine the child would survive much longer. But then, he’d been wrong about it surviving even this long. After Cali fed it, it fell asleep once more, although it kicked and cried from time to time in its sleep. Having tended to her child, Cali stood slowly and limped to the fire to settle herself in the glow of its warmth. 
When he noticed her eyeing the charred foil packages in the fire, Draven knelt beside her and unwrapped one. When possible, he avoided the sizzling juices that oozed from the crinkled wrapping and scorched his fingers, and ignored the few burns he sustained. Soon enough, if he fed Cali adequately, he could draw from her, and thus his minor wounds would heal almost instantly. He cut into the meat to make certain it had cooked all the way through. His tongue contracted at the salty, heady aroma and the memory of the pleasure he had once taken from such things. He pushed the steaming bundle towards Cali. 
She reached for it but jerked back just as Draven released it into her hands. The foil fell to the ground, spilling moist, oily chunks onto the dirty stone floor. Cali shrank back, her glance darting to Draven’s face and back to the floor. He didn’t have to hear her heartbeat or savor her fear to know she was frightened. He knelt to recover the meat and tossed it into the fire. When he’d cleared away all but the oily stain at her feet, he stood, noting the flicker of fear that crossed her face as she stood before him, awaiting her punishment without flinching. For a moment, he stood motionless, only watching the wonderful expressiveness of her face. Even frozen in an expression of brave resignation, it seemed to hold more life, more mutable softness, more capability for change than a Superior face.
Draven smiled and slowly ran one greasy finger over the tip of her nose, over her lips and down her chin. 
“There’s more,” he said, turning back to the fire. “If there weren’t, we’d have simply wiped away the dirt. It would still taste good.” He set another piece of foil in front of Cali and unwrapped it. “If you were covered in two inches of dirt, I’d still want to eat you.” Draven glanced at Cali, who busied herself blowing the heat from a shred of meat. He’d not meant to scare her with a slip of the tongue. “Or rather…you know what I meant.” 
Watching Cali eat the food that smelled so appealing, but that he could no longer consume, Draven’s hunger grew with each bite she took. Leo began to cry, but Cali paid little attention. After a few minutes, Draven stooped to study the boy. His cry had weakened in the last few days, much like Draven’s reserve of strength. Draven waited until the boy had quieted before retrieving his hat and sunshades from the backpack. 
Although he hated the headaches and the weakness and exhaustion daylight caused, traveling during the day gave them a lead on the trackers. 
“Can we just stay here today?” Cali asked, watching him adjust the hat over his face. 
“Why?”
“I don’t know.” She sighed and clambered to her feet. “I’m just so tired of moving. I just want to sit here all day and rest. We haven’t heard any trackers or anything, right? Maybe they don’t know where we went and they gave up.”
Draven chuckled. “They don’t give up.”
“But they aren’t close, are they?” When he didn’t answer, she pressed on. “Are they?”
“I don’t know. It’s safer for us to leave the mountains. Not only because of the trackers. It won’t be so cold at a lower elevation. If we get snowed in here…I can survive in the snow for a bit, but I don’t imagine you can.”
“Oh.”
“Is something bothering you?” he asked. “I have noticed your limp.”
“I’m just not used to walking so much. My feet are awfully torn up, and my legs are so sore I wonder that they haven’t fallen off.”
“Why haven’t you told me of these pains?”
“I don’t know. I felt bad complaining when you’re carrying everything and all I have to carry is a knife.”
“Then we shall rest a bit. Let me see your feet.”
Cali pulled an edge of blanket free from Leo and clumsily situated herself beside him. She stretched her legs towards Draven, who knelt before her and removed her socks, careful to move slowly and lift them away from her blistered skin. Though he could not see well during daylight, he could tell the condition of her feet had deteriorated since he’d last seen them. Removing his hat to increase his scenting abilities took away most of his vision, but he could scent an infection with his senses unhindered. His fingers explored her feet with gentle thoroughness, finding their way over the soft swells of her new blisters, the sticky flaps of shriveled skin where others had recently broken, and the smooth spots where thicker skin had formed in place of her oldest blisters.
“I can ease a bit of the pain in your feet,” he said, satisfied that she had escaped infection, if not discomfort. “But little can be done for your legs. You will grow stronger as we continue, and they won’t hurt anymore.”
“So all I can do is wait?”
“I know it is little comfort now,” Draven said. 
“Well…yeah. But I guess I can’t do much about that.” She drew away when he took up her foot and raised it to his mouth. “What are you doing?” she asked warily.
“My saliva has properties that will help you heal and stop bleeding.”
“But…my feet are dirty.”
“Very well,” he said, kneeling to scoop her up. She uttered a shrill cry of surprise and clutched his neck, then relaxed as he carried her to the stream. When he set her down on the shore, she gave him an odd look before stepping into the water. She gasped and hugged herself, lifting one foot and then the other as she stood in the edge of the water. After a few moments, she retreated. Draven smiled at her trepidation concerning water, but he didn’t mention it. Instead, he carried her back to the bluff without a word. When he’d settled her into her spot at the edge of the blanket next to the baby, he resumed his earlier task.
Lifting her foot, he again brought it to his mouth. She watched him as she did when he performed any task she’d never seen done, such as cleaning meat or carving wood. But when his tongue touched her instep, she jerked spastically and began giggling. Draven ceased and drew back to look at her. He’d rarely heard her laugh, and never in such an unthinking way, as if it burst forth from her with no restraint. Her giggling was so unexpected, so new to Draven, that he couldn’t help smiling.
“What amuses you?” he asked. 
“It tickles,” she said, wiping her eyes. “Sorry. I’ll try to be still.”
But she did not still. She jerked uncontrollably all the while, tugging at her foot while Draven cleaned it, giggling and apologizing until she woke Leo, who let out one hoarse cry before settling back into his fitful slumber. After wetting her broken skin and blisters with saliva, Draven held her foot, unsure if he should allow himself some measure of amusement. After a moment, he flicked his tongue between her toes. 
“Stop, stop,” she said, gasping for breath. She rocked back and forth, kicking her foot at him. 
Chuckling, he released his hold on her ankle. “You’re quite an amusing girl,” he said, capturing her other foot. 
“No, no, don’t do it again. Please stop,” she said, though he could hardly understand her words through her laughter.
He bit back a smile. “You agreed to do anything I asked,” he said. “You promised when I returned for your child.”
While she giggled and thrashed against his hold, he ran his tongue over her blistered skin. When he finished, he pulled away, laughing with her, caught her other foot and pulled her towards him. He used a bit more force than he’d intended, and Cali’s braced hands slipped from under her and her body slid towards him, pulling the blanket with it. Now on her back, she looked up at him kneeling between her knees. Both halted their laughter abruptly. 
Draven pushed her back and cleared his throat. 
“I cannot heal your legs, as the soreness originates in your muscles,” he said, again taking her foot into his hands. He cupped her heel in his palm and began massaging his thumbs into her ankles and the tendons at the back of her foot, working his way up her leg tentatively. He knew he could easily bruise her and cause more discomfort than he alleviated. Avoiding her gaze, he studied the movement of his hands, although his fingers, rather than his eyes, guided him—the sunlight that filtered into their protected spot under the cliff nearly blinded him.
“Tell me if I’m too hard,” he said after a bit.
“No, it feels good.”
He could not disagree. The icy water had chilled her feet until he’d forgotten for a moment how her warmth captivated him, how he craved it almost as much as her sap. It was part of the same magic, inextricably linked. Her bodily warmth reminded him of the warmth of sap, the warmth of life that flowed in her veins. He could no longer remember why that heat had so disgusted him for most of his Superior life. 
Suddenly Cali’s hand covered his. “Stop,” she whispered. He glanced up at her face for the first time since he’d begun, a bit disconcerted. Lost in thought, he’d forgotten her, forgotten himself. Her tense fingers squeezed his, a resistant reminder of what separated them. Smiling to himself, he shook his head, but he acquiesced, working his fingers down her thigh instead of continuing. 
Perhaps it was not so silly to her—perhaps a Superior had hurt her when she’d worked in the restaurants. And certainly a breeder would have been unpleasant, and she’d mentioned that Larry had paid her unwelcome attention. 
Draven lowered her right foot and took up the other, cradling it between his hands at first, moving on to her calf and thigh, stopping at the height he estimated she’d protest. When he finished, Cali pulled the blanket tight around her shoulders and sat up. The sudden movement sent Leo tumbling off the side of the blanket onto the stone floor. Instantly he awoke and let out a mournful wail, clearly indignant at receiving such treatment. Cali snatched him up and kissed his reddening face repeatedly, sneaking guilty glances at Draven all the while. He shook his head again and returned to the fire, contemplating her oddness. 
After feeding the fire, he surveyed the most shadowy section under the overhang. “I will take sleep for a few hours,” he said. “Rest if you wish. Please awaken me when the sun is in the middle of the sky. We will leave then.” Having donned his hat and shades while he spoke, he turned his back to the light and curled up on the hard stone floor to sleep. He’d not slept in a real bed for so long that the backseat of a car had felt like luxury. Now, sleeping in a snow bank would have seemed a luxury compared to this.
When he awoke, the sun was hurtling off center towards the west. Pushing himself into a sitting position, he saw what he had sensed the moment his consciousness returned. All his things, the backpack and supplies and gear, lay just as he had left them. Cali had vanished. 
His sense of panic rising every moment, he sprang from the cold stone floor and into the entrance of the shelter, scenting in either direction. Her scent lingered over everything, but only coals remained in the fire pit, radiating a dull heat. For a moment, two, more, Draven waited for a tangible signal, anything to indicate which way she’d gone. A fragment of sound found its way to him, half a word of Leo’s babbling, curling over the rustling leaves and sighing branches, the gurgling water, the forest sounds that suddenly deafened his exerted senses. 
In an instant, Draven leapt from the ledge and started in the humans’ direction. He had not gone far before he spotted them. Leo sat on the bank of the creek, half wrapped in the blanket, gathering handfuls of the small stones around him, depositing some in his mouth and some in his lap. The babbling sounds that had failed to escape Draven as successfully as his human captives poured forth from the sapling’s mouth, now easily discernible over the noises around them. 
Draven’s eyes swept across the child, absorbing the necessary information before being arrested by the sight before him. Cali stood in the creek with her bare back to him, the icy water circling her thighs as she bathed herself. For a few moments, perhaps longer, Draven stood watching, in the grip of her strange spell. Of course, he had every right to watch his saps so they did not attempt an escape, especially a repeat offender like Cali. Only…he did not watch her in that capacity. He did not watch her as if she were a sapien at all. 
Realizing the direction of his thoughts, he turned abruptly and hurried back to the cave. He could not imagine what strange enchantment had taken hold of him, or how to rid himself of it.





  
 
 
Chapter 30
 
“I know it’s Kidd and that’s a fact,” Byron said. “I guarantee you he’s involved.”
“Can’t guarantee unless you got proof. And you,” Milton said, stabbing his index finger onto the surface of his desk for emphasis, “don’t have proof.”
“But you should have seen him,” Byron insisted. “He knew about my runaway sapien, and no one knew about that. He said someone told him. I ask you this, who could have told him?”
Milton shrugged his broad, hard shoulders. “I don’t know, but I don’t guess we can arrest a man for knowing your business.”
“I know. He has people hiding out in the woods, working for him. That’s where these missing people went. That’s where he’s taken my saps. They’re working for him, and that incubus is in on it, too.”
“I hate to tell you this, Enforcer, but you’re starting to worry me.”
Byron had to admit, he couldn’t blame the man. He had no proof, and now he’d started spouting theories about people hiding in the woods. If Marisol had heard him, she would have said he sounded ‘cuckoo.’ Still, he knew the kid was just not right. 
“Fine, but I still want to know how he found out. I’m telling you, he could barely contain his glee at my loss. He must have done it.”
“So the kid’s a little shit. I’ll give you that. He can’t control his own property, so he takes pleasure in the same misfortune befalling others. That doesn’t mean he’s involved. He doesn’t even live around here. He registers when he leaves town, and he was in Texas when that happened.”
“I’m telling you. He’s got all those missing saps hidden away somewhere. And mine with them.”
“Or maybe they just ran away. More likely, though, this Draven fellow stole them. We have proof of that. Don’t worry, when the trackers bring him in, we’ll convict. If he says Kidd’s involved, that’s evidence. But the simplest theory is usually correct. Things are usually just what they seem.”
Byron seethed. He didn’t need this arrogant prick telling him what every Enforcer knew, as if he’d just won the job. He knew as much as Milton, and this time, more.
“I’m not worried about Draven,” Byron spat. “He’s only a Third. But I would like to pursue investigating this kid. I’ll do it on my own time.”
Milton sighed and ran a big hand over his polished scalp. “Byron, I know you think he’s a suspect, but we’ve already sent Enforcers into his private property twice, and nothing came of it. And he contacted me personally to tell me that Enforcers have been following him to meetings and lingering around his home. Know anything about that?”
“Sure. I told them to tail him for a while.”
“Byron, you can’t do that. No evidence, no suspect. I don’t think the government will be too happy to learn you’ve been employing their Enforcers against policy. I’m going to have to ask you not to be involved with him anymore.”
“But he’ll be here in a month, less than a month. He’s already invited me over.”
“Accepting that invitation would not be wise, Enforcer. You’ve gotten involved personally.” Milton pushed back from his desk and studied Byron before continuing. “We understand, of course. You lost your sapiens, and that’s hard on anyone. It’s a big investment. But unless Meyer becomes a suspect, I don’t want you communicating with him in any way, or ordering others to do so. Believe me, we all want this case solved, but you can’t start pointing fingers just to fit your fancy.”
“Milton, I respect your orders. But how is Meyer going to be a suspect when no one is collecting evidence against him? I can build this case. I know I can.”
“Maybe you should take some time off, concentrate on settling into our fine city. Are you making friends?”
Byron turned and stalked out of the office. Milton’s appearance alone aroused his ire. Now he had insinuated he’d take him off the assignment altogether. Byron would not let that happen. He would not let his temper get the better of him. That damned kid would slip up eventually. And Byron would be waiting when he did. 
And though Milton had ordered him not to communicate with Meyer, he hadn’t said anything about watching him. As soon as Meyer arrived, Byron would hound him every second of the night, staying just close enough that Meyer could feel the pressure, but not so close that he could accuse Byron of wrongdoing.
On his way home, Byron stopped to get a case of canned sap to supplement what he got from his remaining sapien each night. Back at his apartment, he collapsed into his chair, but immediately stood again, yanked off his jacket and flung it across the room. This souldamned job, city, friends, sapiens. His whole life had gone to shit since he’d taken this assignment.
He cursed as he stalked around the crummy apartment, wishing he’d stayed at home, where he had a family, a big house with all his things, obedient saps, respectful colleagues, warm weather, and all that he was accustomed and entitled to as a Second. But no use wasting time with homesickness. If he wanted to go home, he knew how to make it happen—solve the damn case.
Having calmed himself, he returned to his desk, sat, opened a can of sap, and called the trackers. 
“Sir, your signal’s coming in,” Lapin said. “What can we do for you, Enforcer?”
“Got anything? Any news?”
“We found some things, sir. We’re on the trail. But they had a good start on us, sir.”
“What’d you find?”
“A few fires they buried, sir. Somehow they aren’t leaving a scent, but we found two fires and we’re looking for a third to put us on some sort of path. We picked up the scent of your sapien around both fires, so we know it’s them. Funny thing is, they aren’t leaving a trail on the ground. We don’t know what’s going on, sir.”
“Maybe he’s carrying her?”
“Could be, sir. His scent would have faded by now. We can’t trace him after this long, sir.”
“Can you set your pod to track his?” Byron asked, though he didn’t know if Thirds, even trackers, had this feature on their pods. He had access to these things, but as an Enforcer, he had access to many resources that Thirds, and even most Seconds, didn’t have.
“He doesn’t have a pod, sir. That’s typical of criminals. But of course you know that, Sir Enforcer. But we’re experts at scenting, and we usually pick right up on a trail and don’t need hi-tech gadgets. Sir.”
“Dammit. Let me think what I can do for you.” Byron could activate a tracer on Draven’s pin, but that would mean he’d have to hunt him in the woods himself. Trackers didn’t know about pins any more than any other Third did. And of course, he couldn’t trace Cali’s locator chip anymore. Even a dumb shit like Draven would have cut hers out the first chance he got. The scrambled code was only a temporary fix—an expert could overwrite it and get a good signature as long as the chip hadn’t yet been destroyed.
“All due respect, sir, I don’t think we’ll need anything. Lathan just found another fire. There’s a pattern of sorts, we know the direction they’re going. Shouldn’t be too long, sir. If we don’t find them in two more weeks, we might call in a couple more trackers, but I don’t see us needing that, sir.”
“Call with any news.”
“We won’t be coming back until we find your sapiens, sir. I’ll help look for clues around the fire when you’re done with me, sir.”
“Of course. I wouldn’t want to hold up your progress. Thanks for keeping me updated.”
“Anytime, Enforcer. Call any night you like, sir.”
Byron disconnected and leaned back with a sigh. Things were looking up again. If he hadn’t learned his lesson on the folly of encouraging Thirds who looked promising, he’d have taken a greater interest in Lapin. But after Draven’s betrayal, he’d never waste his time on a piece of Third Order trash again. Besides, he had more pressing concerns, like Kidd’s arrival, and getting his saps back and punishing them. Nothing to get too excited about until then, but in two weeks, things should liven up around this hillbilly hellhole.
 





  
 
 
Chapter 31
 
It took the trackers twenty days to find Draven and his captives, nineteen days longer than he expected. Every moment since he’d stolen a Second’s livestock, he had watched for the trackers, awaiting their arrival. He had absolute faith in trackers’ abilities. He had been one. And he’d never failed. 
That night, before the trackers found them, had been a long, cold one. A thin layer of crystallized snowflakes covered the needles on the trees around them and those blanketing the ground underfoot. Higher in the mountains, a thicker layer of snow had fallen, whitening the visible ridges and peaks. Pellets of frozen snow slashed the travelers’ faces, and an icy wind cut through their clothing and burned their exposed skin. Cali walked beside Draven, head ducked to shield her face from the punishing gusts, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders over her coat. Neither spoke. 
The child, who had become increasingly ill-tempered over the past few nights, now dangled limply from the pack, staring at Draven’s chest with unfocused eyes. The incessant crying had ceased, at least temporarily, and for that Draven could not complain. Instead, the boy passed a silent night, with occasional bouts of fussing, wrapped in as many layers as he would tolerate. For perhaps a week now, the sapling had eaten only dried milk, and Draven had noticed his heartbeat growing sluggish, although he had said nothing of it to Cali.
Draven had nearly given up walking for the night, deciding instead to give Leo and Cali, and himself if he were honest, some reprieve from the scouring wind. Since he did not favor camping in the open, he searched for semi-sheltered alcoves along the faces of boulders and cliffs. They had followed the creek whenever possible since the day they’d found it, when Draven had killed the deer. The bank had grown too steep for Cali that night, so they’d strayed a bit from the water’s course and walked in the woods nearby, staying close enough that Draven could return to the water whenever Cali’s bags needed filling. 
As Draven came away from yet another set of boulders without finding a suitable camping spot, something in the woods gave him pause. Some measured sound alerted his senses, distinguishable in its deliberate quality, foreign among the sighing sounds of the pines, the wind in the branches that alternately whispered and wailed, never steady or cautious, as this sound had been. 
Draven spun towards Cali. “Superiors,” he whispered, knowing they would hear him, but having no effective silent means to communicate with Cali. He knew they had only moments before the trackers would set upon them. Tearing the blanket from Cali’s stiff fingers, he fumbled for the handle of the knife she kept tucked in the waistband of her trousers. His fingers closed around it just as the first trace of Superior scent reached his nostrils. He yanked the knife free and thrust it into her hand. 
Snatching the long, crude knife from him, she held it close, her knuckles white as she gripped the handle. Her breathing quickened and her heart raced, but she did not speak through her stiff, bluish lips. Still, her eyes shifted in a panicked way that reminded him of the deer he’d killed, and for a moment, he feared she would bolt. “It will work,” he assured her as he bent to scoop her into his arms. “Use it.”
He leapt into a nearby tree, barely giving Cali time to catch her balance before he shoved Leo into her arms and dropped to the ground once more. Snatching the backpack and bag he’d deposited there, he straightened, propelling himself into the tree in the same movement. He caught the branch and swung up to join his humans on the limb. After verifying that the Superiors hadn’t yet reached his side of the creek, he removed the pack and fastened it to a branch above them. Then he knelt beside Cali and waited. 
The trackers had not followed their exact trail, but had come upon them nonetheless, and had likely followed them for some time before Draven heard them. Now, incredibly, they seemed to be overshooting their target. Draven crouched next to Cali, answering her questioning look with the smallest shake of his head. Lips tight, breath halted, Draven waited, casting his senses in search of the trackers that had so certainly spotted them, and just as certainly, passed them by. 
For several long minutes, Draven remained motionless, straining to catch a trace of scent or the measured beat of footfalls. Just as he’d begun to believe he’d imagined it, that he’d lost his mind entirely, the scent swelled around them, so potent he couldn’t imagine how Cali remained unaware. They’d found a crossing and doubled back, upwind of him now, coming within thirty meters of the tree where Draven had stashed his captives. They fell in closer, and closer still, until Draven could see them drawing nearer every moment, though he could do nothing to prevent their approach. They passed beneath the branch where he and Cali and the child huddled motionless, frozen by cold and fear. 
“Hey, Lathan,” one of the trackers said quietly. “The trail stops.”
Draven glanced at Cali, who stared back wild-eyed with terror, and he knew he could not call on her to participate in what he intended. Though he’d rather do almost anything than kill again, he could think of no preferable alternative. If he did not kill the trackers, they would capture both him and Cali. Once back in Princeton, he’d face a trial and certainly be executed for his crimes. And Cali…as terrible a fate awaited her, even if Byron spared her life.
Although Draven had not had time to remove it before the trackers approached, the steel chain that had once bound him in the grave now rested in the bottom of his pack. If he could retrieve it, and if he could subdue the trackers somehow while he did so, perhaps he could bind the men instead of killing them. But if Draven left these men bound in steel to survive the elements until new trackers arrived, they’d never give up the search for him until they’d exacted revenge. And he’d lose the chain, itself a priceless—if renegade—weapon. 
“Where are they?” asked the second tracker from further off. The shrieking wind threatened to drown his words before they reached their audience.
If Draven killed these two, Superior society would never see him as anything more than a traitor to his race, a wanted man, and a dangerous criminal. Kill-on-sight status. No trial, no jail time. 
The two men returned, tracking backwards until they stood directly beneath the three fugitives. “You’d think they disappeared right here. The trail just ends,” one said. “But listen…”
Draven knew what they heard. He could mask Cali’s scent, the wind could whip away his own scent and obscure the sound of her and the child breathing. But the throb of her heart expanding and contracting deep inside her, squeezing hot blood through her body, could be neither disguised nor mistaken. It seemed now more pronounced than ever before, hammering so violently that Draven imagined he could feel it sending out a shockwave with each pulse, as if the air itself were charged with her electric heat that throbbed against him in the raw darkness. Nothing could subdue her lurid heat, his constant exultation and torment, and now, their downfall. 
“I don’t think they disappeared,” the second tracker said slowly. As they began to raise their eyes, Leo emitted a gurgling squeal and shook his fists and legs as if in the clutches of some mad anticipation.
One of the trackers met Draven’s eyes a split second before Draven launched himself from the branch. He fell upon the man, and together they tumbled to the ground. Although unarmed, Draven knew how to kill a man without a weapon if he could gain the exact angle and summon the strength. The tracker had eaten more than once every few days, though. He’d eaten his five rations per day, as any normal person would, for the past twenty days, while Draven had nearly gone into starvation mode. 
The tracker wrestled Draven to the ground and pushed a weapon, a gun like the one Byron had once used to paralyze him, against his head. Since when had trackers been issued Deactivators? When Draven had been a tracker, he’d never even heard of that weapon. 
This man did not aim with Byron’s precision, though. Perhaps it wouldn’t paralyze Draven. Perhaps the steel spike would pierce a different area of his brain, and render him speechless, or take his memories or his vision. Or perhaps it would make him lose his mind altogether. 
While still locked in the grip of the tracker, Draven heard bodies hit the ground. Leo began to howl in such earnest that the spaces between cries seemed to stretch towards eternity while he caught his breath. Draven could not afford to look away from his own fight, though. Thus far, he’d only managed to hold off his attacker by continually struggling, though he knew the shot would come any moment. 
Suddenly the man pinning him screamed, the most anguished sound Draven had ever heard, and leapt from him. Draven sprang to his feet. The tracker, scream still tearing from his lips, flew at his companion and dragged his body from Cali. Draven leapt at his back, but the tracker threw his arm out, flinging Draven backwards into the woods.
Draven slammed into a tree. A branch broke under the force of his flying body, the jagged wood tearing into his flesh. He yanked free and slipped to the ground, the roar of pain deafening inside his head. Paralyzed by the shock of pain, he knelt for a moment, intensely aware of his vulnerability in the time it took him to recover. Forcing the pain from the forefront of his awareness, he scrambled to his feet, still struggling to shine his mind. 
The tracker with the gun sprawled across Cali, still uttering that hideous scream. Draven dove at him and wrenched him from Cali. The man fell backwards, choking, a handle protruding from his middle. An almost uncontrollable blaze of hunger flared inside Draven when he savored Cali’s sap, freshly spilled and steaming in the cold night.
Draven lunged for the dagger at the same moment the man’s hand closed around it. Before Draven could wrest it from him, the man drew it from himself, and the unmistakable scent of Superior blood wafted from him, clinging to the man and the dagger and the chill air. He jabbed the dagger at Draven, but Draven saw the blow coming and avoided all but the blade’s tip. The aspen point pierced the muscles between his ribs and his hipbone. Before the pain could register, Draven snatched the man’s extended wrist and twisted. A slight hesitation indicated when the ligaments reached the end of their range. They gave way with a sickening grinding sensation that traveled up the length of Draven’s arm and lodged in his shoulder. The dagger clattered to the stony ground between them.
The tracker shrieked and sank his teeth into Draven’s forearm. Unable to twist away, Draven sank to the ground and swiped at the dagger. After several attempts, he gained purchase on the handle. He clubbed the man’s head with the blunt end of the dagger, but the tracker’s teeth only clenched tighter. Only after several ineffective blows did Draven realize the man had not bitten him out of rage, but to draw from him in a very messy and painful manner. With dawning horror, Draven felt the pull of his blood flowing from him, the measurable weakness setting in with each drag. Though the dagger felt unwieldy in his left hand, he lifted it high and took a moment to aim carefully despite his mounting panic. Bringing it down in an arc, he buried it in the man with every bit of his remaining strength. 
He had only to strike once.
 





  
 
 
Chapter 32
 
For a long time, Cali’s Superior rocked her on his lap, licking at her scalp wound and moaning low in his throat. An urgency tugged at the edges of her mind but never made itself completely known. What did she need to do? Something, something important. But what? Every time she turned her mind to the nagging question, it darted from her reach.
Her head throbbed, not just on the surface but deep down in the very core. Draven’s cold tongue slid along her wound over and over, soothing the broken skin but doing nothing for the deeper ache. Soon she began drifting away to the unthinking place she’d been when Draven came to her.
She hadn’t known which of the Superiors survived when he pulled her onto his lap. Even when the distant, half-formed thought that he would finish her off entered her mind, her body refused to react. But then his hands had arranged her with care on his lap, and one arm had gone around her middle, the other clearing her hair from the wound, and she’d known it was him. The others would have killed her before eating, or made her suffer while they fed. They wouldn’t have handled her in Draven’s now familiar way, commanding yet undeniably comforting. 
She let herself relax between his legs while she focused on the coldness of his mouth on her hot scalp. For once it felt good—her head was on fire. 
With no choice but to trust him, she closed her eyes and drifted off. She came to herself with a start some time later. The movement sent a volley of pain crashing through her head. She lay back, groping at the warm weight on her belly. Leo. Leo lay on her, alive. The urgency of last night flickered through her mind. That’s what she’d been trying to remember. When the Superior had yanked her out of the tree, she’d dropped Leo. She’d wanted to check on him, but she’d had to kill the Superior first, and… 
Had she killed him?
She couldn’t seem to focus her thoughts. It had all happened so fast, and in the dark so she couldn’t see. At first, she’d thought she killed him, but he’d come at her again, and she’d stabbed him again, and he’d hit her with something… And Draven had pulled him off her, at least she thought he had. Maybe he really did mean to protect her. He must, if he’d let her kill one of his people, a Superior, and not killed her for it. It didn’t seem possible that he could betray his entire race for her, just one human. But he’d given her the dagger, aspen for Aspen, and told her to use it, and she had, and he hadn’t killed her. He’d licked her to sleep, had healed her, even after she’d killed one of his own people.
In a sudden panic, she scanned the nearby woods with her eyes, not wanting to sit upright and wake Leo. Had he left her? What if another Superior had followed the trackers and killed him? But no…if another Superior had killed Draven, he would have taken Cali, too. After a full minute of searching, she spotted Draven. He sat on a boulder near the river, his knees pulled up and his arms around them. His head rested on his knees. 
For a second she felt a surge of pity for him, which was silly, of course. She couldn’t pity someone better than her, a Superior of all people. Why pity one of them? They had the world. As long as he didn’t die, she had nothing to worry about, and though he didn’t move, he looked plenty alive.
She lay back and touched Leo, grateful that Draven had covered her and the baby with the blanket. He hated Leo. He could have left Leo out to die and told Cali that he’d died from the fall. She couldn’t have argued. 
Wrapping her arms around the baby, she noticed, not for the first time, how ragged his breath sounded. She wished again she’d had the sense to listen to Draven, to leave the baby with Shelly. He would have been better off. Now she couldn’t say if she expected him to live until… 
She couldn’t even complete the thought. Until what? She didn’t know where they were going. She didn’t even think Draven knew. He was supposed to be smart, and she had to admit he knew a lot about survival, and even more about human survival than she did. But did he know anything else?
Would they keep running, just barely surviving, forever? Sooner or later, their luck would run out. What if one of them got hurt? If she got hurt, even badly, now she knew for certain that he’d take care of her. But what if something happened to him? Or what if she got sick, or infected from a cut? She shuddered at the memory of the infection that had almost killed her. She couldn’t live like this forever, always running from something and never to anything. Never with a goal or destination in mind, never with an end in sight. To run endlessly until exhaustion finally broke her…
Cali slept. 
When she woke again, the sun blazed in the sky, cold and white as frost. The second she sat up, Leo began to scream. With each agonized wail, the noise pounded a wedge of pain further into the center of Cali’s brain. She held him loosely, not offering much comfort. She wished he’d stop his mouth so her head wouldn’t split in two. After a quick scan of the area, she found Draven standing on the gravel bank near the edge of the water. He’d cleared away some of the surrounding limbs to make an open area and made a huge fire in it. He stood beside it, wearing the hat and sunshades he wore every day. 
One leg of his jeans was stained dark with blood, and one side of his shirt, too. When he turned to get more branches to add to the fire, she saw that blood covered most of the front of him. Her blood? His? As she watched him work, she thought he looked up at her, but with the strange mask covering his face, she couldn’t tell. 
Leo screamed and screamed. Cali tried in earnest to comfort him but failed. Hoping he was just hungry, she looked around for the backpack, but she couldn’t find it. Maybe Draven had taken it with him. But when she looked for it down near the fire, she didn’t see it there, either. 
She tried bouncing the baby, but he only cried harder. The last thing she wanted to deal with on top of her own pain was Leo’s inconsolable howling. She struggled to her feet and staggered back and forth in the crunchy leaves, holding Leo to her chest. Draven must have worked awfully hard while she slept. Several areas had been scraped bare of leaves and rocks and branches, leaving the dark soil beneath exposed. She wondered if Draven had buried the bodies under those spots. The thought turned her stomach, and she avoided walking over those places. 
Leo screamed on and on, until Cali gave up comforting him and let herself collapse onto a rock, lightheaded. How much blood had Draven taken from her? Her legs wobbled and threatened to collapse when she walked, and she had trouble concentrating on more than one thought at a time. Even those slipped from her mind, and she couldn’t seem to retrieve them once they’d passed. 
While Cali rested, Leo wore himself out crying before he gave up and fell asleep again. Finally Draven got done with whatever he was doing down near the fire and trudged up the slope, soaking wet and dripping all over. Cali could not believe anyone, even a Superior, would bathe in water so cold it had ice at the edges, no matter how filthy he was. But Draven obviously had. His wet clothes, still blood-stained, clung to his lean body. His pants were brown now, and red splotches stained his shirt, now torn in several places. 
He dropped the backpack with a thud next to Cali. “Feed yourself,” he said. 
“When are we leaving again?” Cali asked, discovering a new pain in her jaw when she spoke.
“I’ve a place we can rest a few days.”
A few days. The words sounded like heaven in Cali’s ears. She watched Draven shuffle slowly back down the hill, walking like a very old man might. How he’d managed to get so much done, moving as slow as he did, she couldn’t imagine. She looked at the bare spots on the ground again. Had he really dug two graves while she slept? And at that pace, too...it didn’t seem possible. Besides that, he’d killed one or two Superiors last night, and saved her life, and then scouted out a place to stay, lit a fire, and buried bodies. All that without having to eat or sleep. 
Maybe he didn’t plan as well as she’d expected. Still, he was determined and tough. She had to give him that. Funny, too, because he didn’t look at all intimidating for a Superior. He was so mild and insignificant. But he was obviously stronger and more capable than even the strongest human—and far from harmless. 
But she thought he might be sick. Once, he’d given her Leo and stumbled off into the trees, and she’d seen him bending over, holding onto a tree trunk for support, a black string trailing from his mouth to the ground. After that, she’d seen him a few times bending to release the strings that puddled before him, black stains in the white snow.
Pushing the thought away, Cali opened the bag and found some dried meat Draven had packed for her. She ate it slowly, favoring the side of her jaw that didn’t hurt, watching Draven tend his fire and thinking how powerful Superiors were compared to her, and how hopeless her chance of survival compared to his.
When he’d finished adding fuel to his fire, he plodded back up the hill with the same slow steps, and seated himself on a small log near one of the possible gravesites. He leaned forward like he might topple into the dirt with exhaustion, but instead, he rested his forehead in his palm and sat still for so long Cali wondered if he’d fallen asleep.
“Are you okay?” she asked. 
“No,” he said quietly. “You?”
“My head hurts awfully bad, but other than that, I think I’m okay,” Cali said. “What happened last night?”
“Do you not remember?” he asked, lifting his head. He looked like some kind of giant insect with his shades protruding from his masked face.
“Well, I remember some of it… I remember getting up in the tree, but I couldn’t see or hear anything. Then I heard them walking in the leaves, and you jumped on one of them, and one of them jumped on me, and I dropped Leo…” Cali paused and looked at the baby. 
“What more?”
She swallowed hard, which made the backs of her eyes ache. “A little… The tracker grabbed me and jumped back on the ground, and I stabbed him…I thought I killed him, but then he jumped on me again and was screaming like…” She broke off and shuddered. “My lord and master, like nothing I’ve ever heard. I stabbed him again, and he hit my head…maybe on a rock? And I think you pulled him off me, or he fell off…? And then I don’t remember anything until you started licking the blood off me, and I think I fell asleep…”
“Then you remember all.” 
“I do? Oh. Okay.” She tucked the blanket around Leo’s chin. “Did I kill one?”
Draven hesitated. She wished she could see his face, his eyes. But he was just a bug face studying her when she couldn’t study him back. “No,” he said after a long pause. He sat upright and squared his shoulders. “No, I killed them both.”
“Oh.” Cali fussed with Leo again, wrapped in the blanket at her feet. “I wish I could do something to help for once.”
“You imagine you’d like to have killed someone?”
She shrugged. “I guess. You always do everything, and you don’t even eat or sleep, and I just sit here doing nothing and getting us in trouble. I guess I thought when I had the knife I could help defend us. I even held on and didn’t let go of it when I stabbed him, just like you said…”
“You did help, Cali. More than you can imagine.”
“Really? Or are you just saying that to be nice?”
“We would have died if not for your bravery.”
She looked up at him hopefully. “Really?”
“Yes.” She thought he’d stop at that, but he looked at her face and then sighed and continued, speaking as if explaining were a huge burden. “If you had not injured the tracker, I would not have been able to take advantage of his surprise and overpower him. You saved us both.”
“Oh,” she said, still not sure if she believed it. How could she, a measly little human, have saved him? “Did he get you at all?” she asked. “Are you hurt?”
“Only a bit. I’ll heal.” He got to his feet and bent slowly to retrieve the backpack. “It is nearby. If you can bring Leo…if not, I’ll return for him.”
“Sure, of course I can,” Cali said. She gathered Leo in a bundle and followed Draven, trying not to put too much meaning in the fact that he’d just asked her to carry something for the first time ever. If he couldn’t even carry a backpack and a baby… But maybe he’d only asked her so she’d feel better, like she was contributing, after what she’d said. That must be it. He was being nice, so she wouldn’t feel like a burden who never did anything useful in return. 
When they got to the place he’d found for them to stay, though, she started worrying again. If he couldn’t find anything better than that, he must have felt awfully bad. The place was nothing but a narrow gap between two rocks. The back end was narrow enough that she could have squeezed through it sideways had he not blocked the opening with an unfamiliar pack, similar to Draven’s but smaller. A tarp she’d never seen covered the top of the space like a roof. 
“Is this where the trackers were staying?” she asked.
“No. I must tend the fire, and then I’ll return to you. Will you be alright here alone?”
“Well, of course. But why don’t you let me do it? You can rest and I’ll tend the fire for a while. I know you haven’t slept.”
“No,” he said quickly. “Rest here. I’ll return before too long. If you need me, call out. I will hear you.”
He stooped and ducked out of the shelter, and Cali heard the leaves crunching under his feet as he walked away. Though she couldn’t see the spot where they’d spent the night before, if she leaned to the right and pressed her cheek against the wall of the shelter, she could just see the fire, between the boulder where Draven had sat that morning and a big tree. For a while, she sat watching, waiting to see what important things he had to do. But all he did was dump a tarp full of leaves and sticks and pine needles into the fire. 
Then Leo woke up and started screaming again, and again she cursed herself for bringing the baby. Each cry sent a stab of pain into her brain. For a long time, she couldn’t think of anything but her headache and stopping Leo’s mouth. It seemed an impossible task. Finally she got him to take some milk powder and a little water, but immediately afterwards, he started screaming again. 
Dusk had fallen by the time Draven came back, carrying a folded tarp under one arm and a stack of clothes in the other. When he reached the open end of the shelter, he dropped to his knees like he couldn’t stand for one more second. He crawled into the shelter next to Cali and Leo. While Draven undressed at the end of the shelter, Cali kept her back to him until she heard the leaves crunching when he lay down. A black body-shaped bag encased him, leaving only his face visible. 
“There are two foldable water bottles in the front pocket of that backpack,” he said, nodding towards the new bag. “Refill them from the stream when they are empty. You know where the food is. Do not awaken me unless you hear someone or something approaching.” He spoke without opening his eyes, and when he had finished, he pulled the bag tight around his head, and a zipper slid closed from within, covering his face and hiding him completely from sight. 
 





  
 
 
Chapter 33
 
Byron paced the floor of his apartment, not realizing how tightly he gripped the can of sap until it crumpled in his hand. He stopped, threw his head back and finished it off, then slammed the crumpled can onto the counter so hard it bounced off and skittered across the floor. 
He stomped back to his desk and checked his pod again. No new messages, no attempts at contact. Where the hell had his trackers gone? He hadn’t heard from them in two nights. This was unacceptable. He tried to contact them again, but got no signal to Lapin’s device. He tried Lathan. “Invalid code,” his screen blinked back. He checked it again, swore, and strode to his desk.
He touched the desk screen and jiggled his leg impatiently while the start-up ad informed him of the joys of surgical facial contouring. He didn’t care if he looked perfect right then. He just wanted his damned saps back. This time he’d really teach the bitch a lesson. 
The iridescent blue screen prompted his ID to activate. He slid his pod into its station and pressed his hand to the handprint on the screen until it welcomed him. He accessed the database and put in Lathan’s name. He chose the Lathan Perkington of Princeton—there were only three in the database—and waited. He’d put in the correct ID. He tried it again, and again he got the message “Invalid code.” So Lathan had somehow broken his pod. But Lapin’s still worked, although it didn’t connect when Byron tried it again. 
He slammed out of the apartment. Never before had one of his shitty moods lasted so long. He noted the stormy cast of the sky. Looked like snow again. Just what he needed to improve his mood. 
He’d been so angry he’d forgotten his pod, and he had to turn around at the car and go all the way back to his desk to get it. He drove to the sapien farm with the breeder he’d meant to try next. The woman who ran the farm had lost a sapien once, and he’d interviewed her as part of the current case. She’d seemed simple and honest and plain. He inspected the livestock, asked about their health, looked through her records. After renting a trailer, he purchased an older sap who had already given birth to five live saplings. The sap’s chart said she had less than average intelligence but was strong and obedient. She didn’t say anything to him except ‘Yes, Master,’ every time he spoke to her.
Byron drove back to his apartment and led his new sap to the room with Shelton. He had no need for a chain anymore. He’d locked the door to the garden after the last bitch escaped, and he would probably never unlock it again. After watching the sapiens make acquaintances, he told them to start making babies or he’d pronounce them deficient and send them to the blood bank. Then he went back to his desk. Still no messages from Lapin.
Damn trackers. He probably could have found the renegades himself by now. But of course he’d never take such a demeaning job as tracking saps through the woods. He was an Enforcer, for evolution’s sake. An important man who had better things to do. 
Except really, he didn’t. The case was at a stand-still. 
He’d taken the two newly assigned Enforcers to visit the partially-burned ghost town where he’d thought, after the massacre, the case would end. But they’d never found the bodies of any more saps or Superiors after that night, never found a trail leaving the area, never found another clue. And the two people who might have led him to a clue had somehow escaped. 
It was his fault, and that was what ate him up the most. He should have taken Angel and Draven back with him that night. But he’d paralyzed them. That had always been enough. How could he have known they’d escape somehow? How could he have known Meyer was in the area to take the steel rods out of their brains? 
Meyer Kidd. The bane of his existence. He should arrive in Princeton any day now. Then the fun would really begin. 
Until then, he had nothing to do but stare at his computer screens and scan records he’d already studied until he knew them without having to turn on his computer at all. He turned on his desk screen and looked through the case files one more time. Then he switched over to the Enforcement feed and waited for something interesting. Of course that didn’t happen. But he did find the closest thing he’d had in a while, though it did not relate to the case. Someone in the Green Zone, the label Enforcers used for an area so full of illegal activity that they could go to make arrests when they had nothing else to work on, had reported a man had bitten him and drank some of his blood. 
Byron claimed the case, snatched his jacket and hurried from his apartment. He had been meaning to use his Deactivator on someone, and this proved an opportunity too rare to pass up. He ducked into his car and started off towards the seedy part of town where the altercation had taken place. In the two years he’d lived in Princeton, he’d never had occasion to visit this side of town—he had his own saps of higher quality than anything offered in the Green Zone, he didn’t want a whore, and public pornography made him squeamish. 
He arrived at the crumbling apartments where victim and perpetrator both lived. The buildings here, old army barracks from the War, made the Spartan apartments of most Thirds look like castles for Firsts. He knew from other cities how these buildings operated—the owners didn’t check identification and accepted questionable goods and services in lieu of rent. If he announced his presence, the residents would scurry out like rats from a sinking ship. But he wasn’t looking for that sort of entertainment tonight.
Instead, he followed the directions on his pod and arrived at the cannibalistic Third’s door. He rapped three times and was answered by a voice telling him where he could go and what he could do to himself once he arrived. He drew both his guns and shouldered the door in. It crashed to the floor. A naked mistress with enough surgical alterations to appear cartoonish leapt from the sofa, where she’d been attempting to remain mounted atop the bucking cannibal beneath her. 
The man looked like a typical Third, thin but soft, with slightly pudgy arms he no doubt hated, but which he lacked the means to enhance with surgery, and a bit of extra padding around the middle. His cannibalistic act had filled him with rampant energy, which he now worked off in the manner consistent with Thirds everywhere. What a mistake it had been to evolve an entire generation of nothing but teenagers and young twenties. They were so sexually charged they could barely function. If it weren’t for Seconds creating laws to govern them, their conception of an ideal society would consist of participating in one giant, unending orgy.
The mistress had gathered her scant clothing and was now struggling to wedge her sizeable breasts into a pair of seashells fastened with elastic bands to form a top of some sort. “I’m just leaving,” she assured him as one of her breasts escaped the confines of the clam shell. She stuffed it back in just as the other one popped free. “I don’t live here,” she said. “I’m going.”
Instead of growing angry at the destruction of his door, the man only lay grinning on his sofa as if displaying himself. “Oh, come on now, Lucinia, don’t be in such a hurry,” he said. “Maybe he’d like to join us.” He grinned disgustingly at Byron.
“Sorry,” Lucinia said as she squeezed past Byron, holding her top in place with one hand while carrying her glowing golden heels in the other. He let her go. She hadn’t done anything more than her job, distasteful as that was.
“Aww, now you gone and chased off my Luci,” the man on the sofa said.
“I have a report that you bit someone.”
“That bastard reported me, did he?” the man asked. He groped around on his end table and wiped his finger in some white powder, which he rubbed along his gums. He couldn’t seem to stop smiling.
“He did,” Byron said. “And I’m here to arrest you for cannibalism. Are you going to run?”
“Why would I run? I didn’t do nothing. You can’t prove I did nothing. I ain’t gonna run. Then you’d have something to arrest me for.” 
Byron did want him to run for that exact reason. Then he’d have an excuse to use the Deactivator. He rarely had the opportunity, but he’d been meaning to since Draven escaped, though he was fairly certain Meyer had engineered the whole thing. Still, it never hurt to double check. Thoroughness was one of Byron’s strong points. 
Unfortunately, Thirds rarely fought back during arrest. They usually groveled and begged like the pathetic dogs they were. But today, Byron needed one to resist arrest, and he had ways of making that happen.
“Put yourself away before I shoot it off,” Byron said, aiming his gun at the man’s genitals. He strode to the sofa and stood over him. 
“Man, you’re crazy,” the Third said, jumping up. He had a wild look to him now, like an animal that might bolt at any moment. Depending on how much Superior blood he’d ingested, he’d be experiencing a burst of energy that might even match his strength to Byron’s, if only temporarily. The danger came when he realized it. 
Byron did not intend to let him find out.
“It’s ‘sir’ to you,” Byron said, knocking the man’s feet from under him with one swift kick. He bent and pushed the muzzle of his Deactivator against the man’s temple. “This will only hurt a bit,” he said. 
“What the fuck,” the man on the floor said, his voice nearing a whine. “I didn’t do nothing. My neighbor, he’s lying, man. Sir. I swear it.”
Byron moved the gun, feeling for the exact spot. He always hit it. He’d trained to use the gun for years, though he rarely had to. But he’d paralyzed many, many Thirds during his training. 
He squeezed the trigger and felt the satisfying crack as the bullet burst forth and stopped in the soft bed of brain matter within the man’s skull. His eyes stared up at Byron, aware but unable to move or even blink. “That’s better,” Byron said, kneeling beside the living corpse. “Doesn’t that feel good, being completely relaxed? Just surrender. Not that you have a choice. Probably doesn’t feel much different to a Third. You are never in control, not even of your own bodies. Disgusting, the way you carry on.” He leaned over and spit in the man’s open eye, which fluttered with involuntary reaction. 
Byron laughed and stood to walk around the apartment. It was a shithole if he’d ever seen one. The floor was bare and dirty, like an animal’s hovel. The sofa looked like rats had spent more time on it than people had. The bedroom contained nothing but a bare mattress patched with wide bands of tape in several places and piled with a few filthy rags. Men who debased themselves this way were less even than typical Thirds, more like saps than Superiors. Byron spit on the mattress and stalked from the bedroom. A man like this did not deserve even animal sap, let alone human sap. And he’d taken it upon himself to draw the sacred blood of a Superior?
“You’re a pathetic smear of sapshit,” Byron said, stepping over the vagrant. At least his paralysis had rid the Third of his erection. Now all of him lay limp and soft on the floor like some kind of bloated corpse. “You’re a slimy, rotting leach on the testicle of society. And I’d bet my life you’re an Illegal. It’s not even legal for you to be alive. You’re a waste of life, of sap, of every resource this government gave you that you pissed away like some disgusting animal. And now you’re going to start eating your own people, like some kind of savage?” He kicked the man’s soft belly. It sank in, and his lips emitted a puff of air. “You don’t deserve to live. You don’t even deserve the time for a trial, you sapsucking cuntivore.” He kicked the man again, this time in the groin. 
With cold fascination, he watched the lack of expression on the man’s face as he began to kick him again and again. The thing was revolting, worse than a sap, worse than anything Byron could imagine. He’d been given all the advantages and opportunities of eternal life, and instead of appreciating his beneficent government’s generosity, he’d crawled into a filthy hovel like a cockroach and fucked his life away, quite literally, while taking advantage of the very society that had nurtured him for a hundred years, betraying the people who spent their time and energy finding ways to feed and clothe him and offer him employment, preferring instead to steal his food, rather than earn it like a man, if by some stretch he could have been called such, when he couldn’t even bother to register when he arrived in Princeton but instead skulked about, sneaking suckles from the dredges of society, participating in evolution-only-knew-what debauchery to earn his keep, waiting for Byron to turn his back for one second so he could sneak in like a weasel and snatch the very sap Byron had once shared with him as a gift, out of the generosity of his heart…
Byron stopped his foot mid-strike and turned away, breathing hard. He’d forgotten himself for a moment, and the man he’d begun kicking hadn’t been the man he’d continued to beat far longer than the excusable length for a criminal resisting arrest. But he could always say the man had fought back, that he’d used the Deactivator after the fight. Who would believe an Illegal over an Enforcer? He turned back and looked at the man. Blood had begun leaking from his flaccid penis. 
Byron shuddered and turned away again, crossed the room and stood at the window. He wished he was back home, where he could retreat to his study to have time to think, or even at his Princeton apartment where he could look out over the city glittering before him. From this tiny window, he could see only the wall of another old barracks building. He stood for a few minutes considering his next move. Then he found the man’s clothes, a stained and greasy shirt missing most of the buttons and a pair of ragged shorts. Though he didn’t relish the thought of dressing the filthy man, he didn’t want to waste clean government-issue clothes at the jail, so he shoved the man’s limp legs into the shorts and dragged them up. 
The man would be executed, so it didn’t matter what Byron had done to him, or that it hadn’t been meant for him at all. The government couldn’t risk a cannibal in its midst, one who might realize his true strength. Even this one, who hadn’t yet discovered his added strength, had enjoyed the energy too much. He would do it again, thinking he could use it as some kind of high, like a drug. And if he did it again, he might realize the strength it gave him. Thirds couldn’t know that. Mistresses had to report any such request for that very reason. And the men who made those requests quietly disappeared on their way home.
Since this cannibal might realize his strength before his trial, it was Byron’s duty as arresting officer to make sure he never had such an opportunity. He would take back the man’s stolen strength. Maybe he’d take all his strength, leave him as limp and lifeless as he was now. Of course, once he drew from the man, he would have to kill him. Otherwise, the scum would scream it all over the jail as soon as he was reactivated. He would carry on about the injustice, protest that he was being put to death while Byron, who had done the very same thing, received no punishment. 
He would be executed one way or another, though. It didn’t matter how he died. Byron was saving the government the expense of calling a panel of Seconds to judge a trial, and ridding them of one more piece of Third garbage. Illegals weren’t even people, according to the government. They had no papers, and therefore did not exist. So what did it matter what he did to one? He couldn’t very well murder a man who didn’t exist.
 





  
 
 
Chapter 34
 
The pain upon waking was still considerable. Draven had slept a night and a day, waking the evening after he’d gone to sleep. He pulled the cord to open his sleep sack. Cali sat with her back pressed to the rock wall of their shelter. Blue-lipped and shivering, she clung to the blanket wrapped around her. 
The light had nearly gone from the sky. 
“Come,” Draven said, and Cali came to him with Leo in her arms. “Wrap the baby in the blanket and set him down.”
Cali did as told, trembling all the while. Draven unzipped the bag and beckoned for Cali, who squiggled into the sleep sack with him. He zipped it after her entrance. The sleep sack, made to hold one person, strained over the curves of Cali’s body, but he managed to close it to her shoulders. 
“How are you warmer than me?” Cali asked through chattering teeth. 
“I warmed myself at the fire before sleep. This is a mummy bag. It has a layer of foil inside that lets no heat escape.”
“So I’ve been freezing for two days, and you’ve been all toasty inside here?”
“It was only a day. You had a baby to warm you. Why didn’t you light a fire?”
“I tried, but it went out, and I was afraid you’d get mad if I used all the fuel. I tried about ten times before I gave up.”
“I would have been upset,” Draven said.
The soft solidity of Cali’s body pressed against his stirred something within him. He could not remember the last time he’d touched someone so thoroughly, been so close to another being. “I must eat,” he said, focusing on that hunger.
Cali lifted her chin. Letting his lips linger on her skin for a moment, he released a warm breath upon her neck, moving his mouth over her throat and inhaling her irresistible scent. Sap pulsed beneath the delicate membrane of her skin, just beyond his lips. Her cold skin under his warm lips, the strange reversal of their usual temperatures, disconcerted him slightly. Added to his pain and hunger, it fogged his mind with a distant desire. His breath caused the fine hairs at the nape of her neck to rise with a chill, and he smiled before penetrating. 
He gripped her body against his, ignoring the stab of pain it sent through him. Already he could feel her heat spreading outward to dispel the cold, her warm sap flowing into him and replenishing his strength and life. She was cold on the surface, hot inside. A sound escaped his throat, some expression of his animal enjoyment of her, jolting him back to reality. Quickly he reached behind her and unzipped the bag all the way down in one movement, letting her spill onto the ground. 
“Get out,” he said. 
Cali looked stunned, and a bit hurt. She recovered quickly, scooped Leo into her arms and struggled to her feet, shooting Draven a well-deserved look of chastisement. He zipped the bag once more and rolled to his stomach, cursing the strange stirrings until they dissipated. He’d been hungry and in too much pain to think clearly. Once he thought of it rationally, the incident struck him in its ridiculousness. He sat up, wincing as he did so, and slid out of the sleep sack. The cold air hit him and instantly sucked at the stored warmth he’d kept from it for the last day. 
He rolled the sleep sack and deposited it atop the tracker’s backpack. At least now he had a few of the essential supplies he’d lost to Sally’s family.
He began scraping the leaves from the opening of the shelter until he had cleared an area for the fire. After lighting the fire close to the mouth of the shelter but not blocking the entrance, and making sure his human companions had warmth enough for comfort, he returned to the fire near the river. It had burned out while he slept, and animals had done away with the remaining traces of the trackers. For a moment, after killing the tracker, he’d imagined drawing from him to reclaim the strength the tracker had taken from him. But the idea turned his stomach, and he could not get past the horror of it long enough to seriously consider it. 
The one who had drawn from him had died for that act. Draven would have avoided killing the tracker if he’d had the chance. He’d thought, even while he fought the man, that if he could disable him for a moment, he would retrieve the chain. But when he’d felt the strength draining from him, he’d panicked. In his hundred years, he’d never been so frightened, not even when Sally’s people had tortured him. The certainty that they would eventually kill him had made him crave death, not fear it.
Now he had no wish for death, but instead, a fierce urge to protect his stolen sapiens. He had a responsibility to ensure their survival. In order to do so, he’d killed another man, and not out of obligation. This time he hadn’t been under contract—he had done it by his own volition. Unlike his previous kill, the choice had not been so clearly the choice to die or to kill. Trackers did not kill their captives. Perhaps this tracker had only meant to weaken Draven so he could return him to Princeton. There, Draven would have stood trial for theft and for the other tracker’s death. He would have faced execution if convicted. But his decision to kill the tracker instead of facing trial seemed an act of premeditation as well as cowardice—or it would have if he’d planned it.
First he had reacted too strongly to the tracker, and then strangely to Cali. He shook his head in an attempt to quell his disquieting thoughts, but they continued circling his mind along with the nagging concerns over his dwindling strength. 
His body had fared no better than his mind. When he’d examined the knife wound above his hipbone, he’d found it fairly clean. He’d wrapped a shirt tightly around himself to stop the bleeding and prevent contamination, so it would heal well. The next wound he examined, he’d incurred when the tracker had thrown him into a tree. A branch had gouged his lower back and run a jagged track to his shoulder blade. Though he could not see it, he knew the wound covered a much larger area than the puncture in his side. It hurt much more than the other wound, as well, although experience had taught that it would heal more quickly than the deeper wound in his side. 
The bite on his forearm, which looked horrific, would heal rapidly. He’d licked it thoroughly before he slept, and now he did so again. Already it had lost the gruesome appearance of the previous evening. 
He had survived the battle, wounded yet in possession of his two stolen saps. Though he doubted the baby would live much longer, he’d had these doubts before. The boy was more resilient than Draven had imagined a sapling could be. Perhaps his incessant wailing would drive both Draven and Cali mad, and he’d outlast them all. 
Certainly Draven had never envisioned this life when he’d stolen two sapiens. But he had known simply stealing one made him a traitor to his government. Now he had killed for her, for Cali. And though she had killed as well, that murder lay in his hands as surely as the one he’d committed himself. After all, he had made the knife. He’d shown Cali how to use it. He’d put her in the situation where she’d need to use it. And he’d put it in her hands. He’d told her to kill, and she had. He’d armed a sap against his own people—the greatest possible betrayal of the Superior race. 
This act forced him to consider the saps’ worth. Were they worth all he’d gone through, all he’d done? Killing a Superior to save a sapien—likely the first time anyone had committed such a ludicrous act. He could not fathom a greater act of treason. But in truth, he’d already decided their worth. In arming Cali, in teaching her to kill a Superior and instructing her to do so, he had elevated her importance above the entire Superior race. He could never go back. He no longer had a place in the Superior world.
After a time, he returned to the shelter and sank down across the fire from where Cali sat holding the sapling. “How is your child?” he asked. 
“I don’t know. He sleeps most of the time, and when he’s awake, he screams nonstop.”
“That must be difficult for you.”
Cali gave him an odd look before turning her attention back to the sleeping child. “It’s okay.”
“I should have turned you over to the trackers.”
She glanced up sharply. “Why?”
“You would have a better life. I promised you something better, but look at yourself. You’re cold and hungry and injured. I’ve brought you only danger and harm.”
“Well, yeah, I guess that’s true.”
Draven stood. Of course Cali would not disagree. He had not given her a better life. “I’ll find you some food.”
“Wait,” she said. “I mean, what you said is true, but I think…well, at least here I’m not in a cage getting…bred. It’s almost like I’m free.”
“You’re not.” 
Draven fetched the net and set off to the river to set it up. 
Afterwards, back at the shelter, he sank down on the sleep sack, still weak. When he bent, a streak of pain went shrieking down his shoulder and back where the branch had gouged him. He bit his lips closed to refrain from making a sound that would alert Cali to his condition. 
He heard her movement before she entered the shelter. In the small space, even sitting against the far wall, her heat reached out timid fingers to tickle him. “You’re hurt,” she said quietly.
“Not very.”
“Your shirt has blood all over it. Did one of the trackers do that?”
“Yes.”
“Is it bad? Can I see it?”
“No.”
“Please let me do something. I’ve only gotten in the way. If it weren’t for me, they wouldn’t even be following you. Just let me see if you have splinters,” she said, and this time the timid fingers that touched him belonged to her body, not just its heat. 
She waited until he’d had a chance to speak, and when he did not, she drew his shirt up. The fabric had sealed into the flesh beneath, and Draven had to grit his teeth when Cali broke the bond. She studied his wounds in silence. After a few moments, he pushed himself up and pulled his shirt over his head. It seemed every new shirt he wore wound up stained with blood. He couldn’t remember ruining more than one or two previously in his entire Superior life. 
Cali made no comment. He did not want her pity, and only accepted her aid when he had little choice. Already he depended on her for food. And though, like all Superiors, he’d always depended on saps for food, it had never made him feel vulnerable until now. He’d never felt indebted to them, or as if he were at their mercy—and never guilty for it, either. Of course he regretted hurting them when he ate, but it could not be avoided and had bothered him but little, just as the pain bothered saps but little. He made every effort to lessen their pain, and thought little of causing what pain he could not prevent. But having to draw from Cali after he’d asked her to give up her mate and run away with him, only to make her walk when she clearly lacked strength or endurance, and having failed so completely to deliver the life he’d promised, left him awash in guilt.
He cursed himself for his weakness as Cali’s warm fingers trailed over him. When she leaned forward to study his wounds, her hair swept across his skin, and he tried to focus on the soft, tickling sensation instead of the painful one swelling in him as she began to explore his injury. After a time, she switched on the flashlight and continued to prod at his wound. With each splinter or shard she removed, his skin seemed to sigh in relief. Satisfied with her work at last, she moved from the fresh wound to some of the splinters still embedded in him courtesy of Sally’s people. 
He dozed, allowing the coldness of the air on his bare skin and the warmth of Cali’s fingers to lull him into a place near sleep. A halt in her movement brought him back to awareness. Her flattened palm rested on the small of his back. After a moment, she ran her hand up his back, slid a finger under the edge of his bandage, and began to work her fingers to loosen it. He rolled away but captured her hand before she could withdraw. For a moment, their eyes caught. Then he pulled her down on the sleep sack with him and scooted her onto her back. A flicker of alarm crossed her face. 
“Thank you,” he said, and bent to draw from her. He kept his arm around her, his hand under her back, stroking her arm with his other hand, the way he sometimes did to soothe saps while he drew. Focusing on the old habit of measuring a ration settled his mind. Things would have to change. He could not remain strong enough to defend her by eating only once every few days. Like any good animal, she would adapt to the change. 
“Good girl,” he said when he’d finished two rations and sealed her neatly. “Now I will bring food to you.”
He returned to the creek and waded in to retrieve his net. It contained only five or six fish, all very small. As he made his way to shore, he slipped on the shifting stones. He caught himself and looked down at the net in disgust. He’d lost all but one small fish, and soaked his clothing in the process. It seemed that, despite the best intentions, he could never properly care for a human. 
Although the pathetic offering was more likely to offend than appease, he carried the fish back and cleaned it. For the amount of nourishment it would provide Cali, it was hardly worth the effort. Certainly not worth two rations of sap. Cali seemed not to notice the meagerness of his offering. Upon seeing the foil parcel Draven placed in the coals, her eyes lit up, and she sat close to the flames, never taking her eyes from the food as it cooked. When Draven judged it done, he drew it from the fire and flaked it apart with his knife before delivering it into Cali’s eager hands. She ate quickly, licking her fingers thoroughly following each bite, and used her tongue to clean the foil afterwards. Finding her unabashed enthusiasm both fascinating and somehow obscene, Draven turned away, suddenly a bit disgusted by her animal enjoyment of food.
The trackers had come prepared for the return trip, and they had both sapien food and dried sap packets. Draven drank one now, having first diluted it with water from one of the foldable plastic bottles they’d also carried. If he could say nothing else of the situation’s improvement, at least he had secured the trackers’ supply packs before animals had gotten to them. Added to his own inadequate supplies, he now had a lightproof tent, two foil-lined mummy bags, two tarps, food, water bottles, a steel cable and cuffs, a solar charger, rope, a knife, and several lighters. 
Draven retrieved a box of corn crackers from a tracker’s backpack and presented it to Cali when he’d finished drinking the packet of reconstituted sap. Cali ate the crackers slowly, stopping after she’d eaten five or six. “Are we going to die?” she asked. 
“Eventually.” 
“Soon?”
“I will do what I can to prevent it,” Draven said. He noticed the shudder that went through Cali’s body. He smiled a bit. “Are you frightened at the thought?”
“Of course I am. Aren’t you?”
“It comes and goes.”
Cali looked at him a moment and then burst out laughing. “You say the funniest things,” she said when she’d done laughing. “I wish Shelly was here so I could tell him about all the funny stuff you’ve said.”
“It is well that I amuse you,” Draven said, still smiling. “You also amuse me.”
“That’s good,” Cali said. “If I couldn’t laugh, I think I’d go crazy sometimes.”
“Then I hope you’ll have many occasions to laugh at me.”
“I’m not really laughing at you,” she said, leaning back on one hand. “Not in a mean way.”
“I’d not object. It does not hurt my feelings.”
Cali leaned back further and laughed again, this time harder. Finally she stopped and wiped her eyes. “No,” she said, trying to maintain a sober face and failing terribly. “I wouldn’t want that.”
Draven watched, only a small smile on his lips, because this time he did not understand the joke. “We will stay here tomorrow,” he said, changing the subject when he imagined she’d enjoyed enough laughter at his expense. “We will leave at nightfall. I must rest and heal.”
“Sorry,” Cali said, sobering. “I wasn’t laughing at you. Really.”
“We will soon leave the mountains altogether.”
“Okay. But what if more trackers come while you’re asleep?”
“I don’t imagine they’ll dispatch more for some time.” If they discovered what he’d done to the two they’d already sent, they wouldn’t send more trackers. They’d send head hunters. 
“Yeah, okay,” Cali said. 
“Are your wounds healing?”
“They’re fine. It doesn’t hurt anymore except when I touch it, and then only on the outside.”
Cold on the outside, hot on the inside…
“Indeed,” Draven said. He shook his head, as if he could shake off the strange thoughts inside.” I feel quite odd. Perhaps I’ll take sleep now.”
“Okay…” Cali said in a small voice. 
He stood and retrieved the box of crackers from the ground beside her. “What is it?”
“I’m just really cold.”
“Right, of course.” Draven instructed her on how to properly maintain and control the fire. When she seemed confident in that task, he went inside and laid out the other mummy bag for her and Leo, showing Cali how to work the string that zipped it from within. 
“Will you require anything further?” he asked. 
“No, I think that’s all.”
“Very well. Awaken me when you require sleep. One of us should keep the watch. Wolves in particular do not care for me.”
“Why?”
“Awaken me when you are ready to take your sleep.”
“Okay,” Cali said. “And Master?”
Draven turned to her. “I’m not your master.”
“So…what should I call you?”
“Draven, I imagine.”
She smiled beatifically. “Okay. Well then, thanks, Draven.”
“Right.”
Draven rolled out his sleep sack and slid inside. Cali slid into hers as well, then lifted Leo and brought him to her. The instant he woke, he began to scream. Cali shot Draven a guilty glance before scrambling from her mummy bag and ducking out of the shelter. Though Draven tried to sleep, for quite some time he could not, so he lay listening to the leaves crunching under Cali’s feet and the dying wails of her baby. 
 





  
 
 
Chapter 35
 
Meyer stood in the doorway of his helicopter, the cold air blasting his face while the sound of the chopper blasted his ears. 
“Down, down,” he screamed over the noise of the propeller. “We’ve got humans here.”
The chopper dipped and he almost fell, the thrill of flight filling his throat until he could hardly stand it. He waited, though, for the sapiens. When he could see the individual twigs on the trees, he took Little Michelle (now not so little) around the waist and swung out the door. She clung to him, hiding her face in his shoulder. He quite liked having someone larger than him at his mercy, even just a human someone. With his arm secure around Little Michelle’s middle, he slid down the rope, his legs wrapped around it and his gloved hand letting it slide by. Even through his pants, the rope burned his thighs. 
A few people had come out of the houses, some of them holding children and some of them holding guns. He waved, released Little Michelle, and began to climb the rope. The slick gloves made the task difficult, but he managed. He’d put a knot in the rope every few feet, both to slow his descent and aid his ascent. Upon gaining the chopper doors, he collected Jay, and then returned for Bip. 
“Cheerio, Molly,” he yelled to his pilot. “Pick me up in an hour or so.”
When he reached the ground with Bip, he stood and watched the rope slide back into the chopper before the craft swung around and moved off down the mountain. Meyer straightened his trousers and nodded to the crowd of gaping onlookers. One of the babies cried at the loud noise, and he wished the mother would calm it. He loved saplings, but their crying was enough to drive even the hardest man completely bonkers. 
Meyer opened his arms to the small crowd. “Where is my Herman?”
Herman approached through the crowd, arms outstretched. He bowed deeply before standing to hug Meyer as tightly as a sapien could. Even though Meyer only reached Herman’s barrel chest, he always knew he was the bigger man. He enjoyed receiving the embraces of all his humans, even those who had reached adulthood, and he liked to think they appreciated his affection, too. He didn’t treat them like possessions, and they didn’t treat him like a master. Still, he knew they all worshipped him and could see his power and greatness, unlike his own people. 
“It’s a pleasure to see you, my lord,” Herman said, bowing again and kissing Meyer’s hands. 
“Yes, of course, likewise. How is the community? I trust all is well.”
They walked in front of the group of sapiens who had gathered and now trailed them, awestruck by Meyer’s presence. “Everything goes well,” Herman answered. “We’ve lost a few lives since your last visit, nothing uncommon. Taken a few lives back, as well, although we had a breakdown in communication and…lost one.”
Meyer spun to face Herman. “You lost a Superior? So he’s out there, and he knows where you are?”
“We aren’t sure. Things have been peaceful since then. We had arranged to rid ourselves of the vermin when we returned from a visit to Princeton. As I’m sure you know, that trip did not end well. When we returned, we had a further shock.”
“Yes?” Meyer asked, his impatience making his tone quite ominous.
“Tom had gone against our decision from Meeting and buried the bloodsucker, excuse me, the Superior, before we returned from town. When we went to dig him up, he was gone.”
“I see.” Meyer pressed his lips together and resisted the urge to box Herman’s ears so hard they met in the middle of his head. “And this was over a year ago? I wasn’t consulted, why?”
Herman took a step back and drew a breath, but he continued even under the furious scowl of his benefactor. “We assumed he’d come back to seek revenge. We considered moving to another location, but decided that the Superior would go on searching these woods until he found us. You know how confident they are. We armed ourselves doubly and go in pairs about our duties now. We thought they’d send a few Superiors up here to check us out when he started talking in town. But none have come. In fact, we haven’t seen any up here since the unfortunate incident occurred. We think maybe he followed us and was killed along with our people in the massacre. At least, we know he hasn’t been talking in town.”
“Yes, yes. I see. I hope you are right. I’ll find out what I can in Princeton. You should have informed me immediately. This is a bloody outrage, to keep a thing like this from me.” Meyer tried to hide his dismay at such a betrayal behind a face of anger. His subjects should adore him and always keep him informed. True, he had skipped his annual visit the last winter, not wanting to risk the community with Byron crawling down his back so relentlessly. But they had ways to contact him in dire emergencies, and this had to be the worst scenario imaginable. He could scarcely believe that he had not been contacted within minutes of their discovery.
“Yes, my lord.”
“Very well then,” Meyer said. “And you and your father are the only ones who survived that attack, correct?”
“Yes, my lord. And one boy, a Henson.”
“And otherwise, how is the community? Flourishing, I see.”
“Yes, we have a few new babies.”
“Any I should take an interest in?”
“None this year.”
Herman stopped before one of the more masked houses in the community and bowed to Meyer again. “This is your house?” Meyer asked. 
“Yes. I have married and moved in here.”
“Very good, Herman. Who’s the lucky lady, as my mum used to say?”
“She lost most of her family in recent years, so she owned the house already and needed a man around. Sally, come and say hello to Meyer.”
Sally came from inside the house and bowed. “Hi, Meyer. Come on in and make yerself at home. We’re shore excited you dropped in.”
“Literally,” Meyer said, smiling. “Have you started making me a little Sally yet?”
“I cain’t have no kids,” Sally said. “My insides don’t work right.”
“That’s a shame. But then, Herman is a good husband for you. Herman, you see that boy I brought in? That’s your son.”
Herman looked appropriately shocked. 
“I know,” Meyer said. “Can you believe fifteen years have passed? Are you prepared to house him?”
“Yes, of course,” Herman said. “We’re delighted. I wish I had known. I’m not sure I gave him the proper greeting from a father to a son.”
“Well, he doesn’t know you’re his father, either, so I’m sure he won’t be too offended.”
“I’d offer you something to eat but that might be messy,” Sally said. “What-all can we do for you instead?”
“Oh, I ate on my way in. Nothing for me, thank you. Your house is lovely.” Of course it wasn’t, but manners were as deeply instilled in Meyer as they were in Sally. 
“Thank you kindly. We make due. Herm, we need to call a meeting?”
“I think the helicopter was a pretty fair announcement,” Herman said. “Everyone appears to be here.”
“Bring them in,” Meyer said. He motioned for the three newcomers to join him, noticing a few dirty looks from the Free Community humans. He expected it from the ones he’d not had much contact with. After all, he was one of their sworn enemies, and not all believed in the pure goodness of his heart. 
“See here, see here,” he said, raising his voice. Faces turned to him, the mouths still, the eyes curious or sullen or hostile or worshipful, depending on the owner. “Thank you for your warm welcome. As I’m sure you all remember, I’m Meyer Kidd, founder of this fine community. Co-founder, I should say. The brains behind the operation, if you will. You all look well. I’m sorry to hear of your losses.” 
The sapiens nodded and murmured and shifted. 
Meyer continued. “As you can see, I have brought three additions to join you. Parents, please speak for your little one. Herman,” he said, and Herman stepped forward. “Meet Little Herman, now known as Jay. Jay, this is your father. You’ll be living here from now on, in the Mountain Free Community. This is your mother, Sally.”
The boy looked a bit overwhelmed as he shook Herman’s hand and returned Sally’s hug. He then took his place between them, adorably awkward in his stiff posture. Though the newcomers all looked out of place, Meyer knew from past years that they would adjust well.
“Michelle, here is Little Michelle,” Meyer continued. “Little Michelle, these are your parents Michelle and Tom Kidd. You should be proud. Your father is one of the three original members and fathers of the Mountain Free Community. And Bip, where are you? Ah, there you are. Bip, or Little Becky, these are your parents, Becky and Neil Henson. They don’t live together, so you may choose to live with either parent.”
He addressed the community. “Thank you all for making such a wonderful home. I hope you give these fine young people the warm welcome you gave me and help them adjust to life in your community. They are all educated, of course, and will adapt wonderfully.”
Tom stepped forward and bowed. “Meyer Kidd, my lord. Welcome. We’re so happy you could join us in our humble gathering. We’ll do everything in our power to give these newcomers good homes and good lives. You heard of our recent misfortunes, and we’re glad to recover any part of the population we can. Two new women—that’s a great addition. We are in need of many more.”
“What do you suggest we do to solve this need of yours?”
“In light of our current population shortage, we have discussed in Meeting and agreed to reduce the marrying age to thirteen instead of fifteen. If we may ask for any females thirteen or older next year, we would do so.”
“Very well, I’ll see what I can do.”
“Thank you kindly, my lord.”
Meyer waited and half listened to a few other requests and speeches welcoming and flattering him. He was used to it. Sapiens always bowed and scraped at his big-heartedness, as well they should. After all, he did them a great kindness for very little in return. He didn’t need to come here for bowing and scraping. He had enough of it every day. Coming here only gave him a sense of his true generosity and selflessness. 
“Come, let me walk through your community and visit with each of your families, if you would have me,” he said, as if they had a choice. 
The sapiens began to filter out with their flashlights, pulling their coats tighter around them. After he’d made the rounds, he had a talk with Tom and then went back to Herman’s to await the helicopter. Herman had always been his very favorite. What a shame he’d had to give him up after all their years together. Though he’d only officially owned Herman for two years, he’d taken him from the Mountain Free Community as a sapling and seen him raised for nearly three decades. None of the other humans in Meyer’s possession had ever equaled Herman’s intelligence, resourcefulness and determination. 
“What is the punishment Tom received for losing the Superior you spoke of?” he asked Herman, after settling in at his sturdy wooden table.
“He resigned from his position as elder,” Herman said. “If you would like to reinstate him, we’ll respect your decision. Otherwise, our decision binds him.”
“I concur.” Meyer had always like that word and rarely had the opportunity to use it. “Who has been elected to replace him?”
“Michelle.”
Meyer laughed. “Very fitting, I should say. I approve your decision.”
“We’ve had a few problems with Tom before. He…pesters some of the younger women.”
“Yes, I do remember him having that particular fondness. That is for the community to sort out as you see fit. I don’t interfere with personal matters.”
“Of course, my lord,” Herman said, settling himself across the table from Meyer. 
“I do need to speak to you about the Superior who escaped,” Meyer said.
“We’ll cooperate in any way we can, of course. Though in honesty, I don’t think it’s a problem.”
“Do you still have his papers?”
“I believe Tom may have them.”
“Why does Tom have them?”
“Sally and her brother Larry found the—Superior. He was kept in the shed out back. Tom was living here at the time.”
“Actually, I got the papers,” Sally said, her back to them as she worked at the counter. 
Herman turned to her. “You do?”
“Yep. Want me to get them?”
“I’ll get them. Where are they?”
“Top of that bag of stuff in the closet.”
Herman popped out to fetch the papers, and Sally sat down at the table across from Meyer. She shifted, leaned forward and lowered her voice. “You ain’t gonna do nothing to that man iffen you find him, now is you?”
“I can’t have anyone know about this place. You know that. I can’t believe you took such a risk. You let him go free? You didn’t even send someone after him?”
“He ain’t gonna say nothing.” Unlike most humans, this one did not seem awed or afraid in his presence. Her gaze was fierce and fearless.
“How do you know?” Meyer asked, suddenly curious to hear her answer. 
“Cause I done talked to him?”
He gave her a patronizing smile. “Oh, you did, did you? And he told you this?”
“Yep, he did. And he ain’t told yet, and iffen he was gonna tell, he’d have done it by now, and you know it. Plus, he’s a criminal type and ain’t gonna go near no law enforcers nohow.”
“How do you know about Enforcers?”
“He done told me. His name’s Draven. He’s a real nice sort for a bloodsucker.”
“I see. And I suppose you know because he told you so himself?”
“Actually, it’s cause I talked to him a whole lot,” Sally said, her chin jutting out. “You cain’t tell Herman, neither. You’s the only one kin do something about it. Nobody else here would ever let a bloodsucker live. Excepting you, of course. Lord.”
Before Meyer could respond, Herman returned. Sally gave Meyer one last look before standing to give Herman his seat. Herman handed Meyer the papers—work cards for a Third, a ration card that had been used and never reset, ID cards. 
“Draven Castle, is it? Well, I may have to pay this Draven a little visit.” Meyer ignored Sally’s panicked look. He stood and pushed in his chair. He had to meet his helicopter. 
 





  
 
 
Chapter 36
 
Though Draven doubted the baby would survive long following the fall from the tree, it continued on, its suffering increasing with each passing night. The group of runaways rested one day longer than planned, but they could delay no further. The night they left the tarp shelter, clouds hung low above them, sagging with oppressive weight. Leo did not cry when he awoke. He stared ahead with glazed eyes. 
Even traveling at night, they progressed slowly with Cali walking. Though Cali used flashlights, she often tripped over the rough terrain. Draven carried her baby and all their possessions, leaving Cali’s hands free to break her frequent falls. The first night of travel, the wind blew at their backs with a raw, icy edge, tearing away their heat and replacing it with aching cold. The second night, snow began to fall in huge dry flakes before they’d even broken camp. Cali begged for another night’s rest, but Draven packed in silence and set off, his face grim. He knew he could not keep Cali and her baby alive in the mountains during winter. He did not imagine he could keep even himself alive, and they were but fragile humans. 
By halfway through the night, the snow had risen above their ankles. As they continued, the baby wailed himself hoarse and then fell ominously silent. Cali had stopped complaining and slogged through the snow, which soon reached mid-calf level and soaked through her trousers, the legs of which soon froze solid. The snow impeded their progress, as wading through it slowed them considerably and blinded them to the world beyond an arm’s length ahead. Even Draven’s senses were dulled by the conditions, the wind coming from the wrong direction for precise scenting and the blowing snow obscuring his night vision. Draven’s mind had begun to swirl with horrible possibilities, imagining falling asleep and waking to find his humans frozen solid beside him in the evening, or plummeting from a cliff hidden by the blizzard. But he could not afford to stop even in the treacherous conditions. They must leave the wilderness or die there. 
When dawn began to stir restlessly in the eastern sky, Draven stopped and switched off the flashlight. The snow had ceased its assault, and in the distance, a glow illuminated the horizon. Draven grasped Cali’s arm, a wave of relief flooding through him with such intensity it nearly overcame his reason. 
“Can you see?” he asked. 
“Something,” she said, her voice muffled through layers of blanket. “Lights?”
“We’ve reached the end of the mountains.”
“Is that good?” Her voice struggled to conceal her hope. 
“Perhaps. It won’t be so cold below. But difficult to hide.”
“Should we sleep here?”
“It’s further than it looks,” Draven said, knowing they’d have to cross kilometers of open land before reaching the city. “We should continue onwards. Are you very tired?”
“Yeah.”
“Then we shall rest. We should not light a fire, though. If they see a fire on the mountain, they may investigate.” 
For once, Cali did not protest. She tried to feed Leo while Draven erected the black lightproof tent. After shaking the snow from their shoes and clothing, they crawled inside. Through the tarp, the cold snaked up from the ground to tempt the warmth from their bodies. Draven remembered last winter, the days he had awakened to find his fingers frozen stiff. 
But they had survived the night and seen the light ahead. Hope blossomed within him upon imagining the possibilities of the plains. They too would be cold, but not as brutal as the mountains. And not as much snow would fall there.
Sometime during the day, Leo awakened and began to cry, his voice hoarse and weak. He did not stop crying. When evening came, Draven collapsed the tent while Cali made another attempt at feeding Leo. The baby grabbed at the food and crammed it to his mouth and sucked ravenously, but after every mouthful he stopped and screamed, his face red and eyes squeezed shut. In response to Cali’s pleas for him to indicate the problem area, he only patted his stomach, his face contorted with pain. 
Draven packed the camping gear, averting his eyes when he noticed Cali’s helpless expression as she tried to feed her baby. When he’d finished, he knelt beside their belongings and studied Cali for a moment. “Cali,” he said slowly. “I know that you will not like what I have to say.”
“Then don’t say it,” she snapped, shooting him a dark look before returning her gaze to the child’s tortured face. 
“You know he is dying.”
“I told you not to say it.”
“You also know I speak the truth.”
“Maybe he’s just sick. He’ll eat again tonight. Later. Maybe tomorrow.”
“He is not sick, Cali. He wants to eat,” Draven insisted. “Something likely happened when he fell, something inside that we cannot see…”
“No, it didn’t,” Cali said, glaring at Draven. She took a deep breath and raised her chin defiantly. “I looked at him and he only has a few bruises. I know what you want. You just want to suck his blood, and you think if I say he’s dying, that I’ll let you. Well, I won’t, so you can just stop your words.”
Draven pressed his lips together and thought of the promise Cali had made, that she’d do as he asked. He could have reminded her. But she was just a sap, human and emotional, grieving for her child. 
“Very well,” he said, standing and shouldering the pack. “Though I imagine it would be humane to put an end to his suffering.”
“He’s not a mad dog, okay? He’s a person. You can’t just put a person out of their misery because they’re hurt. And besides, you’re not a doctor. You don’t know what’s wrong with him. Maybe he just has a stomachache.”
“Then give him to me and let us go.”
“Are you going to bite him?”
“No.”
“Promise?”
“You know we are both growing weaker and hungrier, and he contributes nothing. There is no use for him at all.”
“You’re evil,” she said. She held Leo close to her chest. “I’m not giving him to you. You’ll probably drop him on purpose.”
“Very well, carry him yourself. I’ve plenty to carry.”
They walked in silence most of the night. After a few hours, Cali lagged behind, and when Draven offered to take Leo, she made no protest. The boy lay limp in Draven’s arms, breathing hard and with great effort. Though Draven wanted to speak further to Cali, she refused to look at him, so he remained silent and they continued onwards. Midway through the night, they began to hear the occasional yips and howls of wolves. As the lonesome sounds drew nearer, Cali no longer lagged behind but walked close on Draven’s heels. 
When a howl sounded to their left, so near it sent a shiver through Draven, he stopped and turned to Cali. Without a word, he gathered her in his arms and began to climb a nearby tree. The tree’s branches grew high above the ground, and Draven had to struggle to hold onto Cali as he made his way up the rough trunk. He could no longer leap into trees as he had when his journey began. 
Cali’s body shivered against his, and she clutched his neck as he climbed. The wind’s chill had stolen so much of her heat that he could scarcely detect it through her many layers of clothing. When he reached the first branches that could support his weight, he hoisted Cali onto them. She scrambled up, took Leo from him, and waited while he leapt from the tree to gather their remaining belongings. While recovering the bags, he glimpsed several pairs of eyes in the trees, lurking, watching. With a shudder, he grasped the tree trunk and began his ascent, acutely aware that he had turned his back on a hungry wolf pack. Climbing as quickly as he could manage, he scaled the tree and joined his humans, his hands shaking. A glance at Cali’s stricken face settled him a bit. Her own fear had blinded her to his. 
Her fear gave him purpose, and he pushed his own discomfort aside and busied himself settling them in the tree. He secured the bags, removing the sleep sacks for the humans as he did so. He steadied Cali while she slid into one, then handed her the child and began to tether the entire bundle to the tree with rope. 
“What are you doing?” Cali asked, her voice sharp with alarm.
“Binding you to the tree,” Draven said. “This way, you cannot slip from the branch and fall.”
“No,” she said, twisting back and forth so wildly he had to pounce to catch her when she lurched off the branch. Draven hauled her back onto the creaking limb, cursing under his breath.
“Are you so intent upon a quick death?” he asked, pushing her back against the tree. “Because you nearly got one.”
“No,” she said, her voice sullen even as her eyes betrayed her guilt. 
“Then be still, you foolish thing.”
“No, no, no…” As he began to wind the rope around her once more, her hands resisted him but she did not lurch about so wildly as before. “Please,” she begged, sounding close to tears. “Please don’t tie me. I’ll be totally still, I swear. Please, master. Don’t chain me like he did. Please?”
Draven sighed and sat back on his heel. 
“I’ll stay right here, and I’m leaning on the trunk,” Cali said. “I won’t fall. I promise.”
Against his better judgment, Draven withdrew the rope from around her and coiled it beside him on the branch. He sat guarding them, looking for any sign of movement on Cali’s part, but she sat as still as a human could, shifting slightly now and then when a rustle sounded in the woods nearby. Only Draven could hear the other noises of the forest—the snow packing beneath the pad of the wolves’ footfalls, the soft huff of their breath, the constant thrum of many heartbeats, the whisper of their movements beneath the lower branches. He monitored Cali for a reaction, but her heartbeat had returned to normal, and he knew she could no longer detect the presence of the other creatures. 
For some time they remained in the tree, silent and motionless. The moon shone on the white world around them, illuminating the snow-laden branches of the neighboring fir trees and the stark black of the aspens silhouetted sharply against the muted backdrop. Nothing moved but for an occasional blistering breeze that penetrated to the very bones. 
Draven shifted positions, trying to diffuse the ache that crept into his extremities, growing ever more intense as the flesh of his fingertips began to freeze. He must remain mobile, for Cali. If she fell, neither she nor Leo would not survive this time.
Shortly after ice solidified Draven’s toes, he noticed Cali’s eyes beginning to close for longer and longer periods each time she blinked. 
“Cali, if you fall asleep…” he said. 
She jerked her head up. “I’m okay.”
But a few minutes later, she nodded off again. Draven stood and made his way along the branch to her, his feet clumsy and stiff with frostbite. He dropped into a sitting position. “Let me hold onto you. Or at least the boy.”
For a moment, he thought she’d protest. Instead, she nodded. Draven slid behind her on the branch and seated himself, drawing the girl and the baby close against him. When he touched her icy cheek with his own, she turned her head and rested it on his shoulder. Moments later, her breathing settled as she drifted into sleep. Though only a trace of her heat seeped through the sleep sack, he was grateful for even a hint of warmth. He sat holding her until light began leaking from beneath the horizon in the east. The wolves circled below the tree. A few errant snowflakes drifted past. 
The wolves slunk further from the tree, although they remained nearby, lurking just inside Draven’s range of hearing. One let out a long, bone-chilling howl that echoed into the flatlands below. Cali’s head jerked up. A shudder wracked her body, and she nestled back against Draven. He tightened his arms around her and pressed his nose into the curve of her neck.
They waited for the howl to come again, but it did not repeat.
After several minutes of silence, Cali said, “I have to pee.”
“Of course,” Draven said, trying to remember the last time she’d stopped to relieve herself. “You cannot wait?” 
“I’ve been waiting all night.”
“Right. I forget sometimes that you do that.”
“Well, what am I supposed to do?”
Draven pondered a moment, and then said, “You’ll have to do it from here.”
“How?”
“How am I to know? I don’t do that.”
“But…I don’t see how I can get my pants down.”
“If you need assistance, I will provide it.”
“Great,” she said drily. “That’s just what I need.” Despite her obvious misgivings, she let him help her from the sleep sack and take her baby. She then began to inch along the branch. After a few feet she stopped. “I can’t go any further.”
“That should do.”
“But you’re right near me. It’s…oddball.”
“Haven’t you done that near others all your life? You had public toilets as well as showers at the Confinement.”
“Yeah but…those were other people. They peed, too.”
“Honestly, Cali. It matters little to me.”
“Are you sure? Because I would think it was rotty if someone went right next to me.”
“If I’m to have a sapien, I should adjust to your needs and habits, yes? You’ve adjusted to mine.”
“I have?”
“Somewhat. Here, take ahold of my hand.”
“But you’ll…see stuff.”
He chuckled at her ridiculous notions, but sobered when he noticed her narrowed eyes. “I’ll not look. Honor of Thirds.”
“What’s honor of Thirds?”
“It’s…nothing. It only means a promise.”
“Then why don’t you just say, ‘I promise’?”
“Very well. I promise.”
She hesitated, but seeing she had little choice, she held tightly to his hand while he turned his face into the biting wind. It took her some time to go about her business, and he wondered what she could be doing the whole time. He could feel her moving around, but he kept his face pointed in the other direction, even when the scent of her bare skin reached him and a wave of hunger swept over him. With nothing covering her, nothing diluting and muffling her scent, it hit him hard enough to rock him back against the tree trunk. He could barely contain the sounds fighting to escape his throat, the moan of pleasure or the growl of hunger. 
After a bit more movement, she relieved herself, and the ammonia scent overwhelmed her other scents. Again she rustled about for what seemed a long while before scooting back to him. He caught that same embarrassed look on her face that had once surprised him so much, before he’d known humans expressed that emotion. 
Now he knew they had many emotions, like Superiors. Perhaps more, for they were needy and weak and had many shades of fear and vulnerability that perhaps Superiors had eliminated. Humans had endless fears, and endless needs, many of which he’d not imagined before he’d had one so constantly near. 
Despite his frequent attempts to recall his own weaknesses as a human, Cali’s shortcomings continually frustrated him. All the human inadequacies he’d spent the past hundred years trying to forget manifested themselves in Cali—she stumbled over everything, blisters sprang up on her feet faster than he could lick them away, branches were forever finding new ways to puncture her skin and mark her trail for followers, and each injury took a maddening amount of time to heal. The incline of the terrain had caused several of her toenails to blacken and come loose. Her muscles tired easily and remained sore for days, insects found their way into her clothing and left welts that she could not resist scratching into raw sores, and she became unbearably cold when the temperature had not yet begun to near the freezing point. She grew weak without copious amounts of food. Though she ate constantly, her body did not absorb half the food, but had to produce waste, which she had to stop and eliminate often. In addition, her body excreted sweat and oils that produced odors she objected to and insisted on washing off every few days. When she couldn’t, she complained of them instead.
Draven had simple needs—sleep, food, avoiding sunlight. All that he ingested, his body converted into energy. Superiors wasted nothing.
Except emotion, he thought as he sat cradling Cali’s body against his. Certainly he had begun to waste an inordinate amount of concern on her behalf. 
After ascertaining that the wolves had retreated some distance, Draven scouted the area for confirmation. Confident that neither wolf nor Superior lurked nearby, he fetched his humans, and they continued walking in an attempt to make up for some of the time they’d spent treed by wolves. 
By midday, they had reached a point where the land no longer tilted downwards ahead of them. The mountains did not diminish to smaller ones and then rolling hills, but rather, ended abruptly. One moment they were descending the face of a mountain, and the next, they had reached the foot of the mountain and an endless stretch of flatlands lay open before them. A moment of inertia unsettled Draven. After months of crossing terrain that rose and fell, the level surface looked wrong somehow. 
“We should make camp,” Draven said. 
“Okay,” Cali said. “Can we build a fire? I think my toes are about to fall off. Or at least my toenails.”
“Perhaps…”
“Where are we, anyway?”
“We’re close to a highway,” he said. For the past hour, he’d begun to hear traffic noises, something he hadn’t heard in over a month. “Perhaps tonight we will reach the city.”
“What city?” Cali asked. “Can we get medicine for Leo?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Draven said. “I’ll look at the map later.” As always, the exposure to daylight had put him in a foul mood. The added brightness the snow had leant the sunlight nearly blinded him, and left his head throbbing with agonizing intensity.
“What about Leo?” Cali asked.
Draven began erecting the tent without answering, not wishing to point out the obvious, that medicine was not likely to save her baby at this point, if it ever would have. A doctor needed to examine the sapling, and going to a doctor would guarantee Draven’s arrest. The baby had likely passed the point where his life could be saved by a doctor anyhow.
Draven rolled out the two mummy bags inside the tent and climbed into his, too relieved by the darkness it offered to notice his growing hunger. “What is it?” he asked upon seeing Cali’s hesitation.
“I have to…you know. Use the…go to the…”
“You just went.”
She hung back, her face expectant but patient. Draven didn’t care for her patronizing expression, but he took Leo from her with a sigh. He waited for her return, leaving the tent open for her. When she finished, she climbed in and zipped the doorway. Complete and heavenly blackness filled the tent. Draven sighed again, this time in contentment, and then stopped himself mid-breath. As if he hadn’t endured enough this day, Cali’s bleeding had begun again. Now he noticed his hunger, a need so fierce he did not know if he could resist now that the pain in his head had abated and he had nothing to occupy his mind but ravenous hunger. Though her scent always tantalized him when he’d gone so long without eating, now it tortured and teased. 
He turned his back to her and zipped his bag over his head, grateful for the foil layer inside that blocked her scent. He could hear her moving about, and then the zipper of her bag closing. Seconds later, her breath deepened into that of sleep.
If only he could draw from the sapling. Though it would be unpleasant having to draw from a doomed child, he hated to see sap go to waste, even the thin, bland sap of such a young one. Soon the boy would die and its energy could no longer be harvested. But Draven knew that if he drew from the boy and it died, Cali would never forgive him. Although his concern with her forgiveness was ludicrous, perhaps he could not have brought himself to draw from such a pitiful, sickly human even if he’d had her blessing.
Finally, he fell into sleep beside Cali. When they awoke, Leo did not.
 





  
 
 
Chapter 37
 
If she hadn’t caught Draven watching her in the most pitying way, Cali couldn’t have stopped herself from crying. But she had caught him with that look on his face, and more than once. She couldn’t give him the satisfaction of admitting he’d been right, too. Of course, deep down she’d known that he’d been right all along, about everything, but she hadn’t let herself believe. Believe that she should never have taken Leo, or that he’d die after he fell.
I won’t cry, she told herself. I won’t cry in front of him.
“We should bury him,” she said. “So the animals don’t get him.” She could be as cold and remote as him, like she’d never loved Leo at all, or anything else in her whole life. “And so that no one will find him and know we’ve been here.” She could be rational, just like him. It wasn’t so difficult.
“We can do that,” Draven said in this soft voice, giving her this soft look.
“Okay,” she said, shrugging. “Or not. As you like.” She wanted to be hard and cold all the way though, but even when she kept her voice steady and her chin raised, it didn’t erase the painful knot in her throat or the stinging ache behind her eyes. She sat cradling the body, somehow unable to let him go. She’d already held his face over her water as she poured it from the bottle to release his spirit, but he didn’t look very thankful, and she couldn’t blame him. 
His eyes had closed for the last time, but he didn’t look peaceful, the way some mothers insisted their babies looked at death. He looked drawn and pinched, like he had died with a frown on his face and a cry brewing on his tongue that hadn’t had the chance to escape before death came to take that last crying breath from his throat.
It was her fault. All of it. If only she hadn’t done so many humanoid things. When she’d agreed to run away with Draven, she had thought he’d take her to another apartment, wouldn’t beat her, and wouldn’t make her into his own personal baby factory. She hadn’t known they were coming to this, scrambling to survive in the woods, half freezing all the while. Still, she couldn’t blame Draven for everything. The moment she saw that he lived in a car, she should have known better than to bring an innocent baby into her scheme. But she’d ignored all that and insisted on having Leo with her. He’d barely seen a year of life, and now he’d never see more. 
“Do you want me to do it?” Draven asked quietly.
Lost in her own thoughts, she’d almost forgotten he was there. She pulled the baby tighter to her chest and regarded Draven, trying to decide if she could trust him. “Are you going to take him where I can’t see and do something awful, like eat him?”
Draven turned his dark, serious eyes to meet hers, the rest of him completely still. “No.”
She wanted to tell him no, to look away, but she couldn’t make herself do it. “Swear?” she asked in a small voice. She remembered saying that with her sisters in the Confinement when they’d been kids. Leo would never say that to anyone now. “Honor of Thirds?” she asked, using Draven’s phrase so maybe he’d keep his promise.
“Yes.” Draven held out his arms.
Cali hesitated, but then she leaned forward and placed the bundle gently in his arms. Something in her wanted to stop him, but she couldn’t hold back her tears much longer, and she was afraid if she started talking, her voice would get all choked and he’d know.
She bent to kiss the baby’s cold, chapped cheek. “Goodbye, Leo.”
She turned away quickly and took a deep breath to steady herself. When she heard Draven’s footsteps crunching through the snow, she turned back to watch him, blinking hard to dry the icy tears gathering on her eyelashes. As Draven carried the body away, she jumped up, overcome by the urge to run after him and grab at his clothes in desperation, to ask if he was sure the baby was dead, if he could do something to help Leo even now. After a few steps, she stopped herself and crumpled to the frozen scabby ground at her feet. She knew the answer already. 
Still, to hold him one more time, kiss him just once more... 
She shook her head hard. No. She would not act that way in front of a Superior, would not lose her sense and beg for something even a Superior couldn’t do, undo the done. No matter what she did now, it would not change what she had done or what she had failed to do while Leo lived. She had sent Draven back for him. She had dropped him from the tree. She had done that. Not Draven. She’d dropped him, but held on to the knife. Because her life meant more. She could not deny that. She might not have killed either of the trackers, but she’d killed someone that night. 
When Draven had disappeared from view, she dropped her forehead to her knees and let herself cry. After a few minutes, she gathered her senses and forced herself to stand and walk back to their meager pile of possessions before sinking to sit on one of the backpacks. She’d worn out her sobs, but tears continued to leak from her eyes so that she had to wipe at them every few minutes, and just when she thought they’d stopped, she’d think of Leo and a fresh stream would start. 
Draven took longer than she expected, so long that she started to worry that he might not come back. She wouldn’t blame him. He’d said Leo didn’t contribute, but she didn’t either. Maybe he’d want to put her out of her misery next. 
She didn’t know he’d come back until he touched her shoulder. She jumped and spun towards him, wiping her face quickly so he wouldn’t see her tears. Though she’d listened for him, his footsteps were nearly silent, even in the snow. 
He knelt before her. “Can you go on today?” he asked. He looked so concerned. Like he really meant it.
“No,” she said, turning away. “I can’t. Why don’t you just go on and leave me here to die. It’s not like you need me.”
“I do,” he said, brushing away a strand of hair that had stuck to the tears on her cheek.
She pulled away. “You’d be better off if I’d died, too.” 
“No. Now come and I will carry you. Tonight we will reach the city, and I will find more supplies for us, and food for you. Perhaps we can stay a bit if no one is looking for us here.”
“You mean we’ll have an apartment?” Cali asked, forgetting for a moment the awfulness of the morning. 
Draven pressed his lips together and shook his head. He picked up a backpack and held it to Cali’s back and waited for her to slide her arms through the straps. Though it weighed less than the other, it almost dragged her backwards to the ground when Draven released it onto her shoulders. He steadied her before coming around to crouch in front of her, his back to her.
“Climb on my back. I’ll carry you. We can travel much more quickly now.”
Cali bit her tongue, forcing the tears to retreat and focusing instead on her anger. She’d never met someone so callous. All he cared about was that they could go faster without Leo. He’d never wanted the baby at all. He’d probably wished for his death the whole time. “You mean now I can’t even walk by myself?” Cali asked, her chin rising. She stood to show him she could, although the weight of the bag forced her to stoop. “I can carry a bag,” she said. “I know I’m not all superior like you, but I have two legs.”
Instead of getting mad or exasperated, Draven looked at her with his dark eyes so tender and melty it only fed her indignation. “I can,” she insisted, although already she had begun to doubt it. “I’m not as weak and helpless as you wish I was.”
“Cali,” he said, trying to touch her face again. She ducked out of his reach, almost losing her balance in the process and just barely righting herself before the backpack’s momentum carried her to the scrubby frozen grass underfoot.
“I don’t wish that,” he said. “I know you’re strong. And not a bit helpless.”
“No you don’t,” she said. “You think I can’t even walk, and now that Leo’s gone, you’ll carry me instead. Well, I’ve been strong enough to carry my own weight my whole life, and I’m not going to stop now.”
“There are different types of strength,” he said quietly, his eyes fixed on her defiant face. “I’m well aware of your capabilities. However, if we are to reach the city today, we need speed more than strength. Yes?”
She hesitated, knowing he was right and feeling foolish all of a sudden. “Fine,” she said, and climbed onto Draven’s back. But she wasn’t happy about it. Draven hefted the other pack onto the front of his body and took off, moving faster than she would have walked without any burden at all. She knew she would have slowed them to a ridiculous pace if she’d walked carrying the backpack, and the fact that he was right again, like always, only made her more sullen. She rode in silence, her mind unusually crowded with dark, bitter thoughts. 
Soon her shoulders began to ache, and a knot formed in each one, tightening more and more until the pain became unbearable. But after her little outburst about Draven doubting her strength, how could she complain? After all, he had to walk and carry all the weight, while she only had to hold on. Soon the muscles in her arms began to shake with fatigue and her hands grew numb. She bit the inside of her cheek and remained silent, doing her best to support her weight on Draven’s back and trying not to cry out when he boosted her up every few minutes and put pressure on her inner thighs where the shifting of his hips had rubbed her skin raw throughout the night. Despite her misery, she had to admit they did move a lot faster than when she walked, too. 
Neither she nor Draven spoke all night, even when they stopped to rest. Though Cali had grown used to his silences, she missed the way they used to talk, before they ran away. Once, she’d imagined he cared about her opinions and their conversations. Now they couldn’t care about anything except staying alive and warm. Still, she wondered if his latest silence meant he was mad at her for her outburst. Or maybe he was disappointed at how the whole thing had turned out, too. 
At least he’d known ahead of time that they’d have no apartment. 
But she couldn’t blame him for everything. She had insisted on bringing a baby, which had made things harder on both of them. And she hadn’t done as promised and obeyed all his commands. She argued with him all the time, like he was a human and not her master. He never put her in her place, so she kept doing it, because sometimes, she got what she wanted, and even when she didn’t, he never punished her for it, as her old master would have.
Not only did she make things difficult for him, but she knew he’d only stolen her so he could feed off her, and he didn’t seem to like her blood anymore. Sometimes he went for days without drinking it. He was probably disappointed that he’d tired of her already, that she didn’t taste as good as he’d expected. His disinterest should have made her happy, but instead, she kept worrying she’d done something wrong. She was nothing but a disobedient, disappointing, boring burden. No wonder he hardly talked to her anymore. 
They stopped for the day early, before the sky blanched. Draven wanted to camp outside the city so they wouldn’t have to find a place to sleep with other Superiors around. He told her they’d find a place to stay the next night. Then he went looking for wood. Cali lay shivering in the tent Draven had set up. She wanted to drop into sleep before she even got inside, but once there, she kept wondering where Draven had gone and why he hadn’t come back yet. After lying in the tent a while, she got up and went outside, but she didn’t see him yet. His footsteps had gouged holes in the snow, but his trail disappeared into the eerie whiteness of the blanketed flatlands. Cali didn’t think she’d ever get used to the strange glow of snow at night, the clinging ache of it on her feet, the way it muffled the land and all its features, transforming them into a spooky silent mass of colorless alien landscape. Just looking at it too long made her shiver, as if something hidden lurked beneath the concealment of snow, waiting to pounce the moment she turned her back. 
Forcing her mind to more calming thoughts, she focused her attention on the glow illuminating the eastern horizon and the glittering lights in the distance. She wondered what kind of life they’d have in the city. Maybe Draven would get an apartment after all. Things would be like before, except without Shelly. 
She realized she hadn’t thought about Shelly for a while. While she’d been busy worrying about freezing to death, or starving, or getting captured, or being drained and left to rot by her lawless new master, her old master had probably been trying to torture information out of Shelly. She hoped Shelly had survived. He’d always talked to her, and he never acted mad for no reason and barely said two words to her for days at a time. And he’d taken good care of Leo and loved him plenty. She wished she could tell him what had happened to their baby. But it was probably better that she couldn’t. He’d be even madder at her than Draven. 
Cali turned from the horizon in time to see Draven stepping carefully in his footprints as he returned. Instead of going into the tent as planned, Cali stood outside waiting for him. He didn’t speak until he had reached the tent. “There’s no wood,” he said as he passed Cali. He sat in the open doorway of the tent and began removing his boots. After beating them together to knock all the snow from them, he set them inside the tent, but he didn’t crawl inside as Cali expected. He sat in the doorway, pulling his feet in close, and hooked his hands together around his knees, leaned back and gazed at the sky. Cali waited for him to make some observation, but he didn’t, so she turned her face up and looked, too. 
Since leaving the lake, appreciating the beauty of her surroundings, like thinking of her old home, had been largely ignored in the face of her more immediate concerns. Now, the reminder of it caught her unaware, and her whole body opened to take in the blazing sky overhead, awed at the mass of stars flung across the black. Her breath clouded the air and drifted upwards, disappearing just as she let out the next one. Draven’s breath didn’t show up at all. 
“Cali,” he said, waiting until she dropped her eyes from the sky to look at him before continuing. “We’re going to be in the city tomorrow…” He spoke slowly, like he only formulated the words as he said them. “I can return you. I can leave you somewhere safe, perhaps a Confinement. They’ll scan your code and find that you’re missing and return you to Princeton. Would you like that?”
She stared at her new master in disbelief. After everything. He’d given her a dream, promised more waited outside her tiny apartment garden, told her he could give it to her. And now this? If she went back now, Shelly would know what had happened to Leo. And he’d never be her mate, and she’d never make him happy and he’d never make her happy, not completely. Not how a mate should. Master would punish her again, worse than the brand and the ankle chain, probably something so horrible she couldn’t even imagine it. The breeders would impregnate her and she’d birth babies, maybe lots of them, and her master would take each one from her, and she’d feel as bad as right now or worse, because unlike Leo, they’d be her real babies. 
Despite the disappointments, despite it all coming to nothing but coldness and exhaustion and fear on both their parts, she still wanted the dream he’d promised her. Maybe things hadn’t worked out as expected, but now, compared with what she’d face if she went back, it didn’t seem so bad. Sure, she’d been cold and hungry. But all she had to do with this Superior was feed him. Lately, she couldn’t even do that. No wonder he didn’t want her anymore. 
Before she had time to rein them in, the tears started. Turning away, she covered her face and cursed herself. It was all too much, losing Leo and losing the dream of something better than she’d had, and now the worst part, losing the hope that she’d someday find it. She couldn’t even keep Draven happy, and all he wanted was to drink her blood. 
“Why do you weep?” he asked after a bit. 
“Why?” she asked, dropping her hands and turning to face him, tears still stinging her cheeks. “Because I can’t do anything right. Everything that’s gone wrong this whole time is because I’m so bloodbagging humanoid. I can’t do anything except get in the way and slow you down. If one of us had to die, it should have been me.” A new onslaught of tears overtook her, and she hid her face in her hands. But when she felt Draven’s hand tugging gently at her ankle, she relented and sank down beside him in the opening of the tent. She didn’t protest when his arm circled her. 
“You miss Leo,” he said. “Of course.”
“Of course I do,” she said through her hands. “Of course that’s why I’m crying. I can’t help it if I cry when I’m upset, okay? I know, you’ve probably never cried in your whole life, right? Well, not everyone can be so coldhearted.”
Draven chuckled softly. Infuriated, Cali shrugged to get his arm off her shoulder, but it stayed like she hadn’t even moved. The truth was, she felt coldhearted. Leo had died, and all she could think about was that she’d become an unwanted nuisance. 
“Technically, I’m cold everywhere,” Draven said. “But I’m not trying to be insensitive. I’ve only never seen you being…a woman…before.”
“I’m always a woman,” she said, trying to hide her fresh burst of tears. “And that doesn’t have anything to do with it. Anyone would cry when a baby died, even a man. Just not you.”
Draven sat quiet a minute, then started petting her back in that soothing way that made her feel like a child. “I would cry sometimes, if I could.”
“I’m sure you’ve never cried in your life,” she said. She knew she sounded like a child and deserved to be treated that way, but she didn’t care.
“Before…” he said. “But not for a long time. At times I have wished it were possible, but…Superiors cannot.”
She sniffed. “You can’t cry?”
“I could cry, but as I have no tears, it would serve no purpose. It is no relief.” He spoke softly, stroking her back the whole time. His warm, rich voice soothed her to the point that she felt spellbound by it. 
“You’re lucky you can’t cry,” she muttered. “I wish I couldn’t.”
“You can find release in your tears,” he continued in the same lulling tone. “And I’m glad of it. I wanted something else for us, my jaani, to give you something of worth. But as I’ve not been able to, perhaps you would be better served by returning to Byron.”
That set her off crying again, and she couldn’t seem to calm down. “I’m not better off there,” she said through her tears. “I won’t be happy because Leo’s gone and it’s all my fault. I was humanoid to make you get him, and all he did was put us in danger and slow us down, and it wasn’t his fault, it was mine. And now you’re tired of me and you’re sending me back and I’ll have to tell Shelly what happened. I don’t blame you, you’d be better off without me, but I can’t go back. Just leave me out here to die, I don’t care. I’m never going back.”
“Alright.” 
“Alright?” she said, lifting her swollen eyes to his. “Alright? You’re just going to leave me out here to die?”
“If you do not wish to return, I’ll keep you.” This strange look flickered across his face, wary and almost scared, and a heavy pause fell between them as if he were waiting for her to react. When she didn’t, he shifted away so he wasn’t touching her and looked down at his knees. She wondered if she’d offended him again somehow, not knowing Superior custom and making another unintentional blunder. Or maybe he just thought she’d cry again, which made him uncomfortable.
“Where are we going?” she asked, wiping her cheeks on her sleeve. She couldn’t look at him either, after her outburst, so she turned to the city instead. 
“I don’t know. You understand this? I’ve no great plan.”
“Okay.”
“I have nothing but what you see before you, not wood to build a fire nor a warm meal to feed you.”
“It’s okay,” Cali said. “I can get in the sleep sack.”
Draven nodded. “We may not survive the winter, even if we are not captured. One or both of us may die. You should know this, as well. I’ll not promise you an easier life than you’ve had. It will be more challenging.”
For a minute, Cali sat thinking of the apartment that she and Shelly had always found too cold. Now, she dreamed of its scant warmth, of having someone to curl up with under the blankets while snow fell outside. Her chest ached with memories of the last winter, of lying in the bed sharing the warmth of Shelly and Leo, of running circles inside the room to warm her blood. She doubted her blood would ever get warm again. But when she thought of going back, of the hatred in Master’s voice when he shoved the cup into her hand and demanded her blood, she shivered more than she did at the morning air throwing ice crystals at her raw skin. She could still feel the sting of his hand across her cheek as clearly as the stinging of the tears smeared across her face in the icy blast of wind that shook the tent before curling away across the strange luminescent landscape. 
Cali nodded. “Okay.”
“Do not expect the niceties I offered previously. I am sorry I promised you something…”
“You didn’t know,” Cali said. 
“I’d not thought it through, what I was doing. I am a criminal now, a murderer. You also understand this, yes?” Draven turned and looked at her, forcing her eyes to his, forcing her understanding.
“I know,” she said. “I wish I was, too. I wish I’d killed one of the trackers. They killed Leo.”
After a pause, he said, “You don’t wish that.” 
“Yes, I do.”
“Some knowledge is good, but knowing you have done something so momentous as to take a life from someone…” He shook his head and didn’t speak, just frowned and bowed his head until it almost touched his knees. 
“I don’t care. He took Leo’s life. I did, too. I shouldn’t have dropped him. I haven’t done anything good for us the whole time. How can you even want me to stay around? I’ll only get in your way.”
Draven chuckled and lifted his head. “What do you imagine I’d eat if you weren’t here?”
“I don’t know,” Cali admitted. She tried not to pout, but she couldn’t help it. “You haven’t been…I thought…you’d gotten tired of me,” she said, the tears starting again. Every time she swept them away, they jumped right back up in her eyes. “You hardly ever eat, and I saw you getting sick twice, I thought maybe you didn’t like me or I made you sick now, and I know you’re mad at me. You used to talk to me all the time and now you barely say two words to me all day.”
“Cali,” he said. He turned to her with a pained expression and put a hand on his chest. “I’ve only not wished to slow or weaken you. I could never tire of you. You’re the most delicious sap I’ve ever tasted and…sometimes when I’m most hungry, I fear I’ll be unable to stop if I start drawing from you. I’ve only gotten sick because I’ve been eating…other things.”
In her surprise, she forgot all about her tears. “You can eat other things?”
“Sap from animals, and it’s dreadful, really. I get sick from it, but I can use some of it, and it gives me more strength than eating nothing.”
“Then just take it from me. Please? It’s the only thing I’m good for, anyway.”
“Yes,” he said. “You are quite good for that.” He rested his hand on her knee. “For other things, as well. Only… at times I fear…my mind no longer functions as it should. I forget your purpose. It’s not your fault, Cali.” He turned to her and touched her neck, then ran his knuckle up under her chin, sending a shiver all through her. He drew her chin up and fixed his eyes on hers, and for a moment neither spoke. The lights of the city behind her reflected back on the surface of his dark eyes. His breath whispered across her cheek, cold and faint, and his gaze dropped to her mouth and lingered in a way that made her uneasy. She leaned away from him, and his hand dropped back to her knee. 
“You’re bleeding,” he whispered.
She turned away and busied herself with cleaning the snow from her shoes so he couldn’t see her embarrassment. “I’m sorry,” she said, “But it’s not like I can help it.” She started to rise to go inside the tent, but Draven’s arm slid around her, and he pulled her back down next to him. 
“Come here,” he said softly. “Don’t say that. You smell delicious, even more so than usual. It makes me so hungry I could—” 
He jumped up without finishing his thought and practically dove into the tent. He knelt inside, jerking his sleep sack from one of the packs and muttering under his breath. Cali watched, wary of his anger and again not sure what she’d done. She couldn’t help it if she had her stupid woman’s days and for some nasty reason the smell made him hungry. He could eat if he wanted. She’d never stopped him. 
She crawled inside the tent and reached out to put her hand on his back, but he brushed her hand away. “What’d I do?” she asked. 
He stopped moving and took a deep breath as he ran his hand through his hair. “Just… don’t touch me,” he said, then added quickly, “It’s not you.” 
“What’s wrong?” she whispered, trying to hold back the ache in her throat that threatened more tears.
“Oh, I don’t know,” he said, tossing his sleep sack onto the floor of the tent. It unrolled like a snake in front of him.
Cali shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”
“Only…something is wrong with me. I shouldn’t—I’m not thinking clearly. Perhaps I’ve…forgotten, and I thought of you like—a person.” His eyes had gotten all strange and intense again, and desperate. He looked scary, like some kind of wild animal but worse, like one that knew it was wild and shouldn’t be.
“I am a person,” she said. “I told you that. Why won’t you believe me?”
He shook his head but didn’t say anything.
“I don’t see what’s so different about us anyway, besides what we eat and that you’re stronger,” she said. 
“Because it’s wrong,” he said, turning back to his sleep sack. “You can’t just—you’re a different species. It’s wrong to think we’re the same.”
“I don’t see why,” Cali said, sitting cross-legged on her sleep sack. “We’re built the same and we talk the same. You don’t hold conversations with cats unless you’re crazy, but you have no problem standing here talking about right and wrong with me. And we look the same. So tell me what’s so different, because I don’t see it, unless it’s something under a girl’s clothes. I know it’s nothing about men, because I’ve seen plenty of men and I’ve seen you, and you look just like a man to me, all over.”
Draven threw the two backpacks to the edge of the tent. “Get in your bed,” he said. He didn’t look scary now, just determined. “And don’t say those things. You do not know what you say.”
Cali looked at him and then at her hands. “I know what I’m saying. I’m saying you should talk to me because I want to learn to do the things you do, and I know I can. Even though I’m only human.”
“You may very well mean that, but it’s not what I heard. You can’t imagine what I think when I hear you talk like that.”
“So tell me.”
He slid inside his sleep sack, then leaned up on one elbow to zip the tent. After a moment’s hesitation, Cali crawled into her sack. They lay in silence for a few minutes. She could hear him breathing and knew he hadn’t fallen asleep yet. “Well?” she said. “Tell me.” 
“You don’t want me to,” he said. 
“Yes, I do. Why would I ask if I didn’t want to know?”
After a pause he said, “I can’t. It’s wrong and you will despise me. I should have let the trackers take you back, but I didn’t, so I think you should go back to Byron tomorrow. I don’t know what happened to me, but something inside my head is wrong. I don’t think…straight…anymore, and he would never think of you the things I’m thinking.”
“I don’t even know what you’re saying anymore.”
“Nor do I,” he said, and in the dark he pulled her close. “Those thoughts… I frighten myself and I’m frightened for you, Cali. I killed two men, two innocent men, to save a sap’s life. I’m a traitor to my race, and at times I imagine I don’t much care, just so long as I have you and…” He stopped speaking and began shifting around. His usually silky voice came out rough when he said, “Put your head in my hands. If I don’t eat soon, my head will fly to pieces.”
He cradled her head in both hands before plunging his face into her neck and biting. He drove in suddenly, without any preparation, and not very gently, either. Usually after the initial pain when he broke the skin, she liked feeding him. At first it had scared her, like when any Superior bit her, but now that she knew he wouldn’t hurt her more than he had to, she could relax. Now when he fed, lying still and quietly stroking her, it put her in a peaceful trancelike state. Except that time when his mouth had been warmer than her, it had been more than peaceful. Almost blissful. 
But this time he moved while he drank, pushing against her neck and pulling back and pushing until his chin pressed into her neck and she choked. He pulled back, but pressed forward again with the next breath, sucking at her skin until it hurt and making these noises like an animal eating. His words flashed through her mind, about him not being able to stop and being scared for her. Her hands batted at him, and she began to struggle, but he only pressed his body harder against hers and let out a growl, the vibration of sound starting deep inside him and moving up him and through his mouth into her, and all the way down her body. A sudden fear, a new and nameless fear, charged her like an electric shock and she cried out. 
Draven jerked his teeth from her vein, flung himself to the other side of the tent and lay there sucking in big loud breaths that sounded almost like sobs. 
Cali squirmed out of her sleep sack and, holding one cold hand against her throbbing neck, opened the tent and staggered out. Her legs almost gave way when she stumbled from the tent. Her whole body shook, and her breath burst out raggedly as she made her way far from the tent. She stopped to relieve herself when she’d gotten far enough away that her legs had regained some of their strength. When her heart stopped hammering and she’d talked herself out of her terror, she looked around, wondering if she could make a run for it. Daylight had spilled over the horizon and flooded the land, but she didn’t see any place she could go to escape the cold, or even any place to hide. Maybe she could find a place by evening, when Draven woke. She still didn’t know exactly what had happened, just that Draven had never scared her like that before.
Even though feeding Superiors had always scared her, at home she’d had some protection. She knew Superiors were not allowed to kill humans, and that even the ones who hated her, like her old master, valued humans enough that they’d keep her alive so they could go on drinking her blood. But Draven was different. He didn’t answer to any law. He did whatever he wanted, even turn against his own race. She was out here on her own with him, and if he killed her, he could just bury her body like he had those two trackers, and no one would ever know. 
If she stayed, somehow she’d have to find a way to trust a murderer, or at least trust him not to murder her. What other choice did she have? 
Snow had soaked both pairs of socks she wore, and the ache in her feet had become unbearable. She’d been foolish to run away like that, blind as panic, without taking the time to put on her shoes. Without having fully come to a decision, she started back. If she ran from Draven, she’d have to do it later, when she’d prepared, not in a moment of fright. 
By the time she made her way back to the tent, the sun on the snow nearly blinded her. Clumps of snow had stuck to the wet fabric of her socks, and she had to stop and tear it free before opening the tent. She climbed in quietly, hoping Draven had already fallen asleep and wouldn’t tell her how foolish she’d been. He lay on his back with one arm thrown across his eyes. She crawled inside her sleep sack and leaned up to zip the tent. 
She lay in the dark, waiting for him to reprimand her, but he didn’t say anything. After a while, she couldn’t stand the silence, not knowing if he was awake or how mad he’d gotten when she ran away from him. “I need some things,” she whispered. “For my woman’s days.”
“I’ll get them tomorrow.”
So he hadn’t fallen asleep. 
She waited for him to say more. Lying next to him in the agony of anticipation, hardly daring to breathe, she let the time spin out its silence. Every time she thought he might speak, her heart rolled over. She would let him speak first, and stay quiet until he did. But then she’d probably never get to say another word in her life. 
When she couldn’t stand it a moment longer, she asked the question she really wanted answered. “Are you going to kill me?” she whispered.
A shiver went all through her into her deepest roots when he answered softly, “Not intentionally.”
 





  
 
 
Chapter 38
 
Draven lay awake for quite some time after Cali’s breathing had deepened and she slept. He thought about what he’d said to her, what he’d done to her, what he’d wanted to do. 
He’d almost told her, spoken words that would terrify her more than anything Byron would have done to her if she’d lived a hundred years. If he said the words in such a way as they came into his mind, she would imagine something very different from his true intentions. He’d not been thinking of that. Of course he hadn’t. He’d been hungry, so hungry, and she sat so near to him with her tantalizing aroma, and she acted like such a woman, and combined with the exhaustion and the hunger… He’d simply wanted her without having to weaken her. 
It was natural, the thought that had flitted through his mind. He had wanted to reassure her, convey that he valued her. But she was so easy to talk to, too easy. What he’d almost said… Though he’d said it before, the accompanying thought this time frightened him. That he was even capable of the thought... 
It was only natural, though. Of course it was. He had wanted what any starving man would want upon savoring food. Nothing more. 
Perhaps he could justify that thought, but he’d hurt her as well, and finding an excuse for that proved more difficult. When he’d drawn from her, she’d struggled, but he had been unable to stop while she lay before him, mouthwateringly perfect, sweet and salty and warm, so full of life and the ability to give life… 
He should have stopped. Now he had terrified her and she would ask to go back. Though he despised the thought, he recognized its wisdom. He no longer trusted himself. Since the murders, his mind’s ability to remain as orderly as the world that created it had deteriorated at an alarming rate.
A subtle shift had occurred inside him, and he couldn’t quite fit the pieces back in place as society dictated—stay there, live here, do this, say this, think this. Now, boundaries blurred. The line between the right thing and the wrong thing, instead of remaining steadfast and static, wriggled like a snake making tracks in the sand. Cali had a valid argument in one regard. He did talk to her about morality. To ensure his own clarity of mind, he must continue to do so—and often. As he’d found it difficult to maintain boundaries in his mind now that he’d killed a Superior for a sapien, it seemed of dire importance to speak them aloud and establish some sort of record.
Her sap had tasted so good, though. Too good. He wondered if she felt the way he had when the tracker drew from him. Could she feel her strength flowing out with every press of his tongue? It must be dreadful for her. But it was so wonderful for him. 
Her sap satisfied him more completely than anything he’d ever had. And now, after he’d had his fill, his body had found contentment while his mind twisted in turmoil. If only a stronger connection linked the two, a direct line from one to the other, as it once had. But he’d smudged all the lines and cut all his ties with society, and now he could never go back. He’d betrayed his own kind, his own race, for a piece of livestock.
But wasn’t it almost worth it? When her sap leapt into his mouth, the richness and life and delicious thickness of it sliding down his throat...the warmth of her throat under his lips and her breathy gasping sounds…her quickening pulse throbbing against his tongue, the way the sap welled up when he pressed against her veins again and again…and again. He’d wanted to strive for that memory forever, the vague impression of containing such vitality, of flowing, pumping with hot blood…
Her scent clung to him still. Though he’d stopped his breath, he could not escape it. She was in his nostrils, in his mouth, lingering on his tongue like a word he could not quite recall, a feeling he could not quite express, a forgotten memory he could not grasp though he strained until nearly maddened with the effort. Fresh, pure life throbbed inside her, pressing itself into him at his whim, as if her sap were more willing than she…if only he could somehow get at it…that taste, so enchanting… Perhaps she would allow him one more taste, a small one…
Some time later, he awakened and unzipped his sleep sack. Inside, his body had retained more heat than he’d expected. The heat of Cali’s sap inside him. Her scent, strong and insistent, filled the tent until its walls bulged with the strain to contain it. Instantly ravenous, Draven clawed his way out and escaped the tent. He stood breathing the cooling air of evening until his head cleared. Cars buzzed intermittently on the highway, but as of yet, only a few. The sun had just slipped past the horizon, and the sky beyond the mountains glowed orange and gold. 
Cali extracted herself from her sleep sack and stepped outside to join Draven. She yawned and began stretching her body this way and that as if challenging him not to look, adding an unnecessary amount of moaning and sighing. Her overwhelming scent leapt onto him, taunting and cruel. Even after last night’s feast, he wanted more, perhaps more than before he’d eaten. His desire, his craving for her, overshadowed his physical hunger. 
“Can we find some water?” Cali asked. “I’d like to…you know. Bathe.”
His mind balked at the thought of losing that heavenly scent, but he knew it was imperative. His cravings gnawed ceaselessly at his nerves, wearing on his attention, threatening to overcome reason itself. “Very well,” he said, before returning to the tent. When Cali returned from relieving herself, he handed her a bag of water and another filled with dried meat. Their wealth of supplies had dwindled considerably. “Eat, drink,” Draven said. 
Cali took the bags and settled herself in the doorway of the tent to eat. She concentrated on her food, avoiding Draven’s eyes. The air between them stretched thin with tension, and neither spoke while Draven rolled the sleep sacks and squeezed them into their tiny bags. He cursed himself for frightening her so, and started to speak several times but stopped himself. Finally, when it became clear she would not speak first this time, he forced himself to address her. “Regarding…my actions this morning…I am sorry I drew an inappropriate amount. You are simply…”
“Simply what?” she asked when he didn’t go on.
“Oh, I don’t know,” he said, now careless as he tossed anything on the tent floor into their bags. The correct words would never find voice on his clumsy tongue.
“What?” she insisted.
“You’re…ahhhh, delectable,” he said, stopping to look at her directly for the first time since they’d awakened. Of course she had not tried to entice him to look at her. How foolish a notion. She would neither notice nor appreciate his eyes on her. 
“What’s that? Delectable.”
“Irresistibly delicious.”
“Oh.” She squirmed a bit and studied her food.
“I’ll not let myself become so hungry again,” Draven said. “It was irresponsible.”
“Okay.”
“Do you wish to go back? This is perhaps the last chance you’ll have.”
When she failed to answer, he reminded himself she had every reason to want to leave. He had failed her. He’d promised something he’d been unable deliver, and she’d suffered in consequence. He’d struggled for her survival, killed one of his own defending her, and still she’d suffered more. Worse yet, after he’d killed to protect her, he’d been the one to hurt her. Byron would never lose himself as Draven had that morning. Byron kept himself under firm control at all times. 
If, by some unforeseen turn of events, he managed to hold onto Cali, he could never give her the life he’d dreamed of when he’d decided he would have her. When he’d decided to buy her, his life had contained nothing of interest, certainly not the notion that in a few short years, he would become a kill-on-sight criminal. But he had. He had become a murderer. Never again could he join Superior society, reclaim his position, exist among his own kind. Once someone discovered the trackers’ deaths, he would be forever wanted, and hunted, until the day of his capture and execution. He knew he should tell her all this, but the words, as usual, formed only in his mind and would not take shape in his mouth. So he nudged Cali until she let him move past her, where he stood waiting for her to rise so he could collapse the tent.
“I guess I’ll stay,” Cali said after a time. Her usually pale skin now had a sickly grey hue, and a dark cast shadowed her delicate eyelids. He had done that to her, overdrawn her. Never before had he taken so much from her, or any sapien. Not a living one. He should not have dared touch her with his mind raging with need. After he’d drained the dead baby before burial, hunger alone could not account for his recklessness. He shook his head hard in an attempt to shine his mind. 
“What’s wrong?” Cali asked, her voice limp and flat. 
“Nothing,” he said. “Strap this on then.” She had to relieve herself first, and when she returned a short time later, Draven had collected himself some, and he stood to meet her. He held the pack for her to slip her arms through, then ordered her onto his back. When she’d mounted, he donned the backpack on his chest and started towards the highway. 
Upon reaching an intersection a short time later, Draven stopped to let Cali rest. She slipped from his back and surveyed the busy city before them, the ads shining from faraway buildings and the glow lighting the night from many lower buildings they could not yet see. “It looks like home,” she said. “The way it looked from the Confinement, anyway. Inside the city, it looks different, right?”
“Yes.”
“Are we going to live here, or what are we doing here?”
“Losing ourselves.”
“Wow,” Cali said, hugging herself. “It’s really…pretty.”
Draven smiled. “I imagine it is.”
“So where do we start? Where are we, anyway?”
“Wellsville. The industrial sector, it appears.”
“What’s that?”
“Where things are made,” he said. “I don’t imagine anyone will speak to you, but if someone does, we must have similar answers to their questions. Understand?”
“Of course. So what’s our story?”
He smiled. “My car malfunctioned and I’m walking to a charging station. I did not want to leave you alone in the car.”
“What about the backpacks?”
“It would be rude to ask. But if someone does, we shall say that one contains a battery and the other, my valuables.”
“Battery, valuables. Got it.”
“Now let us find you a more comfortable situation.” He reached out and took her hand to steady her when she slipped on the snow, and held on as they continued, not wanting her to sustain an injury under such circumstances. Already they were sure to attract attention. Once the cars began passing at regular intervals, he slipped his hand around the back of her neck in the customary hold of a master on his sapien so as to arouse as little suspicion as possible.
By morning, they had crossed quarter of the city, stealing and salvaging a few supplies along the way. Though it would once have given him pause, Draven had no qualms about stealing a bag of necessities for Cali at the sapien supply store. He’d killed a man for her. The theft of a bag of crackers and some necessary products hardly seemed consequential.
When the sky began to lighten and the trickle of cars sliding along the streets began to resemble a flood, Draven found an alley, deposited the bags, and secured Cali to his back before ascending to the roof. He had forgotten the rush that charged him when climbing walls and leaping onto rooftops. He also seemed to have forgotten much of the strength he needed to perform the feat, and it proved more difficult than he remembered. But soon his fingers gripped the indentations between sheets of stiff reflective paneling as if their memory alone could propel him upwards. 
Once he reached the rooftop of the first building, however, he realized greater challenges lay ahead. Though they could not make a permanent home on the rooftops, he had hoped they could stay a few weeks to rest. Even at street level, the most skillful trackers would have some difficulty finding them in a city. Each night, thousands of feet crossed any given street. A scent could get lost in minutes, even seconds. Until someone discovered their method of roof-travel, nearly every portion of the city would be absent any trace of their passing. 
But traversing the roofs presented a greater challenge here than in Princeton. Princeton’s buildings, of nearly uniform design and height within each city sector, hadn’t posed too great a challenge. Here, adjacent buildings often varied ten stories or more in height. The taller buildings would afford a view of their camp during the night, and a curious observer would likely report them. Therefore, Draven had to scale the tallest building in that sector before he could make camp. This in itself proved a daunting task with his fingers locking from the cold every few minutes. Doubt encroached at the mere thought of attempting the climb with Cali astride. 
He returned to street level, although he knew the dangers of walking through the city with a sapien in tow. Still, no one knew him here. If he could assume the attitude of a Second, with every right to possess a sap and not be stopped and questioned for it, no one would find him overly suspicious. Thus began a few miserable hours of wandering the city, trying to find the sectors with the least people outdoors, where Draven could duck behind a building and ascend to the roof to scout for a building that loomed above the others but which might be scaled while encumbered with an unwieldy load. It took some time, but eventually he found an industrial building with steam belching from the mouths of an assortment of blackened steel pipes. The mass of pipes, along with the steam, would conceal a small tent for a short time, until he could locate something more suitable. When he had settled Cali on a rooftop, he leapt to the alleyway to collect the bags. 
For a moment, he considered carrying Cali across the city while he searched, but he quickly decided against it. If she still meant to run, she would not do it while fifty meters above the ground. Leaving Cali with food and all their possessions, he began to cross the rooftops nearby, the strange sensation that he moved over a dome above the city becoming stronger as he leapt from building to building, moving swiftly without cargo to impede his progress, but mindful always of his stiffening fingers. Perhaps overconfidence on a jump would not kill him, but it could kill Cali. In the weeks it would take him to heal from a severe injury, Cali would starve or die of exposure, trapped on a grimy rooftop in the sprawling urban landscape. 
Finally he reached the area of town that did not heed the coming dawn. 
In this area bordering the service sector, neon lights flashed, snapping hungrily at the last bits of darkness in the sky, and pools of artificial darkness emanated from blackers with smooth, swanlike necks on black poles. Some of the buildings here, like the rest of the city, had advertisements scrolling across the sides, although these were of a more pornographic nature. Many buildings were bare, made of old-fashioned brick, decorated with only suggestive figures of neon to convey what delights awaited within. A moving image captivated Draven’s attention, and he watched for a few moments, unsure how to react to this almost-forgotten stimulus. He blinked a few times and turned away, startled a bit to realize how long it had been since he’d lain with a woman. For two years, he’d seldom had time to think of one, and, driven by his obsession with finding Cali, he’d never so much as considered seeking one. After affording it a momentary pause, he dismissed the thought, having heard the rude words from those who frequented the street below. He hadn’t time for that kind of desire.
Turning away, he retraced his course to find Cali. She lay asleep, huddled under a blanket, inside a sleep sack, with a backpack for a pillow. Draven knelt and touched a tiny droplet of water that had formed on her cheek where an errant snowflake had fallen and melted while she slept. She looked so fragile lying asleep in the snow, her cheeks wind-burned red, her chapped lips slightly parted, a wet patch above her upper lip where her nose had run and she’d not had the presence of mind to wipe it away. 
Cali’s eyes opened, but she did not react to finding Draven watching over her. She simply sat, and shivered, and drew the blanket tighter around her shoulders. When she’d eaten and readied herself, Draven hoisted her onto his back and carried her through the maze of buildings he’d traversed earlier. They stopped to deposit their possessions atop a squat brick building, covering the bags with snow as a precaution. Before leaving the privacy of the rooftop, Draven pressed the aspen dagger into Cali’s hand. She took it without comment and hid it inside her jacket. Together they descended the brick wall and reached the street.
“Stay close,” Draven said, letting her slip from his back. She staggered before regaining her balance.
“Yeah, okay,” she said. “Where are we going?”
“We’re going to get a room, and it won’t be the loveliest place you’ve been,” he said. “But it will have a shower.” He slid his arm around her waist and steered her into the street, such acute awareness of her humanity filling his mind that he couldn’t imagine having ever forgotten it for so much as a fraction of a moment. As they turned out of the alley, every head turned, nostrils flared, eyes probing and greedy. A few people stepped back as they passed, expectant expressions on their faces, as if Draven and Cali’s procession was as staged as the shows on display in nearby windows. Others stepped forward to taunt or make lewd gestures as Draven hurried Cali past.
“Hey, pretty little plaything, look what I got here for you to play with.”
“I’d like to play with you...”
“Look at him, thinks he’s all that for showing it off...”
“—sick pervert does that to—”
“—kind of bloodbagging freak—”
“—tasty treat for someone tonight…”
Draven tightened his arm around Cali, his fingers gripping the soft spot between her hipbone and ribcage. “Mmm mmm mm, sure do look tasty,” said a thick-waisted man in ill-fitting pants that matched his skin tone too exactly for comfort. “Maybe I can get a taste of that sweet meat.” He broke away from the pack loitering near the brick wall and sidled onto the sidewalk in front of Draven, twisting his chin to one side as if to ease the tension in a stiff neck. Cali flinched against Draven, catching the front of his shirt and pulling him closer. Draven opened his jacket enough to show the Deactivator he’d confiscated from the trackers. The man cursed and grudgingly ceded the walkway, his resentful gaze following them as they passed. 
Cali still clutched Draven’s shirt in a clenched fist, as if she’d like to burrow inside his clothing. With her arms tight around him, she stumbled against him as she walked, but she refused to release her grip, though her awkward position slowed their progress. When they reached the end of the street, Draven steered Cali around the corner. This street featured wider walkways, an attitude of invitation rather than hostility, and attire that clearly advertised the business of pandering that took place there. A row of women leaned against a brick wall, seemingly oblivious to the graphic scene taking place on the screen covering the upper half of the building. Nearly all the women began striking inviting poses the moment Draven turned onto the street. 
“Hey, baby, you want some of this?” one of the girls asked, bending so the string of feathers she wore strategically wrapped around her top half fell forward and exposed her exactly symmetrical breasts. The sidewalk swarmed with similar girls, artificially perfect shapes clad in anything from formal eveningwear to synthetic knock-offs of Enforcer uniforms to stick-on stars and body paint. If Draven had been hyper-aware of Cali’s humanity on the last street, this one only increased his discomfort. He had the absurd urge to cover her eyes and spare her the provocative prostrations of the performers.
“Ooh, let me see what you got,” said a lovely brown-skinned girl wearing a gold band wrapped around her chest and one around her hips that resembled underpants. She sidled up to Draven and ran her long gold nails down his arm. With her huge cloud of black ringlets circling her head all the way to her shoulders, she reminded him of an old partner from some years ago. But her hair, worn loose in front of anyone who wanted to look, struck him as so obscene he couldn’t fathom being aroused by her. It seemed to reach for him, somehow more blatant and aggressive than the cascading hair of some of the others. “This here’s what I got,” she said, sliding her hands slowly down her body and smiling with her shiny lips and gleaming white teeth. He stepped away so her hair wouldn’t graze his face. 
“I got what I need,” Draven said, hurrying along with Cali, who craned her neck to watch the girl over Draven’s shoulder as she retreated, laughing, to her spot along the wall.
Draven pressed Cali to him, although she’d dropped her hand from his shirt and seemed more interested in the women calling out to Draven than in him. “Are you scared?” he asked into her ear. 
“Not anymore,” she said, turning her head away to look at a girl wearing a bodysuit made of red netting and a feather headdress. “Who are these people? They’re all really nice to you.”
“They’re mistresses.”
“What’s that?” 
“They are paid to be…nice.”
Relieved to have her attention for a moment, he hurried her past a man standing on the walkway watching as two women displayed in a window demonstrated their sexual prowess. He welcomed the next woman’s attention, as Cali seemed captivated by her and didn’t glance at the window they’d passed. “Ooh, you are one fine looking man,” the woman said. She stood a head taller than Draven in her heels, and she approached to rest her elbow on his shoulder as she walked beside him. Her blonde hair hung down her back, secured at the nape of her neck with a silver clip that matched the shimmering fabric of her scanty garment. “What you doing down here? I know you ain’t gotta pay for it. Hell, I might pay you.”
“Thank you,” he said, pulling away. “But no thank you.”
“Mmm, damn, and polite, too. What’s this you got here? If it ain’t a homo-sapien. Hey Shyla, com’ere and looka this. He brought hisself a little friend.”
“You should let her pay you,” Cali whispered, as a woman with curves to spare and long black hair tottered over on shoes that could serve as elevators. “Oooh, I like that,” she said, before Draven could respond to Cali. “I’d even give you a discount, you let me have some of that. Hey, I ain’t opposed to no sapien-loving. I’ll do you both, price of one.”
“Do what to us both?” Cali asked. The girls of the morning began laughing and hooting and calling her cute. She held back as Draven pulled her away, nearly dragging her along. 
“Don’t talk to them,” he said, lowering his voice to speak into her ear. 
“Why not?”
“It encourages them.”
“To do what?”
“To solicit us.”
“What’s that? They aren’t bothering us, are they?”
“Yes.”
“Why? What do they want?”
“They want our money.”
“But they said they’d pay you.”
“She didn’t mean it. You have to pay them.”
“Is that why they all look so pretty? So you’ll pay to talk to them?”
Draven chuckled. “They don’t want to talk. If you pay, they’ll do that with you,” Draven said, nodding to a wall ad depicting a particularly tame scene for the moment.
“Really?” Cali asked, craning around to look again. “Why?”
“Because that’s their job.”
“You have to pay a fee to mate with a woman?”
He laughed again. “You don’t have to. But you can.”
“But why would you, if you can do it for free?”
“That’s always been my opinion on it.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Don’t concern yourself. Things are different for Superiors.”
“But why?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Draven said. 
“What do you mean, you don’t know?”
“If you simply must know, ask me when we’ve found a room and I’ll tell you.” Draven brushed off two men in skimpy vinyl shorts and a more persistent, burlier man in skimpier shorts. A curvaceous man in a tight purple dress approached them as they reached the end of the street. He looked a bit confused as his eyes moved from Draven to Cali and back. 
“You looking for anything I can give you?” he asked, doubt evident on his face.
Draven hesitated. The man could report him, but he’d likely have time to move out of sight and regain the roof before Enforcers arrived. “A room,” he told the man in purple. “For only us.” 
The man looked over his shoulder at the nearest mistress a few meters away, then silently held out his hand, palm up. 
“I can’t pay you,” Draven said. “Please.” He held up his own hand, fingers towards the bright morning sky and palm facing out, and brought the thumb and little finger together. “Third to Third,” he said, his last entreaty.
The man’s lips tightened and he hesitated, then nodded down the adjacent street. “Maxine’s,” he said, and turned back to his corner. 
“Gracias,” Draven said, taking off at a brisk pace. He ignored a woman lurking in a doorway looking too hungry for Cali’s safety. Only the desperate would stay out in daylight much longer. Draven pushed Cali inside the darkened doorway of the building the man in purple had indicated. The stench of diseased sapiens, filth, drugs and dirty sap greeted them in the entrance. Draven ignored it and slid his hand up the back of Cali’s neck and held her in front of him. “We want a room,” he told the woman at the desk. She looked up from filing her artificial fingernails.
“Oh yeah? What kinda mistress you looking for? Curvy cowgirl? Dominatrix diva? A tight little virgin whore?”
“No kind. I already have mine.”
The receptionist set her nail file on the edge of the desk. “Wait, so you want a room without anyone in it?”
“Yes, and I want privacy. No interruptions, all day. No matter what.”
The woman looked at Cali and then Draven. “A’right. That might cost you extra.”
“No, I want it for half price. Give the sap in the room to someone else, charge them for the other half of my room. Someone will pay for double play.”
“Regular rate.”
“A fool’s not among them,” Draven said. “I know how this works. I’ve done it enough.”
“A’right, half price.” The woman reached for Draven’s hand but he pulled back. 
“An old fashioned key,” he said. 
The woman gave him a sullen look. He stared her down, his eyes steady and his jaw set. Not even a legal Superior would check into a room like that with his ID scan. As an Illegal, it would sign his arrest warrant. “As I said…A fool’s not among them.” 
The woman looked like she’d say something, but instead, she reached under the counter and brought out a clear card with the metal coding showing through. Draven caught it from her hand before she’d set it on the counter. She gave him a little sneer and looked at Cali in disgust. 
“I’ll pay in the evening,” Draven said. He grabbed Cali’s arm and dragged her down the hall.
“Ouch, that hurts,” she said, pulling at her arm. “Let go.”
He slid the key into the slot and thrust the door open with his foot, pushing Cali into the room so quickly she stumbled against the door. Closing the door behind him, he caught the insolent look on her face. She stood rubbing her arm and glaring at him. “You hurt me.” 
“It had to be convincing.”
“You could have told me.”
“I could have, but it would not have been as convincing.”
“You’re mean.”
Draven laughed. “Look, you have a shower, and a real bed, and a…cold…room for the day. Clean yourself and take some rest.” 
“Okay…I’m going to shower, I guess,” Cali said. She entered the bathroom and slid the door as far as it would close—halfway. Draven removed the gun and the stake from his pockets, pulled the sliding tray from the wall and set his things on it. He sat, avoiding the dried blood smeared on the bed’s threadbare spread. The room, large enough only to contain the bed and a space beside it allowing one to enter, reeked as if it had not been cleaned in quite some time. But it was free, and would give Cali a temporary reprieve. At times he quite forgot that she hadn’t had the year and a half to grow accustomed to living as he did, exposed to the elements, transient, never certain if a meal, a roof, or sleep could be found at all, let alone the type she longed for. 
When he heard the shower running, Draven glanced at the bathroom and then away quickly. No shower curtain. 
A knock sounded at the door, and, relieved for the distraction, he snatched up the gun and strode the few steps to the door and heaved it open. It slid into the wall reluctantly, rattling on its track. He leaned against the doorframe, the gun dangling from his fingers, just above his head. 
“Yeah?” he said, forcing a note of casual belligerence into his voice as he imagined befit someone in his position. “I thought I said we didn’t want any bother.”
“Yeah, well, we got procedure here,” the receptionist said, scorn dripping from every syllable. “You gotta pay upfront. It’s the rules.”
“Is that right?” he asked, scratching his head with the gun. “Well, I’m an Enforcer, and I like to keep things discreet, so I’d appreciate some privacy. But if you won’t work with me, I’m sure I’ll find a place that will. One that will still be here if I want to come back next week.”
The girl gave him a dirty look but backed away. “Don’t you skip out,” she said. “And don’t tell nobody else, or they’ll all wanna do it.”
“Our little secret.” Draven smiled at her before closing the door. When he turned back, Cali stood in the bathroom doorway, clad in her jumpsuit once more. 
“Who was that?” she asked. 
“No one,” he said, replacing the gun on the tray. “How was your shower?”
“Cold.” She looked at him and then at the bed. “I think the towel got me as dirty as before I got in the shower, but…” She shrugged and hugged herself, shivering as she eyed the bed once more. 
“Go on,” he said. “Get in the bed.”
She hesitated only a moment before following his advice. After switching off the light, Draven stripped to his undershorts and slipped into the bed beside her. Once, he’d had her sleep on the floor. The memory struck him as ludicrous. Back then, she’d been simply a sap with a tantalizing aroma, hardly more than an animal. 
“So tell me about the pretty Superiors on the street,” she said. 
“Excuse me?”
“The ladies on the street back there. And the men, too.”
“The mistresses?”
“Yeah, them. They were all so pretty, and their clothes were so heaven.”
He chuckled. “Oh, I don’t know.”
“You said you’d tell me.”
“What arouses your curiosity? They are only people.”
“I wanna know about them. They were all so different, but every one of them thought you looked awfully good. Does everyone treat you that way when you walk down the street?”
He laughed softly in the darkness. “By no means.”
“Don’t laugh at me. How would I know? We don’t have anything like that. And I’ve never really seen you with other Superiors. I’ve never seen any Superiors acting that nice, for sure.”
“It’s just that. Acting.”
“Why won’t you tell me?”
“They are women and men who are paid to have sex. That’s all.”
“Do you pay them?”
“Not personally.”
“So why do other Superiors?”
“Oh, I don’t know.”
“What do you mean? How can you not know?”
He sighed. “Alright. You know we don’t change, yes? We look the same always.” 
“So?”
Before he could answer, quiet voices sounded in the next room. Draven eyed Cali in the dark, but he could not determine if she heard or not. The sounds began to change into something more primal, with less words. His breath caught and held as he waited for Cali to ask about it, as she asked after everything. But she remained silent. The silence stretched thinner and thinner in the room, punctuated with sounds that could be nothing other than what they were. When he could bear it no longer, Draven began to speak, drowning the noises and accompanying thoughts with his words. 
“Some are not satisfied with the way they look,” he said, “And they want someone who places little importance on whether they fit the ideal. For some, it is difficult to find someone to satisfy their cravings. Some want what their partners won’t provide, or they don’t want a companion for more than a few hours, or they simply want something convenient without having to talk or bother with the chance they won’t succeed in the end, so they pay for a service.”
“I can’t imagine. Why wouldn’t you want to talk to someone, if you’d want to mate with them?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I don’t explain well. Sometimes, a connection is too involved, too time-consuming and exhausting. You only want something simple and pleasant, such as a lovely woman to pay attention to you.”
“That’s silly. People—I mean, humans—we don’t much care what a person looks like. We want the connection, the involvement. If you don’t have that, you don’t want him to pay attention to you. It doesn’t matter how he looks.”
“I suppose you have more primitive concerns, more primitive desires. If those were fulfilled, you’d find other things to value.”
“What does that mean?”
“You think of things such as survival, yes? We no longer have to think of that, so we find other things to concern ourselves with, such as vanity.”
“Is that good?”
“It’s only an observation, not a question of worth.”
“Oh.” Cali lay silent a few moments, only her quiet breath disturbing the silence in their room. In the next room, Draven could hear the onslaught continuing. “So, you’re saying you only care what a person looks like? Because then you should really like those pretty ladies.”
“That’s not it.”
“Then what is it?”
“For humans, mating serves the purpose of procreation, getting bred and carrying on the species. And some of you still marry. We don’t marry, and we don’t have offspring, so…sex has a different purpose, a different meaning.”
“So what’s the meaning?”
“It has none.”
“Then it shouldn’t matter what she looks like.”
“That’s the only thing that matters. Not compatibility or the desire for a family. With little to base the decision on, most base it on appearance.”
“What decision?”
“Whether to lie with someone.”
“Oh,” she said faintly from across the bed. Then, after a moment, “But why do people buy it, if it doesn’t mean anything?”
Draven considered not answering, but in the room beside them, the noises approached a crescendo, so he hurried to explain further. “Because it is…enjoyable. Like getting a massage, or a haircut. If you can’t do it yourself, you pay someone to do it for you.”
“Really? You pay someone to cut your hair?”
“Not often, but…yes.”
“That’s so strange,” Cali said, her voice full of wonderment. He watched her smile at the ceiling in the dark. “Do those women cut your hair, too?”
Draven laughed. “No, you go to someone else for that. Although I imagine they would do just about anything if you paid for it.”
“So they know how to do lots of things?”
“I imagine they do.”
“Are you laughing at me?” 
“Perhaps a bit.”
“Why?” Cali asked, pushing up on one elbow.
“No reason,” he said. 
“Then why are you laughing?”
“You amuse me. Why are you so interested?”
“I don’t know, it’s just new and interesting. And those girls were…I just wish you’d let me talk to them more.”
“I’m sure they’d only spoil your…your innocence.”
“What’s that?”
“Oh, I don’t know. That quality you have.”
“What quality?” she asked, caution and hope mixing in her voice.
“Oh, I don’t know.”
She laughed, but it was a sound more frustrated than amused. “You have to tell me! It’s about me. What’s the quality of inn-o-sense?”
Draven moved restlessly under the reeking spread, pushing the scratchy edge away from his chin. “It’s the way you want to know about everything.”
“Ohhh. You mean curiosity?” She pronounced the word as if quite proud of her vocabulary.
He considered explanation but decided against it. “Yes, like that.”
She relaxed on the bed and pulled the blanket up around her chin. Its rough edge fell against Draven’s neck again. Cali sighed. “Still. I wish I looked like that.”
“Why?” Draven asked. 
“How could I not want to? Even though they were all awfully different, every single one of them was perfect.”
“But you’d look like a mistress. People would treat you like one.”
“Don’t people treat them good? I mean, they’re so nice, and their clothes are so pretty and shiny and bright. Why would anyone not like them?”
He chuckled. “I’m not sure you quite understand. And I’m quite certain you would look better than any of them in those clothes.” He caught himself just as the words left his mouth, but he couldn’t imagine where the thought came from. Perhaps only from the need to drown out the excruciating sounds assaulting him from through the wall.
“Not that you would ever have occasion to wear them,” he said quickly. “But if you did…what I mean is that those women aren’t real. They’re plastics.”
“They’re made of plastic?”
“Yes, most of them.” A whimpering cry sounded from the next room, and then a silence so thick as to be painful. Draven hurried to speak before Cali could ask. “As I said, we never change. Many people are not satisfied with the way they look, they want to fit the ideal. Especially the mistresses, because they make more money if they are attractive. So they pay for plastic surgery, sometimes extensive, so they can look as they like.”
“You can have surgery to pick how you look?”
“Yes.”
“Did you have it to look how you do?”
“No,” he said, smiling at her though he knew she could not see him in the dark. “Our bodies heal, so it is difficult to change them. If you change something and you look the ideal way, it soon changes back, and you have to return and have it done again and again. I always imagined the pain and price outweighed the benefit.”
“I guess you don’t really need it. You look okay now.”
He chuckled. “Thank you. I’ll remember that.”
“What?” she asked defensively. “I can’t say that? Those girls all said you looked good.”
“They are supposed to say that. They want me to give them money.”
“Well, I still think you look okay, and you don’t have to give me any money.”
“Good to know.”
“So could I get that plastics surgery, and it wouldn’t change back on me, since I don’t heal fast?”
“Why would you want to? You’re lovely as you are.”
“I am?”
“Yes,” he said, rolling over and pulling her to him. “And you taste incredible. Let me…just for a moment. I promise I’ll be gentle.” 
He pushed up on one elbow and slid his arm around her. He buried his hand in her hair and drew her head back and lowered his mouth to her throat. Fear tinged her scent, but he kept his nose against her skin for some time, until she had calmed and her breathing returned to normal. Still Draven lingered, inhaling her scent until he grew dizzy with it. Then he found a vein and slid in. He counted off one ration and closed her slowly, pressing his tongue against her until it had healed her skin so completely no sign of his entry remained. If given a choice, he’d have remained for all time just as he was, with the throb of her sap against his lips, the scent and the subtle sound of it rushing under her skin. But after another moment, he lay back, still holding her against him, closed his eyes and sighed. “You’re so warm,” he murmured.
“You’re so cold.” 
“That’s why I need you. To warm me and bring me back to life.”
He slept the sleep of the dead, and if she told him what she needed, he missed it.
 





  
 
 
Chapter 39
 
Draven awakened with a start and sat bolt upright. With his first inhalation, the thick odors in the room threatened to suffocate him—the stale stench of all the saps with their diseases and drugs and illness who had passed through this room. At first, he could not identify the source of his disquiet. Something had awakened him, but the scents momentarily washed all else from his mind, though he felt something of importance had brought him to such sudden consciousness. Then he heard a grinding crash, something unmistakable and menacing. 
For a second, he sat paralyzed with fear, hoping with an intensity bordering on insanity that his planned misdeeds had caused his paranoia. Then he heard their voices, electronic and sharp, the commanding voice of raiding Enforcers.
He threw the blanket off and sprang from the bed, sweeping the gun from the wall tray and shoving it into the waistband of his trousers. He grabbed Cali and wrenched her arm to awaken her. Her eyes flew open and she let out a small cry. 
“Be silent,” he growled, scooping her from the bed. He tripped in the blankets and cursed under his breath. His eyes scanned the ceiling. Another crash sounded in the hallway, this one louder, closer. 
“What was that?” Cali whispered, twisting in his arms towards the door. In the dark, her eyes were wide and blind. 
“Silence,” Draven commanded, knowing the Enforcers could not hear her over the commotion they had created, but not wanting her to draw their attention nonetheless. He tried to think, but started when loud pounding began on the door of the room next to theirs. He scanned the walls desperately with his eyes. The place had probably been a hotel back when humans ran things. That or temporary army housing during the War. Cold drafts blew in through cracks in the walls, and in the corner near the ceiling, the plaster peeled away to reveal foam insulation. 
For a moment, he considered trying to break through the wall. From the room next door, he heard a shriek, and Enforcers commanding someone to stop. Draven leapt onto the bed and thrust his palm against the ceiling. The block of stained plaster shot upwards, surprising him with its unsecured weight. He had imagined it would hold fast. 
Next door, a burst of footsteps sounded, and a surprised yell came from the hallway. Draven heaved Cali through the opening, fully expecting her to plummet through the next section of plaster, where someone had drawn an obscenely graphic portrayal of bestiality directly over the bed. Besides making more sound than he’d have liked, Cali did nothing wrong. She tumbled into the space between the ceiling and the roof, and Draven flung himself up after her just as a loud thudding began on the door to their room. 
“This is a raid,” an electronic voice blared. “By the Enforcers of the government of North America. Open the door or it will be opened by force.”
Draven dropped the open section of the ceiling back into place, where it settled as it had. Ignoring a few disturbing remnants that past visitors had stashed in the ceiling, he began to move quickly, tucking Cali against his chest as he crawled through the dusty passageway, sure that the next moment the ceiling would collapse under their weight or burst upwards with an Enforcer’s blow. 
Below, another rush of footsteps, this one followed by an order to stop. The sounds of pursuit followed closely, and the thud of a takedown. Draven scrambled forwards, thankful for the noises of the scuffle below, aching with the fervent desire for escape, for freedom. In another part of the building, the electronic voice announced itself again. He could no longer determine if it came from the room he had vacated only seconds before.
In a place such as this, no one left a name at the desk. Clients paid in unused ration cards, jewelry, stolen goods, rare items or loose anyas. But the hotel would know the occupied rooms, even if they could not maintain records. The desk clerk would know, could point the Enforcers to the rooms. Knowledge clicked into place then, knowledge so certain it nearly stopped Draven’s progress. The clerk had called in the raid. Likely she had targeted him in particular. He cursed himself for his prior rudeness to her. She would relish pointing out Draven’s room, recounting his impersonation of an Enforcer. 
Cali’s heat would still linger in the bed when they entered the room, even if her scent was lost among the scent of the other saps. The Enforcers would know someone had occupied the room and departed. Would they guess his escape route? If not, did the clerk know how easily the ceiling sections moved? 
With Cali squeezed beneath him, gripping him fiercely with both arms and legs, he could just maneuver into a large pipe. He entered, not daring to imagine what would happen if it failed to lead them outside. At the first turn, he had to stop and lie flat, wriggling along on his belly, dragging Cali under him, only her arms clinging to his body. A ripping sound echoed through the pipe and Cali gasped. “Are you injured?” he whispered into her hair. His whisper echoed through the hollow pipe ahead. 
“No,” she said. “The metal’s awfully cold.” He struggled around the bend in the pipe and Cali’s legs circled his hips again. For a brief moment, he became acutely aware of their position, and the image drawn on the ceiling of the room flashed through his mind. He hoped darkness had hidden it from her eyes. A flash of light below their feet diverted his attention and brought him back to the direness of their situation. For a moment, the tunnel returned to darkness. Draven lay motionless, clutching Cali to his chest. A beam of light flashed below their feet again.
Cali flinched against Draven, her legs tightening around him. He heard a scuffling noise in the ceiling somewhere, and the light swept into the tunnel again. Every instinct in him yearned to flee, to scramble with every shred of speed he possessed until he clawed his way to freedom. But he lay still, fighting the urge to move his feet further into the tunnel. If the light caught even a shadow of his foot, all was lost. Yet a movement might bring attention, might make some sound, however minute, to draw attention. He could not risk even a breath. In the cold metal tube, Cali’s breath sounded as loud as a scream. But she lay motionless, gripped tightly around him in the throes of terror.
“Nothing up here,” a voice echoed into the ceiling. Draven started at the sound, then waited, breath bated, hoping his movement had not sent so much as a whisper of a rustle the way he’d come. “He must’ve run down the hall before we got to his room,” the voice said, followed by the soft thud of the ceiling falling back into place. Draven collapsed onto Cali, trembling with relief. He drew in a shaky breath to speak, but did not know how to begin.
“Are they gone?” Cali whispered, her voice no louder than her breath.
“Yes.”
“Wow,” Cali said. “That was scary.”
“You did well, my jaani,” he whispered, and began stroking her hair back from her forehead. He hadn’t had to tell her to remain silent, and that had saved them both. Though he hadn’t had time to instruct her, instincts had steered her to mirror his actions, and she had performed beautifully. He kissed her forehead, her temple, the corner of her eye, then slid his thumb under chin and raised it, arched his neck, and angled his mouth to her throat. While he ate, he cradled the back of her head in one hand, the other stroking the tension from her body until her trembling ceased. Her warm body was yielding under his, its softness conforming to his harder angles, as perfectly fit as lovers.
The moment the thought entered his mind, Draven realized where his other hand had gone, gripping the back of Cali’s thigh. He propelled himself away from her, bracing against the sides of the tunnel to prevent his body from touching hers. Cali froze, her eyes searching the darkness with the blind terror of an animal. She was an animal. A human animal, but still an animal. 
“It’s nothing,” Draven said. “We must go. I cannot waste time eating now. Ready?”
“Yeah, okay.”
He lowered himself a bit so she could secure herself to him while he moved quickly through the rest of the tunnel, listening always for the noises that signaled someone had detected their means of escape. But no Enforcers discovered their escape route, and they discovered only cobwebs, animal droppings and thick layers of dust in the remaining length of the pipe. Draven hadn’t dared imagine what they would encounter at the end of the pipe, what they would do if they could not exit. Enforcers would monitor the place for several days after the raid, and he knew Cali could not survive the exposure in the garment she’d worn to bed the morning before. 
When they reached the end of the pipe, however, they found it unobstructed by even a screen. The pipe made a sharp turn upwards, and then straightened to disgorge them onto the roof. Draven, who had disengaged himself from Cali to maneuver through the last two turns, reached in and assisted her through the opening. Though he could see her somewhat in the darkness of the tunnel, now, with the full light of evening upon her, he saw how filthy she had become on their flight from the Enforcers. Dust and grime smeared her face and coated her woolen garment. Draven’s body had fared no better. Having removed his clothing before sleep, he had escaped with nothing but his sleep shorts. He checked that the gun he’d thrust into the waistband had survived the journey through the pipe. It had. 
He straightened the gun and determined that it would hold fast. Then he knelt before Cali. Without waiting for a command, she climbed onto his back and clung to him while he traversed the rooftops until they reached the backpacks they had abandoned the morning before. Just as Draven had expected, nothing had disturbed them. For a moment, he considered what would happen to him if anyone discovered what he knew, that he had the strength he suspected all Superiors possessed but that no Third should realize. He dismissed the thought as quickly as it arose. If caught, he would be executed for treason or any number of crimes. Perhaps any Third who discovered such powers simply disappeared, accused of a crime and executed before anyone had time to question the charges. Not that anyone would. Questioning an Enforcer’s judgment constituted treason itself, punishable by immediate seizure and execution.
“Where do we go now?” Cali asked when Draven set her down. 
“In the tent.”
“I’m all itchy,” Cali said, bending to scratch her legs. “I think something bit me.”
“Perhaps bedbugs.”
“I thought they only lived back home, where it was warm,” she said, continuing to run her fingernails up and down her calves with savage relish. “I haven’t found one since we got to the mountains.”
“Shake out your hair and change your clothing before you enter the tent.”
“But…we’re out in the open. I can’t just take off my clothes on a roof in the middle of a city.”
Draven smiled. “Who do you imagine will see you?” When she failed to answer, he did. “No one. You must shed this ridiculous modesty. It serves no purpose.” 
Glimpsing her stung expression, he knew he’d spoken too harshly. She recovered herself quickly, though, and lifted her chin in her typical attitude of defiance. “Fine,” she said. She began to jerk loose the clasps on her jumpsuit. “You’re right. I don’t look any different from anyone else. It’s not like you haven’t seen tons of girls before, and I’m sure when you did, you didn’t feel a thing. You’ve probably never felt a thing in your whole life.”
Draven shook his head and turned away. What did she want him to feel, exactly? Certainly not the hunger that had begun stirring in him lately, a hunger that her sap alone could not satisfy. 
Exposure to cold, with nothing covering his body to hold in what little heat he had absorbed, had left Draven stiff and uncoordinated. He had concealed his weakness from Cali when possible, hurrying back to their supplies before he lost all sensation in his extremities. Now, he had much more difficulty in erecting the tent than he’d had leaping across rooftops. His fingers refused to cooperate, so he had to clamp his hands on the edge of the tent and shake it from its bundle. It expanded to its correct size and shape, and Draven secured it from within by weighing down the edges with their belongings. 
Emerging from the tent, he caught sight of Cali’s back, bare and prickled with goose flesh against the few pellets of snow the sky spit at them. She had turned away from the tent to undress, even after his remonstrance, and he was glad of it. Perhaps her modesty did serve some purpose. He fumbled his shorts off, shook them out, and laid them on the roof. As he scrubbed the dirt and grime from his body with snow, he turned away from Cali as well. When he’d finished, he crawled into the tent and slid into his sleep sack. Outside, the sound of Cali’s clothing whipping in the wind as she shook the bugs from them let him know her anger had not yet dissipated. Before she entered the tent, he zipped his mummy bag over his head. 
 





  
 
 
Chapter 40
 
For the next ten days, they remained on the rooftop. Twice Draven ate at a food-line, which required no identity scan but allowed only one ration per person until the supply had been exhausted. Once, he used the community shower set up in the center with the food line. Though Cali required more frequent cleansing, he could not bring her without signing both their death sentences. No one who owned a sap would eat at a food-line. And she would be irresistible, one food source among a hundred starving men and women. That the outcome would prove disastrous was not worth questioning.
So Cali stayed on the rooftop, and for the most part, Draven stayed with her. Even after settling on the highest rooftop in a block of industrial buildings, many loomed higher in other sectors of the city, so they could not afford to draw attention by building a fire. Draven worked to maintain a layer of snow on the tent for the first few days, making a sort of makeshift igloo around the bottom of it, although he did not fare as well at the top. Still, he hoped the black tent piled with dirty snow did not stand out from the pipes when seen from any distance. He worried more about Cali, who had managed to slip out several times during the day without waking him. She made no mentions of her excursions, and after some consideration, Draven decided to refrain from comment. She had to rid herself of waste somehow. He could not expect her to lie in the dark all day while he slept. And when he slept, all Superiors slept, so he had little cause for concern on that matter.
After the first few days, most of the snow had melted, but they continued to camp on the rooftop. Draven stole a bit more food for Cali and a pair of self-warming gloves for himself, which he used to keep his hands limber between climbs. He was reluctant to leave the semi-hidden spot on the roof, despite the loud industrial noises that remained constant from the first bell to the last. Besides hiding them, the piping offered another advantage. Heat had blackened most of the pipes, and when the snow melted, it revealed a black surface as well. The pipes, the roof, and the black tent all gathered heat, which sometimes lasted far into the evening. If Cali refrained from opening the tent too often, they could stay quite comfortable inside. At night, steam wet the outside of the tent and sent streams of water trickling down it, freezing in ridges around the bottom of the tent by morning. But the steam kept them warm during the night, although it made a slushy wet mess of the snow for the first few days. 
Cali did not appreciate the rooftops as he did, since she could not enjoy their benefits, and even Draven knew they could not stay. Eventually, someone would inspect the roof for one reason or another. Already he worried about the solar robots, which he knew little of, including if they could report information to their company or only deposit collected energy. Despite such concerns, each night he left Cali for a few hours, as long as he dared, and searched for a more suitable place to spend the winter. At first, he considered trying to find an empty apartment in which to nest. But neighbors would see him or savor Cali and ask questions, and the building’s owner would soon hear of the illegal nesters. Though Draven had heard of Illegals nesting in apartments, he did not know how they managed it. 
He had not yet found a place for them when they were forced to leave the roof. On their tenth day on the factory building, nature stole their source of comfort and reason to stay. They awoke that evening to find the sides of the tent bowing inwards towards their sleeping bodies. 
“What happened?” Cali asked, shining the flashlight around the tent, which had reduced in size considerably. 
“Snow,” Draven said.
Cali unzipped the door to exit, and a pile of snow collapsed into the tent. A rush of icy air barreled in with it. “I’m so sorry,” Cali said, snatching handfuls of the soft powder and throwing it out, glancing at Draven between handfuls.
“Go relieve yourself,” Draven said, motioning her out so he could shake the snow from the sleep sacks. Perhaps ten centimeters had fallen outside while they slept, whitening the roof, the sky, and the city around them. Flakes continued to fall, not in the serene way they sometimes drifted down, but plummeting in sharp, angry lines. 
Cali returned and slipped into the tent, zipping it behind her before thrusting her shivering legs into her sleep sack. She switched on her flashlight. “What are we gonna do?” 
“We should leave,” Draven said. “It will only grow colder. I imagine it’s imprudent to stay here longer. Someone could discover us any night.”
“Who would find us up here? You think someone else comes up here?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps…a maintenance man, the factory owner, workers who wish to steal a bit of time.”
“I wish snow wasn’t cold,” Cali said. “It’s so pretty.”
Draven chuckled and turned to sit opposite her in the small tent. “Always everything is pretty to you. Wait a few days until it’s grey and trodden in the city. It’s only beautiful in the mountains.”
“So what do we do? Go back to the place with the mistresses?”
“It was raided.”
“But they left, right? The…raiders?”
Draven smiled. “Yes. But they may have it under surveillance.” Because of him. Because he was suspicious, or because he had impersonated an Enforcer. Again he cursed himself for that unwise choice. Perhaps the raid would not have taken place at all had he not angered the desk woman. Although Enforcers had shut down the place, she’d have found another job the next night—a person willing to what she had would likely do anything—and it seemed too much a coincidence that a raid had taken place on the one day Draven stayed. If the desk woman had been angry enough to call a raid on her workplace, she would have included every incriminating detail about Draven, from the fact that he brought his own sap to the treasonous impersonation to the fact that he refused to pay. By now, they had perhaps already concluded that it was Draven and begun hunting him in this new place.
Cali sat scratching old bug bites on her legs for a bit before going on. “Was that room for…renting humans to…mate with?”
“Yes.”
“That’s what I thought,” she said, sliding her hands into her jumpsuit to scratch at her waist and hips. “Well, I guess thanks for not…wanting to mate with me.”
He smiled and shook his head. “Yes, well. That would be illegal, and dangerous, and wrong.” Kneeling, he had to stoop so as not to bump the sagging tent. He began to gather their gear. Only a small charge remained in his self-heating gloves, but he had nothing better. “Stay here tonight,” he said as he tugged a pair of denim trousers over his linen pair. 
“Where are you going?” Cali asked. “Are you going to be gone all night?”
“Perhaps. You will be safe,” he said, although he did not like to leave her. “The snow hides the tent. Do not remove it.”
He zipped his jacket and pulled the hood over his head. Though thin, the material contained plastic foil threads sewn throughout, making it the warmest garment he owned. He pulled on the gloves, now radiating a dull heat. A few hours in the sun would recharge their heating properties, but the ominous clouds afforded little hope of that opportunity arriving before their heat supply was depleted.
“Wait,” Cali said, reaching to stop him before he could unzip the tent.
“Yes?”
“I just…wondered where you’re going.” Her eyes dropped to her fingers, which had closed over one of his gloved hands.
“I will find a place and for us and return before daylight.”
“Oh,” she said, pinching a bit of the material of his glove between her thumb and finger. She rolled it back and forth as if fascinated by the material. “What is this stuff?” she asked.
He chuckled and removed her hand from his. “Be discreet,” he said. When she gave him a blank look, he added, “When you leave the tent to…for any reason.”
“Oh,” she said, pushing her hands under her thighs so she sat on them. “Okay. Well, be safe. I mean…” She shrugged and began rocking slightly, her eyes on the bulge her knees made inside the sleep sack. “Be careful.”
He leaned towards her as if to kiss her lowered head, but thought better of it and squeezed her shoulder instead. “Always.”
Slipping from the tent, he entered the white world outside and began his slippery, treacherous journey around the outskirts of the city. After his second fall from a rooftop, he stayed at street level, moving quickly but avoiding traffic. By early evening, plows had cleared only the main throughways of new snow. Most people had taken below-ground transportation, and Draven could move in relative obscurity if he avoided the portals disgorging people from the earth. 
For a moment, he considered making some attempt to smuggle Cali into a below-ground terminal. Once there, they would be protected from severe weather and extreme cold, and have access to thousands of miles of tunnels, intersecting at thriving terminals where they could board trains, charge electronics, conduct various types of business, even purchase vehicles to be shipped out on one of the trains. These thriving centers of commerce, called Cloves, provided nearly every service the above-ground cities did, from clothing stores, restaurants, and beautification booths to mechanics, sex shops, and dance clubs. Nearly all clubs had descended to below ground by now, to accommodate those who wished to continue dancing once the sun rose. The one thing Cloves didn’t offer was housing. 
Still, a person could have gone years without leaving the underground networks if not for the rigid security at every checkpoint and the roaming guards, usually Enforcers-in-training who had yet to prove their worth and whose goal was earning credibility by maintaining the strictest order. They were notorious for their harsh treatment of Thirds and diligence in combing the extensive travel network for security threats and Illegals. Even if Draven could have secreted Cali in somehow, within minutes someone would accost him, demanding papers of every conceivable sort. Long ago, Illegals had ceased any attempt at nesting in the underground networks, favoring the unkempt outskirts of cities where they rarely encountered Enforcers and had ample escape routes. With its reputation for cleanliness bordering on sterility, military order and hostility to Thirds, use of the underground networks had fallen mostly to Seconds. Thirds too impoverished or unfortunate to maintain a vehicle—but still in good standing with the system—also used the network, most confining their activity to tense rides on the heavily patrolled trains.
Draven watched a mob of people flood from an outlet hub surrounded by four factories. Thirds, unable to use the roads until cleared, were forced to use the underground trains for this evening’s commute. He wondered how many had been intercepted by Enforcers before passing the security checks required to both enter and exit the underground. Draven slipped behind a building and moved on, not wanting the crowd to notice him standing apart with no intention of joining their work crews.
By dawn, he had found no desirable living situation, but he kept his word and returned to collapse the tent and bring Cali to their new home. His jaw set in grim determination, he asked for Cali’s warmth, ignoring her sounds of discomfort and consternation as he opened her jumpsuit and slid his hands, so frigid they had stiffened into claws, against her bare, warm belly. When he had regained mobility in his hands, he made the descent, scrambling for traction in his wet boots. On his first trip down, he tore open his glove, and the finger within, on the stiff edge of a sheet of paneling. He managed to retrieve Cali and the remainder of their things without further mishap, and could only hope snow or rain would erase the blood he’d left smeared on the building.
At street level, he sat sucking his finger until the skin formed a tentative seal over the wound. Ignoring the continuing pain, he hoisted Cali and the backpacks and set off, squinting even through his sunshades at the blinding landscape blazing before them in the morning sunlight. Weaving through deserted back alleys in the seam circling the sectors, he skirted the city, passing through only the service sector to avoid the area where the combination of neon light and artificial dark signaled the inevitable presence of daycrawlers and drifters. 
Late that morning, another snowstorm hit, replacing the searing light with a deluge of snow intent on obscuring every sector of the city cleared the previous night. Weighed down by Cali and all their gear, and slowed by the wearying task of plowing through snow that lay a meter high and obscured any obstacle underfoot, it took Draven most of the day to make his way to the shamefully inadequate refuge he had resorted to for their next residence. 
When at last they reached the eastern edge of the city, an older section of the transfiguration sector with run-down buildings scattered some distance apart, Draven set Cali down to rest. She had fallen silent midway through the day, much to the relief of Draven’s hammering head. Any sound beyond his feet packing the powdery snow was nearly unbearable. The target camping spot hadn’t seemed far when he’d come in the night, but the daylight headache, and its accompanying weakness, only added to the exhaustion brought on by lack of adequate nourishment and sleep.
Perhaps he had missed the spot. The blowing snow provided little visibility, and even the heavy cloud cover could not dispel his disorientation. He considered retracing his steps, but knew the snow had already erased them. It blew so thick he could only just see Cali, who sat hunched beside him, bundled in his foil-laced jacket and all the clothing she could fit under it. 
“Are we lost?” she asked.
“No.” 
“Well, then can I ask where we’re going?”
“No.” 
He stood and retrieved the bags and Cali and set off again. Evening had fallen, but his weakness and headache lingered. His self-heating gloves had long ago lost all heat, although Cali’s warmth provided enough heat to prevent him from freezing. Still, a layer of snow began to collect on him within minutes of starting out again, and he could only see a meter in front of him as he walked. Just as he had decided to give up and make camp, they came to a high chain-link fence topped with razor wire. Draven let out a breath of relief. Although the tent would have prevented them from freezing, he did not want to wake just as a snowplow bore down on them, only to find they’d camped in the middle of a street. 
“Another car lot?” Cali asked. She shifted on his back and switched on her flashlight. The beam cut through the dark, highlighting the streaks of snow that aimed missile-like towards the earth. 
“An endlot,” Draven corrected, although she could not have known from the vague heaps of snow visible behind the fence.
“What’s the difference?”
“Cars are reclaimed and the parts reused. Nothing here is of use to anyone. No one will take anything from here. This is where things go when they have been scanned and stripped and every usable part repurposed.” Though Draven had climbed the fence earlier, now he freed a section of torn wire and held it aside while Cali waded through the snow and entered their new home. He glanced at her, waiting for her to make an accusation or at least ask incredulously if he thought she deserved nothing better. But she only shone the light about, squinting into the snow at the irregular shapes uniformly blanketed under a glittering white shroud.
Draven led her around the heap to a spot where, on a clear night, they would see only the tallest buildings glittering in the distance. There, he erected the tent. 
“What are we going to do here?” Cali asked. “Can we stay? Like in the car where you stayed in Princeton?”
“Perhaps we can find things to build a shelter,” he said after a pause. Her eager acceptance of the place as a suitable home shamed him more than a scornful remark on his inadequacy would have. Build a shelter? They had camped among piles of trash, trash that had already been scoured several times over and deemed unfit for any use. She’d given up an apartment with her own garden and heating and a shower to live in a dump. 
Inside the tent, they shook the last flakes of snow from their clothing and crawled into their sleep sacks. Draven turned on his side and watched Cali shivering. The snow fell, scraping the walls of the tent like claws as it shivered down the sides of the thin fabric. 
“If I had some way to warm you…” he said. “If I had warmth to give to you I would, even if I had none left for myself.”
“Thanks,” Cali said through chattering teeth. “That’s really nice.”
A nice thought, perhaps, but not one that could bring comfort. During the day, he could perhaps build a small fire without drawing attention. But all the nights of winter stretched before them, long and bitterly cold. Away from the heat of the roof and the steam, he did not know how many more she could survive. 
“Cali…” he said, after thinking it over for a bit. “Though you’ve said you’d not like to, perhaps you’d do well to return to Princeton.”
“I’m not going back unless you are. I knew how it was going to be the last time you asked.”
“Yes, but if you were to die because of me…”
“I’m fine, really.”
“No,” he said. “No, you’d be better off with Byron. I can’t imagine what I was thinking. I’ve never owned a sapien under normal circumstances. Even that might be difficult for me. This is simply too dangerous. If you die, I do not wish to be the reason.”
“Good, because you won’t be. Unless you send me back and he kills me. Then you’d be the reason.”
“I could take you to a Confinement tomorrow. You were happy there.”
“I’m not brainless, you know,” she said, leaning up on one elbow to face him. “They’ll send me back to Princeton, to him. You told me so yourself.”
“Eventually,” Draven admitted. “But perhaps he will be happy to have you back, not angry at you. Tell him I captured you, forced you against your will. I’m a criminal. They will believe you. Is it not the truth?”
“You asked me when I was ready, and I told you when I was.”
“Perhaps. But you would not have come, knowing it would come to this. I took advantage of your fear and naivety when that breeder came to call upon you.”
Cali narrowed her eyes. “If you don’t want me, just say so. Don’t pretend it’s for my own good. Just tell me it’s too hard to take care of me and you’d rather lose the burden.”
“Very well. That is what I’ll tell you. I did not know the responsibility involved in caring for a human. In my current situation—not having a home and being hunted and my mental state—it’s more than I can manage. And certainly too much to subject a human to.”
“So you don’t want me anymore.”
“Of course I want you… only it’s too complicated just now.”
“Then I wish you’d never taken me. Now I’ve had some freedom and I’ve learned some things, and I won’t be happy back in my little garden.” She lay back and switched off the flashlight, and neither spoke further.
She had worded it so precisely. Though she still seemed unbearably naïve to him, she had more knowledge than would fit into a tidy human existence. If she went back, she would no longer be content with one. Her knowledge of the Superior world, her experiences, and her small taste of freedom had changed her. She could return to her home, but she could no more return to her old life than he could see her as he’d seen saps before Sally showed him that they were more than animals. 
Too exhausted to start a conversation, he fell into sleep with the thought in his mind, imagining he’d mention the parallel to her in the evening. But when he awoke, Cali was gone.
 





  
 
 
Chapter 41
 
Byron knew he shouldn’t go. Milton had forbidden him to go. But he had to see. He knew it would only put him in a worse mood, sitting back and letting that little brat toy with him, unable to do a souldamned thing about it. But he was in a sour mood, one where he relished picking at the wounds in his ego. 
As soon as he could get away, he went straight to Meyer Kidd’s seasonal apartment, the one he had visited the past two winters with no results—at least not ones relating to the case. Byron approached Meyer’s door and made himself known. Of course, Meyer expected him. Probably had it on his inside source that Byron wasn’t supposed to be there. Maybe he would blackmail Byron with the knowledge, or more likely, tattle-tale. Wasn’t that what snot-nosed kids did when they didn’t get their way?
Meyer opened the door in the same kind of get-up he’d worn every time Byron had seen him in person—dress pants, button shirt, shiny shoes, hair slicked back and shiny with some kind of polish. 
“Well, hello there, Enforcer,” he said, opening the door wide. “What a pleasure. I hope you are well. Come in, come in.” Meyer gestured grandly, almost bowing, and Byron entered an apartment very much like his own. Meyer knew the layout. He could have found a glitch in the security system and gotten saps out. Probably created the glitch himself, the smug little bastard. And he knew how to break into the garden, no doubt, so he’d probably shared confidential information and let his Third bitch do his dirty work. 
Byron followed the boy back to the living area. Couch, chair, glass coffee table, television in the wall. Sparsely furnished and devoid of decorations, just as he kept it every winter. 
“I always have the urge to ask you to go get your parents when you open the door,” Byron said, glancing around the room absently.
“I can see you’re one to underestimate others,” Meyer said. “But we’re only superior to other species, Enforcer. Not each other.”
“Tell that to a First.”
Meyer laughed and sank to the edge of the chair, his body never losing its military stiffness. “Have a seat,” he said. “I always fancy the chance to catch up with old friends.”
Old friends, my ass, Byron thought. He sat and leaned back, resting his arm along the back of the couch. “Me, too.”
“Would you care for a beverage? I seem to remember you like cold drinks, but unfortunately, I’ve not got any on hand. I brought up quite a collection of saps, though. I’m sure you’d find one to your liking.” 
Byron struggled to maintain control. For some reason, this kid could always irk him like no one else. “Thank you,” he said, trying to focus on Meyer’s hospitality instead of the certainty that the kid was taunting him.
Meyer turned and called down the hall, “Fetch me the saps.” A minute later, a man ushered four saps into the room, all of them blinking and sleepy-eyed.
“That’s a lot of saps for a few months’ stay,” Byron said. “Planning to ‘lose’ some again this year?”
Meyer laughed and gave a dismissive wave that reminded Byron of one of his wife’s gestures. This only irritated him further. “Not this year, Enforcer,” Meyer said. “But I didn’t want to split up the family for so long, with the new baby and all. You know what I always say about a happy sap.”
“That I do,” Byron said, ignoring the perfect picture this family made. The picture his own saps had failed to duplicate. He couldn’t help but suspect that Meyer was being a smug little shitstain because he had Byron’s sapien hidden away somewhere.
“Your choice,” Meyer said, gesturing to the array of saps in front of them. “You’re my guest. Do you prefer female or male? Or perhaps a sapling, even a baby? I have heard you’re quite fond of babies.”
“The mature female is fine,” Byron said. With downcast eyes, she approached and sat on the couch beside him—disgusting, the way some people let their saps behave—and offered her arm. Though she showed her training and did not look at him directly, Byron would never have allowed a sap to sit beside him in his own home, nor would he allow them to smear his furniture with their stench. Meyer had no such reservations. While Byron drew, Meyer pulled the sapling onto his lap. Byron fought the urge to regurgitate the sap he’d drunk. To touch one of them that way...
He broke off after a ration and pushed the arm away. “You are excused,” he said. 
“Oh, do let her stay,” Meyer said, smiling. His teeth were tinged with red. “I like to conversate and just have a sip now and then, don’t you? It’s quite pleasing. Here, pull her up on your lap like so.”
“No thank you, I ate before I came.”
“You don’t know what you’re missing,” Meyer said, cradling his sapling in his arms. “They’re just like a heated blanket that never gets cold.”
“I’m warm, thank you,” Byron said, refusing to let the kid bait him. “You may leave,” he said to the sap. She stood, and Meyer waved a hand dismissing the three saps back to their quarters. 
“Tell me, Enforcer, how have you been? I’m pleased as punch that you popped by.”
“I wouldn’t miss it for anything. We’re collecting information on the case, as you know, and it’s going very well. Soon we’ll start making arrests.”
Meyer raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”
“Yes. That’s so.”
“So you’ve figured it all out. That’s fantastic news. I cannot wait to get my Herman back.”
“And your Tom?”
Meyer’s eyes widened in feigned surprise. “You mean he’s still alive?”
Byron fought the urge to snarl at the obvious phoniness of Meyer’s reply. “We’re still identifying the dead from the living.”
“What a relief that you’ve closed the case. I suppose now I won’t have the pleasure of having a posse of Enforcers trailing me everywhere I go. It’s really too bad, too. It made me feel right important. Almost like a First, with all those bodyguards.”
“Don’t be too disappointed,” Byron said. “I’m sure we can spare an Enforcer or two to keep eyes on you.”
“You can’t still think I’m involved.”
“You can play that innocent act all you like. We both know it’s an act.”
“And what basis for suspicion do you have, Enforcer? If I may ask.”
“You may not, actually.”
“Ah, so you just don’t fancy me. That’s top. I’ve plenty of friends elsewhere.”
“As they say, money makes friends.”
“They do say that,” Meyer said. “Money makes most everything. You know there’s an old human saying, ‘money can’t buy you love.’ Or is it happiness? I can’t remember. It’s no wonder that saying has disappeared with their leadership, though. Money can buy anything you want it to. Just because money bought love doesn’t make it any less real. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“Most human expressions are garbage.”
“Yes, as brainless as they are. Right, Magpie?” Meyer said to the dozing sapien in his lap. He stopped to draw on her wrist for a minute. “So, your case goes well,” he said, when he’d finished sipping. “How is your own family of saps coming along? Got little sap babies screaming all hours of the day?”
“Not yet,” Byron said, stiffening. “How is your flock?”
“Oh, you know how it goes. I really tire of them so quickly. It’s right nice getting new ones whenever I please. I do so miss the ones I’ve lost, though.” Meyer cleaned a drop of sap from the sapling’s arm before asking, “How’s your little runaway?”
Byron grimaced. “I’m sure you’ve heard.”
“Heard what?”
“Don’t play dumb, Meyer. It doesn’t suit your egotism.”
“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re about.”
“Have it your way. We’ll pretend you don’t know that she was stolen by one of your…cohorts.”
“Stolen?” Meyer said, his eyed widening. “You let her outside alone?”
“She was in the garden when someone broke in,” Byron said slowly, annoyed at having to tell Meyer something he already knew, at being pulled into the boy’s game.
Meyer looked at him for a moment and then burst into laughter, rocking back and forth so hard he dumped his sapling onto the floor in the process. For at least two minutes without stopping, he slapped his knees and hooted with snide glee. Then he quieted and wiped his eyes as if they produced tears. He should have gone into acting instead of business. He hardly qualified as Second Order. Surely he’d fit in better with the Thirds in entertainment. 
“That’s priceless,” Meyer said. “Stolen. Last year ran away, this year stolen.”
“Don’t fool yourself, Meyer. I know you had your finger in it.”
“Me? Why, I wasn’t even here.” Meyer pulled his sapling back onto his lap and patted her absently while he spoke. 
“Angel and Draven were. And you have a private helicopter. You could have traveled without registering.”
“I’d never do something so humanoid. I’m worth far too much.”
“So you had your army of missing persons act for you,” Byron said. “I know, I made you angry and you retaliated. Don’t think I don’t see what you’re up to.”
“My army? What am I ‘up to,’ if I may ask?”
“You’re at the top of our list. We will find every detail, and you will be held accountable. We know you’ve been stealing saps and breeding them, even arming them against capture.”
“For what purpose?” Meyer leaned forward, his eyes sparkling. “Why would I arm sapiens when they could kill me, too? Are you fool enough to think I’m making a day army to take the world back from Superiors?”
“It’s possible.”
Meyer threw his head back and cackled. Byron knew his own laugh could border on chilling when he wanted it to, but it could not compare to the high, creepy laughter of a child. “You got me, Enforcer. I shall rule the world! Bahahaha—,” Meyer burst out, then stopped mid-laugh. “I’m only pulling a joke.”
Byron studied the boy, trying to determine if Meyer had let some truth slip and stopped when he realized his mistake, or if it was all part of the act. 
“Tell me, good sir, why I’d want humans to rule the earth again,” Meyer said. “I’m a Superior, a rich and somewhat famous one, with more money than I’ll ever be able to spend if I live until eternity. I have saps enough to feed a full staff in three cities. Why would I want to go into hiding, lurking in the night, escaping the very people who were once my livestock?”
“There are many reasons people do irrational things,” Byron said, somewhat proud that he’d kept his calm so well the whole visit. “Some people do them for no reason at all. It’s called insanity.”
“You accuse me of insanity?”
“Accuse is a strong word.”
Meyer laughed and clapped his pure white hands. “Oh, I do hope you’ll come by often. You entertain me so.”
“You can count on it.”
For a few seconds, Meyer sipped on his sapling, who had settled herself into his lap and began to doze again. “So, you think I stole your sapien.”
“Not directly. You had her stolen. We already know the thief and have trackers on him now.”
“Is that so? And who might it be?”
“That is classified information, of course.”
“But you said I already know. Besides, you know I am privy to classified information if I want it.”
“Careful what you say there. You may be a Second, but I am an Enforcer.”
“No matter,” Meyer said, waving a hand in that same dismissive manner. “I’ve more money than you will see in a lifetime. I can buy anything I want, even information.”
Byron bristled. “You come close to treason, son. Rest assured, I would not hesitate to arrest you for it, if I can’t find evidence of other criminal activity. You may have money, but I have the power here.”
“Ah, but even you should know, money speaks louder than titles. That’s the beauty, and the flaw, of capitalism. Maybe we should have gone with a different form of government, as Belarus or Greenland chose.”
“That’s treason,” Byron growled. “I could arrest you this moment.”
“But you won’t,” Meyer said. “Then you’d have no chance to prove that I’m innocent. Besides, we all know that every form of government is flawed. There is no perfect power, because money buys power. Or, if you prefer, I could buy you.”
“You will never have that power,” Byron said, struggling to steady his voice. “Money may speak louder than power, but it will never speak louder than principle, than truth.”
“In my experience, that depends on the sum more than the person,” Meyer said. “We all have our price.”
“There’s no price for what is right.”
“Maybe so, maybe so. But I’m curious. Who stole your sapien, Enforcer? How much did I pay him, in your fantasy?”
“I doubt you’d have to pay him much. He’s a snake, an Illegal, quite an unscrupulous character.”
“Ah, but Illegals don’t exist. Isn’t that right?”
“They have no right to exist,” Byron answered easily. “We will be better off when anyone who has fallen from the system has fallen from existence. You know that.”
“So who is this Illegal you’ve deluded yourself into believing I employ? Believe it or not, I know the name of each and every employee on my payroll. And despite your misplaced paranoia regarding my involvement, I’d be happy to help if I could.”
“Ah, but Illegals don’t have names. You should know that. I’m sure you get lots of them crawling in here trying to get your charity.”
“Very true,” Meyer said, a tragic look on his weasely little face. “But by law, I cannot repaper anyone who has sold his papers. So I’m sure if he’s an Illegal, I haven’t seen him.”
“I’m talking about your minion, that Third Order traitor, Draven,” Byron said. What did it matter if he divulged information the kid already had? Byron had no qualms about revealing Draven’s name and blackening his reputation. Draven would be on trial soon enough, and no smudging of his name would hurt his case more than his own actions had. 
“Draven?” Meyer leaned back and studied Byron for a moment. “The name does sound familiar.”
“Cut the act,” Byron said, losing patience. He felt like the person who brings news that’s already been heard, and is allowed to go on telling the whole story in great and exciting detail before his audience says, Yeah, I know. I already heard. 
“I would, Enforcer, but it’s no act. I honestly have no idea…oh, now wait a moment. I do know that name. You don’t mean Draven Castle, do you?” When Byron didn’t respond, Meyer laughed and slapped his knee. “Oh, you can be sure your sap is a mess by now. Probably dead.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Draven Castle? He’s well known for his various…indiscretions, shall we say?”
“Indiscretions?”
“See here, he’s a good member of society, contributes, works as much as any Third. He’s well liked, so he gets away with things. Charming, they say.”
“Who says that?”
“Oh, you know. Everyone.”
“So you admit, you do know him?”
“I haven’t had the pleasure of making his acquaintance, but his reputation precedes him.”
“How so?”
“I hear things here and there, on my travels. This Draven character has had various assignments where our paths crossed minutes after we did. Never met him in person, mind you. Just heard tell.”
“Heard tell what?” Byron asked through clenched teeth. The boy was obviously enjoying his knowledge of something Byron had failed to recognize. 
“Just that he’s had near-misses with the law but talked his way out of the charges. He’s stolen before, you know. Told the owner he found her sapien wandering on the street. But he kept her for two days before giving her back, and then she was overdrawn.”
Byron considered this, remembering when he’d learned that Draven had kept Cali for three days. How had he not heard rumors, with all the time he’d spent with that cheap Third backar chodu before Draven betrayed him in return for his kindness?
“Oh, and he draws from babies, but he hides this particular fancy in public. A few people have noticed, though.”
“I notice you prefer saplings, too. That’s no crime.”
“No, but it won’t make you popular. And I don’t draw from babies. Magpie is eight human years old.”
“It’s not so different.”
“Some people look down on that preference more than others. I think it’s right cruel. But like I said, I’ve never met the man. Only heard things.”
“I hardly think that’s cause for a reputation.” Byron found himself disappointed, not in the way of an Enforcer who has failed to gain evidence, but in a more petty way, like a malicious gossip who has failed to hear anything salacious enough to circulate.
“There are other stories, too. He’s tried to get out of paying for extra services from mistresses, he’s a pretty-boy who likes men, he’s a fetishist, he overdraws saps by just a bit when he feeds, not enough to be charged, mind you, but just a bit too much. People notice him and they like to talk about someone noticeable. Every time he does something out of line, people put it away in their files to pass along later in conversation, and after a while, it’s a reputation.”
“I took him on an assignment before he turned traitorous. He’s not that fascinating.”
“Yes, well, sex perverts do tend to fascinate us, don’t they?”
Byron straightened in his seat. “What?” 
“Sex perverts. You know, Superiors who get their rocks off for homo-sapiens.”
“Yes, I know what a sex pervert is. But you’re mistaken. You’re thinking of someone else.”
“I don’t think so. Thin, dark guy, attractive, great hair by any standards? He got caught with a sap in Vegas just last year, but apparently he talked his way out of it. Told the Enforcers some rubbish about doing her a favor. I don’t know the whole of it. Just hearsay.”
As Byron listened this freak child, he found himself starting to believe the story. After all, Draven had once told Byron that he’d rented Cali for the night only because he felt sorry for her, because he’d wanted to help when she was overdrawn. 
But Byron had insisted a doctor examine the sap to make sure Draven hadn’t done anything untoward. Obviously, Meyer had found out and was rubbing the knowledge in his face, trying to make a fool of him. 
“No Enforcer would buy that,” Byron said. “We’re trained better.”
“As I said, everything has a price.”
“Are you implying that we’d take bribes, and from a lowly Third?”
“Of course not. I’m sure you wouldn’t. But some Enforcers aren’t so honest as you, Byron. Besides, there are lesser men who could be bribed, other Thirds who would corroborate a story.”
Like sapien doctors at the clinic. 
Byron had checked Draven’s files when he’d taken an interest in the Third. In the fifty years Draven had lived in North America, he’d worked for the Confinement in some capacity nearly the entire time. He’d worked there as a catcher off and on for fifteen years, and at the clinic itself for several different five year stretches. In addition, he’d been a livestock handler at the Confinement and worked at admissions, with shorter stints in the records and purchases departments. All menial jobs held by any number of Thirds at any one time. All jobs where one could make the acquaintance of a sapien doctor. 
If Draven had known Byron would arrest him, he could have easily contacted a receptive doctor, perhaps one who owed him a favor. Thirds were always groveling at the feet of others, regardless of order, ingratiating themselves in the most sickening way, their hopeful yet conspiratorial expressions pathetic enough to disgust even the most indulgent Second. As an Enforcer, Byron had wasted countless hours and days mediating the constant squabbles arising between the lazy Thirds who failed to fulfill agreements and the humanoid Thirds who believed words alone constituted a contractual obligation. They were hardly more civilized than saps. Some of them surely paid back the favors they owed, though. And Byron had told Draven that he planned to have Cali examined after Draven had rented her. For three days. 
Rage swelled in Byron’s chest at the mere thought of it, those depraved sickos who preyed on weak and helpless animals, sometimes killing them, so they could indulge their perverse sense of power. More often than not, these atrocities were perpetuated by Thirds who felt powerless, and rightly so. Having no power in society, they found something with even less power to torture. That’s how they all thought. Worthless Third Order leeches. Should have all been sent to die like they were meant to. That was the sole purpose of their existence. 
And now this. Not only did this ten-year-old child mock him openly, but his own friend had played him beautifully. He couldn’t bear to credit a Third with such a crafty maneuver. But the only person who knew of Draven’s little three-day holiday with Cali was Byron. Meyer could only have found out from Draven. 
“I should be going,” Byron said. He stood without waiting for Meyer’s response. 
“Come back anytime,” Meyer said. “I’ve gossiped like a lady today, but I have to say, I thoroughly enjoyed it. I’m only sorry you had to find out from me that your friend is a pervert as well as a traitorous thief. That’s what we get for befriending the commoners, eh? Stick to our own, that’s what I always say.”
Byron resisted the urge to bludgeon the smug gleam of triumph from the boy’s eyes. “Maybe you’re right.”
“Of course I’m right, Enforcer. I’m always right.”
His goodbyes finished, Byron drove back to his apartment in a dark mood. Somehow Draven had blinded him to his deceitfulness. Byron considered himself an excellent judge of character, but Draven had fooled him from start to finish. If Byron had heard rumors, he would have used greater caution when dealing with the Third, but no one had said a word about his young underling. 
Meyer certainly knew plenty of stories. He probably mingled with enough Third Order scum to hear every salacious detail. Byron stayed in his own order for the most part. They wouldn’t waste time gossiping about Third Order canaille. 
The longer Byron considered the possibility of Draven’s bloodbagging tendencies, the more likely they seemed. How had he trusted that Draven would rent a sapien as a prostitute and not use her as such? Draven’s violation explained the female’s infertility, too. Superior strength proved far too great for a human to withstand. Damaging something inside and rendering a sap infertile was the least that could happen. 
Worse than being fooled, Byron had let Draven coax out his horror story, had told him about the one incident he’d rather never remember. Draven had waited until Byron got good and drunk, and then he’d dragged the story out of him. Maybe he’d considered telling Byron the truth, but he’d wanted to ensure that Byron would not arrest him for the despicable things he’d done before he confessed. Once he’d gotten Byron’s story, he’d decided to keep his own twisted tales to himself.
Byron cursed in disgust. This was his thanks for offering a benevolent hand to a Third. He should have known better than to trust one of them. Thirds were worthless, less than worthless—sucking strength and order and dignity from the fragile government the Second Order had worked so hard to install. The government had established Orders to keep everyone in their proper place, to ensure that everyone had a part in it, even society’s dredges. And those lowlifes turned around and committed treasonous acts as a matter of course. 
Byron decided to call Lapin and Lathan one more time before he took matters into his own hands. After all, he had sworn to uphold and enforce the Law. Without it, the world would be no better off than when humans ran it. Byron considered for only a short time. After all, his assignment had gone nowhere, contacting Meyer could get him suspended, and his boss seemed determined to block Byron’s every attempt to make something happen around the shithole of Princeton. Meanwhile, Draven had robbed a Second of his most valuable possession. He had stolen and violated not just any sapien, but Byron’s own personal favorite. He flagrantly broke the Law, and no one did a souldamned thing to stop him. 
Byron’s duty as an Enforcer, as a member of the Second Order, and as a Superior itself was to protect that Law against such outrages and enact justice upon those who spurned it. 
 





  
 
 
Chapter 42
 
Draven stumbled from the tent, his eyelids fluttering in a vain attempt to block out the dazzling sunlight. He had opened the tent without thinking, imagining evening approached. Otherwise, he would not have awakened. He never awoke before evening unless something roused him. Closing his eyes against the light that left him completely blind, he listened, heard nothing. Scented, savored…everything. Cali’s scent saturated him after sharing a tent with her, and in his initial confusion, still clouded with sleep and shocked at the assault of sunlight on his unshaded eyes, he could not determine how much of her scent emanated from him. 
Although he usually enjoyed this perfume, now the prevalence of her scent in this unfamiliar place rendered his scenting ability useless as well as his sight. Panic swelled in his chest. Where had she gone? If he called her name, would someone hear him, someone besides Cali? Or had she left of her own accord?
If she had attempted to run, she would be caught before she died of exposure. Anyone who saw a fleeing sap would capture her, as he had the first time they met, when she’d been only a child. The first thing she’d tell her captor was where Draven had hidden. He should leave before then, perhaps before nightfall. But the sun on the snow negated that option. He had no choice but to wait, and hope the glare of sun on snow would immobilize others as it had him.
A cracking noise startled him, and he spun towards it, forcing one eye open the narrowest slit. Squinting fiercely against the brightness that bore through his skull like a drill bit, he detected only the outline of a huge mountain of trash, glittering malignly in the sun. He threw back the flap of the tent and dove in, grappled in the pocket of the backpack until he found his sunshades. Out again in a moment, he scanned the heap, his body alert and tensed to spring. Though he could see a bit now, he still could not see what had awakened him from the depth of his most exhausted sleep, or what had caused the wet breaking sound he’d heard only seconds before. 
“Cali?” he called out tentatively, and then louder. Perhaps she’d gone to relieve herself and a wild animal had attacked her. They sometimes found homes in places such as these. He caught a whiff of Cali’s scent and stumbled towards it, his vision still far from accurate. Through the film of the sunshades, he could see the outline of everything in addition to sensing the shape of nearby objects. Then he spotted it. 
Amid the blinding snowdrifts, a rough gash wound its way up the slope before him. He started forward, fumbling his way up the heap in pursuit. A blast of wind picked up a layer of snow and threw the frozen crystals into his face. He wiped a forearm across his face to clear the droplets from his shades. Another sheet of blowing snow rose from the far side of the pile, danced across the steep surface and flung itself at him, stinging his exposed skin. He scrambled forward a few steps, then began sliding backwards, having upset a cascade of laminate flooring scraps. The wet sheets slid from their heap, dumping Draven and a small avalanche of snow and trash before the tent’s opening. Draven leapt to his feet and clawed his way up the heap once more, using the path laid bare by the sliding trash. 
Unearthed from the protective layer of snow, the endlot’s cacophony of scents invaded his nostrils, mold and plaster and chemicals and glue and rot and paint, all of it wet from the melting of the last snowfall. Most of the trash in this sector related to construction—crumbling sheets of gypsum board, reels of flaking plastic as tall as Draven’s shoulders, worn-out insulation, siding and roofing strips and sheets, giant books of fabric samples, carpet samples, wallcover samples. 
“Cali?” Draven called. “Cali, where are you?”
She never left the tent during the day except for short trips to relieve herself. Certainly she never strayed out of earshot. Had she run for fear he’d send her back to Princeton?
Cresting the mountain of trash at last, he called out again. This time Cali’s voice answered, very near. He turned to find her picking her way over the heap towards him. 
“What? What is it?” she asked, glancing around nervously. 
“What are you doing?” Draven asked, noticing the soggy folder clutched under her arm. “Why are you out here?”
“Is something wrong?” she asked. “You sounded scared.”
“Alarmed,” he corrected her. “I was alarmed at waking up to find you gone. I thought something happened to you. What are you doing out here?”
“That’s it? I thought a tracker found us or something. I just needed to pee, and then I saw all this great stuff. What is this place?”
“As I said, it’s an endlot.”
“Yeah, but you said people throw away trash here, junk. This stuff is great.”
“Cali,” he said, taking hold of both her shoulders. “You can’t just leave while I’m sleeping. Something could happen to you. What would I do without you?”
“What could happen to me?” she asked, smiling. “You told me yourself that no Superiors would be out during the day, and I sure haven’t seen any. Not even a car far way. And unless some runaway comes through, no humans will be here, either. So who’s going to see me? What do you think is going to happen?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” Draven ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. “I don’t like it.”
“Well, you don’t have to like it,” she said. “But you’ll have to get used to it. I can’t sleep all day, even when it’s dark inside the tent, just like you can’t stay awake all day every day. I’ll sleep at night, and I’ll keep watch during the day so you can sleep. And if anything happens, I’ll wake you up right away.”
Draven did not answer.
“We’re going to live here, right? This is our new home.”
“Perhaps, for a bit,” he admitted.
“Why can’t we stay? You said when we left the roof, you’d find a place we could live. And this place is perfect.”
“I want to give you a real home, an apartment. I don’t want you sleeping in a tent in an endlot.”
“Please can we stay? It’s great here. There’s so much stuff you wouldn’t believe it. I mean, look at all this carpet,” she said, opening the folder to reveal pages of moldering carpet samples. “It would probably cover a whole apartment floor.”
“It’s…rotting.”
“I’ve never lived anywhere with carpet,” she said in a small voice. She glanced up at Draven from under her lashes, then quickly dropped her eyes to her fingertips, which skimmed across the surface of the carpet square. 
He sighed. “Fine, bring it back to the tent.”
“Thank you so much.” They started back, Draven holding Cali’s arm to steady her on the shifting debris. “Listen to me. Okay?” she said. “Nothing is going to happen during the day, so you can sleep and I’ll collect things. That way I’m not just sitting around being a burden to you. If we have to leave, I’ll sleep during the day like you while we’re traveling. But now this makes more sense.” She paused, then added, “I want to fix up our new home. Can I? Please?”
“Oh, alright,” Draven said, shaking his head. “Can you stay where you can see the tent, though? Until I get used to the idea and I know it’s safe.”
“Sure. Yeah, I can do that.”
“Alright. Let me carry those,” he said, scooping the soggy book from Cali’s arms. They picked their way over the snow-laden trash towards the tent. A few times when Cali began to slide, Draven caught her arm, and he managed to keep his feet. Once there, he set the thick book beside the tent.
“Cali...”
“What?”
He shook his head. 
“What?”
“Only…do not climb the heaps. Please. They shift. I’d rather not awaken to find you beneath one.”
“Okay. That’s fine. Don’t worry so much. I’ll be okay. I just want to be doing something. This is the first time since we left that I have something useful to do. Just let me have it, okay?”
He looked at her a moment, trying to think of some way to convince her to stay with him in the tent. The dangers of the day weren’t many for homo-sapiens, though. Even as he opened his mouth to protest her going out alone, he knew he would not prevent it. Her eyes shone with a light he hadn’t seen since he’d taken her from the garden, quite some time ago. For a moment, he was reminded of the child she had been, the child whose touch made him squeamish but whose sap so enticed him. He nodded. “Just don’t make it too…human.”
Before he could turn away, she rushed at him and threw her arms about his neck. “Thank you. Thank you so much,” she said, her arms tight around him. “I’ll make our home look so good you won’t even know it’s not an apartment. I promise.”
“Do not make promises,” he said. “I’ve fulfilled none of mine.”
He detached himself from her arms, though her closeness only made him want to be closer, to lift her wrist to his lips and be inside her for a moment and let her spill inside him…
“So, I guess I’ll…just…I mean…start on this…?” she said, looking at everything but him. 
“Yes. Yes, of course. I’ll take some sleep. Already I’ve been in the sun too long... Right. I’ll just be…if you need me…”
“Okay.”
They both turned away at the same moment. Draven ducked into the tent, zipped it, and lay on his sleep sack pondering what had just happened, scrutinizing the strange tugging inside him, while at the same time not daring to examine it too closely. The suspicion that he would rather not know after all crept over him. He rolled over and pulled the string to zip himself inside his sleep sack, into the familiar comfort of darkness where nothing strange or unknown happened, where everything remained as it should.
He awoke when Cali entered the tent. Though she shivered and her lips had discolored in the cold, her eyes sparkled above bright, wind-burned cheeks. He’d never seen a smile so radiant. 
“Mm, how was your day?” he mumbled, dragging himself into wakefulness. 
“So great you wouldn’t believe it,” she said. “I’ve never been somewhere so heaven. You wouldn’t believe what you can find if you dig under the snow. This is so perfect, can we stay here forever?”
“You’re freezing.”
“No, I’m good. Just my hands are a little cold, but it’s warm in here. I’m so happy. You can’t imagine all the stuff in here. I don’t even know what most of it’s for.”
“I’m certain I don’t either, but I can tell you what it’s not for, and that’s eating. Come and let me have you.”
She laughed and scooted beside him, pulling her hair away from her neck. She’d already squiggled into her mummy bag, and Draven had to pull it down a bit to find her throat. Once he’d penetrated the skin, he lay still, letting her sap drift into him as slowly as it wanted to flow. She also lay quiet, letting him stroke her until he finished.
“I could do that all day,” he said, releasing his hold on her. 
“Don’t look at what I’m doing yet, okay? I want to surprise you.”
“Very well,” he said. “Will you take sleep now?”
“No, it’s not even dark yet. And I’m hungry.”
“I will have to procure some food for you.” He no longer felt the slightest guilt at this necessity. When he’d arrived in Princeton, stealing food for himself had caused him more than a bit of mental anguish. He pitied the saps he drew from, who likely already fed their masters all they could afford to lose, and the owners, most of whom likely felt the constant longing for more that he’d lived with for the past hundred years. In addition, the shame of having to steal, of taking what did not belong to him, of stealing from working members of society while he skulked in shadows and did nothing to return the debt he owed the government for his life, had gnawed at him. But somewhere along the way, that had changed. 
Since stealing Cali, he’d become not only a criminal out of necessity but a traitor to his people and his nation. Stealing her food added such a minor offense to such a great list of infractions that he hardly noticed what would have once seemed a serious matter. Now, he regarded the Law not as a necessity that held together the fabric of society, but as his natural predator. He remembered what was illegal only so he could more strenuously avoid being seen committing these acts, not because of any qualms about committing them. The Law meant little more to him now than wolves or train outlet hubs—not something to be obeyed, but rather something to be feared and avoided. So he avoided it. 
Though full dark had not yet fallen, he dressed and bid Cali farewell. Outside, the clear sky hinted at the brutal cold of the coming night. He would have liked to make a fire for Cali, but they had nothing to burn. He added fuel to his mental list of supplies she would need while in the endlot.
The lot lay east of the city, beyond the production and transfiguration sectors and the residential sector at the outskirts. Turning north, he circled the city, following the direction that led to nicer houses. He knew the general layout of most cities, that the houses grew smaller to the south and larger to the north, where Seconds lived and worked. Scouring their neighborhoods proved difficult. After scaling several fences, Draven found little cover inside the neighborhoods. The houses offered the only protection from passing cars. 
During the night, most Superiors worked. However, many worked from home, especially in the Second Order neighborhoods. In addition, kept women or friends often lingered in the houses after the owners departed. Although at times they made sounds that gave away their presence, oftentimes Draven could not determine which houses had occupants. He could not savor Superiors as he could humans—and he could savor plenty of humans in the affluent neighborhoods he had chosen. Many houses featured detached sapien housing, tiny premade structures tucked discreetly behind the opulent facades of the owners’ homes. Trying to stay hidden, Draven ducked from one house to the next, flattening himself against the wall at one house, throwing himself into a snowdrift beside another. 
Still, after several hours, someone caught sight of him and called out. Instead of answering, Draven leapt the fence into another backyard and then another, weaving his way into the next neighborhood. This one’s houses loomed imposingly over the street, the backyards contained by tall plaster walls. Draven scaled one of these, absent of the wonder he’d once had when he climbed. Now he had matters of greater consequence to dwell upon. 
As expected, he found a sapien house in the backyard. A pre-made structure nearly identical to all those in this sector, just sufficient to sustain the most basic human life, stood surrounded by gardens covered by plastic tarps weighted with rocks. He lifted the latch and slipped into the sapien house. Their scent hung heavy around him, thick and tantalizing. 
After orienting himself, he crept forward a few steps, then stopped to listen. Nothing. Though he’d never been inside a sapien’s home before, he did not imagine they all had such adequate living quarters. This one featured three separate rooms and was nearly as large as the Third Order apartments he’d occupied most of his life—and quite a bit newer. The room he entered held a small table with benches attached, an icebox and stove, and cabinets. He crept a few more steps, stopped, listened. 
Though the saps slept in another room, he could hear four sets of heartbeats and accompanying breathing. By monitoring heart-rate, he determined that two adult and two young sapiens occupied the quarters. Casting his senses, he could estimate the size of the rooms and what purpose they served. He had entered the area where they ate. He would not have to disturb them as they slept. The third room, a small water closet, held a sizeable water tank which he imagined supplied the appliances in the structure. 
He turned his mind from exploring the quarters to his aim in entering. Confident that the saps in the next room slept, he strode across the room and opened a cabinet. On his second attempt, he located food. Without stopping to examine the contents of the cans, he began unloading them into two bags he found hanging next to the icebox. When he’d finished filling the bags, he left as quietly as he’d come.
Scaling walls and hiding while bearing a burden proved more difficult, as usual. But he had grown accustomed to such challenges. He arrived at the endlot before dawn, and after several minutes and many attempts, he managed to unzip the tent with his frost-stiffened fingers. Inside, Cali slept, the wooden stake resting under her curled palm. 
He gently withdrew the blade and rested a hand on her shoulder. The sleep sack, slick on the outside and cold under his touch, covered all but her face. The night’s cold had crept into the tent with him, though he’d zipped it as quickly as possible behind him. For a few moments, Draven sat watching Cali through darkness so complete it obscured her features. He longed to awaken her, to show her his most recent acquisition and watch her eyes light up, watch her devour some delicious morsel he would never again enjoy. 
Instead, he set the two bags of food beside her and pawed open the backpack. He found one of the books he’d taken from Princeton months ago. While he read, he stretched out an arm and laid it in front of Cali’s face, letting the warmth of her breath bring life back to the frozen flesh of his fingertips. 
When both hands had thawed, he ate two sap packets and set out to scour the endlot as Cali did during the day. He found a few items to salvage, the most useful of which was a pair of heavy canvas over-trousers with stains covering every millimeter and holes in both knees.
At first light, Cali stumbled from the tent to squat behind a pile of broken cement tubes. Draven washed his hands with snow before returning to the tent. Cali followed, sliding back into her sleep sack the moment Draven turned to zip the flap. Draven resumed his reading, letting the steady thrum of her heartbeat lull him into a drowsy state. When her breathing deepened, he reached out a hand to catch the heat that escaped her lips. The tent, warm the last evening at the close of a sun-drenched day, had lost its heat by morning.
“What are you doing?” Cali asked. 
Draven glanced at her still form. He had thought she slept. “Warming my hands,” he said. “You do not use the heat.”
“No, I meant…are you reading?”
“Yes.”
“What does it say?”
“I explained.”
“No, I mean, tell me the words. Tell me the story.”
He turned to look at her. “Why?”
“Why not? You said it’s just a story, right? It doesn’t have any big secrets I shouldn’t know about, does it?”
Draven chuckled. “No secrets. Only I’m not sure you would understand.”
“I don’t care,” she said. “I won’t ask any questions or interrupt you. It’ll be just like you’re reading it now, only I get to hear what you’re reading, too.”
“Very well. But it’s quite…different.”
“From what?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Draven said. But he knew she’d continue asking questions if he did not explain. “It’s difficult to comprehend that world. For you, and for me, as well.”
Cali pushed herself up on one elbow. “It’s hard for you to understand? I thought you knew…lots. Almost everything. What don’t you understand?”
“That not so long ago, humans ruled while Superiors hardly existed, hidden from view. Your kind did not know we existed outside of stories.”
“You’re right, I can’t imagine that,” she said. “Did things look different then? What did people do? I mean, humans.”
“The same things we do now.”
“Really? That seems impossible.”
“I hear things weren’t so different.”
“But how? How could we do the things you do?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t live in that time. I hear it was similar, only then, humans imagined themselves the most superior species. Instead of saps, they had other animals for livestock. They drove cars and read books and went to work and school.”
“What is sch-ool?”
Draven laughed softly and rolled over to face Cali. He rested his cheek on his hand as he spoke. “School is a place where people go to learn.”
“Learn what?”
“Whatever you would like to know. Reading and writing, or how to build a car or a bridge, or fix someone’s brain. Anything.”
“Wow,” Cali said, mirroring his position with her own. “I thought you learned all that in books.”
“I imagine you can. But you can learn more thoroughly at school, where an expert instructs you and you can practice a skill until you’ve mastered it. A book is only words.”
“That’s amazing,” Cali said, rolling to her back and resting her head on her arm. “Did you go there?”
“A few times,” he said. “But when humans ran things, they had many children to go to school. Most Superiors know what we want to know, so schools have closed.”
“Do they open again if you want to learn more?”
“There are a few left. If there were to be another mass evolution, I suppose we’d open new schools, if anyone survived.”
“Why wouldn’t they survive? And what’s a mass…whatever you said?”
“We evolved to fight in a war that ended before it began. That’s why I’m here. If another war erupted, I imagine another evolution would be in order, once all Thirds are killed off.”
“What’s a third?”
“That’s all the people who evolved in the Second Evolution.”
Cali made a sound of frustration. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Why can’t you explain it like a normal person? Or like I’m a normal person.”
“I am.”
“Well, then, explain it like I’m not a normal person. Explain it like I’m a human.”
“Right.”
“So, what’s a Third? To me. What’s it to me.”
“Most people you’ve ever met, I imagine. In restaurants and the Confinement, you fed lots of Thirds. Most of us eat at those places, as we can’t afford a human.”
“But my master could.”
“Byron is Second Order. He is my superior. The law requires I do his bidding.”
“So…he’s your master, too?”
Draven hesitated. “No, and also yes. Thirds are of a lower class, ruled by the higher class—Seconds.”
“But if he’s a Second, and you’re a Third, then he rules you. So he’s your master.”
“It’s more complicated.”
“How?”
“Thirds do the jobs Seconds don’t want—capturing runaway saps, any sort of job involving sapiens or animals, bouncers, factory work, salvaging parts to recycle and make new things, builders, maintenance workers, mistresses, actors and athletes, entertainers of all sorts.”
“So what do the Seconds do?”
“They run the government and the businesses.”
“What do you mean? How do they run them?”
“They make and enforce laws, invent things to make in their factories, and own all the factories and businesses, the land and the restaurants and sapiens.”
“So they own everything, and they tell you what to do and give you food for doing the things they don’t want to do.” 
“Very good.”
“So you’re a slave.”
Draven sat up and turned to Cali, ready to admonish her. Her direct and unapologetic gaze met his. “Yes,” he said slowly. “Yes, that’s exactly what I am.”
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“But you were right. They keep us complacent so we’ll obey their laws, laws that benefit them. Do you know, only three percent of Third Order Superiors own sapiens?”
“You were going to. You said you were going to buy me, but Byron already had.”
“Yes, because they paid me a lot of money to do something they didn’t want to do.”
“When you killed that man.”
“Yes. When I killed that man.” Draven thought and then shook his head. “He was a bad sort. I’m not sorry.”
“You’re not?” Cali asked. “You sound sorry.”
“I am. More every day.” Draven lay back again, this time beside Cali. For a time, neither spoke. 
“So what else was different back when humans owned the world?” Cali asked, breaking Draven from his thoughts.
“There’s a saying that when we took over, we spent the first hundred years destroying everything humans built, and the next hundred building it all back exactly as it was.”
“It is true? Was everything the same?”
“Not entirely.”
“So what things were different?”
Draven thought a moment. “Humans spread out and inhabited areas we wouldn’t,” he said. “We congregate in large cities, mostly in warmer areas. This city is as far north as we settle. This part of the country is mostly used for growing sapien food.”
Cali sat up. “Really?”
“You’ve so many questions tonight,” Draven said, touching her hair without awareness. “This area is favorable in summer, but cold in winter. There are many more cities than in the mountains, but so few compared to back home in the Funnel. This is where sapiens are sent to work the corn that makes up nearly all your packaged food.”
“You know everything,” Cali said, lying back. “I wish I was that smart.”
“We all start somewhere. Once, I knew less than you do.”
“No you didn’t.”
“I did,” he said, looking down at Cali’s caramel hair spilling from her sleep sack into his hand. “Perhaps I still do.”
 





  
 
 
Chapter 43
 
Meyer loved skiing more than almost anything on earth. Except perhaps eating. Eating in itself made life worthwhile. And being hated—he certainly enjoyed being abhorred. 
Meyer took hold of the handle on the end of the ski cable with both hands and twisted to maximum speed. Despite the low number of people left who enjoyed skiing, Superiors really had improved the sport. Going up had become almost as fun as going down. Who wanted to sit in a chair and be lifted up the hill when skiing up was as viable an option? As the cable began to vibrate, Meyer tightened his grip and let the vibration build in his arms before traveling into his shoulders. Soon his whole body hummed with excitement. Then the cable began to recede, pulling Meyer up the slope. 
Not many skiers out, as usual. For some reason Meyer had never understood, most people avoided snow and cold. A few avid skiers in life had retained the habit as Superiors, and Meyer had made a few friends on the slopes. When he shared an activity so well-loved by all the participants, their suspicion thawed a bit. That would never happen in the business world, but out here, a certain camaraderie existed that never translated to the world off the slopes. 
Meyer whooshed to a stop at the top of the slope and released the cable tension before he began his descent. What a shame that he couldn’t bring some of his girls. But he had to protect them, especially the youngest ones. And that nosy Enforcer lived up here, crawling around in Meyer’s business even more than back home in Texas. 
He had to admit, though, that he rather enjoyed Byron’s attentions. He may have finally met his match, as his mum would have said. It had been a while since Meyer had a real challenge, someone so persistent, so convinced of his guilt. Just about everyone thought he had something up his sleeve, as his mother would have said. People, as part of their nature, would always hate him out of jealousy. It was practically his civic duty to be guilty of something. Otherwise, all that hating would be in vain. 
He’d particularly enjoyed Byron’s last visit. Of course he knew Byron had orders not to contact him at all. He’d found that out easily enough. After all, Meyer had money, and most anything could be bought if one found the right person to sell it. His trusted Princeton informant had let him know when his genius engineering of the sap’s escape had gone awry. Not that his informant knew he had anything to do with the escape, or that he’d asked Herman to lure Byron’s sapien in particular. But he kept Meyer abreast of Princeton news, so naturally he’d informed Meyer when Enforcers slaughtered a band of runaways. That was a juicy bit, and Meyer liked to be in the know, as his mum would have said. 
What had come as a surprise? That Byron had lost his sapien again—no, not lost, but had her stolen. The beauty of it was almost too much. Certainly Meyer could never have hoped for something so serendipitous, let alone engineered it. 
Meyer liked knowing everything about his enemies, even when it didn’t concern or affect him or his affairs. He never could tell when some bit of information would prove useful later. He didn’t underestimate his opponents as they so often did him. But when Byron had told him Draven Castle stole his sapien…well. The shock had nearly rendered him speechless. That didn’t happen often, and he did not enjoy it. Although, this time, he had enjoyed it a little. 
He reveled in the sweet irony of the situation, the seeming coincidences that all fit together like some perfect twisted puzzle. What to do now, he pondered as he jetted down the powdery slope, illuminated by the sharp, cold brightness that the stars only achieved in mountain winters. Though he relished the information, it had thwarted his plans. Reconsideration was, perhaps, in order. He’d been on the verge of setting a target on Draven’s back and calling in a debt. But now that Draven had stolen Byron’s sap, perhaps he’d let the man roam a while. Someone would capture Draven eventually. Until then, he would be in hiding, not ratting out the Mountain Free Community. He would avoid Enforcers as ardently as the community’s humans. 
Instead of pursuing the sapnapping Third, Meyer would research Draven. He’d have to reconfigure his headhunter plan, perhaps send a spy instead. Though Draven didn’t sound like much of a threat, one could never be too careful. Meyer knew that. He knew the power of underestimation. In a way, it accounted for his success. If people had shown him the respect he deserved all his life, he’d have been able to take advantage of them far less often. 
Meyer knew better than most how desperate Thirds could get, that a Third might do a great deal to try and enhance his position in society. Although he cared little for Orders himself, he knew most placed great weight on them. Meyer himself could have done without Orders. Of course he enjoyed certain advantages that came with Second Order status, but he rather thought the title should be earned, not given based solely on Evolution date. This conviction had grown in the years he’d spent repapering unfortunate Thirds, when he’d grown familiar with the frustration inherent in Third Order status. He knew the anger festering below their docile exteriors and firmly believed one day, probably soon, they would bite the hand that fed them, as his mum used to say. 
Meyer had only thought briefly of Draven before he’d decided to put a target on him. A night on the slopes always shined his mind and let him concentrate on whatever project he wanted to mull over without interruption, and tonight, he mulled over Draven’s fate. He could go ahead and void him. But then the problem arose over what to do with Byron’s sapien. Meyer wouldn’t touch that situation with a ten-foot pole, as mum used to say. He wanted to give Byron fits of frustration, not his own head on a pole. But he could always find ways to offer support to Byron’s tormentor, if he couldn’t play the part himself. 
He rather enjoyed acting as puppet-master. Draven, if he was like most Thirds, would fall into the trap of his own ambition. He would be easy to manipulate from behind the scenes and, if Meyer ever had to contact him directly, obedient to a Second’s commands. Byron had been playing with Meyer’s life for two years, causing him stress and toying with him. It was time Meyer returned his attentions. 
That morning when he returned from skiing, he skimmed Draven’s entire database file. He read every comment from every infatuated partner and friend, every jaded ex-lover, every argument from the current lover against what the ex had said. That could take years for some, but Draven didn’t seem particularly interesting. He’d had one inconsequential scrape with the law decades ago, and since then, nothing at all noteworthy. He’d switched jobs often, and the comments ran along a theme Meyer found cohesive with job changing. Here was an ordinary lower-class bloke, chafing under his yoke, discontented with his lot in life but unable to alter it. Meyer didn’t blame him, or any of the Thirds. That’s why he helped those who had run short on luck.
Since he had Draven’s papers, he guessed Draven had run out of luck. Eventually Meyer would cast a line and reel him in. But for now, he would leave the man to his hard luck. Though Meyer could find him easily enough—money bought everything, after all—he thought he’d wait and see what happened first. He rather enjoyed sitting back and watching the natural progression of things. Life was so often like one of his vids, only better. Besides, he didn’t want to risk leaving a trail. Byron hadn’t come close enough to make Meyer squirm yet, but he was getting a little too close for comfortable sleep. 
The most fun part of his visit with Byron had been finding Byron’s weak spot. Enforcers usually had one—that one crime that drove them crazy. Their passion. They all wanted to eradicate something—prostitution, black market smuggling, left-wing nut-jobs who wanted human equality. Meyer had enjoyed poking around in Byron’s mind, finding that one thing that really goaded him. It hadn’t been too difficult. Sometimes Meyer had to dig for a while to find an Enforcer’s obscure crusade. Once, he hadn’t found any one thing that bothered an Enforcer, and it still needled him to this day. 
He had ferreted out Byron’s easily enough. He’d simply rattled off a list of Draven’s supposed crimes and waited for Byron’s reaction to each. It just so happened that the one thing Byron hated was something that Draven could do to Byron’s very own property on a regular basis. And who knew—maybe this Draven character really was a sex pervert. If anyone knew about it, Byron should have. According to Draven’s record, they’d been right chummy there at the end. Which only made Draven’s violation of Byron’s sapien even more beautiful. Only rarely did life offer such perfect serendipity. 
 





  
 
 
Chapter 44
 
Draven and Cali spent a good deal of time huddling in the tent, its top sagging under the weight of snow, waiting. Though fuel was scarce, when Draven procured fire biscuits or other flammable items, they built small fires during the day. Draven found a few broken bricks in the endlot and heated them in the fire so Cali could hold them at night for warmth. Although less snow fell here than in the mountains, enough fell to completely bury the tent and collapse it several times. 
Draven excavated the tent on these occasions, packing snow around the bottom and working his way up the walls to partially obscure the tent without the weight of snow crushing it. Finding anything to burn in the endlot became impossible as the snow piled higher, one fall after another with very little melting. Scouting for fuel and food without leaving a trail in the snow also became impossible, and sometimes Cali had to go several days without eating. Once the snow had lain several days, Draven could risk losing his footprints among others or use paths cleared by snowplows. But in freshly fallen snow, he could not risk leaving a trail to and from the tent, no matter how circuitous a route he took. 
When he ran out of packaged sap from the trackers, he resisted drawing from Cali unless she ate. He could not risk losing her, and already her condition worried him. Her form, once healthy if not exactly voluptuous, had grown thin. Though he piled layers of clothing on her, as well as the sleep sack, still she shivered through the night.
As snow piled high on the endlot, Cali’s project came to a standstill. One night she showed Draven what she had built so far, piling up rubble to make a three-walled structure without roof or door. She had meant to carpet the floor. 
“I’ve never had real carpet,” she said. “It’s like your apartment. We’ll live like Superiors.” Then she looked away, at the shanty she’d built, as if remembering that he was a Superior. He could understand how, for a moment, she might have forgotten. He was far from what she would hope for in a master. Perhaps she didn’t mind too much, though. Perhaps she’d not imagined such freedom. Aside from drawing from her, he rarely treated her like a sapien. He rarely thought of her that way. She had become his companion, his charge. He took responsibility for her, and her safety, and her many needs. When they spent so many days lying in the tent together, the importance of remembering their places faded away.
They spent hours talking in the dark, making plans, dreaming, fantasizing about the life they’d never have. Draven attempted to read Cali the books he had, despite the frustration on both their parts. Cali didn’t understand much of the text, and she pelted him with an unending stream of questions that he found so distracting that he often stopped reading altogether. 
Cali especially had trouble with the oldest books, the ones written by humans. In the first book he read, she didn’t understand how the woman got the baby—she missed the subtleties of language and the implied sexuality. She didn’t understand why the writer didn’t simply say ‘they had sex.’ She could not grasp the concept of sex or illegitimate childbirth being a taboo subject or shameful in any way. “Why is she hiding?” she would ask. “Why are people mad that she had a baby? They should be happy for her. Why is she doing that? Which man does she love? What happened to the baby she just had? Why are they talking about someone else now, I thought the book was about her? So it’s two different stories? Then why doesn’t one come after the other? How can two stories be told at the same time?” Although Draven tried to explain that world to her as best he could, sometimes he understood it no better than she. He had never been a part of it, either. 
During their stay in the endlot, Draven also began to take out Cali’s scars. Each time Byron had drawn from her without closing the bite properly, he’d left two tiny beads under the skin. The bites riddled her arms and wrists, the sides of her hands, the backs of her legs. Though the protective slime that formed around the tiny droplet of venom tasted foul, Draven swallowed it just the same. He could not afford to waste the bit of sap he’d spit out with it. Mindful always that the poison could escape the beads if his teeth pierced them, he drew the beads from her skin with surgical precision. 
Cali dreaded the procedure even more so than Draven did. While he had only to suffer the unpleasant taste, she bore the intense pain that came with tearing the beads from where they had grown into her flesh and skin and forcing them through the pinprick puncture his teeth made. Despite the pain, she never asked him to stop. He continued until Cali’s breathing became ragged and he could no longer bear her agonized moaning.
“Do you want me to go on?” he would ask. Though she always said yes, he never withdrew more than five or six at a time.
More than her suffering, he worried about taking too much sap. Already she grew weaker with no help from him. He grew weaker, too, and resisting the offering that lay beside him grew more difficult each night. The week she bled provided the worst torment. Though her fluids differed from sap, they were similar enough to call out to his ravenous thirst every moment he lay inside the tent with her. 
That week, he spent most nights outside, moving restlessly through the city, unwilling to return without food or fuel. Three nights in a row he returned with food, and on the fourth, he stole a small sack of fire biscuits from a store and nearly ran into an Enforcer as he hurried out. He had just gained the roof when he heard the commotion below and knew the store’s clerk had alerted the Enforcer. Still, no one had seen him ascend the building, and he managed to leap from the building to another, where he remained the rest of the night. By morning, the search had ceased and he could make his way back to the endlot and make a fire to thaw his immobile fingers.
After settling Cali by the wisp of fire given off by a single fire biscuit, he drew from her arm, sucking out the beads and swallowing the tainted sap before spitting the clean, hard pellets into his palm. As he worked, he thought of the nights when he had lain beside her and pressed his mouth to her warm, pulsing throat. 
“Where are you getting all this food?” she asked when he had finished the nightly extraction and seated himself beside her.
“From other sapiens.”
“You’re stealing their food?” Cali asked, looking up from the half-eaten jar of corn she held.
“Yes.”
“But they might be starving.”
“Unlikely.”
“But how do you know? I mean, I know how hard it is to grow all this stuff, and pick it and can it. And that’s just to have barely enough for the dry season.”
“Would you have me watch you starve?”
“No, but maybe you could take something from…I don’t know, a store or something.”
Draven shook his head. “It’s too risky. I was nearly caught tonight. I cannot take that risk again.”
“Well, you have to try. I can’t eat this, knowing someone else might starve because of me. Bring it back.” She pushed the bag of food towards him.
“What do you think will happen to you if I am arrested?” he asked.
“I don’t care,” she said. “You have to find some other way. I can’t steal food from my own people, and hurt them, so I can stay here and eat.”
“Would you go find your own food?” Draven asked. “Or would you lie here waiting for my return until you grew too weak to move? Would you rather starve, or risk the chance that someone goes hungry a few nights?”
Instead of answering, Cali finished the corn in the can. When she’d scraped the last kernels from the sides of the can with her finger, she looked into it and sighed. “There has to be another way,” she said. 
“There is,” Draven said. “I can turn you in, and you’ll be sent back to your rightful owner, and you’ll have as much food as you need, and no one will go hungry because of it.”
She drew herself inwards and shifted closer to the fire. “No. Not that.”
“Promise me… if I am ever gone for more than one night and the following day, you will find someone to take you to the Confinement. You will be cared for there.”
“What are you going to do? You better not be planning something so I’ll have to go back. You know I won’t go.”
“If I am caught, I want to know you’ll be alright.”
“I’ll be okay.”
He took her hands in his and captured her gaze. “Promise me.”
“I do, I promise. But don’t try to steal from a store, okay?”
“I thought you wanted it.” 
“Don’t be smug,” she said, pushing her shoulder against his. She retracted one of her hands but left the other in his. “I don’t want you to. I just…I hate the thought of those people being hungry if their masters wouldn’t get them more food or something. But I hate the thought of losing—I’d rather they go hungry than not have you here.”
“To protect you.”
“Well, of course. I don’t want to go back. And I don’t think I’d do very well by myself.”
He had the sudden urge to kiss her, to kiss her hand and then her arm and then her throat and put his teeth into her and suck. He dropped her hand. 
She sandwiched her hands between her knees and glanced at Draven and away again, as if she guessed his thoughts.
“So, shall I…read to you?” he asked, twisting around to crawl into the tent. The slippery sleep sack scooted under him. 
“Sure, ah, maybe the little book today?” Cali said from the mouth of the tent. Draven had lit the fire half a meter from the tent so they could sit in the opening while they warmed themselves.
“Yes, I think so,” he said. “Why don’t you finish eating while I read, and I will eat before taking sleep.”
“Do you think…” Cali started, and then shook her head. “Never mind.”
“What is it?”
“Do you think people—I mean humans—will ever write or read again?”
He let out a little laugh. “Oh, I don’t know.”
“Well? Do you think they could or not?”
He paused, thinking of Sally, of himself. “I don’t imagine so. We’ve tried to breed homo-sapiens with lower intelligence. Many of them, of you, I mean, are hardly bright enough to feed themselves, let alone read.”
“Am I brainless?”
“Of course you’re not.”
“Would you still think of me…the same, if I was?”
Draven retrieved the book and slid into the cold sleep sack. Once cold, it did nothing to warm him. “I don’t guess I would,” he said. “You’re strange and…you fascinate me.”
Thinking of her appeal made his teeth sing with urgency, made the inside of his mouth draw in as if he could still salivate, made him want her again. He may have had food for the last several days, but that did nothing to quench his thirst for her. Perhaps nothing could. 
He longed to roll in her until her scent saturated him to his very bones, to lie full on her and put his teeth to her throat and let the natural weight push down on them until he could feel her skin stretching taut under the points of his teeth, the tiny dimples in her skin puckering inward until the pressure broke the skin and he pierced her, penetrating into the wet, warm flow of her life. 
“You look hungry,” Cali said, drawing into herself a bit. She pulled back from him at the mention of it. If only she knew how much he wanted, how much it would take to satisfy him. He’d never known how much he could eat until he’d eaten from the dead, the night he’d lost Cali to Byron the second time. He’d never known how much he could want until he had Cali in front of him every moment. The constant craving wore at him. The substance of his addiction lay within reach, taunting, waiting for his first sign of weakness, ready for him to let go, to give in. How he wanted to, needed to. 
But only for sustenance, he reminded himself. He needed more because he had lost more strength, missed more meals than ever before. Since evolving to a Superior, he’d thought he only needed five rations a day, that it kept him strong and healthy and normal. But he could eat much, much more than that, and he could grow stronger than he’d ever imagined. He knew that now.
Had a lack of food kept him weakened into submission all these years? Or something else, some witlessness in him to never question it? Those five rations, his menial jobs, his pathetic apartment had kept him in his place. He’d be grateful to have them again. But now he knew too much to go back, as Cali did. Now he knew that if he ate until he was satisfied and kept eating, he’d gain strength beyond possibility, be able to leap across buildings effortlessly and scale walls in seconds. Now he knew that the government, made up entirely of Second Order Superiors, kept him and all his Third brethren in this state of need, this weakened state of basic survival where they thought of little else.
And why not? When people thought only of food, they were less likely to cause dissention, discontent, unrest. The government kept Thirds in ignorance, like sapiens. Seconds told them to be grateful for their meager handouts. They made Thirds think that was the only way, that food shortage allowed each person only a few rations per day. And how would Thirds learn otherwise? They could not break the laws without dire consequences. They owned no livestock, so they wouldn’t know that Seconds ate much more than they did. They knew Seconds were stronger, but they didn’t know why. They were told they would get stronger with age. But Cali was right. They were little more than slaves. 
Draven had broken free of the system, and now he was…what? A runaway slave, relentlessly pursued, hiding in an endlot. Because he was dangerous, an outlaw and a traitor. He knew too much, had done too much, had seen and learned and questioned too much and gotten too close. He’d killed another slave, two more, whom the Superiors in command had great use for. Slave hunters. Still hunted, Draven ran onwards, clutching the only thing he’d gained in betraying his people. Now that he’d achieved some measure of freedom, it didn’t look much better than slavery—fragile and frightening and dangerous and tenuous. But it was freedom nonetheless.
 





  
 
 
Chapter 45
 
Cali woke with a start and sat up. Something scratched at the tent, shrieking against the material. But when she turned towards the door, she could see nothing but a blackness so deep it surrounded her eyeballs, pushing in on them from every side. She slowed her breath to the most silent stream she could manage to push between her lips, stiff with cold. She didn’t dare reach over to feel Draven’s spot. Her sleep sack might rustle. What if someone—some thing—came while he was gone? Moving as slowly as possible, she found the handle of the aspen stake Draven had made. Its cold, solid presence in her palm settled her a bit. Ignoring the ache in her knuckles at the force of her grip, she steadied it in front of her chest. She would have one moment to strike, blind and desperate, before the thing overpowered her. 
Her breath caught when the zipper began to slide down in slow jerks. This was no animal. With each rasping pull, she thought she’d scream. Her heart hammered so hard she had to force herself to stay still, not to turn and scramble blindly into the wall of the tent, claw her way out and run, run, run. 
The door fell open, and a blast of cold air circled the inside of the tent, licking at the warmth of Cali’s skin, sucking it away like Draven did her blood. Was it him? She tried to find her voice, but her throat had tightened until she couldn’t swallow or speak. 
If she stabbed Draven…
She didn’t dare do it. Not without making sure. She did not move, not when she felt his cold hand like ice brush her cheek, not when the tent closed and the silhouette disappeared with the vague light that hinted at his figure, cast black against a larger blackness. Still, she could feel someone inside the tent with her, pressing into the space she shared only with Draven. 
A strange smell, foreign and familiar at once, had come in with him. She heard the movements of cloth, of him moving and rearranging. It had to be Draven. It had to. Who else would come into her tent, their tent? Anyone else, another Superior, would have smelled her or heard her, and they’d do something or say something. So it had to be her Superior. 
“Is it you?” she whispered, trying to keep the tremor from her voice. 
“Se moi,” Draven said, his voice muffled in the sleep sack next to her. 
She dropped the wooden knife to the floor. “Oh my lords. You scared the hair off me. Why didn’t you turn on a light or say something? I thought you were…I thought…” She paused to catch her breath, stifling what could have been laughter or a sob. “What’s that smell?”
“Dog.”
“Dog?” she asked, making sure she’d heard him right through his mouthful of bedding. “Why do you smell like a dog?”
“They attacked.”
“Dogs attacked you? Did they get you bad? Are you okay?”
“Not…yet.”
Cali fumbled in the dark for her flashlight and switched it on. She wished she hadn’t. His legs didn’t look so much like a dog had bitten them as that a dog had eaten them. Chunks of them, anyway.
“Holy lord and master…” She covered her mouth with her hand and tried to quell the queasiness that lurched into her stomach. His blood looked black in the dim light, blood that covered his pants and shoes and part of his shirt, that filled the ragged holes torn away from the fabric of his pants, pooling in glistening tar pits on the backs of his legs. He lay on his stomach, propped up on his elbows with his face hanging down into the sleep sack. 
“What happened?” she asked when she’d recovered enough voice for a whisper.
“I was out. They caught me from behind.”
“Oh my lord and master…what should I do?”
“Is it as dreadful as it feels?”
“I hope it doesn’t feel as bad as it looks.”
He turned his face towards her but kept his head down so he was looking at her almost upside down. His eyes were the same shiny black as his blood, pools of unfathomable darkness and depth. And pain. 
“What should I do?” she asked again.
“Don’t waste it.”
“Waste what?”
“The blood, don’t waste it. Eat it.”
Cali tried to hide her disgust. “I can’t eat it,” she said, her throat threatening to revisit what she’d eaten last. “That’s…like…that’s not what humans eat. Remember?”
“What if I can’t get food for you, for a while…”
“But it’s…I can’t. Isn’t it…wrong or something?”
“You’ve eaten meat before. It’s not so different.”
“But that’s an animal, and it’s not still alive.”
“It is only blood, but it will give you some strength. Though it is perhaps not pleasant for you, it is sustenance.”
She regarded his legs again, those ragged holes with their shredded skin and oozing muscle exposed. “Will it make me sick?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
“Collect it before it spills. I’ve already lost....”
“Okay, okay, I will,” Cali said, but she wasn’t at all sure. She knew how much Superiors liked drinking blood, but the thought of it repulsed her. Still, if it would give her the same energy as food… If she didn’t think about it, just licked it off, what would it matter if she liked it or not? He’d taken enough of her blood. Why not take a little back?
She leaned down, placed her hands on either side of the worst wound, squeezed her eyes shut and put her lips to his flesh. The smell of blood hit her a moment before her lips touched him, strong and metallic and salty, and her gorge turned over in her throat. She might have still done it if she hadn’t felt the icy cold of it, slimy and still and dead as the old woman she’d found one day at the Confinement when she’d forgotten to strip her bed and gone back to get her sheets before the laundry overseer penalized her. The sleeping building had been empty, everyone out working. She’d seen the feet, splayed out with the toes pointing in opposite directions. She’d called out, then reached out to shake the woman’s ankle. 
Draven was that cold, colder, like thick icy dead flesh. Her mouth touched inside him, inside his skin, on the broken, exposed muscle. She pulled back and started to wipe her mouth, but he grabbed her arm and pulled her down beside him, flipping her over so quickly it took a moment to register what had happened. She looked up at him, that same mixture of nervousness and excitement flitting through her she got every time he drew from her without healing Byron’s bites. When he did that, it hurt too much. But when he just fed, she’d started to almost enjoy it. Some unnamable quality had entered into it, something at once generous and kind, and also scary and thrilling, so she would wait, anticipating and wary both, when he came to her. 
But now he only looked at her a moment and then pushed his open mouth down on hers, his cold, wet tongue wiping away the blood she couldn’t bring herself to drink. He held her hair with one hand, pulling too hard, running his tongue over her lips and the surrounding area. He pulled back, relaxed his grip her hair, and the glimmer of his eyes, so warm she could almost forget the coldness of his tongue, captivated her. 
“Is it in your mouth?” he asked.
“No,” she said, not sure her voice had come out at all or only a breath. Her heart had started beating very hard. 
“I would take it from your tongue,” he said, his face still close. She could feel the whisper of his breath across her wet lips. 
He released her all at once and scooted away, twisting to reach one of their foldable cups. He pressed it into her hand and nodded his head back. “If you can’t eat it then I will. Collect what you can in that.”
Something about his request nauseated her. Not the blood itself that slid sluggishly down the side of the cup and smelled so acrid, but the thought of him drinking it. Of course, he drank her blood all the time, but drinking his own blood seemed different, like something too taboo to have a name, something between cannibalism and incest. 
Draven took the cup and dumped it into his mouth. Cali turned away, but not before he caught her expression. 
“I’ve disgusted you,” he said. 
“No—”
“I have. I’m only putting it back where it belongs. It came from me, and that’s where it is again. I’d have given it to you, if you’d take it.”
“I know,” she said, shifting away. “Thank you, I guess. That’s…nice.” Nice but awful at the same time. Sweet and horrifying.
“Nice. Yes.”
She glanced at Draven, getting that feeling that she’d said something wrong again, like she should know the right thing to say, but she didn’t. She’d disappointed him. Maybe to Superiors, the offer conveyed a great honor, and by refusing, she had offered him a grave insult in return. But how would she know? She was a human, with only the beginning of a general idea of how Superiors lived and how their society worked. 
“Is there more?” Draven asked, holding out the cup to her. She fought back her disgust again. But they weren’t the same, he and she. They didn’t come from the same society or even the same species. She couldn’t imagine being so hungry she wanted to eat part of her own body. But for him, it wasn’t far from his usual meal. Maybe it was like if she ate dog, or some other thing that would serve as a meal though she didn’t prefer it. 
Wordlessly, she gathered what blood she could from his wounds. Most of the blood that would come had already soaked into his clothes. When Cali told him she couldn’t get more, he sat and removed his pants. She heard his shuddering breaths when he stopped a few times to rest, but she sat silently on her sleep sack and didn’t offer to help. She didn’t want to see him this way, hurt and weak. If he couldn’t even get undressed… With growing anxiety, she watched his face, the studied blankness of it, and hoped he only stopped to absorb the pain before it became unbearable and not out of exhaustion. She turned away and opened her sleep sack. His pain shouldn’t bring her relief, but she didn’t want to think of the alternative. She could not take care of herself if he died—taking care of him, too, would be further than impossible. 
After Draven had worked his pants over his feet, he balled them up and set them on Cali’s food bag. He didn’t look at Cali, didn’t even glance at her, so she let herself stare. She studied him with a sick fascination at how much pain he could endure and still function rationally. He had dug a bloodstained shirt from the backpack, and he tore it into strips and wrapped them around his legs, tying the ends securely and adding more layers until blood stopped blooming on the cloth. 
Using his teeth and hands to tear the shirt, he worked until he’d used every scrap of cloth, and then he used another stained shirt to finish bandaging his legs. The whole time he never stopped or even paused, and he never looked at Cali. She found herself wishing he would, wishing he’d say something that let her answer with a compliment to his determined bravery, the matter-of-fact way he didn’t let pain stop him but did what had to be done because that’s what he had to do. Not just now, but every time. 
When he had finished the second shirt, he pulled on a pair of jeans stained brown with blood splatters and limped out with the newly ruined pair he’d shed. A while later, he came back empty-handed. Cali thought she should say something, but she couldn’t decide what. Draven closed the tent and got into his mummy bag, but not with his usual grace and speed. Now he moved in a tentative, faltering way. She could hardly stand to look at him. She’d gotten used to the quietly efficient Draven, the one who did things like leaping across buildings without pause, without mention, like he’d only stepped over a little rock in the trail. 
But she wouldn’t worry. Not for a few days. 
“I did not get food,” Draven said when Cali turned off her flashlight. 
“It’s okay. I still have plenty. A whole bag.”
“I would ask to draw from you. I’ve lost blood and I’m weak.”
“Of course,” Cali said, sliding her arm out of the bag and passing it across the cold space between them. He didn’t remove scars this time, or linger over his meal. He went in quickly and sucked at a moderate rate until she felt her head start to swim and spots of blackness opening behind her eyes like the spots that bled through his bandages. She had to fight the urge to stop him, to tell him he’d taken enough and more.
He stopped before she could ask and closed her skin in the same efficient way he’d eaten, businesslike, like the clients she’d had while working at restaurants. Just getting it done, not enjoying it like he usually did. She surprised herself by missing his usual enthusiasm. She liked how much he appreciated her, and that in this one way, he let her know, without having to say anything. 
They lay a while in silence. Cali wondered if it was light out yet, if she should pull on her wool jumpsuit under the sleep sack, layering on a pair of jeans from one of the Superiors they’d killed and Draven’s shirt and jacket over it to keep her warm when she went out. She didn’t go out as much as she had when they’d first arrived in the endlot, but sometimes she had to. She couldn’t stand just lying in the tent all day. Moving around during the day kept her warmer, too, even later that night.
“I wanted you to put your mouth into my flesh,” Draven said after a while. Cali started. She hadn’t realized he was awake. “I wanted you to put your hands inside so I could feel your warmth inside me, and your tongue…”
Cali shrugged down as deep into her bag as she could get. Sometimes he said the sickest things, things that made her feel strange and crawly and awkward and a little bit exhilarated. The intensity of his desires terrified and captivated her at once.
In the dark, his cold fingers found her chin, her lips. “I would feel your tongue,” he whispered. The quietest, deepest warmth flowed from his voice into her body, until the heat spread inside even while his fingers like the icicles she sucked for water slid into her mouth. “Suck them.” 
Even as she began to obey, mindless and without intention, powerless against the undeniable insistence in his low voice, he said, “No, don’t.” He withdrew his fingers before she’d completed the act. And just as quickly, he rolled from her side. The space between them stretched out in the darkness as he drew further from her, to the far edge of the tent, and she didn’t have to switch on the flashlight to know he’d turned his face to the wall. 
Cali lay still, heart pounding, waiting for him to come back. But he didn’t.
Without meaning to, she had done something wrong again, something that caused a sudden flare of guilt and the urge to apologize, to reach out and pull him close, comfort him. But maybe he was just suffering from his wounds. The dogs had bitten him up awfully bad. She, like most humans, had seen enough suffering to recognize someone in misery, whatever his reasons. Even if the someone was a Superior.
 





  
 
 
Chapter 46
 
Draven slept for several days, waking only to draw as much from Cali as he dared, until she grew as weak and lethargic as he. The bites on his legs had begun to heal, the pain dwindling in proportion. Though several days had passed, when he went out into the snow, he saw he’d left obvious tracks, a beacon signaling animals—or worse, Superiors. He cursed his carelessness. Though at the time it had seemed excusable, he could not afford even a minute mistake, let alone such a glaring one. The slightest error could lead to their capture or death.
He kicked snow over the blood, working his way out of the endlot. Though snow had fallen nearly every day since they’d made camp, it appeared not a flake had fallen since he bled into the snow. Blood-splattered chunks of the crust atop the snow slanted into the trail he’d made, collapsing under his feet. He erased what evidence he could before returning to the tent.
Perhaps if Superiors saw the blood, they would not think it so strange. Perhaps, if they only saw bits of blood and did not approach to catch the scent, they would assume a wounded animal had crawled into the endlot to die. Stray dogs sometimes lingered in the area, although they shied away, suspicious, when he talked to them. Not like the ones that had attacked him. 
Vicious guard dogs protected wealthy Seconds and their human property. Though he’d caught their scent before he entered, he had imagined he could talk them down, the way he always did. Usually, dogs could sense that he intended them no harm, and they responded obediently to his soothing tone. These Rottweilers were of a less forgiving disposition.
Draven wandered through the endlot a bit, neither looking for anything to salvage nor hoping for anything. He had spent years after the War scouring cities for usable material. He knew how meticulous the search had been, and he imagined searchers had combed everything at least once after the initial push for building materials. No matter how he longed to find a stash of burnable items for a fire, he knew he would not. Most of the sapien houses in the sector were temperature regulated from inside the Superior owner’s home. Further into the city, they lived in attached apartments like the one Cali had shared with her mate. Using fire as a heating method had long ago become outdated, and Draven had counted himself fortunate to find the few fire biscuits he’d procured. He could not return to the same store to steal more, though.
His failure to keep Cali warm, and his inability to find out how to do so, caused him constant frustration. He’d relied on his pod for so long that without it, he did not know how to find the information he needed. Already he’d recalled more about human survival than he remembered knowing as a human, knowledge of how to chip bark and peel slivers of wood from trees for making fires, or use the fibers under the bark or the intestines of animals to make tentative rope, how to catch fish and butcher rodents. But knowing how to survive and knowing how to care for a human seemed quite different. As a human, he’d never been forced to survive alone in such an open space, with no place to hide and nothing to burn. 
He returned empty-handed again that morning. While Cali slept, he undressed outside the tent and scrubbed himself with snow. When he finished, he turned to go inside, but something stopped him. He’d caught something familiar on the wind, the scent of danger, foreboding and unmistakable. The scent of Superior. 
Though a truck came to the endlot each week, it should not come this night. Draven paused, turned his face into the wind. He found it again. That scent. That person. He turned, slowly, and their eyes met. 
She stood watching, fingers hooked into the chain-link fence behind the endlot, close to the tent. Not ten meters separated her from their camp. For a moment, neither moved. In his surprise, Draven did not react, only stared back at the small wide-eyed girl regarding him with solemn eyes. Then a gust of wind threw her scent at him once more, wrapping it around his bare body. He snatched his trousers from the snow and thrust his legs into them, springing towards her before he’d finished securing their button. 
Why was she out there, in the middle of nowhere? 
Draven leapt the tent, landing in a pile of debris that sent him tumbling. He sprawled in the trash heap, then rolled to his feet, gained his legs, and sprang at the fence. 
The woman had run when he made apparent his intention to pursue. She’d gotten a fair start on him. Although Draven scaled the fence as quickly as he could, he’d lost much of his speed as well as his strength in the past months. By the time he dropped into the snow on the opposite side of the fence, the woman had sprinted far ahead. Ignoring the tearing pain in his mangled legs, he pushed himself forward with every bit of strength he still possessed. Speed had always been his advantage, and now he called on every reserve of energy left to propel him after her, leaping further than he’d known he still could. A bolt of pain tore through him when he landed, and he felt his freshly healing skin split when he leapt at her again. 
This time, he came down close behind her. She had run, but perhaps she had never attempted the feats he performed, perhaps she, like most Thirds, still did not know the full power she possessed, because she had never utilized it. Draven steeled himself, and in one final bound, he smashed into her. 
They toppled into the snow together. She let out a yelp of surprise and twisted under him. Even through her coat, he could feel the slimness of her body, and its strength. He hadn’t realized how weak he’d become until that moment, wrestling to pin a child-sized Superior and failing so miserably. She scrambled forward on all fours, slipping through his hands without much difficulty. Grasping her coat, he clung to her as she dragged him a meter forward in the snow. Then she twisted onto her back, braced her hands behind her in the snow, drew her knee towards her chest, and smashed her heel into his face. 
Teeth snapped off into his mouth as the force of the blow shot through Draven. He blinked hard, trying to clear the momentary haze of pain from his eyes. His tongue convulsed to prevent the fragments from slipping down his throat, and he heard the moan escape his lips with a gush of blood. The woman had torn herself free and run again, leaving a handful of fabric from her coat in Draven’s clenched fist. He stumbled to his feet, ripping his mind from the waves of pain that threatened to overtake him. 
The little woman had disappeared from sight. He followed her trail through the snow until he reached the first cleared road. Her trail stopped, and he stopped with it. She’d returned to her scooter and fled into the night. From her tracks and those of the tires, he could tell she alone had dismounted. He’d managed more than a cursory glimpse of her before she fled. Though unusually young, he guessed she belonged among his order. Like most Thirds, she had that soft, underused look about her, nondescript and ill-defined as a shape outlined in watercolor. Only her youthful appearance set her apart, and that only slightly. Though most Thirds had evolved having twenty or so human years, the woman he’d seen watching him appeared no more than half that. Still, many had only managed fifteen years before the Evolution, and some even less. 
Draven tread back through the snow, cursing her and himself. He stopped to pick the shards of teeth from the patch of bloodied snow on his way, and gathered them in his mouth while he scaled the fence. His body protested every movement, as if it would give out before he’d gained the top of the fence. With relief, he dropped to the other side and trudged to the tent. He crawled inside and collapsed on his sleep sack. 
Cali stirred inside her bag. 
“Cali, awaken,” he mumbled through the mouthful of broken teeth. “We must leave at once.”
She sat straight up and turned to him, wide-eyed. “Why? What happened?”
“Someone saw us. A woman. She was outside the fence, watching me.”
“Well, maybe she was surprised to see you. That doesn’t mean she’ll turn you in.”
“She ran when I went after her.”
“Why would you go after her?”
“So she wouldn’t report us.”
“Were you going to kill her?”
Draven considered. He’d not stopped to formulate a plan. He’d acted. “I don’t know. But we must go now. Someone knows where we are.”
“What’s wrong with your mouth? You’re talking funny. I can hardly understand you.”
“Hurt my lip.”
“Oh. Well, that woman, she doesn’t know who we are. Right?”
Draven paused. “Perhaps. She didn’t look important.”
“Maybe she was just one of the homeless people you told me about, the ones without papers. Maybe she was looking for a place to stay or some food. You should have talked to her. Maybe she could have helped us.”
“She wasn’t an Illegal, she had a car. And what do you imagine she would have eaten?”
Cali didn’t answer.
“They often travel in packs. Would you invite a group of Superiors to draw from you?”
“I guess not.” Cali rubbed her eyes and touched Draven’s back. “You’re freezing. Where are your clothes?”
“Outside. I was bathing in the snow when she surprised me.”
“You still have splinters,” Cali said, running her hand down his back slowly. He tried not to lose focus on their new problem, but her hand, her warm, soft hand… 
He pushed her away. Though he did not tell Cali, he knew he’d not have the strength to fight off even one Superior if the woman came back for Cali. If she brought a pack… But no. The woman had savored a human and not tried to reach the tent. And she had a car. No paperless Third would own a vehicle or pass up a chance for a hot meal. She was a law-abiding citizen, and she would follow the correct procedure for reporting suspicious persons. “She’ll likely report us,” he said. “I look suspicious. And she ran without speaking to me.”
“Because you ran after her. She was probably just scared.”
“People don’t run without reason. Not Superiors. We’re not scared of unknown people. She knew I was a criminal.”
“That’s silly. She could have just been startled, or scared because you ran at her. I doubt most people’s big goal is to turn us in or even find us. Only Byron, and maybe a few more trackers by now.”
“Perhaps,” he admitted. “Still, it would be safer to leave.”
“Come on, can’t we just stay and be on the lookout? I really like it here. And I want to finish our house, once the snow is gone. Don’t you? Please? Please?” Her voice had gone softer with cajoling, her finger kneading into his lower back. Warmth flowed from her, thawing him, sinking into his skin where her thumbs massaged. He began relaxing back towards her, letting his mind go, taken over by the sensation of her fingers pressing into him…. He jerked away from the dart of pain, turning quickly away from her probing fingers. 
“What was that?” she asked, staring at him. 
“Nothing. It’s not anything.” He began to search for a clean shirt.
“Yes, it was,” she insisted. “I know what those are. I have them all over. And you have them, too.”
“It’s not what you think.”
“Yes, it is. It feels exactly the same. Who bit you? Can you drink each other’s blood?”
“Of course not. Rather, I could, but it’s…wrong. Like cannibalism.”
“Then who bit you?”
“No one. It matters not. It was a long time ago.” A long time ago when he was human. He’d had more then, as many as Cali and more. He’d removed most of the beads with his teeth or a knife, but he could not reach those at such an awkward angle. 
With an unmistakable look of pity in her soft gaze, Cali moved forward on her knees, tentative, and slid her hands around him, pressing her fingers into his back again. Draven twisted away and pushed her back. She sat down hard, such a hurt look crossing her face that he regretted it at once. “Don’t,” he said. “I’m fine.” 
He studied Cali for a moment, trying to determine if he’d hurt her, but she only looked offended. 
“Do they still hurt?” she asked when he’d turned away to look for socks in the bags.
“Yes.”
“I’m sorry.”
“We should pack the bags, have everything ready, in case someone comes. We’ll die without these things,” he said. “I’ll stay nearby for a bit...Until we’re certain she didn’t report us.”
“So we can stay?”
“I don’t imagine it is wise.”
“But we can? Maybe? For a while, at least.”
“Perhaps.”
“Thank you,” Cali said, and, missing or simply ignoring Draven’s wary look, threw her arms about his neck. “I’m so happy.”
“Yes, alright, very good,” he said, and patted her back the way he might pat a dog that jumped on him. “Here now, come away.” Her heartbeat thrummed against him, beating through her clothes, that pulse inside her that always made him yearn. 
He untangled himself from her arms. If he could touch that wonderful, life-giving part of her, reach inside her and cup her hot, beating heart in his hands for just a moment, to know with all his Superior senses the wonder of a heartbeat. If he’d had one, could he feel the blood move within him, hear the sounds of beating and flowing life inside his own body? Would it deafen? 
In a way, it made sense that he no longer contained the noisy processes of a human body. He needed his other senses, the ones that would not function at optimal levels when surrounded by the sounds and scents of a warm human body. To evolve to a state of such perfect clarity, the body must be secondary but nearly indestructible, so the other senses could function at full capacity. 
So Superiors had evolved, like infinitely more dynamic humans, with sharper reflexes, senses, coordination, strength, intelligence and cunning. That was the natural order of things, to improve upon a species until a new, more efficient one emerged from the old model. Superiors used all the energy in their food, stored extra for shortages in the muscles instead of wasting the energy and growing fat as humans did. Superiors didn’t produce waste—they used or stored all the energy they ingested, unless they ingested a foreign substance. Anything beyond a human’s life-giving sap. That was the downfall. If they evolved from humans, they should have evolved in a way that didn’t leave them so dependent upon humans—and so easily distracted by them.





  
 
 
Chapter 47
 
A light snow drifted down as Byron walked to his car the night he made up his mind to kill Draven. If asked, he would not have admitted his intentions, might not have admitted them outright to himself, but he knew. In the deep, seething recesses of his mind, vengeance festered. If someone asked, however, he would have denied it. He would have given a different reason for his quest. He would have said something about principles, about duty, responsibility, and honor, or perhaps about friendship and betrayal and consequences. He would have rationalized. 
The pure and simple reason, however, was revenge. His friend, the person he’d nurtured and mentored, had transformed into a lying, thieving, murderous “sex pervert,” as Meyer Kidd called it. A fair description. Anyone who enjoyed torturing animals, especially in that most sickening way, qualified as a pervert of the worst nature. If Byron could find a punishment more severe than death, he’d deliver it to those capable of such filth. 
Not only had Draven lied and hidden his sickness, he’d stolen Byron’s own sapien to perpetrate those outrages against. It wasn’t enough to deceive Byron and laugh behind his back—he had to rub it in his face, defile Byron’s very property. He had forever tainted Byron’s favorite sap. Once Byron recovered his property, he would never again be able to drink from her without thinking of that foul, warm hole. About Draven violating it. 
Byron shuddered and tried to turn his mind away from his consuming, relentless fury. Instead, he focused on his plan of action. He had packed everything he needed for the trip. As of yet, he didn’t know what hole Draven had scuttled off into. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He knew one hole. But he wouldn’t think of that, not now. Now he had a plan. After all, he could track down a criminal easily enough. He’d done it hundreds of times. 
He had rerouted some of his frustration with Meyer to this problem, this more immediate concern. If he didn’t catch Draven soon, Draven would kill the sap—if he hadn’t already. Byron had gotten tired of waiting around for the right forms to go through the right channels, while every day his enemy defiled his livestock. If the trackers couldn’t do their job, he’d do it for them. Catching a criminal for such a trivial crime was beneath him, but he didn’t mind this time. This was personal. 
He’d called Lapin and Lathan a dozen times, a hundred. Neither answered. He could hardly expect more from a couple of lousy Thirds. Of course they’d screwed up their simple assignment, to find and retrieved Draven and the sap. Somehow Lathan’s pod had simply vanished from existence, which set Byron’s mind churning. Lapin’s pod still moved through the mountains, though he never answered. The government refused Byron’s request to send new trackers, since Lapin’s pod remained viable, though the two had remained incommunicado for months. Months.

For months, Draven had been bloodbagging Byron’s sap, performing all manner of grotesque violations, things unimaginable to Byron’s conventional mind. Finally, the night before, Byron had reached the limit of his patience. 
Somehow, Draven had outsmarted the trackers—but they were only Thirds like him. For all Byron knew, they’d joined him, forming a gang of bloodbaggers, all of them taking turns indulging in their perversions. Maybe Draven had drawn them in, gained their confidences, as he had Byron, and convinced them to join him. 
Byron let himself into the Enforcement Office by the back entrance. He said hello to a few stragglers who hadn’t left for the night. Then he went into his office and switched on his computer, placing his other hand on the scan pad while it started up. After confirming his identity, the computer buzzed to life. Byron unfolded its wings and seated himself in his swivel chair, sliding the screen’s transparent blue panels around him until they encircled him like a softly glowing tube. Electronic illumination pulsed over him, calming him. He had access, full government access, at his fingertips. He moved his fingers across the screens, opening files and records on each panel, surrounding himself with information that only the elite few, Enforcers, could access. 
Though what he planned wasn’t exactly legal, neither was it a severe offense.
Byron had never broken the Law before, though. He was the Law. In breaking the Law, he broke everything he believed in so firmly, everything he’d worked so hard to preserve and protect and instill in his people. Even as he did it, as he accessed those files and turned on codes that Thirds never dreamed existed, he knew he had crossed a line.
If discovered, he’d only incur a few fines for violating the supposed privacy of a Third. But Byron knew this act carried a far heavier weight than the punishment the government said the crime warranted. Never before had he dared even contemplate such a gross abuse of his privileges as Enforcer. It was a sacred duty, one he took on reverently, pushing aside personal views to serve the government as it indicated, loyal to the last, trusting that each law had a purpose. His purpose was to enforce those laws.
But he feared he had finally come undone. Something in that kid, that damned kid, had broken through all his reserves. That smug arrogance, that wide-eyed innocent act, that silent glee at the misfortune of others. On his way to kill Draven, he’d like to stop off and stick a few wooden knives in Meyer’s chest. He’d do it with a smile on his face, too. 
Of course he couldn’t do that. Meyer had money. Meyer wasn’t some lowly Third Order criminal. He had a business, money, importance. Second Order status. If he disappeared, people would ask questions, investigations would begin that could end with no one but Byron. Everyone in the office knew Byron despised Meyer. 
Now, sitting in his empty office, he glanced around before touching Lapin’s code, as if the man himself might step out of the darkened hallway and accuse Byron of violating his rights. As if Lapin would know, even standing right beside Byron, what all the codes and words on the screen meant. Even as Byron broke the Law, his absolute devotion to it remained intact. He knew without a doubt that every crime met its punishment in the end. Time was always on the side of the Law. Unlike men, the Law lived forever. So did criminal cases. Eventually, every criminal was caught, tried, punished, and sometimes, released. 
Byron hesitated before skimming Lathan’s record. More fines. But he had to know for sure. Pulling up Lathan’s contact information, he paused, checked behind him once more, and dove in, his fingers dancing across the screen so quickly they blurred in front of his eyes, pulling and sliding information across the panels. He’d seldom done tracer activations, but once he’d done Lapin’s, the memory rose to the surface of his mind. 
Code Invalid, his computer said. The trackers had vanished into the mountains and ceased, as if they’d never lived at all, swallowed up by the shifting drifts of snow, not simply murdered but snuffed from existence. Just like all the missing persons in his case. He’d sent trackers after Draven, and they’d been sucked into the vortex that all those in his case had, never to be heard from again. And so he knew with absolute certainty now. Meyer Kidd was behind all of it. He had murdered the trackers, just as he had all the missing persons. Only this time, he’d chosen his target carefully, preventing them from retrieving Byron’s sap.
This time, he had fucked with the wrong man.
Grinding his teeth with fury, Byron traced Lapin’s codes. Again, the man had blinked out of existence, like a candle snuffed out between a wetted thumb and forefinger, not so much as a wisp of smoke to mark his departure. Of the two trackers sent to retrieve his property, only a pod remained, rootless, anchorless, floating through the mountains. A gleeful rage rose in Byron’s chest. He had been right. They were dead, not out there searching and not responding to a Seconds commands. No one had believed a word Byron had said since coming to Princeton, and now, finally, he had his vindication. He was right. 
A cold heaviness settled in his gut with his next realization. He could not boast of his triumph, couldn’t even mention it. He had not gone through the proper channels before invading a Third’s privacy. As if they had some right to privacy. 
Byron growled in frustration. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, repressing the urge to roar out his frustration, to tear the computer from the desk, rip it apart panel by blue panel, shatter the screens over his knee, smash the walls of the office, rip the building down one frozen piece at a time. After a few minutes, Byron opened his eyes, let out his breath, and began the last file. 
If Draven had died, the bitch had, too. If Draven lived, Byron would find him. Wherever Draven had gone, he’d have kept the sap alive to indulge his perversions. Now Draven needed punishment, and as an Enforcer, Byron had every right to arrest him and bring him to justice. Whether the sapien lived didn’t even matter. Whether Draven had her in his possession was irrelevant. He had warned Draven, and the jhant chaatu hadn’t listened. And now he would pay. No one crossed Byron and got away with it. No one.
 





  
 
 
Chapter 48
 
Meyer arrived exactly five minutes before the scheduled rendezvous time, punctual as always. Molly, knowing the importance he placed on such things, was already waiting. As he parked his snowmobile, he could see her standing next to the lake, already in her skates. Once, he would have risked having this conversation over his pod, but now he wouldn’t even dare have it in his apartment. He didn’t think anyone had planted a bug, but powerful men never could be too careful—especially powerful men who were top at irritating members of Law Enforcement. 
He smiled as he slid down the slope to the lake, which he’d had swept and smoothed the night before, specially for Molly’s visit. “Hello, hello, love,” he crowed as he approached to embrace the girl who stood a bit taller than he did. Though she wasn’t his favorite among his girls, she was the oldest, and therefore the most useful. “How was your ride up?” he asked.
“Cold,” she said, hugging herself. She had seldom come to Princeton with him, but since she’d become his helicopter pilot, he’d required it, allowing her to leave only for small errands. With Byron crawling down his back, he had to take extra precautions, like keeping his pilot on hand for quick getaways. 
“Let’s get moving before we freeze to the ice,” he said. He handed Molly his skates, and she knelt to remove his shoes one at a time and lace him into his skates. When she’d finished, she stood and brushed the snow from her knees with her self-warming gloves. “So, what did you find?” Meyer asked as he began to glide across the ice.
“I found the man you were looking for,” she said. 
“Yes, yes, very good,” he said. “What about him? Where is he? What’s he doing?”
“He’s living in an endlot, with the sap,” she said. She didn’t skate as well as he, but she could stay upright. “He’s somewhat scary,” she added after a moment.
“Is that so? He didn’t look all that frightening in the pictures.”
“Well, he sort of was.” She concentrated on adjusting a finger of her glove. “He’s pretty nice looking, though.”
Meyer laughed. “Is that so?”
“Kind of,” she said. “But mostly just scary.”
“Good work, Molly,” he said. “Very nicely done. Did you get an eye in the fence?”
“I set it up before he saw me.”
“He saw you?”
“Yes, he saw me watching him.”
“What were you doing watching him?”
“You told me to watch him,” Molly said. “I put the eye in the fence, and then I was watching him bathing in the snow, and he saw me.”
“You were watching him bathe? I didn’t think you were interested in men that way.”
Molly looked highly uncomfortable, which Meyer found delightful. Though he preferred all his girls to evolve while still in childhood, as he had, he wouldn’t cast Molly out if she was interested in sex. She was too useful. “I don’t,” she said. “I’m not.”
“Very well,” he said. “So you watched him bathe, and he saw you. And then what did he do?”
“He chased me away.”
Meyer laughed again. “Is this all on the eye? I’d right like to see a naked man chasing you through the snow.”
“He put on his pants first,” she said, somewhat defensively, he thought. 
“That’s too bad,” Meyer said. “I was halfway hoping he ravished you on vid. That would have been quite an entertaining watch.”
“He didn’t,” she said. “He just caught me, and I kicked him in the face and got away. I could savor the sap, so I know she’s there, but he was super weak. He must have gotten hurt and not made up for it by eating extra. I got away without hardly trying.” She glanced at Meyer as if anticipating some reward. Maybe she did deserve one.
“Well done, love,” he said. “You have done all I asked and more. You can go home tomorrow if you like. What would you like for payment?”
“Maybe I could…” She faltered and began fiddling with her glove again.
“What? Spit it out, now. I haven’t got all night. I’m very busy and important.”
“Yes, of course,” she said. “Well, I’ve been thinking, maybe I’d like to live somewhere else and try it out?”
“You want to move here? Or Moines?”
“No, I mean…I’ve loved living with all of you, but maybe I could try living alone. Like other Thirds.”
“Ah, of course,” he said. “You are old enough to pass, I imagine, with a few alterations. I’ll look into it. I have a few houses I could loan you, in either Texas or Moines.”
“Oh, you don’t have to.”
“Nonsense,” he said. “I take care of my girls. Besides, asking to leave us isn’t a payment. I wouldn’t be giving you anything.” He thought as they circled the lake. “I have a place in Moines I think you’d like. Very cute little house in a nice neighborhood, one of my employees up there just moved out. I may need your services again, but for now, you can take your things and make yourself quite at home there. I’ll set you up on my system and you can make it your official residence when we get back to Princeton.”
“Are you ready now?” she asked. “I’m a little cold.”
“Stay a while,” he said. “Let’s skate. This is delightful, isn’t it?” They moved in concentric circles, working their way towards the center of the frozen lake. 
“What are you going to do to him?” she asked after a time.
“Why, nothing, for now,” he said.
“You didn’t have me place the eye so you could catch him doing something and then have him arrested, or killed, or anything like that, did you?”
He laughed. “Well, I see he’s made quite the impression on you. That’s a lot of concern you have for a sex pervert and a criminal.”
“I’m not concerned,” she said. “I just wondered.”
“I’m sure,” Meyer said. “Rest assured, though, I haven’t any evil designs on the bloke. If I meant to invalidate him, I would have given you a quite different task. I only wanted to see what he was doing. That’s why I gave you an eye, not a stake.”
“Okay,” she said in a tiny voice. 
“And next time, don’t let him see you, you daft cow,” he said. “He’s a criminal, probably bristling with stakes. If you hadn’t caught him with his pants down, he’d have had one in his hand no doubt, and he could have killed you.”
“Sorry.”
“I meant for you to watch him through the eye. Not stand outside watching him, you rotten brain. If he’d caught you, he’d have squeezed my name from you, no doubt. Then my fun and games would be over.” Meyer wasn’t terribly concerned about Draven learning his name. He didn’t think the outlaw would do anything about it, or that a Third would have the power to harm him. But he didn’t like to think of anyone else being able to squeeze Molly for information, if she made such a careless mistake again.
“I’m sorry, it will never happen again.”
“Better not.” He smiled and shook his head. Yes, he would be able to use Molly quite well. Maybe he’d keep her within easy reach for a while, for the next time he needed her. If the eye she’d placed in the fence did its job, though, he wouldn’t need her to see what Draven was up to with Byron’s sap. He’d have it all on live-stream anytime he wanted to watch.
 





  
 
 
Chapter 49
 
While Cali slept, Draven sifted through the layer of new-fallen snow, rooting through the heap of trash. As a rule, Superiors did not generate much waste, but if something truly had no use, they discarded it. Superiors had found early on that nearly anything could be used many times. The endlot Draven and Cali inhabited held items that no longer functioned, that could not be repurposed to play a new role, take on a new identity, become something else. 
Draven admired Cali’s ingenuity in using things that to him had found their last resting place. He seldom found anything he could reuse. On this night, he found a stack of crumbling gypsum board. Under the soggy top layers, the sheets remained somewhat dry. The powdery gypsum leaked from its covering, filtering down through the pile. Draven began peeling away the covering in papery strips. Perhaps he could use them in starting a fire, if only he could find something substantial to burn. 
He stopped shredding the paper and stood when he heard the soft squeak of tires packing the new layer of snow atop the old. He had stayed near the tent since the little woman had spotted them, but he’d begun to consider resuming his old habit of searching for food each night. Cali had eaten little for the past few days, having nearly finished the supply he’d stolen for her, and they’d seen no one since the night he’d startled his observer. He no longer knew the month, the night. Only that winter had gone on for quite some time, and that snow continued falling every few days. Lately he had noticed a slight shortening of nights, and he knew that winter had reached her nadir and soon would turn back towards the warmer seasons. They would leave then, find a more secluded refuge.
Draven crested the mound of trash, whose blanket of snow gave it an odd, soft appearance. For a moment, he stood watching the car and its small trailer making its way along the uneven road. When it passed the last turnoff, it had no place to go but the endlot. Draven dropped the bundle of paper strips and bounded toward the tent. He could intercept the car, drawing it away from Cali. But after the car’s occupants dealt with him, they might search for his hiding place. Even under a blanket of snow, the tent would become apparent after a short search. Trackers or Enforcers would want to retrieve Byron’s property, while less law-abiding citizens would want whatever valuables he chanced to possess—and what had more value than a sapien? Whoever was coming, they would have more interest in Cali than in him. 
“Cali,” he said, unzipping the tent so fast that the zipper caught on the fabric and lodged, immobile, with the door half open. “Awaken, Cali.” Draven reached into the tent and pulled one of the packs through the opening. 
“What is it?” Cali asked, instantly alert upon hearing the urgency in his voice. She clutched the wooden dagger in one hand, the one that had killed the trackers so long ago, now sharpened and honed to near perfection. 
“They’re here,” Draven said, sliding Cali through the tent’s opening. She had to struggle through the space he’d opened, bracing her bare hands in the snow to support herself. Once free, she stood, wiped her hands on her trousers and looked around. “Shoes,” Draven said, thrusting them at her. She pushed the knife into the top of her trousers and stooped to pull on her shoes. “Hurry.” On the wind, Draven caught the scent of the car’s contents, of Superior, metal, leather, and cannabis. From this, he determined that the car had arrived and dispatched a passenger, and that the car’s owner was a Second, as most Thirds could afford neither leather seats nor cigarettes.
He left the tent and the other bag. They would have to do without. They hadn’t time to collect their things, or, more devastating, the tent. Draven gathered Cali into his arms and sprinted towards the back fence. Again, he caught a faint trace of Superior scent drifting over the new snow, but he did not stop to look back. They had yet to approach the camp. 
“Whatever you do, don’t stop,” Draven said. “If you must, go on without me.”
“But what about—”
“Do not stop.” Draven lifted Cali, and she scrambled up the fence. 
“Stop,” a calm voice commanded them from across the endlot. Draven did not turn back. Already the man had drawn too close. 
Though Draven had plenty of practice climbing, Cali did not. She picked her way down the other side carefully. Draven waited, each moment seeming to stretch into hours. If he leapt onto the fence, he feared he’d shake Cali loose and she’d fall. 
“Hurry,” he said again. When he could not wait another moment, he leapt to grasp the bar lining the fence top. As his feet hit the chain links, he used his momentum to push off the fence and flip over it, still holding the metal bar. A few weeks before, he’d detached a section of razor wire topping the fence behind the tent—perhaps the first sensible thing he’d done since stealing Cali—allowing him and Cali both to cross the fence unharmed. 
Upon reaching the zenith of his body’s arc, he took a moment to cast his senses, feeling for movement below him. He spotted the Superior passing their tent, closing in. The man did not rush after them as if he had any great concern for the escapees. This worried Draven. 
He released the bar and landed in the snow without a sound. He wrapped his arms around Cali’s legs, lifted her from where she clung to the fence, and began to run. When he heard the fence rattle under the Superior behind them, however, Draven knew he could not outrun their pursuer. He set Cali down, gripping her against him for a moment, pressing his face to her hair. “Run,” he breathed into her ear. “Defend yourself if you can.”
“North American Law Enforcement,” the man behind them drawled. “I order you to halt.”
Cali sprinted ahead. Draven continued, veering away from Cali in an attempt to lead the Enforcer astray. When the man had nearly drawn within reach, Draven turned to face his pursuer. 





  
 
 
Part Three
 
 
Chapter 50
 
Draven readied himself with the crude knife he’d carved. It resembled a rudimentary stake more than a knife, but it would accomplish the nearly impossible task of killing a Superior. Killing an Enforcer meant severe punishment, swifter and deadlier than if they pinned the trackers’ deaths on him. Perhaps this man only wished to satisfy his curiosity about the endlot’s dwellers… 
But he would scan Draven. In the absence of papers, he’d gather information through a scan, and Draven’s entire file would come up on the scanner.
Draven crouched slightly, ready to spring, the stake held close to his body. The Enforcer halted just beyond striking distance, relaxed but wary as he regarded Draven. Moonlight glinted off the thick metal rod he tapped casually against his thigh. 
“Who are you?” he asked. “Why’d you run?”
Draven remained silent, inhaling the last traces of Cali’s fragrance. As she’d fled in the direction of the wind, her scent darted ahead of her instead of lingering behind. If only he could stall the Enforcer until she found a hiding spot… 
The Enforcer stepped forward, his eyes trained on Draven. Draven’s grip tightened on the wooden handle until he felt it begin to crack. “We had a report that someone had taken up residence in the endlot,” the Enforcer said, his voice calm and even. “I just wanted to come down and make sure you weren’t causing any trouble. Let’s have a look at your papers.”
Draven shook his head slowly. 
“Not a problem, I can scan you,” the Enforcer said. “We’ll just need to see your hands, and then I’ll scan your eyes and tongue. Standard procedure, nothing to be afraid of. You ever been scanned before?”
Draven shook his head again. When he’d gotten arrested before, he’d been papered.
“It’s our routine, to make sure we’re not dealing with anything illegal,” the Enforcer said. “Quick and painless, you understand. Do you speak North American?” He looked more interested now, turning his head to one side to study Draven. 
Draven didn’t move. He waited. He waited until the Enforcer stepped forward again, scanner in one hand and the metal bar in the other, hanging at his side as if he’d forgotten it. While he’d explained the procedure, he’d fished the scanner from his pocket and flipped it open. Draven kept his eyes on the Enforcer’s other hand, the one holding the weapon. The fingers didn’t tighten their grip even when the other hand, occupied or trapped in a pocket while retrieving the scanner, left the man defenseless.
“Now I’ll need you to hold out your hands so I can scan them,” the Enforcer said. He stepped towards Draven, scanner poised. Draven held out one hand, palm up. “Both hands where I can see them.”
The Enforcer’s calm frightened Draven. He’d have done this before, arrested or scanned shiftless Thirds. Enforcers who patrolled seedy parts of the city made arrests all the time. One more arrest meant nothing to an Enforcer—and everything to the one he arrested. 
Draven drew his other hand from inside his coat, stake poised, and thrust it at the Enforcer’s heart. 
The Enforcer moved to block the dagger so quickly that Draven had time only to register the movement before the Enforcer’s steel rod cracked his wrist. Before he had recovered from the force of the blow and its resulting shock of pain, the Enforcer had wrestled his smaller, weaker opponent to the ground and forced his face into the snow. He knelt on Draven’s prostrate body and twisted his arms behind his back until the shoulders separated at their sockets. 
Twin fireballs rocketed the length of Draven’s arm and lodged in the base of his skull. To avoid crying out, he bit down on his lip until his drawing teeth pierced through. This self-inflicted pain served to cleanse him, leaving only the instinct for survival. Bracing his chest on the ground, he writhed under the Enforcer, employing every shred of his strength in his attempt to break free. It proved futile against the older man. The Enforcer restrained him without difficulty. In his panic, all dignity deserted Draven, and he thrashed like a wounded animal. 
“Now you know I didn’t want to have to do that,” the Enforcer said. Then, without speaking further, he went about securing Draven, a frown of concentration on his brow. When he finished, Draven lay bound and immobile. 
“All that over a simple scan,” the Enforcer said. “Now, I don’t know where you got that wood, but if you had the need to use it, I’m assuming your scan won’t come up clean. Open your eyes and let me scan you.”
Draven didn’t move. 
“I command you.”
Still, Draven did not move.
“Open your eyes, or I’ll take them out and scan them. Your choice.”
Draven submitted to the scan. Losing an eye would matter little, as he’d be executed soon enough. But as the Enforcer would scan him either way, he might spare himself unnecessary pain. 
“I see you stole that human,” the Enforcer said, reading the screen in his palm. “So. I’m arresting you for violating the laws of the government of North America. You’ll be charged officially at the Enforcement Office. Come along,” he said, bending to scoop his bundle over his shoulder. At the fence, he heaved it over. Draven’s body thudded to the ground inside the endlot, his fall padded only by the snow. The steel bonds cut into his wrists, and a stab of pain flared between the broken bones.
The Enforcer scaled the fence as nimbly as Draven ever had, lifted Draven and threw him across his shoulder as if he weighed nothing. He carried him to his car, opened the prisoner transport trailer, and flipped Draven off his shoulder to land inside. Draven fell onto his back, crushing his hands, still bound behind him, and jerking at his dislocated shoulders. He stifled the scream that burst into his throat, threatening to tear its way from his mouth. 
The Enforcer stood back and brushed his hands together before wiping them on his trousers. “I see you’ve been arrested before, so you probably know what comes next,” he said. “We’ll take a short ride down to the office to get everything set for your transport back to Princeton. If they’d caught you there, it would all be over by tomorrow, maybe the next day. This might take a few more days, til we have someone heading that way, but Princeton isn’t far. I don’t expect it will take more than a week to know your sentence. Just sit tight and we’ll take care of everything.” The Enforcer closed the door, plunging Draven into complete darkness. The lock activated with an audible click. Draven lay on the cold steel floor and waited for what came next. 
 





  
 
 
Chapter 51
 
As Draven lay waiting for the vehicle to activate, his mind moved to the last time an Enforcer had caught him, when Byron had discovered him trying to secret Cali from the old theater. Then, he’d only wanted to help Angel, that ethereal creature whose chilling presence had so captivated him. This Enforcer had not used the Deactivator on Draven, and he was thankful for that small kindness. The terrified panic of his paralysis still haunted him even a year and a half after Byron had shot the steel spike into his brain, paralyzing him in the theater full of dead humans. If Angel had not set him free, he might lie there still, only his mind moving forward. Or perhaps the rats would have come, eaten him along with the human carcasses. The thought crawled over him like the paws of little creatures, sticking to his skin and dragging through his hair, clinging claw-like to his shoulders and neck, worming their way into his brain, tunneling into the deepest reaches of him and lodging themselves there, entombed in his coldest terror.
Lying in wait, Draven let the memory take him over the way he seldom let them. For a Superior, memory was more like traveling through time, reliving the event. When first he’d evolved, before he knew how to block them, Draven had lost himself in these moments, unable to control them or prevent them from dragging him under their influence. Twice, he had run his car off the road when one overtook him while driving. Since then, he rarely let himself remember in that way, relive a moment. Instead, he retained the knowledge of what had happened without having to experience it again.
Now, without thinking to stop it, he sank into the moment of his prior arrest, to the moment he’d lain on the floor of that room strewn with humans. The Deactivator had not had the same effect on Angel as it had him. Although he had fallen after Byron shot him, he had risen and began lamenting the loss of Cali, his heart’s apparent greatest desire, while Draven lay immobile. After a time, he had come to realize Draven’s condition. Crying, always crying, Angel had come to cradle Draven’s head on his lap, this time weeping for Draven, who, when paralyzed, must have appeared as dead as the humans that littered the floor. The hope that had sprung into Draven when he realized Angel’s miraculous immunity to the steel spike in his brain had drained away as quickly as it had come. 
And then, a new miracle had occurred. Somehow, Angel had detected the life left in Draven, though Draven would never know how. Any other creature on earth, perhaps even a Superior, would have concluded he was dead. But Angel, that strange and tragic mutation of Superiority, had done the thing Draven imagined impossible. Still cradling Draven’s head, he had ceased weeping and stared into Draven’s dry eyes with such strange intensity, hungry and envious and curious at once. And then, as if sensing Draven’s exact disability, he began to search Draven’s skull, his cool fingers sinking into Draven’s hair, moving over each cranial ridge and fissure. After a few moments, his fingers found what they sought. 
Pain ripped through Draven when Angel’s fingers circled the wound Byron had left, but he could no more scream than he could make any other movement. So he lay helpless while Angel explored the surface of the wound. Nearly maddened with pain, Draven had wondered if Angel meant to torture him thus. He wished for Angel to drive the steel rod further into his brain, to end his life and therefore his suffering. Instead, Angel resumed his weeping.
After a time, he laid Draven’s head upon the floor and slid down to lie beside him with the same liquid fluidity he used in all his movements, something so far from human as to seem almost serpentine. A charge of dread ran through Draven, a panic borne from his inability to see the boy’s movements and wariness of his strangeness. What alien habits might he have acquired, what taboos might he find acceptable, even routine?
The blanket of dread that lay over Draven converged into something more desperate as Angel moved closer, positioning himself against Draven’s body. He turned Draven’s head a bit, nestled his face into Draven’s hair and pushed his mouth against the wound. Remembering how this particular being gained life and energy, panic exploded in Draven. He longed to thrash out, to writhe and flail at his attacker until he broke free, to explode from the building and run blindly, as a rabbit spotted while crouched and frozen bolts from its predator, heedless of destination or direction. But he could only lie frozen, corpselike, while Angel’s mouth began to pull at the wound.
Though Angel had told Draven he gained energy solely from live humans, it seemed he had deceived Draven as easily as he eluded him. For several torturous minutes, he was certain Angel was siphoning his soul from his incapacitated body. Though he knew little of incubi, he knew that they fed on raw human energy, eventually draining the life from a human’s body and capturing the soul upon death. Could they not as easily take his soul, his life?
After some time, however, the spike Byron had shot into his brain began to recede. Pain swelled in Draven, and for a time after Angel had drawn the rod free, he did not move. Angel sat studying him, no longer weeping. At last he spoke. 
“I have brought death, but little suffering. For I have held back, taking only what I must needs take, and bringing joy above sorrow to each I fortuned to love. Never have I desired to bring harm to any creature, and yet, I have brought only suffering to myself in each death, no matter the joy of the receiver. For death is an end to suffering, while my suffering continues past their deaths as love continues after grief.”
Draven tried to move, but after straining to exhaust every resource in his body, he could only manage the slightest twitch. Angel sat stroking his hair. “To have given back what so many times taken… This I longed for.” He studied Draven a bit longer before pouring his body onto the floor again. This time when his mouth found Draven’s splintered bone, a coldness leapt into the pathway left by the spike, a biting iciness that ached into the core of him, and with it, a sense of peace floated over him, like the chill spray drifting off the moonlit ocean onto powder-fine sand. Every urge to escape had vanished, replaced instead with the sweetest calm. As it swelled inside him, so too did another sensation, one he could not control as it warmed his frozen body any more than he could control the muscles swelling in response. 
Never before had he been overcome by such intense desire, known such peace and certainty, and such utter helplessness in its power. A wave of terror surged through him, violent enough to send a spasm through his entire body, but he could not yet control his movements. He forced a sound from his mouth, though his tongue could not yet form words. Angel had continued for a short time before releasing Draven. When he’d finished, he had bid Draven goodbye, risen, and before he vanished, advised Draven to draw all the sap from the dead sapiens. Draven had protested that he could not eat so much, but Angel had only given him a strange look and told him that of course he could. 
As it happened, he could. He seemed to never fill, although at times he had to rest. His head had healed quickly, and he had continued eating until he thought he would burst. After only a few minutes, however, he had been able to eat again, draining each of the saps in the room as well as he could without the pressure of a heartbeat to aid him. He had been thankful that Angel had gone and could not see him glutting himself on the blood of dead humans. But soon afterwards, he had strength he had not known possible, and had learned exactly how powerful Superiors could be when fed adequately. 
Since that day, Draven had avoided thinking of Angel when possible. Still he did not know for certain what had happened, or if he could have known even if he’d seen it taking place. Had Angel taken energy from him? That seemed impossible. Angel had given him something, had put some healing remedy into the wound. He had given Draven strength. Hadn’t he? Or perhaps he had urged Draven to eat so that he would not notice his weakened state after Angel had taken from Draven what he took from humans. 
As he lay in the Enforcer’s trailer, Draven began to wonder what Angel had breathed into his wound, what coldness had entered to heal him. Like a Superior, did the incubus use saliva to heal, and had he pushed his tongue or a saliva coated finger into Draven’s brain? Or had he only pushed his breath into the passageway the rod had left? And if so, had that changed Draven somehow, in ways he had not dared think of until now? He had tried to maintain order in his mind, but lately he had begun to wonder. Now, alone in the trailer and facing his impending prosecution and execution, he let himself consider the changes that had come over him since that day in the theater. Changes that perhaps had occurred as a result of months spent in the hands of Sally’s vigilante community and his subsequent isolation, but perhaps had some deeper, more sinister origins. 
Draven shifted in the cold trailer, forcing his mind to his current predicament. The Enforcer had never started the engine. What had become of him? While Draven lay waiting, unwelcome thoughts continued to haunt him. During these last months with Cali, he’d occupied his mind with thoughts of avoiding capture and had not allowed himself to dwell on the scenario he now faced. Though he’d known the dangers, it had seemed far away, hypothetical. Now, the full weight of it settled over him. If someone had found the trackers, if they had found a way to tie him to the murders, he would face execution. He knew little of the techniques Enforcers employed. Though he had done his best to destroy all trace of the trackers, Enforcers likely had ways of unearthing what evidence they needed. 
Where had the Enforcer gone? He’d said he meant to take Draven to the office, but the car had not moved. Perhaps he’d left Draven to lie captive in the endlot until he went mad from hunger. Perhaps he had taken matters into his own hands and, knowing no one would miss an inferior-class criminal, sentenced him to lie in a tomb forever. Byron would find such a punishment fitting, especially if an outlaw like Draven tried to stab him to death. 
Draven grew increasingly agitated the longer he lay in the light-and-soundproof trailer. The steel’s cold burned against his cheek and neck. The cord circling his middle cut into his abdomen and his shoulders throbbed. He had heaved himself onto his stomach to take the weight off his bound hands, but the pain in his shoulders only subsided a bit. Now he pressed his cheek against the floor and cast his senses in the vacuum of silence, searching for a vibration. The steel blocked all, shut him away from the outside world. Other than his discomfort, every sense was void. He could almost believe he’d already been executed. That this was what waited after death. 
Suddenly, the door slid up and his senses were flooded. He twisted his body, jackknifed to see the door, realizing why the Enforcer had not left once he had Draven in custody. Of course he’d gone back. Her scent rushed in to greet him, the warmth and comfort of it, the familiarity that made him recall her taste and all the mornings he had fallen asleep beside her in his mummy bag. That was idle memory, meaningless now. Never again would he enjoy the intoxicating flavors of her sap or savor the bouquet of fragrances that made up her aroma, all the qualities and flavors subtly mixing to create the perfect combination, the fascinating result of which was Cali. 
“Let me go,” she said as she writhed and twisted in the Enforcer’s grasp. He showed no sign that he noticed her movements. Instead, he lifted her and deposited her inside the trailer as if she were a sack of sapien feed. As the Enforcer began to close the door, Cali dove out and scrambled away through the snow. Again the Enforcer collected her thrashing body and stuffed it into the trailer.
“I can bind you if you prefer,” he said. Halfway through crouching to spring free again, Cali paused as if considering, then slouched against the wall with a sullen look. The door closed.
Absolute darkness swallowed them. Now, though, the trailer contained more than Draven alone. Casting his senses, he could detect her position, could hear the sounds of her life continuing inside her, could feel her warmth radiating across the space between them. 
“Where are we going?” Cali asked, and he could feel the movement as she slid down further against the wall, her feet approaching him until they touched his side. 
“You will go back to Princeton.”
“And you?” she asked, her voice smaller than usual, higher.
“I’ll be alright.”
“You always say that.”
“And you? Did that Enforcer hurt you?”
“Not much. Just when I struggled, he squeezed me a little.”
“Did he draw from you, or touch you…inappropriately?” Draven shifted away from Cali’s warmth, uncomfortable at the thought. In all the years he’d worked catching sapiens, he’d never once thought to ask that. It simply did not cross his mind that a Superior would want such a thing. And the Enforcer had seemed businesslike enough with Draven. Certainly he’d only chanced upon the thought because he’d let memories of Angel creep into his mind. 
“No, of course not,” Cali said. 
“Good. That’s good. Then he’s probably an honest man.”
“How do you know that? He caught us, didn’t he?”
“He was alone and could have done anything he liked to either of us, but he didn’t. We’ll be treated fairly in his hands.” He did not mention that the Enforcer would soon turn them over to others, some of whom may not be so kind, especially to him.
“Would someone really do something like that? I mean, he couldn’t just kill me, could he?”
“Yes. That is why it’s good to stay inside the Law, Cali. It cares for you. At the Confinement, even at the restaurants, there is regulation of these things. You’re safe. Here…we are castoffs. Anyone who stumbled upon us could choose to use us and discard us as easily as turn us in.”
For a few moments, they rode in silence. Cali’s foot lay close to Draven, its heat tickling him with infuriating relentlessness.
“Am I going back to Byron? Master, I mean?”
“Yes.”
“He…he said I was lucky he didn’t hobble me. Last time. He said he’d take the whole leg.”
Draven did not answer. He grappled with a boiling rage that crashed into his mind at the idea of Byron slicing into Cali. The Law was immaterial. Cali was his.
“Do you think he will?” Cali asked. 
“No.”
“Maybe he’ll just do something like… the chain he had on me?”
Draven paused. No use increasing her fear. “Similar, yes.”
“Well, that didn’t work, so what would he do this time?”
“Oh, I don’t know.”
“What do you mean? Tell me what he’d do. What kind of hobble…that’s not the leg?”
“Sometimes…Superiors cut the tendon on the back of your foot to make walking difficult.”
“Oh,” Cali said, her voice even smaller. “Does it hurt very much?”
“I don’t know, Cali. A bit, I’m certain. You’re a brave girl, though.” He could not bear the thought of Cali that way, crippled. And he knew of much worse cases of hobbling. To spare her that fate, he would have ripped his own arms off. To ensure she went to anyone but Byron. Even if Draven could not keep her, knowing he’d left her somewhere safe would have eased his mind. She might prefer the blood bank to what Byron had in store. Byron’s revenge would not be inconsequential or painless. 
“What will happen to you?” Cali asked after a time.
Draven considered how to best let Cali know not to speak of his deeds, not to utter some careless word about the trackers, further condemning him. The government had outfitted prisoner transport trailers with built-in microphones, and sometimes cameras as well, so Enforcers could observe their captives. Draven should not know that, but Byron had told him once, when they had been friends.
“I will be sent to Princeton,” Draven said. “There, I will be tried and…depending on the nature of the crimes they find me guilty of, I will be punished accordingly.”
“Oh,” Cali said. She began moving the toe of her shoe up and down against his hip. “I don’t know what that means,” she said after a bit.
“It depends on the charges against me,” Draven said. “Stealing you, of course. Perhaps they will find evidence of other crimes I’ve committed to ensure your survival.”
“You mean—”
“Yes,” Draven said, before she could finish. “All I’ve done to avoid capture, such as stealing food for you.”
“Oh. Well, what will they do to you?”
“I imagine it depends on who is called to judge my case. Usually the arresting officer is on the panel, but since I’m going back to Princeton… If Byron is on the panel…I could be executed. That will be his desire.”
“What does that mean?”
“Killed. It means I could be killed.”
“What? How can they kill someone? I mean, isn’t that illegal?”
“Not when the government does it.”
“That doesn’t make sense. I mean, Superiors don’t. How is it okay if they do it, but not okay if you do it? You’re one of them.”
“That is as it is, Cali. Do not make me speak treason. It’s one more crime against me, if I’ve yet to be charged with it.”
“What’s treason?”
“Speaking out against or wronging the government. Which I suppose I have, as the government supplied you to Byron, and I stole you.”
“I still don’t understand your laws at all.”
“As you shouldn’t,” Draven said, hoping he wouldn’t receive further punishment for revealing so much to a human. If anyone discovered all he’d told her, she would perhaps face a far worse punishment than hobbling. Humans should not know so much, should not know Superior weaknesses or the other information Draven had imparted. The government wanted all saps ignorant. They certainly did not want one knowing how to kill a Superior. The last time Byron had found that a human had such knowledge, he’d somehow deactivated the boy’s brain.
“Cali,” Draven said, after a moment of thought. He lowered his voice to a whisper, although Enforcers surely had access to equipment that could separate it from the other noises coming through the microphone. “Remember when I told you, back home at the Confinement, that you were smart for a sapien?”
“Yeah…”
“Do you remember what else I said? What I advised you do about it?”
“You said I should—”
“Then do it,” Draven cut in. “It’s important, when you’re back with your master. He’s smart. Not in the sapien way. When you’re obedient to him, your life will be easier.”
“Now you’re telling me to be obedient? You’re the one who stole me, aren’t you?”
“Yes, quite. Now that I’ve failed so miserably, I only wish I’d not put you through this. I am…sorry.” His mouth could not form into words the thoughts that hurtled through his mind. Fears crowded into him and multiplied more and more rapidly—Cali’s future, Byron punishing her, someone torturing her to get information of Draven’s crimes. He had told her she’d be fine, she’d return to Princeton and life would resume as before. He should not have given her such hope.
And his own life, what did it amount to now?
He’d lived his life as no one, with no importance, and now he’d die a criminal, less than nothing. The Enforcer would have taken Cali’s stake, and he’d find some trace of the trackers’ blood on it, and that would be the end for Draven. A sense of panic rose in him, an instinctive will not to die that he had forgotten in his desire to live. He’d spent the winter trying to live—trying to find food so they could eat, trying to keep them warm, to survive. All these months he’d focused on living. Now he had to face death.
His mind teemed with fears and desperation, longing to go back and change everything, every part of his life. He’d done it all wrong from the beginning. He’d been given life, potentially endless, and he’d squandered it. Ineffectual in life even before becoming Superior, he’d been the wrong type for evolution. Good at surviving, poor at living.
The only happiness in his outcast existence had now come to an end. He’d lost his freedom, and he’d lost Cali. Because he’d allowed her to convince him to remain in the endlot, they’d been captured. Neither would know freedom again for a very long time, if ever.
“Cali…” For a moment, she seemed not to have heard him, but after a short silence during which the hammering of her heart echoed about the steel chamber, she murmured in acquiescence. “Lie with me a moment,” Draven whispered.
Again, a moment’s pause preceded her answer. Then her rustling movements muffled her heartbeat, and her hands moved over him, feeling for his position before she nestled herself against his bound body. Her warm breath licked his cheek. A tremor traveled through his arm where her hand settled, her cold hand that, like her body, held the promise of heat inside. 
“May I… Once more?” he asked. His position made penetration difficult, but he twisted his head and slipped his chin under hers. Pressing his cold face into the warmth of her angled throat, he inhaled her scent, letting it spread through him. His teeth broke the skin and he slowly began to draw on her. His usual desire to continue was curiously absent in the absence of hope. He drew only a bit, letting his tongue lap at her trickle, again inhaling her as if he could capture her scent to savor until his last moment. If he died with her scent still lingering inside him… If he didn’t eat again, with her taste still on his tongue… 
The trailer’s abrupt halt interrupted Draven’s thoughts. The minute vibrations from the car ceased when the engine switched off. Overwhelming fear surged through Draven, and he released Cali’s throat. 
“Cali,” he whispered. His mind fought to tear through the webs of panic descending over him. “Cali, I…I love you.”
“Oh,” she said faintly. “That’s really…nice.”
Before Draven could fully absorb what he’d said, what she’d said, the door slid up.
“Alright, you two,” the Enforcer said. “Let’s get you in the system and then we’ll send you on your way. Looks like your master has been missing you,” he said to Cali. “Good thing we caught this guy before he killed you. Can’t be too careful with these renegade types. You’re lucky to be alive, I’d say.” 
The Enforcer extended his hand to help Cali down from the trailer. She inched forward, took his hand and stepped down into his arms. Then, at the exact angle Draven had taught her, she thrust her aspen knife into the Enforcer’s chest. 
 





  
 
 
Chapter 52
 
She’d thought he would scream. She’d thought he’d bring his fist down hard enough to crush her skull. But he didn’t do anything. He just blinked like he couldn’t believe it, and then he fell over backwards, that expression of shock and pain frozen on his face. The knife stuck out of his chest like a deformity, a strange third arm. 
She had forgotten, had let it slip from her hand. Draven had told her that the most important thing was to never let go of the knife. But she’d shocked herself too much to remember. Sure, she had planned it since the moment the Superior had caught her, pouncing on her from behind and trapping her arms, arresting her step in midstride. But planning was fantasy, not real. Just like planning an escape had filled her days with dreams of heaven, while the reality had proven much more complicated. 
Though she’d been running, the Superior had caught her up like she stood still. She hadn’t been able to pull the knife out of her pants then, not until she lay next to Draven in the trailer. Still, she fully expected their captor to snatch the knife from her hand before she struck, twist her arm off. While she’d planned, while her heart hammered with nervousness and her ears roared with the rush of blood in her head, she hadn’t thought any further than this moment. Now the whole world had stopped in its tracks as efficiently as Cali had when the man caught her. Everything waited, waited to see what she’d do next, and she couldn’t think of a single thing but RUN RUN RUN.
Draven’s voice cut through the shock, at once urgent and calm. “Cali,” he said. “Reach into his pockets and find his keys. One will unlock me.”
Half her mind screamed for her to just leave him, while the other half abhorred the thought. After all, he’d saved her hundreds of times. But all she wanted to do was get as far away as she could, as fast as she could. Still, he’d always told her the right things, even when he’d lied and when things hadn’t turned out like he’d promised. But he had kept one promise, the most important one—he’d kept her alive.
She crouched next to the cold body on the cold ground and began to pat at his pants with none of the respect due a Superior. Her hands shook as she thrust one in his pocket, ignoring the urge that ran through her bones into the very marrow. 
RUN RUN RUN
Her fingers closed around a slick sheaf of cards. She wrested it from the pocket and scrambled into the seed-shaped canister where Draven lay. He was her master, after all. She should protect him just as he’d protect her. 
But then she paused, the fan of transparent cards with their metallic organs displayed under the iridescent shells glimmering up at her. She glanced from the cards to Draven. Had she turned into one of those brainless saps who obeyed as blindly as a dog? 
Her eyes met his. In that moment, she knew her internal debate showed through as clearly as those internal workings of the key cards. She didn’t spend time dissecting the look on his face when he realized she might leave him there. Instead, she tucked it away for later contemplation and forged onwards. She knew she had only minutes to decide, if that. When someone spotted them, she would lose her chance to decide anything, probably for the rest of her life.
At least she had a little freedom with Draven, even if it wasn’t as good as she’d dreamed. Without him, she would have died months ago. And if she left him here and ran, she wouldn’t live long without his protection. Even now, after months with him, she didn’t know how to live out here. He’d done everything for her. She had let him, because he’d wanted to. If she thought honestly about it, she’d wanted him to, as well. The hard and painful things that she doubted she could do at all, he did with apparent ease. It was easier to let him.
But if he died now, she would die, too. 
“If I get you out, you have to teach me how to live,” she said. “If I’d made it out of the endlot, I would have died.”
“I will,” he said without hesitating. “Let me see them. Yes, fine. The blue one. Slide it through the slot on the wall, here where my hands are.” He indicated a slit in the wall, lost amid the grooves of the paneling. Cali would never have noticed it at all, but he found it without trouble, even with his back turned. Directly below it, a shiny metal cable snaked from the wall to Draven’s bound wrists. At the memory of her own chain, Cali’s hesitation melted away. Draven didn’t treat her like a slave, or a servant, or even a meal. He ate only when he had to, less often than she did. He fed her. He talked to her, really talked, and told her things, and listened to her, and laughed with her, and kept her warm so many times. She couldn’t leave him chained up and waiting for execution. 
Once he’d taken her chain off and set her free. Now she would repay him. 
She slid the card through the slot in the wall, which began emitting an eerie blue color. The edges of the clear card pulsed with a soft electric-blue glow. A smooth silver device that resembled a large bead secured the metal cord that bound Draven’s waist and hands, and as the key card returned to its normal colorless state, the bead snapped open and the metal cord around Draven’s waist loosened. He pulled it over his hips and wriggled free, then turned to extend his bound hands to Cali in a strangely supplicating gesture. 
“Cali,” he whispered, seeing her moment of indecision. His eyes shone darkly, a glimmer of light reflecting on the surface of two pools of black oil. She didn’t want to look in his eyes anymore, to see the mixed emotions flitting across his face. If she looked, she would do what he wanted, not what she wanted. 
How could she let him go? She would be giving herself, her freedom, to him. He was one of them. If she released him, he would always own her. She had a chance her most of people only dreamed of. How could she not take it? 
But she had decided. She would not waver now. 
In one swift motion, she swung the card downwards, slicing through the smaller silver bead that nestled between his wrists, still cuffed with metal cable. 
Nothing happened.
She started with shock when the Superior outside let out a rasping, quavering wail, as quiet as a kitten. Again she ran the card through the bead’s slotted curve, this time moving slower, her hands trembling so hard she could hardly find the slit. Nothing. Her eyes darted up to Draven, and back down. Her mind, set only moments before, began to waver again. If someone caught them now, knew what she’d done…if the Superior outside closed the door on them…Why hadn’t she run? 
Why didn’t she run now?
“Unlock the cuffs,” Draven ordered, his voice low and firm. Not demanding, but undeniable.
“I’m trying. It’s not working,” she said. If only her voice would come as steady as his.
“Merde. Let me see the cards again. Try the yellow.” His words ran together in haste.
“They all look the same to me.”
“The third one down. That one.”
After a moment she said, “It doesn’t work either.”
“The red, the red. Try the red one. The next one. And hurry. He could rise any moment.”
“Okay, okay, don’t yell at me. I don’t know how to work these things, and he’s dead now, anyway.” For one ridiculous moment, she thought she might cry.
“You do. Come now, hurry…” With a clamping sound, the bead snapped apart at the slit, and the cord holding Draven’s wrists fell away. “There we go,” he said, drawing his hands apart. “You did it,” he said, grinning at her. She’d grown so used to him that she hardly noticed the long teeth anymore. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a human. 
She forced her mind away from the irrelevant details, focusing instead on the current crisis. She’d killed someone. It had been so easy she still hadn’t fully absorbed what she’d done. It didn’t seem real. The Enforcer had never suspected a mere human would be a threat to him. He hadn’t even searched her. Superiors were all so confident, so arrogant. And why not? If Draven hadn’t told her, she’d never have known how to kill one. Superiors had to assume no one would be brainless enough to go around arming the enemy with the knowledge and weapons needed to kill them.
In an instant, Draven had unlocked his ankle cuffs and slipped from them. He dropped down from the trailer without the slightest sound. The absurd notion that she’d like to be so graceful flitted through Cali’s mind, which really should not be her main concern when she’d just killed someone. A Superior someone. 
She’d simply stepped out of the trailer, and the man had reached to help her down, just being nice. Gentle, almost. For all she knew, he would have treated her well, even better than Draven. She hadn’t thought of that. She’d been too filled with fear. So she’d kept one hand around the knife while she put her other hand in his, letting him steady her. Distracting him. The knife had gone through him so easily, like coring a tomato or some other act she’d performed for years without thought. One minute her heart had been going wild, and she’d been sweating under her clothes despite the cold that left her hands stiff and numb, and the next, she’d been standing over a dead Superior. 
“He’s alive,” Draven said from outside.
Well, maybe just a Superior, then.
“Come,” Draven said. “Quickly, he’s nearly recovered his senses. Yes, fine. Stand right here.” Draven gripped the handle of the knife and twisted. The Enforcer’s eyes flew open, then rolled back until she could see only the whites through his madly fluttering eyelids. He thrust an arm upwards, which Draven easily evaded. Instead of further defending himself, the Enforcer only gasped in a sharp breath, then gave a weak cough, producing a droplet of blood. Mucus-like, it sputtered from the corner of his lips trailed by a string of saliva, which slid down his cheek and settled in his ear, leaving a crimson streak across his face. 
Draven snatched the blade from the Enforcer’s chest after the gruesome twist, lifted the Enforcer and heaved him into the trailer in much the same way the Enforcer had done Cali half an hour before. Draven pulled the door most of the way closed. “Listen, this is important,” he said, as if she needed reminding at a moment like this. “Hold this here, like so, but whatever you do, do not let it latch. Hold it open just a bit. If you release it, I’ll be locked in with no way out, and you’ll be alone out here. Understand?”
“Yes, I understand. I’m not brainless.” Or maybe she was. But he always acted like she couldn’t grasp the simplest instruction. She knew urgency when she heard it in his voice. He didn’t have to tell her it was important.
Draven had already ducked in. He crouched at the doorway. “Do not open the door, regardless of what you hear.” He pulled the door closed until its edge settled into Cali’s hand. She kept the door from falling closed and turned away. She didn’t want to see what he did to make the man scream like that. Hearing it was more than enough to convince her. The Enforcer hadn’t screamed when she’d stabbed him, so whatever Draven did must hurt awfully bad. 
As she stood waiting, once more she debated leaving him. Maybe he was just like the others. Maybe he only seemed different from other Superiors, but really he thought of her as property, something to own and control, to feed from and do whatever else he liked. For all she knew, he was more vicious and cruel than the Enforcer who had not hurt her, the one whose screams filled the trailer and burst through the small opening she’d left for Draven’s escape. 
All she had to do was let go. Let go of him, let go of the door, let it slip into place and seal him inside to fight to the death with their captor, the one she had knifed. She would have done it a year before, maybe even a season before, when Draven had first taken her. But now she knew how naïve she had been to think she could escape Superiors. To think she could escape the enemy without the help of the enemy. It was the closest to freedom she could get. No matter how incomplete that freedom proved, it was better than the captivity she had known her whole life. Maybe it was even closer than most Superiors came. 
After what seemed the longest minute of her life, the door jerked in Cali’s hand. She had the sudden impulse to slam it shut and run. But then Draven stepped out, holding a bundle against his bloody shirt. Despite a burst of queasiness, her curiosity took over and she peeked past Draven. In the brief moment before he closed the door, she couldn’t see much in the shadowy darkness inside the trailer. What was in the shirt—the man’s heart? 
By now she knew that Superiors, like people, were not all good or all bad. Even one who treated her well most of the time, like Draven, could do something so brutal he wouldn’t want her to see. He would probably cut out someone’s heart if he felt he needed to. Maybe even hers.
“Go around the front,” Draven said. “Wait for me.” 
She began to obey, but before she’d even reached the door, Draven had finished whatever hidden business he had, slipped around his side and into the seat with the control panel. He’d already started the car when she got in. Her door snapped shut like a live trap, startling her. Draven drove fast, without talking. Cali snuck a glance at him, noted his locked jaw and the way he kept glancing at the black square on the dash between them, and she thought she should offer to help.
“What’s that?” Cali asked, nodding at the blank screen.
“It’s a…it tells things,” he said.
“You said you’d tell me how to live.”
“That’s not important to life. Not yours, anyhow.”
“I want to know.”
“Look away.” 
Reluctantly, she turned away, but she let her eyes drift to his hands as he tapped on the screen. He wiped the bundle on the black square several times, shaking it a little and trying again until the screen turned blue. When he was done with the bundle, he settled it in his lap, pulling the fabric over it, fussing with it until it rested how he wanted. Then he went back to messing with the screen.
“What things does it tell?” Cali asked.
“Oh, I don’t know.”
Cali stared at him until he glanced at her. 
“What?” he asked, a little smile twisting the corner of his mouth.
“What does it tell you?” she asked again.
He sighed, but she could already see he was more relaxed now that he had the screen on. “Right now it directs us and indicates the exact location of nearby vehicles.” He pushed a button with three symbols on it, which he said stood for “Navigational Guide Piloting,” and turned his attention from the road to her. Cali had no idea what that meant, but she didn’t want to seem completely ignorant, so she didn’t ask. Instead, she pointed to a red rectangle moving among the blue ones. “What’s that?” she asked.
“That’s this car. The blue ones are other vehicles. This shows our direction, what road we’re traveling, intersecting streets...” Cali watched, fascinated, while Draven showed her how to tell when they approached the city’s edge, and how he could come in close and show the car or go out for a far view and see the whole city, the red dot of the car blinking to show their location. He didn’t even have to tell the car what to do, it just moved through traffic by itself. Then Draven tapped on another car, and seemed very interested in reading about the person whose picture popped up. 
“Where are we going?” she asked after he’d read about a few people in the other cars. “And why’d you bring that man with us?”
“If we left him, he’d talk. Still your mind. He will heal. He can’t report us, and if we are lucky, no one will report him missing for a few days. I was able to gather the blood from the snow, so we left no evidence. There was only a bit, as you left the knife in. That was clever.” 
Finally she’d done something right, even if she hadn’t meant to.
“So we’re just going to keep him back there? What’s he going to eat?” Draven glanced at her in answer. “What? No. I am not going to let him feed off me. It’s hard enough feeding you. You’re really going to make me feed him?”
“No.”
“Well, that’s great. You’re just going to make me feel bad for starving him. I see. That’s really nice of you.”
“Nice. Yes.” Draven cleared his throat. “Listen, about what I said before…When we stopped…”
“Yeah, I know, you thought you were about to die and all. I know you didn’t mean it. I mean, I know I’m your…pet.”
He cleared his throat again. “So, ah, we’ll have to stop soon and discard some things that would make us easy to track. We’ll also have to drop the trailer in a few days, because it can be traced. I imagine we can keep the car for a bit longer if I can determine how to disable the smart chip.”
“What’s that?”
“It maps the location of our car and the surrounding obstacles,” he said. “It also shows everyone else our location.”
“So we have to get rid of this?” she asked, pointing at the screen. It was the most intriguing thing she’d ever seen. Though she’d seen a few of the screens in cars before, like when she’d been in Draven’s car, she hadn’t known what they did. Now that it made sense, it had captivated her. 
“Yes. I’ve to stop at the endlot for a moment.”
“Why? What if someone else is there?”
“They won’t send someone else so soon.”
“Are you sure?”
“We need our things. I need a bit of it, but your survival requires much equipment. I will retrieve our equipment as well as your food and clothing. Perhaps we will move south, to somewhere warmer. Or perhaps they will expect that. We should go north.”
Draven used the screen to direct the car to the endlot, where he stopped. Cali waited in the car, every moment fearing someone would drive up and see her, steal her while Draven was gone. But after what seemed like hours, he came back, dropped the two packs in the backseat and got in the car. They drove until daylight filled the sky and Draven had to squint his eyes almost totally shut. Finally, he pulled onto a rough, cracked side road and parked behind the crumbling remains of a building in the crumbling remains of a city. He retrieved his shades from the backpack before he began dismantling the magical car. He started by pulling up the floor mat, cutting the carpeting from the floor beneath and pulling it back. Cali watched as he pried up a panel on the floor with his hunting knife, and she thought she’d never, ever be able to live as well as he did. He knew things she couldn’t even comprehend. She’d never imagine anything hidden under a carpet, never think to wonder what lay beneath the floor of a car. 
Draven slipped back into his seat and turned to her. “I must take sleep now,” he said. “Please stay in the car. I would not risk anyone seeing you. It is daytime, but we’re just off a main road. Someone may happen by.”
“Okay,” Cali said. “I will. That sounds good.” She climbed into the back seat. Draven started to lift her bag for her, but she stopped him. “No, let me do it,” she said. “I mean, you said…” He nodded and released the backpack into her hands. Its weight took her by surprise, and she let it thump to the floor. She glanced up at him, shrinking back automatically. Part of the reason she’d let him do everything for her was that she didn’t want to make mistakes. If her last master had taught her nothing else, he’d taught her not to anger a Superior. 
Draven smiled and touched her hair. “Good sleep, my little pet.” After he turned away, Cali lay down on the seat. The blinders slid down inside the windows, and the car went dark inside except for the electronic glow of the screen, which Draven had not yet removed. Cali sat up and peered over the seat to where Draven sat studying a black screen filled with white words. For a long time he scrolled through it, changing the colors, touching the screen to bring up images of people and other things. The words sometimes changed to different sizes, and strange images flashed on the screen. 
“What does it say?” she asked after watching him for a while.
“It’s news.”
“What is news?”
“It tells what’s happening here, and in North America, and the whole world.”
“What’s happening?”
He laughed, that warm chuckle that made her feel like she was falling asleep next to a warm fire instead of inside a cold car. “This is a story about Julianne Dormer. Do you know who that is?”
“No. Who is she?”
He shook his head. “Of course you don’t.”
“Well, who is she? Is this a story like your books?”
Draven chuckled again. “No, it’s a real person. An actor, an important one, very popular.”
“What does she act like?”
“She’s in the vids. Like books, but you watch the action happening on a screen instead of reading it.”
“I’ve heard of those. I know what they are. They’re like ads.”
Draven chuckled quietly. “Quite.”
“Well, what does this person do in the story?”
“She wants to buy a vid company, but she’s a Third, so she’s not allowed to own a major company. People are upset over it.”
“Why don’t they just let her?”
“Because even though she has worked relentlessly for nearly a hundred years, and earned enough money to buy it by saving every spare pence, the law prevents Thirds from owning businesses except for the smallest local boutiques. Only Seconds can buy national companies.”
Cali lay back and watched the light flicker on the car’s ceiling. Whenever Draven talked about Seconds and Thirds, she didn’t understand a thing he said. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep. But every time she got close, she would remember the way it felt when the knife had pulled tight into the Superior’s shirt and the ripping sensation as it had slid through him. The feeling wouldn’t leave her hand, like it had imprinted into her muscles. She could see his face, full of shock and surprise, and hear the muffled thud as he toppled into the snow. 
But she hadn’t killed him. 
Once, she had thought she’d like to know how killing someone felt, but when she’d thought she had killed him, it hadn’t felt good. Now he lay back there, still alive according to Draven. After all the screaming she’d heard, she didn’t know if she believed him. In her mind, she could still hear the awful sound of it echoing around the steel trailer and slipping out the crack below the door. The sound of the metal cables scraping across the floor. Getting chained up couldn’t hurt that much. Draven had done something else to him.
Cali had worn a chain for over a year, and though it had been uncomfortable and bothersome, it only hurt when she tripped or pulled too hard on it. After a while, she’d gotten so used to it that she hardly noticed it. So used to it that when she’d gotten free of it, walking with both legs free had put her off balance. She’d felt strangely light and naked without it. And she’d certainly never screamed like that because of it. 
A shiver gripped her body.
She could hear Draven fumbling around on the floor again. This time the screen went off with an electronic snap followed by a soft static sound, and the inside of the car disappeared into darkness. She slid her arms tight around her body and waited for him to slide over the seat, silent as always, and take her by surprise.
Draven had killed someone. Three people that she knew of. Maybe more. He was scary, and strong beyond imagining. No matter what he said, no matter how much he loved her and petted her and acted nice, she had to remember the other side of him. True, he treated her well, not like an inferior or much different from himself. She liked that. But sometimes it made her forget that they were different, and she had to remember that. It was dangerous to forget that he was dangerous. 
 





  
 
 
Chapter 53
 
Sleep did not find Draven, either. Thoughts of all that had happened plagued him, thoughts of the man in the trailer behind them, suffering the loss of a hand that Draven had needed to activate the car, the dash screen, the locks on the trailer and the car. The hand now lay wrapped in a shirt beneath Draven’s feet, while the man in the trailer tried to regenerate it without the means necessary for healing. 
Draven had known enough pain at the hands of the vigilante humans to hurt for the man whose pain he had inflicted. A tremendous sadness bore down upon him, as if it could press him through the warm seat and into the snow below. Two years ago, when he’d been captured, he could never have imagined he’d do something so brutal to survive. Now he was no better than they—perhaps worse. They had made him an enemy to protect their kind from his Superior nature. He had made an enemy of his own kind, to protect a human.
He turned his thoughts to more practical matters. Looking through the files, he had learned that Byron had left Princeton on ‘personal business.’ He’d learned that Byron labeled Cali a troublesome sapien who “responded well to physical force.” 
In his file, he’d learned that so far he’d only been formally charged with stealing Cali, but he was suspected in the disappearance of the trackers. They had yet to find enough proof to convict him of their deaths. He had nearly missed the new information that Byron had added to Draven’s statistics, which had not changed in so long that he skipped over them the first time he scrolled through his file. But as he fingered back up the screen, the changes caught his eye. Along with the long-ago arrest and the lists of his residences and partnerships, the new information had stared back at him from the screen. 
“Current residence: Unknown. 
Affiliations: Unknown. 
Attachments: None. 
Employment: None. 
Last seen: North America, Princeton area.
Status: Wanted. 
Crimes: Theft of government property (two Homo-sapiens, aged 16 and 1 yr).”
But it was a new section at the end of his file, below several more fingers of unremarkable information, that stopped Draven, that made him sit and stare unblinking at the screen for minutes on end before he disabled the device.
“Other: Shows anti-social behavior, avoids others. Travels alone or with human female of breeding age. Known contact with incubus. Possible transformation to incubus suspected.”
In the darkness, Draven shifted on the ridges between the two front seats, listening to Cali breathing in the back seat. Wanting her. Aching to reach back and touch her again. To touch her as he’d touched her hair, stealing the most intimate touch imaginable. She didn’t know. She thought he’d simply soothed her, as he often did, with the innocent petting of his sapien. 
Was Byron’s suspicion correct? Had Angel somehow converted him without his knowledge? Had his contact with Angel changed him into something he did not understand, while leaving him unaware of the change? From what little he knew, an incubus was someone who had evolved one step further or in a different way than Superiors, who gained energy sexually instead of by ingesting sap. If Superiors took human life force through blood, and an exchange of blood evolved a human into a Superior, couldn’t an incubus change one without using blood? 
At the time, Draven had thought Angel only wished to save him, to free him from his paralysis. But when Angel had pressed his mouth to the hole in Draven’s skull, when he’d breathed a breath like arctic frost into Draven’s brain, had he done more than heal him? 
Draven tried to recall all he could of Angel—his strange manner of speaking, his resistance to Superior weapons, his beauty and tears. Draven didn’t cry. Crying wasted emotion. It cheapened sadness, quenched the purity of emotion. He hadn’t become sad and lovely like the incubus. Most importantly, he still drew from Cali. He had never considered anything else.
The thought of becoming something he did not understand terrified him, but in a strange way, it also brought him relief. It explained changes that had begun to come over him, disturbing thoughts that had crept unbidden into his mind when he’d not guarded against them. It explained the unnatural thing he’d said to Cali. He wanted to believe her, believe he’d only touched her the way he always had, touched her lovely amber hair. That he’d only said those words out of desperation. Panicked at the thought of execution, he’d reached out to his companion, to touch someone for the last time, even a lowly sap. 
But he could no longer fool himself into believing. He had needed to say those words as both an apology to her and a means of making himself honest before his life ended. To say that one thing that needed saying, a last honest act in a superficial life. 
It was wrong for him to feel that way, perverse, even. But he had denied these feelings long enough, telling himself they were natural. Even before reading Byron’s addition to his file, he’d had his own suspicions, hadn’t he? He’d dismissed them, refused to examine his own longings as anything more than hunger pangs. Now he had to confront his sickness, admit to some twisted reality inside his mind that made him see Cali not as a meal but as… What? 
Not a mate, certainly. Not a partner. 
But as…a woman. He saw her as a woman. And to see a sap that way—that was perversion. Illegal perversion. Even so, the emotional attachment he’d developed bothered him more than the sexual stirrings. If he’d only had to wrestle with that perversion, a temporary insanity brought on by too much isolation and the close proximity of a female form that so resembled a Superior, but different somehow, as if he could see the warmth in her, he could have hidden it until it passed. He could have denied himself, refused to notice that she looked somehow yielding, softer even than much curvier Superior women, and so alive, warm, touchable... Penetrable.
Was this how an incubus felt towards a human—not violent but loving, helpless against the desire that would ultimately destroy her? He adored Cali, worshipped her from afar, scared to touch her for fear that if he indulged himself for even a moment, he’d be unable to stop. And though his desire threatened to overwhelm him in moments of weakness, the thought of acting upon it still repelled him. The thought of anyone else with her was unbearable as well, as maddening as the thought of someone harming her. Even as his fingers cried out for a moment of contact, he would die to protect her from himself. He’d allow no one to so much as touch her, to besmirch her loveliness. 
To maintain the kind of fierce, protective yearning he felt for Cali, he could never surrender to his desires. The sexual act was akin to the act of crying, the outward expression of an inward longing. It provided a release, and he did not want to dispel the torment of love or yearning. It seemed a waste, a cheap way of letting something go that should be kept sacred, experienced in all its complexity and profoundness. 
Already the sexual act scared her. Wasn’t that the perfect irony? Sex with her own kind frightened her. If she thought sex with a sapien dangerous, she had no idea what horror a Superior could bring upon her. If she caught the slightest hint of his changing interest, she’d run in a moment or put a stake through his chest. So he’d keep it inside. For her, he must pretend. He knew what he felt, what that made him. He knew how careful he’d have to be to hide it, to act with greater restraint. 
They would continue onwards together, the two fugitives. When someone caught them again, they could submit or kill again in order to continue their own lives. Now that he’d taken a life, he’d always have to run for his own. They would never be safe. They would never have a home. They could never stop running. 
He had reverted to nothing better than an animal, fleeing for its life. Was an incubus not an evolution gone wrong by a devolution, a return to animal instincts? Thinking of nothing but food and survival, killing to live, with no community or law. 
He now thought of little but his survival and that of his food source, with whom he had developed a strange fascination. He had killed to save her, killed his own kind, with no loyalty to his people. He had betrayed and shunned his own kind, their laws, their society, in favor of the object of his obsession, a human. Perhaps that in itself proved him an incubus, or perhaps it required a physiological change, one that Superiors by their very nature could not undergo. Perhaps he only sought an excuse for his inexcusable behavior.
Certainly, he no longer felt superior to anyone, nor was he human. Yet he did not know if he had reverted to something more primitive. So he would forge onwards, hiding the changes, resisting his perverse nature, holding to the last civilized and moral parts of himself as long as he could. When all fell away, and he would know what he had become. 
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