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	CHAPTER 1

	 

	 

	“WHERE’S YOUR MOTHER?” asked Gaar.

	Trinity shook her head.  Leaving her mom at the encampment had been the hardest thing that she’d ever done, but she’d had no choice.  The Almightys had implanted tracking devices inside all adult Producers.  It would lead the Almightys right to them.  So, she’d left her mom behind to be slaughtered and eaten.  

	She had to focus on something else or the tears would come.  She turned her head and stared at the carnage that had once been Troy.  Mirra must not be very hungry because she was digging through his carcass looking for the choice parts and tossing aside the rest.  

	“We need to leave.  The Almightys will send their Guards soon.  Something like this”—Gaar pointed at the body—“will not stay a secret for very long.”

	Neither would the four dead Producers inside the camp, but she wasn’t ready to talk about that either.  Those deaths were her fault.  If she hadn’t left or hadn’t come back, they’d all still be alive.  

	“Mirra, you need to go back the way we came and cover our scent.  When you get to the Finishing Camp, get rid of those bodies,” he said.

	“Mirra free Nirankan and others,” said Mirra.

	“Not yet.”  Gaar’s voice was harsh, commanding.

	The Tracker looked at him and snarled.  He stood straighter and bared his teeth.  Mirra slowly lowered her lips, a low growl rumbling through her chest.

	“Soon.”  His voice was softer now.  “Little One and I need to lead the Guards in the other direction.  Find us when you’re done and we’ll drop Little One off at the Finishing Camp.  Then, we’ll free the Trackers.  I promise.”

	Mirra hissed.

	“We have to keep Little One safe, right?”  His black eyes gleamed.  “If you bump into any Guards near the camp, kill them.”

	Mirra smiled, her teeth white in her bloody face, and darted off into the brush.  Trinity followed Gaar in the opposite direction.

	“She’s getting harder to control,” she said. “Maybe, you should give her the serum.”

	“Can’t.  She needs to be strong.  This journey is not going to be easy.”

	All because of her.  Sure, she’d helped them locate others of their kind, but other-than-that she’d been nothing but trouble.  They now had a group of teenage Producers to lead through the forest and they were going to be hunted by the Almightys’ Guards, a lot of them.  With five dead Producers, Benedictine, the Almighty who ran their camp, would send out all of his Guards.  He wouldn’t let that much meat go to waste without someone paying for it.  Her lip curled.  That was all the Producers were to them, meat.  The Almightys and the Guards were her enemies and she needed to remember that.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 2

	 

	 

	HIGH HUGH TRUENT stumbled out of his carriage at his mother’s house, brushing lint off the sleeve of his jacket.  He ran his hand through his thick, black hair.  He was as presentable as he was going to be.  He drew in a deep breath, inhaling the crisp morning air and clearing the cobwebs from his sleepy brain.  

	“Sue and Reese, secure the carriage and then meet us in the house,” said Buddy, his eldest and most trusted Guard, to his other two Guards.

	“I can’t believe I had to leave my bed in the middle of the night in order to rein in Mother’s House Servant,” he said as he strode toward the door, Buddy right behind him.

	“It’s dawn, sir,” corrected Buddy.

	He looked down his nose at Buddy.  The Guard was a good foot shorter than his five-foot eleven-inch frame, but whereas he was lean muscle Buddy was as solid as a concrete block, bred for protection not speed.  Buddy’s hair was grayer than black these days, especially his beard but the Guard was still an early riser.  He, on the other hand, was not a morning person.  To him dawn might as well be the middle of the night.  

	They entered the house.  The foyer was large and mostly unadorned.  His mother had already given away many of her possessions to various charities, to Little Sarah’s dismay.  Mom was dying and Little Sarah had already been counting her riches but what she’d forgotten to count was their mother’s love of irritating her daughter.

	“If this is one of Little Sarah’s over exaggerations, I’ll strangle her.”  He and his sister were not the best of friends.  They were too different.  He found it hard to believe that they’d grown up in the same household.  She even liked the ‘Little’ before her name.  He had especially hated that family tradition of naming the first born son and daughter after the parents and adding “Little” to their names.  He’d dropped the moniker in high school.  He’d considered doing it when he was eight, but at that age he’d still hoped that he could please his father.

	“Your sister was quite insistent that it was an emergency,” said Buddy.

	“Save me from Little Sarah’s emergencies.  She thinks it’s an emergency when she runs out of butter,” he muttered.

	“Your emergency is a stained jacket.”

	“Tell me again, why I keep you around?” he asked, glancing at the Guard out of the corner of his eye.  

	“To keep you humble.”

	He chuckled and slapped Buddy on the shoulder.  The old Guard always knew just what to say to brighten his mood.  “That’s true, but what you’ll never understand is that with certain jackets a stain is an emergency.”

	“Hugh, thank Araldo you’re here,” said Little Sarah as she hurried across the foyer, her brown hair tied back in a neat bun and her slight frame almost lost in her long, flowing robe.  He’d never understand her.  Most Almightys only wore the robes for ceremonial occasions, but his sister dressed in them daily.  She grabbed his arm, leading him to the library.

	It was nice to see that his mother had not gotten rid of the books yet.  This had been one of his favorite rooms, a place to while away the hours when hiding from his father.  She directed him to the desk where she had the tracking program up and running.  

	“See, see the dot.  That’s Tim.”  She pointed to the screen.  

	“It says he’s upstairs.”  He was going to kill her.  For this, he’d left the comfort and warmth of his bed and Viola.  A small smile played about his lips.  He couldn’t wait to go back home and wake her, slowly.

	“What?  No.  He is not here.  I looked everywhere for him and even asked Mother.  She said that he went out during the night.  He is not supposed to do that, especially that late.”

	Poor Tim.  The House Servant was going to live with Little Sarah when Mom passed.  That was going to be difficult.  Mom let Tim do whatever he wanted, whereas Little Sarah was strict with the other classes just like their father had been.

	“I’m telling you.  He was not here a few minutes ago,” she said.

	He sighed.  “And why is that an emergency?  A wandering House Servant is not that uncommon.”

	“They’re not supposed to be out alone, you know that.”

	“Really?  You woke me for this?  I’m leaving.”

	“It is illegal,” she whispered.  “What would happen to your career if Mother’s House Servant was up to something that he shouldn’t be?  They would not look kindly on you for that.  You, the rising star, the youngest ever to be bestowed with the title of ‘High.’”

	He scratched his chin.  She did have a point.  He’d developed the new tracking device so that Almightys did not have this issue.  House Servants, Guards, Stockers, and Grunts were not allowed to wander about, especially at night.  It was dangerous.  He gently pushed Little Sarah to the side and sat at the desk.  He keyed in a few codes and the screen changed.  There was a map and many small dots.

	She peered over his shoulder.  “How’d you do that?”  

	This couldn’t be right.  He verified that the dot he was looking at was Tim’s number.  “Buddy, take a look at this.”

	The Guard walked over and stood behind him.  He whistled.  “Our Tim has been busy.”

	“Are all those dots Tim?” she asked.  “How can that be?”

	“Go and check this out.”  He tapped a section on the screen.  

	“On my way,” said Buddy.  “Do you want me to take—”

	“Alone,” he said.  “And keep it quiet.  Hurry and report back to me.”

	“I was right, wasn’t I?” she asked, a hint of smugness in her tone.

	He leaned back, staring at the screen.  He’d never hear the end of how she’d been right.  It went against years of sibling rivalry to admit it, but he was nothing if not fair.  “Yes, you were…correct.  Tim has been up to no good.”

	“I told you.  I told Mother, too.  As a matter of fact, I am going to go and speak—”

	“No.  This stays between us for now.  I have to find out exactly what Tim has been up to.”

	“Why not ask him?”

	He looked into her soft green eyes, so like their mother’s.  She was a pain but she was kind-hearted and more than a bit naïve.  “He’ll lie.”

	“Tim wouldn’t lie to us.”

	He closed his eyes for a second and prayed for patience.  “If he doesn’t want us to find out what he’s been doing, he will.  Go and make me some breakfast.”  He leaned forward to study the screen again.  “And send Sue and Reese in here.”  

	She stood with her arms crossed, tapping her foot.  She was fifteen years older than him and sometimes acted more like a mother than a sister.  

	“Please,” he added to get her to leave.

	She huffed and walked out the door.

	He typed in the date from a month ago and studied the new dots on the screen.  Tim had been a steady visitor to the East Side Producer Camp, but had only traveled to the garage once.

	There was a knock and his other two Guards stepped into the library.  Sue was built for speed and endurance like all hunting Guards and her long legs ate up the ground as she strode into the room.  Reese walked quickly to keep up with the older Guard, her brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, swinging with each step.  She was a cross between some type of hunting Guard and Araldo only knew what else.  She was short and thin.  Not much use for protection or hunting, but he was fond of her.

	“I need you to guard Tim,” he said.  “If possible, don’t let him know, but no matter what don’t let him out of this house.”  

	“Yes, sir, absolutely,” said Reese.

	He smiled at his youngest Guard.  She’d only been with him a couple of years.  Her previous master had not wanted her.  At eleven-years old, she was a nice addition, adding some youth and frivolity to his team.  She was still a bit nervous, but in time, she’d learn to fully trust him.

	“Tim will not suspect that he’s being watched.”  Sue placed her hand on Reese’s shoulder.  

	He nodded.  Sue had also been with him for only a few years, but she was much older and more settled.  He’d found her one winter evening, starving and lame.  She’d been used for hunting but after long days on the trail and little food took its toll on her body, she was dumped.  She was a kind, gentle Guard whose gratitude and loyalty toward him knew no bounds. 

	The two turned to leave.

	“Oh, and watch my mother too.  If she thinks you’re guarding Tim or that he’s in any kind of trouble, she’ll do whatever she can to help him.”

	Sue frowned.

	“I know you like her, Sue.  I love her, but I don’t trust her.  If she starts sending you on errands, get me or better yet, Little Sarah.  My sister will keep her in line.”

	Sue nodded, still frowning and the two left the room.  

	He turned back to the computer and typed in dates.  “Let’s see where you’ve been going these past few months.”

	An hour later, he poured himself a drink and ran his hand through his hair.  It was going to be a long day.  Timothy had been sneaking into the Producer encampment for at least the past six months.  That was as long as he had data.  What was Tim doing there?  He snorted.  Well, he knew what he was doing.  House Servants were notoriously randy, but mating with a Producer was disgusting even for a House Servant.  Interclass relations were illegal but not uncommon.  Shit, even Almightys had flings with House Servants or Guards, but he’d never heard of any class dabbling with Producers.

	Buddy stepped into the library, his face red from the cold. 

	“What did you discover at the garage?”  He needed to know exactly what Tim had been doing.

	“Luckily, no one was there but an elderly Guard and he was sleeping.  I searched the area and found that one of the carriages was overrun with burrowing wasps.”

	“That’s suspicious,” he said, “but not impossible.”  He’d heard of wasp infestation happening between the bi-annual spraying.

	“I also found a log book,” said Buddy.  “The garage was inspected last week.”

	“So, Tim turned burrowing wasps loose on a carriage.”  He took a small sip of whiskey.  This was serious.  “Who’s carriage?”

	“Benedictine Remore’s,” answered Buddy.

	“He’s in charge of the Producer encampment on the east side, isn’t he?”

	“Yes,” said Buddy.

	“Take a look at the screen.  It’s the data from the last six months.”  He pushed away from the desk.  The pieces were coming together but the picture was still not clear.  He needed more information.  

	Buddy walked over to the desk.  “Tim has been spending a lot of time in Benedictine’s encampment.”

	He stood and began to pace.  “This doesn’t make sense.  Why would Tim risk everything for a Producer?”

	Buddy shrugged.  “He’s an idiot?”

	“Tim’s not an idiot.  He’s frustrating and annoying, but not stupid.  There is more to this.  He wouldn’t destroy an Almighty’s carriage over a fling with a Producer.”  He stopped pacing and tapped his fingers on the desk.  “I need you to go to the encampment and poke around.  According to the records, Tim has been visiting a hut where a Millie and Remy live.  Find out which one Tim has been seeing.  My money is on Millie since Tim is only there at night and he doesn’t seem the type to take up with a male.  Meet these Producers and if you can, find out how long Tim has been visiting.”

	Buddy nodded and turned to leave.

	“This could ruin me.  It’s bad enough to have a House Servant in the family who roams the streets at night, unaltered as the day he was born, but to have one who lies in wait and vandalizes Almighty property.”  He ran his hand through his hair again.  “Who’ll buy my tracking equipment when I can’t control my own Servants?”

	“He’s not your Servant,” said Buddy.

	“It doesn’t matter.  You know that.  He’s my mother’s and my father is dead.  So, as the only son he’s my problem.”

	“As of right now, no one knows anything.  We’ll keep it that way,” said Buddy.

	He took a deep breath.  “You’re right.  No need to panic.”  He smirked and shook his head as he sat and pulled paper and pen from the desk.  “Burrowing wasps.  That Tim is a real joker.  Those are nasty little creatures.”  He scribbled a note and then looked at Buddy.  “How did he even catch them?  It’s not like they sell them at the store.” 

	“I would have paid to see that.  I bet he has quite a few stings,” said Buddy.

	“Before you go to the encampment, take my carriage to Benedictine with this letter.”  He slid the paper into an envelope, sealed it and handed it to Buddy.  “But first, take a couple of Grunts along and cart away the wasp infected carriage.”

	“What do you want me to do with it?” asked Buddy.

	“Burn it, of course.”  If he destroyed the evidence, no one could find out what Tim had done.

	“The Grunts are going to love that job,” said Buddy as he walked to the door and stopped.  “What if Benedictine wants his old carriage?”

	“Don’t worry.  It’s in the note.  It seems that one of our Grunts accidentally rammed his carriage.”

	Buddy raised his eyebrows.  “Who was driving, may I ask?”

	“Reese,” he said, trying to suppress a smile.

	“She’s going to love that.”  Buddy chuckled.  

	“Oh, before you leave, send Reese to buy me a new carriage.”


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 3

	 

	 

	THE LATE MORNING SUN beat through the window, warming Hugh’s shoulders as he sat, tapping a pen on the desk.  Buddy should have been back by now.  Time was very important in this situation.  If Tim had done something else, he needed to get in front of it before it ruined his career, his life.

	His mother burst into the library, her small, frail frame tense with anger.  “Hugh Matthew Truent, what do you think you’re doing keeping my House Servant under guard?”  

	Little Sarah, Tim and Sue followed her into the room.

	“Lovely to see you too, Mom.”  The time for confrontation was now.  He stood and held a chair for her.  “Please, have a seat.”

	“It would be nice to see you, if you weren’t torturing my Tim,” she said as she sat.

	He rolled his eyes.  Her Tim.  It had always been that way.  Tim had been treated like a member of the family instead of a Servant, except when his father was home.  He’d quickly learned that lesson.  His father had been fast to dole out punishment for what he deemed behavior not becoming an Almighty.

	Tim stood behind Mom’s chair.  As with most House Servants, his frame was still lean and fit even though he was in his forties.  His dark brown hair fell below his collar and had yet to be visited by gray.  He was dressed in a long-sleeved shirt, probably to cover the welts from the wasps.  There were only a few small, red marks on his hands.  He must have worn gloves while capturing the insects.

	Hugh walked to the liquor cabinet, staring at Tim as he spoke.  “Anyone care for a drink.  You’ll probably need it before we’re done.”

	Little Sarah harrumphed.  “It isn’t even lunch yet.”

	“Still prim and proper.  I thought life would have tarnished you up a bit, like it has to the rest of us.”  He could only stand so much of his sister’s better-than-thou attitude.  

	“I don’t use alcohol as a crutch,” said Little Sarah.  “That’s something that only the males in our family do.”

	“Are you comparing me to Father?”  His voice was low with anger.  He strived every day to be as little like his father as possible.

	“Make mine a double,” said Mom.  

	“Really, Mother, do you think you should?”  Little Sarah straightened in her chair.

	He grinned at Little Sarah as he poured a drink for their mother.  Mom was a source of great annoyance to his sister, always had been.

	“Yes, I do.  And don’t go on about my health.  I’m dying and rather quickly too, so a glass of whiskey is not going to make any difference.”  Mom accepted the drink and took a sip.  “I really don’t see what all the fuss is about.  So what if Tim visits a friend now and again.”

	“Are you also aware of his other nighttime activities?”  His mother probably knew everything about Tim’s life but he had to ask.  

	“What are you talking about?”  Mom patted Tim’s hand.

	“Why doesn’t Tim tell us?”  He took a long swallow of his drink.  

	Tim remained silent, staring straight ahead.

	He mentally counted to ten.  The House Servant’s ability to completely ignore him pricked his temper like nothing else.  That was probably why Tim did it so often.  “Do you have anything that you wish to explain?  Give your side of the events.”  

	Tim still did not speak.

	“Okay.  If you won’t talk, I will.”  He held up a finger.  “First, I know that you’ve been visiting a hut in the East Side Producers’ encampment.”  He held up another finger.  “Second, I know that you’ve been visiting either a Producer called Millie or one called Remy.  I’ll know which one when Buddy returns.”

	Tim didn’t even blink.

	Was it only an odd attraction between a Producer and a House Servant?  He held up another finger.  “Third, I know that this has been going on for quite some time.  Months.”

	Tim glanced at him out of the corner of his eye.

	He suppressed a smile.  Tim didn’t realize that his body housed the latest in tracking software.  During initial testing he’d needed more subjects.  So, unknown to his mother, he’d installed the new system in her Servants as well as his own.  It had worked out more advantageous than he’d imagined.  He held up another finger.  “Fourth, I know that you visited the Lake of Sins Parking Garage last night.”

	Tim stood a little straighter.  

	That got his attention.  “Coincidentally, a carriage there was found to have been overrun with burrowing wasps.”

	Little Sarah gasped.

	“That can happen naturally,” said Mom.

	He walked toward Tim.  “The problem with working with those creatures is that they will burrow into anything even flesh.”  He grabbed Tim’s wrist, pushing up his sleeve.  

	The House Servant’s arm was covered with red, oozing welts.

	“I’m calling the doctor,” said Mom.

	“Don’t.  I’m fine.”  Tim pulled away, pushing his shirt down.  

	“I’m sure he had a good reason.”  Mom’s chin jutted out stubbornly

	He ran his hand through his hair.  She didn’t realize how serious this was.  “Tim, I’d really like to hear your side.  You are”—he stopped himself before saying family—“a good Servant to Mom.  This offense is not minor.  It is punishable by law and all the power lies in the hands of the offended party.”

	“I’ll replace the carriage,” said Mom.  “That should settle it.”

	There was no reason to tell her that he’d already done that.  “For anyone else, perhaps, but the Almighty who owns the carriage is Benedictine Remore.”

	Mom’s lips pursed in concentration and then realization set in like a slap to the face.  “No.  He’s vile.  Cruel and—”

	“Vindictive.”  He tipped his head.  “Just my point.”

	“I can handle Benedictine.”  Mom sat a little straighter in her chair.

	“You’re right.  You have the friends and position to handle Benedictine but what about once you’re dead?”  He walked back to the desk.  He was tired of this game.  He wanted answers.  

	“Hugh, don’t say that,” said Little Sarah.

	“Well, she is dying.  She tells us that enough.  It shouldn’t bother her to hear it.  Right, Mother?”

	Mom’s eyes narrowed.

	He may have pushed too hard.  His mom was sharp.  He’d better tread lightly if he wanted any information.  “Benedictine will insist on taking Tim.”

	“I won’t let him.”  Mom grasped Tim’s hand.  

	“You may be able to stop him while you’re alive but after you pass, who will champion your Tim then?  Little Sarah?”  He refilled his glass.

	“I will not,” exclaimed Little Sarah.  “I don’t want him coming to my house at all now.”

	“I always knew you were a nitwit but I thought you’d do the right thing in the end.”  Mom stared at Little Sarah, the hurt clear in her green eyes.  

	Little Sarah opened her mouth to speak and then shut it.

	“I guess you need me.  Don’t you, Mother?”  His sister had played her hand as if he’d coached her.  He fought back a smug smile.  People were so easy to manipulate that it was almost no fun at all.  

	Mom took a deep breath and then turned to him.  “Are you going to make me beg?”

	His mother had never begged for anything.  He crossed his arms over his chest and waited.

	“Please, you have to help Tim.  I’m begging you,” she said, without an ounce of pleading in her tone.

	He barked out a laugh.  “You need to work on your delivery.”

	Mom cocked her eyebrow and managed, somehow, to look down her nose at him which was an amazing feat since she sat and he stood.  He uncrossed his arms.  That one look sent him flying back to his boyhood.  He’d do anything for her.  She’d always been there for him and he’d never been a failure in her eyes as he had been in his father’s.  

	“If he tells me the truth, I’ll do what I can.”  He took another sip of his whiskey.  

	“That’s not enough,” said Mom.

	“That’s the best I can offer without knowing what he’s done.  I may not be able to cover it up.” 

	There was a knock.  Sue, who was stationed by the entry, sniffed once and opened the door.  “It’s Buddy.”

	“I need to speak with you in private,” said Buddy as he walked into the room.

	Sue wouldn’t say anything and since it was about Tim, Mom probably already knew.  The only one who might speak outside this room would be his sister.  She would tell her husband.  “Little Sarah, leave us.”

	“What?”  She looked at him and then her mother.  “I have every right—”

	“Now!”  By the look on Buddy’s face, this was important.  He didn’t have time to placate her.  

	Little Sarah’s face fell.  She stood, her back ramrod straight and walked out of the room, slamming the door behind her.  

	He frowned.  He’d apologize later.  “Go on, Buddy.”

	“A young female Producer escaped the encampment last night and there is the possibility that she was involved with the killing of five Producers,” said Buddy.

	Tim glanced at Buddy and then quickly looked back at the wall.

	“Please tell me she didn’t live with Millie and Remy,” he said.

	“No.  I mean, yes,” said Buddy.  “Remy does not live there.  He only visits.  Millie and Trinity live in the hut.”

	“So, not only did our little Timothy sneak out at night and destroy a carriage owned by an Almighty, but he also helped a Producer escape, a suspected murderous Producer.”  He wanted to pull out his hair.  This was bad, all sorts of bad.  If Tim did help this Producer, the matter was out of his hands.  Thank Araldo that he’d sent Little Sarah out of the room, she and her family did not need to be involved in this.  “Sue, tell my sister to go home.  I’ll contact her when I can.”

	Sue left the room.

	“Benedictine will be at the encampment shortly.  The Lead Producers are hoping the young female is hiding somewhere in camp, but so far no luck,” said Buddy.

	He took a deep, calming breath.  This was a mess.  He could not cover up the escape.  His only hope was to hide Tim’s involvement.  “How old was this Producer?”

	“Probably around thirteen or fourteen.  This was her List year,” said Buddy.

	Tim’s jaw was tense and his shoulders stiff.  For some reason speaking of the female was pissing him off.

	“Hmmm.”  He tapped his finger against his lips again.  “So, Tim, are you visiting both the mother and the daughter or only one of them?”  Tim didn’t seem the type to be involved with someone that much younger, but it could happen.

	Tim was a taut as a bowstring.  A few more pokes and he would fire.  

	“Thirteen.  Is she sweet?  Her skin must be smooth and firm, her body supple.”  He winked at the House Servant.

	In a flash, Tim sprang, striking out with his claws and managing a slice across Hugh’s cheek before Buddy knocked the Servant across the room.  The two tangled and fought, snarling and grunting.  Tim was fast but the Guard outweighed him.

	He touched his face and winced.  Damn, that hurt.  They should all be declawed.

	“Stop it, stop it,” screamed Mom.  “Hugh, do something.”

	Buddy was winning.  There was no reason to interfere.  Let Tim take a beating first.  When he didn’t move, she approached the fray.  

	“Mom, stop.”  One glancing blow from either of them could cripple her.  

	She ignored him.

	“Stand down, Buddy,” he said.  “Now!”

	Buddy backed away from the floored Tim, limping a little.  The House Servant stood and cracked his neck from side to side.  Both of them had bruises and cuts on their faces and hands.  Poor Buddy would feel this fight tomorrow.  He should have stopped it right away.  However, by the almost frantic expression on his mom’s face, it was time to push forward, not retreat.

	“Tim will tell me everything, or I’ll let Buddy kill him.”  

	“Please, Tim.  Please, tell him.”  Mom lovingly touched the Servant’s bruised face and started to cry.

	Tim helped her back to her chair and knelt beside her.  “Stop crying.  Please stop.  I never wanted you to get hurt.”

	“I know.”  She sobbed harder.

	“I’ll tell him everything about last night as long as he promises not to do anything that could harm Millie.”

	“Hugh?”  She looked up at him through her tears.

	“Fine.”  He shouldn’t agree without more information, but he’d do anything to keep his mother from crying.  

	Tim stood.  “Millie has been my mate for years.”  

	“Go on.”  That was surprising.  He hadn’t realized that House Servants had it in their nature to be faithful to one mate, but it still didn’t explain about the escaped Producer.  

	“Trinity escaped into the forest.  She is…was supposed to return last night.  One of the Lead Producers found out she was missing and was going to report her.  I destroyed the carriage to buy her time to come back home.”

	“She went into the forest on her own?  Why?  Wasn’t she frightened?”  There really wasn’t anything dangerous in the woods.  Shit, besides Gaar and Mirra, the last Handler and Tracker, there wasn’t anything bigger than a fox, but it was a closely guarded lie perpetuated by the Almightys to keep the other classes in line.  Only the upper echelons of the Almightys were informed of the Necessary Truths.  He’d been told after he’d been bestowed with the title of ‘High.’  If the other classes were starting to disbelieve this lie, then they had bigger issues on their hands than a missing Producer.

	“There was a…situation between her and a couple of teenagers.  She’s never really fit in with the others.”  Tim’s faced reddened and he shot a quick glance at Mom.

	“I need to know everything, or I won’t help.”  They were hiding something.  

	Mom nodded at Tim.

	“She’s going to be on the Harvest List.  She left to find out where the teenagers are taken when they are removed from camp.”  Tim looked at him expectantly.

	If Tim didn’t know what Producers were used for, he wasn’t going to be the one to tell him.  It was odd that his mother hadn’t.  He tried to catch her eye but she remained focused on Tim.

	“How do you know she’s going to be on the List?  The announcements aren’t made for another couple of weeks.”

	“She’s not like the others.”  Tim glanced at Mom again.

	“I still don’t understand.  Why did you risk everything to buy this Trinity some time?  Didn’t you realize how much trouble you’d get in for damaging an Almighty’s property?”  He ran his hand through his hair.  “Is this Millie’s first offspring?”  He’d heard that Producers often got very attached to their first born.

	“Go on, Tim,” coaxed Mom.

	Tim sighed.  “No.  Her last.  We will not have any more children.”

	“We?”  He couldn’t have heard correctly.  

	“Trinity is my daughter.”

	“No.  That’s impossible.”  He started to smile.  Tim had to be joking.  

	“You think you know everything, but you don’t,” said Tim, smiling wearily.  “High Hugh, the genius.  The prodigy.  Well, there is a lot in this world that you know nothing about.”

	Tim was messing with him.  “Those from different classes can mate but they cannot produce viable offspring.”  He began to pace.  “It’s a proven fact.  You’re mistaken.”  

	“I’m not mistaken,” said Tim.

	“How do you know that this Millie didn’t lie to you?”  Poor besotted Tim.  Millie must have passed off another Producer’s offspring as his.  

	“She wouldn’t do that.  I am her only mate.  The children are mine.”  

	“Children?  There are more?”

	“Were.  Some were taken and others died years ago when the Terrible Sickness swept through the encampment.”

	Mom squeezed Tim’s hand.

	“What about Remy?” asked Buddy.  “He is her assigned mate.  I’m sure that they…”

	Tim stepped toward Buddy, but Mom kept a hold of his hand.  

	“She does not mate with Remy.  He is…”

	Mom visibly tightened her hold.

	“This does not leave the room,” said Tim.

	Hugh nodded slightly.  Whatever it was, Mom was concerned.

	“Remy is…well…not attracted to females,” said Tim.

	“Ahhh.”  Those types existed in all the classes, most of the time it was overlooked, although in a Producer it would be a death sentence.  Still, he needed proof of the offspring’s parentage.  “If this is true, I need to see…your daughter.”

	“I don’t know where she is,” said Tim.  “She was supposed to come back.”  He looked to Buddy.  “You said that there were deaths at the camp?”

	“Five Producers all slaughtered,” said the Guard.

	“Do you know who?” asked Tim.

	Buddy glanced at Hugh before answering.  “Three Lead Producers.  Hector, Hap and Troy.”

	Tim’s face paled.  “Troy was the Lead Producer who was going to sound the alarm.  I overheard him talking to the hairless Guard yesterday morning when I was leaving the camp.  He knew Trinity was gone and was going to tell Benedictine.”

	“Who else was killed?” asked Hugh.  This was not looking good for Trinity.  

	“Two young Producers.  Clarabelle and Randy.”

	“No,” said Tim.  “Trinity wouldn’t do something like this.  She’s incapable of hurting anyone.  She has the kindest, gentlest heart.”  He looked at Mom.  “She’s always caring for injured creatures, rabbits, birds.”

	“We need to find her.  Buddy, tell Reese to bring the carriage to the front of the house and then escort Tim to his room to pack a few belongings.”

	Buddy left.

	“He’s not leaving,” said Mom.

	“Yes, he is.  Tim is going to be my guest while I attempt to find his daughter and save his mate.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Tim, suspiciously.

	“Benedictine is not going to be happy when he finds out there was an escape and killings at the camp.  He will punish those involved and the first suspect will be Trinity.  Since she isn’t around, Millie and Remy will answer for her.”  It was amazing how little Tim and his mother understood their world.

	“I’m still not leaving.”  There was a new hardness to Tim’s features.

	Buddy and Sue came back into the library.

	“You didn’t expect to make it out of this alive, did you?”  He snorted.  “You did.  You thought that you and Millie could help an escapee and end up unharmed.  Incredible.”  Tim had no idea what Benedictine was capable of doing, what his family had done in the past.

	Tim glared at him but remained silent.

	“Well, guess what?  This is your lucky day.  I need you both alive and I can manipulate Benedictine.”

	“Go with him, Tim,” prodded Mom.

	“I’ll send the carriage back for you, Mother.  You can stay with me too, but right now, we have to hurry.  I need to get Tim secured at my place.”  He held up his hand to stop both Tim and his mother from speaking.  “It’s not safe for him here and, frankly, I don’t trust him not to sneak out.”  

	Mom glanced at Tim, a faint blush rising in her cheeks.

	He was right, they were planning an escape.  Tim was probably hoping to find Trinity himself.  “If I don’t hurry, Millie will not survive.”

	“What about Trinity?” asked Tim.

	He paused.  He’d rather have the offspring, but he didn’t have spare Guards to send looking for her.  “I hope that I can find her, but right now, Millie is my first priority.  I know where she is and she is definitely in danger.  So, hurry and pack your things.  We need to move.”

	Tim kissed Mom on the cheek.  “I’ll see you soon.”  He walked out of the room, bristling when he passed Buddy.  

	Buddy’s lip curled at Tim as he followed him out the door.

	“Do you really think that you can save Millie and Trinity?” asked Mom.

	“Possibly.  If I can get there in time, I should be able to save Millie.  I don’t know about the offspring.”  He’d never persuade Benedictine to give him an escapee.  He’d have to catch her before Benedictine’s Guards.

	She clasped his arm.  “Try, for me.”  She kissed his cheek and left the room.

	“What are you planning?” asked Sue.  “You can’t just barge in on Benedictine and demand one of his Producers.”

	He ran his hand through his hair.  She was right as usual.  Benedictine was a prickly fellow and had to be handled with care.  “Once we secure Tim at my place, I want you and Buddy to keep an eye on the encampment.  If they find the offspring or move the parents, one of you remains at the camp and one of you comes to get me.”

	She nodded.

	He turned and headed for the carriage.  If there were viable, living offspring from a Producer and House Servant, it changed everything.  All that he’d been taught was no longer true.  The two classes must be more similar than they believed.  He was going to have to run DNA tests and see if there were genetic abnormalities in Tim and Mille.  Had something like this happened in the past or was this a new mutation?  He was going to have to search through history journals.  

	If this was not an event unique to Tim and Millie, then the distinction between the classes would become blurred.  Where would a half-Producer, half-House Servant belong?  Would the mix-breed have the size of the Producer and the organizational skills of the House Servant, able to smoothly run an Almighty’s home?  He chuckled.  That would be like wearing a shoe as a glove.  

	The classes were bred for particular qualities.  The Guards were loyal and protective, but generally not very ambitious or bright.  House Servants were arrogant and selfish, but well organized, tidy and stealthy, completing their duties often without being seen.  The Producers were large and simple but capable of long hours of backbreaking work.  The Grunts, stronger and bigger than the Producers, needed constant supervision and guidance.  The Stockers, well, they were brutal and contrary creatures, but fortunately, did not have the intelligence to challenge the Almightys.  And the Avions, well, they were just annoying.  No, these distinct classes could not possibly blend together.  

	He ran his hand through his hair.  Tim seemed adamant that he and the Producer had created offspring and some were taken.  If Tim were right and if this was not specific to him and Millie, then one day any of the classes could share the Producers’ fate.  Some of Tim’s half-breed children already had.  His stomach churned.  He didn’t even want to think about that.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 4

	 

	 

	JACKSON’S LONG LEGS devoured the ground as he strode across the encampment.  Although his duties were more for protection, there must have been a hunting Guard somewhere in his family tree because he had the large, strong muscles of the personal protection Guard along with the speed and height of the hunting Guard.  He was fiercely loyal and protective.  Unfortunately, those qualities were lost on his master, Benedictine.

	The cold wind blew, ruffling his short dark hair and biting into his cheeks which were covered by a day’s growth of stubble.  The Producers huddled in small groups, whispering about the previous night’s attacks.  They quickly scattered out of his way.  He glared at their retreating forms, pissed at all of them.

	This was a disaster.  Instead of doing his job and finding the Producer, he’d spent half the time covering his, Casper and Carla’s scent that was scattered throughout the woods.  Now, he had to report what he’d found, which was nothing.  Just like last time, there’d been a clear trail and then it’d vanished, although this time there wasn’t the odor of pine and herb, just musky soil.  Then the Producer’s scent would appear again miles away.  She was traveling with someone.  She had to be.

	He nodded at Casper who stood before the opening to a Lead Producer’s hut where Benedictine waited for news.  The Guard had been left behind to protect their master.  At least, that was the story that he’d told the old Guard.  The truth was that Casper had caught a cold the last time they were in the forest and would have slowed him and Carla down.

	“Any luck?” Casper asked eagerly.

	“No.”  He tipped his head in a slight nod to let Casper know that their trail was covered as he entered the hut.  It was time to inform Benedictine of his failure.

	Benedictine Remore sat on a wooden stool at the back of the room.  The red and black ceremonial cape of the Almighty was draped over his shoulders almost touching the dirt floor.  His brown hair was cut mercilessly short and his white skin gleamed like it had never seen the sun.  He stopped chatting with the Lead Producers who surrounded him.

	“Jackson, tell me you’ve found the poor thing safe and sound,” said Benedictine, a look of false concern on his face.

	The Lead Producers, all adult males, nodded and bobbed their heads like giant pigeons.

	He took a deep breath.  His punishment would come later when there were no witnesses.  “No, sir.  We lost her scent.”

	“How can that be?”  Benedictine’s eyes narrowed.  

	The Lead Producers murmured their concern.

	“I’m not sure, sir.  We were hot on her trail and then, nothing.  Her scent vanished.”

	Benedictine rose.

	“I’ve sent out another pack of Guards.”  He mentally braced himself.  The Almighty might not care if the Lead Producers witnessed his wrath.  

	“But meanwhile, we have an escaped Producer who is our only witness to the senseless slaughter of five Producers.”  Benedictine quickly softened his tone.  “We need to find her.  Send out additional Guards.  Hire or borrow some, but find that Producer immediately.”

	“Of course.  I’ll go back out with another team.”  Relief flooded his body.  Benedictine was going to keep up his friendly façade.  

	“No.  You are to escort the parents to my facility where they can wait for news in comfort, away from all this nastiness.”

	He bowed and stepped outside, nodding at Casper.  Even old, the Guard would have heard the conversation inside the hut so there was no reason to repeat it.  

	“Carla, come with me,” he said, as he passed a group of Guards.  

	A middle-aged female with the long legs typical of the hunting Guards trotted over to him.  They headed toward a small shack on the outskirts of the encampment.

	“How did it go?” asked Carla.

	“His wrath has been diverted for the moment.  I don’t expect the reprieve to last long once we leave the camp.”

	“Oh,” she said, solemnly.

	“It’ll be okay.”  He patted her on the shoulder.  

	“We’ll be okay, but what about you?”

	He’d survive.  He always did.  “What did they discover here?”

	“The escapee’s scent and tracks were at every killing but no one believes she was involved.  No one thinks her capable.  She was very small.”  She hesitated.  “Troy was also at every location.”

	He glanced at her.  She shrugged.  

	“Another Lead Producer, Bell, the sire of the young female who was killed, appears to have been drugged.  A medic is checking him over.  Bell suspects Troy was behind everything.”

	Oddly, he wasn’t surprised.  The only question left was who or what killed Troy?  “What kind of drug was he given?”

	“Sleeping.  It was his area where Troy and the female escaped.”

	“And Bell’s still alive?”

	“Apparently, he’s one of Benedictine’s favorites, although it was a close call.  Benedictine was furious about the deaths,” she said.

	It must be nice.  He’d never been spared by the Almighty and he wouldn’t be this time either.  The likelihood of them finding the female was slim.  Well, they would find her, but probably not before Benedictine punished him for his failure.  He should have run away a long time ago, before the tracking device was implanted, before he had responsibilities to the other Guards, before Kim.  Who was he kidding?  There really never was a before Kim.  From the moment he’d met her he’d been lost.

	“We’re to escort the parents to Benedictine’s facility,” he muttered as they stepped up to the hut.  “I don’t expect any trouble but be prepared just in case.

	A small crowd of Producers had trailed behind them and were now gathered several yards away.

	“Benedictine’s Guards here to speak with…Trinity’s parents.”  He called out, his voice firm, commanding.

	A giant of a Producer opened the door.  All Producers were large, but this one stood well over nine feet tall and was at least three times his width.  It was all muscle too, not an ounce of flab.  He glanced at Carla.  Her eyes were wide.  Producers were generally obedient and docile, but they could do damage if provoked.  It was best to forge ahead with authority and not hesitate.

	“I need you and your mate to come with us.”

	The Producer stared over his head.  The whispers of the crowd behind them carried to his ears.  So far, the murmurs were concerned and gossipy, not angry.  A small female Producer squeezed into the doorway, the male moving aside to give her room.

	“Where do you want to take us?” she asked.

	This female was not frightened.  He sniffed.  Well, perhaps a little.  “Benedictine has ordered that you wait for the recovery of your offspring at one of his facilities”—he nodded at the crowd—“away from the prying eyes of your neighbors.”

	“My caring neighbors are my greatest source of comfort.”  She clasped the large male’s hand.  

	“This isn’t up for discussion,” he said.  She was not going to make this easy.  Nothing was ever easy anymore.  

	She glared at him.  He almost stepped back from the hatred in her eyes.  She’d helped her offspring escape.  It was stamped on her features as clear as the trees behind her hut.

	“Millie, we should go,” said the male, glancing over Jackson’s head again.

	He didn’t turn.  He didn’t need to.  The crowd’s whispers were harsher now, more hurried.  Some of the other Guards were approaching.

	“Remy, we need to stay here.”  Millie softened her tone.  “What if Trinity manages to escape her captor and finds her way back home?”

	They were sticking with the offspring-was-forced-to-leave story, but it wasn’t going to work.  There were no other scents leaving the camp besides Trinity and Troy’s and only her scent going into the forest.

	“She does have a point,” said Remy nervously.

	He was already in trouble with Benedictine; he didn’t need any more issues.  He stepped closer and whispered, “Before you continue to resist, think about this.  I’m the Guard in charge of finding your offspring and we will find her.  There is a slight chance that she’ll be alive when we capture her, a young female alone in the woods with no one around but a group of Guards.  Male Guards.”

	Remy covered his mouth with his hand, his eyes widening.  Millie’s small frame trembled with anger.

	“If you cooperate, I can assure you that no harm will come to her by me or any of my Guards.”

	Millie pushed past him and Carla, walking toward the Lead Producer’s hut, shoulders squared and head high.  Remy quickly followed.

	“Nice move,” said Carla.  “No wonder you win when we play poker.”

	He frowned.  It’d worked but even the threat of such an act turned his stomach.  He was becoming more like his master every day.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 5

	 

	 

	AFTER LUNCH, HUGH ESCORTED his mother into the library.  He waited for her to sit and then sat on the chair next to hers.

	“You must need a favor,” she said crisply.

	“Why do you say that?”  It was amazing.  She always knew when he wanted something.  

	“You’re just like your father.”

	That hurt.  “Whatever do you mean, Mother?”  

	“Now, don’t be angry.  Everything about your father wasn’t bad.”

	Untrue.  His father had been a colossal ass.

	“All I meant was that when you want to lecture me, you sit behind your desk.  When you need a favor, you sit near me.  Your father used to do the same thing.”  She leaned forward and continued in a hushed tone, a twinkle in her eyes.  “You may want to shake that routine up a bit to keep Viola on her toes.”

	Gruntshit.  He did do that.  “Fine.  I do need a favor.”  He couldn’t believe that he was left with this as his only option.

	She patted his hand.  “What do you want?”

	“Can you still contact Birdie?”  Growing up, his house had always had some poor creature who needed assistance.  His mother had a gift for making everyone feel loved but he couldn’t stand the Avian.  The last time that he’d encountered Birdie, the damned creature about snapped his finger off for some unintentional insult.  

	“Why?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

	“Don’t give me that look.  I need his assistance finding the escaped Producer—“

	“Trinity,” she corrected.

	He wanted to roll his eyes, but that would end this conversation.  “Trinity,” he conceded.  “Before Benedictine does.”

	“And how do you plan on using—”

	“Mother, why is it always using when I want assistance from some creature but not when you do?”

	“I don’t know.  You tell me?”  Her tone was icy.

	She was angry, and something else.  He studied her.  Disappointed.  In him?  He was used to that from his father, but never her.  

	“The question was rhetorical.  I need to contact the Handler and I don’t want to wait until Gaar comes into town for his medication.”  He’d received word that the Handler had picked up the serum a few days ago.  It would be weeks, maybe even a month before Gaar returned.  He was only supposed to use the Tracker and Handler for jobs sanctioned by the Council or the Supreme Almighty himself, but if he took the time to go through the proper channels Benedictine would have already captured and killed the escaped Producer.  Besides, no one would find out about this task.  Gaar didn’t speak with any of the other Almightys.  The Handler had no interest in anyone but Mirra, except to hunt and eat them.

	“He and that Tracker are dangerous creatures,” she said.  

	“I need their help.  Will you contact Birdie or not?”

	“If I do, you owe me.”

	That stung.  She’d never resort to those tactics with Tim.  “Quid pro quo, Mother?  I didn’t know you had it in you.”  

	“How do you think I survived being married to your father for thirty years?”

	He ran his hand through his hair.  She deserved an award for that.  “What do you want?  Before you answer, remember that I’m doing this for Trinity’s benefit.  If Benedictine finds her before I do…”  He shrugged.

	“Promise me that you’ll take care of Timothy, Millie and Trinity,” she said.

	“Sure.”  That was easy.  

	She grabbed his hand.  “No.  I mean it.  They have no one besides me who they can trust.  I need you to swear that when I’m gone you will make sure that they are kept safe.”  

	Her hand was cold and frail in his grasp, the bones small and brittle.  It struck him like a blow to the chest; she really was dying.  He would give her anything in his power but he wouldn’t lie to her.  “I can’t promise that.  If Trinity really is their daughter then this is big.  Bigger than me.  I don’t know what will happen.”

	“I’ve been telling you all your life that they are not so different from us.  You never listened.  You’d cite your studies and scoff at me.”  She squeezed his hand, to soften her words.  

	“They are different.  Just because two different species can mate doesn’t make them like us.”  She’d never understand.  

	“We are not unique.  Why won’t you accept that?”

	“Mother, everything we know—”  

	“Son, I’m dying and it’s not going to be long.  I need you to promise me two things.  First, make sure that Tim and his family are safe.  Second, dig deeper into your studies, but this time do it with an open mind.  Remember, someone wrote the facts that your science is based upon.  Start from the beginning.  Perform your own experiments.  The way we live cannot continue.”

	“I’ll do my best.  It’s all I can promise.”  She wouldn’t want his lies.  He leaned forward and kissed her cheek.

	She patted his hand, tears welling in her eyes.  “I’ll contact Birdie.”  She stood and walked to the door, stopping with her hand on the door knob.  She faced him.  “When I’m gone, remember that I have always loved you.  My son.”  She touched her heart and turned whispering as she left, “Forgive me.”

	He stared after her for a long time.  What did she mean by that?

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 6

	 

	 

	TRINITY SAT ACROSS the fire from Gaar, the late afternoon sun warming her back.  This was the first break that they’d taken since leaving the encampment that morning.  Her muscles ached and her head pounded.  They hadn’t even stopped to refill their water.  She stretched, dreading the end of dinner for that would mean it was time to travel again and all she wanted was to curl up and sleep.

	Gaar handed her a chunk of bread.  Other than a little strain around his eyes, he looked fine.  It wasn’t fair.  She was beyond exhausted and unlike him, she’d been able to rest a bit when he’d carried her so that her scent trail would disappear.  She broke off a small corner of the thick, hard, brown, lump of bread.  Less than twenty-four hours ago she’d been eating her mom’s, moist, delicious apple-nut bread.  She’d never have that again.  Tears built up but she blinked them away.  It did no good to think about her mother. 

	“After we eat, we’ll rest for a while.”

	She sighed in relief.  She was going to get to sleep.  

	“I’ll show you how to stay as safe as possible on the ground.”  He picked up a stick and began whittling.  

	Off and on all day, he’d been pointing out forest facts and safety to her like he usually did but today, she’d been eager for the information.  Before, she’d only half listened since she’d been planning on returning to camp.  Now, the forest was her home and her survival depended on the knowledge she could absorb.  

	“If possible, you should sleep off the ground.  It is always safer up high—”

	“True, true, very true,” said a voice from above.

	Gaar jumped up, moving in front of her and protecting her with his bulk.  She crouched behind him, looking up into the tree.  A small winged creature sat on a branch a few feet above them.  It had large, black eyes and a bald head.  Instead of a nose and mouth it had a beak in the middle of its face.  Its body was the size of a loaf of bread and covered in brownish-gray feathers.  The bird-man opened his beak in a grotesque imitation of a smile, his tongue wiggling inside.

	“Shoo, shoo.”  Gaar waved his arms at the creature.

	“What is it?”  She’d never seen a bird who could speak.

	“An Avian,” answered Gaar.  

	“Oh.”  That didn’t tell her anything.  

	“They usually don’t travel this far into the forest.  It must want something.”  Gaar sat down by the fire and  twisted the knife in his hand, causing the sun to bounce off the shiny steel.

	“Not want.  I come to deliver a message.”  The Avian studied her.  “My name is Birchwood, but my friends call me Birdie.  What’s your name?”

	The Avian had an eager, friendly face and since Gaar was sitting he wasn’t worried so the creature must be harmless.  “Hi.  My friends call—”

	“Avians are notorious gossips.”  Gaar glared at her.  

	She bit back her words.  She wasn’t an idiot.  She wasn’t going to tell Birdie her real name.

	“Not true.  Not true,” said Birdie.  “I know how to keep my beak shut.  Not all of us do, of course, but that is like saying that all Handlers…wait, there are no other Handlers are there?”

	Without looking, Gaar flung the knife at the Avion.  She screamed at the same time that Birdie squawked, jumping out of the way.  The knife landed with a thud in the tree trunk next to the little Avian’s head.  A few feathers fluttered to the ground as Birdie readjusted his position on the branch.

	“Not quite fast enough,” said Birdie.

	“I didn’t really try,” muttered Gaar.

	“Of course you didn’t,” said Birdie.  “Now, do you want my message or not?”

	“Not,” said Gaar. 

	She looked from one to the other.  Birdie seemed friendly enough but Gaar obviously didn’t care for the creature.  

	“Too bad.  Miss Sarah asked this favor of me so I am going to do it,” said Birdie.

	Gaar grabbed another hunk of bread and took a bite as he stared into the fire.

	“It would be polite to offer me something to eat.”  Birdie unfurled and then flapped his wings.  His eyes were bright with anticipation and his little tongue waggled out of his beak.  

	He looked really hungry.  When Gaar didn’t move she held out a small piece of bread.  Birdie launched himself from the branch and fluttered in front of her hand until he was able to grab the food with his beak.  He then flew back to the tree.  He placed the bread under one foot and tore off tiny pieces with his mouth.  

	“Thanks,” he said when he was done.  “You are very kind.”

	“Just deliver your message and leave,” said Gaar.

	Birdie fluffed up his feathers.  “Well, as I said, Miss Sarah asked that I do her son a favor.  I dislike Hugh, but I owe Miss Sarah.  So, I was obligated to help.  She saved me once, you know.  A kind, kind—”

	“Get on with it,” said Gaar.

	She couldn’t help but smile at the chipper little creature.  Plus, it was fun to see Gaar aggravated by someone other than herself.

	“Oh, yes.  Sorry.  Your message.  Hugh wants you to find and capture the escaped Producer.  He wants you to come to his house to discuss the job.”  Birdie paused, looking at her.  “It shouldn’t be too hard for you to complete this task.”

	“Gaar?”  Birdie obviously knew she was a Producer, but who was Hugh?  

	“Don’t worry, Little One.  I won’t turn you over to the Almighty,” said Gaar.

	So, Hugh was an Almighty.  Did he work for Benedictine?

	“Well, now,” said Birdie.  “You may want to reconsider.  She’s a kind, young Producer.  I’d hate to see her captured by the wrong group.  Two Almighty’s want this one.  Can you hide from both?  If not, which one should get the prize?  Hugh may not be my favorite but he is better than Benedictine.”  Birdie shivered for effect.

	Well, that answered that question.  Hugh didn’t work for Benedictine.  So, why did he want her?

	“Shut up, Avian,” said Gaar.

	“Well.  My message is delivered.”  Birdie huffed and spread his wings.  Then he stopped and looked eagerly at the bread in her hand.  

	She held it out for him.  He flew down and took it.  

	“Thanks again.”  He sat in the tree and finished her food.  “If I were you, Handler, I’d consider what I could get from this meeting.  You’ll have to turn her over eventually.  Get what you can and make sure she goes to the right one.”  He paused.  “I won’t mention seeing her with you.  Miss Sarah did not ask that of me.”  He nodded farewell and flew off.

	Gaar climbed the tree and retrieved his knife.  When he was back on the ground, he said, “Come.  I’ll teach you about water dangers as we fill our bottles.”

	She was following him to the river when he stopped suddenly.  She drew her knife, scanning the area for danger.

	“The Avian’s right.  I don’t know if I can keep you safe.”

	Fear skipped down her spine.  The Almightys would kill and eat her.  She couldn’t be less safe than that.

	“Benedictine is one thing.  He’s cruel but not smart.  Hugh is intelligent and relentless.  I need to meet with him or he’ll get suspicious.”

	“Why would he get suspicious?”  She sheathed her weapon.

	He walked over to a rock near the water and sat.  “We work for him, Little One.  That’s why.”  

	“I don’t understand.  You hate the Almightys.”  

	“I told you that I watched the Finishing Camp.  It was on Hugh’s orders.  Mirra’s not aware of this.”

	Her throat tightened.  She’d been in the hands of the Almightys this whole time.  All it took was for the right one to ask and he’d hand her over.  The bread sat heavy in her stomach.  “What has all this training been then, a joke?”  She fought back the tears.  Troy had turned on her and it seemed so would Gaar, but she would not cry, not this time.

	“No.  No,” he said, truth in his dark gaze.  “Believe me.  I had no intention of turning you over to Benedictine.”

	“But you will turn me over to Hugh.”

	He stared past her at the river.  “Perhaps.  Perhaps not.”  His eyes met hers.  “I have to go and see him.  Let him think that I’ll take the job.”

	“When will you decide if you’re turning me over?”  She couldn’t go back, not now that she knew what they did to her kind.  

	“I won’t do anything without discussing it with you and Mirra.”

	The constriction around her chest eased.  Mirra wouldn’t let her go.

	“Plus, I don’t trust the Avian to keep his beak shut.  He thinks I’ll owe him a favor if he doesn’t tell, but it will be too tempting to squawk about it.  Especially, if we disappear.”  He stood.  “We need to head toward the Lake of Sins.”

	“Are you going to leave me alone again?”  She might get to see Jethro.  She shouldn’t even want to since he was an Almighty and he ate meat, but she did.  He’d been a true friend when he’d helped her escape the Guards.  He may be willing to help her again if Gaar decided to turn her over to Hugh.

	“Not this time.  There are too many Guards looking for you.”  He bent, filling up their bottles.

	“Are you going to take me into the village with you?”  She’d never seen a town or village besides her own.

	“No.  We’ll wait until Mirra finds us.  Then you’ll go back to the Finishing Camp with her.”

	She frowned.  That didn’t sound like any fun at all.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 7

	 

	 

	JACKSON WALKED DOWN the hallway toward the cell where the female Producer was being held.  The male had already been transferred.  Yesterday, Benedictine had ordered the two Producers locked up and then had left for home.  It was now almost noon the next day.  The prisoners had been given no food or water.

	He stopped at the cell door.  Thankfully, this was not a normal part of his duties.  He didn’t like this facility or anything that happened here.  It wasn’t right to keep the Producers in this cold, concrete environment.  He pounded twice on the door before turning the key and opening it.  The female sat, cowering in a corner, her wide brown eyes blinking as the light filtered into the room and sent shadows skittering across the walls.

	“Come.”  He waved her forward.

	She hesitated and then rose, walking to him.  He held out a collar.  It stank of mustiness and death.

	“Is that necessary?” she asked softly, turning her head away from the smell.

	“Benedictine’s orders.”

	“And you always follow his orders.”  She tipped her head, giving him better access.  

	If he didn’t he would pay, perhaps with his life.  He snapped the lock shut a little more forcefully than necessary.  The weight made her small shoulders sag.  He enclosed her wrists in the metal cuffs attached to long, heavy chains which hung down to her knees.  She tried to hold her arms at her waist but the weight was too much and she let them drop to her sides.  He stepped aside and motioned for her to precede him down the hallway.

	“Where are we going?”  She glanced back at him. “Please.  What’s going to happen to me?”  

	You don’t want to know.  “Keep moving.”  Conversing with her would do neither of them any good.

	She stumbled.  He grabbed her arm, steadying her.

	“Thank you.”  She smiled.

	She had kind eyes and a nice smile.  He was a Guard; she was a Producer.  They both had to pay for their place in society.  He clenched his jaw and focused over her head as they continued walking.  When they reached the end of the hallway, he nudged her to the right.  There was a stairwell with a flickering light.  Everything was painted gray, the stairs, the walls and the hand rails.  It was a depressing color for a terrible place.

	She moved slowly down the stairs unable to use her hands due to the chains.  She stumbled again and this time he wasn’t fast enough.  She fell forward, head first, rolling down three stairs until the wall at a corner stopped her descent.  

	He hurried after her.  She lay still.  Benedictine would kill him if she were dead.  He had to calm down.  He tipped his head and there was the soft sound of her heart beating.  He bent and gently shook her shoulder.  “Are you okay?”

	She trembled as she leaned on her arms.  She gasped.  “My side.  Ribs.”

	“May I?”  He showed her his hands.  She could be bleeding internally.  It wouldn’t matter in the long run, but he couldn’t help offering this small act of kindness.

	She nodded and lifted her arms as high as she could.  He gently felt along her ribcage.

	“I don’t feel anything broken.  Probably bruised.”  

	She lowered her arms.  He placed his hands on her waist, helping her to her feet.  She took a deep breath, wincing.  

	“Come.  Benedictine is waiting.”  They needed to get moving or he’d be in trouble.  

	She looked into his eyes again, fear heavy in her gaze.  He glanced away but took her arm, guiding her down the stairs.  They walked the remaining way slowly and carefully.  They stopped at a door and he pushed it open.  She glanced at him again, her eyes pleading.  

	“Come on.”  She needed to stop looking at him like that.  He couldn’t help her.  He couldn’t even help himself.  

	They stepped into a large room with concrete walls and floor.  A cage sat to the right, partially blocked by a long, rectangular table covered with a tarp.  In front of the cage were three chains hanging from the ceiling.  Two were half suspended between the ceiling and floor; the other lay on the ground coiled like a snake.  Two staircases, one on each end of the right side of the room, led to a balcony.  On the balcony were padded chairs arranged in small groups of two or four with a table in each group.  There were also two doors on the opposite side of the room.  Both were closed.  On the left side of the room were several large, closed coolers.  On the wall were panels of switches and cranks.

	He directed her up the stairs to the balcony.  He couldn’t help her this time, not in front of Benedictine.  She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye and slowly climbed the stairs.  At the top he led her to a large table with two chairs.  Except for them, the balcony was empty.  Benedictine liked to make the victim wait.  It increased the tension.  She looked back at him.  He stared straight ahead, keeping his face impassive.  It would be bad for both of them if he showed any emotion.

	“Remy!” she called out as she peered over the rail into the cage.

	Benedictine’s heavy trod pulled the Producer’s gaze away from her mate.  The door flew open and Benedictine strolled over to the table.

	Jackson eyed the full bottle of whiskey in the Almighty’s hand.  This was not going to be quick.  He shot a sympathetic glance at the Producer, but luckily, she wasn’t looking.

	Benedictine sat at the table and opened the bottle.  He filled his glass half-full and took a large swallow.  He sighed and took another smaller drink.  His gaze ran up and down the Producer.  “Sit.”

	She pulled out the other chair and sat, her chains clanking together.

	“You’re small for a Producer.  Why did we breed you?”

	“I…I’m good with the earth.”

	Benedictine inhaled sharply.  “Yes, now I remember.  We had some issues with the land over there.  Not surprising, really.”  He peered down into the cage.  “I don’t understand why none of your offspring took after their father.”  He nodded toward a pitcher of water and two glasses which sat on the table.  One glass had about an inch of water in it; the other was empty.  “Are you thirsty?”

	Jackson shifted.  Of course, she was thirsty.  She’d been left without food or water all night.  

	She nodded.

	“Please, help yourself.”  Benedictine motioned toward the glass with water.  

	She used her left hand to support and lift her right arm as she grasped the glass.  Those damn chains were too heavy for her.  He glanced at Benedictine to see if he could remove them but Benedictine smirked as she raised the glass and lowered her head to meet it halfway.  She drank in huge gulps until it was gone.  She set the glass back on the table, eyeing the pitcher.

	“Well, then.  Enough with the niceties,” said Benedictine.

	Jackson clenched his jaw, biting back his words.  Allowing a creature a small drink of water was not a nicety.

	“Let’s get on to the business at hand.  Your missing offspring,” said Benedictine.

	The Producer stiffened but her face remained blank.

	“She has eluded us.  Hard to believe, I know.”  Benedictine drummed his fingers on the table.  

	She closed her eyes for a moment, relief flashing across her features.  That was not a good move on her part.

	“I can see you’re relieved,” said Benedictine kindly.  “But don’t worry.  That doesn’t anger me.  I’m a reasonable fellow.  I expect you to love and care for your offspring.”

	She relaxed a little and looked back at the water.  Jackson stiffened, waiting for the blow.  He wanted to scream at her that this was not the time to relax.  This was when Benedictine struck.

	“However, if you really cared for her you’d want her returned to the safety of her home.”

	She stiffened and tried to stare straight ahead but her gaze kept going back to the pitcher.

	“Please, have some more water,” said Benedictine.

	She reached for the pitcher, her hands shaking from the weight of the chains.  She attempted to lift it but ended up dropping her arms back at her sides, her throat working as if it had the water.  

	“Too heavy?”  Benedictine picked up the pitcher.  He held it over the glass.

	She stared eagerly as the water almost made it to the spout of the pitcher.  

	“Not so fast.”  Benedictine tipped it away from the glass.  “You do want your offspring back at the encampment.  Right?”

	She nodded, staring at the water.

	“Perhaps we can help each other.  Tell me who helped her escape?  We found the hole under the fence.”

	“She was taken,” she said, licking her dry lips.

	“Who is with her now, in the forest?”  Benedictine shook the pitcher, the water sloshing inside.

	“I, I don’t know.”  

	“You can do better than that.”

	“Truly.  I don’t know.”  She pulled her eyes away from the water and stared at the Almighty.

	Benedictine flung the pitcher across the room.  It shattered on the floor, water and glass spreading out in glistening droplets.

	Jackson flinched.  The Producer’s eyes widened.

	“Liar,” shouted Benedictine.

	She cowered in her chair.

	Benedictine turned toward him.  “Take her to the cage.”

	Jackson stepped forward, grabbing her under the arm and escorted her down the stairs.

	“What’s going to happen to me?” she whispered.

	You really don’t want to know.  He remained silent, stopping in front of the cage and unlocking the door.  She stood frozen in the doorway.

	“Get in,” he said gruffly.

	She didn’t move.  Benedictine was watching from above.  He had to do something, so he gave her a gentle shove.  She stumbled into the cage.  Benedictine chuckled.

	He didn’t understand the joy the Almighty found in brutality.  He closed the door.  “Get back over here.”

	Her eyes filled with fear as she walked back to him.  

	“Put your hands through the bars,” he said softly, holding a key.

	She lifted them as high as she could.  He crouched down a bit and unlocked the cuffs.  She sighed as the weight dropped from her arms.

	“Now, your head.”  It wasn’t much, but it was the only comfort he could offer.

	She leaned forward and he removed the collar.  It fell to the floor with a thud.  She rubbed her neck.  It was red and raw.

	“Shove them through the bottom of the cage,” he said.

	She bent and gasped.  

	“Millie, what is it?” asked the male Producer as he walked over to her.

	Remy’s shirt was torn and his lip was cut.  Dried blood speckled his cheek.  The other Guards must have worked him over a bit.  Jackson would never allow his Guards to act like that, but he had no control over the Guards who were stationed at the facility.

	“My ribs.  I fell down the stairs,” she said.

	Remy glared at him and shoved the chains and collar through the bars.  He bent and retrieved them.  He didn’t care if the male thought he’d beat her.  He hadn’t and that was all that mattered.  He kicked the chains to the side and stood near the cage, straight and silent, mentally preparing for what was about to happen.

	“I’m so sorry,” she said as she looked up at Remy and gently touched his broken lip.  

	“Not your fault.  Troy…”  Remy looked down at his feet and pressed the toe of one shoe onto the concrete back and forth.  

	“It’s okay.  They haven’t caught her,” she whispered.

	Jackson held back his snort.  The other classes always underestimated a Guard’s hearing.

	The downstairs swinging door made a “swoosh” sound as the Stocker entered the room.  He stood, unmoving for a moment except for tapping his foot.  He was using the sound to get the dimensions of the room and its contents.  All Stockers were basically blind and had no sense of smell.  He was a typical specimen of his kind, built short and stout with muscular arms, a large nose and bald head.  In contrast his dark eyebrows were so thick and bushy that they grew together over his beady eyes.  After a moment, he tipped his head and then walked carefully across the room.  He stopped by the table near the cage and grinned, showing crooked, yellow teeth. 

	Millie and Remy huddled together in the farthest corner of the cage.

	Jackson shook his head in disgust.  The Stocker couldn’t see the Producers and was smiling to scare them.  He wished he were somewhere else.  He liked the hunt but this was different.  This was cruel.  The Producers had no chance.

	“The male first,” ordered Benedictine from above.

	Three of the facility Guards headed toward the cage, making a wide berth around the Stocker.  Guards and Stockers hated each other.  It wasn’t uncommon for them to fight to the death, but Guards knew better than to initiate a confrontation in front of an Almighty, even if Stockers didn’t.  They entered the cage.  These Guards were chosen for brute strength, not brains.  They were large and strong and by the anticipation in their eyes, it was clear that they enjoyed their job.

	The male Producer stood in front of the female, trembling.  Jackson clenched his fists.  They could do this differently.  Make it kinder.  Less stressful.  

	As the Guards approached, the female pushed back against the wall and snorted in fear, her eyes wide and glazed.  One of the Guards grabbed Remy by the arm.  The Producer jerked back with all his strength, pulling the Guard forward.  The Guard was large, but the Producer was bigger and stronger.  Another Guard tapped Remy on the hip with the end of a long pole.  A zap sounded and the Producer leapt forward.  The Guards marshaled around him and herded him out of the cage.  Jackson locked the door behind them.  

	The female remained cowering in the corner for a moment and then stumbled forward, grasping the bars at the front.

	The Guards shoved Remy toward the table.  Keeping a wary eye on the Stocker, they stripped the Producer of his clothes.  One Guard fastened a chain around Remy’s ankle.  The three Guards stepped back as another Guard near the wall flipped a switch.  A machine hummed to life, the chain slowly retracting into the ceiling.

	Remy looked up, confusion and then panic washing over his features.  He bent, pulling and yanking on the metal clasp that bound him, but it was too strong.  As the chain ran out of slack he began biting at the lock, cutting his mouth.  It grew taut and his leg was lifted behind him.  He looked at the female.  Despair shone in every aspect of his face.

	“No.”  Millie screamed, pulling on the bars.

	Remy’s leg was yanked out from under him and he dropped to the floor, his hands breaking his fall.  He continued to try and pull away, using the strength of his arms as he was slowly raised above the ground.

	When his hands no longer touched the floor the Guard at the wall flipped the switch and the chain stopped retracting.

	Millie fell silent.  Jackson glanced at her.  She should turn away, not watch, but she wouldn’t.  None of them ever did; neither did he. 

	Remy twitched and spun in the air.  The Stocker lifted the tarp off the table with great flourish, exposing a large selection of tools—bats, poles, brass knuckles, knives, hatchets, saws.  

	“I want it tender,” yelled Benedictine.

	Jackson shuddered.  This was going to be a long one.  He glanced back in the cage.  The female’s eyes were wide and her hand covered her mouth.  Probably, to hold in her scream.

	The Stocker ran his hand slowly over the tools.  He picked up the bat, testing its weight against his hand.  As he walked away from the table and toward Remy, he looked over and winked in the direction of the cage.  Millie threw up the little water she had drunk.

	There was no reason for that.  Stockers were notoriously cruel creatures.  The other Guards chuckled at his antics.  Guards could be cruel too.  

	Remy’s gaze landed on the bat and he started thrashing about madly and crying out in garbled words.  Once he bent almost in half to reach his ankle with his hands.  After several moments, he dropped back down and slowly the writhing subsided.

	“Are you finished,” asked the Stocker in a pleasant, conversational tone.

	Remy nodded slightly.

	“Good.”  The Stocker swung the bat and cracked the Producer on the unchained leg.  He used such force that when the wood connected with Remy’s body the Stocker’s feet raised off the floor several inches.  A loud snap sounded.

	Remy screamed.  The Stocker swung again and hit Remy in the stomach.  The Producer gasped for breath.   The Stocker continued to reposition himself and beat the male.  Remy continued to scream, his agony one long note of pain.

	Jackson’s heart pounded.  There was a thud from the cage.  Millie sat crumpled on the floor, her arms wrapped around herself rocking back and forth.  She stared straight ahead, her eyes no longer focused.  If only she would die from fear, it would be easier on her.  Unable to stop himself, he turned back to the main event.

	Time stood still as the sound of flesh being tenderized filled the air along with Remy’s garbled screams.  The strong sound of the Producer’s voice had long since died away to whimpers and gurgles as blood spilled out of his mouth and ran off his body.  Jackson’s nose twitched at the scent of fresh blood and fear.  The hair stood up along his spine.  At some point, the Stocker switched tools, trading in the bat for a smaller metal rod and then the rod to the brass knuckles.

	Then it was over.  The Producer was dead.  The only sound now was the soft humming of the female.  

	The facility Guards paced restlessly.  One even licked his lips.  

	“Get him down,” yelled Benedictine.

	A Guard walked over to the wall and flipped the switch.  Remy’s battered body crumpled onto the floor in a heap as the chain lowered. The Guard flipped the switch again and the machine stopped.

	The Stocker revved a chainsaw and then walked over to the corpse and lowered it to Remy’s hip.  The humming ceased and a scuffling in the cage drew Jackson’s attention.  The female sat huddled in the furthest corner whispering prayers.  It would do her no good.  There was no mercy to be found here.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 8

	 

	 

	THE SOUND OF A CHAINSAW greeted Hugh as Buddy stopped the carriage at Benedictine’s building in the Warehouse District.

	“That does not sound good,” said Hugh.

	“I’m sorry.”  Buddy hung his head.  

	Why Buddy had thought he could keep up with the carriage carrying the Producers, he’d never know but it didn’t matter.  Buddy had made his choice and now they must live with it.  There was no reason to berate the Guard, especially since his orders had not been specific enough.  He had to quit expecting Guards to think as logically as an Almighty.

	“It’s not your fault.  You were right to leave the carriage for Sue.  The offspring is more important than the parents.”  

	“But they may never find the offspring,” said Buddy, shaking his head.  “At least we had the mother.”

	“We still may.”  He patted Buddy on the back and then jumped out of the carriage.  “You did the best you could.  No other Guard could have traveled that far and fast on foot.”  

	Buddy stood a littler straighter as they entered the building.  They followed the sound of the chainsaw, stopping in the slaughter room.

	“Male.”  Buddy pointed to the carcass across the room.  

	He prayed that the Guard was correct.  He couldn’t tell anything from the bloody, hacked up mess.  He turned away from the butchering and saw the female in the cage.  “Holy Araldo, do they have to do this in front of them?” 

	“Hugh Truent.”  Benedictine called out from above.  “What brings you here?”  He leaned over the rail, smiling.  “Come, join me for a drink.”

	“Stay,” he ordered Buddy as he climbed the stairs up to the balcony.  

	Silence fell over the room.  Thank Araldo, they’re done with the chainsaw.  He winced as a dull thud echoed followed by another.  Now, all he had to do was drown out the sound of the hatchet hitting flesh and bone.

	“What happened to you?”  Benedictine motioned for him to take the chair across from him.  

	He touched his cheek.  “Mom’s House Servant.”

	“They should all be declawed.”

	He wouldn’t argue with that.  As he sat, he realized that he had a perfect view of the slaughter room.  His stomach clenched.  The Stocker hacked off a hunk of meat and tossed it to one of the Guards who placed it on a table.  “Is that even sanitary?”

	“My facilities are certified yearly and surpass all the health codes regulations.”  Benedictine slurred his words slightly.  

	The whiskey bottle on the table was more than half empty; this didn’t bode well for the Producers.  Benedictine had a cruel streak when sober which only worsened from drink.  The assortment of bloody tools on the table below told the story of a painful death.  He didn’t agree with the longer methods of killing used for the slaughter.  The idea that the meat tasted better that way was absurd.  

	“I’m sure you do.  I’m just not used to seeing it.”  He had to tread lightly.  He had no rights to the female Producer.  He’d have to convince Benedictine to give her to him.

	A Guard came out of one of the balcony doors with a glass.  Benedictine poured an inch of liquor in the new one and two inches in his own.

	They sat in silence watching the Stocker work.  He had to be careful how he approached this subject.  Too eager and Benedictine would become suspicious.  He hadn’t anticipated the other Almighty being half-drunk.  That made it a little trickier.  Too bad Benedictine wasn’t just a little bit drunker.

	“Not for everyone.”  Benedictine nodded at the activities below.

	The downstairs floor was red.  There was a lot more blood than he’d thought and he’d never imaged the hunks of flesh and the smell.  He couldn’t quite describe it, but it was not pleasant.  He was sure he caught a whiff of defecation.  He swallowed.  Hopefully, he wouldn’t associate this smell with meat.  He’d hate to become vegetarian like his mother.  

	“No, definitely not.  I couldn’t imagine my mother witnessing this.”

	Benedictine laughed.  “Not with her beliefs.”  He took another drink.  “And you?”

	He shrugged.  “I wouldn’t want to watch it every day, but I hunt so I’m familiar with death.”  That was a lie.  The birds and rabbits that he shot with his bow and arrow were nothing like this.

	Benedictine grunted in agreement.  “Do you want to take some steaks home for dinner?  There’s a world of difference in the taste when they’re this fresh.”

	“That’d be great.”  The hacked up carcass on the floor below turned his stomach but he couldn’t refuse, especially after questioning the cleanliness of the facility.  

	“Wrap up a couple of nice steaks for Hugh,” Benedictine yelled to the Stocker below.  He glanced at Hugh, raising his glass.  “To a delicious dinner.”

	He picked up the other glass and tapped it against Benedictine’s, taking his first sip.  It slid down his throat in a warm burn.  “Very good.”

	“It’s not a popular brand but it’s one of my favorites.”  Benedictine turned toward him.  “Thank you for the carriage.  It’s a nice one.  I hate to leave it in the LS Garage.  The Almighty who owns the place lets his Guard run the business.”  He shook his head in disgust.  

	“Why don’t you park it at home?”  He really didn’t care but he had to play nice.  

	“Can’t.  Don’t have a garage.  Can’t build one either.  Some rule about maintaining the neighborhood’s historic value.”  He took another drink, turning back toward the Stocker.  “A load of Gruntshit if you ask me.”

	“Lake of Sins Village is a nice area.”  He took another sip of his drink.  

	Benedictine grunted again.

	“Good schools, low crime.”  He glanced at the other Almighty.  “Nice place to raise your kids.  Nothing is more important than family.”

	“I agree.”  Benedictine faced him again, wariness in his eyes.  

	The other Almighty was more sober than he’d thought.  He’d have to proceed carefully.  “Your son is graduating from high school this year, right?”

	“Yes.”  The word was clipped, Benedictine’s tone harsh.

	“I was thinking about offering him an internship with my company.”  He took a drink, drawing out the moment.  “If he’s interested in my kind of work.”  He fought to keep the smug smile from his lips.  An internship from him would open doors for the Remore family that had been closed for decades.

	Benedictine’s eyes widened for a moment and then narrowed.  “Why would you do that?  A ruined carriage is not worth what you’re offering.”

	“I need the female Producer you have in the cage downstairs.”

	Benedictine studied him for a long moment before replying.  “That I cannot do.”

	“So, you aren’t interested in advancement for your son.”

	“I’m very interested, but the price is too high.”  Benedictine finished his drink on one large gulp.  “I can give you another Producer.”

	He shook his head.  He should’ve known it wouldn’t work.  Even with an internship, the Remore family would be ruined by another escape.  It was time for plan B.  “I heard you had a little…misfortune at one of your camps.  Something about a few murders and an escape.  It’s a young female who’s missing, right?”

	“Yes,” said Benedictine, filling his own glass again.  “But we’ll catch her.”  He took a sip.  “How’d you learn of it?”

	He eyed his almost empty glass.  Pleasantries were over.  “I have my resources.”  Let the other Almighty think there was a mole in his organization.

	Benedictine stared at him for a long moment.  “Who knows of the escape?”

	He glanced around.  He and Buddy were outnumbered.  The incident years ago had squashed any hope of advancement for the Remore family.  Another escape could mean the end of the only livelihood left to them.  Murder had been committed for less.

	“No other Almighty, but I have told my Guards.  You won’t be able to keep it quiet for long.”

	“Is that a threat?”  Benedictine leaned back in his seat.

	Like a snake preparing to strike.  “No.  Not at all.  I have no intention of telling anyone.  Well, not without your permission.”

	“Why would I give you my permission?” asked Benedictine, a smile in his tone but not his eyes.

	It was time to bait the trap.  “Your son’s handicap must be difficult, especially at his age.”  The more he wound up Benedictine, the more relief when he let him go.  “You know, with teenage girls and everything that goes along with them.”  He winked at the other Almighty.  

	“My son has nothing to do with this.”  Benedictine’s eyes flashed and a drop of sweat slid down the side of his cheek.  

	He’d had no idea if Jethro’s injuries affected his ability to sire children, but by Benedictine’s reaction he must have hit a nerve.  Dragging this out would be fun, but it was time to drop the bait.  “I know someone who may be able to help him walk again.”

	All anger and suspicion fled from Benedictine’s face.  He leaned forward, eagerly.  “Who?” 

	Just a little more and he’ll give me anything I want.  “Have you heard of Professor Conguise?”

	“Yes.”

	He finished his drink.  “He’s been working on an experimental surgery that uses micro-technology on the spine.  He’s tried it on three patients who had similar injuries as your son and they can now walk.”  Hopefully, the injuries were similar to Jethro’s.  He really had no idea.

	“We were told there was no hope.”  Benedictine’s hand began to shake.  He finished his drink in one long swallow and set the glass on the table.  

	“Like I said, this is experimental, but it has worked before.”  He was going to have to reel in Benedictine slowly.

	“On other Almightys?”

	This could be a snag.  “No.  Your son would be the first.”  

	“What did Conguise test on?”  Benedictine’s eyes were wary as he poured more whiskey in his glass and took another gulp.  

	He had to sell this.  “Two House Servants and one Guard.” 

	Benedictine said nothing for a long while.  He swirled his glass and stared at the whirlpool of whiskey.

	He remained silent.  If he pushed too hard, the other Almighty would balk.

	“Conguise thinks it’ll work?”

	If Benedictine was talking, he still had a chance.  “On an Almighty?  Yes.”  Well, he hoped.  Viola had said that her father was ready for the next step, but he wasn’t positive that the next step for the professor was an Almighty.

	“Did it ever not work?” asked Benedictine.

	He looked away for a moment.  He could lie, but it was the Almighty’s child.  “Early on there were some failures, yes.”

	“And what happened to them?”

	“You can’t think of it like that.  Early testing was on tissue, not living creatures.”

	“What will happen to my son if this doesn’t work?”  Benedictine’s eyes bored into him.  

	Maybe, he shouldn’t be gambling with stakes like these.  Then he glanced at the floor.  They were cutting the male’s remains into smaller sections and wrapping them in paper.  He needed the mother and the professor wouldn’t perform the surgery if he wasn’t ready.  “He shouldn’t be any worse than he is now.”

	“Shouldn’t?  Shouldn’t?  This is my child.  My son!”

	Bad word choice.  “Now calm down.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  “Professor Conguise can explain the procedure and the risks. “  He held up his hand to stop Benedictine from interrupting.  “There are always risks with surgery, but from what I understand, they are minimal.  And remember, you don’t have to do this.  I just thought you might want to give it a try.  For Jethro.”

	Benedictine glared at him and stood, stumbling slightly.  “There is no guarantee that this will work.”

	“No, there isn’t.  There never is with surgeries.”  He breathed a sigh of relief.  Benedictine had taken the bait.  

	“That’s true.”  Benedictine sat with a thud.  He took another drink.  “I can’t give you the female.”  He reached across the table and grasped Hugh’s hands.  “I don’t have much money, but I can pay you.  I’ll make payments.  Whatever you want.”

	Checkmate.  “It has to be the female Producer.”  

	“Why?”  Benedictine’s face scrunched up in confusion.  

	He needed Benedictine to focus on Jethro, not on why he wanted the Producer.  “An experiment or two.  Does it really matter, if it results in your son being able to walk again?”

	Benedictine staggered over to the rail.  “That is the escaped female’s father.  Her mother is next unless she cooperates.  I need her to tell me who is helping her offspring.”  

	“Even at the expense of your son?”  He was too close; he couldn’t stop now.  

	A Guard came up the stairs and placed two brown paper packages on the table and then turned and went back downstairs.

	Benedictine stared at the floor below.  “I’ll give you a different one.  Any other one.”

	He paused as if considering the option.  “No.  It has to be this one. “  He had to come up with a plausible explanation for needing this Producer.  

	Benedictine turned toward him.  He could see the other Almighty’s whiskey induced brain trying to puzzle out the reason.

	“It’s because of her size.  She’s the smallest Producer that I’ve ever seen.  I need to study her genetics.  Discover if that is something that we can isolate and learn how to avoid.”  It sounded logical to him.

	The other Almighty stared at him a moment longer and then turned back to the slaughter room.  “You may have the mother after she cooperates.  I’m sure she will, now, after witnessing—”

	“No.  I need to take her with me.  Today.”  He couldn’t take the chance of the Producer telling Benedictine about her offspring’s parentage.  She’d remained quiet all these years, but after seeing the slaughter, she might say anything.  Plus, what if she did give up information on her offspring’s whereabouts?  He could not afford that intelligence going to Benedictine.  

	“Conguise is actively looking for a candidate for surgery.  I don’t want him to commit to someone besides your son.”  He prayed his poker face was believable and that the professor would actually perform the surgery.  He didn’t like lying about that, but he hadn’t been able to come up with another option.

	Benedictine turned away from the rail and stared at him.  “You can guarantee that the professor will perform the surgery on Jethro?”

	He struggled but the words would not pass his lips.  The earnestness on Benedictine’s face stalled his tongue.  “I can’t guarantee it, no.  But I—”

	“You can have the Producer when my son can walk.”

	He glared at Benedictine for a moment, but it was his own fault.  If Gaar found the offspring alive, he didn’t need the parents, but the teenager might be sterile.  He’d read that it had happened in the past, before the Great Death, when two different species produced young.  Of course, her existence alone would be a major discovery since they no longer believed different species could produce viable offspring.  However, it would be better to have the parents, too.  It was time to bluff.  

	“Forget it.”  He stood to leave.

	“Wait.  What about the Producer?”

	“There’s another small Producer in the West Side Producer Camp.  She’s not as petite as this one, but you leave me no choice.  I can’t guarantee the surgery will work but I also can’t wait for this Producer.”  He poured another finger of liquor in his glass and tossed it back.  “Damn good whiskey.”  He nodded at the Guard behind him who was carrying another bottle to the table.  “I hope you trust your Guard.”  

	The Guard emitted a low growl.

	“I’d hate for word to get back to your son that there was a chance for him to walk and sire children but you lost it on some petty revenge.  On a Producer no less.”  He walked toward the stairs, praying that Benedictine would stop him.  His mother would never forgive him if he left Millie here.  He was on the top stair when Benedictine called out.

	“Take the Producer.  Just make sure my son gets the surgery.”

	He suppressed a grin.  “Okay.”  He walked back to Benedictine and handed the other Almighty a card.  “Take your son to this address on the date and time written.  Professor Conguise will see him then.”

	“Thank you.”  Benedictine held the card reverently with both hands.  

	“Tell them to release the Producer to me.”  He headed toward the stairs.  He needed to get out of there before Benedictine changed his mind.

	“Bring out the female and give her to Hugh,” hollered Benedictine.  “Oh, don’t forget your steaks.”  He pushed the smaller of the two packages across the table.

	He stopped and turned around.  The bundle of meat sat on the table and there was a dark stain marring its wrapping.  Fresh steaks for dinner would be nice but he’d never met a Producer before today.  He wasn’t sure if having the meat in the carriage would bother her.  “I don’t think it’s a good idea.  Not with…”

	“What?  Oh, because you’re taking the female?”  Benedictine laughed.   “They’re not that sensitive or smart.  Here, take it.”  He held it out.

	Viola could grill them with that special marinade that she whipped up.  His mouth started to water.  Benedictine was familiar with the creatures and if he said they weren’t that sensitive then who was he to argue.  He walked over to the table and accepted the package.  “Thank you.  Good luck with your son.”  He truly meant it.

	By the time he was on the first floor, two of the Guards had entered the cage to retrieve the female.  The others were helping wrap the chunks of meat in paper.  

	He handed the package to Buddy.

	“Is that?”  Buddy’s eyes widened.  

	“Yes,” he said.  “Dinner.  Benedictine was feeling generous.”

	Buddy started to say something and then stopped, sliding the bundle inside his jacket and zipping it up.

	“Come on.” he said.

	They walked over to the enclosure.  Two Guards were attempting to drag the female out of the cage.  One of the Guards was burly and covered in blood from the butchering.  The other one was leaner and didn’t wear the customary facial hair of the Guards.  The Producer struggled against them in any way that she could—twisting, kicking, biting.  The bloody Guard cuffed her sharply on the side of the head.  

	That was not acceptable.  She belonged to him now and she would not be mistreated.  He stepped forward to intercede when Buddy placed a hand on his arm, stopping him. 

	The leaner Guard shoved the other Guard.  “Stop it!”  

	He fought a smile as the Producer took that opportunity to bite the leaner Guard’s fingers.  She had spunk.  The Guard dropped his hold on her, shaking his hand.  

	The bloody Guard quickly grabbed her legs, knocking her down.  “Jackson, get her hands.”

	Disgust and pity marred Jackson’s features, but he grabbed her hands and they lifted her off the ground.  She thrashed for a moment and then went still, urine running partway down her leg before racing to the floor in a stream.

	“Gruntshit!” shouted the bloody Guard.  “She’s pissing herself.”

	“Enough!  Stop.”  He pulled away from Buddy and walked over to them.  “She’s frightened half-to-death.  She won’t do me any good in a catatonic state.”

	The two Guards holding Millie stopped moving but did not put her down.  Relief washed over Jackson’s face.

	“Put her down.  Now.”  This kind of abuse was unnecessary.

	“You’ll never get her out of the cage if we do,” said the bloody Guard.

	Buddy walked up to him.  “It’ll be quicker if we let them do it.”

	He needed to get her out of there before Benedictine changed his mind, but she was terrified.  He couldn’t let this continue.  “Put her down.”

	The bloody Guard dropped her feet and her entire weight fell to Jackson.  He struggled for balance, but she was frozen in fear.  He staggered backward and then fell, hitting the concrete hard.  This seemed to jolt her out of her trance.  She scurried across the cage to the farthest corner where she huddled in a ball.

	“Get out,” he ordered the two Guards.  

	The bloody Guard turned and stomped away.  

	“Sorry,” muttered Jackson as he stood and left.  

	He glanced at the Guard’s back.  For a moment he’d thought the apology was directed at the Producer, but it couldn’t have been.  He shook his head.  No matter.  He walked slowly over to the Producer.  When he was a few feet away, he crouched down.

	“Millie.  My name is Hugh.  My mother is Sarah.”

	She stared at him, eyes wide with fear.

	“I think you recognize Sarah’s name.  Timothy is her House Servant.”  

	Her eyes widened a bit in recognition.  

	“Now, listen to me.  I’m not going to hurt you.  I’m going to take you away from this place but you have to come with me.”  He stood.  “We need to leave.  Timothy is waiting for you.”  He held out his hand.  “No one is going to hurt you,” he repeated.  

	She looked at his hand and then at the bloody mess outside the cage door and trembled.

	Maybe, he should have let the Guards handle this.  “We have to go.  Now, before they change their minds and don’t let me take you,” he whispered.

	She ignored his offer of assistance and struggled to a standing position. 

	He dropped his hand.  “Behind me is my Guard, Buddy.” 

	She looked at Buddy and pressed herself back against the bars.  

	“He is not going to hurt you.  He is here to protect me.  You are now under my care, so he will protect you also.”

	Buddy snorted.

	He shot Buddy a glare.  Now, was not the time for attitude.  “He will protect you,” he said again, emphasizing the words.  “I’m going to leave first, then you and then Buddy.  Try not to look at…well, try not to look.”  

	He held his breath and turned.  He walked slowly toward the cage door.  He glanced back to see if she were following.  She took a hesitant step and then another.  He let out his breath.  In a line they exited the cage.  Inside the killing room, she quickened her pace until she brushed up against his back.  He peeked over his shoulder.  She had her head down.  Good.  Don’t look.  Even I can’t look at that mess. 

	Once outside the building they climbed into his carriage.  He handed her a blanket and she squeezed tightly into the corner covering herself so that only her large brown eyes were visible.

	“Get us home quickly, Buddy.  She needs Tim.”  

	The carriage raced down the road.  The large, rundown buildings of the Warehouse District changed to open fields recently cleared of their harvest and then to the large homes and manicured lawns of the affluent neighborhood where he lived.  When the carriage came to a halt in the driveway, he reached to help Millie out of the corner.  She shied away from his hand and slowly stood.  She was still traumatized.  He could understand that.  He moved aside and she stepped out of the carriage with the blanket wrapped around her and her arm held tight against her side.  He followed, slowing his pace to hers.

	She looked up at the large two story house with the red front door.  He wasn’t sure if her eyes widened in fear or awe.  He was familiar with the huts of the encampment and compared to what she was used to this was a mansion.  Buddy stepped in front of them and opened the door.  

	Tim slipped past Reese and out of the library. 

	“Millie!” Relief spread across Tim’s face as he rushed to her side.

	Reese raced after him at the same time that Sue stepped out of the kitchen.  Millie froze and then backed into Hugh, dropping the blanket.  This was all happening too quickly.  He put his hands on Millie’s shoulders to comfort her but she bolted toward the door.  He grabbed her arm.  She was trembling uncontrollably as his two Guards hurried to help him.  She wasn’t ready for Guards yet.

	“Stand down, Reese, Sue!” he shouted.  

	The Guards stopped.  Tim snarled at Reese as he slowly approached Millie and wrapped her in his arms.

	“Oww,” cried Millie.

	“What’s wrong?  Are you hurt?”  Tim pulled back but didn’t let her go.  

	She burrowed closer to him and began weeping.

	Hugh was surprised that she’d lasted that long before breaking down.  If he’d witnessed what she had, he didn’t know if he’d ever be okay.

	“Shh, shh.”  Tim pulled her closer.

	“Tim, take Millie to my room and let her rest.”  Mom stood in the doorway to the library.  

	Tim led a trembling Millie toward the stairs.

	Mom addressed a nearby female House Servant.  “Prepare the guest room upstairs and then send for Dr. Kalper.”

	The House Servant looked at him.

	He nodded.  His mom had a habit of taking charge.  It was easier to go along.  “Do as she says and after that take these to the kitchen.  Buddy, give her the steaks.”  

	Buddy glanced furtively at Sarah as he pulled the package out of his jacket and handed it to the House Servant.  

	He shot Buddy an odd look as he walked over to his mother.  “Who is Dr. Kalper?  He’s not our regular doctor.”

	“You brought that here with Millie in the carriage?”  Mom slapped his face. 

	Shocked, he touched his cheek.  She’d never hit him before.  Sure she’d swatted his backside a time or two but never in the face.  That had been his father’s job.

	“You are an inconsiderate, self-serving ass…just like your father.”  She strode away and began helping Millie up the stairs.

	If she thought he was like his father, then he would be.  “Don’t take another step until you answer my question.”  His tone left no room for disobedience.

	Her spine stiffened and she turned around.  “He may not be your regular doctor, but he is mine.  I’ve been seeing Dr. Kalper for years.”

	This was news to him.  They’d always gone to Dr. King.  “Why have I never heard—”

	“I answered your question.  May I go now?” snapped Mom.

	When his father had been home, she’d had to ask for permission for almost everything.  She’d stopped the day father had died, and he’d forced her to do it again.  She was right; he was an ass.  “Of course.  Millie’s hurt.  That must come first.”

	“What happened to her?” asked Tim.

	“I have no idea.”  There were many hours between when she was taken and when he arrived.  

	Tim glared at him.  

	He didn’t deserve that look.  “She was hurt when I arrived.  Take her upstairs to rest.  She’s had a bad day.”  A really, really bad day.

	Mom nodded.  “Come with me.”   

	Tim threw one last glare at him before he and Millie followed Mom upstairs.  Tim should be worshiping at his feet for saving Millie.  Instead, the ingrate was pissed at him because she had a small injury.  He should have brought Tim along then he wouldn’t be so upset about her favoring her side.  At least she still had a side.  

	He shook his head.  The House Servant’s feelings didn’t matter.  He had business to take care of.  “Buddy, stay here and make sure that they don’t leave.  I don’t think Millie is in any condition to travel but I don’t trust Tim or my mother.”

	“Where are you going?” asked Buddy.

	“To see the good professor.”  He was not looking forward to this.

	“Do you think he’ll do it?” asked Buddy.

	“It doesn’t really matter.  My plan worked.  I have Millie.  Benedictine will have to fight to get her back.”  He paused.  “Hopefully, it won’t come to that.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 9

	 

	 

	THE CARRIAGE TOOK OFF at a fast clip.  Hugh relaxed against the seat, enjoying the contrast between the warmth of the sun and the crisp air of fall.  The leaves were changing color and dropping from the trees.  Soon, winter would arrive with its biting winds and harsh, frozen landscape, but today was gorgeous.  

	“Sue, update me on the encampment,” he said.

	“One of the Guards saw me and started asking questions.”  She looked at him, her brown eyes sad.  “Sorry.”

	“Not your fault.”  Gaar would find the Producer.  “Did you learn anything before you left?”

	“I overheard one Guard say that the Producer’s trail just vanished.”

	“That’s impossible.  Isn’t it?”

	“Yes.  Even if she were killed by something, there would be scent and remains.”

	He straightened in his seat.  It was odd.  A Producer didn’t just disappear.  

	“There are whispers that the river took her.”  She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye.  

	“They think she drowned?”  All the lower classes could swim if needed.  It was instinctual, but the river was deep and swift in some places.

	“Not exactly.  There are rumors…of things lurking in the waters deep in the woods.”

	“What kind of things?”  It seemed that lately there were more and more tales of odd, dangerous creatures in the forest.  

	“Large monsters who live in the water and snatch their prey when the poor thing tries to get a drink,” she said.

	“Trust me.  There’s nothing but small fish in the waters.”  She was repeating one of the legends that the Almightys concocted.  They even dressed a Guard or House Servant in a costume in an exhibit that they showed the other classes.  

	“If you say so.”  She didn’t sound like she believed him.

	He leaned back again.  There had to be another explanation.  Someone was up to something and the easiest way to keep others out of the forest, especially the uneducated, superstitious, lower classes, was to start these types of rumors.  He didn’t have time for it.  Good thing that neither Gaar nor Mirra would be bothered by such stories.  

	As they left the suburbs behind and entered the countryside, Sue began to breathe in short sniffs and her gaze moved away from the road and to the tree line.  The carriage began to swerve and she quickly adjusted the Grunts back onto the roadway.  

	“Sorry.”  She glanced at him.  

	“You miss this don’t you?”

	She inhaled deeply.  “I love the country.  We used to run for hours.”  She sighed.  “I hate it too, if that makes sense.”

	“It does.”  Her former owners had used her and others like her for hunting.  If her pack didn’t find food, then they didn’t eat.  Even if they did bring down game, they had to fight for their share of what the owners didn’t take, which was never much since the largest animals out here were wild turkeys.  

	“When this is all over, we’ll go to my cabin and  spend a couple of weeks.”  He patted her shoulder.  “We can hunt or just relax.”

	“That sounds great.”  A look of contentment slipped over her face.

	She was a good Guard and he was glad that he could give her security for her senior years.  Some Guards weren’t so lucky.  There were others like him but not enough.  Perhaps, he should take his mom’s advice and join one of the organizations that was fighting for laws against those who mistreated their Guards and House Servants.  

	Sue stopped the carriage in front of Conguise’s modest two-story, brick home.  He hopped down from the carriage.  He’d worry about the abused later.  Right now, he had more important tasks to accomplish.

	“We’ll try here first.  If he’s not home we’ll go to the lab.”  He nodded to the large building to the right of the house.  

	The laboratory was five-stories high and surrounded by a fence with barbed wire across the top.  Bars covered the windows and Guards patrolled the grounds.

	“I don’t like that place,” she said, sniffing the air.

	“It’s not so bad.  A bit closed in, but you get used to it.”  He headed toward the house.  

	She secured the Grunts and followed.  “What do they do in there?”

	“They work on medicines and procedures to correct health issues.”  

	She inhaled deeply.  “I smell fear.”

	“I suppose it could be the lab rats.”  He knocked, glancing back at Sue.  “That’s a very acute sense of smell.”  He didn’t add for a Guard, especially an old one but it was understood. 

	“Believe me or not, but I smell fear,” she repeated as an elderly House Servant opened the door.

	“Hello, Barney,” he said.  “Is the professor home?”

	“I will see if he is available.  Who may I say is calling?”  Barney’s face betrayed no emotion.  

	“You’ve known me for years.”  They went through this every time.  He wasn’t sure why he fought it.  

	Barney raised an eyebrow and waited.

	He sighed.  “Fine.  You win.  Hugh Truent.”

	“This way.”  Barney led them to the study.  “I will send in refreshments.”  The House Servant turned and left.

	He walked across the room to the window.  The lab loomed over this side of the house, keeping it almost entirely in shadow.  An elderly, female House Servant entered the study, carrying a tray with sandwiches and a pitcher of iced tea. 

	“Thank you,” he said.

	She placed the food on a table and left without saying a word.  

	He hated this place.  Only the top tier of the professor’s servants was allowed to communicate directly with the Almightys.  Viola had been pestering him to visit, but he wasn’t sure he could remain civil for several hours.  Conguise had been his mentor in college and after graduation, but they’d grown apart the last few years.

	Sue stood across the room, licking her lips as she eyed the plate of food.  If he allowed her anything to eat, the professor would throw a fit.  He shook his head at her and her face fell.  The professor was an ass.

	Professor Peter Conguise walked into the study.  His tall, thin frame dressed in his usual white coat.  His glasses sat on his head mostly concealed by his thick, silver hair.  He was around sixty but still fit and healthy.  

	“Hugh, what a pleasant surprise.”  The professor’s welcoming smile died when it fell on Sue.

	He would not leave her waiting outside; it wasn’t right, but he was there for a favor.  “Sorry, Professor.”  

	Conguise paused for a moment, studying him.  “I’ll never understand your fondness for these…other creatures.”  

	She turned and looked at him, worry in her large brown eyes.

	“It’s okay, Sue.”  He should have brought Buddy.  Nothing fazed him.

	“I assume that’s a sign of gratitude from one of them.”  The professor made a waving motion by his own cheek.  

	He touched the cut on his face.  He’d forgotten about that.  “Mom’s House Servant and I had a bit of a disagreement.”

	The professor’s lips curled in disgust as he sat in one of the chairs by the table with the food.  “It’s good to see you.  It’s been far too long.  How’s my daughter?”

	“Viola, is wonderful.”  He couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across his face.  She was better than wonderful.

	“Should I call for champagne?”

	His face froze.  “Ahh, I…mean.  No.  Not yet.  Soon though.”  He hadn’t expected that.  He should have.  Conguise had been dropping hints about the two of them getting married for the past couple of months, ever since Viola had moved in with him.

	“Don’t delay too long.  The good ones won’t wait forever.”  He gestured for Hugh to sit in the other chair.  “How is work going?”  He placed a sandwich on his plate.

	“Good.  The new tracking system is fully operational and exceeding my expectations.”  

	He paused and took some food, glancing at Sue.  She was trying not to watch but her eyes kept wandering back to the sandwiches.  He’d give her some just to piss off the professor if he didn’t need the man’s help.

	“It’s actually a discovery that was made with the new program that brings me here.”

	Conguise took a large bite of his sandwich.  “Delicious.  My own recipe.”  He wiped the meat juice off his chin with a napkin.  “I’ve gotten quite good in the kitchens.  Had to find a hobby once you stole Viola from me.”  He smiled kindly.  “Sorry.  Go on.”

	As they ate, Hugh explained Trinity’s escape, the killings at the Producer Camp and the discovery of the mating and consequential offspring of a House Servant and Producer.

	At this point, the professor broke his silence.  “Impossible.”  He stood and began pacing.  “It can’t be.  It is unheard of.”

	“I know.  That’s why I had to procure the mother.”  Now for the tricky part.  “And that’s where you come in.”

	The professor stopped pacing and turned toward him.  “Explain.”

	That one word snapped out like a lash and immediately transported him back to his college years when he’d strove to please this Almighty.  “Benedictine was in a blood lust over the killings and the escape.  He was taking his anger out on the Producers.  You should have seen what he did to the male.  It was brutal.”  He paused and ran his hand through his hair, scenes from the warehouse flashing through his mind.  

	“Slaughtering usually is,” said the professor.  “Get on with it.” 

	He’d been rambling like a child.  He was not a college youth any longer.  He was an adult.  A prominent, successful Almighty and he took orders from no one.  He stared directly at the professor.  “He would have killed the mother.  So, I offered him the one thing that he desires above all else.  I promised him that you would operate on his son in exchange for the female.  His boy is in a wheelchair.  Spinal injury.  Occurred when he was young.”

	“You did what?”  Conguise dropped back in the chair.  “You had no right.”

	The truth of that stung.  “I know.  I couldn’t think of any other bargaining chip.”

	The professor sighed.  “It wasn’t your bargain to make.”

	“I know, but Viola mentioned you were ready.”  When the professor sighed it was usually a sign of resignation.  

	“Yes, but on someone not so connected.  If something goes wrong…”

	“You’ve had successes already.”  This was going better than he’d expected.

	“Not on an Almighty.  We are physiologically different.  You’ve never understood that.”  The professor stood and began to pace again.  “Let’s take this from the beginning.  First, are you sure that the House Servant and the Producer had viable offspring?”

	“Pretty sure, but I’ll need the offspring to be certain.”

	“What if you can’t find her?” asked Conguise.

	No one outside his family needed to know that he was going to use the Handler to locate the Producer.  “That is a possibility.  The odds that I’ll find her before Benedictine’s Guards are not good.  That’s why I had to have the parents.  If I put them in an environment suitable for reproduction, they may have more young.”  

	“You think they could?”

	“The female is getting old but”—he scratched his head—“yes, I think it’s possible.”

	The professor studied him for a moment.  “Hmmm.  You will need to bring them here.”

	“I think, right now, it’s best if they stay with me.  No offense, but Millie was severely traumatized by the killing of her assigned mate.”  This was his discovery and he wasn’t about to share it.  

	“They have thick skin and small brains.  She’ll forget about it in a day or so.”

	“I don’t know about that.”  An image of her terrified face was imprinted on his brain.  He’d encountered many frightened Guards and House Servants over the years, but nothing like what he’d witnessed with Millie.

	“Bring her by when she’s recovered.  Her and the House Servant.” 

	He mentally bit his tongue at the command.  “You’ll operate on Benedictine’s son then?”

	“Bring me the parents and I will.”

	Perhaps, he could use this to access level five.  In college, he’d only had level-three clearance to the lab.  He’d always wanted to get a peek at what the professor did on the fifth floor.  The fourth was financial and he had no interest in that.  “I’ll need full access.  I have my own experiments to run.” 

	“You’ve always had access appropriate to your level of clearance,” said the professor.

	“Then we’ll study them at my lab.”  He was done playing the subordinate.  

	“No,” said Conguise, his voice firm.

	“Why?  What can you do here, that we can’t do at my facility?”  If the professor thought that he was going to hand over the discovery of a lifetime, the man was crazy.

	“It’s really very simple, Hugh.”  He spoke as if to a child.  “If you want me to appease Benedictine, then the Producer and House Servant will live here until I’m done with them.”

	Over my dead body.  “Fine.  I’ll deliver them when Millie is well enough to travel.  She was injured physically as well as psychologically.”

	“I’ll put off the surgery until then.”  Smug satisfaction flashed across the professor’s face.  

	“I told Benedictine to come and see you in three days.”

	“What were you going to do if I refused to operate on his son?”

	“I would have taken care of the situation.”  His smile was humorless.  

	“You were my star student.  I taught you this move.  Get what you want first by any means and the rest isn’t important.  Is it?”  The professor patted him on the shoulder.  

	It hadn’t been like that, had it?  “I had to get her away from Benedictine.  She is no use to me dead.”

	“I agree.  All I want is some time to study them.  Run some tests.  You can have all the credit if this proves to be true.”

	He didn’t believe Conguise for a moment.  He stood.  “I need to get back.”

	“Tell Viola to come and visit her father.  I miss her.”  

	“I will.”

	“One more thing.  Have Benedictine come to my office tomorrow with his son.  I might as well run the tests.  That’ll keep him happy for a while.”

	“Thank you,” he said and walked out the door.  That worry was gone.  Benedictine would be pacified for the time being and he could move on with his experiments.  Once he had the groundwork laid, he would work on convincing the professor to see Tim and Millie at his lab.  There was no way his mother would let him turn them over to Conguise.  She despised the professor almost as much as Benedictine.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 10

	 

	 

	GAAR’S PAW-LIKE HAND shook Trinity’s shoulder, startling her awake.  She sat up, brushing away the leaves and grasses that covered her.  Gaar had shown her how to sleep as safely as possible on the ground.  There weren’t many trees in this area and the few that did exist were too thin to climb.  She gazed into the distance, her eyes slipping closed again.  They’d traveled almost non-stop for two days.  She’d dozed off-and-on while Gaar carried her, but this was the first real rest that she’d gotten.  

	“Get up.  Mirra’s here,” he said.

	Her eyes shot open.  She’d missed the Tracker.  Gaar had been grumpy and not good company.  She packed her blanket in her backpack and grabbed a handful of nuts, washing them down with her water.

	There was a whisper in the bushes and Mirra appeared.  Her heart caught for a moment at the sight of the predator.  At first, her instincts never recognized Mirra as a friend and her heart always skipped a beat.

	Gaar smiled and rubbed Mirra behind the ears.  The Tracker tipped her head for a second and then stepped away.  This was not a good sign.  Usually, Mirra was ecstatic to see the Handler after an absence.

	“You’ve removed the dead Guards from near the Finishing Camp, right?”

	“Yes.”  Mirra put another few steps between them.  “They far away.  They scent covered.  We go free Trackers.”

	It was not a question.  Mirra was not going to like the change in plans.

	Gaar nodded.  “Yes, but first—”

	“No, first,” said Mirra.  “Trackers sick.  Guards hurt them.  Trackers weaker now.”

	“Have you been back to the camp?”  Gaar’s voice rose and his body seemed to enlarge with his anger.  “I told you not to go there.  It’s not safe.”  

	Trinity held the backpack like a shield in front of her, glancing from Tracker to Handler.

	“Bah, it fine.  Guard no catch Mirra. Guard leave.  Walk right under tree.  He no see Mirra.  He no smell Mirra.  He stupid.”

	“They are not all stupid.”  He stomped over to the Tracker until only a few inches separated them.  “Do not go there again.  Do you understand me?”

	“We free Trackers.  Now!”  Mirra’s lips twitched, displaying her fangs.

	“No.”  His nostrils flared, as he held Mirra’s gaze.  

	They stood like this for several moments.  Their breath came in pants and the hair on Mirra’s back bristled.  

	Trinity couldn’t let them fight.  They didn’t really want to hurt one another.  Mirra just needed her serum.  “Gaar has to do one more thing.  Then—”

	The Tracker turned on her, teeth bared.  She stumbled backward.  Her heart didn’t just skip a beat this time but tried to escape through her mouth.

	“Mirra go now!”

	“I said later,” roared Gaar.

	Mirra turned back to him, eyes gleaming.  They stared at each other for a long time, circling as if sizing up their opponent.  Then, Mirra blinked and glanced down.

	Gaar’s shoulders sagged a little.  “We’ll go soon.  I promise.  We have to keep Little One safe.  You want that don’t you?”  Gaar’s voice was still firm but the ferocity had left.

	She eyed the Tracker.  She wasn’t so sure that Mirra cared if she were safe any longer.  A few minutes ago the Tracker looked ready to kill her.

	“Keep Little One safe.  Then free Nirankan and others.”

	He nodded and slowly reached out, running his hand along the Tracker’s back in a caress.  “Yes.  I have to go into town again.  You take Little One to the Finishing Camp and protect her.  I’ll be back in a few days, depending on how many Guards I have to avoid.”

	Mirra’s lip twitched, but she nodded.

	“As soon as I get back, we’ll go to the Tracker Camp.  I promise.”

	Mirra turned around.  Trinity fought the urge to move closer to Gaar as she slipped her backpack over her shoulders.  She took a deep breath and climbed onto the Tracker’s back, her hands sliding into the soft, warm fur.

	Mirra trotted into the trees, grumbling under her breath.  “You no keep you promise before.  Why Mirra believe you now?”

	She turned to tell Gaar but he’d already disappeared into the brush.  He’d better hurry back.  She wasn’t sure how long she could keep Mirra away from the Tracker Camp.  

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 11

	 

	 

	BENEDICTINE STARED OUT THE window of the carriage as he and Jethro traveled to Professor Conguise’s laboratory.  He’d told his wife, Martha, and his son the good news last night at dinner.  Today, Jethro fairly bounced with excitement, chattering about all the things he was going to do once he could walk.  He turned and smiled at the boy, hiding his concern.  Surgery was risky.  He wanted his son whole but he’d rather the boy remain in the wheelchair than lose him completely.

	Jethro was an attractive lad, taking after his mother with his black hair and blue eyes.  He suspected that his son’s normal, upbeat demeanor was a front.  The boy had few friends and no female friends.  That couldn’t be easy for an eighteen-year-old, but all that would change, unless Jethro wasn’t a good candidate.  The boy would be devastated if he couldn’t have the surgery.  He should have kept it a secret until they knew for sure, but it was too late for that.

	They pulled onto the long driveway which was heralded by trees with leaves of autumn colors.  

	“It’s beautiful,” said Jethro, looking around.

	This was affluence.  The lawn manicured to perfection, the house, a stately two story brick, sitting at the end of the driveway.  If only there hadn’t been the escape years ago, he could have done so much better for his family.  He was smart and determined.  He’d been so excited when they’d given him the opportunity to manage the Handler and Tracker camps, but that wasn’t working out as planned.  The Trackers and Handlers would not stop killing each other.  The camps would probably be closed shortly, but right now, that was the least of his problems.  There was still no sign of the Producer.  If he didn’t catch her and word got out, he may lose the Producer Camps too.

	“What’s wrong, Dad?”

	“Nothing.  Just work.”  He smiled slightly.  

	“You work too hard.  After college, I’ll take care of you and Mom.  Then you can retire.”

	He laughed to hide his disappointment.  The boy didn’t realize that without assistance from someone in power, college didn’t matter.  Jethro would be nothing more than the manager of Producer Camps.  

	The carriage stopped and he jumped down.  He pulled out Jethro’s chair and set it up.  Then he lifted his son and placed him in the chair.

	“This is a really nice carriage,” said Jethro.  “Can I have your old one?”

	It was a nice carriage.  It was suspicious that one of Hugh’s Guards ruined his carriage around the same time that Hugh needed the mother Producer.  He’d have to send Jackson to investigate the accident.  Perhaps, he could persuade Hugh to grant Jethro an internship after all.  As long as he kept the escape a secret, Jethro could have his legs and a future.  “No.  It’s gone.  One of Hugh Truent’s Guards drove into it.  He gave this one to me as a replacement.”

	“Where’s the old one?  Maybe, I can fix it?”

	“That’s a good question.”  He ruffled his boy’s hair.  “I’ll see if Jackson can find out.  Hugh said it was ruined beyond repair.”  

	Jethro’s face fell a bit.  He’d get the boy another carriage and a career.  No matter what, nothing should darken his son’s life again.

	They entered the laboratory.  There was a sense of sterility and precision in the spotless white floors and bright lights.  Some of the tension slipped away.  This was a professional environment.  Everything here would be meticulously planned and executed.

	The receptionist, an attractive, red-haired Almighty of about thirty years, escorted them into the clinic.  He’d never cheated on Martha, had never even considered it, but he couldn’t help watching this woman walk.  She had a fine backside.  He glanced to his right.  His son was appreciating the view also.  He bit back a smile.  Oh, to be young again.  

	The trip was too short and soon the receptionist handed them over to a nurse, Ms. Parker.  She was older and not attractive, but she was organized and had an air of proficiency about her that set his mind at ease.

	Ms. Parker took them into the laboratory.  She and others began running numerous tests on his son.  They withdrew several vials of blood, took X-rays and performed an MRI.  They checked Jethro’s range of movement and sensitivity to touch and pain.  Jethro had been through these tests several times over the years, but hopefully, the end result would be different today.

	It was several hours later before they were escorted into Professor Conguise’s office.  The professor sat behind his desk, studying a lab report and stood when they entered.

	“Mr. Remore,” said Conguise.

	“Please, call me Benedictine.”  He shook the professor’s hand.

	“Nice to meet you.  You too, Jethro.”  The professor shook hands with the boy.  “I’d like to speak with your father in private.  Ms. Parker is outside waiting for you.  She’ll take you to the lunch room for a snack.”

	Benedictine nodded and Jethro left the room.   The professor sat down. 

	“Please sit,” said Conguise, motioning to the chair in front of the desk.  “I have the results of the tests.”

	“Already?”  Usually, they had to wait weeks.

	“Perks of running your own lab.”  The professor smiled kindly.  

	He should smile, but he couldn’t.  He’d never been good at the pleasantries others expected.  He was more comfortable with directness and action.  “And?”

	Conguise’s eyes flashed for a moment and then he smiled again.  “Everything looks good.  Your son is a fine candidate for this surgery.”

	He exhaled, relief washing through him.  “I didn’t even realize I was holding my breath.”  He laughed.  “Jethro will be thrilled.  This is great news.  I can’t wait to tell—”

	“There is still the fee,” interrupted the professor.

	“What?  Oh, the fee.  Of course.”  Hugh hadn’t said anything about a fee, but he should’ve guessed.  There were expenses for the anesthesia and other surgical supplies.

	The professor slid a paper across the desk to him.

	He looked at it.  This couldn’t be right.  He didn’t have that kind of money.  “I thought…didn’t Hugh Truent speak with you?”

	“Yes.  I know about the deal you made.  However, I was not advised about this until afterward.”

	That bastard.  He shouldn’t have trusted him.  “I can pay monthly.”

	“I’m afraid payment is due upfront.”

	He fought the bile rising in his throat as he stared at the paper.  Jethro would be devastated.  How could he tell his son that he’d never be able to walk because his father didn’t make enough money?  He’d beg but Conguise didn’t seem to be the type to be swayed by emotion.

	“I didn’t say I wouldn’t perform the surgery,” said the professor.

	He glanced up.  What game was the professor playing?

	The professor leaned forward.  “I need the offspring.”

	By the look on Conguise’s face, he should know what the professor was talking about but his mind was a blank.  It was similar to when he had too much to drink, but today he hadn’t had a drop.

	“The one you allowed to escape,” said the professor.

	“Oh, the Producer.”  He nodded and then stopped.  “Why?”

	“My business.  You want the surgery for your son; I want the escaped Producer.”

	“I will gladly hand her over when I find her.  Do you prefer her dead or alive?”  He’d have to discover what was so special about these two Producers, but for now, the important thing was Jethro.  

	“Either is acceptable.”  The professor stood.  “Then we are agreed.  I will perform the surgery when I have the young Producer.”

	He remained seated.  This scenario was all too familiar.  “No.  This time I want my part of the deal completed first.”

	“That is not going to happen.  If you are unhappy with the arrangement you made with Hugh, it is your problem.”  Conguise stared down at him.  

	“It seems that it’s also yours.”  He wasn’t a novice in negotiations.  Hugh had tricked him, found his weakness and exploited it when he’d been drinking.

	The professor cocked his head like he was studying a quaint but annoying insect.  “I don’t see it that way.  Please explain.”  He sat back down.

	“You will not get the Producer until my son has had the surgery.”  He was not backing down on this.  He’d already lost one bargaining chip.

	“There is no hurry for me.  Can you say the same?”

	“Really?”  He leaned in close.  “Do you think I’m stupid?  The longer it takes for the surgery, the more time I’ll have to discover what is so important about this Producer and her mother.”

	“You could look into that even after I have them,” replied the professor calmly.

	“But I would have no proof.  When, and I do mean when, I discover the importance of these Producers, do you really think that if I still have one I will turn it over for the same deal?”  He leaned back and grinned.  “The price will be much higher then.”

	“We’ll have to wait and see.  Things won’t go well for you if this escape becomes public knowledge.”  Conguise tapped his finger against the desk.  “However, I think I have a solution that will work for both of us.  There is a creature, well, two actually, who can find the Producer.  They can find anything.”  The professor looked directly at him.  “A Tracker and Handler.”  

	Conguise couldn’t be referring to the ones in his camps.  They weren’t functional.  “The wild ones were exterminated years ago.”

	“Not entirely.  We left two free.  One of each,” said the professor.

	“No one told me that.”

	“Why would we?” asked the professor, raising a brow.

	He slammed his hand on the table.  “I run the facility where the new ones are kept.  I should know if there is a bonded pair.  They are a functional pair, correct?”

	“Most assuredly.”

	“Gruntshit!  All this time, I’ve been working with separate creatures, trying to get them to bond and there is a pair just waiting for me to study.  Why wasn’t I informed?”

	The professor shrugged.  “It’s your job to figure out how to pair them up.  Not ours.”

	“I should have been told.”  It was just like those in power to withhold pertinent information.  How did they expect anyone to succeed?

	“Perhaps, but let’s continue.  Shall we?” asked the professor.

	He took a deep breath and nodded.  The important thing was Jethro.  The Trackers and Handlers could wait.

	“We made a deal with Gaar, the Handler.  Their lives were spared but they assist us sometimes.”

	“Why don’t you contact them yourself?”

	“We had a falling out of sorts.  They will not work for me.”

	“Then kill them,” he said.

	“I would love to, but unfortunately, I don’t always get to make those decisions.”

	“Ahh.  Someone more powerful than you wants them alive.”  Conguise was a bit too smug for his taste.  He couldn’t resist sticking the knife in a little.

	“For now,” the professor said, frowning.  

	Did that mean the Handler and Tracker were needed alive for now, or that someone else had more power than the professor?  He’d ask but he doubted that he’d receive an honest answer.  “How do I contact them?”

	“First, you don’t contact them.  You will never, or should never, communicate with the Tracker.  She is”—the professor sighed wistfully–“a magnificent, savage creature.”

	“I thought you said that they work for you?”

	“I said we made the deal with the Handler not with the Tracker.  She does not have the capability to comprehend agreements.  You’ll need to go to the Lake of Sins Village and leave a message with the shopkeeper at the general store.  It isn’t too far from your home, correct?”

	“Yes.  Does the Handler live there?”  He’d been in the village many times and had never seen a Handler.

	“No.  He comes into town on occasion for supplies,” said the professor.

	“When is he due back?”

	“He knows when there is a message for him.  I have yet to figure out how.  For now, you will have to work with the shopkeeper and pay the Handler.”  He opened a desk drawer and pulled out two envelopes.  He slid them across the desk.  “Give him these as payment, one before he traps the Producer and one after.”

	Benedictine looked in the envelopes.  There was a small part of a map in each one.  “What’s this?”  He held up one of the slips of paper.

	“It doesn’t concern you.”

	“I will not go into this meeting blind.”  He was not a fool.

	“As you wish.  The Handler was told that once he receives all the pieces to the map he is free.  He no longer owes us anything.  He can then use the map to lead him to a…let’s call it a promised land.”  

	“No such place exists, does it?”  Benedictine slid the piece of paper back into the envelope and sealed it.  

	Conguise smiled slightly but otherwise ignored his question.  “Once the Handler picks up the message, it should only be a few days at most before he delivers the Producer.”  The professor stood and held out his hand.  

	This seemed very mysterious, but he didn’t care.  As long as Jethro could walk, nothing else mattered.  He stood and shook the professor’s hand.  

	“I expect to hear from you shortly regarding the Producer.  Tell your family that the preliminary tests came back fine but we’re waiting on one more before the surgery.”

	He left the office and gathered Jethro from the lunch room.  When they arrived home, he left the boy to update Martha on their day while he sent Jackson to deliver a note to the shopkeeper at the Lake of Sins Village.  He poured himself a drink and stared out the window toward the forest.  Soon, his boy would be able to walk and all that was truly important would be right in his world.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 12

	 

	 

	IT WAS DARK WHEN Trinity arrived at the Finishing Camp.  Mirra didn’t bother entering through the gate but instead climbed the tree that Trinity had once thought to use to sneak into the encampment.  

	“Mirra hungry.  Mirra hunt now.”  She pulled Trinity off her back.

	That was not a good idea.  For most of the trip Mirra had been complaining about how long it was taking to free the Trackers.  She grasped Mirra’s paw.  “The Guards left meat here.”

	“No.  Mirra want fresh.”

	She looked down.  “Please, Mirra.  I’m still…after what happened with Troy…”  She glanced up through her lashes at the Tracker.  It wasn’t really a lie.  She didn’t look forward to telling Travis and the others that she’d failed in saving anyone from camp.

	Mirra patted Trinity’s head.  “Mirra stay with Little One.”  

	She sighed in relief.  Mirra would be safe tonight.  One day down and who knew how many to go before Gaar returned.  They dropped from the tree into the yard and headed toward the back of the Guards’ house where the supplies were kept.  She wanted Mirra’s belly full before they encountered any of the Producers.

	After they ate, she curled up next to Mirra on some blankets in the supply room.  She was a coward.  She should face the others and tell them what happened but she wasn’t ready.

	 

	They awoke early the next morning.  She quickly fed Mirra again.  If she kept the Tracker full, Mirra might not feel the need to wander.

	They went down by the river to get a drink and wash up.  She’d just finished dunking her head to wash her hair when Travis approached, carrying two buckets.  He looked good, better than before.  His gait was strong and steady and his skin was losing its pallor. 

	“Trinity.  Thank Aralado, you’re back.”

	“Yeah, I got in late last night.”  She wasn’t ready to talk about home.  Not yet.

	He put the buckets down and placed his hands on her shoulders, studying her face.  “What happened?”

	Mirra patted Trinity’s head and wandered away, finding a patch of sun on a branch and stretching out to sleep.  

	“I…can’t.”  She tried to smile but her lips wouldn’t cooperate.  He knew her too well; she’d never fool him.  

	He pulled her to him, cradling her head against his chest.  “I was so worried about you.  Mirra and Gaar realized you were gone almost the moment you left.  I tried to delay them but…”

	She bit her lip.  Poor Travis, standing up to a Handler and Tracker for her.

	“They didn’t hurt you did they?”  He pulled back a little.  

	She shook her head, wiping away the tears.  “No.  They saved me.  Again.”  She told him about her trip, about the tracking devices and Troy, but she left out the part about her teeth and claws.

	His face hardened and his eyes narrowed.  “I wish I could kill Troy.”

	“Mirra did that for you.”  She took his hand and squeezed, smiling a little.  

	“But it should have been me.”  He stared at their hands.  

	Was he trying to tell her that he felt more for her than friendship or was it only that he’d always tried to protect her?

	He rubbed his thumb across the top of her hand and sat on the ground, pulling her down next to him.

	“I’m going to go back and free my little brothers and sisters.  The ones who haven’t been tagged yet.”

	Her breath froze in her chest.  She’d barely made it out of there alive.  She wouldn’t have if it weren’t for Gaar and Mirra.  He shouldn’t go, but she understood.  It was his family.  “Later.  Stuart is a breeder, he’s safe and the others are all young.  You have time.”

	“Why wait?  I should go soon, before we leave here.”

	She turned to him, his face so familiar and yet different, older, angrier.  “No.  It’d be better to wait.”  She held up her finger to stop him from interrupting.  “The trip through the forest is not going to be easy and because of what happened at camp there are a lot of Guards hunting me.  Wait until we get settled somewhere.”  She squeezed his hand.  “Then we’ll go together and free them.”  If I’m still here and not Hugh’s prisoner.

	“Thank you.”  His brown eyes stared into hers, soft and warm now.  He leaned closer.

	She couldn’t let him kiss her.  He was all she had left of home.  She turned away, but leaned against him, resting her head on his shoulder.  She wasn’t ready to lose him yet.  If she didn’t go to Hugh, she’d have to tell him about her fangs and claws, or, he’d eventually figure it out for himself, but not today.  Today, she’d enjoy her friend.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 13

	 

	 

	BENEDICTINE ENTERED THE pub followed by Jackson and Carla.  It had been over twenty-four hours since he’d sent the message to the shopkeeper and that was unacceptable.  He should have been contacted by the Handler last night at the latest.

	The bartender met his gaze and tipped his head toward the back corner of the establishment.  There was a small door partially concealed by shelves.  Benedictine walked directly toward it, not bothering to be casual.  He was done with this cloak and dagger stuff.  His hand was on the doorknob when Jackson stopped him.  

	“Me first.”  Jackson opened the door.  “Carla, wait here.”

	Benedictine rolled his eyes.  Jackson was too concerned with security.  No one would dare assault an Almighty.

	He followed Jackson into the room.  It was dark with only a little light from a dirty window painting the walls gray.  Jackson pointed toward the back where the Handler, partially concealed in the shadows, sat at a table.  The creature wore the facial hair of the Guards but had the bulk of a Grunt.  An empty plate was on the Handler’s right and a half-full mug of ale sat in front of him.  

	Benedictine strode across the room, Jackson following close behind.  He stopped at the table and Jackson pulled out a chair.  The seat had remnants of food and drink on it.  Jackson shoved it aside and grabbed a different one.  This one was scarred with scratches but it appeared clean.  He sat, not even trying to conceal his disgust.

	“Please, join me,” said the Handler sarcastically.

	His lip twitched.  This creature dared speak to him in that tone.  He mentally counted to ten.  As distasteful as it was, he needed this thing’s help.  “I have a job for you.”

	The Handler took a gulp of his drink.

	“It should be a simple task.”  He held out his hand and Jackson handed him an envelope.  He slid it across the table.  

	The Handler picked it up and looked inside.  His face betrayed no emotion.  “Who told you of me?”

	“Does it matter?  You want”—he nodded at the envelope—“that and I want you to find something.”

	The Handler studied him for a long moment with soulless, black eyes.  It took all his will not to fidget in his seat.  It was isolated back here.  Suddenly, he was glad that Jackson was behind him.  Perhaps a more friendly approach was in order.

	“Gaar, right?”  He forced a smile.

	The Handler nodded, blinking for the first time in several moments.  “What do you want me to find?”

	He relaxed a bit.  Sometimes these lower species believed that they deserved respect.  For Jethro, he could pretend.  “I lost a Producer.  I want you to find her.”

	Gaar looked at the piece of map one more time and then slid the envelope back across the table.  “No.”

	This creature needed to be taught respect, but his first concern was his son.  He took a deep breath.  Perhaps, the Handler was bargaining.  “I have another piece of your map.”

	“Who told you of me?” Gaar repeated.

	The Handler thought the map was a fake.  The creature was smarter than he’d thought but he couldn’t tell Gaar the truth.  He tapped the envelope, pushing it to the center of the table.  “It doesn’t matter.  The important thing is that the map is real.”

	“It matters to me.”

	“You work for us,” he snapped.

	“Again, who told you about me?”  The Handler leaned forward, smiling.  It was not friendly.

	He had not expected this.  The Handler should be grateful for the task.  They could force him or kill him like they had the rest of his kind.

	“Only very few know of our existence and fewer yet, know that we work for the Almightys.  You are not one of them.”

	He shifted forward, his face inches away from Gaar’s.  “I have friends who have an interest in this Producer.  I would consider it a great favor if you found her and brought her to me.”

	“I don’t need favors from you.”  Gaar finished his drink and walked toward the small door in the back.

	“You will do this job or you will be sorry.”  He squeezed the arm of his chair, his fingernails digging into the wood.  “I will not fail my son,” he said, slamming his hand on the table.  

	 

	Benedictine sat in the carriage, glaring out the window.  He would find the Producer.  The surgery would be completed.  Then he would hunt down the Handler and make him pay for his insubordination.  The carriage halted in the driveway.  A thin, unkempt Guard lurked in the street near his home.  He was in no mood for strays.

	“Call the authorities,” he said to Jackson.

	“No, sir.  Please.  A moment of your time,” said the Guard, hurrying to the window.

	Jackson jumped off the carriage and grabbed the Guard’s arm.

	“I have information about a Tracker.  A wild Tracker.”  The Guard struggled in Jackson’s grasp.

	“Let him go,” said Benedictine.  

	Jackson released his hold on the Guard’s arm.  

	“Speak,” said Benedictine.

	The Guard bowed his head.  “I’d love to, sir…”  He glanced up and his hand came out a bit.

	“Tell me what you know, and I might pay you for the information.”  

	The Guard shook his head, a small movement, almost a twitch.  “My leader will kill me if I come back without anything.”

	“I could kill you now.”

	The Guard’s eyes widened.  He was young, younger than he’d first appeared.  A Guard like this might fit in with his pack, although, he didn’t need another mouth to feed.  Benedictine pulled out his wallet and removed some bills.  He handed them to the Guard.  “If your information is valuable, I’ll give you more.”

	The Guard took the money, smiling.

	“If not, Jackson will kill you and I’ll take my money back.”

	The Guard’s smile died and he glanced toward the woods.  Jackson grabbed his arm again.

	The Guard’s shoulders slumped.  “Me and my pack, we was out hunting and we found out about a wild Tracker that’s been hanging around the Tracker Camp.”

	“You know about the hidden camp?” asked Benedictine.

	The Guard’s face paled.  “We haven’t told nobody about the camp.  We just thought that since you ran it you might want to know about the wild Tracker.  That you might want to catch her.”

	That he did.  He smiled and patted the Guard on the shoulder.  “Jackson, take our friend to the barn and let him bathe.  Give him a warm meal and some new clothes.  Then, prepare your team.  Tomorrow we catch a Tracker.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 14

	 

	 

	HUGH WALKED INTO the library.  It was quiet and the late afternoon sun did little to brighten the room.  “Gaar,” he called out.  Buddy had said that the Handler was waiting for him.

	There was a slight movement from the corner.  He squinted and sure enough, there was Gaar, concealed in the shadows.  It was amazing how the large Handler was able to blend in with any surroundings.  He should run some tests and see if he could isolate that trait.  It would be worth a fortune.

	“Come out and have a seat.”  He motioned to the chair in front of his desk.

	As Gaar stepped forward, Hugh’s pulse raced.  He’d forgotten how large and menacing the Handler was.  He almost felt sorry for the Producer.  His heart would probably stop if he were confronted by this creature, let alone the Tracker, in the middle of the forest.

	He held out his hand and they shook before Gaar sat.

	“Can I get you a drink?  Something to eat?”

	Gaar shook his head.

	So, it was going to be that kind of meeting.  Sometimes the Handler was stoic, grumpy even and others almost jovial.  He sat behind the desk and clasped his hands together.  “I assume you received my message.”

	Gaar grunted in the affirmative.

	“So, you’ll take the job?”  If he had another option he’d use it.  Unfortunately, Gaar was aware of this.  

	“Do I have a choice?” grumbled Gaar.

	“Are you saying that you don’t want to do it?”  He’d always assumed that their arrangement was beneficial to both parties.  

	“Did I say that?” asked Gaar.

	“Why don’t you tell me what your problem is so we can get on with this?”  It was getting late.  He needed to get back to the lab, not argue with a surly Handler.  

	“Who says I have a problem?”  Gaar bared his teeth in a bad imitation of a smile.  

	“Fine.  You don’t have a problem.”  He really didn’t need this today but he did need that Producer.  “Why don’t you tell me what you want me to say or do so that we can finish this meeting and both go back to doing something we enjoy?”

	The Handler’s eyes narrowed.  

	He ran his hand through his hair.  He usually had better control over his temper but he’d spent more than twenty-four hours and a small fortune setting up his home lab with the new DNA equipment that he’d need for this task and he was eager to get to work.

	Gaar’s lips twitched a bit.  “I never realized that you dislike these meetings as much as I do.”

	He relaxed in his chair.  “Truthfully, I don’t mind them when you’re in a decent mood, but when you’re…”

	Gaar raised his eyebrow.

	In for a penny, as they say.  “Acting like a spoiled child, then they are a bit wearying.”  He smiled to take the sting out of his words.

	Gaar laughed.  “You just might be okay, Hugh Truent.”  The smile slid away from his face.  “For an Almighty, that is.”

	Growing up around the other creatures that his mother had helped had taught him that not everyone revered the Almightys as they were supposed to.  “So, are you going to take the job or not?”  

	“It depends.  Why have I been asked by two different Almightys to find this Producer?”

	“Who else requested that you capture her?”

	“Benedictine,” said Gaar, his face remaining passive.  

	“That’s not possible.”  Benedictine shouldn’t know Gaar existed, let alone how to find him.

	“But it happened,” said Gaar.  “Imagine my surprise to discover a message from Benedictine in the village when I came into town on your request.”

	“I didn’t tell him anything about you.”  He stood and began to pace.  “No one is supposed to know about you and Mirra.”  

	“That’s what I thought,” said Gaar, his tone easier.

	He sat.  He had to get his mind around this.  Get in front of it if possible.  Someone other than Benedictine wanted the Producer.  “Let’s consider this logically.  There are only five of us who know of your and Mirra’s existence.  Not counting the shopkeeper, Birdie and other such creatures.”

	Gaar’s face tightened a bit.

	“Sorry.  No offense.”  He didn’t have time for the sensitivities of the lower classes.  “What exactly did Benedictine say?”

	“He offered me pieces to the map,” said Gaar. 

	“Well, that narrows it down.  There are only two who may not be aware that we gave you the last piece of the map years ago.”

	“And they would be?” asked Gaar.

	It was either Conguise or Wickerwood and Wickerwood should have no idea that a Producer was missing, but he needed to be certain.  “What else did Benedictine say?”

	“He was angry when I wouldn’t accept the job and threatened me.”  Gaar shrugged.  “Other than that, nothing.”

	“Hmmm.  That doesn’t narrow it down.”  He’d like to know for certain, but he was pretty sure it was Conguise.  Not surprising really.  The professor was trying to outmaneuver him for the discovery of a lifetime.  

	“So, since you didn’t tell Benedictine about me, I’ll take the job,” said Gaar.  “Do you want the Producer live, dead or it doesn’t matter?”

	“Alive if possible.  If not, then whatever remains you can find.”  He pulled a key out of his pocket and unlocked his desk drawer.  He could pull DNA from the remains, but Trinity’s death would not be easy news to deliver.  “I don’t look forward to telling Tim or my mother if she’s dead,” he muttered.

	“Who’s Tim?” asked Gaar.

	His head snapped up and his eyes locked with Gaar’s.  He must be more tired than he’d thought.  He hadn’t realized that he’d spoken out loud.  Gaar wasn’t a scientist or interested in anything but living his life undisturbed in the woods.  “This is not to be repeated.”

	Gaar tipped his head a fraction.

	“I have the Producer’s parents.  Tim is the father.”  There was no reason to go into the fact that Tim was a House Servant.  “There are some tests that I need to run on this bloodline for my research.”  He opened the desk drawer.

	“I’m going to need a bit more this time.  Benedictine is not happy.  I’m not afraid, but he can make my life a little more complicated.  I think Mirra and I will take a trip for a few months.”

	“Good idea.”  As he suspected, the Handler had no use for the information, however, if he’d withheld it the Handler might have become surly again.  Gaar would find the Producer faster if he wasn’t pissed off.  “Here’s enough to last three months.  I’ll send the fourth month’s to the village before you run out.”  He pulled out three boxes from the drawer and slid them across the desk.

	“Thanks.  Will do,” said Gaar as he placed the containers into a pouch on his side.  

	“Where do you think you’ll go?”  He relocked the desk drawer.  When there was no answer he looked over at the Handler.  

	Gaar stared at him unblinking.

	He couldn’t stop himself from shifting in his seat.  It was moments like these that he recalled how violent and aggressive Handlers could be.  Even with his own Guards nearby, Gaar could kill him in a flash.  “Sorry.  Just making conversation.”

	Gaar snorted, relaxing in the seat.  “Don’t know.  Winter’s coming.  Can’t stand the cold the way I used to.  Gets in my old bones and makes a home.  Mirra won’t admit it but she feels it too.”

	“My mom says the same thing.”  He didn’t look forward to getting old.

	The silence drug on for a moment and then they both stood and shook hands.

	“Take care.  Give my best to Mirra.”

	Gaar stopped at the door.  “Oh, Benedictine did say one thing that was a bit odd.  Something about not failing his son.  Not sure if that means anything to you or not.”  Gaar walked out the door.

	The words were like a punch to the gut.  He’d trusted Conguise for the last time.  He stormed into the laboratory.  He needed proof of Tim’s claims and he needed it now.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 15

	 

	 

	HUGH SPENT THE REST of the day in the lab.  So far, the tests had all come back with the same results.  It was genetically impossible for a House Servant and Producer to create offspring.  He needed Trinity, or at least some of her DNA.  

	He glanced up as Viola entered the room.  With her long brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, she looked like a teenager.  Her slender frame added to the illusion.  She carried vials of blood from Timothy and Millie and put them in the refrigerator.

	“They’re starting to grumble about giving blood,” she said.  

	“Tim always grumbles and if Millie is complaining then she must be feeling better.”

	“Find anything yet?”  She walked over to him, placing her hand on his back and massaging.  

	“No.”  He relaxed into her touch while he looked through the microscope.

	Her fingers caressed his shoulders.  He closed his eyes.  Perhaps, he should take a short break.  Get his mind off the problem.  She kissed his neck.  He turned his head to capture her lips.

	She pulled back a fraction.  “If Millie is feeling better, you should take them to my father’s.”  She kissed the corner of his mouth.  “Then we can have the house to ourselves again.”

	“Why would you say that?”  It wasn’t like they were sharing their room with Tim, Millie and his mother.  

	“What do you mean?”  Her hand drift to his chest.  

	She hadn’t meant anything by it.  He was just tired.  He kissed her palm.  “Right now, I think I’d feel better if they were here.  With me.”  

	She pulled out of his grasp, leaning against the counter.  “Another set of eyes might do some good.  My father’s field is genetics.”

	“I’m a geneticist too.”  Why was she pushing this?  

	She ran her hands up his chest.  “I know, but for the past few years you’ve been focused on the tracking device.”

	“And your father has been working on surgeries.  So what?  We’re both experts in the field.”  He began to pace.  “This is big, Viola.  If this is true.  If I can find proof.  We’ll have to rethink everything.”

	“So?  Science is always changing the way we think and view the world.”

	“I have a feeling that this is different.” 

	“You and your feelings.  That was the one thing that disappointed my father.  Your gut.”  

	He stopped pacing  and turned back to his work.  She’d finally said it.  Her father and perhaps, Viola herself were disappointed in him.  “What neither of you like is that my gut is always right.  Both of you hate not being able to prove the science behind a feeling.”  

	There was a long pause and then she began to lay out the slides on the counter.

	He’d hurt her.  It was in every precise movement that she made.  He stopped working.  He should apologize.  “I met with the Handler today,” he said instead, glancing at her.

	“And?”  She didn’t bother to turn around.

	She wasn’t going to make this easy.  “Gaar said something strange.”  

	She continued working.  

	“He said that Benedictine tried to hire him to find Trinity.”

	“So.  You had the same idea.”  Her tone was sharp.

	“How did Benedictine know about Gaar?  There are only five Almightys who know we have a Handler working for us and how to contact him.”

	She shrugged, pausing in her work to look at him.  “That’s no longer true.  Officially, there are five of you, but I know because my father is one of the five.  I’m sure others have talked too.”  She went back to work putting blood on the slides.

	He scratched his head.  She had a point, but who else would be hunting the Producer.  He walked over to her and took her hands.  “I have to ask you something.”

	She nodded, keeping her hands stiff in his grasp.

	“If it came down to me or your father, whose side would you be on?”  

	“What kind of question is that?”  She pulled her hands away.  

	He’d hurt her again, but now that it was out there he had to know.  “One I have to ask.” 

	“How dare you.”  She stormed toward the door.

	“You didn’t answer my question,” he said softly.

	She stopped, turning to look at him.  “If you have to ask, then I guess we’re not as close as I thought.”  She slammed the door as she left.

	“I guess not,” he mumbled.  

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 16

	 

	 

	HUGH SAT IN THE LIBRARY, his stomach rumbling.  Supper had been another unappealing vegetarian concoction of his mother’s.  She’d forced him to toss the steaks in the garbage and hadn’t allowed his cook to prepare any meat since.  He paged through some old documents regarding the characteristics of the different species.  This research was as disappointing as his meal.  His mom entered the room, leaning heavily on her cane and stopping in front of his desk.

	He was not in the mood to deal with her.  On top of everything else, Viola was still upset and quite frankly, his temper was rising.  She was the one who was pushing him to send Millie and Tim to her father.  His question had been fair, given the data.  When his mother continued to stand there after several moments, he looked up.  “Yes?”

	“I want to go home.”

	“I’ll have the carriage made ready.”  Good.  Then he could have some real food.

	“With Timothy and Millie.”

	Women!  One was trying to send away the most important discovery of his career and the other was trying to hide it from him.  He had no doubt that if he allowed his mother to leave with the two he’d never see them again.  Instead of throwing his book across the room like he wanted to, he carefully closed it.  “That is not going to happen.”  

	“We cannot remain here with our every move under watch,” she snapped.

	“Why?  I would think the presence of my Guards would be comforting.  You made me promise to protect Tim and Millie.  How am I going to do that if they aren’t here?”  His Guards had quit trying to hide their surveillance when Buddy and Sue had caught his mother attempting to sneak Tim and Millie outside.

	“I’ve changed my mind.”  She sighed as she lowered herself onto a chair.  “I don’t want you anywhere near them.  I can protect them myself.”

	“Mother, I have apologized about the steaks.  It won’t happen again.”

	“That’s not it.”  

	“Then what is it?”  He waited patiently.  This trick would not work like it had when he’d been a boy.  Silence no longer bothered him.  

	Finally, she spoke.  “When were you going to tell me that you plan on taking Tim and Millie to Professor Conguise?”

	“Who told you that?”  Was Viola trying to cause contention between him and his mother?  If Mom left with Tim and Millie, it would give Conguise the perfect opportunity to steal them away from him.

	“Does it matter?”

	He started to argue and then stopped.  If his mother didn’t want to divulge information she wouldn’t, no matter what.  “I’m not taking them to Conguise’s.  Next time, ask me instead of relying on gossip.”

	“So, you weren’t going to give them to the professor?”

	“I was never going to give them to him.  I was going to take them over there so he could run tests, but I’ve changed my mind.”

	“Were you going to tell me?”

	This was one of those situations where he should lie, but he wouldn’t.  “No.”

	“You have no right to take them anywhere without my knowledge.”

	“I wasn’t going to tell you because I knew you’d get worked up over nothing.”  He could point out that she had no rights to Millie, but that wasn’t going to help anything but his pride.  

	“That would not be nothing!  If you take them there, they will not come back.  I don’t trust him.  I know that you do—”

	“I don’t.”  The professor was trying to steal his discovery.  From this point forward they were adversaries.  Well, at least regarding anything that had to do with Tim, Millie and Trinity.

	“Since when?”  She studied him closely.  

	She’d never liked Conguise and had warned him about the professor for years.  He was glad she wasn’t the type to gloat.  “I’ve been suspicious since my visit with the professor but I was sure after Gaar left.”  He paused.  “Conguise went around me to Benedictine in order to find Trinity.”

	“How do you know?”

	He ran his hand through his hair and then stood and walked over to the liquor cabinet.  How much should he tell her?  Her feelings weren’t exactly neutral regarding Tim and his family.  He picked up the whiskey decanter and poured two drinks.  He walked back to his desk, handed one to her and then sat.  He explained about his deal with Benedictine and his visit with the professor.  By the time he was finished, he’d told her everything.  It was nice laying it all out with someone, rehashing it out loud.  He could trust her.  He wished he could say the same for Viola.

	“That man is evil.  You can’t let him get his hands on any of them.”  She took a large swallow of whiskey and then coughed slightly. 

	“No, I can’t.”  Evil was a bit much, but it was his discovery.  He’d be damned if he’d let someone steal it.

	“I don’t think the professor intends on letting any of them live.”  She sighed.  “I guess we’ll stay here for now.”

	The professor did not want them dead.  They were the proof that was needed.  He started to explain and then hesitated.  It would be easier if she thought Tim and Millie were in danger.

	“Where is Viola?  I missed her at dinner.”

	“We had a fight,” he said, turning back to his book.

	“About what?”

	He didn’t want to talk about this, but he could use another woman’s input.  “Do you trust Viola?”

	“Of course,” she said without hesitation.

	“Even with Timothy and Millie?”  

	She paused for a moment.  “Yes.  She is kind and lovely.  Nothing like her father.  Did you suggest to her that you don’t trust her?  Is that what you fought about?” She gave him the look that she reserved for very bad boys.

	“Yes.”  He sat up straighter and met her gaze.  He was not a child and would not be made to feel embarrassed by his actions.

	“Apologize to her right now.”  

	She wasn’t seeing the whole picture.  She didn’t know that Viola wanted him to hand Tim and Millie over to her father.

	“Don’t mess this up.  She loves you and would do anything for you.  That is a rare gift in this world.”  She stood and left.

	Did Viola love him?  Probably.  Did she love him more than her father?  That was the question.  He took a large swallow of his drink and turned back to his studies.

	Several hours later, after reading all the documents, he returned to the laboratory.  It was late, but he would run the tests again.  If he delayed long enough, Viola would be asleep and he wouldn’t have to spend the night on the couch.  

	He pulled out a set of seven slides and placed a sample of Producer blood on each one, laying them on a section of the table labeled Producer.  The nice thing about the new machines was that they were fast because they only looked for abnormalities.  All he had to do was input the species that the DNA was from and it would compare it to the standard DNA for that creature.  He entered the code in the machine for Producer and placed one slide inside.  Then he entered the code for House Servant.  He pulled out another slide.  He started to put Tim’s blood on it.

	Buddy walked into the lab.  “I need to speak with you.”

	“I’m busy.”  He didn’t look up.  He didn’t want to speak with anyone right now.  All he wanted was to go to bed and curl up next to his sleeping girlfriend.

	“I smell blood,” said Buddy.

	“I’m working with blood.”  Sometimes Guards were oblivious.  

	“Not here.  Whenever Millie and Tim are around.  I can smell blood on them.”

	He looked up.  “Is Millie worse?  Did the doctor have to operate?”

	“I don’t think so.  And it’s not just her.  It’s on Tim too and he didn’t need the doctor.”

	“They’ve been giving blood for my experiments.  Could that be what you smell?”

	“No,” said Buddy.  “That’s a small amount and the hole is tiny.  I can smell that but this is more.  Much more.”

	“Find out what’s going on and let me know.”  He turned back to his work.  

	Buddy left the room.  A few moments later the door opened again.  He was never going to get anything done with these constant interruptions.

	“For Araldo’s sake, Buddy, what is it now?”  He started to place the House Servant slide in the machine.

	“I’m leaving,” said Viola.

	He dropped the slide and it shattered on the floor.  

	“I need some time.”  She stood in the doorway with her backpack stuffed so full that a shirt hung halfway out of the top.  

	She couldn’t be serious.  He walked over to the doorway.  If he could touch her, everything would be okay.  He reached for her.  She stepped back.  

	“Don’t,” she said, her voice cracking.  “I can’t.”

	He let his arm drop to his side.  “We can talk about this.”  

	“I can’t be with you if you don’t trust me.”

	“I didn’t say that.”  He relaxed a little.  He could work with this.    

	“Don’t you dare try to twist what you said.”

	“I’m not.  Really.  I just…don’t go.”  She hadn’t been living with him long, but suddenly he couldn’t imagine his home without her.

	“I have to.  I need to think.”  

	“Think here.  With me.”  He took her hands in his.  

	She shook her head but didn’t move away.  That was a good sign.  He could change her mind.  He leaned closer and kissed her softly on the lips.  She stiffened and shoved him away.

	“I said, don’t.”

	She was more pissed than he’d thought.  “Are you going to your father’s?”  He held his breath waiting for her answer.

	“No.  I wouldn’t.”  Tears welled in her violet eyes.  

	“Where then?”  He exhaled slowly.  If she went to her father, he wasn’t sure that they had a future.  

	“I’m going to stay with Kim for a couple of days.”

	“Benedictine’s daughter!  That’s just as bad.  You might as well go to your father’s.”  She was a traitor.  He couldn’t trust her, so he’d forget her.  He didn’t need her anyway.  He turned and walked back to the counter.  He picked up a slide and slid it into the slot in the machine.  He pressed the start button.

	“She has her own place,” she said defensively.

	He tried to concentrate on setting up another slide but all he could think about was taking her in his arms, making everything better.  That was the problem.  She was a distraction to him not a helpmate.

	“This proves that you don’t trust me,” she said.

	That did it.  He slammed his hand against the table.  “Why should I when you’re leaving to stay with Benedictine’s daughter?”

	“I’ve been friends with Kim since grade school and you know it.  Why are you so paranoid about this,”—she waved her hand in the air—“this I don’t even know what to call it.  You’ve been working and re-working the DNA and the results always turn out the same.  There is nothing new to find.  There is no great mystery here.  The offspring is not Tim’s; he just thinks it is.  Why can’t you see that?  Why are you destroying our relationship over this…this nothing?”

	“Maybe, you should go,” he said softly, daring her to leave and admit by her actions that she didn’t believe in this, in him.

	She stepped back as if slapped.  “If that’s how you feel.”  

	He turned and walked over to the refrigerator.  He opened the door and stared inside, seeing nothing.  She remained in the doorway for several moments, taunting him with her presence.  

	“Well, you’ll finally get some interesting results,” she said, her voice brittle.

	He glanced back at her.

	She pointed to the floor.  “You put another slide of Producer blood in the machine but entered the code for House Servant.”  

	He stormed over to the table.  There were only five slides left.  The codes on the machine were for House Servant and Producer.  

	“Damn it.”  This test was a waste of time but the machine could not be stopped mid-test.  There was nothing he could do, but wait.  He looked at the doorway.  Viola was gone.  He shoved the rest of the slides off the counter.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 17

	 

	 

	HUGH SAT IN THE LAB, finishing his third drink.  It was good that Viola had left him.  He was better off without her.  She was her father’s daughter.  Untrustworthy.  Devious.  He refilled his glass.  If the damn test would finish he could get back to work.  He needed another machine.  Once he made his fortune on this discovery he’d buy a brand new lab.  Then Viola would be sorry that she’d sided with her father.  He’d find someone better than her.  More attractive.  More…

	The machine beeped, signaling that it was finished.  He jumped up and grabbed the printout, glancing at it as he tossed it in the trash.  He snatched the papers out of the garbage and read them again.  He dug through the previous reports on his desk and located the Producer to House Servant DNA tests that he’d run as a control.  He scrutinized the documents.  This was impossible.  He laid the papers side-by-side on the counter and examined the printouts line-by-line.  They were basically identical.  The reports should have had major discrepancies in the sequence of the nucleotides, but it didn’t.  There were a few spikes in the data regarding size but nothing like he’d suspected.

	He loaded two more slides with House Servant blood and coded the machine for Producer and House Servant again.  He pressed the button and waited.  When the test finished, the results were the same as the previous report.  He ran his hand through his hair, leaning against the counter.  What could be causing this?  Tainted samples?  Viola had drawn the blood.  

	He wrapped a large rubber band around his bicep and grabbed a syringe.  He withdrew a small amount of blood from his own arm.  He prepared two more slides with his blood and loaded them into the machine.  He coded the machine for Guard and House Servant.  He pressed the button and waited.  When it finished, he compared the results to the report created when he’d run actual Guard and House Servant DNA.  He shook his head.  This couldn’t be happening.  He ran several tests, making sure to enter codes that did not match the actual blood.  Something was very wrong.  The results for the basic genetic makeup in all the reports were within the normal range, excluding a few spikes.

	“It must be this machine,” he muttered.  

	He needed different equipment.  He retrieved the remaining vials of blood from the refrigerator and all the reports.  He shoved them into a backpack and left the house.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 18

	 

	 

	WHEN HUGH ARRIVED HOME, the sun was just rising.  His clothes were rumpled and his hair stuck out as if someone had grabbed handfuls and pulled.  His tests at the university had the same results as the ones in his lab.  It wasn’t his machine that was at fault.  It was all the machines.  It appeared that they did not analyze the baseline genetics of the DNA.  He had to find the older equipment that he’d used in high school.

	Buddy followed him into the lab.

	“Not now.”  Whatever the Guard wanted, he didn’t have time to deal with it.  He began digging through the closet.

	“Your mother’s dead,” said Buddy.

	The air left his lungs as if he’d been kicked in the stomach.  He couldn’t have heard correctly.  He turned, still holding a microscope.  The sorrow in Buddy’s eyes spoke volumes.  The microscope slipped from his fingers.  “No.  I mean…what happened?” 

	“There was an intruder.  A Guard.  He went into Millie’s room.  Miss Sarah’s heart gave out.”  Buddy’s voice cracked.

	He staggered to a nearby chair and dropped down.  He shut his eyes for a moment, inhaling and exhaling slowly.  His mother was gone and it was his fault, not the cancer.  He should have been here to protect her.  He knew this discovery, this situation, was dangerous. 

	“There was a minor fire in the kitchen.  It was a diversion.  Reese left Millie’s door unguarded to assist with the fire.”

	“Shit.”  His Guard had screwed up and his mother was dead.

	“Reese feels terrible about it,” said Buddy.

	“I don’t care.  She shouldn’t have left her post.”

	“Of course,” said Buddy.  “I don’t think the intruder expected Tim to be with Millie.  Tim held him off until we arrived, but Miss Sarah, well…”  Buddy swallowed and took a deep breath.  “By the time we subdued the intruder, Miss Sarah was…Millie was with her at the end, holding her hand.”

	“I just talked to her last night.”  Mom had told him to make it right with Viola and instead they’d fought.  “Where is she?”

	“In her room.  The police are on the way,” said Buddy.

	He slowly climbed the stairs to his mother’s bedroom.  He paused a moment, his hand on the door, and then stepped inside.  The curtains were drawn, allowing only a tiny sliver of light to peek into the shadows of the room.  Her frail frame lay almost hidden by the blankets on the bed.  He walked over and took her hand.  Her skin was dry and cold to the touch.  She’d been his foundation and now she was gone.  He’d failed her, like his father had predicted.  His chest ached as if his heart had been ripped from his body, but his eyes were dry, almost painfully so.  He bowed his head.  Now, it was just him and Little Sarah, but she had her family.  He had no one.

	Buddy entered the room and waited in the doorway.  

	“I need to tell Little...Sarah.”  Since his mother was gone, his sister was now just Sarah.  

	“Already done,” said Buddy.

	He squeezed his mother’s hand, laid it gently by her side and left the room.  Buddy followed, closing the door behind him.  

	“Where’s the intruder?”  He wanted to kill the Guard, but he’d question him first.

	“In Millie’s room.  We were able to get him to admit that he worked for Professor Conguise before he died.”

	“Conguise, that son-of-a-bitch.  I’ll kill him.”  He strode down the hall.  It was one thing to try and steal his discovery, but the bastard had murdered his mother.  He would tear the Almighty to pieces.

	Sue stood in the room, guarding the intruder’s body.

	“I’m sorry,” she said, her large brown eyes glassy with unshed tears.

	He nodded.  There was blood splattered on the walls and pooled by the mangled body of the elderly Guard.  His throat was intact.

	“Thank you for not killing him quickly.”  He bent and lifted the Guard’s head.  “I recognize him.  He was at Conguise’s lab when I worked there.  He couldn’t have had many years left.”

	“None, now,” said Buddy.

	The professor had not meant to harm his mother, of that he was certain.  Conguise was treacherous but he had his limits and killing an elderly, connected Almighty was outside of them.

	“There’s something else you need to know,” said Buddy. 

	By the Guard’s tone it wasn’t good.  He hesitated, not sure if he could handle anything else.

	“Tim and Millie are gone.  They must have snuck out while we were”—Buddy paused and looked at the body—“questioning the intruder.  Once we noticed that they weren’t here, Reese and I went after them but their trail ran cold over by the old mill.”

	He’d promised his mother that he would look out for them.  How could he protect them if he didn’t know where they were?  He’d failed to keep her safe but he would not fail her in this.  He ran down the stairs to the library, Buddy right behind him.  He turned on the tracking monitor and entered his password.  It should only take a moment to locate them.  He searched the program for Tim and Millie’s tracking devices.

	“Here they are.”  He zoomed in closer on the map.  “Damn it!”  He shoved away from the desk.  This was just perfect.

	“What is it?”  Buddy moved so he could see the monitor.

	“It says that they’re in the room upstairs.  They must have removed their devices.”  He began to pace.  

	“That’s why I smelled blood on them,” said Buddy.

	“We need to find them.  I promised Mom.  It was her last request to me.”  He stopped pacing and looked at Buddy.  “What am I going to do?”  He covered his face with his hands to hide the tears, his shoulders shaking with his anguish.  

	Buddy fidgeted for a moment and then went to the liquor cabinet and poured a drink.  He handed it to him.  “We’ll find them.”

	“Do it now.”  He took a large swallow.  

	“Before the police arrive?  They said that we should wait here.”

	“No.  You’re right.  Go later, after the police.  I’m going to work.  Call me when the cops arrive.”  He carried his glass into the lab and closed the door, leaning against it.  He tossed back the rest of the drink.  There was comfort in the burn as it slid down his throat.  His mother was dead.  He’d known that her time was short, but that didn’t lessen the pain.

	He pushed away from the door and walked back to the closet.  He needed to do something.  He set his glass on the counter, but he miscalculated and it slid off the edge shattering on the floor into hundreds of tiny shards.  He should clean it up but with his mom and Viola gone there was no one left who’d care if he didn’t.  Instead he began digging through the closet, tossing items out onto the floor.  As he searched, recent events replayed in his mind—the offspring between two different classes, the professor’s insistence on having Tim and Millie brought to his lab, Viola leaving, the single intruder who tried to kill Millie, that intruder belonging to the professor.  Things weren’t making sense.  He was missing something.

	The closet was empty.  A pile of books, paper and laboratory equipment lay scattered on the floor.  The thermocycler that he was looking for was not there.  Maybe, it was still at his mother’s house.  He had to find that machine but first he needed to sort out the events of the last few days.

	He walked to the door.  Buddy was in the hallway.  Waiting for the police or him, he wasn’t sure and he didn’t care.

	“Buddy, come in here please.”

	The Guard entered the lab, shutting the door behind him.

	“How did the professor’s Guard get in the house?”  He ran his hand through this hair.  

	“One of the House Servants who works in the kitchen saw Viola by the pantry near the side door.  It’s usually locked.  It was unlocked today.”  Buddy’s eyes were sad.  “I’m sorry, Hugh.”

	His heart fell.  That couldn’t be true.  It was one thing to believe that she’d choose her father over him and another to think that she could be involved in something like this.  It took a minute for him to speak.  “That explains why she left last night.”  His voice cracked.  He cleared his throat.  “It doesn’t explain what the professor was hoping to accomplish.”

	“What do you mean?” asked Buddy.

	He began to pace, his mind racing.  “He wants Millie and Tim.  That I know for sure.  But one old Guard couldn’t have gotten them out of here alive.  They both would have fought and someone would have heard.  So, the professor must not care if they’re alive.  The problem is even dead they could be a threat to him.”

	“I’m not following you,” said Buddy.

	He grabbed the printouts and handed them to his Guard.  “The DNA tests should have reported major discrepancies in the nucleotides, but it didn’t.”

	Buddy glanced at the pages and shrugged.

	“Don’t you get it?  The machine uses the code entered and ignores the actual blood when analyzing the basic genetic material.  It was designed to do this and it’s not just mine.  I tested two others at the university.”  He started pacing again.  “The manufacturer has to be involved.”

	“I still don’t understand how Tim and Millie could be a threat if they’re dead.  They can’t produce more offspring.”

	“No, but I would still have their samples.  I could perform tests to see if there is something special about their DNA or maybe there is nothing special about them.”  He scratched his head.  “I compared other blood besides theirs and the machines gave the same erroneous results.”  He paused and dropped into the chair, exhaustion sweeping through him.  

	“If there is something special about them, the professor would need them completely destroyed,” said Buddy.

	“Yes.  Them and any samples that I have.”  He looked at the Guard.  “How far would the professor go to hide this secret?”

	“To be safe, he would need you gone too.  One old Guard would not be able to do all that alone.”

	“No.  He wouldn’t.  You think he was near the pantry?”  He sat up straighter.

	“We believe he entered the house by that door.”

	“Has anyone searched that area?  There could be others hiding in the house.”

	“No,” said Buddy.  “I’ll get Reese and go now.”

	“Later.  First, we need to get these samples and everyone else somewhere safe.”  There could be anything in that pantry.  His few Guards may not be able to handle it.  He grabbed the backpack that he’d taken to the university.  “Tell Sue and Reese to meet me here.  We’ll separate the samples while you send everyone else away.  Tell them I’m giving them the rest of the day off but they must leave the house.”

	Buddy left.

	Hugh went into the hall and opened the closet, pulling out three more backpacks.  Sue and Reese came up behind him.

	“Hugh, I’m really sorry…”

	“Not now, Reese.”  Her eyes were red and swollen.  She’d made a mistake.  A costly one, but she hadn’t meant any harm.  Still, his mother was dead.  He hesitated and then patted her arm to put her at ease.  

	He separated the blood and results into the four backpacks.  When Buddy joined them he handed one backpack to each of them.  

	“Go and hide these.  If something happens to me, Buddy, deliver your backpack to that reporter you know.  Sue, take yours to my high school biology teacher, and Reese, give yours to Michael the owner of Michael’s pub.  Then hide.”  He looked out the window.  “Buddy, you go out the front.  Sue, out the back.”

	“What about you two?” asked Buddy.

	“Reese and I will wait for ten minutes and then leave.  Just in case the house is being watched.”

	“What about your mother?  The police are on their way,” said Buddy.

	“Yeah.  Right.”  He ran his hand through his hair again.  He couldn’t leave.  “I’ll wait for them.  Reese, you go with Buddy.  Split off from him when you think it’s safe.  We’ll meet back here later.”

	“What if the house is being watched?” asked Buddy.

	“Fine.  We’ll meet at Michael’s Pub at eleven tonight.”  He couldn’t think.  He needed sleep.  

	The three Guards left.  He stood by the window to see if anyone followed Buddy and Reese.  The street was quiet.  Then there was movement to his left as a small, young, male House Servant slunk down the sidewalk.  The servant’s clothes were dirty and hung on his too thin frame.  The youth glanced nervously around and then hurried up to the house.  Hugh opened the door before the House Servant could knock. 

	“I need to see Tim,” commanded the youth.  “I know you’ve got him in there.”  He tried to peer around Hugh into the house.

	“He’s not here.”  Only a handful of people knew that Tim had been at his house.  

	“I need to give him this.”  The House Servant pulled an envelope from his back pocket.  

	“I’ll take it to him.”  He held out his hand.  

	“I was told to give it to Tim and only Tim.”

	He snatched the envelope from the youth’s hand.  The Servant hissed at him and then raced off down the road.  He shut the door and opened the note. 

	Timothy, get out.  Now.  You are in danger.

	The note was not signed.  This was not good.  He needed to get the samples out of here but he also had to wait for the police.  He ran through the house to see if anyone was still around, but it was empty.  The police could wait.  He trotted back to the front door and opened it.  Two Almightys in police uniforms were walking up the sidewalk.

	“Finally, you’re here,” he said as something hit him in the back so hard that he flew forward slamming into one of the officers.  Lying on the ground, he looked up.  His house was in flames.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 19

	 

	 

	MIRRA WAS GROWING RESTLESS.  Trinity had to figure out some way to keep the Tracker occupied because if Mirra wandered, she’d end up at the Tracker Camp and that was dangerous.  Not only would it cause another fight between Mirra and Gaar, but the Guards manning the camp couldn’t be as foolish and as incompetent as Mirra thought.  Someone had captured the other wild-born Trackers.

	It was mid-morning and a group of Producers were working in the gardens.  It was a waste of time.  They weren’t going to be around long enough to harvest any of the crops but they wanted something normal in their lives.  Well, normal was changing and it was about time they realized that.

	“Mirra, can you help me,” she called out.  

	The Tracker sat on a low hanging branch, staring into the forest.  She frowned, but hopped down into the yard.  “Mirra need hunt.  What you want?”

	Mirra didn’t need to hunt.  There was plenty of meat in the supply room.  She still couldn’t bring herself to call it Producer.

	“This way.”  She headed over to the gardens.

	Travis stopped working when she approached.  “What’s up, Trinity?”  He glanced nervously at Mirra.

	“You need to learn how to survive in the forest.  I thought Mirra could help.”  She glanced at the Tracker.

	Mirra’s nose twitched and her ears were turned back toward the brush.  This was not going to be an easy sell.

	“They need to know how to hide and protect themselves.  Please, Mirra, will you help them like you helped me?”

	Mirra circled Travis.  “They no like you.”  Mirra waved her hand by Travis’s face.  

	Please, don’t explain why they aren’t like me.  She held her breath.  She really needed to think her plans through a bit more.

	Travis flinched but held his ground which was not an easy task with a Tracker that close and every instinct screaming to run.

	“They no survive forest.”

	Travis’ face paled.  That had been blunter than necessary but that was Mirra.

	“But I teach them, like I teach you.”  Mirra shrugged.  “They no learn, but I teach.”

	She smiled weakly at Travis.  She’d accomplished her goal of getting Mirra to stay but it wasn’t going to be fun for the Producers.

	 

	By late afternoon, the Producers were exhausted and filthy but worse than that, their spirits were crushed.  None of them had done anything right according to Mirra and truthfully, the Tracker had some valid points.  

	She’d never realized how loudly Producers moved.  They seemed incapable of walking quietly on the grass let alone in a forest littered with dying leaves and pine needles.  They were also slow.  As they shifted to protect themselves from attacks by Mirra, they seemed to move in slow motion.  The Tracker could swat them in the face five times before they finally blocked her strikes.

	The group headed down to the water, shoulders slumped and some limping.  She hung back to talk with Mirra.

	“They’ll be better tomorrow,” she said.

	Mirra shot her a look that clearly stated what she thought of that pronouncement.

	“I wasn’t very good at first.” 

	“You need work.  They hopeless.”  Mirra shook her head.

	Mirra was right.  “What are we going to do?”

	“Something eat well soon.”  Mirra smiled.  

	“That is not funny.”  Travis waved at her and headed to the Guards’ house.  Today had been especially hard on him.  He wasn’t fully recovered.  “I can’t lose him, Mirra.  If something happens to him, it’ll be my fault.”

	“You free him.  He die now; he die free.”  Mirra patted her on the head.  

	That no longer seemed good enough, but it might be all any of them had.  “We’ll keep working with them.  They can run fast once they get going.  They’re also really strong.”  

	“Tomorrow they run.  Mirra chase.  Mirra catch.”

	They walked down to the river and she washed while Mirra got a drink.  As she turned to go to the houses, Mirra headed toward the forest.

	“Where are you going?”  She had to think fast.  She couldn’t let Mirra out of her sight.

	“Hunt,” said Mirra.

	“There’s food in the supply room.”

	“Blah.  Mirra want fresh meat no old, dry blah.”

	She remained silent, not wanting Mirra to consider the fresh Producers only a few yards away.

	“Mirra back soon.”  The Tracker raced to the tree whose limb hung over the fence and leapt, latching onto the branch and then escaping into the forest.

	Hopefully, Mirra would hunt and then return.  She entered the Guards’ house and a wonderful smell greeted her.

	“Hi,” said Tammie.  “Dinner’s almost done.”

	Large vegetable pies sat on a grate over the fire.  Their crusts were golden brown and flaky.  Her stomach rumbled.

	Tammie laughed.  “I’m glad you’re hungry.  I made a bunch.  When I saw the exercises that you guys were doing, I knew you’d be starving and”—she glanced at Travis who sat with his eyes shut and his head against the wall—“exhausted.”

	“He shouldn’t have stayed out the entire time.  It was too much for him,” she whispered.

	“I’m fine.  I could have gone longer,” said Travis, not bothering to open his eyes.

	She and Tammie exchanged a friendly smile at his false bravado.  

	She helped hand out the pies to the others and then she and Tammie sat next to Travis to eat.  The meal was delicious and the conversation was fun.  The three shared stories about their childhood.  She’d never had companionship like this before.  She and Travis were close, but having a female friend was nice.

	Tammie picked up the pitcher of water and went to the counter to fill it but the bucket was empty.  She grabbed a torch and headed toward the fire to light it.

	“What are you doing?” Trinity asked.

	“We need water for the night.”  Tammie lifted the two empty buckets.  

	Trinity glanced out the window.  It was dark.  They shouldn’t leave the house until light.  She stood.  “I’ll go.”

	Relief washed over Tammie’s face but she quickly shook her head.  “No.  We need to get used to the dark.”  She lit the torch.

	“You’ll have to get used to it soon enough, but not tonight.”  She took the buckets from Tammie.  

	“I’ll go.”  Travis groaned as he stood.  

	She and Tammie exchanged another look.  

	“You take care of him and I’ll get the water,” she said.

	“You may have the easier job,” said Tammie under her breath.

	She laughed and headed for the door.  

	“Don’t forget your torch.”  Tammie held it out for her.

	She hesitated.  She could tell them now that she could see in the dark.  It wasn’t scary like her claws and fangs, but it might make them watch her more closely and she didn’t need that.  Today during training had been bad enough.  She’d had to slow down her reaction time so that she didn’t stand out too much.  Mirra had not been happy with her and she’d received more than one swat on the back of the head.  She took the torch.  “Thanks.  I must be more tired than I thought.”  

	She stepped outside and headed toward the river.  With this fire she might as well scream, Dinner’s served come and get it to any nearby predators.  She should douse the flame in the dirt but that might cause questions.  She’d be fine as long as she hurried.

	She made it to the river and filled up the buckets.  She was on her way back when she heard it, a slight whisper in the vegetation near the fence.  She stilled.  The hairs on the back of her neck rose.  Something was out there and it was watching her.  Gaar had said predators feared fire.  She put down the buckets and faced the fence, waving the torch.  Two eyes glowed red in the night.  She sniffed.  Cold Creeper.  She needed to get inside and quick.  The fence would probably keep it out, but she wasn’t positive.  It may dig under or climb over.  Its skin looked thick enough to handle the barbed wire.  Worse than that, if it was traveling in a group they might be able to pull down a section of the fence.

	She left the buckets and headed toward the house.  A loud clang shattered the night.  The Cold Creeper had hit the chain-link.  She had to get out of sight now.  She doused the torch in the dirt and raced to the nearest building.  It was the one where Travis and the others had been kept.  She couldn’t go in there again; she just couldn’t.  She ran to the next building and slipped inside.

	She leaned against the door, breathing heavily.  A group of Producers sat on the floor staring at her.  They were sitting on beds of blankets and had a few candles burning.

	“Who’s there,” called out one of them, a female.

	“Trinity.”  She stepped out of the shadows into the room.  

	“Go away.”  Mirabelle stood.  

	“I’ll leave in a few minutes.  There’s a Cold Creeper outside the fence.”  At their blank stares she explained, “A predator.”

	“So, you brought it here?”  Mirabelle’s voice was shrill.

	“No.  He’ll wander away if he doesn’t see or smell anything interesting.”

	“I don’t believe you.  You need to leave.  This is your fault.”

	She wanted to argue but Mirabelle was right.  The predators were lurking around because of the dead Guards from the other day and without the Guards there was no one there to chase away the predators.

	“Why couldn’t you have stayed at camp like you were supposed to?”  Mirabelle’s voice cracked.

	“I’m sorry you’re upset, but you’re better off free than you’d ever be with the Guards here.”

	“That’s a lie.  The Guards protected us and fed us and they were going…to fix me.”

	“No, that’s the lie.  They were going to kill you.”

	“Stop it, stop it.”  Mirabelle rushed forward and grabbed her by the arm, shoving her toward the door.  “You need to go.  Now!”  

	“Don’t do this.  It’s too soon.  The Cold Creeper is still nearby and there might be more than one.”  She struggled but the other girl was bigger and stronger.

	“I don’t care.”  Mirabelle opened the door.

	She was not going outside.  She lashed out, sinking her claws into Mirabelle’s arm.  The other girl screamed and dropped her hold.  She darted to the side.  They’d have to catch her if they wanted to throw her out and she was faster than any Producer, especially in a tight space.

	“You cut me.”  Mirabelle stared at the wound.  “Those marks aren’t from a knife.”

	Four punctures made at once.  Nope, it wasn’t a knife.  She’d done it now.  She’d exposed her secret.  Mirabelle would tell the others in the morning.  Her friendship with Tammie and Travis would end.  Her eyes burned and she blinked back the tears.  She was done crying.  Too bad she wasn’t done being alone.

	“I should have listened to Clarabelle.  She always said that you were…”

	She braced for the word.  She knew it was coming and no matter how many times she’d heard it, it still hurt.

	“Different.  Really, really different,” finished Mirabelle, her voice lowering.

	Mirabelle had balked at calling her a freak, but it didn’t matter.  The news would spread fast and her friendships would be gone.  She looked at her claws.  She’d never get past a Producer’s fear of predators and she was a predator.  She might as well go to Hugh.  There was nothing left for her here.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 20

	 

	 

	TRINITY SAT OUTSIDE, staring into the forest.  It was dawn and Mirra wasn’t back yet.  Last night after her confrontation with Mirabelle, she’d returned to the Guards’ building.  Tammie and Travis had been heading out the door to find her.  She hadn’t even considered that they’d do something like that.  It could have been disastrous, but luckily, she’d been right and with nothing to smell or see the Cold Creeper had wandered away.  She’d explained about the predator but not what had happened with Mirabelle.  So, now she waited.  She waited for Mirra to return.  She waited for Gaar to come back, her fate decided and she waited for Mirabelle to tell everyone what a freak she was.

	“Open the gate.”  Gaar stood by the fence.

	Relief washed through her.  At least if the others sent her away, she wouldn’t be alone.  She ran to the gate and unlocked it.  

	“Let’s eat.  I’m hungry.”  He headed toward the back section of the yard.  

	She tagged after him.  “Mirra left last night and hasn’t returned.”  

	“She does that sometimes.”

	“You made good time,” she said.

	“The Guards are still following our trail so they weren’t in this section of the forest.”  He stopped by a tree and opened his sack, pulling out some food.  “Soon, they’ll spread out, searching for scent.  We need to be gone by then.”  He sat and began eating, his face drawn and tight.   

	She took some bread and fruit.  Something was wrong, but there was no point asking him.  He’d tell her in his own time.

	When he was done, he set his plate aside and said, “When I arrived in town there was a note from Benedictine.”

	She stopped chewing, the bread heavy and dry in her mouth.  

	“I met with him.  He wants us to find you.”

	“You work for Benedictine too?”

	“No, and I don’t know how he knew to contact me.  I asked Hugh but he didn’t know either.  I think he has his suspicions though.  Hugh Truent is a smart man.  A good man to have as your friend.”  His black eyes watched her closely.

	He wanted to send her to Hugh.  She turned away, tossing her bread toward the trees.

	“The problem is I don’t fully trust him,” he continued.  “He is too much like his father.”

	Or, he didn’t want her to go.  “Okay?” she said, facing him again.

	“It’s dangerous for you.  Since someone told Benedictine about Mirra and me, then someone besides Hugh and Benedictine wants you.  I don’t think we can keep you safe.  Not even in the mountains.”  He leaned forward, taking her hands in his large ones.  “Listen carefully.  You can stay with us and we’ll do everything in our power to protect you, but I don’t think we’ll be able to.”  He took a deep breath.  “I think you should go to Hugh.”

	She slipped free from his grasp and slumped against the tree.  He wanted her to leave.  “You just said that we couldn’t trust Hugh.”  She couldn’t stop the trembling in her voice.  Even though everyone here would soon know her secrets, she’d hoped that some of them would see past her teeth and claws to the girl who’d risked everything to save them.

	“I also said he is a good friend.”  He held up his hand.  “No wait.  There’s more.  Hugh has your mother and someone called Tim.  Hugh said that Tim’s your father.”

	“He has Mom and Dad?”  Her parents were alive.  “Are they okay?  Has he hurt them?”

	“I doubt it.  Hugh isn’t the type to hurt those under his protection.”

	She could go home.  Well, not home, but she could be with her parents again.  Later, when it was safe, they could escape from Hugh and make a new life in the forest.  They could join up with Travis and the others and if the Producers didn’t accept her, she’d at least have her parents.  

	“I think that Hugh is your best chance.  We can lose the Guards for a while but we can’t run forever and I don’t know what else Benedictine or the other unknown Almighty will try,” he continued.

	“You think they will keep hunting me?”

	“I do.”  Sadness shone in his eyes.  

	“Why?  Just because I escaped?  If that’s the case then what are they going to do to me when they find out about the Finishing Camp?”  Sweat trickled down her back.  She was in so much trouble.

	“I don’t think this is about your escape.  Only Benedictine would care about that, and if it were just Benedictine after you, we could protect you but the others…well, that’s a different story.”

	“Will you still keep them safe?”  She tipped her head toward the Producers who were just now coming out of the buildings.    

	He sighed in resignation.  “I’ll do my best.”  

	It was all she could ask.  “Okay.  I’ll go to Hugh.”  

	“Hello, again.”  Birdie landed on a tree limb above them.  

	“Not you.”  Gaar’s shoulders slumped.  

	“Is that any way to treat your old friend?” asked Birdie.

	“Hi, Birdie,” she said, smiling.  The odd little creature cheered her up.  Maybe, it was because he was silly and harmless, but more than likely it was because he exasperated Gaar so much.

	“You are looking good, little Producer.  I see your friends have not eaten you yet.”  He chirped amusedly at his own joke.

	She frowned.  That was not funny.

	“We’ll eat you, if you don’t watch it,” snarled Gaar.

	“You have to catch me first,” said Birdie, flapping his wings.  “Last time I checked, you and your pet couldn’t fly.”

	“Let’s go.”  Gaar packed up what was left of the food and headed toward the river.

	Birdie followed them, flitting from tree to tree or bush to bush.

	“Don’t you have something better to do?” asked Gaar.

	“Nope,” said Birdie.  “Did you meet with Hugh?  Did you think about what I said?”  He paused and in a stage whisper said, “About the Producer.  She would be better off with Hugh.”

	“I can hear you, Birdie.”  Gaar was right.  The little Avion was annoying.

	“All the better,” said Birdie.  “You should decide.  Benedictine is bad.  Bad.  Bad.  Bad.  You should go to Hugh.”

	“I am,” she said.

	Gaar shot her a look that clearly said shut up.  She grimaced.  She’d forgotten that Birdie was a chatterbox.

	“Good.  Good news.  I like you, little Producer.  You gave Birdie bread.  Birdie doesn’t forget.”  He tapped his head with the tip of his wing.

	They stopped at the river to get a drink.  Birdie landed on a nearby bush.

	“Uhh,” said Birdie.  “Where are the Guards?”

	“None of your business,” said Gaar.

	“I think the Handler has been up to no good,” said Birdie.  “Bad, bad Handler.”  Birdie laughed at his own joke.

	“It wasn’t his fault.”  She didn’t want Gaar getting blamed for the deaths of the Guards.  It had been her mistake.

	“Hush, Little One,” said Gaar.  “I told you Avians are notorious gossips.”

	Birdie puffed out his feathers.  “I told you.  I don’t tell tales.”

	“Harrumph.”  Gaar walked toward the buildings.

	She followed and Birdie flew alongside them.

	“You can trust me.  When are you going?” asked Birdie in a hushed tone.

	“Don’t,” warned Gaar.  

	She shot him a quick glare.  She wasn’t going to say anything else.  She wasn’t stupid.  Suddenly, Gaar stopped and she slammed into his back.  It was like hitting a brick wall.  She stumbled backward and fell on her butt.  “Hey!”  

	“You know what, Birdie?” he asked, ignoring her.  

	“No, what?” asked Birdie.

	Gaar looked up at the Avian.  “We are going to turn Little One over to Hugh, but it’s not safe right now.”

	“No, it’s not.  There are Guards everywhere,” said Birdie.

	“Do you know where they are?”  She stood and brushed off her pants.  Birdie could be their lookout, a kind of scout.  

	“Not here.  Well, not at this moment anyway,” chirped Birdie.

	“Useless,” said Gaar.

	“I am not.  I know a lot,” said Birdie.

	“Like what?” challenged Gaar.

	“Like there are eight packs of Guards searching for this one here.”  He pointed at her.  “There are five or six Guards in each pack and some are already running wild.  I don’t know if they’ll ever go back to Benedictine.”

	“Then why are they still looking for me?” she asked.

	“Because that is what they were told to do and now they want to do it.  I do fear, however, that if they catch you, you won’t make it to Benedictine.  At least not in one piece.”  Birdie performed his imitation of a smile.  

	She stepped closer to Gaar.  There was no way Gaar and Mirra could battle forty plus Guards and win.

	Gaar scratched his head.  “I don’t know how we’re going to get her safely to Hugh.”  When Birdie wasn’t looking, he winked at her.  “Do you have any ideas, Birdie?”

	She relaxed a bit.  Gaar wasn’t worried, so neither was she.  Well, not too much.

	“Hmmm.  That is a problem,” said Birdie.  “What if you traveled at night?”

	“Guards hunt at night,” said Gaar.

	“Ahh.  Yes.  That they do.  What if…no that won’t work.  Can you fly, by any chance?” asked Birdie.

	“No, she can’t fly,” said Gaar disgustedly.

	“Of course not.  Hmmm.”  

	“You can though,” hinted Gaar.

	“What?  Yes.  Yes, I can fly but I don’t see how that would help.  Unless...”  He flew down near her.  “Climb on my back.  I can carry you.”

	Her mouth dropped open.  Birdie was the size of a loaf of bread and he didn’t look all that strong.

	“You can’t carry her,” snapped Gaar.

	Birdie fluttered to a nearby branch.  “No, I suppose not.”  He shook his head.  “I don’t see how I can be of any help.”

	Gaar sighed.  “You could carry a message.”

	“Oh.  Yes.  Yes, I could do that,” he chirped excitedly.  “I could carry a message to Hugh for you.”  He chirped again.  “That rhymes.  Hugh for you, Hugh for you.”

	“Yes.  Yes, it does, Birdie.”  Gaar shook his head.  “Now, I’m talking like him.”

	She giggled.  She couldn’t help it.  Gaar glared at her.  She choked back another laugh.

	“Tell Hugh to meet us at his cabin in five days,” said Gaar.

	“Okay.  Will do,” said Birdie, not moving.

	“Bye, Birdie,” said Gaar.

	“Oh, yes.  I’ll be on my way.”  Birdie flew into the air.  “Now, you owe me two favors, Handler.”

	“Is Hugh’s cabin far from here?” she asked once Birdie was out of site.

	“If we could travel normally, it would take about two days, but since we’ll be avoiding Guards and escorting a group of Producers I gave us four.”  He smiled.  “I can’t wait to see Hugh’s face when he learns he now has not one escaped Producer but over seventy.”

	A scream echoed through the forest.  

	She grasped his arm.  “Wh...what was that?”  

	He stood straight and still, frozen in place.  “Mirra,” he whispered as he jerked away from her.  “I must go to her.”

	“I’m coming with you.”  That sound was one of pain.  Extreme pain.  

	“No.  You’ll slow me down.”  He grabbed her by the shoulders.  “Get inside and wait here.  Don’t come out.”  

	He ran to the fence and she followed.  Another scream rang out.  If possible, this one was worse than the last.  He unlocked the gate and stepped through, stopping.

	“If I’m not back by morning then flee to Hugh’s cabin.  Follow the river back toward the Lake of Sins but instead of going there head north into the forest.  He’ll have his Guards watching for you.”  His eyes were filled with fear.  “I must go to her.”  He headed into the brush and in a moment was gone, swallowed by the forest.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 21

	 

	 

	JACKSON WALKED INTO the Guards’ building at the Tracker camp.  “Sir, everything is ready.”

	Benedictine stopped pacing and faced him.  “You’re sure this will work?”

	How could he be sure?  He’d never caught a Tracker before.  Shit, before a couple of days ago he hadn’t known that they still existed which was its own problem.  As Benedictine’s Lead Guard, he should have been informed about the camps.  If Benedictine no longer trusted him, his life was in danger.  This was the perfect opportunity to prove his worth.  “I believe so.”

	“That’s not good enough.”  Benedictine began to pace again.  “I must have her.  Alive.”

	He couldn’t swear that the Tracker wouldn’t be killed during the capture.  Anything could happen but Benedictine expected a guarantee no matter how unreasonable or unlikely.  “No harm…well, no permanent harm will come to her.”

	“Good, good.  The Handler won’t deal if she’s dead,” said Benedictine.

	“You expect the Handler also?”  No one had said anything about the Handler showing up.  If they were a pair, like in the legends, he didn’t want to be in the same area let alone be responsible for the trap.

	“Yes, but not right away.  At least I hope not.  Can you manage if they arrive together?”

	His jaw dropped but he quickly snapped his mouth shut.  If that happened, he wouldn’t have to worry about Benedictine’s wrath.  The Tracker and Handler would kill him.  “Sir, I honestly don’t know.  I’ve never dealt with a Tracker or a Handler.  I assume they will be working together as one unit.”

	Benedictine walked up to him until only inches separated them.  “Yes, and you will handle it.  If you don’t think you can, change your trap.”

	What an ass.  “We don’t have time; unless we can delay.”

	“It must be done now.  Everything depends on it.  If you can’t deal with it, I’ll find someone who can.”  Benedictine slowly ran his finger down the scar on Jackson’s face.

	He tensed, not daring to move away from the Almighty’s touch.  He steadied his breathing and repeated in his head every reason why a Guard did not attack his master.  “I’ll take care of it.” 

	“Good.”  Benedictine stepped back, smiling.  “Let’s begin, shall we?”

	“It would be safer, if you waited inside.”  He would be better off if Benedictine died.  He brushed that thought aside.  Kim would be crushed if anything happened to her father.

	“You do have a point.”  Benedictine walked over to the window and pushed aside the curtains.  “I will supervise from here.”

	Typical.  He bowed and went outside.  The Guards stopped talking and turned to him.

	“I want all my Guards to hide in the brush.  Spread out.”  He pointed to the area behind the cages and buildings.  Hopefully, the Tracker would be too focused on the camp to notice the Guards in the woods.  “Once the wild Tracker shows herself, I want you to slowly make your way back to the camp until she’s surrounded.”  He nodded to the hunting and Tracker Guards.  “You are all to remain visible.  She'll be suspicious if she doesn’t see any Guards.”

	The Trackers in the yard paced on their chains, snarling when the Guards stepped too close.  The three caged Trackers sat still, observing the activity.

	“Subdue the large male,” he ordered.

	While Trip, the leader of the Tracker Guards, walked to the enclosure containing the russet colored male, Jackson crept behind the cage off to one side.  The Tracker bared his teeth at Trip but one ear tipped back listening to Jackson’s approach.  He waited while Trip placed a needle in a tube and held it to his mouth.  Timing was everything.  He had to shoot his dart at the exact moment when the Tracker’s focus was elsewhere.  The other Guard blew hard and fast into the tube.  The needle flew out and the Tracker jumped to the side, successfully dodging the dart.  Now.  He fired his needle as the Tracker landed, fighting back a grin of triumph as it lodged in the creature’s shoulder.

	The Tracker leaped and growled, swatting the needle away, but it was too late.  As the drug took effect, the male began to wobble and stumble.  A few minutes later, he dropped to his knees and then flopped on the cage floor.  The other two caged Trackers huddled together, hissing and baring their teeth at anyone who looked their way.

	Jackson waited several minutes; the only movement was the Tracker’s steady breathing.  He took a deep breath and walked to the front of the enclosure.  It was his plan, so he’d take the risks.  He took the keys from Trip and carefully opened the door.  These damn creatures were lethal.  If the Tracker so much as snorted he was slamming the cage shut and waiting longer.  The creature remained impassive.  He stepped inside and nudged the Tracker with his boot.  It still did not move.

	“You four”—he pointed to nearby Guards—“get the Tracker.”  

	The Guards carried the creature to a tree where they strung him up with chains around his neck, torso, wrists and ankles.  Jackson pulled on each one, testing to ensure that they were secure.  He didn’t want to be halfway into this and have the creature break free.  That would be a blood bath, his blood bath.  He injected the Tracker with another shot and then stepped back to wait.

	The second injection was fast acting and soon the Tracker’s head bobbed and his eyes opened.  The creature was groggy but awake.  It was time to begin.  He tipped his head from side-to-side, cracking his neck.  He rolled his shoulders as he stepped forward and punched the Tracker in the stomach.

	The creature didn’t even grunt.

	“You’re supposed to hurt ‘em, not tickle ‘em,” said Trip who stood a few feet away, warming his hands at a small fire.  

	The other Guards laughed.

	“We use these to keep them in line.”  Trip handed him a club from his belt.  It was over a foot long and about two-inches thick with knots on it.  

	The club sat heavy in his hands.  There was no fear in the Tracker’s gray eyes, only defiance.  He didn’t like hitting a restrained creature, but he needed it to scream in pain and his punch, obviously, wasn’t going to do it.  He took a deep breath, pushing aside his distaste with the task, and swung the club hitting the creature on the hip.

	The Tracker hissed.

	Benedictine stormed out of the building, carrying a fireplace poker.  “Build up the flame.”  

	A Guard near the fire stoked it until it was raging.  

	“Sir, please, I can do this.”  This wasn’t good.  Once the Almighty started torturing, it was hard to get him to stop and Benedictine would blame him if the Tracker ended up dead.  

	“You’re worthless.  Get out of here.”  Benedictine placed the poker in the fire until the black, metal tip gleamed red.

	Jackson stood undecided for several moments.  He shot a sympathetic glance at the Tracker and backed away.  All around, the Guards’ eyes glowed with anticipation.  Blood was coming.  His nose twitched at the scent of fear.  The Tracker stared at Benedictine, apprehension replacing the defiance in his gaze.

	Benedictine approached the restrained creature and held the poker up by its face.  “Can a Tracker still track without his vision?”

	The Tracker stared straight ahead, past the poker, past the Almighty.  Benedictine laid the poker gently along its cheek.  The creature screeched and tried to pull away, but the chains held him in place.  

	The scream sent chills up Jackson’s spine.  His hand drifted to his scar.  He was not going to watch this.  This had not been the plan.  He walked to the Guards’ building and leaned against the wall, facing away from the yard.

	The two caged Trackers cowered in the back corner of their enclosure, holding hands through the bars.  There was another agonizing scream.  The smell of burnt fur and skin permeated the air.  The female Tracker pressed her face into the bars, trying to reach the other caged Tracker.  It reminded him of the Producers in the slaughterhouse.  He turned back around.  The chained Trackers had abandoned the yard to hide in their huts.

	Benedictine was reheating  the poker in the fire.  When it was white hot, he pulled it out and turned back to Tracker.  He glided the poker from the creature’s face to just above its knees.  “Where shall I make the next mark?”

	Jackson wanted to leave, but then he’d be punished.  He sensed movement in the cages and turned his head slightly toward the enclosures.  The female Tracker stared into the forest, ears perked.  As she turned to the Tracker next to her, her eyes skimmed over Jackson.  She stilled and their gazes locked for a second before she quickly looked away.  His heartbeat quickened.  There had been triumph in her expression.  He pushed away from the building.  Something was coming.

	“How about we neuter you?”  Benedictine held the poker near the Tracker’s groin.

	Jackson was on full alert, studying the woods where the female had been watching.  He sniffed.  Pine and herbs.  He’d smelled that before.  A movement in the brush caught his eye.  He started to yell a warning when a whirlwind of fur and fury sped through the yard, obliterating everything in her path.  He’d never seen anything like it.  She was extraordinary, pure efficiency of motion.  In the time it took him to grab the blow gun, she’d moved through the yard, snapping the necks and backs of all the Guards in her path.

	Three of the hunting Guards were first to go since they attacked her.  Then she caught Trip as he fled.  At the same time, the youngest Tracker Guard, Chubs, raced past her.  She hissed at him as he disappeared into the forest and then used her teeth to tear out Trip’s throat.  She dropped his lifeless body and grabbed Benedictine, who stood frozen in fear.

	As Lead Guard it was his job to protect Benedictine.  His muscles trembled as he made his way carefully toward the wild Tracker, trying to stay out of sight.  So far, she hadn’t noticed him.  He was a goner if she did.  The hunting and Tracker Guards were either dead or gone.  He hoped his Guards hadn’t fled.  They were well trained and loyal but this was beyond their experience.

	The Tracker held Benedictine with one hand around his throat, his feet dangling at least twelve inches above the ground.  “You dare hurt Nirankan,” she whispered, her face covered in blood.

	“Mirra watch out,” yelled the caged, female Tracker.

	His Guards were closing in from the forest.  Relief washed through him.  He wasn’t alone.  He continued to move closer.

	Mirra glanced around and bared her teeth.  She tossed Benedictine across the yard like he was a rag doll, and then turned to face the approaching Guards.  Behind her, Jackson pulled a dart from his jacket and yanked off the seal.  He was almost ready.  All his Guards had to do was keep her attention for another couple of seconds.  The Guards continued to move forward, surrounding her.  She launched herself at the closest one at the same time he raised the tube to his mouth and fired.  The dart stuck in the Tracker’s hindquarters.

	She spun in mid-air and swatted the needle away.  She landed in a crouch, hissing and spitting at the Guards surrounding her.  She wobbled, her breath coming in short pants.  He held up his hand and motioned for his Guards to give her some room.  There was no reason to panic her.  She dropped to her knees and then tried to stand, losing her balance and falling face first in the dirt.  She struggled to rise but was too weak, collapsing in a heap on the ground.

	His heart pounded in his ears, as he waited several minutes to be sure she was unconscious.  Her breathing was fast but steady.  Dirt and blood marred her silky fur.  He crept up to her and gently poked her with the dart tube.  She didn’t move.

	He nodded and three Guards came forward.  The four of them carried her to the cage next to the russet male’s empty one.  Benedictine brushed the soil from his clothes as he followed them to the enclosure.

	The large male Tracker hung limply from the chains.  Probably passed out from the pain, but it could be a trick.  

	“Put him under before moving him back to his cage.”  The torture was done.  The wild Tracker lay in a heap on the cold concrete floor.  His plan had worked.  He had proven his worth to his master, but he did not feel victorious.

	“I want a chain around her neck, arms and legs.  I want the other end of the chains hooked to those machines,” commanded Benedictine, pointing to five pulleys that were sitting behind the cages.

	“Sir, she’s caught.  You’ve won.”  What was Benedictine up to now?  It was done.  Over.  All that was left to do was wait for the Handler.  

	Benedictine turned on him, eyes gleaming with hatred.  “I have not won until I have the Producer.  And this, this thing dared to accost me.  Touch me with its dirty paws.  It will die for that and it will die slowly.”

	That was not the plan.  They were to use her to force the Handler to cooperate and then turn her loose, not kill her.  Even drugged, she was an extraordinary creature, all long sinewy muscles and fur.  She should not be destroyed for being wild, for not bowing to the Almighty’s whims.

	“Regroup,” ordered Benedictine.  “It won’t be long before the Handler arrives.  I want a Guard stationed on each machine.

	The Guards had just stepped behind the pulleys when the Trackers in the yard crawled out of their huts.  They began to sniff excitedly and growl.  Soon, the growls turned into howls.

	The Handler stepped into the clearing, a gray fog surrounding him.  Or was the fog actually coming from him like steam?  His long hair, beard and clothes were the color of the mist.  His arms hung low to the ground and his body looked as solid as a brick wall.  He appeared larger and more dangerous than he had at the pub.  Two Guards stepped forward.

	“Stay back, or you die,” growled the Handler.

	“Now, now, Gaar is that any way to treat an old friend?” asked Benedictine.

	“I come for Mirra.”

	“As you can see, she is tied up at the moment.”  Benedictine waved toward the cage.  

	Jackson shot Benedictine a quick glare.  They were down in numbers and no longer had the element of surprise on their side.  This was not the time to agitate the Handler.

	Gaar snarled, showing large, sharp canines but didn’t move any closer.

	“Come inside and we can discuss what you need to do in order to get your lovely Mirra back.”  Benedictine walked over to the building and opened the door.  

	Jackson positioned himself between the Handler and Benedictine, signaling to his Guards.  Except for the ones by the pulleys, they backed toward the perimeter and fanned out.  If the Handler made a move toward Benedictine, they could intercept as a group.

	“Here is fine,” said Gaar.

	“Suit yourself.”  Benedictine closed the door.  “I’m sorry to have to do this, but you left me no choice.”  He laughed.  “I bet you wish you’d taken the job when I offered.”

	“I wish I had taken your life,” said Gaar in a soft rumble.

	“Threats will not be tolerated.”  Benedictine nodded at the Guards manning the pulleys.  

	They began to turn the handles, tightening the chains.  Mirra, still unconscious, was pulled to the back of the cage.

	“Stop!”  Gaar stepped forward.  

	“Apologize,” said Benedictine as he studied his nails.  

	“Sorry,” said Gaar, distaste marring his features.  

	“I guess that will do.  This time.  I’m feeling generous today.”  Benedictine motioned for the Guards to stop as he walked over to Mirra’s cage.  “Such a lovely creature.  Her fur would make a nice rug to warm my feet on cold mornings.”

	Gaar’s nostrils flared but he remained still.

	The Handler was going to snap if Benedictine didn’t stop poking at him.  If that happened, it was going to turn ugly fast.  The Handler looked more than capable of taking out quite a few Guards.  Jackson patted his pockets, checking for another dart but he had none.

	“What?  No comment.  You really should have a sense of humor about this.  This is your doing.  We wouldn’t be here if you had cooperated,” said Benedictine.

	“What do you want?” asked Gaar.

	“You know what I want.”  Benedictine ran his hand along the cage, caressing the fur on Mirra’s back.  

	“Okay.  We’ll find her for you.”

	“We?  There is no longer any we.  You had your chance to work with your pet.  Now, I keep her until you bring me the Producer.”

	“I’m a Handler, not a Tracker.”

	“Too bad.  If you had handled your pet, she wouldn’t be in my care.  As it stands, if you want her back alive, you’d better bring me the Producer.”

	“It will take me longer to find her on my own,” argued Gaar.

	“I’d hurry if I were you.”  Benedictine turned to address the Guards.  “How long does it take for a Tracker to be drained of blood?”

	“Don’t,” warned Gaar.

	Jackson’s stomach churned.  He was responsible for this.  He should have known Benedictine wouldn’t be satisfied until the Tracker was destroyed.

	“Tighten the chains on her arms,” ordered Benedictine.

	The Guards turned the pulleys until Mirra’s arms were tight against the bars of the cage.  

	“Hook up a slow drip,” said Benedictine.

	The Guards looked to Jackson for guidance, but he could only shrug.  He had no idea how to hook up a needle.  Chubs, the young Tracker Guard who had escaped Mirra, stepped into the clearing and walked to the building.  He came back out with a bag and began setting up the equipment to drain Mirra’s blood.  

	“How fast do you want the drip?” asked Chubs.

	“Slow, for now.”  Benedictine stared at Gaar.  

	“If she dies, you die,” said Gaar.

	Jackson cringed, threatening Benedictine was never good and it was he and his Guards who would suffer if this situation became violent.  Benedictine would run and hide while they lost their lives protecting him.  It was his purpose, and he didn’t mind dying, but doing so for Benedictine was a fate that was getting harder and harder to accept.

	“What did I say about threats?”  Benedictine turned toward the Guards at the cage.

	“Don’t.  Wait.  I’m sorry,” said Gaar through gritted teeth.

	Benedictine faced the Handler.  “Then you better run along and find the Producer.”

	Mirra opened her eyes.  She shouldn’t be awake for hours.  Jackson had misjudged her metabolism by a lot.  Luckily, they’d caught her near the cages, or they’d all be dead.

	She flexed her muscles and sprang forward, yanking the chains.  The pulleys slipped out of the Guards’ grip and unwound.  She grasped the bars at the front of her cage.  “No.  Do not bring her.  Mirra die first.”

	“Mirra,” said Gaar, his face an expression of anguish.

	“Gaar-Mine, no do this,” she begged.  

	The Guards regained control of the pulleys.  Mirra fought savagely as she was drug backwards.

	“I’m sorry, Mirra.”  Gaar turned and disappeared into the forest.

	Jackson leaned against the building.  The Tracker had said not to bring her.  It didn’t make sense.  Why would the Tracker care about the escaped Producer?



	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 22

	 

	 

	IT WAS EARLY AFTERNOON and Trinity stared out the window of the Guards’ house, watching for Gaar.  The other Producers played cards or slept, passing the time indoors as Gaar had ordered.  They didn’t know it yet, but they’d be on their own tomorrow if Gaar didn’t come back.  She’d travel with them a little way, but she was going to find Gaar and Mirra.  She wasn’t sure what she could do, but she had to try to help.  She owed them her life.

	There was movement in the vegetation near the fence.  Gaar stood, barely visible, in the brush.  She raced out the door and opened the gate.  He moved forward into the yard, his face worn and haggard.  Whatever news he had it wasn’t good.  A feeling of dread spread through her, causing her limbs to feel thick and heavy as she followed him.  He stopped under a large tree, leaned against the trunk and slid to the ground.

	She crouched in front of him.  Mirra must be…gone.  A pressure built up in her chest, waiting for the words that would set it free to cause her pain.  She didn’t want to ask, but she needed to know.  “Is Mirra…”

	“She’s alive.  For now.”

	She closed her eyes and let out a deep breath, the fullness in her chest dissipating.  Mirra wasn’t dead.  They could do something.  She opened her eyes and the complete desolation on his face made her reconsider.

	He stared at the ground.  “Benedictine has her.  It was a trap.”  He paused.  “I think it was Nirankan who screamed.  He had wounds on him.  Mirra must have heard him and tried to help.  They caught her.”

	Her legs buckled and she sat, hard on the ground.  Mirra had been too cocky, too sure of her own superiority.  “What are we going to do?”  

	“She’s in a cage.  Benedictine is bleeding her.  If I don’t…”

	Mirra in a cage?  No.  Mirra must be free.  The Tracker would die in a cage, wasting away to a shell of her former self, just like Travis.  She couldn’t let that happen.  “Trade me.  Benedictine wants me not Mirra.”

	He raised his head and met her gaze.  “He’ll kill you.”

	“I know.”  She looked away, the horrible truth too clear in his eyes.  It would be her or Mirra.  One of them would die.  She’d been so close to seeing her parents again.  She raised her hand to wipe at her eyes, but they were dry.

	“Mirra doesn’t want that, but it is what Benedictine ordered.  He told me that he’ll release Mirra once I deliver you to him.”  He closed his eyes.  “Mirra begged me not to bring you.  She wants me to keep you safe.”  

	Her eyes were no longer dry.  Mirra, the great, big oaf was willing to die for her.  She crawled on her knees over to him.  “No.  I won’t let her suffer because of me.”

	“This is not your fault.”  His voice was thick with anger and frustration.  “This is Benedictine’s fault and his alone.”

	“Let me save Mirra, like she saved me.  I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for her.  You said that yourself.”

	“Maybe.  Maybe not.  We don’t know.”

	“Stop it!  Don’t start lying to me now.  I was not equipped to survive out here alone.  I’m still not.  Even with your training, I wouldn’t last long.”  She held up her hand to stop him from speaking.  “Don’t argue.  We both know I’m right.”  She swallowed and then smiled slightly, her lips trembling.  “We all die, Gaar.  You said that yourself.  Let me choose how.”

	They stared at each other for a long time, the anger in his eyes changing to sorrow.  She exhaled slowly.  She’d won.  He’d trade her for Mirra.

	“If Benedictine doesn’t kill you right away, we will come back for you.”  He hugged her.  “If he does kill you, find comfort in the knowledge that his life will not be long.”

	A soft puff of laughter burst from her lips.  “Somehow, that does make me feel better.”  When had she become so blood thirsty that the thought of another’s death would bring her a measure of peace?

	“We should go,” he said as he stood.

	“Wait.”  For all her talk, she didn’t want to go.  She didn’t want to die.  “There is one more favor.  Well…two actually.”  She knelt, looking up at him.

	“Go on,” he said kindly.

	“First, find my mother and father and tell them I love them.”  Her voice cracked.  She cleared her throat, fighting back tears.

	“I’ll do that.”  He held out his hand and helped her to stand.  

	She turned back toward the encampment.  Travis walked their way.  He looked better, stronger every day.  If she knew that he and the others had a chance, then it would be worth it.  Everything would be okay.  “And promise me that you’ll help the Producers.”

	He looked from her to Travis.  “I promise.  I’ll do my best to keep him safe.”

	“Thank you.”

	Travis stopped by them, glancing from her to Gaar.  “Mirra?”

	“She’s alive,” she said.

	“Thank Araldo.  I know how close you two are,” said Travis.

	She looked down at her feet.  This was hard.  Saying goodbye last year before he’d been taken had been difficult, but they’d both hoped to see each other again.  Saying goodbye now was almost impossible.  He’d been part of her life for almost as long as she could remember.  

	“What’s wrong.”  He touched her arm.  

	She glanced up at him.  It was easier to just say it.  “I have to turn myself over to Benedictine.”  There.  Straight to the point.

	“You can’t.”  He turned to Gaar.  “Tell her.  Tell her she can’t do this.  They’ll kill her.”

	“It’s more complicated than that,” said Gaar.

	“No.  It’s not.  If she goes, she dies.  If she doesn’t, she has a chance.  It’s simple.”  Travis grabbed her hand.  “I won’t let you do this.”

	She frowned at him.  Like he could stop her.  “Travis, they have Mirra.  She saved my life.  Now, it’s my turn to save hers.”  She tugged on her hand but he refused to let go.

	“Don’t do this.”  He looked to Gaar for help, but the Handler averted his eyes.  Travis’ face crumbled.

	She squeezed his hand once and then pulled away.  He didn’t fight her this time.

	“It’s okay.  This is my choice.  Now, that you’re free, it’s okay.”  She was amazed that she meant it too.  She touched his face and then gave him a quick hug. 

	“I’ll wait by the gate,” said Gaar as he walked away.  

	Travis grabbed her arms.  “You don’t understand what they”—he let her go and turned away—“are capable of doing to you.  Will do to you.”

	She touched his shoulder and let her hand fall when he didn’t respond.  “I do know.  I saw what they did to you.  I know what…”

	He spun around, his brown eyes hard with anger.  “You…do…not…know.  You saw.”  He ran his hand through his hair and laughed, a harsh angry sound.  “There’s a big difference.  And they will do worse to you.”  His voice gentled as he cupped her face.  “Me, I was one of many.  You escaped.”  He leaned his forehead against hers.  “Please, don’t do this.”

	“I have to,” she whispered as she closed her eyes.  This was familiar.  This was Travis.  

	He stepped back, breaking contact.  She opened her eyes.  His back was to her.

	“I missed you,” he said.  “I thought about you a lot.”  He turned back around and sat on the ground.  

	She sat next to him.  

	“I was happy here at first,” he said softly.  “There was plenty of food and games to play.  A lot to keep you busy inside, but then I thought of you and how you always said not to trust anything that is good and easy.  That good was never easy to find and never easy to keep.”

	She playfully bumped his shoulder with hers.  “Unfortunately, I was right about that.”

	“Not completely.  It’s always been easy between us and that is good.”  He pushed a strand of her hair behind her ear.  

	She nodded and rested her head against his shoulder.  

	“I don’t want to lose you again,” he said.

	She lifted her head.  If she could make him understand, maybe, it would hurt less.  “I have to do this.  Just like I couldn’t leave you, I can’t leave her.”  She kissed his cheek and stood.  “I have to go.”

	“I will find you,” he said.  “When I’m better, I will come and find you.  Then I will rescue you.”

	She fought back tears certain she’d never see him again.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 23

	 

	 

	IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON when the Handler stepped into the clearing at the Tracker camp for the second time.  Jackson braced himself for the encounter.  It could go either way.  It all depended on the Handler.

	“Benedictine,” roared Gaar.

	The Trackers in the yard began howling.  He sniffed the air.  The camp was downwind of the Handler.  How had Gaar approached without anyone, especially the Trackers, knowing?

	“Gaar,” whispered Mirra.  She was strung up at the back of her cage.  Her blood dripped from her body into tubes which once full, were harvested and taken into a back building.

	He turned away from the Tracker.  It sickened him to watch the once magnificent creature brought so low.  He’d be glad when this was over and she was once again free.  

	“Benedictine,” roared Gaar again.  “Come out.  I have your Producer.”

	The door to the Guards’ building opened and Benedictine stepped outside.  “Gaar, back so soon?”  He looked over at Mirra.  “Too bad.  I would have liked a bit more blood.”

	“Let her go,” ordered Gaar.

	“Not so fast.”  Benedictine waggled his finger.  “Where’s my Producer?”  

	“You’ll get her as soon as Mirra is free.”

	“No.  I gave away a captive once on only a promise.  It didn’t work out as I was told.”  Benedictine walked over to Mirra’s cage.  “First, I get the Producer.  Then you get your pet.”

	“No, deal,” said Gaar.  “I don’t trust you.”

	Jackson tensed.  It wasn’t smart to trust Benedictine, but it was stupid to taunt him.

	“How quaint.  You think you have a choice.”  Benedictine turned to the Guard manning the equipment that was draining Mirra’s blood.  “Put it on the fastest setting.”

	Benedictine’s favorite motivational device was torture which was a shame because Jackson didn’t think the Tracker could handle much more bloodletting.  She was already lethargic.  She stared at the Handler, fear palpable in her faded green eyes.

	“No.  Wait,” shouted Gaar.

	Benedictine held up his hand, stopping the Guard.  “Bring me the Producer.”

	Gaar’s chest heaved and his visage radiated rage as he turned and disappeared into the forest.  He appeared again, momentarily, with the Producer draped over his shoulder.  He dropped her to the ground and steadied her.  Her hands were bound together and she was gagged.  

	“Why does he want you so badly?” whispered Benedictine.

	Jackson glanced at the Almighty and then back to the Producer.  Who else wanted her?  There wasn’t anything special about her unless they were interested in interspecies mating.  She was quite striking with her tiny frame, heart shaped face and long, dark hair, but it was her large, golden eyes and black lashes that drew his attention.

	“Bring her to me,” called out Benedictine.

	“No,” said Mirra, her voice weak.  “Gaar-Mine, no do this.”

	Three Guards from a hunting pack that had arrived an hour ago stepped forward at Benedictine’s command.

	“Release Mirra first.”  Gaar moved in front of the Producer and drew his knife.  It was a long, wicked blade.  

	The Guards hesitated, glancing back at Benedictine.  The Almighty nodded and they stepped back a little.  Benedictine signaled to the Guard behind the cage who immediately plunged a needle into Mirra’s backside.  The Tracker hissed in pain and then sagged against the bars.  The Guard unlocked the chains and she slid down to the concrete floor. 

	“Mirra,” yelled Gaar.

	“Relax.  I simply gave her a sedative.  Even with a little blood gone, she’s still a threat.”  Benedictine turned toward the Guard.  “Unlock the cage.”

	Jackson’s pulse raced.  The last sedative wore off quickly.  She was weaker now, but still, they had better not stay in the area for long.

	“Now, you send the Producer over to me and then you can retrieve your pet,” said Benedictine as he faced the Handler.

	“Bring Mirra over here,” said Gaar.

	“Of course, but only halfway.”  Benedictine smiled.  

	The hair on Jackson’s neck stood on end.  He looked at a few of his Guards.  His worry was reflected in their faces.  Benedictine was most dangerous when agreeable.  

	“Agreed,” said Gaar, glancing around like he could sense danger.

	Benedictine nodded to the Guards.  Four of them entered the cage and picked up Mirra.  They carried her halfway to the Handler and dropped her on the ground.  She hit with a thud.  

	“You will pay for that,” growled Gaar.  

	The Guards bristled and snarled as they walked back toward the cages.

	“Send the Producer here,” said Benedictine.

	The Handler gave her a slight shove and the two moved forward.  When they were next to Mirra, he whispered something to the captive and then bent and picked up the Tracker.  He darted toward the forest with Mirra in his arms.  

	The Producer kept walking toward Benedictine.  Two Guards rushed forward.  One grabbed her and threw her over his shoulder, while the other fired a blow gun.  The dart penetrated Gaar’s shoulder.  The Handler straightened with the impact but continued to run. 

	Benedictine was going back on his word.  Jackson wasn’t surprised.  No one thwarted Benedictine and lived, but why had he not been told?  This did not bode well for him.  He eyed the Almighty, but Benedictine remained focused on the Handler.

	It was several moments before the Handler staggered and crumpled to the ground, still holding Mirra close.  He crawled toward the forest, dragging her behind him.  

	Jackson was impressed with the fortitude of the Handler.  He didn’t know of any creature who could have lasted that long after taking a dart.  Finally, after several yards, Gaar collapsed.

	“Put the Tracker back in her cage.”  Benedictine pointed to Gaar.  “Place him in the traveling box and take him to the Handler camp.  Start drawing his blood immediately.”

	“What about her?” asked a Guard, pointing at Mirra.  “Do you want me to continue to drain her?”

	“No.  We need her alive.  For now.”  Benedictine turned to Jackson.  “Get the Producer.”

	“Of course.  What do you want done with her?”  So, now he was included in Benedictine’s plans.  Was there still a chance to avoid punishment for whatever he did that had angered the Almighty?

	“Take her home.  I need to keep her safe until I deliver her to Professor Conguise.”

	The other Guard dropped the Producer to the ground.  She stumbled at the impact, almost falling.  Jackson stopped himself from reaching to assist her.  He didn’t dare, not with Benedictine watching.  He held his breath as she staggered forward, picking up momentum.  She was going to hit the ground, hard, and with her hands tied she had no way to break her fall.  Then, suddenly, she regained her balance, standing tall and silent.  He let out his breath and stepped forward, grabbing her by the arm and escorting her to the carriage.  She did not fight.  She was docile, accepting of her fate which was typical of her kind.  He lifted her and placed her on the top seat and then climbed aboard and sat next to her.  He removed the gag from her mouth.  She continued to stare at the yard where the Handler was being crammed into the small traveling cage.  Was that sadness in her eyes?  What had Gaar whispered to her before they’d separated?  Was there more to their relationship than captive and captor?  

	“Let’s be on our way,” said Benedictine as he entered the carriage.

	Jackson commanded the Grunts and the carriage took off.  So, Conguise wanted this Producer, but why?  He now had more questions than answers, and that did not sit well with him.  It wasn’t healthy to work for Benedictine and not anticipate the next step.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 24

	 

	 

	Jackson knocked on the door to Benedictine’s house.  He stifled a groan when Kim opened the door.  He avoided her as much as possible because whenever she was around he couldn’t keep his eyes off her.  Today, she looked great in her jeans and T-shirt.  It took all his effort not to stare at the way the tight clothes hugged her curves.  If he weren’t careful, Benedictine would catch him and that would be the end for him.  The Almighty did not tolerate attraction between classes.

	“What are you doing here?” he asked.

	“Well, hello to you too,” she said.  “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m here to visit Jethro.  He’ll be having his surgery soon.”

	Suddenly, it made sense.  The Producer was the payment for the surgery, but why did Conguise want her?  He needed to figure out what was going on before he wound up on the wrong side of Benedictine, if he wasn’t already.  He was still unsure as to why he’d been kept in the dark about the Tracker and Handler Camps.  He brushed past Kim, his body tensing with the contact.  He stopped in front of the den and knocked on the door.

	“Enter,” said Benedictine.

	He stepped inside, closing the door behind him.

	Benedictine sat behind his desk writing.  He glanced up.  “Speak.” 

	“The Producer is secured in the back room of the barn.  There are three Guards on duty at all times and the other six are always in the area.”

	“Good, good.”  Benedictine finished writing and then put the letter in an envelope and sealed it.  “I need you to have someone deliver this to Professor Conguise immediately.”

	“I will take it now.”  He stepped forward and took the letter, sliding it into his jacket pocket.  

	“No.  You stay here.  It’s your responsibility to make sure that nothing happens to that Producer.”  Benedictine stared straight into his eyes.  “Your life depends on it.”

	He stared back for a moment and then looked down.  The Almighty never tired of the threats, but they certainly wore on him.

	Benedictine turned back to his work.  

	He waited a moment and then walked to the door.  This had gone better than he’d thought.  With all that had happened recently, the failure to catch the Producer, the secret Handler and Tracker Camps, and Benedictine’s obvious displeasure regarding his beating of the large, male Tracker, he’d been prepared for a punishment.

	“Stop.  You have not been excused.”

	He turned back around.  He should have known he wouldn’t be so lucky.  He was never lucky.  The Almighty walked up to him.  

	“Today, you were concerned for the Tracker and Handler,” Benedictine said softly.  “Two creatures who would happily tear you limb from limb.”

	He remained silent.  Benedictine smiled, but it was false.  He could smell the anger wafting off the Almighty in waves.  Benedictine was toying with him.  An angry, playful Benedictine was not a good thing.  He swallowed a lump in his throat, but refused to flinch.  Not this time.  

	“You were…unhappy with the way that I handled things.”

	He could kick himself for making his displeasure that obvious.  The only chance he had was to keep his mouth shut and his eyes averted.

	“You are my most trusted Guard.  I would like to know what bothered you.”

	“Nothing, sir.”  He wanted to scream that everything about the Almighty displeased him, but he held his tongue.  

	“Do not lie to me.”

	He had to say something, but what?  “It was not honorable.”  Inwardly, he cringed.  He was either an idiot or self-destructive because that was the worst thing he could’ve said.  He tensed for the blow.

	“Honorable?”  Benedictine laughed and strode back to the desk.  “What do you know of honor?”  He turned back around and slowly approached.  “You are a Guard.  You do what you are told.  You do what I tell you.  You…honor…me,” he shouted, his face only inches away.

	Jackson looked down, refusing to meet the Almighty’s stare.  Suddenly, his head snapped back from a blow to the side.  He staggered and almost fell to his knees from the pain.  Then another strike landed on his shoulder.  What was Benedictine hitting him with?  He was very familiar with the abuse from the Almighty’s hands and this wasn’t it.  This was more.  Much more.  He lifted his arm to protect his face as he glanced up.  Benedictine held an iron paperweight in his hand.  He averted his head and braced for the next blow.  The Almighty would tire soon.  All he had to do was make it through a few more hits, but Benedictine continued to strike him along the arm and chest, landing in the same spots more than once and sending red hot pain searing through his body.  He stumbled backward.  He could not fall.  He refused to show such weakness.  He backed against the door and crouched, covering his head the best that he could.

	“You…will…not…question…me,” yelled Benedictine as he struck again and again.  “You…are…nothing.”

	The last blow slipped past his arm, catching him on the side of the head.  The room swayed before his eyes.  This had to end now.  He wouldn’t survive much more.  A low growl rumbled deep in his chest.

	Benedictine paused for a second and then began hitting him harder and faster.  “How…dare…you…growl…at…me.”  The Almighty raised his arm high to strike again.  “I am your master,” he spat as he brought the paperweight down.

	Jackson was seeing double and his knee gave out.  He fell forward.  The last blow grazed his temple.  He froze.  If he hadn’t fallen, it would have killed him.  He was not going to die like this, cowering on the floor.  He sprung up, knocking Benedictine’s arm.  The paperweight flew across the room.  He could tear the Almighty apart, but a Guard did not attack his master.  His muscles trembled as he stood panting, chest-to-chest with Benedictine, whose expression quickly changed from shock to hatred.  They glared at each other but neither moved nor looked away.

	A soft knock sounded at the door.  

	“Daddy?  Jackson?  Is everything alright?” asked Kim.

	He stepped back, steadying his breathing.  “I will have someone deliver your message.”  

	He opened the door and pushed past Kim.  Her face was pale and her hands were shaking.  She must have heard.  He quickened his pace and left the house.  The adrenaline was wearing off.  The pain from the blows throbbed through his body like tidal waves.  In a few minutes it would be worse.  Blood dripped into his eye, obscuring his vision.

	“Jackson, wait,” called out Kim.  

	He ignored her and walked faster.  He had to lie down before he passed out.  She caught up to him at the door, grabbing his arm.  He flinched.  She dropped her hold, staring at the blood on her hand.  

	“Go away.”  He staggered into the barn.  

	The six Guards who were not presently guarding the Producer lounged about eating and playing cards.  They looked up when he entered with first shock and then pity on their faces.

	“Carla and Casper, I need you to deliver a message to Professor Conguise.”  He always sent his Guards out in pairs.  It was dangerous out there with stray Guards and feral House Servants.  He pulled the letter from his ruined jacket, the pristine white of the envelope speckled with his blood.  He tried to wipe it off but only succeeded in smearing it.  He gave up and handed it to Casper.  

	The old Guard stared at something behind Jackson.  He turned.  Kim stood in the doorway, wringing her hands.

	“Go away,” he ordered.

	She shook her head.  “You’re hurt.”

	No shit.  He walked over to her.  “I’ll be fine.”  He took her arm and tried to escort her out the door.  

	“I’m not leaving until I see to your injuries.”  She crossed her arms over her chest.

	He glanced back at the Guards.  They were all watching.  When Kim had been a child she’d often tended to their many wounds, but since she’d grown her father no longer allowed her inside the barn.

	“You will get me killed,” he said quietly.

	“Then meet me somewhere.  I’m not going to leave you hurt and untended.”  Her voice was barely a whisper.

	“I’ll take care of my wounds myself,” he said harshly.  

	She tapped her foot, that mulish expression he knew too well taking over her face.  

	“I’ll meet you in the shed in a half hour.”  The pain had arrived full force.  His face throbbed and it hurt to breathe.  The sooner he appeased her, the sooner he could get some rest.  

	Her face wrinkled in disgust.  “The shed is filthy.  You’ll get an infection just walking in there.  Meet me behind the house in ten minutes.”

	“What are you going to do behind the house?”  They’d be out in the open and Benedictine would not appreciate his daughter touching a full grown male Guard.

	“Just meet me.”  She turned and left.

	The room began to spin.  He swayed.  Casper jogged over and helped him into the sleeping quarters, laying him on a pallet on the floor.  The old Guard then brought in water and towels.  

	“Do you want help?” asked Casper.

	“No.  Just need rest.”  The dizziness had passed.  That was a good sign.

	“Holler, if you need anything,” said Casper, shutting the door behind him.

	He waited about five minutes.  By now, the Guards should be playing cards again.  A beating from Benedictine was not a rare occurrence, although this one had been severely savage.  He sat up, stifling a groan.  All he wanted to do was sleep, but he had to meet Kim or she’d come looking for him.  If she did that, and her father found out…well, he didn’t want to think about what Benedictine would do to him then.  He stood and steadied himself against the wall, breathing deeply for several moments to combat the nausea.  Then he stumbled to the back door.  He unlatched it and stepped outside.  The sunlight hit him in the face and he flinched, grimacing from the pain.  

	“Stupid, bossy female,” he muttered as he checked to make sure no one was watching.  He moved as quickly as he could to the back of the house.

	“Psst, over here.”  Kim stood between two carriages.

	He walked over, trying not to pass out.  One day, he wouldn’t mind dropping to his knees in front of her but not to his face.

	“Jackson, I’m so sorry.”  She bit her lip as he approached.  

	“Sleep.  I just need sleep.”

	She gently took hold of his uninjured arm and led him to her carriage.  The door was open.  She gave him a little shove.  “Get in.”

	“What?  No.”  He could not get in her carriage.  That would be worse than her being in the barn.  At least in the barn they were around other Guards.  

	“Yes.”  She shoved him again, not so gently this time.  

	He stumbled, falling into the carriage onto his injured side.  He shoved his fist in his mouth to stop from crying out.

	“Get in,” she repeated as she placed her hands on his butt and pushed.  

	He tried to get up, but the pain from the fall was shooting through his body.  She grabbed one of his thighs and struggled to lift him.  Her breasts pressed against his backside, and her hand was sliding up his leg, getting closer to his groin with each moment.  He scooted forward away from her touch and into the carriage.

	She leaned in the doorway, grabbed his feet and shoved them back, bending his knees.  She crawled over him onto the seat, shutting the door behind her.  “Don’t sit on the floor.  Get up here.”  She patted the seat next to her.  When he didn’t move, she leaned down and tugged on his uninjured arm. 

	He pulled away and leaned against the opposite wall of the carriage, facing her.  It was not his place to sit by her.  He shouldn’t even be in here with her, let alone remembering where her hand had almost traveled.

	She frowned and then tapped loudly on the roof.  “Home,” she ordered the Grunts.  

	“No!”  If he were caught at her house, his life was over.

	He started to stand but the carriage hit a bump and he fell back onto the floor, pain slicing through him.  He shut his eyes.  He was as good as dead.  “Please, don’t do this.  Take me back.”

	“No.  My father…no, you’re not going back there.  Ever.”

	He opened one eye and stared at her.  She didn’t understand.  Benedictine owned him.

	“I don’t know why you stay.  Leave him,” she pleaded.

	Every bump in the road jarred his body.  He wanted to weep, but refused to in front of her.  “Your father is going to kill me when he finds out about this.”

	“He won’t find out.”

	“Right.”  He closed his eye.

	They rode in silence for the remainder of the trip.  When they arrived at her house she stepped out of the carriage and held the door for him.  

	“Do you need help?” she asked.

	He stood, swaying slightly.  His muscles had stiffened.  He shook his head and regretted it.  Pain blurred his vision.  He leaned against the door frame and lowered himself out of the carriage, using his good arm to balance.  He stumbled and she grabbed him around the waist, her small, soft frame surprisingly strong.  He tried to pull away but she wouldn’t let go.  The scent of her shampoo, of her, washed over him.  He inhaled deeply.  He might as well enjoy this.  It would be the only time she’d be this close.  They staggered into the house.

	It was a small, comfortable home.  The living room furniture was mismatched and well used.  He could be happy here.  Don’t even think like that.

	She led him through the living room.  They stopped in the doorway to another room.  It was painted a light green and there was a large bed covered with a thick, white blanket.  Some clothes hung off the back of a chair.  Her clothes.  This was her room.  Her bedroom.  He pulled away and stumbled back into the living room.  He flopped down on the couch, his legs hanging off the side.

	“You’d be more comfortable in here,” she said, her voice testy.

	In your bed, yeah right.  He draped his uninjured arm over his eyes and gave a small snort.  “No.  Believe me, I wouldn’t.”  

	“You need to rest.  It’ll be quieter in my room.  Viola is staying here—”

	“Why is she here?”  He really didn’t care but it was something to get his mind off the image of her bed.  Him in her bed.  Her joining him in her bed.

	She lifted his legs and dropped them on the couch.

	“My shoes are dirty.”

	“So what,” she said.

	“Can’t get your furniture dirty.”  He pushed his feet off the couch.  

	“Of all the stupid…”  She began tugging on his shoes.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Taking off your dirty shoes.”  She pulled one off and started on the other.

	She was undressing him.  He should stop her, but he didn’t have the strength and honestly, he didn’t want her to stop.  She removed his other shoe and then placed his legs on the couch.  The sofa dipped slightly as she sat next to him.  

	“Viola and Hugh had a fight.  She’s staying with me for a couple of days.”  She gently tugged on his uninjured arm.  “You need to rest in a bedroom, on a bed, not on the couch where we’ll disturb you.  Come on.”  She tugged again.

	He opened his good eye.  The other was crusted shut, but at least it had stopped bleeding.  “I’m not staying.  I’m going to rest for a moment and then I’m going back to your father’s.”

	“You’re staying.”  She left the room.  

	No, he was leaving.  He tried to sit up but the room started to spin so he dropped back down.  He stared at the ceiling.  The sound of running water trickled out from the kitchen, followed by the slam of cabinet doors.  She must be gathering the supplies to stich him up.  He cringed.  This was not going to be pleasant.

	She walked into the living room and set a bowl of water, needle, thread, and some towels on the table near the couch and then left again.  This time when she came back she had a bottle of whiskey and a glass.  

	“Sit up,” she said as she filled the glass a quarter full.

	He struggled to do as she ordered.  She set the whiskey and glass on the table and wrapped her arms around his torso, accidentally rubbing his injured side.  He groaned, not sure if it was from the pain or the feel of her breasts against his chest.

	“Sorry,” she said into his shoulder.

	They managed to get him to a half sitting position.  She handed him the whiskey.  He gulped it down, coughing when he finished.  It left a burning trail from his throat to his chest.  He held the glass out to her.  

	“More,” he gasped.

	She refilled it.

	He took a deep breath and swallowed.  He handed her the glass and leaned his head against the arm of the couch.  “Now, we wait.”

	She sat by his side.  She soaked a towel in the water and wrung it out.  She gently pressed a corner of it against his cheek.

	He flinched a bit.  “I thought we were going to wait.”

	“I’m just wiping the blood off.  Don’t be such a baby.”

	“A baby?”  That was great.  Not only was he a Guard, not a fit mate for her, but she thought he was a child.

	She whispered in his ear.  “I’m teasing.”  She shifted away, rinsing out the towel and then gently pressing it to his cheek again.  

	As she continued the process, the whiskey started to take effect.  It no longer hurt as she wiped the cloth along his face.  The scent of soap and Kim washed over him.  He’d missed this.  The closeness that they’d shared as children had grown into constant fighting and bickering.  He couldn’t stand to be around her and not touch her and she seemed to do everything in her power to irritate him.  There was a splash from the rag being dropped into the water.  

	“There.  All done,” she said.

	She couldn’t be done, yet.  She didn’t move away.  Maybe, she’d stay.  Maybe, she’d take off his clothes and lay down by him.

	“I need to remove your jacket and shirt,” she said.  

	She was reading his mind.  He didn’t know Almightys could do that.  She put her hands around his back and he helped her to move him forward.  There was a slight twinge of pain when she pulled off his jacket and then his shirt, but it was worth it as her cool hands brushed along his bare skin.

	“That bastard,” she exclaimed as her hands gently examined his wounds.  

	Her sharp tone shook him out of his drunken haze.  She shouldn’t be touching him.  He shouldn’t be undressed around her.  

	“Sorry,” he mumbled as he grabbed his shirt off the couch.  

	She yanked it away from him.  “What are you sorry for?  I could kill my father.  Look what he did to you.”

	His arm and the one side of his chest were blue and red.  The purples and yellows would come soon.  There were long gashes in his skin where the paper weight had split him open.  

	“It looks worse than it is,” he mumbled, his tongue thick from the drink.

	“I’m going to need clean water.”  She grabbed the bowl and left the room.

	He shut his eyes.  The scent of her fragrance lingered near his side.  He’d gone to heaven.  Except for the dull ache in his head and body, he could stay like this forever, with her near him, touching him.  No, she shouldn’t touch him, but he couldn’t remember exactly why.  Right now, it seemed like the best thing in the world.  Actually, it would be better if she were lying next to him on the couch when she touched him.  Yes, that would be better.  Maybe, she would let him touch her, but not if it made her cry.  She should never cry.  

	He opened his eyes.  He was alone.  There was water running in the kitchen, but under that noise was the soft sound of weeping.  Suddenly, he was completely awake.  His heart ached.  He wanted to comfort her, but it wasn’t his place.  She was not for him.

	The crying stopped and then a few seconds later the water was turned off.  She came back into the living room and sat down.

	“Why were you crying?”

	“I wasn’t,” she said.

	He touched her cheek.  It was damp.  “Liar.”

	She turned and took the towel out of the bowl, wringing out the excess water.  She began gently cleaning his chest and arm.  As she focused on his wounds, her face was beautiful, but sad.  She shouldn’t be sad.  Not ever.  He’d make sure that she was never unhappy again.  He mentally shook his head.  The alcohol was turning his brain fuzzy.  He couldn’t make sure of anything with her, except to keep her safe.  That he could do.

	“I’m getting the doctor.”  She started to stand.

	He grabbed her arm.  “No one can know I’m here.”

	“Jackson, you may have internal injuries.  He hurt you bad this time.”  Her voice cracked.

	“I’m fine.”  He began to sit up.  

	She gently pushed him back down.  Her white hand was fine boned and delicate, resting against the tan skin of his chest.  It was cool on his warm flesh.  He forced his eyes back to her face.  She was staring at where they touched.  She slowly raised her eyes to his mouth.  She bit her lip.  He groaned and moved toward her until his mouth was only a breath away from hers.

	“Stop me,” he whispered.

	She moved closer, her eyes closing.  Their lips touched.  Hers were soft and warm.  He pressed forward to deepen the kiss.

	“Kim,” Viola called out, slamming the front door.

	Kim quickly moved away and he flopped back down, his head resting on the arm of the couch, watching her with half closed eyes.  The contact had been too brief, but it was more than he deserved.

	“In here,” yelled Kim as she pulled the cloth out of the bowl and nervously dropped it on the floor.  As she bent to pick it up, her shirt pulled up a little in the back, revealing smooth white skin.  

	He longed to trace it with his fingers.  Was it cool like her hands?  Did her fragrance linger there?  If only he could kiss her and find out.  She sat up with the towel, her shirt sliding back down.

	“How do I look?  I’m going to go see Hugh,” said Viola as she walked into the living room.  “Holy shit!  What happened to him?”

	“My father,” said Kim angrily.  

	Viola walked over to the couch to scrutinize his injuries.  “Shouldn’t you send for a doctor?”

	“No,” he said firmly.

	“He doesn’t want one.”  Kim shot him an exasperated look.  “He says he’ll be fine.”

	“I don’t know about that.  He could have internal injuries.”  Viola wrinkled her nose.  

	“I don’t have internal injuries,” he snapped as he sat up, swaying a little.

	“See, you’re weak,” said Kim.

	“I’m not weak.  I’m drunk.  You gave me too much whiskey.”  He was being grouchy but having these two fussing over him was getting on his nerves.  It had nothing to do with the interrupted kiss.

	“You asked for it,” argued Kim.

	“Are you going to stitch him?” asked Viola.

	“If he won’t let me send for a doctor, then yes, I’ll have to do it myself.”  She brushed a lock of hair away from his injured eye, her fingers lingering for a moment on his scar.  “I’ve done it before.”

	His eyes met hers and held.  They’d been children then.  He’d allowed her to climb a tree and her father had found out.  This had been after Jethro’s injury.  Benedictine had lashed out at him, slicing his face open with a knife.  He’d been lucky that he hadn’t been blinded.  She’d insisted on stitching him when her father had refused to send for a doctor.

	“I don’t like working with”—Viola waved her hands –“living things, but if you need help…”

	“No.  I’ll be fine.  Like I said, I’ve done it before.”  Kim broke eye contact with him and turned to her friend.  “You said you’re meeting Hugh?”

	“Yeah.  He hasn’t come to see me.  I thought he would, but…”  Viola frowned slightly.  “Anyway, I’m not waiting any longer.  How do I look?”  She spun around.

	He studied Viola covertly, tight jeans and a tight, low cut sweater.  Hugh would be eating out of her hands.

	“Nice.  A new outfit?” asked Kim.

	“Yes.”  Viola ran her hands over the sweater, accentuating her slender curves.  “I thought it would give me confidence.”

	“Have a nice time,” said Kim, a smile in her tone.

	“Are you sure you don’t need help?” asked Viola.

	“Yeah, I’m sure.  Give Hugh my love.”

	“I will.  Mine too.”  Viola smiled wickedly and walked out of the living room.

	“I’ll be right back.”  Kim followed her into the hallway.  “Don’t mention to anyone that Jackson is here.  Okay?”

	“I won’t.  I’ll return tomorrow for my clothes, but other than that, I’m hoping that we’ll be back together.  Thanks for letting me stay.”  There was a short pause.  “You have fun tonight too.  Make sure you let me know if a Guard is as good in bed as they say,” whispered Viola.

	He grinned.  They really didn’t comprehend how good a Guard’s hearing was.

	“Viola,” whispered Kim.  “He’s hurt.”

	“Not that hurt, I’ll bet.  Guards heal fast.”

	The door to the house shut and Kim came back into the living room and sat next to him.  She picked up the needle and thread.

	Did she really want him?  Her lovely, blue eyes wrinkled in concentration as she threaded the needle.  Was it only because he was a Guard?  Her small white teeth played with her lower lip.  He held back a groan.  Did he care?  

	“What were you two whispering about?”  His voice was raspy from desire.  Hopefully, she would blame it on the whiskey.

	“Tell me you didn’t hear her?”  She blushed and her eyes widened.  

	“I heard whispering.”  That wasn’t a lie.  

	“Nothing important.”  She turned and held the needle and thread over the water bowl and dumped the alcohol on them.  “Do you want me to start on your face, chest or arm?”

	This was going to hurt.  “Give me the whiskey.”

	She handed it to him and he took a large gulp.

	“Do whatever is worst first.  That way, if I’m lucky, I’ll pass out.”  He took another long swallow and leaned back, still holding the bottle.

	She started on his arm.  He tried not to flinch as she squeezed his skin together and then jabbed the needle through his flesh.  He shut his eyes.  The effects of the alcohol began to seep into his system.  He replayed the whispers in his mind.  Was she disappointed that he was hurt?  They’d almost kissed.  He didn’t count the slight brushing of their lips as a real kiss.  He flinched as she stuck the needle in his arm again.  Did she have feelings for him?  Even if she did, what difference did it make?  They could never be together.  Her father wouldn’t allow it.  The world wouldn’t allow it.  He took another long drink from the bottle.

	“I’m sorry,” she muttered.

	“So’kay,” he mumbled, his tongue tripping over the words.

	She finished his arm and moved to his chest.  The first stab of the needle sent pain shooting through his body.  He took another swallow of whiskey.  He was half drunk already, but he aimed to finish the job.  No half measures for him.  She paused.  He sighed in relief.  When she didn’t continue he opened his eyes.  She was watching him.  

	“What?” he asked.

	“There’s something in your chest.  Under the skin.  Part is sticking out where you’re cut open.  I think it’s metal.”

	She grabbed his hand and directed it to his chest.  There was a small bump under the skin.  

	“Do you know what it is?” she asked.

	His heart raced.  He couldn’t be this lucky.  “Get it out.  Now!”

	“It’s deep.  I mean, it’s sticking out but just a little.  I’ll have to dig.”  She was breathing heavier and her face had turned a greenish gray.

	“Please,” he begged.  “Take it out of me.”  She couldn’t back out.  Not when he was this close to freedom.  

	“Okay.  I will,” she assured him, weakly.

	He was asking a lot of her, but he had no choice.  He chugged more of the whiskey and leaned back.  “Thank you,” he mumbled.

	She grabbed the bottle and took a small swallow.  She coughed and then began digging under his skin.

	A flash of white, hot pain shot through him.  The other had been pleasant in comparison.  He closed his eyes.  Soon, the tracking device would be gone.  He’d finally be free from Benedictine.  Another sharp pain lanced across his chest and a sweet blackness descended over him.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 25

	 

	 

	HUGH SAT IN HIS FATHER’S STUDY, sipping brandy that he’d found locked in the desk.  The liquor was smooth as it slid down his throat.  He had to give credit to his father for that at least.  The man certainly could pick alcohol.

	After he’d dealt with the police about the break-in, his mother’s death and the bomb, he’d met his Guards at the pub.  They’d discussed staying at a hotel, but he wanted to catch those responsible for this mess, not hide from them.  Most of the blood and reports were secured in a different location as a safety measure.  He’d wait to see if anyone made another attempt on his life or to steal the samples that he had with him.

	He tipped back the glass, finishing the drink.  The one part of him that Conguise had never been able to understand was his instincts and those told him that the professor was behind the attacks.  All he needed was proof.

	He stood.  He’d have another drink.  He deserved it.  Reese had found his old science equipment in the attic.  He’d worked on the blood tests all day.  The results were staggering.  The Almightys, Guards, Grunts, House Servants, Stockers and Producers all shared many genetic characteristics.  Successful mating between the groups was indeed possible.  As a matter of fact, he’d be surprised if it hadn’t been going on for years and everyone just hid the offspring as one type or another.  If what he expected was true, he was indeed in danger.  Once revealed, his discovery would shift the entire foundation of their society.

	He filled his snifter a quarter full.  Half would be good, but he did have work to do.  Of course, before he went any further, he had to find Tim and Millie.  He sat back down behind the desk.  Who had sent that note warning Tim?  It had to have been someone who knew about the bomb.  Probably, someone from the professor’s house, but who?  He also needed the escaped Producer.  Right now, she was the only identifiable offspring of two different classes.  She was his control group.  He was positive that there were more like her, but without someone telling him he would have to draw blood randomly.

	There was a tap on the window.  He spun around gun in hand.  The weapon had been his father’s.  Guns were highly regulated and illegal to carry, but his father had been a top military strategist  and allowed to keep one.  

	Birdie fluttered outside the window.

	Relieved, he laid the gun on the desk and opened the window.  “Hey, Birdie.  What brings you here?”

	“Pointing a gun at your friend is no way to keep a friend.”  The Avian flew into the room and landed on the back of a chair.  

	“Sorry.  It’s been a difficult few days.”  He sat down at the desk, leaving the window open.  The Avion didn’t like to feel trapped.

	“So, so, sorry to hear about Sarah.  She was one of a kind, I tell you.  One of a kind.”

	“Thank you.  She counted you as a true friend.”

	Birdie’s chest puffed out with pride.  “She will be missed by many.  Many in different walks of life.”

	He nodded.  After a long pause, he asked, “Did you need something, or did you just come by to offer your condolences?”

	“Hugh too impatient.  Not like Sarah at all.  No pleasantries.  Just business with Hugh.”  Birdie ruffled his feathers.  

	“Sorry.  Like I said, it has been a trying time.”  He didn’t have time for this snippy little creature.  He was always offending the Avian’s sensibilities.  

	“Birdie understand.  Birdie busy too.  Not as busy as Hugh.  Not busy in the same way, but busy.”

	He never understood how his mother could enjoy talking to this creature.  It chatted on and on, always dancing around the point, but he held his temper.  The Avian was useful and had been special to his mom.

	“Birdie went to Hugh’s house to deliver a message.  Birdie saw—”

	“You have a message for me?”  He straightened in his chair.  “From who?”  

	“Hugh should not interrupt.  Birdie tell story in Birdie’s way not Hugh’s.”

	“Fine.  But make it as quick.”

	“Quick.  Pfftt.  Tale takes as long as tale takes.”  Birdie ruffled his feathers again.  “Anyway, Birdie’s cousin, on mother’s side, suggested that Birdie look for you at Sarah’s house, so, Birdie did.”  He cleared his throat.  “Birdie traveled a long way.”  He opened and shut his beak, his little tongue darting out and back into his mouth.

	“I’ll be right back with a snack.”  Birdie wanted food.  He should have remembered the little Avian’s big appetite.  

	Birdie wiggled on the back of the chair unable to contain his excitement.

	A few moments later, Hugh re-entered the study and set a tray overflowing with food on the desk.  Birdie’s eyes widened at the assortment and he began to feed.  Crumbs dropped from his mouth and food fell onto the floor.  Without hands, Birdie was not a neat eater.  His mother had always entertained the Avian outside.  She’d said it was because Birdie didn’t like being enclosed.  Now, he knew the real reason.  

	When the food was gone, except the piles of crumbs on the floor, Birdie began to preen himself.  

	Hugh cleared his throat, leaning back in the chair.

	Birdie raised his head from under his wing, confusion in his eyes for a moment.  “Oh, yes.  The message.”

	He nodded, trying to hide his exasperation.  It would insult Birdie and then he probably wouldn’t even get the message.

	“The Handler has the Producer,” said Birdie succinctly.

	“Since when?”  This was excellent news.

	“This morning.  He says you should meet him at your cabin in four days.”

	“He has her now and is bringing her to me, the escaped, female Producer.  The one they call Trinity.”

	“The one and only,” chirped Birdie.  “A sweet, young thing.  She shared bread with Birdie.  Birdie likes this Producer.  Birdie thinks that all—”

	“Thank you, Birdie.”  He walked toward the door.  

	Birdie harrumphed at the interruption but flew through the window and fluttered just outside.  “You are welcome, High Hugh.  You now, owe Birdie two favors.”

	“The food doesn’t count for payment?  You ate a ton.”  

	“Thank you for the…hospitality,” said Birdie and flitted away.

	“Hospitality, my ass.  I should have bargained with the flying rat.  No telling what he’s going to demand from me.”  He left the study and yelled down the hallway.  “We need to pack.  We’re going to the cabin.”

	 

	Night had crept up quickly while they’d prepared to travel.  He’d sent Buddy and Reese ahead to secure and ready the cabin.  He and Sue would leave at first light.  

	Sue was at the market picking up last minute supplies.  He stared out the study window, sipping a little more brandy.  He was having a hard time getting used to night coming early this year.  He was only twenty-eight and yet, it felt like time raced by faster and faster.  Where had spring and summer gone?  It seemed like yesterday when Viola had moved in with him, but it had been spring.  His gardens had been coming to life and now, everything was dying.

	There was a tentative tap at the door and then Sue stepped inside.  “Viola was outside when I came back from the market.”

	“Send her away.”  He stared into the night.

	“She’s upset.  Very worried.  She went to your house—”

	“Damn it, Sue.”  He began to pace.  “She’s not to be trusted.  You know that.”  He tossed back the rest of his drink.

	She touched his arm, stopping his pacing.  “You should speak with her.”

	“She’s responsible for my mother’s death.”

	“You don’t know that.  The old Guard said he worked for Professor Conguise, but he never admitted to trying to harm Millie.  He was adamant that he was hiding from the professor.”

	He’d heard all this before but neither he nor Buddy was buying that tale.

	“I think he was telling the truth.  I know what years of fear and abuse look and smell like.  I recognized it in him.  Hear her out.”  She gave his arm a quick squeeze.  

	He didn’t want to see Viola but Sue would never let up.  “Your heart is too soft.”

	“But not my head,” she said as she left the study.  

	Was she implying that his was?  He let his Guards get away with too much.  

	The door opened and Viola stepped into the room, her white skin and violet eyes as lovely as ever, but it was a façade.  Her beauty hid a traitorous heart.  He was immune to her now.

	“Thank goodness, you’re okay.”  She threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him.

	He stood, unmoving, wanting to fling her away.  She pulled back, confusion written across her face.  He removed himself from her grasp.

	“What’s wrong?” she asked.

	“What’s wrong?” he repeated.  “Really?  You’re going to ask me that?”

	“What happened?  I went to your house.  I didn’t know if you were hurt, or…”  Tears shimmered in her eyes.

	“Crying is not going to work.  Too bad for you, you didn’t even get your target.  Only my mother.”  He couldn’t keep the hurt and anger from his voice.

	“Hugh?”  She looked up at him, tears running down her cheeks.  

	“You failed.  You and your father,” he said calmly, although his hands trembled at his side.  He wanted to grab her and shake some sense into her.  Why had she betrayed him?  Did he mean nothing to her?

	“What are you talking about?”  Her tone was shrill, panicked.

	“Keep your voice down,” he snapped.  “Or, is this another ambush?”  He was an idiot.  He peered out the window.  Nothing moved in the area.  “Why did you wait until Buddy and Reese were gone to come and see me?  Do you have someone waiting outside?”

	“You’re not making sense.”  She grabbed his arm.  

	He shook free, not able to bear her touch for fear he might let her convince him of her innocence.  He was weak when it came to her.

	“Why are you acting like this?”  Hurt shone in her eyes.  

	“You killed my mother!  And burned down my house.  You tried to kill me.”

	She opened her mouth but nothing came out.  

	“Didn’t think I’d figure it out, did you?”  He turned away from her and poured more brandy in his glass.  He deserved another drink.

	“Someone tried to kill you?  What happened to Sarah?”

	He faced her again.  “Your Guard placed a bomb in my house.  We caught him before it went off.  He was trying to kill Millie, but he did not succeed.”

	“My Guard?  What Guard?”

	She was a good actor.  He would give her that much.  

	“The Guard you let into my house.”  He had an overwhelming urge to strike her.  He’d never hit a woman in his life.  He took a deep breath, calming himself.  He would not start now.

	“Old Jorge?” she asked.  “He wouldn’t hurt anyone.  What happened to him?”

	“So, you admit to letting the Guard into my house?”

	“Yes.  Jorge came to me the night before our fight.  My father was getting ready to retire him, and he was terrified.  I tried to reason with him.  I’ve been to the retirement home.  It’s a lovely place, but he wouldn’t listen.  Anyway, I said that he could stay.  I told him to keep out of sight until I spoke with you.  Then we had our fight and I left.  I forgot all about him.  Where is he?”

	“He’s dead.”  Could she be telling the truth?  

	“No,” she said sadly.  “How?  In the explosion?”

	“He was killed when he attacked Millie.”

	“Attacked Millie?  He wouldn’t do that.”

	“My Guards caught him in the act.”  He continued to watch her.  She was truly sorry about the Guard’s death.  Was it because he failed to complete his task or had she cared for him?

	“No.  I don’t believe it.  Jorge looked menacing but he was a gentle soul.  This must be a misunderstanding.”

	He wanted to believe her.  Trust that she was not responsible for this, but he refused to be that big of a fool.

	“You don’t believe me,” she said, her voice cracking.

	“I don’t know.”  He turned away, running his hand through his hair.  Maybe, he was that big of a fool.  He started to pace.  If the Guard didn’t set the bomb then who did?  Jorge never did admit to that.  He stopped pacing and turned back to look at her.  Emotions tugged at his heart.  He still cared for her.  “You have to go.”

	“Hugh, I would never hurt you or Sarah.  I love you.”  She grabbed his arm again.  

	He looked at her hand on his sleeve, the warmth of her touch seeping through his shirt.  “I can’t think about this right now.”  

	“What about us?” 

	His gut wrenched as he pulled his arm free, staring into her beautiful face.  “I don’t think there is an us anymore.”

	“Don’t say that,” she pleaded.

	“I can’t trust you.  You’re too much your father’s daughter.”

	Her face crumpled and tears trickled down her cheeks.  “And you’re your father’s son,” she choked out as she ran from the room.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 26

	 

	 

	JACKSON AWOKE TO darkness and pain.  His body throbbed with every beat of his heart.  He groaned as he sat up.  His tongue was thick and heavy from alcohol.  It had dulled the pain, but he was paying the price now.  There was a glass of water on the table near the couch.  He gulped down the liquid and set the glass back down next to a small piece of metal.  He picked it up.  So, this was the tracking device.  A tiny, unassuming piece of equipment about half the size of his fingernail, and yet, it contained so much power.  He sniffed it, inhaling deeply.  It smelled like him but with a hint of metal and pepper.  The spice was probably there to mask the scent.  He needed to be able to locate them in the other Guards.  He was memorizing its odor when a sound drew his eyes toward the bedroom.  

	Kim stood in the doorway; a sliver of moonlight highlighted her figure.  She wore a long shirt and a pair of baggy shorts, her legs bare to his gaze.  He swallowed against a suddenly dry throat.  She probably didn’t realize he could see in the dark.

	“Jackson,” she whispered, her voice husky from sleep.  “Are you awake?”

	“Yes.”  Go back to bed.  She was in her pajamas and he was half undressed.  They were alone.  If she had any sense of self-preservation, she’d leave.

	Obviously, she didn’t because she reached out in the darkness, feeling along the wall.  She flipped a switch, turning on a nearby lamp.  The soft light that it gave off didn’t do much to brighten the room, but it must have been enough for her because she walked toward the couch, her hips swaying gently with each step.  She stopped in front of the table.  

	“Are you okay?  Do you need anything?” she asked.

	He forced his eyes up to her face.  You.   “I’m fine.”

	“Do you want more water?”  Not waiting for an answer, she took the glass into the kitchen and turned on the faucet.  She came back and handed him the drink.

	“Thank you.”  He drank some and set it on the table.  His gaze wandered up her legs, to her round hips and then to her breasts.  She wasn’t wearing a bra.  He could reach out and touch her.  Would she move away or stand still for his exploration?  Silence and anticipation hung heavy in the air.  “I need to leave.”  He started to stand.  

	She stepped around the table and placed her fingers on his bare chest, stopping him.  Her touch was soft and cool, the pale skin matching the bandage on his chest.  She gently pushed and he dropped back to the couch.  She sat next to him.

	“What do you have in your hand?” she asked.

	His flesh burned where she’d touched him.  He unfurled his fist, showing her the tracking device.

	“What is it?”  Her finger caressed his palm as she examined the metal.  

	“A tracking device.”  Even this slight contact sent shocks of desire shooting through his body.  He should move, but he couldn’t.  The darkness and the scent of her wrapped him in a cocoon of possibilities.  He turned his head and inhaled the clean fragrance of her hair.

	“What?  I didn’t hear you.”  She leaned closer to him, a soft curl brushing his arm.

	Her mouth was right there, waiting for him to taste.  The pulse at the base of her throat beat quick and steady from desire.  He shifted slightly so that his lips brushed hers.  “A tracking device.  Your father had it placed inside me.”  He jerked his head back and stood.  “Where’s my shirt?”

	“Ah..” she mumbled, her eyes cloudy with passion.

	“I’ve got to get out of here.”  He’d completely forgotten about the device last night.  All he had known was the pain of his wounds.  “Don’t you get it?  Your father can find me.  With this”—he held up the tracking device—“he can find me anywhere, and if he finds me here…”

	“Oh, crap!”  She jumped up from the couch.  “A tracking device.”  She repeated the words as if their meaning had just dawned on her.  “Dad promised me that he didn’t use them.  Why didn’t you tell me you had one inside of you?”

	“I was hurt and drunk.  I didn’t think about it.”

	She ran down the hallway by her bedroom and came back holding some clothes.  She handed them to him.  “I washed them.”

	The shirt was dry but the jacket was still damp.  He pulled them on, flinching with the pain.  She tried to help but he stepped away from her.

	“Can’t you get rid of it?” she asked.

	“That’s what I’m planning to do, but not around here.”  He walked toward the door.

	“Wait.  I’ll come with you.  We’ll use my carriage.”

	“No.  This…this can’t happen.  Thank you for stitching me up.”  He opened the door as Viola burst in, causing him to stumble backward.

	“Kim!  Hugh.  He…hates…me,” wailed Viola, who had obviously had a few of drinks.

	Kim wrapped the other girl in her arms.  “Don’t you dare leave,” she said over her shoulder as she led Viola into the living room.

	He hated crying females.  He held up the tracking device, even though she couldn’t see him.  “But I have to get rid of this.”  His voice held a pleading tone.

	Kim stormed back into the hallway and snatched the device from his hand.  She opened the closet near the door and dug inside, sending coats, boots and other items flying past his head.  She stepped out of the closet holding a hammer.  She placed the device on the floor and smashed it.  She scooped up the pieces and walked over to the window.  She opened it and threw them out.  After closing the window, she turned back to face him.  

	“Now, get in here,” she ordered.  “I’m going to need your help.”

	He snapped his mouth shut, which had been hanging open, and meekly followed her into the living room.  Over the next hour or so, he was sent on errands to retrieve various items such as tissue, water, and wine.  In between delivering the requested items, he sat on a chair and listened to Viola relate the events that had occurred recently.  It seemed that Hugh had run into a little misfortune which might turn into good luck for him.  

	Eventually, Viola calmed down enough to sleep.  Kim left the guest bedroom and sat on the couch across from him.  

	“Who would blow up Hugh’s house?  And why would he think Viola and old Jorge had anything to do with it?”  She sniffed.  “Jorge was the nicest Guard I ever met.”

	He remained silent.  At least she wasn’t classifying him as nice, although it would be better for both of them if she did.  

	“And Mr. Conguise is a sweetheart.”

	He snorted.  “I doubt that.”

	“Why?  Have you heard something about him?”

	“Rumors.”  He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees.  “I’ve heard that Conguise’s retirement home for old Guards and Servants is not somewhere you want to go.”

	“Viola’s been there.  She says it’s a nice place.”

	“Appearances can be deceiving.”  He stood.  “I do need to leave.  It’s almost dawn.”

	“It’s pitch black outside.  Dawn is hours away.”

	“I have things that I have to do.”  He had to get out of there for both their sakes.

	“Can’t they wait until morning?  You could stay until then,” she said, blushing.

	His nostrils flared, pulling in her scent.  It took everything he had to refuse her invitation.  “I can’t.”

	“Where are you going?  You can’t go back to my father’s.”  When he didn’t answer she said, “Jackson, tell me you’re not going back there.”

	“I have to.  I have to tell the other Guards.  I can’t just disappear.”

	“I don’t want him to hurt you again.”  She walked over to him.  She touched his arm in a brief caress.  “I don’t know why he’s like that to you.  He’s not like that with us.”

	“I would kill him, if he harmed you.”  He ran the back of his hand along her cheek.  

	“Don’t go.  Please.”  She leaned into his hand.  

	He shut his eyes.  If he looked at her any longer, he would stay and that would not be good for either of them.  He breathed in deeply, her essence washing over his senses.  This was worse, her scent in the darkness, touching her in the darkness.  He opened his eyes.  “I have to.  Just for a little while.  I’ll leave before anyone but the Guards see me.  I promise.”  He truly hoped he could keep that promise.  It all depended on Hugh.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 27

	 

	 

	IT WAS STILL DARK WHEN Jackson arrived at Hugh’s mother’s house.  Viola had spilled a lot in her heartbroken rant, giving him hope that he could convince Hugh to grant him shelter when he left Benedictine.  He could not just walk away from his current master.  Most Almightys didn’t care enough about their Guards to go and look for them if they ran away, but Benedictine would see it as a personal insult which meant that he would not be safe.  He could hide, but eventually, Benedictine would find him.  There was also the chance that the Almighty would spend his fury on the other Guards.  Jackson had to let them know he was going.  They needed to be given a choice to stay or leave.  He now recognized the odor of the tracking devices so he should be able to find it in the others and remove it.

	As he came closer to the house, he picked up the scent of another Guard.  Approaching at night, especially with everything that Hugh had gone through recently, was not the best idea, but he had to risk it.  

	“I mean no harm.  I come to speak with Hugh.”

	“There is no one here by that name,” growled the other Guard.

	“Your name’s Sue, right.”  He was pretty sure that was what Viola had called Hugh’s Guard.  “I’m a friend of Viola’s.”  He winced.  That was probably not the smartest thing to say.  They did suspect her of attempting to murder them.  

	The door opened and he was yanked inside.  Sue held him against the door while Hugh pointed a gun at him.  Only the police carried guns.  This Almighty should not have one.  Damn, the only luck he had was bad.

	“Back away from him, Sue,” said Hugh.

	“Seriously, I mean you no harm.”  He held up his hands.  

	“Why don’t I believe that?”  Hugh paused, studying him.  “You look familiar.  You work for Benedictine, right?”  He gently rubbed his finger on the trigger.

	“Calm down.”  Sweat trickled down his spine.  “I can deliver the Producer that you want.”

	“Explain.”  Hugh moved his finger off the trigger.  

	“Can I put my hands down?”  Pain was shooting through his body, causing his arms to tremble.  “It’s killing my side.”

	Hugh nodded.  “What happened to you?”

	“Benedictine.”  He lowered his arms.  

	Hugh smirked.  “That doesn’t surprise me.  Explain about the Producer.”

	“We caught her yesterday.  She’s being held in a secure location.  I can bring her to you.”

	“You caught her on your own?”

	“No.”  He tried to meet Hugh’s eyes, but his gaze kept returning to the gun.  “I worked with others on Benedictine’s orders.”

	“That’s interesting.  I was told earlier today that…someone else had the Producer and she’d be delivered to me.”

	“That’s a lie.  Who told you that?”  Had one of the other Guards beat him to Hugh?

	“A very reliable source.  Perhaps you should explain in a little more detail, or perhaps, I should shoot you as a spy for Benedictine.  Maybe, he blew up my house.”  Hugh focused the gun more pointedly on him.

	“No, wait.  Whoever told you they had her was lying.”  This was not going as he’d planned.  Should he explain about the Tracker and Handler?  Would Hugh believe him?  He hardly believed that they existed himself.  The gun remained fixed on his chest.  “Benedictine tried to hire…someone to find and capture the Producer.  When the…that creature refused, Benedictine found a way to force him.”

	“Who did he attempt to hire?”

	His throat was completely dry.  It was amazing that he could still speak.  “You won’t believe me.”

	“Try me,” said Hugh.

	He swallowed nervously.  “A wild Handler and Tracker.”  

	“Go on.”  Hugh’s expression didn’t change.  

	Somehow, this Almighty knew about the Tracker and Handler.  That was good news for him.  “Benedictine tricked them and they brought him the Producer.”  

	Hugh relaxed his hold on the gun.  It was now aimed more in Jackson’s general direction than right at him.

	“When was this?” asked Hugh.

	“This morning,” he said, relaxing a little.  Hugh believed him about having the Producer.  Now, all he had to do was convince the Almighty to give him shelter.

	“So, Benedictine really does have her.  This is not good.”  

	“Yes, but I can bring her to you.”  For a price.

	“Why would you do that?”  Hugh’s eyes narrowed.

	His lip curled as he dragged his eyes away from the gun and met Hugh’s gaze.  “I’m leaving Benedictine.”

	“Does this have anything to do with the beating you were given?”  Hugh lowered the gun a little.  

	“Maybe, a little, but it’s more than that.  I’ve been beaten before and didn’t leave.”  He’d wanted to leave Benedictine for a long time, but Kim and the tracking device had held him in place.  Now, one was gone and the other was forcing him to leave before he did something stupid.  

	“Why are you coming to me?”  Hugh lowered the gun a bit more.  

	“I know Benedictine.  He’ll come after me.  I need somewhere to stay for a while.”  He breathed easier now that the gun was pointing more at the floor than him.  

	“So, you want me to give you a safe haven?”  

	Want wasn’t a strong enough word.  He needed Hugh to shelter him.  His life depended on it.

	Hugh tapped his finger against his lip and then shook his head.  “Now, is not a good time.”

	“That’s why I offer the Producer.  A bargaining chip, if you like.”

	“That’ll make Benedictine angrier with you.”

	“That does not concern me.”  Angrier did not begin to describe what Benedictine would feel when he stole the Producer.  

	“Really.  Why is that?”

	“Dead is dead.  Benedictine will kill me for leaving.  What difference does it make if he kills me for stealing the Producer?”  He was tired of this.  He wanted to sleep.  “Do you want her or not?”

	“I do,” said Hugh.

	“Then you agree to harbor me and any of my Guards who choose to leave Benedictine?” 

	“Wait one minute.  You didn’t mention anyone else.”  

	“I’ll not leave them behind to be beaten, maybe even killed, for my actions.”  This was not negotiable.

	“I don’t know that I can protect a whole pack.  Benedictine will have the law on his side.  Their tracking devices will bring him right to my doorstep.”

	“The devices will be gone.”  He raised his shirt to show the bandage.  “Mine has already been removed.”

	“It’s illegal,” warned Hugh, eyeing him with a little more respect.

	“So, have us arrested.  My kind isn’t always tagged.  Let them prove that we once belonged to Benedictine.  With you on our side, it won’t be easy.”

	Hugh studied him in silence.  

	This wasn’t going to work.  He’d have to try and make it on his own because there was no way that he was staying with Benedictine.  Now that he knew Kim was attracted to him, he wouldn’t be able to keep away.  That would ruin her and kill him.  “Then the deal is off.”

	“Now, hold on a moment.  How many Guards?” 

	“Ten at most.  Counting me.  They may not all leave and some may not want to stay with you.”

	“You can deliver the Producer unharmed to me?”

	“Yes.”  What was so special about this Producer that the Almighty would take in ten Guards and risk the censure of another Almighty?

	Hugh gave the gun to Sue and held out his hand.  Jackson hesitated.  No Almighty had ever offered to shake his hand.  They had always just commanded.  They shook.  He couldn’t help it; he stood a little taller after that.

	“It’s a deal.  Do you want a drink?” asked Hugh.

	He cringed.  No more alcohol for him.  “No, thanks.  I need to get back to Benedictine’s before dawn to speak with the other Guards.”

	“Benedictine is going to give the Producer to Professor Conguise,” said Hugh as he poured a drink.  

	Who told him that?  His Guards had delivered the message to Conguise only a few hours ago.

	“Benedictine will not harm her.  She’s the key to his son’s surgery.”  Hugh began to pace.   “She must not go to Professor Conguise.  Find out when the surgery is and send me a note.  You should sneak her out that day.  Benedictine and Conguise will be busy then.  It’s our best chance.”

	“I’ll be in touch.”  

	He left Hugh’s and headed back to Benedictine’s.  A few blocks down the road he began to limp.  He’d pushed himself too far; he was exhausted.  He wanted this all done so he could sleep.  He should grab the Producer and leave.  Waiting until the surgery did not sit well with him.  Staying was a risk, especially without a tracking device.  If Benedictine noticed, he would be punished.  He didn’t think he could take another beating.  So, until the surgery he would stay away from Benedictine.  His lip curled.  He would like to tear the Almighty to shreds but he wouldn’t.  No matter what, the man was Kim’s father.  He’d never do anything that she couldn’t forgive.

	He’d often heard that Hugh had his mother’s heart and took in strays.  He’d never considered himself a stray, but that was what he was going to be.  He preferred to be on his own, but that was impossible.  Thanks to Viola and the Producer, he had Hugh’s support, but he still didn’t understand why.  What was it about that one, small Producer that made her so valuable?  He had to figure that out before he delivered her to Hugh.  He needed to know the real value of his bargaining chip.



	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 28

	 

	 

	TRINITY SAT IN THE CORNER of the cell with her arms wrapped around her knees to conserve warmth.  A few rays of early morning sunshine filtered in through the small, dusty window but it was across the room and the light was not strong enough to generate any heat.  Her stomach rumbled.  Her dinner of vegetables and bread sat in the corner untouched.  

	She should never have left home.  Because of her Gaar and Mirra were prisoners and the Producers were either going to die when the new Guards arrived at the Finishing Camp or die in the woods alone and scared.  She’d failed miserably.  Worse than failed, she’d caused so much suffering.  If it weren’t for her stupid desire to fit in with the other kids, which was never going to happen, she’d have stayed home and Gaar and Mirra would still be roaming the forest.  Travis would be locked up but a lot of the other Producers had been happy at the Finishing Camp and now they were going to die, sooner than if she’d just accepted her life.

	The Guard, Jackson, entered the room and walked over to the sick, old Guard who was currently on duty.  She could mix up some herbs that would get rid of the old Guard’s cough, but why should she?  If he died, it was nothing to her.  Guards were her enemies.

	“Casper, go to bed.  I’ll take over,” said Jackson.

	“Are you sure?” asked Casper as he stood.  “You look like you need to rest.”

	She peered at the Guards but could only see Jackson’s back.  He’d been limping when he came into the barn.

	“I’ll rest in here.  I can do both.”  He flopped down in the chair.  “Tell the other two who were on duty with you to have some breakfast.  Your shift is over.  Send two more outside to watch the perimeter.”  

	Casper nodded and left.  

	Jackson stood and then limped over to her cage, carrying the chair.  She held back a gasp.  He looked horrible.  He’d certainly taken a beating.  The closer he got, the worse he looked, his handsome features swollen and bruised almost beyond recognition.

	“What happened to you?”  She mentally kicked herself.  It didn’t matter to her if they all died, the fewer Guards in the world the better.

	“Benedictine and I had a disagreement.”  He groaned as he sat.

	“I gather you lost that argument.”  She swallowed and tried to sound disinterested.  If the Almighty did this to his own Guards, what was he going to do to her?  

	“You could say that.”  He smiled crookedly and then winced.

	Even bruised, he had a nice smile.  She had to remember that he was her captor, not her friend.  Still, she was curious.  It wouldn’t hurt to talk to him.  Plus, if she focused on him, she wouldn’t think about her future.  “What did you fight about?”  

	“When he’s in one of his moods, he doesn’t need a reason to be disagreeable.”  He paused.  “However, this time we didn’t see eye-to-eye over the…handling of the Handler and Tracker.”

	“How do you think they should have been handled?”  She couldn’t keep the anger and disgust from her voice.

	“Honorably.  The Handler did his job.  Benedictine should have let him leave with the Tracker.”

	“Oh.”  She hadn’t expected that.  

	“Jackson.”  He extended his hand through the bars of the cage.

	She’d never touched a Guard before.  The only reason for their existence was to enforce the Almightys’ laws.  Still, the polite thing to do would be to shake hands but he was her captor.  She didn’t have to be polite, but she couldn’t bring herself to be completely rude.  “Trinity,” she said, not moving.

	He frowned and withdrew his arm from the cage.

	“He’s going to kill them, isn’t he?” she asked.

	“Probably.  Why do you care?”

	“I don’t.  I’m just curious.”  If they knew that Gaar and Mirra had helped her, were her friends, they might hurt them more.  

	“Your tone tells a different story.”  He smiled smugly and then winced again.  

	She turned away from him, resting her head on her knees.  Obviously, she wasn’t good at disguising her feelings.  Just one more failure to place at her door.  She sighed, her small frame trembling slightly.  

	“You seem to be in pretty good shape for a young Producer, all alone in the forest, captured by a Handler.”

	The best way to hide her true emotions was not to speak.  She raised her head and met his gaze but remained silent.

	“When I was first tracking you—”

	“Hunting.”  Mirra tracked.  Guards hunted.

	He tipped his head slightly, agreeing to her assessment.  “Okay.  When I was first hunting you, I was fast on your scent and then nothing.  This was at Harbor Point.  The only odor I could make out was pine and herb.”

	“There are pine trees all over the forest.”  She didn’t want them to figure out that the smell had been Mirra.  If Mirra could escape, she would need this secret.

	“Not in that area.  Then, I smelled it again at the Tracker camp right before the wild Tracker appeared.”  He scratched his head.  “I smelled it somewhere else, but I can’t remember where.”

	Would he recall that it was at the Lake of Sins?  He hadn’t seen her or Mirra there.  

	“Jackson?  Carla said that you were back here.”  Jethro pushed open door and rolled inside.

	The Guard headed across the room toward the boy.  She moved into the corner.  She didn’t want Jethro to see her like this, a caged Producer.

	“Your father wouldn’t want you here.  You need to go.”  Jackson stopped Jethro near the door.  

	She let out her breath.  The Guard would keep Jethro away.

	“What happened to you?” 

	“Nothing,” muttered Jackson.

	“That is not nothing,” said Jethro and then his eyes locked on her.  “Little One?  Is that you?”  He pushed past Jackson and wheeled over to her.  “What are you doing here?  Why are you in a cage?”  He faced the Guard.  “Let her out.”

	She moved forward and grasped the bars.

	“You know her?  How do you know her?”  asked Jackson.  

	“It doesn’t matter.”  Jethro turned toward her, placing his hands over hers on the bars.  “I’ll get you out.  Don’t worry.  Jackson, bring me the keys.”

	His hands were rough on her skin, but the contact felt good.  Right.  He knew all her secrets and wasn’t disgusted or scared.  Of course, he still didn’t realize that she was a Producer, but if he could set her free, he’d never need to know.  Or at least she didn’t have to see him find out, because once the cage door was open, she was gone.

	Jackson stepped over to him, grabbing the wheelchair and yanking.  “Tell me how you know her?”

	“Let me go,” threatened Jethro.  

	He removed his hold on the chair.  “You need to tell me—”

	“We met at the Lake of Sins.  She saved my life.”

	“The Lake of Sins.  That’s where…”  Jackson looked at her.  

	She stared at Jethro, refusing to meet the Guard’s eyes.  This was not good.  It was clear from the Jackson’s face that he now remembered the other location where he’d caught the scent of pine and herbs.  Could she convince him that it had come from her?  No.  That wouldn’t work.  She hadn’t been there when they’d caught Mirra.

	“This gets more interesting by the minute,” mumbled Jackson.  

	This Guard was smart.  He was piecing things together.  It had to stop.

	“Give me the keys?”  Jethro held out his hand.

	“I can’t.  Your father would kill me.”  He touched the side of his face.  

	She couldn’t stop it.  Her heart softened for the Guard.  If Benedictine beat him that badly for a disagreement, the Almighty would literally kill him for letting her go.

	“Dad did that to you?”  Realization dawned in Jethro’s eyes.  

	Jackson didn’t say a word.  

	“Was he drinking again?  That’s not an excuse, but…I’ll talk to him.”

	“No,” said Jackson.  “Don’t.  It’s over.”

	“But it isn’t right.  He can’t keep doing this,” said Jethro.

	So, this was not the first time that Jackson had been beaten.  She’d figured as much by the scar on his face.  She’d lived a life of captivity and cruelty by the other Producers, but nothing like this.  Her end would be brutal, but her life had been pleasant in its own way.  Her heart softened even more for the large Guard.

	“Let it go.  For me,” said Jackson.

	“Okay.  This time, but not again.”  Jethro turned back to her.  “Little One—”

	“Trinity.  That’s my real name.”  There was no reason to keep that secret anymore.

	“It’s nice.  I like it.”  Jethro cleared his throat.  “I’ll get you out of here.  I promise.  I just need to tell my father about you.”  He glanced at Jackson.  “Dad will listen to me.”  He wheeled out of the barn.

	If Jackson didn’t want Jethro to speak to Benedictine for him, then she doubted that Jethro would have any luck arguing for her, but still, it was kind of him to try.  Not many of his class would attempt to help a Producer.  She turned to the Guard.  “He won’t, will he?  Listen to Jethro,” she clarified.

	His dark, brown eyes were sad as he shook his head.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 29

	 

	 

	BENEDICTINE PACED in his den.  Now that he had the Producer and Professor Conguise was on his way over, he was nervous.  Surgery for his son was almost in his grasp.  Before, he’d accepted that his boy would never walk again, never sire children, but now, the world lay at his son’s feet.  This was the pinpoint in time when nothing must go wrong and so much still could.  

	He’d not discovered why Conguise and Hugh wanted this Producer and her mother, but truthfully, as long as the surgery was successful, he didn’t care.  The escape would remain a secret, so he could continue to support his family.  More money would have been nice, but he could live his life as he built it.  A knock on the door stopped his uneasy thoughts.  

	“Come in,” he called out.

	Jethro wheeled inside the room, leaving the door open behind him.

	“Son.”  A genuine smile stretched across his face.  “The professor is on his way over.  You’ll be having your surgery very soon.”

	“Dad, I need to speak with you about—”

	Hearing the concern in Jethro’s voice, he asked, “Are you worried about the operation?  The professor has assured me that it’s safe.”

	“It’s not that.  It’s, well…if something almost happened to me, something bad and someone saved me, what would you do for that individual?” asked Jethro, rushing his words.

	“What happened?”  He put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.  

	“You remember when I went down to the Lake of Sins?”

	“Of course, I remember.”  He’d been terrified when Martha had told him that Jethro wasn’t at his friend’s house.  He kept seeing his son lying in pain somewhere, needing him.  

	“I was also down there the day before.  I…I fell in the lake.”

	He leaned against his desk for support.  It was worse than he’d imagined.  The water there was deep and treacherous.  Jethro had never learned how to swim.  They’d planned on teaching him when he was young, but then the accident happened and they’d never gotten around to it.

	“Someone saved me, risking her own life.  I would have drowned if she hadn’t been there.”

	His breath caught in his throat.  They’d almost lost him.  He hugged his son fiercely.  “Thank Araldo, you’re all right.”  He pulled back and shook Jethro slightly.  “That’s why we don’t want you going down there.  It’s isolated and dangerous.”

	“I know, I know.”  Jethro pulled away.

	He took a deep breath.  Everything was okay, better than okay, actually.  He tried to hide his smile.  Jethro had found a girlfriend.  “Well, who is this girl?”

	“She…she’s…”

	“Spit it out.  Don’t be shy.”  He gave up and grinned, grabbing the bourbon bottle from his desk.  This called for a celebration.  He splashed a small amount of liquor into a glass.

	“You’re drinking already?  It’s not even lunch yet.”

	Jethro had no right to question him.  He shot the boy a quick, angry look and then smiled.  “You’ll be walking soon, and you’ve met a girl.  News like that deserves a little celebration.”  He tossed back the liquid and picked up the bottle to refill his glass.  Jethro’s eyes bored a hole into his back.  He put the bottle down.  He’d have another drink later, when the professor arrived.  “Go on.  Who is this girl?  Do you want to invite her over for dinner?”

	“She’s already here.”

	“Here?  Where is she?  Has your mother met her?  She’ll want to meet her.”  He walked toward the door.

	“Then you should let her out of the cage,” muttered Jethro.

	He stopped.  “What did you say?”

	“She’s in the barn locked in a cage.”  Jethro stared at him defiantly.

	That was impossible.  “My barn?”

	“Yes, Dad.  Your barn.  You need to let her go.”

	He walked back and squatted in front of the boy.  “Son, you are mistaken.  The only thing in the barn is an escaped Producer.  There is no girl there.  Who told you this lie?”

	“No one told me.  I saw her for myself.  That Producer is the girl who risked her own life to save mine.”

	He staggered to his desk and dropped on the chair.  “The Producer?  Are you certain?”  Their kind had never struck him as brave.

	“That she saved my life?  Yes.  I’ll have to take your word on her being a Producer, since I’ve never seen one before.”

	“The one in my barn?” He tried to keep his voice calm.

	“Yes, Dad.  The girl in your barn.”

	“She’s not a girl.  She’s a Producer,” he snapped.

	“I don’t care what you call her.  She saved my life.”

	Forget Jethro and his teetotaler attitude.  He needed a drink.  He poured himself a double and tossed half of it back.

	“Dad, you have to let her go.  It’s the right thing to do.”

	“I can’t.”  He stared into the room, seeing nothing.  The Producer had saved his son.  His conscience implored him to let her go, but he couldn’t.  

	“Why?  Actually, it doesn’t matter.  If you can’t let her go, then let her stay here.  She can live with us.  She’s all alone anyway.”

	He shook his head.  Anyone else and he would have granted anything for the life of his son, but not her.  Not at the price.

	There was a hesitant knock.  Professor Conguise stood in the open doorway.  

	“I hope I’m not interrupting,” said the professor.  “Your wife told me you were in here.”

	He stood.  “Come in.  We’re done.”

	“Dad…”

	“I can close the door,” the professor said politely.  “Your wife is baking something that smells lovely.  I’ll wait with her in the kitchen.  Share some recipes.  Cooking is a bit of a hobby for me.”

	“No.  Really.  We’re finished.”  He stared at Jethro and nodded at the door.

	Jethro started to leave and then stopped.  “I’m sorry, Professor, but I am not done speaking with my father.  This is important.”

	Jethro knew better than to challenge his authority, especially in front of others.  His face heated with anger and embarrassment.  “We are not discussing this any further.  Things will stay as they are.  Please leave.”  He practically screamed the last word.

	“You can’t keep her locked up like this.”  Jethro’s hands grasped the side of his chair, his knuckles white.

	“You seem at an impasse,” said the professor calmly.  “Perhaps an outside opinion can help.  I raised a child of my own.  I understand these arguments.”

	That was rich.  “You are not an outside opinion on this issue.”

	The professor looked at him quizzically.

	“He wants me to free the Producer.  I explained that it is not possible.”  He sat back down.  

	“Ah, I see the problem.”  The professor stepped into the room and sat on a chair in front of the desk.  

	“I don’t.”  Jethro’s jaw was tense, his face hard with anger.  “Just let her go.  What did she ever do to you?”

	“It’s not that she did anything,” said the professor.  “She is a Producer.  They belong in camps not running wild.  It’s not safe for her on her own, especially in the forest.  It may not seem like it to you, but we are looking out for her.”  He smiled kindly.

	“She ran away.  She obviously didn’t like where she was,” argued Jethro.

	“I’m sure she can be taken to another place that is more suitable to her.  Don’t you agree, Benedictine?”  The professor raised his brows.

	“I don’t know what you want me to say.”  He was not going to lie to his son about this.  He tossed back the rest of his drink and poured another.  “If it were up to me, I’d let Jethro keep her.  She saved his life.  But, it’s not up to me.  It’s your decision.”

	The professor’s eyes narrowed.

	“I don’t understand.”  Jethro looked at him and then the professor.  

	“Jethro, the Producer is the payment for your surgery.  She is to be delivered to the professor and he will do what he wants with her.  That’s why I cannot let her go.”  He was not taking the blame for this.  

	Jethro’s lips curled in disgust.  He turned toward the professor.  “Is this true?  She’s payment.”

	The professor glared at Benedictine and then looked at Jethro.  “Yes.  She’s to leave with me.”

	“Why?” asked Jethro.

	Why indeed?  Benedictine watched the professor closely.  

	The professor didn’t even blink.  “I plan on reuniting her with her mother and father.”

	Liar.  Her father was dead and her mother was with Hugh, unless he’d turned her over to Conguise.  Jethro looked at him.  He shrugged.  He may not side with Conguise, but he wasn’t going to call him out either, at least not before the surgery.

	“If that’s true, why does she have to be caged?  Why can’t she be a guest here?” 

	He and the professor both chuckled.  

	“A guest?” asked the professor.  “A Producer, a guest of an Almighty?”

	“I don’t see the problem.”  Jethro crossed his arms over his chest, his chin jutting out stubbornly.

	“I see your father didn’t raise you with the proper belief in class,” said the professor, raising a brow at Benedictine.

	“I most certainly did.  Young people get thoughts in their head at no fault of their parents.”  His father had not allowed him to even speak with the Guards and House Servants, but his father had not been able to stop him from following the other creatures around and pestering them.  He’d been lonely as a boy and had wished that they’d play with him.  As he grew, he’d realized that they were too different.  “These thoughts go away with age and experience.”

	The professor shrugged and looked at his watch.

	He took the hint.  “Jethro, we’re done discussing this.  The Producer will go with the professor.  Once you can walk, you’ll forget all about her.”

	“Then I don’t want the surgery.”

	“You don’t mean that.”  He stood, leaning his hands on the desk.  

	“I do,” said Jethro, glaring at him.

	The boy couldn’t be that stupid.  That stubborn.  “Leave,” he shouted.

	“You can’t force me to have the surgery.  I won’t agree to it, unless you let her go.”  He rolled out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

	Benedictine dropped back into his chair, exhaustion sweeping through his body.  What was he going to do?  What was he going to tell Martha?

	“Children,” said the professor in exasperation.  “I’m glad my daughter is raised.”  He picked up the bottle and poured some more into Benedictine’s glass.  

	He nodded numbly.  Jethro would continue to refuse the surgery.  It was written all over the boy’s face.  The child was too young to understand that this chance would never come again.

	“Don’t worry.  I’ll perform the surgery.  He didn’t mean it,” said the professor.

	“Of course, he didn’t.”  At least the professor was still willing.  He would explain to Jethro, convince him to change his mind.  He took a swallow of his drink

	“You know,” said the professor.  “He could have an infatuation with the Producer.”

	“What?  No.”  That wasn’t possible.  Not his son.  A Producer was…different.  Simple.  Lesser.  He’d raised his children better than that.

	“I’ve seen it happen before between the classes,” prodded the professor.

	“Not my son.  Not my family.”  He slammed his fist on his desk.  He would not allow that shame to fall on them.

	The professor held up his hand.  “Okay, okay.  However, I’d keep an eye on things if I were you.  Cross class attraction is unhealthy.”

	“And illegal,” he added.

	“Well, they look the other way as long as it’s all in fun.  I don’t agree with it though.  I think it should be punished to the full extent of the law.”

	“Here, here.”  He raised his glass and took another drink.

	“He hasn’t been told the purpose of a Producer?” asked the professor.

	“No, not yet.”  It was a hard concept.  When his father had told him and then had showed him the camps, it had seemed wrong.  They were friendly, unassuming creatures.  Then his father had explained that it was the price they paid for their care.  Eventually, he’d understood.

	“I think, that perhaps, the time for this is upon you,” suggested the professor.

	“Let him have his innocence a little longer.  He’ll have to learn soon enough, since he’s to take over my businesses, but not yet.”

	“May I make a suggestion, one father to another?”  The professor steepled his fingers.  

	He nodded and took another drink.  He doubted that he could stop the man.  The other Almighty seemed to believe he knew everything.

	“With the attitude that your son displayed, he is in need of a lesson.  He needs to understand what it means to be an Almighty.  Perhaps, you should use this opportunity to show him his place in society,” said the professor.

	Jethro did need to learn that Almightys were above the others.  He’d been too soft on his children.  Initially, he’d let them establish relationships with the Guards because Guards were better protectors if they cared for their masters, but, maybe it had gone too far.  He had his suspicions about Jackson’s feelings for Kim.  He’d seen the Guard stare at her a little too long on several occasions, but he trusted his children.  No, Jethro would grow up soon enough.  There was no need to tell him right now, especially since he had an attachment to a Producer.  

	“No.  Later,” he said with conviction.  “There is time.”

	“I disagree.  Children have become weak minded due to the coddling of parents.  They must learn what being an Almighty really means.”

	“With all due respect, Professor, he is my son and I will decide when he is ready for life’s lessons.”

	“Of course.  My apologies, if I’ve overstepped.”  The professor stood.  “On a more pleasant topic, I think that after the surgery we should have a party to celebrate Jethro’s recovery.  Invite all your friends and a few young girls and boys.”

	“A party would be a good idea.”  Young people his age.  That was exactly what Jethro needed.  It would help him to forget about the Producer.  

	“Perfect.  I’ll arrange everything and let you know when to come to my house,” said the professor.

	“We should have it here.”  He stood and held up his hand to stop the professor’s protest.  “No, I insist.  That way, Jethro can rest if he needs to.  Plus, you’ve already done so much for us.  I can’t let you do this too.”

	The professor studied him and then smiled.  “Okay, but I insist on planning everything.  That way, your lovely wife won’t have to worry about anything but enjoying herself and as I said, I’m something of a genius in the kitchen.”

	A party was a lot of work, and Martha was already distracted over the surgery.  “Agreed.  Thank you.”

	“Bring Jethro to my place this evening for the surgery.”

	“Tonight?”  Jethro was stubborn.  How was he going to convince the boy to go through with the surgery this quickly?

	“I see no reason to wait,” said the professor.

	“Of course.  I’ll have the Producer sent to your home after Jethro can walk.”

	“I planned on taking her today.”

	“No.  The last time that I let a Producer go on only a promise, I had to make another deal.  This time, I will receive my part of the bargain first.” 

	The professor’s eyes narrowed but he bowed his head slightly.  “I’ll perform the surgery and then you’ll deliver the Producer.”

	“After Jethro can walk,” he clarified.

	“Tomorrow morning, then,” said the professor.

	“That soon?  There’s no recovery time?  What about the incision?”  This was all happening so fast.

	“This is a non-invasive surgery,” said the professor.

	“On his spine?” he asked in disbelief.

	“Trust me.  The procedure itself is simple.  The science behind it is complex.”

	“Unbelievable.  My son will be walking by tomorrow.”  He couldn’t suppress a grin.

	“I’ll send Guards to escort the Producer to my house tomorrow morning.  We shall have the party tomorrow night.  Send out your invitations.”  The professor walked to the door and stopped.  “If Jethro continues to refuse the surgery, I still expect the Producer handed over to me.”

	“He’ll have the surgery.”  He didn’t know how he’d get the boy to change his mind, but he would.  His son was not going to throw his life away over a Producer.

	“I will need to put him under for the surgery,” said the professor.

	“Of course,” he said, not really listening as his mind raced through scenarios to change his son’s mind.

	“If you like, I can send over the medication that I would use for that purpose.  You could administer it here if he gives you any problems.”

	His mind screeched to a halt.  Drug his son?  Could he do it?  Given the time frame, did he have a choice?

	“Should I send the medication over?” 

	He nodded.  He was going to drug his son.  The alcohol sat heavy in his stomach.  

	“You’ll need to bring him over immediately after he takes it.  The trip to my house is about forty-five minutes.  I have his age and weight, so I can make it strong enough to last twelve plus hours.  That should cover the trip and the surgery.”  

	“How will I give it to him?”  He could not be having this conversation.  What if something went wrong?

	“I prefer the needle, but I can send you the oral form.  It will be easier to administer on an unwilling patient.”

	“How?”  His voice was softer than a whisper as if afraid to be heard.

	“Slip it into his drink,” said the professor.

	He nodded, unable to speak.

	The professor clapped his hands together, the sound reverberating through the still room.  “Great.  I’ll send it over with some Guards.  Give it to him with his dinner and then bring him to me.  He’ll be drowsy after a few moments.”  

	“Dinner?  You want him to eat before surgery?”

	“Yes.  As I said, this is non-invasive.  Food in his stomach will actually help.”  The professor turned and headed for the door.  “Don’t forget about the party.  Tomorrow night.”  He left.

	He swirled the bourbon in his glass and set it on the desk unfinished.  “Martha,” he called out.  “I have good news.”  He tried to make his voice upbeat.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 30

	 

	 

	JACKSON WAS LOUNGING in the chair across the room from Trinity when Jethro came back into the barn.  The Producer had been withdrawn ever since the boy’s departure.  By the look on Jethro’s face, he wasn’t bringing her good news.  The boy stopped in front of the cage, his lap loaded with blankets and pillows.  She stood and walked over to him.

	“Jackson, open the cage,” said Jethro.

	“You know I can’t do that.”  Poor kid.  First crushes were never easy, but this one was going to be brutal.  

	“I need to give her the blankets,” said Jethro, his tone sharp.  

	Really?  He strolled over to them, barely limping since his nap.  He was thankful that he still healed quickly.  The older they got, the slower the healing process.  He grabbed a blanket off Jethro’s lap and shoved it through the bars of the cage, waving it about.  She took it, placing it on the floor.  He cocked his eyebrow at the boy.  The kid would have to come up with something better than that to trick him into opening the cage.

	Jethro face was hard with anger, but he picked up another blanket and pushed it through the bars.  “In case you get cold.”

	“Thank you,” she said softly as she took it from his grasp.

	When all the blankets were in the cage, Jethro stared down at his empty lap.  “My father is being difficult.”

	“It’s okay.  Thanks for trying.”  She tried to smile but her lips quivered instead.

	She must have harbored some hope that Jethro would be successful.  Jackson looked away.  If he didn’t distance himself, he’d tell her that he was going to help her to escape and he couldn’t risk anyone knowing until it was time.

	“I will get you out of here,” said Jethro.  “I’ll convince Dad to change his mind.”

	The boy was not making it easier for her by giving her false hope.  “Your father isn’t—”

	“Mind your own business,” said Jethro.

	He bowed his head and walked back to the chair.  The kid was setting himself and her up for more disappointment.  He knew all about yearning for something that could never be.  It’d been better when he’d thought Kim hated him.  At least then he hadn’t wondered what it could be like for them.  Like these two, there was no hope for him and Kim.  Even when he turned Trinity over to Hugh, there was no place in this world for an Almighty and a Producer.  Jethro didn’t understand that now, but he would.

	She reached through the bars and took Jethro’s hand.  “It means a lot to me that you tried.  Not many would try to help a…someone like me.”

	“Someone like you?  Anyone with half a brain would want to help you.  You’re perfect and I’m…”  He looked at his legs.  

	Jackson stifled a groan.  The boy’s got it bad.

	She squatted so that they were face to face.  “Perfect.”  She touched his cheek.  “Look at me.”

	Jackson’s chest tightened.  Did she really like Jethro or was she just being kind?  Either way, his respect for the young Producer increased.

	Jethro raised his head.

	“Your chair doesn’t matter to me.”

	“It should.  If I were whole, I’d be able to get you out of here.”  Jethro moved his head away from her touch.  

	“No.  This has nothing to do with you not being able to walk.  My friends…they were very strong.  They couldn’t save me either.  I ended up hurting them,” she whispered, pulling her hand back inside the cage.

	Jackson pretended disinterest as he played solitaire, but he caught every word.  She’d basically admitted that the Handler and Tracker were her friends.  How did something like that happen?

	“It is not supposed to be like this.  We were not supposed to meet and then have you end up in a cage.”  Jethro grabbed her wrist.  

	The cage was the least of her worries.  Benedictine should tell his son the truth.  It was going to crush the boy, especially now that he’d met a Producer, a young, attractive, female Producer, but it was better than having false hope.

	“Jethro.”  Kim and Viola burst into the barn, four Guards on their heels.

	“What are you doing here?”  Jackson jumped to his feet, knocking the chair over in the process.  Kim was not going to be happy to see him.  

	“Me?  What are you still doing here?”  Kim stormed over to him.  “I don’t know why I’m surprised.  He’s going to kill you one day and yet, you do nothing.”  She shoved him.

	“Ouch.”  He rubbed his chest.  “You hit the cut.”

	“Call off your Guards.”  She motioned to the four Guards who stood nervously looking to him for guidance.  

	He grabbed her arm and led her aside.  “You’re not supposed to be in here.”  He glanced at the Guards.  “You put them in a difficult position when you disobey your father.  They can’t follow their orders because they dare not touch you.”

	She looked at his hand on her arm.  “And yet, you do.”  

	His eyes narrowed and for a second he leaned closer to remind her of last night, and then he dropped his hold and stepped back.  He faced the Guards.  “It’s okay.  You can leave.  I’ll handle this.”

	Kim smirked and walked over to her brother.  She smiled sadly at Trinity.  “I guess they caught you.”

	Kim knew Trinity too?  Jackson almost threw up his hands in disbelief.  Was there anyone who wasn’t this Producer’s friend?

	“What do you want?” asked Jethro.

	“Mom sent for me.  She’s worried sick,” said Kim.  “You can’t be this stupid.”

	“It isn’t stupid.”  Jethro crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in the wheelchair.  

	Kim gently cuffed the side of her brother’s head.  “Stop being an idiot.”  She glanced at Trinity and then back to Jethro.  “No matter what, Dad is going to have to hand…pay Professor Conguise.  The only thing you are changing by refusing to have the surgery is whether you can walk or not.”  

	Jackson walked over to the chair, righted it and sat down.  The kid didn’t know his father well if he thought Benedictine would allow Jethro to refuse surgery.  The Almighty was a force to be reckoned with when he desired something.  On the plus side, their discord would make his task of sneaking Trinity out easier.

	“They can fix you so you can walk?” Trinity smiled, her eyes bright.  “That’s great.  I’m so happy for you.”

	“I’m not having the surgery.”  Jethro grabbed her hand through the bars.  

	Kim looked at their clasped hands and then to Viola and Jackson, concern on her face.  

	He shrugged.  Was she surprised?  She shouldn’t be.  This was the only young female who had given Jethro the time of day in the boy’s entire life.  Did Benedictine realize that his only son was attracted to a Producer and his daughter to a Guard?  He wished he could be the one to tell Benedictine.  It would kill the Almighty.  Who was he kidding?  It would just hurry along his and Trinity’s demise.  Benedictine would never allow his children to be with someone from another class.

	“Why?” asked Trinity.

	“Go ahead.  Explain it to her,” said Kim, in a tone reserved for older sisters.

	“It’s complicated,” said Jethro.

	“No, it’s not.”  Kim crossed her arms over her chest, tapping her foot.  “I’ll give you to the count—”

	“Shut up,” warned Jethro.

	“Will someone please tell me?”  Trinity looked from Jethro to Kim.  

	Jethro remained silent, glaring at his sister.

	Kim huffed.  “You are the payment for Jethro’s surgery.”

	“What?  I don’t understand.”  Trinity took a small step back, breaking her contact with Jethro.  

	That makes two of us.  Jackson crossed his legs at his ankles.  It seemed even she had no idea why she was so popular. 

	“My father wants you.  He’s agreed to operate on Jethro only if”—Viola nodded at Kim and Jethro—“their father delivers you to him.”

	“Why?”  Trinity glanced at each of them.

	He held his breath, waiting for Viola’s answer. 

	“I don’t know,” said Viola, averting her eyes.  

	Viola was hiding something.  He’d bet his life that she knew what was so special about this Producer.

	“Can we give your father a different Producer?” asked Kim.  “Dad has plenty in the encampments.”  She glanced at Trinity and blushed.

	“No,” said Viola.  “It has to be this one.”

	They all looked at Trinity.  

	“I thought they were after me because I escaped.”  She looked down at her feet.  

	She was hiding something too.  He needed time alone with her or Viola.  “That was initially why Benedictine was after you, but not Conguise,” he said.

	“Wait.  Kim may be on to something,” said Viola.  “Dad won’t accept another Producer, but we may be able to trick him.”  She turned and faced Trinity.  “Has my father seen you yet?”

	“No.  I don’t think so.  I don’t know who he is,” said Trinity.

	Viola began to pace.  “Jethro, the surgery is tonight, right?”

	“Tonight?”  Jackson leapt to his feet.  That was too soon.  He had to tell Hugh.  These Almightys needed to leave.

	“Yes,” said Jethro, ignoring him.

	“When do you hand over the Producer?” asked Viola.

	“Trinity,” corrected Jethro.

	“Sorry.  Trinity,” said Viola, smiling slightly at Trinity.

	“After the surgery is successful,” answered Jackson.  “Benedictine will not turn her over until Jethro walks.”

	“My father will want her sooner,” said Viola.

	“Benedictine made it clear when we caught her, that she would stay here until after Jethro can walk,” he repeated.  Benedictine was not going to back down on that.

	“So, she’s to be kept here in this cage for months,” said Jethro, his voice rising in anger.

	“No,” said Viola.  “My father’s surgeries are non-invasive.  They work quickly.  I’d say that you should be on your feet in a day or so.  A week at the most.”

	“I’ll be walking in a week.”  Shock, disbelief, and excitement flashed across Jethro’s features.  He cleared his throat.  “I mean, if we can figure something out.  Otherwise, I’m not having the surgery.”

	Kim placed her hand on her brother’s shoulder, comforting him.

	“Another Producer might give our plan away, but I won’t.”  Viola stopped pacing and faced Trinity.  “We’ll switch places.”

	“What?” cried out Kim and Jethro.  

	Trinity stared at Viola in shock.  

	He remained silent.  Why would Viola suggest this?  Does she know that it’ll never work?  Was that why she wanted them to try?  Was it a trap?  Now, he was thinking like Hugh.  He’d known Viola for years.  She was a bit arrogant, but not sneaky or cruel.  

	“That’s a great idea,” said Kim.  “Viola and Trinity are about the same size.  Trinity is a little taller but we’ll put a cloak on her.”

	“It won’t work.”  He couldn’t let them try this.  

	They all turned toward him.

	He wanted to groan.  The Almightys never fully understood the capabilities of their Guards.  “I assume that Trinity will be delivered to your father by his Guards, right?”

	Viola nodded.  “Yeah.  So?”

	He looked at Kim.  She never saw their differences.  She never understood how much lower a being he was than her.  This would change that.  She would look at him differently, but that was for the best, right?  They could not go forward on the path that they’d started last night.  

	“We can distinguish between the scents,” he explained.

	“What do you mean by that?” asked Kim, her brow wrinkling.

	“I can tell an Almighty from a Guard from a Producer in one whiff.”  He turned away.  If he looked at Kim now, he would see disgust in her eyes.  He wasn’t ready for that.

	Kim walked up to him, but he refused to look at her.  She placed a hand on his cheek and turned his head to face her.  “You have no reason to be ashamed of who you are.”

	There was no censure in her eyes.  She wasn’t disgusted.  He rested his cheek against her hand for a moment and then stepped back, breaking the contact.  

	“Our Guards can deliver her and you can explain it to them,” said Kim, looking away from him.

	“There will be some point where my Guards will hand her over to Conguise’s Guards,” he said.  “I won’t have my Guards punished for this.”

	“Then I won’t have the surgery,” said Jethro.

	Jethro and Kim began to argue.

	He looked up at the ceiling and cursed.  Did he dare tell them?  He could trust Kim and Jethro, but what about Viola?  Of course, if he told Kim she’d tell Viola anyway.  

	“Stop it.  All of you,” he yelled.

	Once again, all eyes turned toward him.

	“You’ll need to trust me.”  He looked pointedly at each of them.  “I already have a plan to remove Trinity and deliver her to Hugh.”  There.  It was done.  For better or worse, the plan was out.

	“You do?” asked Trinity, clearly shocked.

	“No,” said Jethro.  “She’s to be free, not Hugh’s prisoner.”

	“She’s not safe alone.”  The boy wasn’t thinking.  Shit, Jethro didn’t understand and why would he?  The kid had been sheltered from the truths of life.  “Hugh can protect her.” 

	“And”—Viola crossed her arms over her chest—“I’ll only switch places with her if she’s delivered to Hugh.”

	“Then she might as well stay here,” said Jethro.  “She can’t go back to one of those camps.  They assign mates to them.  She didn’t have any friends there.  Tell them, Trinity.”

	“Hugh won’t turn her over to a camp,” said Viola.  “He wants her too, but he’ll treat her well.  I promise.”

	Viola definitely knew why the Almightys wanted this Producer.  Now, all he had to do was get the information from her.

	“Are you sure?” asked Kim.  “Hugh hasn’t been himself lately and someone did blow up his house.”

	“What?” asked Jethro, looking from Kim to Viola to Jackson.

	“I’ll explain later,” said Kim.

	“Are my parents safe?” asked Trinity.

	“Your parents?” asked Jethro.  “Were they at Hugh’s?”

	“I don’t know anything about your parents,” said Kim, ignoring her brother.

	Hugh had the mother before the explosion but he hadn’t seen a Producer earlier when he’d met with Hugh.  Of course, she could have been hidden or she could be dead.  Either way it really didn’t matter.  He had to keep Trinity calm and willing to go to Hugh.  

	“Hugh has your mother.  I don’t know about your father.”  He was dead and probably eaten by now, but he wasn’t going to tell her that.

	Trinity sighed in relief.  “I’m sure Dad is fine.  He has a way of landing on his feet.”

	He shifted.  Why did he feel guilty lying to her?  He didn’t owe her anything, and the lie was for her own good.

	“Are you sure you want to go to Hugh?” asked Jethro.

	“Yeah.  I’ll be fine,” she said.

	“Then it’s settled,” said Kim.  “Jethro, let Dad know that you’ll have the surgery.”

	“I don’t think you should do that,” Jackson said.  “Your father’s not stupid.  He’ll be suspicious if Jethro suddenly changes his mind.  If there were a few days in between then he might believe it, but not this soon.”

	“You’re probably right,” said Kim.  “Let Dad think that he’s forcing you to go for the surgery.  Then once you leave, Jackson will escort Trinity to Hugh’s house.”

	“The other Guards will have to be sent somewhere else.  I can’t risk telling them until she’s safe,” said Jackson.

	Kim nibbled her bottom lip.  He couldn’t pull his eyes away.  If they were alone, he’d do that for her.

	“I think I’ll have a break-in,” said Kim.

	“A break-in?”  He didn’t like it.  That would send Martha into a tizzy.  She didn’t like her daughter living on her own as it was.

	“Yeah, it has to be something big for Mom to send all the Guards,” said Kim.

	“What if she sends me?” he asked.

	Kim patted the uninjured side of his face.  “You’ll have to stay to watch the prisoner.  Plus, I’ll tell Mom that I don’t want you at my house.”

	“And what reason will you give your mother?”  His voice was tight with anger.

	“After this, you’ll have to leave here anyway, so what do you care what I tell her?”  Kim smiled wickedly.  

	“I have always liked and respected your mother.”  He stepped closer, towering over her.  

	“Maybe, I’ll tell her the truth,” whispered Kim as she ran her hand down his uninjured arm.

	“What are you whispering about?” asked Jethro, craning his neck to see what they were doing.

	“Well, that’s that then.”  Viola walked over and grabbed Kim’s wrist dragging her away from him.  

	As soon as Jethro left, he would get another Guard in here to take over for a bit so he could sneak out and update Hugh.  There was no way that he was letting another Guard see Jethro’s attachment to the Producer.  He trusted his Guards, but gossip like that would get passed around and he didn’t want it getting back to Benedictine.  He did not need the Almighty snooping around the barn.

	Once the two women were gone, Jethro turned to him.  “What did she mean by tell Mom the truth?”

	“Nothing,” he muttered.  Nothing that you haven’t thought about doing with the Producer.

	“If you’ve touched my sister—”

	“Jethro,” said Trinity.

	The boy turned to her.

	“Thank you, for doing this.”  She smiled at him.

	“I’ll come to see you after my surgery.  If it’s okay with you,” said Jethro shyly.

	The two whispered together through the bars of the cage, both of them finding any excuse to touch each other, fingers accidentally brushing, moving hair out of the other’s eyes.

	“And you worry about me and your sister,” he mumbled as he turned away.  “I may be in for pain, but you are in for a world of hurt.”  He glanced back at them and Trinity was staring at him, her exquisite eyes filled with sorrow.  Damn, she’d heard him.  Her hearing was as good as a Guard’s.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 31

	 

	 

	IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON and Hugh sat in the pub nursing a drink.  Viola’s visit had kept him up most of last night.  What if the old Guard hadn’t placed the bomb?  He needed whoever had tried to kill him to try again.  He’d sent Sue to the cabin and had her send Buddy and Reese home.  The two Guards were waiting for him outside, hidden.  It would look like he was alone.

	He had a gut feeling that Conguise was behind all of this.  Benedictine was brutal but not smart.  The professor, on the other hand, was highly intelligent and manipulative.  Conguise also had access to chemicals that could be used as explosives.  However, if Viola was telling the truth, then Jorge did not plant the bomb.  Of course, that still didn’t rule out Conguise.  He could have sent someone else.

	Barney, Professor Conguise’s elderly House Servant, entered the bar and walked directly to his table.

	“Sir, may I sit?” asked Barney, keeping his head bowed and eyes lowered.

	“Of course.”  He pushed out the chair across from him with his foot.  It was surprising and sad that it was Barney.  He’d always had a special fondness for the cranky, old House Servant.

	As Barney sat, the waitress came over and he ordered a pint for himself and a refill for Hugh.  The waitress left.

	“Thank you for the drink,” Hugh said.

	“Don’t mention it,” said Barney, glancing nervously around the pub.

	“Expecting someone?”  The servant was jumpy.  Not exactly a professional killer.  

	“The professor cannot know that I’m here.  With you.”  Barney’s eyes darted to the door and then back to him.  

	“Why are you here?  With me?”  Let the games begin.  

	“The professor has Timothy,” whispered Barney.

	“What?”  He hadn’t expected that.  Score one for Barney.  

	The waitress returned, placing their drinks on the table.  Barney paid her and she left.  The House Servant took a large swallow from his glass.

	He leaned forward, speaking in a whisper.  “When did Conguise capture Tim?”  

	Barney looked around again and shifted closer.  “A few hours ago.  A pack of Guards that the professor had sent out scouting for Trinity found him in the woods.  Tim must have been searching for her.”

	“Where’s Millie?”  The pub was quiet.  No one seemed to pay any attention to them.  Was Barney telling the truth or was it a trap?

	“I don’t know.  Timothy is not speaking, no matter what the professor does to him.”  Barney’s hand trembled as he raised the glass to his lips and took a drink, spilling some down his front.  He set the glass back on the table.  “You have to help him.”

	The lines in the old House Servant’s face were more pronounced and there were bags under his eyes.  He was truly concerned over Tim, which was odd.  Barney had never cared for or associated with anyone as far as he could remember.  

	“Why do you care?” he asked.

	“I suppose you won’t just help me and not make me pull these old skeletons from my closet?”

	“Not a chance.”  He smirked.  

	“The longer we stall the more torture Tim is enduring.”

	“Then you better talk fast.”  His mother would kill him for this, but he had to seem unconcerned.  He tipped his glass and took a drink.  

	“Timothy is my son,” said Barney.

	“As far as skeleton’s go, that’s barely a bone.”  House Servants were notorious for their breeding if left unaltered.  

	“There’s more.  Before you were born, I used to work at your house.”  Barney took another drink.  “Your mother and I became very close.  Your father was away a lot.  Too much.  Sarah was young.  I was young.”  

	Barney met his gaze and then looked down at his drink.  

	The Servant couldn’t mean…“What exactly are you trying to say?”  His voice was hard with anger.

	“We fell in love,” said Barney.

	“No.  That’s not possible.”  He took a large swallow of his drink.  Of course, he knew that it was possible.  He had the blood tests to prove it, but not his mother.

	“It truly is not impossible,” said Barney sadly.  “Sarah became pregnant.”

	He shook his head, but a little voice jabbed at him.  This explained so much about his mother’s beliefs and his parents’ failed marriage.

	“Your father had been away.  She could not pretend the child was his.”  Barney took another drink.  “Of course, once Timothy was born she knew she could not pass him off as an Almighty.  He was too much like me.”  Barney flexed his hands and his claws appeared.  He flexed again and they retracted.

	“But…”  His head was spinning.  All this time, when his mother had been lecturing him on equality of the classes,—she would not allow him to say species—she’d been hiding her secret.  Tim was his brother.  His half-brother.

	“Your father saw how close we were and suspected, but he knew for certain when Timothy was born.  He sent me away, but I always managed to come back.”  Barney smiled sadly again.  “That is, until he sent me to the professor’s.  I have been there ever since.”

	“But…Tim.  He stayed.”  Why would his father allow that?  

	“Yes.”  A smile played about Barney’s lips.  “Sarah was an extraordinary woman.  She threatened your father.  She said that she would tell everyone that Timothy was her son.  He believed her.”  Barney grinned.  “And, she poisoned him.”

	“What?”  He suddenly had a bit more sympathy for his father.

	“Just enough so that he knew she could.  And would.  That’s how she kept Timothy safe all these years.”

	He finished his drink, running his hand through his hair.  No wonder his father was always so angry. “Holy shit.  This explains a lot.”  

	“You must help.  You must save your brother.”

	This could still be a trap, but there was truth to the tale.  Barney’s green eyes were exactly like Tim’s.  He should’ve seen that before.  He stood.  He’d be cautious but he needed to act.  If Conguise had Tim, he had to save him whether Tim was his brother or not.  He needed him for his tests.  Shit, forget his tests.  It was the right thing to do.  “Let’s go.”

	They walked toward the door.

	“Does Tim know?”  Had he and Little Sarah been the only ones kept in the dark?

	“No.  Sarah thought it would be cruel to tell him he was half-Almighty when he had to live as a House Servant.”

	The waitress walked by.  She was a little tall and curvy for a House Servant.  Was that all she was?  “Are there others?”

	“Between House Servant and Almightys?” asked Barney.  “Not that I know of.  Not living, anyway.”

	“What do you mean by that?  Is there a higher infant mortality rate for offspring of two different spe…classes?”  He would have to run tests on that once he had all his subjects.  There might be medicine that could be administered to save the offspring.

	“You could say that.  The classes generally stay segregated, but it has happened.  Most offspring are killed at birth, but if not, they keep their differences hidden.  Tim was lucky.”

	His gut wrenched.  Medicine wouldn’t help infanticide.  Another waitress smiled as they passed.  She looked like a pure House Servant, small and slender.  What if she were attracted to a Guard?  Would she kill her young instead of raising a mixed breed?  What if it were no longer illegal?  What would happen when he made the lack of differences between the classes common knowledge?  He had a lot of questions and few answers, but one thing he did know for certain was that this discovery would change everything.



	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 32

	 

	 

	HUGH SAT BEHIND the desk in the hotel room.  He hadn’t wanted to take Barney to his mother’s house.  It was safer here, more public.  Buddy waited in a chair by the door, arms crossed over his chest and frowning.  Reese lounged on the couch, drifting in and out of sleep.  He shook his head, amazed.  She could sleep through anything.  

	He turned back to focus on the House Servant who was sitting across from him eating a sandwich.  This was going to be impossible.  He picked up his drink and took a small sip.  

	“Okay, Barney, explain how you’re going to get me into Conguise’s lab, level five, mind you, so that I can save Tim.”

	Barney swallowed and took a drink of water.  “Delicious.”  He set the sandwich down on his plate.  “Yes, well, it’s actually quite brilliant in its simplicity, if I do say so myself.  You’ll need to meet me at the Servants’ entrance on the east side of Conguise’s house at precisely eight o’clock tonight.”

	“Tonight.”  Buddy jumped up, knocking over the chair. 

	He held up his hand, stopping Buddy from further outburst.  “Tim is being tortured.  We need to act quickly.”

	Buddy picked up his chair and sat back down, grumbling under his breath.  

	He fought back a grin.  Buddy hated House Servants and it was killing him to have to work with one to save another.

	“I’ll lead you to a passage that goes directly into Conguise’s office,” continued Barney, completely ignoring Buddy’s outburst.

	“That passage is a myth.  Conguise started that story so we were always expecting him to show up.  You know, to keep everyone working, not socializing.” 

	“Oh, it’s real.”  Barney leaned forward.  “You may find the truth too many things that you thought were myths.”

	“What do you mean by that?”  He didn’t have time for this cryptic crap.  

	Barney handed him a piece of paper.  “Keep your eyes open and follow this map and you’ll be fine.  It’ll take you to where Tim is.  Then follow it back out.”

	“How do you know where Tim is?  I thought you didn’t have access to the lab?”  Buddy’s eyes narrowed.

	“I don’t.  There is no reason for me to have access to the lab.”  Barney smiled.  “But you don’t think Conguise cleans up after himself, do you?”

	“The other House Servants.”  He returned Barney’s smile.  

	“Exactly,” said Barney.  “House Servants have access to everything.”

	“And Conguise doesn’t even pay attention when they’re around,” he added.

	Many of the Almightys considered their House Servants as useful furniture, only existing to make their lives easier.  His mother had never allowed him that prejudice.  He was always conscious of what he did and said around his Servants, knowing that they often had their own agendas.  This was a weakness in Conguise and in his arrogance the professor considered it a strength.

	“That still doesn’t explain how you know where Tim is being held,” said Buddy.

	“I supervise the other House Servants.  I know their schedules and their duties.”  Barney picked up the sandwich.

	That didn’t quite answer the question.  “And?”

	“A House Servant that I have known for many years told me that they have Tim.  She knows of my relationship to him.”

	He and Buddy exchanged glances.  Barney was not being completely honest.  

	“Is she your mate?” he asked.

	Barney’s hand shook and he dropped his sandwich.  “Wha…”

	“The truth.  I’m only going to risk my life if I trust you.”

	Barney looked down at his plate.  The sandwich had fallen apart.  His hands trembled as he tried to put it back together.  “Yes.  She and I are mates.  Have been for many years.”

	“Why didn’t you want to tell us that?  It’s nothing to be ashamed of.  I’m glad for you.  Everyone should have someone.”  He frowned as Viola’s face flashed in his mind.

	“You don’t understand.  It’s not the same for us.  We have each other, but all our young are taken.”  Barney looked at him.  “We don’t know where they are or if they still live.  All we have is a shared sadness.”  He turned to Buddy, who quickly averted his eyes.  “You understand.”

	Buddy nodded slightly.

	He swallowed around a lump in his throat.  He’d never considered the pain that the other classes went through when their offspring were taken.  He’d been taught by his father and culture that they didn’t care; that they didn’t have the same capacity of feelings as the Almightys.  It was Gruntshit.  His stomach clenched and he finished his drink.

	“Timothy is the only one who I know still lives and he…is being tortured and there’s nothing I can do about it.”  Barney covered his face with his hands and sobbed.

	He hated crying and hadn’t expected it from the elderly House Servant.  He looked to Buddy for help.  Buddy, eyes wide, shrugged.  

	Barney’s shoulders shook with the force of his anguish.  He started to stand when Reese walked over and wrapped her arms around the Servant.  

	He sighed in relief and dropped back into his chair.  Barney continued to cry as she patted his back, making unintelligible sounds of comfort.  Finally, his crying subsided and he leaned back and wiped his eyes.

	“I’m sorry,” said Barney.

	“No need to be,” said Reese.  “When I was young, they didn’t want me.  At night, they’d take my mother and brother into the house and leave me outside, alone.  Every evening, my mother’s face would fall, knowing that she’d soon be forced to leave me to fend for myself.”  Reese smiled sadly.  “Every morning, when I was waiting for her, alive, her face would light with joy.”

	“I’m sorry.”  Barney squeezed Reese’s arm.  

	She nodded and wiped at her eyes.  “Yeah, me too, but, I ended up with Hugh so my life turned out okay.”  She looked over at him.

	He added more whiskey to his glass, his hand shaking.  He didn’t deserve the adoration that shone in her eyes.  All he’d done was let her stay in his home and work for him, but at what price?  He ran his hand through his hair.  He’d insisted that she be altered so she couldn’t bear offspring.  He was a monster.  He took a large swallow of the whiskey, taking comfort in the burn as it slid down his throat.

	Barney coughed, breaking the silence that had descended over the room.  “Where were we?”

	Hugh jumped at the chance to change the subject.  “I’m to follow this map to Tim.”  

	“Yes.  That’s right.  The passage will get you into Conguise’s office,” said Barney.

	“How do you know Conguise won’t be there?” asked Buddy.

	“He’ll be in surgery.”

	Could he be performing the surgery on Jethro already?  He hadn’t heard from Jackson, but he hadn’t been back to the house either.  “Do you know on whom?”

	“No.  I don’t,” answered Barney.

	It couldn’t be the boy.  It was too soon.  He tapped the map.  “Okay.  So, follow the passage to Conguise’s office.  Then from there, follow the map to Tim.  Is he being guarded?”

	“I’ll make sure that he won’t be.”

	“How are you going to do that?” asked Buddy.

	“I’m going to devise a major power outage.  The Guards will be called away to assist,” said Barney.

	He and Buddy exchanged glances again.

	“That just might work.  A power outage will shut down all the cameras.  I won’t have to worry about being arrested later.”  He leaned back in his chair and took another sip of his drink.  “I know it’s not my main concern, but I was a little worried about it.  Going to jail is not on my to-do list.”

	“Conguise shouldn’t even know you’re in the lab and if he does, he’ll not press charges,” said Barney.

	“And how do you know that?  You seem to know a lot.”  Buddy stood arms akimbo.

	“Should I be uninformed?  You’d rather that.  Then if my plan wasn’t solid you could talk Hugh out of it.”  Barney stood and faced Buddy.

	“Both of you sit down.”  This was the problem with Guards and House Servants.  They hated and distrusted each other.  “I’m not going to deal with your squabbling.”

	They continued to glare at each other.

	“Now!” he snapped.

	They both grudgingly sat down.  He shot them each one more glare.

	“Okay,” he continued, “so you’ve taken care of getting inside and the Guards.  Do you know anything about where Tim is being held?”

	“Besides the location?  No, not really.  He’s in a room by himself.  Matilda hasn’t been allowed inside since he was brought there.  She did say that there are cages in the room and other equipment.”

	“What kind of equipment?” asked Buddy.

	Barney’s nose twitched and he paused before answering.  “She was not clear.  All she said was large equipment and machines.”

	“Well, that’s a lot of help.”  Buddy threw up his hands in disgust.  

	“It’s the best that I have,” snarled Barney.

	“It doesn’t matter,” Hugh said.

	“Doesn’t matter,” roared Buddy.  “You may not be able to get him out even if you break in.  This may all be for nothing.”

	“I’m going in, and I will get Tim out.”

	“Thank you,” said Barney softly.

	“Let’s continue.  So, once I’ve freed Tim, do I leave the same way that I entered?”

	“Yes.  However, you will need to unlock the door to the passage from Conguise’s office.”

	“Won’t it be open due to the power failure?” he asked.

	“No.  Conguise has a back-up generator.”  Barney held up his hand when Buddy started to interject.  “Let me finish.  The generator runs a little power to the lab.  Just like I’ll have to enter a code on this end, Hugh will have to enter a code on the other side.  There’s a switch under Conguise’s desk.  Flip it and then enter 5859 on the keypad behind the picture of Conguise’s late wife.”

	“That’s why he keeps that portrait there.  They didn’t get along very well, so I always thought it odd that he kept her picture around.”

	They all stared at him, even Reese who was once again lounging on the couch.

	“Why are you looking at me like that?  It’s true.  They practically hated each other.”

	“Anyway,” continued Barney.  “The back-up generators are a good thing.  They’ll give you some light in the hallways.”

	“What if I can’t get back to Conguise’s office?”

	“Turn the paper over,” said Barney.  “If you can’t get back through the office, then follow this map.  It’s a longer route through more passageways but it will get you out.”

	“Where will I end up?”  The path twisted and turned.  He was familiar with the layout of the lab, but he couldn’t tell where this led.  

	“In the forest.  It’s the sewer system.”

	He groaned and glanced down at his pristine white shirt and tan slacks.  He was definitely going to change.

	“Will the sewer grate be open?” asked Buddy.

	“Someone will need to wait there.  It will have to be unlatched from the outside.”  Barney pulled a key out of his pocket and laid it on the table.

	“Unlatch it now,” said Buddy.

	“It’s not safe.  The Guards patrol that area and check it regularly.”

	“Why?” asked Buddy.

	Barney hesitated.  “I have only heard whispers.”

	“And what are they?”  He leaned forward.  

	Barney glanced around the room and spoke in a hushed tone.  “That there are things in Conguise’s lab that should never escape.”

	“Exactly, what kind of things?”  He usually hated this cryptic stuff, but he had to admit Barney had his attention.  

	“I don’t know.  Only a few trusted Guards have access to that section of the lab and they do not speak of it.”

	“Then how did you hear whispers?” he asked.

	“A Guard, he was almost ready to retire.  He worked there, in level five for years.  He was frightened.  He spoke about experiments that Conguise was performing.”

	“What kind of experiments?”  His pulse quickened.  He may not be able to prove Conguise blew up his house, but with this information, maybe, he could ruin the professor.  

	Barney shook his head.  “I don’t know.  Jorge—”

	“Did you say Jorge?”  He shot a quick glance at Buddy.

	“Yes,” said Barney.  “Do you know him?  He was very close to Viola.”

	“He blew up my house.”

	“No.  That’s not possible.  Jorge wouldn’t do that.  He loved Viola,” said Barney.

	“She was conveniently gone.”  Her betrayal tore at him.  He leaned back and inhaled deeply through his nose, calming himself.

	Barney was silent for a moment. “No.  Still not possible.  Jorge wouldn’t have done that.”

	“He killed my mother.”

	“No, you don’t understand.  Jorge was not trained in explosives.  He couldn’t have done it.”

	“He could have delivered it,” he said.  “He didn’t need to build it.”

	“Still, I don’t believe it,” said Barney.  “What would he gain by blowing up your house and killing Sarah?”

	That was a good question.  “He could have made a deal with Conguise.”

	“Perhaps, but he didn’t care for Conguise, and lately he was frightened.  Very frightened.”

	“He did care for Viola, though,” he said.

	“Yes,” said Barney.  “You think she arranged the explosion?”

	It took everything he had to act like he didn’t care.  He shrugged.

	“You don’t know her very well then.  She would never have anything to do with something so underhanded,” said Barney.

	“She is her father’s daughter.”  Hugh refilled his glass.

	“And you are your father’s son.”

	He snapped his head around to glare at Barney.

	“But that doesn’t mean that you are not your own man,” continued Barney.  “Just as Viola is her own woman.  She loves her father, but she’d never hurt Sarah or you.  Or anyone else, actually.”

	He took a sip.  Was Barney right?  Had he misjudged Viola?  He’d think about that later.  “Let’s get back to Tim.  So, someone will have to wait at the sewer grate.  How will he avoid the Guards?” 

	“They will be busy with the power issue,” said Barney.

	“They can’t all work on the power,” said Buddy, standing and stepping away from the door.

	“No.  They’ll be patrolling the main perimeter.  If there is a power outage, the lab’s primary defense is down.  The Guards are pulled from their duties to patrol the yard surrounding the lab.  It’s standard operating procedure.”

	“Genius,” said Buddy approvingly.

	“Won’t this outage affect the surgery that Conguise is performing?” asked Reese, still lounging on the couch.

	Buddy’s face fell.  “The pup is right.  We don’t need Conguise going to his office when—”

	“No.”  Barney shook his head.  “Remember the backup generator.  It will allow him to finish his surgery.”

	“Okay.”  Hugh tapped his finger against the table.  “Let’s summarize.  You’ll wait at the house entrance, Buddy and I will go—”

	“Buddy can’t go inside,” said Barney.

	“I’m going in,” growled Buddy, moving to stand directly behind the House Servant.

	“No, you can’t.”  Barney looked over his shoulder at Buddy.  “The Guards will smell you.  They won’t notice Hugh because he’s an Almighty.”

	“What Guards?” Hugh asked.  “You said they would be reassigned to the outside perimeter.”

	Barney turned to him.  “Not all of them.  Most of them.  There will be Guards with Conguise, and there will be a few left to protect some of the rooms.”

	“Which rooms?  The room where Tim is being kept?”

	“No, I don’t think he’s that important,” answered Barney.

	“Think?” asked Buddy.  “That’s not good enough.”

	“No.  They won’t,” corrected Barney.  “Protocol only leaves one Guard, possibly two in level five, not counting the ones with Conguise.”

	“And where will they be?” he asked.

	“They should be in this area here.”  Barney pointed to another section on the map.  It was on the opposite side from where Tim was being held.  “You shouldn’t encounter them.”

	“Then why can’t I go?” asked Buddy.

	“They will smell you,” said Barney, exasperation in his voice.  

	“But they won’t smell me?”  This was sounding more and more like a trap.  Barney was separating him from his Guards.

	“Yes, but you are an Almighty.  They won’t pay any attention to your odor.”  Barney looked at Buddy expectantly.

	“How can you be sure?  I’ve never been in that part of the lab before.  There would be no reason for my scent to be there.”

	Barney turned back to face him.  “The Guards who will still be in the lab are the older Guards, the most trusted.  I know the three who it could be and none of them are known for their sense of smell.  That is not their strong suit.  They are picked for their size and ferocity.”

	“Wonderful.  Now, I have to sneak in alone, rescue Tim and avoid large, ferocious Guards.”  This kept getting better and better.  He took a large gulp of his whiskey.

	“They won’t be able to distinguish between your smell and any other Almighty,” said Barney.

	“But they can recognize a strange Guard?  Wouldn’t it be the same?  One Guard smells the same as another.”

	Buddy cleared his throat.  “I hate to agree with the House Servant, but he’s right.  We distinguish our own scents better.”

	“Plus, any Guard who would be in the lab would have already been introduced to the others.  They would know his scent,” said Barney.  “Almightys are not introduced to the Guards.”

	Hugh stood and began to pace.  “Then Buddy and Reese wait at the sewer grate.”  He grabbed the key off the table and handed it to Buddy.

	Buddy frowned but nodded.

	“Let’s go through this one more time.  Barney cuts the power.  I enter and find Tim.  If the power comes back on, we take exit B.  If not, we go to the office.  Buddy waits—”

	“No,” said Barney.  “Even if the power comes back on, you can exit through the office.”

	He stopped pacing.  “What?  How?  Won’t the other security measures turn back on?”

	“You’ll have to avoid the cameras in the hall but you’ll have some time.  When the power comes back on the cameras will slowly power up.  When the red light stops flashing, they are active.  Other-than-that, Conguise doesn’t have security set on leaving the lab only entering.”

	“He never fixed that?  I told him years ago that it was a security threat.  You need to know who enters and who leaves your facilities.”  He shook his head.  “Unbelievable.”

	“Conguise disagreed.  He didn’t want to spend the money on unnecessary expenses.”

	“I can’t believe he didn’t listen to me,” he muttered.

	“Did he ever?” asked Barney.

	“Ye…”  Had he?  Conguise had praised him on his accomplishments but only the ones that aligned with the professor’s studies or beliefs.  Every time that he succeeded in a different area, he was met with silence by Conguise.  He’d yearned for that paternal praise so badly that at one point he’d stopped looking into his own areas of interest and focused solely on Conguise’s.  The man was a brilliant manipulator, he’d give him that.

	“No, not really.”  He picked up his glass, finishing the drink.  “So, tonight at eight.  East side, Servants’ entrance.”

	“Yes.  Thank you, Hugh.  Your mother would be proud,” said Barney.

	His chest tightened.  Barney was right.  She would be.  “Do you need a ride?”

	“No.  It’s not safe for us to be seen together,” said Barney as he left the room.  

	Buddy shut the door.  “I don’t trust him.”

	“I’m not sure that I do either, but I think he’s genuinely concerned for Tim.”

	“We don’t even know for sure that Tim is being held there,” said Buddy.

	“I need to get inside the lab, whether Tim is in there or not.”

	“Why?” asked Buddy.

	“Barney is getting me access to the fifth level.  I need to see what the professor is hiding.”

	“This could be a trap,” said Buddy.

	He nodded, running his hand through his hair.  “Yes.  That is a possibility.  That’s why you are to wait near the sewer grate but not at it.  Canvas the area.  See if anything looks suspicious.  Then give me until nine thirty, if I’m not back by then leave.”

	“No.  I won’t leave you there,” argued Buddy.

	“You have to.  If this is a trap, you and Reese are my only chance.  First, contact Reese and then go to the police.  Tell them there was a break-in at Conguise’s lab.”

	“I thought I was going with Buddy,” said Reese, sitting up.

	“No.  I’m going to rent the room next door for you.  Barney only knows we have this room.  He may suspect that one of you will be hiding but he won’t suspect that you’ll be hiding next door.  If Buddy isn’t back here by ten thirty, go to the police, but first set into play the delivery of the blood and test results to all the people we had discussed before.”

	Buddy and Reese nodded.  

	He sat down at the table and twirled the whiskey bottle making the liquor swish up the sides.  

	“You should eat,” said Buddy.  

	He nodded but didn’t move to pick up a sandwich.

	“What’s wrong?” asked Buddy.  “You don’t need to do this.  We can figure—”

	“It’s not that,” he said softly.  “Do you ever regret not having offspring?”  He forced himself to look at Buddy and Reese.  “The truth.”

	“That’s what bothering you?”  Buddy sat in the chair across from him.  

	“It wasn’t my place to insist.”  He stood and walked over to the window.  “The arrogance—”

	“No,” said Buddy.  “I never regretted it.  I never had much interest in young.”

	He continued to stare out the window.  He couldn’t face her.  “Reese, what about you?”

	She placed her hand on his shoulder and he jumped.  He hadn’t heard her cross the room.  He turned around.  Her brown eyes glistened with unshed tears and his heart broke, pierced by the pain of regret and lost chances on her face.

	“Sometimes,” she said.  “But, don’t feel bad.”  She squeezed his arm.  “It’s just a passing thought every now and then.  If I really consider it, I would not choose to have young.  Not in this world.  Life is too uncertain for my kind.”

	“I would never have made you give them up.  You have to know that.”

	“I do, but if I had offspring and you kept them, what about the others like me who have nowhere to go?  You can’t take us all in, Hugh.  Even you have your limits.”  She walked over to the desk, put a sandwich on a plate and carried it back to him.  

	“I’m content with my life.”  She handed him the plate.  “You need to eat.  You only have a couple of hours before you leave.”


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 33

	 

	 

	JACKSON RETURNED TO the barn a few hours before dinner.  He’d gone to tell Hugh that the surgery was tonight but the Almighty had not been home.  He’d slid a message under the door.  Hopefully, Hugh would see it and be there when he delivered Trinity later that evening.  

	“Casper, go and get dinner.  I’ll take over,” he said as he entered the back part of the barn.  He was going to utilize this time alone with the Producer to figure out why two powerful Almightys wanted her.  

	Casper nodded and left.  

	He moved the chair over to the cage and sat.  Trinity was lying on the pile of blankets.  She turned to face him, studying him with her large, golden eyes.  She seemed to see into his soul and he sifted uncomfortably.  He wasn’t sure that it was worth viewing.

	“So, let’s continue our conversation,” he said.

	“Which conversation was that?”

	“The one about why everyone wants you.”

	Her eyes widened for a moment and then she regained her composure.  “I told you I don’t know.”

	“You’re hiding something.”

	“Am not,” she said, sounding her age for the first time.  “All I know is that I was hunted for leaving camp.”

	This approach was getting him nowhere.  “Let’s move on from Benedictine.  I understand why he wants you.  Another escape would finish his career.”

	“Someone else escaped from the encampment?”  She sat up.  

	“A long time ago, but—”

	“Did they catch the other Producer?”

	This was not the direction that he wanted the conversation to go.  “Yes, they were all caught, but—”  

	“What happened to them?”  She scooted closer to him, her eyes bright with hope.  

	She shouldn’t be this naïve.  He didn’t want to be the one to tell her these things.

	Her shoulders sagged.  “Never mind.  I know.”  

	She knew the fate of her kind.  It was written all over her face.  “Who told you?”  There was a pang of loss in his chest for her innocence, but the lower classes had to grow up fast to survive.  

	“Does it matter?”  She continued to meet his gaze directly.  

	“No.  Not really.”  She was amazing.  She was aware of what was going to happen to her and yet, she didn’t cower or beg.

	“Why have I never heard about the other escape?  How did they keep that a secret from us?”

	“As I said, it happened a long time ago.”  He could tell by her expression that he was going to have to explain further.  “Benedictine’s great-grandfather ran the encampment then.”

	She continued to stare at him.

	“Their family almost lost the camps.  They did lose any possibility of being more than the manager of encampments.”  At her look of disbelief he explained.  “The Almightys have long memories and short patience for mistakes.  Benedictine’s family was blamed for the escapes and it will take one Remore doing something extraordinary for the Supreme Amighty and his council to forget.”

	She remained stoic.  He couldn’t blame her.  Although, loss of any possibility of a promotion meant a lot to Benedictine, it didn’t even nudge the scale when it was compared to loss of life.

	“Benedictine’s family was almost left as beggars.  His great-grandfather had to do something to repair his name.  What he did went beyond anything anyone would have ever considered.”  This was not easy to tell a Producer.  He swallowed and blurted it out.  “He killed everyone in the camp.  Every Producer over the age of three was slaughtered.  That way there could be no memory of the occurrence.”

	Her mouth dropped open.  The single-mindedness of the action had shocked him too, but it had worked.  The next generation of Producers was raised with the belief that the fences were there for their safety and that the Almightys were their protectors.  It was brilliant.  The entire nation had adopted the Remore policy.

	“Th..that didn’t happen this time, did it?” she asked.

	“No.  No one has discovered your escape and the other Producers think that you’re sick in the head.  They’re safe.”

	“Thank Araldo.  I don’t think I could handle being responsible for any more deaths.”

	She must mean the murders in the camp.  After their investigation it was clear that Troy was the killer, but she must carry some of the blame.  This was not the time to tell her about her father.  She was lucky her mother was still alive.  If it hadn’t been for Hugh’s timely interruption, Trinity would be an orphan.  It was time to change the subject.  “I’ve answered your questions, so now you tell me what you’re hiding?”

	She remained silent.

	“I’m going to take you to Hugh.  I need to know why everyone wants you.”

	“Why?”  She stood and walked to the front of the cage, grabbing the bars.  “More importantly, how will telling you help me?”

	The little shit.  He’d been more than kind by answering her questions.  He stood and grasped the bars of the cage right above her hands, looming over her.  “Right now, I don’t know what Hugh plans to do with you.  He may want to kill you.”

	“Perhaps,” she said, her chin jutting out slightly.

	“That doesn’t worry you?”  She was composed, but he would break her.  He twitched his lips, showing his large canines.  

	“Of course it does,” she snapped.  “But what are my choices?  Benedictine, who I know is cruel.”  She touched his injured face.  

	He leaned away from her.  He didn’t want her kindness.  She was his means of escape.  That was all.

	“Or Professor Conguise, who I have never heard of before today.  And, let’s not forget Hugh, who—”

	Casper burst into the room.  “Jackson, we have to leave.  Martha called and there was a break in at Kim’s.”

	He turned toward the other Guard, pretending concern.  “Is Kim all right?”  

	“Yes.  She’s fine.  Scared, but fine.”  Casper clasped him on the shoulder.  “I’ll stay here; you go.”

	“No.  I’m responsible for the Producer.  You go.  Take the others.”

	“But—”

	“No.  This Producer is the payment for Jethro’s surgery.  If anything happens to her, Benedictine will kill us all.”

	“Do you think the break-in at Kim’s is a trap?” whispered Casper.

	He had to dispel that notion or the old Guard would never leave him alone.  “I doubt it.”  He led Casper to the exit.  “Take all the other Guards and make sure that Kim is safe.  I’ll lock the door from the inside.”

	“Are you sure you don’t want some of us to stay?” asked Casper.

	“No.  Jethro’s surgery may be Benedictine’s main concern, but Kim’s safety is mine.”  He squeezed the old Guard’s shoulder.  

	Casper nodded and left.

	He locked the door and walked back to the cage.  “So, it begins.”  

	There was a knock on the door.  

	“Let me in.  It’s Jethro.”

	“We will have this conversation after Jethro leaves.  I need to know everything about you before I turn you over to Hugh.”  He headed toward the door.

	“Why?  Are you angling for a better price for me from someone else?”

	He turned and went back to the cage.  “You may not believe this, but I don’t want to see you hurt.”  He was a bit surprised that he meant it.  

	“I don’t believe it.  I know you have eaten Producers before.  Why not me?”

	“Jackson, let me in.”  Jethro pounded on the door.

	“In a minute,” he yelled.  “You are important to Jethro.”

	“And Jethro is important to Kim and Kim is important to you,” she said.  

	“That was not what I was going to say.”

	She gave him a look of disbelief.

	Obviously, he wasn’t hiding his feelings for Kim as well as he thought.  He stomped over to the door and opened it.  It was a good thing that he was leaving.

	“What were you doing?”  Jethro lowered his hand.  

	He glared at the boy.  He was tired of dealing with teenagers.  “Arguing.”  He jerked his head in Trinity’s direction.  “She is not being cooperative.”

	“Has he been bothering you?”  Jethro wheeled over to her.  

	You have got to be kidding me.  Young love.  He snorted and shook his head.

	She smiled at Jethro.  “He was trying to find out about me.  He wants to make sure that I’ll be safe with Hugh.”

	“Why wouldn’t she be safe with Hugh?”

	“I don’t know.  I don’t know anything about her, least of all why Hugh and Professor Conguise want her.  Haven’t you wondered why both of these powerful Almightys want this particular Producer?  They could have any Producer from any camp.  Why do they want this one?”

	Jethro looked at her and then back at him, confused.

	The kid was finally getting the picture.  There was something not right about all of this.  “How do Conguise and Hugh even know that she escaped?  We’re missing something.”

	“Maybe, she shouldn’t go to Hugh,” said Jethro.

	“She has no choice,” he said.

	“She could stay here.  We could hide her until after my surgery and then—”

	“It won’t work.  Conguise would find her eventually.”

	“Then how can Hugh keep her from the professor?” asked Jethro.

	“Hugh is as powerful as Conguise.  That’s why we have to take her there.  I just want to know why they want her before we do.”

	“Why does it matter, if the outcome is the same?” she asked.

	“If we know what they know, we may have other options that we’re not aware of at this time.”

	“I don’t think so.”  She sat on the blankets.  

	“Why not?”  Finally, she was going to tell what she knew.  

	“Before you captured me, I was traveling with Gaar and Mirra.”

	“The Handler and Tracker,” he said.  “I suspected as much.”

	“What are you talking about?  There are no Handlers and Tracker,” said Jethro.

	“Gaar thought that I should go to Hugh,” she said, ignoring Jethro.  “I trust Gaar.  I was on my way there when you caught us.”

	He hadn’t expected that.  It was a good thing that they’d caught her, or he’d be trapped here with Benedictine.  “Did Gaar know why they want you?”

	There was a quiet tap on the door.  Not now.  He was so close to figuring out the big secret. 

	“Jackson, let me in.  It’s Viola.  Hurry.”

	What was she doing here?  She was supposed to be with Kim.  He walked to the door and unlocked it.

	Viola slipped inside.  “Lock it.  Quick.  Benedictine is on his way out here.”  She headed toward the cage.  “And worse, my father has sent his own Guards to protect the Producer.”

	“Crap.”  He glanced out the door.  “Are your father’s Guards here, now?”

	“Yes,” said Viola.  “I saw them when Kim and I returned to the house.”

	“Kim is here?  What about my Guards.”  This was all falling apart.  He couldn’t sneak Trinity out if Conguise’s Guards were here.

	“No.  Martha insisted that we come here and stay after the break-in.  Your Guards are still at Kim’s house,” said Viola.

	“You came back alone.”  He would personally kill his Guards if they allowed the two females to travel alone at night.

	“Well…no.  Casper escorted us back.”

	Good.  With Casper here they still had a chance.  “I think it’s time—”

	“That’s why I’m here.”  Viola waved a folded cloak at him.  It matched the one that she wore.

	“We’re going to need the assistance of Casper.  Go and tell him that I need to speak with him.”

	She started to leave and stopped.  “He’s on his way.”

	“Perfect.”  He waited until Casper entered the barn and then he stepped out of the back room, closing the door behind him.  

	“Jackson.  Kim is—”

	“Casper, we need to talk, but not right now.  Benedictine is on his way out here.  Go and guard the perimeter.”

	“Don’t you want to know about Kim?”

	“Later.”  He stepped back into the room where Trinity was being held.  “That will take care of your father’s Guards.  Now, why is Benedictine coming out here?”  He bolted the door.

	“How does that take care of Conguise’s Guards?” asked Jethro.

	“I’ll explain if I have time.  Now, Benedictine?”

	“Someone refused to eat dinner.”  Viola shot Jethro a disgusted look.  

	“Jethro?”  He groaned.  What was wrong with the kid?

	“I didn’t want them to get suspicious.  I’m mad at them and refusing surgery, remember?”

	That did make sense.  “Fine, but you shouldn’t have come out here.”

	“I wanted to see—”

	“Stop arguing.  What’s done is done.”  Viola shoved the other cloak through the bars.  “Put it on.  We don’t have time to change clothes.”

	“You have to,” said Jackson, as he unlocked the cage.  “You need as much Producer scent on you as possible.”  He faced the door.  “Jethro turn around.”

	Jethro blushed as he turned his back toward the females.

	Jackson peered out the window into the other part of the barn.  “Trinity, after you change into Viola’s clothes leave the cage and close the door.”  

	“Maybe, we should wait until after Benedictine leaves,” suggested Trinity.  “He has seen me.”

	“No, we need to do it now,” said Viola.  “The surgery will be soon.  Just get him out of here as quickly as possible.”  

	Benedictine walked into the outer part of the barn, carrying a tray of food.  

	“Hurry up,” said Jackson.  “He’s in the barn.”

	The cage door clanked shut.  Jackson peered over his shoulder.  Viola was lying on the blankets facing the wall.  The hood of the cloak covered her hair and face.  Trinity was standing by Jethro.

	“Open up.”  Benedictine knocked on the door.

	Jackson held his finger to his lips.  “Who’s there?”  He shoved Trinity into a cabinet in the corner.

	“Of all the…unlock the door,” ordered Benedictine.

	He signaled for Jethro to face the cage and then opened the door.

	“Leave us.”  Benedictine walked into the room and over to Jethro.  

	If Benedictine noticed that it was Viola, they were in serious trouble.  Jackson left the room but stopped right outside, leaving the door ajar so that he could see inside.  He and Trinity would make a run for it if they had to.  Viola and Jethro would be fine.  It was his Guards he worried about.

	“Son,” said Benedictine.  “I know you’re upset, but you have to eat.”

	Jethro glared at his father.

	Jackson clenched his jaw.  If he made it out of this with any teeth intact he’d be surprised.  Jethro had a very thin line to walk.  He had to convince his father that he was still angry and yet succumb to his father’s wishes.  That was not easy for an adult to do, let alone a hot-tempered eighteen-year-old Almighty.

	“Please, eat something.”  Benedictine placed the tray of food on Jethro’s lap.  

	Jethro frowned, but took a bite of the meat on his plate.

	Jackson glanced at the cabinet where Trinity hid.  If Jethro wanted to impress the Producer he shouldn’t eat that.  Of course, Jethro didn’t know what meat was.

	“Good.  Good,” said Benedictine.  “I want you to know that I would let you keep her”—he nodded toward the cage—“if there were any other way.”

	“Why can’t Professor Conguise have a different Producer?  Why does it have to be her?”  Jethro ate some more food.

	Excellent question.  Suddenly, he wasn’t quite as disgusted with the boy.  

	Benedictine scratched his chin.  “I’ve been trying to figure that out myself.”  He stared at the cage and lowered his voice.  “Is she sleeping?”

	“Yes,” said Jethro.  

	“Then why are you out here?” asked Benedictine.

	Good question.  He gritted his teeth some more.  Come on, Jethro, don’t make him suspicious.

	“She just fell asleep a few minutes ago.  I was telling her a story.  She likes me to tell her stories.”

	Jackson let out his breath.  Good answer. 

	“Drink your juice,” said Benedictine.

	Jethro took a large swallow of the drink, making a face.  “I think the juice is a little off.”

	“It’s fine, just drink it.”  Benedictine glanced around.  “You should come back to the house and let her rest,”.

	“Please, Dad.  Give me a minute.”

	Benedictine nodded and left the back room, motioning for Jackson to follow.  When they were outside the barn, Benedictine stopped.

	“Jethro will be having his surgery tonight.  The Producer will be transported to Professor Conguise’s tomorrow, but not until I give the order.  Understood?”

	“I’ll keep her safe.”  Safer than you’ll like.

	“Conguise is not a trusting soul.  He’s sent his own Guards to help protect the Producer.”

	“I’ll see to it that they have a visual of her, but they will not have access until she is no longer my responsibility.  I don’t trust Guards I do not know, sir.”

	“Good boy.”  Benedictine slapped him on the shoulder.  “Make sure that Jethro makes it to the house safely,” he said as he walked away.

	“Yes, sir.”  Why wouldn’t Jethro make it to the house safely?  Was Benedictine worried about the break-in at Kim’s or Conguise’s Guards?

	Jethro came out of the barn, moving slowly.  Benedictine turned and walked back to him. 

	“Let’s get you inside.”  Benedictine grabbed the handles and pushed the chair to the house.  

	Jethro never let anyone push him.  Something was definitely off.  Jackson shrugged.  He had other concerns at the moment.  He turned and went back inside the barn. 

	Viola was still pretending to sleep.  He shut the door.  

	“It’s clear,” he said.

	Viola sat up.  He opened the cabinet and Trinity crawled out.

	“Hand me Jethro’s leftovers,” said Viola.  “I’m starving.  I didn’t have time to eat.”

	He shoved the tray closer to the cage.  “Don’t get caught eating that.”  He pointed to the meat.

	“Why?” asked Viola, inspecting the meat.

	Trinity turned away.

	“Oh, right.  Sorry.”  Viola put the meat back on the tray and picked up the juice.

	“We should go.”  He led Trinity to the door.  “I’ll be back after I drop her off at Hugh’s.  I’ll send Casper in to guard you.  Your father’s Guards will be able to view you through the window, so keep your skin hidden, but we won’t let them any closer.”

	“How are you going to hand me over without being caught?”  Viola chugged the juice.  She wrinkled her nose, and set the empty container back on the tray.   

	“I haven’t quite figured that out,” he said.  “Don’t speak to Casper if you can help it.  Remember, you’re a prisoner.”

	“Got it.  And Jackson…let Hugh know what I did.”  Viola flashed a quick smile.  “I may need a friend to stay with after my father disowns me.”

	He nodded.  It took guts to defy her father, especially in this situation.  He hoped Hugh appreciated the gesture.

	When they stepped outside of the barn he called Casper over.  He had to take a chance that the old Guard was loyal to him.  “Listen,” he whispered.  “I’m taking the Producer to High Hugh.” 

	“Benedictine will kill you,” said Casper, glancing around.

	He touched his battered face.  “He’s going to kill me anyway.  You too.  You’re getting to the age that you’re becoming useless to him.”  Benedictine did not keep the older Guards.  Once they could no longer do their job, they were taken away and put down.

	“I still have a few years left,” defended Casper, standing a little straighter.

	“Leave with me,” he said.  “I’ll come back after delivering her to Hugh and take any of you who want to come.  Hugh has already agreed.”  Hugh kept all his Guards until they passed on their own, whether they could still work or not.

	“Hugh agreed to take us all in?” asked Casper.

	“Yes.  He really wants this Producer.”  He must, because the care for an additional ten Guards was not cheap.

	“I heard he is kind like his mother,” said Casper.

	He shrugged.  The Almighty had greeted him with a gun.  “Not entirely.  But he’s better than Benedictine.”

	“I’m in,” said Casper.  “What do I need to do?”

	He relaxed a bit.  If Casper hadn’t agreed, he would’ve had to incapacitate the old Guard and then make a run for it.  “Viola has switched places with Trinity.”  At Casper’s confused look he pointed his thumb at the Producer.  “This is Trinity.”

	“Oh.”  Casper’s eyes widened.  “That’s not going to work.  Conguise has sent Guards.”

	“Calm down.  You’re to stand guard.  I should be back in a couple of hours.  I’ve already told Benedictine that Conguise’s Guards are only to have visual access to the Producer.  They can view her through the window, but don’t let them inside the room.  That way they won’t be able to smell her.  Plus, Viola and Trinity have switched clothes so her scent will be somewhat masked.  Don’t say anything to anyone until I get back.”

	“Hurry.”  Worry was clear in Casper’s voice.

	He patted the old Guard on the shoulder and led Trinity toward the forest.  Casper was scared and he should be.  If anything went wrong while he was gone, Casper would pay for it.  He didn’t think he could live with himself if that happened, so he’d have to make sure that everything went smoothly from here on out.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 34

	 

	 

	JACKSON PULLED TRINITY into the brush.  “We’ll travel through the woods.  Once we’re away from Benedictine’s property we can go through town.”  He looked her over.  “No one should pay much attention to you as long as you keep covered by the cloak.” 

	“Does everyone know that we’re meat?” she asked.

	“No.  Why?”  He continued moving through the forest, glancing back to make sure she was following.

	“You know,” she said.  “And Viola.”

	“Yeah.  Conguise must have told her.  I know, because I work for Benedictine.  He obviously knows and some of the other Almightys, but most don’t.  They only know that they eat meat.  They never ask where it comes from.”  

	“Does Jethro know?”

	Ahh, now her question made sense.  “No.  But he’ll be told soon.  He’s to take Benedictine’s place one day.  It’s the family’s business.”

	“Oh,” she said sadly.

	They followed a hidden trail.  When it forked, he turned to the left and continued parallel to the road that ran through town.  

	“Soon, we’ll cut through.”  There was only silence behind him.  He stopped.  Where was she?  He was going to kill her if she’d ditched him.  He raced back around the bend and there she stood right where the trail separated, staring off into the distance.  “Come on,” he said in a hushed tone.  “We have to hurry.”

	She turned toward him and then glanced back at the trail that led farther into the woods.  “Kim is right.  It does no good to be ashamed of who…what you are.  It doesn’t change anything.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Kim’s in love with you and you her.”  She stared at him, her golden eyes seeing far more than they should.  

	“Don’t say that, ever.  It’s not true.”  The lie was bitter on his tongue, but those words, if overheard, would be his death sentence.

	“I know love when I see it.  My parents love each other.  They let nothing stand in the way of their being together.”

	“You know nothing of how the world works.”

	“I know you should be careful.  You can’t change what you are or how you feel but your love can harm more than you and Kim.”  She looked back toward the other path.  “I’m not going to Hugh’s.  Not yet, anyway.  You should go back.  Help Casper.”

	Araldo, save me from the workings of the female mind.  “Please tell me you’re joking.”  His life depended on delivering her to Hugh.  

	She shook her head.

	“Many are risking everything for you.”  He strode over to her.  

	“That’s the problem.  Mirra and Gaar are in cages because of me.  I have to free them.”  She stared up at him, unblinking.  

	“And how do you think you’re going to do that?”  The arrogance of the little shit was unbelievable.  

	“I don’t know.”  She fidgeted in place.  “I think, I can sneak into the camp and pick the lock or something.”

	“You think?”  He threw up his hands and spoke to the heavens.  “She thinks she can sneak into the camp.”  He lowered his hands and glared at her.  “Have you ever picked a lock before?”

	She shook her head, biting her lower lip.

	“Have you ever snuck into a camp protected by a group of Guards?  Not to mention Trackers who can smell you miles away.”

	She shook her head again, her eyes watering.

	“Don’t cry now.”  He ignored her tears and focused on his anger.  “Wait until the Guards or the Tracker are tearing you limb from limb.  Then cry.”  He stomped away.  “Unbelievable.”

	“I have to try,” she muttered.

	He walked back to her and grabbed her shoulders, shaking her so hard that her teeth clanked together.  “No.  You don’t.”

	“I will not leave them trapped and awaiting death.”  She pulled away from him, clenching her fists.  

	“Then you will die,” he said, enunciating each word.

	“We all die.  I’d rather die helping my friends than die for someone’s dinner.”  She brushed past him and continued straight into the forest toward the Lake of Sins.

	“You have got to be kidding me,” he mumbled to himself as he trotted after her.  He could force her, but it was a long way to Hugh’s with an uncooperative Producer or even an unconscious one.  He grasped her arm.  “What about your mom?  She’s waiting for you.”

	She hesitated.  He held back a grin.  He had her now.  She really wanted to see her mom and after what she’d been through, he didn’t blame her.

	“I’ll…I’ll see her later.  I have to do this.”  

	She tugged on her arm, trying to break his hold, but he maintained his grip.  It was going to be a long trip to Hugh’s.  

	“I’m going to deliver you to Hugh, whether you like it or not.”  He began dragging her along behind him.

	“Don’t do this,” she said.  “I’m warning you, let me go.”

	“Or what?”  He snorted as he continued towing her down the path.  

	She raised her free hand and struck him on his injured arm.  A sharp pain exploded through his limb.  He released her and she darted away.  She’d torn through his jacket and had opened one of his stitches.  The cut wasn’t too bad.  He’d had worse, but what had she struck him with?  Had Viola given her a knife?  It didn’t really matter.  He’d figure it out once he caught her.  He raced after her, putting pressure on the injury to stop the bleeding.  

	She was fast, but he was faster, his long legs eating up the ground.  Another few steps and he’d have her.  He reached out and his fingers brushed across her cloak, preparing to grasp the material when she launched herself into the air.  She landed on the side of a tree and stuck.  He stumbled, falling to his knees as she quickly climbed to a high branch and then leapt to the next tree.

	“What in the name of all that’s holy are you?” he whispered as he stood and darted after her, realizing that he’d just discovered why the Almightys wanted her so badly.  

	 

	He jogged through the brush, scanning the trees.  Somehow, he’d lost her.  He paused, straining to hear any noise.  There was a rustle and a bird flew out of the leaves in a nearby oak.  Then there was nothing.  He tipped his head back and inhaled deeply.  Ahh, there she is.  He raced forward following her scent.

	She was headed directly toward the lake.  He stopped, panting, hidden in the brush near the clearing.  She would have to come down from the trees or circle the water.  It was a large lake.  That would take time.  She was young and anxious.  She would come down.  He waited.  He was faster and stronger than her on the ground.  All he had to do was get her away from the trees.

	There was a movement ahead and to his right.  There she was, half hidden in the foliage.  She was searching for him.  He shifted deeper into the shadows.  Her golden eyes caught the moonlight and glowed emerald green.  She waited.  He steadied his breathing, remaining perfectly still.  He understood the patience of a hunter.

	After several minutes, she dropped to the ground and moved cautiously into the clearing.  His muscles bunched and tensed in anticipation of the chase, but he waited.  She needed to be farther away from the trees.  If she managed to leap back into them, he’d never catch her.  Just another step or two should do it.  He grinned eagerly.  Now.  

	He raced silently through the vegetation, staying in the shadows.  He picked up speed once he was out of the woods.  Her ears tipped back, catching the sound of his approach.  She burst forward, but she was no match for him.  Another step and he would be close enough.  He tensed, preparing for the tackle that would take her down when she spun around to face him.  Her hands were in front of her, claws bared.  

	He skidded to a stop.  She had claws.  That explained her ability to climb trees.  “So, that’s what you cut me with.”  He touched his arm.

	“Yes.  I don’t want to, but I’ll do it again.”  She stepped backward. 

	“I’m not afraid of your claws.”  He moved closer.  She was not going to get away from him.  

	“Don’t.”  She bared her teeth, showing her long, sharp canines as she continued backing up.

	He tipped his head.  How had he not noticed them before?  “Mine are bigger.”  He smiled, displaying his large, white fangs.  He took another step closer.  He had to keep her moving away from the trees.  “Where are you going to go?  The lake is behind you.”

	She stumbled and almost lost her balance.  

	“What the hell are you anyway?”  He needed to keep her focused on the conversation and not his advancement.

	“Producer.”  She continued moving away from him.

	“Producers can’t launch themselves into trees.”  He matched her step-by-step, but what she didn’t realize was that his strides were longer.  She was only a leap away.  Another moment and she’d be close enough.  His muscles quivered.

	“But House Servants can.” 

	He froze.  She couldn’t be saying what he thought she was saying.  “I don’t understand.”

	“My father is a House Servant.”  She continued moving away from him until she stood at the edge of the lake. 

	“No.  That impossible.”  He stalked forward, closing the distance until she was again only a foot away.  “I’ve heard of pregnancies between different classes, but they don’t usually go full term and if they do the young are always stillborn.”

	Something large burst out of the water and straight at him.

	“Look out,” she yelled.

	He was already throwing himself backward, away from the large, gray creature.  This wasn’t happening.  There was nothing in the lake that big.  Obviously, he was wrong and unfortunately, it was no longer in the lake.  He stumbled and fell to the ground, crab crawling away as quickly as possible.  It lunged at him; its webbed hands only inches away when Trinity flew between them.  It engulfed her in its arms and twisted its body as it dropped into the lake, taking her with it.  In a second, they disappeared under the water.

	What was that thing?  It had happened so fast.  He staggered to the water’s edge.  “Trinity,” he screamed.

	The waves on the lake calmed until all that was left were small ripples.  He ran along the bank, but there was no sign of life in the dark, silent water.  Just like that, she was gone.  If she hadn’t jumped in the creature’s path, he would be immersed, struggling to free himself, trying to hold his breath while his lungs screamed for oxygen.  There was a small disturbance on the surface.  He backed away.  

	Trinity’s head popped out of the water and she gasped for air.  She was alive.  He had to get her out of there before that thing came back.  He ran into the lake.

	“Don’t,” she called out as she swam toward shore.  “Wait there.”  

	She didn’t have to tell him twice.  He climbed onto land and scanned the water for any sign of that thing.  She was moving fast, but she needed to move faster.  Where did it go?  Were there more of them in the lake?  When she was close enough, he grabbed her hand and dragged her to shore, pulling her into a tight hug.

	“Thank Araldo,” he mumbled against her wet hair.  His heart beat rapidly in his chest.  “I thought you were dead.”  She smelled of fish but he didn’t care.  He let her go, his clothes now soaking wet.  “How did you get away?”

	“I don’t think Christian will hurt me.”  She looked back at the lake.  

	“Who?  What?”  She must be in shock; she wasn’t making sense.

	The creature rose head and shoulders out of the water.

	“Shit.  It’s back.”  He shoved her behind him and moved them farther away from the water.  “What is that thing?”

	“It’s okay.  Christian’s a friend.”  She stepped to the side and waved.  

	That thing waved back.

	He blinked several times, his jaw hanging open.  She used her thumb to gently close his mouth.  If he were going to be around her for very long, he might as well leave it open.

	“I am going to free Mirra and Gaar.”  She walked back toward the lake.  “You can’t stop me.  He won’t let you.”  She smiled at Christian, who lurked in the water near the edge.

	“Would you get back over here?  I don’t trust that thing.”  She was too close to the lake.  That creature could snatch her in a heartbeat.  

	“Well, I do.  He’s a friend.”  She shot him a disgusted look as she continued walking around the lake.

	That hurt.  It shouldn’t but it did.  He risked his life to help her escape.  Of course, he only did it so that Hugh would take him in, but she didn’t know that.  He frowned as he walked parallel to her but several feet farther away from the water.  

	“He won’t make me go to Hugh.  He might even help me.”  She stopped and faced the lake.  “Christian, will you take me to the Tracker camp?”

	She had to be kidding.  She was asking this fish-thing for help.  She was starting to get on his nerves.  

	Christian bobbed in the water.  

	“You know, Tracker.”  She bared her claws and hunched her shoulders, hissing and swatting.

	Christian wiggled as he rose from the water.  He moved forward and back with his torso out of the lake.

	“Good.  You do know,” she said.

	“I don’t believe this.”  He’d never seen anything like this creature and here she was communicating with it.  At least, she thought she was.  He wasn’t too sure that this Christian understood a word that she said.  

	She turned to him.  “It’s quite a distance to the Tracker camp through the forest.  Is there a faster way?”

	“The camp isn’t that far by road and carriage.”

	“Can we get a carriage?”

	“It would be too risky.  We’d have to steal one.”  So much for his plan running smoothly.  It couldn’t get any rockier.  “Wait a minute.  When did this become we?”  More importantly, when had he decided to help her?  It was only because he couldn’t arrive at Hugh’s without her.  At least that’s what he told himself. 

	“Sorry.  You don’t have to help.  I just thought—”

	“I was kidding.”  He shot a disgusted look at Christian, who was once again mostly submerged in the water.  “You did save me from that thing.”

	“Christian,” she corrected.

	Christian’s black, unblinking eyes stared at him.

	He shivered.  It was because his clothes were wet.  It didn’t have anything to do with the lifeless eyes of the water predator.  Yeah, right.  “I don’t think it would have let me go.”

	“Probably not,” she said, staring at Christian.

	“How long will it take to get to the Tracker camp through the forest?  I still need to get you to Hugh’s before Benedictine finds out that we switched you and Viola.”  Casper’s life depended on it.

	“Unless Kim came back for it, there’s a canoe over here.”  

	“How do you…is this where you met Kim?”  Things were starting to make a little sense.

	She walked over to a pile of brush.  “Yeah, that’s what Kim was doing down here.”  She glanced at him and smiled.  “She wasn’t meeting a lover.”  She began pushing the vegetation aside, uncovering the craft.  “Help me get it into the lake.”

	“You want to use that tiny canoe with that thing in the water?”  He shook his head.  “No way.  That fish-thing can tip this—”

	“He won’t.  Trust me.”  She yanked on the craft, barely moving it.  

	For some reason, he did trust her.  “I’m going to regret this.  I know I am.”

	He brushed her aside and picked up the boat.  He dropped it into the lake, keeping Christian in his sight as they stepped in the water and then climbed into the canoe.  He’d just taken the oars and sat down when Christian dipped below the surface.  

	“Where is he?” He looked around nervously.  

	There was no movement in the water and then suddenly, Christian emerged next to them.  

	He jerked back almost tipping the canoe, the oars slipping from his hands as he fought to keep afloat.  Christian disappeared and something scraped along the underside of the boat.  His heart pounded like he’d run miles.  This was never going to work.  The creature was going to capsize them and eat him.

	“Calm down.”  She touched his hand.  

	“We can’t go.  I dropped the paddles.”  He couldn’t keep the relief from his voice or face.  They’d have to figure out another way to travel.

	“We don’t need them.”  She dangled the rope that was attached to the boat in the lake.  Christian popped his head out of the water.  

	“Can you take us to the Tracker camp?” she asked.

	Christian rose out of the water and slashed his hand back and forth through the air.

	“Yes,” she said.  “Tracker.”

	Christian dropped back under the water.  The rope grew taut and the boat began moving.

	He shook his head.  “Unbelievable.”  If he made it through this, he would certainly have a story to tell.

	The wind whipped though his hair as they flew across the lake.  

	He glanced at her.  “You have to tell me how you became friends with this…”

	She frowned.

	“Christian,” he corrected.

	“Well…”  She began telling him the story as they left the lake and entered the river.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 35

	 

	 

	TRINITY AND JACKSON were making good time traveling by boat.  Christian kept moving at a fast clip, even with the extra burden of pulling both of them in the canoe.  Some of the river wound through the newer, more cleared areas of the woods, but there were smaller branches that led into the deep forest and Christian took many of those.  

	Trinity glanced at Jackson.  His jaw was clenched and he squinted into the darkness.  He was worried too.

	“Do you know where we are?” she whispered.

	“No.  I’ve never been this far into the forest.  Are you sure you can trust him.”  He stared at the front of the boat where the rope disappeared into the water.

	What did she really know about Christian?  Nothing.  She’d saved him once and he hadn’t killed her once.  Maybe, they were even.  He could be taking them to his friends for dinner.  Mirra had said they lived in groups.

	“Yeah.  I think so.”  She smiled weakly at him.

	“I knew I was going to regret this.”  He leaned down and dug into his boot.  He pulled out a long knife and handed it to her.  “I assume you know how to use this, since you were carrying a similar one when we caught you.”

	“Thanks.”  She tested the weight in her hands, immediately feeling safer.  She slipped it into the sheath attached to her belt which she’d kept when she’d traded clothes with Viola.

	“I don’t know what good it will do if this…Christian is taking us to others like him.  We’re no match for them in the water.”  He looked around.  “Even if we get away from him, it’s dangerous this deep in the forest.  I never believed there was much out here, but when I was track…hunting you, I came across some interesting scents and trails.  I wouldn’t want to be alone out here.”

	“We’ll be fine.  We can trust Christian,” she reassured herself as much as him.

	The boat began to slow, the rope growing slack.

	“It looks like we’ll find out soon enough,” he said.

	There were trees nearby.  She could jump to one, but she didn’t think Jackson was able to leap very far, if at all.  If she had to, could she leave him?  He was a Guard and had been her captor.

	“Stay behind me as much as you can,” he said, voice low.  “If it goes bad, and you see a chance to make it to land, don’t hesitate.”  He shifted so that his bulk blocked as much of her as possible.  

	No, she wouldn’t leave him.  He may have started as her captor, but he was a friend now.  She sighed.  Mirra was right.  She had too many friends.

	The boat glided under numerous low hanging branches.  She brushed the greybeard moss out of her face.  The plant gave her the creeps with the way it sucked life from the surrounding air.  The boat stopped and Christian’s head emerged from the water.  He pointed ahead to a tunnel etched out of the land.

	“Please tell me we’re not going through there,” said Jackson.

	Christian kept pointing and then he put his flippers together and jerked his arms back and forth.

	“He’s trying to tell us something.” 

	“Yeah, that we’ll taste good,” he mumbled.

	“He hasn’t harmed us yet.”  She shot him a dirty look.  

	“Benedictine hasn’t hurt you yet, but you don’t want to be alone with him.”

	He had her there.  “Good point.”

	Christian moved forward in the water and brushed aside the moss hanging from a tree limb in front of the tunnel.

	“What’s that?” he asked.  

	“I can’t tell.”  She couldn’t see as well in the dark as she’d like.  

	“It’s a grate of some sort,” he said, squinting.

	She glared at the back of his head.  Apparently, he could see better in the dark than she could.  “Oh, yeah.  A grate.”  She still couldn’t make out anything in the blackness.

	Christian pulled on it and the metal squeaked.  He turned back around and waved for them to come over to him.

	“I think he needs help,” she said, looking over the side of the boat.  The water was dark and it stank.  Algae and garbage floated on the top and just under the surface.

	“I do not want to get in that.”  His face twisted with disgust.

	Christian was standing so it wasn’t that deep, but it was nasty.  

	“Me either,” she said, her own lip curling.  She wouldn’t be surprised if there were feces in the water.

	They looked at each other.  With a sigh, he crawled out of the boat and into the water.  It came up to his waist.  He closed his eyes for a moment and grimaced.  

	Maybe, it was the stress of the last couple of weeks or simply the idea of this large, dangerous Guard standing in poop water, but she couldn’t stop herself from giggling.

	“It’s not funny,” he snapped.

	“No.  Of course not.”  She tried to keep a straight face, but failed miserably.

	“The two of us might not be strong enough.  We may need your help,” he snarled at her.

	Her smile died.  He wasn’t kidding.

	He smirked and trudged over to the grate.  Christian moved to the side a bit, giving Jackson room to put his hands on the metal.

	“Gross.”  He pulled his hands off, wiping them on his shirt.  “It’s slimy.”

	She bit her lip.  If she laughed again, she had no doubt that they’d need her assistance.

	The two males pulled and the metal groaned in protest.  They pulled again and again until it finally budged, making a grinding sound as it was forced open.  They shoved it wide enough for the boat to pass.  

	Panting, Jackson crawled back into the canoe.

	“You stink.”  She bit the side of her mouth.  What was wrong with her?  Why was she provoking him?

	“Thanks,” he said sarcastically.

	Christian motioned for them to get down.  They lay on the floor of the boat, back to back.

	“If he eats us, I’m going to feel like a giant fool.  Not only did I willingly go with him but I helped him,” he mumbled.

	She covered her mouth with her hand to hold back a laugh.  It really wasn’t funny.  Either she was losing her mind, or the stress was getting to her.  She breathed deeply through her nose to calm herself and the stench of the sewage water eliminated any thought of laughter.  

	The trip through the tunnel was dark.  Not even the moon penetrated the channel.  There was nothing but blackness and air ripe with rotting sewage.  She was going to pinch her nose to block the scent but then she’d have to breathe through her mouth and the thought of remnants of that odor on her tongue made her gag.  Instead, she took frequent, small sniffs and stared into nothingness as the waves lapped against the side of the boat.  That sound interspersed with the groaning of the rope from the pressure of pulling them.  She leaned a little heavier against Jackson, the steady rhythm of his breathing, the only comfort in this midnight symphony.

	Maybe, she should have gone to Hugh.  She’d probably be with her parents now, tucked into a warm, soft bed.  Yeah, while the life blood was drained from Mirra and Gaar.  She had to help them.  There really was no other choice.  Of course, how she was going to save them with only Jackson to assist her, she wasn’t sure.  A tree branch, covered in greybeard moss, loomed in the darkness, its branches reaching out toward them.  She wriggled closer to him and then paused.  She could see.  It was lighter.  They were out of the tunnel.  

	They both leaned up at the same time.  Christian was walking, pulling the boat.  The water was no longer deep enough for him to swim.  In the distance a building stood.  It looked familiar.

	“We’re here.”  Jackson clapped her on the back and stepped out of the boat.  “The tunnel took us under the wall.”

	“Will you wait here for us?” she asked Christian, as she hopped into the water to stand by Jackson.

	Christian bobbed his head.

	They left the water for dry land and began climbing the hill that would take them to the Tracker camp.  

	“I have to tell you, I didn’t think we were going to make it.  That tunnel was dark.  I thought for sure it was a trap,” he said.

	She’d thought that too, but she didn’t want to admit it.

	He stopped near the top of the hill and sniffed.  “Smell that?”

	She turned away in order to avoid the sewage odor that still lingered on him and inhaled deeply.  “Yes.  It’s the Trackers.”

	“We’re downwind from them, so we should be able to get close before they smell us.”  

	They started walking again and stopped several yards from the building.  They were approaching the camp from the opposite direction than she had before.  

	“I’ve been thinking,” he whispered.  “They don’t know that I’ve left Benedictine.  This is what I think we should do.”  He leaned closer and told her his plan.

	She was going to be chased by Guards again.  She hoped this went a little smoother than the last time.  She nodded her agreement and he sauntered across the clearing and entered the building.  She fidgeted.  She was supposed to wait about five minutes.  She tried counting in her head but her mind kept wandering.  The time before, she would have died if it hadn’t been for Gaar.  Could she trust Jackson?  She didn’t have a choice if she wanted to help Mirra and Gaar.  She took a deep breath and darted into the Tracker camp.  There was no turning back now.  She slowed down as she passed the building.  It was still dark and she needed to make sure that at least one of the Guards saw her through the window.

	The Trackers caught her scent and started growling and howling.  Her instincts screamed for her to get as far away from the large predators as possible but she moved closer.  Some yanked on their chains, lashing out at her.  She cringed, unable to help herself.

	Mirra struggled against her restraints, once again tied to the bars of the cage by her wrists, ankles and neck.  “Little One, no.”  Mirra tried to yell, but her voice was harsh and the sound came out as a crackle.

	Her heart broke to see the proud creature brought so low and it was her fault.  She wanted to run directly to Mirra, but she had to keep with the plan.

	A Guard stepped out of the building.  “Over there,” he yelled, and pointed at her.

	Two other Guards came outside and then the three of them headed toward her.

	She stood her ground, her legs trembling.  She had to wait for the signal.  There was a slight scuffling sound from the building and then Jackson came outside.

	It was time.  She raced toward the forest.  Two of the three Guards immediately chased after her.  They were faster than the Guards at the Finishing camp, but she was farther away.  Another few yards and she’d be at the tree line.  Hopefully, Jackson had taken care of the other Guards.  That left only the two chasing her.  She leapt onto a tree and hung there, waiting as the Guards quickly approached.  Jackson had better hurry.  In a minute, she’d have to move or be caught and she was not going to be caught again.

	Then Jackson appeared, barreling through the brush.  He caught up to the slowest Guard, and used the handle of his knife to bash the Guard upside the head as he ran past.  The Guard dropped to the ground in an unmoving heap.  The other Guard skidded to a halt at the tree.  She climbed higher.

	“What in blazes?”  The Guard stared up at her.

	Jackson crept up behind him.  He was almost there when there was a sharp crack.  She glanced down at his foot.  He’d stepped on a twig.  

	The Guard turned.  “Where are…”

	Jackson smiled and punched the Guard in the nose.  The Guard stumbled backward but didn’t fall.  Jackson shook his hand and the Guard lunged at him, knocking the knife from Jackson’s grasp.  

	Should she help?  She could drop from the tree and grab the knife.  Could she stab another Guard?  What if she accidentally got Jackson?  She hung on the tree, undecided.

	The two Guards hit the ground in a rolling heap of arms and legs.  The Guard hit Jackson in the face, but he countered by shoving his head into the Guard’s chest and rolling.  Jackson was on top now and was finally able to grasp the Guard’s neck and slowly cut off his air supply.  When the Guard passed out, he loosened his hold.

	Her arms quivered as she dropped to the ground.  “That went better than the last time.”  She clamped her mouth shut.  She should not have mentioned that.

	“What…last…time?” he asked, panting as he stood.

	“Uhm…well…”  She really shouldn’t tell him about the killing of the Guards at the Finishing Camp.

	“There’s some rope in the Guard house.  We need to tie them up before they wake.  It’s in the small closet across from the door, not the large closet that’s latched shut.  Don’t open the latch.  I stuck one of the Guards in there.  She’s conscious.  Don’t open that closet,” he repeated.

	“The small closet.  Got it.”  He was speaking to her like she was an idiot, but she’d let it go.  Maybe in the rush, he’d forget about her comment.  

	The five Trackers in the yard were howling and pacing.  The four in the cages stared silently at them, Mirra with a shocked expression on her face.

	“I’ll start dragging them to the building.  I’m not leaving them out here.  I don’t want anyone killed.”  He grinned at her.  “You can tell me what you meant about the last time you did something like this while we tie everyone up.”

	She smiled back although she was pretty sure it looked more like a grimace.  Hopefully, he didn’t consider all Guards as brothers.  She ran to get the rope.  

	After the Guards were secured inside the house, he took a set of keys off the wall.  The Guard in the closet continued to yell and kick the door.

	“You’d better be quiet,” he said.  “I’m turning the Tracker loose.  She doesn’t need an excuse to tear you limb from limb.  Your best bet is that she forgets you exist.”

	The noise from the closet stopped.  He winked at Trinity and locked the door as they left.  

	“If they keep quiet, the Guards should be safe.”  He laughed as they walked to the Tracker cages.  “So, you set the Producers at the Finishing Camp free.  Benedictine is going to be livid.  Things are not going well for him.”

	She’d skipped over the part about killing the Guards.  What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.  She raced to the cages.  “Mirra!”

	“Little One,” whispered Mirra.  “You no be here.”

	He began unlocking Mirra’s chains, starting with her neck.

	“I couldn’t leave you,” she said, choking back tears.  The Tracker’s fir was dirty and there was blood on her arm.

	When he unlocked the final chains, Mirra crumpled to the floor.  She staggered to her feet, stumbling a bit until her legs adjusted to her weight again.  He unlocked the cage door.  Mirra looked at him and snarled.

	Trinity stepped in front of Jackson.  “He’s a friend, Mirra.  I couldn’t have done this without him.”

	“He Benedictine Guard.  He shoot Mirra.  Mirra stumble.  Mirra sleep.”

	She glared at him.  It seemed she wasn’t the only one keeping secrets.  He hadn’t told her that he was the one to actually drug and capture the Tracker.  Still, she had to persuade Mirra that he was on their side, or he could be in trouble and that would be her fault.  She really needed to get less involved.  “He helped me escape Benedictine.  He came here and helped you.  He’s a friend.”  

	The Tracker hissed at him, baring her teeth and then jumped out of the cage, falling to her knees from the impact.  She scrambled to her feet and walked over to one of the other cages.  

	“Turn Nirankan loose.”

	“I didn’t agree to that.  We can’t turn them all loose.  They’re dangerous.”

	“Only if you agree that we’ll be safe,” she said, trying to appease both of them.

	“Little One safe,” said Mirra, baring her teeth again.

	“Jackson too.”  It was a good sign that Mirra hadn’t attacked him yet.

	“You too many friends.”  Mirra looked at Nirankan and then snarled at Jackson.  “This…Guard safe too.”

	“I don’t think this is a good idea,” he said, but he began unlocking Nirankan’s cage anyway.  “We need to get going.” 

	She dug her toe in the dirt.  He was not going to be happy with her.  “I’m staying with Mirra.”

	He stopped unlocking the door and turned to her.  “What do you mean?  You said that you’d go to—”

	“After Mirra and Gaar are free.”

	“Mirra can take care of setting the Handler free.  She doesn’t need your help.”

	“Unlock Nirankan, Sikka, Parra.”  Mirra pointed to the Trackers in the cages.

	“I’m going with her”—Trinity held out her hands for the keys—“I can finish unlocking the Trackers.  You go back to Casper and Viola.  They need you.  I don’t.”

	“I’m not leaving you here.  Alone.”  He finished unlocking Nirankan’s cage and moved on to Sikka.

	She rolled her eyes.  She’d been alone with Mirra and Gaar for more than a week.  “Mirra will protect me.”

	“No.”  He opened the door and Sikka was free.

	“It’s the only way.”  She glanced at Mirra who was busy talking to Nirankan.  Mirra didn’t know that she’d agreed to go to Hugh’s and this encounter with Benedictine would have increased Mirra’s distrust of Almightys.  She did not want to have that conversation with the Tracker while Jackson was around.  “I’m not going to Hugh’s until I know Gaar is safe,” she whispered.  “Yes, Mirra can set him free but if he’s sick or injured, I can help.  I know something about medicinal plants and herbs.”

	Jackson unlocked the last cage.  Nirankan and Sikka stepped inside and helped Parra to the ground.

	“I don’t like this.”  He looked from the Trackers to her.

	“I promise that I’ll go to Hugh as soon as Gaar is free.”  When he started to object again she held up her hand.  “Think of Casper.  You can’t leave him to hand over Viola on his own.”

	“You’re right.”  Jackson stepped toward her like he was going to hug her and then he awkwardly patted her on the shoulder and handed her the keys.  “You stay safe.”  

	He walked a few steps and then turned back to face her.  “Christian.  I think you had better explain to him why I’m returning alone.  I don’t want him to think that I ate you.”

	“Oh, yeah.  I probably should talk to him.”  She turned to Mirra.  “I’ll be right back.  Wait for me.”

	“Keys.”  Mirra held out her hand.  “We wait.”

	She dropped the keys in the Tracker’s large paw and then raced with Jackson back to the boat.  Christian was lurking in the water and she made it clear to him that he was to take Jackson back to the Lake of Sins and that she would be staying.  

	“If he eats me, it’s your fault.”  Jackson took a deep breath and crawled into the canoe.  

	“Christian, Jackson is my friend.  Keep him safe.”  She tried to smile, but she was a bit concerned about that herself.  She’d grown fond of the hairless Guard.  

	Christian trudged away, dragging the canoe and then slid under the water.  Jackson held her gaze for a moment and then he lay down as the canoe disappeared into the tunnel.  


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 36

	 

	 

	TRINITY RAN BACK TO the Tracker encampment and stopped, panting, next to Mirra.

	“Now, Mirra turn others loose.”  Mirra pointed to the Trackers in the yard.

	“Mirra,” warned Nirankan.

	“I no leave them.  This no life,” said Mirra.

	Nirankan looked at Sikka.  She shrugged.  

	He frowned and then nodded at Trinity.  “She in cage.”

	She didn’t want to get locked up again.  Once had been enough.  She turned to Mirra but the Tracker pointed to the cage.

	She hesitated.  If something went wrong, she’d be trapped.  “I need the keys.  I want to be able to set myself free if…well...”

	Mirra laughed, but handed over the key to the cage.  “If we dead.  You safer in cage.”

	Maybe, she should have left with Jackson.  She climbed inside the enclosure, her heart dropping when the door clanged shut behind her.  She’d been a prisoner in one way or another all her life, but this was the last time.

	Mirra walked to the calmest chained Tracker.  “I free you.  You obey.  We no fight.”

	The female Tracker made no sound.  Mirra moved closer.  The other Tracker turned, exposing the back of her neck where the chain was hooked.  Mirra unlocked the chain and let it drop to the ground.  The Tracker hesitantly stepped out of the area where she had been previously confined.  Once she realized that she really was free, the Tracker raced forward and leapt into a tree, jumping from branch to branch.  

	Trinity grasped the bars of the cage, smiling.  Mirra had been right.  Freedom was a gift that everything deserved.  Nirankan, Sikka and Para, who stood in front of her cage, stared in awe at the Tracker as she raced from tree to tree.  All the other chained Trackers, besides the one who paced, watched their freed companion with hope in their eyes.  Mirra moved on to the others.  Everything went well until Mirra stepped up to the last Tracker, the one who paced continuously.  Of all the Trackers, he seemed the most disturbed.  In her mind, Trinity had named him Crazy.

	Crazy swatted at Mirra and snarled.

	“I help.  I friend,” said Mirra.

	His lips twitched and a low rumble sounded in his chest.

	“Leave him,” said Nirankan.  “He no right in head.”

	“I no leave him.  I no leave any.”  Mirra turned to Nirankan.  “If go bad, take care Little One.”

	“No, Mirra.  Don’t do this.  Think about Gaar.”  This was dangerous.  Crazy was…well crazy.

	“Nirankan, you free Gaar-Mine for me?”

	“He belong you,” said Nirankan.  “No me.  He no let me near.”

	“Take Little One,” said Mirra.

	“No do this, Mirra.  Leave this one,” he warned.

	“Trackers no be chained.  Trackers be free.  Mirra no leave.”

	“Please don’t do this,” she begged.  Crazy was huge compared to Mirra, outweighing her by at least a hundred pounds.  

	Mirra faced her.  “It fine, Little One.  Trust Mirra.”  She turned back to the solitary chained Tracker, and pointed at herself.  “Mirra friend.”  She held up the key.  She acted like she was unhooking a lock on her own neck.  She tossed the key and it fell to the ground by the other Tracker’s feet.  

	Crazy pounced on it.  He turned it over in his hand, sniffing it.  He glanced at Mirra out of the corner of his eye as he stood and raised the key to the chain around his neck.  After a few attempts, he managed to unlock the latch.  He shook his head, the restraint falling to the ground.  He stared at Mirra and then at the three Trackers who stood in front of her cage.  He watched the other Trackers who had once been chained.  In the dark and near the brush they were hard to see, but some were in trees; others rambled around the yard.  One sniffed at the door to the Guards’ building.  He looked back at Mirra and snarled.

	“Friend.”  Mirra pointed at her chest.  

	His muscles tensed and he launched himself at Mirra.

	“Look out,” Trinity screamed.

	The other Trackers stopped what they were doing to watch the battle.

	Mirra met Crazy in mid-lunge.  They hit with a great thud, limbs tangling in the air.  They twisted and landed on all fours, separated by a few feet.  Hair raised and bodies at the ready, they circled each other.

	“You friend, or you die,” said Mirra.  “Choose.”

	“Do something,” she whispered to Nirankan.  

	“Shush,” he said.  

	Crazy leapt at Mirra and she sidestepped his attack.  As he flew by, she reached out and slashed his ribs.  He screeched in pain as he hit the ground in a roll, protecting his injured side.  He sprung to his feet and looked at the slice in his fur.  He glared at Mirra as they circled each other again, each looking for a weakness, an opening.

	He jumped forward and then quickly back.  Mirra reacted by sidestepping again and he took that opportunity to race in head down and slam into her torso.  She was lifted into the air and flung over his back.  She twisted to land on her feet but her timing was off and she landed on her side with a thud.  Crazy was on her in a second.  Their hands locked and Mirra tried to keep his head away from her neck, but he was larger and heavier. 

	“Help her!”  Trinity poked Nirankan through the bars.

	Nirankan stepped out of her reach but he and the others did nothing to help Mirra.  They all just watched.  She raced to the cage door and unlocked it.

	Nirankan grabbed the door, holding it closed.  “You no help.  You only harm.”  

	She yanked on the bars, but she was no match for his strength.  She had to do something, but what could she do if she couldn’t get out of the cage?

	Crazy was getting closer and closer to Mirra’s neck with each moment.  He was only inches away.  Drool from his mouth dripped onto her face and she relaxed her body and her arms, giving up the struggle.  

	“No,” Trinity cried, pulling on the bars again.  It couldn’t end like this.

	As the pressure of their struggle dissipated, Crazy fell forward.  Mirra quickly pushed up on his injured side and rolled to her right.  He landed face first in the dirt.  She climbed on top of him, digging her knee into his spine and grabbing him by the hair at the back of his neck.  She lowered her mouth to the side of his throat.  

	“Surrender or die,” said Mirra.  

	He growled one last protest and then his body went limp.

	In the cage, Trinity’s did too, as she sagged against the bars.  Mirra hadn’t given up.  Mirra would never give up.  Mirra was a fighter, a survivor.  

	“You obey me,” commanded Mirra, yanking on his fur.

	After a long moment, he turned his head, exposing his jugular.

	Mirra stood, keeping a hold of his fur.  She placed her foot on his back and tipped up her head, letting out a victory howl.  When the last echo died, she stepped aside and offered him her hand.  He accepted and she helped him to his feet.

	The other Trackers, the ones who had been chained, walked up to Mirra and dropped to their knees before her.  She lowered her face to the neck of each one and opened her mouth, placing her teeth at the jugular.  The Trackers held perfectly still.  When she’d done this to each one, she walked over to the cage, her bearing stiff and proud.

	“Let Little One loose,” ordered Mirra.

	Nirankan removed his hold on the door and Trinity shoved it open.  Mirra took her hand and helped her out of the cage.

	“Friend.”  Mirra pulled her close and stroked her hair.  “No hurt.”  Mirra stared at each Tracker.  “Smell.  No hunt.  No eat.”

	Mirra sniffed up and down Trinity’s body and then each Tracker stepped forward.  She tensed as the first Tracker approached.  It towered over her, all fur and muscle.  Its fangs were so long that they were visible even with its mouth closed.  It sniffed her, its hot breath blowing across her face.  When it moved to her neck, she trembled.  All it would take was one quick snap and she’d be dead.  It stepped away and the next one moved forward.  All eight of the Trackers performed this task and she shook each time.  She tried not to, but it took all her control to stand steady and not run away screaming.

	When the last Tracker finished, Mirra said, “Now, Handler camp.”

	A few of the Trackers made a snorting sound.

	“We free Handler.  We no kill.”  Mirra stared at each one until it lowered its gaze from hers.  

	Mirra bent in front of Trinity and she crawled onto the Tracker’s back, still trembling a bit.  Crazy grunted and Mirra faced him.  He motioned and they all followed him to the building.  He looked in the window and bared his teeth in a grimace of a smile.  They peered through the glass at the now conscious Guards.  All color had drained from the Guards’ faces and their eyes were wide with fear.  

	Crazy tapped the window with one long claw.  The Guards tried to scoot out of sight.  Drool ran out of Crazy’s mouth in two long strands that hung below his chin.  He looked at Mirra eagerly.

	“No, Mirra,” Trinity whispered in the Tracker’s ear.  “Leave them.”

	Mirra walked to the door.  The others followed.  She turned the handle but it was locked.

	Mirra wasn’t listening to her.  She had no love for the Guards but letting the Trackers tear them apart while they were tied up didn’t seem right.  She needed to stop this.  “What about Gaar,” she urged.  “He needs us.”

	Mirra turned away from the building.  

	Trinity breathed a sigh of relief.

	Mirra sniffed the air and huffed twice.  “Catch up when done.”  

	She started to protest but they were already heading into the forest.  Nirankan, Sikka and Parra followed.  She clung to Mirra but couldn’t stop herself from taking one last look at the Tracker Camp.  Crazy was slamming his body into the door.  The frame would never hold.  She faced forward, but her ears tipped back to catch the sounds.  A few moments later the door broke and then there were screams, a lot of them.  She buried her head in Mirra’s neck.  Jackson was not going to be happy when he found out about this.

	They raced through the woods, Mirra leaving the other three far behind as she leapt from limb to limb.  The chilled wind whipped through Trinity’s hair, and stung her eyes.  It was breathtaking.

	Nirankan appeared to her right.

	“Slow down,” he said, gasping for air.  “Wait.”

	Mirra stopped, pulling herself up on a branch.  “What wrong?”  

	“Parra.  He need rest.”  His breathing became more normal.  “We carry him.  We no keep up.”

	“Show me,” said Mirra.

	They went back to where Sikka waited with Parra high in a tree.  Parra was leaning against the trunk, his eyes shut.  There was greenish-yellow spittle in the creases by his nose and mouth.

	“What wrong?” asked Mirra.

	“He sick.  Guards hard on him,” said Sikka.

	She climbed off Mirra’s back.  “May I?”  She held out her hand.  

	Parra sniffed her fingers and nodded.  

	She touched the mucus by his mouth, rubbing it between her fingers to study the texture.  It was thick, tacky.  She sniffed the substance and then wiped it on the bark.  Next, she opened one of his eyes using her thumb and index finger.  The whites of his eyes were yellow.  It was bad, but not fatal if treated.

	“He’s infected with sickness, probably from bad food and water.  He’s weak.”  She wiped her fingers on her pants.  “He needs food and rest.”  Food is me.  She glanced nervously at the Trackers.  “And medicine.”

	“We no time rest,” said Mirra.

	“We no leave him,” said Sikka.

	“I go.  Save Gaar.”  Mirra began to pace.  

	“Mirra,” she said.  “I have an idea.”  Hopefully, this wasn’t a huge mistake.

	Mirra, Sikka and Nirankan looked at her.

	“We can take Para to the Finishing Camp.  I showed the Producers what herbs to gather to help with their illnesses.  The same medicines should help Para.”  She paused and studied the three Trackers.  She was not positive about sending a Tracker to the Producers.  She could trust Mirra, but she wasn’t sure about the others.  “On one condition.”

	“What condition?”  Parra’s voice was weak and raspy.

	She glanced from one Tracker to the next.  How would they take this from her?  They seemed reasonable, but they were predators and she was their prey.  “You can’t eat them.”  There.  She’d said it.

	A cackle of laughter broke from Parra’s throat and quickly turned into a cough.  When he settled down he said, “Promise.  I no eat you friends.”

	He seemed sincere.  “Okay.  Then we’ll take you there and they’ll care for you.”

	Mirra shrugged.  “Worth try.”

	Mirra and Sikka lifted Parra, placing him on Nirankan’s back.  Trinity climbed onto Mirra’s back and they shifted course a little to head for the Finishing Camp.  She took a deep breath, praying that this wasn’t a huge mistake which would end with the Producers as dinner.



	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 37

	 

	 

	HUGH WAITED BY THE servant’s entrance on the east side of Conguise’s house, looking out into the darkness.  Nothing but shadows.  Damn, it was cold outside.  He shoved his hands in his jacket pockets.  He was dressed in all black like a thief.  He smirked.  Guess that was a good thing since he was about to become one.

	The door to the house slid open and Barney stuck out his head and nodded for Hugh to follow.  He slipped inside.  It was dark and cold, colder than outside.  It was almost as if this building had never known the warmth of the sun.  He couldn’t stop a shiver as he followed Barney down the long, narrow hallway.  

	The walls were raw brick, no false wood or even paint to cover the gray mortar.  He wasn’t surprised since this was the Servant’s passage.  Conguise would see no reason to light or heat the passageway for them.

	They darted around a corner and through two more doors before stopping at a doorway.  

	“Thank you again for doing this,” said Barney.  “Are you ready?”

	“As I’m going to be.”  He rolled his shoulders, adjusting the weight of the backpack.  Buddy had insisted on putting everything he could think of inside the sack.  Just in case.  

	Barney looked at his watch.  “The power outage should be soon.”  The House Servant pulled a small flashlight from his pocket and handed it to him.  

	Hugh shifted his weight from foot to foot.  The hallway was getting warm, not much ventilation or maybe it was because he was nervous.  He’d never broken into someone’s house before.  Technically, he didn’t break in.  Barney had opened the door, but that would be considered having an inside man on the job, still illegal.  He rolled his shoulders again, the damn backpack was heavy.

	The power went out and they were left in complete darkness.  He blinked, trying to adjust his eyes to the lack of light, but he wasn’t made that way unlike Barney who seemed to have no trouble seeing.  

	The House Servant pressed the keypad on the side of the door and turned the handle.  The passage to the laboratory, fifth level access was opened.  

	Show time.  Hugh inhaled deeply, turned on his flashlight and stepped through the doorway.

	“May nature favor you on this journey,” said Barney.

	He turned to thank the House Servant but the door closed in his face.  His stomach dropped to his toes.  This was it.  No turning back now.  He shone the flashlight down the corridor.  It was similar to the passageway that he’d just left, barren, dark and narrow.  Lovely.

	He followed the map.  It was quiet, but this was Conguise’s secret passage so it should be quiet.  The next hallway was narrower than the first, his shoulders brushing against both walls as he passed.  It ended at a doorway.  According to Barney there should be a keypad.  He shone the light alongside the door frame, nothing but gray brick.  He searched the door and there it was, right above the handle.  He pulled the gun out of his backpack.  If this were a trap, this is where it would be sprung.

	He held the flashlight between his teeth and pressed the buttons, being very careful to make sure that he hit the right keys.  Knowing Conguise, if he hit the wrong one an alarm would fire off.  There was a soft click.  He took the flashlight out of his mouth and turned it off.  He slowly opened the door.  If Conguise or someone were on the other side, he was toast.  He could not explain his presence here.  He held the gun at ready and peeked into the room.  It was dark.  He’d have to turn on the flashlight.  If someone were waiting, he’d lose the element of surprise, but he had no other choice.  He pressed the button and shone the light into the office.  

	There was no one inside.  He exhaled in relief as he glanced around the room.  It was spacious with thick heavy furniture.  Only the best for Conguise.  He stepped inside, the door closing behind him with a sickening click.  So far, Barney had not failed him.  He could only pray that the code to get out of the office worked too.

	According to the map, he had quite a distance to go to get to Tim.  His eyes darted to the desk and then the filing cabinet.  His mother’s voice echoed in his mind, telling him that Tim was more important than any experiments or documents, but this might be his only chance at discovering exactly what the professor was doing here.  

	He’d start at the desk.  Just a quick look.  He put the gun in the backpack and stuck the flashlight in his mouth again.  He opened a side drawer and began scanning the files.  There were some DNA results.  He didn’t have time to read them so he shoved them in his backpack.  Then he discovered some files on Guards.  There were a lot of DNA tests in those files too.  He stuffed them in his backpack.  What if Tim were dying right now, while he dug through papers?  It was his mother’s voice again.  Fine.  He’d go find Tim.  

	As he closed the drawer his hand brushed against a ridge on the top of the desk.  He ran his fingers along it.  It was a false top.  He played with it for a moment, looking for the trigger to spring the latch.  There was a slight indentation.  He pressed in with his thumb nail and it popped open.  There were files in there and the top one was on Jethro Remore.  It could be typical pre-surgery files for Benedictine’s son, but why would it be in a hidden compartment?  He added all the files to his collection.  Conguise was going to miss these but he didn’t care.  The professor was going to know something had gone on when Tim was discovered missing anyway.  He closed the secret compartment and walked to the door, opening it a crack.  

	The hallway was empty.  Barney was right.  The Guards were gone.  An eerie red glow flooded the corridor from a few emergency lights.  It was enough so that he didn’t have to use the flashlight.  He turned it off and shoved it in his pocket.  He cautiously stepped out of the office.  

	There was nothing to distinguish that this was level five as opposed to one of the other levels.  The hallway was wide and clean, the floors spotless white tile.  The walls were painted a comforting shade of soft blue, although the emergency lights made them look purple.

	He crept down the corridor, following the directions on the map.  He saw no one on the journey through the maze of hallways.  He glanced at his watch.  He’d only been out of Conguise’s office for about ten minutes, although, if he were to judge by the sweat trickling down his back he’d have guessed a couple of hours had passed.  If he had followed the map correctly, around the next bend was the room where Tim was being held.  He peered around the corner.  There were no Guards waiting at the door or anywhere else.  He had to give kudos to Barney.  So far, his plan had been flawless.

	He strode to the door and paused for a moment.  There was no sound from inside the room.  He opened the door and stepped inside.  This room was dark, but there was an emergency light in the back.  There was no one in there, but he was sure that he was in the right place.

	The door slipped from his fingers and started to shut.  He stuck out his arm, stopping it.  What if it locked when it closed?  He tried the handle.  Sure enough, if he hadn’t checked he’d have been locked inside the room.  He breathed a sigh of relief as he pulled his backpack off his shoulder and dug through it.  He had rope, bullets, a knife, some food and water in case he was trapped for a long time.  The granola bar would have to do.  He placed it in on the floor in the doorway and carefully closed the door.  It stayed open about an inch.  He’d have to take the chance that it wouldn’t be noticed if someone walked past.  Now, he needed to find Tim.  

	There were a couple of empty cages on the far wall and three suspension bars hanging from the ceiling.  He didn’t want to imagine how those bars were used for interrogation.  Various surgical tools lay gleaming on a table.  There was a large tank of some sort in the back.  He walked over to it.

	A soft blue light illuminated out from the tank.  It was filled almost to the top with water.  He gazed upward and there was Tim, swimming at the very top, trying to keep his head above water.

	“Shit.”  He pounded on the side but Tim didn’t look his way.  “I’ll get you out,” he said as loud as he dared.  

	The top of the tank was covered by a thick, black, plastic lid.  He shoved at the bottom of the cap, trying to pry it off, but it was locked.  There had to be a way to remove it.  There were wires coming out of the side of the tank into the wall.  It was controlled by power and the power had been cut.  He ran his hand through his hair.

	Tim dipped under the water and then back to the top.  He was tiring.  No telling how long he’d been swimming.  All the while I was digging through Conguise’s files.  Think, think.  If he couldn’t remove the lid and get Tim out then he had to get the water out of the tank.  There had to be a drain of some sort.  He began searching along the bottom of the container and he located a safety latch on the far side.  He grabbed the handle and turned but it didn’t budge.  He propped his feet against the wall, holding on to the handle and shoved.  It was no use.  It was screwed on tight.  He needed something to use as a pry bar.

	He ran back to the front of the room and searched along the table of surgical equipment.  Nothing.  He looked along the walls and propped in a corner was a long, thick, metal pipe.  It was probably used for torture.  He’d seen one at the killing of the Producer when he’d saved Millie.  He grabbed it and raced back to the tank.  He slid it through a hole on the handle of the safety latch.  

	Tim dipped under the water again.  He didn’t swim back to the top.  

	Hugh pounded on the side.  “Damnit, look at me.  Don’t you dare give up.”

	Tim opened his eyes, disbelief and then hope flared in his gaze as he struggled back to the top.  

	For a second relief washed through him.  Tim was alive.  He still had a chance but he had to do something now.  He braced himself between the wall and the tank and placed his feet on the metal pipe.  He pushed with his legs.  Sweat ran off his forehead, the salt burning his eyes.  Either the latch was going to break or his back was, but he would not give up.  Pain shot through his hips and up his spine.  His legs began to shake from the pressure.  He couldn’t take much more, but this was his brother.  He dug deep and pushed harder, and then, finally, there was movement, slight, but it was there.  He shoved again and the safety latch turned.  Hang on just a little longer, Tim.  He dropped away from the wall and his legs buckled.  He steadied himself and began turning the handle as quickly as possible.  Water spilled into the room and it was the sweetest sound he’d ever heard.  

	“Thank you, Araldo.”  He gave the latch one final spin.  It was now open as far as possible, and the water rushed out of the tank.

	Tim was still swimming, but the water level was lowering; he should be able to stand soon.  Now, Hugh had to figure out how to get him out of there.  He moved a nearby table over to the tank and climbed on it.  He searched the lid for a safety trigger, but there wasn’t one.

	“Hugh.”  Tim was standing on his tiptoes, his face just out of the water.  “Get me out of here.”

	“I’m trying.  I can’t find a release lever.”

	“Ouch,” yelled Tim.

	He looked back into the tank and Tim was standing normally now, but he was swatting at something in the water.  A small, grayish creature buzzed by Tim’s leg.  “Is that a fish?”

	“Who cares,” yelled Tim.  “It’s biting me.”

	“What is it?” he asked, fascinated.  

	The creature was small, about the size of a coffee cup and it appeared to have little hands.  It grabbed on to Tim’s pants and then sank its teeth into his leg.

	“Stop watching and get me out of here.”  Tim swatted it away again.  

	“Sorry.”  He ran his hands over the lid one more time.  There was nothing.  It was controlled by the power, nothing else.  He placed his hands on the tank to steady himself while he jumped off the table.  Glass.  The tank was glass.  He didn’t need a latch.  He grinned and grabbed the pipe.  “Get back.”

	Tim’s eyes widened and he moved to the other side.  

	He tested the weight in his hands and swung.  A loud snap like a gunshot echoed through the room and the glass began to break.  He stepped back as the crack grew like a spider web.  The first pebble of water formed and trickled down the side of the tank.  Then another and then the glass split open, water surging onto the floor.  

	At the sound of splashing, he looked down.  He should be standing in water.  Where had it all gone?  The water swirled a few feet away from him toward a drain in the floor.

	Tim struggled to stay on the opposite side from the break in the glass but the water was too strong.  He was flushed out of the tank and onto the floor with a huge plop, landing sprawled at Hugh’s feet.

	“You’re finally worshipping me like a good Servant should,” he said, grinning.  

	Tim raised his head, snarling at him as he stood.  “You have a warped sense of humor.”  He was soaking wet and bluish-purple bruises covered his face.  In one place, his cheek was split open and those were just the marks that were visible.  

	Tim must have been beaten, pretty badly by the looks of him.  The House Servant, no, his brother, would feel the pain as soon as the adrenaline stopped rushing through his body.  He hoped it would be after they’d gotten out of there.

	“How’d you know where to find me?”  Tim scrunched the ends of his shirt together to ring out the water.

	“Barney,” he said.

	“Conguise’s House Servant?  Why would he help me?”

	“It’s a long story.  I’ll explain later.”  This was probably not the time to tell him about his parentage.  

	The fish creature flew out of the tank on a wave of water.  Hugh followed it as it struggled against the current that was pulling it toward the drain.  He grabbed it by its tail.  It flipped around and snapped at him.  

	“It has a mouth full of teeth,” he exclaimed as he held it at arm’s length.  Fascinating.  “What is this thing?”

	“I don’t know and I don’t care.  Just kill it.”

	“Now, Tim.”  He shook the fish-creature in Tim’s face.  “We shouldn’t kill something because we don’t understand it.”

	Tim swatted away his hand.  “I don’t want to kill it because I don’t understand it.  I want to kill it because it was feeding on me.”

	The creature’s sides expanded and contracted, its mouth gaping open and closed.  It was suffocating.  It needed water to breath.  He looked around for a container.  He’d love to take it with him.  He could let it die and study the carcass.  Its small blue eyes stared at him, as it continued to gasp for air.  He carried it to the tank.  There was about a foot of water below the crack.  He dropped the creature into the tank and then went and closed the drain valve.  It should be safe now.  

	“Let’s get out of here,” he said.

	“Good idea.”  Tim walked toward the door.

	“Wait.  You’re all wet.”

	Tim glanced at his drenched clothes.  “I was submerged in water.  What do you expect?”  

	“You’re dripping,” he clarified.  “You can’t traipse down the hallway leaving a trail of water.”

	There was a small puddle where Tim stood.  

	“I don’t traipse anywhere but what do you suggest I do?”

	“Are there any towels?”  

	They searched the room, but there was nothing to use to dry.

	“This will help.”  Tim took off his shirt and tossed it on the floor.  

	“Your pants too.” 

	Tim frowned but took off his pants.  He was already barefoot.  “I draw the line at my underwear.”

	“We’ll wring them out.”  Hugh held out his hand.

	Tim gave him the pant legs and they wrung them out the best that they could.  Tim put them back on.  They were still wet but not dripping nearly as much.  

	Hugh took off his jacket and then his shirt.  “I love this shirt.  You owe me.”  He pulled out the knife and sliced his shirt in half.  He dropped the knife into the backpack and put his jacket back on.

	“Nice look,” smirked Tim.

	“Shut up and tie these around your feet.  Try and dry any drips as you go.”

	Tim wrapped half of the shirt around each of his feet, tying it at his ankles.  “It’s loose but it should work.”

	“Let’s go.”  He walked to the door, removed the granola bar and checked the hallway.  The emergency lights were still active which was a good sign.  Once the power was back on so were the Guards.  

	They traveled down several hallways.  They were close to Conguise’s office when they turned a corner and standing with his back to them at the other end of the hall was a Guard, a large, built-like-a-brick-wall Guard.  He skidded to a halt, Tim slamming into his back.  They scooted back around the corner. 

	“Now what?”  Tim leaned against the wall.

	“I don’t know.  Barney only drew two routes out.”  He looked at the map.  

	“Fine, let’s take the other way.”

	“It’s a lot longer and more dangerous.  We’re only supposed to go that way if we can’t make it back to Conguise’s lab.”

	“Well, we can’t,” said Tim.

	Hugh glanced around the corner.  

	Tim grabbed his shoulder, trying to stop him.  “Do you want us to get caught?”  

	The Guard was walking their way and was even more formidable from the front.  Barney hadn’t lied about the type of Guard who would be left in the lab, and even though the Guard was older, Hugh didn’t want to confront him.  One hit from those paws and that would be the end.  

	“He’s headed our way.”  He backed away from the corner.  

	“Great.  Just great,” muttered Tim.

	They had to move.  There were several doors in this section of the hallway, most probably led to laboratories, but one looked smaller.  He jogged over and opened it.  It was a closet.  “Quick, in here.”

	“A closet?  You want to hide in a closet?” 

	“Yeah, Guards don’t clean.  He’d have no reason to open the closet, but he may have a reason to go into one of the other labs.”  He shoved Tim inside and quickly followed.

	He turned the handle, making sure that it didn’t lock from the inside and then shut the door.  They were squeezed chest-to-chest in total darkness.  They both steadied their breathing and waited, listening for the sound of footsteps.

	He’d never realized how similar he and Tim were.  Tim was shorter but they were alike in body structure, although he was more muscular.  Of course, he’d participated and excelled at every sport possible in an attempt to win his father’s approval.  His father’s animosity toward him was probably due to his mother’s infidelity.  Was he even his father’s son?  He‘d add that to his list of DNA tests to run.

	Heavy footsteps plodded closer and closer to the door.  In an unspoken consensus he and Tim almost stopped breathing.  The footsteps thudded past the door.  He quietly let out his breath and Tim did the same.  Then the footsteps stopped and headed back their way.

	His gun was in the backpack.  He couldn’t dig for it now and take the chance of making any noise.  Why was the Guard coming back?  Could he smell them?  The smell of a House Servant near the closet shouldn’t cause suspicion, but an Almighty was another matter entirely.  The footsteps were almost to their door.

	“Hug me,” he whispered.  It was the only shot they had.  

	“What?” Tim asked incredulously.

	“My scent.  It shouldn’t be here.  Hug me, now.”

	Tim grimaced but embraced him.  He squeezed his body as close to Tim as possible.  Since neither wore a shirt, they were skin-to-skin.  Tim may be his half-brother but this was uncomfortable.  The Guard stopped in front of the closet, inhaling deeply.  After a long moment, the Guard sniffed again and walked away. 

	It had worked.  Tim had covered his scent.  They both sighed in relief.  Tim dropped his arms and stepped back the little that the closet allowed.  

	“Can you still hear him?” he asked.

	Tim shook his head then opened the door, peeking outside.  He stepped into the hallway and motioned for Hugh to follow.  The Guard was gone.  The hallway was empty.  

	“No need to mention the closet hug to anyone,” said Tim gruffly.

	“Agreed,” he said as they darted down the hallway and around the corner.  

	They made it back to Conguise’s office without encountering anyone else.  

	Once inside with the door closed, Tim said, “Okay.  How do we get out?”  He looked around the room.  “I don’t see another door.”

	“It’s hidden.”  Hugh put the flashlight in his mouth and began digging through the filing cabinets.  He scanned the documents and either put them back or stacked them to the side.

	“How does reading those files open the door?” asked Tim.

	He continued reading.

	“What are you doing?”  Tim grabbed the flashlight out of Hugh’s mouth.

	He reached for the light but Tim backed away.  

	“I have to get evidence of what Conguise is up to out here.  From what I saw”—he shook a file in Tim’s face—“well, it isn’t pretty.”

	“No shit, it isn’t pretty.  Just look at me.  We have to get out of here.”

	“We will.  In a minute.”  He reached for the flashlight again. 

	“No.  Now.”  Tim pushed away Hugh’s arm.  

	He shoved Tim’s shoulder.  “I need to look through these files.”  

	Tim glared at him and shook his head.

	“I need the damn flashlight or we’re never getting out of here.”  He voice was a low growl.

	Suddenly, there was a beep and the power turned back on.  The room was still dark, since the lights had been off when the power was cut, but a monitor on the desk lit up.  On the screen was the surgery.

	Benedictine’s son lay on his stomach on a gurney.  He was naked and unconscious.  A sheet covered him from the lower waist to the top of his thighs.  A female Almighty was in the room assisting Conguise who held a large needle and slowly sank it into the boy’s spine.

	“We need to go, now,” repeated Tim softly.

	He held up his hand.  What was Conguise injecting into the boy?  Spinal surgery involved cutting and repairing bone and tissue.

	The office door opened and the Guard who they had seen earlier stood in the doorway.  He was even bigger and meaner looking up close.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 38

	 

	 

	“SO, THIS IS WHERE YOU’RE hiding,” said the Guard.

	“I told you we should’ve left,” muttered Tim.

	Hugh shot him a glare.  “Really?  I told you so?”  Tim could be such a child.

	Tim shrugged.

	The Guard stepped into the room, turned on the light and shut the door.

	Hugh’s mind raced, searching for a plausible explanation.  Cabinet drawers were open and folders lay on the desk.  He was caught red-handed.  That was it!  “I was retrieving some files for the professor.”  Now, that he could see him better, the Guard looked familiar.  “You’re Laddie, aren’t you?”

	“You remember me.”  Laddie grinned, showing large, yellow teeth.

	“You’re looking good.  Still fit as ever, I see.”  He walked around to the front of the desk.

	“I try,” said Laddie, puffing out his chest.

	“Are you serious,” mumbled Tim.

	“I see you’ve stolen the professor’s prize prisoner.”  Laddie’s lips quirked up in amusement.

	“No.  Not at all.”  He paused for a second.  “I’m taking him to the professor.”

	“I know I’m not real bright, but even I won’t fall for a tale like that.”  Laddie’s grin widened.  

	“It’s the truth.”  He glanced at Tim.  

	Laddie let out a loud guffaw.  “Come on, now.  The professor left that one to drown.  He’s done with him.  Stupid Servant didn’t talk from what I heard.  Made the professor very angry.”

	“I’d rather die than tell the professor anything,” said Tim.

	The humor fled Laddie’s face.  “That was the plan.”  

	“No.  The professor changed his mind.  He wants to see Tim, later at his house.”  He’d have to get the gun.  This story sounded weak even to him.

	Laddie cocked an eyebrow and shook his head, not buying a bit of the lie.

	“Look, I have the list of experiments that Conguise wanted me to run right here.”  He turned his back to Laddie, placing the backpack on the desk and unzipping it.

	“Listen, Hugh,” said Laddie.  “I don’t care why you came for this one.”

	His fingers brushed against the gun.  He wrapped his hand around it.  All he had to do was pull it out and shoot.  Could he do it?  Kill Laddie?  He’d never shot anyone.

	“I want to come with you,” said Laddie.  “I can help you make it out of here without being caught.”

	He looked over his shoulder at the Guard, his hand still grasping the gun.

	“You want to come with us?” asked Tim.

	“Yes.”  Laddie glanced at the door.  “I can’t stay here.  The professor’s going to retire me soon.”

	“What’s so bad about retirement?” he asked.  According to Viola, Jorge had feared retirement too.  

	Laddie’s face paled.  “You won’t—”

	“You know what.  I don’t care.  You can come with us.”  He put the gun in his waist band and zipped the backpack.

	“You were going to shoot me?”  Laddie started to growl.

	“Probably.”  He shrugged.  “I couldn’t let you take us to Conguise.”

	Laddie stopped growling and pursed his lips.  “That I understand.”

	“Can we please get out of here?” asked Tim.

	“I need to find the keypad.”  Hugh walked behind the desk.  

	“Not yet,” said Laddie.  

	“What?” asked Hugh and Tim at the same time.

	“I have to get Scar.  I’m not leaving her,” said Laddie.

	“Scar’s still around?” Hugh asked.

	“Conguise retired her about six months ago.”

	“Where is the retirement home?”  Viola had visited an apartment building in the city which was supposed to be where Conguise’s House Servants and Guards went when they retired.  Had she lied about that too?  

	“This way.”  Laddie walked out of the office.

	He started to follow when Tim grabbed his shoulder.  

	“Hugh, let’s go.  Now, while he’s not watching.”

	He looked at the door.  It would only take a moment and they could be in the secret hallway, but Laddie was scared.  He’d never been able to turn his back on a Guard in need.  He pulled away.  “No.  I said he could come with us.”

	“Of all the stupid—”

	“Here, use this and get out.”  He handed Tim the map with the key code.  “Wait for me with Barney.  If I don’t meet you in fifteen minutes, leave.”  He walked out the door.  

	“I wondered if you were going to abandon me,” said Laddie, relief flashing in his eyes.

	“Why did you give me the chance?”  He was ashamed that he’d even considered it.  

	Laddie shrugged and they headed down the hallway.  

	“I had to know.  If you were going to dump me, it’s better to find out now before I left than after.  Conguise will look for me and Scar.  I’ll need your protection.”

	Of course, you will.  Lately, a lot of creatures needed his protection, but he wasn’t sure that being with him would be safe once he made his discoveries known.

	Tim darted up behind them.

	“I told you to leave,” he said.

	“I’m not leaving you in here with only some Guard for help.”

	“A lot of help you’ll be.  A House Servant. Ha!” said Laddie.

	“I’m faster than you and can see and hear better.”  Tim purposely bumped into Laddie’s shoulder.

	“Gruntshit.”  Laddie shoved Tim, slamming him into the wall.

	Again with the House Servants and Guards.  “Stop it.  Shouldn’t we be quiet?” prodded Hugh.

	Laddie grumbled but the two stopped fighting.  The group entered the other side of the lab.  This was where Barney had said the Guards would still be stationed.  It could be a trap, but Laddie had no reason to go through this ruse.  The Guard could’ve forced them to go with him.

	They turned a corner and stopped in front of a door with a keypad lock.  

	“Scar’s in here.  I’m going to have to sneak in and grab her quick.  Then we need to get out of here fast,” said Laddie. 

	“Why?” asked Tim.

	“Guards don’t enter this room.  Ever.  They may think that I went in due to the power outage, to make sure everything is secured, but they’ll be curious enough to send someone to check.”

	“If Guards didn’t enter the room, why is Scar in there?” asked Tim, his eyes narrowing with suspicion.

	“She didn’t go by choice,” said Laddie.

	“Can’t you tell them you heard a noise or something?” asked Hugh.

	“The power is on but not everything is back up.  Some of the systems, like the radios, require maintenance after a power outage.”

	“Can we wait until they’re working?” he asked.

	“No,” said Laddie.  “It’s one of the last systems that they fix.  The cameras will be first and I don’t think you want to be here when they start working again.”

	“Okay, grab Scar and then let’s hurry back to Conguise’s office.”  He ran both his hands through his hair.  This was not going as smoothly as planned.  

	“Can’t,” said Laddie.

	“Of course we can’t.”  Tim threw up his hands and walked a couple of paces away.  

	“The cameras around Conguise’s office will be the first to come back on-line.  They’re probably working already.”

	This was turning into a nightmare.  It was supposed to be so simple.  Sneak in, grab files, save Tim, sneak out.  Done.  Finished.  What a mess.

	“You know what, Hugh?  Next time, don’t save me.  Let me die.  It’d be less painful than this rescue,” said Tim.

	Now, he remembered why he couldn’t stand the House Servant.  “You ingrate.  I risked my life—”

	“Save it.  If we can’t go through Conguise’s office, how do we get out of here?”  Tim glared at both of them.  

	“Sewer system,” he and Laddie said at the same time.

	“Lovely,” muttered Tim.

	“You’ll want to wait out here.”  Laddie grabbed the door handle.  

	“No,” he said.  “We stay together.”

	“What’s in there?” asked Tim.  

	“You don’t want to know.”  Laddie punched in the code and opened the door.  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 

	They followed the Guard inside the room.  Red emergency lights illuminated the interior, casting an eerie glow along the tanks and cages that cluttered the lab.  In the tanks floated creatures, things not quite…right.  Inside one was something with hundreds of tiny legs protruding from its long, cylindrical body.  Hugh stepped around to the other side of the tank and froze.  The creature had the face of a Guard.  He tapped on the glass.

	“The ones in the tanks are dead,” said Laddie.  “They’re the lucky ones.”

	He slowly wandered after Laddie, studying the inhabitants of the other tanks.  One contained a creature with gills and many teeth, similar to the animal that was in the water with Tim only larger, much larger.  Another held a Guard that had armor plates growing out of his back.  The Guard was flat, like he’d been crushed.

	“What is this place?”  Tim scooted around the tanks, averting his eyes.

	“Welcome to Conguise’s retirement home,” said Laddie.

	Hugh staggered backward and Laddie grabbed his arm, yanking him forward.  A long tentacle snaked out of the cage behind him.  It swiped at where he’d just been and slithered back into the darkness of its prison.

	“Shit.”  Tim backed up against a tank, face pale.

	“Stay by the tanks,” said Laddie.  “Those are the failed experiments.  The cages…well, they ain’t failed yet.”

	Hugh stood near Laddie, breathing heavily.  This was worse than he’d thought.  Conguise was crazy.  Really crazy.  The professor would kill to protect this secret.  These experiments couldn’t be sanctioned.  If the Supreme Almighty found out about this, Conguise would be locked up, maybe, even executed.

	Laddie stopped in front of a cage.  He grabbed a key off the wall and used it to unlock the door.  He stepped inside and a moment later came out with something in his arms.  It was Scar, or it had been Scar.  Now, it was something else.  The once short, but solidly built Guard had dwindled down to a frail creature with a reddish hue to her skin.  She was thin everywhere except her hands and forearms.  They were abnormally large and misshapen, claw-like.

	“Laddie, is that you?” asked Scar.  

	“Yes,” said Laddie softly.  “And I have good news.  High Hugh Truent has come to take us away, to give us his protection.”

	Scar smiled a weak smile at Hugh and rested her head against Laddie’s shoulder.  “I’m tired.”

	“Rest now,” said Laddie.  “I’ve got you.”

	They made their way back through the lab.  Tim peaked out the door and held it open for Laddie to exit with Scar.  Hugh gave Tim a slight push and then followed the House Servant out the door, closing it tightly behind him.  Nothing in that room should ever escape.

	“This way.”  Laddie started down the hallway.

	Tim grabbed his shoulder.  “What in the name of all that is holy is going on?”  

	“Conguise is nuts,” he said.  “We have to get out of here.”

	“I guess there are worse things than death,” muttered Tim as they scurried after Laddie and Scar.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 39

	 

	 

	HUGH LOOKED BEHIND HIM.  The lights on some of the cameras were starting to blink.  “Quick.  The cameras are starting to come back on.”

	“This way.”  Laddie darted down a side hallway.  “The main corridor is faster but they turn those lights on first.”

	“I don’t have a map to these hallways,” he said as he hurried to keep up.

	“I know the way,” said Laddie.

	They raced down one hallway after another in a seemingly endless maze.  If something happened to Laddie, they’d be lost.  He didn’t know how to go forward and there was no way he could go back.  Even if the power went off again, he wouldn’t be able to trace his steps back.  He placed all his trust in the old Guard and followed blindly.  Finally, they stopped at a utility door.

	“Through there,” said Laddie, panting as he readjusted Scar in his arms.

	Hugh opened the door and they slipped inside.  It was barely bigger than the closet where he and Tim had hidden.  However, where the closet had been full, this room was empty except for another door which opened to stairs.  They climbed down and the air became damper.  At the bottom of the stairs was another door.  They went through it and they were in the sewer tunnels.  It was dark, wet and foul.

	“Holy shit!”  Tim held his arm across his nose.

	“You get used to it.  Just another smell.”  Laddie leaned against a wall.  “I need a moment.”

	“Put me down,” said Scar.  “I can walk for a while.”

	“Are you sure?  I can carry you for a bit.”  She’d lost so much weight that she couldn’t weigh much, although Hugh wasn’t sure that he wanted her claws anywhere near him.  They looked wet and slimy.

	“So nice, always were.”  Scar patted his face with her deformed hand.  “Thanks, but I can walk.”

	He resisted the urge to wipe at the spot where she’d touched him.  As they started down the dark tunnel, he took the lead since he had the flashlight.  Tim was right behind him followed by Scar and then Laddie.

	“Keep your eyes peeled,” said Laddie.  “It’s rumored that Conguise dumps some of his experiments down here.”

	“Why am I not surprised?” muttered Tim.

	That did put the icing on the cake, so to speak.  It was almost comical the luck they were having.  

	“Let me go first.  I can see the best in the dark.”  Tim edged in front of him.  

	“But I have the flashlight.”  He pushed to the front.  Tim had always been like this, a bossy know-it-all.

	“Turn that off,” snapped Tim.  “I can’t see as well with it on.”

	“You’re telling me that you can see better in complete darkness?”  Tim had to be messing with him.  

	“Yes,” said Tim.  “Now, turn it off.”

	“He’s right,” said Laddie.  “No light or a little moonlight is better than false light.”

	“That’s not going to happen.  If I turn it off, I can’t see at all.”  He didn’t want to wander in this hole with no light.  The walls were getting darker, something was growing on them, probably mold or mildew, but with Conguise’s experiments it could be anything.  

	“Stay away from the walls,” he warned.

	“Why?”  Tim stepped toward the center of the tunnel.

	“Who knows what else the professor has been experimenting on?”  He aimed the light at the fuzzy, dark green walls.

	Laddie placed his hand under Scar’s arm and helped her move away from the side.  She was tiring quickly.  They’d have to carry her soon.

	“Turn off that flashlight,” repeated Tim.

	“No.  I can’t see at all without it,” he said.  “I’ll aim it down, but I refuse to be totally blind in here.”

	“I’m right in front of you.  All you have to do is follow me,” said Tim.

	There was no way he was shutting off the light.

	“And what if your battery runs out?” asked Tim smugly.

	“I have plenty, thanks to Buddy.”  He patted his backpack.  

	Tim groaned but continued walking, the others following closely behind.

	“Take a right up there,” said Laddie.

	That path led downward at a slight slant.  They were going farther underground.  Scar kept slipping, her disproportionate arms making her top heavy.

	“Laddie, give me your shirt,” said Hugh, stopping.  

	“I really don’t need to look like the two of you.”  Laddie winked at Scar and they both chuckled. 

	“Very funny.”  He held out his hand.  That’s all he needed.  Two wise-cracking Guards.  He already had an annoying House Servant.  

	Laddie grudgingly took off his shirt.  Hugh cut one of the straps off the backpack, unclasping the buckle and extending it as far as possible.  Next, he combined it with the shirt, creating a sort of sling.  Finally, he attached it over Laddie’s back and then he and Tim lifted Scar in order to tuck her into the contraption.  

	“Shit, she’s heavy,” said Tim.  “Hurry up.”

	“Keep her steady,” he said, panting.  Scar was very heavy for as skinny as she was.  It wasn’t normal but neither were the claws for hands.  

	“I’m not going to be able to hold her much longer.”  Tim’s voice was strained and Scar began to wobble on Laddie’s back.

	“One…more…minute.”  The buckle clicked into place.  “You can let go a little.”

	Tim dropped his hold on Scar and stepped back.  Laddie’s back straightened with the added weight but the harness held.  

	Hugh let go too.  “How’s that, Laddie?  Scar?”  

	“Good,” said Scar.

	“Better.  I’ll be able to carry her for a while like this.”  Laddie rolled his shoulders.  

	Hugh breathed deeply and then coughed.  He’d forgotten about the dank, dead smell of the sewer.  They started forward, when Tim abruptly stopped.

	“What is it?” he whispered, turning off his flashlight just in case there was something up ahead.

	“Water,” said Tim.

	“Deep?”  That could be a problem with Scar.

	“Shouldn’t be.”  Laddie stepped around Tim and into the water.  It came up a little past his ankles.  He continued on.

	Tim didn’t budge, so Hugh gave him a slight shove.

	Tim held his ground.  “I hate water.  Is there another way?”

	“No,” said Laddie as he continued moving ahead.

	“Get moving.”  He pushed Tim again.

	“Knock it off.”  Tim shoved him.

	“House Servants,” he said disgustedly as he stepped around Tim and into the water.  He turned on his flashlight and quickened his pace to catch up with Laddie.  “Stay if you want.”

	There was a splash and then Tim caught up with them.  “Shit.  It smells like shit and it’s slimy.  I hate water.”

	The water continued to get deeper as they traveled downward.  It was soon lapping at their knees.

	“Water,” mumbled Scar.

	“What?”  Laddie stopped.

	“Water,” repeated Scar.

	She wasn’t looking too well and her voice was becoming weaker.  “Are you thirsty?”  He dug in his backpack and pulled out a couple of bottles.  He handed one to Scar.

	She shook her head.  “Put me down.”

	“This is pretty nasty stuff,” said Laddie.

	“Please,” she begged.  “I…I need it.  I don’t know why but I do.”

	“What do you think?”  Laddie’s eyes were uncertain as he looked to Hugh.

	“It probably won’t hurt,” he said.  

	After unhooking her, he and Tim helped her off Laddie’s back.  She sank into the water, groaning in pleasure.  Tim’s face wrinkled in disgust.  She began splashing water all over herself.

	“Hey, watch it.”  Tim stepped away from her, wiping moisture off his face.

	Hugh and Laddie also moved a couple of steps back.  They let her soak for several minutes.  

	“Sorry, Scar, but we really should get going,” said Laddie.  

	“That’s okay.  I think I can walk for a while now.  I feel better.”  She slipped as she tried to stand.  

	He and Laddie reached out to catch her but they were a moment too late.  She fell back with a huge splash, soaking all three of the others.

	Tim stared down at his drenched frame as Hugh and Laddie helped Scar to stand, both of them as wet as the House Servant.  

	“This is disgusting,” said Tim.  “I smell like shit and death.”

	“Drop it, Tim.”  He was trying to brush the sewage off his jacket.  He loved this jacket.  Now, he was going to have to throw it away.  Burn it.  “She didn’t do it on purpose.  I’m full of the crap too.”

	“Yeah?  Well, at least you have a jacket.  It is all over my skin,” snapped Tim.

	“Well, my jacket is ruined.”

	Tim walked up to him until they were face to face.  “You have shoes.  I’m walking in this slimy crap.”

	That was it.  He’d had enough of Tim’s whining.  “At least you have something covering your feet.  If it weren’t for me giving you my shirt, I wouldn’t have this shit on my skin!” 

	“At least you don’t have claws for hands,” said Scar.  

	They all turned to stare at Scar, who once again sat surrounded by sewage with her claws in the air and clacked them together.  The sound reverberated through the tunnels.  Tim burst out laughing.  

	It really wasn’t funny.  He looked at Laddie, whose lips were twitching.  He closed his eyes for a moment but the absurdity of the situation was too much.  He joined in the laughter, followed by Laddie and Scar.  After several moments they brought themselves under control.  Silence once again ensconced them.  

	“Scar, you always knew how to break the tension.”  He wiped at his eyes.  

	She nodded, still smiling.  Laddie lifted her from the water and helped her to balance.  

	Suddenly, there was a sound, very similar to the one that Scar had made.  They all looked at her.  She shook her head.  The four glanced at each other and without a word hurried down the hall, away from the answering clack.

	They traveled through the sewer for what seemed like hours but he was sure that it had only been fifteen or twenty minutes.  The dark and dank seemed to expand time.  Luckily, they had not heard any more unusual sounds, just the squeaks and chatter of rats.

	“Hugh?” asked Tim.  “Did we do the right thing?”

	“About what?”  He trudged along.  The quicker they moved the sooner they’d be out of here.

	“Trinity.  Not notifying anyone when she took off into the forest.  I’ve never seen anything dangerous in the woods but she’s so young and so alone out there.”  Tim paused.  “She could be dead.”

	Oh crap.  He’d completely forgotten about Trinity.  “She’s not dead.  I’m sorry.  In all the excitement, I didn’t think to tell you.”

	Tim stopped, grabbing his arm.  “She’s alive?”  His eyes glowed, shining like emeralds in the dark.

	“Yes.  She’ll be delivered to me shortly.”  He smiled.  His brother’s daughter was alive.  His niece was alive.

	“Where is she now?  Is she safe?”  Tim dropped his hand.

	This wasn’t going to go over well.  “She was with Benedictine.”  Since Jethro was in surgery, Trinity should be on her way to his house.

	Tim’s face paled.

	“It’s okay.  He won’t hurt her.”  He explained the situation with Conguise, Benedictine and Jackson.

	“Thank Araldo,” said Tim.  

	They started walking again.  

	“Millie will be so happy.”  Tim laughed.  “I can’t stop smiling.  Even down here.”

	After a few moments, he said, “And yes, Tim, you did the right thing.”

	“What do they do to the Producers when they take them?” asked Tim. 

	He could tell by the tone that Tim had stopped smiling.  “Didn’t Millie tell you?”  

	“She told me what Benedictine did to Remy, but that was because he thought Remy had helped Trinity escape, right?”

	Tim deserved to know, but he didn’t want to be the one to tell him.  He could delay, but the truth had been hidden for too long.  “They kill them and eat them.  We eat them.”

	Tim stumbled.  Laddie and Scar halted.  Wait until they found out that they were closer genetically than anyone expected.  Then they’d really be shocked.

	“I…I don’t eat Producers,” said Tim.

	“You eat meat.  Meat is Producer.”  He placed his hand on his brother’s shoulder.  

	“That’s not possible.”  Tim backed away.  “We had other children.”  He staggered to the wall and leaned his shoulder against it.  A moment later he retched, the sound echoing through the tunnel.

	Hugh nodded at Laddie and Scar and they all walked several feet ahead to give Tim some privacy.  A few minutes later, Tim wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

	“We should keep moving.  Buddy is only going to wait so long and we need someone to unlock the grate to let us out,” he said.

	“I’ve got a set of keys.  There was no way I was getting trapped down here.”  Laddie patted his pocket.  

	That was a relief.  It would be bad enough to be locked in the sewer but with Conguise’s creations wandering around, it would be deadly.  They began walking again, Tim trailing several paces behind.

	“I thought that they took them to another camp or something.  Millie knew.  She kept telling me that it wasn’t good when no one was ever heard from again, but I…well, I thought it was like me.”  Tim caught up with them.  “They don’t eat House Servants, do they?”

	Tim needed to quit asking questions.  “Well…”

	“Are you serious?  You can’t be serious,” said Tim.

	“Yes.  I mean, it’s uncommon but it does happen in certain sects.”

	“So, my brothers and sisters, my parents could have been eaten like my children?” 

	“It’s unlikely.”  He couldn’t be sure about Barney’s other children, but Sarah’s definitely weren’t eaten.  However, this was not the time to tell Tim about his parentage.  “Why don’t we talk about this later?”

	“What aren’t you telling me?”  Tim grasped Hugh’s arm, claws out.

	“We have to keep moving.”  He jerked away and rubbed his arm where the claws had pressed.  Tim hadn’t cut him, but it had hurt nonetheless.  

	“Tell me.”  Tim grabbed him again, this time sinking his claws in a bit more.  

	He pulled away, his jacket ripping.  He took a deep breath, trying to steady his temper.  Tim was rightfully upset.  “As we walk,” he said, his jaw clenched.

	“Fine,” said Tim.

	“I didn’t know this until a few hours ago, so don’t get pissed at me.”

	Tim snorted, his disbelief obvious.

	“You know what happened to your parents and your brother.  One of your brothers.  Half-brother.  I don’t know about your other half-siblings.  Well, I do know about a half-sister but I don’t look forward to telling her.”  Little Sarah was going to have a conniption when she found out that they had a House Servant in the family.  “Actually, now that I think about it, I do look forward to telling her.”

	“What are you talking about?  I was taken from my family when I was a baby.”

	“No, that’s what they told you.  Barney was your father and…”

	“Go on,” said Tim, suspiciously.

	“Sarah was your mother.  I’m your half-brother.  You’re half Almighty.”

	“That’s…that’s impossible.”  Tim tripped and gracefully righted himself.

	“Really, and offspring between House Servant and Producer isn’t?”  

	“We are closer…Almightys are different,” said Tim.

	Was that a hint of prejudice in Tim’s tone?  The other classes didn’t revere the Almighys like most Almightys thought, but he hadn’t realized that the other groups disliked them that much.  “No.  We only believe we are.  Genetically speaking we are all pretty close.”

	“What?”  Laddie halted.

	“No one knows that yet.  I just found out.  I have proof and I’ll be taking it to the Supreme Almighty as soon as I get a little more data.  The results that I have are from old equipment—”

	“Sarah was my mother?  Did she know?”

	“What kind of idiotic question is that?”  

	Laddie laughed.  Scar continued to walk, her pace getting slower now that they were out of the water.

	“That was stupid.  Of course, she knew.”  Tim ran his hand through his hair.  “I…this is just…”

	“That was how I knew you were here,” he said.  “Barney helped me get inside the lab.  If we had made it out through the office he would have been there.”

	“Conguise will kill him,” said Tim.

	“He’ll be fine.  He’s a canny old one.  He’ll know something went wrong and escape,” he said

	They fell into silence as they marched onward.  At one point they stopped and strapped Scar onto Laddie’s back and then continued.  It was lucky that Laddie was such a tank of a Guard.  Otherwise, they may not have made it through with Scar.

	He plodded forward and tripped over a small rock.  He reached out to catch himself and his hand rested on the wall.  It wasn’t slimy.  He looked and it was less crusted with gunk.  He could see.  “Light.  There’s moonlight.”

	Tim sniffed.  “Fresh air.”

	“Yeah,” said Laddie.

	He inhaled deeply and gagged.  “All I smell is sewage.”

	“The great Almighty nose for you.”  Tim slapped him on the back.  

	Scar and Laddie chuckled.

	He glared at them, but they didn’t notice as they quickened their pace.  Suddenly, there was the grate.  He raced forward and pushed on it but it was locked.  He had to get out of here.  Now, that he was this close he would go insane if he had to spend another minute down here.

	Laddie dug in his pocket, pulling out a key.

	“Quick, open it.”  He flashed the light three times toward the forest.

	Laddie pushed him out of the way and tried to reach the lock through the grate, but his hand was too large.

	“Let me try.”  Tim wriggled in between the grate and Laddie.  

	The Guard stepped back and Tim barely slid his arm through one of the holes.  He was trying to maneuver the key into the lock when Buddy popped into view.  

	“Glad to see you.”  Buddy held his own key and unlatched the lock.  

	Tim slipped his key in his pants pocket and backed away as Buddy opened the grate.  Buddy helped pull them all out of the sewer and then shut it once more.

	“Make sure to lock that,” he said.  “Not sure exactly what’s down there, but I am sure that I don’t want it out.”

	Buddy glanced at Scar and nodded as he secured the lock.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 40

	 

	 

	HUGH AND THE OTHERS followed Buddy into the forest.  It wasn’t long before Laddie began falling behind due to the burden of carrying Scar on his back.

	Buddy stopped.  “Up ahead.  The carriage is hidden in the brush.  Keep going.  We’ll catch up.”

	“No.  We should all stay together,” said Hugh, halting.  

	Tim continued moving forward, ignoring him.

	He shook his head and followed Buddy back to meet Laddie and Scar.  

	“I’ll take her for a while.”  Buddy was not as solidly built as Laddie, but he was rested.

	“Are you sure?” asked Laddie, panting.  

	Scar’s eyes were drooping and drool was running from her mouth.  She was barely conscious.

	Buddy cringed, but nodded.  “If it’s all right with her.”

	“I don’t think she’ll mind.”  He helped Buddy unhook and then lift Scar off Laddie’s back.  “How much farther?  Do you want to carry her, or should we strap her to your back.”

	“Back,” said Buddy.  “We don’t have that far to go but that’ll leave my hands free if we meet any of Conguise’s Guards.”

	After Scar was secured on Buddy’s back, they continued through the forest.  It was dark, lit only by the soft moonlight, but the Guards and Tim didn’t have any trouble maneuvering.  He was no longer sure what benefit there was to being an Almighty.  He couldn’t see well in the dark, hear well, and his sense of smell was non-existent compared to the other classes.  They also ran faster and were stronger.  No wonder the Almightys force-fed the idea that they were superior to everyone else.  If they didn’t, they would be at the bottom of the class system.  

	His life was going to change once his findings became common knowledge.  For one thing, no one would want tracking devices, except maybe as a way to monitor their wayward spouses.  That market was not nearly as profitable as the current one.

	The Guards stopped. 

	“What?”  He followed their gaze.  

	“Guards.”  Tim sat high up in a tree.  “Four of them.  Coming this way.”

	“How long?” asked Buddy.

	“You have about five minutes or so.”  Tim, legs around a branch, hung halfway down the tree face first, using his claws and the weight of his body for balance.  “They don’t seem to be hunting, just walking casually.”

	“Probably securing the area.  They do this all the time, but would have stopped while the power was out.  They’re running regular duties,” explained Laddie.

	“If you get up here, they may not catch your scent,” said Tim.

	“We’re not really very good at climbing trees,” said Buddy.

	“I’d try if I were you.  Hugh, can you get to that branch?”  Tim pointed to a limb.

	“How in the name of Araldo do you think I can reach that?  Jump?”  It was several feet above his head.  

	Tim shrugged the best that he could in his position.  “I did.”

	“Now, I know why I hang around with Almightys and Guards,” he muttered.

	“I’ll boost you,” said Buddy.  

	Buddy squatted and made a step with his hands.  Tim scurried up the tree and waited on the branch.  Hugh put a foot in Buddy’s hands and jumped as Buddy lifted.  He grabbed the tree and with Tim’s help flung his leg over the limb and sat.

	“Climb.  As high as you can go,” said Tim.

	“What about—”

	“Just go,” snapped Buddy and Tim.

	The House Servant and Guard were in agreement.  The world must surely be coming to an end.  He started up the tree.  He hadn’t done this since he was a child.  His father had caught him and spanked him.  Knowing about Tim, that incident became more understandable.  

	He was able to move up two more branches before he couldn’t reach another limb strong enough to support him.  When he looked down, Buddy was adjusting his position on the first branch.  Then Buddy and Tim leaned down pulling Scar into the tree as Laddie pushed her.  

	The branch began to creak as soon as Scar was completely on the limb.

	“Too much weight,” whispered Tim.

	They all looked at Scar.

	“Sorry,” she mumbled.

	“Here.  Put Scar here.”  Tim jumped back closer to the trunk of the tree.  

	“Sorry about this.”  Buddy squeezed her into a fork in the tree trunk.  She wasn’t far up, but it would have to do.  

	“Go,” said Tim. 

	Buddy climbed up near Hugh and waited.  Tim climbed a lot farther, making Hugh again question the greatness of the Almightys.

	“What about Laddie,” he whispered as the large Guard walked away.

	“He’s going to hide.  If they smell him, they shouldn’t think anything of it.  Since they aren’t hunting, they probably don’t know about Tim or Scar’s escape,” answered Buddy.

	He raised his eyebrow.

	Buddy shrugged.  “That’s our theory.”

	“Shhh,” whispered Tim.  “They’re here.”

	Four Guards wandered through the brush, not trying to be quiet.  They rambled on about what was for dinner and where they’d be sleeping that night.  Not once, did they look up or even around and none of them sniffed the air for any scent.  They were doing their job, not suspecting anything.  So far, the break-in and subsequently out had gone unnoticed.

	They waited several minutes after the Guards passed.  Hugh could no longer see them, but that didn’t make much difference.  Only when Tim began to move down the tree did the others follow.  Laddie came out of hiding, as Buddy dropped to the ground.  

	“Okay, you two lower Scar to us,” said Laddie.

	He and Tim exchanged glances.  Scar was really heavy.  This was not going to be easy.

	“On the bright side,” whispered Tim.  “At least we don’t have to catch her.”

	His lips twitched but he managed not to smile as they helped her move back to the branch.  It began to creak as soon as her weight was on it.  He grabbed her under one arm; Tim held her under the other.  They leaned down.  The muscles in his arms and back strained.  She seemed heavier now than she’d been in the sewer.  

	“Lower,” said Laddie.  “We almost have her.”

	“I can’t go any lower without falling.”  Tim had his legs wrapped around a different branch and was hanging upside down again.  

	There was a loud snap and the limb cracked, shifting them all forward.  His hands slid out from under Scar’s arms.

	“I lost her,” he said as loudly as he dared.

	She hung suspended for a moment, and then, as if in slow motion, she slipped out of Tim’s grasp and tumbled toward the ground.

	Laddie and Buddy bumped shoulders trying to get under her.  Their expressions changed from concerned concentration to opened mouthed shock as the weight of Scar crashed into them.

	Tim pulled himself to a sitting position and then dropped from the tree, gracefully landing on his feet.

	“Damn, House Servants.”  He pulled himself up and then hung on a branch before dropping.  He stumbled and almost fell when he hit the ground.

	“Shit, you weigh a ton,” groaned Buddy.  

	Scar was lying on top of both Buddy and Laddie.  

	“Sorry.”  She tried to roll off the other Guards.

	Buddy shoved and she fell to the side.  He stood and brushed himself off.  “No.  I’m sorry.  It’s not your fault.”  He grabbed her claw, pulling her to her feet.  

	Laddie sat on the ground for a moment and then also stood, rubbing his back.

	“I’m gonna be sick.”  Scar swayed as she turned and threw up. 

	The smell was overwhelming, suffocating and dank like the sewage.  It wafted around them.  Tim scurried back up the tree, gagging.

	Buddy and Laddie stepped back, covering their noses.  Scar continued to retch for several moments and then stopped.  She swayed again and fell.  Laddie jumped forward to catch her but the weight of her was too much and they both toppled over backwards.

	Tim crawled back down the tree and dropped to the ground.  “At least, they landed out of the vomit.”  

	Hugh shot Tim a glare.  Now was not the time for levity.  He and Buddy helped Laddie up and then reached for Scar but she brushed away their hands.

	“Leave me,” she said.  “I’m dying.”

	“I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.”  Laddie patted her shoulder.  

	This wasn’t right.  Scar had been a vibrant, friendly Guard.  A bit pushy around the other Guards, but she’d had to be since she was considerably smaller than them.  

	“We’re not leaving you.”  He began to dig in his backpack.

	“We have company.”  Tim tapped him on the shoulder.  

	“Company?  If that’s your idea of a joke—”

	“The Guards are coming back.  Probably that smell,” said Tim, staring into the distance.

	“Grab her and let’s go,” he ordered.

	Buddy and Laddie lifted her between them and they all ran, except Tim who stayed behind in the brush.  They tried to move as quietly as possible but it was difficult while dragging Scar who wavered in and out of consciousness.

	“To the right,” said Buddy.  “The carriage is to the right.”

	Tim caught up to them.  “They’re at the vomit.  We have a few minutes before they search.  They are a bit…overcome by the smell and what could have caused that mess.  They’re frightened.  I take it they’ve heard stories about the professor’s experiments?”

	“Yes,” said Laddie.  “Those of us on duty in that area are not supposed to talk about it, but it happens.”

	The carriage loomed ahead, the Grunts twitching nervously in the night.  They sniffed the air and then turned towards the group.  Their eyes widened and they bolted.

	“The Grunts,” shouted Tim.

	“Sorry,” yelled Buddy as he dropped his hold on Scar.  

	Hugh quickly moved over to her and took Buddy’s place.  Buddy and Tim raced after the Grunts.  He and Laddie dragged Scar along the best that they could, Laddie taking the brunt of the weight. 

	“Just leave me,” she said.  “Save yourselves.”

	They stumbled to a halt, panting with exhaustion.  He dug in his backpack.

	“You should go, Hugh,” said Laddie.  “Thanks for trying.”

	“You too, Laddie,” said Scar.

	“I’m not leaving you,” said Laddie.

	“No one is leaving anyone.”  He pulled out the three remaining water bottles from his backpack.  He opened one and dumped it over Scar’s head.  She blinked and then blinked again.  He did the same with the other two.

	“I feel a little better.”  She forced herself to a standing position.

	“Can you walk?” he asked.

	“Yeah, I think so.”

	“Then let’s go,” he said.  

	They followed as quickly as possible after Tim and Buddy, but they weren’t moving fast enough.  There was rustling in the woods behind them.  

	“The Guards are getting closer,” whispered Laddie.

	“How many do you think you can take?”  He glanced back.  This was not going to end well.  

	“Two at the most,” answered Laddie.  “They’re younger, but not as strong.”

	“I can get a couple.  Maybe, one shot and they’ll run.”  He pulled out his gun.  

	“I doubt it,” said Laddie.  “You defend Conguise and his property with your life, or else.”  He looked at Scar.

	“Yeah.  I suppose you’re right.”  He’d rather die than become an experiment.  

	Tim popped out of the woods in front of them.  “Over here.”

	He said a slight prayer of thanks as they darted after Tim.  Buddy held the Grunts while they climbed into the carriage.  Once inside he grabbed Buddy’s backpack and pulled out the water.  He and Laddie opened them and dumped them on Scar.  Immediately, her color became better.  Maybe, she’d be all right, at least, for a little while.

	“I guess old Jorge was right to be frightened,” said Buddy as he joined them inside the carriage.

	“Jorge?  You’ve seen Jorge?” asked Laddie.

	“Yes,” he said quickly, stopping Buddy from answering.  “He sought refuge with Viola but was killed in the bomb that was set at my house.”

	Buddy’s eyes widened slightly but he remained silent.

	“A bomb?  At your house?” asked Laddie.

	“Yes, do you know anything about it?” he asked.

	“I know that Conguise ordered one of the Guards to bring up some old timing devices from the storage area about a week ago,” said Laddie.

	“Do you recall what day?”  He held his breath.  He’d met with Conguise about a week ago.

	“Not exactly.”  Laddie pursed his lips in thought.  “The days kind of run together.  I do remember that it was right before Jorge escaped.  I had to work a double because he left.  I don’t blame him though.”  He smirked.  “How can I?  I did the same thing.”

	Hugh stared out the window into the darkness.  Viola had said that Jorge had arrived at his house the night before she left which meant Jorge had left Conguise’s house the day after he’d told the professor about Trinity.  It may not hold up in a court of law, but he had all the proof that he needed.  The professor would pay for killing his mother.  He’d make sure of it.



	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 41

	 

	 

	IT WAS DAWN WHEN Trinity and the Trackers arrived at the Finishing Camp.  Travis ran out of the Guards’ building to greet them.  She couldn’t stop smiling.  She hadn’t expected to ever see him again.

	“Hurry, open the gate,” he yelled to the male Producer who was nearest the lock.  

	The Producer looked at the group of Trackers and shook his head, backing away.

	“Just do it,” said Travis.  “Trinity’s with them.”

	The Producer, still looking unsure, pulled the gate open, keeping it between him and the Trackers.  They strolled into the yard and she dropped off Mirra’s back and rushed over to Travis.  His smile wide, he grabbed her, lifting her in the air and spinning around.  She hugged him, laughing.  He stopped and placed her back on the ground, his hands resting on her waist.  Suddenly, she was aware of his large, strong body.  She stepped away from him, breaking their contact.

	His eyes gleamed warm and brown, his face round and friendly.  She relaxed.  Here was the Travis she remembered, full of life and health, but there was something different about him too.  It was in his eyes, the way he looked at her, appreciating.  She hadn’t realized how tall he’d gotten, or how strong.  Although, still a bit on the flabby side from months of non-use, his arms were large and she could just make out the shadow of muscles.  It had only been a couple of days since she’d left but he looked ten times better.  The color was back in his cheeks and his eyes were bright.  He was definitely on the road to recovery.  She smiled shyly up at him.  “You must be feeling better.” 

	“I am,” he said and then coughed.  “Maybe not one hundred percent, but definitely better.”

	“The sunshine and fresh air are probably helping more than the herbs,” she said, not able to meet his gaze.  What was the matter with her?  This was Travis.  Her friend.  

	“Regular bathing too,” he joked.

	She laughed.  “Yes, that is definitely a plus.”

	His face grew serious.  “I’m glad you’re safe.”  He took her hand and squeezed it.  “I was worried about you.”  

	His grasp was warm and comforting.  Nerves in her stomach fluttered.  She pulled back her hand.  “These are my friends.”  

	She introduced the Trackers to Travis and the other Producers in the yard.  

	“I need to prepare a bed for Parra.  Tammie, come with me.  I want to show you the herbs that he’ll need.”

	The female Producer had been doing a great job gathering and preparing the tinctures for the other Producers.  It was only logical that she’d do the same for Parra.

	“Wait a minute,” said Travis.  “Why do you need to show us the herbs?  Aren’t you staying?”

	Travis was not going to like what she had to say.  She glanced at Tammie and the others.  “Can you give us a minute?”

	“Oh.  Okay.”  Tammie smiled but her voice was deflated.  “I’ll prepare the bed for Parra.”  

	“Parra will need meat too.  There’s plenty in the storage room.  Make sure that he has his fill.”  She touched Tammie’s arm.  “Don’t let him go hungry.  Ever.”  Even though it had been her idea, she was a little concerned about Parra staying there.

	Tammie nodded and led the Trackers into the Guards’ building.  The other Producers wandered away.

	She looked into Travis’ dark, brown eyes.  “I have to go.”  

	“Where?”  His voice was harsh, demanding.

	“Gaar was captured by Benedictine.  I have to free him.”  

	She related a shortened version of what had happened after she and Gaar had left the Producers.

	“We’re almost ready to travel.  You should come with us.  You don’t need to go to Hugh,” he said.

	She touched his arm, his skin warm beneath her hand.  What would it be like between them if she stayed?  Would they remain just friends or become mates?  They’d always been close but there was no spark like there was when she was with Jethro.  She mentally shook her head.  Jethro was an Almighty and not for her.  She wasn’t sure that anyone was for her.  She was too different.  Even Travis may fear her once he knew about her claws and fangs, but right now, he was her friend and she needed him to understand.  “I can’t stay with you.  Others depend on me.”

	His eyes hardened.  “Who?  Some Guard.  An Almighty.  Who cares?  You owe them nothing.  They are our enemies.”  He waved his hands around the area.  “Look what they do to us.”

	She almost stepped back from his anger.  He’d never been like this before.  He’d always been accepting of their life.  “I promised.  That means something, at least to me.”

	“You still don’t get it, do you?”  His fists clenched at his sides.  “They are not our friends.  They are not like us.”

	“I know that.  But they’re not all bad.  Jackson risked everything to help me and—”

	“What did he get out of it?  There had to be something.”

	She frowned.  Travis might be right about that.  Jackson had been planning on taking her to Hugh before Jethro or Kim ever said anything.  

	“I can tell by your silence that I’m right.”

	“I…I’m not sure.”  Maybe, Jackson wasn’t a good friend, but this wasn’t about him.  “I have to help Gaar.”

	“All right.  Go and turn the Handler free and then meet us.  Don’t return to the Almighty.”

	He had no right to boss her around.  “You can’t tell me—”

	Mirra stuck her head out of the door.  “Little One, come.  Show what Parra need.”

	“In a minute” she snapped.

	Mirra cocked her head and stared at the two of them for a moment.  “Hurry.”  She slipped back inside the building.

	“I don’t think you understand how much I think about you.”  Travis stepped closer to her.  

	He placed his hand at the back of her neck and tipped her head.  He leaned down.  He was going to kiss her.  Travis was going to kiss her!  She couldn’t let that happen.  She pulled away.  Confusion and then hurt shone in his eyes.  

	“I’m sorry.  I can’t.”  But she wanted to.  

	“Why?  You know how I feel about you.”  He looked down at his feet.  “If you don’t feel that way about me…”

	“No.  That’s not it.”  

	She looked up at him and he leaned closer.  She turned her head.  He kissed her cheek.

	“What are you afraid of?” he whispered in her ear.  “It’s just a kiss.”

	“I can’t.  Please, just let it go.”  She pulled away again.  

	His face fell and he turned and started walking away.

	This was horrible.  She’d hurt him and was going to lose him no matter what she did.  If she let him kiss her, he’d find out about her teeth and she couldn’t stand to see the same look of disgust and fear in his eyes that she’d seen in Randy’s.  But he was her friend and he deserved better than thinking that she didn’t find him attractive.  

	“Travis, wait.  Let me explain.”  She raced to catch up with him.  

	“Don’t bother.  I get it.”  He didn’t stop.  

	“But you don’t.”  She touched his shoulder.  

	He stopped but didn’t turn around which was fine.  She wasn’t sure if she wanted to see his face anyway.  Kim was right.  She, like Jackson, needed to stop being ashamed of what she was.  Wishing she was different didn’t change anything.

	“I can’t kiss you…well, not without telling you something first.”

	He turned around.  “Go on.”

	She bowed her head, unable to look him in the eyes.  “I’m not like you and the others.  My father is a House Servant.”  She held out her hands.  “I have…”

	He clasped her wrist.  “Are you saying that you won’t kiss me because of your fangs and claws?”

	Her eyes met his.  “You know?”  

	“Of course, I know.  We’ve been friends since we were kids.  Do you really think that you hid them that well?”  He smiled and stepped closer, his fingers intertwining with hers.  

	“Did others know?”  He couldn’t be right about this.  Someone would have turned her in to the Lead Producers.

	“No.  At least not that I know of, but no one spent as much time with you as I did.”  He touched her cheek.  “I got suspicious when your face would swell on a regular basis.  I thought your Mom or Dad was hitting you.”  His fingers moved down her cheek to brush across her lips.  “Instead, they were filing down your teeth.”

	“Why didn’t you say anything?”

	He shrugged.  “I knew you’d get in trouble if anyone found out, so I figured I’d just pretend to not know.”

	“And these?”  She exposed her claws.  

	“I saw them on a couple of occasions when we were working in the fields.  You have a habit of exposing them to scratch your back.”  He touched the tip of one claw.  “Ouch, they’re sharp.”

	“Yeah.”  She retracted them.  He’d known all along and didn’t care.  It was like a huge burden was lifted from her body.  Even if the others didn’t accept her, it didn’t matter.  Travis did.  So did Jethro and Jackson and Gaar and Mirra.  She was not alone.

	His hand wandered to her neck, tangling in her hair.  “Now, where were we?”  He lowered his face to hers. 

	His lips were warm and soft.  She relaxed into his kiss and he pressed harder against her, moving closer, eliminating the distance between their bodies.  His strength and the familiar scent of him surrounded her.  He was safe, a haven from the fear and darkness that had been her life lately.  She sighed against his lips.  He kissed the side of her mouth and then her cheek.

	“Come back to me, Trinity.  I need you,” he mumbled against her ear.  “Promise me that you won’t go to the Almighty.”

	She wanted to, but she couldn’t make that promise.  She needed to see this through.  Go to Hugh.  See her parents.  

	“I…I…don’t know.”  It was too much.  She wanted to stay with him where she was safe, but what about her promise to Jackson?  What about Jethro?  She pulled away and ran into the building.  

	Parra was resting on a pile of blankets on the floor near a window.  The other Trackers stood nearby, talking to him.  She pulled Tammie aside and told her what herbs to give to him.  When Travis entered the building, Tammie looked over at him, a wide smile on her face.  He ignored her and leaned against the door, arms crossed over his chest.  Tammie’s smile vanished.

	Travis was brooding.  Trinity had forgotten that about him.  He was usually a lot of fun and easy going, but if he didn’t get his way, he had a tendency to pout.  Well, he couldn’t order her around.  She was not his in any way, at least not yet, and she couldn’t turn her back on Jackson and the others.  She wanted to see her parents and they were with Hugh.  She wanted to see Jethro again.  It wasn’t as simple as Travis thought.

	“So, use this for two days, and if he isn’t getting better then try these.  Right?”  Tammie pointed first to one pile of herbs and then to another.

	“Yes,” she said.  “You should see an improvement by the second or third dose.  His eyes should start to clear and his breathing should become easier.”

	“When will you be back?” asked Tammie.

	“Yeah, Trinity, that’s a good question.”  Travis glared at her from across the room.

	She wanted to stick out her tongue at him, but shot him a dirty look instead.

	“We back in day or so.”  Sikka turned to Mirra.  “Right?”

	Mirra glanced at Parra and then out the window.  “Maybe longer.  We see.”

	Sikka frowned and looked at Nirankan.  He shrugged.

	“But you are coming back,” pushed Travis.  “All of you, right?”

	“Yes.  Back few days.”  Mirra turned to Parra.  “We no back three days, you leave.  Take Producers, hide in forest.”

	Did Mirra think something was going to go wrong?  Was she concerned about the Handler camp?

	“You didn’t tell Mirra, did you?” asked Travis.

	She didn’t remember him being such a Grunt’s ass.  She glared at him.  This was not the time for this discussion.

	“Tell Mirra what, Little One?”

	“She’s not coming back.  She’s turning herself over to Hugh, an Almighty,” said Travis.  

	“Bah, no true,” said Mirra.  “Little One, tell him you no go Almighty.”

	She glared at Travis again.  “Mirra, you don’t understand…”

	Mirra waved her hand.  “No, you no understand.  Almighty no be trusted.”  Mirra turned away from her.  “You no go.”

	Everyone was telling her what to do.  She was not a child.  “I have to.  Hugh has my parents.”

	“You didn’t tell me that,” accused Travis.  

	“I don’t have to tell either of you anything.  I am free.  I can do what I want, and I want to see my parents.”  She hadn’t thought she’d ever see them again and everything was different now, more dangerous.  Life was short for her kind.  

	Mirra cocked her head, studying Trinity like she’d never seen the young Producer before.

	Travis moved away from the door and wrapped his arms around her.  He tried to pull her close but she pushed him away.  She didn’t want anything to do with him right now.  It was his fault that she was fighting with Mirra.

	“We need to leave.”  She walked to the door.  

	Travis stared after her with a hurt expression on his face.  He was her friend and he’d almost died.  Plus, he accepted her as she was.  He always had.  She couldn’t leave him like this.  She may never see him again.

	“I’m sorry, Travis.  I’ll go to Hugh, but I won’t stay.  My parents and I will meet you.”

	“We go Quarry by Mill,” said Parra.  “You know where is?”

	She’d never heard of it.  She shook her head.  

	“Mirra give directions,” said Mirra as she bent and Trinity climbed onto her back.  

	They left, leaving a Tracker in the care of a group of young Producers.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 42

	 

	 

	IT WAS LATE MORNING when Jackson arrived at Benedictine’s.  Christian had taken his time returning to the Lake of Sins.  He was positive that the damn fish-creature had been sulking.  There had been several times when Christian had dropped the rope and swam off.  Once, he’d waited for more than thirty minutes.  He would have taken off on his own, but he would’ve had to swim and there was no way he was getting into the water with creatures like Christian lurking about.  Each time, right before he stuck his hands in the water to paddle, Christian would return and pull the canoe farther down the river.  Finally, they’d arrived at the Lake of Sins and Christian had purposely splashed water into the boat and disappeared.  He’d stalled a while to make sure that Christian was really gone before he’d stepped into the water, dragging the canoe the last several yards to shore.

	Now, he was waiting in the forest, scrutinizing Benedictine’s barn and the surrounding area.  Conguise’s Guards were nowhere to be seen.  Something wasn’t right.  Carla came from around the back of the house and entered the barn.  She seemed fine, not worried or hurt.  Was Casper still guarding Viola alone?  He took one last look around and then left the woods.

	When he stepped inside the barn, a few of his Guards were playing cards as usual.  Others were eating and some napping on the floor in the sleeping quarters.  The few awake looked up and grunted a greeting and then went back to whatever they’d been doing before his interruption.  They hadn’t missed him.  That was a good sign.  He walked toward the back room to relieve Casper.  It was also a good place to speak with each Guard in private.

	He was almost there when the barn door burst open.

	“Jackson,” cried Kim.

	Her face was pale with worry.  Something was very wrong.

	“I need to speak with you.”  She turned and walked out of the building.  

	He followed, the eyes of the other Guards watching his every move.  Great, there’s going to be comments about this.  Kim darted around the side, away from the house and stopped.

	“Not here.  Someone might hear,” he said. 

	He made sure no one was watching and then led her into the woods.  Once far enough away from the house and barn that even a Guard could not overhear, he stopped.  

	“What happened?  Is everything okay?” he asked.

	“No,” she said.  “Conguise took Viola.”

	“Your father let him?”

	“Jethro can walk,” she said.

	“Already?  That’s impossible.”

	“I know, but he can.  He walked to his bed with help last night when they brought him home and then he was up and walking on his own this morning.”

	Even Guards didn’t heal that quickly, and Almightys were known to be slow healers.

	Kim’s hands shook and her voice trembled as she spoke.  “My father was so happy, he was about to let Conguise’s Guards take Viola, well, he didn’t know it was Viola, but anyway, he was going to let her go last night.  I convinced him to wait, hoping you’d be back before—”

	“Calm down.”  Something wasn’t right, but she had to relax.  He placed his hands on her shoulders.  “One thing at a time.  Casper?  Is he okay?”

	“Yes, Casper is fine.  Everyone is fine.  They didn’t know.”

	“That can’t be.”  His hands slid off her shoulders.  “How’d they not know?  They’re Guards.  They should have been able to—”

	“Guards didn’t take her.”  

	“Then who did?”  He was losing control of this situation.  Shit, he’d lost control when he’d helped Trinity free the Tracker.  He had to see if he could salvage any part of his plan.  

	“Early this morning, an assistant of Conguise’s arrived with a letter for my father.  He had three other assistants with him.  All were Almightys.  Conguise knew Jethro would be walking by morning and there was some type of an issue at his house, a robbery or something.  He ordered his Guards home and the Almightys took Viola.”

	Now, it made sense.  “They wouldn’t smell the difference.  Your sense of smell is horrible.”

	“Hey,” she said.

	“No offense.  But it’s true.”  His lips quirked in a half-smile.  Everything was okay, actually, better than okay.  He still had to move fast, before Conguise noticed the switch, but he could work with that.

	“Viola kept her head down.”

	“Then it worked.”  Mostly.  Trinity wasn’t at Hugh’s but she wasn’t here either.  

	“I’m worried.  Viola was unsteady.  They had to help her walk.”  She placed her hand on his forearm.

	He shouldn’t let her touch him.  He shouldn’t touch her, but he couldn’t stop himself.  The plan had worked.  He was free from Benedictine.  He wrapped his hand around hers.  “Was she acting?  Trying to disguise who she was?” he asked softly.

	“I don’t think so.”  She stared into his eyes.  

	She was like a magnet drawing him toward her.  “It’ll be fine.  Her father will be angry when he finds he was duped, but she’ll explain that it was our idea and not your father’s and everything will be fine.”

	“Do you think so?”  She leaned closer, resting her other hand on his chest and tipping back her head.

	“Yes,” he whispered, basking in her nearness.  It couldn’t last; he couldn’t allow it to, but for this moment he’d enjoy it.

	“I was worried about you.”  Her hand trembled, clasping his shirt loosely.

	“You shouldn’t worry about me.”  He bent, bringing his face closer to hers.  Just a taste.  One tiny sliver of time was all he wanted.  

	“I can’t help it.”  Her breath caressed his lips.  “When will you leave?”

	“Soon.  I’ll talk to the Guards and we’ll leave.”  All he had to do was lean in and he would be kissing her.  He shouldn’t.  It wasn’t right.  

	“Visit me.  At my house.”  She stood on her tiptoes, breaching the distance and touching her lips to his.

	His restraint snapped.  He couldn’t deny this any longer.  He fisted his hand in her hair, pulling her close as his other hand grasped her waist.  Her mouth was soft and tasted sweet like the buttery candy she loved.  She parted her lips and he deepened the kiss.  Her hands played in his hair.  He could kiss her forever, but he needed more.  His hand wandered down her back.  He needed her closer, but it would never be close enough until he was one with her, consumed by her body as she consumed his every thought.  

	He lifted her and took two steps forward.  He leaned in, positioning her body between his and a tree.  Her breasts pressed against his chest.  His hand moved up past her waist.  He could have her, right here, right now.  Against the tree.  No.  This wasn’t right.  This was Kim.  She deserved more than a quick mating outside.  He stepped back and she slid down to the ground.  Her legs buckled and he steadied her.  She opened her eyes, passion quickly being replaced by confusion.

	“Wh…is someone coming?”  She looked around.

	She wanted him.  He wanted her.  What difference did it make where they were?  His body shook with the desire to close the distance between them.  He forced himself to take another step back.  He had to get away from her.  “No.  I’m sorry.”

	She looked at him, her lips swollen from his kisses.

	“This can’t…I can’t…we can’t…shit.”  He turned and forced himself to move away.  Did she know what she did to him when she looked at him like that, all soft and accessible?

	“Jackson, what’s wrong?”

	“I’m sorry.  That shouldn’t have happened.  It won’t happen again.”  She was hurt and confused.  He had caused that.  He wanted to explain, go to her, but he couldn’t face her.  If he did, he would give in to his desires.  

	Her footsteps approached.  He braced himself for her touch, but his knees almost gave with the simple pressure of her hand in his.

	“Why?” she asked softly.

	“It isn’t right.”  He continued holding her hand.  He shouldn’t but he was not that strong.  

	“We aren’t hurting anyone.”

	This was worse than any beating her father had given him.  This is why he’d never left.  He didn’t want to leave her, but he had no choice.  It had been fine when he’d lusted after her and she’d ignored or tormented him, but with his interest returned, he could not stay.  He would end up mating with her and that could not happen.  “You’re young.  You don’t understand.”

	“Young?  I’m only five years younger than you.”  She stepped in front of him.  

	In years, but in experience they were eons apart.  She had no idea what the world was really like.  She didn’t understand how she’d be scorned for her association with him.  “It’s different for a Guard.”

	“A Guard is different.  This can’t happen, that can’t happen,” she said, mimicking him.  In her own voice she said, “I’m sick of your excuses, Jackson.  Tell me the truth, for once.” She shoved him.  

	His nostrils flared.  She wanted the truth.  He’d give it to her.  “The truth is that this—“he waved his hand at her and then himself—“can never be.  There is no future for us.”

	She started to say something and then stopped.

	“Spit it out,” he snapped.  “You wanted the truth.  So, do I.”

	“What if I don’t care about a future?”  Her voice lowered  “What if now, right now, is enough?” 

	He took an involuntary step toward her and then two steps back.  She didn’t mean it.  She didn’t know what she said.  Had she ever had a mate?  She’d had a few boyfriends but he didn’t think any were very serious.  

	“Please, Jackson.  I understand the risks.”  She moved closer to him and kissed him softly on the lips.  

	They could have their moment.  Many moments.  They could keep it a secret.  He was good with secrets.  He closed his eyes and wrapped her in his arms and then, just as quickly, dropped his hold and backed away.  “No.  It’s over.  It never started.  We can’t do this.  You don’t understand.”

	Her eyes filled with hurt.

	“If anyone found out, that we…well, it wouldn’t go well for you.”  Him either.  Her father would kill him.

	She turned away.  He started to put his hands on her shoulders and then drew them back.  The time for comforting her was over.

	“I’ll leave soon, so this is goodbye.  Take…”

	She spun around, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.  “Goodbye?  But I’ll see you at Hugh’s when I visit Viola.  I’m sure they’ll get back together.”

	He hadn’t thought of that.  Or had he?  Was that why he wanted to go to Hugh, because he knew that he would still see her?  He couldn’t live like that.  Seeing her but never touching.  Not now that he knew she wanted him too.  “No.  It’s better if you don’t.”

	“You can’t mean that.  We’ve been…friends forever.”

	“We can’t go back, Kim.”  His heart ripped with each word.  

	“But we never—”

	“We crossed a line.  We can’t uncross it.”  If he saw her again and her father’s presence wasn’t looming over him, he would find a way to have her.  He wouldn’t be able to stop himself.  “This has to be goodbye.”

	“No,” she whispered.  “You’re my best friend.”

	He looked down at his boots.  He’d never meant to hurt her, and yet, he had.  “I’ll make sure you get to the house safely, but you should leave first.  We can’t be seen together.  Stay with your parents for a few days.  There will probably be Guards on the hunt for us.”

	“You don’t mean this.”  Her voice cracked.

	He had to make her believe that he was strong.  If she thought he’d cave, she would be relentless.  He looked her straight in the eyes and said, “I do.  Goodbye, Kim.”

	For a moment her face crumpled and then she straightened her spine and wiped the tears from her eyes.  “Goodbye, Jackson.  Take care.”  She held out her hand.

	It was over.  He had ended it, but the offer of a handshake was like a knife in the gut.  “A Guard doesn’t shake an Almighty’s hand, especially the daughter of his owner.”  

	She dropped her arm.  “You don’t belong to us anymore.”  She walked out of the forest and into the house without once looking back.

	He stayed in the woods for a while, pondering his life without her.  It was bleak.  He’d never really see her again.  Sure, he might catch a glimpse of her when she visited Viola, but he’d never be assigned to protect her.  Never argue with her, never touch her or kiss her.  He swallowed back a lump of bile.  He could never be with her and he needed to face that fact, but it still hurt.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 43

	 

	 

	THE WARMTH OF THE early afternoon sun beat on Trinity’s back, chasing away the chill.  Mirra traveled at a furious pace, the scenery blurring into an endless passage of autumn colors, but then a familiar shape caught her eye.  The tall pine tree grew twisted around a large oak.

	“Mirra, stop,” she said.  “It’s around here.”

	They came to a halt and she dropped off Mirra’s back.  They were alone.  She hadn’t seen Nirankan and the others for a while.

	Mirra tipped back her head and made a slight huffing sound.

	Trinity moved farther into the brush, Mirra following.  The other Trackers arrived, appearing without a sound.  It was almost magical how silently they approached.  Their prey probably didn’t even see them coming.  She moved a bit closer to Mirra and continued to search for the barrier that enclosed the Handler Camp.  

	“This is it.”  She brushed aside some leafy vines.  She rested her hand against the stone wall.  “As soon as I find the door…”

	Nirankan snorted.  The other Trackers snickered.

	“Trackers no need door,” said Mirra.

	An image of Mirra climbing the wall when they’d first met flashed through her mind.  “Oh, yeah.  I forgot.”

	Again, she crawled onto Mirra’s back and the Tracker began scaling the wall.  The other Trackers followed, ascending the stone barrier as if they were going up a tree.  This trip was much less stressful than the one she’d taken on Gaar’s back.

	At the top, they stood on the wall and surveyed the camp.  The Handlers were not visible.  The five Trackers that had been chained bristled and snarled as they sniffed the air.

	“I smell them.”  Mirra looked around.  “Where Gaar-Mine?”

	“The last time that I was here, the Handlers were in those buildings.”  She pointed to the two one-story, gray brick buildings in the center of the yard.  

	There were enclosures attached to the structures.  

	“The Handlers can go inside the building or stay outside in the cages.  The last time, they were mostly outside.  They’re probably in the building today.”

	“We go building,” said Mirra.  

	“Wait.”  She put her hand on Mirra’s arm.  “That’s probably the Guards’ building.”  She nodded toward the closest one.

	“How you know?” asked Mirra.

	“See the smoke?  That means they have fire and warmth.  The others don’t have that.  See the windows?  The others don’t have those either.  The Guards will be in the most comfortable building.”

	Sikka and Nirankan nodded their agreement.

	“We kill Guards.  Then find Gaar-Mine,” said Mirra.

	“I think we should locate Gaar first.”  She didn’t want to be responsible for any more deaths.  

	“No,” said Mirra.

	“What if they took him somewhere else?  If you kill the Guards, they can’t tell us.”

	Mirra shut her eyes and inhaled deeply, swaying precariously on the ledge.  She opened her eyes, worry visible in her gaze.  “Gaar-Mine here.  Mirra feel him.  He scared.  Hurt.  Mirra must help.”  She dropped to the ground.

	“Mirra, wait,” she called out as loud as she dared.

	Mirra ignored her and continued walking.  One-by-one the other Trackers followed until she was left standing alone on the stone wall.  

	The Trackers moved stealthily through the surrounding brush.  As they approached the camp, crashing noises came out of the building farthest from the Guards’ building.  The Handlers must be able to smell the Trackers.  They were enemies unless bonded.  Hopefully, the Handlers were well secured or this could go bad fast.

	The five Trackers started toward the Handler building.  A low hum reverberated from Mirra’s chest.  Two of the Trackers stopped, the other three kept walking toward the building.  Mirra’s hum became a warning growl.  The other three Trackers turned back to face her.  She stared them down, teeth bared and hair raised on her back.  Crazy’s lip curled but he followed the others back the way they had come.  Mirra snarled once more and then continued toward the Guards’ building.  She motioned and the Trackers spread out, circling the structure.

	A Guard stepped out of the building, pulling on his jacket.  “Count me out of this hand.  I’ll be back as soon as I shut up those stupid Handlers.”  He stopped dead in his tracks with his jacket on one arm and the door open behind him.

	“Close the door,” yelled a Guard from inside.

	The first Guard stood frozen in place, as Mirra raced forward in a blur of movement.  She flew past the Guard on his right and continued to the side of the building.  

	From her view on the wall, it appeared as if Mirra had left the Guard unharmed until he placed his hand against his stomach.  Blood poured from between his fingers.  Eyes wide he moved his hand.  His intestines spilled out in front of him.  He grasped at his innards, trying to put them back into his body as he crumpled to the ground.  His body twitched and then lay still.

	“What the…” yelled a Guard from inside.  

	Four Guards raced out the door, surrounding their dead companion.

	That was a mistake.  

	Mirra, Nirankan and another Tracker closed in from three sides.  The Guards collided as they tried to get back into the building, and the Trackers pounced.  Trinity turned her head.  She didn’t need to see this.  The screams were enough.  Their fear and pain were almost visible from the noise.  Was this what it sounded like when Producers were slaughtered?  Did her baby brother, Adam, cry like that?  She clenched her jaw and turned back to watch.

	All the Trackers had moved in for the kill.  Mirra and Nirankan stood back from the others, who were kneeling amongst the carcasses, tearing off hunks and eating.  It reminded her of the Cold Creepers.  

	Mirra swallowed something and then licked her claws clean of blood.  When she was done, she and Nirankan walked toward the Handler building.  Sikka stuffed a chunk of Guard into her mouth and followed, chewing.  The other five stayed to gorge themselves.

	She couldn’t let them go into the building alone.  There was no telling what they’d do to the Handlers, or what the Handlers might do to them.

	“Wait, Mirra.  I’m coming with you,” she hollered.  With the Guards dead, there was no need to be quiet.

	She positioned herself so that she hung over the wall and then dropped to the ground.  It was a long fall.  Her legs reverberated from the impact and she stumbled.  She regained her balance and raced toward Mirra, who stood tapping her foot on the ground.  Mirra was not happy.  

	As she ran toward the feasting Trackers, Crazy stopped eating and stood.  He flexed his muscles.  She veered away from him.  He took two steps in her direction.  She ran faster.  He bared his teeth, but looked past her at Mirra.  He lowered his head fractionally and moved back toward the dead Guards, sending her one last hungry glance before dropping to all fours to resume feeding.  

	She stopped in front of Mirra.  “I think I should go in first.”

	“No,” said Mirra.

	Mirra was too proud to listen to others often.  She had to handle this correctly.  “They are not bonded with any of you.  They’ll fight you.  They won’t fight me.”

	“No, they eat you,” said Mirra.

	Mirra had a point.  “No, they won’t because you’ll be waiting out here.  If you hear anything, you can come in and protect me.  They won’t speak with you.  You are their enemy.  They might talk to me.”

	“She right,” said Sikka.  “They fight us.”

	“No,” said Mirra.  “No safe.  They kill her like...”  She snapped her fingers.  

	Mirra’s assessment of her survival abilities was not flattering, but unfortunately, it was true.  She forged on with her argument anyway.  “It’s not going to work if the three of you barge in there.  They’ll think it’s an attack.”

	“Mirra, go with Little One.”

	There was a stubborn glint in the Tracker’s eyes.  She sighed in resignation.  This was the best offer she’d get and truthfully, she didn’t want to go in there alone anyway.  “Okay, but I go first.”

	Mirra nodded toward the building.

	She opened the door and stepped inside.  The smell of rotting flesh and fear slapped her in the face and she unconsciously took a step back, bumping into Mirra’s chest.

	“Death live here,” whispered Mirra, a slight tremor in her voice.

	Trinity held her hand to her nose.  This was even worse than the Producer Finishing Camp.  “I’m gonna be sick.”

	Mirra rolled her eyes and started to step around her.  She couldn’t let the Tracker go first.  She grabbed Mirra’s arm, stopping her.  She swallowed hard, trying to breathe through her mouth as she went farther into the building.  The room was cavernous.  Chains hung from the ceiling and small cages sat alongside the far wall.  There was a pile of something to the right.  Probably, the dead things judging by the flies that gathered there.

	“Is there anything living in here?” she asked.

	Mirra looked through the darkness.  She focused on the cages.  She cocked her head and pointed to the one on the end.  “There.”  

	They carefully made their way across the room.  Trinity stopped a few feet away from the pile of dead things.  They were Handlers.  There must have been over a dozen.  Mirra nudged her in the back and she started walking again, trying to keep her eyes from straying to the dead Handlers.  She refused to focus on the faces.  Gaar was not in there.  Mirra had said that he was still alive.  They couldn’t be too late.  They just couldn’t.  She crouched in front of the cage.  A male Handler huddled in the corner, his breath coming in short rasps.

	“Kill me,” he begged.  “Do it quick.”

	“What’s wrong with you?”

	He laughed a hoarse, harsh sound.  A tiny bubble of blood formed and then burst at the corner of his mouth.  “Dying.”

	“Who did this to you?”  She glanced at Mirra who studied him without any emotion.

	“Guards,” he said.

	“What can I do to help?”

	“Kill me,” he said.  “I’m done for anyway.”

	He didn’t mean it.  Not really.  Nothing wanted to die.  She turned to Mirra.

	Mirra shrugged.

	“A Tracker.  He said he bonded.  I didn’t believe him.”

	“You know Gaar?  Where is he?” she asked.

	He coughed and more blood flew out of his mouth.  “Other building.  He made it through his torture.  They’re coming back for me.”  His eyes pleaded with her.  “Don’t let them find me alive.”

	“The Guards are gone.  The Trackers took care of them,” she said.

	“Best news I’ve heard in a while.”  He tried to sit and fell back.  

	“We go.  Find Gaar-Mine,” said Mirra as she turned away.

	“We can’t leave him like this.”

	“He no my problem.”  Mirra continued toward the door.

	“He’s a Handler.  Like Gaar.  You can’t leave him.”  She pulled on the cage door but it was locked.

	“Over there.”  He motioned toward the set of keys hanging on the wall.

	She retrieved them and unlocked the door.  It opened smoothly.  It was well used.  She stepped inside and bent to pull him up but he was too heavy.

	“Please,” he said.  “I’m dying.  Just finish me off.”

	She tugged on him again.  She couldn’t kill him.  It would be merciful, but she couldn’t do it.  She took a deep breath and pulled on his arm, trying to drag him.  He shifted a little.  This was never going to work.  She couldn’t leave him.  She touched the knife at her side and stared into his eyes.  They were black like Gaar’s.

	Mirra shoved her out of the way and drug the Handler out of the cage by his arm.  “Big heart cause Little One trouble one day.”  

	Mirra may be right, but she couldn’t just stop caring for other creatures.  She’d always been that way, even as a child she’d taken care of birds and animals that needed help.

	Mirra lifted the Handler over her shoulder and carried him out of the building.  She followed closely behind.  Once outside the building, Sikka and Nirankan trotted over to them. 

	“Put him over there.”  Trinity pointed to a large tree.  “In the shade.”  

	Mirra propped him against the trunk.

	“Water,” she said.  “Get him some water.”

	Mirra nodded her consent to the Trackers.  Sikka went inside the Guards’ building and returned with a bottle of water.  Trinity took it from Sikka and held it to his lips.  He tried to swallow but most dribbled out the side of his mouth.

	“This you Handler?” asked Nirankan.

	“No.  Gaar-Mine there.”  Mirra pointed to the other building.

	Trinity set the empty bottle on the ground.  “I’ll be back as soon as we find Gaar,” she said to the Handler.  She turned to Mirra.  “Make sure he’s kept safe.”  She pointedly looked at Sikka and Nirankan.

	Mirra shrugged.  “Don’t kill.”

	“Can’t.  He dead,” said Nirankan.

	She turned back to the Handler.  In that split second his life had passed.  So quick, so quiet.  What had he been like?  Had he ever been free?  Was his life only torture and pain or had there been some happiness?  

	“Come,” said Mirra, pulling her toward the building.  “We find Gaar-Mine.”

	At the door, she glanced back at the dead Handler.  She didn’t know him.  She shouldn’t feel anything, and yet, she did.  They’d met briefly but his death was senseless.  The Almightys couldn’t keep doing this to other creatures.  It wasn’t right.  



	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 44

	 

	 

	AS TRINITY FOLLOWED Mirra inside the second building at the Handler Camp, the stench of unwashed bodies, waste and blood wafted over her.  She wrinkled her nose.  It wasn’t pleasant but at least it wasn’t death.  Cages stood along the walls.  They were larger than the ones in the other building and there were openings at the back that led to the outside pens.  The sunless room made it hard to see clearly, but there was movement in some of the enclosures.

	The whisper of “A Tracker” sounded from cage to cage, followed by, “Loose” or “Free.”

	“Gaar,” she called out.  “Are you here?”

	“Over here,” said Gaar, his voice a harsh whisper.

	Mirra reached the cage first.  “Gaar-Mine.”

	“Mirra.”  Gaar dragged himself over to the front of the cage, sticking his hand through the bars to stroke her fur.

	“Gaar!”  Trinity skidded to a halt in front of him.

	“Little One.”  Kneeling, he hugged her with one arm while still petting Mirra.  “How?” he asked, choking on the word.

	Tears pooled in her eyes.  His face was swollen and bruised from beatings.  “It’s a long story.  I’ll tell you once we get you out of here.”  She fidgeted with the door.  It was locked, of course.  “Where are the keys?”

	“Mirra no need keys.”  Mirra grabbed the lock and pulled.  The metal bars began to bend but the lock held steady.

	Gaar grabbed the Tracker’s hand.  “Wait.  Don’t hurt yourself.”  

	Mirra gave one last tug and then stopped, panting.

	“I assume you already took care of the Guards,” he said.

	“Yes.”  Mirra smiled, showing large, sharp teeth.

	“They have the keys on them.  Usually, the smallest Guard carries them.  He is…was the Lead Guard.” 

	“Mirra, the other Trackers—”

	“You brought the Trackers here?” whispered Gaar, glancing at the other cages.

	“Yes.  Mirra set free.  They follow Mirra.”

	“That is not good.”  Gaar sat back on the ground.  “These Handlers and those Trackers haven’t been bred right.  They haven’t learned to tolerate each other.”

	“It fine,” said Mirra.  “Trackers obey me.  I command.”

	He shook his head.  “I don’t know.”  

	Mirra shrugged.  “Handlers in cages.”

	“We aren’t leaving them,” said Gaar, his eyes narrowing.

	“Of course not.  Just like we couldn’t leave the Trackers, we can’t leave the Handlers.”  This was not the time for an argument between the two.  

	“You want everything free.  Eat nothing.”  Mirra huffed, crossing her arms over her chest.

	“Mirra, go and find the keys.  While you’re gone Gaar can talk to the Handlers and you can talk to the Trackers.  If the Handlers want to be turned loose, they’ll have to agree not to attack the Trackers and you can make the Trackers listen to you.”

	“You bossy.”  Mirra slapped her somewhat playfully on the back of her head and headed out the door.  

	“That hurt.”  She rubbed her skull.  

	“So, that was your Tracker?” asked the Handler in the cage next to Gaar.

	“Yes, and this is my friend, Trinity.  Trinity this is Emmanuel.”

	“Hi,” she said cautiously.  Emmanuel’s presence was menacing.  It wasn’t anything he did, but more a vibe that emanated from him.

	“And what are you?”  Emmanuel studied her, his nostrils quivering.  

	“I’m a Producer,” she said.  

	“And House Servant,” added Gaar.

	“You look like a tasty, little treat.”  Emmanuel rested his forehead on the bars of the cage, leering at her and showing brownish, yellow teeth.

	“She’s my friend,” said Gaar.  “Off the menu.”

	“I’ll eat anything, but if she sets us free, I promise to make her an exception,” said Emmanuel.

	Gaar laughed.  If this was Handler humor, she didn’t find it funny.  Maybe, it was because she didn’t quite believe Emmanuel.

	Mirra came back and unlocked Gaar’s cage.  They helped him to his feet.  He favored his right side and had a slight limp but other than that he seemed okay.

	“There is another building,” said Gaar.  “It’s where—”

	“We were there first,” she said.  “They were all dead except one.  He told us where to find you.”

	“Petarvarius?  Where is he?  They were still working him over when they drug me out of there.”

	“I’m sorry.”  It was hard to lose a friend.  

	Gaar’s shoulders slumped.

	“He you friend?” asked Mirra.

	“He helped me when they first brought me here.  He was the leader around here.  Wild born like us,” said Gaar.

	“Are there others who are wild born?” she asked.  “They may be able to help—”

	“No.  He was the last besides me.”

	It was hard to be different, but at least there were others somewhat like him.  The Handlers in the cages moved silently in the shadows, blending in with the gray light that filtered into the room.  Pacing and watching.  She shivered.  She couldn’t imagine a forest where these creatures and Trackers roamed free, but that would soon be a reality.

	“Mirra, are the Trackers in agreement?” asked Gaar.

	“They no attack.  They only defend.”

	“That’s all I can ask.”  Gaar took the key and stepped up to Emmanuel’s cage.

	“Wait,” she said.  One wrong move and this situation would combust.  There had to be a better way.  “I think you should bring the Trackers in here first.  Let them all meet each other through the safety of the cages.”

	Gaar and Mirra looked at each other.  

	“That’s not a bad idea,” he said.

	“I bring Trackers,” said Mirra.

	“You should get in the cage, Little One.  Just in case.  This may not go well.  These”—he looked around—“Handlers are not like me.  They’ve never known anything but this…this place with all its pain and torture.  They hate the Trackers.  That’s all they know.”

	She was going to argue but by the set of his jaw it wouldn’t do any good.  She frowned as the cage door shut.  She was sick of being caged.  If she made it through this, she would never set foot in one again.  Gaar snapped the lock closed.

	Mirra sauntered into the building with the seven other Trackers.  They glided across the floor, hissing and showing their fangs as they passed the enclosures.  The Handlers rushed the bars, baring their teeth at the Trackers.

	“This Handler, mine,” said Mirra, drawing all eyes toward her.  She placed her hand on Gaar’s shoulder.  “You touch him, I kill you.”

	Nirankan and Sikka bowed their heads to Gaar.  He bowed back.  The other five circled him.  He didn’t move, not even when the Trackers were behind him.  Mirra stood next to him, and as the Trackers circled them, Mirra and Gaar’s breathing synced up and they seemed to communicate on another level.  One of the Trackers stepped too close and they both turned their head in unison, as if the same muscles controlled them.  They’d become almost one creature.  The Tracker stepped back and bowed to Mirra and then to Gaar.  One-by-one the others followed suit; even Crazy eventually stopped circling and bowed.

	Trinity let out a sigh of relief.  Mirra and Gaar were tough but they couldn’t fight off seven or even five Trackers since she didn’t think Nirankan and Sikka would fight Mirra.  They’d probably just watch like they had at the Tracker camp.

	“Now, others,” said Mirra.

	“Come.”  Gaar marched to Emmanuel’s enclosure.  

	Emmanuel moved to the front of his cage.

	Nirankan and Sikka stepped forward and sniffed at the Handler.  Suddenly, Emmanuel reached through the bars, trying to grab Sikka.  The Tracker slashed at him, barely missing his hand as he leapt back, baring his teeth.

	“Enough,” yelled Gaar.

	“Trackers killed my friends,” said Emmanuel.  “I kill Trackers.”

	Another Handler repeated what Emmanuel said and then another.  They began to chant as they glided in the shadows, eyes always on the Trackers.

	The hair on the Trackers’ backs began to rise.

	“Enough,” shouted Gaar again.

	“Never enough, until Trackers are all dead,” said Emmanuel.

	“This no work,” said Mirra.  

	“I cannot free you if you cannot have peace with the Trackers,” he said, frustration evident in his tone.

	“You’ll leave us here to die?” asked one Handler. 

	“Your own kind,” shouted another, young Handler.

	“After all that Petarvarius did for you?” asked Emmanuel.

	“You leave me no choice.”  Gaar strode over to the cage Trinity was in and unlocked it.  “Let’s go.”

	She followed the group toward the door.  The Handlers shouted after them.  Some yelling obscenities, others pleading.  

	She grabbed his arm.  “You can’t leave them here to die.”  

	He jerked free from her grasp.  “What would you have me do?  They’re not right.  They see no reason!”  

	“They’ve never been shown reason,” she shouted back at him.  “You said it yourself.  All they’ve ever known is pain and hatred.  They’ve never experienced the pleasure of running free in the forest or sitting high in a tree, watching the stars.  They have only cages in their memories.  They’ve never felt the love and friendship of others not like them.  They’ve only had each other, in here.”

	The Handlers quieted, some grasping the bars at the front of their cages.

	“Look around.  This building is the holding cell for death.  They’ve never known life or love.  They were created by the Almightys to do their bidding and it didn’t work.  The Almightys got it wrong.  They couldn’t get the Trackers and Handlers to bond.  In that, you’ve won.”  She turned and addressed the Handlers.  “All of you.  You have beaten the Almightys by not bonding in servitude, but, you will eventually lose if you die here because you allow the hatred bred into you by the Almightys to rule your life.  You have a choice.  You can live free, bonding with whomever or whatever you want.  Or you can stay here and die.”

	The Handlers whispered.  The Trackers paced around her.

	“She’s right,” said Emmanuel.  “We should not hate Trackers.  They were like us.  Forced to fight.  It’s the Guards and the Almightys who are our enemies.”

	“It was a Tracker who killed Seepie,” said the young Handler.

	“But it was a Guard who killed Petarvarius,” said Gaar.

	There were murmurs of agreement from the Handlers.

	A female Handler stepped to the front of her cage.  She was tall with long, black hair streaked with white.  “I want to live free, like that one said.  I want to feel the earth under my feet.  If that means that I have to let go of my hatred for the Trackers, then so be it.”  She knelt at the cage door, lowering her black gaze.  “Please, set me free.”

	Gaar looked at Mirra.  She shrugged.  He walked over and freed the female Handler.  She hesitantly stepped out of the cage.  Crazy bared his teeth but didn’t move.  Another female knelt at her cage door.  Gaar let her out.  The two walked together past the Trackers and out the door.

	“It could be trap,” whispered Nirankan.

	Gaar turned to Mirra.  “All of you wait outside.”

	Mirra and the Trackers left the building.  One at a time, the Handlers knelt and Gaar freed them.  As a group, they exited the building with Trinity and Gaar in the front.

	The Trackers were waiting by the Guards building.  The two groups eyed each other cautiously and then Emmanuel raised his head to the sky and let out a howl.  Soon, another joined him and then another until they were all howling.  Then, the Trackers added their voices and for a short moment in time the Handlers and Trackers were joined in harmony.  The odd song slowly died and the Handlers wandered one-by-one into the forest.

	“Now,” said Mirra, eyes gleaming.  “We kill Benedictine.”

	“No, Mirra, you should run, hide.”  They needed to stay as far away from the Almightys as possible.  

	“Mirra no fear Benedictine.”  She puffed out her chest.

	“Mirra, perhaps Little One is right,” said Gaar calmly.  “We should lie low for a while.  We’ve caused enough damage.  The Almightys will probably hunt us, but they’ll lose interest.  Benedictine will suffer for the loss of the Producers at the Finishing Camp and the loss of all the Handlers and Trackers.  He’ll be punished and we don’t have to do anything, but if we attack an Almighty, they will slaughter us.”

	“Mirra no fear Almighty.  Mirra kill Benedictine.”

	“Mirra, you need to listen,” said Gaar.  

	“Gaar-Mine no handle Mirra.”  She turned back and rubbed along his side.  “Mirra love Gaar-Mine, but Mirra teach Benedictine lesson.  He no beat Trackers.  He no cage Trackers.  He be punished.”

	“Where are my things?  The Guards took them.”  Gaar looked around.  

	Mirra shrugged.  He went into the Guards building and returned with his backpack and quiver full of spears.”

	“Gaar-Mine hunt with Mirra,” said Mirra happily.

	“Yes,” he said.  “I go where you go.”

	Mirra purred and rubbed against him.  

	She touched his arm.  “Gaar, what are you doing?”  This was not going to end well.  

	He brushed her hand away.  “But first, we should take our shots.”  

	“Mirra no like shots.  Shot make Mirra sick.”  Mirra backed away, her fur bristling down her back.  

	Gaar pulled out a syringe.  “Mirra needs her shot.  So, does Gaar.”  He jabbed the needled into his arm and pressed down the plunger, injecting himself with the fluid.  He pulled the needle out and dropped it into his sack.  “See, I went first.  Now, your turn.”  He took another syringe out of his backpack.

	“No.  Mirra no take shot.”

	“It’s good for you.  Please, for me.”  Gaar stepped forward.  

	Nirankan placed his hand on Mirra’s shoulder and she jumped, hissing at him.  

	“What shot you take?” asked Nirankan.

	“It’s to keep us both healthy,” said Gaar calmly.

	“Where it come from?” asked Nirankan, stepping between Mirra and Gaar.

	Gaar glanced at Trinity, a battle waging across his features.  Mirra would never forgive him if he lied.

	Nirankan’s eyes narrowed.  “I no trust shot.  No take this.”

	Mirra looked from Nirankan to Gaar, confusion clear on her face.

	“Mirra, I have been with you forever.  I only want to help, to keep you safe, healthy.”  Gaar gently took her arm and lowered the needle.

	Mirra looked at Nirankan and he shook his head.  She jerked back and slapped at Gaar’s hand, sending the needle flying across the yard.

	“Mirra, no take shot.”  She stepped back from a shocked Gaar.  “Mirra kill Benedictine.”  She turned and started off at a slow trot into the forest.  The other Trackers followed.

	Gaar dug in the brush, searching for the syringe.  

	The last Tracker disappeared into the woods.  Trinity should follow and try to persuade Mirra to postpone her vengeance, but Gaar was going to get ill.  If he hadn’t been able to sway Mirra, she probably couldn’t either.  Here, she might make a difference.  “When will you become sick from the shot?  What should I expect?  Fever?  Nausea?”

	“It doesn’t make me sick.  It makes me stronger.  I only pretend that it makes me ill for Mirra.”

	“Does it make her stronger too?”

	“No.  I didn’t lie about that.  It makes her easier to control, weaker.  That’s why I didn’t give it to her earlier.  I wanted her strong in case we encountered any Guards or other creatures.  I should’ve given it to her anyway.”  He continued scouring the brush.

	“Shouldn’t we go after her?”

	“I have to find it.  I only had two with serum in them.  The damn Guards were using them for darts.”  He stood with the needle in his hand.  “Got it.”  He recapped the syringe and put it in his backpack.  “Let’s go.  We need to stop them before they do anything that we can’t undo.”



	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 45

	 

	 

	HUGH WAS IN THE DEN of his mother’s house getting ready for Jethro’s party when Buddy escorted Jackson into the room.  

	“Where’s my Producer?”  He studied his reflection in the mirror.  There were shadows under his eyes from the late night and his face was drawn and tight.  It had been a rough couple of days.  “Your Guards have been arriving here in groups of two all afternoon, and yet, not one of them has any idea where Trinity is.”  He brushed a stray curl off his forehead.  Damn hair was always falling in his face.  Viola had found it sexy.  He needed to apologize to her, big time.  

	“Trinity’s not here?” asked Jackson.

	“Would I be asking if she were?”  He straightened his tie.

	“She should have arrived hours ago.”

	“You were to bring her to me.”  He turned to face the Guard.

	“Plans changed.  She wouldn’t come.”  Jackson held up his hand.  “Let me explain.  I had everything in order and then Conguise sent his own Guards.”

	“Conguise has her?”  Shit, this was not good.

	“No.  She’s free.”  

	He motioned for Jackson to hurry.  He didn’t have time for a game of twenty questions.

	“You knew about the wild Handler and Tracker,” Jackson continued.  “But did you know that they’re Trinity’s friends?”

	He snorted.  That was impossible.  “Gaar and Mirra friends with a Producer?  I don’t think so.  They’d more likely eat her.”

	“They’ve been protecting her, traveling with her pretty much since she escaped.”

	“I’ll be damned.  Gaar played me.  That wily old coot.”  He sat down at the desk.  He’d given the Handler extra serum and the entire time Trinity had been in Gaar’s care.  He laughed.

	“Benedictine captured that wily old coot and the Tracker.  That’s how we caught Trinity.”  

	“Benedictine captured Mirra?”  He stood and walked over to the liquor cabinet.  “Do you want a drink?”  He picked up a bottle of whiskey.  His father had always kept liquor handy.  He looked at the bottle in his hand.  Maybe, he should cut back.  Tomorrow.  No sense in doing it before the party.  He poured a few inches in a glass.  

	“No, thanks,” said Jackson.  “Trinity refused to come with me.  She wanted to free Mirra and Gaar.”

	“You couldn’t force a teenage, female Producer?  What kind of Guard are you?”  He turned to study Jackson.  The Guard didn’t appear to be incompetent.  There was more to this story.

	“She…surprised me.”

	“How?”  Did Jackson know she was more than a Producer?  How obvious was it?  

	“She is not an ordinary Producer, but I’m guessing you already know that.”

	“What do you mean?”  He took a sip of his drink.

	“I think you know exactly what I mean.”  Jackson’s brown eyes studied him closely.  

	“Don’t want to betray her, huh?  She must be something special if she befriended Mirra, Gaar and you.”

	“That’s not all she’s befriended,” muttered Jackson.  

	“Do tell?”  He enjoyed sparring with this Guard.  

	“Nah.  I’ll let her introduce you to her friends.  It’ll be more memorable that way.”  Jackson grinned.  

	“Of course, that is if I ever meet her,” his tone no longer friendly.

	“She’s traveling with a group of Trackers.”

	“A group?”  That wasn’t possible.  There was only Mirra.

	“Benedictine was in charge of two secret camps.  One contained Handlers and one Trackers.  The plan was to have them bond and then be controlled by the Almightys.  Your Gaar and Mirra are not exactly controllable,” said Jackson.

	He ran his finger around the edge of the glass, forcing his anger at bay.  Why hadn’t he been told about this?  “Do you know who paid for the camps?”  

	“No,” said Jackson.

	“Were they successful?  Did any bond?”  This could be a major game changer.  If Trackers and Handlers could be controlled by the Almightys then whoever controlled them would be very powerful.

	“No.  They always attacked each other and many fought to their deaths.”

	That was a relief, but it still didn’t make sense.  “Where did they come from?  There are none in the wild besides Gaar and Mirra and they can’t mate.”  Or could they?  If the other classes could mate and produce viable offspring, could Handlers and Trackers?  He had to get some of their blood for testing.

	“I’m not sure.  I wasn’t stationed at the camps.  All I know is that they had eight others besides Mirra,” said Jackson.

	“Do you remember anything else?  Any little detail may be helpful.”

	“Not much.  Benedictine did take their blood.  He took a lot from Mirra.  I think he was planning to bleed her dry.”

	“Were any of them young?” he asked.

	“They were all full grown adults.  Some might have been a little younger, but they all looked to be in their prime.”

	Adult specimens.  The blood.  They were creating them.  “Was there a laboratory there?”

	“I don’t...”  Jackson frowned.  “There was a building that I wasn’t allowed to enter.  It wasn’t much to look at from the outside, but I guess it could have been a lab.”

	If this were sanctioned, then why hadn’t he been told?  He needed answers and he might be able to get some of them at the party.  He tossed back his drink.  “I need to get going.”

	“Where?” asked Jackson.

	“To Jethro’s party.  Benedictine dropped off an invitation this morning.  He was very jovial, so I’m assuming he didn’t know that Trinity was gone.  I can’t wait to see the mood he’s in tonight.”  He couldn’t hold back a grin as he put on his dinner jacket.  “Conguise too.  By now they must know that the Producer is gone.”

	“Benedictine may not know,” said Jackson.

	“What do you mean?”  He turned to check his appearance in the mirror one final time.  “I’m sure Conguise wanted his payment as soon as Jethro could walk.”

	“He did.  There was a switch.”

	“What do you mean a switch?”  He brushed some lint off his jacket and turned to face the Guard.  

	Jackson paused for a long moment.  “As I was saying earlier, Conguise brought his Guards to Benedictine’s.  I couldn’t sneak Trinity out as we discussed.  So, we came up with a plan.  Viola took Trinity’s place.  She—”

	“What?”  Viola was in a cage?  He had to get her out.

	“She wanted to prove that she was loyal to you, not her father.  And she is the right size,” defended Jackson.

	“Shit.”  He rushed out of the den.  

	“It should be fine.”  Jackson chased him down the stairs.  “She’s with her father.  The professor will be angry but he won’t hurt her.”  

	Jackson grabbed Hugh’s shoulder to stop him from running out the front door.  Buddy jumped forward, knocking Jackson’s hand away.  

	“Don’t touch him.  Ever,” snarled Buddy

	“Sorry.  I didn’t want him to rush out unprotected and do something foolish.”  Jackson backed away with his head slightly bowed.  

	Viola had switched places.  She’d helped free Trinity or was it a trap?  Was that really why Trinity wasn’t here?  Did Viola and her father dupe all of them?  “You’re sure Trinity is with Mirra.”

	“Yes,” said Jackson.  “Well, she was.  Mirra was going to free the other Trackers and then they were going to find Gaar.  I went back to inform my Guards of the situation.  I couldn’t let them suffer at Benedictine’s hands for something that I did.”

	“Right.”  Buddy nodded.  

	“So, Trinity is with Mirra and probably, Gaar by now.  Viola was taken by Conguise and Benedictine has no knowledge of any of this,” Hugh said.

	“As far as I’m aware,” said Jackson.

	His heart slowed.  This was not quite the plan, but it was still working out for him.  He laughed again and patted Jackson on the back.  “I think I like you.  They’re going to be livid.  This is going to be fun.”

	“I still don’t think you should go,” said Tim as he walked into the room.  

	“Tim, meet Jackson, one of my new Guards.  I have acquired quite a few in exchange for your daughter.”

	“Trinity?  Where is she?” asked Tim, excitedly.

	“So, you’re her father.  She said she was part House Servant.”  Jackson’s eyes fell to Tim’s claws.  “I definitely see a resemblance.”  

	“She clawed you, huh?”  This niece of his had spunk.  He couldn’t wait to meet her.

	“That she did.”  Jackson rubbed his arm.  

	“Where is she?” asked Tim again, impatiently.

	“She’s with friends,” Hugh answered.

	“She should arrive here shortly,” said Jackson.

	“Jackson, I want you and three of your most trusted Guards to wait here for her.  Buddy and I will go to the party.  Send your other Guards and Reese to my cabin.  When Trinity arrives take her there immediately.  Buddy and I will meet you later.”

	“You shouldn’t go to the party,” repeated Tim.  “Even Buddy agrees and we don’t agree on anything.”

	Buddy snorted.

	“Well, it’s a good thing that I’m in charge then because I’m going.”  He wouldn’t miss this for anything.  He couldn’t wait to see Benedictine’s face when the man realized that he’d been tricked by his own Guards.  He was also looking forward to taunting Conguise all evening with hints about the break in at the lab.  The professor had to know by now that Scar, Tim, Laddie and two House Servants were missing.  

	Barney and his mate had been waiting for them at the hotel when they’d arrived to gather Reese.  Hugh had sent Laddie and the two House Servants to Dr. Kalper’s to have their tracking devices removed.  He’d told the two Servants to wait for him at his cabin and Laddie to meet him at his mother’s house.  He’d been afraid to let the doctor see Scar because genetic experimentation was not sanctioned.  So, once he was at his mother’s, he’d checked to ensure that her device had already been removed.  It had, of course.  If Scar was found, Conguise would not want her leading back to him.

	He smiled as he poured himself another shot and tossed it back.  The break in and theft would be enough to cause Conguise to blow a fuse, let alone finding out that his daughter was involved in the switch that caused him to lose Trinity.  No, there was no way that he would miss seeing this.

	“You just want to throw it in their faces that you beat them,” said Tim.

	“So, what if I do?”  His brother knew him well.  

	“You don’t even know for sure that you’ve won.  You don’t have Trinity.  What if this Guard”—Tim pointed at Jackson—“is lying to you?”

	“I’m not.  I swear.”  Jackson glanced nervously at Hugh.  

	The Guard could be lying, but why would he?  Benedictine was a harsh master.  There were not many who served him loyally when presented with another option.  

	“This whole thing could be a trap,” said Tim.  “You let in his Guards voluntarily.  They outnumber us.”

	“He has a point,” said Buddy, eyeing Jackson with suspicion.

	“Wait a minute.”  Jackson backed up a step.  “I came to you.”

	“Exactly,” said Buddy and Tim at the same time.  They turned and glared at each other.

	“How do I know you’re telling the truth?  Jethro had his surgery.  Benedictine is throwing a party.  None of that smacks of the disappointment of a stolen Producer,” Hugh said.

	“I can’t prove it,” said Jackson.  “All I can do is stress how much I despise Benedictine and would kill him…”

	“Except for what?” he asked.

	Jackson’s jaw clenched but he remained silent.

	“What aren’t you telling me?”  Had he been tricked?  Had Jackson been sent to him so that he would not devise his own way to steal the Producer?  He would kill Jackson with his own hands if he lost her.

	“Go to the party.  You’ll see.  Conguise should be angry and Benedictine should be squirming,” said Jackson stubbornly.

	“He wants you to go to the party,” growled Buddy.

	“I didn’t even know he was going until I arrived,” said Jackson.

	“That’s true, unless…”  Hugh tapped his lips with his finger.  Benedictine had delivered the invitation.  “Hmm.  Change of plans.”

	“Thank Araldo,” said Tim.  “You’re finally thinking clearly.”

	“Oh, I’m still going but so is he.”  He pointed at Jackson.

	“What?  I can’t go.  Benedictine will kill me.”

	“I’ll kill you now if you don’t go,” he said calmly.  “Lock up your Guards.  Buddy, go with him.  Put them in the room where we held Tim.”  He hated doing this but Tim was right.  He shouldn’t trust Jackson.  Trinity was not here.

	“You promised to give them shelter,” argued Jackson.

	“I’m not sending them to my cabin to kill my Guards if this is a betrayal.  You can do as you’re told or die now.”  Jackson’s Guards outnumbered them.  It wouldn’t be easy to kill them all if Jackson warned them but he wanted to see what Jackson would do.

	“Promise me that they’ll be safe.  I brought them here.  They had nothing to do with any of this.”

	Jackson was genuinely concerned for his Guards.  It was a good trait.  “If you have not misled me, they’re safe,” said Hugh.

	“I’ve been honest with you.  Trinity is with the Tracker and Handler,” said Jackson, taking a step toward Hugh.

	Buddy inched forward.  Jackson stopped, glancing at the other Guard.  

	“Then you have nothing to worry about.”  All he could do was wait.  

	“If my Guards don’t agree to be locked up, are they free to leave?”

	So, they could set up an ambush?  He shook his head.  

	“I…I can’t agree to this,” said Jackson.

	“That’s not a good answer.”  He started to pace.  

	“You have me.  If something goes wrong, take it out on me.  Not them,” pleaded Jackson.

	He stopped pacing.  “Why are you so sure something is going to go wrong?”  

	“I’m not!  You are!”

	Guards did not raise their voices to him.  He glared at Jackson.  Buddy would kill the other Guard right now if he nodded, but he had to give Jackson credit for protecting his Guards.  That kind of loyalty could not be taught.  “Fine.  If something goes wrong, you die but your Guards go free.”

	“Hugh…” said Buddy.

	He held up his hand, stopping Buddy from commenting further.  “When we come back.”

	Jackson frowned but nodded.  “I’ll talk to them.”

	The two Guards left the room.  There were raised voices from the Guards in the back and then stomping up the stairs.  They were not happy but a group of Guards raised by Benedictine should be used to taking orders.  If Jackson were telling the truth, he’d make it up to them.  

	Jackson, Buddy and Reese came back into the room.

	“Done,” said Buddy.

	“Tim, you and Reese stay here.”

	“If I go into that house Benedictine will kill me,” repeated Jackson.

	He studied the Guard’s battered face.  “Reese, you know where I keep the gun?”

	She nodded.

	“What about—” said Buddy.

	He shot him a look that clearly stated to shut up.  “Get it.  Use it if you have to.  The Guards are locked up.  Don’t let them out for any reason.  They’re not to be trusted.  Understand?”

	“Yes,” she said, nervously.

	“She’s not ready for this,” said Buddy.  

	He looked into Reese’s scared, brown eyes and smiled.  “She’ll have to be.  If they escape, run.  Don’t be a hero.  Let them go.  Okay?”

	She nodded again.

	“Tim, you’re coming with us.  I want you and Jackson to stay outside in the woods.  I trust you can handle him if he tries anything.”

	“Gladly.”  Tim glared at Jackson.  

	“You know, I set your daughter free,” said Jackson.

	“Prove it,” snapped Tim.

	Jackson’s shoulders sagged.

	“Let’s go to the party,” Hugh said jovially.  This was either going to be the time of his life or a disaster.  “I’ll meet you outside.”

	Tim, Buddy and Jackson left.  

	He turned to Reese.  “Laddie is in the back with Scar.  Go and wake him.  Jackson has no idea about those two.  If this is a trap, we have the upper hand.”

	Reese smiled and nodded.

	As he stepped outside, there was a cry of pain from inside the house.

	“What the hell was that?” yelled Jackson.

	Hugh raced back inside.  The others right behind him.  Reese was already running down the hallway toward the back room where Laddie and Scar rested.  The Guards upstairs were shouting and pounding on the door.

	He ran into Reese almost knocking her down as she stood in the open doorway.  Tim, Jackson and Buddy skidded to a halt behind him.  Laddie sat on the floor, leaning against the tub, holding the reddish, clawed hand of Scar.  They’d filled the tub and placed her in it when they’d arrived back at the house.  The water gave her some comfort.  He was pretty sure that her bones were crushing her and the water took off some of the weight.

	Scar was submerged in the tub, eyes staring unseeing at the ceiling which was faded yellow with a few chips of paint missing.  Not much of a final picture.  Laddie sobbed.

	“What the hell is that thing?” asked Jackson, his face wrinkling in disgust.

	Laddie burst from his sorrow like a volcano, shoving all the others out of the way to get at Jackson.  Only Tim had the reflexes to move faster and he jumped to the side, giving the old Guard better access to Jackson.

	Jackson took the first hit from Laddie’s brick like body and flew to the side, rolling and landing on his feet.  He launched himself back at the older Guard, moving in quickly for a punch and then dancing away.  Buddy jumped in the middle, trying to hold back Laddie but Laddie’s hurt fueled his strength and he dragged Buddy across the floor.

	“Stop it, Laddie,” Hugh yelled.

	Laddie didn’t hear or didn’t listen.  He and Jackson hit again and this time they both fell to the floor, taking Buddy with them.  It was a snarling, rolling mess of arms and legs with thuds accentuating the blows.

	“Sorry, Scar,” he muttered as he grabbed the bucket that they’d used to fill the bath and dipped it into the tub.  He threw the water on the rolling Guards.  That stopped them. 

	“Shit, that wasn’t from the tub, was it?”  Jackson shook his head, sending water droplets flying.

	Laddie was barely wet but Buddy was drenched since he’d been on top of the pile of Guards.  Laddie snarled at Jackson and Jackson snarled back.

	“Stop it, both of you.”  He stepped in the middle and then turned toward Jackson.  “Jackson, that thing was Scar, a loyal Guard, and a good friend of Laddie’s.”  He nodded at Laddie.  “That is Laddie.”

	“I gathered,” said Jackson.  “And I’m sorry.”

	Laddie grunted.

	He turned toward Laddie.  “Laddie, this is Jackson.”

	“If no one minds, could someone explain what happened to that—”

	“Scar,” growled Laddie.

	“Scar,” corrected Jackson.  “What happened to her?”

	The Guards upstairs continued to pound on the door.  “Buddy, you have to change, so please stop by the room and tell the Guards that everything is fine.  Jackson will go with you.”  Would Jackson obey without his question answered?

	Jackson nodded and turned to follow Buddy out the door.

	He’d obeyed.  That was a good sign.  “Conguise,” he said.  “Conguise did this to her.”

	Jackson stopped and looked at Scar.  “I don’t understand.”

	“Experiments,” said Laddie.  “That is our retirement.”

	“Shit,” said Jackson, all color draining from his face as he left the room.

	“So much for having the upper hand.”  Hugh looked at Reese.  

	She shrugged.

	“Laddie, I do have to go but we’ll bury Scar as soon as we get back.  I’ll need to get some blood samples first, but after that…”

	“I’d like to bury her by water.  She never liked to get wet, but always loved to sit by it.”  Laddie started crying again,

	“Laddie,”—he patted him on the shoulder—“I hate to ask you at a time like this, but I’m not one hundred percent sure that we can trust Jackson and his Guards.  There are nine of them upstairs locked in a room.  I’m leaving Reese here, but Tim, Buddy, Jackson and I have to go out for a while.”

	“I’ll help Reese keep the Guards secured,” said Laddie.

	“Thanks,” he said.

	“No, thank you,” said Laddie.  “At least Scar had hope and freedom at the end.  She wasn’t caged and scared.”

	“I wish I could have done more.”

	Laddie smiled sadly and stared down at his friend.  “Promise me Conguise will pay for this.”

	“He’ll pay.”  He stared at the wreck of a creature that had once been a loyal Guard.  “I’ll make sure of it.”


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 46

	 

	 

	“I HATE BEING LATE,” said Hugh as they arrived at Benedictine’s house.  “Especially, this much.”  He brushed a fleck of dust from his jacket.

	“Stop fussing,” said Buddy.  “The party started less than an hour ago.”

	They’d stopped and dropped off Tim and Jackson about a half mile back.  The two would make their way to Benedictine’s through the woods then wait outside.  If everything went well, the two groups would meet at the Lake of Sins after the party.

	He and Buddy stepped out of the carriage.  

	“I don’t see many Guards,” he smirked.  “Do you think Benedictine had to borrow the few that are here?”

	“Cocky bastard.”  Buddy shot him a look and shook his head.  

	He grinned and sauntered up to the door.  It was immediately opened by a middle aged House Servant.

	“High Hugh Truent and Guard,” he said to the Servant, rolling his eyes at Buddy when the House Servant checked the list.  He hated the formality that the Almightys insisted upon.

	“Guards are back there.”  The House Servant stepped aside and pointed down a hallway toward the back porch.

	“I guess this is where we part ways,” he said, grinning.

	“Control yourself,” warned Buddy.

	“But that wouldn’t be any fun.”  He walked toward the living room.  “I’ll holler if I need you.”  

	A passing female House Servant offered him a glass of champagne.  

	“Whiskey, please,” he said, refusing the drink.  

	She nodded and went to the bar.

	The house was of modest size but well appointed.  Benedictine’s wife must have a taste for decorating.  It definitely wasn’t done by Benedictine.  There were about twenty or so Almightys mingling around.  Kim was talking to a few young people.  Viola should be around here somewhere.

	The House Servant brought him the whiskey and he took a small sip.  Better keep his head clear just in case things didn’t go as planned.

	Benedictine walked up behind him and slapped him on the back.  “Hugh, so glad you could make it.  I wasn’t sure…you know with how things worked out.  But glad you made it nonetheless.”

	He forced a smile.  What did Benedictine mean by that?  Maybe, nothing.  The other Almighty had already been drinking quite a lot that evening.  

	Benedictine grabbed two glasses of champagne from a passing Servant and handed one to him even though he already had the whiskey.

	“Here try the champagne.  It’s excellent.  To my son’s health.”  Benedictine tapped the glasses together and then tossed back the liquid.  

	He couldn’t refuse that toast.  He took a small sip.  The champagne was pretty good which was surprising since Benedictine wasn’t known for his generosity and the champagne was flowing freely around the party.

	“Have you seen my boy?”  Benedictine looked around the room.  

	“Not yet, but I just arrived.”  That was odd.  Being the star of the night, he would have expected the lad to be present.  Maybe, Jethro was overly tired from his surgery.  He swallowed the rest of the champagne.  Or perhaps the boy was hiding in the back and growing claws and a shell like Scar.  No telling what Conguise had injected into him.

	“A fine, strapping lad,” said Benedictine a bit too loudly.  “The girls have noticed him.  That’s for sure.”  Benedictine nudged him.  “Ah, the teen years.  Those were the days.”

	The glory days of horniness with no outlet.  Yeah, those were the days.  He set the empty champagne flute on the tray of a passing Servant and took a sip of his whiskey.  Benedictine replaced his own glass with a full one.

	“I think your wife is trying to get your attention.”  He nodded to where Martha was standing.  She was in a group talking but he was tired of the company and since Benedictine was drunk he wouldn’t notice the fib.

	“What?  Oh right.  Must go to the little lady.”  Benedictine patted him on the back again.  “Glad you could make it.  Good thing you arrived before dinner.  The professor used his own recipes.  He’s something of a chef,” he said, walking toward his wife.

	He tried to smile but was pretty sure that it turned out more like a grimace.  Dinner was going to be a challenge.  He no longer wanted to eat the meat that would be served.  Knowing that it was a close relative genetically turned his stomach.  If it was his niece, he would throw up.  There was no sign that Benedictine knew anything about the switch.  Of course, Benedictine may be ignorant of it but Conguise should have figured it out by now.

	He strolled around the room, sipping his whiskey and looking for the professor.  He chatted with Almightys here and there.  They were mostly Benedictine’s co-workers and others in his business.  The young adults were likewise the children of these people.  There were a few of Kim’s friends from school but he didn’t see anyone Jethro’s age who wasn’t there with parents.

	“Pssst, over here,” said a voice from a dark room.

	A hand reached out of a side door and waved at him.  It appeared that he wasn’t done with the cloak and dagger stuff.  He glanced around.  No one was watching.

	“It’s me, Jethro.  Benedictine’s son,” said the boy as he stuck his head out of the room.

	This was interesting.  He stepped inside and Jethro shut the door behind him and turned on the lights.  They were in a bathroom.

	“I need to talk to you,” said Jethro.

	“Really?” he asked.  “There was nowhere better to meet than this?  How is this going to look if we’re seen leaving here together?”

	“I didn’t think of that.”  Jethro looked sheepish and shrugged.  

	“Well, you should if you ever want a girlfriend.  Hiding in bathrooms with older men is not going to make you a prize for the girls.  Some of the guys, maybe.”  He peeked out the door.  

	“I didn’t think of that either,” said Jethro, blushing.

	Had he ever been that young?  “I’m leaving.  The coast is clear.”  He obviously needed to get some sleep.  It was the only explanation he had for using that phrase.

	Jethro grabbed his arm.  He stared at Jethro’s hand until the boy let go.

	“I’ll meet you somewhere else, but not here,” he said.

	“Okay.  I guess we can talk outside.  Go down the hallway by the kitchen.  Take the second door on the left.”

	“Fine.  In ten minutes.”  He stepped out of the bathroom and made his way back toward the party.

	Kim walked over to him.  Her black slacks and tight green sweater accentuated her curvy frame.  The males should be flocking around her.  Actually, now that he thought about it, she shot down anyone who showed an interest in her.  Why?

	“Hugh,” she said.

	“Kim,” he answered in greeting, smiling.

	“Have you seen Viola?” she asked, worried.

	“No.”  He would find out shortly if Jackson had told him the truth.  He was rooting for the Guard.

	She grabbed his arm and led him away from the others.  “Have you spoken with Jackson?” she whispered.

	“Yes.”  He waited, giving her no hint at what he’d been told.

	She glanced around.  “So, you know about Viola switching places with…you know who.”

	“Jackson said something about that.”  So, there had been a switch.  That was good.

	“I haven’t seen Viola since.  I assumed she would show up tonight with her father, but he arrived alone.”

	“Where is Conguise?”  He looked around.  

	“In the study.”

	“Is he pissed?” he asked.

	“No and that worries me too.  He should be furious.  He isn’t and he didn’t say a word to Dad about the Producer or Viola.”

	“I don’t like this.  Trin…you know who hasn’t arrived at my house.”

	“What?  I thought Jackson took her to you?”

	“There was a problem.  He swears that she’s safe.”  Had Jackson fooled all of them?

	“What kind of problem?”

	“Do you think Conguise could have her?”  He took a drink, studying her closely.

	She took a half-step back.  “What are you trying to say?”  

	He continued to stare at her.

	“No.  Jackson would not give her to Conguise,” she said adamantly.

	“We don’t know where either female is,” he said.  “And the professor is not angry.  Something is not right.”  He paused.  “I need to speak with your brother.”

	“Jethro?  Why?”  She wrinkled her brow in confusion.

	He cocked an eyebrow.  It really wasn’t any of her business but it was clear that she worried about her brother.  “I don’t know.  He asked to talk to me and I told him that I’d meet him.”  He turned and walked away.

	He stepped outside into the dark.  Where were Tim and Jackson?  Could they see him?  It appeared that Jackson, at least, was telling the truth.  Well, at least about the switch.  Could the Guard have taken her to Conguise?  But what would be the point?  And where was Viola?  Jethro stepped out of the shadows as steady on his feet as if he’d been using them for years.

	“You’ve taken to walking well after such a long break.  I would’ve thought that your muscles needed time to strengthen after so much disuse.”

	Jethro looked down at his legs.  “They’re holding up great.”  

	“I’m glad.”  He meant it.  The boy was innocent of his father’s deeds.  Did Conguise tell Jethro what he was injecting into him?  “Do you remember anything about the surgery?”  

	“No.  I don’t even remember going there.  The last thing I remember is eating some food that Dad brought to me in the barn, and then I was walking to my bed.”

	“Why were you in the barn?”

	“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.  How’s Trinity?”

	“Trinity?”  Did Jethro know her too?  Was he one of the friends that Jackson had alluded to?

	Confusion and then anger flashed across the boy’s face.  “They lied.  They turned her over.”  Jethro started to storm past him. 

	“Wait.”  He grabbed the boy’s arm.  “What do you know?”

	“I know everything.”  Jethro pulled free and faced him.  

	The arrogance of youth.  He smirked.  “Said like a true boy.”  

	Jethro’s face grew more mottled with rage.  

	“Calm down and tell me exactly what you know.”

	Jethro took a deep breath and explained about Viola taking Trinity’s place and Jackson’s plan to escort Trinity to him.  

	So, everyone had the same story.  He was no longer sure if that was good or bad.  “Okay.  Here’s the truth that I know so far.”  He paused to let it sink in that it may not be the truth.  “Jackson was to bring me Trinity.  We had a deal.  He swears that she’s free and safe and that she’s on her way to me.”  He left out the part about Mirra and Gaar.  No reason to tell the boy that.  “I have not seen her yet, but your sister and you confirm most of Jackson’s story.”

	“Shouldn’t she have arrived by now?  It’s not safe for her alone.”

	Martha stepped out of the house.  “There you are.  Dinner is ready.”  She smiled shyly at him.  “Hi, Hugh.  So glad you could make it.”  She wrapped one arm through Jethro’s.  She hesitated, blushed slightly and then slipped the other arm through his and led them back into the house. 

	Was she flirting with him?  It wouldn’t be the first time that an older, married Almighty made a pass at him.  He was flattered but not interested.  He wanted Viola and he was willing to beg for her forgiveness.  He slipped from Martha’s grasp as quickly as possible without seeming rude and took his seat toward the head of the table.  He was near Benedictine and Conguise, as his station warranted.  He looked at Conguise across from him.  

	Conguise nodded a greeting.  He didn’t look as angry as he should, but he didn’t look happy either.  Did he not realize that Viola was his captive?  Was she sitting somewhere in a cold, dark cage?

	A House Servant interrupted his thoughts with the first course.  It was soup.  He sighed and took a sip.  It was delicious but the broth was meat based and he could only stomach a few bites.  He ate some bread and drank the wine that was served with the dish. 

	“Soup not to your liking?”  Benedictine pushed his empty bowl aside.

	“Not very hungry tonight.  I’ve been rather busy lately.”  He stared at Conguise.  “I heard you had an interesting evening.  Something about problems with your power?”  He didn’t know if that was common knowledge but he didn’t care.  He wanted the professor to know that he was the one who broke in and freed Tim and the others.

	“Yes, we had an outage last night.”  Conguise continued eating.

	That must not have been a secret.  The next course was set in front of him.  It was a salad.  He could eat that.  “Was there a break in or just a power failure?” he prodded.

	“It was a break in.”  Conguise looked at him a little closer but then began eating his salad.  

	“Nothing of value was taken from your lab, I hope.”

	Conguise stopped eating and stared at him.  “Who said the break in was at the lab?”

	There, he did it.  The seed was planted.  He shrugged.  “Just an assumption.  That’s where most of your valuables are kept, right?  Trade secrets and…experiments.”  He couldn’t hold back a slight smirk.

	Conguise glared, his eyes shooting fire.  He opened his mouth to speak.  Then stopped and continued with his salad.  After a moment, he said, “Nothing of any real importance.”

	The House Servants brought out the main course.  It was a variety of cuts of meat.  There was a rump roast cooked in its juices with fruit to sweeten it, grilled steaks marinated in a chile sauce, sausages, etc.

	His stomach churned.  This could have been his niece.  This may still be his niece.

	The Servants went from guest to guest letting them choose which pieces they wanted.  

	Benedictine picked a large steak and two sausages.  “This smells delicious, Conguise.  You’ve outdone yourself.”

	Conguise beamed.  “Nothing to it.  I didn’t cook it myself.  Not enough time with the”—he glared at Hugh—“robbery, but the recipes are mine.  I am a bit of an amateur chef.”  He sliced into the roast, blood running onto his plate.  He stuffed a hunk in his mouth.  “Delightful, if I do say so myself.  Melts in your mouth like butter.”  

	Everyone around the table was shoving chunks of meat into their mouths and proclaiming over the taste and texture.

	He stared at the small steak he’d chosen for himself.  He cut into it with his knife.  The inside was pink like flesh.  Actually, it wasn’t like flesh, it was flesh.  His stomach turned and he fought back the bile that was rising in his throat.  He could not throw-up.  Sweat began to trickle down his back and water accumulated in his mouth.  

	“I’m ready for more.”  Jethro waved over the House Servant.  

	“Try the roast, Son,” said Benedictine.

	Jethro nodded.  The House Servant started to cut into the roast.  

	“A little more,” said Jethro.  

	The House Servant moved the knife back, slicing off a larger piece and laid it on Jethro’s plate.

	“That’s my boy.  Eat up.”  Benedictine glanced at Hugh.  “What’s the matter with you?  You don’t look so well.”

	He had to get out of there.  He stood.  “Excuse me.”  He walked to the bathroom as quickly as he could without causing a bigger scene.  He slammed the door and made it to the toilet right before he threw up.  The memories of the slaughterhouse warred with the images of the Almightys devouring the pink, bloody flesh caused him to vomit again and again.  When he was finally done, he rested his head against his hands.  How had his mother stood it all those years, eating meat at the parties so his father wouldn’t be upset?  Eventually, she had refused to go.  Was that when Tim had his first child, her first grandchild?  He stood, wiping his mouth.  He dumped water into the toilet, emptying the tank and rinsed his mouth with the herb mixture that was on the sink.  

	He left the bathroom and went to find a drink.  There was no way he was going back into the dining room.  He wandered down the hallway, pausing in front of the library.  Raised voices spilled out from behind the closed door.  It was Benedictine and someone else.

	A female House Servant came up behind him.  “High Hugh, your Guard needs to see you.”

	He nodded and followed her to the front.  Buddy was waiting outside for him.  

	“This way.”  Buddy led him away from the house toward the woods.  “What happened to you?  You look like crap.”

	He waved his hand, dismissing Buddy’s comment.  

	“Jackson snuck in a back way and got my attention,” said Buddy.  “When they freed the Trackers they left the Guards alive.”

	Stupid, but he could understand.

	“However, the Trackers had a different idea.  They killed the Guards…all but one, and she is here telling her tale.”

	“That must be who Benedictine is arguing with in the library.  What does she know?” he asked.

	“Not sure.  Jackson said that the Guards definitely saw him and Trinity.  Other than that, he doesn’t know.  He left them secured in the Guards’ building.  The Trackers must have broken inside.”

	“I need to find out what that Guard knows.  Be ready to leave.  If Benedictine tells Conguise that Trinity was loose, I’m not sure what’s going to happen.”

	“I’ll let the others know,” said Buddy.

	He went back inside, passing the dining room.  Everyone but Benedictine was finishing dessert.  He stopped in the hallway in front of the library and placed his ear to the door.

	“You are mistaken,” shouted Benedictine.

	He moved his head back a bit.  If Benedictine were going to shout, he didn’t have to be that close.

	“No, sir.  I’m certain that it was the Producer you caught the other day,” said the Guard.

	Something was slammed down.  Benedictine’s hand on the desk, maybe?  

	“That can’t be.  That Producer was delivered to Professor Conguise this morning.”  

	A slap rang out.  Hugh winced.  Hitting the Guards for delivering bad news didn’t do anyone any good.

	“Sorry, sir,” muttered the Guard, her voice cracking.

	Then there was another slap and another.  He clenched his fists.  He needed to know what the Guard knew but he couldn’t stand here and do nothing while Benedictine beat the Guard.  He opened the door.

	A Guard cowered in the center of the room, her arms covering her head.  Benedictine lowered his hand and glared at him.

	“Oh, sorry,” he said.  “I just wanted to get a drink.”  Or beat you senseless.  He touched his stomach.  “I think my lunch was off.”

	Benedictine stared at him.  The Guard did not move.

	“I can come back later.”

	“Yes,” snapped Benedictine.

	He held up his hands and backed out of the room.  He paused in the doorway.  “I think maybe, she should leave with me.”  

	“It is none of your concern,” snarled Benedictine.  “Leave us.”

	“I don’t think I will.  Not without her.”  He held Benedictine’s glare, challenging.  

	The Guard glanced at him, fear in her eyes.  Hopefully, he hadn’t just made things worse for her.

	“Your father said you were soft like your mother.”  Benedictine smiled, but it was not friendly.  

	“I’ll take that as a compliment.”  He couldn’t stop a sneer from crossing his face.  

	“It wasn’t meant as one,” said Benedictine, but the Almighty’s anger had subsided.  He turned toward the Guard.  “Leave now, and don’t bother me again.  Send in the Guard at the front.”

	“Which one, sir?” she asked.

	“I don’t know its name.  He’s at the front door,” yelled Benedictine.

	The Guard scurried from the room.  Hugh followed, closing the door behind him.  

	He touched her arm.  “Are you okay?”

	She nodded and darted away.  No one should have to live with that kind of abuse.  It should be illegal but those in power did not care about the other classes.  He’d make sure that changed.  He nodded at the other Guard as he passed.  This must be the one who was at the front door.  He turned the corner and as soon as the Guard was in the library with Benedictine he crept back to the door to listen.

	“I need you to assemble a team and go to the Tracker and Handler camps.”

	“Yes, sir,” said the Guard.

	Footsteps approached the door.  He darted to the nearest room and slipped inside.  

	“Wait,” said Benedictine.  “Tell them to kill on sight.”

	They were right outside the room.  He glanced around for a liquor bottle to us as an excuse for his being in there.  He was in a bedroom.  A female’s bedroom.  Probably, Kim’s.  Great.  If Benedictine caught him in here, he’d be getting married.

	“Yes, sir.”  The Guard’s footsteps sounded down the hallway.

	Benedictine slammed his fist against the door where Hugh was hiding, causing him to jump back.  

	“Damn Guards,” muttered Benedictine.  “Damn, Jackson.  I should have killed him when I had the chance.  Traitor.  Always sniffing after my daughter.”  He snorted.  “Like she’d ever give him a second look.”  His voice became less clear as he wandered down the hall.  

	Hugh sighed in relief.  When everything was quiet, he stepped out of the room and ducked into the library.  He poured himself a drink.  So, Benedictine wasn’t going to tell Conguise.  Interesting.  If he had Trinity, he would be ecstatic.  As it was, that was still a bone of contention.  Where was she?  Jackson hadn’t lied.  Did Gaar and Mirra take her to the cabin?  That was the original plan.  He left the library and rejoined the party.

	“Hugh, glad you could join us,” said Conguise.  “Hope you’re feeling better.”  He grinned.

	“Yes, much.  Thank you.”  Something was off.  The professor was never this happy.  

	“I was getting ready to give Jethro my surprise,” said Conguise.

	Jethro, who had been lounging in a corner with a cute girl around his age, focused on Conguise.

	“Professor, you’ve already given us so much,” said Benedictine, smiling but it was strained.  

	Hugh took a sip of his whiskey, fighting back a sneer.  Whoever funded the Handler and Tracker camps would not be happy about losing all the specimens.  Benedictine deserved whatever punishment he was given.

	Martha clasped her husband’s hand, her eyes glistening.

	Conguise brushed away the comments.  “Nonsense.  I have only done what my ability allowed.”  He motioned for Jethro to come forward.  “Now then, on to the gift.”

	This didn’t feel right.  The entire party was wrong.  Conguise was never generous.  He looked at Kim, who was standing across the room from him.  She shrugged, her eyes still worried.  

	“As you all know,” said Conguise.  “I performed the surgery that has given Jethro the use of his legs again.”

	The crowd murmured its approval.  A few clapped and some shouted, “Here, here.”

	“It was a worthy cause for a worthy young Almighty.”  Conguise smiled benevolently.  

	Jethro blushed and the young girl next to him clasped his arm, leaning against him.

	“In our society we are fortunate to have many blessings.  We generally have good health and are comfortable.  Some could even state that we are wealthy.  Of course, with great blessings comes even greater responsibility.  Many of our youngsters don’t understand this.  They do not respect the differences between the classes.  Although most realize that we have obligations to the other classes, they are losing the clarity that these are lower classes.”

	Benedictine’s smile froze on his face.

	Jethro’s jaw was clenched and his eyes narrowed.

	What was Conguise getting at?  Whatever it was, the Remore men were not happy about it.

	“There is a boundary between the classes that cannot be crossed,” continued Conguise.

	A few in the crowd clapped and then stopped when the others didn’t follow.

	“Conguise, do not overstep,” said Benedictine.

	Hugh could hang his cape on the tension in the room.  He held back a smile.  This night was looking up.  

	“Overstep?  My position as a leader of the Almightys commands that I act when I see our society on the edge of ruin.”  Conguise stared pointedly at him and then Jethro and then back to Benedictine.  “Jethro, there are truths that you need to know.”

	“That is enough.”  Benedictine brushed off his wife’s hold and marched across the room.

	“But they are truths that you parents are responsible for telling,” said Conguise slyly.

	Benedictine stopped.  He was standing next to Jethro.

	“As I said, I have another gift for Jethro.”  Conguise clapped twice and the doors to the kitchen opened. 

	A House Servant entered in front of a roll cart that a Stocker pushed from the back.  The Stocker squinted, looking around the room.  There was a cloth draped over a lump on the cart.

	“No,” Hugh said under his breath.  Conguise wasn’t really going to do this here, was he?  He pulled his eyes away from the lump on the cart.  The professor smirked and his eyes gleamed in anticipation.  His stomach churned.  Was that lump Trinity?  Had the professor gotten a hold of her somehow?  He didn’t even know what she looked like.

	Benedictine’s expression changed from suspicion to anger to sympathy as he looked first at the distance between him and the cart and then at his son.  “Conguise, stop.  This is not your place.”  He wrapped his arms around Jethro, trying to pull the boy’s face into his chest.

	Jethro jerked away.

	“My gift to you is your Producer friend.  Trinity, I think you called her.  She was delicious, don’t you think?”  Conguise’s chest puffed out in triumph.

	Jethro’s face wrinkled in confusion as his eyes searched the room.

	The Stocker, with a flourish, pulled the cloth off the roll cart.  A woman screamed and then silence held the room.  Kim stumbled away, throwing up as she went.  Then someone else began retching.

	Hugh shook his head.  This couldn’t be.  He blinked and shook his head again.  He had to be seeing things.  He moved forward as if in a fog.  Lying on the table were the remains of Viola.  Her beautiful violet eyes, now clouded, stared unseeing into the room.  Her hair was a mottled mess of tangles and blood.  He held out his hand to touch her.  This couldn’t be real.  This was a mistake.  A bad joke.  He hadn’t told her that he was sorry.  She couldn’t be dead.

	Conguise beat him to the table, dropping to his knees, his hands caressing his daughter’s face.  “No.  Viola, no,” he mumbled against her hair.

	Hugh froze, unable to move or look away.  He waited for the pain but there was nothing but coldness.  Conguise hadn’t even bothered to meet his prisoner.  The professor had just ordered her slaughter and cooked her for dinner.  And the Stocker.  The blind bastard had killed Viola.  Where was the Stocker?   

	The room was in chaos, with some Almightys throwing up and some attempting to shield their children’s gazes.  The House Servants stood in small groups, whispering.  The Stocker crept toward the door.  There was no way that the creature who had killed Viola was getting away.  His frozen demeanor shifted to icy rage.  This he could change.  This he could stop.  He launched himself across the room and into the Stocker.  They hit the floor.

	He slammed his fist into the Stocker’s face and then body, all his sorrow and rage bursting forth with each blow.  The Stocker refused to fight back, accepting or blocking the punches but never throwing one of his own.  This wasn’t enough.  He wanted a fight.  He wanted the creature’s death.  He wrapped his hands around the Stocker’s throat and squeezed.  It would die for what it did to Viola.  The Stocker’s eyes bulged for a moment and then the creature raised his arms and easily broke free, throwing Hugh across the room.  He slid into the cart and it shot across the room, pieces of her body falling onto the floor.  His beautiful Viola lay scattered all over the room.  He struggled with the urge to vomit.  He couldn’t be sick, not now, not yet.

	The Stocker clamored to his feet and turned to leave.  That was not going to happen.  As he started to stand his hand brushed against something metal; the knife had fallen off the cart.  Now, the Stocker would die.  The creature would know what it felt like to have his body gutted.  He grabbed the weapon and ran across the room.  He wrapped his arm around the Stocker’s throat as he thrust the knife into his enemy’s back.  The creature roared in pain and shook him off like a piece of paper.  He hit the floor hard and scrambled to get up as the Stocker glared in his direction, beady eyes glistening and nostrils flaring.  

	The creature was not going to turn and run this time.  He had to move.  As he stood, he slipped in vomit and then the creature was on him.  The Stocker held him down, its crooked, yellow teeth inches from his neck.  There was no mercy in the Stocker’s eyes.  He would die if he didn’t do something.  He tried to wriggle away but the creature’s weight held him in place.  The Stocker yanked the knife from his back and slashed downward.  He raised his arm to block the blow, when suddenly, the weight was gone.

	Buddy stood over the Stocker, chest heaving.  Hugh touched his throat to reaffirm that he wasn’t cut when Buddy attacked the Stocker and they rolled on the floor.  Buddy was large and fast but the Stocker was all muscle.  One blow from the Stocker and Buddy would be down.  He jumped into the fray to help his Guard.

	“Get out of here,” roared Buddy as he broke from the Stocker, shoving Hugh to the side.  “The Trackers are here.  Run.”  Buddy charged the Stocker.

	Trackers?  What was he talking about?  And then it was clear.  Mirra and a group of Trackers burst into the room.  Many of them had blood on their faces and fur.  Their eyes gleamed as they surveyed the room.

	The Stocker and Buddy stopped fighting, a greater threat had arrived.

	Buddy grabbed Hugh and pulled him toward the Servants’ door.  

	“We need to leave, now.”  Buddy’s eyes widened and he dropped to his knees.

	“Buddy?”  He grabbed the Guard’s arm.  

	The old Guard stared at him, eyes dilating.  “Run.”  Blood trickled out of his mouth and he fell forward.

	The Stocker pulled the knife out of Buddy’s back and glared at him.  “You tried to kill me.  I kill you.”

	The room became quiet, except for a distant hum.  He stared at the knife, red with blood, Buddy’s blood.  Buddy was dead.  Viola was dead.  Mom was dead.

	The Stocker lunged for him and was knocked sideways by a large Tracker.  The Tracker landed on the creature and sunk its teeth into the Stocker’s neck.  The Stocker’s scream yanked Hugh back to the present.  Blood poured out as the Tracker noisily slurped, easily holding down the twitching frame of the Stocker.

	Suddenly, there was noise.  A lot of noise.  Almighys and House Servants were screaming and running everywhere.  Trackers were taking them down one by one.  Mirra stood ready to pounce, having cornered Benedictine.

	Someone grabbed him from the back and lifted him up.  He twisted and flung his fist.  He was not going to die like this.

	“It’s me, Jackson.  Stop fighting.”

	His heart pounded as the Guard released him.  For the moment, they were not on a Tracker’s radar.

	“You need to get out of here.  Where’s Kim?”  Jackson glanced around the room.  His eyes fell on Benedictine.  “Go out the back before the Trackers head that way.”  

	Jackson shoved him toward the hallway he’d taken to meet Jethro and then raced across the room toward Mirra and Benedictine.  Why was the Guard running to Benedictine’s aid?  Then he saw it.  Martha, Kim and Jethro cowered behind a couch.  Benedictine stood in front, protecting his family and Jackson was going to protect them all.  He looked at the door and then at Buddy’s lifeless body.

	The knife was lying a few feet away, but close to the Tracker.  Would it attack?  It had something to eat.  He crept closer.  He reached down and the Tracker turned to him, eyes glowing and face covered in blood.  It hissed, showing its large fangs.  He grabbed the knife and slowly backed away.  The Tracker hissed again and then went back to feasting on the Stocker.

	He raced toward Jackson.  He couldn’t save Buddy but maybe he could save Jackson.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 47

	 

	 

	TRINITY RAN INTO THE clearing by the house.  The bodies of Guards littered the lawn.  The Trackers had been through here.  No, were here, she amended as screams rang from inside the house.

	Gaar had left her behind once they were out of the deepest part of the forest.  He was determined to stop Mirra before she did anything that they couldn’t fix.  Too late.  Something darted out of the nearby trees.  It was coming straight toward her.  She unsheathed her knife.

	“Trinity,” yelled her father.

	She shoved the knife back in the sheath and raced to meet him.  He caught her in his arms, kissing the side of her face and head.

	“You’re okay,” he said.

	She hugged him fiercely.  She hadn’t truly believed she’d ever see him again.  “Where’s Mom?”

	“Safe,” he mumbled against her ear.  “Safe.  We’re all safe.”  He loosened his hold on her and looked her over.  “I…I can’t believe I found you.”  His voice cracked.

	“What happened to you?”  She gently touched his bruised face.  

	“It’s not important.”  

	A scream shattered their reunion.

	He grabbed her hand, glancing back at the house.  “We need to go.  Trackers are here.”  He led her back toward the woods.

	All the lights were on in the houses down the block.  One of the neighbors must have already sent for help.  She glanced back at Benedictine’s home.

	“Hurry up.  We need to leave before the Trackers head this way,” he said.

	Gaar had told her not to follow.  He’d said that she should go to Hugh’s cabin.  She took a step toward the woods.  Did Gaar and Mirra realize that more Almightys, possibly armed Almightys, were coming?  She stopped, refusing to move any farther.  “My friends are in there.  I can’t leave them.”

	“What friends?” he asked.  “Jackson?  He’s not your friend.  He’s a Guard.”

	“So what if he’s a Guard, he helped me.”  She pulled back a little.  

	“He only helped you so that Hugh would give him shelter from Benedictine.  He doesn’t care about you.”

	She inhaled sharply.  Travis been right.  Jackson had an ulterior motive.  It hurt, but it didn’t lesson the fact that the Guard had helped her free Mirra.  “Why is Jackson here?  He was supposed to go to Hugh’s.”

	“Don’t worry about the Guard.  He can take care of himself.”  Dad pulled on her arm again.  

	“Actually, what are you doing here?”

	“I arrived with Hugh and his Guards.”  He glanced at the house again.  

	“Hugh is in there too?”

	“Yes, but they can all take care of themselves.”  He yanked on her arm, harder this time.

	He was doing it again, leaving, but this time he wanted her to go with him.  Leaving with him had been all she’d ever wanted as a child but she couldn’t do it.  She pulled her hand free.  “I’m not going to abandon my friends.”  

	She ran toward the house.  She raced inside, jumping over the bodies of fallen Guards and House Servants.  She turned a corner and there was Gaar, fighting with one of the Trackers.  They weren’t supposed to touch him.  The Tracker was covered in blood and there was foamy drool running out of his mouth.  He and Gaar leapt at each other, their chests colliding in mid-air.  The Tracker slashed and Gaar quickly jabbed with the knife that he held ready.  The Tracker’s claws slashed across Gaar’s back, digging in.  The Handler’s shoulders bunched and then he shoved and the Tracker fell back, crumpling to the ground.  Gaar pulled his knife out of the Tracker’s gut and hurried into another room.

	The Tracker lay on the ground, its mouth opening and closing, fighting for breath.  She moved closer.  For a moment their eyes met and then he bared his teeth and hissed.  She started to jump back, but then he stared through her, unseeing in death.  She hesitated, studying  this creature that had only known pain and captivity.  It was a waste of a magnificent life.  Gaar’s voice rang out and she stepped over the Tracker, following the sound.

	She turned a corner and froze.  Blood was everywhere.  Trackers were killing or eating parts of…things, Almightys, House Servants, Guards; she couldn’t tell.  Then her eyes landed on Viola’s severed head, sitting on a cart.  She staggered backward, hitting the wall and almost falling.  That should have been her on that table.  Would have been if she and Viola hadn’t switched places.

	“I will gut you,” yelled Gaar.

	She forced her gaze toward the sound of Gaar’s voice.  He was facing off with Jackson.  Mirra had Benedictine cornered and the Almighty was already hosting several slashes on his face and arms.

	Gaar lunged at Jackson, jabbing with the knife.  Jackson dodged and then darted in, sending a savage blow across the side of Gaar’s head.

	“Gaar!  Jackson!  No!”  She had to stop them before they killed each other.  Well, before Gaar killed Jackson.  

	Neither one seemed to hear her.  Then an Almighty with a knife raced toward Gaar.  She crouched and launched herself across the room, hitting the Almighty on the side and knocking him to the ground.  

	She tugged on the Handler’s arm but he brushed her away.  She turned toward the Tracker.  “Mirra, stop them.  Please.”

	Mirra glanced at Gaar and Jackson.  “Gaar-Mine fine, Little One.”  She swayed from side to side, keeping Benedictine in her sights.

	That’s when Trinity noticed Jethro, Kim and another older, female Almighy hiding behind Benedictine.  Jethro was standing.  He could walk.  How did that happen so quickly?  She shook her head.  She didn’t have time to think about that now.

	“Mirra, let them go,” she pleaded.

	“No.”  Mirra swiped out with her hand and slashed another cut across Benedictine’s face.

	“Leave my father alone.”  Jethro broke free from the women who tried to hold him back, jumping in front of his father.  

	“Stay back, Son,” yelled Benedictine, shoving the boy behind him.

	“Don’t do this, Mirra.”  She had to stop the Tracker from killing Jethro and his family.

	Mirra ignored her.  Maybe, Gaar would help.  He and Jackson continued to fight.  They had to stop, now.  She took a deep breath, pushing between them.  

	“Stop it.  Both of you.  Stop it.”

	Gaar tried to shove her aside but this time, she clung to his arm.  “He’s my friend.”  She pointed to Jackson.  “He helped me escape.  Mirra too.”  

	The fury in Gaar’s gaze subsided a little.  He looked at Jackson and then back at her.  “Then he needs to leave, now.”

	Jackson puffed out his chest, nodding at Benedictine and his family.  “I will protect them with my life.”  

	“Jackson,” ordered Benedictine.  “Take them.  Get them to safety.”  He waved behind him for his family to go to the Guard.

	Trinity grabbed Mirra’s arm.  “Please, Mirra.  Let them go.  They have not harmed you.  They are innocent.”

	Mirra shook free, knocking her to the ground.  

	“They helped me escape.  You wouldn’t be free if not for them,” she begged, staring up at the Tracker.

	Mirra looked from the family to her and then bent and helped her up.  “You too many friends.”

	Kim and the older woman had already moved behind Jackson.  

	“Go, Jethro.  Now.”  Benedictine shoved the boy toward the Guard.  

	“I’m not leaving you.”  Jethro clung to his father.  

	Benedictine looked at Mirra.  She snarled but did not move.  Then he looked at Jackson and nodded.  The Guard stepped forward, throwing Jethro over his shoulders.

	Jackson headed for the door, Jethro struggling in his grasp.

	“No,” cried Jethro.  “Dad!”

	Benedictine started to move and Mirra held up her finger and waggled it.  “I show mercy.  You accept you death.”

	“Mirra, don’t do this,” said Gaar. 

	The room was in mass confusion.  There were Trackers feasting on the dead, and some still playing with the unfortunate beings that they’d caught, be it House Servant, Guard or Almighty.

	“Please, Mirra, call them off,” she begged.  

	The Almighty who she’d knocked away from Gaar approached them.  She pointed her knife at him.  He held up his hands, one side of his mouth quirked up in amusement.  

	“Trinity, I presume.  I’m Hugh.”

	This was Hugh?  He was younger than she’d expected and better looking with his dark hair and blue eyes.  She looked to Gaar for confirmation.  Gaar nodded.

	Crazy finished with his kill and turned toward them.  He leapt at Hugh and Mirra jumped forward, rolling the other Tracker across the room.  Crazy immediately crouched and snarled.  Mirra snarled back and Crazy backed down, hair still bristling.

	“Little One, Gaar-Mine, you go now.  I no protect you.  They”—she sniffed the air—“wild now.  Later, I control.  Now, you hide.”

	Hugh grabbed her by the arm.  

	“Don’t touch me.”  She slashed out at him, cutting him with her claws.  

	“Sorry.”  He backed away holding his hand where a thin line of blood formed.  

	“Mirra, you need to leave.  The Almightys will be sending more Guards,” said Gaar.

	“We kill them all.” Mirra focused on Benedictine.

	“Get out before they can prove that it’s you,” said Hugh.  “Right now, we can blame the other Trackers.  Maybe, spare your life.”

	“Mirra no blame others for Mirra’s fun.  Go, now.”  She rubbed her head and shoulder against Gaar.  “I find Gaar-Mine later.”

	“She’s right.  We need to go,” said Hugh, glancing around the room.

	A couple of the Trackers were eyeing them, no longer interested in the dead.  Hugh grabbed Gaar’s arm and tugged.  Gaar latched on to her hand and the three headed for the door.

	“We can’t leave Mirra.”  She dug in her heels, but was no match for Gaar’s strength.  She glanced over her shoulder as Mirra pounced on Benedictine.  She quickly averted her eyes and the echoes of his screams followed them out of the house.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 48

	 

	 

	TRINITY’S DAD RAN up to them in the backyard, grabbing and hugging her.  “Don’t ever do something like that again.”

	“Dad.”  She fell into his embrace.  She wanted to leave.  She wanted her mother.  She’d seen enough death.

	“We need to keep moving,” said Hugh, shoving her forward.  

	A Tracker stood in the doorway, watching them.

	Jackson pulled up in a carriage, struggling to control the two Grunts.  The Grunts, eyes wide with fear, fought to get as far away from the blood and violence as they could.

	“Where’s Buddy?” shouted Jackson.

	“He didn’t make it.”  Hugh’s voice cracked.

	Kim popped her head out of the carriage door.  “Hurry.  Get inside.”  

	Dad, holding her arm, headed toward the carriage, maneuvering around the dead House Servants, Guards and Almightys that littered the yard.  There were so many, but some had to have escaped.  Most of the carriages that had been there when she’d arrived were gone, but two remained besides theirs in the yard.  Two Grunts were tied to each of the other carriages and were fighting to get free.  

	“The Grunts.”  Nothing else needed to die that night.

	“Leave them.”  Hugh hopped onto the carriage.

	They’d be slaughtered.  The Trackers would find them and the Grunts would be helpless.  Trapped.  Chained.  She yanked away from her father and ran across the yard, glancing back to make sure a Tracker wasn’t headed her way.  

	“Should have called her Little Fool,” mumbled Gaar as he followed her.

	“Get back here,” yelled Dad, running after them.

	“Where are you idiots going?” shouted Hugh, jumping down from the carriage and trailing after them.

	She yanked on the ropes and dodged the Grunts’ heavy limbs as they struggled in fear, their eyes rolling back in their heads.

	“Be careful,” shouted Dad.

	Gaar stepped closer and the Grunts snorted and stomped, pulling even harder against their restraints.

	“Jethro, get back in the carriage,” called out Kim.

	At his name, Trinity turned as Jethro ran toward the house and the Trackers.  

	“Jackson, get Jethro,” yelled Kim.

	“I can’t.”  Jackson was fighting with the Grunts to keep them from bolting.  

	Jethro was going to get himself killed.  The Tracker by the door bared its teeth in a gruesome smile as Jethro stomped toward it, his eyes narrowed and jaw tense.

	The Grunt bumped into her and she fell, quickly rolling away from its heavy feet.  She had to pay attention or she’d be squashed.  “Gaar, get away.  You’re scaring them.”  She stood and tried to get back to the front of the Grunt’s head without being maimed.  “Go.  Stop Jethro from killing himself.”  

	Gaar turned and his eyes widened.  “He’s a bigger fool than you.”

	She shot him a glare.  “I’m not…never mind.  Please, help him.”

	“Mirra’s right.  You have too many friends.”  He raced across the yard and in a moment flung Jethro over his shoulders.  He easily carried the struggling youth back to the carriage and tossed him inside, jumping into the vehicle after the boy.

	She turned back to the task at hand.  “If I can get to the ropes, I can cut them.”

	Hugh grabbed the Grunt’s head and held it as still as possible.  Every now and then, the Grunt lifted him off the ground but he clung like moss on a tree.  

	“Shhh.  Shhh,” repeated Hugh in the Grunt’s ear.

	She cautiously stepped next to him.  In one quick slash she cut through the rope enough so that the next yank from the Grunt ripped the line free.  Hugh let go and the Grunt ran off.  Dad latched on to another Grunt, holding it as Hugh had.  She severed the tie and they moved on to the next Grunt.  By the time that they’d finished freeing the four Grunts, Jackson had pulled the carriage over by them.

	“Hurry,” he yelled.  “They’re coming.”

	Sure enough, eyes gleaming, three Trackers prowled toward them.

	Gaar yanked her into the coach.  Dad followed and then Hugh flung himself on the top with Jackson.  The carriage took off.

	Kim and the older female were huddled on the seat.  Jethro lay unconscious near their feet.

	She scooted over to him.  There was a huge bruise on his jaw from a fist, a large, heavy fist.  She turned and glared at Gaar.

	“What?  He wouldn’t listen.  He kept trying to get out.” 

	Gaar could be such a bully sometimes.  Frowning, she cradled Jethro’s head in her lap.  “Jethro, Jethro, wake up.”

	“Leave my son alone,” snapped the older woman.  

	She turned to face the Almightys.  Hatred gleamed in the older woman’s eyes.

	“He’ll try to fight if he wakes.  He’ll get himself killed,” said Kim.

	She looked down at his face.  Even in repose there was anger etched around his eyes and mouth.  She stroked his soft hair but stopped trying to wake him.

	The carriage raced off into the woods.  Gaar looked out the window, his jaw tight.  “Most follow us.  A few went toward town.”  He pounded on the ceiling.  “Water.  Take us to water.  Trackers hate water.”

	They must have heard him for the carriage turned, heading for the Lake of Sins.  

	Soon, they stopped and everyone exited carriage.  The grotesque statues were even more disturbing when illuminated by the moonlight.  Gaar grabbed Jethro by the back of his shirt and flung the boy over his shoulders.

	“We need to get to the island,” said Gaar.  “The Trackers won’t cross the lake.”

	There were other Almightys and House Servants milling about.  It seemed some had the same idea but didn’t know how to get to the island.

	“Jackson, where did you put the canoe?” she asked.

	He was already digging out the boat from the brush.  He uncovered it and glanced back at her, surprise on his face.  “The oars are here.”

	“Christian,” she said, smiling.  He was the only one who could have retrieved them from the bottom of the lake.

	“Of course.”  Jackson’s face paled as he picked up the boat and carried it to the water.

	“Females first,” ordered Hugh.  

	“Martha, Kim, this way.”  Jackson helped Kim and her mother into the canoe.

	“Jethro,” pleaded Martha.  “My son, please.”

	Jackson looked at Hugh and Gaar.  Hugh glanced at the still unconscious boy draped across Gaar’s shoulders and shook his head.

	“Females first.”  Hugh took Trinity’s arm.

	“No.  I’m staying here.”  She pointed to the trees.  There was a young, blond, female Almighty cowering by some brush with an older female, probably her mother.  “You, over there,” she called out.  “Get in the boat.” 

	The young Almighty shook her head, trembling in fear.  

	She marched over to them.  

	“Get in, now.  The Trackers are coming and they’ll gobble you up for a snack,” she said.

	The older Almighty whimpered but dragged the young girl to the canoe.  

	“Who’s going to row?” asked Jackson.

	“You should be in that canoe.”  Hugh shouted at her.

	“I’m not leaving until everyone is safe.”  He had no business ordering her around.

	“Who’s going to row?  Jackson asked again.  “We need the canoe back so more can get to the island.  Who’s the fastest rower?”

	“Jackson, please, come with us,” begged Kim.

	“Not before Jethro,” said Martha.

	Gaar dropped the unconscious Jethro on the ground.

	“I’m not that fast at rowing.  I’ll be of better use here,” said Jackson.

	“Gaar, you row,” said Trinity.  “You have the strength.”

	“You need me here to fight,” he said.

	“No.  She’s right,” said Hugh, shooting her a glare.  “About this at least.”

	It was childish but she couldn’t resist wrinkling her nose at him.  He was so bossy.

	“We have a little time before the Trackers get here.  We need as many taken to the island as possible.  You can do that the fastest,” said Hugh.

	Gaar nodded and climbed into the canoe.  The boat lowered with his weight, the water rising almost over the side.  They were squeezed in tight but once he started rowing the craft flew across the lake.  His brute strength more than compensated for his weight and bulk.

	“We should gather all the others here.  Easier to defend,” she said.

	Hugh shot her another dirty look.  “Good idea.”  

	It was clear from his expression that it hurt him to say those words.  Her lips curled in a smirk.

	He turned and shouted.  “Everyone.  If you want to survive this night, come over here.  The boat will be back shortly.  We’ll be sending females first.”

	The House Servants and Almightys crept out of their hiding places and came over to the group.  There were ten, not counting the five that remained of their initial party.

	“The three females and”—Hugh pointed to one female Almighty and two female House Servants and then turned to look at the prone Jethro—“the boy will be in the next boat.” 

	Gaar was already on his way back.

	“What?  No.  I’m an Almighy,” said a middle aged man with a large belly.  “I’ll be going over to that island before those House Servants.”

	The House Servants stepped back, bowing their heads.  

	Hugh strode over to the Almighty.  The older man backed up until Hugh had him trapped against a tree.  “I am in charge and you will be going last, if at all,” he whispered, his tone deadly.  “Is that clear?”

	“Y…y…yes,” stammered the Almighty.

	She couldn’t help smiling as Hugh stomped back to the group, the older man following a few paces behind him.  Hugh may be bossy, but he wasn’t all bad.

	The boat pulled up and the three females climbed aboard.  Jackson and Hugh lifted Jethro, laying him in the canoe.  Gaar rowed away.

	Hugh walked over to her.  “You will be on the next boat.”

	She glared at him and shook her head, slowly to irritate him.  “I don’t answer to you.”

	He ran his hand through his thick hair.  “You need to be safe.  You are female.  You are a child.  You should have gone first, but you will go next.”

	She stood on tiptoe and stared him in the eyes.  “I will not.  Jackson, who would you rather have fighting with you?  These Almightys”—she looked away to encompass the group of out-of-shape Almightys and then back at Hugh, who was, actually, decently built—“or me?”

	Jackson sighed.  “You.”

	She smiled in Hugh’s face.  

	“Are you joking?  You’d rather have this…this female…child fight with you than me?”  Hugh glared at Jackson.  

	“Yeah.”  Jackson shrugged dejectedly.  

	“I am almost seventeen.”  It annoyed her that Hugh thought she was a child.  She should have been mated years ago.    

	Hugh ignored her.  “So, she has claws.  So, what?”  

	Her dad burst out of the woods.  “They’re here.”  

	“How far?” asked Jackson.

	“Not far enough.”  Dad was bent in half, resting his hands on his knees, panting.  

	Her father’s night vision was excellent, but he was prone to exaggeration.  “How much time do we really have, Dad?”

	He glanced back at the tree line.  “Ten, fifteen minutes tops.  They aren’t moving fast.”  He grimaced.  “Probably too full.”

	The canoe was only halfway back.  There were still the seven Almightys and the four of them.  They’d run out of time.

	The Grunts, still tied to the carriage, were becoming more and more agitated.

	She raced over and unhooked one from the tree and carriage, leading it to the group.  “Two of you, come here.”

	The Almightys looked at each other and then an old and a middle aged male stepped up to her.  

	“Both of you climb on and force him into the water.  Grunts can swim.  Once you get him into the lake, all you have to do is stay on.  He’ll go to the island.”

	The middle aged Almighty climbed on first and then helped Jackson place the older guy on the creature’s back.  She led the Grunt into the water as far as she could and then swatted its backside.  It bolted deeper into the lake.  The Almightys struggled at first but managed to keep the Grunt from running into the woods.  Eventually, it began swimming for the island.

	Hugh was already placing two other Almightys on the other Grunt.  He started to wade into the water when Jackson grabbed his shoulder.

	“Don’t go in there,” said Jackson.

	Hugh stopped, confused.  She walked over, took the rope from him and led the Grunt into the water and then tromped back to shore.  She couldn’t keep a smirk from her lips as she glanced at Hugh and Jackson.  

	“Why is it okay for her to go in the lake but not me?”  Hugh looked from her to Jackson and then back again.  

	“You don’t want to meet what lives in that water.”  Jackson’s lip curled.  

	She sighed dramatically to annoy the Guard.  “Jackson, I thought the two of you were friends now.”

	“Hardly,” said Jackson.

	“But it’s okay for the Grunts?”  Hugh looked back at the lake.  

	“I think so,” said Jackson.  “Grunts are big.”

	Dad continued to stare into the forest.  He was the best watchman they had.

	“I’m still not following.  What are you talking about?” asked Hugh.

	“Christian,” she answered.

	“Another of her friends,” said Jackson, trying to suppress a smile.

	The canoe bumped against the bank.  The three Almightys climbed aboard.  They were heavier than the females and the water dredged over the top of the craft.  “I don’t think we can take anyone else on this trip,” said Gaar, panting from his exertion.

	“Go,” shouted Dad.  “Now.  They’re here.”

	Gaar started to step out of the canoe.  Jackson attempted to shove him back.  

	“I’d be of better use here.  Mirra is mine,” said Gaar.

	“You need to get them safely to the island,” argued Jackson.

	“You row,” said Gaar.  “I’ll stay.”

	“He’s right,” said Hugh.  “At this point, we’d be better off with Gaar.”

	“I’m not leaving before you,” said Jackson.

	“Trinity, you need to go,” said Hugh.

	“No,” she said.  “Mirra won’t harm me.  Gaar and I should stay here.”

	They all glared at each other as the group of five Trackers entered the clearing.  The shadows played along their fur, blending them into the night.  Their muscles bunched and expanded as they loped along.  No hurry in their expressions, only the anticipation of the hunt and kill.

	“Tim, you go,” said Hugh.  

	“I’m not leaving my daughter,” said Dad.

	“Would someone just get in this canoe and row it,” yelled the Almighty who had complained previously.

	Gaar’s eyes narrowed as he walked over to the boat.

	“Finally,” said the Almighty.

	Gaar grabbed the Almighty by the collar and threw him into the water.  The man sputtered and swam toward shore.  Gaar walked over to Hugh.  “Now, you and Jackson can go.”

	Hugh started to argue.  “I’m not…”

	Gaar punched him in the face.  Hugh spun around and Gaar caught him before he collapsed on the ground.  The Handler tossed him in the canoe and then looked at Jackson.  Jackson quickly climbed in the boat.  Gaar shoved the craft farther into the water and Jackson began rowing to the island.  Gaar wiped his hands and walked over to her and her father.  The remaining Almighty cowered behind them.

	They stood together, waiting for the approaching Trackers.  There was nowhere and no time to run.  The water was behind them and the Trackers to their front.  She hoped that Mirra would once again be able to hold off the others.  Although, with blood covered fur and her eyes glittering, Mirra didn’t seem like the same friend she’d known these past few weeks.

	The Trackers sauntered up to them.  Mirra and Nirankan were in the lead and three of the previously chained Trackers followed.  Unfortunately, Crazy was one of the three.  

	Mirra eyed the small group.  “Gaar-Mine.  Little One.  Leave.”

	“We can’t do that,” said Gaar, his voice a low rumble.

	Dad stepped in front of Trinity.  Mirra’s attention snapped to him.

	“Get away from her.”  Mirra slashed at him, claws bared.

	Dad jumped back.  It happened so quickly that it was a blur.  Mirra’s claws barely connected with his shirt, leaving a slice and a small needle thin line of blood.

	“No, Mirra,” she yelled, pushing to the front.  “He’s my father.”

	“You fast,” said Mirra.  “Little One get from you.”  She strolled closer.  “Little One, away.”  She flicked her hand in the air.

	She didn’t like the look in Mirra’s eyes, so she shook her head, refusing to move.  

	“You job protect Little One.  But you no protect.  She alone in forest.  You no good.”  Mirra spat on the ground near Dad’s feet.  “You know what hunts forest in night?” she whispered.

	“We…we didn’t know she was leaving the first time and the second time we had no choice.” Dad turned toward her.  “I didn’t believe that there was anything dangerous out here.  We thought it was more lies drummed up by the Almightys.”  Tears welled in his eyes.  “I’ve been traveling through the forest to sneak into the encampment for years and have never seen anything but small creatures.  You have to believe me.”

	And she did.  She turned to face Mirra.  “I snuck out the first time.  They are my parents not may jailers.  They can’t watch me all the time.”  

	Mirra scoffed.

	“I got away from you for a short time too.”

	Mirra narrowed her eyes.  “We follow you.  They no try find you.  They no travel with you.  One like him help in forest.”

	Dad stepped forward, still staring at his daughter.  “I was going to find you, but I couldn’t leave with you because of the tracking device.”

	“What he speak of?”  Mirra looked at Gaar and then at her.  

	“It’s something that the Almightys put in their…property.  It tells them where the creature is at all times,” answered Gaar.

	“You have one now?  We keep you.  Almightys come to us.”  Mirra smiled.  

	The other Trackers grinned, their eyes gleaming.

	“No.  I had it removed.  That was the plan.  Have the device removed and then travel with Trinity.”  Dad held up his shirt and showed them a cut along his chest and under his arm.  “That is where it was.”

	Mirra stepped closer and Dad’s breathing became shallow, but he held still while she examined the wound.  She ran her claw against it and then sniffed along the cut.  

	“Metal and spice.”  She stepped back.  “Others have device?”

	“Yes,” said Dad.  “If you belong to an Almighty, they implant it in you.”

	“What of you mother?” Mirra asked, turning toward her.

	“She had one too.  Once you are paired to be mated, they implant the device.  That’s why I don’t have one.”

	“They fools,” said Mirra.  “You best of lot.”

	She smiled.  She couldn’t help herself.  It was nice to be valued.

	Mirra turned toward Nirankan.  The two Trackers spoke in grunts and whispers.  

	“I tried to find you,” said Dad.  “After I had the device removed and I escaped from Hugh, I searched for you but Conguise’s Guards caught me.”

	She nodded and wiped at her eyes.  He hadn’t abandoned her.

	Mirra faced the others.  “We decide you three leave.”

	The other three Trackers started to snarl and rumble but Nirankan and Mirra quieted them with warning growls.

	“Please, you can’t leave me here.”  The Almighty grabbed Gaar’s arm.  

	Gaar pulled away and shot him a look of disgust.

	“You.  You’re a House Servant.  You’ve lived with our kind.  Don’t leave me.  Please,” begged the Almighty.

	Dad stepped away from him, grabbing her arm and leading her toward the woods.

	“Dad, stop,” she said, yanking free.  “What are you doing?”

	“I’ve met him and others like him before.  He wouldn’t offer you a drink of water if he owned the river.”  Dad sneered at the Almighty.  

	“But we can’t leave him,” she said.  

	“Please, please,” blubbered the Almighty.  He lay prone at her feet, clutching her pant leg.  

	The three Trackers became more agitated at the sound.

	“We should go,” said Gaar.

	“No.”  She turned to Mirra.  “Please, Mirra.  Don’t do this.  Hunt elsewhere.  He has done you no harm.”  She didn’t want to witness anymore death.

	Mirra glared at the groveling Almighty, no mercy in her eyes.

	“Go, run wild and free.”  She grabbed Mirra’s hand.  “Have offspring.  There are others of your kind now.”

	Mirra glanced at Nirankan and her ears lowered a bit.

	“Little One.”  Mirra stroked Trinity’s hair.  “Mirra love Little One, but Little One need grow up.  This no way of world.”  Mirra touched Trinity’s chest, over her heart.  “Kindness hurt you one day.”  She turned away.  “Nirankan, we go.  We hunt elsewhere.”

	Nirankan nodded but the other three were not as easy to persuade.  Mirra and Nirankan growled but Crazy snapped at them.  Mirra had him down on the ground in no time, with her claws pressed into his neck.  He straightened, giving her more access and she released him.  

	“Meet later, Gaar-Mine, Little One,” called out Mirra as the Trackers headed around the lake and back into the forest.  

	At the edge of the brush Nirankan took Mirra’s hand and she allowed it.

	Dad released a huge sigh.  “That was close.”

	Gaar watched the Trackers disappear, weariness battling with sorry for control of his features.  She stepped up to him and clasped his hand.

	“There are other Handlers too,” she said softly.

	He tightened his grip and then let go.  “Yes.  I’m happy for Mirra.  This is the beginning of another stage in her life, if she can avoid being trapped and killed.”

	The Almighty stood, wiping the dirt off his clothes.  “She won’t.  They’ll all be killed this time.  I thought they were all dead before, but some must have escaped.  Not this time.  Not after…”

	The others glared at him.

	“How are we getting to the island?” he demanded, quickly changing the subject.

	Jackson had just arrived on the other shore and was helping Hugh out of the canoe.  

	“I see, you didn’t hit Hugh as hard as Jethro,” said Dad.

	“Nah,” said Gaar.  “He only needed to be knocked out for a moment or two.  The young lad, on the other hand, needed to be out for a while to keep him safe.  Hard head that one.”

	“Which one of you is going to wait, when the canoe comes back?  We’re too big to all fit,” said the Almighty.

	Gaar looked at him.  “You’ll wait.”

	“What?  I can’t.  It isn’t safe.  You saw that they wanted me.  If they come back—”

	“They’ll not be back,” said Gaar.

	She tugged on Gaar’s sleeve.  “Ah, I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 49

	 

	 

	THREE TRACKERS GLIDED out of the forest toward Trinity and her group.  Mirra and Nirankan were not among them.

	“This is not good,” said Gaar.  

	“Where’s Mirra and Nirankan?” she asked.

	“Nowhere close,” said Dad, peering into the woods.

	“Do you think they’re on their way?”  She scanned the brush, hoping to catch a glimpse of Mirra.

	“They left holding hands.  I doubt that they’ll miss the others,” said Gaar.

	“Oh, right,” she blushed.

	“Do you think we have a chance against them?” whispered Dad.

	Gaar shook his head.  “One sure.  Two maybe, but three?  No.  We stand no chance.”

	Jackson must have seen the Trackers because he was rowing as hard as he could back toward them.

	“We swim,” she said.  “Swim with me and Christian should leave you alone.”

	“Who?” asked Gaar.

	“He’s a River-Man,” she answered.

	“I did not need to hear that,” mumbled Gaar.  “I hate those things.”

	“What are they?” Dad looked from her to Gaar.  

	“Vile creatures,” said Gaar.  “Not something I want to tangle with on land, let alone water.”

	The Almighty glanced behind him and quickly stepped away from the lake. 

	“He’s been nice to me,” she said and shrugged.

	“I’m sure you think he’s your friend.”  Gaar’s tone was beleaguered.

	The Trackers were only a few yards away.

	“But we don’t really have a choice,” said Gaar.  “So, water it is and hopefully, the River-Man is well fed.”  He followed her into the lake.

	“Are you sure I can’t out run them?”  Dad hesitated at the shoreline.  

	“Come on,” she urged.  The Trackers were nearing.  Dad had to get moving.

	“I hate the water.”  Dad put one foot in the lake.  “I can’t swim well.”  He took another step.

	“Stay by me and I’ll help you.”  She waited for him.  

	The three of them walked farther into the lake, together.

	“What about me?”  The Almighty stood on the shore.  “I don’t want to swim with some river-monster-thingy that’s going to eat me.”

	“Suit yourself,” said Gaar as he lowered into the water and began to swim.

	The Almighty raced after them, making huge splashes.  “Wait, wait for me,” he sobbed as he threw himself into the water.

	“Quit splashing so much.  It draws the River-Men like a dinner bell,” said Gaar.

	“Great,” said Dad.  “You couldn’t have told us that before the idiot splashed halfway across the lake.”  He began a slow but steady stroke after the others.  “Did I ever tell you that I hate, absolutely hate, the water.”

	She sighed.  Her father could be a bit of a whiner.  She didn’t respond and they all continued swimming in silence.

	The water was dark and still except for the waves created by them.  Maybe, Christian was no longer haunting this area.  There was a splash behind them and she glanced back.  Two of the Trackers had entered the water and were swimming toward them.

	“We have company,” she said, panting.  “Trackers.”

	“They hate water,” said Gaar, looking behind him.

	“So do I,” said Tim.  “And yet, I’m in it.”

	“Swim faster,” said Gaar.  “They may dislike water but they’re fast.”

	Sure enough, the Trackers were gaining on them.  They all increased their strokes but it was no use.  The Trackers were more physically capable in all areas.  She was in the lead, closely followed by Gaar with her father a little distance behind and the Almighty struggling in the back.  

	“Hurry, Dad,” she yelled.  “You have to move.”

	“I’m trying,” he gasped between mouthfuls of water.

	There was a scream and a splash.  The Almighty struggled in the lead Tracker’s grasp.  At first, the Tracker attempted to drag the Almighty behind him but he must have tired of the struggle because after a few moments he twisted the Almighty’s neck and then swam back to shore, dragging the body.

	“Don’t watch!  Keep swimming,” yelled Gaar.

	She’d been treading water, watching the scene play out behind her.  Crazy was gaining on her father.  Dad was too slow.  He would never out swim the approaching Tracker.

	“Swim, Trinity, don’t worry about me,” yelled Dad.

	Crazy was almost on him.  She wasn’t going to lose him now, not like this.  She started to swim back.  Gaar reached out to stop her but she ducked under the water, dodging his hand.  She was never going to make it in time.  Crazy was fast, too fast and then Jackson and the canoe zoomed up to her dad.  He pulled her father into the boat and rowed away, leaving the Tracker with a wave splashing over its head.  She released her breath.  Dad was going to be okay.  Jackson grabbed her and Gaar and then rowed toward the island.

	Near the shore, they stepped out of the boat.  Jackson and Gaar began securing the canoe while she and her father ran onto the land.  Suddenly, Crazy lunged out of the water tackling Jackson.  The two, struggling, rolled back into the lake.

	“No!”  She raced toward the water.  This couldn’t be happening.  Jackson did not deserve this.

	Gaar ran to help Jackson but the canoe started to drift away.  He grabbed it and carried it to the shore.  Dad and Hugh rushed toward them at the sound of her scream.  

	Crazy was on Jackson’s back with his teeth at the Guard’s neck.  Jackson’s face was underwater and his arms flew wild, striking at the Tracker but without any force.  Jackson would lose consciousness soon.  She had to do something.  She launched herself at the Tracker, knocking him off Jackson.  Crazy threw back his arm, hitting her and pushing her farther into the water.  Gaar headed toward her.

	“Get Jackson,” she yelled.  The Guard floated face down in the water.

	Gaar hesitated but she dove under the water, dodging Crazy.  She popped her head up.  Gaar was dragging Jackson toward shore.  She took another deep breath, preparing to dive again when Crazy captured her in his grasp.  The Tracker was strong but she was wet and slippery.  She wiggled to break free and managed to push away from him, her feet contacting with his stomach.  He hissed and snatched her by the hair, dunking her.  She slashed at his hands with her claws but couldn’t break his hold.  Her chest ached with the need for oxygen.  Her heart pounded in her ears.  Bubbles slipped past her lips.  She’d have to draw breath soon.  She wouldn’t be able to fight it much longer and when she did inhale, only water would greet her lungs.  She floundered for release but her strength had deserted her.  She peered into the murky depths.  Nothing but darkness.  Another bubble slid out of her nose and there was a flash of something silver below.  Death should be dark not bright like stars, but the sparkles glimmered, coming closer.  She couldn’t hold out any longer.  She opened her mouth to breathe when the shimmering sparkles below formed into a shape.  A large creature zipped upward past her to break Crazy’s hold while pushing her to the surface.  She gasped in air as Christian pulled Crazy under, spinning in circles.  Soon, Crazy stopped struggling and the two disappeared in the depths.

	She treaded water, staring at nothing beneath her.  It was so fast.  One minute Crazy had her and the next he was gone.  Suddenly, something grabbed her around the chest.  She struck out with her claws.

	“Stop, it’s me,” said Hugh, refusing to release her.  “Just float.”

	It was good he didn’t want her to do more, because right now she could barely do that.  She retracted her claws and relaxed in his hold as he swam back to shore, dragging her behind him.  They passed her dad who had swum out to save her.  She wanted to smile at him but couldn’t quite make her lips obey.  Dad paddled behind them, trying to keep up.  Gaar met them and grabbed her, carrying her onto the land.  Dad and Hugh crawled out of the water.  Jackson was on his hands and knees in the shallows coughing.

	“What in the name of Araldo was that?”  Dad looked back over the lake.

	“Christian.”  Her body trembled as Gaar gently placed her on her feet.

	“What has Conguise been up to?” whispered Hugh.

	What did he mean by that?  She shot him a questioning look, but he continued scanning the surface of the water.

	“That was in the lake the whole time we were?”  Dad shivered.  “I knew I had a reason to hate the water.”  

	Dad wrapped his arm around her and the small group went farther ashore toward the fires that someone had built.  The others already sat huddled in small groups near the warmth and light, waiting out the night.  

	She sat by her dad and Hugh.  “Where’s Mom?” she asked, shoving aside the recent events.  She wasn’t ready to sort through them.

	“Safe.  I’ll take you there tomorrow.”  Dad nodded at the nearby Almightys and House Servants and then put his finger to his lips.

	She motioned for him to follow her.  When they were several feet away, she leaned in closer to him so that even the House Servants shouldn’t be able to hear.  

	“I have something I have to do first.”

	“What?” he whispered, cupping his mouth to help quiet the sound.

	“We freed the Producers at the Finishing Camp.  They’re still there.  They need help navigating the forest.”  She looked over at Gaar.

	He was sitting across from them whittling a stick.  He met her gaze and nodded.  

	“Gaar will travel with us.”

	Dad glanced at the Handler.  “Your mother is safe in the forest.  We can travel there with the other Producers.”  He hugged her.  “You did well, Trin.  I’m proud of you.”

	Her throat tightened.  He’d often told her that he was proud of her, but this was different.  She was proud of herself.  They moved back to sit next to Hugh.  

	In the other groups, the Almighys sat close to the fires, soaking up the warmth.  The Grunts and House Servants sat back, huddling together, even though the Servants probably started the fires.  That needed to change.  She stood and went to each group, insisting that everyone move closer together.  If an Almighty started to argue, they met either a glare from Hugh or Gaar.  No one argued much.  When she was sure that the strangers were as comfortable as possible, she moved over to Jethro and his family.

	Jackson leaned against the statue with Kim snuggled against his side.  Martha lay asleep next to her daughter.  With eyes closed, Jackson stroked Kim’s hair.  Jethro sat off to the side, alone, staring out over the lake.

	“You guys okay?” she asked quietly.  

	Jackson opened his eyes and nodded.  He held his finger to his lips for a moment and then whispered, “She’s finally sleeping.”

	“Thank you for saving our lives in the lake and your help at the Tracker Camp,” she said.  “I’ll never be able to repay you.”

	“No.  Thank you.”  He rested his head against the statue, his hand still caressing Kim’s hair, and shut his eyes.  “I owe you more than my life.”

	There was peace and contentment on his face.  Funny, that he should find that here, stranded on an island while Trackers hunted the nearby forest.  It must have more to do with who he was with than where he was.  She moved over by Jethro and dropped to the ground next to him.  His face was blank, his eyes staring into the darkness, probably, seeing nothing but memories.

	“Are you all right?” she asked.  

	He didn’t answer.

	“I’m sorry about your father.”  She meant it.  Benedictine was going to have her killed and eaten, but her heart hurt for what Jethro had gone through.

	“Leave me alone,” he said, his voice cracking.

	“Jethro.”  She touched his arm.  

	He jerked away and looked at her, anger and hatred marring his attractive features.  “You brought them to my home.”

	It wasn’t her fault.  She hadn’t wanted anyone to get hurt.

	Then his face crumpled and he fell into her arms, sobbing against her shoulder.  She held him tightly, making shushing noises and stroking his silky hair.

	He inhaled shakily and then pulled away, lying back on the grass.  He reached out for her hand and gently pulled her down next to him.  He entwined their fingers and soon his breathing became steady in sleep.  The warmth of his hand in hers and his gentle breath falling across the top of her head coaxed her into slumber. 

	Someone shook her shoulder.  She woke slowly, a warm body holding her close.  She opened her eyes and stared into the disapproving face of her father.  Jethro lay alongside her, his arms wrapped around her waist.  She blushed.

	“You need to come back over here.”  Dad’s tone brooked no arguments.

	She sat up.  Jethro murmured in his sleep and then turned over.  She followed her father back by the fire.  The moon was still high in the sky.  She hadn’t slept long.

	“What is there between the two of you?” he asked.

	“Nothing.  We’re just friends,” she answered.

	“Friends don’t cling to each other in sleep.”  He stopped and grabbed her shoulders.  “Listen, Trinity.  Take it from one who knows.  Interclass pairing is not easy.  Choose another road if you can.  It’s illegal and it has to remain hidden.  That’s hard on any relationship.  If you can, look elsewhere for a mate.”

	She nodded.  They walked back to the others.  She sat between her father and Hugh.  

	“Don’t go back over there,” ordered Dad.

	She bit her lip to keep from snapping at him.  She’d been on her own now for weeks.  Plus, she was almost seventeen years old.  She should have been mated by now with her own offspring.

	“Get some sleep.  Tomorrow is not going to be easy.”  Dad lay back on the ground.  

	Hugh stared pensively into the crackling fire, the hoots and hollers of the Trackers fading in the night.

	“Can you still hear them?” he asked after several moments.

	“Yes,” she said.  “You?”

	“No.  My hearing’s not as good as yours.  My eyesight either.  Or my strength, jumping, endurance…”  He laughed, harshly.  “Shall I go on expounding on the benefits of being an Almighty?”

	“But you have all the power,” she said, confused at his mood.

	“Somehow, that is true.”  He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees.

	She studied him covertly.  She couldn’t help it; she was curious about this Almighty.  He had risked his life to save hers and had been more than honorable in the rescue of all those surrounding them.  He could have easily saved himself first.  

	“Did you know Viola?” he asked.

	In all the excitement, she’d forgotten about Viola’s sacrifice.  “A little.  She seemed kind.  She was beautiful.”

	“Yes, she was.”  He frowned.  “And she died unnecessarily.  

	If Viola hadn’t taken her place it would have been her head lying on the cart.

	“I’m sorry.”  He turned to look at her.  “In no way, did I mean that it should have been you.  It shouldn’t have been anyone.”  After a long pause, he continued, “It was my fault that she was there.  I didn’t trust her.  I thought she was working with her father.”  The edges of his face hardened with anger.  His visage was frightening in the glow from the firelight.  

	“Conguise deserves to die for what he did to his daughter,” she said. 

	“He didn’t know,” he said quietly, pinching the bridge of his nose and turning back toward the fire.  

	“How did he not know?”

	“I saw him when the cloth was removed.  He was as shocked as the rest of us.  He probably ordered the Stocker to slaughter…her, not even taking the time to meet…well…you.  Stockers can’t see or smell worth a damn.”  He shook his head.  “They’re even worse than Almightys.”  He tossed a piece of wood into the fire.  “I don’t understand why she didn’t say something.”

	“Maybe, it happened too quickly.”

	“I hope so.”  He paused.  “He ate her.  He ate his own daughter.”  He looked around the area.  “They all did.  All the Almightys ate her.”

	She fought the urge to throw up.  Her father ate meat sometimes.  Had he eaten anyone that he’d known?  Any of his children?  “The secret of meat should be told.  It shouldn’t be hidden.  Let everyone know and make their choice.”

	“I agree and I will make sure it happens.”

	She believed him.  Not because he was an Almighty, but because stubbornness was written into every line of his frame and face.  Nothing would stop him from bringing this to light, not now.  After a while she asked, “So, what happens next?”

	“I have some battles to fight, but I think our tiny world is going to change drastically.”  He told her about the last few days, including the test results and what else he expected to find when he was able to better study the DNA of the different classes. 

	“So, we are related.”  She looked around.  “All of us.”

	“Yes,” he said.  “You and I are a little closer than most.”

	“Yes, Uncle.”  She nudged his shoulder with hers.  “I’ve never had an uncle before.”  He was easy to talk to.  She was happy to add him to her small family.

	He smiled at her.  He looked a little like Jethro when he smiled.  No wonder Viola had been attracted to him.  She glanced away.

	Gaar was sitting by himself, studying the forest.  She stood.  Hugh grabbed her arm.  She fought her instinct to slash at the restraint.  He raised an eyebrow and she pointed to Gaar.  He nodded and released her.  She was going to have to straighten him out.  Being her uncle didn’t give him the right to monitor her actions.  She frowned at him and then walked over to Gaar, sitting down next to him.

	“Little One,” he said, a small smile welcoming her.

	“What do you hear?” she asked, since his senses were superior to hers.

	“They are farther than before.  Deeper into the forest.  The other predators are scared.”

	“Mirra is okay?”

	He closed his eyes.  “Yes.  I cannot feel her as closely, but she is well.”

	She laid her head on his shoulder.  “She’ll come back to you.  You’ve said it yourself.  There is something that binds you, even stronger than a mating pair.  She will mate and have little Mirras.”

	He laughed out loud.  “That is trouble waiting to happen.”

	“Then you can find another Handler and make Mirra an auntie.”  She poked him in the side.

	He remained silent.

	“You can find someone too, Gaar.”  She looked up at him.  

	“Perhaps.  I felt no connection to any of the other Handlers at the camp.”

	“Give them time.  They were born there.  They don’t yet know who they are.”

	He grunted.

	“And even if you don’t, when Mirra births, you will be an uncle.”  She smiled against his shoulder.  

	He laughed again, tension broken for the moment.  “I’ll be Uncle Gaar-Mine.”  

	She giggled and they fell into a companionable silence.  She stared at Hugh, her uncle, his dark hair falling into his eyes as he gazed at the fire, anger and determination hardening his features.  He had many burdens for one so young.  He couldn’t be more than thirty, and he’d lost his mother, his mate, his house and his Guard Buddy all because she’d escaped.  Yet, he was preparing to battle society over everything that they believed, everything that the Almightys found sacred, to restore right to their world and to let everyone know that the ones they suppressed were not so distant cousins.

	She looked over at Jethro as he slept.  His dark hair lying against his slightly tanned features.  Would he be angry with her again tomorrow, still blame her or would he blame himself?  That would be harder for him to overcome.  He had held her close, cherished her.  What did that mean?

	She sighed.  Her father was right.  A mating between classes was not easy and not fair to the offspring.  Just look at her and her siblings.  Things had worked out okay for her, but the others were all dead.  Is that what she wanted?

	Jethro’s eyes met hers through the darkness.  He was awake.  Could he see her?  The fire lit the night, but he was an Almighty.  She smiled shyly at him.  He continued to stare in her direction, no change on his features.  She glanced around to see if anyone was watching and then waved.  He closed his eyes.  He couldn’t see her.  Had he been looking for her?  Did it matter?  Here, in the darkness in the wild, she was happy.  She looked at Jackson sleeping near Kim.  If she could, she would choose another road, but if not, she would dig up happiness wherever she could.  She shut her eyes and drifted off to the soft snores of Gaar and the lone howls of a Tracker.
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	Adam: A young, male Producer.  Trinity’s younger brother who was taken when he was three for a special “List”

	Almighty’s:  The ruling class.  They are between five and six feet tall.  Generally, have dark hair and white skin. 

	Avions:  Small, winged creatures about the size of a loaf of bread.  They have feathers and beak but can speak.  They are typically very gossipy.

	Barney:  An elderly, male House Servant.  He works for Professor Conguise

	Bell:  A Lead Producer.  He is Benedictine’s favorite and therefore holds much authority in camp.  He is the father of Clarabelle and Mirabelle.

	Benedictine Remore: A middle aged, male Almighty.  He runs the Producer encampment where Trinity lived and the Handler and Tracker camps.  Wife Martha.  He is the father to Jethro and Kim. 

	Birchwood:  Birdie’s real name.  See also Birdie.

	Birdie:  A male Avion with brownish-gray feathers.  See also Birchwood.

	Buddy:  An elderly, male Guard.  He belongs to Hugh Truent.  He has salt and pepper hair, a beard and is about five foot tall.  He was bred for protection, not speed and is solid muscle.

	Casper:  An elderly, male Guard.  Belongs to Benedictine.  Works with Jackson.

	Carla:  A female Guard.  Belongs to Benedictine.  Works with Jackson.

	Christian:  The name given to the River-Man by Trinity.

	Chubs:  A Guard. Belongs to Benedictine.  Works at the Tracker camp.

	Cold Creepers:  Reptilian-like creatures, about three-feet tall and over six-feet long, walk on all fours.  They are green, gray or brown in color.   They generally hunt in packs.

	Emmanuel:  A male Handler.  Not wild born.

	Forest Witch:  An old, female Almighty who lives in the forest and takes in strays.

	Gaar:  A male Handler.  He is the bonded pair to Mirra.  See also Handler.

	Guards:  Belong to the Almightys.  They hunt for the Almightys and protect the Almightys.  They vary in size and hair color.  Their eyes are usually brown.  The males generally wear facial hair.

	Grunts:  Are large and strong.  They are bigger than Producers.  They walk on all fours and do not speak.  Their purpose is to haul things for the Almightys.

	Handler:  Predators that bond and help to control Trackers.  They are between five and six-feet tall but are extremely wide and muscular.  They have long arms.  see also Gaar.

	House Servants:  Belong to Almightys.  They manage the households and businesses of the Almightys.  They are slender in build and short, between four and five-feet tall.  They have fangs and claws and their eyes are a vibrant hue.

	Hugh Truent:  A male Almighty.  The youngest Almighty to ever be bestowed the title of High.  Son of Sarah.  Invented the new tracking device.

	Jackson:  A male Guard.  He is the lead Guard to Benedictine.  He is also called the hairless Guard because he wears no facial hair.  He used to be assigned to protect Benedictine’s daughter Kim.

	Jeremiah:  A teenage, male Producer at the Finishing Camp.

	Jethro Remore:  A teenage, male Almighty.  Son of Benedictine and Martha.  Sister is Kim.  Befriends Trinity at the Lake of Sins.  

	Jorge:  An elderly, male Guard.  He belongs to Professor Conguise.

	Kalper, Dr.:  An Almighty.  He is Sarah Truent’s doctor.

	King, Dr.:  An Almighty.  He is Hugh Truent’s family doctor.

	Kim Remore:  An Almighty.  Benedictine’s daughter and Jethro’s sister.  

	Laddie:  An older, male Guard.  Belongs to Professor Conguise.  He is a large protection Guard.

	Lead Producers:  A title given to a small set of Proudcers.  They are allowed to carry a club and they have interaction with Benedictine.  They also guard the perimeter of the camp from dangers.

	Little Sarah:  A middle-aged, female Almighty.  Daughter of Sarah Truent and sister to Hugh Truent.

	Martha Remore:  A middle-aged, female Almighty.  Mother to Jethro and Kim.  Wife of Benedictine.

	Matilda:  House Servant.  Works for Conguise.  Barney’s mate.

	Millie:  A Producer.  Trinity’s mother.  She is the assigned mate to Remy, but actually breeds with Tim.

	Mirabelle:  A teenage, female Producer.  Daughter of Bell and sister to Clarabelle.  She has one leg shorter than the other.

	Mirra:  A female Tracker.  The bonded pair to Gaar.  She is brindle with yellow eyes and large teeth.  See also Tracker.

	Nirankan:  A male Tracker.  Russet colored.  Wild born.

	Parker, Ms.:  A middle aged, female Almighty.  Nurse by profession.  Works for Professor Conguise.

	Parra:  A male Tracker.  He’s white and brown.  Wild born.

	Petarvarius:  A male Handler.  Wild born.

	Producers:  Large boned and strong.  They stand between six and eight feet tall.  They usually have dark hair and brown eyes.  They work in the fields and produce all the food for the other classes.

	Reese:  A young, female Guard.  She belongs to Hugh Truent.  She has long, brown hair and is short and thin.  She is a cross between a hunting Guard and something else.

	Remy:  A Producer.  Millie’s sanctioned mate.  He is gay and is currently Troy’s lover.  

	River-People:  Fish-like creatures.  Can live in or out of water, but prefer to be in the water.  They can breathe both above and below water.  They have scales for skin, sharp teeth.  Hunt from below the water and drag their prey under to drown it.  Also called Fish-Men.  See also:  Christian.

	Sarah Truent:  An elderly, female Almighty.  Mother to Hugh and Little Sarah and owner of Tim.

	Scar:  An older, female Guard.  Belongs to Professor Conguise.  She is a protection Guard.

	Seepie:  A Handler.

	Sikka:  A female Tracker.  She is black and gray.  She is wild born.

	Stockers:  Short and stout, long muscular arms, usually bald and they are mostly blind with a poor sense of smell, but their hearing is excellent.  They are ill tempered and violent.

	Sue:  An older, female Guard.  She belongs to Hugh Truent.  She has long legs.  She is a hunting Guard.

	Tammie:  A teenage, female Producer at the Finishing Camp.

	Timothy (Tim):  House Servant.  Trinity’s father.  Millie, a Producer is his mate.  He belongs to Sarah, an Almighty.

	Tracker:  A predator.  Bonds with a Handler.  Stands around ten to twelve-feet tall on its back legs.  Can travel on all fours or on two legs.  Covered in soft fur which varies in color.  Has long sharp claws and teeth.  Can find (track) anything.  See also Mirra.

	Travis:  A male, teenage Producer.  Trinity’s only friend in the camp.

	Trinity:  A Producer and a House Servant.  Daughter of Millie and Tim. 

	Troy:  A male Lead Producer.  He is Remy’s lover.  

	Viola:  a female Almighty.  Daughter of Professor Peter Conguise and live-in girlfriend of Hugh Truent.  She is a scientist and a lifelong friend to Kim Remore.

	Wickerwood:  A male Almighty.  Scientist.  One of the five who are aware of Gaar and Mirra’s existence.
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	CHAPTER 1:  Hugh

	 

	 

	HUGH PULLED THE THREADBARE blanket tighter around his shoulders as he shuffled back and forth in the darkness of his cell.  It was getting colder every night and that meant the day of his execution was drawing near.  He slid down the concrete wall to the floor, wrapping his arms around his knees.  He—High Hugh Truent, the prodigy, the rising star, the Almighty who was supposed to change the world—was a naïve, arrogant fool who’d accomplished nothing but destruction.  His mother was dead.  His Guards and House Servants were dead or on the run and Viola…  

	He closed his eyes and she was there, smiling up at him from his bed, and then her mouth opened on a silent scream as her head rolled to the floor.  His eyes flew open and he stared into the darkness.  Of all the crimes that’d been piled on his shoulders, her death was the one that kept him awake at night.  

	The lights flickered to life.  It was morning.  One day closer to his execution.  In jail, time almost stood still.  His four years here seemed like a lifetime, but the betrayal by his friend Jason, the Supreme Almighty, burned like it’d happened yesterday.  He’d trusted Jason with his reports and they’d disappeared as if made from smoke.  Conguise’s lab had been clean.  The only evidence that had remained had convicted him.  He’d declared that the classes were genetically similar but without proof that was treason and treason was punishable by death.  

	Years ago, he’d come to terms with his fate even though it was based on lies.  It was the truth that was hard to accept.  He’d become the failure that his father had predicted.  He’d never make Conguise pay for what the professor had done to Scar and the other Guards.  He’d never bring to light the secret of meat and the genetic similarities between the classes.  He’d never do anything except die a traitor’s death.  His body left hanging in the Central Commons until it rotted and fell to the ground, serving as a reminder to all of what not to do and who not to become.  

	Footsteps sounded in the hallway and stopped in front of his cell.  It was too early for breakfast.  Solitude was bad, but this would be worse.  It always was.  He stood, his muscles aching from the cold, hard floor.  A key scraped in the lock and the bean slot slid open but instead of food there was a clean uniform and shackles.  

	“Change your clothes,” said the Guard from outside the door.

	“Why are they a different color?”  He wasn’t due for new clothes yet and these were black not orange like he’d worn since he’d been incarcerated.  

	“Just do what you’re told,” said the Guard.

	His hand trembled above the tray.  In here, change was never good.  “Why didn’t they give me these yesterday when I had my bath?”  

	“Do I have to come in there?”  The Guard jangled the keys.

	“No.  No.  I’m changing.”  He didn’t want to make the Guard angry.  Besides his bath, the only other place he was taken was to the basement.  Some of the Guards liked to brighten their day by beating the prisoners.  He smirked as he put on the clean uniform.  He’d be in the best shape of his life for his execution.  He exercised every day—the stronger he was the easier it was to withstand the beatings—and he hadn’t had a drink in over three years.  He’d said he was going to quit, and he had.  One goal accomplished.  Hurray, for him.

	“Don’t forget the restraints,” said the Guard.  

	He tightened the cuffs around his ankles and the other set around his wrists like a good prisoner.  Delaying only upset the Guards and that made the beatings worse.  “Done.”

	The door slid open with a groan.  Curtis stood in the doorway.  He was one of the newer Guards at the facility, having replaced an elderly Guard who’d been retired or put down.  Hugh wasn’t sure which, but he’d bet on the latter.  

	“Come on.”  Curtis stepped away from the doorway.

	He didn’t move.  All the Guards who worked in the prison were solidly built but Curtis was at least twice the size of the others and he really didn’t want to be this Guard’s punching bag.  “Where are we going?”  

	Curtis glared at him a moment and then smiled, his large teeth gleaming in the dim light from the hallway.  “Don’t worry.  We ain’t going to the basement.”  He waved Hugh forward.  “The Supreme Almighty would have our heads if so much as a scratch marred your pretty face on execution day.”

	It seemed there were benefits to everything, even dying.  “Then where are we going?” he asked again, dread keeping his feet in place.  This wasn’t routine.  This wouldn’t be good.

	“It’s visiting day.”  Curtis grabbed him by the arm and pulled him out of the cell.

	“Visiting day was two days ago.”  He’d been told that his sister was waiting for him and like every week for the past three years, he’d refused to see her.  

	During the first year of his incarceration, his sister and her family had suffered for his crimes.  Little Sarah’s husband had lost his job and the kids had suffered at school.  He’d told her to publicly disown him, but she’d refused.  So, he’d stopped receiving all visitors and all correspondence but every week she arrived as steadfast as the sun.  Their mother would’ve been proud of her daughter and although he wouldn’t admit it, he was glad for her stubbornness.  He didn’t want to stand on the gallows and stare out at nothing but hatred and violent memories.  

	“Wrong visiting day.”  Curtis’ face was grim.

	“Already?”  That meant that tomorrow was his execution.  “I thought I had a few more days.”  His throat was tight and the words came out as a whisper.  

	“Sorry.”  Curtis gave him a slight shove.

	He stumbled forward but didn’t move any farther.  Yesterday, at his bath they’d made sure to remove every scrap of hair from his body.  He hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, but now it made sense.  The Supreme Almighty and his council didn’t want any questions about why an Almighty would have hair like the other classes.  

	“You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”  Curtis grabbed him by the arm.

	He tried, but his feet wouldn’t move.  At his trial, he’d been shocked by the vehemence directed at him.  Jason and the Council had convinced the public that the massacre at the Remore household had been his fault.  They’d said that it’d been his responsibility to make sure that the Trackers took their serum.  It made no difference that he hadn’t known there were any Trackers besides Mirra.  All the blame and anger had been given to him, like a gift of sorrow and pain, linking his name for eternity to the tragedy known as the Night of the Trackers.  

	Curtis must’ve gotten tired of waiting because he began walking, dragging Hugh along.  The door to the visiting chamber was getting closer.  This was the second to last part of his punishment.  He’d sit, chained in the room while family members of those he’d harmed came to have their final say.  They wouldn’t be allowed to touch him but he feared their words and heartache more than any beating.  He deserved hatred for Viola’s death and Buddy’s and his mom’s, but not the others.  

	“It’s time, High Hugh.”  Curtis stopped.  

	“I don’t go by that anymore.”  It was a stupid thing to say, but it’d slipped out.  He hadn’t been called by his title in a long time.  

	“Doesn’t mean you shouldn’t.”  Curtis winked as he opened the door.  

	The room was empty except for three, burly Guards, a two-way mirror on the wall, a table and chairs.  Curtis handed him over to one of the Guards and stepped outside, closing the door.  The Guard guided him across the room and hooked his cuffed hands to the table and then his feet.  He could move about six inches in either direction but there was no escape.  

	“Sit,” said the Guard, pushing down on Hugh’s shoulder.

	He dropped onto the chair behind him, saying a quick prayer that Little Sarah would show up soon.  If he could see her first, he might have the strength to face the others—the widows and orphans and the parents morning their dead children.  The Trackers had killed many that night.  He stared at the wall.  It was blue with a hint of purple.  It was similar to a flower but he couldn’t recall which one.  He’d focus on figuring that out and not what was to come.

	One of the Guards coughed.  All of them were staring at the door, noses wrinkled in disgust.  He sniffed.  He couldn’t smell anything but he did hear the footsteps.  There were different treads.  It could be Little Sarah and her family, but he wouldn’t be that lucky.  No, it’d be some mother or parentless child.  He tried to focus on the wall, but his eyes kept darting to the door.  He didn’t deserve this.  The deaths at the Remore party had not been his fault.

	The door opened.  There were three of them standing outside with Curtis.  As they entered, the heavy scent of perfume invaded the room.  He breathed through his mouth to protect his nose, but that was worse, the odor clinging to his tongue like the taste of rotten meat.  Curtis shut the door, trapping them inside with the stench.  The three Guards shifted away, tucking their heads toward their arms to try and block the scent.  

	Two of the three visitors were Almightys dressed in their black, ceremonial capes.  Their bowed heads were covered by hoods, so he couldn’t make out their faces.  The other was a Guard.  He looked familiar.  It was Jackson, but with a beard.  The Guard had finally yielded and grew the facial hair of his class.  Hugh started to smile but stopped.  If Jackson were here, then the other two had to be Benedictine’s family.

	He sagged against the chair as the tension fled his body.  Of everyone, the Remores knew he wasn’t to blame for the Night of the Trackers.  Before his trial, Kim, Jethro and Jackson had wanted to come forward and explain their part in the mess, but he’d convinced them that it’d make no difference.  He was going to be executed for treason; there was no point in anyone else dying.

	The three guests moved across the room.  The male had to be Jethro, but the boy hadn't filled out like he’d expected.  Jethro was still lean and lanky.  The other was a woman, a young woman by her posture and stride.  So, it was Kim and not Martha.  They stopped in front of the table, Jackson behind the others.  The Guard wouldn’t meet his eyes.  It was for the best.  The warden was probably watching from the two-way mirror.  It wouldn’t do for him and Jackson to seem on friendly terms.  The Guard didn’t pay much attention to Kim either which was odd.  Usually, the sexual tension between the two was palpable.  He held back a grin.  Maybe, the tension had been relieved.  Without Benedictine’s watchful eye, his daughter was free to do as she pleased and from what he’d witnessed after the Night of the Trackers but before his imprisonment, what Kim wanted was her father’s Guard.  

	Kim was different than he’d remembered too—tall and lean with the promise of lush curves shaping the robe.  Wait a minute.  He may not have seen a female in years but something was wrong.  Kim was not and never would be willowy like this female.  Kim was short and curvaceous.  His eyes narrowed.  Since when was Kim taller than Jethro?  The boy might not have grown over the years, but he shouldn’t have shrunk.

	As if sensing his scrutiny, Kim raised her head.  Golden eyes framed with lashes the color of soot met his gaze.  

	“Hello, High Hugh.”  Trinity grinned.  

	In one fluid movement she was across the room, slashing at the Guard on his right.  Jethro, who wasn’t Jethro at all but Tim, launched himself at the Guard on his left while Jackson grabbed the third Guard, placing him in a chokehold.  In a moment, the struggle was over.  The three Guards lay on the floor and he was standing—he didn’t remember standing—with his mouth hanging open.  

	“Tie them up.”  Trinity grabbed his hands.  “Where are the keys?”

	“Jackson, stop.”  This was all happening too fast and yet not fast enough.  They’d come to save him.  He had no idea why and he didn’t care but it’d be for nothing if they didn’t act fast.  He pointed behind him at the two-way mirror.  “The warden and who knows who else is back there.  They’ll signal for more Guards if they haven’t already.”

	“Don’t worry.  We got this.”  Jackson slipped out the door.

	“I…I.”  He had no words.  His throat was filled with hope.  He wasn’t going to die. He started to run his hand through his hair and stopped, his arms still chained to the table.  

	“I can’t find the keys.”  Tim searched the Guards.  

	“I got this.”  Trinity pushed her hood back and pulled a long needle from the bun in her hair.  “Start undressing one of them.”  

	“This is taking too long.”  He turned toward the door.  “Where’s Jackson?  There was another Guard outside the door.  Did you get him?”

	She grabbed his hand.  He jumped at the contact.  It’d been years since he’d been touched by anything but a fist, let alone the soft skin of a female.  She dug her claws into his wrist, scraping slightly as she stared up at him, her golden gaze angry.

	“Stay still or we’ll all get caught.”  She began picking the lock.

	“Do you know how to do that?”  

	Her head was bent over his hands and the light reflected off her hair as it slipped free from the bun and flowed onto her shoulders.  Brown was too tame a word for it as highlights of red and gold created a cacophony of glorious hues.  It was the most gorgeous thing he’d ever seen.  The latch clicked open.  

	“Yep.”  She grinned at him as she grabbed his other hand.

	The breath caught in his chest.  She used to hide her fangs when smiling.  She’d been young and unsure of herself, but now she accepted who she was.  Her confidence was in every gesture and move she made.  She was magnificent.  His eyes traveled down her body, searching for the curves hidden by the cloak.  He blinked and raised his gaze to the wall.  This was Tim’s daughter.  But she’s not your niece.  That didn’t matter.  She was young and innocent, not for him.  He took a deep breath, choking on her perfume.

	“If you don’t like the smell, stop breathing.”  She continued working on the lock.  

	“That was the Council’s plan, so unless you want to join me you’d better hurry.”  He’d forgotten about her smart mouth.  

	She raised a brow at him as the second latch opened.  She knelt and started working on the chains around his ankles.  

	“This is taking too long.”  He repeated as he glanced at the door.  “Other Guards will be coming.”

	She unlocked another latch and moved on to the next.  “One more to go.”

	The door burst open.  Trinity jumped to her feet, claws bared.  Hugh shifted to block her, but she pushed in front of him, sending him a dirty look.

	“It’s us.”  Curtis held up his hands as he and Jackson stepped into the room.  

	“Curtis is with you?”  That’d explain why the young Guard had never taken him down for a basement beating.

	“Sure am, High Hugh Truent.”  Curtis slapped him on the back.

	“I…don’t call me that.”  He hated that title.  It represented the fool he’d been and he wasn’t that man anymore.

	They all glanced at him.  

	“Okay, Hugh.  Whatever you want.”  Curtis’ smiled faded a bit.

	Trinity gave Hugh a disgusted look as she knelt back at his feet.  She looked up at Curtis from under her lashes. “Don’t pay any attention to him.  If he’s not griping about something, he’s not happy.”  She smiled, her eyes meeting his for a moment in challenge and then flashing over to Curtis.  

	Curtis blushed.  

	“Hurry up, Trinity.”  Tim glared at the young Guard.  

	“I’m only irritable when you’re around.”  He hadn’t missed the exchange between her and Curtis.  He didn’t envy Tim.  Shy, unsure Trinity had been trouble.  Confident, flirtatious Trinity would be a nightmare for her parents.

	“Almost done, Dad.  I told you that you’d be glad I learned how to do this.”  She unhooked the last cuff.

	“It’s who you learned it from that I don’t like,” said Tim.

	“Let’s go.”  Hugh rubbed his wrist and moved toward the door.  

	“Wait.  We need to check you for a tracking device.”  Jackson blocked his path, a Tracking Pinpointer in his hand.  It was long and thin like a metal stick.

	“What are we going to do if I have one implanted?”  It’d have to be removed, but sometimes the devices attached deep in the tissue.

	“Whatever we have to.”  Trinity bared her claws.  

	“Freedom comes at a price.”  Tim grinned.  

	“You don’t have to sound so happy about it.”  Having a device the size of a piece of rice dug from his body by claws was not an experience he wanted to have. 

	“Sorry.  Has to be done.”  Jackson turned on the pinpointer. 

	“I’ll do it.  You need to change.”  She grabbed for the device.

	“I got it.”  Jackson jerked away from her.

	“Stop arguing and let Jackson handle it.”  The words came out almost a shout.  He’d forgotten how annoying the squabbling of the other classes could be.  “Jackson has experience with locating tracking devices and we need to hurry.”  

	She stepped closer to him.  “You’ve been locked up a long time, Hugh.  You have no idea how experienced I am.”

	His eyes flew to Tim.  She couldn’t mean that the way it sounded.  

	“Don’t even,” said Tim, sending a glare at Curtis who was grinning at Trinity.

	“What did I say wrong this time?”  Her eyes darted from one male to the next, red creeping into her cheeks.  

	“Don’t worry about it, honey,” said Tim.

	“I’ll never learn if you don’t tell me.”

	“You’ll never learn by spending all your time hanging out in the forest with Gaar and Mirra,” said Tim.  

	“Now, Dad?  Really?”  

	Tim closed his eyes for a second and took a deep breath.  “No.  You’re right.  We can talk about it later.”  

	“We’ve talked about it enough,” she said under her breath.

	Jackson was trying unsuccessfully not to smile as he ran the wand up and down Hugh’s body.

	“What’s that about?” he whispered to the Guard.

	“Tim and Millie want her mated but”—Jackson glanced at her—“she’s not ready.”

	“I can hear you.”  She didn’t bother to look up.  “I’m sure Dad will tell you all about how I constantly disappoint him and Mom, but first we need to get out of here.”

	“We’re not disappointed in you, just your choices.”  Tim’s tone was weary as if they’d had this discussion too many times.

	“That’s so much better,” she said.

	“All clear.”  Jackson slipped the device into his pocket and started changing into the prison Guard’s uniform.

	“I told you they wouldn’t waste the money on a dead man,” said Curtis.

	“We had to be sure.”  Jackson grinned at Hugh as he buttoned his shirt.  “It’s too bad.  It would’ve been fitting if they’d put your own invention inside of you.”  

	“Yeah, a real shame.”  He’d also forgotten what a warped sense of humor Guards had.  He collected the weapons from the prison Guards.  They didn’t carry guns but they did carry clubs.

	“You can’t have these.  Not yet, anyway.”  Jackson took the nightsticks from him.  “Let’s go.”

	“As soon as we put the shackles back on him,” said Curtis. 

	“No.  What if I have to run?”  He didn’t want to be chained, not ever again.

	“We won’t latch them.”  Trinity grabbed his hands.  

	“Be careful as you walk.  You don’t want to lose these at a bad time.”  Curtis tucked Hugh’s socks around the cuffs to keep them in place.

	“Kind of ironic, a Producer chaining an Almighty.”  She hooked his handcuffs loosely around his wrists.  “I like it.”

	“I don’t.”  He wasn’t truly restrained.  He could slip his hands free with little effort but after all these years, he didn’t want chains or locks anywhere near him.

	“Neither do we.”  Her large, gold eyes were brittle.
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	Introduction

	The world of the Lake of Sins

	 

	This story takes place hundreds of years after the Great Death visited the earth, killing most humans, all domestic animals and all wild animals larger than a turkey.  Those who survived were left with the task of rebuilding society.  

	 

	The new social structure is based on a class system.  The classes important to this story are the Almightys, Guards and House Servants.

	 

	Almightys, the only direct descendants of the human race, rule the other classes.  They are generally between five and six feet tall with pale, alabaster skin.  

	 

	Guards belong to the Almightys and are used for hunting or protection.  They are between four and six feet tall and their hair color varies.  Their eyes are usually brown and they have a light coating of hair on their bodies.  Most males wear facial hair.  They have large canine teeth used for biting and tearing.  They are strong, fast and heal quickly.  Their senses of hearing, smell and night vision are superior to Almightys.  

	 

	House Servants also belong to the Almightys but their role in this society is to manage the households and businesses of the Almightys.  They are slender in build and between four and five feet tall.  They have a light coating of hair covering their bodies.  The males are usually clean shaven.  They are born with fangs and claws, although their claws are often removed by their masters.  Their eyes are usually a vibrant hue and their senses of night vision, hearing and smell are superior to the Guards’.  

	 

	Unwanted Guards and House Servants are taken to the local shelters and executed if not purchased.

	 

	Mutter is a Guard who is no longer wanted.  This is his story.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER 1

	 

	 

	MUTTER WAS IN TROUBLE.  No one wanted a Guard like him.  He was too big, too strong and too ugly.  He stretched out on the concrete floor and winced.  His ribs were definitely broken, but he’d fought and won with broken bones in the past.  He started coughing.  It was this sickness that had cost him the match.  He sat up; the coughing subsided.  He’d pleaded with Vickers, his Almighty master, not to make him fight but the money had already switched hands.  He leaned his head against the bars of the cage.  He’d lost the fight and now he’d lose his life.

	The door opened and a male Almighty around thirty years old with blond hair entered the room followed by Satcha, the House Servant who ran this establishment.  The Guards’ Shelter didn’t allow visiting at this hour but Almightys did whatever they wanted.  Mutter didn’t bother to stand up.  He’d learned his lesson.  Right after he’d arrived, he’d trimmed his beard and had tried to look pleasant, but it had done no good.  Every time that he’d run to the front of the cage and had smiled at the Almightys, he’d smelled the fear on them.  Most had tried not to look at him, but he was big and scarred and hard to ignore.

	They stopped in front of his cage.

	“Ableson, this is the one I told you about,” said Satcha.  “Looks like he was a fighter.  So, he should be used to obeying.  I thought he might work for you, but he does have a bad cough.”

	“Just a little tickle in my throat from this damp, rotten place.”  He hated Servants.  They didn’t know when to keep their big mouths shut.

	The Almighty remained quiet, his blue eyes never leaving Mutter.

	“Come here,” said Satcha.

	Mutter wanted to stay where he was to annoy the Servant but Guards like him didn’t get many chances for a home.  He stood slowly, letting the Almighty get used to his size and appearance.

	“How old are you?” asked Ableson.

	“Not sure.  Been around for a while but not too old.”  That was the safe answer.  He had counted nineteen winters but that might be too old or too young.  He never could tell what an Almighty wanted.

	“By his teeth and body we estimate around twenty-five to thirty years,” said Satcha.

	Ableson twirled his finger.  Mutter understood that signal.  Before the fights had started, when the betting happened, he was often sized up by the gamblers.  He turned in a circle, giving the Almighty time to study him.  

	“I’m strong and healthy.”  That was a lie but he would be healthy again.  He just needed a little time and some food.

	“I need an obedient Guard.”  The Almighty’s eyes roamed up and down his frame.  

	“Won’t find one more obedient than me.”

	“Let’s see if that’s true.”  Ableson walked down the aisle.  “Is there another Guard who he’s close to?”

	“Him?”  Satcha laughed, following the Almighty.  “He’s so big and ugly even the other Guards stay away from him.”

	Ableson stopped in the hallway.  “Take this one out.”

	The Servant opened the cage and slipped a rope over a young Guard’s neck.  Mutter’s chest pinched.  Typical.  The Almighty’s always chose the young ones.  His only chance was gone.  They would walk out and soon he’d be executed.  He started to sit back down, when the three of them stopped in front of his cage.  

	“Put her in with him,” said Ableson.

	“Ah, we keep the younger ones separated from the older ones, especially the older males,” said Satcha.

	The Almighty didn’t say a word, but his look was enough.  The Servant muttered an apology and opened the door, shoving the young Guard into Mutter’s cage.  

	He glanced at the little Guard who stood as far away from him as possible.  She couldn’t have been older than nine.  She had russet hair and large, frightened, brown eyes.

	“Hit her,” said Ableson, his tone conversational.

	“Wait,” said Satcha.  “That one’s young and attractive.  I can find a home for her.  Let me get—”

	“I’ll pay for both.”  The Almighty’s eyes never left Mutter.  

	Mutter kept his face a mask but his stomach clenched.  He didn’t want to do this.  He’d fought females before but they’d all been experienced fighters.  

	“I need an obedient Guard,” repeated Ableson.

	The girl trembled in the corner, tears running down her soft, round cheeks.  “Please, don’t hurt me.”

	Pleading never changed anyone’s mind.  He knew the game and it would be her or him.  He stared into the girl’s scared brown eyes.  “Bruised, broken or dead?”  

	“Just hit her.  I’ll tell you when to stop.”

	Mutter stepped forward.  The girl curled in a ball on the floor, pleading and crying.  He grabbed her by the shirt.  She weighed next to nothing, all skin and bones.  He punched her in the gut, making the blow look harder than it was, but the girl was so small she gasped and coughed.  He hesitated, waiting for the Almighty to stop this, but no words came.  He hit her again.  She yelped in pain.  He shifted his stance, stalling and praying for the words that would allow him to quit, but the only sounds were the yells of the Guards in the nearby cages.  Most screamed for him to stop but some cheered him on.  If the Almighty wouldn’t end this, he would.  His next punch caught her upside the head, knocking her out.  He let her slide to the floor.

	He walked toward the Almighty.

	“I didn’t say stop.”  Ableson’s blue eyes challenged him.

	He stared at the girl on the floor.  Only in the roughest fights, those to the end, did they hit opponents when they were down.

	“Forget it.  He won’t work.”  Ableson turned and headed for the door.

	He’d be dead tomorrow if that Almighty left.  The girl’s tiny frame was about the size of his arm.  She was still breathing.  “Wait.”

	Ableson walked back to the cage.  “Obey or I leave.  This is your one warning.”

	His heart thudded as each footstep moved him closer to the little female.  The other Guards had fallen silent.  He grasped her by the back of the shirt.  Her head lolled to the side, eyes closed.  He stared at the tears on her cheeks as he punched her over and over, trying to hit non-vital parts but it was difficult.  She was tiny and his fists were big.

	“Enough,” said the Almighty.  

	He lowered her to the floor.  Her breath was ragged and blood trickled from her lips.  His eyes burned, but no wetness came.  He hadn’t cried since he’d lost his mother.  It didn’t do any good.  He wiped the girl’s blood on his shirt as he faced the Almighty.

	Ableson smiled at him and handed an envelope to the Servant.  “I’ll take him.”  

	Satcha looked in the envelope.  “Ah, the price for the girl…”

	Ableson frowned but handed the Servant a few more bills.  Satcha stuck them in his pocket and opened the cage door, putting a rope around Mutter’s neck.  

	“Come.”  Ableson yanked on the rope.  

	Mutter fisted his hands, fighting the urge to kill both of them as he stepped out of his cage.

	“What about her?” asked Satcha.

	“Do what you want with her,” said Ableson. 

	“But…you already paid.”

	“If she lives, sell her again, or kill her.  I don’t care.”  Ableson walked toward the door.

	Mutter refused to look back at the girl, the sacrifice for his freedom.  

	 

	Want to find out what happens next?  

	You can find purchase links on my website:

	http://www.lsodea.com

	or

	Amazon:  http://myBook.to/CC_RiverMan

	Draft2Digital:  https://www.books2read.com/u/mZwWPD
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	When L. S. O’Dea was six years old, she read a story her older brother had written for a school assignment and realized two important facts.  First, stories were written by ordinary people and second, she was going to be one of those people.

	 

	She currently lives in the Central Florida woods and is writing the third and fourth books in the Lake of Sins series.
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