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Previously…


	I leaned in and kissed Damien through the bars. His eyebrows widened in surprise, as rough hands tore Damien out of my grasp. I saw the flash of silver manacles just before a line of archers appeared on the citadel walls. I licked my lips and tasted blood. There was a flash of memory—a buried trunk, an unmarked grave. I felt it on my tongue, savoring the flavor as the extra elixir in Damien’s elite blood renewed my energy. Then I jumped onto Trevor’s back behind Camina, and rode the massive slagpaw towards the forest, under a thick torrent of arrows and poisonous ash.
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	We raced through the dark woods until we were breathless, and even then we didn’t stop. The dry branches sheltered us from the burning embers that fell from the sky, but the blanket of gray ash left clear tracks that would be easy for King Richard’s guards to follow. 

	Jazmine began to lag behind, so I gave up my seat on the slagpaw. I frowned at Camina’s pale, sweaty skin, and the bloody wounds from the slagpaw’s razor-sharp claws.

	She was losing too much blood, but we couldn’t afford to stop. I knew the king’s guards would be right behind us. 

	I helped Jazmine onto the shaggy beast and kept going on foot. I felt like I could run a hundred miles – my blood was still buzzing with elixir, and the angry red digits on my diamond wedding bracelet practically screamed a warning: 12%. 

	Already much higher than normal, but I knew it would drop quickly if we kept up this pace. I shuddered, remembering Jessica’s crazed, bloodshot eyes as she tried to take a bite out of my neck and slurp elixir straight from the source. First we were chosen, then trained to compete in the trials. But it wasn’t supposed to be like this.

	One of the rebels—a woman with tight braids—saw me looking at my wrist and scowled. 

	“We need to get rid of that thing,” she said. “They’ll be tracking us.” A few dozen rebels had fled from the citadel after the attack, but they must have split up into the woods. Only the woman and two men were still with us, dressed in rough leathers and merchant clothes. I realized with dread that I had no idea who they were, or where we were going.

	“This way!” the older man shouted. He had a dark beard and light blue eyes. His long hair was tied back with beads and leather straps. We cut sharply through the trees, emerging between a group of massive boulders next to a rushing waterfall. Ancient pipes and channels cut through the rock, along with the crumbled remains of a stone bridge, torn apart by ivy.

	“Take off your bracelets,” he said, gesturing towards me. I turned my hands over in the light, my eyes widening at the dark, jagged markings on my palms and wrists. I’d always had the birthmarks, but the shapes seemed to have changed and morphed. When I realized it was because of the dried blood covering my skin, I stumbled down the rocks to the creek and began scrubbing my hands raw. I vaguely remembered attacking a few of the king’s guard. How many had I cut down in our escape? Did I kill them? Had I ever killed someone before? I didn’t think so. The dark blood formed clouds under the water, staining the waterfall red for a few moments.

	Jazmine took off her bracelet, then unfastened Camina’s as well. Camina’s eyes fluttered open and she whispered something, but she was too weak to resist. Jazmine handed both bracelets to the man, and nodded at me. I bit my lip, and unclipped the diamond wedding band from my wrist. I knew I shouldn’t be sentimental, but the practical value of it alone made me reluctant to part with it.

	“Isn’t it valuable?” I asked. “Couldn’t we trade it for supplies?”

	“Only if we live past today,” the woman smirked.

	I glanced up at the thick gray ash, falling between the dark trees. My experience of the wild had been short hunting trips barely outside the walls of Algrave, and traveling to and from the citadel. I had no idea how to survive for real, and the open space around me seemed suddenly paralyzing. I took a deep breath to steady my nerves—but then choked as I tasted ash on my tongue.

	My eyes widened as I realized I was out in the open, breathing the poisonous air without a scarf or mask. We were still wearing the gossamer pink skirts and white leather jackets the king had picked out for the trials, though now torn and stained with blood. I ripped off the sleeve of my shirt and tied it around my head as a makeshift filter. The leather jacket covered my neck and arms well enough, though my legs were bare.

	The rebels were more prepared, in dark layers of heavy clothing, their hoods pulled up and fabric masks that attached behind their ears.

	The bearded man took three large sticks and strapped the bracelets to them, then chucked them downriver off the edge of the cliff. I watched them bob in the water before disappearing around the bend. It made me feel lost and adrift.

	“That should buy us a few hours,” the man said. “But we’ve got to keep moving.” 

	“What a shitshow,” said the younger man. He was a few years older than me, in a faded green rain jacket that matched his dull eyes. Studded leather bracelets and bands ran up his forearms. 

	It was the first time I’d heard him speak, and his voice grated on my nerves. “Some rescue. Where’s Father Marcus? Where’s Trevor? All we got was three chosen – their elite are sure to come after them. This wasn’t the plan. We should leave them here, or let them go back.”

	“Go back,” Camina rasped.

	“You think you saved us?” I asked, crossing my arms. “You might have gotten us out of the maze, but you’d have been stuck at the gates if we hadn’t opened the doors for you.” So would I, for that matter, if Damien hadn’t helped. It had all happened so fast. I could feel my brain trying to puzzle out what exactly took place in the citadel, but there wasn’t time. We had to keep moving.

	“Go back,” Camina repeated.

	“She’s burning up,” Jazmine said, with a hand against Camina’s forehead. She pulled back her thin blond hair. Her silver eyes looked feverish against her pale skin. “I don’t suppose anybody has more elixir? I mean, you guys did steal some, right?”

	The woman took out a small knife, and Jazmine’s eyes flashed. In less than a second her blade was drawn as well—the long, scrap of metal she’d torn from a mechanical spider during the trials.

	“Hold up, I just want to check her wounds,” the woman said, palms raised. Jazmine stepped aside, eyes wary, and the woman cut open Camina’s dress. A deep, ragged gash cut across her abdomen, and three more sliced through her arm, nearly to the bone. The blood was bright red against her pale skin and the white costumes we’d been forced to wear. My stomach twisted painfully.

	She would already be dead, if not for the elixir in her system, but she’d probably burned through it all trying to keep her together.

	“We should just leave her,” the young man repeated again. Brown hair poked out around his ears, and stubble darkened his chin. His bushy eyebrows and an unfortunately crooked nose gave him a grumpy expression. 

	“She’ll just slow us down. She’s not going to make it, anyway.”

	I grabbed him by the shirt and lifted him up over the edge of the cliff, letting his feet kick over the drop towards the churning rocks below. His eyes widened in panic. 

	I could feel the elixir burning inside me, giving me superhuman strength. I knew it made me reckless, irrational – but right now I didn’t care. My loose hair whipped in the wind. I probably looked as crazed as I felt.

	“Let’s get one thing straight,” I growled. “I’m grateful for the little stunt you pulled in the arena, but I don’t know you, I don’t trust you, and I’m having a really, really bad day. So either you save my friend, or we can part ways right now.”

	The man lifted a pistol and pointed it at my head. I turned and smirked at him. I was pretty sure I could disarm him before he pulled the trigger.

	“Easy now,” the woman said. She pulled out a small glass vial from her bra and held it up. It was mostly empty, but there were at least a few more sparkly drops clinging to the bottom of the vial. She gently removed the cork and tilted the vial to Camina’s trembling lips. I watched as the bright blue drops of glittering elixir rolled down past her teeth. I counted three – three times the weekly dosage humans were allotted during the renewal ceremony, but only a drop more than the daily allowance we’d received since becoming chosen. I prayed it would be enough.

	The woman shook the vial, then held it up again to show me the empty container.

	Only then did I release my grip on the man and set his feet back on the ground. He scowled at me like a frustrated teenager, even though he was probably in his early-twenties.

	My arm was burning from lifting him so long, but I stuffed them in my pockets so he wouldn’t see me shaking.

	“We’ve got to go,” the man said. “We’re too exposed here.”

	“Go where?” Jazmine asked, looking around uneasily.

	“I left a package of supplies nearby, for emergencies. We pick those up first, then head for higher ground. I know a place we can stay the night, even hole up for a few days if we have to.”

	The slagpaw whined and licked its chops, then sat down awkwardly. I realized for the first time the beast had several arrows buried deep in its hindquarters.

	I looked at him, trying not to be unnerved by the creature’s glowing red eyes and jagged rows of teeth. Even sitting, it was as tall as me. I’d never been this close to one before, or had the opportunity to really study the creature. Slagpaw were the shadow demons of children’s fairy tales. Few people saw them and lived to talk about it. But I knew this one meant me no harm. It was like a dog, but with the shoulders, muscles and arms of a large man, with long claws that practically dragged on the ground.

	“This is going to hurt,” I whispered in his large furry ear.

	The creature nodded, then I grabbed the first arrow and yanked it out. The beast yelped and shuddered, but didn’t bite my arm off at least. I removed two more arrows, then led him to the creek and washed the wounds, up to my ankles in shallow water.

	“How are you even controlling that thing?” the younger man asked.

	“I’m not,” I said. 

	“Then why hasn’t it eaten us yet?”

	I didn’t know how to explain. I wasn’t sure I was ready. Jazmine looked curious as well, but if I thought about what I’d done, I’d come apart, and we didn’t have time for that.

	“Let’s get somewhere safe,” I said. “Then I’ll tell you everything. By the way, I’m Emily. This is Camina and Jazmine.”

	Camina stirred at her name, and I looked to see her wounds were already starting to close themselves up as the elixir worked its magic. It truly was a miracle. 

	“Frank,” the older man said. “That’s Luke and Beatrice.”

	As we went deeper and deeper into the wild, further out than I’d ever been before, my pulse began to race and I jumped at every sound. I was no stranger to the wilds, but I was usually better equipped, with my father’s bow at least, and much more quiet.

	Up above, cawing drew my eyes to a handful of large, dark birds that followed our progress. Probably waiting for us to submit to the ash or exhaustion. Most of the wild animals outside the compounds wouldn’t turn down fresh meat if they could get it. I knew that some plants struggled in the shade and gray skies, but even if they survived long enough to bear fruit, it wouldn’t be fit for consumption. That’s why we had the compounds, and the purification engines. The only place where humans could survive. 

	We climbed higher up the side of a mountain, trying to stay on the wide granite stretches between the sparse pine trees. We were more exposed, but the wind-swept ground didn’t leave tracks behind us.

	Finally, Frank pointed out a rectangular entrance cut into the side of the hill, framed by large chunks of rotting timber and sealed with a metal door and pile of boulders. Up above us, the exposed metal ribs of a large construction jutted out from the rock, with hanging, rusted metal stairs and doors that led to nowhere.

	“We’re going in there?” Jazmine asked, frowning. I knew what she was thinking; I grew up warned against the structures of the Before. They were unsound and full of danger. They could collapse on you, if the poisonous ash or slagpaw didn’t get you first.

	But I knew now, not everything I’d been told when I was younger was the truth, and we needed to get out of sight. Frank shoved the door aside with his shoulder, and it screeched against the rocky ground.

	“Do you mind leaving your friend outside?” Luke asked. “He gives me the creeps, and it’s small enough in there anyway.”

	“Stay,” I said, pointing at the covered area beneath a ledge. The slagpaw whined at first, but then licked my cheeks, turning around twice before settling into a furry ball between the rubble.

	Slowly we followed the others inside the dark mouth of the ancient tunnel. Beatrice lit a small gas lantern, and held it up, leading the way. Frank and Jazmine supported Camina, who was walking unsteadily between them, with Luke and I bringing up the rear. It was so dark, I had to watch my steps, even though I could barely see my feet. I gasped as we crossed a thin wooden plank. It wobbled, sending a cluster of pebbles ricocheting off the deep walls of a cavern. I heard them plunk into water far below.

	Frank led us through the twisted tunnels of stone and metal, then through a narrow crevice into a small cavern, that looked semi-furnished. In the middle was a campfire, some pots and pans, and bundles of old clothes and fabric, stuffed together with leaves and dry grass for a makeshift mattress. Broken glass and tin cans sparkled in the darkness like a treasure hoard.

	It smelled of rot and nature, but wasn’t foul – I realized the stench that had followed us since the citadel had been Trevor’s thick fur and the unnatural stink of a mutid.

	Luke started working on a fire, and Beatrice strung up a line of crushed cans near the door.

	“So we’ll know they’re coming,” she said sheepishly, seeming to recognize that if the elite found us here, we’d be dead before the early warning hit our ears. Then she pulled out some folding chairs and set them up around the fire.

	I sank into mine, crossing my arms. The sensation was uncomfortable, to say the least. In the stillness and darkness of the cave, the events of the last few days came rushing back, and I felt my eyes water. I’d been running on survival mode so long I didn’t know how to sit still. I literally didn’t know who I was anymore. Emily Sharrow wasn’t even my real name; my mother had confessed as much before she died. Damien told me I was a half-breed. An impossible, and possibly the only, elite offspring. 

	A genetic experiment, he suggested, just before I’d been arrested on charges of conspiracy to murder the crown prince. The look of betrayal in Damien’s eyes when they discovered the pistol in my pocket scorched my heart and filled me with shame. But he’d helped me escape, even after all that. I didn’t know where that left us.

	Frank passed out a bowl of soup, some kind of tough meat and wild carrots, then the others looked at me expectantly, their eyes bright in the reflection of the fire.

	“Curate Marcus is dead,” I began, creasing my hands in my lap. “I think… I think I killed him.” 

	Beatrice sucked in a breath, and Luke flinched. I saw his hand move towards his weapon, but Frank held up a hand for me to continue.

	“I didn’t realize, I didn’t figure it out until… the slagpaw,” I said quickly. “They’re human. I think it’s what happens if you consume too much ash. King Richard, he wanted me to kill them, he wanted me to kill the rebel leaders. When they attacked us in the arena, we were just defending ourselves. I think the first one, it must have been Marcus.”

	“And the second is Trevor,” Beatrice murmured, her eyes flicking towards the entrance. “That’s why he didn’t attack you?”

	“Hold up,” Jazmine said. “Forgive a girl for asking questions, but what the hell is even going on? All I know is, trials. Then Camina was hurt, then people were shooting at us. I came with you to protect her, not to join some rebel alliance.”

	“Trevor’s my friend, from Algrave,” I said. “I didn’t know he was a rebel, not until after I was chosen. Curate Marcus contacted me, they wanted me to join them. I wasn’t going to at first. But then... the way Richard  treats us, you have to see it’s not right. He made Tobias kill Penelope, his own chosen.”

	“She was a rebel,” Jazmine said, with a shrug.

	“So?” I snapped. “She didn’t deserve to die. Not like that. When we went back to Algrave, it was to save my mother. Damien gave me elixir to save her, but then his guards came and started arresting people.” I flinched, remembering the truth. “The woman who raised me, the one I was trying to save, she was killed. They arrested me. The trials, it was supposed to bring me to heel. To prove King Richard could control me, by making me kill Trevor. But... I resisted him. When he realized he couldn’t compulse me, he would have killed me.”

	“How is that even possible?” Luke said. I frowned, glancing around the circle, their faces red in the glow of the fire. I trusted Trevor, but I didn’t know anyone else here. Damien had sworn me to secrecy, but what did it matter now that the king knew I was renitent? He would hunt me down, which meant these people were in danger. They should know what they were getting into.

	“Just before she died, my mother told me I was adopted; that my real mother was executed, and that my real father was an elite.”

	“But that’s impossible,” Beatrice said, leaning forward. “The elite can’t breed.”

	“Apparently not,” I said. “Curate Marcus, he said it was because of my grandfather, John Patten. He stole something from the king – an antidote to the elixir. They think he did experiments on his own daughter, my mother, and that’s why she was able to get pregnant; and that’s why the king can’t compulse me.”

	The silence lengthened, and I could tell the others were wary. I’d just confessed to a band of rebels that I was part elite. I was the enemy.

	The moment was broken when Camina stirred, sitting up, her pale hair sticking to her warm face. Her fingers grasped for a weapon, before finding the large holes in her shredded shirt and checking her wounds carefully.

	“What happened,” she groaned. “Where are we?”

	“Don’t worry, we’re safe,” Jasmine said. “Outside the citadel.”

	“What have you done?” Her eyes widened, taking in the rocky sanctuary. She rose to her knees, her legs shaking. “We’re escaped rebels now. We were raised to serve the elite. Loyalty, honor, courage. If I hadn’t been chosen, I would have applied to become a soldier or one of the king’s guard. This, this life, I don’t know how to do this.”

	“You were injured,” I said. “We saved you.”

	“Are you serious?” She spat, glancing around at the cracked cement and creeping vines. “And now what, we live underground like rats, hiding from elite and slagpaw forever?”

	“You’re free now. You can choose your own path,” Beatrice said. “Like the rest of us.” Creases formed around her eyes as she smiled, handing Camina a bowl of thin broth. 

	“I didn’t choose this,” she muttered, turning away and withdrawing into the shadows, away from the fire.
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	Despite my exhaustion, I couldn’t sleep. The stillness of the cave was broken by slow dripping water and a leathery rustling above that I suspected were bat wings. At any moment the king’s troops could slip into the darkness and slit our throats. And yet, I couldn’t stop thinking about Damien. 

	Even after he thought I’d betrayed him, he still helped us escape. Did he think by letting me go, he’d be killing his own father? Probably not. At the trials, I almost tried, but I couldn’t risk hitting Jamie or Loralie. Damien couldn’t read my mind. I never had time to explain myself after getting arrested in Algrave. And now I’d run off with rebels. He probably thought I’d manipulated him from the start.

	My wide eyes searched the darkness. By the glowing embers of the fire I could make out faded graffiti on the cracked walls.

	Vampires suck, wrote one in faded green paint, so old I could barely read it. I didn’t know if it was a joke or a warning.

	Death to Elites, read another, in scratchy writing that took up most of the wall. This was probably a rebel holdout, used since the race wars a century ago. When humans and elite had nearly destroyed each other, until King Richard saved them from the brink of extinction. This was the history I knew, at least. 

	The history I’d been told. The very idea of killing elites sent a shiver down my spine; it was more than a sacrilege, it was a death sentence. Undermine the kingdom and the royal order, and we’d devolve back into decades of war, starvation, sickness and pain. Everyone knew this, and yet the rebels risked everything, trying to change the system. What had I gotten us into?

	I hoped Damien would be okay, that King Richard wouldn’t hurt his own son, but I wasn’t sure of anything anymore. In a few decades, he’d probably forget about me, like he had my grandfather. 

	In the meantime, I was all alone. I didn’t know what I was doing, and I didn’t know what came next. I wished Trevor was here, that I could talk with him. I sat up suddenly. Trevor was right outside. Would he stay a slagpaw forever? I remembered the scratchiness when I’d breathed too much poisonous ash; and coughing up dark phlegm. Without the elixir, I’d have died – or, perhaps, have changed, like Trevor. The elixir countered the effects of toxic poisoning. My heart pounded in my throat and I sat up suddenly. Was it possible Trevor was still in there, that the process could be reversed?

	I glanced at my wrist, and glared at the bare skin where the bracelet used to be. I had no idea how much elixir was still in my system, but there had to be some. I wasn’t badly injured in the trials, which meant the unused elixir would stay in my blood longer, until I burned it up with activity.

	I tiptoed back out of the cave, careful not to disturb any of Beatrice’s traps, until I opened the door to the ruined lair and stepped outside into the cool night air. The flakes were light tonight, and I could see the patch of light behind the clouds that I knew to be the moon. I’d only seen it once, in a blood memory.

	It reminded me of something else; something I’d seen when I kissed Damien at the gates and tasted his blood. A buried trunk, an unmarked grave. My eyes widened as I realized it wasn’t an accident. Damien had pushed that memory towards me; he must have bitten his own lip so he could pass me the information. It was a clue, a place to start looking.

	But first, I needed Trevor. He wasn’t at the entrance where I’d left him. I felt exposed, looking out over the horizon. I could see the glowing towers of the royal palace, like jagged crystals against the dark mountains behind it. The citadel of lights. Coming from Algrave, it had always seemed like magic, but I knew now it was science and electricity. 

	I heard a low rumble over my shoulder and whirled around. My pulse spiked as I saw the slagpaw above me, a dark silhouette against the sky, on a boulder above the crumbling ruins. Its lip curled up in a snarl, displaying a long row of gleaming white teeth.

	“Trevor?” I asked cautiously. The beast jumped through the air and I ducked. It landed behind me and padded forward, its hair bristling.

	He sniffed the air and his red eyes burned in the darkness, like twin coals. His claws clicked on the ground as he stalked forward, with a guttural growl that seemed to pierce through me.

	“Don’t eat me,” I said. “I think, I think I can still help you. If you drink enough elixir. I hope. Nod if you understand.”

	What if it was too late, what if the Trevor I knew was already gone?

	Tears welled up in my eyes at the thought, but I had to try anyway. I took the jagged shard of broken glass I’d grabbed in the tunnels and pierced my wrist, feeling the warm blood spill down my fingertips. Then I held them up away from my body.

	The beast’s eyes grew round with surprise, and he whimpered.

	“Do it,” I said, leaning forward. A gust of wind brushed past my dress, freeing my dark hair. It rippled in the moonlight. My white leather jacket, now shredded and torn, and chiffon pink dress, stood out like a rose against the barren landscape. I shivered, suddenly cold, as I cupped my palms into a bowl to pool the blood. 

	The dark shadow of the slagpaw hovered over me at the edge of the cliff, hesitated a moment, then flicked out its rough tongue, licking my palms and wrists clean.
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	I woke up against something hard, and every part of me ached. I felt the ridges of the rock below me pressing awkwardly into my spine; I’d fallen asleep in the mouth of the ruins, just underneath the overhang of the jagged cliff face.

	I’d slept outside, without covering. I sat up and gasped for breath, clutching at my throat, which is when I noticed the naked man beside me.

	Trev. His muscles were pale and rigid, but his skin was warm to the touch. I wrapped my arms around him and felt his heartbeat and the rise and fall of his chest.

	“You’re back,” I said softly.

	He blinked his eyes open, and looked at me through his long eyelashes. The ones I’d always been jealous of.

	“Emily,” he breathed my name, cupping my hand with his large palms. “I had the weirdest dream.”

	I laughed, brushing away a tear as he sat up. 

	Then his eyes widened and he covered himself up.

	“Wait,” he said. “Why am I naked. Did we—?”

	“No!” I said, shoving him with my shoulder.

	“Hey, I’m not complaining. I’ve been dreaming for years of waking up next to you naked. I just thought it’d be in a bed, in a house, or something. Where are we anyway?”

	“An old structure, somewhere,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “I don’t really know. Yesterday was kind of a blur.” I was high on elixir for most of the day, I realized. It gave me a strange sense of focus; like I remembered the smallest details but none of the context.

	“Why are you wearing a dress?” he asked. “And is that makeup?” 

	“Yesterday was the trials,” I said, rubbing a hand across my face, wiping off a dash of dark eyeshadow and purple glitter.

	“Did you win?” he smirked.

	“Not exactly,” I said, frowning. Technically, I wasn’t sure how the trials worked. They were always broadcast live to all the compounds, and they wanted the chosen to look fierce and prove themselves loyal and worthy of their elite lords.

	I had grabbed the golden trophy first, if only to use it as a weapon against Jessica, and with my foot, not my hand. Though that was before I’d refused to kill Trevor and revealed myself to the king. I wondered what kind of spin he was putting on my escape.

	“We should go meet the others,” I said, looking across the valley at the lightening sky. In the daytime, I could barely see the citadel, but I knew where to look and could just make out the shining tips of the highest towers, pointing into the clouds like knives.

	In other portions of the surrounding horizon, I made out what might have been black smoke, though it was hard to tell against the gray clouds and flurry of white ash that obscured the view.

	“Here,” I said, taking off my jacket. “Maybe put this on.”

	“Somehow I don’t think it’s going to fit,” he said, eyeing the garment.

	“Cover whatever you can,” I said, gesturing vaguely. He held it in front of him and quirked his eyebrow. He tied the arms around his waist, which barely covered his crotch area and left his butt exposed.

	“After you,” he said, gesturing towards the crooked entrance. I smiled and went in first. Without the lamp, it was difficult to see my way forward. I heard Trev stumble and curse a few times as we ducked through the crevices towards the secret hideout. Then I heard the sound of a gun being cocked and froze.

	“Who’s there?” a voice called.

	“It’s me,” I said, “Emily. And Trev.”

	Someone rekindled the fire, and a flashlight shone in our eyes, then lingered on Trev’s nearly naked body.

	“Well, hello there,” I heard Jazmine say.

	“I’ll be damned,” Frank said, wiping the sleep out of his eyes.

	He clasped Trevor in a tight hug. Beatrice kissed him on the cheek, and he nodded towards Luke, who was still leaning against the wall of the cave.

	“So, we’re all friends then are we?” I said. But I was glad to see how they greeted him. I couldn’t understand how Trevor, who’d grown up like me and barely left Algrave, could be this close to strangers I’d never met.

	“Sorry I wasn’t around to make introductions,” Trevor said. Frank found an extra pair of boxers in his bag, and a black T-shirt. After Trevor was at least partially dressed, we ate a cold breakfast – the remains of some dried meat and nuts, washed down with bitter root tea.

	“So what’s the plan?” I asked.

	“We should get to my supplies by noon,” Beatrice said. “Until then we keep low and quiet. With any luck the trick at the falls will keep them looking in the wrong direction.”

	“Can someone tell me what exactly happened yesterday?” Trevor asked. “And why my ass hurts so much?”

	“I might have shot you a few times,” I said. “What do you remember?”

	“We were in Algrave then—we got attacked. Soldiers, and elite guards. They moved so quickly. We had elixir, but there were too many. Oh shit, your mom! Em I’m so sorry.” His face twisted into an expression of pain and I squeezed his hand. 

	“What happened after you were caught?” Frank prodded.

	“They took us back to the citadel,” Trevor continued. “Hooked us up to some kind of machine, forcing us to breathe ash. I thought I was dying. I could feel my organs failing, changing. My teeth, my fingers. The hair. Then they let us out. I remember, the air, the smells, the noise. I remember,” he said, his eyes widening. “It’s not clear, just – weapons, smoke, people trying to hurt me, pain, chaos. I lashed out. I tasted blood. Oh my god, I think I killed someone.”

	“That would be me,” Camina growled. “Takes more than a slagpaw to take me down.”

	“It wasn’t him,” I said, turning to Trevor. “It was the other slagpaw. And no matter what you did, it wasn’t your fault. You weren’t yourself.”

	“I smelled something calming, something familiar, and then I saw you. I remembered you. But how did you know it was me?”

	“I don’t know,” I said. “But I did, and here we are.”

	“So we ran away together after all,” Trevor smirked, with far too much satisfaction in his eyes.

	“That’s a stretch,” I said.

	“I’ll take it.”
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	Yesterday I’d had way too much elixir, more than I’d ever had – more than should be possible. It made me so strong, but now that it was gone my muscles were on fire. Other than that, and feeling gross in my pageant clothes, I felt fine. The marks on my wrist where I’d cut them were almost healed, but not quite. I guess my body had run out of elixir. And I felt lightheaded when I stood up, and weak after only a couple hours walking. I had to stop, short of breath. And my skin itched, though it was hard to tell with the sweat on my neck or ash on my bare skin. We covered our mouths with scraps of fabric, and took turns using the more functional gas masks we’d found in the cave, so we didn’t breathe in too much toxin.

	Even so, hiking through the open landscape, for miles and miles, soon had me gasping for air. There was always not quite enough oxygen in the atmosphere. 

	We left the rocky base of the mountain and trekked through thick woods for hours, getting scratched by thorny brambles until we came to a small cabin. One wall was missing entirely, and moss and roots had grown up through the floorboards. The remains of a small kitchen and fireplace were tucked into one corner, near the wire frame of a bed. A small room to the back was covered in ash. The roof had rotted away completely and I could see branches through the hole in the ceiling. 

	“Some place you’ve got here,” Jazmine muttered.

	“It’s too exposed for a real settlement,” Beatrice said, “but scavengers mostly leave it alone, if they can even find it in the woods.”

	She stood on the bedframe and lifted a moldy wooden panel in the ceiling, pulling out a large satchel with supplies.

	“It’s not much,” she said, handing us a parcel of clothes wrapped in plastic bags. “A change of clothes, a few weapons, and food for a couple days. There should be a few drops of elixir in the pocket.”

	Trevor had spent most of the day in boxers, so he pulled on a pair of jeans, a threadbare blue sweater, and pushed his dark hair out of his eyes.

	Camina, Jazmine and I were all mostly still in our bloodstained costumes from the trials – meant more for display than practicality, and definitely unsuited for our current journey.

	“I would kill for a shower right now,” Jazmine grunted, pulling on a sweatshirt over her dark, matted hair.

	“It’ll have to wait. Bounty hunters and the king’s guard will be out combing the woods, we won’t be safe till we get to Havoc.”

	“Havoc?” Jazmine asked. 

	“Headquarters of the resistance,” Luke grinned. “The last bastion of free-range humans.”

	“Here, put these on,” Beatrice said, holding out thin paper masks. “It’s better than nothing, you’ve already been out in the ash too long.”

	I shut the door for a little privacy, stripped out of the pink and white dress, which was stained with dark blood, and put on a thick wool skirt that came down to my ankles. The rough fabric sent shivers down my spine. I felt like I was too hot and too cold at once, but it was clean, and dry, and didn’t make me sick to my stomach. When I turned around, the door creaked open.

	“Here,” Trevor said, handing me a glass vial, with a couple drops of elixir still in it. “The others, we decided, this should be yours.”

	“Camina needs it more,” I said. 

	“Camina isn’t the one who opened her wrists last night. Seriously, that was stupid, and risky.”

	“You’re welcome,” I said.

	He grinned, and mouthed thank you. I tucked the elixir away, though my body ached for it. I’d gotten too used to my daily dosage, and after yesterday’s brutal events, and the bloodletting, I was running on empty. After hesitating another moment, I popped the cork and let one drop fall on the tip of my finger, before rubbing it into my gums and under my tongue.

	I leaned against the wall, waiting for the elixir to work itself through my system. When I came out of the bedroom, the pain had faded to a dull headache, and I was almost myself again.

	There was just enough gas in the stove to heat up a few cans of soup and have a hot meal with the last of our bread, then we hit the road again. None of us were satisfied with the meager lunch, so I kept an eye out for game while we hiked through the woods.

	Somehow I’d managed to keep my bow when we escaped the citadel, but didn’t have any arrows for it. Jazmine and Camina split the sword-like metal legs of the mechanical spiders. They’d wrapped scraps of fabric around the ends to make rough handles. And the rebels had rifles and pistols, but firing them out in the open would alert predators to our location.

	We fell into a rhythm, and for a few hours I concentrated only on trying to move through the overgrown landscape without stepping on any dry twigs. We passed craggy trees with bark like stone, covered in patches of bright green moss, and occasionally an abandoned house or car, half buried between the trees. The ash muted our movements, but in the desolate wilderness, every sound seemed like it carried.

	I froze when Frank held up his hand for us to stop, his gun poised. I raised my bow quickly; I’d whittled a few rough arrows over lunch but I was pretty sure they wouldn’t fly straight. Dark smoke drifted between the trees, revealing a ring of blackened soil. That fire was hot. Someone had been here, and recently. 

	We crept into the campsite, but besides the still-warm coals, there was nothing but a torn open backpack and some pieces of fabric.

	“Over here,” Beatrice said stiffly. She was looking down at what looked like the carcass of some animal. Then I saw the shreds of clothing, and realized it was human.

	“Damn,” Camina said, kicking at the scraps of a bloody boot.

	“Slawpaw, probably,” Frank said, pointing at the large claw marks torn out of a tree nearby. “Must have been hungry. This guy’s been picked clean.”

	My stomach went queasy, and I turned away. But it was foolish to linger in the open. We moved silently, more on edge than before. If a slagpaw attacked us now, we wouldn’t have been able to put up much of a fight. Jazmine and Camina had the most training, and maybe with a few drops of elixir we’d stand a chance. In the arena, Jessica and I had barely managed to kill one of them, and we were both pretty hyped up already.

	“If we see one in the wild,” Trevor said quietly, leaning in close, “you run. I’ve seen men unload whole clips of bullets into them and they just shrug it off. What happened with me in the arena, it was a fluke. Even if they all used to be humans, they aren’t anymore. Hesitate, and they will kill you.”

	I kept my eyes on the woods, my pulse beating with every flicker of movement as ash fell into my peripheral vision. I jumped each time a branch snapped behind me. With my eyes fixed on our surroundings, I didn’t even see abandoned city looming above us until we were at the edge of the trees.

	I’d never seen it this close. Climbing towers of steel and concrete, impossibly high, their broken, jagged tops disappearing into the swirling gray ashfall. Unlike the citadel of lights, these buildings were dark, nearly black against the lighter sky. The wide street leading into the ruins was cracked, with dry grass and weeds poking up through the cracks, and rusted cars and vehicles strewn around haphazardly. I shuddered as we passed a truck on its side, with a skeletal hand reaching out for help.

	Rusted signs, covered with graffiti, watched us sneak closer into the city with our weapons raised. Our footsteps echoed off the flat surfaces, announcing our arrival.

	The strongest shall survive, someone had written in dripping spray paint on the side of a crumbling wall. It was the opposite of what I’d been raised to believe; that the two races could only exist together, symbiotic species that depended on each other for survival.

	The dark windows were mostly shattered on the ground level, but shards of glass caught our distorted reflections. Trees pushed up through the concrete, lifting cars into the air, and long hanging vines choked the traffic lights and telephone poles.

	Directly in front of us, a gaping sinkhole tore up the street, exposing broken pipes and some kind of metal tracks far below.

	“Shit,” Frank said. “I’ve never come in from this side before.

	“I know the way,” Luke said. “Follow me.”

	He led around the corner into an alley, up a flight of stairs, then through a bashed-in door. We emerged into a spacious auditorium with hundreds of red velvet chairs and a large white screen. Someone had shredded the bottom half with a knife, probably for the material. Many of the cushions had been ripped off the seats as well, and a black spot on the floor let me know this place was used as a campsite at least occasionally.

	I paused near the exit. Faded pictures of people had been pinned to the wall, along with handwritten messages. 

	Have you seen my daughter? 

	Sam, I’ve gone with Dad to the place we talked about. Hope to see you there soon.

	I ran my fingers over another, scratched into the wood with a nail, that sent a tingle down my spine.

	Listen to them, the children of the night.

	The floor was tilted uncomfortably as Luke lead us down a twisted hallway, out towards some kind of glass and metal bridge connecting two buildings. Planks of wood stretched between the foundation beams.

	“That can’t be safe,” I said, eyeing the street level far below. We must have climbed several floors while cutting through the buildings.

	“It’s fine,” Luke said, stepping through it quickly. He even paused to bounce a bit on a beam, before continuing to the other side.

	I’d just stepped off the planks into some kind of office building when I heard a scream and the sound of broken glass behind me. Beatrice was hanging from her fingers, at least a dozen feet from the bridge, where one of the boards had shifted and was now wedged precariously against a pane of glass. It cracked as I watched, and splinters forked across its surface like lightning.

	“Hang on!” I shouted. I reached into my pocket, popping the cork with my thumb, and downed the rest of the elixir. It wasn’t much, but it had to be enough. It ignited with the adrenaline in my system, filling me with a rush of energy. I slid across the floor towards the open window of the building, then flung myself out into the air just as the glass broke. I grabbed one end of the makeshift bridge and Beatrice’s wrist, gritting my teeth as she fell. But my grip held. 

	The bridge groaned under our combined weight, shuddering lower.

	“Stay back,” I yelled as Trevor inched his way out towards us.

	“What do you want me to do?” Trevor asked, his eyes wide.

	I tried not to look below me. We were on the third floor, but the jagged maw of the sinkhole opened up below us, and there was nothing to break my fall. 

	Beatrice didn’t have any elixir, and even if she was strong enough to climb her way over me, I wasn’t sure if the bridge would hold that long.

	“The window,” I said, jerking my chin towards the flat sheet of glass of the floor below us. The building was at least twenty feet away, but it was our best shot.

	Luke pulled out his pistol and fired three rounds, shattering the glass to create an opening.

	“Ready?” I asked, looking down at Beatrice. Her eyes were full of fear, but determined. I swung her back and forth twice, building momentum, before flinging her into the ledge of the next floor. She tumbled to a stop, rolling over the broken glass, but then stood and brushed herself off.

	My turn. I tightened my grip, swinging gently. I had to cover more distance, with less leverage. On my second swing, the bridge snapped. I felt the instant gravity took hold. But I was faster. I scrambled up the falling bridge like a ladder, pushing off one end and throwing myself forward. I managed to catch the lip of the window, pulling myself up into the opening. The glass shards bit into my skin, but I hardly felt it.

	“We made it,” I panted, turning around. I gave Beatrice a hand up, after wiping my bloody hands against my dark skirt. 

	My smile faltered when I noticed we weren’t alone. At least six large, bearded men, with homemade masks and weapons, were hiding in the shadows behind the overturned furniture. My elixir-fueled vision picked them out of the darkness easily.

	“Elite!” one of them shouted. 

	I heard a gun fire a round.

	I barely had time to shove Beatrice out of the way before the bullet pierced my shoulder.
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	“Hold your fire!” A voice barked a command. Someone made his way towards me, his palms raised. I looked up into pair of familiar eyes, happy to see me.

	Curate Marcus. In nondescript gray clothes, with a long black coat, fingerless gloves and a dark stocking cap. He was alive.

	I couldn’t believe it at first, then threw myself at him. He flinched, but returned my hug. I was as surprised as he was by the display of affection – we’d never exactly been close, but I was so happy I hadn’t accidentally killed him, the relief spilled through me.

	“Her eyes,” said one of the men behind him with a shrug. “They’re all fucked up. And she moves like they do.” 

	“Is that an apology?” I said, poking a finger at the hole in my shoulder and wincing in pain.

	“It’s an explanation,” he said. “Not that I owe you one.” He was older, in his forties, but muscled and nearly as big as Trevor. A scar cut through his bottom lip.

	There was a scuffle behind him as the others found their way into the room. Frank and Luke entered first, nodding to the other men, who lowered their weapons.

	Trevor scowled when he saw my injured shoulder, but I grabbed his arm before he could get us into any more trouble. Frank’s eyes softened when he saw that Beatrice was alright, then turned towards curate Marcus.

	“How are you here?” he asked. “The girl told us you were in the arena, at the trials.”

	“Let’s talk about that inside,” Marcus said, looking up towards the dark gray skies. “The bullets will attract attention. We should get off the streets before it gets dark. That’s when the prowlers are most active.” 

	He flashed a shard of mirror at the edge of the balcony, and I saw specks of light winking in response from hidden snipers; little black spots thread around the city ruins, nearly invisible through the rubble.

	“This way,” curate Marcus said, leading down a crumbling staircase. A small crack in the stairs revealed a steep drop into steel slabs far below.

	Down a couple flights of stairs, and Marcus brought out a silver keycard and waved it against a small panel near the door. A lock clicked open.

	“You have electricity here?” Jazmine asked. I was surprised too – the compounds were allotted a basic amount of electricity, for lights and small appliances, and to keep the purification engines running. I’d never heard of a community of humans living outside the compounds with power.

	“Not a ton, but enough. We stay indoors, so screens and fans near the exits keep ventilation bearable, though the underground gardens help regulate the oxygen levels.”

	We followed along a steep tunnel, several times switching to a hall or staircase, as if we were jumping through several buildings that had been fused together. Thick weeds sprouted in the corners.

	“What happened here?” Jazmine asked. The damage was much worse than it looked from a distance.

	“Not entirely sure, but from historical records, we think an earthquake. I mean, they used nukes during the race wars and took out some of the biggest cities, but I don’t think they got this one.

	We passed another steel door where curate Marcus used a keycard, then passed into a bright white hall with mirrors on both sides, set between slabs of concrete.

	“Close your eyes,” Marcus said. A brilliant bright light flashed like a bulb, then faded to a dark purple color that seemed to warp our features in the mirror.

	“UV rays,” Frank said. “Won’t kill the bastards, but it’ll sting, and reveal them. The mirrors are to remove a glamour – an elite could get in your head, change their appearance, even pretend to be an ally. The mirrors will show their true form. Some of the men wear helmets lined with lead to prevent being controlled.”

	“Does that actually work?” Jazmine asked.

	“Who knows,” he smiled, adjusting his cap, “but it makes them feel better.”

	“What happens if you find an elite?” I asked.

	“Watch this,” Luke said, waving us though. Once the chamber was empty and the door firmly closed, Frank lifted up a glass case, revealing a big red switch. He flipped the switch and the chamber we’d just been in erupted in flames.

	“Cool, huh?” Luke said.

	“Yeah,” I frowned and crossed my arms. “Cool.”

	Once inside, we found ourselves in some kind of large underground plaza, rimmed with stores and markets. A skylight had been patched together with duct tape and support beams, but it kept the ash out and let some natural light through. In the center of the structure was a deep round hole, sinking down towards lower levels.

	“This place used to be a shopping mall,” Marcus said, as we passed piles of toys, electronics and useless junk, stacked like barricades.

	“Luckily, one thing we still have a lot of is clothes,” Marcus said, looking over our outfits. “We’ve moved the merchandise to use the space, but there are still storage rooms full of crap – a lot of it is impractical, cheap fabrics that only last a couple months, but it’ll be enough for now.”

	He led us down twin sets of metal stairs with rubber railings, twisted by creeping vines. On the lower level we found dozens of colorful tents set up, with lanterns and strings of soft lights. People were cooking spiced meat on small metal grills, and a group of children were playing kick the can. Somewhere I heard the sound of a guitar.

	A few people turned to watch us pass, staring with large eyes and pale, thin limbs. I couldn’t tell if they were diseased or just malnourished.

	I leaned over the railing, into the depths of the building. Protected from the deadly ash outside, trees and bushes flourished in the covered space, and even the walls were half covered in bright green moss. The ceiling was half rotten, exposing wood panels and hanging wires. The bottom level was completely flooded and filled with white and orange fish. 

	“Our own private cistern,” Marcus said. “We boil the water, of course. The fish are edible. We also breed rabbits and chickens.”

	“You live down here?” Jazmine asked, pursing her lips.

	“I know it’s not as comfortable as the compounds or the city of lights, but we make do.”

	“Fuck the city of lights,” Luke said. “The whole thing is a scam. They get humans to do all the work, then snack on whoever they want. The compounds are worse, just a bunch of blood-suckers and blood-whores.”

	“Tell us how you really feel,” Jazmine said.

	“But they give us electricity,” Camina argued. “They understand the old machines. They keep the skies clear, so we can walk around outside, feel the sun and the wind on our faces.”

	“They have coffee,” I added.

	“And that’s enough for you?” Luke muttered. “To give them your blood, your bodies, your freedom?”

	“Drop it,” Trevor warned, his brow darkening. It wasn’t that different from what I’d heard him say before my choosing, and I wondered if this is where he’d learned it.

	“You’ve been here before?” I whispered.

	“After you left,” he nodded. “I was desperate. I started making contacts. Some people talked about a resistance, outside the compounds. I heard about this place, and one night I snuck over the barrier and made it here. This is where I met the other rebels.”

	He took a breath, frowning over his shoulder.

	“Curate Marcus was still in the capital. The others showed me how to get in and out, through the tunnels. We thought, if we could just get some elixir, enough to heal some of the sick, to get strong. Maybe even fight back.”

	“But that’s impossible,” I said. “Humans can’t drink enough elixir to fight an elite; they’ll go mad with rage and thirst first.”

	“Sure, maybe in one-to-one combat. But there are more of us than them. Maybe some of us would die, but some things are worth dying for.”

	“Martyr’s talk,” I scoffed.

	“So what, you prefer the compound system? The chosen?”

	“I don’t know,” I said, looking around at the piles of junk, the exposed wires and moldy walls. “But it seems better than this.”

	[image: Image]

	“This way,” Marcus said, leading us through the underground city. The mall was larger than expected. Each corner we turned revealed another grand hallway, with marble floors and vast chambers that used to be stores. 

	Most of the rooms had been repurposed as gathering spaces or markets. I laughed as we passed a room full of farm animals, and Jazmine stopped to pet a baby goat. Near the center on the third floor was a large banquet hall with hundreds of tables, surrounded by restaurants and stalls.

	“Mess hall,” Marcus said, waving his hand. “We’ll come back for food later, then I’ll show you where you can stay. But first, Jacob wants to see you.”

	“She needs medical attention,” Trevor said. “She’s been shot.” 

	“I promise we’ll see to that as soon as possible, if Jacob lets you stay.”

	“What do you mean, lets her?” Trevor growled protectively.

	“Frank, why don’t you take Beatrice to the health center. I can tell by her limp she’s hurt her ankle.”

	“It’s just a sprain,” Beatrice said. 

	“The other chosen can go as well. We’ll meet you there. Trevor, you should join them. This is a private conversation.”

	“No way,” he said. 

	“I’m not going anywhere without Trevor,” I added.

	“Fine,” Marcus said, gesturing forward again down another flight of metal stairs.

	“Jacob?” I whispered over my shoulder.

	“If Havoc has a leader, it’s him,” Trevor said quietly.

	We descended another level. From here, looking up, I could see that narrow bridges connected the various floors above. The light was thinner down here, and colder – yet the air felt crisp and clean, probably due to the thick carpet of leafy vines crawling from the water up the walls, and the ring of potted plants and trees. It had an earthy smell of compost and decay. 

	In the center, a raised platform rose from the underground lake like a tiny island, filled with comfortable furniture, a wide wooden table with a dozen chairs, and a whiteboard with markers. A display rack held a small arsenal of assault rifles and pistols.

	A dark-skinned man with a goatee was waiting with his hands behind his back.

	“Emily Sharrow,” he said, stepping forward. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

	I tried not to stare at the deep red patch that surrounded his left eye. A birthmark, probably, like the ones on my wrist, but the distinctive marking stood out against his colorless clothing and dark skin. Unlike the compounds, where deeply-colored fabrics were prized, the Havoc dress code seemed to be limited to faded grays and browns. He wasn’t as big or tall as Trevor, but somehow projected a calm authority. Maybe it was the leather straps, armored fatigues and spiked shoulder pads; or the slagpaw pelt and necklace of claws and bullets around his neck. Altogether, the look seemed more ostentatious than practical.

	Next to him, the woman in the corner blended in so much she was practically invisible until she shifted her position. Her jet black hair fell like a curtain, framing her pale skin and slanted eyes. She met my gaze with a slight nod. Although also draped in faded layers of fabric, she was wearing sweatpants and a pair of pink sandals, and looked far more comfortable, curled up on a leather couch. The chipped mug at her side read Difficult Roads often lead to Beautiful Destinations. 

	“Emily, this is April Liu, our resident doctor. We have healers who help with smaller things when we need them; herbs, setting bones. April is more of a research specialist than a practitioner.” 

	I nodded, though I didn’t know exactly what any of that meant. We had healers in the compounds, but they didn’t need to do much, since our weekly allotment of elixir kept most health issues in check. I took a seat at the table cautiously.

	“And I believe you’ve already met Steve Haggs,” he nodded behind me. I turned to see the man with the scarred lip and short hair, hovering behind us near the stairs. He nodded at me and I scowled back.

	“You mean the ugly bastard that shot me?” I said, crossing my arms. “Yeah, we’ve met.”

	I didn’t know what Jacob wanted or why I was even here, but I wasn’t ready to let my guard down; even after Jacob nodded to one of his guards, who poured me a steaming cup of coffee and a frosted blackberry scone. He watched me take a bite. I tried not to moan, it had been days since I’d tasted anything so sweet. The coffee was bitter and grainy, but strong enough.

	“We watched the trials, you know. We don’t usually play citadel propaganda down here but I find it’s best to keep informed. That was some performance.”

	“I wasn’t acting,” I shot back. “Just trying to survive.”

	“That isn’t true,” Jacob said, eyeing me thoughtfully. “You tried to help the other chosen, even though some of them turned on each other; turned on you. And when faced with a slagpaw, you lowered your weapons. Not much surprises me, but I’ll be honest, that moment shook me, as it did many others. Somehow, you tamed a slagpaw. Then rather than winning the trials and claiming your prize, you escaped the citadel with a handful of rebels and two other chosen. My question is… why?”

	“Why what?” I mumbled, stuffing the rest of the scone in my mouth.

	“I need to know what’s motivating you. I need to know my people are safe.”

	“You think I’m a danger to them?” I asked.

	“Aren’t you? The chosen represent everything we fight against. Most commoners are so far beneath the elite’s register, we don’t even matter. You however, have the king’s personal interest. Chosen by his own son, Prince Damien. Set to inherit a position of wealth and status, and yet you threw it all away. That would make you seem reckless.”

	“I’m not here to be insulted,” I said, frowning.

	“Why are you here?” Jacob pressed again.

	“I don’t know,” I sighed, pushing my dark hair out of my eyes. I was tired and frustrated and dirty. “I didn’t exactly plan things out. I just knew King Richard was going to kill me for defying him. He wanted me to kill the slagpaw, to marry his son, to become his symbol for defeating the rebels. When I didn’t comply, I left him no other choice.”

	“You’re a danger to him,” Jacob nodded. “You aren’t the first from the compounds to risk the journey to Havoc, seeking sanctuary.”

	“I don’t need your protection,” I said.

	“Then what do you want?” Jacob asked.

	The question put me on the spot and I hesitated. It had been so long since anyone asked me that, and Jacob’s intense gaze made it seem like he really cared about the answer.

	“My brother and sister,” I said finally. “The king took them as hostages against me. Now that I’ve escaped, I’m afraid of what he’ll do to them.”

	Jacob held my eyes for another moment, then leaned back, folding his hands together and considering me in silence.

	“Look, if you don’t want me here, I’ll leave,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t call my bluff.

	“It depends what you brought us,” the woman spoke up for the first time.

	“Wait, what?”

	“My contacts in the citadel told you there may be an antidote. They asked for your help. Did you find anything, anything in Damien’s house or study?”

	The journals, the papers. 

	“No,” I said. “I’m sorry. I did find some things that might be relevant, but then we were going to Algrave, to save my mother. I was arrested there, and didn’t have a chance to get them. The king kept me locked up until the trials.”

	“Then we’ve got nothing,” the woman said. 

	“Except a huge target on our backs,” Steve grumbled.

	“But if the girl found some mention of the king’s research, it confirms that the antidote exists,” Marcus said eagerly. “It’s real. That’s already more information than we had before. We can still try to reclaim the documents.”

	“Barely,” Jacob said. “And we’re all fugitives. There’s no way we wouldn’t get caught. Plus, the girl had a reason to be inside the prince’s apartments. If any of us tried that, we’d be torn apart.”

	“We should cut them loose,” Steve said. “The king will be searching everywhere for the missing chosen. They’re a liability. Without the antidote, they’ve got nothing to offer us. We shouldn’t even be talking with her here.”

	“I trust her,” Trevor said. 

	“And who the fuck are you?” Steve spat. “You spent most of your life in the compounds, you’ve only been with us a few months. No offense, but if not for her, you wouldn’t even be allowed in this meeting, so do us a favor and keep your mouth shut.”

	“They’ve had training,” Marcus said, “they might be useful.”

	“We need warriors, not pretty girls that went to an elite finishing school,” Steve said. “Any idiot can fight if given enough elixir, just look at the king’s guard.”

	Trevor squeezed my hand under the table as the discussion devolved into arguments.

	“So what’s our next move?” I asked finally. “You stole elixir, you must have a plan?” 

	“Not one I’m ready to share with you,” Jacob said.

	“Honestly, we were hoping you would tell us,” April smiled, leaning forward.

	“Sorry it’s a little hard to think, with this bullet in my shoulder.”

	I’d barely felt it at first, with the elixir in my system, but now a dull, uncomfortable throb was spreading through my torso and arm.

	“Let me take a look at that,” April said, pulling out a small medical kit. “Take off your shirt.”

	I frowned, uncomfortable undressing in a room full of men. But they already thought the chosen were a bunch of fragile princesses. I didn’t want to help feed that stereotype.

	My fingers tingled as I pulled off several layers, stripping down to my bra. My cheeks burned as Steve looked me over, probably checking me for weapons or wires. 

	“Clean through,” April said. I winced as she cleaned the wound with gauze and alcohol. “And already healing nicely. How much elixir did you have today anyway?” 

	“Three drops I think,” I said. Her eyes widened. She nodded, but bit her lip. I knew what she was thinking. I healed faster than normal humans. I was different. Renitent. I wasn’t ready to share that information yet, even though I was pretty sure Marcus already knew. I was glad April didn’t push the issue, or voice her thoughts. She bandaged me up and handed me my clothes.

	“We should have provided you with a warmer welcome,” Jacob conceded finally. “Although, I’m glad you were shot.”

	“Gee, thanks,” I said, pulling on my jacket.

	“Steve told me you saved one of ours, a woman you barely knew. And when he shot at you, you put yourself in harm’s way to protect her. Why?”

	“I don’t know. I didn’t think about it.”

	“Exactly,” he smiled. His teeth flashed brightly in the shadows, which made me realize how dark it had gotten. A strand of hanging lanterns reflected in the calm pool around us, making it seem like we were on a floating island.

	“While I can’t trust anything you tell me, actions speak louder than words. Your unplanned reaction tells me more than anything else about you.”

	“The antidote was always a fool’s errand,” Steve said, changing the subject. “Now we can prepare for war.”

	“Against the elite?” I asked. “There’s no way you can win.”

	“Not in a full-on battle. But we can weaken their infrastructure. Limit their blood supply. Guerrilla warfare, pick them off one at a time.”

	“We’re fleas on a dog,” Marcus said. “King Richard is ignoring you for now, but you don’t want to feel his bite once he gets annoyed. You haven’t seen what he can do.”

	“We can’t defeat the king by force,” April said. “Not unless we can weaken him somehow, which is why we’ve been so focused on finding the antidote.”

	“Thanks Sweetie,” Steve grinned. “For your expert medical opinion. But maybe leave this up to the men who are actually doing the fighting. A few dozen pounds of C4 should be enough to take out the whole blasted palace, with the king inside it.”

	I stood up, suddenly wide awake.

	“You can’t do that,” I said, my fists clenched. “My siblings—”

	“Then what do you suggest?” Jacob asked, probing me with his eyes. “You said they were in danger. How do you plan to get them out of the citadel?”

	I looked around the table, we were talking in circles.

	Something tickled at the edge of my memory. I looked up at curate Marcus and he nodded. If I didn’t have any ideas, these rebels were going to get themselves killed, Frank and Luke, probably Trevor as well.

	“There’s something else,” I said, closing my eyes to concentrate. “I think Damien gave me a memory, when we – when I said goodbye. A blood memory. It was an unmarked grave in the woods, and a locked chest. I think it has something to do with John Patten or the cure, but I’m not sure what.”

	“He’s probably just trying to trick you,” Trevor said. “Send you somewhere he can catch you again.”

	“I don’t think so,” I said. “I think maybe Damien buried the antidote. I think he’s telling me to find it.”

	“That’s a stretch,” Steve said. “Why would he do that? The rebels are his enemy. We would destroy him and his kind.”

	I shrugged. Did Damien give me the memory on purpose, or had it slipped out? If so, was he keeping it from me?

	My head was starting to pound. Jacob rapped his knuckles on the table and dismissed the meeting. The others filed out but Jacob gripped my arm before I could leave.

	“It seems we’re allies, for the moment. I trust people who trust you. That’s enough to grant you safe harbor here, in the hopes that you prove useful. But if I sense you’re a threat or a danger to the people under my protection here, I will be forced to kill you.”

	“Great,” I said, pulling my arm away. “Glad we’re being honest.”
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	At night, the halls echoed with the sounds of coughing, whispers, groans – from the sick, and some from the lovers, taking advantage of the darkness for a moment of intimacy. It made my skin itch listening to them.

	Or maybe that wasn’t it. My skin felt itchy most of the time, and along with a headache that never quite went away, I was irritable and short-tempered. Marcus told me it was the thirst, and it was going to get worse, now that I’d had so much elixir.

	By the third day, I was sweating and throwing up. Jazmine, Camina and I became bathroom buddies. The elixir had always made me feel powerful, but now I understood why Trevor called it a poison. I felt like I was dying, like my insides were rotting and sliding out. The fourth day I barely got out of bed, but by the fifth day, I was well enough to go searching for some food.

	The cafeteria seemed to operate on a barter system. People could haggle for a deal, or use credits, which were earned by doing chores or favors. Unlike the minted coins from the compounds with King Richard’s face on them, these were just small scraps of metal with an “H” stamped on them. My mouth watered at one stall that was cooking some kind of flat bread, with pork and a fried egg inside.

	“Allow me,” Beatrice said, appearing at my side and pulling out her purse. She bought two of the rolls and sat with me at a table to eat them.

	“How’s your ankle?” I asked.

	“A little stiff, but fine,” she said. “It could have been a whole lot worse, if you hadn’t been there. Buying you lunch is the least I can do for saving me.”

	“At least I did something right,” I said, “not that it’s earned me any favors. Jacob doesn’t seem to want me here.”

	“What are you talking about, you just earned yourself one of Havoc’s famous delicacies. Plus, I hope, a friend.” She smiled and I studied her face. Dark freckles spread across her cheeks. She reminded me of my mother. Barbara, the woman who raised me.

	“Well, when you put it that way…” I smiled. “Do you have people here? Family?”

	“I had a daughter once, but she died. My husband was with the rebels who got captured after the attack on the citadel,” she said quietly. “I’m still hoping for him to return but, with each day, I know the chances are lower.”

	My mind flashed to the slagpaw I’d strangled in the trials, or the one that attacked me in my chambers. I’d only been defending myself, but knowing that they’d been human once, that someone could be missing them, filled me with guilt.

	“That’s terrible,” I said. “I’m… sorry.”

	“We do what we must to survive,” she said. 

	I frowned, but didn’t argue. I didn’t know why they couldn’t just stay hidden, rather than going out and looking for trouble.

	“Thanks for the meal,” I said. “Have you seen Trevor?” I asked finally, when we’d finished eating.

	“Training, most likely. Upstairs and to the right, you can’t miss it.”

	I heard the clash of iron long before I found the makeshift arena—a flat, oval space with walls, surrounded by seats. I stumbled over a discarded leather boot with a long blade attached to it. It reminded me of the roller skates we’d used in the park, but I couldn’t see how it would be much use on the cement floor.

	Men were wrestling, fighting with swords, or using plastic mannequins as target practice. They’d been dressed in fancy suits and dresses, to represent the elite, apparently.

	Camina and Marcus were sitting on the side watching the fighters. I joined them quietly, watching the lessons. Steve was teaching a class to a group of kids, some as young as Loralie.

	“The best way to kill an elite is with a bullet to the brain,” he said, brandishing his pistol. “We’ve got tons of guns and ammunition. They’re old, but they fire straight enough if you keep them well-oiled and maintained. But, we only use them in an emergency. Can anyone tell me why?”

	A young girl with pigtails raised her hand, but answered before being called on.

	“They’re too loud,” she said.

	“That’s right,” Steve smiled. Then he turned quickly and fired towards one of the mannequins, exploding its plastic head into chunks and ripping chunks out of the concrete wall behind it.

	The children squealed and covered their ears, or laughed excitedly.

	“Down here, the noise is mostly muffled, though we still limit our shots to conserve bullets. However up there, outdoors, the sound will carry for miles. The best way to kill an elite is a headshot, from a distance, with a scoped rifle. Take one out, as long as you don’t miss, and make sure he’s alone. Otherwise, his buddies will track you down and kill you; if a slagpaw doesn’t get you first. If you have to fire a gun outdoors, move to a new location as fast as possible.”

	“What about arrows?” a young boy asked, eyeing the rack of bow to the side of the arena.

	“A crossbow bolt or arrow to the heart will work, but you’d have to be at much closer range, and that kind of accuracy with a bow and arrow is goddamn legendary. They’re good for hunting small animals quietly, which is critical to our survival, but unreliable in a real fight. Since guns attract too much attention, and arrows are slow and difficult to use in close quarters, that leaves hand-to-hand combat. Can anyone tell me the limitations to fighting elite this way?”

	“They’re too fast and strong,” a boy said.

	“That’s right, Eric. The elite are much faster and stronger than any human. The best weapon, in close range combat, is a stake through the heart while they’re sleeping.”

	“Why wood?” asked the first girl.

	“Metal is too clean; the wound will seal, and they could still kill you, before you get away. A wooden spike leaves a big, round hole, it tears out micro-fragments of the cell walls. The wound is much slower to repair, and if they don’t pull out the stake quickly, it’ll be too late and the whole system will fail.”

	I scoffed a little too loudly. So this was their plan for war – wait until the elite are sleeping and pick them off one by one? It might be practical, but it also seemed cowardly.

	“You’ve got something to add, Chosen?” Steve glanced up quickly, using the title like an insult. In the compounds, it had always been an honor: an elite term of status and power, to be treated with respect and deference. 

	“Just that the elite will fight back. And they’re almost never alone. To get near one, you’d have to take out a dozen guards first.”

	“Exactly,” Steve smiled. “Which is what we train for. Even with elixir, which will make us stronger and faster, no human can consume enough to defeat an elite. Once one is alerted to your presence, all you can do is run. But in order to defeat their guards and troops, we need elixir to fight our way out. Since we have a special guest today, perhaps I could convince her to give a demonstration of the fighting styles taught at the citadel?” 

	He waved a hand for me to come join the class, but I crossed my arms and leaned back against the bench. I wasn’t in the mood to fight, and I hated the idea of giving this group of child-assassins any extra knowledge. Master Svboda’s class had been a dojo to me, almost a temple. I’d spent weeks learning how to fight and defend myself, generally getting my ass kicked. I wasn’t going to perform for this bastard’s sick pleasure.

	“Come on,” he said. “We’ll make it a fair fight. A drop of elixir each.”

	Camina stiffened next to me.

	“Make it two and you’ve got a deal,” she said, standing up.

	“Jacob isn’t going to like this,” Marcus said.

	“Then don’t tell him,” Steve sneered.

	“You don’t have to do this,” I said, reaching for her arm. The elixir had healed her wounds, but I could tell from her pale, sweaty skin that she was still wrestling with the addiction, which would slow her down in combat.

	Camina smirked at me. “He shot you. The least I can do is punch him for you. Besides, I won’t get better by sitting around. It’s time to get back to training.”

	Camina tied her hair into a ponytail and stretched her arms and neck, before climbing over the short wall into the enclosed rink. She was nearly as tall as Steve, but without all the muscle, which made her look frail next to him. He took out a small vial with an eyedropper and placed two drops on the back of his hand before lapping it up with his tongue, like a cat cleaning its paws. He did the same for Camina. She frowned, keeping her eyes on Steve as she licked the blood off her skin, staining her lips red.

	Then they circled each other slowly. They both moved quickly, with precision, testing each other’s defenses. Steve struck first, jabbing with strong blows, but Camina swatted each strike away before ducking under the last and slapping Steve on the butt, making the kids laugh. 

	He turned and charged, this time going for her center of mass. She boxed his ears as he tackled her to the ground, lifting her off her feet and slamming her down on the hard floor. Before he could pin her, she wrapped a leg around his neck and twisted until she was on top of him. She got in one good punch before he tossed her to the side. She rolled to her feet, and rather than waiting, attacked with a flurry of kicks aimed at his stomach and chin. He blocked most of them before grabbing her leg and lifting her up against the wall, forcing her to her knees with his arm around her neck.

	“As you can see, children,” he said, spitting blood from his split lip. “When given equal doses of elixir, the strongest fighter will usually win.”

	I stood up, about to charge into the rink, but Camina winked at me before dropping all of her weight down and breaking the chokehold. She jabbed a pressure point in Steve’s thigh, cramping his whole leg, then swept him off his feet with a scissor kick. He banged his knee hard and let out a groan of pain. Camina kicked off the short wall and did a flying roundhouse that connected with Steve’s chin and sent him sprawling across the floor.

	“Unless,” Camina said, dusting her hands, “you’re smarter and better-looking than your opponent. Then you can use his weight and overconfidence against him.”

	The kids clapped their hands as Steve staggered to his feet, glaring at her with murderous rage.

	“Good match,” Camina said, offering her hand. “Let’s call it a draw.”

	Steve hesitated for a moment, glancing at the kids. Camina was offering him a way to save face, and he knew it.

	“Guess you got more training than I expected,” he said, shaking her hand.

	“You should see what I can do with a spear,” she said. “To be fair, you picked the wrong opponent. Some of the girls really are just a pretty face, with a few months of combat training. But I’m from Iklebot. I’ve been fighting monsters my whole life. It’s in our blood.”

	I was relieved the fight was over. We’d been trained to protect the elite, not fight them. Using elixir for sport and practice, training kids how to kill elite, felt wrong somehow. But something else was bothering me.

	“Where are you getting the blood from?” I asked suddenly, eyeing the red stain on Camina hand. Trevor blanched and curate Marcus looked guilty. I could tell they were keeping something from me. Something big.

	“I mean it’s not straight elixir, it’s elite blood, right? How did you get so much of it? You couldn’t have stolen it.”

	“Tell her,” Marcus said finally, not meeting my eye.

	“We caught one,” Trevor said, rubbing the back of his neck. “One of the elite. We keep it locked up.”

	I didn’t know what to say to that. The idea that there was an elite somewhere in this building made the hair on my arm stand up. What if it was someone I knew, someone I recognized?

	“Show me,” I said. Marcus sighed and I trailed after him. We went deeper into the complex, past several checkpoints with guards, before emerging in some kind of underground parking lot.

	“She’s in there,” Marcus said, pointing at a large truck. He shrugged when I raised my eyebrows. 

	“It was a freezer truck for transporting meat,” he explained. “Thick walls, no handle on the inside.” He hefted the handle, raising the wide door to the back of the truck. The cell wasn’t what I expected. Large chains had been bolted into the walls, attached to a thin figure lying on a soiled mattress, covered in filth and grime, her face nearly black from dirt.

	Anxious thoughts rattled nervously in the back of my mind, and my skin crawled. Something about this was all wrong. The elite had long dark hair and was smaller than I’d expected. A woman. There were a few in the citadel but I hadn’t had much contact with them. She raised her head, catching my scent, then pulled weakly against the chains. She hissed, raising her lips to display her sharp teeth. Despite her red eyes, matted hair and prominent fangs, I recognized her instantly.

	It was Penelope. Back from the dead.
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	I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Penelope was still alive. Somehow, she’d survived the king’s forced execution. She was still wearing the yellow gown from her execution, though it was torn and stained a deep reddish brown, from blood, dirt or worse.

	I stepped towards her but Trevor grabbed my arm and held me back.

	“When we found her,” Marcus said quietly, “she was barely alive, more animal than human. She tore through three armed men before we took her down.”

	“But how is it even possible?” 

	“We think Tobias must have slipped her elixir somehow, as he killed her, or before.”

	“I saw it,” I realized, sucking in a quick breath. “He stabbed her, but then he kissed her – there was blood on her mouth.” 

	“He must have passed it to her then, a lot of it. Stop the heart, then flood the body with elixir. That’s the way to make an elite.”

	“But she was part of the resistance,” I said. “She was chosen, and helping you. How can you treat her like this?”

	“Whatever she was before, she isn’t now. She’s an elite. She needs blood to survive, lots of it. Let’s just say that nobody down here is volunteering for the job.”

	“It kind of goes against everything we stand for,” Trevor added. “If we ask for blood donors, to keep alive an elite, there’d be a riot. Honestly if the people even knew she was down here, it would be a major thing. They’d want her head.”

	“The only thing that can save her now is the antidote,” curate Marcus said. “If we find it, and Dr. Liu can make it work, we can make her human again – then she’ll be safe here.”

	I frowned, biting my lip.

	“There’s something else, isn’t there?” Trevor asked. “Something you didn’t tell us before.”

	“It might be nothing.”

	“Do you know where it is?” Marcus asked, holding my shoulders. 

	“Yes,” I said. “I think so.” It was only a guess, but the vision I’d seen had been of a cemetery, like the one in Algrave but heavily overgrown. There was only one abandoned compound that I knew of.

	“Then let’s go get it,” Trevor said, holding my gaze.

	“When do we leave?” I asked.

	“Nobody is leaving,” Jacob said, sweeping into the room with half a dozen armed guards behind him.

	“It’s too dangerous,” he added. “At least right now. I have no doubt the woods are thick with king’s guards, searching for you. If it’s been buried for decades, whatever it is, it can wait until things have died down.” 

	“Quandom is abandoned,” I said. “I don’t think they’ll look for us there.”

	“Where did you hear that name?” Jacob asked, like I’d just uttered a secret curse. His stride faltered and he leaned to the side, his eyes wide.

	“I’ve been there,” I said. “Damien took me. I’m sure that’s the vision I saw. If the antidote exists, it’s in Quandom.” I sounded more confident than I felt, but I had to do something. The longer I stayed at Havoc, the less comfortable I felt; and now that I knew they were holding Penelope captive, like some kind of rabid animal, I wouldn’t be able to sit around and wait for something to happen.

	“You’re trusting that your elite husband isn’t luring you back to him. He planted that scene your mind; it could be fake, or a trap. Maybe he let you leave, just so you could lure the rebel forces into an ambush.”

	“Fiancé,” I corrected, “and I don’t think that’s going to happen,” I said. But how did I really know. Why did Damien bring me to Quandom the first time. Was it all an elaborate ploy to earn my trust – was I bait to foil the rebel uprising?

	I didn’t think so. He said he cared about me. The passion we’d shared, when he kissed me in the rain and ash, it felt genuine. But what did I know of love?

	“We have to try,” Marcus prompted. “We’ve been here before; the elite are too fast, too strong. But if we could weaken them, if we could make them human again, we’d have a chance. John Patton started this rebellion in Quandom, let’s finish it there.”

	“We don’t need help,” Trevor said. “Just a few men.”

	“And women,” Jazmine said stepping forward. I hadn’t even seen her arrive, she must have followed the others.

	“Do you really think you can find Quandom again?” Jacob asked. “You’ve only been there once, after all.”

	“Yes,” I said, though I wasn’t too sure actually.

	“She can’t just leave,” Steve cut in. “She knows our location.”

	“You still don’t trust me?”

	“Not even a little, bloodwhore.”

	Trevor’s hands tightened into fists but Jacob raised his hands quickly to stop more violence.

	“Fine,” Jacob said finally, clenching his jaw. “But one condition. You bring the chest back here. Everything you find. Hopefully it will be enough for Dr. Liu to start working on the antidote, and we’ll take things from there.”

	In the end it was decided, Jazmine and I, Trevor and Luke would go alone. We could see if the trunk even existed. I knew Camina would want to join us, but she was still recovering from the fight and needed rest.

	“One more thing,” Frank added, as the crowd dispersed. “This time, you’ll be better equipped.”

	He jerked his head and we followed him to an armory, filled with clothing, weapons and equipment.

	Frank gave each of us a small vial of elixir, around 10 drops, which would have cost nearly a fortune in the compounds, if it wasn’t so forbidden. The penalty for possession of unauthorized elixir was death. I raised my vial, holding it up against the light. It was cloudy and dark, unlike the pure elixir I was used to; probably processed from Penelope’s blood. I clenched it in my palm before tucking it into my pocket.

	“Don’t use it all at once, if you can help it. The thirst will be too great and you might turn on each other for more. A drop or two under the tongue. Five drops and you might be able to run from a slagpaw – at least in theory. If you see an elite, you hide. Going up against them is suicide. This is a recon and retrieve mission only.”

	“Got it,” I said.

	“However,” Frank continued, “I’m authorized to check out weapons for missions, and we’ve been developing something new.” He held up something that looked like a flashlight.

	“UV rays, highly concentrated. Hit them right in the face from close range, and it may be enough of a distraction.” 

	“And then we also have these,” he said, running his hand over a row of long black assault rifles. There was even a box of grenades.

	“It’s old school warcraft,” Frank said. “Very powerful, very dangerous. The problem is, they only work if you get the drop on them. If the elite hear, see, or even smell you first—which they almost always do—they’ll kill you before you even know they’re there. And, of course, the guns are loud, and will give away your position immediately. Guns of any kind are forbidden outside the citadel, so if you use them, they’ll find you.”

	“Last resort,” Trevor nodded, shoving a pistol in the back of his pants.

	“For stealth, spears and swords are the best option, or a good knife if you can throw one. But only if paired with significant elixir, otherwise you’re unlikely to get out of a scuffle with a slagpaw alive.”

	“Pretty,” Jazmine said, pulling a pair of curved daggers with ornate handles from a wall mount.

	I hefted a compound bow and filled my quiver with wooden arrows. I also found a swordbelt, which I strapped around my hips.

	Luke took a long spear with a dangerous looking barbed end.

	Finally, we picked out matching survival gear; dark gray and black canvas and leather, with hoods, hats and masks for the ash that hid everything but our eyes. 

	Luke stopped near the entrance to talk with Steve and Jacob about something while curate Marcus said a quick blessing under his breath, waving his fingers like a magic wand. Then it was time to go.

	The masks were different from the one I’d used in the citadel. Less flattering, more mechanical and homemade. It looked like some kind of car engine mixed with a pacifier. I took a few experimental breaths as we came up through the tunnels towards the exit and met the first burning flakes.

	The city was deathly silent, apart from the slight rustle of leaves in the wind and the occasional metal groan from one of the derelict buildings. Even in the capital, the hum of the purification engines was constant, and the older engines in the compounds were easily twice as loud. I’d grown up with so much white noise, I’d learned to tune it out. Without it, the silence seemed menacing; a reminder that we were in the wild, where slagpaw stalked prey and the poisoned air could kill you. It was hard to believe there were thousands of humans hiding just under our feet. No wonder they never got discovered.

	I held my bow ready as we stuck to the shadows, moving between the abandoned cars and beneath a large bridge, before hopping across stones over a small stream. We took a different route this time. It was hard to keep track of directions in the metal maze, without being able to see the mountains. We passed through a long, dark tunnel, emerging on the side of a hill with the valley spread before us.

	“Which way?” Trevor asked, once we’d finally cleared the toppled structures. It was a relief to be back on solid ground again, instead of clambering over mounds of concrete. I breathed in deeply through the mask, trusting it to filter out the toxins, and was rewarded with the faint scent of pine needles and soil.

	I could see the city, behind us to the left, and make out the pointy spikes of the citadel through the ash in the distance. Somewhere to the right, I think, would be Algrave, but I couldn’t see it. Now that I had my bearings and could orient myself, I studied the citadel, looking for the exit we’d taken last time. It had taken nearly an hour on Damien’s motorcycle. Walking was going to take all day.

	“You don’t know, do you?” Luke scowled.

	“Shut up,” Trevor said, handing me a pair of binoculars.

	I found where I thought the road we’d taken should be, a sliver running through landscape, and traced the path through the woods with my eyes. Squinting through the binoculars, I searched for the abandoned settlement. I paused when I found a thin meadow, a barren spot on the landscape where trees wouldn’t grow. 

	“There,” I said, pointing to it.

	“That’s probably about eight or nine miles away,” Trevor said, taking the binoculars from me. “We should get there this evening, if we hurry.”

	We jogged down the hill and into the woods, avoiding the abandoned highways and sticking to smaller roads or cutting through the thick forests when necessary. Part of me was relieved to see the sky again, after days under ground. Even though it was full of ash, and I had to keep my mouth and nose covered, it still felt liberating to be out from under all that steel and concrete.

	We were making good time, and were probably about halfway there, when we heard a scream. I tensed, drawing my bow and looking behind me—but it wasn’t one of us.

	“We can’t help them,” Luke said. “Whoever it is, it’s not our problem. And if it’s an elite or slagpaw, they’re probably already dead.”

	“That sounded close though,” Jazmine said. “Shouldn’t we check it out at least?”

	“I agree,” I said, nodding to Trevor. He rolled his eyes at me. “Shouldn’t we be moving away from danger? We’re on a top secret mission, critical for the survival of the human race, and you’re going to risk it all to save some stranger?”

	“If we don’t help the weak and defenseless, maybe humanity doesn’t deserve saving,” Jazmine said. I caught her eye and nodded.

	We ran through the woods in the direction of the screaming. It didn’t take us long to find the source. A group of merchants were running in circles around a wooden cart, in the middle of a flat stretch of road.

	I drew my bow, but couldn’t see anything to shoot at. 

	“What is it?” I asked.

	There was something strange about them, something dark fluttering around their heads. I thought they were bats or birds at first, but they moved too slowly, tumbling like fuzzy leaves.

	Once we moved closer I could see that they were large, black moths with dark purple stripes. 

	“They’re scared of butterflies?” Luke asked.

	“They’re poisonous,” Jazmine said.

	“Of course they are,” Trevor groaned. He tore a branch off a dead tree. The leaves were already brittle and dry.

	“Toss me your lighter,” he said. Luke pulled it out of his pocket and sparked it against the leaves. They burst into flame. The rest of us found our own branches, and together we charged towards the cart with our makeshift torches, streaming thick black smoke.

	“Don’t let them touch your skin!” Jazmine yelled, swiping her flaming branch into the dark swarm of winged insects. Their wings caught on fire and they fell burning to the ground, emitting a terrible screeching sound.

	It was all over in a few moments. We helped the merchants to their feet. They had large, angry rashes on their arms and faces, but appeared mostly unharmed.

	“What are these things?” Trevor asked, kicking at one with his foot. With the wings gone, it looked like a large black beetle, writhing in the ash. 

	“Death moths,” Jazmine said. “Though I’ve never seen them this far north.” Their wings were as big as my palm, with mesmerizing patterns and a velvety texture.

	“Why do they call them that?” I asked.

	Jazmine picked one up carefully and spread its sapphire wings. Large round circles in the swirled pattern looked like eyes, and on its back, as big as my thumb, was a white, skull-shaped mark that gleamed against its dark body.

	“Freaky,” Luke said.

	“Thank goodness you came,” one of the merchants said, wiping down his skin with a wet rag.

	“They’re nocturnal, we thought we’d be safe, but they must have snuck into our cargo before we left.”

	“What are you even carrying that attracted them?” Trevor asked.

	The man opened the door of the cart and we looked inside. Dozens of potted plants bore shrubs with bright yellow and white flowers. The scent was intoxicating.

	“Plumeria!” Jazmine said, breathing in deeply. “You’re from Denvato?”

	“That’s right,” the man said. “The pollen drives the moths crazy. They would have eaten our whole crop, if you hadn’t stopped them. Ironic thing is, the flowers smell sweet, but don’t actually have any nectar. The moths transfer pollen from flower to flower in their fruitless search, becoming enraged. The flowers usually bloom at night, but they must have opened up in the darkness of the cart.”

	“Here child,” the woman said, taking a bracelet of fresh petals off her wrist and offering them to Jazmine.

	“Take it, a gift to remind you of home.”

	She fastened the bracelet of small buds around Jazmine’s wrist and smiled.

	“What are all these flowers for anyway?” Trevor asked. “You’re heading to the citadel?”

	“You’re kidding right?” the woman frowned at us. “Which compound did you say you’re from?” 

	“Algrave, and Denvato, but we’ve been travelling.”

	“The wedding feast,” the man said, closing up the back of the cart. “The king always orders wreaths and arrangements for the ceremony. Same every year. Usually waits till spring though, seemed he moved it up this year. We had to scramble to produce this many flowers off season.”

	I felt a sudden tightening in my lungs, and a sharp pain in my chest. I adjusted my mask, fighting for breath. These flowers would have been for my wedding day. I thought they’d be out chasing me, hunting me down. Instead, it was like they’d already forgotten about me. 

	Of course the weddings would continue. 

	Next year, there would be another choosing. Life in the citadel would go on, like none of it had even happened. Like I didn’t even matter. 

	“You okay?” Trevor asked. He knew me too well. But he wouldn’t understand how I was feeling. Not about this.

	“Forget it,” I grumbled, jerking my chin towards the trees. “We’re on a mission, remember? Let’s go.”
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	It took three hours to reach Quandom. We fanned out, trying to stay low as we approached the compound. It was no wonder it was hard to find; surrounded by thick trees on all sides, nature had pulled down the walls and half the houses, with a covering of ferns so thick the buildings were half hidden. The plants that grew on the surface were gray and dull, starved of sun and burnt from ash. 

	Only the more aggressive plants thrived, with large, purple veins on their dark green leaves, studded with thorns as big as knives. Nothing grew big enough to grow fruit or blossom, but the struggle to grow was almost manic. The bones, however, stood out in stark contrast from the wasted landscape. They gleamed like polished marble, no doubt picked clean by predators. When I came with Damien, I was too horrified to study them closely. But this time I was paying attention to everything. The citizens of Quandom had been tied up and left to starve and burn in the center of the village, like candles on a birthday cake. Hundreds of them. 

	Their faces and arms were lifted in tortured screams, but in places their skin had loosened and broken off in the elements, leaving only their skeletal remains. 

	A chill ran down my spine. The last time I was here, I’d kissed Damien. And it wasn’t just to help the rebels, and get him to trust me so I could find the research. I’d wanted to kiss him. And he’d pulled away first. But how twisted was it that he’d killed my grandfather decades ago, and then made out with me in the middle of the mass gravesite marking the site of his father’s failed social experiment?

	We waited in the trees for twenty minutes, but despite the sound of falling ash, the silence was heavy like a rolling fog. Finally, we entered the village of the dead, creeping past the grotesque statues of what used to be the townsfolk, immortalized in ash by King Richard as a warning against those who would defy him. We crossed through the field of corpses as quietly as possible, carefully avoiding their mangled limbs.

	“This place gives me the creeps,” Luke said.

	“I think that’s the point,” Jazmine said. 

	Our weapons glinted softly in the afternoon light.

	“Ssshhh!” Frank hushed, waving us forward. We darted towards the center of the town and gathered under the crumbling awning of the church. 

	Vines had overgrown the altar, half obscuring a large golden cross. A rusted bell hung in the remains of the tower, and I could almost feel a slight hum, like it was vibrating. Paintings were torn, and shards of colored glass from stained glass windows littered the floor like puzzle pieces.

	I glanced around the corner of the building, and shivered as I saw the black iron gates leading to the cemetery. Every compound had one, inside the gates, so we could mourn our dead. Compared to the horror show out front, the somber, carved gravestones were practically a relief.

	But they hid the truth. Part of me understood the lesson King Richard had been trying to teach me, when he showed me his cave of doom. The lesson he’d wanted his son to learn after the uprising in Quondam, with this vulgar display. It wasn’t just that he was brutal and sadistic. It was more calculated than that. It was impossible to ignore this kind of carnage. It was a reminder that the pleasantries of the compounds—breathable air, fresh produce, a weekly dose of elixir—were the utopian side of our new reality.

	If the two races coincide peacefully, both survive. But if they didn’t… 

	Live together, or die apart.

	This was the dark underbelly of that same reality; the contract of our kingdom was forged with blood and death. And were it not for the compounds, it would be open war again.

	We walked up the path into the overgrown cemetery. Winged statues of angels and tall headstones stood crookedly, guarding their charges.

	“See anything familiar?” Trevor asked, startling me.

	“I don’t know,” I said. Some smaller trees and shrubs had pushed up through the graves, disturbing the remains, and I saw more than a few bones lying on top of the soil, wrapped in cages of gnarled roots.

	“Something’s wrong,” I said, frowning at the neat rows of graves. “What I saw, it was in the trees, not in the open like this.” 

	“This way?” Luke picked up a skeletal arm pointed forward towards the trees, then yanked a ruby ring from the bony finger.

	“Put that back,” I said.

	“Make me,” Luke taunted, breaking off two of the corpse’s fingers to flip me off.

	Trevor stood over him with his arms crossed, and Luke finally scowled and made a big show out of restoring the artifact.

	“Not like he’ll miss it,” Luke grumbled. “And anyway, isn’t this what we came for?”

	“We’re not grave robbers,” I said. “I don’t think.”

	“This way,” Jazmine said, ducking under a large hole that had been torn through the perimeter gates. What I’d mistaken as boulders were actually worn tombstones leading up the hill, mostly buried in sediment.

	“There,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief as I finally recognized something. I headed towards the gnarled trunk of a crooked tree, and then I saw it. It just looked like a misshapen boulder at first, but I dug the dirt and ash away from the stone with my fingers until I could see a small symbol etched into the surface.
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	John Pattern.

	“I thought he was executed?” Trevor asked, leaning closer.

	“The whole town was. Damien must have come back and defied his father’s order by burying his friend.”

	“So now what?” Luke asked.

	“Now, we dig,” Jazmine said, slapping him in the stomach with a shovel. We took turns with the portable tools we’d brought with us. Soon the light was fading.

	“Hurry up,” Luke said uneasily, leaning against the tree during yet another water break. “We still have to get back in one piece.” 

	“Maybe you should be helping then,” Trevor grumbled.

	“Ah, I’d love to, but you just take up so much space. Plus, my palms are blistered up.” 

	“Wimp,” Jazmine said, taking the shovel from Trevor. I swiveled my head when I heard the metal of her shovel strike something hard.

	I pulled back the dirt with my bare hands until I could make out the lid of a large chest. This is it. This is what Damien wanted me to see. I almost couldn’t believe it was really here.

	It was an ornately carved wooden trunk, inlayed with bits of bronze. I was just reaching for the lid when a terrible shriek made me cover my ears.

	Slagpaw. 

	“Shit, that sounded close!” Luke said, his eyes widening with panic. He gripped the handle of his rifle tightly, aiming the barrel into the shadows.

	“Remember, no shots unless necessary,” I said, gripping my bow and nocking an arrow. “Or we’ll give away our location.”

	“I’m pretty sure they already found us,” Jazmine said, pulling out her swords.

	“Grab the chest,” I said, “we’ll cover you.”

	Trevor frowned, but didn’t argue. He and Luke grabbed the handles of the chest and heaved it out of the ground, in a cloud of dust. The boys shuffled down the hill, past the gravestones and into the ruined church. I followed slowly, walking backwards with my bow raised. I shot an arrow at a dark shadow, but I couldn’t be sure I hit anything. The sleek, black compound bow felt powerful, but unfamiliar in my hands.

	We hurried into the church, pushing closed the door inside. Jazmine and Luke grabbed a large piece of wood from the fallen rafters and braced it against the entrance. I frowned up at the holes in the ceiling.

	“This isn’t much of a defense,” I said. 

	“At least we can focus our firepower,” Trevor said, raising his pistol. “Get a couple good shots off before they rip us open.”

	“Shhhh,” Jazmine hissed, waving her hand. “Everybody down!”

	We ducked behind the scattered pews, using them as barricades. I could hear the heavy padded footsteps of the creatures outside, sniffing against the walls.

	“How many are there?” I whispered.

	“At least two,” Jazmine said, reaching into her pocket. She uncorked the small bottle of elixir and took a sip, staining her lips red. I watched as her pupils dilated. 

	“If shit hits the fan, tell Camina... tell her something,” she said, leaning her forehead against mine.

	“Tell her yourself,” I said. “Just two slagpaw? We can totally do this.” I tried to smile, though my heart was pounding.

	I held my hand steady as I uncorked my own vial of elixir, my body responding to the heady scent. Was ten drops too much? What if we had to fight our way out? What if we needed more later? 

	I didn’t want to waste the elixir if I didn’t have to, on the other hand I was the only one capable of consuming extra without going crazy from the blood lust. I decided to take half the vial, around five drops, and felt it light my veins on fire just as the front door of the church burst open. I pulled my bowstring taut, expecting slagpaw, but hesitated when it was a man instead, or at least, an elite. He was wearing a long trench coat and a black hat with a low brim, and a bright red feather that matched the sparkling rubies on the hilt of his sword. I didn’t see his face at first, until he lifted his chin and flashed a cruel smile.

	It was Tobias, but unlike I’d ever seen him. His golden curls had faded into a dull gray, as if he’d aged quickly. Dark purple circles hugged his eyes, which stood out like emeralds against his pale skin.

	“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he taunted. “You should thank me, I could have let my pets eat you. You’ll die faster by my hand. Probably.”

	One of the slagpaw jumped on the roof, and it creaked under its weight. The beast slashed through the hole with its massive claws, and Luke rolled out of hiding. He fired three crossbow bolts in quick succession. Tobias dodge the first two and actually caught the third one. “Now that’s more like it,” he grinned. He flicked the bolt back towards Luke and it sunk deep into his thigh. 

	Trevor tried next, charging towards Tobias with his arm raised, ready to strike. He moved quickly, I wondered how much elixir he drank. Tobias blocked his attack, then tossed him into the wall. Jazmine screamed and launched herself at him, just as the second slagpaw crashed through the back wall, straight towards me.

	I shot five arrows. The beast swatted two away, and three stuck in his torso, but it didn’t matter. A hundred arrows wouldn’t be enough to stop this thing. It reminded me of something I’d read in one of Damien’s books about early mankind. They’d hunt in groups, but the arrows were mostly a distraction, so that hunters could get close and pierce the thick hide with spears. I dropped to the ground between the pews as the creature dove over me, shredding deep groves into the wood with its claws. It smashed through a central column, bringing down another chunk of the roof.

	When it turned again, it was facing Trevor, who was still pinned in the corner, his weapon out of reach. It shook its head, opening its jaws with a high-pitched roar, then swiped out a massive paw. I grabbed for my sword, but I knew there was no way I’d reach him in time. 

	“Stop!” I screamed, stretching my hand forward. The animal paused, blinking at me in confusion. I could feel a subtle connection of energy between us. Tobias snapped his eyes up in astonishment. He’d been easily blocking Jazmine’s attacks, but he stopped when he saw me, and Jazmine managed to slice through his shoulder with her curved blade. He winced for a second before twisting her arm so hard I heard the bone snap. Then he kicked her in the stomach and she crumpled into a pile of debris.

	“Now then, what do we have here?” Tobias said, pinning me with his eyes. The two slagpaw stalked towards me, growling from either side.

	“Could it be the famed rebel princess? You know, nobody can stop talking about you back at the citadel. It’s a bit darker than the story I would have written for you, but I get the appeal. I guess I’ll have to be the one to bring Damien the sad news that you got eaten by slagpaw.”

	“Tobias, please. Why are you doing this?”

	His eyes flashed with pain, and for a moment, I saw him for who he really was. Kind, sweet. But then his mask of rage fell again. He crossed the room in a flash, seizing me by the throat and slamming me against the wall. My feet kicked against his ankles uselessly. I clawed at his arms and neck as his fingers tightened around my neck.

	“I serve at the pleasure of my king,” he growled, fire in his eyes. “And the rebels, they lured away the only thing I loved. They twisted her, made her betray me. She used me. Now she’s dead.”

	“That’s not what happened,” I said, fighting for breath. Had he forgotten everything?

	“She loved you. She loves you still.”

	Tobias’s eyes grew wide, and he stumbled backwards, dropping me on the ground. He had a question in his eyes, one I confirmed with a nod.

	“She’s still alive,” I whispered, daring a step closer. His face contorted, but just then, a savage howl ripped through the church and a dark shape tackled Tobias, smashing through the altar and bringing the remains of the tower crashing down on them both. I covered my ears against the harsh brass clang of the bell as it cracked the marble floor.

	I thought it was one of the slagpaw at first, but this one was still wearing pants. Only the top half had grown wolf, and it was still human enough for me to recognize Trev’s dark features. He slashed at the elite, and in his shifted form he was bigger, and stronger. But too slow. Tobias dodged the razor-sharp claws and pummeled Trevor with lightning quick jabs to the ribs. Trevor sank back, clutching his chest.

	Tobias leisurely drew his long, thin sword. Light gleamed against the ornate, decorative blade as he raised it up to strike. My heart caught in my chest. There was no way to beat him. He’d kill the others, and take me back to the citadel a prisoner. I reached for my vial of elixir, even though I knew it wouldn’t be enough, but before I could raise it to my lips, Luke ran past me with a battle cry, holding up the compact ultraviolet bulb. For a second, I was blinded by a flash of brilliant white light. 

	I heard Tobias scream, clawing at his eyes as dark purple veins spread across his pale face. He swung wildly with the sword, but Luke helped Trevor stand and we ran through the now open section of the wall. Outside a third slagpaw was waiting, baring its teeth and growling at us, saliva dripping from its jowls. 

	Elixir thrummed through my body as I sprinted towards it, ducking under its claws and sliding across the rough ground on my knees, stabbing upwards with my sword. It slipped between the creature’s ribs, slicing it open, belly to tail, and showering me in a warm cascade of slagpaw viscera.

	“Grab the crate!” I shouted. Jazmine and Luke each grabbed a handle and together we stumbled into the thick woods, leaving Quandom behind until the ruined steeple was swallowed up by the swirling ash and grasping branches.
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	It was dark by the time we made it back to the dead city. I cringed, expecting to see another slagpaw around every corner, or Tobias. I couldn’t shake the anger and hatred in his eyes. I’d never seen it there before.

	I wasn’t sure how many people in Havoc realized what slagpaw actually were, and I didn’t want to risk getting shot again if I showed up with a mutid, so I gave Trevor the rest of my elixir and we waited at the edge of the city until he changed back. 

	I found a trickle of water running out of some exposed pipes into a small sheltered pond between some buildings. It was only a few inches deep, but clean enough to rinse off the worst of the smelly gunk that clung to me like a second skin.

	I was pretty sure I was stained a few shades red like the eggs we used to decorate for Oester. I remembered sitting on my father’s lap, and using wax to draw geometric patterns against the brown shells.

	“I can’t believe we’re alive,” Luke said finally. He’d been quiet on the hike back, though we’d covered most of the distance at a near sprint. “Seriously, an elite and three slagpaw? It’s a goddamn miracle.” 

	“We were lucky,” Trevor said. He splashed some water on his bare torso, which was still a bit fuzzier than usual, and his voice was a deep growl, but at least he could talk again.

	“You know,” Luke said, sitting on the chest we’d retrieved from Quandom, “Steve thought this whole thing was a scam. He made me promise to shoot you if you tried to tell anyone the location of Havoc. I said I would, but, well let’s just say I wasn’t looking forward to it.”

	“That should be on a greeting card,” Jazmine joked. “Killing you would give me feels.”

	“Brevity is the source of wit,” I said.

	“Seriously though,” Luke said, pushing back his hair. “Thanks, I guess.” He was acting weird, but I knew it was mostly the elixir in his system. He probably wasn’t used to consuming so much.

	“We should be thanking you,” I said, pulling my wet hair into a loose knot behind my neck. “And now we know that flashy thing really works.”

	“I think it’s fair to say we all helped,” Jazmine said, leaning against the rusty remains of a van. “But, can I remind you we’re in the city after dark, and didn’t Marcus say something out night prowlers?”

	I took a shaky breath and nodded. 

	We weren’t safe yet. 

	The guards let us in after screening us again with the UV light, raising their eyebrows at Trev’s naked torso and torn pants. Every time they turned on the bright lights and I felt the heat on my skin, I expected to burst into flames. My skin prickled, and I thought I felt a burning sensation, but then I was done and they ushered me through. Still human, after all.

	After the near pitch black of the forest, the underground lights were blinding. I removed my mask and wiped the sweat and blood off my forehead.

	Curate Marcus greeted us first, along with a small crowd of onlookers, who stared with interest at the antique chest we’d taken turns carrying back. I noticed Luke was favoring one side and winced with each step; blood ran down his leg from the arrow bolt in his thigh. I hadn’t seen it outside in the darkness. And Jazmine was cradling her broken arm.

	“Things didn’t go exactly as planned,” I said, after we’d entered the private office upstairs Jacob was using as his headquarters. Jazmine sank into an easy chair in the corner, and Trevor and Luke heaved the chest onto the table.

	“I’m just glad you all made it back alive,” Marcus said. 

	“And with the chest,” Jacob said eagerly, running his hands over the cracked leather and ornate bronze hinges. “Have you opened it?”

	“It’s locked,” Jazmine said. “Plus, we were kind of busy running for our lives.”

	“What do you think is inside?” Trevor asked.

	“It could be a trap,” Luke said. 

	“Or a bomb,” Jacob agreed.

	“It isn’t,” I breathed. I’m not sure how I knew.

	“Forgive us if we don’t take your word for it,” Jacob said. “But given the source of your information, it’s fair to be skeptical. I mean, the elite are known for compulsing people. It would have been easy to fool you. This could all be an elaborate ploy. Maybe he let you escape, just so you’d dig this thing up and bring it here. Maybe it’s a biological weapon of some kind. An infection.”

	“Pandora’s box,” Marcus said ruefully.

	“We just risked our lives for this thing,” Trevor said. “And now you’re telling us you’re afraid to open it?”

	“Not afraid, just cautious. Unlike you, I need to consider the humans under my care. 

	“So what happens now?” I asked.

	“Sleep,” Jacob said. “It’s after midnight. We’ll get our demolitions expert to check the box tomorrow, make sure there are no hidden wires or triggers. Then, we’ll see about opening it up.”

	I wanted to protest, but I felt my knees shaking and realized I was exhausted. I bit my lip and nodded, even though I hated letting the box out of my sight. I was sure it was meant for me, and me alone. What secrets did it hold? What was Damien trying to tell me?

	Outside, Camina grabbed Jazmine in a tight hug, then pulled away when Jazmine squealed.

	“Shit, you’re injured,” she said. “Sorry. I wish I’d been there. By the way, thanks for leaving me behind. Idiots.”

	“You needed rest. But you look much better now.”

	“You know me, bedrest and a few drops of elixir.” 

	“Here, I brought you something,” Jazmine said, pulling the bracelet of flowers off her wrist. The petals were half crushed and stained with blood. “It was in better condition before. Still smells good though.”

	“I love it,” Camina said.

	“She should see April,” Jacob said, “to set that bone, or it won’t heal right.”

	“I’ll take them,” Luke said. “Wouldn’t mind a bandage for my leg.”

	They headed off together, and I watched them until they disappeared down the metal stairs. After the others had gone, Trevor walked me back to the living level below, where my tent had been set up.

	“Are you okay?” Trevor asked.

	“Yeah,” I said. “I think so.” I raised my arms and hands, looking over my skin. The thorny red marks on my wrists and hands stood out, even in the dim light, but my birthmarks had always been there.

	The rest of my skin looked pale, but smooth. Physically I felt frazzled. Thin, like my body was a shell and I could shatter at any moment.

	“How did you do that?” Trevor asked, lowering his voice and leaning in close. “The slagpaw, they listened to you.”

	“I don’t know – maybe they were humans once?”

	“That elite was right there, and you still managed to compulse them. You’re stronger than we thought.”

	Had I compulsed them? Master Svboda told us once we’d never be strong enough to compulse others. But she also told me the elixir hit me stronger because I was renitent. I guess nobody really knew what I was really capable of.

	“Not strong enough, apparently. When Tobias had me by the neck, I was helpless. I was sure he was going to snap my neck. If it wasn’t for you – wait, how’d you do that; you shifted.”

	“I grabbed a fistful of ash and stuffed it down. It’s all I could think to do. It felt like my insides were melting. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to come back this time.”

	“Do the others know—what you are, what you’re capable of?”

	“Not all of them. If word got out that there was a slagpaw wandering around, people would freak.”

	“What a pair we are,” I murmured.

	He brushed a strand of hair out of my eyes and leaned forward until I could feel his breath on my cheek. The colorful tents glowed like giant lanterns around us.

	“I always knew we’d end up together,” he smiled. “I never realized we’d become the monsters.”

	The elixir heightened my senses in the dim light. I was hyper aware of his musky scent, the soft pulse of his heartbeat, and the tension in his body, just before he kissed me.

	I pulled away almost immediately, more out of reflex than anything. Doubt flashed in his eyes, followed by anger. My cheeks burned, but I wasn’t sure why. I had nothing to apologize for.

	“Tell me it’s not because of him,” he said, his voice rough like gravel.

	“Can we not do this right now?” I asked, crossing my arms.

	“I thought you were done with all that,” he said. “I thought you were on our side now.”

	“Why do there have to be sides?” I asked. “I’m just tired, and I feel disgusting.”

	 “Fine, whatever,” he said, pushing his dark hair back in frustration. He took a deep breath, before squeezing my shoulder. 

	“Get some sleep,” he said. “And a shower. We’ve got time. Why don’t we stay in and try not putting ourselves in imminent danger for a few days?”

	“That sounds amazing,” I said. 

	He smiled, though it was tense.

	I waited for him to leave, then went into my tent alone and zipped it shut. The camping pad was firm, nothing near as comfortable as Damien’s massive mattress, but it was still welcome after the day’s misadventure.

	I rolled up some clothes for a pillow and let my mind wander. My forehead was sweating and my skin itched. I scratched my arms. It felt like insects were crawling on my skin and in the dark I could barely see enough to check. I wouldn’t be surprised if this place was full of cockroaches. I was almost asleep when I heard the whispers at the edge of my consciousness, disturbing the fragments of a dream.

	I lay awake in the darkness for awhile, trying to fall asleep again, but it was no use. Finally I got up for a drink of water, walking barefoot on the cold cement to the shared bathroom and splashing some water on my face. I definitely needed a shower. But before I could take off my clothes, I heard the whispers again. I thought I’d just imagined them before, but now I was wide awake. Maybe I was losing my mind.

	I followed the noises down the hall; it almost sounded like there were scratches coming from inside the walls, and I pictured hives of rats squirming behind the concrete. It made my skin crawl.

	I didn’t recognize where I was until I was standing in the garage, right in front of Penelope’s cell. The single guard outside was sleeping. It was easy to walk past him. I opened the door to the truck as gently as I could. When I stepped inside, the sweet scent of elixir mixed with the smell of rotting flesh and death. 

	Penelope’s flesh was so pale it looked blue in the dim light, but her eyes shone with fever, lit with internal furnaces as her body struggled to keep her alive. Her new elite form needed fuel, and she was starving to death.

	She lunged at me suddenly, rattling her heavy chains, but only made it halfway before being snapped back by the metal collar around her neck. If she recognized me at all, I couldn’t tell. She snarled at me, as if I were the predator, then retreated to a dark corner sullenly.

	She clawed at her skin absently with soft whine, and I noticed the thin lines cut into her wrists, smeared with dark red blood. At first I thought she’d done it to herself, but the cuts were too neat and precise.

	Someone else had done this to her, and recently. Someone was bleeding her, feeding on her for the elixir in her veins. She pinched at the open wound and a drop of blood rolled across her arm, pooling behind her elbow. My stomach rumbled and I took a step closer, licking my lips before I realized I wasn’t hungry. It was thirst for the elixir in her veins. I felt dizzy with need and had to physically drag myself away. Once outside, I closed the door and leaned against it heavily, taking a ragged breath to clear my spiraling anxiety. Finally I returned to my tent alone, filled with guilt and shame.
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	I had a pounding headache when I woke up the next morning and felt sick to my stomach.

	It was like a hangover, mixed with the flu. Clammy skin, nausea, and hives that broke out on my legs and arms.

	“How do you feel?” Marcus said at breakfast, piling his plate with canned beans and fried eggs.

	“Gross,” I said.

	“It’s normal, after consuming so much elixir,” Frank said, coming up behind us. “It’s a powerful drug, and addiction is common. We see the symptoms even when we get a new recruit from the colonies; just one drop a week and they’ll still feel slight symptoms for the first month. When you consume more, the symptoms can be unpleasant.”

	“I didn’t even have that much,” I frowned.

	“It effects us all differently. We’re careful not to give soldiers too much. A fourth of a vial is the usual limit. More than that and you may lose control of yourself. Drink a whole vial and you’ll have superhuman strength, but you’ll probably die and never come back. Mostly we use it for healing, not fighting.”

	“Unlike the reckless princess amongst us,” Marcus teased.

	“Did Trevor tell you about yesterday?”

	“Luke can’t shut up about it,” Frank said. “He’s told half the community already, how you sliced through that slagpaw like a cranberry pastry.”

	“I had help,” I said. “Everyone was very brave.”

	And lucky. One elite and three slagpaw. I had a feeling if it were just the slagpaw, it wouldn’t have gone down so well. Being tied to Tobias made them a bit slower. When he hesitated, so did they.

	“One slagpaw is a miracle, but it could just be a fluke. By my count, you’ve killed three. How much elixir did you take, anyway?”

	“Half a vial,” I shrugged, sipping my dark root tea. I frowned at the cup, annoyed it wasn’t coffee, but apparently that was a luxury good in Havoc and only for special occasions.

	“So five drops,” Frank said. “No wonder you feel like shit. Luke and Trevor are still in bed. Both have fevers but they should be fine after a few days.”

	“Your friend fared much better, honestly I’ve never seen anything like it. You must have built up a tolerance in the citadel.”

	He nodded towards Jazmine and Camina, who were pushing their food around a few tables away. Jazmine had a big pair of dark sunglasses on, I didn’t know where she found them. Maybe in one of the shops downstairs. 

	“What about the chest?” I asked. “Did you get it open?”

	“Let’s talk about it this afternoon,” Marcus said. “After everyone has had time to freshen up.”

	By everyone, I assumed he meant me. I didn’t need to smell my armpits to know I was rank. But first, breakfast.

	I grabbed some more tea and smeared butter and strawberry jam between two pieces of toast, before joining the girls at their table. The condiments came in little plastic containers, and weren’t nearly as fresh or tasty as what we made in the compounds.

	“This food tastes like it’s been on a shelf for a hundred years,” Camina complained. 

	“It probably has been,” I said. “Though I’m actually impressed. Who would have thought the rebels even had access to food like this, I thought they’d be living off of bats and spiders.”

	“Only on Thursdays,” Beatrice joked, from the table behind us. We waved good morning. Other than the few residents we’d already met, most were keeping their distance—they stared with a mixture of scorn and curiosity, if not downright malice.

	“This could be rat sausage,” Camina said thoughtfully, taking a bite of her breakfast. “But it’s still delicious.”

	“My head feels like it got slammed through a wall,” I grumbled.

	“It very nearly did though right?” Camina said. “So don’t complain. Maybe next time you won’t leave me behind to fight elite.”

	She leaned back in her chair, and I caught a glimpse of the dark purple scars across her abdomen, beneath her tanktop. 

	“We weren’t planning on fighting anything,” I said. “Honestly, we thought it would be a quick trip.”

	“Here,” Jazmine pushed a round white pill towards me across the table.

	“Where’d you get that?” I asked, snatching up the pill. I’d seen Aspirin before, but it was usually only used for emergencies between renewal ceremonies. Unlike elixir, it was legal to store and distribute, though too expensive for most people to afford.

	“They have a robust black market down on the 4th level.”

	“What did you have to give up for these?”

	“Who says I had to give anything up?” she winked, adjusting the sling around her broken arm. Even with elixir, it would take a few days to heal completely.

	After breakfast I headed to the co-ed shower system. Trevor had pointed them out earlier but I’d only had time for a quick shower. There was a long line, the water was warm, and we were only allowed 2 minutes each; although more time and hot water could both be purchased for a surcharge.

	“Hot water, like coffee, is an indulgence, not a necessity,” Jacob had said.

	“Like hell it is,” I’d grumbled. The water was refreshing, and I lathered my body with the pink sanitizer, scrubbing myself clean until the water ran cold.

	After the painkiller Jazmine gave me, I was almost feeling like myself again. I fumbled outside the stall for my towel, but it was gone. I poked my head around the plastic curtain and saw it hanging on a peg across the room. 

	Shit. I covered myself as best I could and made a beeline for it, just as another figure came into the room. I stopped just short of knocking him over, but still ran into him hard enough to steal his breath.

	“Easy,” Trevor grunted. “I’m unarmed.”

	I shoved him out of the way and grabbed the towel, wrapping it around myself quickly. Trevor was in boxers, and dripping wet. I pulled my eyes away from his muscled torso.

	“What did you see?” I said.

	“Nothing, I swear,” he said, holding up his palms, though the smirk in his eyes told me he’d gotten a good look. But whatever, I was going to have to abandon my notions of privacy living down here.

	“How are you feeling?” I asked, “after yesterday? Jacob told me you were sick.”

	He frowned, tousling his dark hair with a towel. I noticed he had a tattoo I hadn’t seen before on his bicep; a serpent curling around the tip of an arrowhead. They were rare in the compounds, but I’d seen several people with them down here. I knew they took weeks to heal, which meant  you had to skip several weeks of renewal to get them to set right.

	“Fine,” he said gruffly. “I’ll walk you back up. Jacob wants to talk to us.”

	Finally.

	I pulled on my jeans and a tanktop, then followed Trevor to a new area, in what looked like a laboratory. I remembered the one the king had set up, near his underground lake of the dead. This one was darker, with pipes coming out of the ceiling and cement walls, but it had decent lighting and an array of tools. Chairs facing mirrors were lined up against the wall, but they’d been pushed aside to make room for medical equipment. It looked like a cross between a workshop and an emergency room, which it probably was.

	The antique chest was on the table, resting on a white sheet, like a sick patient waiting for treatment.

	“I’ve tried everything I could think of,” April said. She was still in sweats, but with a heavy apron and glasses, and thick rubber gloves. “We even tried an old-school x-ray. Check it out.”

	The picture showed the complex inner workings of the lock, with gears and springs and coiled tubes.

	“Basically, if we pry or cut it open, it’ll ignite a combustible gas. Not too dangerous, but everything inside will be vaporized. Whoever built this, didn’t want to take any chances.”

	“So there’s no way to open it?” Jacob asked.

	“Not without the key,” she said. “And who knows where that could be.”

	I frowned at the narrow keyhole, framed by swirling patterns engraved in brass. They reminded me of something I’d seen before.

	“I know where it is,” I said suddenly. All eyes swiveled towards me.

	“When I was in the capital, I went through Damien’s books. One of them was hollowed out, with a key inside. I think the patterns were similar. It has to be the same one.”

	“And what if it’s not?” Jacob asked. “There’s no way to sneak back into the citadel right now, the guards are on high alert since the trials and your escape.”

	“What about the royal wedding?” Trevor asked. “Lots of guests and traders, entertainers. More activity than usual. We met some on the road. The citadel will be crammed full of people. Maybe we can sneak in wearing disguises.”

	Jacob looked towards Marcus, who shrugged.

	“Everyone will be at the ceremony,” he said. “It’s their best chance to get in.”

	“They barely survived retrieving the chest, from a supposedly abandoned compound.”

	“There won’t be slagpaw in the citadel,” I said.

	Probably.

	“Just a few hundred elite,” Jacob crossed his arms. “And we don’t even know what’s in there.”

	“They won’t even notice us. And if we had the antidote, we’d finally have a real weapon to use against them. Isn’t that worth the risk? We had one skirmish with one elite, and the five of us nearly used up all the elixir you gave us, just to get away.” 

	“Your war is doomed to fail without this,” Marcus added quietly. “There’s no way forward, and you know it.”

	“Fine,” Jacob conceded. “But I can’t give you more of our stolen elixir. You can take some from the elite before you leave.”

	“Her name is Penelope,” I said. “And she’s no good to you dead. Someone is going to have to feed her, and soon.”

	“The girl has a point,” Steve said. He’d been silent until now, leaning back in a reclining chair, picking his teeth with a pair of scissors. 

	“She’s basically our own personal elixir factory. The more blood we feed her, the more powerful the elixir.” 

	“That’s not what I meant,” I frowned, pulling my wet hair back over my bare shoulder.

	“And just where is this blood going to come from?” Jacob asked.

	“I don’t care. Ask for volunteers.”

	“When do we leave?” Jazmine said, pushing into the room.

	“You’re still hurt,” Trevor said, nodding to her arm.

	“I’m fine. And we’re not going to fight, right? You need people who know the city, and you might need a distraction. I can be very distracting.” She fluttered her eyelashes.

	“You aren’t going for the party,” I said. “It’ll be dangerous. Luke, are you in?”

	“Will there be cake?” he asked.

	“There’s always cake.” 

	“Then let’s go crash a wedding.”
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	We left at dawn. The ashfall was thick, so we kept our masks on and wrapped thick shawls around our necks and noses. 

	Marcus couldn’t risk getting caught with us, so he went ahead alone. Apparently he’d been named under torture, but convinced the king he had nothing to do with the attacks, or the rebels. He was on probation and temporarily stripped of his title, but his curate pass and outfit still gave him wide access.

	I wasn’t sure if I could trust Camina right now, plus her extremely light hair and skin would draw too much attention in the citadel. That left Jazmine, Trevor and I. Which was fine by me. I could move faster on my own anyway. It was a risk, since any of us could be recognized, but we knew the citadel.

	We didn’t speak and moved quickly through the dark woods, keeping off the path until we were closer to the citadel and could see the dull shine of the metal domes and crystal spires, like a crown of authority dominating the skyline. The walls loomed above us as we circled the citadel. It was nearly five miles all the way around, but we only needed to check the first two secret entrances to the ruins beneath the city to know they were no longer a viable option. The doorways looked like they’d imploded, and were stuffed with rubble and blocked with huge boulders. Trevor moved closer to get a better look, but I grabbed his arm and pointed at the blinking red lights in the tree line. Security cameras.

	“They’re probably all over the citadel,” Luke said.

	“So what’s our move?” I asked, scanning the tall walls. My skin prickled at the memory of my feat at the trials; using the giant guillotine to slingshot over the spiked ramparts. I must have been out of my mind. Besides, the trials were over, and instead of games and challenges, the walls were now lined with archers. I counted a dozen just in this section. We were deep enough in the woods for cover, but I pulled up my hood anyway.

	“There are six entrances,” Trevor said. “Maybe one of the smaller ones will be less guarded.”

	“Too open,” Jazmine said. “We’ll disappear faster in a crowd. I say we walk through the front gates. They’ll be less likely to spot us, and they won’t be expecting us.”

	We hiked into position, a rocky summit half a mile from the massive arched doorways. Jazmine was right, a long line of carts and merchants were being processed. It was slow but efficient. The guards were scanning everyone with metal detectors, seizing weapons, and peering under carriages with hand-held mirrors.

	“We’ll have to leave our weapons here,” Trevor said.

	“I’m not going in there unarmed,” I said.

	“You’d be dead in a fight anyway,” Trevor said. “If any of us gets caught, we’d never be able to fight our way out.”

	“Jacob predicted this,” Luke said. “So he made us these.” He unwrapped a leather parcel, displaying a row of sharpened wooden stakes.

	“Aim for the heart, or the eye.”

	I took two and tucked them into my coat. It made me feel marginally better, until we got close enough to see the guards were also checking people’s hands.

	Shit. I was wearing a pair of dark gloves that covered the red marks on my skin, but I knew what they were searching for. They were searching for me.

	I looked back at Trevor in a panic. We’d fanned out, sticking close to different carts and making small talk with the merchants, trying to assimilate. A man’s cart got stuck in a rut and Trevor and Luke helped him lift it out, then offered to carry some of his gear. Jazmine sidled up to a pair of jugglers and pretended to try and steal their balls, like they were playing a game of keepaway with her. She even took the belled jester hat off one of their heads.

	I was the only one who noticed the checkpoint. The guards were making everyone remove their gloves, checking their palms and wrists carefully. There was no way I’d make it through, but now we were too close to abandon. If we left the line we’d call even more attention to ourselves. I searched around desperately and came up with a quick plan when I noticed cart full of berries. A young girl was sitting on the back playing with a bunny. I walked up beside the cart and when nobody was looking, I knocked one of the baskets over, spilling wild berries all over the ground.

	The horse behind us reared up just as the girl tumbled out of the cart, reaching for the berries as if she could pick them all up. I grabbed her shirt to keep her out of harm’s way, pulling her out from under the horse’s hooves just in time.

	“Cynthia!” Her mother scolded, lifting her dress. “I told you to be careful back there, now look what you’ve done!”

	“I didn’t do it,” she said. “It must have been Mr. Hops.”

	“Hurry up!” shouted the man behind us.

	“It’s okay,” I said, “I’ll help collect them.” I leaned down quickly and grabbed two fistfuls of berries, making sure to squish them just enough to make the juice run down my wrists. The girl smiled at me sheepishly. A handful of young boys and even a few adults helped themselves to the free berries. I carried as many as I could back into the straw baskets.

	“What’s your name?” I asked the girl.

	“Cynthia” she said. “And this is Mr. Hops.”

	“If you want, I can ride in the back with you, and make sure they don’t spill again?” I lifted my eyes to her mother. She frowned at first, but then rolled her eyes and nodded. I climbed up just as the horse began moving again. A minute later we were at the gate.

	I grabbed Cynthia’s hand and held it up to the guard, our palms sticking together.

	“Sorry,” I said, “we had an accident. Want some berries?” I grabbed a handful and held them up, the juice dripping between my fingers.

	I smiled as widely as I could, willing him to let us pass. He scanned us quickly, studying the dark red stains on our clothes and the girl’s tired-looking mother, and the piles of squashed berries behind us.

	But gradually he raised his hand and yelled, “let them through.”

	He reached out as we passed, his arm brushing against my hip. I thought for sure he’d seen the wooden stakes strapped inside my jacket, but his hand came away with a bunch of berries, which he popped into his mouth with a wink.

	“There’ll be dancing after the wedding,” he called out after me, “hope to see you there.”

	I smiled and waved, even though I knew I wouldn’t be sticking around that long. With any luck we’d be long gone before the party started.

	I waited till the cart turned the corner, then said a quick goodbye and jumped off the cart. I brushed the juice off my skin and stuffed my fingers back into the leather gloves, then tied my hair up into a tight ponytail.

	“Why didn’t he recognize me?” I asked, once the others had made it safely through the front gate as well.

	“When you left the capital, you were chosen. Almost a princess. Now you look like you’ve spent a week in the wilds, living off squirrels and roots.”

	“That was a neat trick, by the way,” Luke said.

	Jazmine was the last to join us. She’d had one of the jesters paint her face, with big red lips and white circles on her cheeks against her dark skin.

	“Shut up,” she said, before wiping the makeup off with her sleeve.

	“We’re just lucky none of the guards recognized us. We’ll have to stay as far away from the ceremony as possible.”

	“I don’t think that’ll be a problem,” Trevor said. “The elite and nobles will be dressed in their expensive finery. The guards are looking for weapons, not faces. And they’d never expected you to show up back here, not willingly.”

	“So now what?” Luke asked.

	“We should wait until the ceremony starts to make sure everyone is distracted. I have an idea, follow me.”

	We followed the crowd, who were surging into the central plaza of the citadel beneath the palace. Performers on stilts wearing colorful costumes towered above fire dancers and merchants. It was like King Richard was distracting everyone with spectacle.

	The green mazes used during the trials had been cleared away. In their place was a raised stand with an altar made of pink and white roses in a large heart shape. Even from a distance I could smell the sweet floral scent. Hundreds of chairs were set up facing the altar, divided by a central aisle with a long red carpet. The chairs were still half empty, as the esteemed guests and nobles were slow to take their seats. Most of them were socializing at the round tables near the back, with large carafes of sparkling wine and kegs of beer.

	Around this display, divided by a red velvet banister and wooden slats, the public was already crowding for a good view of the ceremonies. We avoided the worst of the crowds, instead opting for the upper garden areas on the walls around the city. Even these were crowded, but we managed to find a place to stand with a good view of the area below us. It was also near Damien’s apartments, so I could sneak off and grab the key during the ceremony, if all went well.

	Horns sounded, as a cue for the guests to take their seats. The nobility and elite strolled leisurely to their spots, as the crowds outside the fenced area roared with approval. I noticed from this angle the king’s guard surrounded the ceremony, lined along the perimeter like toy soldiers. 

	Unlike the grunts at the gate, these were special troops, their visors down, their mouths grim. Red masks covered the lower half of their face, hiding everything but their eyes. They stood rigidly, clutching wicked-looking spears and axes. I wasn’t sure if it was just a show of force, or if King Richard was actually apprehensive.

	The wedding was a big deal every year, and often televised, but I’d never seen it like this before. I realized suddenly, it might have all been for me. I still remembered the welcome speech the king gave when I first came to the citadel of light. During the presentation ceremony, he toasted Damien. Who had never chosen before, who refused to choose. I learned later it was because he disagreed with his father’s politics, and that he’d only chosen me to spare me from a worse fate with Nigel. 

	The king had made a big deal out of his son finally settling down; maybe that’s why so much extra effort had gone into this ceremony. It almost made me sad. I’d basically left Damien alone at the altar. But not because I wanted to. Because the king tried to use me as a puppet. He compulsed me to kill Trevor, a symbolic end to the brewing rebellion, and I refused.

	My breath hitched as I saw Damien, sitting behind his father on a large red velvet chair with dark wood. Like the other suitors, he was wearing an all-white suit. But when the betrothed elite stood up together – ten of them – Damien remained seated, crossing his arms sullenly. Even from this distance he was handsome. All the elite were beautiful in their own way, but Damien was almost painfully beautiful.

	The audience oohed as the bridal march began. Giant paper lanterns in the shape of swans, their necks entwined, formed a heart-shaped tunnel of glowing feathers. 

	 First, a pair of young children came down the aisle throwing pink rose petals. Then the brides came in pairs, in long teal dresses that stood out beautifully from the carpet of pink rose petals.

	Without me, Jazmine and Camina, there were eight sets. I recognized them, one by one. Jessica’s blond hair was trimmed short, but she’d left one side long. Jazmine ribbed me in the side and pointed.

	My heart nearly burst when I saw Mary among the others. That means she must have survived the fall during the trials. 

	I blinked back a tear, and Jazmine squeezed my hand. I’d hated leaving her behind.

	“You should go,” Trevor said, squeezing my arm. “We’ll keep watch from here.”

	“Will you be able to get in?” Luke asked.

	“Yeah, I got this.” I said. “Back in a minute.”

	 

	[image: Image]

	I pulled my hood up and cut through the crowd towards Damien’s apartment. I was almost reluctant to turn my back on the proceedings. 

	It was breathtaking… a wedding to kill for. I couldn’t believe it was all happening without me. This was supposed to be my wedding day. Instead, I was a wanted fugitive, using the ceremony to plot a heist. How had things gone so wrong?

	Finally I pushed through the back of the crowd, who were straining their necks and standing on boxes to see the stage, and darted down the nearly empty streets. It was eerily silent. Penelope had told me the purification engines in the citadel were built with different technology. It was a barely perceptible hum, as opposed to the loud buzz you couldn’t escape in the compounds.

	It meant we couldn’t use our masks, of course, as nobody wore them in the citadel, which made me feel vulnerable. I kept my hood up and hair down, and moved quickly past the crowds whose eyes were glued to the stage.

	“Dearly Beloved,” King Richard’s voice made me jump, until I realized it was coming from a loudspeaker on a pole to my right.

	“We are gathered here today...” I tuned him out and focused on where I was going. For a moment, I thought I was lost, but then I found the small alley that led to the narrow courtyard beneath my bedroom window. Where I’d seen Penelope get captured, and found the vial of blood she’d left me. I took a deep breath, hoping my memory hadn’t deceived me. My eyes trailed a path, up the drainage pipe, across the roof. I’d have to jump from one building to Damien’s, but the gap was only a few feet across. Then I could lower myself down to the window.

	I knew Claire often left it open so the bedsheets could dry in the afternoon. I hoped it wasn’t locked, but even if it was, breaking the window would be easier than busting down the front door.

	My heart was pounding just thinking about the climb, but I took a deep breath to steady myself, then reached into my cloak for the vial of elixir. It was only for emergencies, but I could use a sip to settle my resolve. I uncorked the bottle and took a swig, feeling the elixir tingle on my tongue and the back of my throat. 

	Liquid courage flooded through my veins, and before I could talk myself out of it, I gripped the drain and started climbing. I winced as the metal creaked against my weight. It shifted as I neared the top, but thankfully held long enough for me to grab the ledge of the roof and pull myself up. I kept my center of gravity low and crept across the tiled rooftop. Movement and a flash of red made me duck. I flattened myself behind a chimney as I realized the king had stationed guards up here as well. One wrong turn and somebody would see me and send up a warning.

	I held my breath, waiting for the guard to turn around again. I crept along the edge of the roof, then lowered myself and swung forward until my toes reached the ledge of my window. I slowly reached under the overhang for purchase against the stones of the building, trying not to look down. My bedroom was in one of the towers, and while a fall probably wouldn’t kill me, the height was dizzying. The elixir kept the panic away but there was still a kind of mental dissonance, like I knew I should be more scared and it was weird that I wasn’t.

	Unfortunately the window wasn’t unlocked like I’d hoped. I slowly reached into my coat for the wooden stake and used it to shatter the window pane. Then I reached in past the jagged broken glass and unclipped the latch to open the window. I lowered myself inside and closed the window quietly behind me, just in time to see another guard come into view over the rooftop. He scanned the view carefully, but didn’t seem to notice the broken pane of glass. After a moment, with his hand on the grip of his sword, he turned back towards the wedding proceedings. I listened for a minute longer, making sure the ceremony was still on track, then took a deep breath to slow my pounding heart. 

	My room was basically as I’d left it. My eyes lingered on the thick mattress and comfortable white sheets and quilt, but I didn’t have time for a nap. The closet was still full of my clothes – or at least the clothes Damien had procured for me after my choosing. I wrestled with whether or not to take anything, but finally decided nobody would miss a few pairs of underwear and three dark T-shirts. The stores in the rebel’s underground mall had been picked clean, so whatever was left was several sizes too big and not nearly as comfortable as these. I tucked them in my bag before continuing deeper into the house.

	It was hard to believe I’d only been gone a little over a week. It felt like much longer. I finally made it to Damien’s study and pushed open the door. What I saw took my breath away. The study was a mess, with papers all over the desk and floor, half-melted candles and books in disarray. In the corner was an easel, with a portrait drawn in rough charcoal that hooked my gaze. A portrait of me. There were at least a dozen others, in pastel or watercolor, pinned up against the wall with knives and thumbtacks.

	There was also a pile of empty whiskey bottles, and a strong-smelling water pipe made of tin and blue glass.

	My eyes scanned the shelves to find the volume I’d seen last time, and my heart nearly stopped when I recognized the empty space in the shelf where it should have been.

	It wasn’t here.

	But then I saw it poking out from under a pile of books on Damien’s desk and breathed a sigh of relief.

	A note fell out from the pages, sprawled in Damien’s elegant script next to a splatter of black ink.

	The key to the cure.

	It looked like Damien and I were searching for the same thing. But if so, why hadn’t he gone out and retrieved the chest himself? Was he afraid to oppose his father, or still too loyal to his own kind? After all, if we got the cure, we’d have the power to destroy the elite, or at least make them mortal again.

	It was John Patten’s dream, one the king had killed him for. He’d destroyed an entire compound just to make sure it was buried with him. Now that the king knew I was renitent, he’d never stop hunting me. I was too dangerous, the only human alive who could resist his compulsion. And the elixir was the only way to stop him.  

	I flipped the book open to reveal the hidden compartment between the pages and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the key. It was exactly as I remembered it—thick, iron, with a decorative top and tied with a shiny red ribbon. I quickly slipped it in my pocket. The book’s pages fluttered open to a different page that had been earmarked, and my eyes fell to the passage which Damien must have read a hundred times. Next to it was a complex schematic of an engine.

	Scrawled in the margins was a note.

	These Infernal Devices…

	I read it again in confusion. Why would Damien have these? I could tell he was suffering, but would he really go so far to hurt his own father, or his own kind? I felt a pain in my heart, thinking about him, locked up in this room all alone, as the citadel prepared for the wedding.

	Dread filled my veins as I studied the plans. Without the elite to fix the purification engines, and enough elixir to counter the poisonous ash, humans would all have to go underground. I’d be forcing thousands of people out of their homes, to live like the rebels. Was that really in everyone’s best interests, or was I being selfish?

	I pushed the thought away, then tore the page from the book. I wasn’t sure what it was yet, but I grabbed it anyway before heading to door. I’d just put my hand on the brass handle when someone else turned it from the other side.
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	I ducked behind the bookshelf just as the door swung inwards. A figure crept into the room, swiveling her neck before heading straight for a shelf full of pens and ink. She pulled a container from her cloak’s pocket and placed it back on the shelf. It looked like elixir at first, but it was bright red and there was so much of it. She wasn’t stealing, she was returning. I saw her face when she turned to leave. Claire, her face ashen and full of worry. I should have just stayed hidden, but I had to know what was happening.

	I jumped out and covered her mouth with my hand to stifle her scream, then spun her around so she could see my face. Her eyes widened and she stopped struggling.

	“Don’t yell, it’s just me.”

	She nodded, and I slowly removed my hand.

	“What are you doing here?” she asked.

	“I could ask you the same thing,” I said, nodding towards the container of red ink. “What did you need that for, and why now – during the wedding?”

	“It’s the only time I could be sure he wouldn’t be home.” Realization dawned on her face. “Is that why you’re here too? Whatever it is, it’s not worth the risk. You need to leave, immediately. It’s gotten worse since you’ve been gone, people are disappearing, he doesn’t even go through the farce of public trials anymore. Justice is swift and decisive.”

	“And yet you risk everything, for what?”

	Her expression steeled. I’d always considered her a timid girl, but for the first time I saw a glimpse of the ferocious woman developing inside.

	“Freedom comes at a cost. Someone has to pay it.”

	I wondered if she was reciting something from the rebels, or if they were her own words. Either way, it seemed there were still dissenters inside the walls.

	A tear slipped down her cheek, and she trembled. I glanced down at her hands and saw they were stained red, like mine, with patches of jagged marks creeping up her wrists.

	“Claire, what exactly did you do?”

	“I’m so sorry,” she said. “You were already gone, we needed a distraction, Madam Brezing thought it would be a good idea,” she said, holding up her hands and turning them so I could see the thorny patterns.

	“You need to leave. I can wash these off, but you can’t. If they find you, it’ll be worse than with Penelope. Just stay away from the stage.”

	I sucked in a sharp breath. I knew she was right. This was exactly what Damien had been afraid of. If I was caught here, his father would force him to kill me. I remembered Tobias’s tortured face in the woods. I couldn’t let that happen to Damien. From the state of his private study, he was already suffering from my absence. This could break him.

	The stage. My eyes widened as I realized Damien was still up there, along with the remaining chosen. I hadn’t seen Jamie or Loralie, but for all I knew they could be up in front, where the king could keep an eye on them. Whatever was going to happen in the citadel, it hadn’t happened yet. Maybe there was still time to stop it. 

	“What did you do?” I asked, shaking her shoulders. “What about the ceremony?” 

	“There are always sacrifices in war.”

	She spoke this with a cruel detachment, almost hatred. I briefly remembered the bite marks I’d seen on her neck once, at breakfast. At the time, I’d assumed it was Damien, but now I questioned it. Unlike me, she’d grown up in the citadel. I couldn’t imagine the horrors she’d seen over the years. 

	“What if it were me up there,” I asked, more softly this time. “As it was supposed to have been?” 

	“Then your honeymoon would have been a short affair,” she said coldly.

	I shoved Claire out of the way and raced down the stairs. I didn’t have time to go back over the rooftops. I had my gloves on and my hood up, but everyone was so fixated on the ceremony, they wouldn’t see me even if I were standing right in front of them.

	All the chosen were on stage now, next to their elite matches. I paused to scan the crowd and couldn’t help taking in some of the spectacle. The girls were wearing long, teal dresses and bridal veils, and the elite in handsome white suits. They were reciting vows, following after the head curate, who had a staff and a round cap pinned to his nest of coiled hair. His gold eyelashes fluttered as he recited the liturgy, in flowing purple robes. Then King Richard raised his hands, his gold crown sparkling, and announced, “you may now feed the bride. Blood of our race, given freely to our beloved choice.” 

	The girls responded, “blood of our race, given freely to feed your strength.”

	Then, as one, the elite, using a silver, barbed thimble like I’d seen Damien use, punctured their wrists and held their arm up for their chosen to drink. I watched with morbid fascination. This wasn’t the distant, theoretical practice of the renewal centers of my youth, where the curate would place a drop of elixir on my tongue and tell us stories about the Before and how King Richard had saved everyone. This was visceral and raw.

	A few of the chosen hesitated, Mary among them, but most latched on immediately, taking a few greedy sips before assistants gently pulled them away, holding up their hair and handing the elite a small cloth to wipe the wound. Some of the brides had blood around their mouths, which dripped onto their pale dresses; blossoming through the thin material and forming large, intricate rose petals of dark crimson. It looked like an engineered effect, rather than an accident, and the crowd clapped in response. Everyone was smiling, and  even Jessica looked happy – triumphant. 

	I wondered if she’d also been named Champion in my absence. It seemed so long ago now that I’d wanted to win, to save my mother. Part of me was jealous to be missing out. And there was another part of me, hidden deeper, that was envious of the elixir. I could smell it, even at this distance – I could see it in the bright sheen of their skin and the light in their eyes. I licked my lips, I could almost taste it.

	But then I glanced through the crowd. There was a heightened anticipation, an eagerness as they leaned forward hungrily, waiting for whatever came next. I saw movement, and caught a glimpse of a stained wrist or palm, jagged crimson on white fingertips, followed by the flash of steel. The rebels were here, and whatever was about to happen, it was now. I had to get everyone off the stage.

	A pair of large oil lanterns were hanging on either side of the stage. I grabbed the wooden stake from beneath my cloak and flung it as hard as I could. It pierced the center of the lantern, spilling oil and fire onto the stage. It swept across the platform and even lit a couple of the bride’s dresses on fire. The decorations exploded in flame, leaping to the large paper swans and creating a burning tunnel of feathers and dark black smoke. 

	Screams came from the audience as they charged away from the flames, covering their mouths with their sleeves. The guards drew their weapons, while the elite pulled their chosen off the stage. The wooden platform was an unfortunate choice, in retrospect – it went up like a bonfire. But at least the stage was clear. I was halfway back to join the others when the bomb went off. The stage exploded into flame and smoke. I felt the heat on my back but didn’t turn around.

	“Go!” I shouted, as soon as the others could see me. I knew the citadel would go into lockdown almost immediately. If we weren’t past the gate by then, we’d be trapped. We ran towards the nearest exit; a smaller side entrance just past the stables.

	We were nearly there when someone grabbed my wrist. I spun around with my stake, prepared to strike – but faltered when I saw it was just Mary, in her pale, bloody wedding dress. Her eyes were wide, manic, and she twisted my arm painfully.

	“You,” she accused, her eyes narrowing. “The others, they told me what happened. That you let me fall so you could win the trials. They saw it. Everybody saw it. You let me go.”

	“It wasn’t like that,” I said, pulling my arm away. “Someone was compulsing you, using you to try and kill me.”

	“It’s always about you. Even now, on my wedding day, you have to spoil everything. But not this time. This time, I’m going to stop you.”

	She lashed out, surprisingly fast, and her first punch cuffed my ear and left it ringing. I blocked the next three, but had to step backwards with the force of each punch. She’d been practicing, hard from the look of it, and the extra elixir in her blood, fresh from the source, made her wild and unpredictable. I heard clanking noises as the gate began closing, but breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the others were already outside.

	I didn’t want to hurt Mary, but she was too agitated to listen or let me explain, and we were drawing a crowd fast. Already I could see the king’s armored guard running in our direction. I didn’t have time for this. I punched Mary so hard blood streamed from her nose, then jabbed the stake into her abdomen.

	She gasped in surprise as blood poured past her fingers. Then her eyes rolled back in her head. I caught her and lay her down gently, praying there was enough elixir in her system to heal the wound before it did real damage.

	“I’m sorry,” I whispered, stroking her hair. Guards were pouring in from either side, dozens of them clogging up the stairs, forming a wall of jagged spears around me. I looked out across the blazing remains of the stage and saw Damien in the distance, his face red from the smoldering embers and glowing hot sparks. Suddenly he sniffed, his eyes wide. He stood quickly, searching the ramparts. He looked up in confusion and our eyes met briefly.

	I knew he could close the gap in seconds, and leap up the ramparts in a single bound. I wished I could ask him about my siblings, but there was no time. The key hung heavy in my pocket. We only had one shot at this, and time had run out.

	I was too slow to outrun the elites, and there was no way I could make it through all the guards to the city gates. I glanced over my shoulder at the drop off past the wall behind me.

	It was probably a hundred feet straight down, then a rocky cliff and boulders to the edge of the forest. When I’d jumped over the walls during the trials, I’d had nearly ten drops of elixir in my system, and I’d been going the other way.

	Marcus said I was different; too much elixir was fatal to most mortals, but if I was a rare half-breed, I could handle more of it without going crazy. It was harder to measure the dose without my bracelet, but I had to risk it. I tore the vial of elixir out of my pocket and tapped a few drops into Mary’s mouth, just to be safe, then downed the rest.

	I grabbed the edge of a hanging banner and flung myself over the ramparts. Halfway down the banner snagged and I plunged into the air. I stabbed at the rocky surface of the citadel wall with my wooden stake, but it did little to slow my descent. I felt a searing pain in my leg, then my head as I tumbled down the boulders and rolled to a stop at the base of the wall. I crawled forward on my hands and knees until I could suck in a breath, with arrows sinking into the earth around me, then pulled myself to my feet and stumbled into the woods.
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	I journeyed back alone for most of the trip, stopping frequently to hide and make sure I wasn’t being followed. I must have run ten miles in under an hour, through the woods like a deer, but the burning in my lungs told me the elixir was mostly gone and I was running on empty. I walked slowly as I entered the ruined city, pulling back my hood and raising my hands, so the snipers on the rooftops didn’t think I was an elite and shoot me. Hopefully they’d been given orders to let me in.

	Trevor was waiting near the entrance, near a lamp. His face broke into relief as he saw me. He ran towards me and pulled me into a hug that lifted me off my feet.

	“Thank god,” he said. “I thought you were right behind us, but then they shut the gate, and we had to run. We waited in the woods but finally figured you must have made it out on your own.”

	“I did,” I said. “Mostly.” My leg was throbbing painfully, and I had a feeling I might have broken it when I jumped off the citadel walls. It felt strong enough now, but my body ached for elixir, like the healing wasn’t finished or the bone hadn’t set right.

	We passed through the security measures and I raised my arms for the screening and the blast of UV light. Jacob and Steve were waiting inside, but Trevor pushed past them.

	“Give her some space,” he said. “She needs to rest. Shit Em, is that blood?”

	“It’s not mine,” I said, glancing down at the dark stain across my chest. My stomach clenched as I thought about what I’d done to Mary. We’d been friends once, or something like it. But that could wait.

	Jacob looked at me expectantly, so I reached into the folds of my dark leather cloak. My hands shook as I retrieved the ornate metal key with the red ribbon.

	“You found it,” Jacob said. 

	I nodded. It wasn’t all I found, but we could deal with the rest later. First we had to know what was in the chest.

	“No thanks to the rebels,” I said sullenly. “Did you know they were planning to attack the wedding? Or curate Marcus?”

	“Not all the cells communicate with each other,” Jacob said stiffly. I noticed he didn’t explicitly answer my question.

	“It would have been good intel,” Luke said. “We were completely caught off guard. We could have been caught, or worse.”

	“You had no reason to go closer to the ceremony. If anything, it should have provided a useful distraction.”

	Jazmine grabbed him by the throat and slammed him into the wall, which was impressive given her size.

	“You bastard,” she said. “You would’ve killed civilians. Chosen.”

	“They made their bed.”

	“They didn’t choose to be there. Not really.”

	“You escaped. They didn’t. They get what they deserve.”

	“You should have waited,” Trevor said. “Until we got back.”

	“If you came back,” Steve said. “We still don’t know what’s in the chest, and we don’t know this isn’t all some elaborate ploy. The wedding was an opportunity we couldn’t afford to miss. Not only to possibly take out a few elite, but also to strike a blow at the king’s rhetoric, to show them the dark and violent truth upon which the citadel is built.”

	“What truth, that the outside world is dangerous and full of violence? What’s the point of that kind of carnage?”

	“To send a message. Something he can’t cover up or gaslight.”

	“It won’t work,” I said. “It’ll just make the public more afraid. They’ll view the rebels as violent extremists, which will make them less likely to side with us.”

	“Then they deserve to burn with those filthy bloodsuckers,” Steve said.

	“Not all elite are bad,” I frowned. “Not all deserve to die.”

	“That’s an opinion we do not share,” he growled.

	“There’s no point in arguing about it now,” Jacob said, interrupting us. “The others didn’t see what happened. Is the king still alive? How many elite did the rebels take out?”

	My skin prickled and I bit my lip.

	“Last I saw,” Luke said carefully, eyeing me. “Someone moved too early. There was an accident just before the bomb went off, a lantern spilled, caught shit on fire. They cleared the stage before the explosion.”

	Jacob sat heavily, stroking his goatee.

	“So the king’s still alive then.”

	I squeezed my fists so tight my fingernails cut into my palms. If I hadn’t stopped it, we could have killed the king, the chosen, the prince… everything altogether.

	Instead, my first instinct had been to stop it. To save the elite, the other chosen. I was exactly what the rebels feared, an elite sympathizer. I didn’t believe in their cause. What was I even doing here?

	“For now,” I said finally, holding up the key. “But once we have the antidote, we can turn the king back into a human, maybe turn the other elite as well. And we can be strategic. We won’t need to resort to violence or terrorism. At least, it’s a start.”

	It still didn’t explain everything I found in Damien’s study, or the notes about the purification engines. Even if we got rid of the elites, we’d still need someone to maintain the engines, or all the compounds would end up like Quandom. Killing all of the elites wasn’t an option.

	“You’re still blinded by loyalty to your elite prince,” Steve said. “It’s to be expected. After all, you were groomed for the role your whole life. I guess we shouldn’t expect anything else from you.”

	“And what’s your plan, make all the compounds move underground, live like this – instead of the citadel or the compounds? You think they’ll thank you for that, for bringing down their society?”

	“Freedom is better than slavery.” 

	“Not for everyone,” I said. “And not without a choice.”

	“Enough,” Jacob said, pounding the table with his fist. “This conversation is pointless until we open the chest, and see if the antidote even exists.”

	We hovered around the wooden trunk. Years in the ground had given it a greenish hue. Jacob hesitated, and I noticed the others take a step back. Then he inserted the key carefully. I heard the tumblers rotate as the lock clicked open. Then there was a sudden pop and the lid opened a crack.

	Jacob lifted the lid and let it fall behind the chest. I leaned forward over his shoulder, then froze in confusion.

	“What is this?” I asked. 

	There were a few pages with scrawled notes and formulas, but what caught my eye was a family photograph. It reminded me of something I’d seen in Damien’s room.

	Jacob sifted through the old news clippings, a handful of pages torn from a notebook, and paused when something rolled out from under the scraps of faded paper stuck to the bottom of the chest. He pinched it between his dark fingers, then held it up to the light: a small vial of clear liquid.

	Otherwise, the chest was empty.

	[image: Image]

	A few months ago I’d known exactly who I was, but I had no idea who I could become. I never truly imagined myself getting chosen and moving to the citadel of lights, like other girls, but I also didn’t picture myself growing old in Algrave, having kids, going to renewal once a week to share small town gossip. The fences around the compound were meant for our protection, but they’d always felt like a cage.

	And now, I was practically buried underground. After revisiting the citadel, the differences were jarring. From marble streets and ostentatious wealth to this crumbling ruin of the Before. At least with the purified settlements, people could walk outdoors and lounge in comfort.

	There were corners to explore, tunnels that led to cave-ins or deserted store fronts, with broken signs and empty display racks. But each time I reached a new dead end I’d have to turn around and face reality: that I now lived in the ruins of a crumbling human civilization; that I was one of the outlaws, the rebels, who used violence to cause anarchy against the elite masters. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. 

	I’d seen what King Richard was capable of, on more than one occasion. I knew he had to be stopped, somehow. But did that mean taking down all of the elites? I couldn’t stop thinking about Damien’s ice blue eyes, and the look of anguish when he’d seen me at the wedding, through the flames and smoke. Or our kiss in the abandoned cabin, stolen, as if we were illicit lovers instead of engaged to be married.

	Part of me wished it could still work out somehow, and it was more than just missing the comforts of the capital or training with the other girls who had been chosen. I wished it could work out with him, that Damien and I could be together. Some part of me appreciated the symbiosis of it all: he needed my blood to survive, and the elixir in his made me strong enough to match him.

	But there were too many humans: a drop a week for the compounds, and it had been enough, at the time. But now that I’d tasted more, each day without elixir I felt empty, drained and weak. The aches and pains came back, including the leg that I was sure had snapped during my harrowing escape from the citadel. My thoughts were sluggish, my mouth dry, and my skin itched constantly.

	Jacob said these were just normal effects of the thirst, and they would fade. But then what – I’d just be a regular human, meant to live and die underground, feeding on the pale vegetables grown in the UV light, and always worried about the elite tracking us down and forcing us out into the poisoned ash?

	We were all killing time, waiting for April to try and reverse-engineer the cure from the fragmented research we found in the chest. Jacob got tired of me pacing and kicked me out of the lab; he said it could be days, or even weeks before she figured it out. Besides keeping myself busy exploring, Jazmine, Camina and I practiced sparring like we used to in Master Svboda’s class.

	Sometimes the other inhabitants of Havoc joined in with the training – we taught them what we could. It might be useful someday, though even with a fair share of elixir, I knew they’d never be a match for even a single elite, and probably not even one of the king’s dosed-up guards.

	Others were less happy to have us there. We could hear the men grumble as we passed, and the women watched us suspiciously. It was worse than how they treated the new recruits or people who had escaped the compounds. We were chosen. We’d lived in the citadel. We symbolized everything they hated about the elites, everything they’d taken from us. Everything that we’d freely given.

	It didn’t matter than I’d never actually slept with Damien. I didn’t ask the others. I was still treated as a whore or a prostitute, which in a way I guess the chosen always were. Brides to pay for the deal that had been struck by our forefathers; or as I’d found out, a system completely fabricated by King Richard himself, a bargain struck with children who were too young to understand what they were committing to. The myth I’d learned about the covenant being signed by the survivors of the war, given shelter and peace in exchange for blood, was a lie. Children were caught and educated, implanted with a false history and a reverence for their captors.

	The second night back, Marcus returned with a warrant for my capture. My heart nearly stopped when I saw the picture. It looked like one of the portraits from Damien’s study. Is that why he’d been drawing me, for my wanted poster?

	“Dead or alive,” Jazmine read, “for crimes against the crown.”

	“That’s crazy,” I said. “I didn’t plant those bombs. I didn’t go after the wedding. It was the rebels. I didn’t even know it was going to happen, until too late.” 

	All I did was clear the platform and save lives.

	“Nobody will believe that, now. You were seen at the event just before the bombs went off, but even if you hadn’t been, you make a convenient scapegoat.”

	“He’s also trying to confront the sympathy.”

	“With what, me?”

	“To some, you’re a rousing story. The rebel princess, beautiful enough to get chosen, to infiltrate Richard’s kingdom and then sabotage the trials by trying to assassinate the king.”

	“That’s not what happened.”

	“It’s pretty close,” Trevor said.

	I bit my lip. I wanted to argue, but the others didn’t know that I’d tried to stop it, in order to save Damien. Guilt twisted in my stomach. 

	“It doesn’t matter what really happened, people love stories, and this one in particular has a fierce grip. People are talking about it everywhere. Some girls are even painting their hands, like yours.”

	My stomach turned. My birthmarks had always been a source of shame, an ugly mark on my pale skin.

	“I saw that at the capital. The other rebels, the ones who planted the bombs, they painted their hands first. Trying to pin it on me.”

	I hated the idea of being a symbol for rebellion. People shouldn’t risk their lives to play revolution. It was too dangerous.

	We took dinner in private rather than joining the lines in the mess hall. Trevor got potato soup and bread for us. I kept asking to go outside and hunt. I needed the space and quiet, but Jacob said it was too dangerous in the woods right now, so soon after the attack. I realized I’d taken the sky for granted. Poisonous or not, it was better than this.

	I knew I should visit Penelope, but I hated seeing her chained up in that filthy cell. When I met her in the citadel, she was breathtaking, so elegant and fashionable. Besides she wouldn’t recognize me anyway.

	April joined us after dinner. She looked tired.

	“How’s it going?” I asked.

	“I’ve followed the directions as best as I can. I believe it might work. It should be ready tomorrow, and then we can test it.”

	“Test it?” I asked, but I already knew what she meant: test it on Penelope, the half-starved elite downstairs.

	I wished I could talk to her first and ask her what she wanted. It felt wrong to make the decision for her. But it didn’t much matter. As an elite, she couldn’t stay here without being locked up; and she couldn’t go back to the citadel, now that the king had executed her for being a traitor. At least as a human, she’d have a place here. Plus, she hadn’t chosen to become elite, it was just the only way Tobias could save her. I hoped she wouldn’t mind becoming mortal again.

	Trevor hadn’t tried to kiss me again since the last time I pushed him away. Part of me was grateful, I had enough to deal with without his hesitant glances, the looks of intolerable impatience, like he was frustrated with me for not being with him. I could tell he wanted to hold my hand, but was trying to give me space.

	And I hated that when I was alone in my bed, I wanted to creep into his tent and sleep in his arms, like we used to when I was little and we fell asleep after a day of building forts or slaying imaginary slagpaw. 

	I still couldn’t get over what he was, what King Richard had turned him into. It seemed like both a terrible curse, but also a powerful gift. Slagpaw were the only things that could fight an elite; the only problem was, they were no use against a strong compulser like King Richard or Tobias. In fact they could be a liability.

	I’d been able to compulse the slagpaw away from Tobias this time, but only because I was charged up on elixir and caught him by surprise. A regular human or chosen couldn’t do it at all. It must be because I was a renitent.

	Thanks to John Patten’s genetic experiments on my mother, she was able to give birth to me, in secret. My head still spun with questions, but it didn’t matter where I came from. I knew who my real family was. I couldn’t save the woman who raised me, but I wasn’t going to let the king raise my siblings.

	I had to get them away from him, but did that mean bringing them here, to grow up in fear, buried underground? I wasn’t sure I had the right to make that choice for them.

	I was sure the king was even stronger than Tobias, which meant, if there was a battle, he could turn Trevor against me like he’d done in the trials; force him to kill me, just as he’d forced Tobias against Penelope, or Damien against John Patten.

	No matter how I looked at it, it felt I was destined towards a future of betrayal and heartbreak. I finally slept for a few hours, rolling over on the sleeping bag and thin matt, the coolness of the concrete in the winter felt good against the muggy, humid heat that seemed to permeate the closed off structure.

	Small vents let in filtered air from outside, but it couldn’t combat the hundreds of heavy mouth breathers and I always felt out of breath down here, like I was choking on carbon monoxide.

	My dreams were scattered: blood, ash, a face that I knew was my mother’s, even though it was blurred out. Then I was being chased by a dark shadow, with long teeth and bloody claws. Just when I thought he’d catch me, he paused and turned, sniffing the air. Loralie and Jamie were standing in a meadow, holding hands, looking at me with sad, wide eyes.

	“You left me,” Jamie whispered. “You left us.”

	A tear rolled down Loralie’s face, then she screamed as the shadow lunged.

	I jerked awake, panting for air and shaking.

	I got up for a glass of water, my bare feet against the cold cement in the darkness. The kitchen and cafeteria was next to the dining area; what used to called the Food Court, according to the faded signs. We didn’t have enough electricity to power all of the appliances, but the knives were mostly still sharp and there were all kinds of plastic dishes and utensils.

	Past the mess hall, the main hall of the shopping area was like an underground street, lined with shops – the rebels had filled the middle section with a garden, fruit trees, and flower beds. The effect was calming, even in the dark, and the air was rich and soothing. 

	Kids had drawn pictures on the smooth tiles in colored chalk. I picked up a piece and added a row of stars. I’d never seen them, but I knew their shape. I’d taught Loralie how to draw them a few years ago.

	I took deep breaths until I felt my heart rate calm down. Then I decided to check on Penelope. I tried to convince myself I wasn’t just craving elixir; that I’d never feed on her blood without permission. Jacob had collected the unused elixir after the last mission, but I wished I’d kept some for myself.

	The hallway was empty this time as I crept into the garage and lifted the door to the armored truck. Something moved in the darkness and I blinked. The shadows looked different this time, and that’s when I realized someone else was here, blocking my view. The dark figure was bent over Penelope, holding her wrist against their mouth. Her long, pale limbs twitched, and her eyelids fluttered as she drifted near consciousness.

	I gasped as Camina spun around, her silver eyes wild, blood dripping down her chin. She growled at me like a dog whose meal had been interrupted. I stumbled backwards, falling out of the truck and banging my tailbone painfully on the concrete. 
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	The next morning I missed breakfast. I’d run out of the garage after discovering Camina’s midnight snack, unwilling to confront her in the moment, and  struggling to process what I’d seen. Part of me thought it was just another terrible dream. But now in the light of day, I knew it was real, and that I had to put a stop to it. I wondered how long she’d been feeding from Penelope. No wonder she always seemed so calm and put together, so energetic in the mornings.

	Unlike me. I was tired and sore, even after getting a full night’s rest. Today I felt especially drained, because I didn’t know what to do about Camina. I knew I should tell someone, but we were already on thin ice as guests here. We didn’t truly belong, like the other rebels and outcasts who had grown up outside the compound system. To be harboring an elite was bad enough; to also have a chosen that was feeding off of her... it was too complicated for most people to understand. I barely understood it, or at least, I wish I couldn’t. 

	The truth was, I’d had cravings like this before, with Damien. Once I started getting a steady dose of elixir, I could smell it whenever I was around an elite. I wanted him, but the attraction was confusing. I didn’t know how much of it was me, and how much was the thirst. 

	I headed down to the cafeteria. Most of the inhabitants were already doing chores or fulfilling various roles, so it was mostly empty. I poured a glass of hot water and mixed it with powdered burdock root. It wasn’t exactly coffee, but the dark bitterness was comforting.

	I found Jazmine playing cards with a few of the younger men in the compound, with a sizable pile of contraband in front of her. Two of the guys weren’t wearing shirts, and one was pantless.

	“Strip poker?” I asked. “What did you bet?” 

	“It doesn’t matter,” she smirked. “I won’t lose.”

	“Have you seen Camina?” 

	“Yeah I think she went for a run.” 

	“Where?” I asked.

	“Laps, around the top floor.”

	I headed up the metal stairs, stepping over the twisted roots. The mall was built in rings, with an open central space, and curving platforms on each level. A portion of the two top layers had collapsed into each other, so they were mostly used for storage and livestock. I found Camina jogging around a stubborn goat, munching on dry, colorless grass.

	I grabbed her arm as she passed to slow her down.

	“Hey,” I said. “We need to talk.”

	“About what?” she smiled. The dark bags under her eyes were gone, and she seemed fresh and alert. I wondered if she’d truly forgotten last night, but there was no way she hadn’t seen me.

	“Look I get it, I’ve felt the thirst before, but it’s wrong. We can’t do it like that.”

	“Whatever. I know she was your friend but that thing in there is gone. She’s barely conscious. She doesn’t even notice.”

	“I don’t care. You can’t just do what you like.”

	“You don’t get to tell me what to do,” Camina said, putting her hands on her hips. “You’re not champion, we’re not even chosen anymore. You don’t have some elevated status over me. And let me remind you, I didn’t ask to be here. You could have left me in the capital.”

	“You were dying!”

	“They would have saved me. They have more elixir in the capital than they know what to do with. If I was still there, I’d get two drops a day like the other chosen, not to mention hot showers, cold beer and real food. I’m just taking what’s mine.”

	I tried to tell myself it was just the elixir talking. I knew it made you reckless and removed your filter. But I’d always considered Camina the steady, reliable counterpart to Jazmine’s fiery personality. I knew she was strong, but her newfound aggression startled me.

	“I won’t let you keep feeding from her,” I said, squeezing my fists.

	“You think you can stop me?” she said, leaning closer. “Where I grew up, life was cold, hard, tough – we survived by any means necessary. I’ve been training most of my life. You’re soft.”

	She tore her arm away and flicked back her short blond hair. 

	“See you at dinner,” she said, shoving passed me.

	I stormed back towards the cafeteria, frustrated. Camina was a warrior, trained for duty and honor. There had to be a way to make her see reason. Maybe Jazmine could get through to her. I didn’t like violating her trust like that, but she needed help. And it wasn’t just about Penelope; the thirst made people violent and unpredictable. I barely recognized her anymore, and we didn’t need more drama with the rebels.

	I was so distracted I didn’t see Trevor and Luke until they were right in front of me.

	“What is it?” I asked, seeing the tension on their faces.

	“It’s time,” Trevor said. “April thinks it’s ready.”

	“What’s ready?” I asked.

	“The cure to immortality.”
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	We gathered in the makeshift underground laboratory. Technically, it was the health center, where med supplies were gathered, but someone had also lugged some large machines with blinking lights from an abandoned hospital a mile away, along with a rolling bed with built-in pads. Leather straps had been fashioned to the sides, and Penelope was already tied down when I arrived. Her eyes were wild, like a wounded animal, but she was calm – until she saw the syringe. Then she jerked back and let out a pained shriek that hurt my ears.

	Trevor and Frank held her down. I reached for her hand, trying to calm her, but her nails dug into my skin, drawing blood.

	“Shhh...” I said. “We aren’t going to hurt you. We just want to make you better.”

	A tear slipped down her eye, and I wasn’t paying attention until Steve filled up the third vial with her blood. She shot me a look of angry accusation.

	“What the hell! I just told her to trust us.”

	“It was your idea,” Steve said. “We don’t know what this will do with our elixir supply, but it makes sense that, even if we save her, her blood will no longer retain its regenerative powers.”

	“Fuck you,” I said. “She’s a person, not the fountain of youth.”

	“At the moment,” Jacob interrupted, “she’s only the latter. If this works, she’ll be only the former. We’re just taking precautions.”

	April tucked the vials away and held up a larger syringe, filled with shiny pink liquid that looked like dish soap. She looked at Jacob and he nodded.

	Four of us had to hold her down, careful to avoid the snapping maw of her fanged mouth. She was starving, and being this close to so many warm-blooded humans must have been overwhelming. April found a vein and drove the needle deep under her skin. A discharge of black fluid crept up the chamber, before she emptied the vial slowly into Penelope’s blood.

	Her eyes rolled back in her head and she squealed like a pig being slaughtered. I’d heard that once, in Algrave, when I was walking past the butcher’s. I never enjoyed bacon quite as much after that.

	She spasmed, arching her back so much I was afraid she’d snap her own spine. The machines were buzzing in the background, and even the lights flickered.

	“It’s okay,” I said. “It’ll be over soon.” 

	One way or another.

	“What’s happening?” Luke yelled above the noise.

	“I don’t know,” April said. 

	“Is it working?”

	I held my breath as April stared at the monitor. It had a single, level line on it that seemed to be moving forward. Then, suddenly, there was a clear beep and the line spiked. After a moment, it beeped again.

	Penelope took a long, gasping breath, then collapsed on the table, still as death.

	We stood there for a minute, waiting for anything to happen. Ten more minutes passed before we gave up hope.

	“Take her back to the cell,” Jacob said finally with a long sigh.

	“Is she alive?” I asked. 

	“There’s no heartbeat, but she’s still alive, or undead, or whatever. I don’t understand,” April said quietly. “It should have worked. I followed all the directions. I did everything right.”

	After they took Penelope away, I stayed in the lab, watching April pore over her notes. I couldn’t understand most of it, but I wanted to help somehow.

	I flipped through John Patten’s journal. I hadn’t been able to look at it before, because Jacob had it locked in here with the other stuff in case April needed it.

	“Knock yourself out,” she said. “I read through it earlier. There’s nothing specific about the formula or the cure in there. You’ve got to remember, the king synthesized the original elixir a hundred years ago at least. Way before John Patten’s time. He was a basement chemist at best. We don’t even know how he got the formula or if he was able to make it work himself.”

	“I thought he stole it, from Damien.” The same way I did. Like grandfather, like granddaughter. I brushed off the guilt and licked my finger to turn the page, as I’d seen Damien do in the library, when he was furrowing his brow at some philosophical passage.

	A wave of homesickness and longing rushed through me. Algrave was my home, and then the citadel. I wondered if I’d ever feel this way about this underground prison and the bitter burdock root tea.

	I picked up the family photograph I’d seen earlier. The man must have been John Patten, posing with his family. A young woman stood at his side, with dark, familiar eyes. She was holding a toddler with dark curly hair. My mother, I realized with a start. My real mother. I didn’t even know her name. I turned the photograph over, hoping someone would have written in the names. Photographs were relatively rare in the compounds; taken during special occasions, the details of which were often preserved on the back.

	But instead I only found a short inscription.

	Family makes life complete.

	April had powered on some kind of portable tablet with a glowing screen, and was jotting down notes on the surface with a white pen. It reminded me of something I’d seen Zane use in the citadel, or the digital panels on the chosen’s bracelets.

	I rubbed my wrist with my fingers. April noticed, looking up. 

	“Miss it?” she asked.

	“Miss what?” I asked.

	“Being chosen.” I couldn’t tell whether there was disdain in her voice, or sympathy. She seemed generally curious.

	“I was just thinking, the bracelet was useful. Too much elixir and humans die, or get sick, or go mad with thirst. Down here, without it, there’s no control.”

	“That makes sense,” she nodded. She looked like she wanted to ask something else, but bit her tongue. Something about me, probably. I wondered if Jacob had told her who I really was, or how many people knew I was more than just an ordinary chosen; that I was a halfbreed, the only one of my kind.

	“How’d you learn this stuff anyway?” I asked, turning the conversation back on her. “I mean, they have tech in the citadel, but not like this. You weren’t even raised in the compounds.”

	“I wasn’t raised at all,” she smirked. “I grew up nearly feral, a street rat. Fighting for food. My parents were killed by scavengers from another district. At the time, there were bands of roving bandits in the wilderness, moving between the fallen cities, digging for scraps.”

	“That’s awful,” I said.

	She shrugged. 

	“One day I found a wide glass roof. I broke the window with a brick and used scraps of a torn blanket to lower myself down. It was a library. Shelves and shelves of books. They were worn and frayed and moth eaten, but each page was like a new treasure for me to discover. My parents had taught me how to read. Before they… before they were gone. At first I started with the books I remembered, the children’s section. Fantasy and romance. Then I moved on to the good stuff. I found a book on wilderness survival tactics. It taught me how to build traps, and there was a procedure for water purification, for organic antibiotics. The library even had an old fashioned microscope. That was the beginning of my love for science. I even had a cat. I named him Tiberius.”

	“What happened?” I asked.

	“One day, elites came. They lit the library on fire. They killed my cat. I hid in a drawer until they left, then crawled my way through the flames, into the ash.”

	My eyes widened. She was much stronger than she looked. I guess everyone here was. They were survivors. While I was raised in comfort. I never went hungry, I was never in real danger, except when I went outside the compound. 

	My eyes turned back to the journal and a section caught my attention. I leaned back in the couch and reread the paragraph.

	 

	August 5th. Damien took me on a walk outside the citadel today and told me the truth. I thought I was like a pet to him, a distraction, but now I’m not so sure. He’s never chosen, and being the king’s son must bear its own pressures. I think he’s lonely. I don’t think he even realized the momentousness of his confession. It was a revelation. It was like time stopped. He pressed on through the ash, hands clasped behind his back. I stayed silent, hoping he’d say more... and he did. So much more. We were told, the elixir was created as a response to a plague that was decimating the human population; that in the time before, pollution and overpopulation and antibiotics had led to a super strain of resistant viruses that were wiping humans out.

	 

	King Richard was a scientist who created a true panacea – a cure-for-all. It healed the sick and kept humans strong. But too much of it would lead to death; and rebirth in a new, immortal form. These were the first elites. Most of the people raised in the compounds don’t even know this much; to them, the elixir is blood magic, King Richard is god on earth, and that’s enough for them, but in the citadel they are more informed. Or so I believed.

	 

	But today, Damien was talking about his childhood, in the before, describing things I had no amount of comprehension for. Dating apps and ride shares and field trips to the zoo. Picnics in the park, ice skating. It sounded like utopia to me.

	 

	But then, according to him, his mother got sick. His father tried to save her. In the end, he failed. He created the elixir a few weeks after they put her in the ground.

	 

	Damien said this bitterly, almost like he blamed his father for his mother’s death. Where was the noble scientist who singlehandedly saved humanity from the ravaging plague? Instead we have only a grieving husband turned widow. Was this really the beginning of the elixir – before the race wars, before the blood thirst, it all started with a man trying to save the woman he loved?

	 

	This was new. It felt important, but I didn’t know how. Damien had never talked about his mother with me. I closed my eyes, trying to imagine the scene. There was something else bothering me, just at the edge of my awareness.

	The woman he loved...

	Suddenly I saw a vision, a man dancing, a ballroom, the moon. 

	“I saw her,” I realized suddenly. “Or, I was her.”

	“What do you mean?” April asked, glancing up from her work.

	“John’s talking about Damien’s mother. In the citadel, in training they told us about the blood memories. Elites can share information, memories through their blood. It’s how Damien told me about the location of the chest. In class, we were given a memory, we were told it was from the king. But that doesn’t make sense, because it was from her perspective. I was a woman in love, with the man who became King Richard. We were dancing, the sky was clear. I remember the music, the champagne. It was so real.”

	“So what?” April said. 

	“So... it wasn’t his memory, it was hers. That means, he took some of her blood, but also that he’d already turned her; that she was elite before she died. It means, he lied to Damien about her funeral, he must have.”

	“What difference does it make now? That was all nearly a century ago.”

	I gripped the edge of the table. I wasn’t sure, really. My mind was spinning in circles, trying to connect the dots.

	“If he’d already made the elixir, maybe he’d also started on an antidote. Imagine if he turned his wife and she became like Penelope, bloodthirsty. He would have wanted to save her. King Richard has a lab in the citadel, but we’d never get in there. He showed me the security. It’s all glass doors and keypads and fingerprint scanners. But what if he had another lab, a long time ago, where Damien grew up? What if his original research or work was there?”

	“That’s a long shot,” April frowned. “And how would you even begin to find it? Ask Damien where he grew up?”

	“I won’t have to,” I said. “There’s someone here who might already know.”
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	The guards were awake this time, and there were two of them. I think I’d seen them before, but I hadn’t paid them much attention. I went during dinner, when everybody else would be distracted. They were sitting at a table nearby eating but stood up when I strode into view. One put his hand on the hilt of his dagger nervously. Interesting.

	“I need to see her,” I said.

	“Nobody is allowed down here,” one of them said. He was younger, with a trace stubble on his chin. 

	“What’s your name?” I asked.

	“Geoffrey,” he said. “And this is Davis.” 

	The larger one nodded. 

	A noodle was stuck in his dark beard.

	“Well Geoffrey, Jacob sent me down to check on the prisoner.”

	“She ain’t a prisoner,” Davis said. “She’s an abomination and a monster.”

	“Right, well, the procedure today didn’t go as planned and we need to make sure there are no lingering effects. So unless you want to go in there yourself and check her vitals, I suggest you let me pass.”

	“Maybe I should just check,” Geoffrey said, reaching for his radio. 

	“Sure,” I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure Jacob doesn’t have better things to do than have each one of his orders triple checked.”

	I pushed past them, unlocking the heavy door and stepping inside the truck. Penelope was still in the corner, locked up with heavy chains. I could barely see the cuts from last night, hidden under the dried blood coating her thin arms.

	I wrinkled my nose against the foul smell, and took out the small dagger I’d tucked against my hip. I held it against my wrist, then pulled sharply until the steel bit into my flesh.

	Penelope’s eyes snapped open, and she sniffed the air hungrily.

	“That’s right,” I said. “It’s time someone fed you. I’m sorry, I should have done this sooner.”

	She reached for me, straining against the chains. I stood over her and held out my wrist, turning it so the blood could drip down on her pale face. She wiped the blood with her hand, licking it off her fingers, then opened her mouth like a baby bird as I squeezed a small trickle of blood out.

	I wrapped my wrist with bandages I’d swiped from the med center and leaned against the far wall.

	“I’m sorry if it tastes funny,” I said. “There’s a lot we have to talk about. So much has happened since... this,” I said lamely. “Damien tasted my blood once and looked disgusted, but I found out later it was just because I tasted so familiar, because he knew my grandfather. But I am different. Half elite, impossibly. I don’t know if that makes my blood taste strange. But then, this is probably the first human blood you’ve ever had, so maybe you have nothing else to compare it to.”

	I was rambling, waiting for any change in Penelope’s appearance. I’d never seen an elite this far gone before. I didn’t even know if my blood would revive her, but I had to try something.

	Gradually, her eyes cleared, shining brightly in the dark cell like sapphires. Her irises focused after a while, and she tilted her head like she was considering me.

	Then she tugged at her restraints, testing them, studying them critically. For a moment, I felt afraid. I’d locked myself in here with a starving vampire and given her a taste of my blood. If she escaped, the guards wouldn’t be able to pull her off me.

	Her eyes fluttered, and she moaned, leaning back against the wall again. I thought she’d gone to sleep, and I wondered if my blood was poisonous, but then I heard her speak in a thin voice.

	“Tobias?” she rasped.

	“Fine,” I said. “Alive. I saw him recently.” 

	I didn’t need to tell her that he’d tried to kill me.

	“Where are we?” she asked.

	“Underground, in the rebel headquarters, beneath the old human city.”

	She turned her palms up, looking over the dark red stains on her fingers.

	“I’m elite... and you fed me.”

	“I know it’s a lot to process. I think Tobias changed you, during the execution, hoping you’d survive. When the rebels found you, you were wild, hunting rabbits.”

	“Why am I locked up? I was helping the rebels. I’m not a threat.”

	“Unfortunately, now that you’re elite, they aren’t going to just let you walk around. You need blood to stay conscious, or at least aware. And nobody else is keen to feed you.”

	“So why you. Why now?”

	I took a deep breath. This was it.

	“I discovered something, I thought maybe you’d know the answer. Tobias and Damien, did they ever talk about where they were from, before?”

	There was a long, drawn out silence, and at first I was afraid she wouldn’t answer. 

	“Fanno Creek,” she said finally. “It’s a suburb, a few days away. Near one of the compounds.”

	“Which one?” I asked, holding my breath.

	She murmured something, but I couldn’t make it out. I leaned down closer until I could feel her breath against my cheek as she whispered the answer.

	Then she grabbed me and sank her teeth deep into my neck. I struggled, but her arms were like a vice around my body, crushing me against her as she stole my life force. I felt myself growing weaker, and my eyes fluttered. Then I heard shouts. Penelope’s head snapped back, tearing out a chunk of flesh between her fanged teeth. Blood dripped from the corners of her mouth. She screamed with rage, and her screech seemed to shake the walls as she tugged at the restraints. I heard the creak of the metal walls, bending inwards under her ferocious will. Strong arms carried me out of the room, and I could hear Trevor calling my name before I lost consciousness.
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	When I came to, I heard birds chirping and felt light on the back of my eyelids. For a minute I thought I was outside. I felt the wind brush my face, the dappled lighting of weak sun filtered through the ash and leaves. 

	But then I saw the glass, and realized I was still contained.

	“Where are we?” I asked weakly, trying to sit up.

	 “Stay down,” Trevor said. “You lost a lot of blood. What were you thinking, going in alone like that? She could have killed you!”

	“Easy,” Jazmine said, pulling him away. “How do you feel?”

	I took a deep breath, and the oxygen edified me. My thoughts were slow, like pushing through molasses, and my hands were shaking. I put them in front of my face, and tried to hold them still.

	“I’m fine,” I said. “Just tired.”

	“We could only give you a drop of elixir,” Marcus said. “You’d already lost too much blood; if we filled you with elixir at this point, you’d be in danger of turning.”

	“Would that be such a bad thing?” I asked.

	“She’s delirious,” Trevor frowned. “She doesn’t know what she’s saying.”

	I bit my tongue. If I were elite, maybe I wouldn’t be so afraid all the time, so weak. Maybe I could stand up, fight back. Be with Damien. But then I remembered the blood lust in Penelope’s eyes right before she’d attacked me. She was conscious, she was my friend, and she’d still attacked deliberately. I didn’t want to become like that.

	“What were you even doing in there?” Jazmine asked. 

	What was I doing? It felt important but I couldn’t remember. Then the pieces came back to me slowly. And a name.

	“I need a map,” I said, sitting up quickly. Cobwebs fell away and I felt clearer. Jazmine handed me a glass of water and I sipped it eagerly. 

	We were in some kind of terrarium. Plants and trees grew wildly, creeping over stone paths and signs. The glass was cracked, and in places whole sections had been covered up with wood planks and thick tape, but the air was fresh and the light made me feel alive again. Peacocks with shiny feathers strutted over the mossy rocks, digging for grubs.

	“It was a bird sanctuary,” Marcus said, looking around. “Attached to the mall through an underground tunnel. I like to come here to think sometimes.”

	“It’s beautiful,” I said.

	“What you need,” Trevor said gruffly, “is sleep and bed rest. Whatever crazy idea you have brewing, it can wait.” I wanted to argue, but his eyes were full of fire and I was too weak to yell at him right now.

	I nodded, letting him think he’d won, then leaned back against the mat.

	“Bring me some books and coffee and I’ll stay here for a week,” I smiled, adjusting the thick bandages around my neck.

	Trevor grinned, his smile breaking the tension that had formed into hard lines on his face.

	“That we can do. Though I may have to trade a vial of elixir for a pot of coffee.”

	“Worth it,” I said.

	He left with Marcus, leaving Jazmine and I alone.

	“Where’s Camina?” I asked.

	“Sleeping in again,” she said. “I thought she was getting better. But this morning she’s sick. Tremors, vomiting, fever. I don’t know what happened.”

	I did. After my attack, the guards had probably doubled, which meant no late night blood feasts for Camina.

	“She’s detoxing,” I said.

	“From what?”

	“I should have told you earlier,” I frowned. “I wasn’t the first to visit Penelope. Camina has been stealing blood at night.”

	“What, why?” 

	“For the elixir,” I said. 

	Her eyes widened, with dawning comprehension and then disgust.

	“It’s not her fault,” I said. “Surely you’ve felt it. The elixir, we’ve had so much. It’s difficult to stop.”

	Jazmine crossed her arms. “Yeah, for a few days I lived off sex and chocolate until the itching went away.”

	“Maybe not everyone can get those luxuries as easily as you can win them from a poker game,” I said. “She needs our help. You have to watch her, help her. Promise.”

	“Of course,” she said. 

	Trevor came back a few minutes later with a thermos full of coffee and a stack of novels.

	“I had to ask around and borrow books. Lots of people were willing to donate.”

	I reached for the thermos and sipped the steaming liquid. It was dark and bitter, but so much better than the root based stuff we’d been drinking.

	“It was almost worth getting attacked for this pampering,” I said.

	Trevor’s gaze hardened.

	“Don’t say that,” he glowered.

	“Relax macho,” Jazmine squeezed his arm. “She’s kidding.”

	Trevor had somewhere he was supposed to be, so Jazmine kept me company for awhile, but then she excused herself as well.

	“I’ll be back for dinner, with soup and food.”

	“Maybe I should just go back?” 

	“Take a day at least, or the boys will be upset. You know how they enjoy taking care of the weaker sex,” she smirked.

	“Right,” I said. “Well I guess if it makes them feel useful.”

	“This place is between the buildings, hard to find from the outside, and the glass is reinforced. You’ll be safe here. Oh and here,” she said, handing me a sachet of herbs. “Beatrice made this for you. Smells like thyme and nettle. She said it would be invigorating.”

	I placed the poultice near my pillow, enjoying the fresh, spicy scent. In the end, I allowed myself to be coddled for a day, watching a family of six-legged, albino squirrels chase each other up and down a tree outside the window. I tried to read, but couldn’t focus.

	I felt like a fool, getting so close to Penelope. I knew she hadn’t meant to hurt me, she just couldn’t control her blood thirst. And Camina was almost as bad. I felt like I was seeing the emotional core behind the king’s noble system. The elixir given during the renewal ceremonies was about more than just healing or survival. The thirst opened up a need for us; we felt incomplete without it. Citizens needed their weekly fix, just as elite needed to feed to survive. Left to our own devices, we’d rip each other apart, looking for something to fill the longing in our hearts.

	 Could we ever trust an elite?

	My thoughts turned to Damien, and the look he’d given me when he’d seen me at the wedding. What would have been our special day, the start of our lives together. Did he think I’d planted the bomb? That I was trying to kill him?

	I snuck out of my bedrest at night, when the light was too dark to do anything but lay awake and be miserable. I wasn’t doing anybody any good by just waiting around, and I hated the idea of the others making plans without me. Plus, I really needed a shower. My hair and neck were still caked with blood, and even though there was a hose and a cold water sink nearby, I’d die for just five minutes of steam and shampoo, and I was tired of wearing the unicorn pajamas Jazmine had brought me.

	Plus, I couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d learned from Penelope. The main hallway was quiet tonight; someone had set up a large projector that was playing an old movie against a large white screen. Kids were eating popcorn and honeyed sweet potatoes on sticks.

	I stopped near the back and found Beatrice, braiding a young girl’s hair.

	“Have you seen Jacob, or the others?” 

	“In the conference room I think.”

	I headed upstairs near the entrance, but the wide windows of the office room were dark. So instead I retraced my steps down to the lower levels, until I heard voices. Soft lights from above and a pair of standing lamps illuminated the small island sanctuary I’d been taken when I arrived, reflecting off the bright orange fish below the surface of the dark water. 

	I was about to step over the stone path across the water, but something about their hushed voices made me pause. Jacob, and some of the elder leaders, Trevor, even curate Marcus gathered around the center table. All men, at least a dozen, their faces solemn and hidden in shadow. I could catch fragments of their conversation.

	“We should start with Gostras first, maybe Algrave... those are the closest. Without access to the blood the elite will have to leave the city where they’ll be more exposed.”

	“We don’t know enough about the mechanics.”

	“You don’t need to know how something works to turn it off. A well planned explosive should knock it out. Engineers will be sent to fix the problem so we’ll have to take them out, too.”

	“Hold the whole compound for ransom if we have to,” Steve nodded.

	“It’s too dangerous, they’ll send an army.” 

	“So we don’t stay. We just destroy the purification engines and leave. It’ll take weeks to repair or rebuild, by that time the compound will be buried in ash.”

	I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 

	I crossed the rocky bridge, my legs trembling in anger as I stepped into the light. They looked up at me sharply.

	“This is a private meeting,” Jacob said, rising to his feet. “It doesn’t concern you. Besides you should be resting.”

	“The hell it doesn’t,” I said. “Is this why you wanted me out of the way, for this madness? If you destroy the purification engines you’ll turn the compounds against us.”

	“Something has to change. This is war.”

	“Not for them.”

	“They are complicit, with their continued subservience to the elite. They’ve chosen their side.” 

	“They had no choice. They never did. They didn’t know resistance was even an option.”

	“So we’ll show them.”

	I glared at Trevor, my eyes stinging. That’s when I noticed the sketch of the purification engines I’d found in Damien’s study, flattened on the table in front of him.

	“You went through my stuff?” I asked, clenching my jaw as rage and betrayal flooded through me. 

	 “I was just going to help with your laundry,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I thought it would be nice for you to have some clean clothes.”

	“Good thing you checked the pockets thoroughly,” I said, crossing my arms. Then my eyes softened and I took a step closer. “How can you be on board with this? What about all the people we grew up with in Algrave – you’d really sign their death certificates, without any warning? You’ve seen Quandom. The king did that. If you do this, you’ll be just as bad as him.”

	“They don’t have to die,” Trevor said, avoiding my eyes. “They can stay inside, or we can find masks. And even if they breathe too much poisoned ash, we know now that the death doesn’t have to be final. They can come back, like I did.”

	“That should be a choice, not a curse.” I snapped. “What happened to the antidote, and going after the king alone, I thought that was our plan?”

	“We tried that,” Jacob said. “We let you track down the box. Miss Liu tried to make the formula. We tested it, it failed. I’m not sure what else you think we can achieve. She will keep working on a cure, but in the meantime…”

	“There might be another way,” I said quickly. I had to make them see reason.

	“Penelope told me where Damien grew up, I just need a map of the compounds, it’s called Fanno Creek. It was where King Richard developed the elixir. There’s more there, I know it.”

	“I can’t afford men to go on some wild goose chase.”

	“I’m not asking,” I said. “I’ll go alone if I need to.”

	“You’ve already done quite enough,” a man said, raising grumbles from the others.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

	“You fed the monster. She attacked two guards, almost escaped because of you.”

	“You think I did that on purpose? She could have killed me.”

	“Yes, she should have,” Jacob said. “Yet, here you are. Why were you really in there?”

	“I just told you,” I said. “I needed information, and I got it. Plus, I wanted to check on her, make sure she’s okay.”

	“Yeah well, the problem is, now she can talk. We had to gag her, she’s always pleading, it’s freaking out the guards. Nobody wants to be around her, they’re afraid she can compulse them. She was better off as a wild animal.”

	“So you’re more afraid of women who can talk? Got it. You’re a bunch of spineless fucktards. I’ll talk to her myself.”

	“I’m afraid more visits to the prisoner are off limits,” Steve said, grabbing my wrist. “We’re interrogating her. A happy side effect, she’s been able to give us significant information about the other compounds she’s visited.” 

	A chill ran down my spine. I’d woken her up, and now they were interrogating her.

	“In the meantime,” Jacob said, “I’ll have to insist you leave the planning to us.” 

	“And I suggest you learn to behave,” Steve added, “or we may have to lock you up as well.”

	I yanked my arm away, pushing him away. I glared at Trevor. He shrugged apologetically, but made no move to stand up for me. Asshole.
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	I stormed upstairs, furious. I still felt shaky and a little light-headed, but I wasn’t about to let them lock me away in an infirmary while they plotted genocide. I should’ve known better. The terrorists were exactly as bad as we always thought they were. They wanted to bring down the whole system, and make everyone as miserable as they were.

	King Richard was cruel, and unjust, of course – it terrified me that he had Jamie and Loralie in his control. I needed to rescue them as soon as possible. But that meant finding a way to weaken his control or will, not antagonize the compounds needlessly or attack innocents.

	In the back of my mind, I’d been expecting a peaceful transition of power. Take out the king, and Damien could rule. With me at his side, maybe – a human to temper his worst impulses. He’d already said I made him better. The system wasn’t irrevocably flawed, it just needed better leadership. We’d be able to rein in Nigel and the other bad actors. With Tobias, Penelope, a council maybe, made up of humans and elite.

	But Jacob was right, it would take too long, and it all depended on finding a way to remove the king. The antidote was our best hope. I had to find an answer, and soon. Before these misguided terrorists did something stupid, and made everything worse for everyone. 

	I knew one thing for sure. These rebels had no idea what they were really up against, and their foolish, unearned confidence was going to get them killed. But Jacob wouldn’t let me leave, as if I were the enemy!

	And Trevor had sold me out, trading Damien’s blueprints for a seat at the table. I kicked his tent as I passed, bending the metal pole until it leaned crookedly.

	I was still wearing pink pajamas, and the long leather jacket Jazmine had left for me. I was weak after my blood letting, and felt slow and foggy. Between escaping the citadel and getting attacked by Penelope, my body needed more elixir to heal.

	I stopped in my tent, planning to change clothes and take a quick shower to calm my nerves. I frowned at the pile of clothes on the floor. Trevor must have given up the laundry attempt after discovering the blueprint for the purification engines. It’s not like I was keeping it a secret from anybody, I’d just forgotten about it. 

	My eyes landed on the shirt I’d been wearing in the citadel and I stiffened as I caught the slight scent of something sweet. I grabbed the shirt and rushed to the bathroom, examining the fabric under the light. It was still covered in dried blood, from when I’d stabbed Mary. When she’d been high on elixir.

	I grabbed a small bucket and carefully washed the fabric, squeezing the cloudy water into the plastic vessel. Then I held the container up to my lips and drank as much as I could.

	The water was sour, but I thought I could taste just a tiny bit of elixir in the liquid. I put the edge of the shirt in my mouth, chewing on the fabric to loosen the fibers.

	Gradually I felt the sharp edge of my anxiety loosen, and I was filled with a soothing calm. Fear and anger was replaced by conviction. I wasn’t going to be bossed around or told what to do. I was back in the narrow hall leading to Penelope’s cell before I realized where I was going. Two stocky guards were outside the door to the garage, wearing ridiculous tinfoil hats and cloves of garlic around their necks.

	Their eyes narrowed as I approached. One was holding a flaming torch, and the other gripped the handle of the pistol tucked in the front of his pants. 

	“Relax boys,” I said. “Jacob sent me down to check out the prisoner.”

	“I don’t think so,” one said. “We are under clear instructions, not to let anyone in. Especially not you.”

	Part of me wanted to attack them. But it would lead to a battle I wasn’t ready to fight. I might have been able to take them both if I surprised them, but I had their full attention now, and they looked like they were itching for a reason to pull out their firearms.

	I squeezed my fists, feeling frustration roll through me in waves, filling me with a warm glow. It wasn’t the explosion of power I usually got when drinking elixir, but a subtle hum that ran along the surface of my skin. I pushed deep within myself to tap into the feeling, expanding my awareness.

	“You will let me in,” I said calmly, stepping closer to the first man and gazing into his eyes. His jaw went slack and his pupils dilated. He reached for his pocket and pulled out the keys.

	“And you,” I said, turning to the other, “are going to get me a pen and paper.”

	I didn’t stop to think about what I’d just done or what it meant. I unlocked the door, then opened the back of the truck. A minute later I was inside.

	Penelope’s eyes widened when I walked in, and I saw something that looked a lot like shame as she scanned my body and the white bandage taped to my neck.

	“Back for more?” she joked feebly.

	“Not exactly.”

	“I’m sorry,” she said after a long pause.

	“I know. How are you? They said they were interrogating you.”

	She turned up her wrists and showed me the blistered scorch marks on the back of her hands. The blackened flesh made me feel sick to my stomach.

	“UV penlight,” she said, marveling at her own skin. “Feels like a blowtorch.”

	“That’s awful,” I said. 

	I held out the pen and paper. 

	“Last time I was here, you told me where Damien grew up, do you remember?”

	She nodded.

	“I need to find it.”

	“I’ve never been there,” Penelope said. “It was over a hundred years ago, maps from the Before are mostly destroyed.”

	“But you said it was near a compound. Do you know where the compounds are? Can you draw a map?”

	Penelope frowned but held a hand out for the pen. I tossed it to her and slid the paper across the floor, being careful to stay out of her reach this time.

	Her lip twisted up but she didn’t say anything. I watched as she traced long, clean lines across the paper, frowning and biting her lip. In the center was the citadel, marked with the tall towers. She drew trees and mountains, and then circles for the compounds, labeling them. Nine compounds in all, radiating out away from citadel like spokes of a wheel. I held my breath when she marked one Sezomp and tapped thoughtfully with her fingers. 

	“Near here, I think. I’m not sure about the distances,” she said. “But Algrave to the citadel is at least a day’s walk, it should take you about a week to reach.”

	My heart sank as I stared at the paper. It was one of the furthest compounds away. I’d never get there in time. I jumped back as I felt Penelope reach towards me, gripping my foot and lowering her head.

	“Take me with you,” she begged, squeezing my leg tightly. “You know I don’t belong down here, like this.”

	I held my breath, looking at the chains and the metal collar around her neck. Of course she didn’t belong here. But I couldn’t let her loose in Havoc. How could I trust her after she’d attacked me? What if she killed others?

	“I’m sorry,” I said, pulling away. “I can’t. But I promise, I won’t leave you. No matter what.”
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	Now that I had the map, I needed a plan. My hands shook as I studied Penelope’s rough sketch. A week away, on my own. I had to gather supplies without drawing suspicion, and I still needed a map from the before. Even if I could reach Sezomp, there’s no guarantee I’d be able to find Fanno Creek. Most of the signs from before had been torn down and reused, or rusted over to be unreadable.

	“Are you crazy?” Trevor asked when I came down for breakfast the next day. I’d slept in, better than I had in days.

	“What?” I asked.

	“You went to see her again, after Jacob told you not to.”

	“She’s my friend, and they’re torturing her. I had to see if she was okay.”

	“She attacked you.”

	“That wasn’t her fault. She’s starving, because the rebels won’t feed her. If she’s dangerous, it’s only because of how they’re treating her.”

	“It’s worse than that,” Trevor whispered, leaning in closer. “The guards, they say they don’t remember what happened. They think you compulsed them. People are already talking. They don’t trust you, and now they don’t trust the other chosen as well.”

	Had I compulsed them? Could I compulse humans? Only if I had significant quantities of elixir, Master Svboda had told me once, but I’d barely consumed a few drops of second-hand elixir.

	“What do you expect,” I said, “from men who wear tinfoil hats? Those superstitious assholes are afraid of everything.”

	“Don’t you get it, you’ve made yourself an enemy here. They could kick you out.”

	Fine, I thought. I was leaving anyway. I knew Trevor was just upset because he was worried about me, but I was also still pissed about him for going through my things.

	I’d always thought he was on my side, first, but now I realized that may not be true anymore. I couldn’t count on him to defend me, or side with me. I couldn’t depend on anyone.

	“I can’t believe you’re okay with attacking the compounds,” I said, changing the subject. “People could die. Don’t you remember Algrave; Mrs. Gibbon’s strawberry rhubarb pie, playing hide and seek in the apple groves, spending Saturdays at the library with a good book – do you regret everything? Because I don’t. Think of the hundreds of kids in Algrave who have never known anything else. Never known violence or danger. You’re going to take all that away.”

	“It doesn’t matter, if it’s built on a lie. Something has to change.” 

	“Not like this,” I said.

	“Promise me you’ll keep your head down, at least for awhile, until I can convince the others you’re on our side.”

	I bit my lip, then lied to his face. 

	I knew what he was like.

	“I promise,” I said.

	“Good,” he said. “You don’t have that many allies in here. And curate Marcus is going back to the citadel.”

	“He is? Where is he?” 

	“He left already.”

	I turned and raced towards the entrance, leaving Trevor speechless. I caught up with Marcus at the main entrance, gathering his sack. He was wearing his curate outfit again, beneath more rugged travel clothes.

	“You’re going back?” I asked.

	“I have to check in, and keep up with my duties, or I’ll be suspect. But I’ll be on a tight leash, and I’m sure the king will have spies watching me.”

	“You have to stop this,” I said. “It’s madness. You’re a curate, you’re supposed to take care of people, their health and well-being.”

	“It’s out of my hands now,” he said.

	“What about the attack on the wedding, did you condone that also? Violence goes against your creed.”

	“I didn’t know about that attack,” he said. “And using you like a scapegoat like that, I’d never have agreed to it. But there are too many people living here now, they’re getting restless, and they’re burning up with anger. If we don’t find an outlet for them soon, something bad is going to happen.”

	“So we go to war, because they’re bored and restless?”

	“All they want is peace, freedom.” 

	“Don’t they have it?”

	“No. As long as the elites rule, even while living out here, we still feel the king’s authority. We are outlaws, outcasts; in the wilderness, there are no laws, we are not protected, we don’t get the weekly elixir, life is harsh and brutal. We can’t go outside because of the ash, or the elite, or the slagpaw, they live in fear every day.”

	“So how is turning off the machines going to help? It’ll just create more chaos and violence.”

	“I agree, I’m not in favor. I’ve told them as much. Unfortunately, I can’t stop it. You overestimate my powers of influence. I trade in information only, and it’s risky enough for me to return to the citadel. If I’m caught, I will be killed.”

	Something nagged at my mind, and I realized what it was... I knew someone in the citadel who dealt with information. He’d called himself an information specialist once. The technician. 

	“What if there is another way?” I asked. “To get the compounds on our side, instead of making them our enemies.”

	“It’s always good to have options.”

	“Find Zane, in the citadel. I don’t know his last name. He has access to surveillance. When I was living in the citadel, I saw bodies of two children, I’m sure they were killed by elites, inside the walls. Someone is covering it up. If you can find proof, it means the treaty was violated. If the elite are breaking the rules, it will create sympathy for the revolution.”

	“The rules are somewhat more fluid in the citadel for elites,” Marcus said.

	“There’s no room for flexibility in the compounds. If people break the rules, they’re held accountable. 
There can be no feeding without consent; and the legal age for consent is 17. Everybody in the compound knows the rules. The elite have to be held to the same standards, or the whole thing fall apart. Also, there’s one more thing. I need a map of the Before. Zane, he might have one.”

	“You’re not planning anything reckless, are you?”

	“Maybe,” I said slyly.

	“Promise me you’ll wait till I get back at least.”

	I was tired of making promises I couldn’t keep, and for some reason lying to a curate felt even worse than lying to Trevor. He read the hesitation on my face and sighed.

	“I promise I’ll try,” I said finally.

	“Then peace be with you,” he said, reaching for my hand. He took my palm in both hands and I felt him press something cold into my palm. I uncurled my fingers and saw the outline of a vial of elixir, about a third of it left.

	“Just in case,” he whispered.

	“Won’t you need it, for your trip?” I asked.

	“I’ll be fine,” he said. “Curates have stationed outposts, if I reach one of those I’ll ask for an armed escort of the king’s guard.”

	I tucked the elixir into my pocket and watched him leave until he was out of sight. Part of me wished I could go with him. Even though I knew the citadel would be dangerous, it was better than sitting around doing nothing.

	“Are you really going out there?” a voice asked behind me. April was leaning casually against a cement pillar, wearing loose dark clothes, her face in shadows. I hadn’t even seen her there.

	“Why, you going to tell on me?” I glanced over her head to make sure nobody else was around.

	“No, I agree with you. This cure, it’s the best chance. That’s what you’re after, right?”

	“Penelope gave me a lead,” I whispered, stepping closer. “But I need a map of the area around Sezomp, from before the Culling, and it could be weeks until Marcus comes back.”

	“I have a map,” she said quickly. 

	I grabbed her arm and pulled her down an empty hallway. We ducked into what must have been a bathroom once, with broken mirrors and tiles, and the remains of a few standing stalls. From the smell, some of the guards still used it as a urinal.

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“I found it, years ago,” she said, brushing her dark bangs out of her almond-shaped eyes. “When I was a kid, in a store for a garage station. A map of the whole area, the state they used to call it.” 

	“You have it here?” I asked, my pulse rising. “Can I see it?”

	“No,” she said. “I left it, outside. In the place I used to stay, before coming here.”

	I frowned, then poked my head out of the room to study the main entrance. Four armed soldiers were on duty. One of them scowled at me when he caught me watching him. 

	“Jacob will never let me out of here,” I said.

	“There’s other ways out, if you don’t mind climbing.” 

	“I love climbing,” I smirked. “Lead the way.”

	 

	 





12


	After stopping to change clothes, I followed April down into the depths of the structure, turning corners and narrow passages I’d never seen before. I felt like the underground mall was bigger than the whole of Algrave, and marveled at how many people had once roamed the halls. There was room for thousands – and nobody even lived here, it was all just shops and restaurants at one time. I couldn’t get into the armory without arousing suspicion, so I’d stolen Trevor’s gun on the way out.

	I knew he kept it in his tent, for protection. He’d be mad at me for leaving, and for stealing it, but he’d be glad if I had a weapon out there. Not that I planned on using it. Firing a gun in the wild was practically suicide, as you’d be alerting all the nearby monsters. But it would deter most human enemies, and I felt safer with it.

	I was more or less a guest of Jacob’s in Havoc, but his colony couldn’t be the only one in the city. Outside it would be a free for all, and we didn’t know what we were getting into. I also grabbed a hunting knife as long as my forearm, with jagged edges on the back, and I kept the vial of elixir Marcus had given me close. Plus, it wasn’t like we’d be gone long.

	Hopefully, we’d return before anybody even noticed we were gone.

	“There,” April said finally, pointing above our heads. I could barely make out the discolored panel in the ceiling.

	We were in some kind of storage or surplus warehouse, full of toppled racks and heavy machinery. April dragged an empty metal shelf from against the walls. It screeched against the concrete floor and sent shivers down my spine. She nimbly climbed up the makeshift ladder and popped open the panel of an air duct, revealing the sides of a metal chute that continued up into darkness.

	“You have to jump to catch the ledge,” she said, “then pull yourself up into the tunnel.” I watched her feet leave the top of the shelf and held my breath as the shelf wobbled beneath her. She kicked for a minute, then her feet and legs disappeared into the hole in the ceiling. I climbed up after her. 

	Reaching into the chamber, I could only feel the smooth, cold metal sides of the chute. I took a deep breath, then jumped up, facing the way she had. Even though I was taller, my fingers barely caught the flat handhold. Using my knee and butt as leverage in the narrow tube, I managed to get an elbow around the level surface and pull myself up into almost perfect darkness.

	“This way,” April’s voice hissed in front of me. I followed the sounds of creaking metal, feeling my way forward. We came to a 90-degree turn, and then another. I felt the air growing cooler, and fresh. Then I saw light ahead, illuminating April’s crouched silhouette.

	A pile of gray ash covered the ground in front of a panel with slots of metal. April took out a screwdriver and removed the screws, then nodded and pulled out her mask, and handed me one as well. The rubber pressed against my chin and forehead, covering my face and trapping my warm breath against my mouth and nose.

	Gently, she pushed out the panel, holding on to it so it wouldn’t fall, then turned to hang from the rim of the opening and drop down below.

	 I followed her outside. She stashed the panel behind some rusted trash bins. We were in a narrow alley between buildings, half filled with debris and garbage. The loose ash fell into the gap, still sizzling in the air. 

	 “Shouldn’t we cover up the entrance?” I asked.

	 “It’s too small for the slagpaw, and the elite won’t find it. They rarely come to the cities. And if a human got in, they’d probably starve before they found their way through.”

	She stepped quickly over the rubble towards the end of the alley. I glanced back, and she was right, even from a few meters away it was hard to see the opening if I wasn’t looking for it.

	She waved for me to follow. At the end of the alley we had to cut across a wide open space that used to be a large road, then weave through the remains of several buildings. We passed through the center of one, with marble floors, the ceiling caved in and fake plastic plants in tall vases.

	Wide canvases were painted with vibrant splashes of blue and gold. Half the space was barred with metal slats and glass.

	“A jail?” I guessed.

	“It used to be a bank,” Amber said. “People would store money here, then come and take it out when they needed it.”

	“They had too much money to carry?” I asked. My mother – the woman who raised me – kept ours in a sock in her closet.

	“Here,” she said, heading through missing back wall and across the next street towards another building. It was massive from the outside, larger than anything I’d seen outside the citadel. Tall pillars and large, carved statues decorated the stone facade, and something was chiseled into the rock in a language I didn’t recognize. Latin maybe. 

	The door was broken and burnt, with chunks of wood scattered down the large stone steps and the other panel barely clinging to its hinges. Inside were high ceilings were rows and rows of bookshelves. Long tables with green lamps, mostly just piles of shattered glass now, filled a spacious hall. Campfires had been lit in the center and it looked like people had been camping out. I pulled the charred spine of a book out of the fire pit and read the label. Nothing I recognized.

	“This is where you grew up?” I asked. “All alone?”

	“For a few years anyway,” April said. “There were other humans, they came and went. Nobody found my private stash though.”

	I followed her behind a wooden counter, and she pointed out a small slat in the wall.

	“See, they’d return the books here; and they’d go into an underground room. That’s how I knew there must be something down there. It took me weeks to find it.” She reached underneath the desk and groped around, then smiled. I heard a ripping sound, then the jangle of keys as she retrieved her hand.

	“Still here,” she said. I followed her as she walked down the steps, through two more rooms. I paused briefly, listening, as I thought I heard something moving above us.

	“Do you hear that?” I asked.

	“It’s just the wind,” she answered. “The floors creak sometimes. Check this out.” 

	She gripped the edges of a small shelf that was built into the far wall, and wiggled it until she could pull out the whole section of the panel, revealing a dark space behind.

	“It must have gotten covered up in reconstructions,” she said, stooping into the space. Behind it, completely sealed off, was a small door, which she unlocked with the key and pushed open.

	I took a breath and stepped inside. It was narrow, about the size of my bedroom in Algrave, without a window, and built like a silo with a high ceiling. I glanced up and saw the thin line of the book deposit up above.

	In the room was a miniature study desk, a mattress, piles of books against the wall, a flashlight and a stash of batteries. A pink stuffed elephant was tucked into the blankets, half hidden under the pillow. One corner was filled up with tins, cans and plastic wrapped food. 

	The wall was covered with posters, charts and drawings, and illustrations that looked like they’d been torn out of children’s books, with dragons and castles. My eyes immediately went to the large map on the wall, covered with blue circles and red X’s. 

	“It was useful,” she shrugged. “Like a treasure map. All these little towns, hidden in the forests. Most of them had at least a pharmacy and a grocery store, and if those were looted, some of the houses had cellars or garages with food and supplies. What did you say the town was called again?” she asked.

	“Fanno Creek,” I said. She pulled the map off the wall and set it on the floor, then switched on a flashlight hanging from a string and held it still until it stopped wobbling. The map was dense, and crowded, with thousands of names. It was nothing like the one Penelope had drawn.

	I was starting to give up hope when April’s finger shot out and jabbed at a spot on the map. In tiny print, so faded I could barely make it out...

	Fanno Creek. 
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	“It’s real,” I breathed.

	“You doubted?”

	“I was trusting Penelope, what she told me right before she attacked me.” Was it really where Damien grew up? If so, there could be a lab there, where his father had created the elixir… and maybe an antidote.

	I pulled April into a hug, wiping a tear out of my eyes. I didn’t realize I’d been putting so much hope into this. But it was our only option. It might be wild and irrational, but the choice was outright violence, and I knew how that would end: the elite would crush the rebellion, they’d murder all the humans, they’d destroy any compounds that stood up to them... and then they’d just start over, and rewrite history, again. We had to break the cycle.

	“Where are we now?” I asked. April pointed at a spot on the other side of the map. A large black circle marked the city. April had scribbled in a red star for the citadel of lights. I pulled out Penelope’s map and turned it until the hard line of the sea lined up on the left.

	There were nine compounds, connected by lines, like some kind of constellation. A few were familiar, the others tasted strange in my mouth as I tried to pronounce them. One by one, we marked their approximate locations on April’s map.

	Algrave, Denvato, Iklebot, Gostras, Skormead, Tagald, Crollust, Sezomp. The last one was Quandom. I crossed it off with a big X.

	“Penelope is from Crollust,” I said. “Near the coast. And she said Fanno Creek was near Sezomp.”

	“We should go there first,” April said. “The traders will know the area better. They might be able to tell us something.” I nodded, frowning. My finger traced the line drawn around Algrave, which was so close to the citadel. 

	“When I was growing up, the citadel of lights was on the horizon. It was the farthest place away I’d ever known. But all this,” I swept my hand over the map. “There’s so much of it. It’s so far.”

	Even the city we were in was just a smaller town, from the looks of it, practically in the middle of nowhere. A few days from the citadel. There were bigger cities out there. Bigger than I could imagine. 

	“Let’s head back,” April said, folding up the map. “We can figure it out later. Now we have this, right? We can leave whenever we’re ready.”

	“Wait,” I said, “what do you mean we?”

	She rolled her eyes. 

	“Even if you found the lab, you couldn’t know what was useful or what wasn’t. You wouldn’t be able to read the research. I have to go with you.” 

	I wanted to protest, but she wasn’t wrong.

	“It’s too dangerous,” I said. “Have you ever even left the city?”

	“No,” she said. “But I think it’s about time I broaden my horizons. You can’t learn everything from a book.”

	I squeezed her hand in the dark room, then we retraced our steps upstairs and through the main hall. We were nearing the entrance when I heard a rumble behind me. I spun, pulling out my knife in time to see a large shadow rising out of the shadows between the bookshelves. I thought it was a man at first, but it was too large, nearly all black. Some kind of bear, but clearly a mutid. Half of its face had melted like wax, exposing polished skull, and large spokes of its spine poked through festering wounds on its back. Raised on its hind legs, it was nearly twelve feet tall.

	“Run!” I shouted. We sprinted out the front door and down the front steps as the bear charged, knocking over shelves of books that crashed behind us. Soon my lungs were burning, and I could hear the heavy grunts of the creature behind us, closing in. Then I felt a blow from behind that sent me sprawling, and pain radiated through my back. I skidded to a stop against the curb as the beast stalked toward me, licking its lips. I reached for my waist, trying to find the gun, but it was missing. I saw it a dozen paces away, the cold steel glinting against the gray ash and concrete.

	Why was it after me? I knew mutids ate flesh but... it was after the elixir. It could smell it. It pawed at my pocket, shredding my pants with its claws and cutting into my thigh. I slashed out with the knife, and the bear growled at me, shattering the silence. It swiped its paw, sending the blade out of my hand, clattering against the stones. Then it bared its teeth and roared, opening its rotten mouth like it was going to suck my face off, and sending a blast of foul air that shriveled my lungs.

	I flinched when I heard the first shot. The bear whirled around as the bullet tore into its flank. April fired two more rounds before the bear charged her. I dove for my knife and threw it almost as soon as I rolled to my feet again. The monster howled in fury as the blade sank into its shoulder. It wouldn’t cause much damage, but it was enough of a distraction for April to duck into a small doorway, mostly collapsed and too small for the creature to follow. I pulled the elixir out of my pocket. I hated to use it now, before we’d even started the real mission, and for just a brute animal, but I didn’t have any choice. 

	I tipped it into my mouth, feeling the elixir pump its way into my heart, and then the rush as it ignited through my blood stream, filling me with energy like my blood was on fire. The bear and I charged each other at the same time. I ducked under its first swipe – the razor sharp claws missing me by inches – then grabbed a handful of matted fur and used my momentum to launch myself up onto its back. With my other hand, I retrieved my knife out of its shoulder and jabbed it through the side of its head, twisting the handle until I felt the skull crack and the knife penetrate its brain. It screamed in pain, spinning and bucking to throw me off, but finally sank into the concrete and after a final tremor, lay still. I closed my eyes, laying on top of the warm body, listening to the creature’s heart until it stopped beating.

	“That was amazing,” April said. “I’ve never seen anyone move like that. How much elixir did you have?”

	“I don’t know. Three or four drops? It’s hard to tell without my device,” I shook my wrist.

	“You really are different,” she said.

	“Only with elixir,” I said. “Otherwise, I’m just like everyone else. Quickly, we’ve got to go. Something else could have heard the gunshots. We don’t have much time.”

	We hurried through the street. I was still buzzing from adrenaline and elixir, which made me paranoid. We should have been quieter. We were reckless. This was a mistake. It was getting dark by the time we found the alley that led into Havoc. I took a deep breath of relief when we found the secret entrance undisturbed.

	I boosted April so she could climb up into the hole, then she reached down and helped pull me up to the ledge. I was almost inside, when I felt something grab my ankle and drag me back outside.
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	I hit the ground hard, knocking the air from my lungs. Someone ripped away my mask and I choked on a bitter flake of hot ash as it scorched the back of my throat.

	“Emily Sharrow,” a familiar voice whispered in my ear, making me shudder. For a moment, I was right back in the clearing outside Algrave, fighting for my life. Nigel had even brought the same henchman. 

	The three elite filled the narrow alley, their dark, casually expensive suits and flawless skin stood out in stark contrast with the rubble and twisted metal scraps behind them. I kicked and screamed as Thomas and Bryce held my wrists, pinning me to the ground.

	“You’re becoming quite the nuisance,” Nigel continued, unbuttoning his cuff slowly and rolling up his sleeve. “Got everyone talking. After that stunt you pulled in the capital, the king was positively livid. I haven’t seen him that angry in decades.”

	“That wasn’t me,” I snarled.

	‘Whatever you say,” he smiled. “Though you’ve already been charged guilty. That means, I’m allowed to punish you. And nobody will intervene this time.”

	“Bite me,” I spat.

	“Oh I will,” Nigel leered. “I told you the prince would get bored with you. I’m finally going to take what’s mine, what’s owed to me.”

	“I was never yours,” I panted, as Nigel squeezed my neck with one hand. Then his hand drifted lower, his nails scraping against my skin and slicing through the top button of my shirt. My chest heaved as I struggled to force him off of me.

	“You would have been,” he glowered. “I chose you. I would have tasted every inch of you, every drop, if not for some stupid royal loophole. I’ve been waiting for this for a long time.” 

	He licked his lips and my blood ran cold. My heart was beating, too fast, too strong, but I didn’t feel afraid. I wasn’t the same helpless girl I’d been when he met me. And I was angry. For putting myself at risk. At the poisonous sky that forced the rebels to hide underground. But mostly at entitled assholes who thought they deserved to decide my future for me.

	“Nobody is going to own me, ever again.”

	I still had the knife I’d used on the bear and elixir was coursing through my system. I kicked Bryce away and lashed out quickly. Nigel dodged, but not before I’d torn a hole in his fine jacket. I followed up with three more strikes, grazing the side of his neck before he slapped me so hard my head spun and I saw stars.

	“That’s twice you’ve drawn blood,” he said, dabbing at his neck with a handkerchief. “And worse, you’ve ruined a perfectly good suit. Not bad, for a human. I’m glad Master Svboda’s lessons weren’t completely wasted.”

	I adjusted my stance, wiping blood from my nose with the back of my hand.

	“Of course, we don’t die so easily. Unfortunately, you’re not fast or strong enough to actually kill an elite, and you never will be. I think it’s about time you learned your place. The king will reward me handsomely when I return with your head on a stake. I wonder if I should skewer your skull through the mouth or the windpipe. It’s all about presentation really. I can’t wait to see the look on Damien’s face when I show up with a sharrow-kebab.”

	The others chuckled at his wit, but turned serious when his smile fell and his eyes filled with hate.

	“Hold her down,” he said coldly. They moved faster than I could see them, twisting my arms behind me and forcing me to my knees. I strained against them, my muscles burning. But even with elixir, I couldn’t fight off two elites.

	I screamed, but I knew nobody was going to help me this time. I hoped April had the sense to get away at least. Maybe she and Trevor could hunt down the cure someday. 

	They shoved me roughly to the ground, forcing my face into the concrete, then flipped me over until rocks pushed painfully into my back. I heard the snap of leather as Nigel removed his belt. He was taking his time, drawing out my punishment. I recoiled in horror as he leaned close to me and sniffed my hair.

	My throat was raw from screaming. I choked back a sob, feeling a tear drip down my cheek as the ash fell silently in the quiet streets around us. I heard the ominous croak of a raven nearby. Another answered from elsewhere in the city. The sound echoed through the empty, decrepit buildings. It was like some kind of absurd demonstration of human futility, a theater of the obscene, with a curtain of burning embers and zero spectators.

	I reached out with my influence, feeling their feathered forms. I couldn’t move my arms, but that didn’t mean I was helpless. I poured my rage, my anger, my helplessness into the ash-filled sky, until it swelled into a rush of black wings and shrill cries. I felt the grip on my wrists loosen as one of the elite lifted a hand to swipe at the dark shape flapping around his head. 

	Nigel’s expression soured, and he looked up just in time to see a crow drive its sharp beak straight into his eye, and shred his cheek with sharp talons. He cried out and staggered backwards, but three more crows joined the fray, circling around his head like a tight black crown of claws and beaks. He dropped to his knees, covering his bloody face with his arms.

	I punched Thomas in the throat and tore out of his grasp, rolling away and popping to my feet in a dead sprint. I dove head first into the open tunnel and slid forward to the first turn without looking back.

	“This way,” April yelled. I could hear her voice through the labyrinthine airducts, leading me forward. One of the elite had followed me, I could hear him scrambling just behind me in the metal chute, but he was having trouble squeezing his bulk through the narrow vents.

	I dropped into the warehouse, climbing quickly down the wobbly shelves. April was waiting by the entrance, waving at me frantically. As soon as I hit the ground, she flicked on a display of standing UV lights, then pulled down a thick metal security screen and locked it with a padlock. 

	We held our breath, listening to the metal creak as the elite crawled closer. A dark shape dropped down into the room and was halfway to us before his skin started to smoke and burn. He shrieked, hiding his face behind his sleeve, then disappeared into the dark hole in the ceiling, kicking over the shelf with a heavy crash. 

	I sunk back against the wall, choking down a sob and gasping for air.

	 

	[image: Image]

	April reached out her hand and I grabbed it, even though my heart was still pounding and I was short of breath. We raced back to the common area to warn the others. Heads turned as we passed the farm, the marketplace, pushing through the crowds. All these people were in danger. 

	A hand grabbed my arm and I flailed, shoving the figure away before I realized it was Trevor. His eyes narrowed as he took in my appearance. 

	“Where have you been?” he asked. “I’ve been looking everywhere. And what happened, is that blood?” He reached for my face and I jerked back. I could already feel purple bruises forming under one eye and a swollen lip where Nigel had struck me. 

	“I’m fine,” I snapped, pushing his hand away. “But the elite are here. Outside. They found us. They know where we are.”

	His jaw hardened, and thankfully he didn’t drill me for more information, at least not here. He grabbed my arm and dragged me through the crowd, his thick form opening a path for us, leaving a wake of surprised faces.

	He shouted to some of the guards to get Jacob and the others, and kept heading up, two levels, until we were near the front entrance. A side office was filled with security screens and cameras, rotating on all the different exits. There were only three main access points to Havoc, but probably a few dozen secret passageways like the one April had shown me. I wondered if they were all protected by UV arrays.

	Trevor got me a glass of water and a blanket, then sat me in a chair until the others arrived.

	“What happened,” Jacob said, approaching with four of his guards. 

	“Three elite, outside. I fought them off, and we blockaded the entrance, but they know we’re here.”

	His eyes widened slightly, but otherwise his face kept an almost icy composure. He looked over my torn clothes, the red marks around my neck, then leaned in close, piercing me with his gaze like he was trying to see through me.

	“You fought off three elites?” he asked slowly. A couple of his guards chuckled. With their fur and leather trimmings, and the collection of guns and blades strapped to their hips, they looked like a gang of rogue pirates.

	“More like distracted them,” I said, “but it was enough to get away.”

	“Your pupils are dilated. Where did you get more elixir? And why were you outside the gates?”

	I bit my lip. I didn’t want to betray Marcus, and I wasn’t ready to tell him about the map we’d found, at least not in front of Trevor. I knew he’d never let me leave, and I wasn’t planning on asking for permission.

	“What difference does that make now?” I said, standing up suddenly. “They know where we are. They’ll find a way into Havoc. We have to leave.”

	“And go where?” Jacob asked, leaning back and crossing his arms.

	“I don’t know, somewhere else?”

	“You want us to evacuate nearly a thousand people, some who have lived here for over a decade, exposing them to the elements, giving up comfort and safety, everything we’ve built here. We’re going to need more proof.”

	“You think I’m lying?” I asked, gaping at him. “For what?” 

	“To get us outside,” Steve cut in. “Where we can be picked off easily.”

	I looked up at them in shock. I’d nearly been killed and they didn’t even believe me.

	“And the bruises, the scratches?” I asked, gesturing at my face.

	“Maybe one of your chosen buddies did it for you. We already know they can fight.”

	“Sir,” one of the security guards pointed at the glowing screens against the far wall of the darkened office. The elite had found one of the external cameras. Nigel waved from the monitor, then leaned in close, his lips curling up to reveal his sharp fangs. A bloody handkerchief had been tied around one eye, and his cheek had deep scratches, though they already seemed to be healing. 

	“Hello, anybody in there?”

	I shivered as his voice filled the small room. 

	“I’ve got to thank you, Emily,” he said. “We knew there was a rebel stronghold in the city, but we would have never guessed this complexity. To the humans inside, I come in peace with a message from our king. Send out the traitor to the crown, Emily Sharrow, who is wanted for crimes against the kingdom.”

	The men shifted nervously behind me. I felt a pinch of vindication, as they realized I’d been telling the truth, but it was overshadowed by the deep dread that followed as Nigel continued speaking.

	“The rest of you, if you are innocent, are free to remain. We don’t force anyone to join our compounds, contrary to popular belief. Outside our gates, you are unprotected. You think we are your enemy, but we are not. The humans who have willingly agreed to the contract keep us fed. If it were not for the compounds, if blood wasn’t so easily available, the elite in the citadel would roam the wastelands, feeding on every human they encounter.”

	“But a direct attack on our kingdom, that cannot stand. We will wait here, for weeks, months if we need to. But the longer you make us wait, the hungrier we will become. And if you do not send out the traitor, rest assured we will dig through solid stone, we will drench your fortress in your own blood, we will slaughter every last one of you. The choice is yours. I’ll give you a minute to think it over.”

	“He’s bluffing,” Jacob said. “They can’t get inside past our security measures. They’ll get bored and leave.”

	“They won’t,” I said. “He won’t leave without me.”

	“Why?” Trevor asked. “Why you?”

	“Let’s just say we have some history. Plus, I nearly took his eye out today. It’s personal. But you can’t trust him. He’ll kill me and take my head back to the citadel, and then return with an army anyway.”

	“We won’t let that happen,” Jacob said.

	“You have to evacuate,” I said. “There are other entrances they don’t know about, right? Sneak out, while there’s time. They can’t police all the exits.”

	“Why don’t we fight? There are only three of them,” Luke said. “We managed one and some slagpaw before.” 

	“Barely, and only because Trevor shifted.”

	“Still, the handheld UV flares worked pretty well. We just need a distraction. External floodlights. At night. They can’t get all of us.”

	“Even with elixir, we’d lose dozens of fighters, at least.”

	“Worth it,” Steve said, “if we stop them from reporting our location to the citadel.”

	“What if we lure them inside,” April said, “at the entrance, then flash them with the lights and burn them?”

	“They won’t all come at once,” Jacob said. “They’ll keep someone outside to report back.”

	“There’s another option,” Steve said. “They only want the girl.”

	“No way,” said Trevor, moving in front of me protectively.

	“Come on, we’d be fools not to at least consider it. One life in exchange for a thousand.”

	“He’s right,” I said quietly, stepping out from Trevor’s shadow. “They’re here for me. At least it’ll give you enough time to escape.”

	“Now who’s a martyr?” Trevor said, narrowing his eyes and squeezing my shoulder.

	“I think I need a minute with Miss Sharrow,” Jacob said. “Alone.”

	The others looked like they wanted to disagree, but filed out after Jacob gave them a stern glance. Steve was the last to leave, kicking a chair and grumbling on his way out.

	I sat at one end of the long table, with Jacob at the other. After a moment, he pulled out a silver flask and took a long sip, before sliding it down the table towards me. I unscrewed the lid and wet my tongue, feeling the alcohol burn down my throat.

	“Did you get what you were looking for?” he asked, when I’d returned his flask. 

	“I think so,” I said.

	“And you still think you can find a cure to the elixir?”

	“Yes,” I nodded. “I do.”

	He sighed and took another drink. The dark fur cloak and goatee gave him a rugged look, and the gold metals on his leather armor gleamed in the light.

	“Then you’re too important to risk,” he said finally. “Even if it’s a long shot. We always knew this day would come. A conflict with the elites was inevitable. We may lose this battle, but the war is only lost when we give up all hope.”

	“I didn’t think you believed in hope,” I said.

	“It doesn’t matter if I believe it. Only that it’s there, to give comfort to those it can.”

	“What about Havoc?” I asked.

	“We will evacuate. There are places they can hide, throughout the city, in the forest.”

	“Somewhere safe?”

	“Nowhere is safe, not anymore. But in time, we’ll regroup and rebuild. You will go on your quest. Be careful. Take whatever supplies and weapons you need.”

	“What about you?” I asked. 

	“A captain goes down with his ship,” he said sadly. He waved to the others through the glass window, calling them inside.

	“Start the evacuation, fifteen at a time. Small groups, different directions.” 

	The camera flared to life, again, as Nigel came into view, dragging a struggling figure in front of the camera. He held her over the edge of the building by the scruff of her neck. I could see the beaded braids in her hair. She was clutching a bundle in her arms, and I recognized the herbs and flowers from the poultice I’d found in my bed earlier.

	My heart pounded in my throat as Beatrice twisted against Nigel’s grasp, kicking her legs in the air. They were on the roof, several floors up. She’d never survive the fall.

	“Time’s up,” Nigel grinned. Beatrice’s face was one of calm resolve... until the instant he dropped her. There was a flash of surprise, a short scream, and then she was gone.
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	Panic and anger set deep into my bones, spurring me to action. I ran towards the metal doors of the front exit, leaping over chunks of concrete and rubble, but was blocked by Jacob’s men.

	“Let me go!” I shouted, tears streaming down my face. I shoved one of the guards so hard he stumbled and fell. I felt strong arms wrap around me, and beat my fists against them.

	I’d saved her from falling, and condemned her at the same time. She’d gone back outside, probably to pick more herbs for me. This was all my fault.

	“It’s too late for her now,” Jacob said. “I’m sorry. But it’s not too late for the rest.”

	I let Trevor hold me until I’d stopped fighting. I could feel the last of the elixir slipping away, leaving a deep exhaustion. Jacob and Steve barked orders but I tuned them out, staring at a faded poster on the wall.

	The edges were torn away, but I could make out a picture of a sunrise, and the motivational message below. Each day starts with a grateful heart.

	But I couldn’t find anything to feel grateful for. Gratitude must have died out in the Before, along with the sun. All I wanted to do was tear out Nigel’s heart and stomp on it.

	“What about the girl?” Steve asked. “The vamp?” 

	“We leave her here,” Jacob said. 

	My head snapped up suddenly as I realized they were talking about Penelope.

	“You can’t do that,” I said. “They’ll kill her if they find her.”

	“Would you rather let her loose, to feed her way through Havoc? I can’t save everyone.” 

	I bit my lip, but allowed myself to be dragged away by Trevor as alarms pierced through the underground compound, along with flashing red lights. Jacob’s men spread the word as calmly as possible, but the panic spread like a disease. Everyone was running around, grabbing supplies and tearing down tents. Women and children were to head to the rear exits. Able-bodied rebels would guard the retreat, until everyone was safely outside of the compound. 

	Trevor grabbed my hand and pulled us down the hallways, which were already crammed full of people moving towards the various unmarked entrances, carrying boxes and loaded up with gear. I ducked as a pair of chickens flapped near my head. A young girl squeezed past us clutching a piglet.

	“I’ve got to go back,” I said, pulling away from Trevor. “For Penelope, we can’t just leave her here.”

	“It’s too dangerous with all these people. Jacob’s right, it would only cause more panic. Most of them don’t even know she’s here, the sudden appearance of an elite would cause chaos.”

	“But we can’t just leave her here, she’ll starve, she’ll die. I made her a promise.”

	Trevor scowled and wiped a hand over his face. He nodded towards Luke, who was not far away with a backpack and a suitcase.

	Jazmine shoved her way through the crowd, with Camina right behind her. Their eyes widened when they saw the bruises on my face.

	“What’s going on?” she shouted over the sirens. 

	“The elite,” I said. “They’re here. They know where we are.”

	“How many?” 

	“Three. But they’ll go back and tell the others. It isn’t safe here.”

	“Just three?” Jazmine asked. “We can take them.”

	“We barely got away from Tobias, and that was only because he was distracted.”

	“So what, we just run? Where? For how long?” 

	“As long as we have to,” Trevor said.

	His hand was on my arm again, and I pulled against his grip, searching back over the crowd behind us. Trevor pinched the bridge of his nose, holding a deep breath before nodding to the others.

	“Follow the crowd. Get her outside.”

	I grabbed his wrist as he stepped away. 

	“Wait, where are you going?” 

	“To see about Penelope,” he said.

	It was the first time he used her name, instead of calling her the elite or the prisoner. I squeezed his palm, reluctant to let him go, and his eyes softened.

	“We’ll be okay,” he said. He had a leather satchel strapped loosely around his chest. He opened it so I could peek inside and see it was full of dark ash. 

	“You have your elixir, I have mine.” His lips curled up in a sad smile. “You’re not the only one who’s stronger now. I’ll wait till the people have gone, then we’ll get out, together. But you have to leave now.”

	I bit my swollen lip, but then nodded stiffly. Warmth and icy cold fear fought for dominance in my chest.

	“If you go through the city,” Trevor said, “on the far end, near the woods, there’s an old gas station. A big red sign in the shape of a star. Meet me there in an hour.”

	“Promise me you’ll be there,” I said.

	He brushed my dark hair behind my ears and leaned forward. His voice was raw and husky.

	“I promise,” he said. Then he kissed me. Long and sweet. He tasted like home.

	Far away we heard pounding noises against the concrete and I felt the walls tremble. People screamed and the crowd surged forward, pressing me up against the sea of bodies in the tight hall. The line was moving too slowly. A man got knocked down and nearly trampled before I grabbed his arm and helped him up. Jazmine lifted a young girl and held her up against her waist. My heart clenched when I realized it was the one I’d seen with Beatrice the other night.

	Suddenly I realized how much danger we were in. Not everyone in this place were rebels. Many of them were free-range humans, just trying to exist in a dangerous world. And I was forcing them out into the wilderness, to contend with the poisonous ash and deadly predators. For most of them, it would be a death sentence. But the alternative was even worse.

	“If the elite get in here...” 

	“It’ll be a bloodbath,” Jazmine finished under her breath. “Like a fox in a chicken coop.”

	“More like a blood buffet,” Luke added grimly.

	“This is all my fault,” I said. “If I’d listened to Jacob, if I had only stayed in Havoc instead of going outside the defenses.”

	“I shot the gun,” April said, appearing at my side suddenly. “Not you.”

	I smiled at her, relieved that she’d found us. She must have gone to grab her stuff. Tucked under her arm was a yellow folder full of research notes, and a leather satchel stuffed with lab equipment. 

	“If you hadn’t, I’d be bear poop right now.”

	“That reminds me,” she said, pulling something from the pocket of her oversized coat. “I reverse-engineered the bracelet, it should show the level of elixir in your blood. But no trackers.” 

	It was a simple device, just metal and leather. I felt a sharp pinch when I strapped it on. Instead of the fancy gold and diamond band the king had given me, this one was a black strap with metal studs and an analog reader. The screen was blank for a few breaths, but then flickered to life. 1%.

	“It works!” I said.

	“Probably, though I’m not sure if it’s accurate or on the same measure scale. How much can you handle?”

	“I don’t know, in the citadel, when I killed the first slagpaw, it was at nearly 20%. So at least that much.”

	“Let’s hope we don’t have to find out today,” Camina said sagely.

	Finally we entered the final room, a long arched hallway at the end of the mall, with twin sets of metal stairs leading up to the exit.

	“Hurry!” I shouted.

	The men were prying open the large security door from the inside with crowbars, and the metal screeched against my eardrums. Finally, it was off and light poked through. I strapped on my mask and tightened my dark scarf around my neck, making sure to cover up any exposed skin, and helped a few others do the same.

	As soon as we were outside, we broke away from the crowd and headed north towards the checkpoint. I glanced back at the mall, and while most people disappeared quickly down side streets, at least a hundred were still standing around the exit.

	“They’re too exposed,” I frowned.

	“They’re probably just waiting for loved-ones, to make sure everyone’s out,” Jazmine said. “We need to worry about ourselves now.”

	“Quickly, this way,” Luke said, gesturing with the end of a shotgun he must have grabbed from the armory. The weapon made me feel queasy. After my encounter with the mutid bear, I never wanted to see another firearm again. I tightened the straps to my backpack and hurried after him. After ten minutes, we’d put the mall behind us and our footsteps echoed in the silent streets, despite the floor of ash.

	The streets got thinner and more residential. In this area, the tall apartment complexes had balconies, with rusted chairs and tables outside. I couldn’t even imagine a time when people could live outdoors, relaxing on their patios, taking in the sun.

	The city was a death trap, full of infected animals and raiders. It reminded me of the stories my mother had told me in Algrave, about the dead cities, filled with skeletons and monsters. She’d have had a heart attack to learn I’d been living in it.

	“There it is,” Luke said finally, pointing out a short, rectangular building. Out in front was some kind of tattered red and white awning, over metal boxes with pumps attached. Long rubber hoses coiled like snakes beneath the dry weeds. Luke pushed through the jagged, broken glass doors and stepped inside. It had been a store once, but the floor and counters were full of debris and plastic wrappings, old machines and a cash register. We ducked behind the counter and held our breath for several minutes.

	“I don’t think anyone followed us,” April said finally.

	She seemed so young sometimes, I forgot that she had much more experience surviving in the streets that I had. I bet it would have been easier for her to move around on her own. Together, we stood out, we made too much noise.

	We barely spoke for the first twenty minutes. Luke kept checking his watch.

	“How long have we been here?” I asked.

	“Nearly an hour,” Luke said. He must have seen the worry on my face.

	“He’s not late, not yet. He’ll be here.”

	The sky was starting to darken as dusk settled, the scorched clouds of ash turning an angry gray and red as the sun dropped towards the horizon. I froze as I heard gunshots in the distances.

	Then an explosion tore through ground, rattling the broken windows and rumbling like thunder. I stood up quickly and rushed outside. On the horizon, I could see a dark plume of black smoke, rising from the direction we came in. 
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	My heart pounded in my chest as dark smoke filled the sky, along with flashes of bright flame.

	“What the hell was that?” Jazmine asked.

	“They must be trying to blow their way in,” Camina said. Luke shook his head. 

	“It’s protocol,” he said. “In the event we were discovered, Jacob had explosives set up throughout the area. A controlled demolition.”

	My throat tightened painfully and my knees felt weak. Trevor and Penelope could have still been inside. 

	“I’m sure they got out,” Jazmine whispered, squeezing my hand. I could barely feel her touch. A rushing noise filled my ears and I felt dizzy.

	“He wouldn’t have done it unless the building was already cleared,” Luke said. “Unless the elite had gotten inside somehow, and it was too late.”

	Camina punched him in the shoulder, hard.

	“He didn’t know Trevor had gone back for Penelope,” I said. “They should have been here by now.”

	“Maybe your elite buddy didn’t want to come. If she didn’t attack him right away, she would have run off by herself, like a wild animal.”

	“No, she’d never.” But then, why would she trust Trevor, she didn’t even know him. 

	“I should have gone myself,” I said.

	“We’ve got to keep moving,” Luke said. “We need to find shelter before dark. If he’s alive, he’ll find us.”

	“How?” I snapped, turning on him. “How will he find us? We’re waiting, till he gets here.”

	Minutes ticked by, another thirty at least. I had to remind myself to keep breathing, trying to keep my thoughts from spiraling. I didn’t know what I would do if I lost Trevor. He was my rock, even if he was a pain in the ass sometimes. He always kept me safe. Even though I left him to be with Damien; even though I knew how much that choice had cost him. I’d sent him back into danger, to save an elite. His sworn enemy. And he’d done it, for me.

	Movement caught my eye and I lifted my head. Dark figures moved through the ash, coming towards us quickly.

	Relief washed over my face and I ran towards them, but then froze when I saw there were three figures, not two, and they all moved like men. They were running – no, walking fast, impossibly fast – down the deserted street, past the abandoned cars, their rusted frames warped by gnarled roots.

	A second later and I could see them clearly, despite the bright, swirling embers and heavy black flakes of ash. My throat hitched in my chest when I saw the sneer on Nigel’s face.

	 

	[image: Image]

	He was on me before I could react. My sword was halfway drawn but he knocked it to the side. April ducked around the corner of the building. Luke pulled up a shotgun and fired off one round. The shot caught Bryce in the stomach and blood pooled into a jagged stain. He frowned, and a second later grabbed the gun and smacked Luke ferociously on the head. 

	“I liked this shirt,” he said. Luke’s eyes rolled back and he crumbled to the ground. Camina was faster. She landed three blows and a kick to the chin before Bryce caught her arm and spun her around. Jazmine tossed one of the short knives strapped to her thigh but Nigel caught it in midair.

	“Some friends you’ve made, Chosen One,” he said with a grin. 

	“Don’t call me that,” I growled.

	“We’re chosen,” Jazmine said, squirming as Thomas put her in a chokehold. “Protected.” 

	“No, you aren’t,” Thomas said. “Not any more. Not way out here.” 

	“There’s nobody else to protect you now,” Nigel leered. The deep red gouges across his cheek had already started healing, though bloody bandages still covered one eye.

	“It’s just you, and me. Let’s finish what we started earlier.”

	My muscles strained against his grip as his arms wrapped around me, squeezing the air out of my lungs. I gasped for breath, my head felt dizzy from lack of oxygen.

	The bracelet on my wrist let out a soft beeping alarm. After all of today’s excitement, I’d burned through the elixir I’d had earlier and was running on empty.

	“Looks like you’re out of juice,” Nigel said. “I’m halfway tempted to give you more, just so we can keep things fair. I’ve been waiting for this a long time,” he whispered, his cold lips trailing the nape of my neck. “It seems somehow anticlimactic. You’re so weak, it’s disgusting.”

	I shivered, kicking hard against his shin, but it was no use. I flinched as his teeth grazed my skin. Then I felt them sink into my flesh. I felt his muscles flex, getting stronger as he drained the life from me, my blood staining his lips and filling his veins.

	He paused, taking a deep, satisfied breath. Crimson blood ran down his pale chin, turning my stomach.

	“Interesting,” he said, licking his lips like an animal. “More flavor than I would have guessed, from someone as ordinary as you.” 

	“Stop it,” a shaky voice said. April stood in front of us, looking small and weak, holding a vial and a syringe.

	“Or what?” Bryce asked.

	“Or we’ll kill you,” April said.

	She waited until the elite had finished laughing, before holding up the syringe.

	“We’ve created an antidote to the elixir. It will make you human again. Weak, mortal. Just like us.”

	Bryce and Thomas exchanged glances.

	“There’s no such thing,” Nigel said.

	“It’s true,” I said, backing April’s bluff. “You must have heard of Quandom, of what happened there. What the king did to them. But do you know why? A man named John Patten stole research from the citadel. He engineered a cure.”

	I wasn’t sure how much of this was news, but Nigel’s pupils widened in recognition. He must have heard some of it before, enough to worry him.

	“Let her go. Now,” April said, taking a step forward, the syringe clenched in her shaking fist.

	“Step any closer to me and I’ll snap her neck,” Nigel growled. “You should know better than to try and take a bone away from a dog.”

	“What an exotic morsel you are,” Bryce added. “I might have you for dessert after I’ve finished with this one.”

	“Let’s just kill her and be done with it,” Thomas said. Nigel nodded at him, and Thomas let Jazmine go and moved towards April. She screamed and stumbled backwards. Jazmine, now that her hands were free, pulled another dagger from the sheath on her thigh and flung it at him, striking him deep in the shoulder. 

	Then she spun and slashed at Bryce’s arm, cutting it deep to the bone. Camina bowed her head and slurped a mouthful of his elite blood, then flung her head back, cracking his nose. She broke his grasp and elbowed him hard in the ribs. He stumbled back, surprised, but then backhanded her so hard she went tumbling. 

	A ferocious snarl tore through the air as a dark blur leapt at him from behind, smashing him into a container truck hard enough to dent the metal. He cringed away from the large, shaggy slagpaw as another figure emerged through the ash. 

	“Hey boys,” Penelope said, tossing her hair over her shoulder. She looked like hell, after weeks in a cell, but I could tell the elite recognized her. She was wielding a long sharp spear, edged with a curved blade at one end.

	“You’re dead,” Nigel said, a tremor of anxiety in his voice. “I watched you die.” 

	“Death is more of a concept,” she said. “Seems it didn’t really agree with me.”

	Bryce got up and rushed at her, but she was fast. Maybe not as strong as he was, but she’d been chosen, and a champion. Even though she was newly elite, she knew how to defend herself, and the deep wound on Bryce’s arm slowed him down. 

	Jazmine and Camina were fighting Thomas, which left Nigel to Trevor and me. The slagpaw growled, stalking forward, saliva dripping from its massive jaws. Nigel held me in front of him like a protective shield. I knew one-on-one most elite could take a slagpaw or two.

	I was too drained to fight, which meant if Trevor went after Nigel, he could die. I glanced at April, who was still on the ground, and gestured to her frantically. It took her a minute to catch on, but then she threw me the vial. I caught it in one hand and stabbed Nigel in a fluid sweep, plunging the sparkly pink contents into his neck. He gasped, swatting at his throat with bulging eyes. He knocked the empty syringe on the ground, where it shattered into twinkling bits of glass.

	I used the distraction to duck out of his grip and roll away from him.

	“That cure is going to kick in any minute now,” I said smoothly. “If I were you, I’d use what speed you have left to outrun my fanged friend here. You might just make it back behind the citadel walls before you’re fully human. I wonder, if they’ll let you stay, or if they’ll ship you to one of the compounds, so some elite lord can get his weekly taste of you.”

	Nigel’s jaw twitched. The others had stopped fighting to watch us. Thomas lifted his sword to cut Jazmine down, but before he could, Penelope flew like a blur and severed his outstretched arm. Before he could react, she spun around, twisting the spear behind her back, before stabbing it up through his heart.

	Then she kicked his body forward towards Trevor, who pounced on it, chewing through the elite’s shoulder and ripping open his torso with a spray of blood.

	“This isn’t over,” Nigel growled, grinding his teeth.

	Then he took off in a blur through the ruined city, with Bryce close behind him.
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	I took a hard breath, sinking down to the concrete, my limbs shaking. The ringing in my ears and dizziness muted the shouting around me. After a few moments, my heart stopped racing, but I still jumped when I felt the bristly hairs of the slagpaw rub against me. I patted its head absently, and it whined as I scratched behind its ears.

	“Shit, shit.” Luke said, kicking at the remains of Thomas. Glistening intestines wrapped around the elite’s exposed ribcage. “I can’t believe we just did that.”

	“Yeah,” Jazmine said, rubbing her neck. “Thanks for all your help. Really. Couldn’t have done it without you.”

	“You’re welcome. I mean, I did shoot him first, that probably weakened him.”

	“You shot Bryce,” I muttered, stumbling to my feet. “He’s the one that got away. He’ll heal. And now he knows your face.”

	Luke’s expression paled considerably. 

	I took a step closer, eyeing the remains of Jessica’s fiancé warily. I remembered the day he’d selected her from the stage in Algrave, and the radiant joy on her face at getting chosen by an elite. His blank eyes stared up at the dark sky. A burning piece of ash fell on his pale cheek, sizzling a dark hole in his skin. 

	“I used to play chess with that creep,” Penelope said behind me, wrapping her arms around her frail body. “I don’t know how many parties we attended together. He was always a bit of a jerk.”

	I took another deep breath, held it in, and exhaled slowly. Penelope was still breathing hard, blood dripping from the long sharp stick she’d plunged into Thomas. Jazmine and Camina looked warily at her from the other side of the gas station.

	She was still wearing what was left of the tattered yellow dress she’d had on during her trial and execution, though it was hard to tell under the layers of blood and filth. Her hair was a ratted mess, her eyes glowing bright in the darkness. But the way she’d moved… she was so much stronger than she had been. And now she was free.

	April leaned over and vomited into the pavement, then wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. I offered her a hand and pulled her to her feet.

	“Thanks,” I said. “That was brave of you.”

	“Quick thinking on your part,” she mumbled.

	“Hold up,” Jazmine said. “I thought the cure didn’t work?”

	“It doesn’t,” April said. “As far as we know.”

	“So you were bluffing?”

	“Mostly,” I said.

	“Brilliant,” Jazmine said. “Only problem is, he’s going to go back and tell the king we have a cure. I think, before, branding you as a rebel was bad enough. But if you really have a cure, he’s not going to stop until he catches us. Plus, we’re murderers now. And he’ll tell them Penelope is still alive. Right?”

	“I don’t know. Nigel’s not particularly loyal, but he’ll do what he needs to.”

	“Still, we have to move,” Camina said. “They know where we are. They’ll track us, and be back with the king’s army.”

	“I’m not going anywhere with that thing,” Luke said, crossing his arms and nodding at Penelope. She stood by herself, drenched in blood, rubbing her pale arms with cold palms. 

	“That thing is Penelope, she’s my friend and she’s coming with us. She’s been treated like shit and she deserves better.”

	She threw me a grateful look and my heart caught in my throat. She was the only person I’d known before and after their death. Part of me had wondered how much becoming an elite had changed her. The rebels said they were violent, bloodthirsty monsters, but in that moment she was still the woman who introduced me to iced mochas in the citadel, and I’d never seen her look more vulnerable.

	“What about him,” April asked, pointing at Trevor. I realized she was the only one of us not accustomed to being this close to a slagpaw in the wild. I was surprised she wasn’t screaming and running in the other direction.

	“He needs elixir, to change back. Otherwise, he’ll get stuck like that. Anybody have any left?” They shook their heads.

	Shit... my breath caught in my throat. I’d used the elixir Marcus had given me against the bear, and fighting off Nigel the first time. And then he’d fed on me. I tried not to think of his teeth against my neck. 

	Panic filled my veins. I bent down to look in the slagpaw’s red eyes. I barely had to stoop to be at eye level, he was nearly as big as a horse.

	“You’re an idiot,” I said. 

	The slagpaw whined a response.

	 Trevor shifted, to save us. But if we didn’t find more elixir, fast, he could get stuck like this for good. In a few days, he’d forget who he was. In a week, he’d be a monster. 

	“Well,” Camina said, looking at Penelope pointedly. “I know of one place where we can get some.”

	Penelope frowned, crossing her arms. 

	“Sure, just use me as your magic dispenser,” she said. “That’s cool.”

	“She’s too weak anyway,” April said quietly. “She needs fresh blood to make more elixir. And without it, she’ll go feral again. She will kill us, she won’t be able to help it.”

	I thought back to her attacking me, and a shudder ran down my spine. April was right, as long as Penelope was with us, we’d have to keep her fed. It felt like a complicated math problem; how to keep everyone I cared about alive, without them killing each other.

	“So,” I said, “some of us will need to donate blood, voluntarily, to keep Penelope from losing control. In return, Penelope allows us to take a bit of her blood, to heal Trevor and stay strong enough to survive the next fight. Sound fair?”

	Luke looked sick to his stomach. April bit her lip, but Camina’s eyes lit up at the promise of more elixir.

	“It’s basically the same as the contract, the treaty,” Jazmine smiled. 

	“Not quite as sanitary,” Penelope said. “Feels a little awkward. But fine with me.”

	I looked around our small circle, getting nods of agreement from everyone.

	“Wonderful,” Penelope said, putting away her weapons. “I appreciate the gesture. I’m actually not that hungry. When Trevor let me out, we made a stop first. There was a woman, freshly killed, outside of Havoc. Trevor said it was someone you knew, and that I should eat to get my strength back.”

	Beatrice. A chill ran down my spine. She’d fed on Beatrice. Luke seemed to reach the same conclusion, because his eyes widened and his fingers curled into fists.

	“She had to eat,” I said quietly, stepping between them. “She was already dead.”

	“As for your boy there,” she nodded towards the slagpaw, as it crunched through Thomas’s skull like a walnut, before stripping flesh from bone, “looks like he’s getting plenty of elixir on his own.”

	“This is insane,” Luke grumbled, shifting the shotgun over his shoulder. “We should just kill her and be done with it. You can’t trust an elite.”

	“Watch it, sewer rat,” she said, flashing her teeth, “or I’ll eat you first.”
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	Luke blanched, then turned to look back towards the horizon. The smoke from the explosion was only slightly darker than the falling ash.

	“I can’t believe it’s gone.” April said, following his gaze towards the underground sanctuary.

	“We’ll have time to mourn later,” I said. “We need to get as far way from here as possible, without leaving tracks.” 

	“And then what, what’s your big move?”

	I looked around at my companions. They were looking to me for answers, but I couldn’t meet their eyes. Instead I stared at the pile of bones that used to be Thomas.

	I couldn’t feel shame or remorse, just a coldness deep in my bones. We’d killed an elite. April was right, things were going to get worse. He’d taught me to fear our masters. I’d never paid him much attention, but now I wondered, how many girls had he accosted, in dark meadows outside the citadel, where nobody could hear them scream. Surely I wasn’t the first. And now he was dead. I wondered how many others would fall. 

	“Three chosen against three elite,” I said. “And it wasn’t even close to a fair fight. Even with Trevor and Penelope, we may not have survived, if we hadn’t used the elixir as a distraction.”

	“So?” Luke asked. “What’s the game plan? Jacob said you had some kind of top-secret mission.”

	I glanced at April, and she nodded. It was time to tell them the truth.

	“More elixir isn’t a solution, not long term. We’ve got to find the antidote, for real. You saw Nigel’s eyes, the way they panicked. Take away their abilities, turn them human again, and they’re nothing but cowards. Imagine a weapon like that, in our hands.”

	“You know where it is?” Luke asked.

	“Not exactly. We’re going to try and find Damien’s childhood home. His dad had a lab there, it’s where he made the first elixir. We think there might be a cure as well. We have a map, but it’s far. I don’t know what we’ll be facing. We’ll need to work together, to trust each other. It’s the only way we make it there alive.”

	“We can stop in Crollust,” Penelope said. “It’s where I’m from. It’s on the way to Sezomp, only a few days away. If we make it, there may be more elixir.”

	“You want to break into a compound?” Luke frowned.

	“We won’t be breaking in, we’ll be visiting.”

	“But... they think you’re dead,” Camina said. “Right?” 

	“Probably. But maybe not. News from the citadel doesn’t always reach the compounds quickly. They’ll have heard rumors, they won’t know what’s true. We can at least rest up, gather supplies, before we make our next move. I would literally kill for a shower right now.”

	“So just to get this straight,” Luke asked, “You want to lead a group of outlaws, an elite and a slagpaw, and three exiled chosen terrorists across open country, loot a compound for supplies when the entire kingdom is probably on high alert looking for us, then track down an ancient laboratory that’s probably buried in ruins from before the Culling, to find a magic potion that will turn elites human again?” 

	“Just the king,” I corrected. “We turn him human, then we kill him. It’ll change everything. Any objections?”

	“After what he did to me?” Penelope’s eyes flashed with anger, “I’ll kill him myself.”
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	We pushed forward until long after dark. My legs were burning, and the tickling in my lungs meant I’d inhaled some ash, despite the heavy mask and thick scarf wrapped around half my face.

	I stopped periodically to check behind us; at least the falling ash covered our tracks. Luke made us walk along the widened roads. He said it would be harder to track if we didn’t leave broken branches behind or sink into the dry soil. I felt exposed, with the veiled moonlight shining over the white streets. We were going too slowly. 

	I thought wistfully of my trips with Damien. I wished we had a bike, or even a horse and carriage. Before leaving Algrave, I’d never ventured more than a mile outside the compound. Now the landscape seemed to unfold before us, taunting us with its sheer scale.

	Small clusters of abandoned buildings emerged like oases between long stretches of tree-lined road. A few times Luke made us fan out, crisscrossing through a settlement or taking different forks in the road and then circling back to meet up again later.

	It seemed like overkill but nobody complained. Maybe we were just too scared to speak our worries into the near pitch-blackness. It was enough to focus on avoiding the roots that tripped our feet, and the dark branches that scraped against our jackets.

	More than once, the shaggy outline of a slagpaw stalking us from the shadows quickened my pulse, before I recognized it was just Trevor’s altered form.

	It was well past midnight before April stumbled. I went back and grabbed her arm, but her legs were shaking.

	“Just need a minute,” she mumbled. Her face was pale and she struggled to keep her eyelids open. I wondered when she’d last eaten.

	“We’ve got to stop,” I called ahead. “We all need rest.” 

	Luke nodded. I wasn’t sure how he’d become our unofficial leader, but I wasn’t about to get into a power struggle and nobody else seemed interested in seizing responsibility. We stopped at the next structure we found, a long, rectangular building that looked like it had once been some kind of a warehouse or a factory. 

	The windows were broken, so it was easy to shatter the remaining shards of glass and climb into the ground level; at least for everyone except Trevor. His furry shape was too big to fit. Even the main doors would have been a struggle for him. 

	“He hasn’t changed back yet,” I frowned, worried about leaving him alone outside.

	“Did it take this long last time?” Jazmine asked. Last time I’d slit my own wrists, feeding him whatever elixir was still in my system. He’d had far more this time, directly from an elite, but didn’t show any signs of shifting back to his human form.

	“He fed on the elite after it was dead,” April said softly.

	“Does that matter?” Jazmine asked.

	She shrugged. “I’ve never had the opportunity to study a dead elite. Elixir usually keeps its integrity after harvesting from a host. Technically, they are already dead, in a sense. But, perhaps when Penelope stopped its heart, it sent out some kind of signal to self-destruct? Honestly I have no idea, but maybe the elixir is weakened if the host is destroyed.”

	I glanced at Penelope, anxiety flooding through me.

	“Please?” I asked.

	“Fine,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’ll feed your dog.” She grabbed a chunk of glass and slit her wrist, holding it through the open window so Trevor could lap it up with his long tongue. I took my empty vial and held it against her skin, filling it before the wound could heal again. Penelope marveled at the wound as her skin began to repair itself.

	I took a sip of elixir before passing it to the others. I felt weak and shaky, and it wasn’t just the thirst this time. So much had changed in one day, it felt like the sky was falling, but I was too exhausted to escape it.

	“I believe we had a deal?” Penelope said, pursing her lips.

	I started rolling up my sleeves but Jazmine pulled me back.

	“I’ll go first,” Jazmine said. “You’ve already been fed on once today.”

	I stepped away, revulsion churning in my stomach as I remembered Nigel’s mouth pressed against my neck, squeezing me dry like an orange.

	“No, let me do it,” Camina said. “I had a pretty large dose of Bryce earlier. I’ll recover faster.” She pricked her palm with the glass, and held her arm out to Penelope. 

	“Isn’t that like, cannibalism or something?” Luke asked, grimacing. “I mean, can elite even drink elixir?”

	“It’s probably fine,” April said, setting down her pack and stretching her shoulders. “Humans metabolize elixir quickly. Since Camina wasn’t injured, it would have just turbo-charged her immune system and boosted her red blood cells to create collagen. Those are the tough, white fibers that form granulation tissue over open flesh wounds. Elite have an abundance of collagen, which is why they heal so quickly, but very few active red blood cells of their own, which is why they need constant feeding.”

	“Just to be clear,” Penelope said. “You’re saying this won’t kill me?”

	“You’re already dead,” April said. “And you need fresh blood to continue your perpetual unlife. Bon appetit.”

	Penelope hesitated for another moment, before latching on to Camina’s arm. Her nose turned up distastefully, but she fed.

	“That’s enough,” Jazmine said, after a few moments, pulling Penelope away.

	“So, are we cool now?” Camina asked quietly. “No hard feelings, about… before?” 

	“What happened in Havoc, stays in Havoc,” Penelope said, smiling through her bloodied teeth.

	Through the window, I watched Trevor turn around several times, clearing a spot in the ash with his massive paws before settling in for the night. The rest of us gathered on the second floor of the large warehouse, between stacks of paper and moldy furniture. The hall was packed with tables, chairs, leather couches and display shelves. There was even a section full of porcelain toilets on wooden crates, next to an elaborate fake kitchen.

	Wide windows looked out over the dark trees. An icy wind cut through the cracks in the walls, but in the center of the room, the air was free from ash. Someone had made a barricade of rusty shopping carts, stacking the tall metal shelves into a twisted corridor leading to a central nook, but it looked like it hadn’t been used in decades. 

	Jazmine took off her jacket, and Camina frowned at the purple bruises on her neck and arms. Camina was relatively unscathed, but then she had gotten a large dose of elixir during the fight. April was more shaken than anything, but she bore her fear bravely.

	We started a small fire for warmth and light, keeping the flames low. Luke created a flaming torch from old fabric and went to explore the building for supplies.

	“Oh, hello there,” Luke said, his silhouette dark in the doorframe across the room.

	“What’d you find?” I asked, climbing over the furniture to join him. He forced the door open with his shoulder until the wood splintered.

	Inside was a body, leaning against the wall, mostly bones with only straps of clothes. Luke reached for something round and metal, stuck in the man’s rib cage.

	“What is it?” I asked.

	Check it out,” he said, showing it to me. A metal pin, the writing faded but still legible.

	Vampire Killer. 

	“Some kind of metal or award?” I guessed.

	“Must be left over from the race wars. Some kind of honor I guess.” 

	“What is this, a burial?” I asked, looking around the room. The wall had been painted with symbols, and melted wax had formed patterns on the floor. Luke pried a few of the mounds off the cement with his knife.

	“Candles,” he said. “Either they killed him when he was in the middle of some kind of satanic ritual, summoning a demon, or...”

	“Or it’s a shrine. A mark of honor. They were thanking him.” 

	“Fat lot of good it did him. He died alone, and in pain probably.” 

	“But someone was left behind. Someone who cared about him.”

	Luke pinned the button on his jacket.

	“You really think you deserve that?” I asked.

	“Man’s gotta have goals,” he smirked. Then his eyes flicked to Penelope and his expression darkened.

	“Don’t even think about it,” I warned.

	He held his hands up. “Hey now, I get it. She’s an ally. It’s just, I swore all my life I’d kill every elite I could find, as soon as I got the chance. Here I am, traveling with one.”

	“Inside or outside the citadel, maybe life isn’t as simple as the stories we’re told.”

	 

	“Maybe,” Luke said. “It just makes things confusing is all, I mean... ‘death to elites’ is a lot easier than ‘get to know them and figure out if they’re one of the good ones, ask them to tea first.’ That hesitation, that’ll get us killed if there is another race war. I guarantee they won’t take the time to get to know us before tearing us apart.” 

	“Let’s try to avoid a war then, shall we? No killing unless absolutely necessary.”

	“I always thought, when it happened, I’d at least take one down with me. But I shot one today, and it didn’t even phase him. My first real encounter with an elite, and he hit me with my own gun.” 

	He reached up and touched the angry wound on his forehead. The jagged cut was already beginning to heal, but it left a nasty bump.

	“There was nothing you could have done,” I said.

	“I know,” he sighed. “That’s the problem. They’re so fast, so strong. We never stood a chance, did we?”

	“I’ve been trying to tell you,” I said quietly.

	Laughter pulled us back towards the main room. Camina was helping Jazmine drag large mattresses into a pile. Once there was a stack of half a dozen, she climbed on top and jumped up and down on it like a trampoline, before tumbling onto her back, and sinking so deeply she disappeared under the surface with a contented moan.

	Some of the mattresses were still half wrapped in plastic and relatively clean. I had to admit it was a nice change from the thin pads of Havoc. We spread them into a circle around our gear and slept. I closed my eyes, resisting the urge to lean out window every five minutes, peering into the darkness to see if Trevor was okay down below. I hated leaving him outside.

	I got up early, as soon as it was light enough to see, and crept outside in my bare feet. Birds were chirping from the dark branches, and I heard the rustle of wings that signified an owl hunting for prey. I’d left Trevor some clothes I’d found in a broken closet, so he had something to change into at least this time.

	“Morning,” I said when I found him, sprawled out in a pile of blue plastic tarps, in the middle of what looked like a large outdoor bathtub. 

	He blinked and groaned, flexing his muscles as pushed himself up, but he was human again.

	“I feel like I drank a bottle of whiskey last night.”

	“In other words just another day for you, right?”

	He grinned, pulling on the pair of brown overalls I’d left him, then stood and stretched.

	“Thank you,” I said. “For going back for her. For saving us.”

	“She’s important to you,” he said. “And if you haven’t figured it out yet, you’re important to me.”

	He stepped closer, his voice husky. This time I didn’t pull away.

	“When the building blew up, I was so scared. I thought I’d lost you. I didn’t know what to do.”

	“I’m still here,” he said, cupping my cheek with his rough palm.

	“But for how long?” I asked. It was mostly rhetorical, but I couldn’t help myself from following the train of thought.

	“I mean, this is crazy. Did you ever think, growing up in Algrave, we’d be on a quest to topple the kingdom? King Richard was practically our god; a savior. That’s what we were taught.”

	“We’ve changed, we’ve learned,” Trevor said, reaching for his shirt. “But now we’re free. Free to choose our own paths. Free to be together. Isn’t that worth the risk?”

	A flash of metal caught my eye and I recognized the simple gold band on a long chain around his neck. It was the ring he’d tried to give me once, in Algrave. Somehow he’d held onto it, all this time. 

	My eyes drifted to the scars on his chest and arms. Scars he’d gotten fighting for me; and he was still fighting. If I hadn’t been chosen, would he have gone down this violent path and joined the rebels? I was a whirlpool of destruction. If not for me, he wouldn’t have been tortured, turned into a slagpaw by the king. 

	And it wasn’t just an accident of fate. If I hadn’t gone out hunting; if I hadn’t somehow captivated Nigel’s obsession, I doubted any of the elites would have given me a second look at the choosing ceremony. What a different life we might have had.

	“We may have to pay with it for our lives,” I said finally, answering his question. “And that’s a choice we can make for ourselves, but not for others. Jacob said they were going to attack the compounds. Is that really what you want?”

	“Something has to happen,” Trevor said darkly.

	“Not that.” I turned away from him, but he grabbed my wrist and pulled me back. Then he blocked my path, pushing his hand against the wall.

	This time he kissed me hard. Hungry. His lips were salty, and a heavy musk tickled my nose, but it wasn’t unpleasant. His body pressed up against mine, and for a moment I forgot everything. Damien, the capital, being chosen.

	That all seemed so far away now, like a dream; and the illusion had been shattered. Even if I could go back, pretending to be Damien’s companion, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to, knowing what I knew now. No matter how I felt about Damien, I’d never be welcome in the citadel again, and even if we somehow managed to kill King Richard, Damien might never forgive me.

	I’d never really had a choice before, but maybe, for the first time in my life, I could be the one to do the choosing. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about Trevor, but there was something seductive about having responsibility over my own body.

	“Get a room,” a voice called down from above.

	“Besides, aren’t you married?”

	“Engaged,” I said. “Kind of.”

	I glanced up to see Jazmine and Camina, leaning out the window on the floor above us. I grinned, as Trevor bit and pulled softly at my lower lip.

	“To be continued?” he murmured, brushing a hand over my tangled dark hair.

	“Maybe after I’ve had a shower,” I said. “I feel disgusting.”

	“Good idea,” he said. “You stink.”

	“Watch it, furball,” I teased.
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	At dawn, we started moving again. We traveled during the day, and at night took shifts sleeping. We lit fires to cook in the afternoon, before the night fell – it was too dangerous to have a fire in the dark and give away our position. During the day, the ash would hide our smoke, and the warm glowing coals gave us a sliver of warmth against the cool night air.

	The meager rations we’d grabbed before fleeing Havoc ran out the third day. I felt naked in the woods without my father’s bow. We couldn’t use the guns, except in an emergency, because the retort would circle for miles.

	Once we stopped, I took the hunting knife and carved a few simple traps, with string and fresh green wood, which I’d leave around our camp overnight.

	“You’re pretty handy, for livestock,” Luke said, when I returned with a furry blue rabbit. It was only partially mutid, with large, veiny ears. 

	“Are you sure you were raised in the compounds? I thought you weren’t allowed outside the fence?”

	“She wasn’t so good at following the rules,” Trevor smirked. “You’d think a twelve-foot, electric fence would have been a deterrent.”

	“I did what I had to, to feed my family,” I shrugged.

	Luke frowned at this.

	“But I thought they fed you. I thought that was the whole point.”

	“Nobody starved,” I said. “If we couldn’t support ourselves, we’d be given rations or handouts, but it’s a small community. In Algrave, we were raised to be self-reliant and resourceful; productive members of society. We were supposed to earn our keep. When my dad died, we received less rations, and my mom was already working too hard. My siblings were too young to earn. We were in a unique situation.”

	“They were lucky to have you,” April said, turning the wild yams we’d been roasting over the fire.

	“Plus,” I said, “I guess part of me liked it. Being outside. Alone. Free. Even if it was dangerous.”

	Luke nodded. 

	Finally, something we could agree on.

	“Where’d you grow up?” Jazmine asked, turning towards April. 

	“I’ve never left the city,” she said quietly, sipping from a metal thermos. “In the city, there are fewer animals, and a lot of places to hide in a pinch. Out here,” she gestured. “All this open space, on every side. It’s terrifying.”

	“What about you?” Camina asked, flicking a twig at Luke. “I’m not really sure, actually,” he said. 

	“We were nomadic, until I was about ten, and my parents heard about Havoc. At the time, it was harder to find. Jacob was paranoid, but he made space for us. I scavenged, traded at the markets. When my mom died, my dad took off out East, said he needed to find a guy for a big score, never saw him again. That was when I was thirteen. After that, I spent a lot of time with Beatrice and Frank.”

	Beatrice. My throat tightened as I remembered her last moments, just before Nigel killed her. We’d left her body to be ravaged by scavengers. She deserved better. 

	I felt like I should say something, but I didn’t know what. In a way, we’d both lost the women who raised us.

	“I’m... sorry,” I said finally. “It’s my fault, if I hadn’t have gone out—” 

	“Don’t,” Luke said, clenching his jaw.

	“I just mean, I should have been more careful. I got her killed. I got Havoc destroyed. It’s all on me.”

	“Yup,” Luke said. “Your elite buddies killed her, and your other elite buddy drank from her mangled corpse after she died,” there was fire in his eyes as he turned back towards me. “She was kind, and brave, and it doesn’t matter because now she’s dead. So make it mean something. Make it count.” 

	Luke grabbed his pack and stormed off through the trees. 

	“Guess break time is over,” Penelope said, standing and brushing off her jeans. I nodded, blinking away a tear, as Trevor stomped out the fire. We grabbed our packs and kept hiking, catching up to Luke just before he disappeared around the bend in the road we were following.

	On the fourth day we heard the sound of running water and found a small stream. We followed it until the flow of water quickened. Our bottles were nearly empty, so we decided to fill up and boil the liquid once we made camp. 

	“You guys, check it out!” Jazmine said, stripping off her top before disappearing over the boulders. “Last one in’s a rotten egg.”

	Down below, the creek plunged into a waterfall and a deep pool. A thick canopy of limbs kept most of the ash at bay, and the calm, teal water looked like opaque jade, reflecting the dark branches above. Every once in a while, a piece of hot ember would ignite one of the dry leaves, and it would float down slowly until it was consumed by flames.

	“Are you sure it’s safe?” April asked.

	“Define safe,” Jazmine said, dipping her toe into the water. “Let’s say, somewhere between fighting an elite and the rash that’s forming under my armpits. An acceptable risk.”

	“You should keep your clothes on,” Luke said.

	“What’s the matter, never seen a girl naked before?” she winked, shrugging off her jeans.

	Luke turned away and I could swear he was blushing.

	“Let’s give the girls some privacy,” Trevor said. “We’ll scope out the area and get a fire started. We can boil the water and refill our canteens.”

	“How far do you think we are from Crollust?” I asked.

	“Not far, I think,” Penelope said. “We might even arrive by morning if we push on.”

	“And you think we’ll be safe there?” April asked.

	Penelope frowned. 

	“Not for long,” she admitted. “But maybe for a night or two.”

	“Enough time to grab some supplies and elixir,” I nodded. “And my neck will be grateful for a pillow, after a few nights on the ground.”

	“If we show up like this, it’s going to raise some eyebrows,” Penelope said. “I left when I was seventeen, a chosen. The last time I visited was three years ago, and we were treated like royalty; a huge feast in our honor, banquets and dancing every night. Tobias dressed me up in fancy ball gowns and heavy jewelry, showing me off. I think he was trying to prove to everyone that the chosen were well treated.”

	“Interesting,” I said. I vaguely remembered some of the chosen returning to visit, but that was years ago before my father died. Algrave had a long dry spell before my ceremony.

	“So,” Penelope continued, “this time I’ll be arriving in rags, escorted by a bunch of traders. I’ll need some kind of cover story. And I wish I had a change of clothes.”

	“At least you’ll be semi-clean,” Jazmine said, splashing into the water. She pulled out a small towel and a bar of soap from her bag and lathered up her dark skin. Camina stood on shore, her arms crossed warily, sneaking long glances at Jazmine.

	Penelope and I stripped to our underwear and joined her. The water was cool but not freezing. Penelope moaned, ducking her head under the trickle of water and washing the blood out of her hair. 

	Jazmine smiled at me once her face was clean, and splashed me with water. I splashed back and she laughed, ducking under the water. Then her eyes widened in shock. Her mouth rounded in a silent scream, just before she disappeared under the surface in a cloud of blood.
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	Camina dove into the shallow water before I could even react, hauling Jazmine’s spasming body into the dry soil. I gasped as I saw her mangled leg. It looked like it had been caught in barbed wire.

	Penelope’s arm shot into the water, grabbing something pale and transparent from beneath the murky surface and tossing it up onto the rocks.

	It was some kind of translucent, mutid fish with rows of needle-sharp teeth, too large for its body.

	Foul, green liquid dripped from the puncture wounds in Jazmine’s leg. Penelope stomped on the fish just as Trevor and Luke came running back into the clearing.

	“Phantom fish,” Luke said, his eyes widening. “They’re toxoids. Poisonous. Help me bind her leg. Quickly, we can’t let the venom reach her heart!” He tied a cloth around her thigh, turning it with a stick until it cut off the blood flow. Then he held her leg carefully, as April felt below the knee.

	“The bone isn’t broken,” she said. “But we need to clear the toxin before it spreads.”

	“How?” Trevor asked.

	“Suck it out,” Luke said. “Can I—?” He looked at Camina for permission. Jazmine’s dark eyes were fluttering in and out of consciousness. We held her still as Luke lowered his head, forming a vacuum around the bloodied wounds and spitting the poison to the side until the blood ran clear.

	Then he crawled on his hands and knees and vomited into the bushes. “I’m alright,” he slurred, as Trevor tried to help him up. 

	“Undo the bandages,” April said. “So she doesn’t lose the leg. I’ll stop the bleeding.”

	“She’ll be alright?” Camina asked.

	“She—” Luke said. “I don’t know.”

	Penelope flashed her fangs, biting into her wrist and dripping a few drops of blood into Jazmine’s mouth.

	“Luke too,” I said. He frowned, but tilted his head, without taking his eyes of Penelope, so she could squeeze a drop of blood past his pale green lips. Immediately some of the color was restored to his gaunt cheeks.

	But Jazmine wasn’t as lucky. It was several hesitant moments before she gasped, sucking in a deep breath and coughing as her lungs started working again.

	Her ashen forehead shone with sweat. Her leg was swollen and blood soaked through the bandages.

	“Can you walk?” Camina asked, helping her up. She winced when she put weight on her leg.

	“We can’t stay out here,” Trevor said. “The blood will attract predators.”

	“Then let’s hurry,” Penelope said. “We’ll be safe if we make it to Crollust.” Camina and Trevor wrapped an arm around Jazmine and together they limped along into the woods. I kept my knives ready, though I knew Penelope would respond to any threats long before I could. With Jazmine injured and the rest of us exhausted, we were dangerously vulnerable.

	We moved quickly, leaving a trail of blood behind us until the trees thinned, and the ground turned white and soft. I’d never seen dirt like this before. Millions of tiny white crystals. The air smelled like salt.

	We climbed up a sandy bank, covered in thin dry reeds and dark, gnarled trees. I gasped as the horizon leveled out in front of us. It took a moment to process what I was seeing: the smooth, featureless landscape was a great expanse of water, spreading to the ends of the earth. Far, far away, the sky touched the ocean, creating colors brighter than I’d ever seen; a twinge of pink and purple against the deep blue of the churning water.

	“It’s incredible,” I breathed. Trevor stood beside me, and the back of his hand touched mine. A thrill ran down my spine as he leaned closer.

	“I’m glad you’re here with me,” I whispered. “I’m glad we could share this.”

	“Why were we wasting time in that pond when we could have gone swimming here?” Jazmine asked, joking feebly. I held a palm against her forehead, which was still running hot. Her dark eyes seemed too large against her pale skin.

	“The ash,” Penelope said, “it poisons the water as well. Some of the sea creatures here are larger than you can imagine. Let’s just say you’d make a tasty treat for them. Besides, there’s no time for swimming. We’re already here.” 

	She nodded down the coast, and through the hot ash and rolling fog, I could just discern the outline of a massive concrete wall.

	“It’s so much bigger than Algrave,” I said. 

	“We’re farther from the citadel,” Penelope shrugged. “They can’t leave us defenseless.”

	We continued forward, crossing the sandy beach cautiously. Outside the main walls of the gates was a small settlement of wooden houses and shacks, and the remains of a morning market that smelled strongly of fish.

	The walls surrounded the main town in a U-shape, going nearly to the water’s edge, and then turning into long piers that stretched into the rolling water. A great gate cut into the outer edge, with a portcullis and a narrow bridge over a moat of salt water.

	“Halt!” Guards shouted as we approached. “State your business.”

	“I’m Penelope Hudson” Penelope said calmly, steeping forward and lifting her hood. “I was on my way to visit my father when I was robbed. These traders rescued me and are here to claim their reward.” She said, giving the lie we’d agreed upon.

	I kept my mask up and my arms crossed, holding my fingers beneath my arms, as if they could see my markings through my leather gloves.

	We were depending on the fact that Penelope would be recognized, and take the scrutiny off the rest of us.

	Shouts carried inside, and the portcullis creaked open. An older gentleman strode out in sandals and some kind of blue and white robe. Luke nearly laughed, but I elbowed him in the ribs. Apparently, fashion was different in Crollust.

	“Hello, Father,” Penelope said. “I’m home.”
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	Penelope’s father was a slight man in expensive clothes that seemed to contradict his weathered state. A necklace of black pearls winked from the deep folds of fabric around his neck. Even the younger guards had tanned skin like old leather. 

	He studied Penelope for a long moment, with doubt and fear in his eyes, but then his lip trembled and his expression broke. He rushed forward to clasp her in his arms.

	“I don’t care how or why,” he murmured, patting her hair. “But I’m happy to see you, Daughter, home at last.”

	The guards were tense, with their hands still on their weapons, but with a nod from him they relaxed. He grasped Penelope’s arm tightly and led her through the rows of guards, with us close behind, until we reached the main gates. 

	Although the tall, crescent shaped wall around Crollust was unique, the heavy iron gridlocked gate reminded me too much of the citadel’s, and I couldn’t help but think of my last few moments with Damien.

	“Are we sure this is a good idea?” Luke whispered behind me, eyeing the armed soldiers, in steel and blue armor.

	“You got a better one?” Trevor shot back. “Jazmine can barely walk. We need shelter and rest.”

	“Forgive me, friends,” Penelope’s father turned back to consider us. “Security has been tight these last few months. We got word of unease in the capital. Between beasts and bandits, we’ve done everything we can to protect our borders. That said, firearms are never allowed in Crollust, so you’ll need to check them at the gate.”

	Luke grumbled but removed a pistol from the holster on his hip, then pulled out the shotgun strapped behind his shoulders. He eyed his weapons sadly as a guard swept in and moved them to a secure trunk not far away.

	I tucked my dagger tighter against my thigh, hoping they wouldn’t search me too closely. Penelope’s father seemed to spare us from extra scrutiny however, as the guards opened the portcullis and waved us through once we’d given up our visible weapons.

	Moments later, we were in the city. I breathed a sigh of relief as we left the guards behind and mingled with the crowds attending the large market in the central square.

	“I’m sorry if it’s not the homecoming you expected,” Lord Hudson said. “If I’d had word—”

	“It was a sudden trip,” Penelope said quickly. “There has been trouble in the capital, Tobias thought it might be a good time to make a visit.”

	“Are things that bad then? There have been rumors,” he eyed Penelope over again, then his eyes flicked towards me.

	I wondered how much he’d heard. Penelope’s execution was weeks ago, and the trials were broadcast to every compound. Penelope’s face, though a chosen, would fade... but mine had to be nearly infamous. I tucked my hood up closer around my face. Penelope’s father noticed the gesture and frowned. I was  thankful for the jeans and sweater, the loose hood, the shawl that covered my chin and lips. 

	“You won’t need those here,” he said, gesturing at our masks. Luke and Trevor unstrapped their breathing devices, letting them hang loose around their necks. I left mine in place.

	“I promised my companions a hot meal,” Penelope interrupted, distracting him and linking her arm in his like a little girl. “We don’t need anything fancy, though I would kill for some paella or pineapple shrimp.”

	“I’m sure your mother will be thrilled to see you,” he said slowly, “but she’ll have a heart attack if she sees you dressed this way. Was the journey from the citadel so arduous that it dropped you on our doorstep looking like a drowned rat?

	“Slagpaw,” Penelope said quickly. “We were forced to run, and spend a few days hiding. We jumped in a river to hide our trail.”

	“Ah that explains it then. Still, a shower and a change of clothes, then we’ll talk tonight, once you’ve had time to rest from your journey.”

	“There’s one more thing,” I said, gesturing towards Jazmine. “One of us is badly injured. We didn’t have enough elixir, we were hoping…”

	Lord Hudson frowned, his fingers reaching for his pearls, which he rolled between his fingers. 

	“I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until our renewal ceremony. The next one is in three days. I know you’ve had special treatment in the citadel, as chosen, but you must remember how things are done here. One drop, one person, once a week. No exceptions.”
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	Penelope’s family lived in apartments near the top of the wall, with a view of the sea. He was a merchant apparently, but obviously of the upper class or even nobility.

	“It almost doesn’t smell like fish up here,” Camina said, cracking open a window to let in a fresh ocean breeze.

	Lord Hudson had apologized for not having more space available, but the room was clean and the bed easily big enough for a small family. Vases filled with pink roses settled in the corner, and large paintings of fishing boats and storms in gold frames gave the room a quaint charm.

	Jazmine had immediately disappeared into the bathroom and emerged twenty minutes later draped in a pristine white towel. 

	“Can we stay here forever?” she sighed, flopping down on the large bed. 

	Luke and April had gone to the market, and came  back with fresh bandages and a poultice like the one Beatrice had made for me, but with herbs to clot the blood and stop the bleeding. Jazmine was asleep before April finished tending her wounds, and Luke followed a minute later, sinking into the velvet sofa in the corner.

	“My sisters have all married,” Penelope said, coming into the room from a side door, freshly showered. “The closets should still hold some of their old clothes, help yourself. Trousers are uncommon for girls here, so I’d recommend a dress, at least for dinner, or else my mother will ask all the wrong kinds of questions.”

	It was jarring to see Penelope dressed, not in the modern fashion I’d gotten used to from the capital, but in a frilly lavender gown with a wide skirt. Her skin looked immaculate, and now that she was clean, her eyes sparkled with intensity.

	“Death suits you,” Jazmine joked.

	I frowned at the macabre comment, but she wasn’t wrong. Penelope had always been stunning, with dark hair and crystal blue eyes, but now she seemed otherworldly. Maybe it was just the contrast, after seeing her locked in a cage for weeks, more like a rabid animal than anything else. Now her pale skin was practically glowing, though the dark circles under her eyes hinted at her recent trauma, and her collarbones stood out a little too much against her too-thin frame.

	I joined her on the balcony as Camina took her shower. Outside, the steady hum of the purification engines blended with the soft beating of the surf against the shore, like a slow heartbeat.

	“How are you holding up?” I asked. 

	“I’m... thirsty,” she whispered back, huskily. “You know what it’s like, if you miss a dose of elixir. As chosen we were allowed two drops a day. I never really needed it, when I was with Tobias, but I suppose I drank at least that much. But those effects were negligible. A slight headache, sometimes the shakes or nausea. This... this is new. I feel like I’m holding onto my sanity with both hands. It’s like there’s a wolf inside me chewing through his leash. He will bite through his own leg to be free.”

	“But you’ll be fine, right?”

	I whispered, squeezing her hand. 

	She flinched and pulled away, her hand shaking.

	“I don’t know. In the woods, you all smelled so badly it took my appetite away,” she smirked. “But now, here, surrounded by all these people. It’s like being at a buffet line. I don’t want to feed, but I also don’t want to attack anyone when I’m too crazed to stop myself. And I feel… so powerful. So fast. Like an elephant in an antique shop. When I feel myself slowing down, I don’t want it to stop. Part of me wonders, maybe the compounds aren’t to keep the slagpaw out. Maybe they’re to protect against the elite, like locking up the sweets on the higher shelf so the kids don’t get into it.”

	“You can control it,” I said.

	“For now. Mostly because the idea of disgracing my family, of what my mother would say if she knew. But it’s exhausting, and I don’t know. Control isn’t something you have. It’s something you work towards. Resisting what you want, every second. The temptation growing and growing until your will power is gone completely. When that happens, I don’t want to be around people I care about. Also I feel so embarrassed, whining about being hungry, asking the others to feed me, like a babe sucking at the breast.”

	I nodded, though I couldn’t imagine what she was going through.

	“We’ll stay strong together. Better not risk it, figure out how much you need to stay in control, and we’ll make sure you have that much. Every day. No questions asked.”

	“You’re a true friend, Emily Sharrow.”

	I smiled, even though I feared a few sips of blood might still not be enough. And if she was hungry, like April said, she would turn on us to feed. After all, she’d only been elite for a few weeks. Damien was nearly a century old and still had trouble controlling his urges.

	We didn’t see the others until dinner, when Penelope led us down the stairs to the dining room. The boys looked like different creatures altogether, and uncomfortable in their stiff evening suits. Trevor’s broad shoulders barely fit into the dark coat he was wearing, and he hadn’t shaved. Even so, he looked surprisingly good.

	“You clean up well,” I smirked.

	“You look,” he started, his eyes rounding as I gave him a little twirl. I’d found a light blue dress with sparkles and sequins that reminded me of sea foam. It made me feel like the mermaids I’d read about in fairy tales when I was younger.

	“Perfect,” he said finally.

	A young girl with curly hair practically tackled Penelope, running into the room in a dark teal dress with black lace.

	“You’re back!” she shouted.

	“Always, for you,” she said, picking the girl up in a hug. “My youngest sister, Josephine.”

	“Your mother will be down shortly,” her father said, gesturing us towards the table. “She’s been… out of sorts.”

	The dining room wasn’t nearly as massive as Damien’s, but the cozy wood paneling and candlelight gave it a cheery glow. My stomach rumbled at the dishes already prepared – some strange looking creatures, a few I recognized from the confirmation ceremony, what Penelope had called aphrodisiacs.

	Jazmine showed Luke and April how to shoot oysters, and they almost managed to do it without gagging. Camina poked at the alien looking fried squid. But there were also more familiar items; bread and butter, clam chowder, sliced ham. Penelope was talking animatedly with her sister, near the head of the table, telling her all about the citadel.

	“Is this seriously how you live most of the time?” Luke whispered to me. It took me a moment to realize, he and April had never actually been inside a compound.

	“It’s not like this for everyone,” I whispered back. “Most families get basic staples. I had to hunt for meat. No one goes hungry, but this kind of display is for rare occasions.”

	“How about you?” April asked Camina.

	“I’d forgotten, what it was like,” she said. “To not worry about a sudden attack. To feel the sanctity of one’s own home and family.”

	“In Havoc,” Luke said, “we’re trained never to go near the compounds, where the elite keep their brainwashed human blood slaves.”

	“I was taught to believe the ruined cities were deathtraps, full of disease and predators,” I said. “I guess we all fear what we don’t understand.”

	“Sorry for the interruption,” a voice called from the end of the hall. My eyes snapped up to take in a woman with a brittle smile in swirling navy skirts that seemed austere. They weren’t as threadbare as the ones I’d been used to growing up, but they’d certainly seen better days – as had the woman. Despite her elegance and the white pearls gleaming from her collar, there was a frantic look about her and she seemed too thin. I recognized the symptoms of the thirst, almost as quickly as I noticed the tall figure behind her.

	His dark tailored suit was more suited for practicality than display, and I could see from the scuffs on his leather boots that he’d spent a good amount of time on the road; I would have taken him for a traveler except for the brilliancy of his violet eyes, brought out by the purple hue of the cravat around his neck.

	I tensed, squeezing Trevor’s hand under the table.

	Elite.
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	It was like all the air had been sucked out of the room. What was an elite doing here? Apart from the rare engineer or annual choosing ceremony, elite were a rare sight in the compounds.

	Like idiots, we’d gotten dressed up and left our remaining weapons upstairs. I saw Jazmine’s hand snake under the table and hoped she’d kept a few of her knives, not that it would matter. Penelope flinched and I saw a flicker of fear before she schooled her expression.

	“Mother,” she smiled, standing up quickly, giving her mother a kiss on both cheeks. “Father didn’t say you had a guest.”

	“Please, allow me to introduce myself,” the stranger said, with a formal bow. The lilt of his accent threw me.

	“You may call me Augustine. Please,” he gestured for us to take our seats again.

	Penelope’s father glanced at him nervously, picking at his food.

	“Josephine, why don’t you play something?” He asked after a few moments of tense silence. Penelope’s sister sprang up to the piano in the corner of the room.

	The melody soothed my nerves only slightly. I wasn’t wearing gloves, which meant my marks were easy to see against my skin. They felt like hot brands of guilt. I’d allowed myself to get comfortable, being back in a compound again, but I didn’t belong here. I wasn’t a loyal citizen of the kingdom; I was a rebel, a terrorist and now, an elite-killer. After the wedding fiasco, I was on the king’s most wanted list. He was probably sending out elite to every compound to look for me. Of course he was. We should have never come.

	“How long have you been in Crollust, Augustine?” Penelope asked.

	“Several weeks. I must say I find the town charming, and the view unbeatable. Something about the sea has a way of calming the beleaguered soul, don’t you agree?”

	I sighed in relief. If he’d been here for weeks, there was a chance he hadn’t heard about the recent commotion in the capital.

	“You travel often then?” Trevor asked. Augustine steepled his fingers, studying Trevor like a bug in a microscope, before finally responding.

	“I have a restless spirit,” he said simply.

	“What are you doing here?” Camina asked bluntly, finally finding her tongue. Jazmine kicked her under the table.

	“Hunting,” he grinned. “And may I ask, without causing offense, the same of you? You seem to have assembled somewhat of a motley crew, for an elite.”

	Penelope’s father stiffened, and her mother’s head swiveled up to stare at her aghast. Augustine sniffed the air, wafting the scents towards him like a perfume. 

	“If I’m not mistaken, I detect the iron forges of Iklebot, as well as the subtle spice of the sands of Denvato, and yet, there is something else on my palate that intrigues me even more. Something so common, it’s on the tip of my tongue, and yet so rare I must confess myself stumped.”

	Trevor stiffened beside me. He was smelling us.

	“That’s some nose,” Jazmine said, taking a deep sip of wine.

	“I’m somewhat of a gastronomist,” he said. “Sip deeply, or do not sip at all.”

	“Funny, my mom always told me not to play with my food.”

	I took a sip of wine to calm my parched throat, trying to keep my hand from shaking. 

	Something about this situation was all wrong. 

	“We’re traders,” I said. “Under special license and protection by King Richard,” I added quickly. “We help procure certain exclusive items for elite clients who aren’t as daring as yourself. However, we came across Penelope when she was being chased by slagpaw, her coach and traveling escorts had all been killed. We helped each other.”

	“Ah so, adventures like myself!” He said, with a light laugh. “How fortunate that you found each other, though I’m a little surprised to hear an elite needed or accepted the help of some human traders. Against the slagpaw no less? You must be fearsome warriors.”

	“I was injured,” Penelope said. “And without sustenance.”

	“Quite right, I understand perfectly. Lost in the wasteland, after using so much energy defending yourself, you’d have been weak and defenseless. When along comes this veritable gift basket, a bouquet of exotic flavors. They offered you blood, and in return you brought them to dinner to meet your family. It makes perfect sense.”

	He grinned, and I could tell he didn’t believe our story for a moment. The question was, what was he going to do about it? I crossed my legs to put my dagger in closer reach, before realizing I’d left it in my room to put on this stupid dress. I studied the table, deciding that the long boning knife near the ham would make the most suitable weapon.

	“How is Tobias?” Penelope’s mother interrupted, changing the subject. I was glad to distract from the interrogation. 

	“Fine,” Penelope lied. “He would have of course come with me, but he was worried after some recent events in the citadel—he promised he’d come next time.”

	“You mean in another three years?” she sniffed. “If I’m still around to visit.” 

	“Don’t talk like that, Mother, you know the road is treacherous.” 

	“If he’d have been with you, you wouldn’t have been in any danger.”

	“That’s why... that’s why he turned me,” she confessed.

	Her mother took in a sharp breath, holding her palm to her heart.

	“It’s true then,” her father said with a slight smile. “You’ve been turned. You’re immortal. Like them. I thought I noticed the signs, but I didn’t want to pry.” His shoulders slumped and he seemed to age years in a moment.

	“It was a condition of my visit,” Penelope added. “So I would be able to protect myself. Although to be fair, slagpaw seem attracted to elite blood far more than human. He may have miscalculated.”

	“Well, you’re safe here, now, and that’s all that matters.”

	“A noble reward, you must have pleased him greatly,” Augustine said. “We should celebrate! Josephine,” he called, his eyes never leaving Penelope’s face, “I’m ready for a drink.”

	Josephine’s face paled, but she took wooden steps towards him and sat on his lap, before lifting her hair and exposing her neck. From the marks on her skin, this was somewhat of a nightly ritual.

	Penelope snapped up immediately, knocking her glass to the floor.

	“Don’t touch her!” she growled.

	“Now now,” Augustine smiled. “Your father has been most generous during my stay. Like most humans, I prefer my food warm, and I’ve always been fond of seafood. I assure you, your family has been properly compensated,” he said, nodding towards her mother, whose cheeks flushed scarlet.

	“What about the covenant?” I asked.

	“Live together, die apart, isn’t it?” Augustine grinned, one hand clutching Josephine’s neck with long, bony fingers.

	“Not like this,” I stuttered. “Never like this.”

	“As I’m sure you know, visiting elite are allowed to sample local goods. It’s not uncommon for elite to trade in special vintages... you must be thirsty, if you’d like I can save you some?”

	“Let her go,” Penelope said again, baring her fangs like a caged animal. “Or I will rip you apart.”

	“Penelope!” her mother stood up, aghast. “You will respect our guest, this is still our house.”

	“Ah, I see I’ve caused offense,” Augustine shrugged, “Forgive me my clumsy manners, I will withdraw immediately.” He released Josephine and gave a deep bow, straightening his collar.
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	Dinner was a short affair after that. Penelope, still seething, practically locked herself in her rooms.

	Jazmine had been putting on a brave face through dinner, but the added stress was too much for her. Camina helped her limp back to her room. Her face a mask of pain, and feverish. She needed rest and more elixir, or her condition could worsen. 

	I was too keyed up to sit still. Who was this mysterious stranger? How had he ended up here, in Penelope’s house; was he looking for us, did he know we were coming? For all we knew, he could already be headed back to the citadel to tell the king he’d found us.

	“I’m going for a walk,” I declared.

	“I’ll go with you” Trevor said quickly. I nodded, and we left the house together. A series of steps and stairways cut up the moon-shaped outer walls of the city. It was much smaller than the citadel, maybe a fourth of the size, but the walls were nearly as tall.

	We explored the streets silently, keeping to the shadows as the light faded. Round, glowing lamps shone over the cobblestones. More than once I caught my own twisted reflection, scowling from the dark windows. In Havoc, I’d had the luxury of being anonymous. The free-range humans didn’t watch the broadcasts from the capital. Here, it was only a matter of time before I was recognized. I was still wearing the foamy blue dress, but had grabbed a cloak on my way out. I kept my hands deep in the pockets and my hood pulled up as Trevor and I explored the dark streets.

	Despite our tense dinner and the adrenaline that was flooding my system, I couldn’t help but be charmed by the novelty around me: apart from Algrave, this was the first compound I’d visited, and the differences were startling. While Algrave was larger and more spread out, Crollust was built like a fortress. Houses had been built into the walls, and tight apartment complexes were spread evenly through the center area like a regiment of soldiers.

	The markets were crowded with fish and game, but also had a broader selection of goods, which hinted at a more diverse range of visitors. After being so long without them, the hum of the purification engines almost felt comforting; a blanket of white noise that I’d grown up with, it reminded me of home.

	This was the reward of belonging to Richard’s kingdom. Fresh air, relative freedom of movement. No poisonous fish or dangerous beasts; no mutid bears. 

	But at what cost?

	I couldn’t forget the glassy stare of Penelope’s young sister as she offered herself to her family’s elite guest. It was a duty, almost an honor. And it was just blood; he wasn’t killing her, he wasn’t forcing her, and yet I could see the powerless and hopelessness in her eyes. 

	Taught from a young age that she existed for the pleasure of another. There was no fight in her. The elite could take what they wanted. It was every citizen’s duty, though with so few elite visits, apart from the annual choosing – and even then – often only one or two girls would be picked from each compound. One life of service, in exchange for thousands of lives living in relative peace and security. It wasn’t the worst trade off.

	But every time I thought about what happened at dinner, I imagined King Richard, and Loralie or Jamie in Josephine’s place. He was keeping them captive in the citadel. Was he feeding on them? It made my stomach roll with nausea. 

	Everyone over the age of consent was required to contribute to the regular blood donations, but until then, they were supposed to be safe. And even though it was technically forbidden to feed on children, I knew it still happened. Augustine had been daring us to stop him, and we’d done nothing.

	I noted the renewal center, at least the most obvious one, though I was sure there were others. It rested in the center of the walls, above the main gate. The bright lantern of its steeple cast a warm glow, like a lighthouse beacon.

	I paused at a tall archway carved into the wall, with motifs of sea life in bright mosaics. Steps led down deeper, underneath the city. Trevor followed me without comment as I lifted the skirts of my dress and descended down the stairs.

	My eyes lit up in surprise when we reached the bottom. It was some kind of underground corridor, connecting one corner of the compound to the other, facing the sea, but one wall was completely made of transparent glass.

	On the other side, through the dark blue ocean waters, I could see the subtle glow of pink jellyfish, undulating in the tide.

	“It’s so beautiful,” I breathed, stopping to peer closer at the glass.

	“We shouldn’t stay,” Trevor said, though he came up behind me and put his hands on my shoulders. I turned my head to brush my cheek against his fingers.

	We stood still for several minutes, silhouetted by the glow of the marine life.

	“Don’t you think it’s weird, her father barely asking questions?”

	“Maybe he was afraid,” Trevor said.

	“Of what, his daughter?”

	“She’s elite now,” Trevor said. “And you should be scared of her, too. You saw her at dinner. She’s barely in control of herself.”

	I frowned. I would have done the same, or worse, if it were Loralie.

	“And what about Augustine?” I asked. It was, as far as I knew, the most time Trevor had ever spent with an elite.

	“He’s lying,” Trevor said after a moment. “We should leave, as soon as possible. Tonight. We aren’t safe here.”

	“Jazmine’s not ready to travel,” I said. “And Lord Hudson said it was three days until the next renewal.”

	“Even so she’d only get one drop of elixir. It may not be enough to heal her wounds. Maybe we should leave her here. We can pick her up on the way back.”

	I shoved away from him, spinning in the near darkness.

	“We aren’t leaving anyone,” I said.

	“Fine, but think about the risk. We have one elite, three chosen and a slagpaw – except precious little elixir. If I do turn again, I won’t have enough to shift back. Jazmine can barely walk, and without elixir, you and Camina aren’t much good either. If it comes down to a fight, you’re relying on Penelope to protect us from Augustine. And he has decades of experience on her.”

	I read the truth in his eyes; he didn’t like depending on an elite for anything. And he wasn’t exactly wrong. We needed to even the odds.

	We kept walking, and at the end of the corridor I noticed a small tunnel carved through the rock, leading up. We emerged facing a sandy cove, filled with small, brightly painted fishing boats. Nets were hung to dry against the rocks.

	I took my shoes off, feeling the wet sand beneath my feet. Trevor glanced around us nervously, but we were alone – the walls of Crollust extended all the way into the water, lined with wooden piers that formed a small harbor, protected from predators and the elements.

	We found a flat boat filled with nets and Trevor offered me a hand, helping me up over the stern before lying back against the coils of rope.

	He pulled a small flask out of his pocket and grinned before taking a deep sip and handing it to me.

	“Compliments of Lord Hudson,” he said.

	“Of course you raided his liquor cabinet.”

	“He said to make ourselves at home.”

	The liquid burned the back of my throat, but soon filled with me a pleasant warmth. I took another sip and felt the tightness I’d been carrying in my shoulders melt away.

	The ash was thin here, no doubt we were just on the edge of the ranged purification engines, and the dark sky was filled with bright embers. If I squinted, I could imagine they were far away stars. Far above them I could see a bright patch of light clouds, casting a blueish gleam on the sand and ocean.

	“Looks like a full moon,” Trevor said.

	“I wish we could see it,” I said, leaning into the gentle rocking of the boat.

	For a moment, it was like when we were younger, falling asleep together, with Trevor’s arms around me, the open sky above us. No masks or weapons, or imminent danger.

	I never allowed myself to dream of a future together, not really, but it was hard not to wonder what life would have been like if I hadn’t been chosen; if I’d accepted Trevor’s proposal. He’d have taken over his father’s business. My mother would still be alive. And we’d be happy. At least for a few years. Until Loralie turned 17, and then it could all be taken away from us.

	I tightened my fingers into fists, realizing how cold they’d gotten. I shifted gently out from Trevor’s arms. From the way his chest rose and fell, I knew that he was sleeping. Maybe that was for the best. There was something I needed to do, and it would be easier to do on my own.

	I ran across the beach quickly, stopping to put on my shoes before entering the city and retracing our steps through the tunnels until I came out at the edge of the compound. Lanterns were lit along the walls, gleaming off the polished stones, and my eyes traced the path I needed to take, winding up the staircases to reach the renewal center at the top of the walls.

	It was more austere than the cozy renewal centers of Algrave, and not as grand as the epic basilica in the citadel. This building was tall and pointy, like a black crown, with narrow windows that shone like yellow jewels in the darkness. The front doors were carved into elaborate scenes of the Culling, and the founding of the covenant. Scenes I used to take on faith, but which I’d now begun to question. There was so much we didn’t really know about that time. I wondered how much of the king’s history was really true. 

	The door was locked, so I pulled myself up on top of a spiked gate ringing the outer barricade, and shuffled sideways, clinging to the external frame of the building until I was out over the ramparts. I cursed at my gown, inching forward slowly so I wouldn’t trip on the bulky folds of fabric.

	A bitter wind tore at my grip, and I sucked in a sharp breath, eyeing the hundred-foot drop below. But the effort was worth it; someone had left a window on this side open. I stuck my fingers into the narrow gap and lifted the frame, before climbing inside. Carefully placed lights illuminated sweeping arches and a high ceiling, that rose up into the tall vertical shaft of its apex. 

	At the top a bright electrical light rotated slowly, making the shadows dance like smoke around me. A central altar featured a golden statue of King Richard, his wrists slit and an expression of agony on his face, feeding the people his miraculous healing blood and saving them from disease. I searched the back rooms until I found what I was looking for; a box of elixir, stamped with the royal seal. I frowned at the heavy padlock that secured the lid, before glancing at the rudimentary bracelet April had made me.

	It was blank, which meant I was running on fumes. I hadn’t had more than a few drops of Penelope’s blood on the journey, and I knew she’d probably never fed properly, not like most elite, so it was already weakened at best. I could already feel the drowsiness, though it could have been the whisky I’d shared with Trevor at the beach. At any rate, I didn’t have the tools or strength to open the crate and get what I came for.

	Then I glanced up at the tower. I took the box in both arms, grateful it wasn’t that heavy, and began to climb the winding stairs into the tower.

	At the top, I stepped out onto the narrow balcony overlooking the city, taking a deep breath at the now quiet and mostly dark town. On the edge of the walls I could see guards on their rounds, the glint of their swords and silver armor reflecting under the flaming torches. I wouldn’t have much time.

	I hesitated briefly. Part of me knew this was a really bad idea. That’s probably why I hadn’t wanted Trevor to come. He would have talked me out of it; of risking more when we were already so exposed. But we needed this. 

	I felt a pang of guilt, as I lifted the wooden crate up over the low railing, but consoled myself that there were other boxes; enough for a week or two of renewals, surely, and by that time the citadel would be forced to send replacements.

	I watched until the guards had passed, then I took a deep breath and let go. The box plummeted from the tower, whistling through the air before smashing on the cobblestones far below.

	My heart leapt at the sound of splintering wood and breaking glass. I raced downstairs, opening a side window to avoid the treacherous journey I’d risked the first time, and continued down the winding stairs of Crollust’s walls until I reached the bottom. 

	I heard shouts and ducked into the shadows as guards ran past me. Two of them discovered the box first, kicking over the splintered remains. Elixir shone from the broken glass, and I had to stop myself from rushing out into the open. I would have licked it up from the stones if I could, glass shards and all. But then I spotted something nearby the guards had missed; a few vials had been thrown on impact and rolled away from the broken crate. More guards were approaching, but so were villagers, drawn by the commotion, and a tall, stern looking curate, in navy robes and fierce gold eyebrows. I didn’t have much time, but I could try and blend in with the crowd.

	I darted from my hiding place, spinning around bystanders and a tall statue, keeping my eyes fixed on the elixir until I was close enough to scoop it out of the gutter with one hand.

	The other intact vial was less easy; resting almost directly beneath someone’s boot. In a moment, it would get stepped on by a careless guard. I stepped briskly from cover, pretending to tie my shoelace, before snatching the vial and tucking it into my boot. I smiled at my victory, until a hand grabbed my wrist and flung me up against a wall with inhuman strength.

	A pair of penetrating violet eyes peered at me in the darkness, turning my blood to ice.
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	Augustine pulled me quickly away into a dark alley.

	“Care to explain yourself?” he asked, a touch of humor in his voice.

	I reached for the dagger under my cloak but he knocked it away, stabbing it into the wall just behind my ear. I tried to reach for my boot but he pinned both my hands with one of his, holding me immobile as he searched my pockets, then ran his cold hand slowly down my leg before slipping it into my boot.

	“This doesn’t belong to you,” he said, withdrawing the stolen vial of elixir.

	“So what,” I spat. “You’re going to arrest me?”

	He studied me for a long moment, leaning in closer to sniff my neck.

	“Perhaps we could make some kind of deal, if you want these badly enough.”

	“I’d rather starve.”

	“The thirst causes violence, mania. King Richard is wise to limit it; not only to keep his cattle content, but also powerless. If you’re suffering from the thirst enough to try something so reckless, that means you’ve had more than a small taste of it, yes? Someone has been feeding you more than you’re allowed. Chosen?”

	“None of your business,” I said. My heart pounded an erratic rhythm against my ribcage, but at least he didn’t seem to know who I really was.

	“Too much of it is dangerous for humans,” Augustine continued. “I wouldn’t be doing you any favors...”

	“It’s not for me,” I said. 

	His eyes widened at this, studying me with cool detachment.

	“For some reason, thief, I believe you.”

	“So what now, you’re going to turn me in? I’ll be executed you know.”

	“I don’t bow to your king,” he smirked. Now it was my turn to be surprised. He let go of my wrists, but I made no  move to run. I knew he could catch me in an instant.

	My chest heaved against the confines of my lung-squeezing dress. I rubbed my arms, feeling cold and exposed.

	What did he mean, he didn’t bow to Richard? I knew there were elite that didn’t live in the citadel, and I’d even heard that some of the elite might conspire to dethrone him, but were there elite out there, who didn’t even recognize his rule? Other kingdoms? I had a feeling he meant something else. If not Richard, who did he bow to?

	He grabbed my hand quickly, turning it over and studying the red markings, tracing his long fingers of the jagged patterns.

	Then he placed both vials of elixir in my palm and folded my hand closed gently.

	“Take your prize,” he said. “Be careful getting back. Thank you for an unexpectedly exciting evening. It’s so rare, and the decades do get a bit predictable after a while.”

	“Wait – what do you want?” I asked, before he could disappear into the shadows.

	“At the moment, Emily Sharrow, you have absolutely nothing I want. But I have a feeling that may change in the future. Call it curiosity, at this point. But remember me, perhaps we’ll meet again in the future.”

	I was halfway back to Penelope’s apartment when I saw the lanterns. White paper orbs in the shape of puffer fish, lifted by the heat of flickering candles, filled the air, drifting in the wind like dandelion seeds.

	Trevor met me outside the door, his relief morphing into anger the moment he saw I was okay.

	“The guards are swarming the city,” he said. “What did you do?”

	“What I had to,” I said, holding out the vials of elixir. I pushed past him into the apartment, heading down the hall to our shared room. Camina was sitting near Jazmine on the bed, wiping her brow with a wet cloth.

	The wound on her leg was swollen and red, and still oozing green pus. Penelope’s blood hadn’t been enough to burn off the poison completely. Her eyes lit up when she saw the vials.

	The others watched as I lifted my hand, carefully tilting several drops of the sparkling blue liquid into her mouth.

	Almost instantly, her eyes cleared. She sat back against the pillows, and took a deep breath. A minute later, the swelling and redness faded. Five minutes, and the wounds had begun to close.

	That’s when the guards started pounding on the door. We heard them swing open and her mother call loudly, “they’re upstairs.”

	I froze when the door opened, but it was Penelope’s father. He locked the door behind him and crossed the room quickly, pulling a rope ladder out of a drawer and tying it quickly around the balcony.

	“I’m sorry,” her father said. “Your mother alerted the guards; they’ve lit the beacons. When King Richard sees them, he’ll send troops. You must go now.”

	“What about you?” Penelope asked her father. 

	“We’ll be fine. But you must leave. Stay safe daughter. It would be better not to return.”
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	The rope ladder dropped us on the south side of the city gates, amidst a group of tall boulders and not far from the woods. 

	Trevor and Luke led the way through the darkness. They’d spoken to a few of the traders at the market and, after consulting the map, had a reasonably clear idea how to get to Sezomp, though we had to stay off the main trails. We hadn’t had time to change, but grabbed our gear and bundles. 

	We pushed on until nearly dawn, then took shelter under a thicket of thick brambles several miles inland. I hated to leave the dress behind, wishing I could give it to Amber in Algrave, but Luke said it was too impractical to carry with us, and I didn’t know when I’d get the chance to wear it again anyway. 

	We bundled the extra change of clothes behind a large rock, in case we ever passed this way again, and changed back into our dark travel clothes, before helping fix each other’s masks, sealing them tight to block out the ash.

	We were still rationing elixir, and had been taking turns feeding Penelope, but it was a tricky balance. We all needed our strength, and if we were found by Richard’s guards or a pack of slagpaw, we’d barely have enough energy to run, let alone fight. We moved slowly, ducking for cover at the slightest sound.

	I couldn’t imagine how Penelope must be feeling. Being chosen, then five years of luxury in the capital, and now – this. Tromping through the mud, a resurrected, exiled criminal. But it had been her choice, at least. She’d joined the rebels, for whatever reason. She had to know the risks.

	But Jazmine and Camina would still be in the citadel, if they hadn’t helped me escape. They’d been trained to defend the elites, not kill them. Fought for the privilege and honor of being chosen. And it had all been taken away in an instant. Because of me. 

	Luke had grown up in Havoc, which was now destroyed and empty. And it wasn’t just us, I realized: hundreds of other survivors were out there as well, fighting for their lives, some for the first time. It was hard not to feel some responsibility.

	All I’d wanted to do was protect my family, now my mother was dead and my siblings were being held captive by King Richard in the citadel.

	Part of me wanted to throw in with the rebels, gather bombs, burst through the doors and burn everything down. But I knew now, after seeing my mother’s glassy eyes in the dirt, it only took a second to have everything you loved ripped away, and the elite were fast. Too fast to stop. I wouldn’t wish this on anyone else. I couldn’t.

	We reached Sezomp by the third day. We were tired, but uninjured, which I knew better than to take for granted. We’d been forced to escape from Crollust without the weapons that had been seized at the gate. The guns were pretty useless anyway, and we had a few daggers and knives between us, but no real weapons.

	The landscape had changed, instead of thick pines, we trudged through forests of white alder, their knotty trunks rising out of muddy marshlands. The thin canopy of leaves had been burned away, leaving the reaching branches charred and blackened, and the air thick with ash. Even with my hood up and the mask hot around my mouth, visibility was poor. And after hours of walking through mud, my legs felt stiff and heavy. Finally we came across a series of wooden pathways, weaving a path through the trees.

	“Are we really sure we want to enter another compound?” Luke complained. “Things didn’t exactly go very well last time.”

	“Yeah and things went so much better out in the woods alone,” Jazmine said, gesturing towards her leg. The wound was practically healed now, other than the row of curving scars down her calf, like a paper doll someone had tried to sew back together. 

	“We have elixir, and we have the map,” Trevor said. “What’s in Sezomp that’s worth the risk?” 

	I studied the tall fence that surrounded the compound, cutting though the mud and sparse trees. It was a scrappy thing, made of thin strands of barbed wire and long thin planks of wood. No doubt electrified like the one in Algrave. I could feel the hum as I got closer. I peered in through the fence, examining the town. 

	A few men were standing by the side of a building, smoking tobacco in a long pipe. Otherwise the town seemed quiet, mostly empty. Tingles spread up my spine. 

	 

	Luke was right to be careful, but we’d be strangers here, and I wouldn’t need to steal. Maybe things would go smoothly, and we’d be gone by the morning.

	Plus, I knew they were looking at me for a plan, and I didn’t have one. I barely knew what I was doing, and if I was forced to think about it too long I might fall apart. I needed some time, and a good sleep, before I was ready for this conversation.

	“Let’s go in,” I said. “If Fanno Creek is around here, they may know the way. It beats stumbling around in the dark, unless you want to sleep in the mud. And it might be our last hot meal for awhile.”

	“Fair point,” Jazmine said. “I feel gross.”

	We crossed over towards the open dirt road that lead into the compound entrance. A handful of men with orange beards guarded the gate, with pistols stuck into their belts. My eyes widened at the firearms, which shouldn’t have been permitted in the compounds.

	“Militia,” Trevor said, nodding at the purple insignia on their battered cloaks.

	“I suppose we should be thankful they aren’t royal guards,” I said under my breath as we approached.

	“That’s far enough,” one of the men, with a thick gray mustache, stepped forward. 

	“State your business.” 

	I raised my palms, closing the gap between us. 

	“We’re seeking food and shelter,” I said, “for my companions and myself. We’ll be gone by morning.”

	“This compound is protected by King Richard. We don’t share our supplies with strangers.”

	“We can trade,” I said.

	“With what?” another man asked, standing up.

	I clenched my jaw, stalling for time. Besides our weapons, we didn’t have any coin. Our stolen elixir was probably worth a fortune, but it was also illegal contraband.

	“Information,” Jazmine said, stepping forward. “News from the citadel, and Crollust. Surely you saw the lanterns a few days ago, no wonder you’re on edge. And if that’s not enough, some very fine dresses and materials. We hid them a few days away, we can draw you a map to them.”

	“Ain’t got much use for dresses,” the man spat, with a tense smile. A few of the others chuckled behind him.

	Penelope stepped forward, dropping her hood. The men gasped when they saw her luminous eyes, then shifted nervously.

	“Apologies for the deception,” she said. “The truth is, we’re on a mission for King Richard. Dangerous rebels are in the area, and we think they may be infiltrating the compounds and stealing elixir.”

	The men shared nervous glances with each other. I was sure they knew something.

	“I appreciate your skepticism, it’s your job to protect Sezomp and you’ve done an admirable job. I’ll be sure to relay my compliments to the king myself personally. However, as I’m sure you understand, discretion is paramount to our mission.”

	The men fell back to discuss amongst themselves, shooting us dark glances.

	“I have a feeling they’re more sympathetic to the rebels than the elites,” Trevor said under his breath. “Maybe we should have told them the truth.”

	After another moment, the men broke their huddle and unlatched the gate, swinging it open. Their eyes trailed us as we entered the compound.

	“Word is sure to get back to Richard about this,” Camina said. 

	“Yeah but we’ll be gone by then.”

	Sezomp was larger than I thought. Once we passed through the trees, a long dirt path led to a wide clearing, filled with small log cabins on raised stilts. On the outskirts of the town, flooded fields grew wild rice and sweet potatoes.

	But the mood was tense. Doors and windows closed at our approach. In the town center, a wide square held the customary statue of King Richard. 

	I noted how each compound featured a different portrayal of the royal savior. I wondered if he told us different lies as well. In this one, he posed triumphantly, sword raised, one foot standing on a slain slagpaw. The statue was all stone, except for a gold-plated crown. Trevor frowned at it as we passed.

	The buildings around the central square at one time had been painted in bright colors, with elevated facades that made them appear much large than they really were. But the paint had long since faded. And a few of the buildings seemed to tilt dangerously as their front-facing walls sank into the mud.

	Of the residents who did pass us, most were older, with hard creases and slumped shoulders, their hair graying at the ends. Near a small herb and flower garden, some kind of shrine had been set up, filled with wooden toys and child-like drawings.

	“This place gives me the creeps,” April said. We passed a few barns full of oxen and pigs. Geese strode purposely through the streets, digging for wriggling larva in the soft mud.

	Shirtless men worked in open-air factories, forming clay into bricks and stacking them near outdoor kilns. A row of women sat at wheels, spinning low tables and shaping the mud into bowls and urns. In another hall, the pots and dishes were glazed and decorated in earthen colors.

	“Their chief export,” Penelope said. The only spots of color in the dismal landscape were bright patches of yellow daffodils, growing like weeds around the buildings.

	After visiting Crollust, Sezomp seemed sad, almost tragic, though it was a few steps down from Algrave, it was a world apart from the opulent seaside city.

	Still, it wasn’t that bad; it had a kind of rural charm – at least it should have. But an oppressive silence seemed to hang in the air. The work was done without talking or laughter. It was like everyone was under some awful spell.

	We found our way to the central tavern, which was starting to fill for the dinner hours, and were served a spicy bean stew with thick brown bread and ale.

	We’d almost finished eating when the doors swung open. I saw Camina stiffen, her hand on the hilt of the dagger on her belt. I clenched the vials of elixir in my pocket protectively, hoping we wouldn’t need them.

	The men settled into a nearby table, watching us, their swords gleaming in the candles and late afternoon light through the windows.

	I recognized at least one of the men from the main gate, along with a clean-shaven man with gray curls and an angular hat. Unlike most of the inhabitants, he was wearing a clean blue suit that looked out of place and fit poorly.

	“I’m Mayor Beechum,” he said, pulling a chair up to our table, across from Trevor and Luke.

	“I was notified of your arrival and wanted to make sure there’s nothing you need.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I understand you’re on a secretive mission, and of course can rely on Sezomp’s full compliance. We serve at the leisure of the king. Live together, die apart,” he said, placing his hand over his heart like he was swearing fealty.

	The rest of the inn, while it had already been quiet, was now deathly silent. It seemed like the dozen people at the surrounding tables had stopped moving and leaned closer, no doubt hoping to overhear our conversation. The mayor noticed the unease.

	“More beer for my esteemed guests,” he called out. “On my tab of course. As a matter of fact, free drinks for everyone!”

	This was met by a chorus of approval. Several of the men downed their metal mugs, tapping them on the side of the table. At least it helped lighten the tense mood.

	“There is one thing,” Trevor said, slowly pulling out our maps.

	“Later,” the mayor said quietly, pushing them off the table again.

	“First, let’s show the town you’re no threat to us. Truth be told, we don’t get many traders, and even fewer elite.” He nodded toward the empty plate in front of Penelope. She frowned at him, crossing her arms. “After you eat, I hope you’ll visit my home for a more private conversation.”

	Trevor nodded, folding away the map and stuffing it carefully in his leather satchel.

	Conversation began to flow around us, the novelty of our arrival wearing off, as the townsfolk got deeper into their cups.

	A few tables away, I noticed a woman quietly sobbing, squeezing a frazzled teddy bear.

	“Something is not right here,” I whispered to Trevor. “We need to be on our guard.”

	After another half hour the mayor motioned us towards the doors and we followed him outside. Dusk had set in, and bright sparks hovered over the fields. 

	I felt a moment of dysphoria, thinking that toxic embers were falling inside the compound, and the fields were going to catch on fire, before I recognized the haphazard movement of fireflies. We also passed another shrine, this one with handwritten notes. Several women were lighting candles. Men sat on porches with their long, curved pipes, surrounded in plumes of curling smoke. Several streets away was a tall, two-story house with a wide balcony.

	The mayor led us down the hall into a surprisingly cozy living room, with a marble fireplace mantle, thick leather couches and a bookshelf filled with yellowing volumes.

	A small piano was placed against the wall. 

	“Do you play?” Camina asked.

	“My daughter did,” the man said, masking a brief look of pain. “Now, you wanted to ask me about your map?”

	He cleared the wide dining table, which looked like it hadn’t been used in awhile, disturbing a thin film of dust. Trevor unfolded the map April had given me and pointed out the areas we’d marked.

	“We think Sezomp is about here,” he said, pointing. “Though we don’t know for sure,” he said, placing Penelope’s rough, hand-drawn sketch of the compounds on the table.

	“We are trying to get here, in an area that was once known as Fanno Creek.”

	The mayor looked over Trevor’s maps with interest, before pulling out an official map of the compounds and the new territories. This one was much more detailed, showing each compound in its proper relation to the citadel, as well as marking major geographical features and the remains of fallen cities from before the Culling. Luke and Camina gathered closer around Trevor and the mayor to study it. Jazmine was more interested in the piano; she sat down and began playing a simple tune on the keys. I was drawn to the bookshelf, and was just reaching for a volume when the mayor’s startled gasp made me jerk my hand away.

	“The area you’re looking for, Fanno’s Creek,” he said, his face ashen. “We call it the lurks. But you can’t go there, it’s too dangerous.”

	“We understand the risks,” I said. “We aren’t afraid of slagpaw.”

	“It’s not that,” he said. “It’s much worse. They say it’s the last refuge of the damned, cursed by a foul witch. Those who enter, do not return.”
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	He reached for a bottle from a liquor cabinet behind him. He seemed almost ready to drink straight from the bottle before he remembered his manners, and pulled out a tray with small crystal glasses.

	Then he reached for a smaller glass decanter, and poured something dark into a metal goblet.

	“I think you’ll like this,” he said, offering it to Penelope. “Most elite find our blood a little earthy, but my family started experimenting a few decades ago. This vintage was allowed to mature in oak casks for twelve years. I’m told it’s very good.”

	Penelope frowned at first, but her eyes widened as she sniffed the viscous red liquid.

	She gave me a timid glance but I nodded. She was malnourished as it was, and she should consume as much extra blood as she could.

	She hesitated for another second before downing it like a shot. She closed her eyes for a moment and let out a tiny moan, before sitting up straighter and pushing out her glass for a refill. The wet, red stain on her lips made her skin look even more pale.

	Beechum filled her cup, and took a sip of his brandy for fortitude, before continuing his story.

	“About a year ago,” he said, “my daughter was taken. A week later, my wife went after her. Neither have returned.”

	A chill ran down my spine.

	“What do you mean, taken?” Trevor asked.

	“She’d been having dreams, hearing voices. Twice I found her sleepwalking near the edge of town. Then one morning, she was gone.”

	“The wilds are dangerous,” Camina said. “Especially for children or women traveling alone. It’s not uncommon for children to get lost in the ash. That’s why the compounds were built, to keep them safe.”

	Luke scoffed and I ribbed him with my elbow.

	“That’s exactly what the citadel said,” Beechum grumbled. “We’ve been sending letters, protests, with every visitor, but nobody takes us seriously, and they don’t seem that concerned with us. We make our shipments on time. We bleed ourselves dry for the elite. Maybe they’d pay more attention if we stopped.”

	“Maybe they would,” Luke said.

	“Or maybe they’d punish you,” I said. “Surely there’s another way?”

	“Someone needs to find out what’s really happening in the lurks,” the mayor said. “And since you’re heading that way already...”

	“You want us to find the missing children?” April asked.

	“If they’re alive, yes. But at the very least, report the cause to the king on your return, so that action can be taken. After all, it’s his citizens at risk. My rangers will take you to the edge of the area, as close as they dare.”

	“We’ll need elixir,” Camina said. “And weapons.”

	“You know the compounds are on a tight ration,” the mayor said. “Though I’m sure some of the parents may be willing to forego a week or two.”

	“That won’t be necessary,” I said. “We don’t want them to suffer more than they already have. But we’ll take whatever provisions or weapons you can spare.”

	“Then,” he said, raising his glass and finishing his drink with a flourish, “we will leave at dawn.”

	The mayor showed us to our rooms. At night, his manor, though large, was silent and eerie. Nobody else wanted to stay in his daughter’s room, which had a small bed and was filled with dolls. A wooden rocking horse sat beneath the moonlit windowsill. I took it because I needed some time alone, despite Trevor offering to split a room together. I was too tired to be good company and after weeks of having no personal space, or sleeping on the ground, I was eager to get a good night’s rest.

	It was strange how comforting it was to be back inside a compound; even though Sezomp was foreign to me, it felt more like home than anything since Algrave.

	My eyes closed as soon as I lay my head down on the soft pillow. Hours later, the sound of a door creaking snapped them open again. I stood up and looked out the window just in time to see Penelope, moving across the grass below. She was wearing a thin nightgown, and clutching a lantern that cast long shadows in the grass around her.

	I grabbed my coat and the one dagger I’d managed to hang onto since Crollust, and fled down the stairs barefoot, following her through the dark streets. She was moving slowly, and I could have caught up with her if I wanted, but curiosity got the better of me. She looked too much like a hunter, stalking her prey. She’d handled herself well in Crollust, but it had been her family’s home. Perhaps out here in the wild, her elite thirst would be less easy to control. If she really was dangerous, I had to know.

	The compound spread further into the woods, and I cursed myself for not bringing shoes when my bare feet squelched into the soft clay of the marshlands at the edge of the compound. Luckily, the humming of the purification engines drowned out my footsteps. Light flickering through the thin trees caught my attention, then voices. I lost track of Penelope in the woods, but shifted towards this new target.

	A group of men were gathered around the engines, carrying a large crate and tools that glinted in the torchlight. One of them turned, and I gasped when I recognized him. I didn’t know his name, but I was sure I’d seen him before, in Havoc.

	One of the rebels. I crept closer. There were about ten figures, stocky men, a handful from Sezomp, given their clothing and appearance. The rest could have been from anywhere. I wondered how they’d gotten in, and whether the mayor knew the rebels were already here, inside his gates. Maybe that’s why they hadn’t wanted to let us in at first. Maybe the mayor’s invitation and the story he told us had all just been a distraction, to keep us occupied.

	But what were the rebels doing way out here, in the middle of the night? I realized the answer when they started pulling wired devices out of the large box and setting them up around the purring machines, which were so loud I couldn’t hear anything they were saying. But I knew their agenda. They were going to follow through with Jacob’s plan, and destroy the engines.

	My heart caught in my throat. The villagers would wake up tomorrow drowning in ash. They’d be quarantined to their homes. It could take weeks, or months, before engineers from the citadel could rebuild. I looked around desperately for Penelope, but didn’t see her. There was nobody else to stop them. 

	No one but me.

	I reached into my coat pocket, pulling out the half-empty vial of elixir. I took a sip, waiting until the monitor on my bracelet read 5%, before I came out of hiding with my hands raised. Two of the men spun when twigs snapped under my bare feet, training their rifles on me.

	“That’s far enough,” one of the men growled, searching into the woods behind me with a flashlight.

	“You don’t have to do this,” I said. “If you destroy the machines, the ash will kill everyone in the village. And whoever is left, the elite won’t take kindly on.”

	“At least the elite will finally take us seriously,” one of the men grumbled.

	“You’re working with Jacob, right?” I said. “I just spoke to him before leaving Havoc. We’re on the same side. We have a plan, just give us a few more days to find what we’re looking for. Then you’ll have a real weapon. If there’s going to be a war, wouldn’t you rather be prepared with something that can put the elite on equal footing? All this will cause is more violence, worst of all for the human compounds.”

	The man I recognized from Havoc spat on the ground. His eyes seemed too far apart, and his thin lips pursed together in a scowl.

	“She’s lying,” he said. “She’s working for the elite. I saw her free the one we had taken captive. Now they’re traveling together. You should just finish her off, or she’ll tell everyone, now that she’s seen our faces.”

	“I’ve got a better idea boys,” another said. “Don’t you recognize this one? Look at the marks on her hands. Prince Hartman’s own chosen, but she ran after the trials. She’s the one who destroyed the wedding. There’s a huge reward for her head.”

	“What do you suggest?”

	“Blow the engines and blame it on her. The reward didn’t specify alive or dead. We can make it look like she died in the accident. Clear our names at least. Just make it quiet. Shut her up, for good.”

	The first man grinned, sending chills down my spine. He raised his gun to fire, but I was too fast. I slid beneath it and grabbed the weapon, smashing it into his jaw.

	Someone grabbed me from behind, and I struggled against his grip as another came towards me with a knife. The elixir flared in my blood as he approached, mixing with the adrenaline in my veins. I snapped my head back, breaking someone’s nose, then spun out of reach. I planted a kick into one man’s stomach, sending him soaring back against the machine.  

	He hit hard and sank to the ground, blood streaming from his nose. A knife flashed to my left, skimming my neck. I punched my attacker’s wrist, knocking the knife out of his grip, then followed up with a jab to the chin that sent him reeling. 

	I caught the knife in midair, then tossed it into a tree, inches from the leader’s head.

	“I don’t want to fight you,” I said. “But I will if I have to.”

	But then a hand seized my wrist, far too strong to be human. One of the rebels had been drinking elixir. A punch hit me like a sledgehammer, and I felt my ribs crack. I doubled over in pain, gasping for breath. 

	Another seized me, binding me tightly in rope.

	But then he was flung backwards, by a ghostly spectral who darted out of the trees. Penelope, with wild hair and bright eyes, wearing a semi-translucent nightgown that revealed her thin figure.

	“Elite!” One of the man screamed. He raised his rifle and fired on her, twice. Penelope frowned at him, looking down at the bloody hole in her breast.

	Then she backhanded him so hard his neck twisted unnaturally. Before I could say anything, she’d pounced, latching onto his neck with her jaws and dragging the carcass into the bushes like a cat with prey.

	And then came the blinding lights.

	Spotlights on all sides, and more coming every second. It was like the whole town had awakened. I blinked against the light, blocking it with one hand as the dark silhouettes moved closer through the tall grass. I was unarmed, and unprepared for a real fight. The mayor, along with dozens of others from the town, trained their weapons on me.

	Tobias stood by his side, along with a small contingent of royal guards in black and gold uniforms, their swords drawn. I edged backwards, wondering if I could dodge enough bullets to make it over the fence of the compound.

	“That’s enough, Emily,” Tobias said. “This is low, even for you. Sabotaging the engines.”

	“I was trying to stop them,” I said, disentangling myself from the rope. “Does it look like we’re friendly?”

	“Whatever, save your explanations for the king. I’ve already sent word of your capture.”

	“Isn’t that a bit presumptuous?” I smirked, with more confidence than I felt. “We got away last time.”

	“How’s this for an ultimatum?” He asked, waving his hand. One by one, the townsfolk turned their weapons on themselves, pushing the tips of their blades into each other’s throats. The mayor’s frightened eyes found mine, pleading with me in the darkness even as his limbs betrayed him. 

	Tobias had them all under his sway. I had no idea he was this powerful. His long blond hair glinted in the lamps against his dark coat. Unlike the guards, his hands were empty. He hadn’t even drawn his sword.

	“Come with me peacefully,” Tobias said, curling his fingers in the air, “or they’ll all die.” 

	“Tobias, this isn’t you,” I said, stepping forward.

	“It is now,” he said coldly.

	“Tobias?” A timid voice called from the trees. Tobias spun like he’d been stung, as Penelope stepped out of the shadows into the light. Her hair was wild and blood dripped down her chin, soaking through her white nightgown, but her eyes were clear and focused.

	Tobias’s jaw went slack and he stared at her in disbelief. Then he unclenched his fist, swiping through the air with his bare palm. All the villagers under his control, all the elite guards, toppled into the mud like they’d been blasted by an invisible shockwave.

	Then he swept Penelope in a bone-crushing hug.
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	The two elite fell into each other’s arms, surrounded by a sea of bodies. I stood awkwardly to the side, my heart pounding.

	“I didn’t want to believe it,” Tobias said, caressing her cheek. “I thought I’d lost you. I thought I’d lost myself.”

	“I’m here,” Penelope said. “It’s me. Well, mostly.”

	His eyes softened, and he stepped back to examine her. Blood covered her neck and torso, and she had a bullet hole below her collarbone, but it had missed her heart and was already healing. Her eyes were wild and manic, her hair tangled, her fangs sharp. And yet I’d never seen her look more composed. She’d always been poised and elegant, now she moved with a supernatural speed and grace.

	Both elites stiffened suddenly, noticing the others arrive before I did, their shadows weaving through the mud and grain in the darkness, stepping over the unconscious bodies.

	Luke let out a low whistle as he got closer, then froze when he saw Tobias holding Penelope. Trevor’s eyes went wide as well, but I shook my head. Tobias was no longer a threat.

	He put away his weapons and crossed the distance between us, wrapping his arms around me.

	“What happened?” Luke asked. “We heard the gunshots.”

	“You can explain later,” Tobias said. “We don’t have much time. They’ll wake up foggy and confused, but word will spread of the rebels, the vandalism of state property. If it were just a few, I could try and wipe their memories. But this many… it’s too many to compulse. We can’t cover up an event like this.”

	“What about the rebels?” I asked. “How do we know they won’t just try it again when they wake up?”

	“Well, they’d have to get their hands on some more explosives first. Those can’t have been easy to come by.”

	Tobias kicked one of the men, who was rousing to his feet shakily. He grabbed him by the throat and held him against the warm, rumbling engine.

	 

	“You have committed treason against King Richard,” Tobias said, locking the man in a fierce, unblinking gaze, “the penalty is death.”

	The man, struggling, spit at Tobias, tearing his gaze away. Tobias grabbed his chin and forced his eyes open with one hand, until their eyes connected and the man went slack.

	“I know your name, and your face. If any of you try something like this again, I will not hesitate to kill you.”

	“In fact,” Tobias pulled out a tiny barbed device. He stuck it in the man’s neck and snapped it off. The man screamed in pain.

	“From now on, your movements and conversations will be tracked. So I suggest you practice restraint, as I have today.” Then he tapped his finger against the man’s forehead, and he fell unconscious.

	“We have to hurry,” Tobias said, dropping the man in a heap. “I knocked out the royal guards who were with me, but more are on their way. A lot more.”

	“What about you?” Penelope asked. 

	“I’ll keep them off your tail as long as possible.”

	“I’m not leaving you again,” she said.

	Tobias grabbed Penelope’s hand and pulled her off the path towards the woods. The rest of us followed warily. The last time we’d run into Tobias, he nearly killed us with his pet slagpaw. Luke and Trevor held back, grabbing guns and weapons from the fallen rebels. I took a curved sword from one of the elite warriors, and a high quality mask with black mesh. I frowned at my bare feet, wanting to go back for my gear in the village, but I knew Tobias wouldn’t wait that long. I grabbed a pair of boots from a young woman and shoved them on before catching up to the others.

	We approached the outer fence, tall, electrical and lined with barbed wire. But it was late and unguarded. Luke and Trevor unlocked the heavy gates and pulled them open.

	The hum of the machines faded behind us as we got further away. I adjusted my mask as we headed into the deadly ash outside the compound, moving briskly until we reached the top of a small, rocky hill.

	“How did you find us?” Camina asked.

	“When the alarm went up in Crollust, we knew you were in the area. I didn’t dare hope, not really... but after Emily told me you were still alive.”

	“Well, I’m not technically, am I?” Penelope smiled. Half of her face was still wet with blood, which made the expression chilling.

	“You’re elite now,” Tobias said, wiping a thumb over her lips. “Strong, powerful. But unfortunately, that means it will be harder to hide you, and the beasts will be drawn to the elixir in your veins. I can’t bring you back to the capital with me, and I have to go back. I can distract the guards, point them in the wrong direction. It’ll buy you time.”

	“Time for what though?” Jazmine said.

	“You tell me,” Tobias said, crossing his arms. “What are you doing out here? What’s your plan? Please tell me you have nothing to do with those fool terrorists.”

	“They were only trying to do what they thought best,” Luke grumbled. “Someone had to do something.”

	“Are you so eager to fight that you’d put every compound at risk? Thousands of humans live under elite protection. You’d rather have them starve and die horribly in the wild?”

	“At least they’d have a choice,” Trevor started.

	“No, they wouldn’t,” I snapped. “You’d be deciding for them. If you actually bothered to ask, I’ll bet the vast majority of citizens are happy living in the compounds.”

	“As happy as a toad in hot water.”

	“When I found you before,” Tobias said, interrupting us, “you compulsed the slagpaw, didn’t you?”

	I glanced at Trevor and nodded.

	“So they all know, that you’re renitent?”

	“They know, but so what? You said I only had one chance, at the trials, and I blew it.”

	“King Richard didn’t know you could resist his compulsion. It did give you a slight advantage. Now that he knows, he’ll come after you with everything. However, he still doesn’t know who you really are or what you’re capable of.”

	“We found the formula for the cure,” I said. “And John Patten’s notes. But... we tried it and it didn’t work.”

	“You tested it, on an elite?”

	“On me,” Penelope said. 

	Tobias narrowed his eyes and he spun around suddenly.

	“You what?” he growled, his fingers drifting towards his sword. “Which one of you assholes used my wife as a guinea pig?”

	“I had a vision,” I said quickly. “A blood memory, from Damien’s mother, which meant she was an elite, right – before everything. That means, maybe, Richard wasn’t working on a cure for cancer like he told everyone, after he’d failed to save his wife. What if he succeeded, and turned her elite, and was actually working on a cure? What if the notes and research are at his house still?”

	“That’s why you’re out here? That’s a really big stretch, Emily.”

	“But you said it yourself, there’s no other way to beat him. He’s too powerful. Right?”

	Tobias sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose, then nodded.

	“This way,” he called, gesturing to the path in front of us, leading between a valley of ruined buildings. He lead us through two intersections, the old cement roads so overgrown they were hard to see in the darkness. The elixir kept me going until dawn but I knew the others were struggling. Trevor pulled me aside as the buildings thinned and we came to the edge of another forest.

	“Why are we following them?” he said. “You saw what Penelope did to that guy back there.”

	“He shot her, what was she supposed to do? Besides, without Tobias I’d probably be dead.”

	“He serves King Richard. How do you know we can trust him?”

	I glanced up ahead.

	“He loves her,” I shrugged. “And there’s no place for her in King Richard’s system.”

	The sky was lightening on the horizon. We climbed up over a hill, weaving through scattered vehicles as we turned down an ancient highway.

	Tobias wore his sword loosely. Trevor and Luke had picked up rifles, but carried knives as well. Everyone else had managed to get dressed properly, with their gear and weapons. I was the only one in stolen boots and a nightgown, though at least I still had my hooded jacket, which fell practically to my bare knees.

	The sky was nearly black with ash, but the orange glow on the horizon let us know daybreak was upon us. In the distance, above the treeline, leaning buildings and twisted metal grew larger as we approached the remains of an ancient settlement. 

	We cut though a tall field of weeds and rubble. I tripped over something shiny, and looked down to see a pile of bicycles, half buried under the earth.

	Tobias nodded towards a wide rectangular building. Rusted, yellow buses dotted the perimeter. Several looked like they’d been torched from within, and one was lying on its side like a beached whale. Vines grew up through the empty spaces where windows used to be, and a handful of young pines sprouted from their dented roofs.

	“What’s this?” Luke asked.

	“Fanno Creek High,” Tobias said, considering the building with a tinge of sadness.

	“This is where Damien went to school,” I breathed. “This is where it happened. With the girl.”

	“He told you about that?” Tobias asked, his eyes widening. I nodded.

	“We weren’t friends,” Tobias said. “Not before. I remember that day so clearly, even after all these years. It was the last normal day of my life. When the attack happened, for a few days we just talked about what a psycho Damien had become, after losing his mother. But then there were more deaths. People started disappearing. Videos posted online that everybody thought were fake; we didn’t know what was happening.”

	Tattered scraps of red and white fabric fluttered from a weathered flagpole as we crossed in front of the building. 

	“I didn’t come back until years after I’d been turned. I wandered at first, resisting the urge to feed until I lost all sense, until the blood lust took over. I did… terrible things. Hated myself, and what I’d become. Then Damien found me. He told me there was another way.”

	Large chains blocked the front doors, but Tobias smashed through them with a brick. The hallway was half filled with rubble, and the ceiling had collapsed in a few places, letting in hot sparks that had scorched the hallway. Lockers yawned towards us, spilling their contents; books and stationery molded in musty piles of yellowed paper. I nabbed a few ballpoint pens and stuffed them in my pockets. They were rare and always useful.

	“I never knew his exact address,” Tobias said, pushing his shoulder against a door until it groaned open. “But the office must have kept records.” He yanked on the desk drawer, but the handle snapped off in his hand.

	“Let me,” I said. I bent down on my knees, pulling out the metal file cabinets carefully. The paper was old but in decent shape. I scrolled through the student roster until I found the right file.

	Damien Hartman. I glanced through his academy history, noting the grades and performance reviews, even his extracurricular schedule. Orchestra, AV club and something called lacrosse. I held it up and showed Tobias. 

	He nodded, studying the address as he walked back outside, nodding to a grassy path through the trees.

	“Take this street for four blocks. Turn right at the gas station, then left at the park. That should be the right road, then just look for this address; the houses should be numbered.”

	“You’re not coming?” Penelope asked.

	“I can’t,” he said, holding her hands. “Richard can compulse me to tell the truth. Or at the very least, he’ll know if I’m lying. I’ll stay away from him as long as I can, but eventually, if he asks the right questions, he’ll find out. You have to be gone by then.”

	“Let me come with you?” Penelope begged. His face contorted with regret, but he shook his head and stepped away slowly.

	“Find what you’re looking for, then get out. In three days, meet me at the abandoned amusement part outside of town. Ten miles north, you’ll recognize it.” He pointed towards the distant mountains, barely visible through the ash.

	“What about Damien?” I asked. “Will he help us?”

	“I don’t know,” Tobias said, tucking a golden strand of hair behind one ear. “It’s not that easy. What you’re planning, it’s treason, it’s worse. But if the antidote works, and we have a chance to defeat King Richard, then we won’t have to hide. I can get close enough to him to use it. Damien will take over. Things will get better, for everyone. He’ll forgive you, in time. I’m sure of it.”

	“And if we can’t find the antidote?” Penelope asked.

	“Then the kingdom is lost to us. The king will continue to hunt down the rebels. We won’t be safe here, but there are other kingdoms; more bloodthirsty, and not so great for humans, who are basically slaves. But we can be together, live together.”

	“In a foreign kingdom that treats humans like wine boxes?” Penelope asked with a shudder. I knew she’d never agree to that.

	“We’ll do our best,” I promised.

	Tobias kissed Penelope goodbye, ignoring the dried blood on her chin and neck. He took off his long, tailored jacket, and lifted it over her shoulders, folding it tight around the thin, bloody nightgown.

	Then he unbuckled his sword belt and strapped it around her waist, cinching it tight.

	“You’ll need it more than me,” he said when she tried to protest.

	“I haven’t used a sword in years,” she said softly. “Not since I was a girl, and you chose me from that stage.”

	“The training will come back to you,” he said, kissing her forehead. “You’re stronger now, and twice as beautiful. Stay alive. I’ll see you in three days.”

	We headed up the deserted street, sticking to patches of thick grass and piles of rubble to leave less of a footstep trail in the smooth layer of ash.

	I actually felt better having Penelope with us, though I knew Trevor and Luke didn’t share my sentiment. Depending on an elite to protect them went against everything they believed.

	When I thought of Penelope, I remembered us sipping coffees together in the citadel, relaxing under the clean air and open, filtered skies, with clean clothes and few worries. She’d told me once I needed to find a philanthropic cause to keep myself busy. That all seemed like a lifetime ago. But I also had another vision of her; fighting the king’s guards beneath my window, wielding dual pistols. I knew she could fight. And she’d be three times faster now that she was an elite.

	I pulled my mask tighter around my face, my mouth and nose already warm and stuffy. I hated the way it amplified my breathing, drowning out ambient sounds. Though it protected my lungs from the ash, there were worse things to face in the wilds. Even though we were never supposed to leave the compounds, old men in Algrave would share horrific stories about the remains of human settlements, and the monsters that hid in the shadows of the derelict buildings. 

	The light on the horizon silhouetted the broken concrete and leaning houses, crumbling beneath ash so thick it had condensed into a layer of corrosive concrete, oozing down through the structures before hardening into a thick paste. It gave everything a warped, curving appearance like the whole town was melting.

	“Do you hear that?” April said suddenly, slowing her steps.

	“Hear what?” Luke asked. 

	“Whispers,” Jazmine said. “Like voices, I hear them too.”

	“Keep your eyes out for the missing children,” I said.

	“They’re long dead,” Camina replied. “Nobody could survive out here so long, by themselves.”

	“Maybe they just got stuck or trapped.”

	“All of them?” Trevor asked.

	“We made the mayor a promise,” I said. “We have to at least look.”

	“Now I know why they call it the lurks,” April said. “Feels like we’re being watched.”

	I rubbed my arms through the thick leather of my jacket. It did feel like that, though I couldn’t hear any voices.

	Probably just a slagpaw den. I held my breath, listening to the wind in the trees and the soft sizzle of falling embers.

	Movement rustled up ahead, and I froze, pulling out the curved sword, but it was just an old bobcat, lean and tough, with gnarled ears and long whiskers. It froze, watching us with detached yellow eyes, before scampering down an alley.

	This town wasn’t as big as the city where Havoc was hidden, but some of the buildings were larger; giant stone blocks that held dozens of living apartments. We turned at the gas station, entering another area of town. The oak trees of the park had grown so large they pushed into the houses around the edge, their gnarled limbs tearing through broken windows. 

	Through the trees, I could see a playground, stripped of paint, its steel bars shrouded in ferns and vines. It was dark under the canopy of branches, and I strained to see up ahead into the black void. A spark of light caught my attention. Some sort of firefly, buzzing in the thick grass, drew my attention to the stately-looking house set back away from the park.

	It had a wide open porch, with a swinging bench hanging crookedly from one rusted chain. More fireflies lit up as we approached, filling the air with a gentle buzz that felt almost like a physical pressure.

	“That’s the one,” I said, pointing at the mailbox. The wooden post had disintegrated, probably burnt through at one point, but I kicked over the rusted mailbox on the ground to see the number.

	The rotten wood groaned beneath his weight as Trevor climbed up the stairs carefully. He’d nearly reached the porch when light flooded through the windows.
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	I gasped at the sudden change, shielding my eyes against the blinding light. 

	“Get down!” I whispered, pulling Trevor backwards and hiding in the thick grass beneath the porch. The others scattered behind the skeletal remains of the large rhododendron bushes lining the street.

	“Do you hear that?” April asked, breathlessly. We froze, hovering as still as possible. I held my breath to silence my mask and then I heard it. The faint strains of music.

	With the lights on, I could see that the house – though still old and in need of repair – was in much better shape than the rotting remains of the collapsed structures around it.

	“Someone can’t be living here, can they?” Jazmine asked.

	“Out in the open like this?” Luke said, “with their lights on at night, a beacon for  prowlers? If they are, they’re insane.”

	“So what should we do now?” Camina asked. A sharp gust of icy wind sent a shiver down the nape of my neck.

	“Now,” I said, stepping forward, “we knock.”
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	I rapped my knuckles against the door, which looked freshly painted. I heard the lock unclick and the door swung open, but nobody was there. Just a clean and well lit hallway. I’d never been in a house like this before. It wasn’t the gilded luxury of the citadel, nor the cozy, organic houses of Algrave. I’d visited a few houses from the Before; mostly ruins, half eaten by the plants and the elements.

	My muddy boots hovered over the shaggy carpet of the foyer. To the left was a living room, with a long leather couch and big windows. They weren’t even boarded up. Tasteful paintings lined the walls, their hues almost eerily matching the flower arrangement on the shelf. I could tell by their scent that they were fresh. A small tree stood in the corner, wrapped in a strand of soft white lights.

	“Well come in or stay out, don’t just stand there letting the ash in.” A voice called from down the hall. I approached cautiously, the music getting louder as I stepped forward down the long corridor, passing a grandfather clock that ticked softly.

	“Am I dreaming?” April whispered, sticking close behind me. The kitchen was even brighter; but not the clinical, fluorescent lights I was used to. These were somehow warm and natural. A woman had her back to us at the counter, holding a knife and slicing up tomatoes.

	“It’s rude to stare,” she said without looking up. “Take a seat, dinner will be ready in a minute.”

	She nodded into the dining room next to the kitchen. A table was already set with plates and silverware that gleamed in the candlelight. My mouth watered from the scents. Apple pie, roasted chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy.

	None of us moved to sit. It was all too surreal. 

	“Who are you?” Trevor asked, gripping his weapons tightly as we crowded together near the entrance.

	“Forgive my manners,” she said, wiping her hands on a dish towel and turning to face us for the first time with a bright smile.

	“Rebecca Hartmann,” she said, “but you can call me Becky.” 

	The air was pulled out of my lungs, like I’d been punched. Somehow I knew she wasn’t lying. Something about her eyes, the way she tilted her neck, reminded me too much of Damien.

	Somehow, his mother was still alive. She’d been alive the whole time. Had they buried her body too early? Had the elixir worked its magic slowly, and she’d had to claw her way out of the grave?

	“Now, why don’t you pour yourself some wine, and we can talk about what you’re doing here. I don’t often get guests, and certainly no one like yourselves. It is so difficult to find a stimulating conversation, or news from the outside.”

	Luke ignored the wine bottle on the table and reached into a cabinet for a bottle of rum. He poured a glass for himself and handed one for Trevor. He shook his head at the bucket of ice cubes, before using the metal tongs to add several to his glass.

	My head was still spinning. I couldn’t think of anything else to say so I sat at the table, my knees buckling beneath me. The others joined me and soon our host sat as well, after setting down a plate of crackers, olives and feta cheese. 

	She was wearing a casual black blouse and dark jeans, which made her look young despite her age. She looked around 40, but I knew she must easily be a century and a half old. She was elite, like Damien and his father. She had to be.

	“How is this possible?” I asked finally. I was afraid to reveal too much about who we were or what we were after. I didn’t know if she’d help us, or get in our way.

	She shook her dark, tangled curls and tapped a long finger against her wine glass. Her nails were painted a bright pink, a custom that was relatively common in the citadel, yet rare in the compounds.

	“This house I mean,” I said. “Out here, all alone.”

	“I prefer my solitude,” she said simply, as if that explained everything. My eyelids were starting to feel heavy and I blinked them open. 

	“You’re a brave little band of adventurers aren’t you? Wandering these twisted streets alone. It’s a good thing you saw my lights and decided to stop for some comfort and shelter. After all, it is dark and cold tonight, and the night can be unforgiving.”

	Looking down, I saw that my plate was half empty. 

	Had I already eaten so much?

	“Forgive me,” she said, with a light trill of laughter. “I’ve kept you up too late with all my questions. You’ll stay the night, of course. I assure you, as long as you stay with me, you should have nothing to fear.”

	I looked at the others through heavy eyelids, and nobody objected. It wasn’t like we had any better offers.
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	Mrs. Hartmann took a candle and led the way upstairs, into a small, clean bedroom. In the upstairs hallway I lingered over framed photographs. Damien, Richard and her, on holiday. Smiling, happy. The clear, sunny sky behind them. A boat beneath palm trees.

	“You have a lovely family,” I said.

	“Yes,” she said. There was a hesitant sadness on her face, like she was trying to remember something, but she just gestured into the spare room.

	“Sleep as long as you like,” she said. “We’ll talk again in the morning.”

	I lay down on the soft mattress, the cool sheets like heaven against my skin, and soon sank into a deep relaxation, lured to sleep by the soft ticking of the clock downstairs.

	In my dreams I ran through the woods, chased by slagpaw. One of them towered over me, I flinched as it swept me up in its shaggy arms, which became a cloud of ash, swirling so thick I couldn’t breathe, lifting me into the sky before letting me plummet back down into suffocating depths.

	When I woke again it was light outside. I lay still, steadying my heartbeat and trying to find my bearings. In the small room, it was almost possible to believe I was in the Before, getting ready to go to school, playing sports outside, without worrying about the monsters and poisons that haunted my dreams. But that illusion faded as soon as I lifted the shutters and peered outside. The dark clouds and heavy gray ash bloated out the horizon; all I could see were a few blocks of ruined, overgrown houses.

	I went downstairs to find Trevor sprawled out on the sofa and Luke on a blow up mattress across the room. April and Jazmine were in the kitchen, putting together a jigsaw puzzle of kittens.

	“Sleep well?” Jazmine asked. 

	“There’s food in the kitchen,” April nodded, putting a piece in place.

	My eyes widened at the spread. Apple slices, cereal and fresh milk, which was rarer than honey and far more expensive. Jazmine shrugged.

	Mrs. Hartmann came downstairs, wearing silk pajamas and a flowing robe.

	I kicked Trevor and he got up suddenly, displacing the quilt that had been covering his bare torso.

	“Put some clothes on,” I whispered. “We’re guests here.”

	Mrs. Hartmann poured herself some coffee and settled into a large chair by the wood stove in the corner.

	“Now,” she said finally. “That you’ve rested, you can tell me what you’re doing way out here.”

	“How much do you know about, what’s going on out there? The citadel, the compounds... the elite?”

	“Bits and pieces,” she said, waving her hand. “Zombie apocalypse and all that.”

	“Well the thing is,” I said, “we know your husband was a scientist. We think he was working on something that could fix all of this. Did he have a lab, or some research, somewhere in the house?”

	“You’re free to look around,” she said. “Honestly I never understood most of my husband’s work.”

	She showed the way to his office, a wide oak desk by the window, with a computer terminal like I’d seen in the citadel. A green fern sprouted in front of the built-in bookcase.

	I cursed, looking at the machine. Of course his research would be on one of these. I had no idea how to access the files or information.

	“They’ve got these all over the old city,” April said, taking a seat behind the desk. “I know the basics.” She showed me how to move the cursor on the screen, click the mouse and type in a keyword to search.

	“Maybe it’s best if you do it,” I said, turning towards the bookshelf and file cabinet.

	I got lost in medical research articles and other scientific text, barely understanding any of it but hoping for something useful. Then I got distracted with travel magazines for awhile.

	By the time I looked up again, Trevor was at the door holding some sandwiches.

	“Yeah,” I said, “in a minute. Did you know they used to fly all over the world, for just a week, to eat different foods and tan their skins?” But he was already gone down the empty hallway.

	I spent all day looking through the office bookshelves. I didn’t notice it was night until Trevor came in with a candle and sat down beside me.

	“It’s time to get some sleep Em,” he said.

	“Why, what time is it?” I asked, glancing outside. When had it gotten dark? The table had been cleared, and a plate of chicken, vegetables and some cold pizza was on the counter.

	“I missed dinner?” I asked. “Or lunch?”

	“Something is weird about this place,” Trevor said. “I felt so tired earlier, I took a nap. And I’m not the only one.” He nodded at Luke, asleep on his cot, with his mouth open.

	“That’s probably normal after all the food she’s been giving us.”

	“Yeah but where does it all come from? Bread, butter? I don’t think the local farms deliver fresh produce. Plus, isn’t she elite? Why does she even have any food, if she lives by herself?”

	“We’ll leave soon,” I said, placing a slip of paper between the pages and closing my book shut. I ran my finger along the leather binding. “But it’s not like we’re in a rush. Our current plan is to find something that helps April finish the cure, then maybe meet up with Jacob again before we try to sterilize King Richard and take his head. Or something like that, right? Without the cure, all we’ve got is a few thousand displaced Havocs with a literal axe to grind. They’ll attack the compounds to put pressure on the citadel. Attack blood supply chain, blow up the factories, so to speak.”

	“Keep your voice down,” Trevor whispered. “She’s an elite remember? You really think she’ll be okay with us looking for an antidote to immortality – that will effectively kill her, or at least allow humans to wipe out her kind?”

	“Fair point,” I frowned. I felt bad for lying about who we were or what we were searching for. But we didn’t have a choice.

	“It’s either this or war. Every person in the citadel, every human in the compounds, would be slaughtered, and then the elite would slowly starve themselves to death. It’ll be history repeating itself. It would be the end of everything.”

	“Or the start of something new,” Trevor said. “Something better. Plus, you heard Tobias. They didn’t know what they were fighting, what they were dealing with. They didn’t want believe it.”

	“And?” I pushed away from him. “You really think you can do better?”

	“It’s worth a try,” he frowned.

	“Not if it means destroying the compounds we grew up in, along with everyone inside.”

	After he left, I picked at the plate next to me, but I wasn’t feeling hungry. I’d only made it through a third of the books on the shelves, but I didn’t even know what I was looking for. I took anything sciency to April, who was sitting at the desk, illuminated by the glowing monitor, absorbed in scrolling text.

	“The others are sleeping?” I asked, glancing upstairs.

	“Yeah,” she said, pulling off her large earphones. “Like you should be.”

	“Alright, fine,” I said, yawning.

	I squeezed her shoulder and headed upstairs towards my room. I’m not sure how long I lay under the soft blankets before a heavy exhaustion fell over me. In my dreams, someone beckoned from the darkness, with slender white fingers and dark red lips that curled up in a seductive smile. I followed her down an endless hallway with hundreds of locked doors. We paused in the shadows and she whispered something into my ear.

	I woke up suddenly, my heart pounding in my chest and my shirt damp with sweat. It was still dark out, but I couldn’t get back to sleep again. I decided to sneak downstairs and find a book I could read in bed. The stairs creaked as I stepped lightly down them in my pajamas. I was almost to the office when I realized the front door was open. A soft light from the moon slashed across the floor, and falling ash drifted into the corridor.

	I went to shut it, peering outside first, and saw a dark silhouette standing near the sidewalk past the lawn. I sucked in a breath, grabbing my hood and my knives, before stepping outside lightly.

	His back was to me, but at my approach he turned around. I sighed in relief. It was just Luke.

	“What are you doing out here?” I hissed.

	He looked around, blinking his eyes then cringing as a piece of hot ash landed on his bare arm.

	“Don’t know,” he said. “Just needed some fresh air, I guess.”

	“Without your mask?” I frowned.

	He shrugged, folding his arms.

	“You compounders are scared of everything,” he smirked. “You haven’t lived until you’ve stood in a hailstorm, feeling the ice and fire against your skin.”

	“Okay, psycho,” I said. “But next time you take a time out, could you shut the fucking door at least? Please.” I went back inside, picking up my candle again. I grabbed some books from the office, and was heading back to my room when I saw the rectangular hollow under the stairs. I peered closer, holding up the candle for light. The space warped and blurred, almost like it was resisting observation, but I pushed through. The shadows fled, and I could see a dark door. It was nearly flush with the wall and had no handle.

	I felt around the edges for a latch or key. Finally I scanned the surrounding area for a latch or lever. Nothing, except some small framed family photos. One of them was slightly crooked, so I straightened it. I heard a click, and the door creaked open. I went down into the darkness and cold air.

	At the bottom, my bare feet scraped against rough concrete. The room was stark empty. A large door was set against one wall, this one imposing, with the doorknob carved into the shape of a lion. I reached for it with trembling fingers, and turned the knob slowly.

	“Is everything alright, Dear?”

	I jumped at the voice behind me.

	Rebecca was standing in the dim light at the top of the stairs, wearing a black nightgown.

	“Just came down for some books,” I said, lifting them up.

	“I see,” she said. “Then you’ll be off to bed.” 

	I nodded, climbing the stairs again under her fierce gaze. She leaned to the side, leaving just enough space for me to squeeze past her, and the intoxicating scent of her perfume.

	“Just one thing before you go,” she said, making me turn back around. “I’ve been generous, haven’t I? A gracious host?”

	She leaned closer, and I saw a thin gold chain around her neck, dangling suggestively down the low bustline of her lacy negligee.

	“Yes,” I said. 

	“Then please do me the small courtesy,” she said. “Of allowing an old woman her privacy. Most of the house is free to explore, but there are some rooms you must not open.”

	“Why, what’s behind that door?” I asked, glancing back down into the dark basement.

	“Memories,” she said. “Painful reminders I don’t have the strength to face every day, so I’ve tucked them away in storage. Nothing I’m sure that would concern you or your quest.”

	I nodded, heading past the clock and up the stairs alone, but her voice called out softly from below.

	“One more thing,” she smiled, her face in shadows.

	“Don’t ever lie to me in my own house.”
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	By lunch the next day I’d gotten into a bit of a habit. We’d eat, read or play card games, taking turns going through the books and materials. It was the most like real life I could remember since leaving Algrave. Despite sleeping more than usual, I felt tired all the time, with a constant headache and stomach pain. My brain felt slow and foggy, and every time I opened a book I’d start to feel my consciousness fade after only a few minutes.

	“Where’s Penelope?” I asked suddenly, counting the others in the room.

	“Sleeping I think,” Jazmine said. “It’s normal, at least from what I read in the capital. New elite don’t moderate their consumption. They’re either half starved or deliriously full; which makes them manic and unpredictable when they feed. But if they feed too much, they’ll pass out for a few days, making them vulnerable. By the way, find anything?”

	“No,” I said, closing the article I’d been reading, about the regenerative properties of salamanders. It was all general research or academic publications. Nothing about the elite or the elixir.

	“We should just tell her why we’re really here,” Camina said. “Maybe she can help.”

	“And tell her we want a cure for elitism so we can murder them all?” Trevor asked. “Think she’ll just hand it over?”

	“We could torture her,” Luke mumbled.

	“I’m just saying, we can’t stay here forever. We’re supposed to be meeting Tobias tomorrow. You’ve already been through the books and papers at least three times.”

	I made more coffee in the kitchen. Becky had told us to make ourselves at home, and we were starting to. During the day, she made herself scarce but popped up when we needed her.

	Trevor helped himself to a large slice of carrot cake, with cream cheese frosting, and followed me back into the living room.

	“Come look at these,” April called from down the hall. We leaned over the screen and she brought up a series of webpages.

	“Cached videos from the internet,” she explained, hitting play. The image was glitchy, but seemed to show a woman smiling into the camera, just before a dark blur seized her from behind and ripped out a chunk of her throat, sending up a spray of blood that obscured the lens.

	Vampires among us, read the title. 

	“That can’t be right,” Trevor said, pointing to a number by the video. “Over ten million views?” 

	“There were a lot more people back then,” April said, scrolling down to the comments.

	Fake news. 

	Nice try. 

	Really great CGI, almost looks real.

	She clicked on another video, which showed a harrowed reporter in a dim studio, reading from a script.

	“Due to the widespread and disturbing string of brutal murders sweeping the country, the government has been forced to issue a nation-wide curfew. Please, for your own safety, stay indoors after sunset.”

	The comments shifted quickly to abuse, calling it  conspiracy and refusing to comply. Many people vowed to break the ordinance, or boycott businesses who enforced it. A whole folder was full of images of people out drinking and organizing parties using the terms #curfewcrew and #mylifemychoice.

	When I looked up again, it was nearly dark and I was alone. Had I spent all day watching old videos? I started setting the table for dinner once I smelled all the food Rebecca had magically whipped up in the kitchen.

	I was almost finished when I glanced out the window and saw April standing outside in the fading light and swirling ash. I grabbed my mask and hood and went out to stand next to her.

	“Dinner time,” I said, reaching for her arm.

	My fingers came away thick with blood.

	She was standing over a rusted grate below the curb of the sidewalk, dripping blood from a deep incision in her forearm.

	I shouted at her but she looked at me blankly. I applied pressure with my palms until I could get her inside and wrap the wound tightly with a piece of cloth.

	“What the hell were you doing?” I asked.

	“I… I don’t know,” April said in confusion. “I was dreaming, and then—”

	“Sleepwalking?” I asked, “but why this?”

	The blood. The drain.

	I looked out the window. The drain wasn’t far from the house. Maybe it led to downstairs. Was there something hiding under this house that needed to be chained up and fed blood? What secrets was Mrs. Hartmann really keeping in her private room?

	Dinner was a quiet affair. Luke was right, we couldn’t stay. Trevor was the only one who tried to engage our host in conversation, asking what Rebecca remembered about her life in the Before. She was lively when talking about her childhood, riding horses at summer camp, but whenever the subject got back to the elite or the race wars, she’d get flustered.

	“It was a long time ago,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I don’t remember. I think I probably locked myself away and shut down for awhile. When I looked up again, the world was burning.”

	I looked around the table at the others. If I concentrated, they seemed to shrink before me; becoming thin and wane, their skin blue and pale, despite all the rest and food. Something was really off. But I had a plan to find out what. 

	At night, I snuck downstairs again, clutching the vial of elixir I’d gotten from Augustine in Crollust. There were only a few drops left, and I knew I should save it for an emergency, but somehow this felt more important. I hesitated, wondering if the thirst was making me imagine things. But if my friends were in danger, we should leave immediately.

	And there was only one way to find out. I tipped back my head and drank the elixir, letting it roll down my tongue and coat the back of my throat. Energy flooded into my veins and my thoughts felt clear for the first time in days, but something was wrong with my vision. Everything looked gray and droopy, like my vision was fuzzy. But I blinked and things cleared. That’s when I realized the world was fuzzy. 

	The immaculate house and cozy furnishings melted around me, leaving behind jagged scraps of burnt wood, shattered dishes, torn wallpaper and broken furniture—all covered in an inch of mold, fungus or fallen ash from the holes in the ceiling. On the remains of the dining table, rotten fruit and weeks-old bread was being consumed by writhing worms and cockroaches.

	I gagged in disgust, vomiting into a hole in the floorboards near the corner and disturbing a nest of spiders. They crawled out from under the thick ferns growing up through the floorboards.

	I tripped over someone’s foot, and that’s when I found the others. Laid out in a pile behind the furniture, staring at the ceiling, their eyelids fluttering gently. 

	Compelled. But what kind of elite was this powerful? Even Tobias told me he couldn’t control people for more than a few hours. We’d been here days. I didn’t have enough elixir for all of them, and even if I did, I wasn’t sure it would help. I needed to find the source.

	With power rushing through my blood, I ran back to the blank door under the stairs. The illusion was mostly revealed; I could still see it, draped over reality like a thin veneer, but it was translucent now, like floating water. This door had a handle and opened easily, but downstairs in the remains of what looked like lab equipment, there was a rusted metal door, sealed with chains and barricaded from the outside. I pushed away the heavy metal cabinets, then grabbed a pipe and gritted my teeth as I smashed off the padlock, twisting the handle until it snapped off in my hand. I kicked the door in and entered carefully, brandishing the pipe like a weapon.

	The darkness was impenetrable, except for the slits of the grate above, which cast thin rays of light down on the thick bar of an iron cage. The wretched figure inside was shrouded with long dark hair that covered most of her body. Her entire face was stained red from the still-dripping blood above, her neck arched back as she strained to gulp it down, revealing sharp white teeth and a long tongue.

	Then her eyes snapped to me and she jumped up, clawing at me through the bars with long, bony fingers.

	I backed away, trembling, dropping the pipe I’d been clutching until my knuckles turned white.
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	My stomach roiled again with sickness. The elixir in my veins only heightened my senses, and the stench was overpowering. 

	It was like Penelope all over again, but so much worse. How long had she been caged down here... since before the Culling? 

	“Why are you doing down here?” I asked, daring to take a step closer. 

	“What does it matter?” she moaned, her voice like gravel. “You’ll leave me. They always leave.”

	“I swear I won’t,” I said. “I’m afraid we haven’t been completely honest with each other. I was chosen, by your son Damien. I can get him a message. I can let him know you’re still alive. I know he’d come for you. But you have to tell me about your husband’s research. It’s the only way to stop King Richard.”

	“King,” she spat. “So his plan worked out then. I mean, I assumed, but it’s been so long.”

	She crawled closer to the bars to get a better look at me. 

	“I could smell him on you, you know,” she grinned, wrapping her arms around her shoulders and rocking forward, hitting her forehead against the bars.

	Now that my eyes had adjusted to the light, I could see the cage had once been equipped with some small comforts; a pile of books, pillows and a radio. But it was all so old and nearly buried under layers of rat skeletons and filth. Rough sketches and notes were scrawled on torn bits of paper, a dark descent into madness.

	“I’ve read the articles. King Richard, he invented the elixir here, right? Trying to cure you, your cancer. So how did you end up... like this?”

	“He succeeded. The cancer was cured, but I was cursed. I was stronger, faster, but I had this terrible thirst, and a sensitivity to sunlight. It was so loud I couldn’t think. Every time my husband, my son were in the room, all I could hear was their heartbeats, their pulse.”

	“I made him lock me up down here until he found a way to make it stop. I was afraid I’d hurt someone. In the meantime, he brought me fresh pints of blood.”

	“But the days became weeks, and then months. He was getting famous for his miraculous panacea. He had investors that gave him millions.”

	“I begged him to cure me or kill me,” she said. “He did neither. Then he truly started going mad. He started talking about evolution. The human race was the plague; those with the elixir became elite specimens in every way. All we needed was a stable blood supply.”

	“At first, he started signing private contracts: the elixir could cure cancer, it could cure anything – and provide decades of robust health; in exchange for a weekly blood donation.”

	“He was going to let me out; we could rule together, we could be like gods. Always just a few more days. But then he turned Damien, and I knew I could never forgive him.”

	I leaned forward, captivated by the tale, as she continued. Letting my guard down a little, it felt like we were in the kitchen, having a casual discussion over tea.

	“By then, he was selling complete conversion therapy, or gifting immortality to those loyal to him. It made him untouchable. He could control congress, the government, the billionaires. But it was a racket; you either joined him, or you became food for the new apex predators.”

	“And once the elixir was out there, there was a complete breakdown of society. The elite were feared and hated; some of them kept their own blood banks or farms. Richard would bring articles or tell me what was happening, he let me keep a small TV down here to stay informed.”

	“And then what happened?” I asked. This history was so different from what I’d learned growing up. 

	“He didn’t count on the black market demand for his product. People were kidnapping elite and draining them for elixir, a drop of which was worth its weight in gold. Foreign corporations, espionage, he couldn’t contain it or control it.”

	“The only thing that kept the elite at bay was the sun; the sensitivity was almost unbearable, it made them weak, blister up, rashes. Regular humans started locking their doors at night, letting elite roam the streets. Some of them enjoyed hunting, and gave into the blood lust.”

	“Until the race wars,” I said, finding a thread I recognized. “And the Culling. When the bombs fell and the sky was shrouded in poisonous ash.”

	“You poor Dear,” she croaked. “Is that what he’s been telling you?”

	My skin prickled with dread, before she continued.

	“The truth is, the elite knew to survive, they had to turn off the sun and make the world less hospitable for humans.”

	“What are you saying?” I asked. Her eyes gleamed in the darkness of the destroyed basement.

	“Richard said we could block out the skies and live openly outside; that it was the only way for our kind. He’d build giant furnaces, that spew out a million metric tons of ash a day, like giant, raging volcanoes.”

	She leaned close, pushing her face between the bars until her eyes bulged, displaying her black teeth and the rat bones stuck in her tangled hair.

	“I called him crazy and foolish. I vowed to stop him. So he left me here to rot. But when the first flakes of burning ash fell, I knew he’d succeeded.”
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	I thought by this point, I would have been immune to surprises, but I wasn’t. This one knocked my feet out from under me. 

	He created the ash.

	Just days ago, I’d stopped rebels from destroying the purification engines, because I thought they were absolutely necessary to the compounds. It was the reason I left Havoc, the reason I couldn’t join the terrorists.

	But this truth was so much more insidious. The elite created the ash to force us into compounds. They were still creating it. Poisoning the whole world, just to maintain control; to make sure humanity couldn’t expand, grow independent, and become a reckoning force again. My mind spun as I tried to grapple with this new information. This truth shattered everything.

	I stumbled backward, leaning heavily against the rough brick, the remains of the basement. The glamour I’d been under was almost completely gone now and I could see clearly. The basement was damp, covered with green moss and grass, apart from the deep red stain under the grate. A mound of small white bones gleamed from the corner, most rats or squirrels, with a few cats.

	I shuddered thinking about it. She’d been down here like this for a century; pinned beneath the building, unable to die – luring innocents to her and corrupting their minds.

	I’d never seen an elite so powerful, and yet so tragic.

	“You’d leave me here?” she asked, as I stumbled towards the door.

	“If I open the gate, you’ll just kill me.”

	“Now why would I do that? You’re the only one who can save me, who’s ever broken through my spell. I can’t reach all of them, can’t convince them, but nobody has ever found their way down here before – and if they did, they’d never set me free. You though, you’re different. Special. I can tell. Who’s to say, you weren’t chosen for this? That this isn’t your destiny? Who’s to say Damien didn’t choose you for me, to save his long-lost mother. It does seem rather appropriate, don’t you think, like a fairytale.”

	I could feel her pushing her way into my mind, saying the things she thought I needed to hear. She rose to her feet, a monstrous black figure of slime and filth, growing like a cancer out of the earth.

	“I can sense the blood pumping through your body, faster and faster, as your terror grows. Free me, and I can remove all your pain. I am not a threatful creature, I do not mean to scare. I merely want the freedom I deserve, that I’m owed.”

	I couldn’t trust her, I couldn’t trust myself. Not now, when I was still so weak. Not when my friends were still in danger.

	“I swear, I’ll find Damien and tell him. I’ll tell someone. Someone will come for you – or I’ll come back for you myself.”

	“You have walked into my residence, and I’ve told you the truth. We are bound together now. If you run, I will always find you, and I will drain the life out of your body. I will drink every last drop until you’re a dry husk. You can choose to build a new life with me, or flitter away into nothingness, into ash and dust and bone and blood.”

	The sounds of her hideous shrieking was like a hot needle in my eardrums. The reeking odor was making me nauseous and dizzy, but I paused in the next room, grabbing folders full of research and notes from a metal cabinet before rushing back up the broken stairs. One of them snapped beneath my weight and I nearly fell through, clutching the rusted banister.

	Now that the spell had been broken by elixir, the whole house had changed. Vines crawled in through the broken windows. The floor and walls were bent at unnatural angles, and scorch marks and charred wallpaper clung to the walls. The roof to the second floor was missing in parts. I was surprised it was even standing.

	Luke was at the table, smearing some kind of black paste on moldy bread. I slapped it out of his hands.

	“Hey, I was going to eat that,” he said, his pupils wide and dark.

	“No, you weren’t,” I said. “Come on, we’ve got to get everyone out of here. Now,” I added, kicking his chair so hard the leg snapped and he tumbled to the ground.

	I roused the others, they were still dazed from the glamour but they followed me outside.

	“What about the cure?” April asked, once we were outside. “Did we find it?”

	I ignored her question, staring first up at the ruined house, and nearly tripping over the pile of skulls and bodies surrounding the grate by the front entrance. 

	The missing children from Sezomp. I wished I had time to bury them. Some looked decades old, some more recent, growing into the soil and ash. A skull, a ribcage, their bodies hidden in the bushes.

	“The cure...” I murmured, pulling on my mask against the falling ash, cursing the skies.

	The cure didn’t matter anymore. 

	Maybe it never did. 
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	I didn’t know where I was going, I just had to get the others away from that house. I’d led them here. All of this was my idea, and it had nearly gotten them killed. If I hadn’t drunk the elixir, we could have all ended up on the pile of bones. Beechum was right. The lurks were dangerous, we should never have come. 

	The town seemed to fold in on me as I stumbled through the streets, past the falling houses and buildings, the broken cars and wreckage. So much concrete and metal; twisted, dead tokens of life before the Culling. A life in the open, where humans could live free – and King Philip had destroyed it for everyone, starting with his own family. In trying to save his wife, he’d spread a cancerous plague through the whole world.

	I didn’t know how long we’d been in the house, but from my stiff limbs and empty stomach, I was guessing longer than three days. We’d gone several miles before Trevor dragged me to a stop.

	“You need to slow down,” he said, glancing behind him. The others were at least a hundred feet behind me, spreading a long, haphazard line across the wrecked landscape. Tall oak trees pushed up through the concrete, hurling defiance at the charred skies, but the area was mostly flat. Wide grassy plains stretched between the trees, nearly obscuring the crumbling remains at the edge of the town. 

	We were too exposed. I’d been in such a hurry to get away I hadn’t noticed anything of my surroundings for the past hour. I took a deep breath, relaxing my shoulders and pushing out my awareness, looking for any trace of Mrs. Hartman’s compulsion, but it was gone.

	I checked my homemade bracelet. I’d only taken a few drops of elixir before, and it was already drained to nearly zero. The effort to break through the glamour must have been immense. I looked around at the featureless meadow, trying to get my bearings as the others caught up to Trevor and me. A tire swing hung from a gnarled branch nearby, spinning slowly in the wind.

	I’d set off without consulting the map, and I realized suddenly I didn’t know where we were. In the distance over the trees, I could see the tops of a massive structure, tall pillars linked with thick cables of wire. We were near a small stream, barely a trickle of water, connected by wide, flat puddles. As I approached, bullfrogs with six legs and long purple tails scurried beneath the boulders.

	I cleaned up in the stream, compulsively washing my face and arms, scrubbing my skin raw. I felt like I’d been tainted with an invisible disease. I could feel ash in my lungs and my stomach twisted painfully.

	“Why do I feel like I’ve just crawled out of a coffin?” Jazmine said, stretching her limbs 

	“Or been sleeping for a week?” Trevor asked.

	“I hope it hasn’t been that long,” I said.

	“Seriously, Em. What happened in there? I mean, all I really remember is the good food, soft sheets and the music.”

	“It wasn’t real,” I said. “You were glamoured, all of you. All of us.”

	“You mean that wasn’t Mrs. Hartmann?” 

	“It was, but... what you saw of her, that was an illusion. I found the real her, what was left of her body. I found Luke outside, April too. They were cutting themselves.” 

	I rolled up April’s sleeve and showed them. Her eyes widened at the deep, red cut around her wrist. The wound had clotted, but it looked infected. Luke lifted his sleeve as well, and then the others. Everyone had similar wounds, except Penelope.

	I felt a throbbing in my wrist, and my fingers trembled as I peeled back a layer of clothing.

	“She got you too,” Trevor nodded.

	“I barely remember it,” I said softly. “It must have been before I drank the elixir.”

	“We made it out, and we’re still alive,” Jazmine said. “Honestly, that’s not bad for a few days’ work.”

	“It’s been at least that long.”

	“Shit, we were supposed to meet Tobias in three days, what if we missed him! He won’t be able to find us again.”

	“It’s too late for that,” Luke said. “He’s long gone by now.”

	“He’ll wait,” Penelope said. “I know he will.”

	Her pupils were wide and dark. I recognized the thirst. She’d spent the last few days in a food coma, and now she was hungry. This was going to get out of hand, fast.

	“Look, the plan was to check out the king’s former residence and search for clues,” Luke said. “Mission accomplished. It was always a long shot. Jacob knew that. Now it’s time for plan B.”

	“We have a plan B?” Jazmine asked.

	I knew what plan B was. It was blowing up the generators and liberating the compounds; the same thing I’d just stopped the rebels from doing in Sezomp. But that was before I knew the truth. I hadn’t told anyone what Mrs. Hartman said yet. It was too big, and I wasn’t ready for any more yelling or arguing. I still felt sick – the others, who had never seen what they were really eating, were just mildly uncomfortable. But I couldn’t stop thinking about the rotten, larva-filled fruit and moldy bread.

	“Jacob told me to look out for you, to keep an eye out for you. And told me to shoot her if I had to. But now that your wild goose chase is done, it’s time to regroup with the others.”

	“What others?” Jazmine asked. “We don’t even know if Jacob’s alive, and Havoc is gone.”

	“I know where they’re going. I’m the only one that does. Jacob gave me a rendezvous point before shit hit the fan. You need someplace safe you can keep working on the cure, and to plan the next steps.”

	“Fine,” I nodded. “But we need to meet with Tobias first.”

	“It’s in the other direction,” Luke frowned. We were at the edge of a deep valley. From the remains of a gazebo and pile of yellow paddle boats, it was probably some kind of lake before. Thick black smoke rose up from where ash had ignited small brush fires. A few large birds, with long beaks and legs, stood like sentinels among the dark, smoldering reeds.

	A tall, crumbling bridge, loomed in the horizon, held up by giant blocks of stone. A section had collapsed in the middle, leaving a small mountain of crushed vehicles beneath it.

	“Then we’ll split up,” I said, looking towards the mountains on the other side. “Just tell us where to meet you.”

	“No way,” Luke said, glancing behind us at Penelope. “They’re not going to let you in with her; they don’t even know you. And even if you can control her, I don’t trust her elite boyfriend. You may think you’re some hot shit, but I’m not risking my life for you.”

	“In case you hadn’t noticed,” Trevor growled, “she just saved yours.”

	“If she hadn’t given away the location of Havoc to the elites, we’d all still be safe. I’m not risking another hideout to her carelessness.”

	Trevor stalked towards him but I held a hand against his chest to hold him off.

	“He’s right to be careful. How’s this, tell Trevor where the rendezvous point is. You trust him to keep a secret from the elites, right? You take April and the others. Tell Jacob we’re coming. We’ll check the meet point first and see if Tobias left word, then we’ll catch up with you.”

	Luke frowned, running a hand through his hair.

	“What’s the matter?” Jazmine said, rolling her eyes. “Does the big bad rebel need protection?”

	“I haven’t got any elixir,” he said.

	“Here,” I said, giving him a vial. It was all I had left, but there were still several glistening drops.

	“Where did you get that?” he asked, his eyes widening.

	“Got in Crollust,” I said.

	“Alright, fine,” he said finally, taking the vial.

	He took Trevor to the side and I watched their shoulders hunch together.

	“Promise me,” I heard Trevor say, “no harm will come to them; they’re chosen, they grew up in the compounds. I know that won’t make them popular with the Havocs. Wait for Jacob, or someone who knows you. Keep them safe.”

	Luke nodded, and they clasped hands.

	I felt bad looking at them, their torn, soiled clothing. Faded denim and leather, with buckles and straps to hold gear. And yet, somehow it suited them more than the fancy suits they were wearing in Crollust.

	“Here,” I said, turning towards April. “I grabbed these from the basement on my way out. They might be important.” I handed her the stack of files and folders I’d grabbed before leaving the house.

	Finally I saw Trevor nod, and he headed back to me. We watched the others leave, then made our way down the hill, cutting through the valley and passing beneath the massive stone foundations of the ruined bridge.

	We still had a few hours before sundown. 

	Tobias had picked a meeting point that was easy to find. It was just on the other side of the valley, a large park full of creepy statues and miniature buildings with chipped paint. A giant clown face gaped at me as we approached through the trees, and I saw the turrets of a mock-castle. The ground was sloped and bent like a labyrinth.

	“What was this place?” I asked.

	“A game I think,” Penelope said, digging a small ball out of a cup full of dirt and dead leaves. She blew it off, then tossed it through one of the hollow buildings. It rolled out the other side.

	“Tobias?” she called, walking around the perimeter of the strange settlement. Nearby, I saw a handful of small electric cars, with flat rubber bumpers long out of air. A few had been ripped apart, dismantled for parts or gear.

	“He’s not here,” Penelope said finally. In her long dark jacket, white nightgown and the fine sword at her side, she looked like some kind of forlorn warrior princess, returning from battle.

	“Wait, look,” Trevor said, pointing to a line in a flat stretch of ash. It looked like someone had dragged their foot deliberately. Trevor followed the line to a life-sized plastic unicorn, then reached his hand inside the broken plastic horn and pulled out a scrap of paper.

	“It’s a message,” he said. 
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	He stood up to read it, before passing it to Penelope. I read the note over her shoulder.

	 

	My Love, I pray I have not lost you again so soon. A man can only lose one heart in a lifetime. I won’t survive losing mine twice. King Richard is more suspicious than ever, I swear sometimes he can read my mind. He keeps me always busy with tasks, and expects constant updates. I can’t wait here any longer, but I will check back as soon as I can. I yearn for the day we are together again. Soon, my love.

	 

	“We shouldn’t linger,” Trevor said. The afternoon light was fading, giving an ominous pallor to the plaster figures and statuettes around us.

	“Wait, I’ve got to leave a note.”

	“Telling him what?” I asked.

	“Where we’re going. You know it right?”

	“We can’t just leave a note out here telling whoever finds it the top secret location of the rebel camp.”

	“Then I’ll stay here, and wait for him.”

	Trevor closed his eyes, thinking for a few minutes.

	“Let me see the map,” he said finally. I unscrolled it from my backpack, also taking a sip of water from my canteen. I knew the water should be boiled, but we couldn’t afford to make a fire. And if I was still alive after eating god-knows-what in Fanno’s creek, I was pretty sure I could survive some unsterilized water.

	“Alright, here,” Trevor said finally, pointing out a place on the map. “This should be pretty close to the place Luke told me about. Tell your elite to wait for you there, you can check every day if you want, or just stay there.”

	“Sound good?” I asked.

	“Fine,” Penelope agreed.

	Trevor took out a pen and paper drew a map and directions on the bottom. 

	Penelope scrawled a quick note.

	We’re safe. Gone to shelter. Find me.

	 

	We tucked the note into the hiding place where we’d found the first one, only a little deeper. Hopefully, nobody would find it if they weren’t looking in the just the right place, which meant it would still be there whenever Tobias came back.

	It was nearly dark, and the sky was a deep lavender behind the cloud cover and ashfall.

	My stomach was still queasy and tense, with occasional spasms of pain that made me stop to catch my breath. I hadn’t eaten real food in several days. But I didn’t feel like eating. I couldn’t stop thinking about Mrs. Hartmann.

	What would Damien think, that I’d found his mother and left her there, rotting in a cage. I hoped he’d understand, but how could he? Would I even get a chance to see him again, to explain? So much had happened since he’d opened the gates, saving me from his father’s wrath. Did he mean to share that memory with me? Did he want me to find the cure? Our paths seemed to be growing farther apart with each step I took into the wilderness, away from the citadel.

	Trevor walked silently behind me. At one point he gave my hand a squeeze, but that was it. I was grateful he wasn’t pressuring me to talk like he usually did. He was in a foul mood too. He already hated the elites, for what they stood for; but he’d never really experienced what they were capable of. To be used, manipulated, until you couldn’t even trust your own mind. How could you beat an enemy like that? Maybe he was realizing his revolution wouldn’t be as easy as he imagined.

	“Hold up,” Penelope called after we’d been walking a few more hours. It was late now, and the elixir in my system was all used up. I could tell, even if I wasn’t wearing the monitor, because my feet and legs were aching, my muscles burning. I curled my fingers around my last vial of elixir, holding it up to the light and tapping the glass. It was nearly empty, but there was probably a drop or two left. I wanted to drink more, but it would be selfish not to share, and I was sure Trevor would tell me to save it for an emergency.

	“What’s up?” Trevor said. “We don’t have that much further to go.”

	“Shopping outlet,” Penelope said, pointing to a low row of wide, open buildings with large broken windows.

	“Looks like a slagpaw den to me.”

	“We can clean up when we get to the base,” I said.

	“Easy for you to say,” Penelope said, crossing her arms. “You’re human. You can look like shit and they’ll still accept you. In fact, the worse you look, the better. But what about me? I’m an elite, and I look like this,” she gestured down at her figure. I could see her curves and slim form even through the bulky, soiled clothes she was wearing. She’d left Crollust looking like a princess, but now she was wearing the tattered remains of the bloody nightgown she’d picked up in Sezomp, barely hidden by Tobias’s dark coat.

	With the long sword at her side, not to mention the bullet hole under her collar, she looked terrible and dangerous. And she was hungry, I could tell. Unease flickered in my mind. Should we really even be walking into a rebel hideout with a hungry elite in tow?

	“She’s got a point,” I said. “If we show up with her like that, they’ll have a heart attack.”

	“Fine,” Trevor said. “Ten minutes.”

	Trevor stood guard out by the front as I followed Penelope into the building, stepping carefully through the broken glass. It was a large warehouse, with steel rafters, mostly just a shell of bricks. One corner was completely eaten up by weeds and bushes. A large tree had fallen through the roof, and was fostering dozens of large, bright orange mushrooms.

	I turned my flashlight on, covering it with my sleeve to block the light, so it was just barely bright enough to see with. I cast it left to right as we cut up the rows of empty hangers. I jumped when it illuminated a hand, reaching up as if for help, but it was just a plastic mannequin with half its face smashed in. A family of snails had built a nest where the eyes should have been.

	“Back here,” Penelope’s voice called from the darkness. A shiver crawled down my spine. I hadn’t forgotten Penelope attacking me, less than a week ago. I had to keep my guard up. What if this was just a trap to lure me alone? I hated that I couldn’t trust her.

	Penelope was jiggling the handle of a locked door to a small office in the back. It was all banged up and the handle bent at a strange angle. I grabbed a fire extinguisher, and slammed it against the door handle until it snapped.

	Penelope kicked the door open, and the loud screech of metal on metal made my skin crawl. Inside the cramped space, one wall was filled with drawers and shelves of merchandise, many still in shipping packages and sealed with plastic.

	I held the light for Penelope as she tried things on, viewing her reflection in a cracked standing mirror.

	“Remember the last time we tried on dresses together?” Penelope asked.

	“My wedding dress,” I said. “God that seems like years ago.”

	“Literally another lifetime,” Penelope said. “And now look at us.” 

	“Better yet... don’t,” she said, frowning at her reflection in the mirror. “Try this one.” 

	She tossed me a pile of garments. Even in the dim light I could tell the colors were faded, but they were cleaner than what I was wearing, and warmer.

	Penelope was taller than me, and thinner, but she managed to find some things to try on as well. In the end I went with jeans, a long dark jacket, and purple sweater with a colorful rainbow made of heart rhinestones.

	“This looks like something King Richard would have made us wear for the testing,” I said.

	“Where do you think he got his fashion sense from?” she smirked.

	Penelope stripped off her top and ducked into a yellow polkadot dress with frilly sleeves, and a black blouse. She completed the look with a wide-brimmed hat and dark sunglasses.

	“You’re still too exposed,” I said, frowning at her bare legs and neck. I stepped closer, using scrap of fabric to wipe the dried blood off her chest.

	She sucked in a sharp breath, leaning away quickly.

	“You can, if you want to,” I said, looking up at her. 

	“I’m okay,” she said, her hands pressed against the wall behind her as if she was trying to move as far away as possible.

	“There’s no sense in holding out. You need to feed. The longer you don’t, the less control you’ll have. Plus, I don’t want you going feral in a rebel camp. With any luck, we won’t have to chain you this time.” 

	“Maybe you should.”

	“I know you need it. Better to do it now while you’re still in control enough to stop.”

	“But… what if I can’t?”

	“You can. But if you don’t, then I’ll shove this coat hanger up your ass. How’s that sound?”

	“Unpleasant,” she said.

	I held out my arm and pushed up my sleeve. She frowned at the red gash across my wrist. The wound had closed, but was still visible against my pale skin.

	“Sorry,” I blushed, raising my other arm. 

	She latched on, and I felt warmth spreading through my arm at first, a relaxing calm. But then it started to feel cold, so cold it burned. I winced and she released me suddenly, licking the blood off her bottom lip.

	“Thanks,” she said.

	“Let’s not tell Trevor about this,” I said, covering my arms again.

	“Our secret,” Penelope promised. We headed back towards the entrance, but stopped by a rack holding accessories by the cashier. 

	Penelope grabbed a handful of plastic bracelets and necklaces and wiped them off until they gleamed.

	“What are you doing?” I asked.

	“I’m going out into the wilds, for the first time in my life. When the Europeans discovered the Americas, they bought thousands of acres for a handful of pretty beads. Who’s to say these won’t be worth something?”

	I hadn’t heard that history. Seems strange someone would trade land for plastic beads. 

	I rolled my eyes as she tried on necklaces, then snapped bracelets and bangles up her arms before holding a few up for me.

	“Fine, whatever,” I said, letting her drape some costume jewelry around my neck. She squealed as she found a purple feather boa and wrapped it around her shoulders.

	“Is this how people dressed, in the Before?”

	“I think this is all the shit they didn’t want,” Penelope said. I jumped as a plastic display fell behind me, disturbing a vicious little possum that hissed at us before darting into the shadows. 

	“Shit, this place gives me the creeps,” I said, moving towards the exit.

	Trevor was waiting for us outside. His eyes widened when we strolled out in our new outfits.

	“You can’t be serious,” he said. “You can’t hide in that.”

	“Who said anything about hiding?” Penelope said, tossing the boa over her shoulder. “This is called making an entrance.”

	“You said we’re close, right? It’s just for now, until we find something better. It’s soft, it’s clean... let us have this.”

	“Fine,” he nodded. “You’re both nuts.”

	“I need some elixir,” I said, after we’d been walking another hour.

	“We’re almost there,” Trevor said.

	“Just one drop. I can’t feel my toes.”

	“I’m sure it’s those boots.” 

	He looked back at me, studying my face. I was sure I was paler than usual. Penelope hadn’t taken much blood, but I felt weak and shaky. I wasn’t sure if it was from blood loss or the thirst, or just from eating garbage and walking for miles over rough terrain. All of the above, most likely.

	“Maybe, but still. I don’t want to roll into town like a zombie. We don’t know what we’re facing. There might be trouble. Plus, it’s all mine anyway, you know. I don’t have to ask you.”

	Trevor turned back suddenly, his eyes fierce. I was sure he was going to rip into me, but he squeezed his hand into a fist and took a deep breath, that sounded way too loud in the darkness of the forest. Ash fell lightly around his broad shoulders. He hadn’t shaved in days, and dark circles made his eyes look feverish.

	“You’re right,” he said finally. “You don’t.”

	He watched me dig out my last vial of elixir and shake it. There was still at least a drop left, maybe two. I just needed a little taste to tide me over.

	“We’ll split it,” I said, knowing Trevor must be feeling the drain as well. He’d lost who knew how much blood at Fanno Creek.

	“How do you suppose we do that?” he asked with a smirk.

	I turned the vial over quickly, holding the top with my finger. With one drop of elixir on my finger, I carefully tucked the vial away with my other hand.

	I held my finger up to my lips and licked it clean, but kept my mouth open so it stayed on the tip of my tongue. Then I leaned forward, mouth open, to Trevor. I wasn’t thinking when I did it. It was something silly we might have done when we were kids, sharing the last bite of hard candy.

	But when his tongue touched mine, and his arm gripped around the small of my back pulling me closer, I realized I hadn’t thought this through. Trevor’s kiss deepened. He’d kissed me before, just before I was chosen, but never like this. I wasn’t sure if it was just the elixir on my tongue, lighting my body on fire, or... something else. The musky smell, the way his soft stubble tickled my chin, his firm body against mine. I closed my eyes, kissing him back, until Penelope coughed into her fist a few paces away. 

	My palms were against Trevor’s chest and I pushed him away quickly. Trevor had a satisfied smile on his face, and my cheeks were red. Still, I didn’t entirely regret the kiss. Where would I be if not for Trevor? I’d lost count of the times we’d saved each other.

	We stood for a moment in the shadows of the tall round cedars, which blocked out most of the falling ash. I was about to step forward again, when a crossbow bolt embedded in the tree next to my head.

	I whirled around, just as someone tackled me from behind, rolling me over in the dirt and shoving a dagger in my face. 

	“Oh fuck,” Jazmine said, her dark curls hanging over me. “It’s just you.”
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	Jazmine offered me a hand up. 

	“It’s all clear guys, it’s just Em. Wearing something ridiculous. Honestly, what are you doing out here dressed like that.”

	“I told them,” Trevor said with a grin. 

	“Why aren’t you inside?” I asked.

	“The girls figured we should wait for you, all go in together.”

	“Plus we haven’t been here long. we had to go the long way, saw a patrol of royal guards, blocking the roads, had to cut cross country for a few miles.”

	“Luke got attacked by a goose,” Camina said. 

	“It was huge,” he grumbled, looking sheepish.

	“Whatever, we’re all here now. How do we get inside?”

	“This way,” Luke said, leading up the hill.






We couldn’t see the hideout until it was right in front of us. First we had to wade through the strong current of a wide river, then hike through a narrow passage of canyon, climbing over massive logs that had fallen inside. The final section was barely wide enough to squeeze through, I could touch both sides of the canyon walls if I stretched out my hands, and the water came up to my neck. Jazmine had to dogpaddle forward, since she couldn’t even touch the bottom. None of us really knew how to swim, but we were familiar with the concept of drowning and it didn’t appeal to us. At least the canyon blocked out most of the ash, but halfway in it started raining, large, heavy drops.

	I’d always liked the rain. The air tasted fresh and cool; it was a rare afternoon when you could take your shirt off and lift your face to the sky – instead of the burning, poisonous ash you’d just get wet. The water wasn’t exactly safe to drink. Dad had taught me on a few rare excursions outside the fence that we’d never told mom about, never to drink running water after a rainstorm, because it was more poisonous than usual. The only potable water came straight up from the earth, as close to the spring as possible, or after white water rapids, and even then, it should be boiled.

	“You know the elite can swim, right?” I asked, thinking back to the public swimming pool we’d seen in Fanno Creek. “Everyone could swim, before.”

	“Or they could just jump over the whole damn river.”

	“Yeah, but they hate to get their fancy clothes wet,” Luke responded.

	I conceded there was probably some truth to that. The elite were slow to react, they moved quickly but never without purpose. They’d have to really want something before going out of their way or sacrificing their own personal comfort to get it.

	If they got wet, out in the wild, it would slow them down, make them uncomfortable and vulnerable, not as immaculately smooth and polished as they usually were.

	“I can hear you, you know,” Penelope said behind me. I’d almost forgotten she was with us. I turned back to see her shivering, holding the ends of her dark dress up against her mouth.

	“Well you might feel differently if you actually had any fancy clothes,” I teased. “And didn’t look like a ransom note made from a fashion magazine.”

	“Speak for yourself, and for the record, I think I look great.” She spun in her ensemble, almost tripping on the loose stones.

	“This isn’t another mine, is it?” Camina asked, as we walked single file through the narrow canyon. “I’ve got a thing about tight spaces.”

	“Relax,” Luke said. “It’s open. You’ll see.” 

	At the last section, the water was too deep and we had to swim. It was fresh water from the mountains, I could tell because of how cold it was, and even my teeth were chattering when we made it to the other side, where a tall waterfall pounded into the rock with such force and noise we had to shout. 

	“This way,” Luke said, pointing up the rock face. We had to scale, in our wet, slippery shoes, a few dozen feet before finding a path that cut between the rock. The trail led through a narrow crevice before widening into a valley, surrounded by tall cliffs and old growth trees so thick they towered over us. The valley itself was surrounded by a tall wooden fence made of sharpened pikes.

	“This is impressive,” Trevor said, wiping water from his brow. “You wouldn’t know it was up here unless you were looking for it.”

	Luke frowned, looking out over the property.

	“This is all new,” he said. “It used to just be my uncle’s cabin. You could barely see it through trees, even if you were standing right next to it.” 

	“Seems like they’ve updated their security.”

	“Wait, this is your uncle’s place?”

	“It is, or was. Honestly I don’t know what we’re walking into. My uncle’s always been a bit weird, but I haven’t seen him for years, and I don’t know who else is in there with him.”

	“Will Penelope be safe with us?” Trevor asked. 

	“They aren’t just going to let her in,” Luke said, “like they did at the Crollust or Sezomp. They might lock her up again, or worse.”

	“Maybe I should just wait outside,” she said.

	“No,” I said. “If Jacob is in there, he’ll recognize her. She got executed for helping the rebels. She didn’t ask to be turned. Whatever we decide to do next, she’s coming with us. They might as well get used to her now.”

	Trevor nodded, then approached the gate warily. I heard a shot whiz past my ear and looked up to see half a dozen archers in metal helmets, pointing crossbows at us. A flaming arrow hit the ground right in front of Trevor’s foot, sending up a shower of sparks.

	“That’s far enough!” a voice shouted. “State your purpose.”

	Trevor raise his hands, but Luke just pushed past him.

	“This is my family’s land,” he said. “It’s you who are trespassing, and I don’t recognize you. Get my uncle, Sam Notting. Tell him Luke’s here.”

	“Or Jacob if he’s in there,” I added. “We were in Havoc when it was breached.” 

	I didn’t tell them it was all my fault.

	We stood outside as the rain gathered in puddles around us, huddling under the heavy boughs of pine, the air thick with the scent of fresh sap and wet earth. Finally we heard chains and a large section of the tall gate lowered into a bridge.

	“Keep your hands where we can see them,” one of the men called.

	More than a few eyebrows were raised by Penelope and I. She kept her head down and eyes lowered. The men at the gate stared at the sharp, angular patterns on my hands and the curved sword I’d stolen off the royal guard. The rain had cleansed our skin, and the cold stripped it of color, which made the birthmarks stand out like red arrows.

	I wasn’t as infamous here as I had been in the compounds, but it seemed people recognized me anyway, at least by reputation. 

	They searched us and collected our weapons, which weren’t much, but I hated to arrive defenseless.

	The space inside the fence was small, but not crowded. Long wide tents and hastily constructed shelters of log and wood surrounded one main cabin that looked older, and even it wasn’t much, just a square box with a small door. The roofs were made of bark and covered with broken bits of glass, probably to keep the embers from lighting the bark on fire.

	There was a large well, or more like a circular rock wall, blocking off a deep hole, half filled with water, that must have been cut into the rock by erosion and acted as a natural cistern.

	The boulders and trees kept the valley – which was more like a sinkhole or natural gully – from being easily discovered, and must filter out a lot of the ash.

	The people, meanwhile, were unlike anything I’d ever seen before. I thought I’d seen wilders before – what Luke called free-range humans, living in the ruined levels of Havoc within the city. Most of them wore strange ensembles of well-worn clothing, often the same outfit every day; everything faded to dull grays and browns.

	Growing up, I was taught that survival outside the compounds was impossible, and that without the elite protection and weekly renewal ceremony, humans would be ravished by sickness and disease.

	Truthfully a little of that bias had stuck with me, and I felt uncomfortable around so many strangers, pulling my mask close.

	These people looked like animals – in part because their outfits were a mess of animal skulls and furs, mixed with outlandish trinkets or gear from the Before. I saw charm bracelets and necklaces made out of scraps of metal and plastic, bottle caps and keys, and headdresses of bird feet and  feathers. The people were less covered here as well, showing more skin than I was used to; displaying scars and burns from a hard-lived life in the outdoors like badges of honor.

	I saw a few people from Havoc, and they stood up when they saw me, their eyes wide, but I wasn’t sure if it was awe or fear. I wondered what Jacob had told them about the evacuation; if he’d told them it was all my fault. If I hadn’t gone out with April and led the elite right back to Havoc, they’d still be safe at home.

	We were ushered down a central, well-worn path lined with torches, that led straight to the main cabin. Once I got closer I realized just to the right there was an outdoor court of sorts, with a tall black chair made of glass and plastic. Men and women followed our progress, blocking off our exit and crowding in from the sides, forming a kind of procession through the town. More people gathered behind them, until nearly everyone in the fortress was behind us.

	The man sitting on the large black chair was bare chested, with heavy necklaces of gold and silver, and a helmet made of antlers, holding a tall, jagged spear. As we approached, I could see the chair was made out of smart phones. I’d found them before, in the wild. Nearly every human had carried one once, and nearly every time you came across a pile of scraps and bones, you’d find one of the shiny black bricks nearby. Damien told me once every single one was connected, allowing humans to speak across thousands of miles.

	The man rose when we approached, raising his hands for silence. He had long red hair, with beads braided into his beard, and a bright blue slash across his eyes.

	On each side of his throne, tall spears pierced two round objects; an elite skull with gleaming long fangs, and a dried-up husk of a heart. Spread out before him was a thick rug made from slagpaw, including the stuffed head. The eyes had been replaced with large black balls with the number 8 on them.

	My heart beat a strong rhythm against my chest and dread flooded through me. Would Penelope be safe here?

	“Welcome,” he said, “to the shire.”
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	The man stood and smiled when he saw Luke, then pulled him into a hug. At this, the men around us took their hands off their weapons, but didn’t lower their guard or back away.

	Someone was pushing through the crowds and I smiled with relief when I saw a dark skinned man moving towards us. Jacob had given up his dramatic furry armor and trinkets in exchange for form-fitting travel gear, and a dark leather coat with straps and a hood, built for utility.

	I looked behind him, but couldn’t find anybody else I recognized. Havoc was so large though, and I’d only had a chance to get to know a handful of people during my stay. 

	He smiled, but his face was tense as he looked over my little band of companions.

	“I’m a little surprised to see you,” he said.

	“Not unwelcome I hope?” Trevor asked, shaking his hand.

	“Not entirely, no.”

	“I’m glad to see you too,” I said. “We weren’t sure you made it out. We saw the explosions.” Was that only a few days ago? So much had happened since then.

	“Where’s everyone else, from Havoc,” Trevor asked. “They can’t all be here?”

	“There are other homesteads, like this one. Did you find what you were looking for? The antidote?”

	“No,” I said, biting my lip. That was the truth of it, though it seemed far too simple, it would have to do for now.

	Jacob nodded, thoughtful, but didn’t seem too disappointed.

	“We can talk more later,” he whispered quickly, squeezing Trevor’s shoulder. “If you’re allowed to stay.”

	“Wait, what?”

	“I’m only a guest here,” he said. “I’m not the one in control. And Luke’s uncle is... eccentric. They have their own ways and customs. If you want to shelter in the shire, you have to obey their rules.”

	“The shire?” Trevor asked. 

	“From a book he likes,” Jacob shrugged. “The hero was called Sam as well.”

	I glanced over towards Luke, standing next to Sam. He was frowning and arguing, but his uncle leaned his forehead forward until it touched his, then shoved him away. He stood in front of his black glass throne, which was on a small raised platform. It put him several heads above us, so he could address the entire gathering. There were probably a few hundred people around me, and the pressed in close as he began to speak.

	“We have new visitors,” he said, his voice carrying above the rush of the waterfall down the hill. “And although they are friends and family, they will not get special treatment.”

	“We only came here to meet up with Jacob,” I said. “We’re not staying.”

	“It’s too late. You’ve been here, you know our location. We cannot trust you to leave, so you must be initiated.”

	I frowned and crossed my arms.

	“As more of you came,” Sam continued, “I had to find a way to prove your strength and loyalty. We have few rules here, and only one maxim: a life for a life.”

	“A life for a life,” the crowd behind me answered. Chills went down my spine. It was a like a strange mimicry of Richard’s renewal ceremony, but wild and untamed.

	“Firstly, we share. Twenty percent of your belongings go to the community and stay here to support the community. It must be given willingly, not taken. Though there are more ways to pay than physical possessions. You can also trade in skills, knowledge, or services. Do you accept?”

	I looked back at my comrades. We had very little other than the clothes on our backs, and they’d already taken our weapons.

	“We accept,” I nodded.

	“Then, there are three ordeals, which you must pass. Each challenge will reveal one of our values, but we will not share it unless you pass.”

	“We’re not here to play games,” Trevor said.

	“This is non-negotiable.”

	“Can’t I just vouch for them?” Luke said. “You know me. I trust them.”

	“You may vouch for one of them. If they break the rules, your life would be forfeit. A life for a life. But you cannot vouch for all of them, because justice must be swift, and the debt must be paid.”

	“Fine,” I said. “What do we have to do?”

	“First, we cannot have any addicts. Users or abusers cannot be trusted. The first test is of willpower and self-reliance.”

	He took a vial of elixir out from a thin case in his pocket, and held it up. The shiny blue liquid sparkled in the light. I wondered where he got it, or if they brewed it themselves from whatever dead elite were adorning his makeshift outdoor theater.

	“The elixir is to be used in emergencies or in battle. Never for enjoyment, to fill a need. You must be able to resist the thirst that drives all men mad.”

	The guards pushed us into a line and Sam walked down from his stage slowly, uncorking the glass vial. I tensed when he passed me. My body’s reaction was stronger than I expected, just from the scent of the elixir.

	My throat was dry, and all my aches and pains suddenly intensified, like I could feel my bones grinding together. I was sure my pupils were wider than usual; it suddenly seemed far too bright.

	But I stood still, ignoring the bead of sweat dripping down my cheek, staring straight ahead until the vial passed me. He looked curiously at Penelope, before putting the vial away. Instead, he took out a knife and cut his own palm, squeezing his fist in front of Penelope’s face and letting the blood drip. My mind raced, thinking about when she’d last eaten. 

	Her last proper meal must have been the rebel in Sezomp. Since then she’d only had a little from us, her travel companions, and what I’d given her earlier. I knew it was just a snack and not as much as she needed. Her skin was pale and I saw her lips tremble, but she kept her arms crossed rigidly.

	“Good,” Sam nodded finally. “You’ve passed the first test, the test of Mind. No addiction, only conviction. You will be responsible for your elite guest. One of you must feed her, make sure she never gets thirsty enough to lose control.”

	“I promise,” I said, stepping forward.

	“Then let us move to the second ordeal.” The crowd shifted around us, retreating to let us pass as we followed Sam to an area just inside the fence. Above us, a series of rope ladders led to lookout platforms in the trees. 

	Here on the edge of town, a long straight path of black ash led towards a large flat boulder. Fires in the camp were quickly smothered, leaving the hot embers for warmth and cooking, but never allowing the open flames to leap free.

	Men, in round helmets and fur vests shoveled hot ash from a nearby kiln and spread it out evenly along the dark path. It hissed against the wet ground.

	“What is this?” I asked, my skin prickling in the sudden heat.

	“The second trial,” Sam said. “Those who have grown up under the compounds, have learned to avoid pain, but that makes you weak; hopeful for your next renewal ceremony, thirsty for the elixir to ease your suffering. But pain is a gift, it’s what makes us human. This must be acknowledged and embraced.” He gestured down the scorching path towards the rock.

	“Will it hurt?” I ask.

	“Yes,” he said. “Tonight you will feel the pain and reflect on its messages. There will be no healing, no cheating with elixir, or elite blood. But you will survive.”

	Luke was pressing his mouth together in a thin line, but he shrugged at me. He didn’t like this either, but it was out of his hands.

	“If they think growing up in the compounds made us weak,” Camina whispered, taking off her shoes, “they’re misinformed. But I wish they’d just challenge us to a proper fight instead of all this showmanship.”

	“Agreed,” I said, shrinking under the watchful gaze of the whole community. I hated being on display.

	Jazmine shrugged it off.

	“Come’on, it’s kind of fun. And it’s just ash; they’re right, we’ll be facing it everyday. It’s the whole world now instead of hiding in a protected compound, cleansed with elite machines. These humans are acknowledging that living alone, outside of the king’s reach, gives them freedom, but also responsibilities; of endurance and pain. It’s symbolic. There’s honor in that.”

	“It’s pageantry,” Penelope whispered. “No different from how the king manipulates his subjects and creates loyalty. Tobias would have loved it here.”

	“I’ll go first,” Trevor said, taking off his wet boots and rolling up his pants. Trevor was used to working in the heat, as a blacksmith, though I wondered how sensitive his bare feet were.

	He winced when he put one foot against the coals, leaning forward with his whole weight. It sank deeply in the ash and dirt, nearly coming up to his ankles. After that he moved more quickly, taking careful strides across the burning ash until he reached the boulder on the other side and stepped onto it.

	His eyes sought mine over the crowds and he nodded once. Luke followed, then Camina. April crossed the burning path with solemn determination. Jazmine was more of a show off, turning around halfway to tread backwards, before doing a standing backflip and a cartwheel.

	Penelope and I were last.

	“Tobias was always afraid of fire,” she told me. “Most wounds heal or mend quickly for elite, as long as we feed. Burns aren’t as easy to heal, and more painful. Plus, fire is one surefire way to kill them. Us. Engulfed in flame and burnt at the stake. He told me about what it was like, before, during the race wars.”

	“It’ll be fine,” I said, squeezing her hand. “We’ll go together. It’s only an inch of ash.” 

	She nodded, holding in a deep breath.

	I went first with her close behind me. The ash was already wet from the ground, and my feet were dirty, my skin damp. But they dried quickly on the hot coals. Halfway there I started to feel the pain, as my bare skin found hot red embers. I bit my lip to keep from jumping off the path, lifting the cuffs of my jeans higher around my bare ankles. I smiled when I made it back to the rock, damp and cool against my bare skin. Trevor and Luke gave me a hand up to the boulder. I turned around to help Penelope. She was only a few paces behind me when her feet started to blacken and burn.

	I reached my hand out to her and she took it, closing the final few steps with an inhuman, yet graceful leap onto the stone. There was something ironic about asking an elite to prove her humanity. But she made it. At the back of the boulder was a low ledge in the rock filled with water. I pulled her to it so she could douse her feet, standing in the cold water with a look of relief.

	“We did it,” I whispered. “That wasn’t so bad.” 

	“What else you got?” Jazmine taunted, with her hands on her hips.

	“You have finished the second ordeal,” Sam said, “the challenge of Heart. No cowardice, only courage. Next is our third ordeal, and the most challenging.”

	Sam raised his arms, lifting his cape off the ground solemnly.

	“We must keep our community strong. There is no place for weakness. This is a base of force, not the last refuge of the weak. Every new resident must strengthen our numbers. Unfortunately, there is not enough room for everyone; at first I capped the upper limit at 50 strong men. Then 100. The limit is now 250, and it cannot be exceeded.”

	“So?” I asked, dread running down my spine.

	“Our rules are simple, by your arrival, others must leave. You must choose whose place you will be taking, knowing that you seal their fate by forcing them back out into the wilds. They will probably resist. You will take their place, by force if necessary.”

	My blood ran cold at his announcement. I stood still for a moment, hoping I’d misheard him. The rain had almost stopped, and slow, heavy flakes fell through the trees, hissing near my ear.

	I looked out over the crowd. Some had their faces painted like Sam, and were wearing skulls around their neck or waists. Anything rare or difficult to find or kill was displayed like some kind of vanity metric or social status. Bare arms and shoulders were dusted with white ash, and their long wild hair was braided around shiny things. 

	Some of the women wore tall rings around their necks to prevent vampire bites. Spiked armor, made of scraps of metal, covered their shoulders and arms. As their eyes met mine, they tried to look as fierce as possible.

	Was this what humanity would become, if left to its own devices? 

	The king had warned me once, about the delicate balance that must be preserved, when he’d shown me his cave of bones. 

	And Damien had said something similar; that the wars were too horrible to be believed. Decades of brutal fighting and killing, nobody safe. Trevor and the other rebels seemed all too willing for the fighting to begin, but those in the compounds weren’t ready, and with this display, I knew the wildlings weren’t either. Their feeble armor, homemade weapons and jagged spears would be ineffective against real elite, when they came. They might kill a few, but they’d be no match for King Richard’s whole army of enhanced soldiers.

	And even if they somehow did win, then what? The slagpaw would still roam the wilds. Humans would bow down to cult leaders and superstition, trading dignity and reason for brute force, food and safety.

	There would always be some man on a homemade throne whose power came from those who were too timid to refuse. Sam wanted me to choose someone weak and battle them for my position, like savages. But if this was all humanity had to offer as an alternative to the compounds, maybe they didn’t deserve their freedom. 

	I crossed my arms, feeling rage build up in me.

	“No,” I said calmly, crossing my arms before any of the others had a chance to speak.

	“We’re not doing that.”
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	“Excuse me?” Sam said. A heavy tension filled the air as time seemed to stand still. The others gathered closer together behind me, in defensive positions.

	“We’ve passed your stupid tests, and we’re not staying. We only came to meet our friends. We’re not citizens, we’ve given no oath or contract, made no promises. If you want to kick us out, fine. But we won’t risk other lives as callously as you think we should. No life is worth more than another.”

	The men around us shuffled uncomfortably, tightening their grips around their homemade weapons.

	“Final answer?” Sam asked, coming forward and pointing the tip of his spear towards my neck.

	“Final answer,” Trevor said, swatting the spear away and standing to my side.

	There was a rattling noise, that started from the back of the crowd and made its way forward. It was soft at first, as people began rubbing their palms together, then grew to a pitter-patter as they snapped their fingers, then a roar as they stomped their feet and clapped metal on metal, pounding their shields or shaking homemade rattles of crushed cans or beads inside glass bottles.

	Actual thunder split the air behind us, and a flash of lightning cut through the sky – it was met by a chorus of howls and yells. But this wasn’t a war cry. It was a celebration.

	Sam’s face broke into a grin, and he beckoned towards us with wide arms.

	“I knew you could do it,” Jacob said, a half smile forming as he helped me off the rock. “To be honest, I almost failed that one myself, and most of the men from Havoc did as well. Steve was furious when they kicked him out.” 

	“What happened to him?”

	“They made camp somewhere else. There are dozens of sites like this, each growing too large by the day, each with its own set of rules.”

	“Wait, I don’t get it. What just happened?” Jazmine asked.

	“Your friend was exactly right,” Sam said. “No life is more than any other; we’re all equal. That’s the true secret of our maxim.”

	“A life for a life,” I nodded, my eyes widening. 

	“It’s like a trick question,” Camina said.

	“Anyone who thinks only the strongest should survive, that humanity is just whatever’s left, they don’t belong here, we’ll never see eye to eye. You passed the ordeal of Soul – no cruelty, only compassion.”

	“You know what humanity is really? It’s a healed femur bone. It’s taking care of a companion, even when your own life is at risk. Every other animal cares more about self-preservation. A mother might fight for her own children, sure. But only humans will put themselves in danger for total strangers.”

	“But honestly,” Sam said, “I’m glad you passed our little test. Jacob has told me a lot about you, and what happened to Havoc, and I’ve been curious to meet the legendary Thorn Bearer.”

	“The what?” I asked.

	“It’s what they called you in Havoc,” Jacob said. “Because of your marks, and because you’re a thorn in the king’s side.”

	“More like a pain in the ass,” Luke sniped.

	“All lies, I’m sure,” I said. “What else did he tell you?”

	He gestured for us to follow him, and we walked into his cabin, shutting the doors behind us. It was a modest little one room house, with a wood stove, stairs that lead to a sleeping alcove, and homemade furniture. For the first time in days, I felt like I could let my guard down.

	It was clearly meant for one, or a small family, and it already felt crowded with all of us. Jazmine crawled onto the sofa, resting her head in Camina’s lap, and the rest of us sat or stood around the table, which was already furnished with eight or nine mismatched chairs, and full of dirty dishes, sketches of the landscape, notes and cigar butts. In the back, a spiral staircase led up to a shallow loft and sleeping space.

	I jumped as a tongue lapped my hands under the table. I looked down to see a large furry dog with gray eyes and golden fur.

	“That’s just Cooper,” Same said. “He’s friendly.”

	“I can tell,” I said, scratching behind his ears. “So, what else did he tell you?”

	“Let’s see... that you were chosen by the king’s son, moved to the citadel, joined the rebels, survived a slagpaw attack, then broke out of the citadel, with the rebels, after winning the trials. On the back of a fucking slagpaw, no less.”

	“That would be me,” Trevor said, raising his hand.

	Sam’s eyes widened, looking back and forth between Jacob and Luke.

	“So there’s more to the story,” he said.

	“Would you have believed me? Also, I’m not entirely to blame for that version of your legend.” Jacob said, taking a long drink. “Curate Marcus can never stop talking about you on his visits.” 

	“You’ve seen him?” I asked eagerly.

	“No, not since he went back. He left before Havoc fell. I have no way of getting in touch with him, and he doesn’t know this place exists.”

	“You forgot about the part where she ruined the royal wedding and blew up half the citadel,” said a young woman with red hair, pouring us glasses of water. She was several months pregnant, and carrying a toddler under one arm.

	“That wasn’t me!” I said, rolling my eyes.

	“But you were there,” Jacob said. “You were seen. It’s part of your legend, whether or not you accept it, everyone else will believe it.”

	“I also heard you lost your mother recently,” Sam said, leaning forward and putting his hand on top of mine. “I’m sorry.”

	“She wasn’t even my real mother,” I said, feeling a stabbing pain in my breast that made my eyes water. It happened weeks ago but the loss was still fresh. I didn’t feel like I deserved it, like it belonged to me. Especially when her real children had been taken, as collateral damage.

	“If you loved her, then the pain is real, regardless of blood.” Sam said gruffly. I nodded, grateful that someone finally understood.

	“Jacob also told me about your quest. That you’re working with a scientist.” 

	“I’m not all that,” April said. She blushed, leaning forward until her dark hair hid her face like a curtain.

	“Even so, I’ve had the men foraging in anticipation of your arrival.” He gestured towards a small workbench in the back, with shelves and a small first aid cupboard. I thought it was just a healing center at first, but then I saw the medical equipment and machinery.

	Half a dozen black tablets were plugged in next to a computer, with a monitor.

	“You have power out here?” April asked.

	“Only in the cabin; we’ve got a small generator under the falls. When the men go out, sometimes they’ll find an abandoned car with a bit of gas in it.”

	“What’s with your phone obsession?” Jazmine asked, nodding to a pile of black devices stacked in a tower against the far wall.

	“Communal library,” Sam said proudly. “Most of them are useless, but sometimes if we can get them to charge up, they’ve got all kinds of stuff on them. Most of the data is corrupted, but the ebook files are easiest to parse, and we might get lucky and find a handful of new books. We put them all on the computer, we’ve got thousands now, and then let people check out phones or tablets to read them.”

	“Holy shit,” April said. “That’s genius.”

	“Why thank you,” Sam said, with a mock bow. “But it wasn’t really my idea. Whoever lived here before, they were an off-gridder. Moved out here before the conflict, survived decades, even had kids. I found an old computer beneath the floorboards. It already had a few hundred books on it, all the classics. I’m just adding to his collection. It’s really quite something. Like a diary of the collapse of man. The internet and media were cut pretty early on, so after a few years it’s mostly conjecture or rumor; he had a ham radio too, where he’d sometimes get messages. That’s probably how they eventually found them.” 

	He nodded to the blood stains on the wood floor and scratches along the walls. 

	“We gave them a good burial.”

	“It’s amazing,” I said, pursing my lips. “But we don’t have it. The antidote, I mean.”

	“But you found what you were looking for?” Jacob asked. “The king’s original home?” 

	“We found it,” I said, chewing my lip. “But it wasn’t abandoned.” I wasn’t sure how much to share, so I didn’t offer any more information. The others knew about Mrs. Hartmann, though they still didn’t fully comprehend what we’d gone through, it was more like a bad dream, fragmented memories. They hadn’t seen the horrors I had. Even so, I felt bad for just leaving her there.

	And there was someone else: I had to tell Damien. I didn’t want word getting back to him from anyone else, that his mother was still alive. And I still didn’t know what to do with the information she’d told me, about the ash. It was too large, too scary. I knew I’d have to tell them eventually, but I didn’t want the word to get out until I’d decided what to do about it. I didn’t trust Sam or Jacob not to do something even more reckless. We needed a real plan. 

	“Actually,” April said, pulling out the folders I’d given her earlier. “I took a look at those notes you gave me when we were waiting for you. Check this out.
Reversal procedure. There’s a process and a list of ingredients. I’ll need some time to go through it, but it might be something. At least it’s a place to start.”

	[image: Image]

	We found our way down to the bathing area; a cold water pool next to one of the cliffs that edged the compound. The river had been divided with wooden planks into multiple streams of rushing water to stand under. It was freezing, but felt refreshing after our ordeal, and helped clear my head. When I came back, Penelope had already traded her colored beads for a variety of more fitting accessories.

	“When in Rome,” she said, tossing me a leather string of squirrel skulls to tie back my hair. I kept most of the haul from the store we’d looted, which was still relatively clean and dry, and found the others. They were sitting closer to the main fire, under a covered structure, stretched out in long folding chairs.

	Young girls were painting designs on their bare feet with dark red paste.

	“What’s going on here?” I asked.

	“Henna and red ochre,” one of the girls said. “Mixed with honey, aloe vera and cooling mint. It helps with the burns.”

	“It actually feels pretty good,” Camina said.

	I shrugged and sat next to them.

	“I can do it,” said a young girl with round cheeks, reaching for an extra brush. She reminded me so much of Loralie it hurt.

	“You’ll have to wait until we’re done,” one of the older girls said. “She’s too young. She’ll mess it up.”

	“I will not,” she pouted.

	“It’s fine,” I said, reaching for her arm and pulling her closer. “I’ll just be sticking them in my boots again later. Everyone has to practice on something. Nobody is perfect the first time.”

	The older girls frowned, but didn’t protest this time when the younger girl picked up the brush and sat close to my dirty feet, studying them like an artist with a blank canvas.

	She marveled at the sharp patterns on my wrist and palms, and then began covering the bottoms of my feet with the red paste, carefully adding vines and thorns that crept across my toes and ankles.

	“Now your hands will match your feet,” she smiled.

	“Can’t wait,” I said. The wet paste tickled at first, but did seem to lessen the throbbing heat from the burns.

	I let myself relax into the chair, watching as a group of men began beating softly on large round drums. Slowly at first, a low vibration I could feel more than hear. Then voices sang in harmony, with haunting off-key notes. People started dancing, but it was like nothing I’d seen before. Everyone was doing the same steps, turning in place, and moving their wrists with sharp precision.

	It wasn’t until the girls came over with drinks that I noticed they’d finished my feet. Jazmine handed me a cup and I frowned at the fizzy pink liquid.

	“What is it?” I asked. 

	“Wild rhubarb and strawberry cider,” Luke said. “It’ll help with the pain.”

	“Give me your knife,” Trevor said, appearing over my shoulder. 

	“Why?” I asked.

	“I’ll sharpen it, they have a forge here. A sharp knife is a safe knife.”

	“Until you stick it in someone,” Jazmine giggled. “Then, not so safe.”

	“How much of that have you had?” I asked.

	“Not enough,” she said, tossing back the rest of the cup. “I’ll go get us some more.”

	Penelope sat next to me on one of the wooden stumps surrounding the fire. She’d arrived so quietly, I didn’t even notice her. We sat in silence, watching the tribal dancing.

	People were smiling and laughing, but there was also a cautious hush to the celebration. The flames never lept too high, the drums weren’t too loud. 

	Even way out here, they aware of the dangers in the darkness, careful not to let their enthusiasm brew to excess.

	“That’s an elite skull,” Penelope said, pointing out a man wearing a fanged skull as a beaded breastplate. 

	“It’s not the first I’ve seen,” I said. “Just, stay sharp, okay? We won’t let anything happen to you.”

	I heard Trevor’s voice and looked over to see him laughing with a few of the men. He stood in the heat of the outdoor forge, sharpening the blade of my knife. I knew it was his way of protecting me, of looking out for me. It was nice watching him in his element.

	After my second cup of cider, the others pulled me up to dance. We each showed off a few of the moves we’d learned in our compounds, trying to teach them to each other. April’s version of dancing from Havoc was mostly jumping around and shaking your head hard enough to get dizzy and crash into each other, which we found hilarious.

	Jazmine had found a long string of punctured coins from the Before and wound them around her waist. She rattled them while jerking her hips in controlled movements, coiling her hands hypnotically. The crowd had cleared space for her, and at one point I couldn’t tell if she was following the beat of the drums, or commanding them with her hips.

	When she was finished, there was a round of applause. Then the beat picked up again, and we spun around in lines, trying to learn the steps that everyone else seemed to already know. It was a blur of painted faces and feathers and metal bangles that flashed in the rising sparks.

	I laughed, stumbling away from the line when it became too fast. And then, Trevor was there. We moved together, as the drums rose in intensity. I pressed my body against his, feeling the pulse of our heartbeats, and felt a throbbing ache deep inside me. The burns on my feet itched, and the feeling seemed to rise up my legs until it threatened to consume me.

	I thought about how he’d kissed me and how I wanted him to do it again. But then I remembered the arguments we’d had, and the secret I was keeping. How could I be with Trev, until I figured out what I was going to do, and what I’d tell Damien. Thinking of my fiancé was like being doused in ice water. And once I started, I couldn’t stop. Was I still engaged to him? Did it even matter? We hadn’t formally exchanged vows. He’d chosen me, but I’d never chosen him. I’d never even been asked. That wasn’t my right.

	I was trying to kill his father, and I’d left his mother rotting in a cage. Her words burned in my ears.

	Who’s to say you weren’t chosen for this? 

	That this isn’t your destiny? 

	Even if we saw each other again, could he ever really forgive me? My cheeks were flushed from the alcohol, and I felt sick and dizzy.

	“I’ll see you later,” I said, pulling away from Trevor and waving at the others. “I need to get some sleep.”

	I headed back towards my tent, my head spinning, stumbling in the darkness. I blinked up at the pitch black canopy of trees, so dark the falling ash looked like snow flakes.

	The sky is still there. Just hidden. 

	Yesterday, my plan was to find a cure for the elixir, a way to weaken king Richard and end his tyranny. I thought maybe I could fix the system from the inside. Live together or die apart; the founding principle that had been hammered into me since birth. I’d left the compound, but I’d never really given up on the rhetoric, or the elite. I cared about Damien and Tobias, and now Penelope. Being an elite didn’t make you evil. It was about the choices you made. But I realized now how naive I’d been. Getting rid of king Richard wouldn’t fix everything, it couldn’t.

	I lifted the flap of my tent and ducked inside. I lay down against the furs and blankets, and closed my eyes, feeling the world spin beneath me. Somehow that only made my fears and anxieties sharper.

	Did Damien know?

	The question was always on the tip of my mind, every time I tried to lay still. I wanted to push it away, but now that there were no distractions, it came rushing back with a vengeance, blocking out everything else.

	Every moment we’d shared. When he saved me from Nigel and his buddies. When he chose me off that stage.

	He must have thought I was a fool. No wonder he felt guilty about his father’s system, about the weight of the lies. He was poisoning everyone, the polluting the whole world, to force humans to remain in his blood factories, and be grateful for the opportunity.

	The camp was quiet at night, despite its size. There were predators out there in the dark woods, and we all knew it. Still, there was something comforting about not being shut in, buried beneath the ruins of a fallen civilization. The open-aired tents let in a cool breeze that smelled like smoke and pine needles and freedom.

	It wasn’t like Algrave, when we could literally sleep outside with no fear, but it was something. More than I expected.

	Luke slept in the cabin with his uncle. I was supposed to be sharing my tent with Jazmine and Camina, but they hadn’t returned yet. Muffled conversations and the slight twang of a guitar kept me from dozing off, as well as the occasional moan from one of the tents next to me. 

	For a moment I yearned for my big soft bed and large room in Damien’s apartment. But then I remembered, someone had attacked me there with a slagpaw. Inside the utopian citadel of lights. It might have been more comfortable, but it wasn’t any less dangerous.

	Despite Sam’s good intentions, I didn’t trust these people. I knew Penelope wasn’t safe here. We couldn’t afford to overstay our welcome, which meant, I had to figure out what our next move was. 

	Part of me didn’t want to. Why put ourselves in more danger? Why was this my responsibility at all? I’d been resisting making a choice, or speaking the truth out loud. I knew when I did, everything would change. Right now, the elite were tentative allies. Our plan was to prevent a war, prevent thousands of innocent deaths. I knew whatever stunts the rebels pulled, it was the compounds that would suffer most.

	They hadn’t seen Quandom, like I had, or experienced the three-day ‘punishment’ when King Richard turned off the citadel’s purification engines. Sure, it could be survived for a few days, as long as we were well supplied. But it was unnatural to be shut in like that, for too long.

	The worst of it was, I liked it here. Even living in the ash. I liked it more than I had any right to. It let me dream of a future, a life, that I’d never even been able to envision before.

	I slept for a few hours, but got up before dawn and took a walk, wrapping my blanket around me. The path through the tall trees led to a rocky outcropping, not more than a cliff’s edge, framed by burning lanterns that illuminated the low boughs of the large pine trees. Messages written in paper were tied to forking branches with twine. Half of them had been burned away, leaving only blackened bits of twine, but some of the folded slips of paper remained, waiting for the spark of falling ash that would ignite them. I pulled a few open with my fingers to read them.

	 

	It will be cold this winter. 

	I pray we have enough stores to last the season.

	Dear Grandma, I miss you. May your soul find rest.

	What am I supposed to do now, without you?

	 

	I frowned, peering over the edge of the cliff. Hundreds of feet below, a pile of bones and fabric caught my eye. This was a cemetery of some kind. Now the messages made more sense. This was a place to remember the dead, to send messages into the afterlife, or pray to whatever power was up there listening.

	I’d never really had time to mourn my mother; the woman who raised me. I hope she’d received a good burial, before I was arrested. I hoped someday I’d get to go back and lay flowers at her grave. I picked up the pencil thoughtfully, but I couldn’t think of anything to write, so I set it down again and backed away slowly. 

	A little further down the path, a few benches were set out, and a hammock hung between two trees.

	I leaned back against it, watching the ash fall. The view was clear, but I could see almost nothing in the darkness. Far, far on the horizon, I thought I saw a patch of light that might have been the citadel. But between the landscape and the sky, I couldn’t tell where one stopped and the other started. It was just a blank void of nothingness as far as I could see.

	“Can’t sleep?” Trevor’s voice sounded behind me. I looked up, then scooted over so he could sit beside me. His chest was mostly bare, covered in leather straps and beads. His hair was wild and face paint was smeared roughly across his chin and cheeks.

	“Would it have been like this?” I asked softly. “If we’d run off together. If I’d skipped my choosing. I never thought it was possible to live away from the elite’s protection, in the wilds, but they’re doing it here.”

	“For now,” Trevor said. “You like it?”

	“You thought I wouldn’t?”

	“It’s not forever,” Trevor said darkly. “The elite could still come. We’re not safe, as long as they exist.” 

	“But it’s something,” I said.

	There was a heavy silence, no doubt both of us were remembering our earlier argument. I’d been so angry before, at the elite in Crollust, taking what he wanted; at the rebels in Sezomp, basically doing the same.

	“You were right,” I said, staring into the blank curtain before us. An ember landed on one of the strips of paper and burst into a puff of flame and smoke.

	“Say that again?” he smirked. 

	I elbowed him in the ribs.

	“Something has to change,” I said quietly.

	“The purification engines? I thought you didn’t like that plan.” 

	“I don’t, and we still can’t do that.” 

	He frowned, and I could tell he was about to get himself worked up again. We didn’t have a cure. We didn’t have a plan. If we wanted to take out the elite, we had to cut off their blood supply by taking out the compounds; by starving them until they were weak enough to defeat. I’d heard his arguments before.

	But he didn’t know what I knew now, and I wasn’t ready to have this conversation. He was my oldest friend; he’d know I was lying, and then he’d needle me until I confessed the horrible truth. It was like I was holding a cat in a bag, and it was sleeping, for now. But if I woke it up… it would get loose, and claw up everything, and spread like wildfire. This news, this was too big to be a secret. 

	So instead, half to shut him up, I kissed him. Trevor kissed me back eagerly, but then his face darkened and he pulled away.

	“Sorry,” he said. 

	I grabbed his wrist and pulled it back till our eyes locked. His eyes widened, his eyelids heavy with desire.

	“How can you even want me, like this?” I asked, gesturing at my body. We’d changed into dry clothes until ours dried out. He grinned at my beads and bangles, the skull and feather accessories and the smeared facepaint. His eyes ran down over my pleated skirt and bare legs.

	“How can I not,” he asked, huskily. 

	“I mean, I’m part elite, my father was one of them. You’re not... disgusted by me?”

	“Nothing about you could ever disgust me.”

	He said, leaning forward until our faces were inches apart. I bit my lip, savoring his words.

	“Then kiss me again,” I said.

	He nibbled at my chin, and this time I didn’t pull away as our lips touched and our kiss deepened. He kissed my neck and collarbone and a buzzing warmth spread through me.

	An aching need coursed through my body, like the thirst, but different. This was an itch that needed scratching, a loneliness, a dread, deep inside me. I’d been keeping everyone at bay for so long, playing it safe and smart. 

	But now, I wasn’t sure what I was saving it for. The future seemed too big, too hopeless. What if this was all there was? What if this was the last peaceful night of my life? With what I was planning, it could be.

	I pulled him closer, fumbling at the buttons of my shirt before pulling it away.

	“Are you sure?” he asked.

	That night in Algrave, just after I’d just learned who I really was, I was prepared to give myself to Damien. And I would have, too. I knew it was a distraction, from dealing with my emotions, but I didn’t care. 

	Maybe I was still avoiding my responsibilities. But what difference did it make? I loved Trevor, I always had. I’d just never had a choice before. I hadn’t been allowed to even think about it, it wasn’t within my power.

	Damien had chosen me. I’d never chosen anything. 

	I nodded, unhooking my bra and releasing my breasts. Trevor took one in his warm palm, before grabbing me by the waist and pulling me on top of him. I straddled him, arching my back and moaning as I felt him press against me. But then the strap of the hammock snapped and we tumbled into the wet dirt, laughing.      

	“Well, that wasn’t exactly the romantic setting I’d imagined for our first time,” Trevor said.

	“You’ve imagined this?” I asked.

	“Since I was twelve, in a thousand different ways,” he smirked.

	“Maybe we’ll have to explore them all,” I teased.

	“Shall we retire to my abode?” he took my hand, and we walked, giggling, back to his tent. I heard moans coming from my own tent and Trevor lifted his eyebrows. 

	“Is that—”

	“Jazmine and Camina, I think.”

	He let out a low whistle.

	Trevor’s tent was more a storage space than a bedroom. He lit some candles on the low table, shoving aside crates of supplies to reveal a low mattress lined with furs and blankets. It was too low to stand up in, so we crawled inside.

	“Now, where were we?” he said, pulling me down on to the mattress. I arched my hips and let him grab my waist and pull down my skirt over my hip. His lips trailed up above my knee and inside my thigh, then he gently pulled down my underwear. I shoved him back until he was lying flat, and he moaned as I climbed on top of him. 

	I didn’t stop Trevor when he squeezed my breasts with his rough palm. I didn’t stop when he grabbed my ass and pulled me closer. I ran my fingers over the serpent and arrow tattoo on his upper arm.

	“Are you sure?” he asked, gripping the hair on the back of my neck, the need in his eyes piercing my soul.

	“Yes,” I nodded.

	I couldn’t imagine the future past tomorrow. If we managed to turn off the ash, the elite would go back into hiding under shadows. Humans could live outdoors again, cook their own food, soak in the sun. We’d finally have a real chance. I couldn’t control everything, but this, right now, this could be my choice. Trevor was here, and I knew what he wanted. Maybe I wanted it to. Maybe I always had. 

	I bit his shoulder with a moan, then gave into the rhythm as our limbs pressed tightly together, writhing in the dark until finally the intensity of our passion rushed through my veins, drowning out my fears and replacing them with an ocean of desire.

	Trevor gasped, as he came to a shuddering stop and lay his weight against me, his sweaty muscles gleaming in the candlelight.
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	When I woke again, it was light out and people were yelling.

	“Morning,” I said rolling over, covering my breasts with a blanket.

	Trevor was shirtless, his dark hair wild, the arrow and serpent tattoo writhing on his shoulder as he leaned up to grab his clothes.

	“Morning,” he replied sleepily. The voices outside good louder, then a dark silhouette  fell across our tent.

	“Emily Sharrow!” A voice called, just outside. 

	“Never a dull moment with you around,” Trevor teased.

	“Shut up,” I said, tossing him his shirt and grabbing my underwear out from under him.

	I grabbed my bra and shirt, then pulled on Trevor’s large, threadbare sweater, which fell almost to my knees. 

	Pulling my messy hair into a rough knot behind my neck, I stumbled out of the tent in my bare feet. They were still stained from the night before, and I smiled remembering the young girl’s concentration as she carefully painted the patterns. They were smeared and muddy now.

	The camp was mostly quiet. People sat around the smoking embers, sipping coffee from tin mugs. I glanced up at the archers around the perimeter of the camp. At least we weren’t being attacked. A young man was standing a few paces away, looking nervous. His breath was white in the cool morning air.

	“What is it?” I asked, pulling the blanket around my shoulders. 

	“You’ve got a visitor,” one of the men said. “Says he came just for you.”

	My eyes lifted to follow his gaze, and I froze in my tracks. Behind him, near the gates, surrounded by Sam’s men and their jagged weapons, stood Tobias and a figure in a dark suit that stole my breath away.

	Damien smiled with relief at first, but I saw the moment his face fell and I knew, from this distance, with his elite vision, he’d have no trouble seeing as Trevor followed me out of the tent we’d shared.
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	We stood there, staring at each other, and everything else faded for a moment. I could see the tension between the human guards and the two elite. Tobias was still in dark travel gear, but Damien was wearing light armor and cloak that didn’t quite hide the elaborate sword at his waist.

	Then I saw a flash of curly auburn hair behind him, as a small figure lifted her hood. My eyes widened as I recognized the familiar face. Amber! I hadn’t even noticed her at first. She ran to me and threw her arms around me.

	“You bitch,” she said. “You never invited me to your wedding in the citadel, like you promised.”

	“Things didn’t exactly work out as I planned.”

	“No shit. I watched the trials, then the wedding ceremony, Em was that seriously you? What have you gotten yourself into, and where even are we? We came straight here on some kind of dirt bike, the elite just showed up in Algrave looking for me. It was surreal, like my own private choosing ceremony.”

	I hugged her again, interrupting her excited chatter.

	“I’m glad you’re safe,” I said, looking over her shoulder. “We’ll talk more, I promise. Right now, I need to talk to Damien.”

	“I don’t like this,” Trevor said, coming up behind me. He’d put pants on at least.

	“Nice to see you too, dickhead,” Amber said, crossing her arms.

	Trevor pulled her into a one-armed squeeze with a smirk.

	“Of course we’re happy to see you, Amber. It’s just, it’s dangerous out here.”

	“He must have had a reason,” I said, eyeing Damien. He was surrounded by twenty guys with guns and swords, just inside the gates, but looked casually unimpressed, almost bored. His pale skin and blond hair made him stand out almost as much as his dark cloak and the fine embroidery of his shirt. They probably didn’t know he was a prince, or they wouldn’t have let him in at all.

	I walked towards him, my bare feet scraping the dark twigs inside the settlement. The jagged patterns stood out against the dark soil. I raised a hand to try and smooth my tangled hair, But it was hopelessly knotted with the tiny skulls and crushed purple flowers.

	I had a slight hangover, and a throbbing ache in my shoulders and neck. I rubbed my eyes before realizing I was just smearing the teal and black facepaint around. Whatever. It didn’t matter. 

	“Why did you bring her here?” I whispered, when I was close enough for Damien to hear me. “It’s not safe.”

	“I’d never let anything happen to her,” Damien frowned. This clearly wasn’t the reunion he’d imagined. But I didn’t know what he was expecting from me. We hadn’t spoken since my escape after the trials. I didn’t even know how to talk to him anymore, though I supposed we’d never really managed more than a few stumbling conversations.

	Tobias stepped forward to ease the uncomfortable silence. For a moment he was his old self again, though it was hard to forget how he’d tried to kill us not long ago with his slagpaw pets.

	“We are here to aid the rebellion,” he called loudly. “To dethrone the tyrant, King Richard, and restore justice and peace throughout the land.”

	A small crowd gathered around us, frowning and crossing their arms. They may have let Penelope in, but they were obviously uncomfortable having two more elite follow us to their secret hideout. 

	“How are you even here, what about the ordeals?” I looked around for Luke and Jacob, but they hadn’t joined the other spectators. 

	“They made an exception for us. We made a deal, something they couldn’t pass up. A drop of blood for every minute.”

	“You’re singlehandedly arming the rebellion,” I frowned. “They’ll use it to fight against you.” 

	“This rebellion has been a long time coming,” Damien grumbled.

	“Nice to see you again, Emily,” Tobias nodded, looking me up and down. “You’ve got a real Pocahontas vibe going, I’m really digging it.”

	“Poca-who?” I asked, looking down at my beaded leather skirt. 

	“Hobbits with shotguns,” Tobias continued. “Now I’ve seen everything.”

	“You know nobody gets your movie references,” Damien grumbled.

	“I know,” Tobias smiled. “It’s infuriating.”

	I could tell by Damien’s scowl he was frustrated with the small talk.

	“Do you want to take a walk?” he cut in suddenly. “Outside?” 

	He jerked his head past the guards and the wooden gates, towards the dark trees beyond the entrance.

	“I suppose so,” I said. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. Trevor stepped closer, locking eyes with Damien.

	“I’ll be fine,” I said, touching his arm. “We won’t go far.”

	And I’ll be safe with him.

	“Don’t worry, I’ll wait here.” Tobias smiled. “Now, if one of you gentleman could help me find my wife…”

	The ash was light, so I pulled up my hood and scarf. I didn’t even mind my bare feet. The wet soil and ash made a cooling mud for against my skin. I followed Damien as his figure cut through the towering pines, his armor gleaming in the misty morning light. We found a place near the top of the waterfall and took a seat on a fallen, rotting log between large boulders.

	He took a deep breath through his nose, and I realized he was smelling me. I wondered if he could smell Trevor on me. I felt a flash of guilt, but it was followed quickly with anger.

	I’d kept myself pure, all those years, for what – for him. He could have taken advantage of me any time during the citadel, when I was practically his captive, but he never had. Maybe he’d waited too long.

	“Why… are you here?” I asked finally. It was the wrong question, but I didn’t know how to start this conversation. 

	“Tobias brought me. He said he’d found you, and Penelope, in Sezomp. That you had a plan to meet, but then you didn’t show up. He thought you might be in danger, and couldn’t tell anyone else that Penelope was still alive, so he got me to help. We feared… but then we found the note. The directions brought us close. After a few hours we found tracks and followed them, then we smelled the smoke.”

	He’d been worried about me. He’d expected to save me, coming to my rescue. Instead he found me, like this. Half drunk, in the arms of another man, no doubt reeking of sex and alcohol. 

	“What happened after I left?” I asked softly. “Did you get in trouble for letting me escape?” 

	“I was locked up for awhile,” he admitted. “Well, confined to my quarters at least. Until the wedding. My father knew it would look strange if I wasn’t there. And then I saw you, at the ceremony. I thought, maybe you’d come to finish what you started, in Algrave.”

	My eyes widened and I turned to face him. 

	“That wasn’t me, I swear. I only threw that arrow to get everybody off the stage.” 

	“Em, I have to know. Was it… was it all a trick somehow? Did you play me? I keep going back through it in my mind, but I can’t make sense of it.”

	He looked up at me through his eyelashes, and the intensity in his cold blue eyes took my breath away. He was more handsome than I remembered, and also more vulnerable than I’d ever seen him.

	I reached out and grabbed his hand.

	“I never tried to kill you,” I said. “Not in Algrave, not in the citadel. Never.”

	He took a deep breath, closing his eyes, then drew closer. 

	“I knew it,” he sighed.

	“What about my siblings?” I asked. “Did your father—”

	“They’re safe. I swear. I have someone watching them, protected, away from the king. He doesn’t even know I moved them.”

	“Is what Tobias said true?” I asked. “You’ve come to join the rebellion? Or did you come to stop me, to save your father?”

	“I’ve come to get the antidote from you. I can get close enough to my father, I can turn him.”

	“But we don’t have it, it doesn’t work.”

	“You must,” he said, his eyes rounding. “Nigel told the king you had a working cure.” 

	I smiled. “We were lying. It saved our lives, but that’s it. We couldn’t make it work. That’s why—” I broke off. I wasn’t ready to tell him the rest yet.

	He pursed his lips, his eyes thoughtful, shrewd. He thought I was lying to him. What wasn’t he telling me?

	“Nigel came back ranting, almost delirious. Said you’d attacked him, and given him an antidote. Bryce confirmed it. Thomas was already dead. They didn’t believe it at first, but I could tell they were scared.”

	“But it was just a bluff,” I said.

	“The thing is,” Damien said slowly, “his wounds aren’t healing. The elixir in his blood has been compromised. He’s blind in one eye. He’s spent the last week drinking gallons of blood and even shooting straight elixir into his veins, then cutting himself to see how fast he will heal. My father has taken a particular interest in his gory experiments.”

	“But that’s, impossible.”

	“Whatever you have, it may not cure the elite completely, it may not turn them human again, but it definitely makes them vulnerable, at least for awhile.”

	“So there’s still a chance…” I looked out at the rushing waters. Rising mist kept the ash away and the wet ash fell in heavy clumps. I took a deep breath, feeling the cool air in my lungs.

	“If I can inject my father,” Damien said, “it may weaken him. I don’t know if it’ll limit his compulsion. And we won’t have much time, but we have to try.”

	“And then what?” I asked. “You and me on the throne, where we’ll continue ruling the citadel? Making sure the compounds make their blood deposits to feed the remaining elite?” 

	“At least it’ll be by choice. For real this time, I mean it.” 

	“What if that’s not enough? What if the revolution succeeds; what if all the humans want to leave? Will you force them to stay?”

	“Some may choose to remain, under our protection.”

	“But what if there were no compounds, no chosen. Just elite. How will they eat? What will you do when you’re hungry?” I gasped, suddenly picturing us all alone, spending decades together in the deserted, walled-off city. I would be his main food source.

	“It won’t come to that,” Damien frowned. “The compounds offer safety, the purification engines are necessary to grow food, to garden, to have any kind of peace and security. Those are benefits we can still provide.” 

	I searched his eyes for answers, but found none. Did Damien know about the ash factory? What would happen if I asked him, or told him? Would he try to stop me?

	“I thought this is what you wanted,” he grumbled. “I’m doing this for you.”

	I frowned at him. That wasn’t the right reason, at all. He was giving up his father’s hundred-year social experiment, turning on his own kind, for what, for love? This decision was too big to be made like that.

	He was thinking of me, and him. He wasn’t thinking of the thousands of subjects in the compounds, or the humans living in the wild. He was ready to burn it all down because he was angry at his father.

	“I don’t have all the answers Em, we’ll figure it out as we go. But we’ll be together. That is, if you still want that. I came here to tell you that I’m with you. I won’t tell you what you should do. But whatever it is, I trust that it’s right. No matter what, or who, you choose.”

	His expression was tragic and tortured, despite his smooth skin and young face. It made this eyes look haunted, like icy pools of teal water. First my grandfather, and now me. 

	After swearing humans off so he wouldn’t be hurt again, now he was risking it all again, risking more pain, for me. It made my heart ache. He kept falling for us, even when it cost him. I wanted to wrap my arms around him and hold him close. Instead I leaned away.

	Did he know that the ash was fake?

	I wanted to ask him. But if I asked him and the answer was yes, I’d never be able to forgive him. And he could tell his father, or try to stop me. 

	It wasn’t until that moment that I knew what I was going to do. I just didn’t know how. From the pain in my chest, I knew two things for sure; I was in love with Damien, and I had to betray him. 
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	Finally I understood how King Richard must have felt. Some decisions don’t get to be processed by a committee. I couldn’t let my feelings for Damien get in the way of what was right. Somehow, I was going to find this ash-furnace, and turn it off. 

	Nobody would even believe the truth if I told them, but if they saw the clear sky for themselves; if humans reclaimed the daylight and were free to build their own homes in the wild, without paying for it with their blood… well, it was a start. There would be war, and bloodshed, there was no doubt. But we’d have a chance. 

	For now, this was a secret I had to keep.

	“What is it?” Damien said, cupping my cheek. He could read me too well. I grabbed his hand and pulled it away. His fingers were cold against my warm palm.

	I didn’t trust myself not to tell him everything, even though I wanted to. I had to get rid of him. There was still one truth I could give him.

	“I went to Fanno Creek,” I said. “I saw your old house, what was left of it.”

	Damien recoiled like I’d struck him. The movement startled me, I’d forgotten how fast he could be. How rigidly he must have to control himself.

	“We thought maybe, we’d find the cure, or some notes. Something that would let us finish the antidote. We figured it would be less guarded than the citadel.”

	“That’s true at least, though it was still dangerous to travel all that way yourself.”

	“There’s something I have to tell you, something, big. You’d better sit down.”

	“I am sitting,” he said, leaning back further against the log and folding his hands together in his lap. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

	“Your mother, she’s… she’s still alive.”

	Damien’s eyes snapped open, searching my face. His expression was hopeful, and for just a moment I could picture the innocent teenager he’d once been. Then his features hardened, into the stern, impenetrable mask of the elite.

	“That’s impossible,” he said. “We buried her. I spoke at her funeral. I picked out the flowers for her grave.”

	“Well I spoke to her, yesterday,” I snapped.

	He stood up with a flash of violence, leaning over me in an instant, his fingers trembling.

	“She’s trapped, locked up in some kind of cage in your basement.”

	“You left her there?” he asked quietly.

	“I had to. She was dangerous. Powerful. We barely escaped. But I promised I’d find you, and tell you, or come back myself.”

	“No, you don’t have to. I should be the one to do it.”

	He bowed his head, resting his face in his hands.

	“All these years, I thought it was my fault. That we’d gone on the run because of what I’d done at school. We left suddenly, spent the last few weeks staying at fancy hotels, then guarded security camps, as everything burned down around us. I never asked, I didn’t go back. I should have.”

	“So what’s this mean, for us?” I asked, after a long pause. Is there an us?

	“I… I have to go,” he said. “I told my father I was off to join Tobias hunt for you. I’m pretty sure he didn’t believe me.”

	“I understand,” I said, leaning closer and laying my cheek against his shoulder. 

	“But once she’s safe, I swear I’ll help you kill him. Whatever it takes. Some sins, can’t be forgiven.” 
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	I came back into the camp alone, my arms wrapped around my shoulders.

	Amber was waiting for me near the gate, talking with a few of the younger girls from the shire.

	She linked arms in mine. I didn’t feel like talking, and she didn’t press at first, we just ambled in a slow loop around the perimeter, behind the tents and buildings. It was strange to be in a compound without the purification engines. The trees blocked a lot of the ash but it still fell, thin flakes that blanketed everything in a gray carpet. I knew it would poison the water or vegetables or anything that wasn’t covered. This was a refugee camp, not a home.

	I had a tension headache in my neck and shoulders, probably from the alcohol, and my bare feet tingled. I felt tired and dirty. Last night had ended up as a blur, and while I didn’t regret it, exactly, I hadn’t expected Damien to show up either.

	“I brought you something,” Amber said finally, loosening her cape and pulling out the long bow strapped to her back. It had been wrapped in leather to prevent damage, but I recognized it immediately.

	“Dad’s bow,” I said, rubbing my fingers against the worn wood and plucking at the string.

	“I don’t know what kind of condition it’s in,” Amber said. “But when Damien told me we were coming to find you, I knew I had to grab it.”

	“Thank you,” I said. Emotion filled my heart and my lip quivered. Dad died years ago, when I was just a kid. He’d never taught me how to use it, not really. I had to figure that out by myself. But he had taken me with him sometimes. He’d taught me how to stay quiet, how to track prey. 

	And he was clever; more than once I saw him waiting near the edge of the compound fence, he’d sprinkle carrot shavings through the wires and wait for a rabbit to approach, then shoot it through the fence with a barbed arrow tied to a string. Mom would trade the meat for potatoes and onions and make a stew with the rest of its carcass.

	“What happened to her?” I asked, pulling the bow across my shoulders. “I mean with the body… did she get a proper burial at least?”

	Amber frowned, chewing her lip.

	“The king forbade a burial in the compound ceremony, said it was a privilege, not a right. Guards strung the rebels up outside the gates, left to the elements and predators.”

	“Of course they did,” I said, clenching my fists.

	“But we had a service for them, and for her. Inside the compound. Even the curates attended and said some words, though it was forbidden. We sang, held candles. It was nice.”

	“I wish I could have been there. I never even got to say goodbye.”

	“You can mourn her now,” Amber said.

	“I can’t,” I said. “It wouldn’t be right, while the king is still in power, while the elite rule. Nothing has changed. It would just be words and empty promises. I’ll grieve when Nigel is dead, and everyone like him.”

	“Why does that have to be your responsibility?” Amber asked.

	“It’s not,” I said. “It’s my choice.”

	“We’re never going back, are we?” Amber said quietly.

	“Maybe one day,” I said, not sure if I believed it.

	Damien had rescued Amber because he knew she was important to me. That meant he was afraid for the compounds. Even if we managed to take out his father; even if we led a successful revolution and called for social change and progress, he knew the compounds were vulnerable. If the other elite rebelled against him; if the royal guards refused to legitimize his rule. One way or another there would be anarchy and chaos. He’d saved Amber because he thought she would be safer out here, at the edges of civilization, with the wildlings.

	I knew he was trying to do the right thing, but he’d only saved one human. Did he even think about all those who we’d left behind, or did he consider them expendable? I wasn’t eager to betray Damien, my once-fiancé turned… I didn’t even know what we were to each other now. I’d kept myself pure for a faceless ritual, promised my body to a covenant I’d been raised to believe in; the only means of survival for my race. I’d tried to be a good citizen. What had gone wrong? Where had I fallen off the path?

	Cooper found us near the cabin and dropped a stick at my feet, wagging his tail. I tossed it for him a few times, sitting on a stump near a smoking fire.

	I’d thought the king was just eccentric when he’d shown me his cave of death; but now I realized what he saw in me. There was a reason Damien had never chosen a mate. It was his way of opting out of his father system. Not open rebellion or refusal, just... unconformity. Refusing to be happy, to take part. It was its own form of cowardice I supposed, though I understood why he did it.

	After getting close to John Patten, my grandfather, that one human relationship betrayed him, stole his father’s unfinished formula, and cost him everything. A whole community of corpses on his conscience. Algrave had 2500 citizens. Would they be on my conscience, like Quandom’s weighed on Damien? Thousands of restless souls, the unbearable guilt?

	They might be, if I did this. I’d never wanted to join the rebels. I’d tried living in the system, when I thought it was my only option. I’d trained and practiced their customs; I’d competed in the trials to prove my worth; even after my mother had been killed, my family taken, and I was locked up as a traitor and a criminal. Sure, I’d looked plenty guilty, half-naked with Damien and an illegal firearm.

	How could it have ended differently, even if it was a misunderstanding. Even if I’d been ready to give Damien everything. The entire system was broken, without trust and mutual respect, we were all slaves.

	But now I knew the truth. Somewhere, over the horizon, past the mountains, there was a place where the sun was still shining; where elite hid from its heated rays. Perhaps there was a place where Trevor and I could live free, outside of the elite influence. With no covenant, no blood pacts. No elixir. We’d get old, sick, die together. I’d seen it was possible. I just wasn’t sure if I wanted it.

	I knew I’d be running away; leaving my siblings behind because I wasn’t brave enough to save them. Leaving tens of thousands of humans living in denial and captivity; the illusion of freedom, based on a terrible lie.

	I hadn’t chosen to be the bearer of this knowledge, but now that I was in possession of it, it was tearing me up from the inside out. Every smile, every interaction... every word I spoke that wasn’t the truth felt like a deception.

	I didn’t know what happened next, only that I didn’t have much time. Damien may have thought he was ready to join the revolution and overthrow his own father before, but would he still? If it meant war and uncertainty, when he’d just gotten his mother back? 

	Before, he’d chosen me, over his father. Kind of. But there was no world where Damien and I lived happily ever after. And if he wasn’t with me, he was against me.

	Now I had to decide who I could trust with this one, final mission, to pull back the curtain. Had my grandfather ever known the full truth, had anyone? I had a feeling this secret had been buried for a century, since the beginning.

	I spent most of my life waiting to be chosen. Now that the responsibility of choosing was my own burden, I realized I wasn’t sure I wanted it, what I wanted.

	I retreated into the cabin, gathering my supplies and staring at the rough maps I’d spread out on the table. Outside, the small settlement was sleepy and quiet.

	I wished Marcus was here. I’d never been especially religious, but somehow Marcus had become something like a spiritual advisor. I wanted to ask him what to do, what the right choice to make was.

	April was setting up her scientific equipment. According to Damien, our cure had kind of worked after all, though we had no idea why. We needed to test more samples, more variables.

	Tobias and Penelope were saying a rather long goodbye outside the gates. He had to return to avoid suspicion and she couldn’t go with him. Not yet. Not until the king was dead and Damien was in charge.

	I was about to blow that plan out of the water.

	A few minutes later, Jacob arrived. He lifted his eyebrows at me, then nodded towards the maps.

	“Looking for something?” he asked.

	“What’s the furthest you’ve ever been from the citadel?” I asked.

	“Past the compounds? There’s not much out there, wild lands, raiders, monsters and maniacs. Not good for much besides scavenging, but too dangerous for most.”

	I closed my eyes, trying to remember the compounds I’d visited.

	“Is the ash, worse anywhere?” I asked.

	“Why would the ash be worse?” he asked.

	“Nevermind,” I said quickly. “It’s stupid.”

	“There was a guy once, he told me about his travels. Said he got near these mountains, here,” he said, pointing at the top right, near the edge of the map. “Flakes as big as his palm, practically raining fire. So hot, all the ponds and streams boil over with dead fish. Smelled like sulfur, hell on earth. He was pretty drunk, so we figured he was just blabbing.”

	“But isn’t there a compound out there?”

	“Skormhead,” he said, pointing to a dot on the map, which I circled with red pen. “Built into the rock like a fort. Never did understand why King Richard built a compound in conditions like that.”

	I nodded, staring at the map.

	“How about your elite visitors,” Jacob pressed, after a few moments. “Will they fight for us?”

	“Even if they do, it won’t change anything.”

	“It could help win the battle.”

	“There’s not going to be a battle,” I said. 

	“Well, that’s news to everyone here,” Jacob said crossing his arms. “What should I tell the men?”

	“Nothing,” I said quickly. “You can’t tell anyone, not yet. For now, stay here, stay safe. I have a favor to ask though, I need you to look out for Penelope. Someone has to have her back, especially, with what’s coming.”

	“I can’t guarantee that,” Jacob said. 

	“She’s no threat if she’s fed. But if need be, lock her up again if you feel you have to, to keep the humans safe. Just, make sure it’s inside, hidden from the sky.”

	He nodded thoughtfully. 

	“Something tells me you’re planning something foolish. How will we know if you’ve succeeded?”

	“You’ll know,” I risked a small smile. “Trust me, you’ll know.” 

	“Well in that case, it’s been an honor knowing you, Emily Sharrow.”

	I squinted again at the map on the table, marking the location on my rudimentary map. Then I quietly gathered my supplies and bags. I had a compass. I took my vial of elixir. I stopped at the blacksmith area to reclaim the knife Trevor had sharpened and oiled for me, and I used the tools to tune up the string of my bow. The last time I’d used a bow, it had been at standing targets for a prize, in the citadel. A game.

	Something told me my targets wouldn’t stand still this time, and the prize was everything.

	 

	I knew I should say goodbye to Amber, but she’d never let me go off alone, and the others would try and stop me. I thought about leaving a note or a gift, but I couldn’t risk it. This was a journey I had to take alone.

	I just had to get outside of the gates, through the smoke and ash, without being seen. At least a dozen archers were on platforms built above the wooden pikes, in trees surrounding the compound. But I was fast, and I knew how to be quiet.

	I pulled the bag tighter against my shoulder, squaring my father’s bow over my shoulders. I grabbed a dozen steel-tipped arrows from a weapons rack inside the gates and stuffed them into my quiver. I wouldn’t have time to make more, and these would do more damage anyway.

	“So what,” Trevor said, coming up behind me as I studied the defenses. “One night of passion and you’re ditching me?” 

	“This isn’t about you,” I said.

	“Sneaking off to meet with your elite then?” he said, crossing his arms. I could see the pain in his eyes. He thought he’d won, but I wasn’t a prize. Plus, I knew he’d ask me to make a choice, just like he had before.

	 

	When he asked then, I didn’t have the power, the authority, to choose, or at least I didn’t think I did. Now, I wasn’t so sure. I had every reason to choose Trevor instead of Damien, and yet… I couldn’t force myself to feel differently about him.

	I loved them both, for different reasons, in different ways. But this wasn’t the time to parse through my feelings. 

	“He’s already gone,” I frowned. “But there’s something I need to do. Something big. And important.” 

	“But you aren’t going to tell me what it is, or the others?”

	“I can’t,” I said. “It’s too dangerous. Honestly I don’t even know where I’m going.”

	“Sounds great,” he smiled, “I’m in.”

	“This is something I need to do alone.”

	“You’ve always been stubborn Em. But there’s no way in hell I’m letting you leave here.”

	“You’re going to stop me?” I asked. I felt for the elixir in my pocket. Trevor was twice my size, but I was pretty sure I could take him if I had to, or at least outrun him.

	“No, but I’ll follow you. To the end of the world if I have to. To keep you safe. But I’d rather do it at your side than sneaking around behind you.”

	I frowned, biting my lip. I knew he’d do it, too.

	“We can’t tell the others,” I said finally, the fight going out of me.

	“Who us?” Jazmine asked. I hadn’t even seen her sneak up behind me. She was leaning against a wooden pole, casually gnawing on a chicken bone.

	“Shit, what the hell?”

	“You think you’re sneaky, but you really aren’t.” 

	“Going out hunting, huh?” she nodded to the arrows I’d picked up.

	“I don’t know how long I’ll be gone,” I protested. “I don’t know how far I’m going. You should stay here, where it’s safe.”

	“A top-secret mission?”

	“If you want to go fast, go alone,” Jazmine said. “If you want to go far, go together.”

	“That actually makes sense. I think.”

	“In case you haven’t noticed,” Camina said, approaching from the other side, “we don’t exactly fit in here. We’re chosen, like you. I didn’t choose this path, not really. But I’m here. We will see this thing to the end.”

	“There might be fighting. I don’t know what kind of guards we’ll face, security or otherwise.”

	“Then you definitely need us,” Jazmine smirked. “In case you’ve forgotten, you kind of suck at fighting.”

	“April has to stay here,” I said. “She needs to keep working on the cure, to find out what we missed. And Penelope will have to stay as well, so she can test it. What I’m trying to do, I don’t know if it’s going to work, but if it does, it’ll change everything.” 

	“What about Luke?” Trevor asked.

	“What about him?” I asked. 

	“He’s resourceful. And without him, it’s just three chosen against, who knows what. We might need someone who grew up outside the compounds, who knows the wild, how to survive.”

	“He doesn’t seem like the type to put his life on the line.”

	“He’s a good guy, I know it. And even if he’s not, maybe we need someone who is determined to survive. In case we fail. Someone to keep the mission alive, after we’re gone.”

	Chills ran down my spine. It was a good idea actually, but I hated thinking about it.

	“Fine, if he wants to risk his life, but I’m not slowing down for him. We’re headed to Skormhead,” I said. “Jacob told me the ash is thicker there. It’ll take us a few days, at least.”

	“Wait, but why would the ash be thicker there than anywhere else?” Trevor asked.

	“Because,” I said. “The sky isn’t broken. It’s just hidden. And we’re going to fix it.”
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	We said goodbye to Sam and the others. Even though we’d only been there a night, I was sad to leave. It was like finding a family, a home, I never knew I had. 

	We walked all day, following the remains of a vast highway. Cars were half buried in mud, rusted and broken. We walked across them, hood to hood, like giant stepping stones. It was dangerous to cover this much distance in the open, but I didn’t have time to be subtle.

	Before he said goodbye, Damien had given me three vials of elixir. His essence, pulled directly from himself, gifted freely to me.

	If I was alone, I would have sprinted all the way to Skormhead, but the others couldn’t drink so much. We decided to ration it to two drops a day; what we knew was the safe limit given to the chosen at the citadel. It kept us walking all day at a brisk pace, though the others still felt like they were slowing me down. 

	I wished there was a faster way to travel, but motors would make too much noise. We stopped when it was too dark to see, taking turns sleeping and standing guard; nestled against the rocks, somewhere inconspicuous, with no lights or fire. Some nights we sheltered in abandoned buildings or vehicles, huddled together for warmth. By the third day the landscape was different. It was drier away from the coast, with rocky orange mountains and prickly shrubs. We wasted a whole day walking around what must have been a sprawling metro area, then another searching for a bridge that could take us across a deep canyon.

	The fourth night we followed tracks to an abandoned train. Trevor forced the door open and we packed inside away from the ash and dust, which seemed to tear at us sideways sometimes due to the strong winds.

	From further away, I could see the sweeping outlines of the mountains when the wind shifted. As we got closer, the ash was thick and heavy, worse than I’d ever seen it. Visibility was so poor we couldn’t see the mountains until we were in them; their jagged peaks tearing the sky above us. The dark, poisonous ash fell in heavy clumps, sticking and burning holes in our clothes. We had to help each other put out fires frequently, holding our masks tightly against our faces. Even with elixir, our progress was slow.

	“Why put a compound here?” Trevor asked. “Are you sure we’re going the right way?”

	I frowned at him, gesturing vaguely.

	“We must be getting close. The ash is getting worse right? If we passed the source already, it would be getting lighter again. So, we must be getting closer.” 

	“But what are we even looking for again?”

	“I don’t know. The opposite of a purification engine. We’ll know when we see it. Let’s just find Skormhead first, we should be close. Maybe someone there will know what we’re looking for.” 

	With our faces covered, we had to shout to hear each other. And even with the mask, I could feel the poisonous air deep in my lungs, burning me from the inside out. The foul smell accosted my nose and each step was a battle.

	We’d used half of our elixir already, which meant, if we didn’t find something soon, we wouldn’t have enough to make it home safely.

	In the end, we didn’t see Skormhead until the gates loomed over us, a dark scar on the landscape, at the roots of the jagged black mountains. A smooth, rock wall, taller and more rigid than the one surrounding the citadel, stretched between two steep cliffs framing a narrow ravine. 

	The settlement crawled upwards like giant stairs, a multi-leveled city built into the rocks. Massive statues guarded the entrance, armored elite with shields and raised swords. I wondered if they knew what they were guarding. 

	The air seemed to roar and we were blasted by heat, before I realized it must be the purification engines within, creating a bubble of breathable air inside the compound, but also a wall of burning projectiles that stung us like murderous hornets.

	As we got closer, the statues towered above us, the round heel of their boots stomping through the concrete barrier like they’d been carved from one piece of rock. Their helmeted faces were stern; their eyes covered. I couldn’t tell if they were beckoning us to shelter or warning us to stay away.

	“Stay back,” Trevor said, pulling us down behind a sharp ridge in the desolate landscape. “They’ll have spotters on the walls.”

	I scanned the compound, which looked more like a military outpost than a human settlement. Narrow ledges cut into the earth were linked with steep staircases carving zig-zag patterns up the face of the rocky mountain, and through the ash I could see great blooming trees and statues of onyx and gold. It was like an oasis in the middle of hell, garish and ostentatious.

	“Look,” I said, pointing up at the top of the city, barely visible through the ash. Above the rigid, blocky houses leaning haphazardly out from the rock, a structure of glass and steel jutted forward proudly. 

	And on top of everything else, a tall circular door cut into the side of the mountain. Even from this distance it dwarfed the buildings beneath it.

	“How do you know what’s in there?” Luke asked. “It could be anything.”

	 “But the ash is thick here, right? It seems to be coming straight out of the top of that mountain.”

	“Why build a compound here, this close? If it’s meant to be this massive secret? I mean, wouldn’t the compound notice, and know the truth?”

	 “We don’t know what King Richard’s been telling them,” Jazmine said. “Maybe they have their own myths here. Maybe they tell people what they need to know.”

	“Did any of the other compounds have a giant, ominous steel door built into the side of the mountain?” I asked. “Maybe Richard keeps a military presence here to defend his big weakness, maybe it’s all engineers and mechanics. They might not all know what’s really going on here, they probably never leave the compound. From inside, would you even know which way the ash was blowing if you never saw it yourself?”

	“I’ll bet Richard keeps them fed and comfortable, and they don’t ask questions,” I said. “They just breed and pay their blood tax and live in blissful ignorance. I mean, look at that place, it’s practically a palace. Maybe this is where his guards go to retire after years of service. All I know is, if there’s a machine brewing ash, it would be here, and probably that’s the way in.”

	“Okay fine,” Trevor said, “but it’s not like they’re going to let us in like in the other compounds. I’ll bet they don’t get many traders or random strangers rolling into town. They probably shoot trespassers on sight.”

	I frowned, staring up at the sleek wall of massive stones, too smooth for even a toehold. Even full of elixir I wouldn’t be able to jump it, and if I did, there would no doubt be dozens of guards waiting inside.

	But I couldn’t just give up, and going back wasn’t an option now that we were this close. My eyes scanned the surrounding rocks, squinting into the flaming ash.

	“What about that?” I asked, pointing to the rocks to the side of the city. 

	“What?” Luke asked.

	“I see it,” Camina nodded grimly.

	High above the town, spanning a fissure in the rock face, was a feeble-looking bridge of wooden planks and wire.

	“If there’s a way to cross, that must mean there’s a path.”

	“It’s just solid rock,” Trevor said, scanning the cliffs.

	“There must be a trail. Maybe it’s an old service road from when they were building this place. It’s probably not even used any more.”

	“But how can we reach it?”

	“The elixir will help. Keep your masks tight.”

	I pulled out the vials Damien had given me, frowning at the half-empty vial. “We had two drops earlier. Two more drops now should be enough?”

	“Four drops still isn’t that much,” Camina said. “Not if we have to fight.”

	“Then let’s try to stay quiet.”

	“Just two or three of us should go,” Jazmine said. “Use more elixir, and see what’s up there. It would be safer.”

	“I’m not letting you go up there alone,” Trevor said.

	“Fine by me,” Luke shrugged. “I’m not too keen on heights anyway, or falling to my death.”

	“How about getting skewered by a dozen arrows?” Jazmine said. “They probably have guards sweep the area every few hours. Good luck fighting them off without us.”

	“We should all go,” I said. “You’re overthinking it. Maybe the climb isn’t even that bad. It couldn’t be too hard or nobody would use it.”
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	Twenty minutes later, I was dangling from the cliff face with sweat dripping down my brow.

	“Not that hard, huh?” Trevor grumbled from behind me.

	After sweeping the edge of the mountains, we found a scalable portion of large boulders. Blackened roots twisted into sharp brambles, that would have drawn blood if we weren’t already covered up in dark clothing. I tucked my scarf into my jacket so it wouldn’t get in the way as I hauled myself up the rocks.

	Once we were up high enough, we stumbled onto a narrow path that wove between the jagged cliffs and around the great pillars of stone. Where the path got too steep, narrow planks of wood had been secured to the wall, along with ropes to hold on to as we inched our way across the narrow incline.

	Every time we seemed to face a dead-end, there would be a hidden staircase or hard to see handholds just out of reach, cut into the wall. It was almost fun at first, but after a few hours, my muscles were shaking and I was out of breath. I began feeling nauseated and dizzy because of the toxic ash. The elixir was keeping me moving, but my muscles and lungs ached for oxygen, and there wasn’t enough in the harsh environment. 

	I wanted to tear off my scarf and choke down air, but I knew breathing in this much ash could be fatal. Camina gave me a hand up to a narrow ledge and then made room for the others. I pulled out my canteen, which was nearly empty, and dripped water down my parched throat.

	From this vantage point, we could see into the heart of the city down below us. It was a vision of white marble and gold statues, with sleek glass and gray buildings and storied apartment buildings that formed a moon shape before the gate, almost like a shield. In between the buildings were lush gardens and fountains, and a commercial district marked by outdoor stalls. People moved like ants. Rather than the colorful blues of Crollust or pink and teal of Algrave, these people were in gray and black. A few older women wore purple dresses and coats of black fur, despite the heat. It was blistering out here in the open, but perhaps the fountains kept the temperature down in the compound.

	Further up, the compound rose into a near vertical city, carved into the rocks, connected with tight steps, long ladders and an electronic cable car system.

	Most of the men carried some form of armor and many wore swords or weapons. The actual guards were easier to spot, in full suits of armor, carrying large double-edged axes.

	“They’re armed,” Luke said.

	“No shit,” Jazmine sniped.

	“No, look at their belts.”

	I was surprised he could see so well from this distance, but squinting through the ash, I realized the dark shapes at their hips were pistols.

	“I thought the elite didn’t allow guns in their compounds.”

	“They don’t,” I said. “At least not in Algrave.”

	“There were guns in Iklebot,” Camina offered. “The men rarely needed them, despite the harsh conditions. It was looked on as a weakness to use them in battle, but they were there for our protection. And... many of the guards carried them on patrols, for the slagpaw.”

	“To shoot them?” Trevor asked. 

	“No. If the slagpaw took you, a pistol would do little good. It was so that you wouldn’t die a slow, painful death having a giant canine feast on your intestines. The bullet was for themselves.” 

	“Thanks for that mental image,” Jazmine said, sticking out her tongue.

	“I promise,” Trevor smirked, “if I ever lose control, I’ll eat you quickly.” Jazmine punched him on the arm and strutted around the corner.

	“Uh, guys?” she said, turning back, her dark eyes wide.

	“What is it?” Luke asked.

	“You know that bridge we saw earlier? Bridge might have been a bit of a stretch.”
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	I peered over her shoulder, looking into the deep ravine. It was much bigger than it had seemed from a distance, probably a hundred feet across and several hundred feet down straight down.

	A thin wire bridge stretched the gap. At one time, it had been lined with wooden planks to form a path, but most of the boards were broken or charred, and halfway across they gave way completely, leaving only a thin string of wire.

	“I mean, it’s not that bad,” I said. “We faced worse in the trials, right?” 

	“Um, excuse, me,” Luke said raising a hand, his voice muffled from the thick scarf and mask.

	“Not all of us were chosen and trained to live with elite. Not all of us fought for our lives in Lord Richard’s human games or whatever they were. Did I mention I’m afraid of heights? I mean, that wire probably won’t even hold us.”

	“I’ll go first,” Jazmine said, stepping forward. 

	I was the only one still wearing a bracelet, the one April made for me. I was down to 2.3 percent, which was better than nothing. However, even though I knew I was faster and stronger right now than I was normally, I still had less elixir than was coursing through my veins twenty minutes ago, and my body seemed to be burning through it faster due to the ash; to keep the poison from destroying into my lungs.

	Normally, at two percent, after what we’d done in the trials, this shouldn’t seem all that terrifying. But with the gusts of wind, the noxious gas and smell in the air, the heavy flaming embers that fell like tiny comets around us, a tingling dread spread through me.

	I watched Jazmine walk carefully across the wooden planks. A few wobbled and the bridge bounced dizzily as she stepped across it. When she met the wires, she turned sideways and shimmied across the cables until she’d reached the other side. Luckily she hadn’t tried anything flashy this time.

	“You first,” I said to Trevor. “You’re the heaviest.”

	“Gee, thanks.”

	“Better test it now rather than have you go last. If it’ll hold you, it’ll hold the rest of us.”

	The bridge groaned under Trevor’s weight, but after a few tense minutes, he made it across as well.

	Camina followed next. She was still crossing the planks when I felt a puff of hot air against the nape of my neck, and a deep growl that shook my bones. 

	I spun around, confused at first by the wall of coarse, black hair filling my vision. For a second I thought it was Trevor in slagpaw form, but he was in front of me, and this was no slagpaw.

	Gnarled hooves as big as my skull prodded the ground, kicking up clouds of dust. I backed up slowly, knocking into Luke’s shoulder as I stared up at the creature. The black mountain goat was twice the size of an ox, with four red eyes and spiraling horns that pierced its matted fur like corkscrews.

	I shoved Luke out of the way as it stomped the ground and swung its massive head, sending the tip of its long horn straight towards my chest. I pivoted just in time to avoid being skewered, but the whip of coarse hair from its beard a second later swept me off the ground, tossing me into open air. I barely managed to grab a fistful of the demon goat’s beard, and use it to fling myself back over the chasm. I caught the side of the wire just ahead of Luke, and swung myself onto the bridge.

	“Run!” I shouted, turning and chasing after Camina, assuming he was right behind me. I’d only taken a few steps when I felt the goat’s weight on the bridge, snapping the wires like a strung bow. I clung to the wires as the first one snapped.

	“Hurry!” Trevor’s voice cut through the air. Arrows flashed by my head, followed quickly by a spinning blade. But they bounced off the creature’s shank, barely drawing blood through the matted fur.

	Luke was frozen, his arms wrapped around the wire, his eyes closed tightly. I crawled back to him, gripping the charred wooden planks with my hands. The goat shrieked in panic as its hooves broke through the wobbly boards. Its eyes were wide with fear and rage, which made it even more dangerous.

	I grabbed Luke’s arm and pulled him forward.

	“Let’s go, we’ve got to move.”

	“I can’t,” he whispered.

	“You go first. I’ll hold it off. Focus on the wires. I’m right behind you. Go!” I shouted.  

	I put my weight against his and pushed him until his hands and feet were moving again. I kept my eyes on the goat, taking careful steps backward with my eyes on the goat.

	I was still carrying the curved sword I’d stolen in Sezomp, and I brandished it in front of me, balancing carefully on the wobbly boards under my feet.

	Light glinted off the blade, which only seemed to enrage the creature. It pawed like it was going to charge, puffing its nostrils. The foolish beast was going to run us right off into nothing. 

	I grabbed Luke by the back of the neck and we tripped forward to the end of the wooden planks, feeling the thunderous hooves beat behind us as the bridge whipped up and down like a plucked wire. 

	We weren’t going to make it.

	Suddenly, a dark blur leapt past us. Camina stabbed a long spear at the beast’s chest. It reared up  on its hind legs, tilting the bridge dangerously.

	“Hold on!” I yelled at Luke, wrapping my arm around the wire as the bridge flipped upside down. I clung to the wire, feeling the cable bite into my palms, tearing the flesh. I pulled myself forward hand over hand, my feet dangling in open space until we reached the rocky ledge. Trevor was leaning out as far as he could, his hand grasping towards us. He gave Luke a hand up, then came back for me. I’d just grabbed his palm when I felt the last bridge cable snap behind me.

	I looked back, wide-eyed as it began to fall.

	“Camina!” Jazmine screamed.

	We watched in slow motion as the goat’s legs kicked and bucked in the open air. Camina fell headfirst after it, plunging into the canyon. She grabbed one of the curly horns in midair and flung herself onto the creature’s hairy back, burying herself deep in the fur. We heard the sickening crack of bones as the animal hit the ground and split open like a watermelon. 

	Camina was thrown to the side and tumbled towards the walled compound. I held my breath as the dust settled, my heart pounding in my chest. Slowly, we watched her pick herself up and wave a shaky hand.

	“Holy shit, she’s alive,” Luke said. 

	“She used the beast to break her fall,” Trevor said.

	I smiled with relief, just before the sirens tore the air. They seemed to be coming from everywhere all at once. Flashing red lights filled the city, casting it in a deep red glow. Shouts came from the closest ramparts as guards rushed to peer down at the giant creature, still tangled in the wires and wooden planks of the bridge. Gleaming ribs poked through the hairy carcass like a pincushion. Camina ducked into a thorny briar patch against the compound walls.

	But already a patrol was weaving their way down a set of steep external stairs, their swords raised and weapons drawn.

	“They’ll find her,” I whispered.

	“Em,” Trevor turned toward me. His deep brown eyes flecked with amber, cut into my soul.

	The guards spilled across the rocks, forming a circle around the bloody carcass and slowly pushing outwards, hacking their swords into the brush.

	“We have to help her,” I said, biting my lip. I cast another look up towards the mountain summit.

	We were so close.

	“Do what you came here to do,” Trevor said suddenly. “We’ll hold them off.” He kissed me on the mouth, crushing my lips, then slipped off the edge of the cliff. He used the hanging wire to lower himself down at first, then slid his feet across the dusty surface of the cliff face, which angled slightly. He was going too fast, but somehow he jumped from ledge to ledge without losing his balance and tumbling head first.

	“He’s right,” Jazmine said. “You got this. The path is clear from here on up. We’ll fight our way out and meet up with you later.” She stepped off the cliff with a battle cry, flourishing both swords.

	I looked at Luke, my eyes wide.

	“Maybe I’ll just stay here and see how things turn out,” he said, peering over the steep ledge.

	“Good luck with that,” I said, turning my back on him and heading up the hill. I hated leaving the others behind. But now that the alarm had been raised, I knew we’d never get another shot at this. The compounds must have a way to alert the king in emergencies. He could already be on his way.

	It was up to me.

	I ran up the path, ducking as arrows peppered the rock around me, shattering dust and pebble, biting my face. But I was fast, and by the time the guards aimed and fired, I was well out of danger.
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	Thunder split the sky and a flash of lightning, suddenly blinding, cast shadows through the burning ash. The steep slope of the mountain was ankle deep in pumice and lightweight volcanic rock that crumbled beneath my boots. Slow rivers of thick toxic sludge oozed down the ravines and crevices, taking the path of least resistance.

	The air was so thick with ash I could hardly breathe. There was so much sediment in the ash, mixed with the wet rain, it felt like I was drowning.

	Still I pushed on. The heavy rain hissed and sizzled as it collided with the ground layer of ash, sending up puffs of poisonous dust, or where the earth was hot enough, burst into a billowing clouds of toxic steam that not even my mask could filter out.

	I felt dizzy and light-headed, and my knees trembled with each step, threatening to give out completely. The hot rain felt like it was coming from all directions, at one point even up from the earth, scorching the bottom of my arms and elbows.

	The thick leather of my coat protected most of my skin. The sizzling embers would have burned holes through my cloak, but luckily it was heavy from rain, soaked and dripping down my legs. My tangled curls hung heavy from beneath my hood, sticking to the sides of my face and neck, coiling around my ears like snakes.

	But then my vision cleared as I neared the lip of the roaring volcano. The ash was going up, shooting past me in one direction, a wall of fiery embers, a burning river, spewing into the sky like a dragon. It rolled out above me like a mushroom cloud, evaporating the rain and spreading out before falling into the valleys. I was in a pocket, an in-between space of surprising stillness. I unfastened my mask and pulled down my shawl so I could see. The noxious air stung my sinuses, and the blistering heat blurred my vision.

	Then a shadow darkened the ash, looming large over me. The shape filled my vision, before consolidating on a single figure that seemed to melt out of the wall fire. 

	He was wearing a dark suit and padded fur coat, studded with spiked armor of black metal, and a golden crown that shone like a halo. A crack of thunder announced his arrival, and rays of light rippled off his stark silhouette like rising steam. 

	It was hard not to be intimidated, even though I’d seen the newspaper articles from the Before, of the thin scientist he’d used to be, before all this began. The man who left his wife behind and kidnapped their son.

	I glanced over my shoulder, but I couldn’t see anyone else. It was just King Richard and me. The jewels of his crown sparkled with dazzling light as he rushed towards me. I raised my bow and fired three arrows, but each time he vanished in a swirl of ash and smoke, moving so quickly I couldn’t see him.

	My heart pounded in my chest.

	“Now now,” he said with a smirk. “That’s no way to greet your father-in-law.”

	His voice echoed in the fiery maelstrom, appearing to come from everywhere at once. I hissed at him, stepping back warily, clutching my bow.

	“I’m not your daughter,” I spat. “Legal or otherwise.”

	When he smiled, he looked so much like Damien my heart ached. The fine lines around his mouth and eyes gave him a cruel countenance, and a gray streak running through his dark hair revealed his age. Now that I’d met his mother, I knew where Damien got his sensitive features.

	Thunder rumbled above us, trembling the ground. A blast of hot steam made my stumble back, clutching my weapon.

	“I did warn you how this was going to end,” he said, drawing his long sword slowly from his belt with a scrape of metal on metal.

	“Did you?” I asked. “I probably couldn’t hear you past the iron bars between us. Remember, after you killed my mother and locked me up?”

	“Hardly,” he said, holding up a hand. “And you got the events a little wrong. First, you lured my son into a trap by feigning concern for your mother, and nearly killed him.”

	“That’s not what happened,” I said, tightening my grip on my father’s bow. If I could distract him enough, I might be able to move closer.

	“You were caught with an illegal firearm. My guards can be overzealous, but it was clear your mother and boyfriend were working with the resistance. Honestly, I’m disappointed. I thought you were smarter than this. I thought you understood.”

	“You tried to kill me in the trials,” I said.

	“Of course I didn’t. The other chosen, I could have spared. What I wanted was for you to win, kill the rebels, and make my son happy.”

	“But then you did something unexpected,” he looked me over thoughtfully, pursing his lips. “You resisted. Honestly nobody has been able to do that for a long time. It made me careless. That’s when I knew I couldn’t control you, that you’d always be a danger to me. To be clear, I wasn’t trying to kill you then. I most definitely am now. Especially now that you know about this.”

	And then he struck, cutting through the ash like a guillotine. I felt heat blast by me, before I even realized what had happened.

	I gasped for breath, checking myself over. I was still in one piece, but my father’s bow was split in half, dangling from the string. I dropped it on the ground and reached for my knives.

	I held them close to me, like barbs on a rose.

	“You lied about everything,” I growled. “You said you were protecting us, from the ash, from the slagpaw. You made both, to keep enslaved.”

	“I am protecting you,” he snapped. “Humanity’s doom was always written. Elite were showing no restraint, burning through their food supply. Humanity was the weaker species, bound for an inevitable extinction. We would have bled them out, then slowly starved ourselves decades later. It was already happening. I was just the only one who could see it.” 

	“If that were true, why the ash? Why block out the sun? If nature meant the elite to thrive, surely they wouldn’t have made you so vulnerable?”

	“The elite were being hunted down. I’d discovered a cure for cancer, and the humans were drinking it to get high and hunt us down in the streets. The race wars would have been the death of everything.”

	“So yes, I created the ash. It wasn’t that hard to do, actually. We took a dormant, natural volcano and turned it into a massive engineering project; drilling it open with reinforced steel. By that time I’d made billions selling immortality to the wealthy. Of course, nobody could know the truth. My communities are built on trust and consent. The burning sky, though a necessary component of lasting peace, wouldn’t have been understood. The price of freedom is too complex for my people to understand.”

	“If that’s true, it’s only because you haven’t educated them. They only feel free. They aren’t really.”

	“What’s freedom, if not a feeling?”

	“It’s not real. You made all the decisions for them. They’re like rats in a maze, playing out some cruel experiment.”

	“And knowing the truth, it broke you, it brought you here. You couldn’t just go on, knowing about this place. You risked everything to find it for yourself. Even though, you know what would happen next. If you turn off the machines, the skies will clear. And then what? Rather than weekly blood donations, given freely in fair exchange for a nearly magical healing elixir that keeps my citizens strong, healthy and happy – instead of that, they’ll run into the untamed wild, and get hunted down by elite. Slaughtered brutally, violently, until there are none left to remember.”

	“Maybe at first. But without the ash, eventually they’ll rebuild. They’ll grow. Until they outnumber you.”

	“When is that going to happen? Who is going to have time to bear children and keep them alive? Children smell the sweetest, you know, like fresh strawberries. It’ll be decades of bloodshed, then decades of silence, as we drive each other to near extinction and back again, over and over, like red tides.”

	I felt a drift of air against my neck, and spun quickly, slashing with my knives. He batted my wrists away playfully, leering at me and flashing his fangs, before disappearing into the ash and shadows. He was toying with me.

	“You’ll never be a match for me, you know. You’ll always be weak, human. Also, you’re wasting your time. Don’t you think I took precautions? Even if you reached the lever, you’d still need this.”

	He stood over me, flashing a golden key from a chain around his neck, before tucking it back under his collar.

	“Unfortunately, now that you’re here and you know about this place, I can’t let you live. I’m also going to have to kill all your friends of course, anybody you’ve spoken to, and completely wipe out that little infestation above the waterfalls. I wonder if I should leave you here to be pecked apart by vultures, or drag your corpse back to rot in my sanctuary? It might be a nice warning for the next girl Damien brings home from the compounds. And I suppose after you’re gone, I’ll have no reason to hold onto your siblings. Maybe I’ll bury them with you.”

	My blood chilled, and I trembled, despite the sweltering heat and the poisonous gases distorting my vision. The king’s form blurred with the smoke, melting like an apparition.

	When he charged, I tried to block, but it was like blocking the wind. I moved quickly, raising my arms over my head and deflecting his attack. The blow should have cut me in half, but I pushed it to the side with my arm, screaming with rage and lunging for his throat with the dagger in my other hand. He was gone before the blow landed. I felt a throbbing pain, and glanced down at my injured arm. The king’s sword had bit deep, nearly to the bone. I could barely lift my arm, and blood was making my sleeve thick and heavy. Red drops fell into the gray ash, leaving a crimson trail behind me as I staggered forward.

	With trembling fingers, I pulled out the last of the vial that Damien had given me and downed it quickly. I’d beaten the slagpaw with a vial of elixir. I could beat him too.
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	I stripped off my thick leather jacket, exposing my sweaty skin and the thin shirt that hung low around my collar. Warm embers brushed against my bare stomach, but I could barely feel them burn.

	I tore off my scarf and tied it around my useless arm to stop the bleeding, pulling the knot tight with my teeth. Then I stretched my spine, cracking my neck to the side.

	My bracelet beeped a warning and time seemed to slow down. My vision focused into sharp clarity. I could see each individual clump of ash, patterns in the swirling poison around me. I saw the air shift before the king moved, predicting his movements.

	This time, I blocked the blow with my dagger, even though the weight of it slammed me to the ground. I rolled quickly as the blade split the air above me, cutting into the earth just near my ear and ripping out a chunk of my scalp. I lashed out and felt my blade sink into the back of the king’s calf.

	He cursed, before retreating again into the ash.

	I crawled on my hands and knees, closer to the lip of the volcano. The heat blew my hair, now dry, away from my face, but from this close I could see a narrow flight of stairs, clinging to the side of the raging abyss. Enormous metal rings of the grand machine sank deep into the earth. It looked like the mouth of a screaming giant.

	“Careful now,” King Richard teased. “Too much elixir and you’ll die... and become one of us. I designed it that way. You can’t use it against us. No matter how much elixir you drank, you’d never be a match for me. Your humanity forbids it. Meanwhile, the blood of the gods, flows through my veins, this is what I am – elite, in every sense of the word.”

	“Vampire,” I spat.

	“I see you’ve been reading Damien’s library. A foolish, adolescent obsession he had.”

	“Your only power comes from what little elixir we allow you to enjoy,” Richard continued, “otherwise your lives would be brutal and short, full of pain and suffering.”

	“The same is true for you,” I said. “You’re just an animal, like any other. You need blood to survive. You need to humans to live. We don’t need you at all.”

	“Exactly,” he smiled, wiping my blood off his sword with the sleeve of his jacket. “Do you still not see how perfect my system is? If we didn’t need you, we’d destroy you. There’s no question that we’re the dominant species. It is only our need for you that keeps you alive. Live together or die apart. It’s the perfect symbiotic relationship.”

	“I think it’s time we started seeing other people,” I growled, lunging with my sword. I cut through the air, my blade flashing. My arm was still throbbing but I could tell the elixir was already trying to heal the wound. Unfortunately it left me slow and the lack of oxygen and heat made me dizzy.

	Each strike was either easily dodged or parried with such force it felt like I was striking a metal pole, sending vibrations coursing through me. But then a hand grabbed me by my hair and slammed my face into the dirt. I tasted blood in my mouth as my mask crushed my lips and nose. I ripped it off, gasping for breath, with blood streaming down to my chin.

	The king stepped on my hand, slowly crunching my fingers until my grip loosened. I felt the bones snap one by one and screamed in pain. He kicked the sword away from me.

	“Before you die, there’s just one thing I need to know. How did you find this place, anyway? Did my son tell you?”

	“It was your wife,” I grinned through bloody teeth. “She says hi by the way.” 

	His eyes widened and I clawed at him with my bare hands, gouging red scratches down his pale, flawless cheek. He slapped me with an open palm so hard my head spun. The blow would have snapped my neck if I wasn’t already so amped with elixir. I practically felt my vertebrae harden, then shift back into place one by one.

	“Then I suppose I don’t have time for you,” the king said finally. He dragged me towards the edge of the infernal furnace, then lifted me by the neck until my feet hung over the ledge. His fingers dug deeper, crushing my windpipe until I couldn’t breathe. I choked on ash, dirt and fire, surrounded by flaming sparks that singed my wild hair.

	“That’s enough, Father.” 

	I choked back a sob of relief as Damien emerged out of the ash, an orange glow reflecting off his golden armor.

	“Foolish boy. You’re willing to destroy everything, for her? You think you can take my place, that you can keep all this running?”

	“After she destroys the machine, maybe I won’t have to.” Damien smiled at me, and I felt the king’s grip loosen as he shifted to a defensive posture. Damien stabbed forward with his sword, blazing across the scorched earth like a bolt of lightning. 

	He was so fast, but not fast enough.

	King Richard raised his hand in a swift movement, his pale fingers spread wide like talons, clawing at the air. I saw the panic in Damien’s eyes as his sword shifted course, driven by his traitorous hand. It curved in midair before plunging through my stomach.

	My bracelet beeped as the last of the elixir tried to repair the bloody hole through my torso. I could feel the sharp, cool steel inside of me, slicing my internal organs. Shock and horror twisted Damien’s beautiful face as he let go of his sword, sinking to his knees.

	“We’ve been here before, haven’t we Son?” King Richard said. “Why does it always have to come to this? Have you learned nothing?”

	“I told you once before, Father. If you ever compulsed me again, what the consequences would be.” He flashed a sad smile, gazing off into the distance, the fiery sparks reflecting in his vivid eyes. Then he pulled out an ornate dagger and plunged it into his own throat, Spurting hot blood over the engraved metal of his armor.

	The king’s eyes widened in surprise. I took advantage of the distraction to grab an arrow from my quiver and plunge it deep into his shoulder, where his neck met his collarbone. I grunted, pushing it down with all my force, but it sunk no deeper. I couldn’t get it past his bones into his heart.

	He grabbed my wrist, pulling it away sharply and throwing me to the ground. He snapped the arrow in half, leaving the wooden stump in his shoulder. I clutched my injured stomach, feeling the warm blood soak my abdomen, dripping between my legs.

	Damien was on the ground, his eyes rolling into his head, spasms rippling down his legs. A pool of thick dark blood spread out in the gray ash around him, a stain against his golden armor.

	“I’m sorry,” he whispered. A single tear rolled down his cheek as I clawed my way towards him. “I’m not strong enough. I never was.”

	“It’s not your fault,” I whispered.

	 

	“He’ll be fine,” the king said, wiping the blood off his sword and returning it to the scabbard on his belt. “He’s just acting out, throwing a tantrum. Maybe I’ll feed him your siblings. That should fill him with enough guilt and self-loathing to keep him quiet for a few more decades.”

	“You bastard,” I choked out. I swung at him, but fell to my knees in pain, clutching my stomach. It felt like I’d been torn in half, like I was coming undone. The king laughed, but it was cruel and without mirth.

	“What a pair you make, honestly you should see yourselves. It’s almost Shakespearean. All this destruction and violence. Sons turning on fathers, wives against husbands. It’s a disease. And for what? Now then, where were we?”

	He lifted me up again, dragging me towards the blistering furnace, and holding me up to the wall of fire until I could feel my skin burning. I stabbed him with my dagger, again and again, but it barely made a scratch. 

	“You’ve got spirit,” the king said, twisting his lips into a grim smile. “But you’ll never be strong enough. You may be renitent, but you’re still just a human.”

	 

	I flailed at his neck and shoulders until I found the shaft of the broken arrow, buried deep under his collarbone. I tore it out, coated with the king’s blood, so thick it ran down across my thumb, staining my fingernails. 

	“I’m only half human,” I growled, splattering his face with blood, “and you can shove your covenant up your royal ass.”

	I licked the arrow shaft, coating my tongue and lips with the king’s blood, and feeling it run down the back of my throat. I could taste the elixir in it, and my injured body responded hungrily to the rush of power. 

	I saw the look in his eyes the minute he realized his mistake, but it was already too late. 

	Ten drops? Twenty?

	It was impossible to tell.

	April’s bracelet screamed a warning.

	But I wasn’t a danger to myself. Only him.

	In one fluid movement, I ducked under his arms and grabbed his sword, plunging it into his chest until I heard bone crunch and felt it pierce his heart. With my other hand, I snagged the key around his neck and ripped it off, breaking the chain.

	He staggered backwards, a look of shock on his face, fumbling for the handle, but it was too late. Before he could pull it out, I lifted my foot with a roar of rage and kicked him, as hard as I could, into the roaring furnace below.
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	I scrambled across the stones, tearing holes in my knees, my hands wet with blood, trying not to think about what I’d just done.

	I felt like I was dissolved, melting and being remade again all at the same time, as the elixir in my body worked to stitch my skin back together as fast as I ripped it open again.

	Tobias had told me once, nobody knew how fast I could be, how much elixir I could consume. I felt like my skin was on fire, like my eyeballs were glued open. Blood stained my teeth and chin as I pulled myself forward.

	I found a hatch, just inside the volcano, and tore the door open. I staggered down the cement stairs, sucking in ragged breaths as my lungs melted, tearing away my scarf and gasping for air.

	The control room was much older than what I’d seen in the citadel. Large gears and buttons, and electric panels I had no idea how to use. Someone had scrawled large directions in the ground with chalk, but it was for maintenance. Finally I found a sign on the wall in red, faded paint. Shutdown protocol. I jammed Richard’s key to unlock the hidden panel and turned all the knobs to zero, then gripped the large lever.

	I pulled at it, gritting my teeth and wincing in pain, then screaming as my stomach wound opened again, dripping blood on the floor.

	The entire mountain vibrated, with a great rumbling sound. Red flashing warning lights and sirens assaulted my senses, and then, with a great shudder like a dying beast, everything was still.

	Footsteps sounded behind me and I whirled, baring my teeth and flourishing my blade, but exhaustion and darkness overtook me. I passed out to screams, rays of light, and someone shouting my name. 

	 

	 

	 

	





EPILOGUE


	I felt the light behind my eyelids and heard the ringing of bells. Soft, cool sheets beneath my bare skin and something wet licking my face. I frowned, shoving away the hairy beast, but it was soft and friendly. A border collie, I knew somehow. 

	“Down boy,” I said in a voice that wasn’t my own.

	I rolled out of bed and fumbled for my glasses, and the world snapped into focus. Soft purple walls, my wife had picked the color. I never cared enough and was happy to let her decorate when we moved in years ago. But now the color brought me only sadness. I opened the blinds and looked out the window at the trees in the garden, and the leaves that needed raking.

	There’d be time enough for that later. I was barely home as it was. I leaned back, placing my hand on the other side of the bed, the side that hadn’t been slept in, and took a deep breath. Gotta keep moving.

	I took a quick shower and shaved, wiping the shaving cream and wincing as I nicked my chin, drawing blood.

	Downstairs I heard Damien already fixing breakfast.

	“Hey kiddo,” I said, rubbing my eyes.

	He was lathering peanut butter on a toaster waffle.

	“Easy with that syrup,”

	“Yeah Dad, whatever.”

	“Don’t forget, your mom gets home from treatment tonight. I thought we’d order out. How’s Thai sound?”

	“Better than your cooking,” Damien smirked. 

	He was younger than I’d ever seen him, barely a teenager, but I recognize the green eyes, smooth cheeks, the dimple by the corner of his mouth when he smiled.

	“Going into work today?” he asked.

	“Yeah, maybe.” I said, feeling guilt squeeze my chest. For the past few weeks I’d been changing into a suit every morning before he left for school. Soon I’d have to tell him I already lost my job.

	But it didn’t matter. 

	I was so close, I couldn’t quit now.

	 

	“Don’t forget your lunch,” I said, tossing him an apple.

	“Nobody brings lunch to school anymore,” he said.

	“Fine, then, here. Let me give you some lunch money at least.” I opened my wallet but frowned. I only had a ten left. I needed to go to the bank and get some more cash. I handed him the bill and put away my now empty wallet.

	The fridge was empty again. Becky always complained that we’d starve ourselves if she wasn’t here. We’d been mostly living on takeout all week, but Damien hadn’t complained. I’d go to the store later and pick up all the foods she liked, so it looked like I was at least trying to keep us eating healthy.

	But what was the point.

	I took a cup of coffee and a strawberry poptart down into the office, stretching before loosening my tie and slipping on my slippers. Today was the day. I unlocked the medical cabinet, pulling out the laboratory equipment I’d stolen from the Department of Health’s supply closets after they’d let me go.

	They thought I was crazy when I pitched them my research. Small minded idiots. This was going to change everything. I just needed more testing. I spent the morning making phone calls to potential supporters.

	“No listen, Steve, this is a whole different ballgame. We’re not just talking about a cure for cancer. We’re talking cellular regeneration. Of course it’s possible. In my tests, I’ve seen rapid healing, increased speed and strength. The applications are limitless. Whoever gets control of this thing, they’re going to make billions. All I’m asking for is a small investment to begin clinical trials.”

	I’d raised nearly half a million in the last week, but it wasn’t enough. Hell it barely paid for Rebecca’s treatments, which were a joke. Chemo therapy, using decades-old equipment.

	I put on my lab coat and opened the sealed chamber in the back of the basement, letting myself into the makeshift clean room. It was the best I could do; more of a hobbyist set up after working with the cutting-edge tech at the lab, but it would have to do for now.

	Cages of white rats were illuminated by the vials of glowing elixir. It was working, like I knew it would. It had to.

	At noon I made a ham and mayonnaise sandwich and moved to my other list. I sighed and rubbed the bridge of my nose, looking over the names, half of which were crossed out already.

	I felt like a snake oil salesman, peddling hope, but I knew it could work. It just hadn’t been tested on humans yet. But there were plenty of wealthy families with a loved one in critical condition. I’d met some of them, in the terminal ward at the hospital. People just like me, desperate for a miracle, with nothing left to lose.

	“No it hasn’t gone through clinical trials, and it’s not approved by the FDA. Frankly speaking, this is something new – you know how the bureaucracy works. It could be two or three years before a public trial phase is even available. Tommy doesn’t have that long and he’s not responding to treatment. All I’m saying is, if you’re out of options, why not try it?”

	I had a list of ten patients. I’d have them sign waivers of course. It wasn’t like I could get fired again, though prison was always a possibility. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

	Shit, I glanced at my watch. It was already nearly 4pm. I ran upstairs and grabbed my keys, opening the garage door and peeling out of the driveway, so quickly I almost didn’t see Cindy, our next door neighbor’s daughter, riding her pink bike in the street. I slowed, rolling down my window to wave, even though my heart was pounding. She smiled and waved back, having no idea of the danger she’d been in.

	I waited for Becky in the cancer ward. They’d cut her hair after the first round of chemo. This was the 3rd, in five years. She looked so thin, her skin stretched over her cheekbones. They rolled her out in a wheelchair. 

	“Is this really necessary?” 

	“Honestly I’m fine,” she said, giving me a weak smile. “Just a little dizzy.”

	“I’ll take it from here. Just give me a second to talk with the doctor.”

	I left her in the hall with the nurse, and followed the doctor into the lab, where he showed me the latest xrays and reports.

	“At this point, I think we need to be realistic with our expectations. She’s not responding to treatment. The cancer is malignant, and aggressive. As you can see, it’s eating through her heart and lungs. I don’t know which will give out first.”

	“What are we looking at?” I asked, my tongue sticking to my throat. “How much time?”

	“A few weeks,” he said. “Maybe a month.”

	I sucked in a breath. After the last treatment he’d given her at least a year.

	“As I said, things are deteriorating quickly. I think it’s time to start making arrangements.”

	My fist was around his collar before I knew what I was doing, pushing him back against the wall.

	“My wife is not going to die,” I breathed. “Do you hear me?”

	An intern walked in, a young woman wearing scrubs and a medical mask. Her eyes widened when she saw us.

	“Sorry, sorry,” I said, backing away and ducking into the hall before they could call security. I must be losing my mind.

	I pushed the wheelchair into the elevator quickly, jabbing the button. We were quiet on the drive home.

	Cindy was still there when we got back.

	I leaned out of the car this time and waved her away.

	“Move!” I yelled. Her stricken face stuck her tongue out at me before pedaling off.

	“She’s just a kid, Richard.”

	“She should know better than to play in the street.”

	“You talked to the doctor then,” she said, as I supported her through the doorway. It reminded me of when we first got married and I’d carried her through the threshold after our honeymoon. 

	“He told you?” she pressed.

	“He’s wrong,” I said. “We’ll get a second opinion.”

	“He’s not wrong,” she said, placing a hand on my arm. “I can feel it. It’s time.”

	I looked up at her, blinking back a tear.

	“What will we tell Damien?”

	“The truth. He’s old enough, he can handle it.”

	Dinner was awkward. Damien was on his cellphone scrolling through social media. I had to ask him twice to put it away. Becky tried to make small talk and ask him about school.

	“Son, we’ve got something we need to tell you. We love you very much, you know that.”

	“What is this,” he asked, clenching his jaw.

	“Treatment, it’s not going well,” Becky said. “I’m not going to make it.” Damien flinched, his eyes suddenly wide and vulnerable. 

	“But Dad’s a scientist. He can fix it, right? Dad, why can’t you fix it?” 

	“I’ve been trying son, I just need more time.”

	“It’s not his fault, cheese weasel,” she said, cupping Damien’s cheek with her hand. “He’s done everything he can.”

	Damien pushed away from the table in anger, spilling the coconut chicken soup. He was getting so big, so fast, it seemed like he was always knocking things over. This time, he didn’t apologize.

	“I can’t be here right now. I don’t want to talk about this. I’m not saying goodbye.”

	He grabbed his skateboard and left through the garage. I heard him come in later, after dark, and Becky walking slowly down the hall to tuck him in. They’re talking quietly, and I hear Damien cry, which he hasn’t done in years. Maybe he’s ready to accept it. 

	I’m not.

	I wait for her to fall asleep in front of the TV, like she always does after treatment, then carry her upstairs gently. She weighs almost nothing. I kiss her forehead, then pull out the vial of elixir I have in my pocket. 

	“What’s that?” she asks, half asleep. 

	“Just a standard IV,” I lie. “The doctor said to keep you hydrated. It’ll pinch.” She closed her eyes and nodded as I injected her with the experimental serum. Then I tucked my arm around her fail body as she drifted off to sleep. 

	Hours later I woke up suddenly, alone, in the darkness. I’d fallen asleep in the armchair in the living room. I heard noises in the kitchen and a sharp yelp.

	“Cooper?” I called quietly. “Here boy!” We’d had the dog since he was a puppy, when we gave him to Damien for his tenth birthday.

	I crept into the kitchen slowly, letting my eyes adjust to the dim green glow of the timer on the oven.

	Cooper lay on the kitchen floor, whimpering, illuminated by the soft glow from the fridge, which was cracked open just a hair.

	I thought he’d gotten into the ketchup at first, but the smell was all wrong. A chill ran down my spine when I realized it was blood.

	My arm trembled as I lifted my cell phone for more light, casting away the shadows… all except one. A dark figure, her skin far too pale, her dark hair a nest. Blood dripped down her wrists and chin. Her eyes were wide and luminous, but vacant, like she didn’t recognize me. She snarled, backing into the corner, and chewing on Cooper’s bleeding heart with both hands.
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	I snapped my eyes awake, gasping for air. Pain rushed through my body all at once, and my heart felt like it was going to beat out of my chest.

	I couldn’t move, and for a second I thought I’d been paralyzed. But lifting my head, I could see thick bandages tied around my arm and torso. I was tucked under heavy blankets, in a fancy, modern room.

	But something was wrong with the wide open windows facing the horizon. A warm yellow light pierced through the room, bouncing off the polished floor and erasing everything in a brightness that seemed unnatural.

	I blinked against it, lifting myself up. I groaned as I put weight on my legs, but they held. I seemed to be in one piece. Someone was lying on another bed across the room, wrapped in white sheets, his face half hidden in shadow. I froze when I realized it was Damien. He was so pale, so still. But then I saw his chest rise and fall and breathed a sigh of relief. His father had been right. He’d made it.

	I shuffled towards the large pane of glass until the light enveloped me completely, holding one hand up against it until my eyes adjusted.

	“You shouldn’t be up,” Trevor said from behind me. He was at my side in a moment, clutching my hand. He dragged a chair closer and gave me a glass of water.

	“What happened?” I asked. “Where are we?”

	“You did it Em,” he said. I tasted a warm tear as he kissed my forehead and wrapped an arm around me. “You fucking did it.”

	I squinted at the sweeping, foreign landscape, emotions I couldn’t name swirling in my heart as I saw the pink and purple clouds, and the sun setting behind the blue mountains in the distance. In the deep blue sky above, I saw a half moon surrounded by a handful of stars. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

	 

	THE END (FOR NOW)

	 

	I hope you enjoyed Thirst for Vampire – please take a moment to post a review while the story is fresh, I’d love to hear your thoughts! I’m working on the third book in the series and hope to have it done next year. If you’d like to be notified when it release, sign up to my email list (and you’ll also get some bonus stories to read right now!)
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Author’s Note

	This book took years to write. During most of that time, I was semi-nomadic, traveling full-time with my wife. Then at the beginning of 2020, we’d had enough of living out of suitcases and decided to get an apartment in Taiwan, where she’s from. Staying still allowed me to concentrate and finally finished this story, but it’s also true that the existential dread and frustration of quarantine and lockdown probably also crept into the narrative about vampires and mutid woods in a dystopian landscape. 

	Six months into the global pandemic, I’ve outstayed my welcome in Taiwan and they’re refusing to renew my arrival visa. Normally this would be a simple fix; I’d hop over to Hong Kong or Vietnam, fly back the same day and get a new arrival stamp. But like many countries, Taiwan has shut the door to foreign arrivals without a visa. Those countries offering visas also won’t let me in, without a 2-week mandatory quarantine; and if I want to come back to Taiwan, I also need (on top of lots of paperwork and legal documents) a negative Covid-19 test dated to within 3 days of travel – a very challenging hurdle.

	All this to say, as I put the finishing touches on this book, I’m also facing essential deportation and potentially a very long period of separation from my wife, until I figure out a way for us to coexist in the same country again. I understand the safety regulations are necessary; I also understand the conflict between holding on to those you love, and being at the mercy of large-scale, impassive forces you can’t control. So if it seems there’s a bit too much focus on the tension between personal autonomy and the widespread “Greater Good”… this is why.

	Still, I hope you enjoyed the story. Book three will get even more dramatic and insane, so I hope you’ll stick with me until it’s ready.

	 

	 

	Thanks for reading!

	D.S. Murphy
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