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CHAPTER 1:  HUGH
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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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CHAPTER 2:  HUGH
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HUGH WALKED BETWEEN JACKSON and Curtis as the group traveled down the hallway in the opposite direction of his cell.  He shuffled his feet, trying to keep the cuffs from sliding.  He’d saved Tim from Conguise once, but he’d never expected this.  They were breaking him out of a maximum security prison.  “Why are you doing this?” he whispered.

“Shhh.”  Jackson squeezed his arm.  “There are two Guards up ahead.”  His tone was so low that Hugh almost didn’t hear him.

“Keep walking.  No one is supposed to be down here,” Curtis said under his breath.

He inhaled deeply, fighting to stay calm.  If something went wrong, his wouldn’t be the only life lost.  The two prison Guards stared at them.  The younger one coughed and took a few steps back as they approached.

“Stop,” said the older of the two Guards, his nose wrinkling as he turned his head away from Tim and Trinity.  “What are you doing bringing this prisoner and the guests this way?”

Their group stopped.  Trinity and Tim let their cloaks fall over their hands.  Hugh kept his head down but only a little.  If something happened he had to be ready to move.  

“Warden’s orders.  This is Hugh Truent.”  Curtis winked.  “I think the warden has something special planned for him.”

“Hugh Truent.”  The older Guard approached and leaned close, sniffing Hugh’s neck.  “Stink of a traitor.”

He stiffened.  This wasn’t the first time he’d been called that by one of the Guards, but it always stung.  He’d tried to free them from inequality and servitude, but a lot of Guards were happy with their lot in life.  He’d never understand their willingness to give up freedom for a little comfort and security.

“Where’re you headed?”  The Guard continued to snarl at him.

Hugh’s heart beat so fast that the Guards could probably hear it.  Trinity’s claws peaked out from the cuff of her cloak.  She was nervous too and ready.

Curtis hesitated before saying, “Downstairs.”

“I’ll take it from here,” said the older Guard.  “I’ve been meaning to escort this one to the basement again.”

His arms trembled and his chains clanked together.  They couldn’t leave him.  He wasn’t ready to die, not now that he’d started to hope.  

“I told you to go.”  The older Guard shoved Curtis.

Curtis bowed his head, grabbed Jackson by the arm and turned to leave.  Hugh struggled to keep from following them.  It was over, at least for him.  Their escape had been compromised, but if he went to the basement with these Guards, it might give the others time to get out of the prison unharmed.  

He leaned forward, his lips close to Tim’s ear.  “It’s okay.  Get out of here.”

Trinity launched herself at the older Guard and Tim was only a fraction of a second behind her.  Jackson shoved Hugh aside as he and Curtis jumped into the fray.  Tim was flung against the wall by the younger of the two prison Guards, but Curtis and Jackson tackled him before he could attack Tim.  This left Trinity battling the more seasoned, older Guard.  Her eyes gleamed and she almost vibrated with anticipation as the Guard stalked toward her.  The little fool.  That Guard was huge compared to her.  One swipe of his fist could break her neck.  

He kicked off his shackles and raced forward, jumping onto the Guard’s back.  The Guard grabbed at him, but he wrapped his chains around his enemy’s throat and pulled tight.  The Guard punched, hitting him alongside his head and body.  His vision blurred, but he refused to let go.  The Guard threw himself backward, smashing Hugh against the wall.  Pain streaked up his spine, but he tightened his hold.  

“Stay back,” he yelled as Trinity raced toward him.  The Guard dropped to his knees, his arms flailing instead of hitting.

Jackson pushed past Trinity and raised his club, bashing the prison Guard on the head.  Hugh followed the Guard to the floor, tightening the chains.  There was going to be one less Guard to torture prisoners and call him a traitor.

“Let go,” said Jackson.  “He’s unconscious.  Stop!”  

Jackson grabbed his arm, but he twisted away.  He wasn’t done yet.  This Guard deserved to die.  Jackson tried to pull Hugh’s fingers off the chain.  In another second the Guard would be dead.  It’d be worth a broken finger or two.  

“Let go!”  Jackson punched him in the jaw.

He fell backward, bumping into the wall.  He wanted that prison Guard dead.  That Guard had dragged him into the basement and had beaten him until he couldn’t walk.  He’d pissed blood for three days.  He strode over to Jackson who stood between him and the other Guard.  “Don’t ever stop me again.”  

“I don’t obey you.  I have no master.”  Jackson snarled.  

“Boys.”  Trinity moved between them, putting her hand on Jackson’s chest.  “Fight later.  We need to move.”

“There’s no reason to kill him.”  Jackson pushed Trinity’s hand away.

“You don’t know him,” he said.

Trinity patted Hugh on the shoulder, shoving him a few inches away from Jackson.  “I may have too many friends, but Jackson is the softie of the group.  He never wants to kill anyone.”  She shoved them both back another step and headed down the hallway.  

“That’s not true.”  Jackson glared after her.

“Afraid it is,” said Tim as he followed his daughter.

“Hate to agree with a House Servant, but...”  Curtis shrugged and jogged after Tim and Trinity.

Hugh fought the urge to kick the unconscious Guard.  It’d start another fight with Jackson and Trinity was right, they needed to get out of there.  “We should go.”  

Jackson nodded.  “Sorry about your jaw.”

Jackson was his friend.  A punch in the face wasn’t going to change that.  “Not the first time or the last, I’m sure.”  

“I’d put money on that,” said Jackson as they ran to catch up with the others.

They passed a utility room, the smell of bleach and the hum of machines permeated into the hallway.  They stopped in front of a small door that was built into the wall.  It was about four feet off the ground and about four feet wide and six feet tall.  

“I’ll go first.”  Trinity opened the door, braced her hands on the concrete and hopped onto the ledge, her legs disappearing into the brick.  

Curtis rushed forward, knocking Tim and Jackson out of the way.  He grabbed her around the waist, stopping her from going any farther into the opening.  

“What are you doing?  Let go of me.”  She elbowed him in the chest.

“Listen,” said Curtis.  “Under the machines.”

She stopped struggling and her eyes widened as she turned wrapping her arms around Curtis.  She almost clawed her way over his body, fighting to get out of the wall.  Jackson and Tim’s faces paled and they yanked Curtis and Trinity backward.  

“What is it?”  All he heard were the sounds in the hallway.  Sometimes, he hated being an Almighty.  

As soon as Trinity’s feet were on the floor, Curtis let his arms fall from around her waist but he didn’t move away.  Tim needed to watch that Guard.  

“Trash compactor.  It wasn’t supposed to be running.”  Tim’s eyes narrowed on Curtis.

“The alarms must have been raised,” said Curtis.  

“I don’t hear anything,” said Tim.

“They’re silent.  A signal to the Lead Guards’ walkie-talkies.”  Curtis stared at the garbage shoot, his eyes wide.  “They also lock all the doors and turn on the compactor.”

He grimaced.  Smashed with the garbage.  That was cold.  “We were supposed to leave with the trash?”  He wasn’t as fastidious as he used to be, jail had a tendency to do that to a fellow, but still...the trash?

“Yeah.”  There was a hint of panic on Curtis’ face as he turned to Jackson.  “Now, what do we do?”

“You don’t have a backup plan?”  Hugh’s eyes darted from one to another.  “Even Barney gave me a backup plan.”

“We have a backup plan,” said Tim.  

“But it’s for when we get outside of the jail,” said Jackson.  

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”  He wanted to scream at the heavens.  “You never considered that we might have a problem getting out of the maximum security prison?  You know the place that was built to keep people inside.”

“We were more worried about how to get away once we were outside the building.  Having fire and water covering two sides of this place doesn’t leave us with many options,” said Jackson.

“Plus, we were promised that getting out of the prison wouldn’t be a problem.  Weren’t we, Curtis?”  Tim said the last part more as a declaration of betrayal than a question.

“Leave Curtis alone and do something useful like trying to find another way out.”  Jackson walked down the hallway and started searching the unconscious Guards.  

Tim grumbled something under his breath, but followed Trinity in the other direction.

He should help, but he couldn’t move.  He’d been so close to freedom, to life.  This couldn’t be the end.  He had to think.  He’d try anything but even he couldn’t believe he was going to say this.  “Could we still go down the trash shoot?” 

Everyone but Jackson looked at him.

“I know the compactor is running but how long does it take to”—he brought his hands together—“smash?”

“He has a point,” said Trinity.  “If we’re fast enough—”

“We won’t be,” said Curtis.  “Someone else already tried...being faster and it isn’t just a compactor anymore.  There are blades on the bottom and top.”

“Cut into tiny bits.  Do you think that’s more or less painful than hanging?  It’d be less public.”  He could feel hope slipping away.  It was such a precarious visitor.

“Maybe, these will help.”  Jackson held up a set of keys.  

Curtis jogged over and snatched them from the other Guard.  “One of these should open the stairwell.  We can still get to the basement.”  

“Won’t it be secured?” asked Jackson.  “You said they locked the doors.”

“There are four exits downstairs.  We should be able to make it to one of them and Trinity can pick the lock.”  Curtis nodded at the two unconscious Guards.  “I disabled the cameras but they’ll be back on soon.”

“No reason to leave a trail.”  Jackson bent and grabbed one of the prison Guards under the arms.  “The utility room?”

“Yeah.  We can redirect the camera in there.”  Curtis grabbed the other Guard and started dragging him down the hallway.  

Hugh’s heart picked up pace.  There was still a chance.  Trinity brushed past him and he sneezed.  

“The smell.”  He grabbed her arm, stopping her.  

Her brow wrinkled in confusion for a moment and then her eyes widened.  “Dad, we need to lose the cloaks.”  

She’d pulled hers over her head as she headed toward the compactor.  She rubbed it along the wall, leaving scent, and then pitched it into the darkness.  Tim did the same.

“Thanks,” she said, as she passed Hugh, giving him a crooked smile.  “My nose had quit noticing the stench hours ago.  Self-preservation, I suppose.”

He snorted on a laugh, the sound odd, more of a rumble in his chest.  He hadn’t laughed in years.  It felt good.

Jackson and Curtis left the utility room, shutting the door behind them.

“This way,” said Curtis as he took off down the hallway, the others following.

Hugh stopped and Trinity shoved him in the back.  “We don’t have time—”

“The shackles.  Like Jackson said, no reason to leave a trail.”  He grabbed the chains, tossing them over his shoulder as they hurried after the others. 

They followed Curtis through a maze of hallways and down to the end of a small, side corridor.  The young Guard tried several keys, found the right one and opened the door.

“This is not the way to the basement.”  Tim’s voice was hollow with defeat.  

The stairs only went up and going to the top was a dead end, with the emphasis on dead.  The building was ten stories tall.  

“What are we going to do?”  Curtis staggered backward, hitting the wall.  

“You know this prison better than any of us.”  He put his hands on Curtis’ shoulders.  “Where’s the next closest stairwell?  Some of them have to go to the basement.”

“It’s...it’s on the other end of the building, but we can’t go there.”  Curtis’ eyes were wide.  “As soon as the alarm is activated, all the floors are locked down and secured.  The Guards will be coming our way, searching everything.”

“I’ve been in worse situations.”  Trinity pushed past Curtis and started up the stairs, taking two at a time.

Tim shrugged and followed his daughter.

“Yeah, but you had Gaar and Mirra with you,” he mumbled.

“We could use Gaar or Mirra about now.”  Jackson shoved Curtis toward the stairs.  “Get going.”

Hugh winced.  He hadn’t meant for anyone to hear him.

“But that’s a dead end,” said Curtis. 

“You have a better idea?”  At Curtis’ frown, Jackson pushed him again.  “That’s what I thought.”

Curtis started up the stairs, grumbling. 

“I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful.  I’m...it means a lot that you...that all of you.”  He hadn’t expected a rescue, even a bad one. 

“You can thank us later, if we make it out of here alive.”  Jackson pushed Hugh through the doorway.  “If we don’t, no thanks necessary.”
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CHAPTER 3:  HUGH
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HUGH DIDN’T KNOW HOW many stairs he climbed but they seemed endless.  Maybe, it was the stress.  He kept waiting for someone to burst into the stairwell and take him back to his cell.  All he had to do was make it to the top.  If there was no way out, he’d jump.  He may not accomplish much with his life, but he could take away Jason and Conguise’s final punishment.  That thought kept his feet moving until he stumbled onto the roof.

The sunlight hit him in the face for the first time in years.  As a traitor he hadn’t been allowed any time in the yard.  He staggered to a halt.  It was glorious.  He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with fresh air, as the cool wind whipped across his body.  If he died now, at least he’d had one last glimpse of sunshine.  

“Locked.”  Tim tugged on a door.

Jackson trotted over and tried the keys but none of them worked.  Hugh ran his hand through his hair.  As he’d stood there wasting time, the others had been searching for a way to escape.  

He walked over to the railing.  There were a lot of carriages in the front of the building.  “Are we surrounded yet?”  

“Even if we get down, we’ll never get away.”  Curtis paced near the edge of the roof.

Jackson grabbed the young Guard’s arm.  “Listen to me.  We’re going to get out of this alive.  I swear.”  

“How?” asked Curtis.  “We’ll die if we jump.  The only chance we have is to go back and find another way out.”

“It’s been too long,” said Jackson.  “They’ll have everything locked down by now.”

“I know.”  Curtis leaned against the railing.  “We’re trapped.”

The kid was right.  This was probably their last few minutes free, or in his case alive.  He had things he needed to do.  He walked over to Curtis and held out his hand.  “Thank you for this and”—he grinned—“not taking me to the basement.”

Curtis laughed and tentatively took his hand.  “Laddie would’ve my head if I beat you or anyone else like that.”

“Laddie?  How do you know Laddie?”  

“He took me in for a while when I was young.”

“Is that why you agreed to help with my escape?”  Laddie was going to be devastated when he found out what happened.

Curtis nodded.  “Laddie would’ve come himself but he’s been sick.”

“Sick?  What’s wrong with—”

“I have a way out.”  Trinity stood at the far corner of the building, holding a piece of glass.  She was twisting her wrist and catching the sunlight.  “There are no carriages or Guards through there.”  

She couldn’t be serious.  On that side of the prison sat the perfect, natural deterrent for escape.  It was the main reason the jail had been built in this location.

“The Mile of Fire,” said Curtis, disbelief in his voice.  “We can’t get across there.  We’ll be burnt to a crisp in a minute flat.”

They were ignoring the immediate problem.  “Shouldn’t we worry about how we’re getting down from the roof?  You know.  First things first, so to speak.”

Trinity’s eyes narrowed on him and she opened her mouth, but her father grabbed her arm.  

“We’re so lucky to have you here, Hugh.”  Tim’s eyes sparkled with humor.  “None of us would’ve realized that we needed to get down from the roof first.”

He’d forgotten how annoying the Servant could be.  He grinned.  He’d also forgotten how much he enjoyed irritating him.  “You know, Tim.  As far as rescues go, this is worse than when I rescued you.”

“Worse?  I don’t think so.  There are no monsters or sewage systems in this rescue.”

“Yeah, but we all made it out alive.”  His humor vanished.  They might all die because of him.  “You shouldn’t have come.”  He didn’t understand why any of them had done this.  He’d gotten to know Jackson and Trinity a bit before he’d been arrested, but nothing that would explain this level of risk.  Tim may have done it because he thought they were brothers.  He should’ve cleared that up, but he’d had other things on his mind, like his arrest and trial

Tim walked over and grabbed Hugh’s shoulders.  “Coming was never the question.  Timing was the only factor.”

He nodded, his throat too tight for words, and hoped Tim understood what this meant to him.

“Listen,” said Trinity.  

They all cocked their heads to hear what she heard.  After several moments, small smiles broke out on Tim’s and Jackson’s faces.

“What’s that sound?” Curtis’s eyes darted between the sky and the others.

Even though his hearing had gotten better in jail—it’d been all he’d had when he’d sat in his cell at night—he didn’t hear a thing.  Being an Almighty was definitely a hindrance in survival situations.  Then there was something.  It was like the wind but more direct, more focused.  He closed his eyes and listened.  It was the sound of flapping wings, large wings.  He opened his eyes as Birdie flew over their heads, dropping a sack and landing on the railing.

Trinity snatched the backpack from the air.  “Thank you, Birdie.  You’re a life saver.”  She grinned at the Avion.  “Literally.”

“I told you that you could count on Birdie.”  The little Avion’s chest puffed out with pride.  “Avions are loyal, loyal friends.  The best friends.”  

She pulled a long section of rope from the backpack, tossing it over her shoulder and then removed a belt with a knife and sheath attached. 

“Do you have another weapon?”  He’d feel better with a weapon.

“Nope.”  She wrapped the belt around her waist.

“High Hugh, good to see you, but you don’t look good.”  Birdie chirped at his joke.  “You lost weight.  Too much.  Miss Sarah would not be happy.”

“Good to see you too, Birdie.”  He was a bit surprised that he actually meant it.  He and the Avion had never been close.  “You can drop the title though.  It doesn’t belong to me anymore.”

“You are still High Hugh to me.”  Birdie’s feathers ruffled, making him look like a giant cotton ball.  

“I’m not that man any longer.”  It wasn’t only that he’d never be that naïve and gullible again, but he no longer cared for the same things.  He had no desire for riches or even to right the world’s wrongs.  All he wanted was revenge on those who’d harmed the ones he loved, and if this rescue went bad, there’d be more deaths laid at his feet.  “Birdie, thank you for helping, but you should go.”

“Hrmph.  Still the same Hi...Hugh, I see.  Jail didn’t change you.  Not H...Hugh.”  

Great, now he’d offended the prickly Avion.  “I didn’t mean to be rude.  I’m sorry if it came out that way.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  He’d never, in his life, done anything right around the Avion.  “All I meant is that as of now, no one knows that you’ve assisted us.  You should go before you’re seen.”  He glanced around.  “For the rest of us...it’s too late.”

Trinity shot Hugh a disgusted look and turned toward Birdie.  “Please tell Gaar to bring the carriage to the Mile of Fire.”  

“Mile of Fire,” squawked Birdie.  “You cannot go through there.  Even Birdie doesn’t fly over that area.  The air is poison.”  He opened his mouth and made a choking sound.  “Poison.”

“It’ll be fine.  Gaar taught me to always have an alternative means of escape”— she shot a superior look at Hugh and her dad—“for every phase of your journey.”

“I had a useful backup plan,” he grumbled.  She was more irritating than her father.  

“Yeah, through the sewer,” said Tim.

“It worked.”  Perhaps, they were equally as irritating.

“This will never, never work,” said Birdie.

Trinity gathered the rope in her hand.  “Birdie, there are rocks surrounding the Mile of Fire.”

“Yes, but they’re hot, hot, hot,” said the Avion.

“No, they aren’t.  The fire is dying.  The section of rocks that are cooling is getting larger and larger.  The ones on the very outskirts are warm...very warm, but they won’t set us on fire.”

“Are you sure?” asked Jackson.

She cocked her head.  “The prison Guards are coming up the stairs.  They’ll be here soon.  Please Birdie, go now.”  

“Little One’s plan is not good.  You wait.  Birdie will talk to Gaar.”  Birdie’s chest puffed out again.  “We will come up with a better plan.”  He flew off, muttering under his breath.  

Trinity trotted to the closest door and tied one end of the rope to the handle.  She tossed the other end off the side of the building.  

“You’re joking, right?” he asked.  They were too far up.  They had no net to catch them and nothing to keep them attached to the rope but their hands.

“Dad, you first,” she said.  “Once down, keep watch to make sure no one comes to this side of the building.”

“You should go,” said Tim.

“We don’t have time to argue.”  She put the rope in his hands.  “You have Arthur and Mom to think about.  They won’t survive without you.”

“Trinity—”

“I won’t lose another brother.”  She gave her dad a gentle shove.

“I love you.”  Tim kissed her on the cheek and stepped off the side, zipping down the rope like it was something he did every day.  

Hugh didn’t have any hope that it’d be as simple for him.  

When Tim was about halfway down, she turned to him.  “You’re next.”

If anyone was going to be caught it’d be him.  “I’m the slowest.  I don’t even know if I can make it all the way down.”  It was a long way to the bottom and he hadn’t eaten much since his incarceration.  “I’ll go last.”

“We didn’t come here to leave without you,” she said.

“I won’t be the reason any of you are executed.”  He leaned against the railing.  “I’m not budging on this.”

“I’d forgotten what an overbearing, Grunt’s ass you are.”  She turned to Jackson.  “You next.”

“No, Curtis first,” said Jackson.  

Curtis swallowed visibly but didn’t hesitate to grab the rope and drop off the side of the building.  He moved slowly and was less than a quarter of the way down when Tim dropped to the ground, rolling at the impact and then hopping to his feet and darting to the side of the building.  

“That’s a pretty far drop.”  If he had to die, he’d rather do it trying to escape, but he didn’t want to go over that ledge.

“The rope only goes so far,” she said.  

Footsteps pounded up the stairs.

“Jackson, go,” she shoved the Guard.  

“No, you go.  You’re faster,” said Jackson.

Curtis was a little over halfway down.  The prison Guards would be on the roof in a moment.

“I’ll stall them,” he said.  “Both of you go.”

“I’m not leaving without you,” said Jackson.

“How are you going to stall them?  They’ll capture you in a heartbeat.”  She ran to the door and stood by the side.  

“I’m not as useless as you seem to believe.”  She was really getting on his nerves.  He and Jackson flattened themselves against the wall as much as possible.  

“There are”—she shifted her ear toward the door—“three of them.”

One for each of us.  He pointed at the rope.  It was going to shift when the door opened.  Jackson shrugged.  There was nothing they could do about it now.  The door slid open and three Guards stepped onto the roof.  Two of them were big and muscular.  The other one had been solidly built but with age and inactivity his muscles had turned to fat.  

“Oh shit!”  The slack in the rope must’ve startled Curtis.  

“Got em,” said one of the prison Guards as he and his companions followed the rope across the roof.  The first Guard pulled a walkie-talkie from his waist band.  Trinity landed on his back, knocking the radio out of his hand.  At the same time Jackson tackled the other muscular Guard.  

“Get help,” yelled the Guard right before Jackson punched him in the mouth.

The third Guard ran toward the door.  Hugh lunged at him, but the Guard was fast.  

“Stop him,” shouted Trinity, still fighting with her Guard.

Hugh raced across the roof, but there was no way he was going to catch him.  The Guard was almost to the doorway.  Maybe, he could stop him on the stairs.  This Guard was old and fat.  He had to be tiring.  The shackles started to slip from around Hugh’s neck.  He’d forgotten all about them.  He grabbed one and flung it at the Guard, hitting him on the back.  The Guard didn’t even flinch as he continued toward the door.  He threw the other shackle, this time connecting with the Guard’s head and causing him to stumble forward.  It was a slight delay, but enough.  He pounced, wrapping his arm around the Guard’s throat.  As they fell to the ground, his head connected with the concrete.  Darkness teased the edges of his vision, but he kept his hold.  He wouldn’t fail, not again.  The Guard slapped at him and tried to insert his fingers between Hugh’s arm and his neck, but soon the lack of air took its toll and the Guard was out cold.  Hugh held his arm in place a moment or two longer.  He could end this Guard’s life here and now.  He glanced at the Guard’s face.  He didn’t recognize him.  He took a deep breath and let go.

Trinity and Jackson were stepping away from their own Guards.  They’d done it.  The Guards were all unconscious, or dead.  The one that Trinity had attacked was pretty bloody.  Either way, he didn’t care.  

“Let’s prop them against the door,” said Jackson.  “It’ll buy us a little more time.”

“Agreed,” said Trinity.  “Hugh, start down the rope while Jackson and I take care of things up here.”

“No.  I’m going last.”  With freedom so close he wanted to bolt, but it wouldn’t be right and he’d done enough wrong in his life.  “If something happens it should be me that doesn’t make it out of here, not one of you.”

Jackson grabbed him by the back of the neck, dragging him to the side of the building.  “I did not risk everything so that you could martyr yourself.  Now go!”  

Hugh caught himself on the rail.  If Jackson had shoved a little harder, he might’ve gone over the edge.  He spun around.  “I’m not—”

“Oh, for all that is holy,” snapped Trinity as she drug a Guard to the door, panting.  “One of you help me and one of you go.”

“I’m not going before you.”  He glared at the Guard.

Jackson snarled and grabbed the rope.  Before he dropped over the side he said, “You’re a stubborn fool Hugh Truent.  You’re more important to...”  His eyes darted to Trinity.

“To what?” he asked, looking between the two.

“Nothing.”  Jackson dropped off the side of the building.

He turned to Trinity but she was busy pulling another Guard across the roof.  He walked over and helped her.

“What did Jackson mean that I was more important to...?” he asked as they started moving the last Guard.

“Let’s just get this done.”  

“Why won’t you tell me?”  It was dangerous not knowing what everyone else knew.

They propped the final Guard against the door.  

“We can talk about it later.  Now, we need to get off this building.”  She walked over to the rope.  “You first.”

“No.  I told you.  I’m going last.”  

“I’m not some Guard trained to take orders from an Almighty.”  She poked him in the chest with her claw.

“You may look grown up, but you haven’t changed at all.  You’re still a stubborn brat.”  She’d always been like this, as irritating as a piece of dirt in his eye, but arguing with her wouldn’t work.  He should’ve remembered that.  After the Night of the Trackers, they’d spent a little time together and she’d refused to do anything he’d said unless he’d tricked her with logic.  It might work again, but first he’d have to say he was sorry.  He took a deep breath.  He didn’t want to apologize for being right, but he wanted to die less.  “You’re right.”  He swore the words actually burned.  “I’m...sorry.”

She continued to glare at him but her posture relaxed a bit.

Now, he had to sell it.  “I’ll slow you down.”

“You’re slowing me down right now by not doing what I tell you.”  

So much for logic.  “The day that I take orders from you—”

“If you go after me and you slip, you’ll knock me off the rope.  It’s safer for me to go last.”

She had a point and that annoyed him even more.  “I’m not leaving you up here by yourself.”  He held up his hand to stop her from talking.  He didn’t think he could take any more of her attitude or insults.  “I’ll go first, but only if you agree to follow right after me.  Don’t wait until I’m halfway down.”

“Agreed.”

He opened and shut his mouth.  This was the first time that she’d ever agreed to anything he’d said or suggested.  He wasn’t sure what to do.  He had other points to make.  They were all lined up in his head.  

“We should get going,” she said.  “Unless you want to get caught?”

“Ah, there’s the Trinity I know.”  He grabbed the rope, letting his eyes roam up and down her frame.  “For a moment I thought you might’ve grown up a bit, but I was mistaken.”  He stepped over the rail.  It was a long way down.  Very long.  His head spun.  From the distance or the knock he’d received when he was wrestling with the Guard, he wasn’t positive.  He had to take that first step off the ledge, but his legs refused to move away from the solid structure beneath his feet and into the open air.  He swallowed.  He was dead if he didn’t move, but they wouldn’t kill him immediately, whereas if he slipped and fell, it was over.  He had to convince Trinity to go first because he was pretty sure that he couldn’t do this.  He turned to face her.  

“Today.”  Her golden eyes gleamed with something.  Laughter?  Triumph?

“Give me a second.”  Somehow, this had become a competition between them and he refused to lose.  He took a deep breath, willing the dizziness away.

“No.  I meant that today is the day that you take orders from me.”  She grinned, showing her long, white fangs.

“You little shit.”  He wanted, no needed to get as far away from that smug face as possible.  He stepped backward off the side of the building.  His stomach dropped and he almost pissed as he fell.  The only thing keeping his bladder clenched was the fact that he’d never hear the end of it from the others, especially Tim.  His feet scrambled for purchase on the wall and found it.

“Don’t look down,” she said.  “Keep watching the wall until you run out of rope.”

“I could’ve lived my entire life without hearing those words.”  He didn’t want to think of the drop.  That wasn’t going to feel good.

“Don’t be such a baby.”

“A baby!  You have no idea what I went through in this place.”  He’d been beaten to within an inch of his life.  He was not a baby.

“Then you shouldn’t have any problem dropping from a rope.”

He glared up at her and his mouth went dry.  All he could see were her long legs and her nicely rounded backside.  It’d been years since he’d seen such a sight.  

“Keep moving or is the poor Almighty tired already.”

“I don’t remember you being such a bi...”  He stopped.  She was Tim’s daughter and she’d risked her life to save him.

“Such a what?”  She looked down at him over her shoulder.  “Joy?  Sweetheart?”  She grinned.

“Yeah.  That’s it exactly.”  He started down the wall again, grumbling under his breath.  “Sorry that I’m not used to climbing down buildings like you, the queen of the forest.”

“I like that.  The queen of the forest.  You should call me that all the time.”  

He’d forgotten how good a House Servant’s hearing was.  

“Move faster.”  She’d almost caught up with him.

“I’m going as fast as I can.”  

“Oh yeah, you’re an Almighty.  Weak and slow.”

He moved faster, needing to get away from her before he said something he’d regret.  He’d been weak and slow but he wasn’t anymore.  That’d changed in prison.  He was stronger now and more focused.  He picked up his pace even more.  The workouts were paying off.  He glanced up and Trinity was farther away.  He grinned.  She was moving fast but he was keeping his distance.  “Not as slow as you thought, huh?”  

She ignored him and continued down the rope.  

“What?  Nothing to say now that I’m winning.  I never figured you to be a sore loser, but I should’ve.”  She didn’t reply, but her back was straighter than before.  He was getting on her nerves.  Good because she sure got on his.  She was nothing but trouble, an attractive know-it-all who refused to listen to anyone.  His hand met the end of the rope.  It was still a long way to the ground.  

Jackson waited alongside the building with Tim.  They were both flat against the wall, trying not to be seen.  

“Drop.  You’ll be fine.”  Her voice was soft, no longer acidic and mocking.

He couldn’t deal with her being kind to him.  They’d done so well bickering.  The trip had been fast and he hadn’t thought much about the danger.  “I’m an Almighty.  My kind doesn’t always land on their feet.”  

“Let go,” she said, a hint of anger in her voice.

“I will.”  His hands tightened on the rope.  A fall like this could break something.  

“Now,” she snapped.  “Or I’ll kick you in the face and say a prayer that you land on your head.”

Her foot waved above his head.  He wouldn’t put it past her to do what she threatened.  She’d probably enjoy it.  He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, pushed back with his feet and let go.  He was free.  It was glorious.  No chains.  No cell.  Just the air and the sky and...the ground.  He hit hard, his legs taking the brunt of the fall.  He rolled onto his back as Jackson’s hand grabbed his and pulled him to his feet.  He touched his face, the impact of his landing still rattled through his teeth.  Trinity dropped gracefully next to him.  He hated House Servants, every last one of them.
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CHAPTER 4:  TRINITY
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“COME ON.”  TRINITY RAN over to Curtis who was hidden by some boulders on the outskirts of the Mile of Fire.  

“I don’t know about this.”  Curtis’ face was red, glistening with sweat.

“We don’t have a choice,” she said.

The prison Guards weren’t following them yet, but it wouldn’t be long.  On the roof, she’d looked for any other route but they’d all been blocked by either Guards or onlookers, camping out for tomorrow’s execution.  She waved for her father and the others to hurry.  Hugh was limping a little.  His descent down the wall had been impressive for an Almighty but his landing had been rough.  They had a long road ahead and he’d better be able to keep up because he was too valuable to leave behind.

As soon as they were all together, she headed toward the Mile of Fire.  It grew hotter with every step and the air became acrid, burning her nose and throat.  Sweat no longer trickled down her back; it was a full-blown downpour.  

“Are you sure the rocks are cold?” asked Jackson.

“I never said cold.  I said they shouldn’t burn us to crisps.”

“I’m pretty sure you said they wouldn’t burn us at all,” said Hugh.  “I don’t recall the clarification of to a crisp.”

“Stop whining.  You’re out of jail.  You should be happy.”  He was going to drive her crazy.  The sooner he and Dad separated from them the better.

“I’ve been beaten, accused of treason and sentenced to execution without complaint but I’m whining because I don’t want to be burnt to something just a little less than crispy?”

“Yeah.  You don’t hear anyone else complaining.  Do you?”  Good thing she had her back to him because she couldn’t keep the half-smile off her face.  He had the irritating gift of being funny and annoying at the same time.  She slowed down.  She wasn’t ready for this, but here it was.  

The Mile of Fire loomed ahead.  Its shimmering waves of heat almost unbearable.  The five of them were drenched in sweat, although the closer they got to the rocks the quicker the sweat was drying.  Small puffs of steam were coming off her clothes.  It was the same for the others.  If they didn’t stop sweating they were going to be basted in their own juices.  Of course, if they did stop sweating they’d be dried like old fruit left in the sun.  They had to move fast.  

“This way.”  She dashed between two boulders.  “Be careful.  Watch where you touch.”  The bigger rocks would burn the skin right off them.  

As they traveled farther into the area, it was hard to move without breathing deeply, but if she did that she’d roast her lungs.  She kept taking small, shallow breaths, hoping the others were doing the same.  

She rounded a corner and skidded to a halt.  Fire blocked her path.  She spun around and slammed into her father.  She fell backward as Dad stumbled sideways.  Her arms flailed, trying to catch her balance, but the impact had been too hard.  The smell of burnt hair filled her nose as flames licked at her back.  Her body twisted away from the heat but she couldn’t right herself.  She was going to hit the fire and it was going to hurt.  She cringed, bracing for the impact when a strong hand clasped onto her shirt, pulling her away from the fire.  She fell against Hugh’s chest and he staggered backward, wrapping his arms around her.  They were going to hit the ground.  His body would shield her from the heat, but nothing would protect him.  She needed to regain her balance and stop their descent, but Hugh’s grip was too tight for her to move and then, they stopped falling.  Jackson’s hands were under Hugh’s arms, steadying him.

“That was close,” whispered Hugh against her cheek.

She was flush against him, her face almost even with his.  They were both breathing heavy.  She should thank him, but she couldn’t.  He was too close.  Too male.  Too something.  She shoved at his chest and he dropped his arms, letting her go.

Dad was helping Curtis to his feet.  The young Guard’s leg and hands were burnt and blisters were already starting to form.

“What happened?”  She moved over to them.

“He...he blocked my fall.”  Dad’s eyes were wide.  “I would’ve hit the rock with my face.”

“Can you walk?”  She squatted, examining Curtis’ thigh.  The blisters were quickly filling with fluid.

“A bit.”  Curtis hobbled forward, grimacing in pain.  

“We have to keep moving.”  If they stayed still much longer they’d start on fire.  She was already shaking each foot to keep the flames away.

“I got him.”  Jackson wrapped his arm around the younger Guard.

She nodded and moved between two flaming boulders.  They still had quite a distance to go and they’d have to move slower now.  She wasn’t sure that they’d be able to make it with Curtis, but she wasn’t willing to leave him behind to roast to death either.  They’d all accepted the fact that they might not make it out of this mission alive, but agreeing to it in the safety of a tent and facing it were two different things.

As they continued traveling through the rocks, the soles of her shoes were burning away.  The others were having the same problem, judging by the way they shook their feet 

“Tim,” Hugh gasped.  “I hate to repeat myself, but your rescue sucks.”

“I’ll take a little heat over deformed creatures any day,” said Dad.

“A little heat.”  Hugh coughed.  “That’s like saying you’re only a little annoying.”

They continued to bicker.  It was irritating but it helped to take her mind off the situation.  Her breath was coming in shorter and shorter gasps, the air burning its way down her windpipe.  It wasn’t much farther, but distances that seemed like nothing in the forest were an eternity in this fire pit.  She stumbled to a halt, holding up her hand for the others to stop.  Up ahead something moved.  It was large with great puffs of steam floating around it.  

“Looks like you’re wrong again, Tim,” whispered Hugh.  

The creature raced toward them.

“Please tell me this is one of your friends.”  Hugh tugged on her shirt, trying to pull her behind him.  

She shook off his hand as the creature wrapped her in its arms and lifted her in the air.

“Gaar, thank Araldo you’re here.  I don’t think we would’ve made it to our rendezvous point.”  The seaweed surrounded her in a cool, damp blanket as she hugged the Handler.

“When I realized this place was hotter than we’d thought, I figured you could use some help.”  Gaar dropped her to the ground and handed her a stack of seaweed from the pile attached to his back.  

“Thanks.”  She spun around, holding the river grass, which had been woven into cloaks, out to the others.  “Put these on.”  

Dad grabbed one and Jackson took two, wrapping one around Curtis and the other around himself.  

“You could’ve told me it was Gaar.”  Hugh snatched a pile of grass from her.

“Why?  What difference would it have made?”  

“For one, I wouldn’t have thought we were going to be eaten by some giant, grass creature.”  

“Nothing could hunt or live in the Mile of Fire.”  She slipped into her own cloak.  It was damp and cool inside. 

“You don’t know that.  Not for sure.”

“Admit it.  This isn’t such a bad backup plan after all.”  She couldn’t keep the smugness out of her voice as she glanced at him.  “They’re heavy but they’ll help keep the heat off of us.”

“Yeah, but how long before it dries and starts us on fire?” he asked.

“You’re never satisfied, are you?”  She shook her foot to keep it from burning and then yanked a handful of sea grass from her cloak, wrapping it around her shoes.  

The others watched, and then did the same.

“Little One, we need to go.”  Gaar stomped out a flame that had started on his shoe.

She nodded and Gaar darted into the inferno.  She raced after him, the others close behind her.  The ground was literally on fire.  Some of the patches were hard and covered with stones but others were sticky as if the rock, not being able to handle any more heat, had actually melted.  That was the worst because it clung to her feet, tearing away the sea grass with each step.

Her heart pounded and she gasped for breath.  The seaweed was drying.  She was glad that she couldn’t see the superior look in Hugh’s eyes.  She hated that he’d been right.  Instead of puffs of steam, she was pretty sure it was smoke wafting off her.  She kept her eyes on Gaar.  He’d drop his cloak before it went up in flames.  Of course, his coat was thicker.  It had to be, he’d made two trips through this nightmare.  She tripped over a small rock, stumbling forward.  A strong hand, grasped her arm, steadying her.  

It was an Almighty hand, of course.  He’d saved her twice now.  She needed to thank him, but she knew he’d use that opening to complain about their cloaks and what a bad rescue this was.  Still, she owed him.  She glanced over her shoulder, bracing herself for his smug look, but he wasn’t paying any attention to her.  He was looking down.

“The ground.  It’s no longer on fire.”  His voice was a whisper of disbelief and hope.

He was right.  It was still hot, waves of heat drifted off it, and a few rocks glowed red, but there were no flames.  “Keep going.  We’re almost there.”  

Gaar was a good distance ahead of them.

“What about you?”  Hugh didn’t move.  

“I’ll catch up,” she said.  Dad was helping Jackson drag Curtis along.  The young Guard had passed out somewhere along the way.  

Hugh followed her gaze.  “You go.  I’ll help them.”

“No.  You’re an Almighty.”

“So, I deserve to get to safety first?”  He leaned closer to her.  “I didn’t realize you felt such reverence for my kind, or is it just me?”  

“That’s not what I meant.”  She jabbed him in the chest with her claw, but she was sure he didn’t feel it through the thick cloak.  “I meant that you’re weak.”

The others stumbled up alongside them and he grabbed Curtis’ feet.  “Stop arguing for once and come on.”

The three carried the young Guard, leaving her to trail after them.  

Hugh glanced over his shoulder at her.  “See, when you keep your mouth shut you can follow orders.”  

“If you weren’t carrying Curtis...”  She let the rest of the sentence die, because she wasn’t sure what she’d do, although removing his smirk with her claws was top on her list.  

With each step the earth became cooler, eliminating the threat of their cloaks catching on fire.  It wasn’t long before the rocks gave way to thin, stick-like trees.  The males stumbled to a halt, gently placing Curtis on the ground.  Gaar continued moving into the forest.  

If Gaar wasn’t resting it wasn’t safe, but the others weren’t used to traveling with the Handler.  “We have to keep moving.  We’re not out of this yet.”  She shoved Hugh in the back, pointing at Gaar up ahead.  

“Okay.  Stop poking me.”  He shifted away from her claws and bent to grab Curtis’ legs again. 

“I got his feet.”  Jackson nudged him out of the way.  

“Thanks,” said Hugh as he and Dad each took one of the young Guards’ arms.  

They staggered into the woods after Gaar.  She followed, hand on her knife and senses on alert.  Out here, they had more than the Almightys and their Guards to worry about.  There were other things, hungry things, waiting for an opportunity like this.  Curtis was very, very vulnerable, but the three other males were too exhausted to move quietly.  Predators relied on such carelessness, but hopefully, with Gaar in the lead and her in the back they’d catch anything that attacked before it was too late.  

Gaar stopped in a clearing, flinging his cloak of seaweed into the waiting carriage.  She gathered the cloaks from the others as the three males loaded Curtis into the back of the carriage.  

“Gaar, I’ll drive,” said Jackson.  “The Grunts don’t like you.”  He followed Tim onto the top of the carriage.

“That’s because I eat them.”  Gaar turned around, slapping Hugh on the shoulder and almost bringing the Almighty to his knees.  “Glad to see your neck is still short.”

“Good to see you too,” said Hugh, rubbing his back.

Gaar laughed and climbed into the back of the carriage.  She followed, kneeling to inspect Curtis’ wounds.  The blisters on his leg were oozing blood.  She touched his head and cheeks.  He was hot from fever.  

“How’s he doing?” asked Hugh as he hopped into the carriage and braced himself as it took off.

“Not good.  He needs help.”  She turned to Gaar who was staring out the window, head cocked to catch the sounds.  Something was coming.  “What is it?”

“Guards.  A lot of them.”  Gaar pounded on the roof.

“We know, we know,” shouted Dad as the carriage picked up pace.

“Curtis needs help.”  She met Gaar’s black eyes.  “You need to take him to my mother.”

“I’m not leaving you,” said Gaar.

“You have to.  If infection sets in”—she smoothed the hair off the young Guard’s forehead and then looked back at Gaar—“he’s dead.  You’re the only one who can carry him and still move fast enough to outrun the Guards.”  She moved to the window and sat on the sill, leaning out.  “I can’t see them yet, but you need to go soon.”

“Get back in here.”  Hugh grasped at her arm, trying to pull her inside the carriage.

“Let go of me.”  She put her foot on his thigh and shoved at the exact moment that the carriage hit a rut.  She bounced on the sill, her legs flailing in the air as she tipped out the window.  They were moving fast, if she fell...it’d hurt, a lot.  She pulled herself up, grasping onto the windowsill as they hit another bump.  The top half of her body fell backward, but her grip was good.  She wouldn’t fall.

“I got you.”  Hugh dropped to his knees, wrapping his arms around her thighs and trying to drag her back inside.

“I don’t need your help.”  She braced one hand against the window and shoved him away with the other, slashing at his arms.  “Don’t touch me again.  Your fumbling is going to knock me out of the carriage.”  No one had ever touched her like that.  She could still feel the heat from his hands on her legs.

“Ouch!  You little shit.”  He dropped his hold and scooted away from her.  He pushed up his sleeve, glaring at the four slashes across his arm.  “That’s the last time I save you.”

“Save me?  You almost killed me.”  She slipped inside the carriage.  “I was fine until you decided to help.”

“She doesn’t take orders well.  Takes after Mirra.”  Gaar’s black eyes sparkled with amusement.

“It’s not funny, Gaar.  That idiot almost made me fall out of the carriage.”

“I did not.”  Hugh stood up, looming over her.  “I told you to get back inside.  You’re the one—”

She turned her back on him and faced Gaar.  “They’ll have to slow down.  The forest is getting denser.  You can jump to a branch.  I doubt the Guards will look in the trees.”  She knelt by Curtis.  “We need to figure out how to hook him to you so that both your arms are free.”  She pulled another backpack from a corner and searched inside of it.  “Didn’t we bring more rope?”  

“You and your dad packed the bags,” said Gaar.

“You can use the backpack straps.”  Hugh snatched the sack from her.  “I’ve done it before.  It’ll work, but it won’t last forever.”  He emptied the contents onto the floor.  “We’ll need something to cut the straps.  Give me—”

She bared her claws and sliced through the cloth.

“Shit, those are sharp.”  He stared at her claws as she retracted them and then grabbed the seaweed cloaks.  He tore off the parts that were the least damaged, hooking them with the straps and making a type of harness.  He held it out toward Gaar.  “Turn around.” 

“No.  My front.”  Gaar stood, his bulk filling the small carriage.  “I have to be able to grab him if he slips.  We’ll be pretty high up in the trees.”

Hugh fastened the contraption around the Handler’s chest.  Gaar held Curtis while he and Trinity hooked the young Guard into the harness. 

“I hope it lasts long enough for us to get away.”  Gaar tugged on the straps.  

“Me too.”  Hugh motioned at Gaar’s hands.  “Don’t pull on it too hard or too much.”

The carriage started to slow.  

“Little One, be careful.  Keep your eyes open and your mouth shut,” said Gaar.

Hugh laughed.

She glared at him.  He could’ve tried to hide his amusement.  She turned her back to him again.  “I’ll be fine.  You and Mirra taught me well.”  This would be one of the few times that she’d be alone in the woods without the Handler or Tracker.

“I worry that you learned a little too much from Mirra.  Think before you act.  Always.”

“Mirra says the exact opposite.”  She grinned up at him.  “She says that I waste too much time thinking and planning.”  She stood on tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.  “Just like you.”

Gaar took her chin in his huge hand.  “This isn’t a joke.  I won’t be around to help you get out of any messes you make.”

“I’ll be careful.”  Her smile slid away and her cheeks heated a bit.  He didn’t have to mention that in front of the Almighty.  

“I’ll watch her back,” said Hugh.

Her eyes locked with Gaar’s and they both laughed.  

“I’m not as useless as all of you think.”  Hugh’s tone was angry and hurt.

Gaar’s laughter died as the carriage slowed.  “If we thought you were useless, you’d still be in prison.”  He opened the door and stood at the edge.  One jolt and the Handler would go flying, but he didn’t wait for a bump, instead he sprung forward, grasping a branch and in a blur of movement he was gone.
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CHAPTER 5:  TRINITY
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TRINITY LEANED AGAINST THE window, wishing Gaar hadn’t made that last comment.  Hugh was already curious about this rescue thanks to Jackson’s big mouth and it was Dad’s job to explain everything to him, not hers.  

“Wow!  Gaar’s fast.”  Hugh stared out the door.  “I never saw him move like that.”  He glanced at her, one side of his mouth quirking up in a self-mocking grin.  “Of course, we only met in my office.”  

She’d keep him focused on Gaar.  “I hope he’s fast enough.  Carrying Curtis and avoiding Guards isn’t going to be easy.”  

“There’s no way anyone saw him.  The Guards are too far behind us.”  He closed the carriage door.

“They might smell him.”

“Scent.  I forgot about that.”

“Figures.”  She turned away from the window.  “You need to remember that just because you can’t smell something doesn’t mean the rest of us can’t.”

“I could smell you a mile away in the prison.”  He dropped onto the seat, stretching out his legs.

“That was on purpose.”  She sat opposite him.  

“Really?”  He raised a brow.  “I assumed that you didn’t know how to apply perfume.  It isn’t a skill that you acquire running around in the forest.”

He was right and she shouldn’t care, but the way he said it made it sound like she was lacking and she was done feeling inferior.  “I doused myself on purpose.  I could wear perfume properly if I wanted to.”

“Of course you could.  You can do anything.”  His blue eyes gleamed with suppressed laughter.  “Even Gaar has complete faith in your abilities.”

She flexed her claws, itching to scrape that smirk off his face.  “He knows I’d be fine on my own.”  She leaned forward.  “It’s dragging you around that concerns him.”

“Yes, because I’m worthless.”  He scratched his head, the smile slipping away.  “Oh wait, that’s not right.  If I were useless, I’d still be in prison.”  He leaned forward, until he was only a few inches from her.  “Why did all of you risk your lives to free me?”

“You’re family.”  She leaned back against the seat.  He’d set a trap and she’d walked right into it.  

“Try again.”  His blue eyes were hard, but there was something besides anger lurking in their depths.

“Dad wanted to rescue you right away, but we couldn’t.  We had to make plans.”  She crossed her arms over her chest.  She’d stick with the shell of their story.  Dad could fill in the gaps later.

“I should’ve figured you’d lie.”  He leaned back against the seat.  “Truth doesn’t come naturally to you.”

“What do you mean by that?  I’m very honest.”

“Your entire life was a lie.”

She flinched.  That was truer than he knew.  She didn’t even use her own name.  “That was the fault of your kind, not me and my life isn’t like that anymore.”

He snorted.  “Another lie.”

She sent him one last glare and turned toward the window.  She was done talking to him.  They couldn’t part ways soon enough.

“Are we supposed to be going this fast?” he asked, a twinge of sarcasm in his voice.

The forest flew past the window as the carriage left the copse of trees and picked up speed.  She slammed into the side as they tipped to the right.  The carriage would never hold together if they kept going at this pace.  She braced her legs on the opposite seat, attempting to stay in place.

“What’s the next step in this rescue?”  He grunted as his shoulder hit the carriage wall.  “I’m not sure I can take much more.”

“Don’t know for sure.”  She turned to face him, wrinkling her nose a bit.  “This isn’t exactly going as planned.”

“They never do.”  The corners of his eyes crinkled with amusement when he grinned.  

“At least not for us.”  She caught herself smiling back at him and then turned to stare out the window.  She’d forgotten how charming he could be when he wanted.

As the carriage rumbled on, tossing them about, he asked.  “Since we’re just sitting here, why don’t we finish our conversation?  And please don’t waste my time with the you-saved-me-because-I’m-family story. 

She turned toward him.  She’d hoped he’d let that go.  “Dad’s going to talk to you about that.”

“Why don’t you tell me?”  His voice was soft, persuasive.  “Please.”  He hit the wall again.  “What difference does it make if you tell me now or your dad tells me later?”

He had a point and if she worded it right, he should be flattered.  “We need your help.”

“Me?  Useless me?”  He put his hand on his chest.  “How could a weak Almighty ever...”  

They hit a bump and he flew upward, slamming against the ceiling.

“I’d hang on, if I were you.”  She grinned as he rubbed his head.  It served him right for his sarcasm.  

“What do you need me to do?”  He braced his legs against the seat like she’d done.  

“Ask Dad.  I’m not telling you anything else.”  She would’ve told him everything if he hadn’t thrown her words back at her.

“I thought you’d be eager to explain why you rescued me.”  He leaned toward her.  “I figured you’d love to tell me how it had nothing to do with friendship or family or anything like that.”  He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.  In his gaze pain warred with anger for control.

“It isn’t like that.”  It wasn’t, not really, but he may see it differently and even though he was a jerk she didn’t want to hurt him.  “Dad will explain everything.”

“I knew you could be a stubborn brat but I didn’t think you were a coward.”

“I’m not a brat or a coward.”  She leaned forward until her face was only inches from his.  Maybe, she did want to hurt him.  He was an Almighty.  He deserved all the pain the other classes could give him.  “I’ll tell you why we freed your useless, Almighty...”  

His eyes gleamed in anticipation and triumph.  His feelings weren’t hurt.  He was insulting her to make her mad so that she’d tell him what he wanted to know.  

“Oh no.”  She poked him in the chest with her claw.  “I’m not falling for your tricks.”  Again.  It was embarrassing how easily he could make her lose her temper.

He shrugged.  “You’ll have to forgive me.  I’m a bit rusty at manipulating others.”  He leaned back against the seat.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll get better.”

She was going to kill him.  She really was.

Dad flew through the window, feet first, landing on the floor in a crouch.  “We need to ditch the carriage.”

“What?  We can’t escape on foot.”  Hugh’s eyes darted between her and her father.  “The carriage is taking a beating, but shouldn’t we keep going as long as possible?”  

“We’re headed for the ravine,” said Dad.

“How soon?”  She stood.  Hugh was lucky.  She didn’t have time to kill him.  

“Ah, can’t we avoid the ravine?  You know, go another route.”

“No.  We’re aiming for it,” said Dad.  

His mouth dropped open.  “Why would you do that?  Are you suicidal?”

Her eyes met her father’s.  This hadn’t been part of their plan, but it must be necessary.

“You need to get on the top,” said Dad.  

“We have to slow down or we’ll break every bone in our bodies when we jump.”  Hugh paused.  “At least, I will.  The rest of you will be fine.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  “Shit, you probably do this every day.”

“We can’t slow down”—Dad held up his hand to stop Hugh’s protest—“and we’re not going to jump.  You and I will take one of the Grunts.  Trinity and Jackson will take the other.  We’ll go in different directions and meet at camp later.”  He disappeared out the window.

“You’re next.  I’ll keep a hold of you from in here and Dad or Jackson will grab you from on top,” she said.  

“Please tell me you’re kidding.”  His face was paler than normal as he moved across the carriage.  

She shook her head.  

“Didn’t think so.”  His hands trembled on the edge of the window.  

This scared was never good.  He needed to relax or he’d never make it.  She’d have to give him something else to think about.  “I’m surprised you aren’t arguing about this.”  She moved behind him, grasping the back of his prison uniform.  “It’s good that you’ve come to terms with your inferiority—”

“My what?”  He spun around.

She yanked on his shirt, her arm around him.  “Turn around and pay attention.”  They flew past the trees.  “If you get hit by a branch, you’ll be gone.”

He faced forward again, his knuckles white on the window frame.  “You wouldn’t want that.  You’d have done all this for nothing.”

“Not if you land on your head.”  She tightened her grip.  “You’d be fine then, although the earth would get dented.”

A raw burst of laughter broke from his throat.  “I might be able to manage the landing.”

“Right.  Like you did dropping from the roof?”

He glanced back at her, blue eyes sparkling.  “You don’t have any faith in my physical abilities, do you?”

“You are an Almighty.”  The carriage was only going to get faster the closer they came to the ravine.  She gave him a gentle poke in the back.  “Today would be good.  The ravine is—”

“I’m going.  I’m going.”  He tried to smile but it was more of a grimace.  

She couldn’t do this for him.  “Move fast.”  The longer he lingered, the more dangerous it was.

He put his foot on the sill and used his arms to pull himself up into the window.  The wind whipped through his hair and across his back, tearing at the cloth in her hands.  The carriage hit a bump and he tipped forward, his fingers gripping into the wood.  

“Dad!  Jackson!”  She yanked on his shirt, trying to pull him back toward the carriage, but he was heavier than he looked.

Someone grabbed him under the arms.  She let go of his shirt, wrapping her arms around his legs to steady him as Dad or Jackson pulled him upward.  Then he was gone.  She flushed slightly.  Her face had been against his lower back and butt.  He’d better not say a word about that or she’d shove him off the carriage.  She hopped into the window.  The cool wind bit into her face and tore through her hair.  She took a deep breath.  It was glorious, almost like riding on Mirra’s back.  The carriage hit a bump and she swayed, quickly regaining her balance.  Enough fun.  Time to move.  She lifted herself to the top.  The carriage rolled beneath her feet and she stumbled, squatting to make her center of balance lower.  

“Tim, you and Trinity get on the Grunts.  Unhook them halfway.  Hugh and I will follow when you give the signal,” said Jackson.

She nodded, moving toward the front of the carriage.  “I’ll take Cack.”  His mate was expecting and he was eager to get back to camp.

“Are you crazy, Jackson?”  Hugh grabbed her arm, stopping her.  “They can’t go out there.  They’ll get killed.”

The long, thin shafts that connected the Grunts to the carriage swayed, banging against the creatures’ sides.

“We don’t have a choice,” said Jackson, his eyes worried.

“You better watch how it’s done.”  She leaned in close to Hugh.  “You’re next.”  She pulled free from his grasp and dropped to the lower level of the carriage.

Dad followed her, both of them pressing their backs against the wood.  Dad’s eyes met hers.  He was worried and she couldn’t blame him.  The bars they had to cross were thin and unsteady.  This wasn’t going to be easy.

“Don’t do this.”  Hugh was lying on the top of the carriage with his head hanging over the side.  “We can figure something else out.”

Dad smiled, rolling his eyes.  “Almightys never want us to have any fun.”  He darted forward, moving quickly across the pole on the left.

She grinned.  She liked being around her dad when he was like this, adventurous and alive, instead of nagging at her, but that was mostly her mother’s words coming out of his mouth.

“You don’t have to do this,” said Hugh.

She smiled up at him.  “But I want to.”  It was kind of true.  Her blood hummed in her veins, urging her on.  She took a deep breath and put out her arms to steady her as she walked across the wooden shaft toward Cack.  The cart rolled and swayed, but her balance was good.  This wasn’t as difficult as she’d thought it’d be.  She glanced over her shoulder, sending a superior smile toward Hugh when the carriage hit a rock.  She flew into the air.  Think.  Think.  Don’t panic.  She straightened like an arrow, becoming streamlined, and landing in a crouch on the shaft, her hands clasping the pole.  

As soon as she had her balance again, she stayed low and scurried the rest of the way until she could wrap her arms around Cack’s hot, sweaty neck.  She glanced to her left.  Dad was almost to his Grunt.  At some point, he’d slowed down, but he’d managed to stay on his feet, unlike her undignified crawl.  Her face heated.  Dad would say that it was because he had more House Servant in his blood, so his balance was better than hers, but she spent all her time training with Gaar.  She would’ve been fine if she hadn’t looked back at Hugh.  Gaar wouldn’t be happy if he found out about this.  She had to stop bickering with the Almighty and focus.  

She leaned next to Cack’s ear.  “I’m going to remove your harness now.  We need to get into the forest as quickly as possible.”

“They made that look easy.”  Hugh’s voice was loud to be heard over the wind.  

“It’s not going to be that simple for us,” said Jackson.

“No kidding,” said Hugh.  

She glanced back at them.  Although it hadn’t been easy for her, they were right and it was going to be much more difficult for them.  The Grunts were panicked and running scared.  She leaned by Cack’s ear.  “You need to slow down.  Jackson and Hugh will never make it if you keep running this fast.”  She began releasing the harness.  

Dad did the same but he wasn’t bothering to calm his Grunt, who was starting to lather at the mouth.  

“Talk to him,” she yelled.  “He’s scared.”

“He’s fine,” said Dad, unhooking another buckle.  

“He’s not fine,” she said as she continued to work on her harness.  

When half of the hooks were unlatched, she waved for Jackson to come to her.  The Guard started to make his way down to the shaft, keeping ahold of the reigns when Dad’s Grunt stumbled, sending Dad into the bunched up harness traces.  

“Dad!”  She scooted down Cack’s back.  She had to get over there.  

“Stay where you are.  I got him.”  Jackson handed Hugh the reins and crawled across the shaft toward Dad who hung upside down off the side of the Grunt, trying to keep his head and torso out from under the creature’s feet.

Hugh pulled back on the leads, but the Grunts didn’t respond.  If she could slow one, the other had to fall in line.  She wrapped her hands in Cack’s bridle and leaned back, her arms twitching with the strain.  Jackson had better hurry.  Dad was slipping lower toward the Grunt’s pounding feet.  The creature bucked attempting to remove Dad as it ran.  Jackson slid onto the Grunt, reached down and grabbed Dad by the belt.  Dad clamored up the Guard’s arms, claws out.  She cringed.  That had to hurt, but besides a frown on his face, Jackson didn’t flinch.  Soon Dad was once again on the back of the Grunt.

“Let go of the reigns, Hugh,” yelled Jackson.  “Now!”

The prison Guards were close.  Three carriages raced toward them with a large pack of Guards running alongside.  Hugh slapped the reigns to speed up the Grunts and then dropped to his stomach and slid down the front of the carriage, clinging tightly to the wood.  She held her breath not sure that he had the balance to walk across the shaft, especially with the wind and the bumpy road.  He turned around, but kept his back plastered to the safety of the carriage.  

“Move it!  I didn’t risk my life so you’d end up crushed at the bottom of the cliff,” she yelled.  

The ravine was right in front of them, but he stood frozen in place.

Dad and Jackson finished unhooking the Grunt and broke away into the woods.

“Do you need me to come back there and hold your hand?”  She scooted toward Cack’s rump, preparing to get off the Grunt and back onto the bars.

“No!  Stay there.”  He shoved away from the wall and ran across the shaft.  

The carriage swayed and Hugh’s arms flailed as he tried to keep his balance.  She crouched on the back of Cack.  He was going to fall and die and it’d be her fault for taunting him.  He was an Almighty for Araldo’s sake.  He had no business running across the wobbly bars of a carriage. 

“Don’t move.”  He yelled as he jumped, landing on the haunches of the Grunt, fingers clasping for purchase as his legs dangled by the carriage shafts.  

She grabbed his hand, pulling him the rest of the way onto Cack and then spun around, moving to the front of the Grunt.  “Hold on.  I have to finish unhooking him.”

His arms wrapped around her and his heartbeat pounded against her back.

“You moved faster than I expected.”  She had to admit that she was once again impressed.

“I’m full of surprises,” he said against the back of her neck.

His breath was warm and his arms strong.  She wasn’t used to being this close to a male, except Gaar and he didn’t count.  Not that Hugh counted.  She wriggled in his grasp.  “Give me some room.  I can’t unhook him with you clinging to me.”  She cringed.  That’d come out harsher than she’d intended.

His arms flexed tighter once and a warm breath of air blew past her ear as if he’d been going to say something but changed his mind.  He leaned back but kept his hands on her waist.  The cold air hit her where his body had been and for once it didn’t feel invigorating.  It just felt cold.  She leaned over Cack’s side to release the final hook on the harness.  His grip on her waist tightened, steadying her.  She started to tell him that she didn’t need his help, but stopped.  She didn’t want to argue with him, at least not now.  

“You’re free, Cack.  Run.”  She whispered in the Grunt’s ear and they veered off into the trees.  She bent over Cack’s neck and Hugh lowered himself over her, his warmth surrounding her again.  
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TRINITY AND HUGH FLEW through the forest on the back of Cack.  The cool wind whipped through her hair as the sun beat down upon them.  She clung to Cack’s neck and Hugh clung to her.  His body, large and muscular, wrapped around hers.  It was...different.  She shifted her shoulders but he only tightened his arms around her waist.  He was probably frightened.  Cack was running wild.  If the Grunt stumbled, they’d hit hard.  She should be able to recover, but Hugh would probably break his neck.  She leaned upward to whisper in Cack’s ear to calm him when Hugh pulled her back down.

“Stay put,” he said.

She elbowed him in the gut.

He grunted.  “What was that for?”  He tightened his hold, keeping his body wrapped around hers like a cage.

“Let me go.  I need to talk to Cack.  He’s going too fast.”

“What?”  He yelled.  

The wind must have blown her words right past him.  She looked over her shoulder and froze.  Her lips were almost against his cheek.  If he turned his head a little...She shifted so her mouth was near his ear.  “Let me go.  We’re going too fast.”

“Exactly.  Stay down.”  He shoved her forward, covering her again as they raced into a copse of trees, his body flinching as the branches slapped against him.

Her stomach twisted.  Not even Gaar protected her from minor scrapes like this.  Still, his sense of chivalry was stupid, and it was going to get them killed.  She elbowed him in the gut again and shifted so she could whisper in Cack’s ear.  The Grunt threw his head backward, hitting her in the nose and increasing his speed.  Her eyes watered as she clung to Cack’s neck, fighting the urge to dig her claws into him.

“Stay still.” Hugh’s arm tightened around her.

There was a sharp yelp behind them.  She tipped her ears backward to catch the sounds.  The Guards were close.  They’d taken too long to break free from the carriage.  

“Hold on!”  She tucked herself closer to Cack’s neck and kicked him in the sides.  

The Grunt burst forward, his breath coming out in great whooshes of air.  He couldn’t keep up this pace for long.  She had to lose the Guards before Cack dropped from exhaustion.  She lifted her head to see the area.  After five years of traveling with Gaar and sometimes Mirra, she knew the forest better than her old encampment.  They were on the north side of the ravine.  That meant the river was to the left.  She pushed Cack in that direction.  If they could make it to the water and then the rocks, they’d be okay.  

“Just a little farther.”  She whispered.  

The Grunt’s ears perked at the sound of rushing water.  She needed to get him into the river, but it wasn’t going to be easy.  Grunts hated water.  

“Sorry.”  She slammed her feet into his sides at the same time that she dug her claws into his neck.  

Cack leapt forward into the river.  The icy water splashed her face and chest.  The cold wind no longer a blessing as it raced across her body.  Hugh shivered and pulled her closer.  

“Cack, you need to swim.”  She tugged on his neck.  “Stop trying to get back to land.  We need to lose the Guards.”

Cack shook his head and continued his attempts to veer back toward shore.  Hugh moved his hands from around her waist to the Grunt’s neck, adding his strength to the struggle, but that only made Cack push harder toward land.

“Cack, stop it.  Calm down and listen to me,” she said.  

The Grunt snorted, shaking his head.

“He’s tiring.”  Hugh leaned forward, smashing her between him and Cack, as he pushed on the Grunt’s neck.  “It’ll be easy to swim with the current, Cack.  You’ll never make it if you keep fighting.”  

He was right.  The current was pulling them away from shore.  Cack must’ve realized that too because after a few more minutes of fighting, he gave up and began swimming with the current.  They were making good time now that the river was doing most of the work, but they were still out in the open and the faint cry of Guards on scent echoed in the distance.  Cack’s pace started to slow, the run and the cold water taking its toll on his strong body.  

“You have to keep moving.”  She kicked him in the sides.  

“We need to let this guy rest.”  Hugh leaned forward, squishing her again as he patted Cack’s neck.

“We don’t have time for a break.”  She elbowed him in the gut, making him lean away from her.  She hated treating Cack this way, but the Guards would tear all of them apart, including the Grunt.  “Just a little farther.  We’re almost there.”  

A strong current flowed past dragging them in its wake.  

“I don’t know that he has a little more in him,” said Hugh.

The large Grunt trembled under her, struggling to keep his head out of the water.  “We have to keep going.  We have no choice.”  She pointed.  “We need to get to those rocks up ahead and then we can rest.”

“It’s too far.  He won’t make it.”  He leaned forward again, placing his hands over hers.  “Steer him toward shore.”

“We can’t go ashore here.  The Guards will track us.  I can still hear them.”  She glanced back at him.  “They’re close.”

“None of us are going to make it to the rocks, if we don’t let him rest.”  His warm hands guided hers to push the Grunt toward land.

He was right.  Cack was blowing hard through his mouth.  The Grunt would drown soon if he didn’t get to land, but they’d never escape the Guards on shore.  Cack was exhausted and Hugh didn’t have any forest skills.  She relaxed her hold on the Grunt and let Hugh take over guiding Cack until she figured out their next move.  She leaned against his chest, burrowing a bit closer to his warmth.  

Cack found the energy to fight the current once he realized he was heading for land.  As soon as his feet touched ground, he surged through the water toward shore.  After a few minutes, Hugh slid off the Grunt, the water coming to his waist.  

“Come on.”  He kept his hand on the harness around the Grunt’s neck, struggling to keep Cack from going farther ashore.

She dropped into the water.  She should’ve thought of this.  They didn’t have to go all the way to land and without their weight Cack would have an easier time.  She’d been too focused on getting to the rocks.  Gaar always told her that situations were fluid and she needed to pay attention to her surroundings and adapt.  She was still working on that.  

She grabbed the other side of Cack’s harness and they fought to keep him away from shore and moving toward the rocks.  Lucky for them, the Grunt was too exhausted to struggle much.  The water was icy and the current strong, but they kept moving.  

They needed to be inside the rock island before the Guards arrived.  The fact that the Guards wouldn’t be able to track them by scent helped but they were still visible.  “We’re almost there Cack, but we have to hurry.”  

Cack shot her a dirty look and pulled hard toward shore, knocking her face into his neck and causing her to bite her lip.

“Ouch!  Stop being a jerk.”  She put both hands on the harness and yanked hard.  

Cack hit her with his shoulder.  She stumbled, losing her hold on the collar.  Cack shot her a triumphant look and then his eyes widened as he slipped, falling face first into the water.  He struggled to regain his feet but fell forward again.  She grasped at him but her fingers were numb from the cold and she couldn’t get ahold of the harness.  The current pulled Cack under, tugging him into the deeper water.  Hugh flailed next to the Grunt, his hand still tangled in the collar.

“Let go,” she yelled as Hugh tried to pull Cack’s head out of the river.  “He’ll drag you under.”

Hugh clung to the Grunt, continuing to shove Cack’s head up and out of the water.  She dove for him, grasping at his shirt as a wave hit, pulling her under.  She surfaced, coughing and treading water.  Where were they?  Hugh wasn’t strong enough to keep Cack above water and if he were tangled in the harness...

She took a deep breath and dove, searching.  The water was cloudy and strong, tugging her farther and farther from shore.  They had to be here somewhere.  When her lungs were ready to burst she came up for air and scanned the river.  Nothing but waves.  Her stomach tightened in knots.  This was not happening.  She couldn’t lose them.  Dad would kill her if something happened to Hugh and Cack’s mate was due any day.  She couldn’t return to camp without him.  If she let the river take her, she’d find them.  She dove, swimming with the current.  She surfaced again, her teeth chattering from the cold.  She should head for the island before she froze but she refused to give up.  Gaar would call her Little Fool, but she wasn’t losing anyone else.  Something bobbed in the water a few yards ahead.  She swam toward it.  Please, please, Araldo let it be them.  I’ll do anything.  I’ll even settle on a mate like Mom and Dad want.  Just don’t take them from me.  It was Cack.  Hugh had to be close unless he’d let go of the harness and had been pulled farther out.  Please don’t let him be gone.  She scanned the water again but there was nothing but Cack.  

She swam toward the Grunt, her limbs heavy from the cold.  They had to get out of the water or they’d both die.  Die like Hugh.  She shook that thought away.  He might make it.  Guilt ate at her insides.  She should’ve left him in prison.  At least there, he would’ve had one more day of life.  Hugh had risked everything to save her dad and she’d screwed up and killed him.  If only she’d thought to keep Cack in shallower water they would’ve made it.  

“H...h...help.  I...ca...n’t hold him m...much...longer.”

Grunts don’t talk.  She stopped swimming a few feet from Cack.  Hugh clung to the Grunt’s neck.  Cack was struggling, barely keeping his head out of the water.  She swam as fast as she could toward the two and grasped the other side of Cack.  

“That way.”  She pointed toward the rocks up ahead.  They were close, but it wouldn’t be easy.  The cold was biting into their limbs making every movement slow and cumbersome.  

Hugh kept one arm wrapped under Cack’s front leg as he swam in the direction she’d indicated.  She grabbed Cack’s other leg and the two of them half-dragged the Grunt along.  She’d known Grunts were big, but she’d never realized how heavy they were and it didn’t help that Cack was almost unconscious.  She pushed on.  Her hands were numb and so were her legs.  She lost her grip on the Grunt and her face hit the water.  She came up coughing.

“Go to the rocks.  I’ve got him.”  Hugh’s words were a raspy whisper.

The rocks loomed ahead.  She wanted to accept his offer, but he’d never make it alone.  Cack was too heavy.  “No.”

When he didn’t argue, she glanced at him.  His face was grim and his teeth chattered, but he stared at the rock island like he hated it, blamed it for all the horrors of the world.  

They continued on.  Her fingers and arms grew heavy.  She lost her grip on Cack again and the Grunt’s head slipped under the water.  Hugh jerked him upward.  Cack was barely breathing and his eyes were unfocused.  They weren’t going to make it.  Not all of them.  

“I’m sorry, Cack.”  She kissed the Grunt’s cheek as hot tears ran down her face.  

Cack’s brown eyes focused on her for a moment and he let his head drop.  

“Let him go.”  She untangled her fingers from his harness.  “He’s done and we’ll never make it dragging him.”  She’d hate herself forever for doing this.

“No.”  Hugh snarled at Cack.  “Swim!  You’re not giving up.”  He punched the Grunt in the face, once, twice.  His fist was back and ready to fly again when Cack’s eyes opened.  They were wide with fear and the Grunt bumped into her, struggling to get away from Hugh.  “I’ll hit you again if you don’t start swimming.  I’ll beat you until we both drown.”  He yanked on the Grunt’s harness.  “Do you hear me?”

Cack’s fear overrode his exhaustion and he began to swim.  She grabbed his harness, helping to keep his head up as the three of them began a slow crawl toward the rocks.  

“I’m not losing anyone else.  If you die, it won’t be because of me.  Do you understand?”  Hugh’s jaw was clenched as he forced them forward against the current.

As they swam, Cack’s face kept dipping into the water.  The Grunt was beyond exhausted.  Perhaps it’d be more merciful to let him slip away.  Cack’s eyes locked with hers, seeming to read her traitorous thoughts.  

“We’re almost there.”  Her strength was gone too, but she wouldn’t give up on him, not again.  

“I bet there’s some great vegetation on the rocks,” said Hugh.  “Maybe even some apples.”

Cack’s head lifted and he moved a little faster toward the island.  She glanced at Hugh.  No one was supposed to know about these places but her, Gaar, Mirra and a few others.  Perhaps, their secret hideouts weren’t as secret as they thought.

“I’ll bet the rocks are even warm.  Warmth and food.  That’s what we’ll find when we get there.”  He winked at her and nodded at the Grunt.  Cack’s head was a little higher and his ears were perked, listening to Hugh’s words.

Their secret was safe for the moment.  Hugh had no idea about any of the rock oases.  “I’m sure there are nuts and berries too,” she said.

Cack picked up his pace.  Hugh continued fantasying out loud about all the food that was sure to be on the rocks.  She almost laughed when he mentioned cookies.  He was going to be disappointed if he expected that treat.  

They were almost there, but the island was steep on three sides.  They had to go into deeper water to get to a section where they could climb ashore.  “We need to go that way.”  

Cack shook his head, nudging her with his face.  The current was stronger out there.

“Listen to me.”  Hugh pulled the Grunt’s head toward him.  “You can do this.  You have to.  I promise that once we get there you can eat all you want and rest.  Araldo, yes, we’ll all rest, but you have to make it to the rocks.”  He wrapped his hand more securely in the harness.  

“Hold him tight.”  She let go of the collar and moved down Cack’s back being careful not to get kicked.  A hit like that, in her condition in this freezing water, would be the end.  

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“He’s going to need both of us to block the current.”  Plus, Hugh was beat and the current was stronger on his side.  There was no way he was going to be able to fight the water and help Cack. 

“Stay where you are.  We made it this far.  Let’s not change anything.”

“This is better.”  She sidled around Cack’s rump and over by Hugh.  She needed to be close to grab him in case he went under.  She wasn’t going to lose him not after working so hard to free him.

“Do you ever listen?”

She choked on a laugh.  “Yes, to Gaar.”  She grinned at him.  “He knows what he’s doing.”

“Brat,” he said, but there was no venom in the word, only exhaustion.

They moved into deeper water.  The current was strong and insistent.  They pushed for the rocks.  It was their only chance to keep from drowning.  She could no longer feel her legs, but she was sure they were still moving.  

“Only a little farther,” she mumbled to herself or the others she wasn’t sure anymore.

Cack’s pace picked up as he neared the refuge.  She pushed on his side, giving him a shove toward the rocks when a fast-moving current wrapped around them, pulling her under.  
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CHAPTER 7:  TRINITY
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THE WATER WAS DARK and cold.  Trinity kicked, swimming upward, not bothering to fight the current.  She needed air first.  Her legs screamed from exhaustion.  It’d be so easy to stop fighting and drift.  The water was warm now, her arms and legs heavy.  Little Fool, the water isn’t warm.  Get to land before you become dinner for the fishes or that River-Man you like so much.  Gaar’s voice raged in her ears.  He was right.  The water was freezing, but she couldn’t feel it and that wasn’t good.  She kicked harder.  She wouldn’t die like this, alone in the river.  She surged upward, breaking the surface.  She gasped in air as the icy wind whipped over her.  She had to get to land.  The island was close.  

Go, Little One.  Get out of the water.  

She shook her head.  “I have to help the others.”  

You’ll never make it.  Get to land you little fool.  

Cack was struggling nearby.  She ignored Gaar’s command and swam over to the Grunt.  She exposed her claws and swatted him on the side of his neck, slicing through his skin.  He burst forward toward the rocks.  

She treaded water, scanning the surface for Hugh while Gaar’s voice nagged at her.  

He’s gone, Little One.  You don’t have time to find him.  You need to get to land.  Now!  

“Not yet.  I can’t leave him.”  

He’s dead.  You can’t help him.

“You don’t know that.”  She was going crazy, arguing with Gaar when he wasn’t there, but she couldn’t give up on Hugh.  She fought the current to stay near the island.  If she drifted too far away, she’d never make it back.  The river was fast and strong, but Hugh couldn’t be gone.  He was stronger than this.  He’d survived jail and losing everyone and everything that mattered to him, but that took mental strength not physical and he was an Almighty.  A break in the waves caught her eye.  Something bobbed at the surface only to disappear.  She swam toward it.  “It’s him.  It has to be.  Please Araldo, make it be him.”

Hugh appeared for a moment and then was swept under again.  She dove and swam hard in his direction.  She didn’t know how much more fight he had in him.  She wasn’t sure how much more she had in her either, but she refused to give up.  If she lost him, they lost everything.  

She surfaced, drawing in breath and looking to see if she could get her bearings on his location again.  It was hard to see anything through the waves and then something moved toward her.  It had to be Hugh.  River-Men didn’t hunt in the sections of the river with strong currents, but they did travel through them.  She treaded water.  There was no reason to flee.  She’d never outswim a River-Man.  A gray wave washed over whatever was heading toward her.  

Hugh’s head broke from the water.  “Wh..what are you do...ing?”

Relief washed through her.  She hadn’t lost him.  She hadn’t failed.

“Get to the rocks,” he yelled as another wave crashed over his head.  “Or do you want to drown?”

“You’re a jerk.”  She grinned as she swam toward him and the island.  He wasn’t dead.  He really wasn’t dead.

Cack was pulling himself onto the shore.  She was glad that he’d made it.  It would’ve been her fault if he’d died.  She’d asked him to help with this mission.  She crawled onto the rocks and dropped to her back.  Cack was lying on the ground, his sides heaving.  Hugh climbed out of the water and flopped next to them.  

She didn’t want to move ever again, although the cold breeze was making her teeth chatter.  “We ne..need t..to mo...move.”  She didn’t budge. 

“Wh...where?”  He didn’t move either.

She leaned up on her elbows, pain racing through her muscles.  They were visible from shore.  The Guards could arrive any minute and then their struggle would’ve been for nothing.  She rolled over and forced herself to her knees and then to her feet, her body aching from the cold and exertion.  She grabbed one of Cack’s front legs, trying to pull him up.  “Come on.  You can do it.”

The Grunt snorted at her, but struggled to stand.

“That’s it.  Just a little more.  I’ll take you somewhere better.  Safer.”  She needed help.  She turned toward Hugh.  He was standing and staring at her, his eyes a brilliant blue in the sunlight, his face hard as if carved from these very rocks.  She shivered, but not from the cold.  The way he was looking at her made her uneasy.  Instinctively, she exposed her claws.  “Stop staring and help me.”

He blinked and when his eyes met hers again they were friendly, not intense.  “Sorry.”  

She retracted her claws.  This was the Hugh she knew.

“I thought you could do everything yourself.”  He smiled at her as he moved closer to Cack.  “I guess you do need me.”  

“Even a stomach ache can be helpful.  It can tell you what not to eat.”  Yeah, this was the same old, annoying Hugh, although he wasn’t old.  He was only about ten years older than her, not that it mattered.  

“You wound me.”  He bent toward the Grunt and Cack’s eyes widened as he lurched upward, getting his legs under him.  

“Watch your feet.”  She scooted away.  If the Grunt stepped on their toes they’d be smashed.  

He ignored her, reaching out to steady Cack.  “I’m not going to hit you again.  I promise.”  His hand went under Cack’s front leg.  “Trust me.  I only did it to make you swim.  You were giving up back there.”

Cack snorted but leaned more heavily on Hugh.

“I had to do something, but I promise I’ll never hurt you again.”  His voice was soothing.  “Unless you give up on me, but you won’t do that.  Will you?”  

Cack shook his head.  

“This way.”  Her legs trembled.  All she wanted to do was collapse and sleep, but she couldn’t.  Not yet.  

She stayed at arm’s length from the stumbling Grunt as she led them toward the boulders.  She squeezed around a small rock and then between two larger ones.  She grabbed the harness and pulled while Hugh shoved Cack through the narrow passage until they entered an open cave-like area under the rock island.  The air was damp and cool, but without the wind it was warmer than outside.

“Over here.”  She walked across the cavern into another opening between the rocks.  This passage wasn’t as narrow and the two males had no problem following her.  Sunlight drifted down from an opening above.  She stepped into a section that was like a small room of rock.  The others followed her out of the passageway.  

Hugh’s hands skimmed across a boulder.  “It’s warm.”  His eyes were wide with surprise.  

That was exactly how she’d felt the first time that Gaar had brought her here.  The water was freezing but the rock island was enveloped in warmth.  “Find a spot and rest.”  

She helped Cack over to a large patch of rocks.  As soon as the Grunt was resting comfortably, she leaned against a large boulder and sighed, the heat soaking into her bones and sore muscles.

Hugh found a spot directly in the sunlight.

“It shouldn’t take too long before our clothes are dry.  The rocks and sun absorb the moisture.  I think it has something to do with the next section.”  She pointed farther back in the room.

“What’s back there?” he asked.

“An oasis of plants.”  

“That can’t be.  We’re on rock.”  

“You may think it’s impossible, but it exists.”  She smiled.  She couldn’t help it.  She loved this place.  “I don’t know how it came to be but it’s beyond imagination.”  

“I’ll believe that when I see it.”  He stood, wrapping his arms around himself.

“Sit down.  I promise that we’ll go back there after we dry.  No sense in catching your death from the cold.”  She adjusted her position, stretching out on the boulders.  The warmth was more important right now than food.

He grumbled but moved back to his rock.  “How’d you find this place?”  He sat, taking off his shoes, socks and shirt.  

“Gaar.”

“How’d he know about it?  Handlers don’t exactly love water.”  

“Don’t know.  Ask him.”  She wasn’t in the mood to chat.  All she wanted was to rest and soak up the heat from the stone.  

“I will.”  He frowned at her and spread out his clothes to dry.  

Soon, the only sound was his steady breathing and Cack’s snores and occasional snort.  The sunlight heated her face and chest and the heat from the rocks took care of her back.  It wasn’t the most comfortable of beds, but it was warm and that was what they needed right now.  Before long, they’d have to leave.  She closed her eyes.  They still had a long journey ahead of them.  

Since Hugh had ended up with her instead of Dad, she was stuck escorting him to Ray’s warehouse.  It wasn’t that she didn’t like the city.  She went there every couple of months to hang out with Sassy at the clubs and to see if she could recruit any of the young Guards and Servants to their cause, but the area was dangerous, almost as wild as the forest.  She looked at Hugh who was stretched out on the rocks.  Traveling through those neighborhoods with an Almighty wouldn’t be easy, but she could handle herself and take care of him.  What bothered her was that he annoyed her more than anyone she’d ever met and she wasn’t sure why.
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CHAPTER 8:  TRINITY
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CACK’S FIDGETING WOKE TRINITY.  The sun was no longer directly overhead but the room was still warm.  She stood and stretched.  Her muscles were sore but the nap had helped.  She was no longer exhausted which was good because they needed to leave soon, but first they had to eat.  Hugh was still sleeping, so she motioned for Cack to follow her.  

She led him through a passage to the garden.  It was lush and green similar to some areas of the forest but the vegetation was different.  In here the grasses were thick and soft and the trees and bushes were filled with fruit and nuts, as if someone had planted them for sustenance.  Cack pushed past her into the room.  He lowered his face to the ground, moving from spot to spot and nibbling on all the different delicacies.  Grunts were the only creatures besides some of the forest animals who could eat fresh grass.

She picked an apple and some nuts and then sat on the ground, running her fingers through the dirt as she ate.  The soil was amazing, rich, dark and fertile.  She’d never seen anything like it.  She tossed the last of the nuts into her mouth.  It was time to wake the lazy Almighty.  They couldn’t stay here forever, although there’d been days when she’d considered it, days when Gaar and Mirra were nowhere to be found and she was alone, like before.  Their camp was home to members of all classes, but she didn’t fit in with any of them.  The only place she belonged was with Gaar and Mirra in the forest.  

She stood, wiping her hands on her pants.  She’d delayed long enough.  Hugh needed to get up and eat so they could leave.  She headed down the passageway and was right outside of the other room when Hugh stood up.  Her breath caught in her throat and she froze, hidden in the shadows.

He raised his arms above his head, stretching.  His pants slipped down on his hips.  The prison garb had hung on his lean frame before, but now that it’d gotten wet it was almost indecent.  She couldn’t pull her eyes away.  They’d spent some time together before he’d been arrested and he’d been in decent shape, but now he was all long, lean muscle.  She counted the ridges on his abdomen and flexed her claws, wanting to run her fingers down his stomach to see if it was as hard as it looked.  Her face heated.  She should stop staring but she couldn’t.  She’d seen Travis and some of the other Producers without their shirts and it’d never affected her this way.  They were too big, with their thick, heavy muscles.  They’d be slow and ponderous, but Hugh looked fast and lean and hungry.  She took a deep breath.  Looking at him like this wasn’t right.  He was her uncle and she didn’t even like him very much.  He was bossy and annoying.  She retracted her claws, giving one last glance at his chest as the stepped out of the shadows.  “Good.  You’re awake.”  

He yawned, displaying his straight white teeth.  “How long have you been up?”  

“Not long.”  Her eyes darted to his chest again.  He didn’t even try to cover himself.  What was wrong with him?  She was a young female.  Of course, she was going to look.  She hadn’t mated yet, and she was curious.  That was all.  Plus, her fascination was probably because his build reminded her of Jethro, although Jethro had been more lanky than muscular.  

“You should’ve woken me.”  He stretched again.

She tried to keep her eyes on his face, but they seemed to have a mind of their own and kept skimming down his body.  She turned away, blushing.  “Get dressed and follow me.”  

She slipped between the rocks.  She shouldn’t have said anything about his clothes.  It wasn’t like he was naked, but she hadn’t been able to stop staring and if he’d caught her that would’ve been too embarrassing.  She’d hate to have to kill him.

She went back to the apple tree, her eyes darting to the opening between the two rooms.  Not because she wanted to see his bare chest again.  She didn’t want to miss his reaction to the garden.  That was all.  

When Hugh stepped out of the passageway, his jaw dropped open.  He’d put on his shirt, but carried his shoes and socks.  She frowned.  She was glad he was clothed.  Really, she was.  His eyes locked with hers and he grinned.  Her heart skipped a beat.  He looked boyish and happy.  She’d never seen him like that.  Before his arrest he’d been so focused and driven that he’d almost vibrated with energy.  

He moved forward off the rocks, digging his toes into the grass.  “You have to feel this with your feet.  Take off your shoes.”  He smiled again.  “Not that there’s much left of them after our trip through the Mile of Fire.”

This dirt and grass felt wonderful on bare skin.  She’d done exactly what he was doing her first time here but her instincts warned that it’d be dangerous to be playful around him and she always trusted her instincts.  “I’ve gone barefoot most of my life.  It isn’t that neat.”  

“I was a child the last time I went without shoes.”  He pulled up strands of grass with his toes.  “I’ll have to remember to do it more often, maybe once a week or so.”

She stopped herself from smiling with him.  He was charming like this.  She didn’t like it.  She forced her tone to be snappish.  “Why would you do that?”  

He ignored her attitude.  “Because it’s fun.”  He walked over to her and pulled an apple from a nearby branch.  “Let me give you some advice.”  He polished the apple on his shirt.

“Great.  Just what I need.”  She cocked her eyebrow, fighting to keep her eyes from the apple and his chest.  It wasn’t easy because she now knew exactly what the shirt hid.

“When people are young, like you, they pretend to be older than they are.  Don’t.  Enjoy your age.  Have fun.  There aren’t that many opportunities in life for pleasure.”  He took a large bite of the apple.

“I’m twenty-one.  That’s old enough to know I don’t want to go barefoot in the grass.”  She’d been gawking at him as if he was some sort of god and he saw her as a child.  She crossed her arms over her chest.  

“I’ve made you angry.  I’m sorry.”  The smile in his eyes told her that he didn’t mean it.  

“I’m not mad.  I just don’t like being treated like a kid.”  She met his eyes.  “A kid wouldn’t have been able to break you out of prison.”

“I said you were young, not a child.”  He finished the apple and tossed it to the side.  “There’s a big difference.”  He reached up, his chest coming within inches of her, as he grabbed another piece of fruit.  

She couldn’t stop herself from inhaling to catch his scent.  He smelled like the river and a male.  

“What’s this?”  He walked over to one of the bushes with nuts on it.

“Cakaonuts.  They’re good.  They have a mild, nutty flavor.”  

He used two rocks to break the shell and then ate the nut.  He sat and began cracking more.  

She wasn’t hungry but she grabbed two more apples and moved over by him, not because she wanted to be near him but they’d be traveling soon and she should fill up.  She sat and began shelling the cakaonuts.  “We can’t stay here much longer.” 

He sighed.  “Yeah, I figured as much.”  He ate a handful of nuts.  “Who knows about this place?”

“This place?”  She glanced at him from under her lashes.  “Just me, you, Cack, Gaar and Mirra.”

“You said that like there are other places similar to this one.”

She eyed him for a moment.  They weren’t exactly friends, but the existence of these oases wasn’t a secret any longer.  “Yeah, but some of the others are more well known.  We stayed at a few of them right after the Night of the Trackers.  It was after you were arrested...”  She stopped herself from adding that it was before the fighting had started.  He still didn’t know about the war and it was Dad’s job to tell him about that, not hers.

“That explains how the Almightys and their Guards never caught you.”

“They caught some of us.”  Many of the Producers who she’d freed from the Finishing Camp never made it far.  Some were taken by the forest predators but more were slaughtered by the Almightys’ Guards.  If she didn’t know Jackson and other Guards personally she’d hate them all.  They could be vicious when traveling in packs, worse than the River-Men and Cold Creepers.  The forest predators killed for food or to protect their territory.  The Almightys’ Guards killed for fun.

“I’m sorry.”  He seemed sincere this time.

“Yeah, me too.”

“Where do you stay now?”  He stuffed another handful of nuts in his mouth.  

“In small groups all over.  It’s harder for them to catch us.  We reserve these”—she glanced around—“places for special occasions.”

“Why?  This would be perfect—”

“It isn’t.  Producers are used to open fields and can’t stand being closed in for long periods of time.  Add Grunts, Guards and House Servants all in these tight quarters.”  She shrugged.  “We considered it, but it’d never work.  The different classes fight too much.”  

“Guards and House Servants crammed together wouldn’t be pleasant.  The two classes hate each other or just love to argue.  I’m not sure which.”

“And it’d be a risk every time one of us left.  There are always Guards patrolling the forest, sometimes with Almightys.  We don’t want anyone discovering these places.  They’ve saved me more than once.”

“What do you mean by that?”  He studied her closely.  “They can’t still be looking for you and the Producers.  It’s been over three years.”

Oops.  She knew chatting with him would cause her problems.  “The forest is always dangerous.”

“Yeah, but why are there Guards and Almightys patrolling?”  His blue eyes bore into her.  “What aren’t you telling me?”  He grinned, but his eyes were serious.  “Come on.  I’m going to find out what’s going on eventually.  Wouldn’t it be better...safer if I knew before we left?  I may be able to help in some way.”  

“Dad will explain everything.”  She stood.  “We should get going.”

He grabbed her arm.  “Not until you tell me why you rescued me from prison.”  He dropped his hold and leaned against a tree.  “I like this place.  I could stay here...maybe, forever.”  He glanced at Cack.  “What about you?  Do you want to live here with me?”

Cack snorted and shook his head before going back to eating.

Hugh shrugged.  “Okay.  I’ll stay here alone.”  His eyes roamed up her body to her face.  “Unless, you want to live here with me.” 

“Hardly.”  Her face heated.  It was not a tempting offer, it wasn’t.  “And you can’t stay either.”  

“Oh, I think I can.”  He put his hands behind his head and shut his eyes.  “Thanks for bringing me here.”

“Get up.”  She kicked his leg.

“Ouch.”

“We need to go.”  She kicked him again, harder this time.  

He opened one eye and glared at her.  “Don’t do that again.”  

“Then get up.”  She couldn’t force him to go with her.  He was too big and the journey was too long.

“Tell me what’s going on.”  He stared up at her.

“I’ll tell you part.”  Dad wasn’t going to be happy if she screwed this up.

“Everything or I stay.”

She wanted to kick him again.  Not that it’d make him move, but it’d make her feel better.  She swung her leg and he grabbed her foot and pulled. 

“Hey!”  She landed on her butt, hard.  She hadn’t expected that.

“I told you not to do it again.”  He let go of her ankle and closed his eyes.  “Everything.  I want to know everything.”

“You’re an ass.”  She stood and brushed off her pants.

“That’s true, but I’m not moving until you talk.”

Oh, she hated him.  “We’re at war.”

His eyes opened.  “I assume you mean someone besides you and me.”

Her lips twitched.  “Yes, and I wouldn’t say we”—she pointed at him and herself—“are at war.  We just disagree...on everything.”

“That seems accurate.”  

As he smiled up at her, she was once again struck by how attractive he was with his blue eyes framed by thick, dark lashes and his black hair with that strand that fell over his forehead, begging her to push it back.  

He sat up and cleared his throat.  “So, who is at war?”

“Us and the Almightys.”

“Who exactly are us?”  His tone was no longer playful.

She wasn’t going to say anything about the Allied Classes.  Dad could explain all that.  “Pretty much all the classes are involved in some way.”

“Holy Araldo.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  “You’ll never win.  The Almightys have trained armies and if they ever agree to bring out the weapons...”

“Trust me, I know.”

“And yet, you’re wandering around out here by yourself.”  He stood.  “I’m going to talk to your father about that.  You should be safe at camp with the others.”

“Why?  Because I’m female?”  She’d had this conversation with her mother way too many times.  

“No.”  His cheeks reddened.  

“Then why?”  

“Forget it.”

“No.  I won’t forget it.  Should Jackson, Dad and Curtis stay safe at camp?”  She poked him in the shoulder with her claw.  “If we’d all done that, you’d be dead.”

He slapped her hand away.  “Fine, I’ll tell you why but you won’t like it.”

“I haven’t liked anything you’ve said since we met.”  That was a bit mean but he deserved it.  

He leaned forward until his nose almost bumped hers.  “Because you’re an immature brat.”  He caught her lips between his fingers and thumb to stop her outburst.  “You may be skilled in the forest.  I haven’t seen it myself, but I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt, but”—he moved his hand and tapped her temple—“you still act and think like a child.  Emotional.  Reckless.”

“You think you’re so superior to me, to all of us, but you’re not.”  She shoved his hand away from her face and took a step backward.  His words stung.  Gaar had told her the same things too many times to count.  

“See, there you go again, striking out with the first words you find.”  He leaned toward her.  “Just like a child.”

Her claws popped out.  She wanted to scratch that smug look off his face.  “You’re an Almighty and let me tell you a secret.”  She glanced around as if there were others nearby and then whispered.  “Being an Almighty makes you inferior to all of us.  You’re a liability in the forest not an asset.  That’s why you’re with me.  I’m the best trained of our group except for Gaar.”  It was a half-lie.  She was the most skilled in the forest, but he’d been supposed to travel with her dad.  However, right now she didn’t care.  He needed to stop treating her like a child.  She’d changed a lot since his arrest.

“Trained?”  His voice was incredulous.  “Is that why we almost drowned in the river?”

“That wasn’t my fault.”  She glanced at Cack who had an ear tipped in their direction, listening to them as he ate.  If it hadn’t been for Hugh, she’d have lost the Grunt.

“You’re right.  It wasn’t.”  He leaned against the tree.  “I’m sorry.”

She shrugged.  The apology rankled because the disaster in the river had been her fault.  She shouldn’t have forced Cack into the deeper water so soon.  “I’m not perfect.  I am the best trained but you can never be prepared for everything.  Gaar has been teaching me since we met, but I still need lessons.”

“You’ve been training for five years and you still need lessons?”  

“Yes.”  He was such a jerk.  “In the forest, you always need improvement.  I doubt that you’d do as well as I have after ten years.”

He snorted and when she glared at him, he held up his hand.  “No offense, but you probably did better on day one than I would have after five years.  You’ve already saved me how many times today?”

“Oh.”  She didn’t know what to say and that almost never happened.

“Thank you,” he said softly.  “I owe you my life.  My freedom.”

This he meant.  She smiled crookedly.  She had him now.  “Then we should get going.”  

“We’re not done with our conversation.”  He crossed his arms over his chest.  “You haven’t explained why you and the others rescued me.”

“You said you owed me.”  She tipped her head.  “I didn’t think you were the kind to renege on your debts.”

“I always pay my debts.”  His eyes were brittle.  “Always.”

She stepped forward until she was only inches away from him.  “Prove it.  We’re even if you come with me.  As soon as I drop you off with Dad, your debt to me is paid.”  Plus, she’d be free of his annoying, arrogant presence.

His eyes narrowed and it was like a cloud passing over the sun.  “You win.  This time.”  

She grinned at him as he pushed past her and walked over to the entrance between the two rooms.  

“Have you heard any Guards?”  He picked up his shoes and socks from where he’d dropped them.  There were holes through the soles.  He shrugged and sat, sliding them on.

“Earlier.  They passed by on the shore.  I doubt that they even looked at the island.”

“How do we get to land?”  He turned toward her.  “Please tell me we don’t have to get back into that water.”  

He didn’t seem angry which was odd.  He’d just lost their fight.  She’d be furious if it’d been her.  “Kind of.  As the day ends, the water recedes.  There’s a cavern underneath.  We need to go through there.  The water is never completely gone, but it should be about knee to thigh high by now.”

“That’s better than swimming.”  He stood.

“Follow me.”  She stopped in front of the path that led out of the cave.  “Cack, this is how you’ll get out.  Leave before dawn, no later.  You know the way to camp, right?”  

Cack nodded and went back to his original spot, picking at some fruit.  

“Shouldn’t we stay together?” he asked.

She met Cack’s eyes, giving him a half-smile.  The forest was dangerous, especially for those who traveled alone, but the city was more dangerous for the Grunt.  “He’ll be fine.  He’s young and strong and he knows how to navigate the woods.  Don’t you, Cack?”

The Grunt snorted and continued eating.

“We should wait and all go together.”  He sat back down.  “It’ll be safer that way.”

“Of course it’d be safer, but we aren’t going to the same place.”  He was so bossy and stubborn.  She fought the urge to kick him again.  “Now, come on.”
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CHAPTER 9:  TRINITY
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TRINITY STEPPED BETWEEN THE rocks and into the passageway, water slipping into the holes in her shoes.  It was narrow and dark.  It’d be much darker soon.  Hugh had better follow her because if she had to go back she’d strangle him.  

“Where are we going?  Where’s Cack going?” he asked, still by the opening to the cave.

“He’s going back to camp.  We’re going...somewhere else.”  She wasn’t sure that he’d be willing to go into the city and she didn’t want to have to force him.  

“Enough with the secrets.  Tell me where we’re going.” 

He was angry and she couldn’t blame him.  She hated secrets.  “I told you.  Dad will explain everything.”  The water was past her ankles now.  It was going to get deeper the farther they went.

“Are we meeting Tim and Jackson?”

“Yes.”  That wasn’t a lie.

“Why didn’t you want to tell me that.”  He jogged until he was right behind her, splashing water up the back of her legs.  

She spun around.  “Hey!  Watch it.”

“Sorry.”  He shrugged slightly.  “Where are we meeting them?”

“Hold on a minute.”  She continued down the path, biding her time.

He followed in silence for quite a while and then said, “Answer my question.”

“I already did.”  He was getting angrier but she didn’t care.  Her ploy had worked.  They’d come too far for him to go back by himself in the dark.  She stopped at a fork in the path, sniffing for the fresh air.  “Hold on to my shirt.  It’s going to be pitch-black in here soon.”

“Not until you tell me where we’re headed.”  

“Suit yourself.”  She started walking again.  “I hope you can find your way either forward or back because this passage will fill with water by noon.” 

“I’ll wait for Cack.”  He didn’t sound too sure.

“He’s not leaving today.”  It was a lie but a necessary one.  She smirked at the sound of splashing water.

He grasped her shirt.  “Once we get out of here, you will tell me where we’re going.”

She almost said or what, but this was not the time nor the place to argue.  Gaar would be proud of her for biting her tongue.  

The passage slanted downward and the deeper they went, the darker it got.  Soon, the air was moist and stagnant.  They were underground, underwater.

“I can’t see a thing.”  His grip tightened on her shirt.  

There was a hint of panic in his voice and her stupid heart softened.  She could never turn away from a scared or injured creature no matter how irritating it’d be when it was once again strong.  

“You’ll be fine.  Keep a hold of me.”  She reached back to pat his arm and he latched onto her hand, lacing his fingers with hers.  

“In prison they shut off all the lights at night.  It was like this.”  His hand squeezed hers.

The first night after she and the Producers had left the Finishing Camp many of them had panicked in the dark.  Some had taken off in a blind run.  Others had cried and a few had become violent, striking out at anyone who’d approached.  She couldn’t afford for anything like that to happen down here.  They didn’t have time.  Annoying him seemed to take his mind off his fears.  “That must have been unpleasant with your crappy, Almighty eyesight.”

“I spent most of my time in prison wishing I was anything but an Almighty.”  An edge of fear lingered in his tone.  “Our abilities, the little that we have, aren’t very useful in there.  The noises,”—his grip tightened even more—“the scurrying and scraping.  I never knew what was in the cell with me.”  He laughed.  It was a harsh sound.  “Rats and mice, I’m sure but when you can’t see...it sounds like something else, something bigger.”

Insulting him wasn’t working this time, so she’d try another approach.  “I can see perfectly in here.”  That was mostly true.  Her night vision was better than it used to be.  “And there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Okay.  Good.”  His grip didn’t loosen but his voice was calmer.  

They walked in silence for several minutes.  

“Could you loosen your hold a little?”  She glanced back at him.  His eyes were wide in the dark.  “Don’t let go, just don’t squeeze so tight.  My hand is getting numb.”

“Sorry.”  He relaxed his hold a bit and she wiggled her fingers.  “Sometimes in prison I dreamt that the noises were Conguise’s experiments coming for me.”

“There’s nothing down here but us and a few fish.”  She’d forgotten about those creatures.  Her dad’s stories were the stuff of nightmares.  There was a slight splash up ahead.  She stilled.

“What is it?”  He moved closer until his front brushed against her back and his other hand clasped onto her waist.

“Nothing.”  She started moving again.  Great, now her imagination was running wild.  She’d been through these passages many times over the years and there was never anything down here.  She wanted to snap at him for setting her on edge, but this wasn’t the time.  The scent of his fear filled the air but even if she hadn’t been able to smell it, she’d have known by his unsteady breathing and his grip on her waist and hand.  She understood this all-encompassing fear.  She’d lived it too many times to count.

They trudged along, the water getting deeper with every step.  Soon, it was lapping at her knees.  She squeezed his hand, finding comfort in the connection.  She hated going through these tunnels.  It was almost like being caged again but in some ways worse.  If the river rose off schedule or they got stuck, they’d drown and although she’d never encountered a River-Man in any of these passages, they could get inside.  She took a deep breath, clearing her head.  Gaar had told her that the River-Men didn’t enter the tunnels because they were too narrow and too much like a trap.  That she understood.  Too bad she and Hugh couldn’t have waited another few hours.  These passageways weren’t as bad closer to dawn.  The water would be almost gone.  It’d slowly rise with the sun, but they had to arrive at the city when it was dark.

“We’re heading upward.”  Hugh let out a large sigh as if he’d been holding his breath.  “Please tell me we’re almost out of here.”

She nodded and then realized that he couldn’t see her.  “Yes.”  Her voice was hoarse.  She was more nervous than she’d admit.  “We’re a little over halfway.  All uphill from here.”

He was close behind her, his chest brushing against her back and his unsteady breath ruffling her hair.  

“It’s getting lighter.”  His words tickled her ear.  

She nodded and swallowed hard.  She could smell him in the darkness, and beneath the fear was clean, warm male.  It was almost like they were the only two in the world, alone in the dark and linked together by touch.  She must be going mad down here.  This was Hugh.  She dropped his hand.  “It’s light enough now.”

“Wait, I can’t see.”  His fingers brushed against her back and then shoulder, grasping.  

“I always forget how useless an Almighty’s senses are.”  She pushed his hand off her shoulder, but entwined her fingers with his.  She couldn’t deny that his touch comforted her, but it was only because she hated being in this dark, wet tunnel.  

“I never forget how limited I am compared to you and the others.  Not anymore.”

His humility surprised her and she squeezed his hand.  “Let me know as soon as you can see.”  She shouldn’t have been so harsh.  It wasn’t his fault he couldn’t see in the dark. 

“Thank you.”

They traveled in silence.  The only sound their footsteps and soft breathing, his and hers.  With his every exhale a strand of her hair waved against her neck, tickling.  He was too close.  She lengthened her stride, letting her arm stretch out between them, but he picked up his pace to match hers.  His scent surrounded her and his warmth penetrated her clothes.  She had to force herself not to expose her claws and flee from him.  

“I can see now.”  He let go of her, dropping behind a little and putting space between them.  

She clenched her hand.  It seemed cold and empty now.  What was wrong with her?  She didn’t want to be wandering around in the dark clinging to Hugh.  He ran his hands through his over long hair.  She was amazed at the sound it made, heavy and thick like a slow crawl through warm blankets.  Where had that come from?  Maybe Mom was right and she did need to pair with someone, but she wasn’t ready to have young.  Not until the world was safer for her kind.  She sighed.  That was probably never going to happen which meant that she’d never mate because it was the only way to ensure that she didn’t get pregnant.

“What’s the matter,” he asked.

“Nothing.”  There was no way she was going to explain those thoughts to him.  
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CHAPTER 10:  TRINITY
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Trinity climbed out of the cavern, Hugh close behind her.  The night was perfect—dark and covered with clouds.  It’d be impossible for them to be hunted by sight.  She took a deep breath of fresh air.  Glad to be above ground even if they were still in the water.  

“It’s as dark out here as in the tunnel.”  He stayed close behind her as they splashed the remaining few yards to shore.

Well, it was perfect for her and he was going to have to make do because she wasn’t holding his hand again.  “Follow me and be quick and quiet.”  She darted into the woods.

He stumbled after her, crashing through the brush.  

She spun around.  “Do you understand the meaning of quiet?”  

“Sorry.  I’m not used to this.”

“Okay.  We’ll take it slower.”  This was not his fault.  She repeated in her head.  “Watch where I walk and put your feet exactly where I put mine.”  She started forward.

“I can’t see,” he whispered, his tone disgusted.  “I told you that.”

Her muscles tensed and her claws peeked from her fingertips.  This wasn’t fair.  He was supposed to be her father’s problem.  She retracted her claws.  Whining about the situation wasn’t going to fix anything.  She surveyed the area to get her bearings.  The most direct route to the city was through the woods, but with “Sir Stompy”, they’d never make it.  “We’ll travel along the lake.”  

She headed out of the brush and ran along the shore, staying close to the tree line.  He followed, having no trouble keeping up.  She moved faster and so did he.  He was quicker than she’d have guessed.

They continued to follow the river.  By his breathing he was beat, but he never complained.  She slowed her pace a little and began stopping more than necessary to scan the area.  She’d signal for him to remain still while she climbed a tree to get a better view and to give him a few more minutes of rest.  Their path was still and quiet, no predators and no Guards.  Hopefully, Dad and Jackson were having the same luck.  After several hours, they arrived at the outskirts of the city.

“What are we doing here?”  He eyed her suspiciously.

“Don’t look at me like that.”  He didn’t trust her.  Unbelievable.  “I didn’t risk my neck to break you out of jail in order to turn you in.”

“Sorry.  It’s just that...”  Pain flashed in his blue eyes.  “After the fiasco of the trial, I have a hard time trusting anyone, but you’re right and I’m sorry.”  He flashed a quick grin.  “Forgive me.”

He was so attractive when he smiled like that, all boyish and cocky.  She couldn’t stop herself from smiling back.  “It’s okay.  I understand.”  

“No, you don’t and I hope you never do.”  His smile turned reflective and sad.  

She started to argue but stopped.  Troy had betrayed her and Jethro had hurt her feelings, but her other friends were loyal.  Hugh’s entire world had turned against him.  According to what she’d read in the underground newspapers, he’d delivered the results of his tests to the Supreme Almighty, his friend, and the man had testified that he’d never seen the reports.  All that was left was Hugh’s word that the classes were genetically similar which led to his conviction for treason.  Then, they’d uncovered Scar’s body buried on his mother’s property and Conguise’s lab had been searched but nothing was found.  The other evidence of the unsanctioned, genetic experimentation had been discovered at his cabin.  He was right.  She didn’t understand betrayal like that.

“Why are we going to the city?”  He held up his hand.  “I trust you, but I’m curious.”

“A lot has changed since you went away.”  She headed out of the forest and over to a sewer tunnel that would lead them into the inner city.  It was one of the larger tunnels which was good because crawling through the sewer was a lot worse than walking through it.

“Not again.”  He trudged after her.

A soft puff of laughter burst from her lips.  “I heard about your last trip through the sewers.”  She glanced at him.  “Over and over again.”  

His chuckle was hoarse and rusty but the humor was real.  “I’m sure Tim talked about that a lot and I’m sure he made it sound worse than it actually was.”  He stayed close behind her.  “Don’t get me wrong.  It wasn’t pleasant, but it wasn’t the worst thing I’ve gone through.”  He paused.  “Not by a long shot.”

She glanced at him, her heart twisting.  He seemed so alone and broken.  She started walking again, before she did something stupid like hug him.  “Don’t worry.  There’s nothing down here but waste.”  

“That’s not as comforting as it should be.”  

“You’ll survive.”  These passages were actually pretty clean, but he’d figure that out for himself.

“You never answered my question.”

“Which question was that?”  She shifted her ears to catch any sound.  The sewers were usually safe but sometimes groups of House Servants or Guards camped out here and they could be dangerous.  She exposed her claws just in case.  

“Several, now that you mention it.”

She should’ve kept her big mouth shut.  “So, pick one.”  She braced herself for the coming argument.  She wasn’t going to answer questions about why they’d freed him.  

“Let’s start with something simple like why you’re taking me into the city.  You know, the place filled with Almightys who want to see me swinging by my neck from a rope.”

“Not this part of the city.  It no longer belongs to the Almightys.”

“What do you mean by that?”  He quickened his pace so he was walking alongside her.

“The Almightys don’t admit it in their news reports, but none of them will enter certain sections of the city, not during the day or the night.”

“Really?  That’s hard to believe.”

She shrugged.  “A lot has changed since you’ve been away.”

“So, who does it belong to?”  

“House Servants run some neighborhoods and Guards run others.  The few free Producers and Grunts stay with us and the Stockers stay mostly in the woods.”

“Feral?” he asked.

“If by feral you mean that they don’t follow the Almightys’ rules, then yes.  If you mean, dangerous and crazy,”—she glanced at him, a half-smile curving her lips—“only if you’re an Almighty.”

“You do recall that I am an Almighty?”

“Trust me, I never forget that.”  Besides Kim, she hated Almightys.  They all wanted her dead and in their oven, except for Jethro who didn’t remember she existed.

“I find it hard to believe that the Almightys let this happen.”

“You don’t get it.  They didn’t let it happen.  They had no choice.  They lost control.  Many followed your trial and your claims.”

“How?  I read the papers.  My trial was closed and my claims weren’t publicized.  They only reported the genetic experimentation and my responsibility over the Trackers.”

“In the Almighty papers, yes, but there are underground papers and they also ran your story, especially your findings about our genetic similarities.”

“How is that possible?”

“House Servants have been reading and running the Almightys’ businesses and household for years.  Is it that hard to believe that they’d have their own papers and entertainment?”

“Not when you put it that way.”  He shook his head, his pace slowing.  “We should’ve seen this coming.”

“Yes, you should’ve, but your kind is too arrogant.  They—”

“Never pay any attention to the low...other classes.”

She focused on the path ahead.  She couldn’t look at him right now.  The word, even uncompleted, hurt.  They’d risked their lives and they were still the lower classes to him.  This war was a waste of time.  Things would never change.  

“I’m sorry.”  He touched her shoulder.  “I didn’t mean it that way.”  

“What way did you mean it?”  She spun around.  “The word is pretty self-explanatory or am I too stupid to understand the many meanings of the word low or as you were going to say lower?”

“It was a slip of the tongue, an expression.”  He held up his hand to stop her from speaking.  “And I am sorry.  I truly don’t feel that the other classes are less.  If anything, it’s us, the Almightys, who are the lesser beings.”

“Save it for someone who might believe you.”  She turned and continued walking.  “We need to keep moving.”  She wasn’t being swayed by his smooth words.  He’d built his career on his charm and good looks.  He could probably talk his way out of a fight with the Cold Creepers, but not with her.

He tagged along in silence for several moments and then asked, “What happened after my trial or during?  The real story.  I only know what I heard in jail and I doubt that any of that was the truth.”  

She could say that they needed to stay quiet, but the tunnels were empty tonight and he did need to know what was going on.  Plus, it stopped him from asking about why they’d freed him.  “After your trial was over, there were a lot of angry House Servants and Guards.  You got a raw deal and a lot of us understood that.  The Servants were the first to leave their masters.  The Guards are by nature more loyal but eventually packs of them started roaming the city.”  She glanced at him.  “It was the Almightys’ fault.  They had to have seen the discontent, but they ignored it.  They continued with the killing of unwanted Servants and Guards, the elderly, the injured, the young.  Eventually, their actions pushed many past the breaking point.”

“How many...rogue...stray...feral...”

“Free.”  She glared at him.  He didn’t understand.  He was an Almighty.  He’d never understand.  

“You’re right.  Sorry again.  It’s like being dropped into a different world, but I’m trying.”  

“Try harder.  There are others less forgiving than I am.”

“Thanks for the advice.”  He quickened his pace to catch up with her.  “Let’s try this again.  How many free House Servants and Guards are you talking about?  It can’t be that many or the Almightys would’ve done something, stopped it somehow.”

“You’d be surprised.”  She couldn’t wait to see his face when they arrived at Ray’s.

“How many?”  He grabbed her shoulder, stopping her.  

“Enough to take over and run several sections of the city.”  She pulled free and continued walking.

“Don’t the different groups fight?”  He followed her.  “House Servants and Guards hate each other.”

“Yeah.  At first, there was a lot of fighting, but now the lines have been drawn, so-to-speak.  Each class has its own section of the city.  There’s some overlap and some...neutral territories, but mostly the classes stay to themselves.”  She shot him a grin.  He was going to hate this part.  “We’ve been speaking with the leaders of both groups.  We’ve been explaining that they have a common enemy.”

“Us.”

“Yep.  We hope that their hatred of the Almightys is greater than their dislike for each other.”  

He snorted.  “Good luck with that.  I’ve been around Guards and Servants my entire life.  They’re not going to give up past hatreds so easily.”

“We have a plan.”  She averted her eyes.  She’d gone too far.  She really needed to learn to shut up. 

He grabbed her arm, his grip tight.  “And I’m part of that plan.”  It wasn’t a question.

He was smart, Dad had been right about that.  She should shut up, but now that she’d started she couldn’t stop.  It was so important that he join them.  “Yes.  We believe that the leaders of both the Guards and the Servants will listen to you.”

“Me?  Why would they listen to me?  I don’t have anything to do with this?”

She was almost speechless.  He wasn’t kidding.  He truly didn’t understand.  “You’re the face of the movement.  This all started because of you.”

“I’m no one.”  He shook his head, moving backward.  “I have no power anymore.”  

“You testified on record in front of the Supreme Almighty and the Council that we’re all genetically related.  You publicly accepted Dad and me as part of your family.”

“That...that didn’t do any good.  You were both hunted, probably more than if I’d kept my mouth shut.  You’ve had to hide in the forest.”  He kept shaking his head.  “I won’t be able to help your movement.”  

“You still don’t get it, do you?”  She stepped closer to him, lowering her voice as if approaching an injured animal.  “Dad and I aren’t the only ones.”

“What are you saying?”

“Others were tired of hiding too.  Other mixes.  Half-breeds.  There are more Almightys like your mother.  They’re afraid to come forward but they help us in other ways, and their children, the mixed ones are no longer accepting their fate and neither are the purebloods.  They realize that they are...genetically superior to the Almightys.”

“I bet it only took moments for the House Servants to jump on that carriage.”

“You’re right about that.”  She threw him a grin and started walking again.  “They were the first but many Guards followed.  The unhappy ones.”

“What happened to my Guards?  I know Reese is with Little Sarah but what about Sue and Laddie?  Curtis mentioned that Laddie is sick.  How bad is he?”

“They’re both at camp.  They escaped your cabin when the Guards and Almightys arrived with Conguise’s experiments.  Sue feels bad about not staying to protect your belongings but Laddie forced her to flee.”

“Thank Araldo for that.  They would’ve killed her.  Reese is only safe because Mom had a lot of powerful friends, but even they wouldn’t have been able to do anything if Reese had been at my cabin.”  He sighed.  “Sue must’ve been so scared.  She has a love-hate relationship with the forest.”

“She’s doing okay.  Jackson found them right away and brought them to our camp.  She wanted to come with us to free you but Laddie...”  She clamped her mouth shut.  She still talked too much once she got going.

“What’s wrong with Laddie?”  He paused, clearing his throat.  “He’s not...changing or anything is he?”

“No. Nothing like that.”  She hesitated.  He truly cared for his Guards and although Laddie wasn’t turning into a monster he was dying.  “I’m sorry.  Mom’s tried everything.  He’s old and his life...It hasn’t been easy.  Sue stays by his side.”

He turned and stared at the blank wall of the tunnel, his back stiff and his body tense.  It seemed that at any moment he’d snap and break into tiny pieces.  She touched his arm to let him know that he wasn’t alone in his sorrow.

“I need to see him.”  His hands were clenched at his sides.  

“The city first.”  This wouldn’t be pleasant if he put up a fight.

“Why?”  He turned toward her.  “So I can persuade the Servants and Guards to join your fight against the Almightys?”

All her delays about telling him why they’d freed him had been for nothing.  With a few misplaced words from her, he’d figured it out.  She could lie, but she wouldn’t.  She didn’t like lies and he wouldn’t believe her anyway.  “Yes.”

“I won’t do it.”  He started walking the way that they’d been headed.  “I won’t persuade others to fight and die.”

She followed after him.  “You have to—”  

He spun around, his eyes sparkling with anger.  “I do not.”

“You’re the only one who can.”  She was pleading now and hated it, but she couldn’t stop herself.  She had to make him understand.  “You’re the only Almighty who has risked everything to stand up for the other classes.”

“I won’t be responsible for anyone else’s death.”  He turned and continued walking.

“You think it’s that easy.”  She raced around him, blocking his path.  “Do you think that they won’t die if they don’t fight?”  He shoved past her and she grasped his arm, letting her claws sink in a little.  “You may not want to hear it, but they die every day.  The young.  The old.  The unwanted.  Every day, they’re murdered in your shelters because your kind decided that they can’t care for themselves.” 

His blue eyes were still hard with anger, but shadows lurked in their depths.  She was getting to him.

“We need you.  They need you.  If they’re going to die, let them die fighting for their freedom.”

“I can’t.”  He stepped around her and she dropped her hold.  

The sorrow on his face made her breath catch in her throat.  He wasn’t going to do it.  She should be angry with him, but she wasn’t.  He was too hurt, too broken and she’d never been able to turn her back on the injured.  She trotted to catch up with him.  “Why are you still heading in this direction if you’re going to refuse to help us?”  She wanted to pull the words back.  She’d have to force him to the rendezvous point if he didn’t come willingly.

“I want to see Laddie.  You said the city first.”  He looked at her.  “I’m tired of fighting with you.  Take me to the city.  I’ll tell Tim and Jackson and whomever else you need me to tell, that I won’t do it.  I won’t be the face of this war, this mass of death waiting to happen.  After that, you’ll take me to Laddie.”  He raised a brow, a question in his eyes.

She nodded.  She could refuse, but she wouldn’t do that to him or to Laddie.  
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CHAPTER 11:  TRINITY
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THE SEWER TUNNELS GREW darker and danker the closer Trinity and Hugh got to town.  They were near the area where Ray, the House Servant who ran this section of the city, should’ve left the supplies.  Trinity trusted him—he was a childhood friend of her father’s—but he’d warned them that there were always those who wanted to usurp him.  

Hugh walked close behind her his hand over his nose to block the odor.  “I can’t see...”

She turned toward him, her finger to her lips, indicating silence.  

“A thing,” he continued, obviously not able to see her in the dark.  “How much...”

She touched his mouth with her fingertip.  He froze, lips partially open.  She grasped his hand and he entwined his fingers with hers.  She pulled free and grabbed the cuff of his shirt.  She wasn’t his mate.  There was no reason to hold hands in the dark.  She led him to the side of the tunnel and let go of his shirt, stepping away.  “Wait here.”

“Where are you going?”  His voice was low as he edged toward her in the darkness.

“I’ll be back in a minute.  I promise.”  She wouldn’t want to be left alone, unable to see in the dark, especially with his past.

“I’m going with you.”

“No, you’re not.  It could be dangerous.”  

“Then, I’m definitely going with you.”

She mentally counted to ten.  Males could be so protective.  “You’ll make it more dangerous.”

“I’m not completely worthless.”  There was a hint of indignation in his tone.

“Yeah, you are.  At least down here.”  He was useless everywhere, but males were easier to command if you allowed them a little pride.  

“That may be, but I’m not letting you go alone.”  

“Letting me?  You can’t stop me.”  She leaned in close.  “You can’t see anything.  Your hearing stinks and you’re not quiet.  How do you think you can help me?”  So much for saving his pride.

“I’ll do whatever I have to in order to protect you.”  He leaned closer, until their noses almost touched.  “No matter what.”

“Good.  Then wait here.”  She patted his cheek and darted down the passageway.  He couldn’t follow her if he couldn’t see her.  

Having traveled to Ray’s many times, she knew the layout of this part of the sewer system almost as well as the forest.  She’d approach from the back.  It’d take longer but no one should expect it.  She slipped down a couple of side tunnels and then stopped.  This was the end of the sewer pipe.  If there was going to be an ambush it’d be here.  She listened to the night.  Small rodents scurried, going about their business.  They weren’t frightened, at least not more than normal.

She darted out of the tunnel and into the street, running down an alley and stopping behind a garbage dumpster.  There was a cardboard box leaning against the building.  She pushed it aside and peered into the small opening in the concrete.  The package was there and nothing else.  She opened it, searching everything to ensure that there wasn’t a tracking device hidden inside.  She tucked the parcel under her arm and headed back toward the sewer.  This was the first thing that had gone according to plan.  She’d have to give Ray a big hug when she saw him.  

She raced through the sewer, wanting to get back to Hugh as quickly as possible.  Being left alone in the dark couldn’t be fun.  She stopped at the opening to the large tunnel where she’d left him.  He was stumbling along with his hand against the wall, following the path she’d taken.  Stubborn fool.  Luckily, he hadn’t gotten too far or she would’ve had to hunt him down because there was no way he’d have been able to follow her trail, not with his vision and sense of smell.  

She moved in his direction.  It was several minutes before he heard her approach.  His eyes widened and his breathing became more hurried.  He stopped, tipping his head to try and catch any sound.  The smell of fear wafted toward her.  He didn’t know it was her.  She should call out, but a little scare would be good for him.  The tunnels could be dangerous.  He should’ve listened to her and stayed where she’d left him.  He staggered backward and hit the wall, almost falling.  

“Hugh, it’s me.”  She moved forward, touching his shoulder.  He needed to learn a lesson, but she didn’t want him hurting himself.  They still had to make it through the city and they’d draw less attention if he wasn’t limping.  The areas they were traveling through saw injury as an invitation.

“Don’t ever do that again.”  He shoved her hand away from him.  

“What?  Leave you?  Or watch you stumble around in the dark, stinking of fear?”  He had no right to give her any type of orders.

He moved until he was only inches away from her.  “Go off into a dangerous situation by yourself.”

“I was safer alone.”  Males were so...so difficult, overbearing and bossy.

“No, you weren’t.  You could’ve been attacked by a group or someone could’ve snuck up on you or—”

“I’m done with this conversation.”  She pulled two cloaks out of the package and shoved one against his chest, knocking him back a step.  “Put this on.”  

He glared at her but did as she said.  

“The hood too.”  She pulled her cloak on and as soon as he covered his head, she shifted position to view him from every angle.  It hung down to his knees and past his hands.  “Walk to the wall and back.”

“Why?  Are you hoping I’ll stumble about like before?”  

“Do you have to argue about everything?  Just do it.”  She was so tired of traveling with him.  She should make him hang out with Gaar and Mirra.  He’d learn not to ask stupid questions.

“Asking why is not arguing.”  He didn’t move.

“I need to see if anything gives you away as an Almighty.  Many here wouldn’t hurt you, High Hugh Truent, but others only see an Almighty.”  

“Don’t call me that.”  He walked to the wall.

“Why?”  

“Now, you’re arguing with me.”  He headed toward her.

“Stop being a jerk.”  She studied his movements and shook her head.  “I can still see your skin.  It’s too white.”  She dug in the package and took out a belt with a knife and sheath.

“Why am I argumentative when I ask you a question but you aren’t when you ask me the same question?”

“Because I’m curious and you were being stubborn.”  She handed him the weapon and belt.  

“I was not being stubborn.”  He started to strap it around his waist.  

“Yes, you were.  Under the cloak.  You’re going to have to keep your hands and arms covered as much as possible.  The sides of the cloak don’t meet so you can attack without worrying about the cloth getting in the way.”  She unsheathed her knife from under her garment as a demonstration.  “Plus, no one will know that you’re armed.”  She put her weapon away.

“We need to call a truce and since I doubt that you’ll start, I’ll be the bigger person.”  He glanced at her, a smile playing about his mouth as he latched his belt.  

“I could be the bigger person.”  Even when trying to be nice, he was a jerk.

“I look forward to seeing that one day.”  He gave up the fight and grinned.  “But I doubt that it’ll be soon.”  He put his finger on her mouth.  “Don’t argue.  Let me finish my apology.”

She shifted away from his touch.  “This I can’t wait to hear.”

“Then stop interrupting me.”  His smiled widened even more.  “I admit that I was being a little stubborn earlier, but so were you when you refused to let me go with you.”

“You should work on your apologies.  They stink.”  She pulled a small tin out of the package.  “Leaving you behind was for your safety and mine and so is this.”  She tried to keep from smiling, but couldn’t quite pull it off.  He was going to hate this.  

“What is that?”  He lowered his head toward the container, trying to make out the contents.

She dipped her fingers inside and scooped up a glob of the thick, tacky, black substance.  

“Holy Araldo, that stinks.”  He straightened, turning his face away.  

Sometimes, life was good.  “Yes, it does and we need to use it to cover your arms, hands and face.”  She tried to keep the glee from her voice but failed.

“You’re kidding, right?  Please tell me you’re kidding.”

She shook her head and rubbed the black tar-like substance along his cheek.

“Disgusting.”  He wrinkled his nose, but didn’t move.  “It smells like shit.”  He dipped his hand in the tin and began covering his arm with the stuff.

“Well...”  She bit her lip.  

“No.  Come on.  Really?”  He stopped rubbing the stain on his skin and stared at his hands, a look of horror on his face.

“You could call it fertilizer.”

“So, it is shit!”  He flung the substance off his hand.  

“A special blend created to cover your skin and your smell.”  She smeared a bit on the bridge of his nose, smiling wide.

“You don’t have to enjoy this so much.”  He sounded like a petulant boy, but he scooped out more and smeared it on his other arm.  “I feel so special.  I get my own blend of shit.”

“I didn’t say it was created just for you.  Others use it too.”

He shot her a disgusted look, but there was humor lurking in his eyes.  “You really know how to wound a guy.  I’d hoped to market this one day.  Make my fortune again.”

She chuckled, wiping her hand on his cloak.  Sometimes he was okay.  

He finished his hands and arms and started on his face, grimacing again.  “This was your idea, wasn’t it?”  His tone was playful.  “I’m not sure what I did to make you hate me, but I’m sorry.”  He smeared his hands down his throat.  “I truly, truly am.”  He smiled at her.  “All done.  How do I look?”

“Your face is still too pale.”

He groaned and reached for the tin.  She stopped him from getting more.  

“I’ll do it.  You can’t see your face and you’re missing too many spots.”  She dipped her hand into the container again and worked the stain into his cheeks, his skin warm and a little rough.  Her fingers trailed to his forehead, bringing darkness as they roamed.  She got some more stain and worked it down his throat, his pulse beat increased under her touch and his breath tickled the top of her head.  “There.  All done.”  Her words were a whisper in the dark as her eyes met his—brilliant blue in his dark face.  She could still smell him, even under the fertilizer, warm male.  Her face flushed and she took a step back, slipping the tin into her pocket.  “We should go.”

“They’ll smell me a mile away,” he said as they started walking.

“Trust me, you’ll fit in perfectly.”

“Great.  I can hardly wait to meet everyone.”

“They’re just as excited to meet you.”

“I’m sure.”  His eyes narrowed in amusement and there were small laugh lines at the corners.  

He was even attractive covered in shit.  She really did hate him.

They traveled through the city taking back alleyways.  The night was calm.  She’d expected a bit more activity, but hopefully, this meant that the Almightys didn’t suspect that Hugh would head into the city which had been their plan.

She stopped at a door and tapped on it with one long claw.  A window two feet above their heads slid upward a crack, a bolt was unlatched and the door opened.  
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CHAPTER 12:  HUGH
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HUGH HAD NEVER SEEN a House Servant that large.  Was this another mix between Servant and Producer?  He glanced at Trinity.  She was an exquisite blend of the two classes with her mother’s height and her father’s bone structure, but this male was a monster.  He was tall and muscular, almost brutish with harsh, heavy features.  The Servant studied them for a moment and then stepped aside.  

Hugh exhaled slowly, relieved that there wasn’t going to be a confrontation with the brute.  He ignored the disgusted look Trinity threw at him before heading into the building.  She probably thought she’d win if she’d had to fight that beast.  She needed to realize that she wasn’t invincible before she got hurt.  He’d talk to Tim about her as soon as they were alone, along with other topics, like the fact that they weren’t related.

They turned a corner and entered a large room.  They were in an old factory that must have shut down years ago by the broken windows, dirt and dust.  Boxes were stacked almost to the ceiling, creating a makeshift hallway.  As they neared the end of the passageway, something moved behind one of the stacks of boxes.  It was about three feet tall, but in the dim light he couldn’t discern anything else.  It shifted and a pair of light green eyes glowed in the darkness.  

“There’s someone up there.”  He put his hand on the knife.  

Trinity grabbed his arm, keeping him from unsheathing the weapon.  “Keep moving.”  She dropped her hold and continued forward.

He glanced back, but the creature was gone.  It was probably a young Servant.  Hopefully, Conguise’s creations were restricted to the forest and hadn’t started roaming the city.

They exited the box-hallway and entered a large, cavernous room.  House Servants glided in all directions.  He’d never seen so many in one place.  He’d heard that they preferred solitude.  Obviously, another lie perpetuated by the Almightys.

“Don’t stare.  They’ll take offense."  

He dropped his head.  

“Don’t avoid eye contact either,” she whispered harshly. 

“What in the name of Araldo do you want me to do?”

All around them, the House Servants stared, unblinking in their direction as they continued moving across the room.  Whispers and quiet growls slipped out from the shadows.

“Act normal,” she said.

Normal.  Right.  “This is normal for me when I’m in the midst of a gathering of House Servants.”

He gasped as her elbow jabbed into his gut.  “Ouch.  Stop doing that.”  He was getting really tired of her hitting and poking him.  

“Then behave.”  She spun around to face him.  “You’re not safe here.”

“Then let me thank you for bringing me here.”  He stepped closer to her.  He couldn’t seem to stop himself.  “This is the worst rescue ever.”

She shook her head, but a smile hovered around her lips.  “Still no monsters.”  She turned around and headed toward a door on the other side of the room.

He followed and leaned in to whisper near her ear.  “Not so sure about that.  Did you see the thing at the door?”

She jabbed him in the gut again, but not hard.  “That’s The Victor and you’d better not let him hear you say that.”

“Definitely don’t want that.”  He glanced back.  The Victor wasn’t their most pressing problem.  All the House Servants followed them as they passed, closing the path behind them.  His hand itched to pull his knife.  If this were a trap, they were dead.  The Servants wouldn’t bother with a trial, only the execution.

“Stop being afraid,” she whispered.

The truth of that stung.  “I’m not—”

“I can smell your fear.”  She glanced back over her shoulder.  “And so can everyone else.”

He followed her gaze.  There were hundreds of them, all glaring, unblinking at him.  He took a deep breath.  The House Servants glided closer which wasn’t helping him to calm down.  

She stopped in front of a door and rapped twice, her ears shifting forward.  She must’ve heard something for she turned the handle and slipped inside.  He stumbled after her, almost stepping on her feet.  

“Watch where you’re walking.”  She jabbed her elbow into his stomach again.  

“Stop that.”  He grabbed her arm.  “I mean it.”

“I will when you figure out how to walk...and act.”  Her large, golden eyes didn’t blink as she reached around him and closed the door.  

She had the loveliest eyes he’d ever seen, but she was such a bitch.  “I know how to do both, but obviously not to your high standards.  That could be why you’re still single.”  He paused, his eyes scanning over her.  On the island when she’d been helping Cack to stand, he hadn’t been able to look away.  Her clothes had been wet and had clung to her, outlining her exquisite curves.  He’d been surprised that he hadn’t drooled, but she needed her ego deflated a bit.  “Then again, perhaps it isn’t your exacting standards that have kept you from finding a mate.”

Her mouth opened on a gasp and he almost felt bad, almost.  He glanced over her head and his heart skipped a beat.

“You’re a Grunt’s ass,” she hissed.  

He shrugged, barely hearing her, his attention on the room.  It was full of females.  Young, attractive, female House Servants.  They leaned against the walls, reclined on couches and some pressed up around a group of about ten males at a table in the center of the room.  His gaze roamed over the females, appreciating the raw beauty.  Several stared back, their eyes caressing his body.  He smiled at a long, lean, dark-haired female.  

“Stop it,” she said.

“What?”  He hadn’t done anything but smile.  

“Ray won’t like it.”  She pointed at the table.  

The males had put down their cards and were watching them.  Tim and Jackson were among the group.  

A slender, male House Servant with gray hair grinned at them.  “Trinity my love, are you done berating our esteemed guest?”  His final words dripped with sarcasm, making it clear that Hugh was neither esteemed nor a guest.  He sauntered toward them, moving with the graceful stride of a Servant in his prime.  

“Ray, it’s good to see you.”  Trinity smiled, stepping forward into the Servant’s embrace and giving him a quick hug.  “Thanks for the cloaks and the stain.”  She lowered her voice a little.  “I especially enjoyed the stain.”

Somehow, Hugh had forgotten that he was covered in shit.  He wiped at his cheeks as his eyes scanned the amused faces of the female House Servants.  They hadn’t been smiling at him; they’d been laughing.  

“I don’t know how it’s possible, but you grow lovelier every time I see you.”  Ray’s hand rested on Trinity’s waist.  

Hugh sent Tim a concerned look, but he was busy chatting with another Servant at the table.  This Ray character was flirting with Trinity and Ray wasn’t some young, harmless Guard like Curtis.  Ray’s hair may be gray but he wasn’t old.  He was a charming, very experienced male and one who dabbled in prostitution by the looks of this place.  There was no way he was going to let Trinity be used and added to Ray’s bevy of females.  He stepped forward ready to knock Ray’s hand off Trinity’s waist when someone grabbed his arm.  He spun around, pulling the knife out of the sheath.  Jackson yanked him into a quick embrace, shoving Hugh’s hand back toward his side.  

“Put that away,” whispered the Guard.

He slid the knife into the sheath as he stepped back, frowning at Ray’s hand on Trinity.  Jackson shook his head in warning. 

“When are you going to come and be mine, my darling,” purred Ray.

“When are you going to give up all your other mates?”  She stepped away from him but kissed his cheek, softening her rejection.

“Anything for you, my dear.”  Ray chuckled and turned toward the table.  “Tim, give me your daughter.”

Hugh’s hand drifted to his knife again.  Ray was a player.  It was written in every line on his face and every practiced movement he made.  Trinity wasn’t going to be with this male.  He’d make sure of that.  Jackson grabbed his arm, tight.  He glared at the Guard.

“I’ve told you.  You’ll have to woo her like everyone else,” said Tim.  

Ray laughed loudly.  “Everyone else has failed.  I will woo her in my own way.”  He winked at Trinity.  

She smiled, rolling her eyes.  

“But enough about us, my love.”  Ray turned toward Hugh, his smile wide, but it no longer reached his eyes.  “Let me get a good look at High Hugh Truent.”  

Jackson dropped his hold on Hugh’s arm but didn’t move away.  

Hugh pushed back his hood.  “Thank you for the cloak and”—he glanced at Trinity—“the stain.  It was very effective.”  

“And very odiferous.”  The animosity in Ray’s eyes lessened a little.  “Come, High Hugh.”  He glided back to the table and the others followed.  

Tim stood, giving Trinity a quick hug.  “You’re late.  I was worried.”

“We had to travel along the river.”  

“Why?  That doubles the time.”  

She tipped her head at Hugh.

“I wasn’t that loud,” he said under his breath.

“Please.  Ten Producers are quieter.”

Everyone laughed and his face heated.  The fact that at this moment he was glad he was covered in shit because it hid his embarrassment really summed up his life.  “I never claimed to be an expert in the forest.”

Tim grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him close.  He stiffened and then forced himself to relax.  This wasn’t one of the prison Guards.  A fist to the gut wasn’t coming.

“I’m glad you’re safe.”  Tim hugged him harder.  

His throat tightened.  All he could do was nod.  Before his arrest, they’d realized that the dislike that they’d had for each other for most of their lives stemmed from how they’d been raised, especially the two different sets of rules.  When Hugh’s father had been gone, his mother had treated Tim as a member of the family and Hugh had resented her love for the Servant.  When Hugh’s father had been home, Tim had hated being forced to play the role of House Servant.

Tim gave Hugh one last pat on the back and then pulled out a chair.  “Sit.  Rest.”

He sat and Tim took the chair next to him.  Jackson sat off to the side, eyes roaming the room but not in appreciation of all the females.  The Guard was uneasy, not particularly welcome in this House Servant hideout.  Trinity sat next to her father and started filling a plate with fruits and bread.

Ray studied him from across the table as the Servants from the other area trickled through the door until the room was close to bursting.  Hugh’s stomach rumbled, but this was Ray’s domain and it wouldn’t be wise to eat without an invitation.  

A pair of green eyes, gleaming in the corner, caught his attention.  They were slanted and exotic, staring from the darkness.  It was a female.  He didn’t know how he knew but he did.  There was something about her eyes—a knowledge, a promise of pleasure—that drew him.  Keeping her gaze locked with his, she stepped forward into a shaft of light from a nearby lamp.  She was exquisite, small but perfectly shaped.  She wore a robe that shimmered against her body, accentuating her curves with each breath.  She had long, wavy brown hair.  He couldn’t guess her age.  Her face was round and smooth, her skin flawless, but she was no child.  Her eyes betrayed her experience.  She was a female fully grown.  She motioned almost imperceptibly to a younger, dark-haired female who then pushed away from the wall and sauntered toward them.

Ray picked up a slice of bread.  The dark-haired female took it from his hand, breaking off a small piece.  She offered it to Ray and he pulled the bread and the tips of her fingers into his mouth, sucking slightly.  His hand ran down her back and rested on her hip.  Her lips curved in a sly grin as she stared at Hugh.

He glanced back at where the older female had been but she was gone.  Trinity glared at him as she stuffed a hunk of fruit in her mouth, chewing forcefully.  He had no idea what she was upset about this time.  He sent her a questioning look and her eyes shot across the room, landing on the mature female he’d seen earlier.  The female’s lips tipped up at the corner and he could’ve sworn that Trinity snarled at the other woman before turning her glare back toward him.  

“Are you not hungry, High Hugh?” asked Ray, keeping his arm around the brunette as she fed him tiny pieces of food.

“I am.”  He turned his attention to his host.  “However, this is your home and I wouldn’t dare to presume that your food is mine.”  His time at the Council building would serve him well.  He was quite familiar with pissing matches.

Ray studied him a long moment and then smiled.  This time it almost reached his eyes.  “Please, eat.”

His stomach rumbled again, but he hesitated before taking a plate.  “Is there somewhere I can wash first?”  He held up his hands which were covered in the stain.

Ray nodded and a female Servant went through a back door to return a moment later with a pitcher and dishes.  “I’m surprised jail hasn’t made you less particular about hygiene.” 

“I don’t mind dirt, but this is shit.”

The female Servant placed a bowl in front of him, filling it with water.  He began washing his hands as she glided around the table, placing another bowl next to Trinity.  A few of the other Servants laughed as Trinity stopped eating.  Her face reddened and her eyes flew to him, accusing.

He hadn’t meant to insult her, especially in front of the others.  “I think there’s been a misunderstanding.  My hands are full of shit, not hers.”  He held her gaze for a moment, and there was a flicker of gratitude beneath the anger.  He turned to Ray who was studying them.  “Thank you for your hospitality.”  He grabbed a plate, filling it with whatever was at hand.

“It seems that the stories about you are correct.”  Ray ran his hand up and down his companion’s back.  “Unexpected, but not disappointing.”

“And what did you hear,” he asked, around a mouthful of bread.

“That you truly believe in equality of the classes.”

He took a drink of water from the glass in front of him.  “I do.  We aren’t so different, genetically speaking.”

“So you said, although you failed to prove it.”  There was steel under the Servant’s cordial tone.

“Not his fault,” said Tim.

“No.  He’s right.”  Hugh’s eyes locked with Ray’s.  “Mostly.  I failed to prove it so far.”

“And how do you plan on proving it this time, High Hugh?”  Ray leaned forward, removing his arm from the female.  “The last time you tried you ended up on executioner’s row.”

He finished the last bit of food on his plate and sat back, buying time to try and figure out what this Servant wanted from him.  Everyone had an agenda, even him.  Ray’s warehouse was filled with items.  Maybe, they could help each other.  “I’ll set up a lab and prove that my claims are true and then I’ll expose the treachery that poisons our leadership.”  He took a handful of berries.  It was time to push back a little.  Males like Ray fed on weakness.  “And while we’re on the topic of those in power, I’m no longer High Hugh.  That title was stripped when I was charged with treason.”

“You’ll remain High Hugh to me.”  Ray leaned back, his green eyes piercing.  

“It is an honorary that sets me above most others and I no longer agree with that.”

“Too bad,” said Ray.  “You’ll always be High Hugh to us.”

Some of the Servants surrounding them hissed and whispered their agreement.  The tension in the room was rising.  They were outnumbered and surrounded, but he was no longer High Hugh Truent.  That man had been an arrogant fool.  That man had owned people.  He hated that man.  Tim shook his head in warning.  

“As you wish.”  His jaw clenched but he bowed his head slightly.  

One side of Ray’s mouth tipped up in satisfaction and his eyes gleamed with the power of one in charge.

“Since we are in your home.”  He met the Servant’s glare.  Appearing weak would be suicide.  He’d learned that in jail.  

“Are you saying that outside of here I cannot call you High Hugh?”  Ray’s claws were out, tapping rhythmically on the table.

“I’d rather you never called me by my honorary.”  He couldn’t keep the venom from his words.  His former life, his former self, had been toxic, killing all who got close.  “That’s a life and a person who no longer exists and I don’t want either of them back.”  He leaned forward.  “However, I’m not your boss or your better.  You can call me whatever you want.”

Ray’s green eyes bored into his, studying, evaluating.  He didn’t blink but he was starting to worry that he’d made a fatal mistake as the surrounding Servants moved closer.  

“I’m not sure what to make of you, High Hugh.  The stench of your fear covers the odor of the stain”—he glanced around the table—“and that isn’t an easy smell to mask.”  

The others chuckled at Ray’s joke.

“And yet, you hold your own.”  Ray turned to Tim.  “I have more faith in your brother and our plans.  They just might work.”

“They will,” said Tim.

“What plans?”  He glanced at Trinity.  He had a pretty good idea what they wanted, but he’d let them spell it out for him.

“You haven’t told him?” asked Ray.

“Didn’t have time,” said Tim.  “We were supposed to travel together, but...things happened.”

Ray’s eyes met the slender, dark-haired female and she moved closer, leaning against him.  “Then I suggest you get it done so we can move on to more pleasant topics.”  He pulled the girl onto his lap.

Tim nodded and faced Hugh.  “I wanted some time to give you the history, but I can do that later.  Basically, we need your help.”

He glanced at Trinity.  Her golden eyes were studying him with quiet hope and expectation.  He fought the urge to squirm in his seat.  He was tired of disappointing females.

“We need you to lead the Allied Classes,” said Tim.

“What exactly is the Allied Classes?  Although, I think I can guess.”  His eyes darted to Trinity again.  She hadn’t mentioned that they had a name.  Perhaps, they were more organized than she’d led him to believe.

“When you stated that all the classes were genetically similar it started”—Tim’s eyes darted around the table—“a movement.  Many of us realized that we deserve better.  Since we are genetically equal to the Almightys, we should be treated as such and the AC was born.”

“I never said we were genetically equal.  I said similar.”  The angry whispers of the Servants started again.  He probably should’ve kept that to himself.  He had to fix this.  He held up his hand.  “Calm down.  Similar doesn’t mean inferior.  I agree that all of us should be considered equals in the eyes of the law, but we aren’t genetically identical.”

“You’re right,” said Trinity.  “We’re superior to Almightys.  We can see better, hear better, run faster, jump higher and—”

“Yes.  You’re physically superior to Almightys.”  He was tired of hearing how lacking he was.  She’d damaged his pride more in one day than all his years in prison. 

The crowd quieted except for a few snickers and mumbles of agreement.

“However, we seem to have gotten off topic.”  He turned back to Tim.  “I’m glad that you’re demanding better treatment, but I don’t see what that has to do with me.”  His eyes went to each Servant at the table.  “Trinity has explained about your fight and that I’m the face of your movement.”  He smiled slightly.  “Not exactly sure how that happened, but I’m honored.”

“Then you’ll help us?” asked Trinity.

“No.  I’m powerless.  Less than powerless.  I have no money, no connections and no friends with connections.  Worse than that, I’ll be hunted and more than likely captured at some point.  The best I’d do is become a martyr for your cause and I’m not ready for that role.”

“If we’d wanted a martyr we’d have left you in jail,” mumbled Trinity.

“Trinity,” said Tim.  “Don’t say that.”

“Why?  It’s the—”  

Tim grabbed her arm and pulled her to the side of the room.

Her words were like a kick in the gut.  Deep down he’d known that they hadn’t risked their lives to rescue him because they cared for him, but there’d been a whisper of hope in his bruised soul that he’d meant something to someone.  The truth was he’d gotten exactly what he’d wanted in life.  He’d been rich, famous in his field and successful.  He’d been too busy and self-consumed to build real friendships.  Even his relationship with Viola had started because she’d been Conguise’s daughter.  She was smart, pretty and she would’ve been the perfect wife for an up-and-coming, young scientist like himself.  The fact that he wasn’t sure that he’d ever truly loved her ate at him every day.  She’d deserved better than him.  

He was tired and all he wanted to do was to see someone who did care about him and that was a short list.  He’d never see his sister again, unless he was arrested.  He couldn’t risk involving her in his life.  So, that left Sue.  He smiled slightly.  His only true relationships had been with his Guards.  He turned in his chair.  “Tim, it’s okay.  I’d rather the truth than lies.  If we’re done here, could someone take me to see Sue?”

Tim said a few more whispered words to his daughter and then walked back to the table.  She followed him, almost bristling with indignation.

“But, it’s not true.”  Tim sat down next to him.  “I was coming for you no matter what.”  He put his hand on Hugh’s shoulder.  “You’re my brother.”

He leaned back in his seat and almost groaned.  Another kick in the gut.  “About that.”  He might as well get this over.  “We’re not related.”

Tim laughed and then stopped when Hugh didn’t grin.  “What are you talking about?  You said—”

“So, you lied to us.  See Dad, I told you we couldn’t trust Almightys.  They’re liars and cowards.”

He ignored her.  Her comments didn’t deserve a response.  He turned so he was looking directly at Tim.  “When I said we were brothers, I believed it.  I believed Barney.”

“Don’t bring my grandfather into this,” said Trinity.

He spun around.  “Please shut up for one minute.  Just one minute.”  

Her mouth dropped open and silence fell over the room.  She blushed as a few of the female Servants giggled. 

He’d embarrassed her again, but this time he wasn’t sorry.  There was only so much of her mouth he could take in one day.  He turned back to Tim.  “As I was saying, I believed Barney but I needed proof.  It was one thing to tell everyone that Producers and House Servants could create viable offspring and something else entirely if Almightys could procreate with the other classes.”

There were a few murmurs of agreement from the Servants around the table.

“I compared your blood to mine and we’re not related.”  He looked into Tim’s eyes and he was sorry.  The Servant had been a part of his life since he’d been born.  It’d been nice believing they were brothers.

“Are you sure?”  Tim’s vibrant green eyes dimmed with sadness.

“Yeah.  I’m sorry.  I was going to tell you, but then I was arrested and...it never came up when I talked to Little Sarah and I had no way to contact you.”

“So, I’m not part Almighty.”  Trinity glared at him.  “Thank Araldo.”

“I didn’t say that.”  He grinned at her but it was more a baring of his teeth than a smile.  

“What?”  She almost screamed.

“Tim is half Almighty.”

“How can that be?” asked Tim.  “You said—”

“I said we weren’t related and we’re not, but one of your parents was an Almighty.  I’m assuming that Barney is your father.  I don’t see any reason for him to lie about that.”

“Why would he lie about my mother?” asked Tim.

“At the time, he wanted me to rescue you.”

“And you’d feel more obligated to rescue your brother than a family House Servant,” said Tim.

“I would’ve gone to get you anyway.”  It was true.  He’d done it for his mother and he’d wanted access to the fifth floor in Conguise’s laboratory, but mostly, he’d gone because Tim was family of sorts.

Tim’s gaze locked with his.  “And I would’ve broken you out of jail even if I’d known you weren’t my brother.”  

“What if you’d known I wouldn’t help with your fight?”

“Yes.  We may not be related by blood but you’re still family.  I remember when Mo...Sarah brought you home.”

He believed Tim and he was thankful for the loyalty.  

Ray nudged the female Servant from his lap and clapped his hands.  “Bravo.  You’re one big, happy family again.”  Trinity snorted and he glanced at her, smiling.  “Well, almost.”  His smile died as he faced Hugh.  “I don’t want to break up your reunion but we have issues to discuss, ones that affect many of us.”

“I’m sorry, but I won’t help with this fight of yours and”—he glanced around—“you aren’t going to like this but you should stop.  Surrender or run off.  Do whatever you have to in order to stop this rebellion before it becomes something more and you’re all dead.”

“Exactly what did you tell him, Trinity?”  Ray’s eyes gleamed with amusement.  “Because either he’s daft—and I don’t think he is—or he’s belittling our struggles which could get him killed and would make him daft again, or he wasn’t told everything.”

“Dad was supposed to tell him everything.  I tried not to say anything but he got suspicious about why Almightys weren’t in control of all sections of the city.”

“So, you told him what?”  Ray waved his hand for her to hurry and explain.

“I told him we were fighting and that we needed his help.”  She glared at Hugh.  “He refused then like he’s refusing now.  Coward.”

“How is not wanting to be responsible for the slaughter of numerous Guards and Servants being a coward?”  He leaned toward to her.  “You can’t win against the Almightys.  I’m surprised that they’ve allowed these little sections of the city to survive, but they won’t if they think you’re joining together to fight them.”  He glanced around the table.  “You don’t want to start a war you can’t win.”

“Too late,” said Jackson, watching him closely.  

“No.  Please tell me that you aren’t at war or at least that the Almightys don’t realize that you think you’re at war with them.”  

“Oh, they know.  You don’t think the Almighys just handed over these sections of the city, do you?”  Tim’s eyes pinned him in place.  “After news of your findings trickled out, the other classes rebelled, and started fighting for their rights.”

“Rights to do what?”  This was worse than he’d imagined.  When Trinity had told him that they were fighting, he’d thought she’d meant a few kids, not a real war.

“Like the right to live free and keep our children,” said Ray, the words hushed and harsh.

“I can understand that, but there has to be another way.”  Because war with the Almightys was suicide.

“Really?  How?  Almightys will not cede control, not even a little.”  Ray spit on the ground.  “They should all be killed.”  He smirked.  “Present company excluded, of course.”

Ray wasn’t fooling anyone.  The Servant hated Almightys and would kill Hugh in an instant, but he wanted something and it wasn’t just help with the war.  Ray’s business would prosper with strife.

“We’ve been hunted,” said Trinity.  “In the forest and in the city.  This area is one of the few that is still held by the Allied Classes.”  She looked directly at him, her eyes pleading.  “Many have died on both sides but mainly ours.  We need your help.”

“To do what exactly?”  He still didn’t understand what they wanted from him.  Maybe the beatings in jail had softened his brain.  “I have no power any more.  I told you that.”

“Lead our army.  Plan our attacks,” said Tim.

“What?  Why would you think I could do that better than any of you?”

There was a murmur amongst the House Servants.  Tim looked at Jackson.  The Guard shrugged.

“We have noticed that although our class”—Tim nodded at Ray and then the collection of House Servants—“is great in combat and seeing in the dark, we aren’t very good at leading troops or planning attacks.”  He looked at Jackson.  “The Guards are better at it than we are.” 

There was a chatter of discontent from the surrounding Servants.

“It’s true,” snapped Tim.  “Lying to ourselves isn’t doing us any good.”  

“We may be better at it than House Servants,” said Jackson.  “But we can’t compete with Almightys and that’s who’s leading the other side.”

“Plus, the House Servants refuse to take orders from the Guards,” said Trinity.

“That’s not surprising.”  He pushed back from the table and started to stand.  The Servants behind him moved closer.  He sat back down.  “Why would they follow me?  I’m an Almighty.”  His eyes met Ray’s.  “One of the hated.  Isn’t the point of this war to remove you from Almighty rule?”

“We’re not opposed to working with Almightys.”  Ray’s tone was calm, almost pleasant but his eyes gleam with hatred.  “As long as you don’t steer us wrong.”

“Will you do it?” asked Tim.

“I...I’m sorry but I can’t.”

“Why?” asked Ray.  “You still consider yourself above us, High Hugh?”  He almost spat the words.  “You don’t believe we deserve to be treated as equals.”

“No.  I mean, yes.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  “Yes, we should all be treated the same, but—”

“But what?”  Ray leaned toward him, fangs peeking from under his top lip.

If he’d thought the tension was high before he’d been mistaken.  It was almost crackling in the room now.  He needed to be very clear, very politically correct.  He took a deep breath.  “I don’t believe that the best place for me is fighting with you.  I should be in the lab, running my tests and proving my claims.”  He leaned forward.  “I can bring the scientific proof to light and then—”  

“Then what?”  Ray’s lips curled in a sneer.  “Don’t tell me you believe that there won’t be a war if you can offer proof.”

That had been what he was going to say, but it was a fool’s belief.  “In an ideal world, yes.  The scientific proof would be enough, but, we don’t live in an ideal world.”

Ray leaned back, waving the brunette female over to him.  “No, we don’t.  There’s no way to avoid this war.  It’s too late for that.”

He nodded.  Freedom always had a price.

“If you understand this, and you agree with our cause, then why won’t you join us?”  Trinity’s voice was soft—confused and hurt at his refusal.

“I’d be of better use in the lab.”  He held up his hand to stop the protests from Tim and Trinity.  “Proof of our genetic relationships won’t eliminate the battle ahead but it will persuade some to join us or to at least not fight against us and I have no experience with war.  I’d be worse at leading your army than any of you.”  The lie tasted bitter on his tongue.  He’d often complained about the shortsightedness of his Guards and their illogical thinking.  The House Servants were sneaky and could carry out underhanded plans to steal food or escape from the house, but large scale battles and attacks would be beyond them.  

“Your father was a general and an exceptional strategian and tactician,” said Tim.

“My father was an ass.  How can you, of all people, defend him?”

“One quality doesn’t cancel out the other.”  Tim smiled slightly.  

“I’m not my father and military excellence is not passed down like hair color.”  He shook his head.  “I’m sorry, but I have little knowledge of strategies and warfare.”  Another lie.  He’d been drilled in those exact subjects by his father.  Lucky for him, Tim had been banned to the Servant quarters when his father had been home.  “The best use for me in this war is in the lab where I can gather blood evidence and expose the results to society.”

“What good will that do?”  Trinity stood, claws out and golden eyes sparking with anger.  “They already know the truth.  You showed them and they buried it.”  She slammed her hand against the table.  “Fighting is the only way.  Once we win, we’ll make them accept the truth.”  

She bristled with righteousness.  She was young and innocent and filled with passion.  After all she’d seen and all she’d been through, she still believed that good conquered evil and those in the right always won.  This fight, this war would change her.  It’d tarnish her and break her and he didn’t want any part of it.  He forced his eyes back to the others.  He was tired and bitter, a shell of the man he’d once been.  He hated what High Hugh Truent represented, what he’d accepted without question, but at least High Hugh had been ambitious and passionate.  That was gone now, wiped out by deceit.  All he had left was vengeance.

Ray whispered in the ear of the petite female by his side and she strolled away.  

“You don’t understand the severity of our situation,” said Tim.  

“We need your help,” said Jackson.

“I can’t.  I’m sorry.”  They’d risked their lives to free him, but he wouldn’t be responsible for any more deaths.  He’d filled his quota.  

Two young, attractive, female House Servants sauntered across the room.  Ray nodded in Hugh’s direction and they walked over to him, stopping one on each side.

“Please, everyone,” said Ray.  

The room fell silent.

“High Hugh has made his choice.  It’s not what we wanted, but he deserves a choice as much as anyone, even if he is an Almighty.”  Ray smiled.  “Plus, he is a male and he’s been locked away without any female companionship for”—he turned toward Hugh—“how long?”

Hugh stared at the black-haired House Servant on his left.  Her shirt hung unbuttoned almost to her navel and she wasn’t wearing a bra.  He swallowed, unable to look away.  Even if someone put a knife to his throat, he didn’t think he could stop staring.

“Too long,” said Jackson, chuckling.

“Obviously,” said Ray.  “Girls, take him upstairs.  Give him a bath and whatever else he requires.”

The females slid their arms through his and led him toward the stairs.  He’d owe Ray for this, but even that didn’t stop him.

“Males,” Trinity said disgustedly.

He didn’t care what she thought.  He needed this.  Some of his college friends had experimented with cross-class mating, but he’d never been interested.  Looking at these two beauties, he had no idea why.
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THE TWO FEMALE SERVANTS led Hugh into a small room with a large bed.  It looked soft and inviting and big enough for three.  

“Bath first,” whispered the brunette on his right, her lips caressing his ear.  

Her hot breath and the earthy smell of her was almost his undoing.  It’d been so long.  He didn’t want a bath, but he’d do whatever she said.  They guided him behind a room divider where a tub filled with steaming, hot water was waiting.  He hadn’t had a hot bath in almost as long as he’d been without a woman.

The two females began undressing him, their hands straying from his clothes to caress his skin as it was bared.  He shut his eyes, refusing to think about how vulnerable he was here, alone with them.  One of the Servants unbuttoned his pants.  No matter what happened, this would be worth it.  

One of them took his hand, giving him a slight tug.  “Get in.” 

He opened his eyes and stepped into the tub.  Warmth flooded him as he sank down, groaning in pleasure as the heat soaked into his bones.  He hadn’t realized how cold he’d been.  Both of the females picked up rags and began bathing him slowly, each swipe of the rough cloth a hidden caress.  He leaned his head against the tub, closed his eyes and let the pleasure overtake him.

After they were done bathing him and washing his hair, he stayed in the water, his eyes closed and his head resting on the back of the tub.  He was full, clean and satiated.  He didn’t want to move but curling up in the soft bed with two willing females sounded like an excellent next step.  Tomorrow, he’d worry about what he owed Ray and how he was going to fund a new lab, but tonight was for him.  He opened his eyes, pushing up from the tub and stopped.  The older, exquisite female that he’d seen earlier sat on a chair across from him.

“Come.”  She held a large, fluffy towel as her gaze roamed over his body.  She smiled.  It was a knowing smile.  

He grinned and stepped out of the tub.

“I see you are almost ready for another round.”  She handed him the towel.

“It’s been a long time.”  He wrapped it around his waist.  

“Of course, but first things first.”  She walked around the divider.  

He followed.  The room was empty except for them.  She sat on the edge of the bed, skimming her hand across the blanket.  

“Where are the other two?” he asked.

“I promise, you do not need them or want them.  I am much better.”  She walked to the nightstand, opened a drawer and pulled out a glass and a decanter.  She poured a couple of inches of alcohol into the glass and strolled toward him, hips rolling with each step.  Her every movement was calculated for his pleasure.  He suspected that she was right and he wouldn’t miss the other two.  She stopped in front of him and took a small sip of the drink and then licked her lips.  He stared at her lush mouth.  It offered so many promises.

She placed the glass in his hand and led him to the bed.  She touched his chest—her hand cool on his skin—and gently pushed him down to sit.  “Drink and we shall talk.”

Talking was not what he had in mind.  His thoughts must have shown on his face because she laughed.

“First, we shall talk.  Just a little.”  She leaned down and whispered in his ear.  “Then, I shall mate with you.  Have you ever been with a House Servant?”  Her tongue dipped into his ear and he moaned.

“Tonight was my first time.”  He took a sip of the alcohol.  It was a whiskey, smooth and dark.  He coughed slightly, no longer used to liquor.

She leaned back, tipping her head slightly.  “What happened in the bathroom does not count.  You did not mate.  They only pleasured you.  No?”  

Her eyes had hardened.  He wasn’t sure why she cared what he’d done with the other females but it was obvious that she did.  “I have not had sex tonight.”  

“Good.”  She went behind the divider and brought out the chair.  She placed it in front of him and sat down close enough that their knees brushed.  “I have a proposition for you.”

He took another sip of his drink.  She was wrong.  He wanted the other two back.  They would’ve had sex and then left.  He had an idea that it wasn’t going to be so simple with this one.  She wanted something from him, but he couldn’t think of anything he had to offer.  No money, no power, no home.  “Go on.”

“You need a lab.  No?”

He nodded.  So, she’d been listening in the other room.

“I can get you a lab.  You give me a list of equipment and I will get it and a building for you.”

“What do you want in return?”  When something sounded too good to be true, it always was.  

“We can discuss that later.”  She placed her hands on his legs and ran them under the towel and up his thighs, her claws gently raking his skin.  

“I’d prefer to discuss it now.”  It took all his willpower but he grabbed her hands, placing them on his knees.  He couldn’t bring himself to push her away.  

She pursed her lips in a pout, sending all sorts of images of things that mouth could do flashing through his mind.  

He tossed back the rest of the drink, the burn wiping away his fantasies.  “I don’t want to be indebted to you and not be able to pay.”

She took the glass from him and walked to the dresser, promising pleasure with every step.  She re-filled the glass and returned to sit on the bed next to him.  “You’ll be able to pay.  I promise.”  She took another small sip of the alcohol, leaning against him.  

He refused to play this game.  He stood.  “Where are my clothes?”  

She grabbed his wrist, claws out in warning.  “I want you to free my daughter.”  Emotions fought for control in her vivid green eyes.  Fear.  Loathing.  Hatred and love.

“Free her from where?”  He pulled his hand from her grasp.  He’d been clawed enough for one day.

She placed the glass on the floor as she stood and began pacing.  “She is being held in the home of an Almighty.”

He was impressed that she didn’t attempt to use tears to persuade him.  It wouldn’t have worked for her.  She was too seasoned, too hard, but she was lovely.  However, her daughter’s situation was the fate of most House Servants.  “Is he unkind to her?”  Many Almightys considered the other classes as their property, but most of them weren’t cruel to those in their care.  Still, if the girl wanted to leave, she should be allowed to go.

“He is planning on selling her to the highest bidder.”

It wasn’t accepted by polite society, but he’d heard rumors about Almightys who used and sold their Servants and Guards into sexual servitude.  His eyes darted to the divider and his mind to his bath.  

“This is not the same.”  She grabbed his hands, pulling them to her chest.  

He struggled to free himself, but her grip was strong and he liked where his hands rested.  “The only difference is that these females are owned by a House Servant instead of an Almighty.”  He couldn’t keep the self-loathing from his tone.  He’d done this, but she and Ray had orchestrated it.

“They chose this life.”

This time, he did break free, sending her stumbling back a step.  “They’re too young to understand a choice like that.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  They were about Trinity’s age, too young to know better.

“They chose this life because they had nowhere else to go.”  She sat on the bed, her face once again a placid mask.  “They had no home.  No skill.  They were on the street when Ray found them and offered his protection.”

“For a fee.”  The worst part was that he’d eagerly participated.

“Of course.  Everything has a price.”  She leaned back slightly, highlighting her curves.  “You should understand that better than most.”  She picked up the glass of whiskey and walked over to him.  “Are you still the High Hugh Truent who dictates the lives of the other classes?”  There was a smile on her lips but her eyes were hard like jade.  “Who are you to decide how they choose to live?”  She handed him the glass and then waved her hand toward the door.  “There are others here who cook and clean.  Some females do not want to contribute in those ways.”

He took another sip of the whiskey.  If they chose to earn their keep in this manner instead of performing other chores, then it wasn’t so bad.  “They were given a choice?  Truly?”  

She stood on her tip-toes, her lips near his ear.  “We are all given choices.”

He pulled her flush against him, relishing the feel of her soft curves.  “All of us but your daughter?  That seems unlikely.”

Her eyes sparked green fire and she almost spit as she pushed away from him.  “No!  It is not the same.  She is a child, not yet having her first courses.  Once she does, he will sell her.  She has no choice.”

He’d only heard whispers about the black market for young House Servants and Guards.  It was a vile trade and he was stuck now.  He had to help if he could.  “What’s your name?”  It seemed odd that he didn’t know it.

“Meesus,” she said.

He took her hands in his.  “I promise that I’ll do everything I can to help your daughter, but I’m not sure what I’ll be able to do.  I have nothing and I can’t contact anyone who does have power or influence.  I’d try if I could, but it wouldn’t be safe for them.”  He squeezed her hands.  “How soon before she...starts?”

“A few months, perhaps a little longer.  She is of age.  She could start any day, but the auctions only occur twice a year.  We have almost six months before the next one.”

“That’s not very long.  We’ll need to find money and I’d have to get introduced to the right people.”  He began to pace.  “That’s not going to be easy.  I’m sure they’re careful about accepting new members into their group.”  He stopped.  “They probably run background checks, the kind that require fingerprints or DNA.  There’s no way that I could pass those.  I want to help, but I’m not sure how I can.”

She stepped closer, her musky scent clouding his head.  She smelled like sex, pure unadulterated sex.  He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.

“All I ask is that you promise to try,” she whispered against his lips.

“I promise.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him.  If he tried and failed, she wouldn’t take it lightly.  That was the last thought he had as they fell onto the bed.
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HUGH SHOVED HIS FACE deeper into the pillow, wishing he didn’t have to get up.  Not only were Tim and the others probably angry with him for refusing to lead their suicide war, but he now owed Ray for last night.  Perhaps he could delay reality a little longer.  He stretched his arm across the bed, searching for Meesus but finding empty sheets.  He rolled to his side, sharp pains shooting through his body.  There were scratches on his chest and down his hip and thighs.  He sat up and touched his back, flinching as his fingers skimmed over torn flesh.  Meesus had dug her claws into his shoulders last night, but he had no idea when he’d gotten the other marks.  As a matter of fact, a lot of last night was fuzzy.

He glanced around the room.  He was alone.  Meesus hadn’t been gone long.  The sheets were still warm.  If this were a trap, he might have time to escape.  He swung his legs over the side of the bed, knocking an empty bottle across the floor.  He took a deep breath.  They’d both drank from the same bottle, the same glass.  He hadn’t been drugged.  Jason’s Guards weren’t going to break down the door and haul him back to prison.  He picked up the bottle, his memories of the night before almost nonexistent.  He ran his hand through his hair.  This was the first time he’d ever blacked out from drinking.  He obviously couldn’t hold his liquor like he used to.

The door opened and Meesus stepped inside, carrying a tray of food.  “Morning.”  Her hips swayed seductively as she approached.  

His day was looking up.  He dropped back onto the mattress, grimacing as the cuts on his back pressed against the headboard.  

As she placed the food on the nightstand, she smiled, her fangs peeking out from under her top lip.  “Eat.  I’ll be right back.”  

“Later.”  He patted the bed.  

She shook her head, but there was a promise in her eyes.  She handed him a piece of toast and headed for the door, pure invitation with every step.  He could make a career out of watching her walk.  He stuffed the bread in his mouth and reached for another, cringing as the skin around his cuts pulled.  His fingers brushed against something warm - sausage.  He swallowed back bile as an image of Viola’s severed head invaded his mind.  He’d been forced to eat meat in jail, but he was no longer a prisoner.  He shoved another piece of toast in his mouth and got out of bed.  He had scores to settle.  He grabbed the pair of pants off the stack of clothes on a nearby chair. 

The door opened and Meesus frowned at him as she carried a pan of water to the bed.  “Sit.”

“I have to go.”  He flushed like a schoolboy, being caught doing something naughty.

“Sit.”  She repeated as she ran her claws gently down his chest.  

She didn’t deserve to be treated like this.  Last night had been...well, he didn’t remember everything, but he’d had sex; so, it’d been good.  She nipped his ear and he sat, dropping the pants on the bed.

She began running the wet cloth down his back, the water stinging the open wounds.  “I am sorry about the cuts.”  Her voice was a soft purr near his ear.  “You made me lose control.  That does not happen often anymore.”

He replayed the events of last night in his head.  They’d kissed and she’d undressed.  Araldo, she had a great body - muscular but with curves in all the right places.  Then they’d gotten in bed.  Like now.  

She kissed his neck and then applied a salve onto his back, chest and thighs.  “This should take the pain away, at least for a while.”

“I had worse in jail.”  His lips met hers in a warm, soft kiss.  

She pulled back, putting distance between them.  “Again, I am sorry for the injuries.  I have not been with an Almighty in a very long time.”

“Are we that different from the others?”  Genetically they were all similar but the other classes were physically superior to his kind.  He prayed it didn’t flow over into the bedroom too.  That’d really hurt. 

“Physically?”  She ran her fingers down his chest to his stomach and back up.  

A flash of memory burst forth, her head thrown back in passion, her claws sinking into his back and he’d only been kissing and touching her at the time.  He couldn’t hold back his grin.  Her reaction had not been an act.  She’d enjoyed the night.  “Maybe, this is why we Almightys think we’re superior.”

Her eyes gleamed with amusement.  “Truth?  No.”

“Ouch.”  His smug smile vanished.  “You don’t have to be that honest.”  He shifted to get off the bed.  The fun was over.  It was time to face his new life.

“However.”  She ran her hand down his arm, stopping him.  “Every male is unique.”  She glanced down at his lap.  “Most Almightys they...how do you say it...enjoy the journey as much as the destination.”

“I’d be happy to take another trip with you.”  His hand went to her waist and moved upward.  

She kissed him quickly and moved away.  “Another time.  There is much for you to do today.”  She handed him the shirt from the chair.

He pulled it on over his head and grabbed the pants from the bed.  “Thank you for the clothes.”  These weren’t prison garb.  He was really free.  He owed a lot of people for that.  

“I’ll be in touch when I find the lab.”  She sauntered toward the door.

He appreciated the view for a moment and then said, “How will you find me?  I don’t know where I’m going and I’m still not sure how I can help your daughter.”

She strolled across the room and kissed him.  “Don’t worry.  I will find you and then we will talk.”  She touched his face.  “Go and live free for a bit.  It is something many of us do not get to experience.”

He captured her hand.  “I can help you leave here...this life...”

She laughed.  “This life is my choice.”

“But...”

She touched his lips silencing him.  “Ray and I are bound in ways you will never understand.”

“That may be but he shouldn’t force...”

Her green eyes hardened for a moment and then brightened in humor.  “Don’t try to understand this.”  She kissed him to take the sting from her words.  “You’re a good man, Hugh Truent, but you cannot save everyone.  I chose my life long ago and do not regret much.”  She turned and stopped at the door.  “Dede will escort you out.  Stay safe.  I will find you when the lab is ready.”

The door closed and he was alone.  This wasn’t right.  Ray shouldn’t own these females any more than Almightys should own the members of the other classes.  He took a deep breath.  One battle at a time.  Meesus seemed content with her life.  All she wanted was freedom for her daughter.  He’d do what he could.  

His knife and cloak were on the chair.  He strapped on the belt with the knife and tossed the cloak over his arm.  Unfortunately, it hadn’t been washed and still stank of shit.  He took a long drink from the glass of water on the nightstand.  It was time to go.  He couldn’t delay any longer.  He stepped out of the room.  The black-haired female from last night stood in the hallway.  

“Dede?”  His face heated a little.  He hadn’t bothered to get their names.

She nodded, smiling and then her eyes narrowed as they fell on his waist.  She pointed at the knife.  “Cover that, you fool.”  

He grimaced as he pulled the cloak over his head.  It’d conceal the weapon and he needed the stench to get through the city.  

“This way.”  She frowned at him and headed down the hallway.

She shouldn’t be angry about the knife.  She had to have seen it when she’d helped to undress him.  He grinned.  That had been fun.  He trotted after her.  “Sorry.  I forgot I had to keep it covered.”

She ignored him and continued walking.  

“Are you...happy here?”  

“You, High Hugh, should mind your own business.”  She looked at him over her shoulder.  

“No one should be forced...”

“I was not forced, High Hugh.”  She smiled, her eyes sparkling with amusement as she turned toward him, seductress once again.  “I volunteered to assist you.”  Her eyes were dark blue, almost black in the dim light of the hallway.  

“Thank you for that, but still...you shouldn’t have to...with...”  He ran his hand through his hair.  “You know.”

She laughed.  It was a tinkling sound.  “I prefer mating to cooking and cleaning.”

“There must be other options.”

She shrugged.  “There are but starvation on the streets, alone and scared didn’t suit me.”  

“That’s not what I meant.”

“There is also servitude to your kind.”  Her voice was brittle now.  “Good masters like you are hard to find, so I prefer this life.”

“Still, there should be other options.”

“This is our world, High Hugh.”  She tipped her head, studying him.  “Are you going to change it?  From what I heard last night your answer was no.”

So that was why Ray had offered his hospitality. The Servant knew he had a weakness for strays and sob stories.  “I didn’t say no.  I said that I’d assist in the way that I’d be most helpful.”

She shook her head.  “Just like an Almighty.  Always right even when wrong.”  

She turned and continued down the hallway, opening a door at the end.  He followed her into the main room.  It was mostly deserted, although a few House Servants roamed about, slinking in and out of the shadows.  He’d been around Servants his entire life and he’d thought he was used to the way they moved, as if they were part of the very air surrounding them, but this was different.  Maybe, because he was out numbered and at their mercy.  Being an Almighty would no longer keep him safe.  Now, it was enough to get him killed.
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HUGH TURNED TO ASK Dede where his friends were staying but she was gone.  Someone grabbed his shoulder.  He spun around, clasping the knife at his side.

“Do not do that.”  Jackson’s voice was low as he moved his hand from Hugh’s shoulder to his arm.  “We don’t need any trouble.  Tim and Trinity left a couple hours ago and we should do the same.”

Eyes glowed from the darkness, watching them.  Even with Ray’s protection neither of them was welcome in the midst of House Servants.  Shadows followed them as they made their way toward the exit.  

“Do you know where Barney lives?”  He had some questions for the old Servant but if Jackson didn’t know where to find Barney, he’d need to ask Ray for directions.

“Yeah, but we can talk about it as soon as we’re out of here.”  The Guard tugged on his arm.

Three House Servants emerged from behind some boxes near the door.  They were all young, adult males and that wasn’t good.  The older ones would be more prone to follow Ray’s leadership, whereas the younger ones still thought that they could change the world.  He’d believed that himself once.

“Hugh, wait.”  Meesus strolled down the stairs, her hand clasped tightly around Dede’s wrist.  “This one is lazy.  I found her lounging about in her room instead of doing as she was told.”  She exposed her claws and sunk them into Dede’s skin.

“Oww!  I’m sorry.”  Dede struggled in the older female’s grip.

“Do not disobey me again.”  Meesus dropped her hold and Dede scurried up the stairs.

“There was no reason to hurt her.”  He abhorred bullies and it appeared that Meesus was one of them. 

“Dede disobeyed.”  Meesus strolled up to him, her eyes hard.  “What would you have me do?  Tell her she is a bad girl.”  She smiled but it was brittle.  “That does not work.”

“I had many under my care who disobeyed but I never hurt them.  There are other ways to punish disobedience.”

“It is our way to inflict physical punishment, not mental,” she said.

“I didn’t—”

“Almightys control us.  They tell us where to live, what to eat, with whom to mate—if we get to mate at all—and take our young.”  She ran her claw down his cheek.  “You may not have done those things, but you are an Almighty.  The threat was implied.”

He’d never considered that his power and control had come from the fact that he’d been able to do whatever he’d wanted with his Servants and Guards.  “I’m sorry about how your kind is treated, but you’re wrong—”

“Hugh, let it go,” whispered Jackson.  “Meesus is helping us.”

The three young Servants in front of the door had moved to the side.

“We could’ve handled them,” he said.  

“But not the rest of them.”  Jackson nudged his arm, nodding at the other Servants who lingered in the shadows.  

“He still doesn’t understand the danger you were in.  You’d better learn fast High Hugh.  I won’t always be around to assist you.”  She wrapped her arm through his and the three of them headed for the door.  “Why do you wish to know where Barney lives?”  She glanced up at him.  “I overheard you ask about Tim’s father.”

He didn’t see any harm in telling her his plans.  She’d been there when he’d said that he and Tim weren’t related, so there was no secret to protect.  “I want to talk to him about Tim’s parents.”

“Ah, yes.  That was a blow to poor Tim.  He truly loved your mother.”  She frowned slightly.

“And Mom loved him.  It didn’t matter that he wasn’t her child.”

“You wouldn’t understand.  You know your parents.  We are taken from ours and never see them again.”  Her eyes locked with his.  She was talking about her child now.  

“Too bad Tim had to leave.  He could’ve escorted you to Barney’s on the way back to camp,” said Jackson.

“Actually, it’s better if we go without him.”

“Secrets from your friends?” purred Meesus as they stopped at the door.  “And so soon after they risked all for you.”

“It’s not like that,” he said.

Meesus raised her brow.  

“This is going to be difficult for both of them.  It’ll be easier to get to the bottom of the story if we put our emotions aside.  That won’t be possible if Tim and Barney are together.”

“Ah.  There you are, High Hugh.”  Meesus tipped her head, studying him.  “You say you are not that man anymore but he’s still in there.”  She poked his forehead with her claw.  “All science.  No emotion.  Gone is Hugh the passionate man seeking revenge and in his place is High Hugh Truent, cold and analytical.”

“I’m being logical.”  The truth in her words stung.  High Hugh did lurk inside of him, but it wasn’t the scientist he feared but the fool.

“Call it what you like.”  She shrugged.  “I prefer hot temper to cold calm.”

“Servants usually do.”  He turned to Jackson.  “Do you know how to get to Barney’s?  If not, we need directions.”  He glanced at Meesus.

“Yeah, I know the way, but I can’t take you.  Like it or not, you’re going to have to go with Tim or another Servant.”

“Why?  You said it was on the way to camp.  I want to get this done.  I’ve got a lot of other things to do, and I don’t want to waste time traveling back and forth.”

“It isn’t safe for us to go without a Servant,” said Jackson.

“A Guard afraid of a Servant, I never thought I’d see the day.”  His lips twitched.  He’d missed harassing Jackson.

“Not a Servant, many Servants.  Barney lives in Glareclow Village.  It’s a Servant’s town.  All Servants.  No one else.”

“In the city?”

“No, on the outskirts of the forest.”

“This favor I do for free.”  Meesus waved at a shadow hovering near the entrance to the main room.  “The Victor will take you to Glareclow Village.”

The huge Servant who’d guarded the door the previous evening came forward.  He didn’t look happy about his new assignment.

“It’s okay.  We can manage,” he said.  That Servant was as likely to kill them as help them.

“No, we can’t,” said Jackson.  “It isn’t safe for our kind.”  

“Barney and I are friends.”

Jackson turned to Meesus.  “Thank you.  We appreciate the escort.”  He grabbed Hugh’s arm and headed out the door.  “You’re going to have to trust me on this.  The world is different now, a lot different, but I suppose it’s hard to get used to not being the boss of everything.”

“I never thought I was the boss of everything.”  He pulled free from the Guard.  “My imprisonment clearly showed that many are more powerful than I am or was.”

“Even the lowest of the Almightys had more power and more rights than the highest ranking Guard.”  

The Victor half-grunted and half-growled his agreement.

“The world isn’t like that anymore, at least in some areas.”  Jackson patted Hugh on the shoulder.  “In those areas, they don’t like Almightys.  Not at all.”

He’d spent his entire time in jail thinking about what he’d do if he ever got out, but he hadn’t considered that the world would change.  Before jail he’d never worried about travelling anywhere.  He’d usually had his Guards with him but it wouldn’t have mattered because no one would dare touch an Almighty.  The punishment for that was swift and brutal.  Mirra and the Trackers must have changed that attitude with their massacre and escape.
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HUGH PULLED HIS CLOAK over his head and followed The Victor and Jackson through the alleyway away from Ray’s warehouse.  They traveled down a side street and then The Victor turned onto a main road.

“Shouldn’t we keep to the alleys and smaller roads?”  He and Trinity had stayed in the shadows.  He didn’t like being out in the open.  It was odd how quickly he’d adapted to a fugitive’s way of life. 

“No one’s awake this early,” said The Victor.  “Even if they are they won’t bother us.”

“They might report me.  There’s no way I can pass as a Servant or Guard.”

The Victor laughed.  “That’s for sure.  You move like a rock in water.”

Great.  Another day of insults.  “If you agree then—”

“Keep your face covered and no one will care that you’re an Almighty.  Some visit these areas,” said The Victor.

“I thought everyone hated Almightys and it was dangerous for us to be here.”

“We don’t hate their money.”  The Victor headed onto another main street.  

“They come for the females,” said Jackson.  

“And other things,” said The Victor.

“Like what?”  This world was different and he needed as much information as possible.

“Everything.  We can get anything you want.  Anything.”  The Victor’s blue-gray eyes were hard as he looked at Hugh.  “For a price.”

“Black market,” said Jackson.  “There are areas where you can order or purchase whatever you want.  No questions asked.”

“Even girls?  Young girls,” he asked.

Jackson shot him a confused and somewhat disgusted look.

The Victor stopped and turned, sizing up Hugh.  “There are those who deal in that.  Not Ray, but others.”

“Can Ray contact those others?”  There was no way Meesus hadn’t gone to Ray about her daughter.  Her deal grew more suspicious with each revelation.

“Not the one you want.”  The Victor smiled slightly.  “If it were that easy, I’d have already done the job for her.”  The Victor started walking again.

He followed the Servant.  Obviously, The Victor knew about his and Meesus’ arrangement.  Perhaps, he could get some information from the large Servant.  “Ray seems well connected.  Why can’t he contact this other person?”

“Ask her.  She’ll tell you everything you need to know,” said The Victor.

Okay.  That hadn’t worked, but he wasn’t giving up.  The Victor didn’t strike him as too intelligent.  If he could get the Servant to talk, he should be able to steer the conversation.  “Why do they call you The Victor?”

“Because I win.”

“Win what?  Games?  Cards?  Females?”

“Fights,” said The Victor.  

“That explains why you work the door at Ray’s.  I’m sure there a lot of fights there.”

“Some and I win those too but I meant paid fights.”

“Street fights?”  They were brutal with no rules except winner takes the prize.  It was illegal but mostly ignored by the authorities.  Too many Almightys liked to gamble on the matches.  

“Them and others.”  The Victor darted into the forest, leaving the city behind.

“What others?”  He picked up his pace.  He’d never heard of anything but street fights.

“Arranged fights.  Indoors.  In a ring.”

“I’d always heard that the fights were literally on the street.”

“Most used to be.  Some still are, but others, the ones that pay more, are inside.  Safer for those who want to watch,” said The Victor.

“Inside fights would be less likely to be reported.”  Although the laws weren’t strictly enforced, there were enough arrests to keep the Almightys who opposed these fights content.

“And they charge at the door.  Some of the pots are big.”  The Victor glanced at them again, his eyes gleaming.  “Ray is trying to get me noticed by Vickers.  If that happens, I might get invited to the big one.  Crosnics Manor.”  His voice was reverent.

“Crosnics Manor is owned by Dresschew, an Almighty.”  If The Victor was right about the place then some very rich Almightys were involved in the street fighting business and possibly other illegal activities.  This could explain why Meesus thought he could help, but he didn’t have those  type of connections anymore.

“Don’t know who owns the place.  Just know that Vickers makes the invitations.”

“Who fights?” He trailed after the Servant.  The forest was getting denser and harder to navigate.  Jackson stayed close behind him.  

“Whoever gets invited.”

“No.  I meant is it always Servants or—”

“Mixed.  That’s the fun.  Most of our fights are between Servant and Servant but some, the ones with the biggest payouts, are fights between the classes.  Only Guards and Servants so far, but we’re hoping the Grunts and Stockers will join soon.”

“Why would you want to fight Grunts or Stockers or anyone from another class?”  He glanced at Jackson.  “That isn’t going to help you win the war.  The classes need to work together, not fight each other.”

“Payouts are bigger when we fight each other.”

“I’m sure they are and I bet the Almightys arrange the fights that pit Servant against Guard, right?”

“Yeah.  So?”  The Victor’s eyes were wary as if sensing a trap.

“Don’t you see?  They don’t want you to work together.  If the classes unite, the Almightys will lose.”

The Victor shrugged.  “More money.  I’m gonna fight.”  

“That’s what the Almightys want.  Don’t you understand?”  They had to start seeing the big picture or they’d always remain subjugated.  “Fighting the other classes isn’t good.  You—all of you—need to stop.”

“Money is always good.”  The Victor glared at Hugh over his shoulder.  

No matter what Hugh tried, The Victor remained silent for the rest of the trip.  Obviously, his communication and manipulation skills were worse than rusty.

It was late afternoon when The Victor stopped, pointing through the brush at a small village.  “You two wait here while I go smooth our way.”  He disappeared into the forest.

Hugh leaned against a tree.  “I’ll have to talk to Ray and make him understand that they’re being manipulated by the Almightys with these fights.”

“Speaking of manipulation, I don’t know what’s going on with you and Meesus but you need to stay away from her,” said Jackson.  

He straightened.  The Guard must’ve been biting his tongue for hours, waiting for The Victor to leave.  “There’s nothing—”

“Save it.  Whatever favor she promised, refuse it.  As your friend I’m telling you, it isn’t worth the price.”

“Is that what we are?  Even though I won’t help you.”  He wouldn’t admit it but he hoped Jackson would say yes.  He liked the Guard, always had, and he needed a friend.

“Are you really asking me that?”  Jackson studied him.  

He’d never have guessed that this would matter as much as it did.  The revelation that he’d been saved for a purpose still burned.  He missed his Guards and his sister.  He needed to see someone who truly cared for him.  

“We may not agree on this war”—Jackson smiled slightly—“since you’re being a hard-headed idiot, but you’re my friend, no matter what.”

Relief washed through him, but he couldn’t trust the words.  This Guard owed him no loyalty, no friendship.  “Why?”  

“You took us in when you didn’t have to.”

“I wanted Trinity.”  He’d known Benedictine was a cruel master.  He’d seen the proof on Jackson’s battered face and yet, he’d made the Guard beg and deal for safety.  He’d been an ass.

“You handled everything that night at the Lake of Sins honorably.  You never questioned the value of any life over another.”

“I did the right thing.  It wasn’t that hard.”

“Most Almightys wouldn’t have considered saving female Servants before Almightys the right thing.”

“Helping Meesus is the right thing to do too.”  He’d try to free her daughter from a lifetime of sexual servitude even if Meesus wasn’t going to find him a lab. 

“She’s dangerous.  She isn’t like any House Servant that you’ve met.  She’s a survivor.  She’s had a rough life, very rough and...she’s different because of it.  Hard.  Ruthless.”

“She’s not all bad.”  Hardships changed a person but he had to believe that they didn’t destroy them.  “You can’t blame her for surviving.”

“I don’t, but you have to think with your head, not...”  Jackson took a deep breath.  “Just because the two of you mated last night, doesn’t mean she has feelings for you.”

“It wasn’t my first time, you know.  We made a business arrangement.  That’s all.”

“Sealed with sex.  That’s how she does it and soon she’s holding all the cards.  I know it’d been a long time for you, but if you’re going to have a soft spot for one of the whores pick a different one.”

“Don’t call them that.”  The term seemed so harsh for the kindness that they’d shown him.  

“You do understand that Meesus and the other two are whores, right?”  The Guard’s eyes twinkled.  “You didn’t actually think that all three of them were dying to mate with you?”

“No.  I’m not an idiot.  I know what they are, but I wasn’t thinking clearly last night.”  All he’d been thinking about had been their breasts and skin and his needs.  “They said that they chose that life.  Is that true?”

Jackson shrugged.  “Probably.  Things are different now.  A lot of Almightys dumped their House Servants and Guards when the revolts started.  Some knew how to make it on their own, but many others starved.  Ray isn’t a bad master.  There are worse.”

“I never meant for that to happen.”  He’d hoped to free the other classes not kill them.  “I wanted the truth to be known.  I wanted them to be treated fairly, equally.”

“I know.  It’ll get better.”  Jackson paused, eyes narrowing on Hugh.  “If we win the war, otherwise...”  He held up his hand and tipped his head, sniffing.  “The Victor returns.”

A few moments later, the Servant moved out of the brush.  “Follow me.”  

The Victor led the way through the bushes, keeping to the outskirts of the town and then stopped, pointing to a cabin about twenty yards away.  “Go.  He’s expecting you.”

“Aren’t you coming with us?”  He prayed that The Victor would stay.  They’d seen a few Servants on their trip through the village and he was sure that it was The Victor’s large presence that had kept them from approaching.

“I was ordered to escort you here.  I did that.”  

“Typical Servant,” said Jackson.  “Do the bare minimum, nothing more.”

The Victor bared his teeth.  

“Stop it.”  He put his hand on Jackson’s chest.  This wasn’t the time for Guard-Servant squabbling.  He turned to The Victor.  “Thank you for your help.  Please extend my gratitude to both Meesus and Ray.”  He held out his hand.  “I’d love to hear about your battles over a drink one day.”

“Stay on my good side or you’ll become a story that I can’t wait to tell.”  The Victor puffed up a bit and clasped Hugh’s hand.  

“I’ll remember that.”  He chuckled.  “Although, I doubt it’d be a good battle.”  He was a better fighter than any of them thought, but there was no reason to let The Victor suspect that. 

“That’s true.  You wouldn’t last past the first punch.”  The Victor clasped him on the shoulder.  “But don’t worry.  Folks would still want to hear about it because you’re High Hugh.”  The Victor turned and headed down the street, no longer staying near the forest.  

“Still a politician, I see,” said Jackson.

“Only when it suits me.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 17:  HUGH


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


HUGH AND JACKSON RACED the few feet to the house.  Barney opened the door and ushered them inside.  The Servant was dressed in jeans and a worn sweater, giving him a happier, more approachable appearance that the stiff, dark suit that’d been his uniform at Professor Conguise’s house.  

“Hugh, thank Araldo you’re safe.”  Barney shut the door, worry in his eyes.  “The others?”

“They’re fine and now, you remember my name?”  He grinned.  The old Servant had always made him announce himself when he’d arrived at Conguise’s home.

Barney tipped his head, confused at first and then the memory filled his eyes, making them twinkle with amusement.  “I forgot about that.  I miss doing that.”

“It annoyed me to no end.”

“That’s why it was fun.”  Barney led them into the kitchen where an elderly, female Servant was placing tea and sandwiches on the table.  “Hugh, Jackson, you remember Matilda.”

Jackson nodded and sat at the table.  

“Of course,” he said.  She’d been Barney’s mate for years and had assisted with freeing Tim from Conguise’s lab.  He’d met her a few times before his arrest.  “You’re looking well.”  They both were.  There was a relaxed air about them.  The cabin was cozy and warm.  At least, things had worked out for someone.  

“Thank you.”  She took his hand.  “Please sit and eat.”  She sat next to Barney at the table, staring at Hugh expectantly.

He cleared his throat, not sure how to begin.  He’d work up to the unpleasantness of calling Barney a liar.  “By your reaction, I’m assuming that they told you they were going to rescue me.” 

“They didn’t have to tell me.  I helped plan it.”  Barney sat up straighter, obviously proud of his role in the crime.  “Another successful attack against the authority by my hands or, at least, my mind.”

“Figures.”  He grinned at the old Servant.  “It went about as smoothly as when I rescued Tim.”

“That wasn’t my fault.  I didn’t tell you to free the Guards.”

“I couldn’t leave them.”  He probably should’ve.  It was Scar’s deformed body that had sealed his fate with the jury, but he couldn’t regret giving her a little comfort before the end.  She’d deserved so much more.  All he could do now was make sure that Conguise paid for what he’d done to her and the others.  He prayed that would bring peace to her soul and his.

“No, I suppose you couldn’t have.”  Barney’s eyes were sharp but understanding.  “Your kind heart is probably why Trinity agreed to help break you out of jail.”

“No, she thought I would help fight your war.”

Barney looked at Jackson who shook his head.  “And you won’t.  May I ask why?”

“I’ll help but I’ll do it my way.  I’ll be of more use getting the scientific proof than leading your troops.”

“How do you propose to do that?  You’re no longer High Hugh Truent with money, power and connections.”

“No, I’m not.”  The words came out more vehemently than he’d wanted.  

Barney’s eyebrows raised, his eyes once again going to the Guard.

“He suddenly has a problem with his title,” said Jackson around a bite of sandwich.

“Like you said, I’m not that man anymore.”

“No, I said you no longer have the influence you once had.  Your title may have been stripped but the man remains,” said Barney.

“That man doesn’t exist anymore.  Jail and betrayal killed him.”  Not to mention his own guilt and sins.  It was his fault Viola was dead.  She’d switched places with Trinity to prove her loyalty to him.  High Hugh Truent had been an ass and he’d deserved everything that he’d gotten, if for no other reason than her death.

“I don’t believe that.  Hardships mold a man but they don’t recreate him.”  Barney pointed to his own chest.  “His core beliefs and values are still there.”  

“High Hugh Truent was a fool and he’s gone.”

“High Hugh Truent was a brash, arrogant, young man who made mistakes but he was a good man.  Don’t ever forget that.” 

This was pointless.  He leaned back in his seat.  “You seem to be doing well here.  I’m glad.”

Barney grinned.  “An abrupt change of topic but I’ll play along.  Yes, we’re happy.  Truly happy for the first time in our lives.”

Matilda smiled and rested her head on Barney’s shoulder.  “We have each other, good neighbors and Barney’s son and granddaughter.  We couldn’t ask for more.”  There was a hint of sadness in her eyes but she didn’t continue.

“Please eat.”  Barney pushed the plate of food toward him.  “You must be hungry.”

“Starving.”  He grabbed a sandwich and hesitated, his hand hanging over the table.  There was a chunk of meat between the slices of bread.

“Rabbit.  We no longer eat Producer.”

He slid the meat onto his plate.  “I believe you but I don’t eat flesh of any kind.”  Viola’s butchered body filled his head every time he saw the pink flesh.  In prison the Guards had gotten a perverse pleasure out of feeding him mostly meat based dishes and betting on how long it’d take him to succumb and eat the food.  He always did.  Hunger knew no guilt.

“Your loss.”  Jackson grabbed the meat from his plate and stuffed it into his mouth.  

They ate in silence for a few minutes and then Barney said, “So Hugh, what do you need?  I didn’t expect to see you this soon after your escape.”  His eyes gleamed.  “I imagine you have important wrongs to right.”

“That I do.”  He couldn’t wait to destroy Jason and the Council, especially Conguise. 

“What do you need of me?”  Barney squeezed Matilda’s hand.

“Just information.”  He wouldn’t put either of them in danger.  

Barney lost some of the stiffness in his shoulders and the worry in Matilda’s eyes was replaced by curiosity.  

“As you know, I was framed for Conguise’s experiments.”  The police had searched his mother’s house and had found Scar buried in the backyard near the pond.  He pushed down the bile of hatred that threatened to escape.  They’d unearthed Scar and had displayed her during his trial, as something that he’d done.  

Barney nodded.

“The remains that were found at my cabin were of a few dead creatures.  It was enough to instill fear in the jury and seal my fate but there were a lot more specimens in that room on level five.”  

“There were many rooms,” whispered Matilda.

“How many?”  This was news to him.  He needed to talk to Laddie and from what Trinity had said, that meant he’d better hurry.

She glanced at Barney who took her hand in both of his and nodded.  

“I used to work at Conguise’s house but I requested a transfer to the lab.”

“Why would you do that?” asked Jackson.  “From what I’ve heard that was not somewhere any Servant or Guard wanted to go.”

“I...I had to.  The professor took my daughter, Ferssia.  I thought she might be there.”

“Did you find her?”  He was afraid of her answer.  The daughter could’ve been changed and that would’ve been worse than finding her dead.

“No.  I was only allowed in certain rooms.  I think the professor enjoyed torturing me.  I’m sure he knew why I’d asked to be transferred.  He always had someone with me, someone who he trusted—either another Servant who whispered in his ear or an Almighty.”  She tightened her grip on Barney’s hand.  “He made sure that I could never search for Ferssia but I learned the different rooms.  There was one room for the poor creatures in the first stage of the process and another room where they were taken after they changed past a certain point.”

“That had to have been where I found Scar.”

“No.  I think that was another room, the place where the failed experiments went.”  Matilda’s face was pale.  

“Scar wasn’t dead when I found her.”

“But she was dying.  The second room...Those experiments were all healthy and strong...and hungry.  They were always hungry.”

Barney wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close.

“I’m sorry about your daughter,” he said.  At least Viola was dead and not some monster in a cage.

She nodded, tears in her big, blue eyes.

“None of these creatures were found when the professor’s lab was searched.  Some he could’ve hidden.  Some he could’ve dumped into the sewers but some had to have been moved.  There were rumors of a secondary location.  Do you have any idea where it could be?”

Matilda shook her head.

“I’d heard the same thing but didn’t figure that there was any truth to it.  As far as I know, no Guards or House Servants ever went to another location.”  Barney drummed his claws on the table.  “Laddie might know.  He worked on level five for years.”

“I’m going to see him next.”

“Laddie’s sick.”  Jackson glanced at him.  “I’m sorry.”

“I know.  Curtis and Trinity told me.  We need to get to camp as soon as possible but...”  He didn’t want to bring this up.  He liked Barney, but Tim deserved to know the truth.

“Hugh, you’ve never been one to shy away from a difficult task.”  Barney put his tea cup down.  “What else do you need from me?”  He smiled sadly at Matilda.  “I’ll help any way that I can.  I owe you so much.  Tim.  Trinity.”  His eyes teared up.  “You gave me more than I ever dreamed I could have.”

“You don’t owe me anything.”  He was glad Tim wasn’t here.  This was harder than he’d imagined.  He might be taking this old man’s son and granddaughter from him.  

“You risked your life for my son and—”

“Stop, please.”  He glanced at Jackson who was looking anywhere but at Barney.  “I don’t know how to tell you this.”  His eyes met Barney’s worried green ones.  “Tim is...Tim isn’t my mom’s son.  He may not be your son.  I need your DNA to test against his and I need an explanation of what happened before he was born.”

“You’re mistaken.  Tim is my and Sarah’s son.”  Barney’s face paled and his eyes dulled.  

“I’m not mistaken.  I tested Tim’s DNA against mine and we’re not related.  I ran the test several times.”

Matilda clasped Barney’s hand and leaned closer to him, comforting him with her presence.

“Tim is my son.”

“Yes, that’s possible.  I’ll need your DNA—”

“It’s not a possibility; it’s a fact.  He is my son.”  Barney glanced at Matilda who nodded slightly.

“I understand.”  He reached across the table and patted the elderly Servant’s hand.  “You were desperate to save him from Conguise.  You were worried that I might not help, so you lied and said Tim was my brother.  I would’ve done the same thing.”

“I didn’t lie.”  Barney’s face wrinkled in confusion.  “I mean, I guess I did but—”

“Really.  I understand.”  He leaned back in his seat.  “You had a relationship with some Almighty who didn’t want the baby.”  He held up his hand when Barney started to interrupt.  “I’m not judging her.  Perhaps, she wanted the baby but there would’ve been too many questions.  Either way, you talked to Mom and she took Tim in, like she did so many others.  It’s fine.  I really do understand.”

“Sarah was the only Almighty I have ever been involved with intimately.”  Barney’s face was pale and his mouth pinched.  

“Then Tim isn’t your son.”  He leaned forward.  “Let me run tests on your blood—”

“Hugh, I was at the birth.  Tim is my and Sarah’s son.”

Jackson inhaled sharply. 

He glanced at the Guard who was watching him closely and then back at Barney.  “That’s not possible.  I ran the tests.  Tim and I are not related.”

Barney’s eyes were sad and Matilda stared at him with pity in her gaze.  Jackson focused on his food, picking at a sandwich.  Doubt started to tap at his skull.  He was missing something.  Something that the others saw, but DNA didn’t lie.

“I’m sorry, Hugh, but it does make sense.  You know your father.  Do you honestly think that he’d...journey where a House Servant had previously been?”

“My father wouldn’t have touched...”  The pieces clicked into place.  “Sarah’s not my mother.”  He stared at the pity in Barney’s eyes but felt nothing.  He’d been lied to his entire life.  He should feel something, anger, betrayal...something, but he was numb.  

“I hadn’t been in contact with Sarah but I’d heard that she’d left the area for several months,” said Barney.  “When she came back, she had you.  I didn’t think much of it at the time.  She traveled a lot.  Her marriage was never a good one, but it would’ve only taken one time...” 

He had to run more tests, but if Sarah wasn’t his mother and had brought him home one day, then...  “I’m adopted.”  He smiled, but it was sad.  “I’m one of the many stray and injured creatures that Sarah Truent brought home and cared for, not Tim.”

“I never imagined that you weren’t Sarah’s son.”  The old Servant’s green eyes bore into him.  “She treated you like her child.  She loved you like her child.”

“I know.”  But it hurt.  She’d been his everything growing up and she’d lied to him. 

“Sarah loved you,” Barney repeated.  “Don’t doubt that, not for a moment.”

“Tim will be happy.”  The words were rough and raspy.  “I’d like to run tests to be sure.  Do you happen to have anything of hers?  Hair perhaps or something she may have kissed.  It needs to have her DNA on it.”  He glanced at Barney’s mate but she didn’t seem upset about this talk of his former lover.

“I’m sorry, but no.  I wasn’t allowed to keep any personal items when I was sent to Conguise’s.”  Barney looked down at his hands; they trembled slightly.  “I was told to forget her.  Never to think of her again, but”—he looked up, smiling—“those memories even death won’t take from me.”

“Such a romantic.”  Matilda kissed his cheek.  

“Not at all.”  Barney flushed slightly.  “Your sister might have something of your...her mother’s.”

“I’m sure she does but I can’t risk going to see her.  Even if I thought I could sneak in and out without getting caught I don’t want her associated with any of this.  She and her family have suffered enough for being related to me.”  He laughed.  It was a harsh, coarse sound.  “Especially, since we aren’t.”  He paused, his eyes meeting Barney’s.  “You lived there when Little Sarah was born, right?”

“Yes.”

“Is it possible that she’s adopted too?”  He needed to compare his and Little Sarah’s DNA to their mother’s.  Maybe neither of them were the General’s kids.  It’d be great if his mo...Sarah had passed off orphan kids on the bastard.  The man deserved no better after what he’d done to that girl.  

“She is Sarah’s daughter and I have no reason to believe that she isn’t the General’s offspring too.  They had just gotten married and Sarah tried to be a good wife.  She was a good wife.”

“But you can’t know for sure.  You didn’t know that I wasn’t his son.”

Barney shrugged.  “No.  I didn’t know for sure about you, but I did have suspicions.  They barely spoke after Tim was born.  Your fath...General Truent was very angry with Sarah.  I often wondered, after I left if he...”  Barney’s eyes met his and it was clear that the Servant knew of the General’s predilections.

They came to an unspoken agreement that the sins of Sarah’s husband wouldn’t see the light, at least not today.  “My fath...the General could be persuasive.”  

“Yes, he could,” said Barney a slight sneer on his lips.

He struggled with the urge to speak the truth, but keeping the family secret was habit.

“We’re missing something,” said Jackson.  “From everything that I’ve heard, your father—”

“Don’t call him that.”  The words flew out of his mouth.  He hadn’t meant to say them but there they were.  He’d wanted to disassociate himself from the man he’d known as his father almost his entire life, now he could.  It was freeing, but why hadn’t his moth...Sarah told him?  She’d known her husband had hated him, which was understandable given all the facts.  If only she’d told him that he wasn’t the General’s son, he would’ve stopped trying so hard to please...that man.  He would’ve understood that he hadn’t failed the General.  He’d never had the chance to succeed.  His very DNA had been against him.

“It’s clear that Sarah’s mate was not a nice man,” said Jackson.  “Why would he put up with raising two bastards?  No offense, Hugh.”

“None taken and you have a point.”

“One maybe, but two?”  Jackson shook his head.  “That’s hard to believe.”  

“Perhaps, he didn’t want the stigma of divorce.”  It sounded weak even to him.  The General’s career would’ve withstood the censure under those circumstances.  Sarah would’ve been punished but that couldn’t have been why the General hadn’t filed for divorce.  No, Hugh Truent Senior had only looked out for himself.  Something wasn’t adding up.  “Maybe, he didn’t know about me.  Mom could’ve coaxed him into her bed to let him think he’d gotten her pregnant.”

“You’re saying that she knew at least seven months in advance that she was going to be bringing you home,” said Jackson, disbelief in his voice.  “That’s a long time.”  

The Guard was right.  There was a missing piece to this puzzle and he had to find it.  

“I can talk to Little Sarah,” said Barney.  “I’ll see if she has something of her parents that she’ll give me.  Then, you can prove what I already know.  Tim is Sarah’s son.”

“Is it safe for you to meet with her?”  He wanted that DNA but Barney was a runaway Servant.  If captured, he’d be delivered to his master.  He’d be taken to Conguise.

“Yes.  No one is looking for me any longer.  They probably think I’m dead.”

“But with my escape they’ll be watching her.”  He shook his head.  It wasn’t worth the risk.  “Hold off on talking to her.  Depending on what type of lab equipment I get access to, I may not need any DNA from my sister.  Little Sarah and my...her father are both in the NHARS.”

“What’s that?” asked Jackson.

“The National Health Assurance Registry System.”  He’d forgotten how little the other classes knew about the world.  At their blank stares, he added, “It’s a database that stores information.  Kind of like a business’ books but on a bigger scale.  It was designed to track DNA from all the classes in order to eliminate illnesses and deformities.  They also wanted to use it to create stronger and healthier offspring by choosing the breeding pairs for all the classes, except the Almightys of course.”

“Like they do for the Producers.”  Jackson’s face paled slightly.

“Yes and no.  This would’ve been on a national level, not local, and that was a big part of the problem.  The Almightys who run the Producer encampments didn’t want to store DNA.  They take great pride in creating the strongest and best Producers and if it were left up to science... anyone could do it.  The bottom line is they feared for their jobs.”

“Why haven’t I heard of this?” asked Barney.  “I keep up on the news.”

“It never made it that far.  The Almightys also balked at donating their DNA.  The Council considered forcing the matter but they couldn’t get the support.  I think it’s because the council members didn’t want their DNA stored either.  Anyway, it became a volunteer database except for those in certain professions.”  He smirked.  “Like the military.  So, my...the General’s DNA is in the system.”

“Why is your sister’s?” asked Jackson.

He almost corrected him.  Little Sarah was not related to him, but he wasn’t ready to lose her along with his mother.  “It was encouraged for the family members of the military to register in case a soldier needed medical help such as transplants, bone marrow, et cetera but it wasn’t mandatory.  Mo...Sarah—”

“Hugh, Sarah may not have been your biological mother but she was your mom,” said Matilda.  “She raised you, loved you.  She was your mother.”

He ran his hand through his hair.  “I was going to tell Tim that very thing, but it’s different when it happens to you.”  He took a deep breath.  “But you’re right.”  His eyes met Matilda’s.  “Mom refused to allow my or Little Sarah’s DNA to be submitted.  At the time I thought it was just another battle between her and...”  He looked at Matilda again.  “I hated him.  I’m glad he isn’t my father and I won’t call him by that title anymore.”

“I don’t blame you.”  Barney smiled.

He nodded.  Good.  That was clear.  “Anyway, now I understand why Mom didn’t let the General submit our DNA, or at least mine.”

“Then how did your sister’s DNA get registered?” repeated Jackson.

“Sorry.”  He glanced at the Guard.  “Got sidetracked.  She donated hers as soon as she turned eighteen to spite Mom.  They fought a lot during her pre-teen and teenage years.  So, I only need something of Mom’s and I can prove Tim’s parentage and Little Sarah’s.”

“Where and how are you going to get access to any lab or lab equipment?” asked Barney.

“That’s a very good question,” said Jackson.

“A friend is working on it for me.”

“What friend?” asked Barney.  “You can’t go to someone you knew before.  The authorities will be watching them, all of them.”

“It isn’t someone from my past.”

“Please tell me you aren’t talking about Meesus.”  Jackson leaned back in his chair, studying Hugh closely.  “Holy Araldo!  What did you promise her?”

“Ray’s mate?” asked Matilda, shocked.  

“She’s Ray’s mate?”  A chill ran down his spine.  He’d slept with Ray’s mate.  That was not going to go over well.  

“Ancient history,” said Jackson.  “She and Ray used to be together.  It was a long time ago.”

“He still loves her,” said Matilda.

“He sells her to other males.  That’s not love.”  Barney gave her a disbelieving look.  

“Ray does not sell her.”  Matilda’s eyes hardened.  “She does that to get back at him.”

Barney shook his head.

“I don’t care if you believe me,” she said.  “I know what I know and you weren’t around them years ago.  Ray loved her more than anything and that doesn’t just go away.”

If that were true, it wasn’t good for him.  Ray wasn’t someone he wanted as an enemy.

“Still, she can’t be trusted,” said Barney.

“Told you,” said Jackson.

“It wasn’t like I had a lot of choices.  She offered me access to a lab.  I wasn’t turning it down.”

“What did you promise her?” asked Jackson.

“She needs my help.”

“Doing what?” asked Barney.

“Freeing her daughter.”  He might as well tell them.  Matilda knew a lot about Meesus and might have information on the daughter.  “What do you know about the girl?”

All eyes fell on Matilda and her mouth pinched a bit.  “She was sold.”

“To who?”  It wasn’t uncommon for Almightys to sell the offspring of their Servants and Guards.

“To an Almighty, but I don’t know which one,” she said.  

“I don’t agree with selling the young, but it happens to most of us,” said Jackson.  “I’m sure the girl is fine.”

“No, she’s not.  She’ll be auctioned to the highest bidder and used for sex,” he said.

“Oh, shit.  Hugh, what have you gotten yourself into?”  Jackson took a deep breath as if he were trying to control his temper.  “We’re at war.  You don’t need to get wrapped up in the black-market sex trade too, especially with Meesus.”  His eyes locked on Hugh.  “If you don’t save her daughter, she’ll make you pay.”

“I know.  Trust me.  I realize that Meesus isn’t just a pretty face.  She’s hard and dangerous, but I need the lab and I can’t leave a young female in a situation like that.  Not if there’s something I can do to stop it.” 

“Stop trying to save everyone,” snapped Jackson.  

“You didn’t sing that song when you wanted me to save you and your nine Guards.”

“No, I was counting on your soft heart then.”  Jackson grinned.  

Matilda walked over to Hugh and kissed him on the cheek.  “You’re a good male, Hugh Truent.”

He flushed.  He wasn’t, not really.  

“How does she expect you to help?” asked Barney.  “It’s not like you’re connected anymore.”

“I don’t know.  I told her the same thing and she said that she’d explain later.”

“That’s not good,” said Jackson.  “Meesus may expect something you can’t deliver.”

“I understand that.”

“Then refuse.  We’ll find lab equipment for you somehow,” said Jackson.

“I thought you wanted me to lead your armies, not work in the lab.”  

“I want you alive.”  Jackson glanced at Barney.  “I’m serious, Hugh.  You don’t want to be indebted to Meesus.”  

“Too late.  I already agreed.”  He leaned forward.  “Now, I need all the information that I can get on Meesus and her daughter.”  He turned toward Matilda who’d sat back down next to Barney.  “Do you know who sold the girl the first time?”

“I can’t say for sure.”  Matilda’s eyes were hard and wary.

“Okay.  Who do you think sold her or who did Meesus belong to when she gave birth?”  

“I’ve told you all that I know.  If you want any more information about the past, you’ll need to ask Meesus.  I don’t gossip.”

She knew more than she was saying.  He’d have to visit again soon.  He needed as much information as possible because he didn’t trust Meesus.

“We need to get going.”  Jackson stood.  “If we hurry, we can make it to the Crossings before dark.”

“Nonsense,” said Barney.  “Rest here tonight.  Leave before first light.”

“Thanks,” said Jackson.  “I didn’t want to ask.”

“I think we should go.  It’s still light outside and I need to talk to Sue and Laddie.”  He didn’t have time to rest.  Laddie wasn’t doing well.

“We’d have to move fast and hope we weren’t delayed for any reason,” said Jackson.  

“Stay the night.  You can make up the time in the morning.  Tim left the canoe here,” said Barney.  

“Great.  We’ll be back at camp in no time traveling by water,” said Jackson.

“Can’t we take the canoe now?”  

“River-Men are more active at night.”  Jackson’s face paled.  

“Oh.  Okay.”  He’d love to study one those creatures in his lab, but if that wasn’t possible then he could live his entire life never seeing one again.

“Good.  It’s settled.”  Matilda started gathering the dishes.  The men stood to help but she stopped them.  “I’ve got this.  You three catch up.”  

“Thank you for the food and letting us stay,” he said.  

“Of course and please excuse me for a moment.”  Barney stood, took the dishes from his mate and the two left the room. 

Hugh leaned back in his chair.  A small part of him was glad that they weren’t leaving tonight.  He was tired.  Bone-weary.  He’d spouted that he was no longer High Hugh Truent, but he’d never thought that he was no longer Hugh Truent.  He had no idea who or what he was.  “I might not be pure Almighty.”  

“Do you really think so?”  Jackson looked him up and down.  “You don’t look like a mix and your sense of smell—”

“I know.”  His ego couldn’t take any more abuse.  “Believe me, Trinity told me how useless my senses were.  Over and over and over again.”

“She can be a bit blunt.”  Jackson grinned.

“A bit.  That’s like saying a Stocker can be a bit brutal.”  

Jackson laughed.  “She’s honest.  You gotta give her that.”

“I never thought there was such a thing as too honest, until I spent a day with her.”

“She’s a good kid.”  Jackson’s face was serious.

“I know and I’m worried about her.  She thinks she knows everything.  She needs to realize that she isn’t invincible.”  

“Are we talking about her or you?”

“Her.  I know my weaknesses.  She doesn’t think she has any.  I swear, she was irritating before but now...”  He sighed.  “I guess I’m not used to teenagers.”

“She’s twenty-one, not a girl anymore.”  Jackson studied him closely.  “I’m surprised you didn’t see that.”

“She acts like a child.”  Like a brat was a better term but she was Tim’s daughter and Jackson’s friend.  He’d keep that opinion to himself.

“I suppose a little.  She’s still young...and pretty.”  Jackson’s eyes met his.  “I’m sure you noticed that.”

“Yeah, of course.  What does that have to do with anything?”

“Nothing.”  Jackson fought a smile.  “Interesting, that you aren’t related to her either.  You’ve known that for a while now, huh?”

“You can’t be implying...”  He shook his head.  “No.  Absolutely not.  She’s a child and Tim’s daughter.”  Not to mention, the most annoying creature on the planet.  He was not attracted to her.

“She’s only about ten years younger than you and she is a beautiful female.”

“Stop.  Okay.”  He wasn’t in the mood for the Guard’s jokes.

Barney came back into the room with a bottle of whiskey and three glasses.  “Since you’re staying.”  

“I was telling Jackson that I might not be pure Almighty.”  He sent the Guard a warning look.  All talk of Trinity was done.  Jackson grinned at him.

“Really?”  Barney stopped.  “You used your blood to test for similarities in the classes.”

Jackson’s smile fled.  “Then we might not be related to Almightys after all?”

“Hold on.  Don’t start getting paranoid.  I did use my blood but I also used some from the university the night...Mom died.  Don’t worry.  My tests did and will prove that all the classes are genetically related if we go far enough down the family tree.”

Barney let out his breath and sat, filling the glasses and sliding two of them across the table.  “That’s good because that truth is the basis for our war.”

“The genetics shouldn’t matter.  The other classes deserve equal treatment.”  

“That’s why we like you Hugh and the Almightys hate you.”  Jackson took a small sip of his drink.  

He shrugged.  “It’s true.”

“Yes, it is but most of the Almightys who support the AC do so because of your claims, but enough of war.  I’m sure you have a ton of questions about what’s changed while you’ve been locked away,” said Barney.

Changed was an understatement.  He’d been released into a new world.  Before, he’ been confused on where Hugh Truent the son of General and Sarah Truent had fit in and now, he had no idea where orphan Hugh belonged, but at least he was finally free of the General’s DNA.
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IT WAS EARLY MORNING WHEN Trinity and her dad arrived at camp.  They’d taken an entire day leaving false tracks in the forest to throw off any potential followers.

“Doesn’t look like Hugh and Jackson made it back yet,” said Dad.

“Why is Hugh even coming here if he isn’t going to help us?  We don’t need another mouth to feed.”  She should’ve known better than to put her hope in an Almighty.  Except for Kim, they were all jerks who only thought of themselves.  

“Be nice.”  Dad kissed her on the forehead.  “Hugh will come around.  He’ll fight it but in the end he’ll do the right thing.  He always does.”  He smiled at his memories.  “He can’t seem to help himself.  Even when he was a kid and did something wrong, he’d eventually tell on himself.”  

She dug her claws into her palm.  Losing her temper wouldn’t help.  “He’s not the same person as before.  He’s changed and not for the better.  You heard him at Ray’s.  He has no intention of doing anything but running his experiments which isn’t going to help anything but his reputation.”

“Have a little faith in him.  He’s had a rough couple of years, but he’ll come around.”  Dad nudged her shoulder with his.  “Come with me to see your mom and Arthur.”  

She loved her mother and baby brother but being around them was difficult.  After being forced to hide the House Servant part of her nature while growing up, she couldn’t stomach watching them brag about Arthur’s claws and how good he was at climbing trees.  Apparently, he was an expert for a one year old.

“Your mother would love to see you,” prodded Dad.

“I should check on Cack.  I want to make sure he made it back safe.”  That’d take an entire three minutes.  She had to stop spitting out the first thing that came to mind.

“Cack is fine.”  Dad nodded and waved.  “He’s right over there with the other Grunts.”

Great.  Not even three minutes.  She didn’t want to hurt her father.  For some reason, forgiving him had been easy.  Maybe, it was because he hadn’t lived at the encampment and hadn’t seen how hiding half of her nature had hurt her.  Or maybe it was because he appreciated and respected her abilities whereas all she and Mom did was fight.  Everything she did upset her mother.  Mom didn’t want her hanging out with Gaar and Mirra.  Mom thought she flirted too much.  Mom wanted her mated to some older Producer who’d keep her in line and that was not going to happen.  

“So, are you coming with me to see your mother?”  

“I’d love to.  I would, but I want to see Curtis first.  Make sure he doesn’t need anything.”  She tried not to flinch at the disappointment in his eyes.

“Next time.”  Dad put on a false smile.  

“Yeah, next time,” she lied.  It was what they did.  There was no reason to stop now.  Her entire life before escaping had been a lie.  Deep down she understood that everything her parents had done had been to protect her, but the wounds remained.  Not the physical pains from the filing down of her claws and fangs, but the emotional ones of feeling inferior and believing that she’d disappointed them by taking after her father.

“Come by for dinner later this week.”  Dad kissed her cheek and left.

Her heart twisted as he walked away.  He’d just learned that the woman who he’d loved and had thought was his mother wasn’t and he hadn’t said a word about it the entire trip home.  Dad griped and grumbled about everything, except what really bothered him.  Visiting Mom would make him happy and it wouldn’t kill her.  She opened her mouth to call him back, but the words wouldn’t come out.  Life in the encampment had forged a gulley between her and her mother that she didn’t know how to cross.  She’d go to see Mom later.  She snorted.  Now, she was even lying to herself.

She headed for the infirmary, glancing away as she walked past the Producer section of the camp.  Most of them feared her and called her a predator behind her back.  She was pretty sure that Mirabelle was the main reason the others distrusted her, because they didn’t fear the other House Servants.  Of course, the other Servants were charming and that was one trait she hadn’t inherited from her father. 

She cut through the brush, passing under a group of Servants who sat in a tree.  They didn’t like her either.  They hated that a mix breed was faster, stronger, and stealthier than any of them.  Some of the males flirted with her, but as soon as they realized she was superior to them in hunting or fighting they lost interest.  The females didn’t give her a chance.  The younger ones didn’t like the attention she got from the males and the older ones just didn’t like her.

The Guards had the same issues with her that the Servants did with the added detriment of her being part House Servant.  That left the Grunts.  They tolerated her, but kept to themselves.  All the classes chose to stay with their own kind and she didn’t fit in with any of them.

She entered a large tent on the far side of the camp.  Curtis and a middle-aged, male Producer were lying on cots.

Curtis smiled at her, putting his finger to his lips and nodding at the Producer.  “Trunk is sleeping.”  

“Thank Araldo for that,” she whispered.  

Trunk was a brute of a Producer who solved all his problems with his fists.  She hadn’t been happy when he’d agreed to leave the encampment and join them.

Curtis winced as he used his bandaged hands to push himself up off the mattress.

“Don’t get up.”  She sat next to him on the cot.  

“Keep me company and I’ll stay here forever.”  He let her push him back down on the bed, his brown eyes shining up at her.  

“How are you feeling?”  She ignored his flirting, but she appreciated it.  

“Good.  I’ll be up and about in no time.”

She glanced down at his bandaged knee.  The wrappings were discolored from the poisons draining from his burns.

“It looks worse than it is.  Your mom is using a mixture of herbs.  Stings like crazy at first but then it grows numb.”

“As it heals the stinging will lessen.”  She should help Mom with the sick, but that would mean spending a lot of time with her mother and she just couldn’t do it.  

Curtis ran his one finger that wasn’t encased in gauze across her knuckles.  She straightened the sheet on the bed, moving her hand from his touch.  She liked talking to him, but she didn’t have those kind of feelings for him or anyone.  The only one she’d been attracted to like a mate had been Jethro and she hadn’t seen or spoken to him since the Night of the Trackers.

“Do you need anything?” she asked.  Curtis was cute and friendly.  Maybe, those feelings would develop if she gave him a chance.  She needed to accept that Jethro would never be her mate.  

“Nah, just company.  How did the rest of the trip go?  Is Hugh safe?”

Safe in a whore’s bed.  “He’s fine.”  She couldn’t keep the distaste from her voice.

“Whoa, what did he do to piss you off?”

“Nothing.”  Besides embarrassing her in front of everyone because she hadn’t washed her hands and leaving to mate with two Servants.  

“Tell me.”  He poked her waist with his finger.  “I’m dying of boredom in here.”

It wouldn’t hurt to have someone else on her side.  Ever since his imprisonment, Dad had elevated Hugh to almost godlike stature.  In Dad’s eyes, the Almighty could do no wrong.  “He...he went with two of Ray’s girls.  Two!”

Curtis burst out laughing and then sobered at her death-stare, but he couldn’t stop grinning.  “Lucky Hugh.”

“You males are all disgusting.”  This wasn’t going the way she’d wanted.  “He also refused to help us.”

That wiped the grin off Curtis’ face.  “Really?  Why?”

“Said he’d be of more use in a lab than helping us fight.”

“Maybe, he’s right.”

“He’s not, but I’m done talking about him.”  She stood.

“Don’t be like that.”  He patted the bed with his elbow.  “Stay and keep me company.  We’ll talk about something else.”

“Like what?”  She sat, smiling shyly down at him.  Curtis liked her and after years of being laughed at and bullied in the encampment, she enjoyed his attention.  

“Come closer and I’ll tell you.”  He rubbed her hand with his finger again.  

If she did, he was going to try and kiss her.  She shook her head but leaned down a little.  “Tell me.” 

“Trinity, stop teasing that Guard,” snapped Trunk.

She jumped back, having forgotten for a moment that the old Producer was there.

“Go back to sleep and mind your own business,” said Curtis.

“That one doesn’t care a whit about you, Guard.  She needs a real male between her le—”

“Shut up.”  Curtis pushed up from the cot, grimacing from the pain.

Her face heated.  She was vaguely aware of what happened during mating but the males weren’t usually so blunt about it, at least not around her.

“I will not,” shouted Trunk.  “That one needs a strong male.  A male Producer.  One with enough experience to keep her coming home at night.  Someone like me!”

Her jaw dropped open.  “You’ve always hated me.”  He’d been one of the many who’d despised her in camp.  Not to mention, he was old enough to be her father and he had a history of beating his mates.  She’d kill him or die trying before she’d let him touch her.  “I’d never take you for a mate.”

Trunk’s eyes roamed her body, lingering on her breasts.  “Come over here and we’ll see if that smart mouth of yours can learn some new tricks.”  

She clamped her teeth together and folded her arms over her chest.  The thought of kissing him made her gag.

“Don’t talk to her like that.”  Curtis faced Trunk.  

“What are you going to do about it?”  Trunk sat up.

She stood.  If they started to fight, she’d have to stop them and it wouldn’t be easy.  Trunk was huge and Curtis was injured.  She’d have to be careful not to hurt him.  She wasn’t worried about Trunk’s injuries.  He’d deserve every cut she’d give him.

“I’m going to make you apologize to her.”  Curtis flung his legs over the side of the cot, his face contorting with the pain of moving his knee.  

“Don’t.  It’s okay.”  She grabbed his shoulder.  “I don’t need an apology.”

“I’m gonna kick your Guard ass across the camp and back.”  Trunk stood, his head brushing against the roof of the tent.

“Curtis, don’t you dare, get out of that bed.”  Mom stormed into the tent.  “And you, Trunk, lie down or leave.”

“He was speaking to Trinity in a way that...wasn’t appropriate.” Curtis pulled his legs back onto the bed.

Mom shot her a glare.  Of course, Mom was blaming her for this.  

Say, the small, black House Servant who followed Trinity around like a shadow, stood outside the door to the tent.  By the guilty look on his face, he must’ve gone to get Mom when Trunk and Curtis started arguing.  

“Your girl needs a good mating.”  Trunk dropped onto his cot.  “That’s why she flaunts it all over camp.”

“I do not do that!”  She flirted a little but she did not flaunt...anything.

“She doesn’t do that,” shouted Curtis.

“You, hush.”  Mom said to Curtis.  “Tammie, calm him down before he opens his wounds.”  

The other Producer stood in the doorway not seeming to know if she should come inside or flee.  Trinity would’ve told Tammie to flee if she’d seen her friend first.  The other Producer sent her a commiserating look and then entered the tent, tucking Curtis back into his bed and checking his bandages.

“Her father and I have been discussing her behavior.”  Mom walked over to Trunk.  

“What?” Trinity almost shouted.

“Give her to me and I’ll teach her how to behave,” said Trunk.  “I’ve brought other females to heel.”  He leered at her.  “I like ‘em a little wild to start.”

“You can talk about my behavior all you want but I’m not going to bond with someone just because you think it’s the right time.”  Her hands trembled at her sides as her claws slipped out from her fingertips.  “I don’t belong to anyone anymore.  Not Almightys and not you or Dad.”

“Wait for me outside.”  Mom’s face was flushed as she turned to Trunk, looking at the wound on his foot.  “I can handle my daughter.”

“Doesn’t appear that way.”  Trunk stared at Trinity who hadn’t moved.

“I mean it, Trinity.  Go and wait for me outside.” 

She was an adult.  She took orders from no one, but Mom needed complete authority in the infirmary and she wanted to leave so she turned and strode toward the door.

“And you,” Mom said to Trunk.  “Go home.  You’re well enough now.”

“But I haven’t had my bath,” said Trunk, a whine in his tone.

“You should’ve thought about that before you insulted my daughter.”

Trinity pushed through the flap of the tent.  Trunk was disgusting.  Mom should’ve let his wound fester until he died.  She bit her lip, guilty for the thought.  Trunk may be mean and gross but he didn’t deserve that.  Too many of their kind had already died.  “Thanks a lot, you little tattletale,” she said to Say.

The small, dark House Servant shrugged and slipped into the nearby bushes.  He was such a pain sometimes.  She hesitated, glancing back through the door at her mother.  She was twenty-one years old.  She’d lived on her own with Gaar for years.  She didn’t have to wait here to be lectured by her mom.  
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TRINITY HEADED FOR HER tent.  Say trailed after her, silent as always.  According to Ray, the little House Servant had started hanging around his warehouse one day.  Another orphan dumped by the Almightys.  Since he never spoke, Ray had nicked-named him Say.  The little Servant had begun following her the day she’d met him.  

“I was fine.  You shouldn’t have gotten my mom.”  She sighed at his shrug.  No matter how annoying the little guy was, she was glad to see him.  He’d refused to stay behind when they’d gone to free Hugh, but when they’d arrived at the river, he wouldn’t get in the boat and she’d had to leave him.  

She pushed into her tent.  She needed to hurry.  She wanted to be out of there before Mom arrived to yell at her.  Say followed her inside and spun around when she started to undress.  She never had to worry about him peeping at her.  He treated her like an older sister.  She bathed quickly, using a rag and the water that she’d left in her tent, and then dressed in clean clothes.  She slipped on her shoes and almost groaned as Mom stormed into the tent.  She’d been so close to escaping.  

“You, whatever your name is, get out.”  Mom glared at Say.  “I need to speak with my daughter.”  

Say shot Trinity a questioning look and she nodded.  There was no reason for her and Mom to fight about him too.  

“Sit,” ordered Mom.

“That wasn’t my fault.”  She dropped onto her cot.  

“It never is.”

“What does that mean?”  She was tired of never doing anything right according to her mother.

“You need to choose a mate.  It’s past time.”  Mom sat next to her.  

She shook her head.  She couldn’t.  Not yet.

“You can’t wait for him forever.”  Mom’s words were soft, almost a whisper.

“Not this again.  I swear, I’m not waiting for anyone.”  She stood.  They’d had this conversation too many times over the past three years.  

“Jethro is not interested in you.  If he were, he would’ve contacted you by now.  I know this is hard, but it’s the truth.  When a male likes a female, she can’t keep him away.  I’m not saying this because I don’t think he’s a good mate for you.  I’m saying it because you need to forget about him or you’ll never give anyone else a chance.”  

That hurt.  She’d made up numerous reasons why he’d never contacted her but they all rang false.  All she had left was denial.  “For the last time, I’m not waiting on Jethro.”  She wasn’t.  Not really.  Not anymore.  She was ready to move on, if only she could find someone she liked.

“Prove it.”  Mom stood, pulling the hairband from Trinity’s hair and grabbing the hairbrush that was next to the water pitcher.  She began brushing her daughter’s hair in long, strong strokes.

“How?  By pairing with someone I can’t stand.”  She tipped her head backward.  Mom used to do this a lot, especially on those long, winter days when it was just the two of them in the cabin.  She missed this mother—the one who’d been her friend. 

“Please, they aren’t all bad.  What about Travis?”

“We don’t feel that way about each other.”  They’d kissed a couple of times and it’d been awkward.  She’d always love him, but not like that.

“I’m sure we can think of someone.”

She stepped away, tying her hair back with a clean band.  Going through a list of potential mates with her mother would be a nightmare.  She needed to end this conversation and she knew one sure way to do that.  “By someone, do you mean any male or only a male Producer?”

“I don’t understand why you’re so set against bonding with a Producer.  There are a lot of good, strong, attractive Producers in this camp or the other one.”

“I don’t want to be paired with someone who’ll hate the House Servant part of me and any sign of that in our offspring.”  If saving the Producers from being killed and eaten hadn’t warmed their hearts toward her, nothing would. 

“The Producers don’t hate you.  Most of them never did.  Your life wasn’t perfect—”

“Not perfect?  Clarabelle and her friends took every opportunity to chase me, beat me and belittle me.”

“It wasn’t that bad.”  Mom’s face paled and she dropped to the bed.  “Was it?”

She’d kept most of the torment a secret from her mother.  She’d had Remy to confide in but he was gone, murdered because she’d escaped.  She sat on the cot next to her mom.  “Yes Mom, it was.”

“I’m so sorry.  I didn’t...why didn’t you tell me?”

“What could you have done?”  They’d both been trapped, in that camp, in that life.

“I would’ve done something.”  Mom kissed her cheek.

“It’s over.”

“You’re right and it’s over for the other Producers too.”  Mom’s voice lowered.  “I’ve seen the way some of the males look at you.  If you show them a little interest—”

“You don’t get it.”  She stood again, eager to leave.  “They’re interested in mating, not bonding.”

“That’s not true, and even if it is, your father and I will make sure that if the first one happens, the second will follow.”

“Great.  A forced bonding would make my relationship with my mate just perfect.”

“It worked for years in the camp.”

“No, it didn’t.  Many of the mates lived separately.  You and Remy were a perfect example of how well assigning mates worked.”

“That was entirely different, but it doesn’t matter.  We aren’t talking about the past.  We’re discussing the future.”  Mom’s voice softened.  “Your future.  I’m going to invite some of the best candidates over for dinner tomorrow.  Promise me that you’ll give them a chance.  Open yourself up and let them see the real you.”

“I don’t want to pair with a Producer.”  She refused to live the rest of her life feeling inferior like she had during her childhood.  “I won’t pair with a Producer.”

“Now, you’re being stubborn.”  Mom stood and tucked a strand of hair behind Trinity’s ear.  “You’re coming to dinner tomorrow.  No arguments.  You don’t need to pick one of the males right away.”

“You aren’t listening to me.”  

“Because you aren’t thinking about what’s best for you.  You may deny it but you’re waiting for that Almighty boy and that has to stop.”

“How many times do I have to tell you?  I’m not waiting for Jethro.”

“Then explain why you won’t come over for a nice meal with a few eligible males.”  Mom folded her arms over her chest.

“If you really want me to explain, I will, but remember you asked for this.”  She hesitated.  Once she admitted this, she could never take it back.  She took a deep breath.  “The real reason that I’ll never mate with a Producer is because I don’t want my offspring to be weak.”

Mom’s face paled.  “That’s how you see us?”  

She straightened her shoulders, refusing to be swayed by the hurt in Mom’s eyes.  “I know this is hard, but it’s the truth.”  Mom flinched as she recognized her own words.  “Producers may be physically strong, but they’re loud and slow.  In the forest, that can get you killed.  I want my offspring to survive.”  She glanced away, unable to watch Mom’s face as that comment hit home.

“I’ll speak with your father about inviting some House Servants to dinner instead of Producers.”  Mom’s voice was clipped.

“I don’t want a House Servant as a mate either.”  Her mind spun.  She hadn’t expected Mom to cave on the Producer issue.  She’d expected her to yell or to storm away.

“And why not?  You’re only fast and quiet because of the Servant in you.”

“Servants don’t stay true to one another.”

“That is enough!  Your father—”

“That’s not what I meant.  Dad loves you. He’d never cheat on you.  I’m sorry, I...I didn’t mean Dad.”  It’d been the first thing that had come to mind but she truly hadn’t meant her father.

“Apology accepted.”  Mom took a deep breath.  “I’m trying to help, truly I am.  All you have to do is find a male who loves you.  That won’t be hard.”  She smiled.  “You’re very lovable when you let yourself be.”

“I’m assuming that lately I haven’t been letting myself be lovable.”  Her mother’s backhanded compliments always burrowed in like a tick.

“No, you haven’t.  You run around the forest with that Handler.  If he weren’t so old, I’d think you loved him.”

She stiffened.  “I do love Gaar and Mirra and they love me, just as I am.”

“Your father and I love you but we see that you’re making mistakes that’ll ruin your life.”

“And you’re an expert at not making mistakes?”

“I won’t apologize for bonding with your father.  We love each other.”

“That’s all I want.”  She took her mom’s hand.  “Let me find it in my own way.”

Mom touched Trinity’s cheek.  “Okay, but come to dinner tomorrow and meet the Servants—”

“No.”  She stepped away.  She wanted this conversation to be over.  She wanted to go into the forest where she’d be left alone.  “I do not...I will not pair with a Servant.  Besides Dad, none of them are faithful to their mates.”

“That’s because they aren’t in love with their mates.  That can happen in any class.”

“Ray loves Meesus and she loves Ray but they’re not faithful to each other.”

“That’s different.  Meesus is a whore.”

“And Ray owns whores.  Trust me, he’s not missing out.  He samples his wares.”

“You shouldn’t be in that place.  I’ve told your father—”

“I’m glad I’ve met Ray and the others.  At least I know that although Servants are charming, it’s not in their nature to be faithful.”

“Your father—”

“Is part Almighty.”  She wanted to pull the words back as soon as they slipped out.  She’d made a strategic error and Mom pounced on it.

“So, you want to bond with an Almighty.  Anyone in particular?”  Mom’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

“I’m not waiting for Jethro.”  She grabbed her backpack and headed for the door.  “Did you ever consider that I don’t want to have a baby in this world?  Maybe, I’m waiting for something better like a life without constant danger.”

“Life is always dangerous.”  Mom walked over and hugged her.  “You need someone.  A companion.  A friend.  A mate.”

“I’m not ready.”  She pulled away.  

“If not a Producer or Servant, what about Curtis?”

She froze.  Mom must be desperate to suggest a Guard.  Dad would have a fit. 

“He’s young and strong and he likes—”

“Stop.  Okay.  I’m not attracted to him.”  

“You were flirting with him.”

“I was talking to him.”

“You don’t just talk to the males in this camp.  You touch them.”

“I do not!”  Earlier with Curtis, he’d touched her hand, but she hadn’t touched him.

“Maybe you don’t realize it, but you do.  You lean close to them and touch their arms and hands.”

“So what?”  She did do that sometimes.

“Males are different.  What you see as talking or flirting they see as a promise of something more.”

“Then they need to clear their vision.”

“I’m done having this same conversation with you,” said Mom.

“Great.  Finally, something we can agree on.”  Getting snotty with Mom always backfired but she was too angry to think straight.

Mom’s eyes narrowed.  “You need to choose, or your father and I will choose for you.”  

She stumbled backward as if she’d been punched in the stomach.  “You don’t mean that.”  

“Your father and I have discussed it.  It’s not safe.  We see how the males watch you.  You need to belong to someone or one of them may decide to make you his in any way possible.”

She swallowed a lump in her throat.  Rape.  Most of the males in the camp wouldn’t even think of it, but there were some who might.  “Don’t worry.  I’m not the same helpless girl you sent into the forest.  I can protect myself now.  Gaar and Mirra made sure of that.”  

Her mother’s eyes registered the blow.  Where she’d failed her daughter, the Handler and Tracker had succeeded.  “I had no choice and you know it.  I couldn’t come with you.”  

She shrugged.  It was true, but right now she didn’t care.  Her parents had no right to attempt to force her into a relationship.

“You need to pick a mate soon, or we’ll do it for you.”  Mom pushed past her toward the door.

“I won’t obey you.”  Her tone was flat, emotionless.

Her mother paused, her back stiffening, and then stepped outside of the tent.

“I’m not a child and you have no say over what I do.  Until you can see that, we have nothing else to say to one another.”  There, she’d done it, severed the last rope that bound them.  It was like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders and yet her heart was heavy.  
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CHAPTER 20:  TRINITY


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


TRINITY FLUNG HER BACKPACK over her shoulder and left her tent.  She refused to feel guilty about the argument with her mother, but the hurt on Mom’s face poked at her conscience.  She’d find Travis, talking to him always helped.  

She kept her eyes averted the best she could while searching for Travis.  She stopped at the outskirts of the Producer’s section of camp.  Travis wasn’t there.  She strode back through the area, this time looking at everyone.  She hadn’t missed him.  He wasn’t there.  She raced into the woods.  If he’d gone to the encampment again, she was going to kill him.  She’d warned him.  Everyone had warned him, but she understood why he kept going back.  His family was still there.

She stopped in a tree near her old home, and inhaled deeply, catching her breath for the first time in hours.  Travis was safe, hiding in the bushes near the fence and talking to Stuart.  She was going to strangle him.  Coming here right after Hugh’s escape was more than foolish.  She launched herself to a nearby tree and made her way silently toward him.  As usual, he was focused on the camp not the brush.  He still didn’t understand that ignoring the forest could be a costly mistake.  She waited until Stuart left for his hut before she dropped from the tree, landing next to Travis.  

“What the...”  He swung around, his fist flying.  

Lucky for her, he was slow and she easily dodged his blow because if he’d hit her, it would’ve hurt.  He’d grown over the years.  He was a fine specimen of a male Producer.  Large and strong but lean from scarce food and a lot of exercise.

“Trinity, what are you doing here?”  He was not happy to see her.  

“I could ask you the same thing, but why bother.  I already know the answer.”

“You’d do the same thing for your family.”

“That’s not the point.  You can’t keep sneaking off alone like this.”

“I’m not putting anyone else in danger and don’t tell me that I could’ve asked you because you wouldn’t have come with me.”  He crossed his arms over his chest.  

“That’s because your family is better off here than they’d be in the forest.  Kim and Martha won’t send anyone to slaughter.  Kim promised.”  None of the Producers had been removed since Benedictine’s death.  It was crowded but safer than the forest.

“For how long?  They’re running low on money.”

“How do you know that?”

“This is a business to the Almightys.”  He waved his hand at the camp.  “Have you noticed how full it is?  How long can Kim and her mother support a bunch of Producers who continue to breed and eat most of the crops that they grow?”

“Stop talking to the Servants.  You don’t know anything about business.”  

“And you do?”

“No, but I know Servants and they like to cause trouble, especially for someone from another class.”  It was true but so was what Travis was saying.  Kim and her mother had to be feeling the pressure of taking care of so many Producers.  Her father had mentioned it several times.

“Even if they can support everyone forever, it’s not healthy.  The last time that I was here—”

“When exactly was that?”  She flexed her claws.  If beating him up would stop him from coming here, she’d do it in a heartbeat, but it wouldn’t.

He flushed slightly.  “A few weeks ago.  You were busy working on your plan to free Hugh.  How did that go?”

“Nice change of subject.  It went fine, but you have to stop doing this.”

“I can’t.”  He turned and stared into the encampment.  “Not until they’re safe.”  

“It isn’t safe for you.”  She grabbed his arm and tugged until he faced her.  

“They’re my family, Trin.”  He pulled free from her grasp.  “You risked your life to save Gaar and Mirra and they aren’t even your blood.”

“That was different.”

“Why?  Because you’re better in the forest than I am?  I don’t care if it’s dangerous.”

“Your family is safe.”

“No.  They’re not.  Stuart told me that a lot of the young and old have been sick.  It isn’t as bad as the Terrible Sickness, but it will be if the Almightys don’t do something.”  He wrapped his fingers through the chain link and yanked once, making the entire section shake.  “I have to get them out of here.”

He was right.  A sickness could sweep through the camp killing fast and indiscriminately.  It’d happened before and even if Kim and her mother managed to cure this illness, at some point, the camp would go back to the way it was.  Other Almightys had to be unhappy about losing all the meat.  Eventually, Kim and her mother would be forced to follow the rules.  

She touched his forearm, drawing his gaze to her.  “We’ll get them out.”

“You’ll help?”  His brown eyes sparked with hope.  

“Yes, I’ll help.”  Dad was going to be pissed and Gaar would complain about her having too many friends, but she couldn’t refuse him.  It was his family and he was her friend.  

“Thank you!”  He grabbed her and lifted her in his arms, swinging her around.  

She hugged him.  It was too bad that there was only friendship between them.  He’d be a good mate.  Their eyes met and held for a moment and then he put her down, stepping away and blushing slightly.

“How far along is Stuart’s mate?”  It’d been awkward between them each time after they’d kissed.  Since he hadn’t tried to kiss her in a long time, she was pretty sure that he didn’t feel anything for her either, but maybe she was wrong.

“She’s due in six weeks.”

“Then we need to wait.”  She held up her hand to stop his outburst.  “She’s better off here than in the forest, at least until the baby is a few months old.”

“Okay.  We can wait until she delivers but then we need to get them out.  The baby will be more vulnerable to the sickness.”

She headed into the brush, Travis following loudly.  She bit her tongue to keep from snapping at him.  He was doing the best he could.  She’d trained him about forest safety herself, but Producers couldn’t move quietly, no matter how hard they tried.  

“I’ll make a list of the herbs she’ll need to keep her and her baby healthy and give it to Kim.  She’ll make sure that Stuart gets everything his mate needs.”

“How will you manage that?  Jackson won’t allow Kim to come to camp.”

“Kim won’t listen to Jackson.”  Nothing would keep the Almighty away from the male she loved.  “And you know that I’m right about waiting.  The forest is no place for an infant.”  If he wasn’t arguing then she was winning but she had to solidify her case.  “Remember Arthur.  He put us in danger many times.”  

It’d been a horrible time when her mom was pregnant.  Producers weren’t quick to begin with but when heavy with child they were ponderous.  Mom had hid in the woods with Dad and Gaar for protection until her time.  Then they’d had a newborn to protect.  It hadn’t been fun or easy.

“Stuart still doesn’t want to leave.”  His voice was defeated.

“He’ll change his mind.”  She wasn’t sure about that, but it was what Travis wanted to hear.  Most of the Producers had refused to leave the camps.  Some didn’t believe her story of what the Almightys did to them.  Others believed her, but didn’t think it applied to them because they were the finest specimens.  Either way, both groups thought they were safer in camp than in the forest and they might be right about that.  They’d lost a lot of Producers over the years and with the war, it was only going to get worse.

“What if he doesn’t ever want to leave?” asked Travis.

She stopped and met his eyes.  “Then we’ll figure something out.  They shouldn’t be locked up, nothing should.”  Of course, being set free hadn’t helped many of the House Servants and Guards.  She didn’t know what was right anymore, but she’d bought herself some time with Travis.  “You should stay away for a while.  At least until the baby’s born.  Then we’ll come back and talk to Stuart.”

“Promise?”

She nodded and started walking again, picking the less dense parts of the forest.  Being in the open made her nervous, but it’d be quieter with Travis along.  

“Don’t lie to me, Trin.”

“I’m not.”  She shot him a glare.  Her friends were getting too smart, although, she hadn’t exactly lied.  She’d come back with him, but she wouldn’t promise to free the Producers.  Travis had to learn that forcing freedom on others was no better than imprisoning them.
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CHAPTER 21:  HUGH
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IT WAS AFTERNOON WHEN Hugh arrived at camp with Jackson.  They’d traveled most of the way by canoe and had been fortunate enough not to encounter any River-Men.  

He paused on the outskirts of the camp.  It wasn’t what he’d expected.  There were a few tents scattered about a small clearing, but other than that it was empty.  “Where is everyone?”  

“Around.  Follow me,” said Jackson.

As they walked across the camp, Guards crept out of the bushes and Servants appeared at the edge of the forest, some in trees and others slinking in the shadows.  

“Why are they staring at us?” he whispered.

Jackson glanced at him, a slight smile playing about his mouth.  “Like it or not you’re High Hugh Truent, the only Almighty to ever stand-up for them.”

“I didn’t do anything,” he said between clenched teeth.  “This idolization has to stop.”

“It will.  As soon as they learn you’re refusing to help us, they’ll hate you.”

“That isn’t what I meant.  There has to be some middle ground.”

“Don’t worry about it.  They hate the members of the other classes, so why not you?”  Jackson slapped him on the back.  “Welcome to our base camp.”

“Speaking of the other classes, where are the Producers?”

“They keep to themselves.”  Jackson nodded to an open area of the forest to the right.  “All the classes do.  That’s part of our problem.”

“That and the hate.”  He could make out a few large shadows in the trees where Jackson had indicated.  A young, male Producer emerged into the clearing.  He was followed by several others.  

“Do they always stay in the forest instead of camp?”

“There’s a warning call when someone approaches.  Everyone scatters until they know it’s safe,” said Jackson.

“That’s good but they didn’t scatter far.  If it’d been an attack, the area would’ve been surrounded.  Most wouldn’t have gotten away.”

“That hasn’t been our experience.”  Jackson stopped at a large tent.  

“Really?  How many Almightys and Guards invaded?”

“I think one or two Almightys and around ten Guards.  I didn’t stick around to count.”

“Sounds like a scouting party.”

“They did more than look.  They raided the camp,” said Jackson.

“That was their mistake.  They should’ve gone back for more soldiers and surrounded the area.”

“Keep talking like that and you won’t have to worry about their worship.”  Jackson nodded at the surrounding Guards and Servants.  “You’ll have to worry about being killed in your sleep.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”  He grinned.  “But it would’ve been the smart thing to do.  The war would be over and I’d be swinging from my neck.”

“The war wouldn’t be over.  You don’t understand how deep this goes.  We want freedom and equality and we want it enough to die fighting for it.”

“Hugh.  Jackson.”  Tim trotted over to them.  “Any problems on the trip?”

“No.  We traveled by river.  Didn’t see anyone or anything,” said Jackson.

“Where did you get a canoe?  The closest one was at...”  Tim’s jaw tightened and he turned toward Hugh.  “You couldn’t have waited for me?  You didn’t think that I’d want to speak with my dad...Barney first?”

“I thought he’d be more comfortable talking if you weren’t there.”

“You had no right.”  Tim’s green eyes sparkled with hurt and anger.

“I did what I thought was best for all of us.  This affects me too.”  He wouldn’t apologize for taking the most expedient and sensible course of action.

“Affects you?  How?  Oh, that’s right.  Now, you can celebrate because you no longer have tainted blood in your family tree.”

“I’d forgotten what a spoiled, whiny ass you could be.”  He stepped forward.  He could use a good fight.

“Before you two put on a show for everyone.”  Jackson shifted slightly so he was between them.  “Hugh has something to tell you.”

“What?”  Tim’s claws peeked from his fingertips.

“Let him talk to Barney.  If he thinks that I’d celebrate any of this mess then he’ll never believe me anyway.”

“Stop acting like a child and tell him what you found out,” said Jackson.  “Tim’s upset and you know how Servants can be.”

“Servants!  Guards and Almightys are the worst...”  

As Tim continued his verbal abuse of both classes, Hugh glanced at Jackson who was trying hard not to laugh.  Servants were so easy to rile.  

“Barney is your father and Sarah was your mother.”  He was tired of the insults.  He’d heard more over the last two days than in his entire life.

Tim’s sentence died in the air.  “But you said—”

“What I said is still true.  You and I are not related.”

“I don’t understand.”  Tim glanced at Jackson.  

It seemed that everyone in the camp had returned and was now listening to their conversation.  His eyes landed on Trinity who hovered in the tree line by the Producers, a large, young male by her side.  She was dressed in what must be her forest gear—tight, tan pants, a longish shirt, open at the throat, her knife strapped to her side, backpack and quiver full of spears over her shoulders.  They made a striking couple.  The Producer was big and strong and she was tall and slender.  Her gold eyes searched his and his gut tightened.  

“Perhaps we should move this discussion inside.”  He motioned toward the tent.

Her eyes turned brittle with anger.

He couldn’t keep the half-smile from his lips.  She was as easy to annoy as her father.  “You should invite your mate and daughter.  This is a family matter.”  Her eyes widened with surprise and he winked at her before turning back toward the others.  “I think you should come too, Jackson.”  His eyes locked with Tim’s.  “You can vouch for me.”  

Tim flushed and entered the tent.  Jackson grumbled but followed the Servant.  He held the flap open and raised his brow at Trinity as she hurried over and slipped inside.  

“I didn’t mean what I said,” said Tim as soon as Hugh followed Trinity inside.

“I know.”  He shouldn’t have let Tim’s comment get to him, but his emotions were raw.  The discoveries of the last few days had not been pleasant.  “Millie?”

“She’s feeding Arthur.  I’ll tell her later,” said Tim.

This tent was nice.  There was a square table with four chairs, a cot with a thick blanket, a pitcher, and a basin for water.  They all sat at the table.

He shifted in his seat.  A Servant’s gaze could be unnerving and he had two of them staring at him.  “Okay.  Let me start at the beginning.”  He explained as quickly as he could what Barney had told him and what he suspected.  Halfway through his explanation he stared at his hands to avoid seeing the pity on Tim’s and Trinity’s faces.

“I’m sorry,” Tim said when he’d finished.  “I understand what you’re going through.  If you need to talk...”

Tim didn’t understand, not really.  The Servant had only known Sarah was his mother for a few years.  He’d been raised believing that lie.  There was also the fact that Tim liked Barney whereas Hugh had hated his father.  No.  He had to stop thinking of that man like that.  He ran his hand through his hair.  The loss of his mother warred with the relief of not being genetically linked to General Hugh Truent.  “Thanks, I appre...”

Jackson, Tim and Trinity jumped to their feet as footsteps thundered past the tent.

“Come on.”  Tim yanked on his arm.

“What’s going on?”  He stood.

“Someone’s coming.”  Trinity shoved him out the door, grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the forest.  

“Go.  I’ll get your mother and Arthur and catch up with you.”  Tim darted for a tent on the far side of camp.  

“I’ll check it out.”  Jackson ran in the other direction.

Suddenly, they all stopped and Trinity dropped his hand, the tension fleeing her face.

“What is it?”  His head snapped back and forth.  He had no idea what had happened or what was happening.

“Oh, you didn’t hear.”  She turned toward Jackson.  “We hadn’t thought of that.  His hearing isn’t good.”

“You can insult me later.  Right now, explain what just happened?”

Jackson strode over to them.  “There were two calls.  The first was in warning and the one a moment ago told us that whoever is approaching is friendly.”

“Are you sure?  The others don’t appear to believe that.”  The Producers were still hidden in the trees.  Many of the Servants and Guards had also remained in the forest.

“There’ve been mistakes in the past.”  Jackson’s eyes darted to Trinity.

“A traitor?”  This group was small.  If they’d already had a traitor in their midst it didn’t bode well for their future.

“No.  A mistake.”  Jackson and Trinity exchanged another glance.  

“What happened?”  He needed details.  They were inexperienced, naïve and soft-hearted.  The mistake was probably sabotage.

“What difference does it make to you?” she asked.  “You aren’t going to help us, so why do you care if we had or have a traitor.”

“Right now, I’m living here.”  He stepped toward her.  “So, it matters to me if you have a traitor in your camp because I’m the biggest fish in this little pond.”

“Just like I told Dad, you only think about yourself.”

That was untrue.  He’d been looking forward to telling her that he’d help them as much as he could before he left with Meesus, but now, he’d wait and tell Jackson when she wasn’t around.  “Exactly.  That means I need to know everything or your little setup is going to get me captured and killed before I make it to my lab.”

“What lab?”  She looked at Jackson.  “He found a lab already?”

“My questions first.  What happened with this non-traitor?”  Spies and moles were experts at concealing malicious deeds in the wrappings of mistakes.  

“A young Guard, Skeekie, recognized an approaching Guard,” said Jackson.  “They’d met at the shelter.  They’d both been purchased a few months before.  Skeekie’s master had been cruel and he’d run away.  He’d thought that his friend had run away too, but the other Guard had been bought for the army.”

“His friend was alone?”  That wasn’t much of an attack.

“No.  Skeekie made the call before he saw the others,” said Jackson.

“He should’ve smelled the other Guards or heard them.”  He tapped his finger on his thigh.  “Has anything else suspicious happened while he’s been on watch?  You can’t be too easy on him.  You’ve said it yourself.  This is war.”

“He was killed by his friend,” said Jackson.  “You can rest easy.  He won’t put you or any of us in danger again.”

“Oh.  I’m sorry.”  They could’ve told him that earlier.

“Wow, what an expert you are.  Thank Araldo you’re on our side.”  Trinity’s golden eyes gleamed with anger.

He struggled with the urge to clamp his hand over her mouth to shut her up.  Kissing her would also work.  He froze.  He did not want to kiss her.  She was Tim’s daughter and a brat.  This was Jackson’s fault for pointing out that she wasn’t a child.  An image of her as she bent to help Cack—her wet clothes clinging to her like a second skin—flashed through his head.  That had meant nothing.  He was a man and had been without a female for a very long time.  Nope.  This was Jackson’s fault.  He turned to glare at the Guard.

Jackson’s face was pale and his hands trembled at his sides as Kim and two, burly Guards stepped out of the bushes.  
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“WHO’S THAT WITH KIM?”  Hugh didn’t envy Jackson.  Kim’s eyes were narrowed and her stride was stiff.  Females only got that angry with their mates.  It was going to be fun watching the Guard attempt to get out of whatever mess he’d made.  

“I don’t know,” said Trinity.  “I’ve never seen them before, but she has some new Guards.  Everyone except Casper and Carla joined the rebellion and live here or at the other camp.”

“Other camp?  There’s another camp?”  He looked at Jackson but the Guard was staring at the furious female heading his way.  

“At least she’s traveling with Guards this time,” said Trinity.

“Big ones,” he said.  

Those Guards were all muscle and if the scowls meant anything, mean.  One had a bulky sack thrown over his shoulder.

“She’s being smart and you need to be too.”  Trinity turned toward him.  “It’s no longer safe for Almightys to travel in the forest, especially alone.”

“Yeah, I’ve been told.”  He continued to watch Kim and Jackson.  Something was wrong.  Jackson should be nervous or ready to beg for forgiveness, but instead the Guard looked like he’d just found out his best friend was dead.  

“I’m not kidding.  It’s as bad in the forest as it is in the city and not because of the predators.  There are packs of Guards and House Servants running wild out here.  Most are with us but they don’t always listen to what we tell them.”

“Then you need to manage your army better.  A soldier should always obey his superiors.”  

Kim was getting closer.  Jackson looked ready to bolt.

“We thought we had a solution to that problem.”

He cringed.  Her tone left no question as to how she felt about his refusal to help.  Suddenly, Jackson turned as if to flee.  

“You...you...how could you?” whispered Kim.  

The soft sound stopped Jackson in his tracks better than any shout.  His back stiffened as if she’d struck him and he turned around.  “I had to.” 

Kim shoved him, knocking him back a step.  “You did not have to.  You wanted this.”  Tears streamed down her cheeks and she pushed him again.  “You chose this.”  

Jackson grabbed her, pulling her close.  

“Let me go.”  She struggled in his grasp.

“It’s for the best.  You know that,” said Jackson, his face buried in her hair.

“No.”  She pulled free, stumbling backward.  “That’s a lie.”  

This wasn’t some little spat.  Jackson looked like he was having his heart ripped out and Kim didn’t look any better.  This wasn’t amusing.  He placed his hand on Trinity’s arm.  “We should give them some privacy.”

“What?  Why?”  

“Couples fight.  We don’t need to watch.”

“You don’t get it, do you?”  Kim turned toward him.

He had no idea what she was talking about, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.  Her anger had turned into sorrow and it was soul-deep.

“It’s all over the news.  They know who was involved,” said Kim.  

“Oh...”  He glanced at Trinity.  She’d already been a fugitive, but Jackson hadn’t.  “Jackson, you shouldn’t—”  

“It’s not your fault.  I’m glad you’re free.”  Kim wiped the tears from her cheeks and hugged him.  “It’s good to see you, Hugh.”

His arms wrapped around her.  Her hug felt good.  It felt real, like she actually cared about him.  Jackson’s hand landed on his shoulder and he took that as a hint to break the embrace.  “It’s good to see you too.”

“I have a present for you.”  Kim motioned to her Guards.  

The one carrying the sack came forward and handed it to Hugh.  It was heavy and stuffed full of clothes, blankets, shoes, and he wasn’t sure what else.  

“Thank you.”  The thoughtfulness almost took his breath away.  He cleared his throat.  “This is...I never thought,”—he glanced to include Trinity and Jackson—“never expected any of this and I am eternally thankful.”  It didn’t matter that they’d freed him for their cause.  They’d saved his life and for that he was grateful.

“Not enough to help us,” said Trinity under her breath.

Jackson elbowed her in the ribs and she squeaked, sending the Guard a dirty look.  

“I’ll tell Mom.”  Kim either didn’t hear Trinity or was ignoring her.  “She packed it and told me to bring it to you.”  Her eyes hardened as they landed on Jackson who’d moved closer to her.  She shifted, blocking the Guard from the conversation.  “Hopefully, the stuff fits.  Mom sent several different sizes.”  She studied Hugh.  “You’ve lost weight.”

“Jail didn’t agree with me.”

“Still the same old Hugh.”  She kissed his cheek.  “I really am glad you’re safe.”

Jackson glared at him like it was his fault she’d kissed him.

“There are some of Jethro’s old clothes in here.”  Kim took the bag from him, searching through it.  “These should fit you now.”  She glanced up smiling.  “And when you fill out again, there are others.”  She handed him a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt but continued to dig in the bag.  She pulled out a rolled-up blanket.  “Mom also sent this.  She said that Dad had been so happy when you’d complimented him on his choice.”  Her voice cracked.  “It was his favorite.”

He didn’t recall complimenting Benedictine on anything, but he accepted the blanket and unwrapped a bottle of whiskey.  It was a cheaper brand than he used to drink, but it had been good.  “Thank you again.”  He put it back in the sack.  “How are you and your family doing?”

“Good.  I mean, it’s hard, but...I know my dad wasn’t perfect, but he was good to us.”  She glanced at Jackson and then down at her hands.  “Jethro took it the hardest.  He’s angry and he blames...”  Her eyes darted to Trinity and then to him.  “I think deep down he blames himself.”

“None of this was his fault.”  Admitting all this didn’t get easier with time.  “It was mine.  I brought Conguise into your lives and he was the one who told your father about Gaar and Mirra.”

“It wasn’t your fault.  Dad...did what he did and things got out of control.”

“Still...”  Yes, Benedictine had brought some of it on himself when he’d tortured Mirra and Gaar, but the rest of the guilt sat stubbornly at his door.

“You were trying to save Trinity.  You didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” said Kim.  

That was true, but that didn’t make him blameless in what had happened and what might still happen.  “How is your brother doing physically?”  Has he sprouted claws or a tail, yet?  He hadn’t mentioned his concerns about what the professor had injected into the boy to anyone.  He prayed that they were unfounded.

“Good.  Really good.  He’s in college now and active in a lot of sports.”

“Oh?  What kind?”  Please don’t say swimming.  Scar had needed to be in water at the end and the other creatures in the lab had looked like they’d belonged in the water too.  

“All kinds.  Track, soccer, fencing and swimming.  He loves swimming.”  Kim laughed.  “He’s taken to the water like he was born to it.”

He swallowed around a lump in his throat.  That was not good.  

“Mom worries a little that something will happen and he’ll lose the use of his legs, but Conguise says that he’s doing great.  Fabulous actually.”

“He still sees the professor?  How often?”  It’d been over four years since the surgery.  Jethro shouldn’t have to see his doctor except for minor checkups.

“Not as much now that he’s in college, but when he’s home, he sees the professor a lot.”  A slight frown marred Kim’s brow.

“And you don’t like that?”  He didn’t, but he had no idea why Kim wouldn’t.  She’d been Viola’s best friend and had spent a lot of time around the professor.

“No, I don’t.”  Her eyes darted to Jackson and she flushed.  “Conguise has archaic beliefs about the other classes and...Jethro is young and impressionable, especially to the professor’s opinions.” 

“He’s not that young.”  The boy had to be a man by now.  “He’s what?  Twenty-one.”

“Almost twenty-three, but you don’t understand.  He’s grown close to Conguise.  He waited a semester before starting college and he spent a lot of time with Conguise.  At first, he went over there so the professor could monitor his progress after the surgery, but I think he kept going because they helped each other work through their losses.”  She paled a bit.  “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have—” 

“No.  Don’t be sorry.  You can say her name.  Viola.  It’s fine.”  But it wasn’t and everyone knew it.

“That wasn’t your fault either,” said Kim.

He held up his hand and shook his head.  He couldn’t discuss this.  Not now.  Maybe, not ever.

“Is Jethro home from college?” asked Trinity, flushing slightly.

“He came home last night.”  Kim’s eyes softened as they looked at the other girl and there was a hint of pity on her face.  

“Trinity, if Jethro listens to Conguise, you need to stay away from him.  The professor has to hate you almost as much as me.”  Perhaps more.  The professor disliked the other classes, considered them lower beings.  Conguise would blame everyone but himself for his daughter’s death.

“I wasn’t going to go see him.  I’m not stupid.  I don’t even care that he’s home.  I was just asking.”  Trinity’s face heated with embarrassment.  

It was obvious that she was still enamored with the lad.  He’d speak with her later and explain how dangerous that was but there was no reason to talk about it now and embarrass her further.  He turned toward Kim.  “Tell your mom thank you for the clothes.  It was very thoughtful and unexpected.”  He barely knew Martha Remore, having only met her a few times at society functions.

“She’s grateful to you for taking all the blame for what happened that night.  Jethro”—her eyes fell on Trinity for a second—“and I told Mom everything.”

“It would’ve been stupid and foolish—”

“We know, we know.  They can only kill you once.”  Jackson smiled at him and Kim.

“Who invited you into this conversation?”  Kim glared at the Guard.  “Just go away.”

“Kim, don’t be like this.  You don’t have to hate me.”  Jackson looked as if he’d been kicked in the face.

“You’re not allowed to speak to me.  Ever.”  Tears pooled in her eyes.  “If you had told me...we could’ve done something.  Covered your absence or something but”—her voice cracked—“you didn’t even say goodbye.”  She ran off toward the woods, her Guards following her.  

Jackson took a step in her direction and stopped, his shoulders slumping.  “This is for the best.”

“You’re an idiot.”  Trinity trotted after Kim who’d stopped at the edge of camp.
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“I WISH YOU HADN’T done this for me,” said Hugh.  Love was too important to throw away.  “Maybe with time—”

“No.  It’s over.  It has to be.”  Jackson’s back was stiff and his face hard, but his eyes were defeated as he stared at Kim.  

Millie had come out of her tent and was talking to the Almighty.  Trinity hovered nearby, hesitant to approach the other two females.

Watching Kim cry wasn’t doing Jackson any good.  “Can you show me where to put my stuff?”  He shook the bag of clothes.  “I now have stuff.”  

The Guard grunted an acknowledgement as he headed back to the tent they’d used earlier.  “Tim and Millie sleep there.”  He nodded to a tent across camp from this one.  “I’m to your left.  Sue sleeps in the tent on your right—”

“Sue?  Where is she?  And Laddie.  I need to see him.”  In all the commotion he’d forgotten about the two Guards.

“She stayed at the other camp.  Laddie couldn’t travel.”

“Then why did you bring me here?”  He needed to talk to Laddie about Conguise’s rumored other laboratory and he wanted to make sure that the old Guard knew he hadn’t forgotten his promise to Scar.

“It’s a long trip.  We couldn’t go alone.  I’ll get a team together and we can leave in the morning.”  Jackson’s eyes followed Kim as she went with Millie into her tent.

“Why can’t we leave now?”

“If we start early in the morning, move fast and don’t encounter any issues, we can make it to the other camp before nightfall.”  Jackson stared at Millie’s door.  “Leaving now puts us in the forest—”  

“Your people are in the forest at dark all the time.”  

“Not in that area.”  Jackson turned toward him.  “That’d put us near a swamp.  One wrong turn or miscalculation and we could end up in the swamp and you don’t ever want to go there.  We’ll leave at dawn.”

“How well do you know Kim’s companions?”  The two Guards waited near the forest.  They kept glancing at Trinity, who now lurked outside her mother’s tent.

“Not well.  They must be new.”

“We should move camp after they leave.”

“Kim wouldn’t bring Guards here that she didn’t trust,” said Jackson.

“Guards can be bought.”  Everyone could be bought.  He’d learned that when friends he’d known most of his adult life had testified against him.

Jackson snorted.  “Not as easily as Servants.”

“That may be, but we should move camp.”  It wouldn’t help Jackson to stare after Kim all night.  “Come on.  Let’s go inside.”  

“I don’t want to help you put your clothes away,” grumbled Jackson as he followed Hugh inside the tent.

“Just like the good old days.  Accompanied by Guards with attitude.”

“We’re the best kind.” Jackson dropped on a chair by the table.  

“Let’s have a drink while we talk.”  He pulled out the bottle of whiskey and tossed the sack on the bed.  

“None for me,” said Jackson.

“None?”  He sat across from the Guard and opened the bottle.  “Really?”  He took a swig and coughed, the alcohol burning a trail down his throat.

Jackson stared at the opening to the tent.  

“It’ll take your mind off her.”  He pushed the bottle toward the Guard.

“It’s not safe to drink out here,”—Jackson grabbed the bottle—“but right now, I don’t care.”  He took a large gulp and then gasped for air.  “This is awful.”

Hugh took the bottle and another swallow, relaxing as the whiskey warmed its way through him.  “Each drink gets better.”  He put the bottle on the table.  He couldn’t afford to drink as much as he used to, at least not until he’d had his revenge, but a little wouldn’t hurt.

The Guard took a small sip, this time only coughing once.  “I had to do it.”  He wasn’t talking about the whiskey.  

“Why?  Were things not working out?”

“Things were great.  Well...between us, they were great.”

“Nothing else matters.  Don’t let anything get in the way of that.”  He’d let his distrust get between him and Viola and it’d killed her.

“You don’t get it.  Being with me was going to hurt her.”

“How’s that different from you hurting her now?”  The words were cruel but true.

Jackson flinched.  “It’s better this way.  Jethro was getting suspicious.  There were a few rumors from the Guards.”  He took a large gulp.  “If the Almightys found out about us, she’d suffer.”

“You’d suffer too.”

Jackson smiled.  “No.  I’d be killed.”  His smile died.  “Then who’d protect her?”

“We’ll change that.  I promise.”  No law should keep two adults who loved each other from being together.  

“Yeah.  Sure.  Your scientific proof will change the world.  No fighting.  No war.  No bloodshed, just a few words and numbers on papers will cause everyone to throw away the beliefs they were raised with, beliefs that’ve been around forever.  Right.” 

“More Almightys care about the other classes than you think.  My mother...”  He grabbed the bottle from the Guard and took a swallow.  Nope.  He had no mother.  “Sarah was working toward the equal treatment of the other classes.  I went to one of her fund raisers years ago and I was surprised by how many Almightys were there.  Prominent Almightys.”  He took another drink.  It had to be his last.  He didn’t want to get drunk.  “That’s how this war will be won.”  He leaned forward.  “Believing that all Almightys are the enemy will cost you the war.  You need them on your side and if I can show those who are already fighting for change that genetically we are basically the same...”  He took another small drink and pushed the bottle across the table.  “They’ll run with that fact and once those people get going...believe me, they’ll gather momentum.”

Jackson took another sip.  “Damn.  This stuff is good.”  

Tim stepped into the tent.  “You’re an idiot even for a Guard.”  He joined them at the table, grabbing the bottle out of Jackson’s hand as he sat.  “Thanks to you, this will be the only comfort I get tonight.”  He took a drink and shivered.

“What are you talking about?”  Jackson grabbed the bottle but Tim wouldn’t let go.  

“I have a tent full of angry females,” said Tim.

“I had no choice and you know it.”

“You should’ve let her decide.  Take some advice from a male who’s been in a relationship for a long time.  Females do not like it when we make decisions for them, especially when it’s for their own good.”  Tim took another gulp of the whiskey and handed the bottle to Jackson.

“I couldn’t leave it up to her.  She wasn’t thinking straight.  We were already fighting because she wanted to live here with me.  Here!”  Jackson chugged some of the whiskey and then burped.  “The forest isn’t safe for an Almighty.”

Hugh took the bottle not commenting on the fact that he was an Almighty and they’d brought him here.  

“And you can protect her better by standing in the woods and staring at her house?” asked Tim.

“I don’t—”

“Stop.  Trinity has seen you there on several occasions,” said Tim.

Jackson flushed.  “What was she doing there?  Did you ask her that?”

“I did.”  Tim took the bottle from Hugh.  “She was there because she was following you.”

“Right.”  Jackson snorted.

“You stand in the woods and stare at Kim’s house?” he asked.  “That’s pathetic, my friend.”

“I know.”  Jackson rested his head on the table.  “I can’t stay away from her.”  He sat up.  “But I will this time.  It’s over.  It has to be.”  He reached for the bottle, but Tim took another drink.  

“I’ve heard that before,” said Tim.

The Guard’s eyes narrowed.  Jackson was hurt and angry and now drunk.  There’d be a fight if someone didn’t change the topic.

“Okay.  Enough about Kim,” said Hugh.  “Why are you in trouble, Tim?”

“Me?”  Tim’s eyes widened.  “I’m not.  At least I don’t think I am, but Millie will listen to Kim and I’ll get an earful of how stupid”—he pointed the bottle at Jackson—“he and all other males are.”

“Oh, come on.”  Hugh grabbed the bottle and his eyes met Jackson’s.  “I think our friend is hiding something.”  He took a sip and leaned forward, putting his elbows on the table.  “I’ve known you a long time, Tim, and you’ve never been a drinker.  I can believe that you’d hide out here while the females are male-bashing in your tent, but you wouldn’t be drinking, not this much.”  He slid the bottle closer to the Servant.  “There’s something else bothering you.  Spill.”

Jackson snatched the bottle and took another swallow, almost falling off his chair.  Tim grabbed the whiskey and the Guard’s arm just in time to keep Jackson on his seat.  

Tim started to take another drink and stopped.  “You’re right.  Millie and Trinity had another fight today.”  His eyes met Jackson’s.  “A big one.  Trinity basically told her mother that she wasn’t speaking to her again until Millie stopped pestering her about finding a mate.”  He took another drink.  

“That’s what mothers do.  My mom...Sarah was constantly shoving young women in my path until...Viola.”

“Millie threatened to pick the mate for Trinity.”  Tim took another large gulp of whiskey.

“What?” exclaimed Jackson and Hugh.

“When did that happen?” asked Jackson.

“Today.  Millie’s been talking about it for a while but I’ve managed to keep her from saying it.  Until today.”

“Trinity’s young.  She’s what...”  She’d told him her age but he couldn’t remember.  He held up his fingers.  She’d turned seventeen months before his trial.

“She’s twenty-one,” said Tim.  “To Millie, that’s too old to be un-mated.”  His green eyes landed on Hugh.  “Your kind pair the Producers at thirteen.”

“I didn’t have anything to do with that.”  But it made sense.  That’d give them the most breeding years.  “For the record, I think it’s wrong.  Let your daughter mate when she wants and with whom she wants.  She shouldn’t marry the first guy she has sex with.  There are plenty of males out there.  She should sample...”  Tim’s snarl made him shut his mouth.

“That’s my daughter.  I’d prefer that she never mate.”  

“Right.  Sorry.”  That’d be someone’s great loss.  She had a body made for sex, but he wasn’t drunk or stupid enough to say that.

“Are you going to side with Millie again?”  Jackson’s voice was soft.

Tim shrugged.  “She’s my mate, so I have to, at least in public, but we’ll have a long talk about it.”

“Trinity’s your daughter.”  He felt bad for the brat.  Someone should take her side, especially when she was right.  

“I know.”  Tim took another long drink.  “I won’t agree to pick her mate.  I won’t.”

Jackson snorted.  “Like she’d listen to you if you did.”

“I know.  That’s why I won’t agree.”  Tim grinned.  “Never start a fight you can’t win.”

Tim should’ve followed that advice before getting involved in the Allied Classes.  He grabbed the bottle and took a drink to keep from saying the words out loud.  

“It’s hard, because I understand Millie’s concern.”  Tim’s grinned faded.  “The males have noticed Trinity and she flirts but—”

“No one here would hurt her,” said Jackson.  “These are all good Guards and Servants.  And Producers.”  He grinned.  “And Grunts.  Keep forgetting about them.”

“How many total in the camps?” he asked.

“We have fifty-seven at the other camp and thirty five here,” said Jackson.

Ninety-two soldiers to fight a war.  Unbelievable.  He couldn’t command their army even if he wanted to because they didn’t have one.  He took another drink, but only to ensure that his thoughts stayed in his head.

“I know they’re all good guys but I worry.  She’s always taking off by herself and”—Tim grabbed the bottle from Hugh, taking another drink—“I think she’s still waiting for Jethro.”

Jackson nodded.  “Me too.”

They’d just handed him the perfect opening.  He hadn’t had a chance to look at the reports that he’d taken from Conguise’s lab the night he’d freed Tim.  He’d told his lawyer about them and she’d searched the evidence that’d been confiscated from his mother’s house, but they weren’t there.  He’d start slow and work his way to the important questions.  Jackson was his friend but the Guard’s first loyalty was to Kim and her family.  “How are the Remore’s doing?”  

“They’re broke,” said Jackson.  “Worse actually, they’re in debt.”

“Did they take away the camps?”  The job of running them should’ve gone to Jethro.  

“No.  That would’ve been better.”

“Not for the Producers,” mumbled Tim.

Jackson ignored the Servant.  “Martha and Kim refuse to send anyone to the Warehouse District.”

“The Supreme Almighty must be thrilled about that.”  He grinned, grabbing the bottle from Tim and taking another drink.  This would be his last.  He had to keep a clear head, but Jason’s unhappiness was cause for celebration.

“No.  I’m sure he isn’t and neither are a lot of Almightys.  Meat prices have increased considerably because of it,” said Jackson.

“Good for Martha and Kim.”  Someone had to stand up for the Producers.

“No, it’s not.  It’s good for the Producers but not for them.  Kim had to get a job to help support the camps.”  Jackson snatched the bottle from Hugh and took another drink.  “No one will hire a Guard.  I told her to sell me, but she wouldn’t.  She wouldn’t sell any of us.”

“Is that why most of her Guards are here?”  He’d wondered.  With Benedictine gone and Martha and Kim in charge, living at the Remore house would be like a vacation for the Guards.

“Yeah.  I talked them into leaving.  Less mouths for her to feed.”  

“Until she bought some replacements.”  Tim’s eyes sparkled as he looked at Jackson.  “Young, good looking Guards.”

“What are you trying to say?”  Jackson’s lips curled as he turned toward Tim.  

“Stop.”  Hugh hit Tim on the shoulder.  “Give the guy a break.”

“I was kidding.”  Tim frowned at him.  “You’re no fun, never were.”

“And you’re still an ass.”  He faced Jackson.  “Kim is in love with you.  She has been for years.  I used to wonder why she never gave any of the men who flirted with her a second glance but then I saw her with you and I knew.”

“She shouldn’t love me.”  Jackson stared at the bottle of whiskey.  “It isn’t good for her.  She needs to move on.”

He felt for the Guard, he did, but talking about Kim wasn’t going to help and he needed to steer the conversation.  “How is Jethro?”

“He’s angry.  He blames Trinity for his father’s death.”

“What?  She tried to stop it.  He should blame me—”

“He does.”  Jackson smirked.

Tim stood and slapped Hugh on the back.  “See, not everyone loves High Hugh.”

“Don’t call me that.”  He was surprised Tim hadn’t been calling him by his title all along.  Tim lived to annoy him.

“I’m going to go take a piss and get us some food.  Anyone want anything particular?”

“Not hungry.”  Jackson wrinkled his nose.  

“Surprise us, but bring water.”  The Guard was going to need water.  His eyes fell on the almost empty bottle of whiskey.  They were all going to need a lot of water.

Tim stumbled to the door.  

“Jethro wants to hate you, but you saved him and his sister from being arrested for their involvement in Viola’s death, so he’s a bit confused about you.  Trinity?”  Jackson shrugged.  “The real problem is he feels guilty because he was attracted to her.  His father didn’t tolerate interclass relationships.”

“Benedictine was an ass and it sounds like his son is too.”  Having a disapproving brother around couldn’t have made Jackson and Kim’s relationship easy.

“Jethro is a confused kid and Benedictine was good to his family.”

He sighed.  “This makes my life look easy.  At least my fath...the General was an ass to everyone.  Makes it easier to hate him.”

“I’m sorry about...”  Jackson waved his hand in the air.

“Discovering that I’m an orphan?  That’s okay.  I’m an adult.  I’ll manage.”  He was still trying to work through that revelation himself.  He wasn’t ready to discuss it.  “Have you noticed anything odd about Jethro?”

“No.  Why?”

He shrugged.  It was time for the important questions.  He hadn’t been sure he’d wanted to mention his suspicions in front of Tim.

“I’ve known the kid his entire life.  He’s angry right now, has every right to be, but he’ll come around.  He’s smart and kind.  So tell me why you’re so interested in him?  You already drilled Kim about her brother and now me.”

Guards could be so protective.  This wasn’t going to be easy but he had no choice.  “I was there the night of his operation.”

“I know.  You freed Tim.”

“Yeah, but what you don’t know is that we saw part of the surgery, if that’s what you want to call it.”

“What do you mean by that?”  The Guard’s eyes were cloudy with drink, but his tone was suspicious.

“I saw Conguise inject something into Jethro’s spine.  There was no cutting.”

“They said it was non-invasive.”

“I’ve never heard of non-invasive spinal surgery,” he said.

Jackson shrugged.  “It worked.”  

“Perhaps too well.”

“Cut the crap and get to the point.”

“Watch the attitude, Guard.”

“I no longer take orders from Almightys.”  Jackson stood.  

He stood.  “And I don’t take them from Guards.”  He took a deep breath, running his hand through his hair as he sat back down.  “This is why I shouldn’t drink.  It can get my temper going.”  He pushed the bottle away.

Jackson grabbed it and sat down.

He started to protest but telling a drunk that they’ve had enough didn’t make them do anything but drink more.  “Conguise was performing genetic modification experiments.  You saw Scar.”

Jackson stared at the whiskey bottle and then his head snapped up, his eyes widening.  “You don’t think...”

“I don’t know.  I had Jethro’s lab reports but they were stolen from my house before I had a chance to look them over.”  He lowered his voice.  “Conguise had them with other files, ones on Guards and Servants.  He genetically modified Guards and Servants.”

“He wouldn’t do that to an Almighty.”  Jackson paled.  “Would he?”

“I’m not sure, but Jethro’s recovery was fast, miraculously fast.”

“I thought that too.  Even Guards and Servants don’t heal that quickly.”

“So, I’ll ask again.  Have you noticed anything odd about Jethro?”

Jackson paused, thinking.  “No.  He seems fine.”

“Good.”  He relaxed against the back of his chair.  “Hopefully, I’m worried about nothing.”  His eyes met the Guard’s.  “But I’d like a sample of his DNA to make sure everything looks normal.”

“We can’t ask Kim.”

“You can’t,” he clarified.

“Neither can you.  She’ll get suspicious and I don’t want her worried about that.  She has enough on her mind.”

“Trinity said that Casper and Carla stayed with Martha and Kim.  Can you get a message to them and have one of them get his toothbrush or hairbrush?”

“Yeah.  I’ll talk to them,” said Jackson.  “I pray you’re wrong about this.”

“Me too.”  He was pretty sure that he wasn’t.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 24:  TRINITY
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TRINITY STOPPED IN THE doorway of her parents’ tent.  Mom sat on the cot by Kim and Arthur was sleeping in the corner.  She hesitated, not sure if she was welcome after her fight with her mother. 

“Jackson should’ve told me about what they were planning to do.”  Kim wiped the last of the tears from her eyes.  “He’s so stubborn and closed-mouthed and so, so, stupid.”

“Males often are.  Especially, when they’re doing something they know we won’t like,” said Mom.

“I just don’t understand.  We were getting along so well and now...”  Kim started crying again.

“It’ll be all right.  You’ll get through this.”  Mom put her arm around Kim and looked over her shoulder at Trinity.  “Get her some water.”

That was all the invitation she needed.  She hurried into the tent and over to the bucket next to Arthur.  He was a cute baby with brown curls and a chubby face.  He was quieter than Adam had been, not as outgoing.  She filled a cup and carried it to the bed, handing it to Kim.

“Thanks.”  Kim took a sip and said, “I’m not sorry that you saved Hugh.  He didn’t deserve to die.  He didn’t deserve to be in prison, but...”  She looked at Mom.  “I love Jackson.  I always have.  I don’t care that he’s a Guard.”

“Maybe, it’s for the best.  Interclass relationships aren’t easy.”  Mom glanced at Trinity.  

It wasn’t like she had a choice in the matter.  She was mixed.  Anyone she picked as a mate would be an interclass relationship in some way.  

“That’s what Jackson says but he won’t accept that I don’t care.  It’s not like the authorities perform corporal punishment or executions for the crime anymore.  The worst that will happen is that I’m shunned by my friends and if they don’t like that we’re together then they weren’t really my friends anyway.”  Kim took a big drink of water.  “But, now it’s over.”

“Why is it over?”  She didn’t understand what the problem was.  Kim was mad because Jackson hadn’t told her about their plan to free Hugh, but that shouldn’t end their relationship.

“They know he was involved in Hugh’s rescue.  Curtis too.  They came to our house looking for him.”

It was like a slap in the head by Mirra.  She’d never considered that by helping them Jackson would sacrifice his life with Kim.  As a fugitive he couldn’t live or visit Kim and her family.  “I wouldn’t have asked him to help if I’d known.”  

“I’m not mad at you.  He would’ve helped no matter what.”  Kim’s eyes were filled with tears again.  “How did you decide on what day to free Hugh?”

She stalled, not wanting to get Jackson in any more trouble.  He’d chosen the date.  She’d thought that they were cutting it a bit close to Hugh’s execution day, but the Guard had insisted.  

“He picked the date didn’t he?” asked Kim.

She nodded.  She wouldn’t lie.  Kim was her friend too.  

“We were out of town that day.  He made sure we couldn’t be implicated.”  Kim laughed a little, but it was without humor.  “We were at an event honoring those who lost their lives on the Night of the Trackers.  There were a lot of powerful people there.  No one can lie and say we helped.”  She wiped her eyes.  “We wanted to go to the jail to let Hugh know that everyone didn’t hate him, but Jackson said it’d look suspicious.”  

“He protected you.  That proves he loves you.”

“No.  He lied to me.  He kept secrets from me.  If he loved me he wouldn’t have done that.  I would never have done that to him.”  Kim started crying again.  

“You’re young.  You’ll find someone else.  Someone in your own class.”  Mom patted Kim’s hand but her eyes were on her daughter.  

“Maybe, she won’t.  You didn’t.”  She didn’t care if Mom made her leave.  She couldn’t take any more of the hypocrisy.  

Mom’s and Kim’s heads snapped toward her.

“This is not the time, Trinity,” said Mom.

It was never the time when she had valid points.  “You and Dad chose to stay together no matter the cost, even at the expense of your children.”

“That was different.”  Mom’s voice was sharp with anger.  “If Remy hadn’t been the way he was, I would’ve obeyed and bred with my assigned mate.”

She studied her mom.  “I don’t believe you.”  

“Believe what you want.”  Mom turned back to Kim.  “I have to ask.  Could you be with child?”  Mom’s brown eyes were soft with worry.  “If the answer is yes, there may be time to do...something.  You have options.”

Kim blushed and shook her head.

“Are you sure?” asked Mom.  “You never...”

Kim’s face grew redder.  “Yes.  I mean...it’s possible but unlikely.  We used protection.”

She stopped breathing.  Kim and Jackson had mated.  He was a bigger jerk than she’d thought.  What was wrong with him?  They loved each other and they’d paired.  They should be together.

“What do you mean by protection?”  Mom’s brow wrinkled.  

Kim’s face turned bright red.  “I’d never considered that your kind didn’t know, but it makes sense.  I’m surprised that Tim hasn’t said something.  He has to know about contraceptives.”

“Trust me.  I’ll be speaking with him about this, but please tell me everything you know.”

Kim glanced at Trinity.

“If there’s a way to mate and not get pregnant, then by all means speak in front of my daughter.”  Mom looked at Trinity and raised her eyebrow.  “She refuses to choose a male for pairing.  Yet, she’s getting older and I’m sure curious.  Her father and I’d prefer that she be bonded first, but...I’m not a fool.  She’ll either pair soon or experiment.”  Her eyes gleamed.  “She does have Servant in her blood.”

“I would never.”  This was payback for their argument earlier.  She wasn’t like the Servants and Mom knew that.  She was curious about mating but she had no intention of doing anything about it until she found a mate for life.  It’d be hard enough to raise offspring with a partner; she wasn’t going to try to do it alone.

“You may believe that, but as time passes you’ll become more and more curious.”  Mom turned back to Kim.  “Please, explain about this protection.”  

“There are things that the male can wear and things that the female can take that prevent pregnancy.”  Kim’s eyes darted to them and then back to her hands.

Trinity had to stop herself from moving closer.  Perhaps Mom was right about this.  She was really curious and if she didn’t have to worry about getting pregnant...

“It’s impossible to conceive when you use these things?”  Mom glanced at Trinity.  

“No.  They aren’t one-hundred percent, but it does make it unlikely.”  Kim’s hand touched her stomach.  

So much for that.  What good was protection if it didn’t work all the time?  She wouldn’t risk bringing a child into this world, especially without a bonded mate.

“So, you could be pregnant?”  Mom’s voice was soft.

“Yes.”  Kim swallowed visibly.  “It’s possible.  I’ll know in a week.  My courses are due.”

“Let’s hope for the best then.  A pregnancy would complicate things.”  Mom patted Kim’s hand again.  

That was an understatement, especially a pregnancy between an Almighty and a Guard.

Kim nodded, but her hand lingered on her stomach.

“Come and see me, if you find that you’re pregnant,” said Mom.

“If you’re pregnant, you’ll have to tell Jackson.”  She almost hoped Kim was with child.  Then the two of them would have to get back together.  

“Kim will do what she decides is best,” said Mom.

“You think that not telling the father would be the best thing to do?”  Her mother was unbelievable.

“You don’t understand about these things,”—Mom’s voice cracked and her hand touched her stomach—“but if you continue to refuse to choose a mate, you will one day.”  

“Are you pregnant again?”  Her eyes never left her mother’s stomach.  

“No, but I worry about it.  Arthur was a surprise.”  Mom looked at the sleeping baby in the corner.  “A blessing, but I can’t have another one.  Not now.  Not living like this.”

“Then don’t mate with Dad.”  

“It’s not that simple.”  Mom blushed.

Her parents were disgusting.  She headed toward the door.  “Kim, maybe you should tell Mom more about the things you can use to not get pregnant.  She obviously needs guidance on that more than I do.”

“Kim, take my advice.”  Mom’s voice had hardened with anger.  “Find someone in your own class to love.  It’s better for everyone.”

“Especially, your offspring.”  She threw that over her shoulder as a parting shot.

“That goes for you too, Trinity.  Kim’s brother is not the right male for you.”

She stilled.  Mom had hit her mark.  Embarrassment flooded through her as she stormed out of the tent.

“Trinity, wait.”  Kim followed her.  

She stopped, unable to meet Kim’s eyes.  “Jackson is with Hugh.”  She pointed to the Almighty’s tent.

“I don’t care.  He obviously doesn’t want to be with me, so I don’t want to be around him.”

“He loves you.”  She glanced up at the other female.

“No, he doesn’t.”  Kim’s eyes glistened.  “Do you really think so?”  

“It’s written all over his face when he looks at you, even when you aren’t looking at him.”  Kim and Jackson still had a chance.  It might take some work but they loved each other and that was all that mattered.  “I’m sorry that I got him involved.”

“It’s okay.  It wasn’t your fault.  He could’ve done something so that we could still be together.”  Kim took Trinity’s hand.  “Please don’t hate me.  I’m saying this because you’re my friend.”

She swallowed.  She knew what was coming.

“You need to forget about Jethro.”

“I don’t—”

“He’s different since my dad’s death.  He’s angry and...you shouldn’t hold out hope.  The boy you knew is gone.  I pray that he’ll come back, but—”

“I don’t have feelings for your brother.”  She was tired of no one believing her about that.  If she told her parents and friends that she didn’t like Jethro, they should believe her whether it was true or not.

“Okay,” said Kim softly.  “It’s just that I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Trust me, Jethro can’t hurt me.”  Not anymore.  He’d forgotten about her, ignored her for years.  He couldn’t hurt her worse than that.  “How did you get away today?  Weren’t you being watched because of Hugh’s escape?”

“I snuck out of the house.”

“You’re sure you weren’t followed.”  She nodded at the two Guards who’d arrived with Kim.  “Except for them.”

“Yeah.”  Kim shifted closer and whispered.  “Don’t say anything to anyone, but there’s a tunnel that leads from our house to the Lake of Sins.”

“Where?  Jethro and I spent hours looking for those tunnels.”  Her face flushed.  He’d betrayed her even then.  “I guess he found that pretty funny.”  

“He doesn’t know about it.  Jackson and I found the secret passageway when we were kids and we never told him.  I would’ve, but at first he was too little and then he got hurt.”

“Oh.  Okay.”  She breathed easier now.  Jethro might not remember she exists but at least he hadn’t been laughing at her behind her back.  

“He really did like you back then.”  Kim squeezed her hand.

“It doesn’t matter.”  But the words helped.  At the time, she’d been sure that he’d liked her but she’d been fooled before by Randy.  

“I’m sorry that he did this.  He should’ve at least spoken to you.  He owed you that much, but with what happened to Dad...and then he went away to college.”

“With all the other girls.”  She tried to keep her tone light but she failed.

“Yeah.”  Kim’s eyes were sad.  “This happens to all of us.  It hurts and it stinks but it is part of finding the right guy.”

She looked up, fighting the tears.  It seemed to happen to her a lot.  “Is he seeing someone?”

“Not right now.  At least, not that I know of, but he was dating a girl last year.”

“An Almighty girl?”  She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her voice.

“Yes.”  Kim hugged her.  “You’ll find someone.  Someone who deserves you.  Someone better than my stupid brother.”

“That’s not very loyal.”  She laughed.  It felt good to have someone on her side for a change.

Kim stepped back, arms folded over her chest.  “I can be honest and loyal.  I love Jethro but he’s being a jerk.” 

“You’re right.”  She was pathetic, pining after a guy who hadn’t thought twice about her in years.  She was done.  “I will find someone else.  I’m done with your brother.”  She wiped the tears off her cheeks.  “I mean it this time.  Now, let’s talk about more important things.  If you like, I can let you know when we move camp.”

“You’d do that?”  Kim’s face brightened.  

“Of course.  You and Jackson belong together.”

“No.  I made it clear that I loved him and he made it clear that he doesn’t want me in his life.”  Kim’s jaw hardened.  “I won’t chase after him.  If a man wants a woman he has to earn her, and Jackson threw me away.”  Her voice cracked again.

She couldn’t let Kim and Jackson’s relationship end like this.  Bonding between an Almighty and someone in another class could work.  All they needed was a little help.  “You can come and visit me.”

Jackson and Hugh stepped out of the tent.  Jackson froze, his eyes locked on Kim.  

Kim glared at him and then turned and smiled at her.  “I will.”  She leaned in to whisper.  “At the base of the statue of the little girl is a small indentation.  Push there and the door opens.  Follow the tunnel and you’ll end up in our basement.”  She shot an angry glance at Jackson.  “Are you okay with tight spaces?  The tunnel has some very narrow sections.”

She nodded.  The entry and the exit in some of the caves were narrow.  She didn’t like it but as long as she remained calm it was okay.  She glanced at the two huge Guards that had come with Kim.

“They don’t know about the tunnel.  They meet me at the Lake of Sins and leave me there.”  Kim’s eyes roamed over the two Guards and she shook her head.  “They’d never fit through the passageway.”

Jackson moved closer, tipping his head.  He was trying to catch what they were saying.  She linked her arm with Kim’s and walked a few paces in the opposite direction from the Guard.

“I’ll only go to your house the first night of the full moon, if I come at all.”

“I’ll make sure I’m home and I’ll sneak out and visit you often.  Just because Jackson and I are no longer together doesn’t mean you and I can’t stay friends.”  Kim gave her a quick hug and then strode toward Hugh and Jackson.  She hugged Hugh, kissing him on the cheek.  “I’m glad you’re safe.”  She brushed past Jackson without a word and disappeared into the forest, her Guards trailing behind her.

Jackson’s jaw clenched as he watched her leave.  Trinity couldn’t stop smiling.  The Guard was jealous and angry.  She’d take lessons from Kim.  The next time she saw Jethro, she’d ignore him and that might make him jealous.  

Jackson stumbled to his tent and her eyes landed on Hugh.  He was glaring at her.  She cocked a brow.  She had no idea why he was mad and she didn’t care.  She had a lot to do.  Walnuts were ready to harvest and she needed to collect some before the forest animals ate all of them.  She turned and slipped into the brush.  

She stopped several yards into the forest.  Something was following her.  It was loud but not moving fast.  She sighed.  It was Hugh; it had to be.  Predators weren’t that loud even when running.  She waited.  After a few moments he lurched through the bushes.  “Could you be any louder?”  She sniffed.  “And you reek of alcohol.”

“I had a couple of drinks.”  His words slurred slightly.

“The smell might keep some of the predators from eating you.”  She sniffed again, wrinkling her nose even though it wasn’t a bad smell.  It was kind of citrusy with a hint of oak and male.

“Good.  A few less to worry about.”  He swayed slightly.

She frowned.  That wasn’t any fun.  The comment about his scent would’ve driven him crazy before his imprisonment.  Of course, back then he would’ve never been caught in a hand-me-down shirt and ripped jeans.  

“Jackson’s right.  Kim’s better off away from here.  Away from him,” he said.  

“Go back to camp.”  He was such a male.  So sure he knew best.  

“Stay out of it.”  He grabbed her arm before she could leave.  

“I’m not getting involved.”  She jerked free from his grasp.  “Kim and I are friends.  Just because you saw us talking doesn’t mean—”

“Stop lying.”

“Who do you—”  

He leaned closer.  “I know.”

“You don’t know anything.”  He was so arrogant and bossy.  She couldn’t remember why saving him had seemed like a good idea.

“I know females.  You think you’re sly but you’re not.  You and Kim were concocting some plan to do something you believe is brilliant, but it’s not.  It’s stupid.”

“So now, you’re High Hugh the mind reader?”  There was no way he’d heard them.  

“Don’t call me that.”  His face hardened and he swayed slightly.  

“Or what?” she asked.  He was drunk.  This could be fun.

He inhaled deeply, closing his eyes for a second like he was praying for patience, and then stumbled, hitting his back against a tree.  His eyes popped open, surprised and then embarrassed.

She couldn’t help it.  She burst out laughing.  “Go back to your tent and get some sleep.”

“Not before you promise to leave Jackson and Kim alone.”  He stepped forward and put his finger on her lips to stop her from replying.  

She fought the urge to bite him.

“If you care even a little for Kim, leave her out of this.”  He waved his hand and somehow managed not to fall.  “This forest, this fight is not for her.”

He was right and that rankled, but she wasn’t going to give up on Kim and Jackson.  They loved each other.  They should be together.  End of story.  “You’re right, this fight isn’t hers, but it is yours.”

“It is.”  He nodded, swaying again.

“You’ve changed your mind.  You’re going to help us?”  She wanted to hug him.

“I never said that I wouldn’t help, but my way is better.  Once my lab is ready, I’ll get the proof that I need and then—”

Now, she wanted to slap him.  “Then you’ll what?  Send it to other people who don’t care and get arrested again?”  She started walking.  “That worked so well for you the last time.”

“The last time, I was betrayed.”  He trailed after her.

“Any guarantee you won’t be this time?”

“It didn’t go the way that I’d expected, but it did work.  According to you, this revolution started because of my findings.”  He poked her on the shoulder.  “The scientific proof that I discovered in my lab.”

The urge to turn and shove him was almost overwhelming, but he’d have that superior smirk on his face and if she saw that, she wasn’t sure that she could keep her claws to herself.  “You’re the figurehead.  The face the others follow.  That’s all.”

“I won’t be of any use to you in the battles.  I’m an Almighty and you’ve made it abundantly clear how useless I am...physically.”  The last word came out as if it had to be forced past his lips.  “I can’t hear well, see well and my sense of smell is almost non-existent compared to the rest of you.  I’ll be of best use in the lab.”

He was arguing with himself now and that meant that he was considering helping them.  A little more pushing and he might budge.  “That’s not true.”  She glanced back at him.  “Well, some of it is.”

He made a face at her and she laughed.  

“With you leading, the others will follow.”  Without thinking, she grabbed his hand.  It was warm and calloused.  “The classes will join forces instead of fighting each other.  They’ll listen to you.”  

He stared at their hands for a moment and then pulled free.  “I can’t.”  He walked back toward camp.

“You’re right.  You are useless.”  She raised her voice, something she never did in the forest.  “You’re even louder than the Producers when they stomp around.”

He stopped, fists clenched at his sides.  Good.  She’d nicked his pride.  

“If you’re such an expert”—he turned toward her—“then teach me.”

Her mouth dropped open.  She hadn’t expected that.
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CHAPTER 25:  JETHRO
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JETHRO’S STOMACH CLENCHED AND his head throbbed as he followed Afar, the professor’s middle-aged House Servant, down the hallway.  He could find his way to the study with his eyes closed, but the professor was a stickler for formality.  Afar knocked on the door.  Normally, he’d push into the room at this point, but today he didn’t want to do anything that might irritate the professor.  He needed money and he had no one else to ask.

“Jethro Remore to see you, sir,” said Afar.

The professor sat behind his desk and glanced up over his glasses, a warm smile spreading across his face as he closed the book he’d been reading.  “Jethro, I didn’t expect to see you so soon.  Usually, it takes a few days before you flee your house.”  

He slipped past Afar and flopped on the chair across from the professor.  This was his haven, his home away from home.  

“Are you hungry?”  Conguise didn’t wait for his answer.  “Afar, bring us a tray of sandwiches.  Use the roast that I cooked last night.”

Afar glided away, closing the door behind him.  Jethro’s stomach rumbled.  He was starving.  His mom and Kim no longer ate meat and their vegetarian dishes were not good.

“Are you feeling okay?  You looked flushed,” said Conguise.  

“I’m fine.”  He held up his hand, halting the professor from leaving his chair.  He didn’t need his temperature taken.  

“Forgive me, but I worry about you.”  

“I know and I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.  Do for me.”  This was a good time to ask for the loan, but he hesitated.  It might ruin their relationship and he wasn’t sure he could handle that.  Conguise was like a father to him.

“I enjoy every minute.”  Conguise’s eyes hardened for a moment.  “You’re all I have now.”

He glanced away, shifting in his seat.  He didn’t want to talk about the Night of the Trackers.  Hugh had kept quiet about his, Kim, and Jackson’s involvement in the plan that had caused Viola’s death, and every time that night was mentioned his stomach clenched with guilt.  The professor would hate him if he ever found out.  “My head does hurt a little but that’s normal.  I’m only a few days away from my shot.”  

“How bad is it?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose.  “About a six.  I’ve had worse.”  They always used a scale of one to ten.  

“When?  Last you told me, the headaches were gone.”  The professor’s tone was angry.  

“Before finals.”  He stared at his clenched hands.  “Before coming home.”  Whenever he was here the memories of Trinity and that night filled his head.  Sometimes, when he was at school she slipped into his dreams but those were erotic.  They were never mixed with the death of his father.  No, those nightmares waited to haunt him in his bed, in his house.  

“Stress can trigger changes in the body.”  The professor opened a drawer and pulled out a syringe.  “A few days early won’t hurt you.  Are you feeling angry too?”

The memories that caused his headaches were raw and hot, tempting him to anger at the least provocation, but today, although the blood pounded in his veins it wasn’t in anger.  Restlessness was also normal before his shots.  “No, not really.”

“Jethro, something is bothering you.”  Conguise opened another drawer and retrieved an empty syringe and large rubber band.  “I need to know what it is.  I may have to adjust your med—”

“It has nothing to do with my shots.”  He rolled up his sleeve.

“You don’t understand the intricacies of this medicine, this entire procedure.”  The professor walked over to him.

He laughed.  It was a sad sound.  “Believe me, I wish it could be fixed by changing the dosage of my medication.”  He stared up at the professor.  “I can’t go back to school.”

“Why not?  You have one more semester before you graduate.”  The professor handed him the needles and tied the band around Jethro’s arm.  “Make a fist.”

His father had taught him not to accept charity and to never air family laundry in front of strangers, but the professor wasn’t a stranger.  “We don’t have the money.”  His face heated.  They’d never been rich but they’d always managed to pay their bills.  Not anymore.  Not since his father’s death.

“Ahh.  I can see why you’re angry.”  

“Disappointed,” he corrected.

“Not even a little angry?  It’d be understandable if you were.”  The professor took Jethro’s wrist and straightened his arm, tapping on his vein.

“You’re right.  I’m pissed.  Dad had the money for my college set aside.  If Mom and Kim had...run the business correctly, then we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

“You mean slaughter the Producers for consumption.”  Conguise took the empty syringe from Jethro and jabbed it into the boy’s arm, drawing a vial of blood.

“Yes.”  He shoved the image of Trinity’s face from his mind.  He wasn’t a child any longer with naïve beliefs.  All classes had their purpose and meat was the fate of Producers.  It was the way life had always been.  It was the right way.  Plus, with those teeth and claws, she was a House Servant not a Producer.

“I’m glad you no longer harbor any sentimental feelings for Producers.”  The professor handed the blood-filled syringe to Jethro and took the one loaded with medicine.

He fought the urge to fidget in his seat.  He didn’t have feelings for Trinity.  He did not.  It was her fault his father was dead, hers and Hugh’s.  The professor plunged the needle into Jethro’s arm, injecting him with the serum.

He closed his eyes as the liquid raced through his veins, bringing with it calmness and peace.  His heartbeat slowed and his headache dissipated.  His eyes grew heavy.  He wanted to curl up and sleep.  

Afar carried in a tray and sat it on the table next to him.  

“Please, eat.”  The professor collected the equipment and returned to his desk.

The scent of hot, roasted meat made his stomach growl and his eyes pop open.  Food was more important than sleep.  He grabbed a sandwich and bit into it—delicious as always.

“It’s a shame about college.  Your final semester is always fun, a lot of work, but fun.”  The professor threw the empty syringe into the trash and placed the other one in a drawer.

He swallowed the food in his mouth.  This was his chance.  “I...I hate to ask, but could you loan me the money?”

The professor’s eyes widened for a moment.  “Oh Jethro, I’m sorry.”

He dropped the sandwich.  His life was over.  He never begged, never, but the words flew from his mouth.  “Please.  My grades are good.  I could...I will pay you back.  You can charge me interest.  Consider it an investment.  I’ll work in your lab for free until—”

“You don’t understand.  I would but I can’t.”

His eyes darted around the study with the expensive furniture and new carpet and drapes. 

“I’m not saying that I don’t have the money.”

“I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have asked.”  He stood.  He couldn’t stay here.  He’d ruined his sanctuary.

“Sit down, please, and let me explain.”  Conguise’s eyes were sad and his tone was pleading.  

Jethro had never heard the professor like this.  He sat.

“I don’t think you understand how things work.”  The professor began to pace.  “Your father would’ve explained had he lived.  Your mother...She should’ve told you but she was probably waiting until you graduated.”  He glanced at Jethro.  “I don’t blame her for that.  It isn’t an easy topic to discuss.”

This rambling wasn’t normal for the professor.  It was making him nervous and that warred with the lassitude caused by the serum.  He struggled to stay focused on Conguise’s words.

“Are you all right?”  The professor stopped pacing and stared at him.  

“Tired.  The shot makes me sleepy sometimes.”

“How long has that been happening?”  Conguise pulled a notebook out of his desk drawer and started writing.  “How many times do I have to tell you that I need to know everything?  Everything!” 

“I’m sorry.  It started a few treatments ago, but those times I didn’t get tired until days later.  I was at school.  I meant to send you a letter, but...I forgot.”  He’d slept and then had felt better.  It hadn’t seemed like a big deal.

“You should’ve told me.”  Conguise finished writing and slammed the desk drawer shut.

“Am I okay?  I won’t lose my ability to walk, will I?”  Suddenly, not going to college wasn’t as devastating as it had been.  As long as he didn’t lose the use of his legs, he’d manage.

“Your blood was fine the last two times.  I’m sure it’s still fine.”  Conguise walked over to him and squeezed his hand.  “You have to tell me about any changes, even if you don’t think they’re important.  They might be and I need to know.”

“Okay.”  He leaned back in his seat, calmness seeping into his bones.

“Perhaps you should rest for a while.”

“Yeah.”  Sleep sounded wonderful but what was he going to do about college, his life.  “I’m glad that I can walk.  That’s the most important thing in the world to me, but how am I going to help my mom if I can’t get a good paying job?”  His voice cracked and he cleared his throat.  “I’m sorry.  It’s not your problem.  I’ll figure something out.  I can work at a restaurant or coffee shop or something.”  

Conguise pulled up a chair and sat next to him.  “You’ll be fine.  You have a job.  You’ve always had a job in your future.”

“What are you talking about?  If I don’t finish college, I won’t have a degree—” 

“You don’t need a degree.  You never needed a degree.  You’re going to do what you were born to do.  Run the Producer encampments.”

He sat up, suddenly wide awake.  “No.  I can’t.  I won’t.  I’ll get some kind of job and save money.  It might take a year or so, but I’ll finish college.”

“It won’t matter.”  The professor looked down at his hands.  “I wish I didn’t have to be the one to tell you this.”

“What do you mean?”  Some kids at school had teased him about studying so much.  They’d said that he was going to end up running the Producer Camps like his dad whether he got A’s, B’s or D’s.  He’d thought it was a joke.  

“It’s the way our world works.  The way our world has always worked.”  The professor stood and began to pace again.  “Your family runs the Producer encampments.  The pay is decent and it’s an honorable job.”

He shook his head.  This had to be the serum.  He was sleeping and this was a new nightmare brought on by his mother’s news about college.

“You were always meant to take your father’s place.  It’s what the Remore men do.”

“That can’t be true.”  His eyes darted to the door, searching for an escape, but running away wouldn’t fix this.  He was trapped.

“I’m sorry, but it is.  We all have a job and we must accept our fate.  It’s for the good of our society.”

“Then why let me go to college?  Why offer...”  It was too cruel.  He’d been given a glimpse of a life he could never have.

“We’ve found that education helps.  Your father was a better manager than his father because of his studies.  It also gives you some freedom before it’s time to settle down.” 

“Dad was forced to run the encampments too?”  Now, he understood why his father had drunk so much.  Dad had hated his job, just like he’d hate that job—choosing which Producers would get to live and which ones would be slaughtered, choosing the mates for each little girl and boy...no, each young Producer.  Trinity once again flashed through his mind.  He couldn’t do it.

“Your father was very good at his job.  He had a skill for seeing the weaknesses and strengths in the Producers.  He saw things that others did not.  Anyone else would’ve destroyed that violent Producer.”  Conguise chuckled.  “They named him Trunk.  I always thought that was funny because he was as big as a tree trunk.”  He shook his head.  “Anyway, your father knew that if he paired that fine specimen of a male Producer with a docile female the offspring would be fabulous and they were.  Yes, he lost a few females, but it was worth it.”

He’d been betrayed by his father, his mother and now Conguise.  “Why did you let me work in your lab if you knew...Wait a minute.  Hugh Truent’s father was in the military.”  

Conguise’s eyes hardened again as he sat down behind his desk.  

“How did he become a scientist and not a soldier?”

“Hugh Truent”—Conguise’s lips curled with disgust—“was different.  First, his father was a general in the Protective Services not a soldier.  Second, Hugh was a genius.  That’s another reason that we allow everyone to go to school no matter their place in society.”  

“My grades are good.  Straight A’s.”  He leaned forward in his seat.  “I just need to speak to the right people.  Explain to them—”

“I tried.  I went to the Council.  I asked if I could mentor you.  They refused.”  

“Let me talk to them.”  Maybe there was some argument that Conguise had missed.

“It won’t matter.”  Conguise’s eyes gleamed with hatred.  “Hugh was my last protégée.  They’ll never let me have another.”

He dropped back against his seat.  “So, because of Hugh I’ll be stuck running the Producer encampments.”

“Yes, and you’re lucky to still have them.  There are those who aren’t happy with how things have been managed since your father’s death.”  Conguise leaned forward.  “Your mother’s affinity for the Producers has caused a definite shortage.  Meat prices have skyrocketed.  There’ve been discussions about taking the camps away from the Remore family.”  

“Take them.”  That’d solve more than one of his problems.  He wouldn’t have to send Producers to their execution and his mother would stop wasting all her money on medicine, food and clothing for camps that produced nothing but debt.

“Then you’ll have no career.  No way of making a decent living.”

“I don’t care.”  He rested his head against the back of the chair and closed his eyes.  He could run away and live in the forest.  He’d always liked the woods.  “Take the camps.  I don’t want them.”

“You’re not thinking clearly right now.  Get some sleep and you’ll feel differently tomorrow.”

“I won’t.”  He’d never feel differently.  If he ran the camps he’d become a drunk like his father.  He’d loved his dad but he didn’t want to become him.

“You’re being unreasonable.”  The professor stood.  “I’ve defended you and your family.  I’ve fought so that the camps would still be yours when you graduated.”

He opened his eyes and stared at the professor.  “Thank you.  I guess.”  He was in no mood to be polite and appreciating.  He was going to have to work a crap job for the rest of his life and live at home with his nightmares.

Conguise’s eyes narrowed.  “Where do you plan on living?  I’ll need to know so that I can contact you if your bloodwork comes back abnormal.”

“What do you mean?”  He sat up, a sense of dread filling him.  “The house is paid for, has been for years.”  

“Was paid for.”

“What are you talking about?  Dad inherited that house from his father.  It’s been in our family for generations.”

“You should speak with your mother about that, not me.”

“She took out a loan, didn’t she?”  He’d known they were broke but he hadn’t realized they were in debt.

“Yes, quite a large one I’m afraid, and...she’s behind on the payments.  I only know this because Jason, the Supreme Almighty, and I are friends and he’s one of the board of directors at the bank that loaned your mother the money.  I’ve convinced him to let it slide until you finished college and took over the business, but if you refuse...I’m sorry, Jethro.  I truly am.”

It was over then.  He had no choice.  He was going to have to take his father’s place.  He leaned back in the chair and let the exhaustion from the serum and this news sweep through his body.  Perhaps if he slept, when he woke he’d discover this was all a dream.

“You’re like a son to me.  I want better for you and so did your father.”

“But that doesn’t make a difference does it?”  He opened his eyes as his face heated with embarrassment.  “Sorry.”  He hadn’t meant to say the words out loud.  “I appreciate that you tried, but it’s going to take time getting used to the fact that my future is set.”

“I understand.  You’re disappointed.”

He struggled to keep his eyes opened.  He couldn’t talk about this now.  “Do you care if I sleep?  Just for a moment.  I’m so tired.”

“Go right ahead.”  The professor’s cool hand touched Jethro’s forehead.  “Rest.”

He nodded as blackness engulfed him.  
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CHAPTER 26:  JETHRO
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JETHRO SAT UP, HIS pulse racing.  He glanced around, relaxing a bit as he recognized Conguise’s study.  It was dark outside.  It’d felt like only a moment since he’d shut his eyes, but he must’ve slept for hours.

“It’s okay.  Afar’s knock woke you.”  The professor was at his desk.  

The Servant opened the study door.  “The Supreme Almighty is here, sir.”

“Send him in.”  Conguise gathered the papers on his desk and placed them in a drawer.  

“I should go.”  He’d never met the Supreme Almighty.  His family didn’t socialize in such elevated circles.

“No.  Stay, but do get up.”  Conguise motioned for Jethro to stand as he stood.  

A short, round Almighty walked through the door.  He had brown hair tied in a queue and hard blue eyes which surveyed the room, landing on Jethro and then Conguise.  Jethro fought the urge to gag.  There was something sickly sweet about the scent of the Supreme Almighty.

“Peter, you have company.”  The Supreme Almighty shook the professor’s hand.

“Jason, let me introduce Benedictine Remore’s son, Jethro.”

“It’s nice to finally meet you.”  The Supreme Almighty’s eyes warmed with his smile.  

Jethro glanced at the professor.  He hadn’t realized that the Supreme Almighty even knew he existed.

“Amazing.  Simply amazing.  Not too long ago you couldn’t walk and now....”  The Supreme Almighty looked him up and down.  “I hear you’re an excellent athlete.”

“I do my best, sir.”  Now, it made sense.  His surgery was the closest thing to a miracle that anyone had ever seen and he owed it all to Conguise.

“From what I hear, you do better than that.”  The Supreme Almighty slapped him on the shoulder.  “Awards in boxing, fencing, track...”

“Yes, sir.”  Swimming and soccer too, but he wasn’t one to brag.  Years of being confined to a wheelchair and the demons of his father’s death had driven him to try every physical activity that he could find at college, but he hadn’t let his school work suffer.  He hadn’t wanted to disappoint his father.  If he’d known his fate was already decided, he would’ve skipped his studies and spent more time chasing girls.  

“Jason has helped sponsor my experiments,” said the professor.  

“Thank you, sir.”  He looked at the Supreme Almighty and then Conguise.  “Both of you.”  He could walk.  That was all that mattered, but it was hard to focus on the positive with the Producer Camps looming in his future.

“The professor has given hope to many with similar disabilities.”  The Supreme Almighty turned toward Conguise.  “When are you going to operate on another?  The brother of my granddaughter’s best friend has severely injured his back.”  He looked at Jethro.  “Not as bad as your injury, but still the boy is in constant pain.”

The professor walked to the liquor cabinet.  “A drink?”  He motioned to a chair and the Supreme Almighty sat.

“Of course,” said the Supreme Almighty.  “We have much to discuss and although alcohol won’t ease my temper, it won’t hurt either.”  He laughed.

“I should go.  It was an honor meeting you, sir,” said Jethro.  

“No, sit,” said the Supreme Almighty.  It wasn’t a request.

He sat.  The professor handed the Supreme Almighty his drink and then offered one to Jethro.  

“Thank you.”  He hadn’t expected to be included, hadn’t wanted to be included.  His father had drunk a lot.  He stared at the amber liquor, swirling it in the glass.  He hadn’t planned on following in his dad’s footsteps, but if slaughtering Producers was all he had to look forward to, he might as well pick up the drinking habit.  He took a sip and tried to hide his cough, as it branded a course down his throat.

The professor smiled at him and sat down behind his desk.  “I’ll choose another candidate soon.  There are a few more tests that I need to run on Jethro.”

“Is something wrong?”  The familiar panic set it.  It’d kill him to be restrained to a wheelchair again, to never be able to have sex again.  He’d do anything to prevent that.

“No.  Everything is good, better than good, but there are procedures to follow.”

He relaxed.  Procedures.  The professor was big on procedures.

The Supreme Almighty grabbed a sandwich from the table between his and Jethro’s chairs and took a large bite.  “Peter, I do swear that I’d be round as a house if I lived closer to you.”

His eyes fell on the Supreme Almighty’s rotund frame and then to the professor.  

“We wouldn’t want that.”  Conguise’s eyes were bright with mirth.  “But thank you for the compliment.  Good food is important to me.”

The Supreme Almighty popped the last piece into his mouth and took another sandwich.  Jethro yawned behind his hand.  He could not fall asleep now, not with the Supreme Almighty here. 

“So Jason, what brings you all the way out here?” ask the professor.

Jason wiped his mouth with a napkin from the tray.  “Hugh.”

“What has he done now, besides escape?”  Conguise’s features had hardened and his tone was clipped.  It was like that every time Hugh was mentioned.  

Jethro’s stomach clenched with guilt.  He wanted to leave.  He hated talking about Hugh.  It always led to that night and Viola.  He’d eaten her.  They’d all eaten her.  He swallowed back the bile that accompanied the memories.  He leaned his head against the seat and inhaled deeply through his nose.  He’d think about the forest and the river.  The Lake of Sins.  He loved it there.  It was quiet and secluded.  Exhaustion replaced the nausea.  He’d close his eyes for a moment.  The other two wouldn’t notice.

“He’s completely disappeared.  Not a trace of him anywhere,” said the Supreme Almighty.

“Probably assisted by those creatures he loves so well.”  The professor’s words dripped with hatred and bitterness.

“That’s what we fear.  If the other classes are hiding him, we may never find him.”

“Go after his family.  He’ll come out of hiding to save them.  That’s his weakness.  He’s just like his mother.  Thinks he can save everyone,” said Conguise.

“We can’t.  Whoever orchestrated the escape made sure that Sarah, her husband and children were at the jail.  They were in the waiting room with over thirty other Almightys.  There is no way that they helped with the escape.”

“Not physically, but they could’ve assisted with the planning,” said Conguise.

“They didn’t,” said the Supreme Almighty.  “We investigated but there’s no proof that they knew anything about it.”

“Then fabricate the evidence.  It’s not like we’re actually going to put them in jail.  We just need to draw Hugh out of hiding.”

Jethro forced his eyes open.  The two men weren’t paying any attention to him.  He took another sip of his drink and relaxed again.  It was disappointing that the professor would try to frame Hugh’s family.  Kim had told him that Hugh had been setup, but he hadn’t believed her.  Still didn’t.  There was too much evidence.  The bodies of the mutated Guards were found on Hugh’s property along with lab equipment.  Hugh may not have been responsible for Viola’s death but that didn’t make him innocent of all the charges.  

“Peter, we can’t.  Believe me, I thought about it, but Sarah and General Truent had a lot of rich and powerful friends and they’re all standing behind Hugh’s sister and her family.  We need actual proof and we don’t have it.”

His mind drifted.  They should set a trap.  

“Set a trap,” said the professor.

He struggled to open his eyes.  The professor was reading his mind.  He smiled a little.  Good thing that wasn’t true.  He didn’t need Conguise peeking into his dreams.

“But who or what do we use for bait?  Hugh has no one besides his sister and her family,” said Conguise.

They were forgetting Hugh’s fondness for his Guards.  Silence fell over the room.  He forced his eyes open.  Both men were staring at him.  His breath froze in his chest.  He’d said that out loud.  He glanced around as the room closed in on him.  He needed to leave.  He didn’t want to be involved in this.  His mother and sister were going to kill him.

“Hugh no longer has any Guards.”  The Supreme Almighty cast him a disgusted look.  “One was killed the Night of the Trackers and the others are gone.”

“Sorry.  I didn’t mean to speak out loud.”  He tried to stop his words but they kept coming.  “You’re right of course.  It was a stupid idea.”  

“Jethro, I think you take after your father.”  The professor grinned.  

“I’m not sure what you mean.”  That smile caused him to shift in his seat.  

“I told you that your father had a knack for seeing things others could not.”  

“Peter, what are you talking about?”  The Supreme Almighty got up and refilled his drink.  

“I’ve already told you that Hugh Truent’s weakness is his desire to save everyone and that extends to the other classes, especially his Guards.”

“But his Guards are gone.”  The Supreme Almighty sat back down.  “And Hugh won’t come out of hiding for some Guard he doesn’t know.”

“No.  Even he’s not that stupid, but both of his Guards are not gone.  One was adopted by Hugh’s sister.”

The Supreme Almighty shrugged.  “So, she’s been under watch.  Hugh hasn’t gone near the place.”

“Then move her.”  The professor leaned forward.  “We can’t touch the sister.  She has a solid alibi for the night of Hugh’s escape, but her Guards and House Servants were home alone.  There is no Almighty to vouch for them.”  He leaned back, steepling his fingers.  “Not even Sarah’s powerful friends will step in for a Guard with no alibi.”

Jason’s eyes remained cloudy for a moment and then they cleared.  “That’s genius.”

“Reese wasn’t involved in his escape was she?”  Sweat trickled down Jethro’s back.  He’d done it now and he had to figure out how to undo this mess.

“It doesn’t matter.  She’s a Guard.  She has no rights.  We can take her without proof and Hugh will come for her.  He won’t allow his Guard to suffer because of him.”  

“Brilliant, absolutely brilliant,” said the Supreme Almighty.

“It was Jethro’s idea, not mine.”

“I’ve known you a long time, Peter.”  The Supreme Almighty took a sip of his drink, eyes narrowing.  “What do you want?”

“I’ve talked to you about Jethro’s future.  I think you can see that he’s smart and ambitious.  He shouldn’t run Producer encampments.”

Jethro’s nerves tingled.  Conguise really was trying to help him.  

“It’s not that easy, and you know it,” said the Supreme Almighty.

“You can overturn the Council’s vote.”

“Your last protégé was Hugh Truent!  I cannot overturn that vote and allow you to mentor anyone else, especially now.”

“Then let Jethro do something else.”

“Like what?”  The Supreme Almighty took another sip of his drink, watching the professor closely.

“We still have some time.  Let’s think about it.  He’s proven that he’s strategic.  Maybe, he can help with one of your businesses.”

The Supreme Almighty studied Jethro.  “He’s physically capable.  Maybe, something in that field.”

“Perhaps.  Like I said, we have time.”  Conguise gave him a slight nod.  

“True.  He’s not done with school yet.”

“Actually, he is,” Conguise said.  “His family cannot afford to send him back to college.”

“I can work and earn the money and go back later.”  Jethro’s face heated.  He hated being poor.  

“There’s no shame in managing Producer encampments.”  The Supreme Almighty continued to study him.  

“I know, but I...want something else.”  He wasn’t being disloyal by not wanting to follow his father’s path, he wasn’t.  

“Something better?” asked the Supreme Almighty.

Better than choosing which teenage Producers will live and which ones will die?  Better than occasionally watching the slaughter so that he could ensure the killings followed the health code standards?  “Yes.”  His father would understand.

“Good boy.  Ambition should be rewarded.”  The Supreme Almighty stood, tossing back the rest of his drink.  “We’ll find you something else to do.  I’ll take responsibility for you.”

“Thank you.”  He looked at Conguise.  “Thank you both.”

“For now, you can prove your loyalty and worth by getting your family on track.  Producers need to go to market.”

“Ah, okay.”  That was not going to be easy.

“Drink up, boy.  This is a day for celebration,” said the Supreme Almighty.

He took a large swallow and coughed.  

The Supreme Almighty patted him on the back, laughing.  “Your future is once again wide open and you may be the reason we capture a dangerous fugitive.  You might even earn a medal.”  He grabbed the bottle from the cabinet and refilled all of their glasses.

Jethro tried to smile.  It was great that he wouldn’t have to run the encampments for his entire life, but he did have to get them working again.  His mother and sister weren’t going to like that, but if they found out he was the one behind this trap for Hugh, he was going to be in even bigger trouble.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 27:  HUGH
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IT WAS STILL DARK when someone touched Hugh’s shoulder.  Instinct from his nights in jail, took over and he jumped out of bed, punching at the intruder.

“Hugh, stop.  It’s me.  Trinity.”

He stilled, breathing heavy.  In his dream it’d been one of the Guards coming to take him downstairs.  “Did I hit you?”

“Hardly.”  Her voice lilted with amusement.

“It’s not funny.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  “What are you doing here?”

“Training time.”

“What?”  His head pounded and his mouth was dry.  He’d forgotten how bad the morning after a night of heavy drinking could be.  All he wanted to do was drink some water and go back to sleep.

“You said you wanted me to teach you how to navigate the forest without getting killed, so here I am.”

“Can’t today.”  He dropped back onto the cot and pulled the blanket up.  “I’ll be leaving soon to go to the other camp.”

“You think Jackson is going to be up and moving this early?  He’s not used to drinking.  You have hours before you have to go.”

“He said we needed to leave early or we wouldn’t make it to the other camp before dark.”  

“Even if Jackson does manage to get up, you still have hours before dawn.”  She grabbed his hand and tugged.  “Come on.”  

“It’s dark outside.  I’m an Almighty, remember.  I can’t see in the dark.”

“That’s why you need to practice.  There’ll be times when you’re forced to be in the forest at night.  You need to learn—”

“My eyes aren’t built like that.”  He pulled his hand from her grasp.  “I can’t learn to see in the dark.”

“But you can learn to listen and feel the forest around you.”  She yanked the cover off him.  

“We can start when I get back.”  He rolled onto his side, putting his back toward her.  “My head hurts.”  He cringed at the whininess in his tone.  She’d never let that slide without a comment.

“Perhaps you shouldn’t drink so much and then your poor, little head wouldn’t hurt.”  She poked him in the back with her claw.

“Ouch.  Stop that.”  He turned so he could glare in her direction.  He couldn’t see her, but she could see him.  “I’m starting to think my pain isn’t from the alcohol.”

“I’m not leaving until you get up.”  She jabbed him again, this time hitting his stomach.  “This isn’t a game.”

“Fine.”  He retrieved his knife from under his pillow, hooked it to his belt and then grabbed a sweatshirt, pulling it on over his T-shirt as he followed her to the door.  “Has anyone told you what a pain in the...butt you are?”  

“Gaar tells me that all the time.”  She smiled at him over her shoulder.

They headed across the camp and into the forest.  The moon was out so it wasn’t completely dark, but the trees would block most of that light.  He tucked his hands in his pockets.  This wasn’t going to be fun.

“First, try and be quiet,” she said.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re walking loud.”

“I’m just walking.  How do I walk quieter?”

“Watch where you walk.  Find a clear path.  For now, follow my footsteps.  With practice you’ll find the clear areas without even thinking about it.”  She glided forward.

He didn’t move.  “Ah, teacher.  One problem.  I can’t see where you’re walking.  I told you, I can’t see in the dark.  Remember?”

“You can’t see at all?  ”

“Nope.”  That was a lie.  He could see a little from the moonlight that filtered through the trees, but he wanted to go back to bed and if he annoyed her enough, she might let him.

She sighed.  “You’re worse than the Producers.”

“Did you teach them?”

“I tried.”

“Sounds like the problem is the instructor not the students.”  That should piss her off enough to make her quit and send him back to his tent.

“It’s not.  I also taught Guards and Servants.  Trust me.  It’s the student.”

“I’d do better if we started when I could see and then as I improved moved onto lessons in the dark.”  He needed to appeal to her logical side, if she had one.  “You know how to read, right?”

“Yeah.”  The word was cautious as if suspecting a trap.  She wasn’t stupid.

“When you first learned, did you start with a book or letters?”

“Dad taught me the alphabet first.”

“Exactly.  You should teach me the simplest skills first and we can work up to the harder ones.”

“You think walking is a difficult skill?”

Ouch.  That hurt, but he wasn’t giving up.  His bed called.  “No, but watching you walk in the dark when I can’t see isn’t easy.”  

“I would’ve started after sunrise, but you’re leaving soon.  This is the only time we have.  In a few hours, you’ll be traveling through the forest with Jackson and the other Guards.  Stomping around is going to put them all at risk.”

As much as he wanted to go back to bed, he didn’t want to put anyone in danger.  “Okay.  I lied.  I can see a little.”

“Why did you lie?”

“Because my head hurts and I want to go back to sleep, but mostly because you pissed me off.”  He moved forward trying to put his feet in the same places that she’d put hers.

“Why did you tell me the truth?”

He stalled, not wanting to answer.  “Because you’re right.  I need to learn to navigate the forest or I put myself and everyone else in danger.”

“That was hard to admit, wasn’t it?”  Her gold eyes gleamed green in the moonlight.

“You have no idea.”  Telling the arrogant, little brat she was right had almost killed him.

“Oh, I’m sure I do, but we need to be quiet.”  She started walking again.

He moved after her, watching where he stepped.  After a few moments, she stopped, sighing.

“What?  I’m putting my feet exactly where you put yours.”

“Do it quieter.”

“I don’t hear anything, except a couple of times I heard a twig snap but mostly it’s been quiet.”

“Your hearing stinks, and trust me, the forest creatures hear every step you take.”  

“What do you suggest, teacher?”  He’d been proud of how quiet he’d been, but obviously he shouldn’t have been.

“Walk.” 

“I have been.”

“No.  Now.  I want to see how you move.”

He shrugged and took a couple of steps.

“You don’t need to stomp the earth.  It’s not your enemy.”

“Great.  I even walk wrong.”

“Watch me.”  She moved toward him, her step light and quick, almost gliding over the ground.  

“I don’t think I can move like that.”  It had to be a Servant thing.

“Watch and learn.  Study my feet and legs.  How they move.”  She turned and walked away from him.

His eyes started on her feet.  Really, they did.  He tried to keep them there, but she’d also said to watch her legs and they were long and shapely and his eyes then went to her butt, which was tight and round.  He shook his head.  She was a kid.  No, she wasn’t a child but she was Tim’s daughter and a bossy, arrogant brat.  His eyes roamed over her long, lean legs again, stopping on her tight bottom.

She turned.  “Now, come to me.”

Walking.  She meant walking, nothing else.  He moved toward her but by the look on her face he wasn’t quiet.  Suddenly, her eyes widened and her ears perked up.  He stopped.  He started to ask what she’d heard but decided that silence would be better.  Then her shoulders relaxed.

“What is it?”  He glanced around.

“You tell me.”  She moved to stand next to him.  “Listen.”

“I don’t hear anything.”

“Shut your eyes.”

He did.

“Now, feel the forest.  Something is coming.  Someone is coming.  Tell me when you hear him.”

His eyes popped open.  “Who’s coming?”  She wasn’t worried, but she was friends with a River-Man.

“You tell me.  Close your eyes.”  

He frowned at her but did as she said.

“Mirra and Gaar used to make me do this all the time.  I hated it.”

“Thanks for passing along the torture.”  He was vulnerable in the forest with his eyes open.  This was much worse.

She chuckled, her breath teasing the hair near his ear.  He shifted away a little.  Being close to her in the dark wasn’t a good idea.  She was Tim’s daughter. 

“I may have hated the lessons, but they work.  If you practice enough, the forest will speak to you.”

He stood like that for what seemed like hours.  “I still don’t hear anything.”

“Too bad for you, because you’re dead.  Good for me, because I get to eat.”  Gaar’s rough whisper startled Hugh’s eyes open.

The Handler stood a few feet in front of him.

“How did I not hear you?”  The Handler was huge.  He had to make noise in the forest.

“What are you two doing out here in the dark?  We didn’t save him to feed him to some Cold Creepers,” said Gaar.

“I’m teaching him how to survive in the forest.”  

“Hmm.”  Gaar’s black eyes looked him up and down.  “Should be easier than teaching the Producers.  He has to be quieter.”

“You’d think, but he isn’t,” she said.

“I was getting better.”

She snorted.  “Not really.”

“It’s only the first day.”  He’d succeeded at everything he’d tried in his life.  He wouldn’t fail at this.  “I need more practice.  At listening too.  How did I not hear you?”  He stared at Gaar.  “You’re...big.  Why are you not loud?”

“Don’t feel too badly about not hearing him.  Gaar and Mirra are exceptionally quiet but so are the other Trackers so you have to practice listening to the forest.”

“Only the Trackers?  What about the Handlers?”

“Not sure.”  She glanced at Gaar.  

“What does that mean?”  The Handlers that had escaped from the camp had been made in a lab which meant that they could be more dangerous than a natural born Handler, and Gaar was dangerous enough for him.

“I’ve seen traces in the forest,” said Gaar.  “But we haven’t made contact.”

“With any of them?”

“No.  They keep to themselves.  They might have acted differently if they hadn’t been hunted right after their escape.”  Gaar smiled.  “They’re smart.  Almightys can’t kill what they can’t find.”

“None of them were captured?”  That meant that they were all still roaming the forest.  He couldn’t help glancing around.  He really needed to learn how to survive out here.

“No,” said Trinity.  “Ray would’ve heard and told Dad.”

“And the Trackers?  Are they all still around?”  He’d had nightmares of that night for years and they hadn’t all been about Viola.  The Trackers had played starring roles in many of his dreams.

“Five,” she said.  “There’d been nine all together, counting Mirra.  Christian killed Crazy.  Gaar killed one at Jeth...at Kim’s house and another one was killed by an Almighty with a gun that evening.”

“A gun?  Are you sure?  No one is allowed to carry guns unless the Council unanimously agrees to release the weapon from storage.”  

“Jackson said you had a gun,” she said.

“That was my...the General’s weapon.  He was allowed to keep it when he retired.  It’s possible that a few other high ranking military men were bestowed with the same honor.”  He shrugged.  “It doesn’t matter, but that leaves six Trackers not five.”

“Parra passed away.”  Her eyes saddened.  “Mom and I tried everything to help him, but he never fully recovered from the abuse he’d suffered at the Tracker Camp.”

“Please tell me you didn’t keep him here?”  A Tracker wouldn’t have made anyone feel comfortable.

“Not here exactly, but he did stay at camp.  He was sick.  We couldn’t leave him in the forest.”  

“Trackers are dangerous.  I understand that you and Mirra have a special bond, but you can’t possibly think that extends to the others.”  He turned toward Gaar.  “Tell me she isn’t that stupid.”

Gaar winced.

“Stupid.  I’m not stupid.”  Her claws were out as she poked him in the chest.

“Naïve then.”  His eyes roamed over her frame.  She had the body of a woman but the mind of a child.

“I’m not naïve.  I know more than you about survi—”

“Enough,” said Gaar.  “We have more important things to discuss.”

“Someone has to say something before she gets herself killed.”  He shot her a glare.  “Sure, you’re great in the forest but the Trackers are better.  You can’t trust them.  They’re not your friends.  They’re wild creatures, predators.”

“That’s kind of what we need to talk about.”  Gaar’s black eyes narrowed.  “Interrupt me again and I’ll gag you.”

He started to say something but the gleam in Trinity’s eyes stopped him.  The Handler was serious.  He nodded.

“First, Trinity knows to be wary of the Trackers.  Mirra’s protection only goes so far.  Parra was different though.  He was sick.  Satisfied?”

He wasn’t but he nodded.  She’d have to prove that she had common sense, because so far he hadn’t seen it.

“Good.  We need more serum,” said Gaar.

He started to speak but stopped, pointing at his mouth.

“You can speak.”  Gaar grinned at Trinity.  “Takes orders well.”

“Not from me.”

“Maybe you have to threaten him.”

They were not amusing.  “What happened to the serum I gave you before I was arrested?”

“Gone,” said Gaar.

“How can it all be gone?”

“That was a long time ago,” said Trinity.  

He’d given it to them before his arrest and trial.  Five Trackers and Gaar getting monthly dosages for well over four years...“Good point, but I’m not sure how we’re going to get more.”  

“Can’t you cook up a batch?” asked Gaar.

“Me?  No.  I never produced it.  I bought it.”  

“Where?” she asked.  “Ray’s been searching for months, but he hasn’t found any.”

“My supplier was an Almighty.  A guy named Coakers.”

“Not Coakers.”  Gaar shook his head.

“You know him?”  He was only a little surprised.  Coakers had been involved in a lot of dealings with all the classes.

“Knew.  He’s dead,” said Gaar.  “Don’t look at me.  It was your kind that killed him.”

“Why would they do that?”  Not again, please not again.

“Word on the street was that the authorities discovered that he was involved with you,” said Gaar.

“They’re the ones who introduced us!  They’d told me to buy the serum from him.”

“There was also a rumor that he’d supplied you with the Servants and Guards you used in your experiments.  We know that’s not true, so I’d guess they found out he sold you the extra serum.”  Gaar’s black eyes searched his.  “Unless you and Coakers were involved in some other business?”

“No.  Just the serum.”  He fought the bile that rose in his throat.  He’d caused another death.  Before his arrest, he’d sent copies of his reports to his high school biology teacher, his college roommate and Michael from Michael’s Pub.  After the disappearance of the reports that he’d turned over to the Supreme Almighty, he’d begged his lawyer to contact the others.  She’d tried, but his professor had died in a freak carriage accident and his roommate had drowned.  His roommate had been a medalist on the swim team.  His death had been more than suspicious but his body had been cremated so another autopsy had been impossible.  Michael had disappeared, leaving his pub and all his belongings.  He was probably dead too, his body undiscovered.  

“We need more serum,” said Trinity, pulling him back to the present.  Her eyes were sympathetic as she gazed at him.

Some of his anger subsided.  She might be the only one who could understand his guilt.  Not that she was responsible for anything that’d happened, but her escape had started it all and she probably understood that.

“How soon do you need it?”  He had no idea where he’d get more serum.  Coakers had been his only contact.  

“We used the last of it a few months ago,” said Trinity.

“What?”  The last time Mirra had gone without her serum was the Night of the Trackers.  “Have there been any issues?  You know...”

“No,” said Gaar.  “They stay deep in the forest, away from the fighting and commotion.”

“Thank Araldo.”  He glanced around again.  Thankful that Trackers weren’t lurking in the bushes, at least not in this part of the forest.

“The sooner we get the serum the better.  It took us months to convince any of the four to take it the first time,” she said.

“Four?  Who didn’t take it?”  This was going from bad to worse.  There was a Tracker out there who hadn’t had serum in almost five years.

She and Gaar exchanged another look.

“One of the ones from the camp.  He was brown and black with stripes.  We only saw him twice after...that night.  He was near the others but not with them.  He may be dead,” she said.

“We can only hope.”  

“Typical Almighty.  He doesn’t obey or worship you so he should be dead.”  She curled her lips, showing the tips of her fangs.

“If I believed that then you should be dead.  You don’t seem to obey anyone and you certainly don’t worship me.”

Gaar barked a laugh.  “He has you there, Little One.”

“Why did you wait so long to give them the serum the first time?”  Even if he could get some soon, they couldn’t wait months to administer it.  He didn’t know much about Trackers; no one did.  All he knew was that the serum kept them from killing everything in their path.

“Parra helped,” she said.  

Gaar snorted.

“Not intentionally,”—she frowned at the Handler—“but we couldn’t have done it without him.”

He looked from one to the other.  She wasn’t making sense.

“Like I said, when Sikka and Nirankan brought Parra to us he was very ill.  Mom was able to help him feel a little better for a while.”  She glanced at Gaar again.  “Even though his illness had nothing to do with the serum, we convinced them that the serum kept them healthy.  They’ve been taking it regularly ever since, until we ran out.”

“And Mirra?” he asked.  Trinity hadn’t mentioned her by name.

“Mirra wouldn’t come to us.  Not at first,” she said.

“Please tell me she hasn’t been without the serum—”

“She was pregnant and cautious.”

“Mirra was pregnant?”  So now, there were more than five Trackers.  That wasn’t good, but it’d be an amazing discovery.  It was a shame there weren’t enough Trackers for the necessary genetic diversity needed to repopulate the species.  As it stood, inbreeding was the only option and the young would suffer.

“They were stillborn.”  Gaar’s face was grim.

“Oh.  I’m sorry to hear that.”  He glanced away not wanting to see the pain in the Handler’s eyes.  “Has she gotten pregnant again?  Or has Sikka?”

“Yes, both of them,” she said.  

“Did the babies survive?”

“Time will tell.”  Gaar’s voice was rough.

“She’s pregnant now?”  He ran his hand through his hair.  Pregnant females were moody and protective.  Mirra was dangerous without serum.  She’d be doubly so pregnant or with young.

“Yes, and I can’t have her stressed and running wild.  The last time, she’d been nervous, refusing to eat or hunt.  She started hanging out in the shadows, never coming close enough for me to help her.”  Gaar’s fists were clenched and his lips were curled, exposing his long, sharp teeth.  

“Gaar tried everything to catch her.”  She ran her hand down the Handler’s arm and he relaxed slightly.

“I would’ve done anything.”  Gaar’s black eyes landed on Hugh.  “I will do anything.”

“He means it.”  Trinity laughed.  It was sudden and out of place, a failed attempt to break the tension.  “Last time he set traps, trying to coax her with food.  He was getting ready to load a Producer up with serum and set her out as bait.”  

“That’s not funny.  We can’t do something like that no matter what.”  His eyes darted from one to the other.  They couldn’t be serious.  She couldn’t be serious.  She was part Producer.

Gaar straightened and bared his teeth.  “I will do anything—”

“He didn’t do it.  We didn’t need to, and we won’t this time either.”  She crossed her arms over her chest, defiant as ever.

“And I was going to use Mirabelle, so...”  Gaar shrugged, smiling slightly.  

Trinity’s lips twitched but her voice held a trace of anger.  “Trust me, if anyone deserved that end it’d be Mirabelle.”

He doubted that, but he’d reserve judgement until he met Mirabelle.  There were a few people he’d happily set as Tracker bait.  Maybe, that’s how he’d kill Conguise.

“Finally, Mirra approached.”  Gaar paused.  “She was wild and scared.  Trinity made some tea that helped to calm her and then we were able to administer the serum.”

His heart slowed.  He didn’t want to be in the forest with an uncontrollable Mirra.  They’d barely made it out the last time.

“Mom and I tried to duplicate the serum, but it isn’t the same.  I don’t think the ingredients come from nature.”

He raised his brow.  No shit, it doesn’t come from nature.  

“She can’t go through that again.  She can’t lose another set of babies.”  Gaar’s hands trembled at his sides.  “Tell me what you need.  I have to take care of her this time.  I have to make it right.”

The Handler was begging.  He’d never imagined that this day would come.  Somehow, he wasn’t sure how, but he’d do it.  Nothing else was going to die because of his failure.  “I may be able to recreate it.  I’ll need a sample of Tracker blood—one from each would be great.”  At Gaar’s glare he explained.  “Mirra is wild born.  The others were either created in a lab or used in experiments and perhaps altered.  Their blood may differ from hers and from each other.”

“That’s not going to be easy,” grumbled Gaar. 

“Next to impossible,” said Trinity.

“If you can get the blood, that’s great.  If not, I should still be able to figure out the recipe as soon as I get access to a lab.”

“Back to that again,” she said.

“Yes, and this time you’re on my side.”  That felt good.  Now, she couldn’t argue about him leaving for the lab.

She glared at him but tipped her head in a slight nod.

“Please, tell me that you have some serum left because without a sample, I won’t be able to create it, even with a lab.”

“I used the last shot on Mirra.”  Gaar’s face paled to a sickly gray.

“All I need is a little.  A drop or two.  Do you have any of the used syringes?”

“I might.”  Gaar’s pulled his backpack off his shoulder and dug inside the bag.

He wasn’t sure what he’d do if they didn’t have any.  

“Will this work?”  Gaar held out three small vials.  There were a couple of drops of yellowish fluid in the bottom of each one.  

He took them, holding them in a shaft of moonlight.  “These are perfect.”  He put one in his sweatshirt pocket, handed one to Trinity and one to Gaar.  “In case something happens.  We need to keep these safe until I leave for the lab.”  

“When will that be?” she asked.

“Now, you’re in a hurry for me to go?”  He grinned at her snarl.  “I have no idea when the lab will be ready.”  He wasn’t even sure he could trust Meesus to deliver on her promise. 
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CHAPTER 28:  HUGH
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THE SUN WAS STARTING to rise as Hugh and Trinity slipped back into camp.  Gaar had left to find Mirra and the other Trackers in order to collect samples of their blood.  The camp was quiet except for Jackson, who was talking to two other Guards, and a few Producers who were stacking firewood.  No one paid any attention to their approach.

“There wasn’t a warning call as we approached, was there?” he asked.

“No.”  She sent a troubled look at Jackson, who was heading their way. 

“Why not?  I thought you had this worked out?”

“It’s a big forest.”  Jackson stopped next to them.  His face was pale and his eyes were bloodshot, but he looked ready to travel.  “We move our sentries from place to place but we can’t cover everything.”

“The camp isn’t that big.”  He glanced around.  “This entire setup doesn’t make sense.  Why are you split into two small groups?  If you were all together you’d have enough people for a proper watch.  Plus, there’s safety in numbers.”

“It’s easier to hide small groups,” said Jackson.

“If the group were large enough, then yes, it should be broken into different sections with troops defending the outer territories, but from what you’ve said there are less than one hundred of you.”  He began pacing.  “You need to find a location that’s secure and easy to defend.  Then, you set up a schedule for sentry duty.  You can use bird calls to check in with each other.  A happy call means everything is good, a distress call means you require help and a danger call means to protect the camp.  It’s simple.”

“The calls won’t work,” said Trinity.  “There’s no way that a Guard or Servant will exactly mimic the sound.  Travis and I used to do that to attract different types of birds, but I could always tell.  So, could the birds.  They often came but they were hesitant and wary.”

He stopped pacing.  “If the calls are close enough to make the birds question it, then they’ll work fine.”

“You don’t understand,” she said.  “We’d hear the difference.  We’d know it wasn’t a bird.”

“You, Gaar, Mirra, absolutely.”  He glanced at Jackson.  “Even you and the others living here might, but not the Almightys’ Guards.  Not the ones in the Protective Services.  Any experienced hunting Guard might recognize the call as a fake, but the Almightys use Guards that come directly from the city shelters, not the country.”

“Most of them wouldn’t recognize a bird call if the bird was on their shoulders,” said Jackson.

“Exactly.  We could teach everyone the calls.”  He turned toward her.  “Do you know one that’s simple to imitate but common to these woods?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“We’ll use the House Servants on night watch and the Guards during the day.  They’ll go out in teams and live in the forest, returning every three days for a break.”

Jackson shook his head and Trinity sighed.  

“What’s the problem?”  His plan was perfect.

“There’s no way that we can persuade House Servants to go on watch with Guards.  They’d kill each other, but the bird call is a brilliant idea.”  Jackson glanced at Trinity and then his eyes fell on Hugh.  “This is why we need your help.” 

“It’s not brilliant.  It’s basic logic.”

“None of us thought of it,” said Trinity.  “We don’t know anything about fighting a war.  We need a leader.”  She touched his arm, smiling slightly.  “Trust me when I tell you that it hurts me to say this, but we need you.”  

“I can’t.”  Her hand slid away, claws scraping slightly against his sweatshirt.  He didn’t have to look at her to see her disappointment.  He could feel it in her glare.  “I already told you that I’ll be of most use in the lab.”  He couldn’t be responsible for more loss of life.  He couldn’t.

Trinity and Jackson looked up at the sky, the Guard grimacing as the sun hit his face.  Birdie was flying into camp.  The Avion landed on the branch of a nearby tree.

“High Hugh!  Good to see you alive and free and not burnt to a crisp.”  Birdie chirped at his own joke.  “I had my doubts, a lot of doubts that Little One could pull off your rescue, but save you she has.  I was sure the next time I saw you, your head would be farther from your shoulders.”  Birdie cackled in laughter.

“Good to see you too, Birdie.”  His hand drifted to his neck, rubbing.  At least it had been until the Avion had opened his beak to speak.  “Please don’t use my title.”  

“Touchy, touchy.  Always were too uppity.”

“I said I don’t want you to use my title.  How does that make me uppity?”  His headache was coming back.

“You shouldn’t care what a friend calls you.”

“What did you want Birdie, or did you only come to torment me?”  He wasn’t going to get into an argument with the Avion.  

Birdie fluffed up his feathers in offense.  “Same Hugh.  Always in a hurry.  Hurry, hurry, Hugh.  Sad.  I’d hoped your time in jail would’ve made you more sociable.”

“How would being locked away from everyone make me more sociable?”  The Avion’s logic made his head spin.  

“Loneliness makes you appreciate company more, especially company who brings you news.  Important news.  News Hi...Hugh will want to know.”

“You have a message for me?”  The hair stood on his neck.  Who’d use Birdie to send him a message?  Barney, Ray and Kim didn’t know the Avion, did they? 

“Message?  No.  News?  Yes.”

He gritted his teeth.  Patience.  If he offended Birdie again, he wouldn’t put it past the flying rat to leave.

“Here Birdie.”  Trinity pulled a chunk of bread out of her backpack and held it out to the Avion.  “I’m sure you’re hungry after your trip.”

Birdie shot Hugh and Jackson a glare.  “Little One has manners.  Little One is Birdie’s favorite.”  He flew down, retrieved the bread, landed back on the branch and ate.  

Avions didn’t like coming deep into the forest, so whatever Birdie had to tell him had to be important, but interrupting the Avion’s meal wouldn’t go over well.  So, he waited, his mind churning.  His gut told him something bad had happened and his instincts had only failed him that one time when he’d trusted Jason.

“The message,” said Trinity softly, after Birdie had finished eating and preening himself.

“Thanks,” he whispered, near her ear.

“Now, you owe me one.”  

Several if he counted saving his life.  “The serum should be payment enough for this one.”

She stiffened but kept her mouth shut.

“Yes, of course.  The news.  The news.  Not good.  Not good at all.”  Birdie settled more comfortably on the branch.  “It’s nice here.  Nice breeze.  Nice tree.  Sunshine.”

He mentally counted to ten.  He was going to wrap his hands around the Avion’s neck and squeeze the message from him.

“The news?” prompted Trinity, in her soft, sweet tone.  The one she never used when she spoke to him.

“Oh, yes, yes.  It seems your Guard has been taken.”

“They got Sue?  What about the others at the camp?”  This was worse than he’d imagined.

“When did this happen?  How many were taken?  How many are dead?” asked Jackson.  

“No, no.  Not Sue.  The other one.  Young.  Lives with Sarah.  Not my Sarah.  She was kind.  Very—”

“Reese?”  His gut twisted.  Reese was just a kid.  She was supposed to be safe with Little Sarah.

“Yes, that’s the one.  They got her now.  Not good.  Not good for that Guard.”  Birdie shook his head and a feather drifted down, floating on the air.

“What happened, Birdie?” asked Trinity.  “I thought Reese was living with Hugh’s sister.”

“She was.  Safe and sound, until Hugh’s escape,” said Birdie.

His knees almost buckled.  It was his fault.  Again.  “Tell me everything.”

Birdie shifted as he stared at Hugh.  “Sorry, Hugh.  Terrible, terrible thing.”  His voice quieted as he continued, “After your escape the Supreme Almighty sent Guards to Sarah’s house and took Reese.  Sarah argued.”  His chirpy voice cracked.  “Your mother would’ve been proud.  Sarah fought for the young Guard, but it did no good.  Pointless.  Reese was taken.”

“I’m sorry, Hugh,” said Jackson.  “Sarah and her family were in the visiting room, waiting to see you.  That gave them a solid alibi, but Reese...I didn’t think.  Several months ago, the Council ruled that only the family of those harmed and your immediate family were allowed entrance to see you.  That left Reese home alone.  I screwed up.” 

“Not your fault.”  It was his.  Everyone he cared about suffered because of him.  “Jason was going to punish someone for my escape.”  

“Where did they take her?” asked Trinity.

She was right.  Just because the authorities took Reese into custody didn’t mean that he and the others couldn’t free her.

“Bad place.  Bad, bad place.  Shelters are not good.  Not sheltering at all.”  Birdie shivered for effect.

He didn’t have time for the Avion’s nonsense.  He opened his mouth but Trinity grabbed his arm, squeezing slightly and shaking her head.

“Yes, the shelters are all bad, but which one did they take her to?”  Her voice was calm and soothing.  

She was patient like his...like Sarah had been.  That worked with the flighty Avion whereas his brusqueness did not.

“Oh.  Of course, of course.”  Birdie tipped his head.  “Not sure why you need the location.  A shelter is a shelter.  Those who go in seldom come out alive.”

She squeezed his arm again, stopping his words.  He really was going to climb that tree and wring Birdie’s neck if the Avion didn’t give him an answer soon.  

“We might be able to help her,” said Trinity.

“No.  No.  Impossible,” chirped Birdie.  “You are not thinking—”

“Which shelter?”  He yanked his arm away from her grasp.  He’d had enough of these games.  Reese could be dying right now.  She was definitely scared and alone.

“Hrmph.”  Birdie puffed up his feathers.  “No pleasantries.  Still grumpy.  Maybe, you should figure it out yourself.”  He spread his wings, getting ready for flight.

“Wait.  Please.”  He was begging the Avion.  He’d reached a new low.

Birdie tucked his wings back by his side.  “You will owe me a favor, Hi...Hugh.  Another favor.”

“Fine.  Whatever you want.”  

Birdie smiled, his tongue wagging in his beak.  “Whatever I want, hmm.  Perhaps Hugh can give Birdie a forest filled with trees that always have fruit and nuts.”  

“I’m not a magician, Birdie.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  “Which shelter?  Tell me that and I’ll do whatever you ask.”  He was doomed.  The Avion was going to ask for something that he wouldn’t be able to deliver and then he’d never hear the end of it.

“Midtown Shelter,” said Birdie.

Jackson inhaled sharply.  “No one gets adopted from there.”

“They’d never allow her to be adopted anyway.”  He began to pace.  “We have to move fast.”  He stopped and looked at Jackson and then Trinity.  They both averted their eyes.  “We can’t leave her there to die.”  Rage flowed through him.  He’d turn himself in before he let her suffer because of him.

“We can’t,” said Jackson.  “A different shelter, maybe, but not that one.  It’s too far into the city, surrounded by areas run by Almightys.”  His face was grim.  “She might already be dead.  They kill them fast at that shelter.”

“They want me, not her.  They won’t kill her, not right away.”  Unless they were using her to send a message to him.  No, he couldn’t think like that.

“Word in the trees was that she was alive this morning,” said Birdie.

“Then, it’s a trap,” said Jackson.

He looked from one to the other.  No one would help him.  It was written on their faces.  His hands trembled.  Conguise and Jason had won.  He’d never get the revenge he’d wanted, dreamt of because no one else was going to suffer because of him.  He nodded, his throat too tight for words, and headed for his tent.

“Hugh, I’m sorry,” said Jackson.  “If there were some way I’d help.  You know I would.”

He turned back toward them.  “I know.  Thanks...for everything.”

“What do you mean by that?”  Jackson walked over to him.  “You’re not thinking about”—his eyes widened and he shook his head—“you’re an idiot.”

“I can’t leave her.  I won’t.”  He couldn’t handle any more deaths on his conscience.

“You’re not throwing your freedom, your life away.  I gave up everything to save you.”  Jackson almost spat.

He stepped forward until he and the Guard were nose-to-nose.  “Don’t blame me for ruining your relationship with Kim.  You did that because you’re a coward.”

A low rumble sounded in Jackson’s chest.  

“Stop it, both of you.”  Trinity squeezed between them, shoving until Hugh stumbled back a step.  She faced Jackson.  “Hugh mentioned that we’re moving the camp.  Why don’t you start doing that and I’ll babysit him.”  She pointed at Hugh.

“He can’t.  He’s escorting me to the other camp.”  He couldn’t afford to have Trinity following him around.  He needed to sneak away and head back to the city and leaving with Jackson would give him that opportunity.  

“Not now, I’m not.  I know you and the first time I look away you’ll sneak off and get yourself killed.”

“You promised to take me to see Sue and Laddie.”  He couldn’t give in too easily, but this would work better.  He wouldn’t have to travel in the opposite direction while waiting to escape.

“And I will, as soon as you calm down.  Tomorrow or the next day.”  Jackson turned to leave, glancing at Trinity.  “Don’t let him do anything stupid.”  

“I don’t need a babysitter.”  He walked into his tent and dropped onto a chair.  “I’m not a prisoner and I’m not a child.”  He had to figure out how to ditch Trinity, rescue Reese and not get captured.  No matter what Jackson thought, he wasn’t stupid or suicidal.  Plus, he didn’t trust Jason to set Reese free once he surrendered.  His absence might be the only thing keeping the little Guard alive.

Trinity sat across from him, her golden eyes studying him as if he were a bug.  

“Go away.  I don’t need you here.”

She raised a brow, but continued to watch him.  He shifted in his seat.  She had the damn House Servant stare.  It was unnerving how long they could go without blinking.  

“Do you have a bag packed?” she asked.

“If you recall, I don’t have much, but I’m ready to leave whenever Jackson gives the command.”  Moving the camp was perfect.  He’d be able to slip away in the chaos.  He was pretty sure that he could make his way back to the city.  Once there, he’d need to find some help, but one step at a time.

“Where’s the one Kim gave you?”  

“Over there.”  He picked up the almost empty bottle of whiskey and his stomach roiled.  It’d be a while before he’d drink again.  “It’s still packed.  This was the only thing that I took out besides the clothes I’m wearing.”

“We don’t need that.”  She went to his cot and started digging through the sack, tossing items onto the bed.

“What are you doing?”  

“We’ll need to travel light.  Fast and light.  Where’s the cloak I gave you?”  

He nodded toward a pile of dirty clothes on the floor.  She shot him a disgusted look.

“I haven’t had time to wash it yet and I didn’t want it near anything else.”

“It’s better this way.”  She wrinkled her nose as she stuffed it into the bag and then handed the sack to him.  “Come on.”  She stopped at the door, turning back toward him.  “Or don’t you want to save Reese?”

“Why are you doing this?”  He strode over to her.  “If this is a trick—”

“What?  What would you do?”  

“Turning you over my knee comes to mind.”  

She laughed, her teeth gleaming white in the darkness of the tent.  “I’d like to see you try.”

“I’m not kidding.”  He grabbed her arm.  He was in no mood to be teased.  Reese’s life was at stake.

“Neither am I.  If you want my help, and you’ll need it, then we should leave while Jackson is preoccupied.”  She slipped from his grasp and walked toward her tent.

He caught up with her.  “Why are you helping me?”

“I’m not doing this for you.”

“For Reese?  You don’t even know her.”

She snorted and entered her tent, holding the flap for him.  “No.  Not for Reese either.”  She grabbed her backpack and then dropped to her knees by her bed.  She pulled out another backpack and tossed it to him.  “Here.  Put your stuff in this.  You can’t carry a sack through the forest.  You’ll need your hands free.”  She reached under the cot and retrieved a box, digging inside of it.  She handed him a small knife.  “Keep this in your backpack.  You never know when you’ll need a backup.”  She stood.  “I’m going to help you free Reese and you’re going to help us win this war.”

“I thought you wanted me to make the serum?”  He was going to do that no matter what she wanted.  No one was safe with serum-less Trackers roaming the woods.

“I do and you’ll do that too.”

“I can’t lead your army”—he almost snorted at the word, a hundred Guards, Servants, Grunts and Producers did not make an army—“and make the serum in the lab.  Like I told Birdie, I’m not a magician.”

She walked over to him.  “You will lead us until your lab is ready and then you’ll make the serum, but that’s all.  Your studies, your reports will wait until this war is over.  As soon as you have the serum, you’ll come back and fight with us again.”  She poked him in the chest.  “Understand?”

“What if I don’t agree?”  He should lie and promise her whatever she wanted but he couldn’t.  If nothing else, he still had his honor and his word meant something. 

She shrugged.  “Then Reese stays where she is.”

“She’s innocent in all this.”

“So were my brothers and sisters but no one helped them.”  She slipped her backpack over her shoulders and stepped outside.  

He followed her into the forest.  He hadn’t verbally agreed to her arrangement but they both knew he had no choice.

“That’s not the same thing.”  But it was and the denial sat heavy on his tongue—bitter and poisonous.  Producers had been being slaughtered for years.  He’d participated in those deaths, not by killing but by purchasing the product.  

“No, it’s worse.  Reese is innocent but the reason for her death is vengeance.  For the Producers, it’s a way of life.  Nothing big.  It’s just something that happens to them all eventually.”  She stopped and faced him.  “You do you realize that they’re still killing Producers and eating them.  It won’t stop until we win this war.”

It was dark in the forest but her eyes captured a ray of sunlight and glowed green.  She was gorgeous in her fury and righteousness.

“I’m glad you don’t hide your teeth anymore.”  The comment was completely out of place and he regretted the words, but he couldn’t take them back.  A soft puff of surprise escaped her lips.  He was close enough to feel the warmth.  He took a step back.

“Remember, follow me exactly.  It’s getting lighter so it’ll be easier as we go.”  She started walking again.  “You should stop hiding too.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”  He stared at her feet, trying to walk quietly.

“You swear that you’re nothing like your father—”

“He’s not my father, remember?”  

“Okay, the man who raised you.”  She glanced over her shoulder.  “From what Dad says, he spent a lot of time with you.”

“It wasn’t good father-son time, trust me.”  No, it’d been father-berate-son time.

“Still, some of him had to rub off on you.”

“It didn’t.  I won’t let it.”  That was his fear.  The fact that he wasn’t sure who his parents were didn’t silence the whispers of doubt that haunted him.  He’d never be like General Hugh Truent, never.

“Being like him doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”

“You have no idea what the man was like.  What he did.”  He wasn’t getting into this with her.  

“I didn’t want to be a predator, but I’m half House Servant.  It’s in my blood, but I don’t kill, unless I have to.  I don’t eat meat unless I have to.  Accept the strengths and lose the weaknesses.”

“I don’t recall a lecture as part of our deal.”  He didn’t need life lessons from a child.

She turned to face him.  “So you agree to make the serum and lead our troops?”  

“Yes.”  He almost had to pry his mouth open to get the word out.  “I’ll lead your army until my lab is ready.”

“When the serum is done you’ll return to lead us again.”  It wasn’t a question.

He nodded.  He could run his tests while figuring out how to make the serum.  Not exactly what she wanted, but he wouldn’t be breaking his word, the sentiment behind it perhaps, but not his word.

She studied him for a long moment, suspicion in her gaze.  Finally, she held out her hand.  “Deal.”
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TRINITY MOVED THROUGH THE forest as silent as a soft breeze.  Hugh tromped behind her, shaking the earth.  When he stepped in a pile of dead leaves she spun around.  

“Can’t you at least try and be quiet?  You’re louder than ten Producers.”

“Ten?  Great, I’m getting worse.”  He held up his hands, a look of exasperation on his face.  “I don’t know what I’m doing wrong.”  

“You’re stomping,” she whispered harshly.  

“I’m not trying to.”

A slight rustle in the brush made her turn back toward the camp.  She stared into the shadowy forest, trying to make out who was following them.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Hush.”  If it were Jackson or her dad, they were in trouble.  If she were alone, she’d make a run for it, but with him bumbling after her, whoever was following would overtake them in a heartbeat.  A slight scraping on a tree drew her gaze.  A small, black shadow perched on a branch.  “Go away,” she called out as loud as she dared.  They were still too close to the camp to holler.

“Who’s out there?”  His eyes were wide, trying to capture the little bit of sunlight that broke through the foliage.

“You can’t come with me.  Not this time.  It’s not safe,” she said, but the little Servant didn’t move.

“I see eyes shining,” he said.  “Who’s following us?  We can’t go back.”

“Don’t worry about it.”  She started walking again.  “It’s Say.”  She spoke louder.  “He needs to go back to camp.  He’s going to cause trouble for me if he follows.”  She glanced behind her.  Say was on the ground, trailing after them.  She sighed.

“Did he leave?”  He looked over his shoulder.

“No.  Ignore him.  He might go away.”

“Who is he?  Is he a Servant?  His eyes looked like Servant eyes, but with you I never know.  You have some strange friends.”  

“You’re the strangest.”

“There’s no way that I’m stranger than that River-Man.”  He stumbled over a tree root, bumping into her shoulder.

“Pay attention to where you’re going,” she snapped.  “You’re loud enough when you focus.”

“Sorry.  I...I don’t like being followed, that’s all.”

“You get used to it.”  She shot a glare over her shoulder, but Say ignored her and continued to stay close but too far for her to catch.  “He’s just a young Servant.  I met him at Ray’s.  He showed up there one day.  A lot of strays do, but they’re not usually as little as him.”  She hated yelling at Say.  He didn’t seem to have anyone except her, but now, she was going to have to watch out for him and Hugh. 

“Why is he following us?”

“He’s following me.”  Say had been in the forest earlier that morning when she’d been training Hugh, but there was no reason to bring up Hugh’s failure at noticing the Servant.  She’d lost her temper enough around the Almighty.  It hadn’t been that long ago when Gaar had been training her.  The forest was hard and pointing out every little failure was Gaar’s training method, not hers.  She’d been tougher on Hugh than any of the others she’d trained and it was probably because she was mad at him for refusing to help with the war, but that was settled now.  She could go back to being a patient instructor.  

“Why is he following you?”  He glanced back again.

“I gave him some food the first day I met him.  I also stopped a couple of Ray’s boys from picking on him.  Ever since then, he’s been my shadow.”  

“He’s always following you?”  

“No.  He’s around a lot but sometimes he disappears for days and before you ask, I have no idea where he goes.”  As annoying as Say was, she worried when she hadn’t seen him for a while.

Hugh moved closer and whispered in her ear, “Can we lose him?”  

“Back up.”  She elbowed him in the gut.  “I could ditch him but not with you.”

“Yeah.  Right.  I keep forgetting what a burden I am.”  He slowed a bit, putting more space between them.

She’d done it again—said something mean to him.  She should apologize but it was true.  Say was fast.  She’d never lose the Servant with Hugh trailing after her.  Still, she’d overreacted.  “It’s not safe to be too close.  We should be close enough to help, but not hinder.”

“Okaaay.”

It was clear that he didn’t understand.  “If something attacks, I need to be able to move, fight.  If you’re on top of me, I can’t.”

He cleared his throat.  “Ahh.  I wasn’t on top of you.”

“Close enough.”

“Not really.”  There was a smile in his words.

She spun around.  “What did I say wrong this time?”  She often said things that made the males chuckle and her dad turn red.  

“Nothing.  Sorry, I mentioned it.”

“It’s about mating isn’t it?”  Her eyes narrowed.  “How am I supposed to know when I say something wrong about that?  I’ve never done it.  I’ve seen animals so I know basically—”

“Please, stop.”  He glanced around, his eyes almost panicked.  “This isn’t a conversation we should be having.”

“Then who can I ask?  Dad won’t tell me and everyone else laughs at me.”  She turned and started walking again.  She hadn’t meant to say the last part.  He already knew she didn’t fit in with the others.  He didn’t need to know she was the camp joke too.

“I can’t believe I’m going to explain this.”  His tone was beleaguered.

She stopped, her eyes meeting his.  He was going to help her.

“I...you said that you’ve seen animals, right?”  He ran his hand through his hair.  

She nodded.  Someone was actually going to talk to her about this stuff.  Unbelievable.

“The male”—he cleared his throat, his face flushing—“ahh, mounts the female.”

“From behind.”

“Araldo, help me,” he whispered as he looked up at the sky and then down at his feet.  “Yes.  That’s how animals mate.”

“We do it differently?”

“Yeah.  I mean we can do it that way but...”  His face was as red as a tomato.  “Look, I’m only going to talk about what you said not about the...ahh, process itself.  You said I was on top of you.”

“Oh,” she grinned.  “Males mount the females.  That’s why you laughed.”

“I didn’t laugh.”  His eyes met hers.  “I’d never laugh at you for not knowing something.  I was amused.  Not at you but at the comment.”

“Thanks for explaining it to me.”  She was going to have to be nicer to him.

He nodded and they started walking again.  She began pointing out things to him like Gaar had done for her.  She’d been completely useless out here when she’d first started and Gaar had been hard on her.  She hadn’t liked it, but in the long run it’d been good for her.  Of course, a kind word from Gaar every now and then would’ve been nice.  She’d sworn to herself that she’d be more encouraging if she trained others and usually she was.  “You’re walking quieter.”  

“Thanks, the sunlight helps.”

“You have to keep practicing though.  You’ll need to know where to put your feet when you aren’t following me and in the dark.”

“How am I going to know where to step when I can’t see?”

“You have to feel the forest.”

“I have no idea what that means but I’m trying to move quieter.”

“I know.  It’s not your fault.  Your kind isn’t made for the forest.”

“My kind isn’t made for much.”

“That’s not true.”  She stopped and began digging through the weeds.  “Almightys are good at a lot of things.”

“Don’t start patronizing me now.  I’ve come to...”  He paused.  “It really hurts to say this...but respect your honesty.”

“I bet that did hurt.”  She smiled up at him.  This was working better than expected.  She might make it to the city without killing him.  She started searching the brush again.

“What are you looking for?”

“A canoe.”

“Jackson and I hid it over here.”  He walked to another group of bushes.

“He’s supposed to hide it in here.  How am I supposed to find the stupid thing when he keeps changing where we put it?”

“He said that those bushes were getting too much scent on them.”  He pulled the canoe from the vegetation.  “He said you’d be able to smell it.”

She would’ve thought to sniff it out in a moment or two.  “Still, he should’ve said something.”  She picked up the front half of the canoe.

“He probably would’ve if he knew we were leaving.”  He grabbed the back half.  

“Trust me.  He’s not going to be happy when he finds out.”

“Why do you hide the boat so far from the water?”  

“Because no one will look for it here.”

“That makes sense, but it’s too heavy for you to carry alone.”

“I wouldn’t need it alone.”  It was harsh, but he’d said he respected the truth.

“Right.  I’m slowing you down.”

“Well...yeah.  No offense.”

“Jackson said that the canoe saved us a lot of time on our trip to camp,” he said.

“Taking the river is usually faster.”

“And you couldn’t carry it alone?”

“No.”  She glanced back at him.  “I’d have to drag it and that would leave a trail even an Almighty could follow.”  She grinned; he did not.

“Then, I’d say that in this case, I’m not slowing you down.  I’m actually helping.”

“Hrmph.”  That comment didn’t deserve an answer.

They stopped at a narrow stream.

“Can’t say it, can you?” he asked.

“What are you talking about?”

“Admit that right now, me being with you is actually helping.  Go ahead.  Admit that I’m right.  It’ll be good for you.  Shows maturity.”

“Has anyone told you how annoying you are?”  She’d been wrong.  She’d never make it this entire trip without scratching his smug face at least once.  She dropped her half of the canoe into the water and he was forced to do the same.  “This will lead to the river.”  She turned back toward the forest, searching for the little Servant.  “Say, if you’re coming you better get over here.”

“Why don’t we leave him?  It’d be safer, right?”  He climbed into the boat and sat on the front seat.

“Not this far away from camp.”  She couldn’t do it.  She knew what it was like to have no one.  

A shadow broke from the trees and headed their way.  The Servant stopped a few feet from them.  

“Come on,” she said.

Say shook his head and pointed at the water.

“What’s he pointing at?”  Hugh glanced around.  “Is there a River-Man or some other creature lurking around here?”

“No.  He hates the water.  Most Servants don’t like it, but he hates it even more than my dad.”

“Save me from your father and water.”

“Exactly.”  Dad could be a real pain, especially when water was involved.  She turned back to Say.  “If you don’t get in, I’m leaving you here.”

“Can River-Men swim in water this shallow?”  He stared into the stream.

“They can walk on land, so yeah.”  She took a step toward the boat.  “I’m not waiting any longer.  You either come with us or go back to camp.”

Say bared his teeth at Hugh and then climbed into the craft.  

“What did I do?” 

“Nothing.”  She tried not to laugh, but a giggle escaped.  “Say doesn’t like too many people.”

“Figures.”  Hugh watched the Servant warily.  “He still has his claws doesn’t he?”

“Of course.  It wouldn’t be safe for him without them.”  She stepped into the canoe and sat, handing one of the two oars to Hugh.  

They began paddling.  It took a little while for them to get into sync but Hugh was an expert rower.  After a short while they reached the river.  

“Jackson said that the River-Men seldom bother the canoes.”  Hugh scanned the water.  “I really don’t like the word seldom in that sentence.”

She couldn’t blame him for that.  The idea of a large creature lurking below the waves, waiting to capsize the boat sent chills down her spine.  She should reassure him, since the River-Men had never attacked a canoe, but she enjoyed seeing him squirm.  “They could.  Christian is certainly big enough to capsize a boat of this size.”

“How long will we be on the water?”  He rowed faster, the muscles in his back straining.  

“For a while.”  She smiled to herself.  

“Figures,” he mumbled.

Say sat next to Trinity, his eyes never wavering from Hugh’s back and never blinking.

“I can feel him staring at me.  Tell him to stop it.”

“Won’t do any good.  Say does what he wants.”

“Great, just great,” muttered Hugh.

She laughed.  She didn’t want to make this trip and she didn’t want Say along, but since he unnerved Hugh it was okay.  Plus, she didn’t want to be alone with Hugh for several days.  He put her on edge and she didn’t understand why, but there was something about him that drove her crazy.  At least with Say around, there’d be a buffer between them.

“What’s that?”  Hugh pointed to the right.

Something shimmered in the water.  She was impressed.  His eyesight was better than she’d thought.  “A River-Man.”

“Christian?”

She glanced at the creature again.  “No.”

“How can you tell?”  He rowed faster.  

“It’s smaller.  I think it’s one of the females.  Plus, Christian doesn’t stray this far from the Lake of Sins.”

“They don’t attack the boats, right?”

“No.”  She stared straight ahead, trying not to smile at his fear.  “At least, they haven’t...yet.”

“You had to add that last part, didn’t you?” he mumbled.  “My luck, they’ll start today.”

Say hissed.  She glanced at the water.  The River-Man had disappeared.  She studied the surface.  Usually, the creatures would submerge and swim away, but Say didn’t hiss for fun.

“It’s coming closer.”  Hugh’s voice was tense.

Sure enough, the River-Man had re-emerged and it was closer.  A lot closer.

“Keep rowing—”

“Did you think I was going to stop?” he asked incredulously.  “I know you don’t think much of my survival skills but please, I’m not an idiot.”

She wanted to glare at him but she had to focus on the water.  “What I was going to say, if you hadn’t interrupted me, was let’s shift to the left a little.  We might be in what she considers her territory.”

He grunted as they changed direction.  The River-Man followed them for a few yards and then stopped, lurking in the water and staring after them.  

“Have you ever seen one do that?”  He glanced over his shoulder.

“No, but they’re more aggressive when protecting their food.”

“You think it already had something to eat?”

“Maybe.”  She glanced back.  "But that wouldn’t have stopped it from collecting more.”

“They hunt even if they’re not hungry?  That’s not normal behavior for a predator.”

“They store their food.”

“Store it where?”  He rowed faster.

“Underwater.  They keep it for days, weeks even before feeding.”  She fought to keep the images of the swamp from her head.  She didn’t want to think about that place ever again.

“How in the name of Araldo do they do that?”  He spun half-way around.  

“They wrap it up in the river grass.  Let it rot a bit.”  She shivered as the blood drained from her face.  

“You have got to be kidding me.”  

“I wish I were.”  She shook her head.  She wouldn’t think about that.  She’d focus on her plan to save Hugh’s Guard.  “Keep rowing.”

He turned around, digging his oar into the water.  “We can’t get off this river soon enough.”  

She couldn’t agree more.  Say hissed and she followed the little Servant’s gaze.

“Go to the right.  There’s another River-Man.”  She dug the oar into the water, turning the canoe.

“Where?”  Hugh scanned the surface as he helped shift directions.  “Oh, shit.  That one’s huge.”

“About average size for an adult male.”  She rowed faster.  

“It’s coming right for us.”  The muscles in his back bunched and stretched as he rowed.

Say’s hiss became a rumbling growl.

“Keep moving away from him,” she said.

“Really?  Gee I hadn’t thought of that.”  

“You don’t have to be a jerk.”  It’d been a stupid thing to say, but she wasn’t thinking about words right now.  This was the second River-Man to approach them in a few minutes.  This wasn’t normal.

“There’s another one.”  He pointed ahead and adjusted the angle of the canoe to avoid that one too.

“And another.”  This couldn’t be happening.  River-Men never behaved like this.  Never.

“They’re herding us.”  He stopped rowing.  The canoe bobbed on the waves.  

He was right.  There were three River-Men coming toward them from different angles.  To avoid them all they’d have to go back toward the first one.

“Should we rush them?” he asked.

Say scratched him.

“Ouch.  It was just a question.”  He glared at the little Servant.  

“As Say was trying to tell you, we’ll never make it.  Even if we get past one of them, they’ll catch us.  We can’t row faster than they can swim.”

“Then we head for shore.  It’s close.  We can detour around the one and make it to the bank.”

Say slapped at Hugh again, but she grabbed the little Servant’s hand.  “Stop it.  He doesn’t know.”  

“What don’t I know?”  He glared at Say.  

“We’ll have to go back.”

“What?  No, that’s where they want us to go and that can’t be good.”

“Not back toward the River-Man.  We’ll make a wide berth and go all the way back to the stream.”  She started to turn the canoe.  “I’m sorry.”

“We can’t go back.”  He put his oar in the water, battling her for control of the boat.  “We don’t have time.”

“We can’t get past the River-Men.”

“Then we go ashore and go through the forest on foot.  I promise to be as quiet as I can.”

“Not here.”  Her temper was fraying as she struggled against him.  “I’ll take you to the city through the forest, but we need to go back to where we started.”

The River-Men were getting closer. 

“We’ll have wasted the entire day.”  He moved his oar, sending the canoe a bit toward shore.

“If we go to land here, the only path to the city is through the swamp.”

He turned and looked at her.  “How bad is it?”

“Bad.”  It was really, really bad.  She turned the canoe around and began rowing back the way they’d come.

“You’ve been in the swamp?”

“Yes.”  She didn’t want to talk about that.  Not now, not ever.

“How did you get out?”

“Trees, Hugh.  I can climb trees.”  The canoe stopped.  He had his oar in the water again, making sure that they didn’t move.

“I can climb trees,” he said.

“These trees are too high.”  

Say hissed but unfortunately he didn’t try to scratch Hugh.  She would’ve let the Servant attack him this time.  She was ready to hit Hugh upside the head with her oar.  

“We can use a rope.”

“We’re not going through the swamp.  I said I’d help you free Reese, not help you die.”

“I’m not losing an entire day when there’s another option.  Reese is alone and scared, maybe hurt.  I have to get there.”  He turned the canoe back toward shore.  

“You won’t do her any good in the belly of a River-Man.”  She was touched by his concern for his Guard but he didn’t understand the swamp.  She struggled with the canoe but he was stronger than her and they inched their way toward shore.

“Listen closely.”  He glared at her over his shoulder.  “I’ll do whatever I have to do in order to save Reese, including die.  I’m not going back.  So, help me row or we’ll sit here fighting for control until we’re capsized.”

If they delayed any longer the River-Men would be too close to outrun.  “Okay.  We’ll go through the swamp but don’t complain to me about how bad it is and if you die, I’m not saving your Guard.”  She hated him right now.  Because of him, her nightmares would return.  She’d see them all again.  All those Producers she’d been supposed to save, dead and rotting underwater.
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THE CLOSER THEY GOT to shore, the more Trinity’s gut twisted like someone was scrambling her insides with a knife.  She couldn’t go into the swamp, not again.  She had to convince Hugh to take another route.  The canoe scraped land and Say leapt out of the boat, racing into the brush.  

“Well, at least he’s gone,” said Hugh.

“That’s not funny.”  She trudged to shore.  “Say, you need to stay with us.  You’re too far from camp to be by yourself.”  She scanned the forest but there was no sign of the little Servant.  She turned to glare at Hugh.  “If something happens to him, it’s your fault.”

“I was joking.”  He bent to pick up the canoe.  “I’ll hide this.  You go find your creepy, little friend.”

“It’s too heavy for you to carry alone.”  She grabbed the side of the boat.  They both had a long and dangerous day ahead of them, especially him.  

“I...got...it.”  He tugged the canoe away from her.  

“I’m in charge, not you.”  She poked him in the chest with her claw.  This was her mission and she’d already let him win once.  If she gave in again, he’d never stop bossing her around.  

“Fine.  Do it yourself.”  He dropped the boat.  

“I will.”  She grabbed it by the front and began dragging it toward the brush.  

After a few minutes, she stopped, panting.  It weighed a ton.  He walked toward her.

“I can do it.”

He ignored her, shouldering her aside so he could grab the boat.  

“You’re not stronger than me.”  

He proved her words false as he lifted the boat, sending her a superior look and carrying it to the forest.  

“Fine.  You’re stronger than me, but I’m better equipped to survive in the forest.  

“I never said you weren’t.”  His voice was strained.  “Where do you want it?”  

The sun was behind him, making his sweat-dampened hair glisten.  Her heart lurched a bit.  He reminded her of Jethro.  Except, Jethro’s face had been round and soft with youth whereas Hugh’s cheeks were lean and his jaw was set in stubborn determination.

“What?  Is something coming?”  He glanced behind him into the trees.

“No.”  Her face heated.  She had to stop staring at him.  He was not Jethro and even if he had been, it didn’t matter.  An Almighty wouldn’t make a good mate for her.  She strode past him.  “Put the canoe there.”  

“So close to the water?”  He dropped the boat and helped her cover it with vegetation.  

“We don’t have to hide it too well.  Only a fool enters this part of the forest.”  She glanced at him as she straightened.  “It’s not too late to skip the swamp.  Backtrack through the woods.”

“How much time will it add to our trip?  And don’t forget to factor me into your equation.  I’m going to slow you down considerably.”  

She frowned.  He was right.  Alone it would add an extra day.  “With you another two, possibly three days.”

“That’s too long.”

“You don’t know what the swamp is like.  There are River-Men everywhere and they’re all hungry and hunting.”  

He ran his hand through his hair.  He was considering her suggestion.

“Reese will be fine for a few days, I’m sure.  They want you, not her.”

“You don’t know Jason.  He might not kill her, but I don’t put it past him to torture her.”  His blue eyes pierced hers.  “She’s just a kid.  Not much younger than you.”

“I’m not a child.”

“I don’t want to argue with you, but I have to get to the city as quickly as possible.  I won’t let anyone else suffer because of me.”

She understood.  She hadn’t meant for anything bad to happen when she’d escaped the encampment, but so many had died because of her one selfish act.  Still, going through the swamp was stupid and dangerous.  She glanced in the other direction.  She could trick him like she’d done in the tunnel.  Lead him the wrong way until it was too late for him to go back.  “You win.  Come on.”

He grabbed her arm, studying her face.  “Don’t even think about leading me through the forest instead of the swamp.  If you do, our deal is off.”

She glared at him.  “I wasn’t—”

“You’re not a very good liar.”  He tapped her nose.  “Your eyes give you away.”  His finger traced her cheek.  “That and the pretty, pink color your skin turns.”

She turned away from him, her face heating even more.  “This way.”  She headed toward the swamp, her heart pounding from his compliment or fear, she wasn’t sure which.  

The air became heavier and the ground damper as they moved closer to the swamp.  Say hissed in a nearby tree.  She nodded at the Servant.  Something was following them besides Say.  

“Stay close,” she said to Hugh as she unsheathed her knife.

“What is it?”  He pulled his own knife.

“We’re being stalked.  Cold Creeper, I think.”  It was hard to distinguish odors in the rank, swamp air.

“I’d love to see one of them.”  He glanced around.  

“No, you wouldn’t.”  She quickened her pace.  The Cold Creeper wouldn’t follow them into the swamp.

“Actually, I would.  Not out here, but somewhere that I can study it.”

“Like your lab?”  She didn’t care for Cold Creepers but they didn’t deserve to live in a cage.

“Don’t say it like that.  I wouldn’t hurt it.  I’d only try and figure out what it was.”

“What do you mean by that?  It’s a Cold Creeper, like I’m a Producer and House Servant.”  And a little Almighty.

“I know that’s what they’re called now, but I’d like to know what they were before Professor Conguise turned them into Cold Creepers.”

“What does that mean?”  A chill ran down her spine as she glanced back at him.  

“These creatures aren’t natural.  They were created.”

“No one can make a new creature, a new species.”

“They can and did.  It’d been done in the past and Professor Conguise is doing it again.  I know your father told you about Conguise’s experiments.”

“Yeah.  He mentioned them.”  

He snorted back a laugh.  “I bet he did more than mention them.”

Dad had.  He’d described them in detail.  It was worse than the stories of the Exhibit from her childhood.

“I believe that the Cold Creepers and the River-Men are creations of the professor’s.  I think that’s why the Supreme Almighty and his Council don’t want anyone in the forest.”

“Why would Conguise do something like that?  How would he do something like that?”

“You know they were using DNA from the original Trackers and Handler to create new ones.  Not clones but close.”

“What’s a clone?”

“That’s when you take the DNA from one creature and make a duplicate of it.  An exact duplicate.  The new Trackers and Handlers aren’t duplicates of the original.”

“I’ve never heard of clones.”

“It was outlawed centuries ago, along with genetic engineering of any kind.  Conguise shouldn’t have been performing those experiments.  I was sure that Jason would make the professor pay for what he’d done.”

“But instead, they blamed it on you.”

“Yes.”  He almost spat the word.

“Why would they do that?  If it were sanctioned—”

“It may have been sanctioned by Jason and his Council but I’m sure the public hasn’t approved and won’t.  That’s another reason why I need to get back in the lab.”

She stopped.  “We have a deal.”  

“And I’m not backing out on it.  I’ll go to the lab and create the serum and help you and the others to fight this war, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t also run reports to prove we’re all genetically related.  The serum isn’t going to be easy to recreate.  All I’ll need to do is start the tests on our DNA and the machine will do the rest.”

She studied him closely.  He wasn’t lying but he was leaving something out.  “I’m holding you to our deal.  You’ll create the serum and then help us win the war.  Your experiments, reports and everything else can wait.”  She turned and started walking again.

“You don’t understand.  I can create the serum and—” 

She spun around.  “No.  Serum only.  That was our deal.  There’s no changing it.” 

“But—”

“Then the deal is off.  I’m more than happy to skip the swamp.”  She’d rather face a few Cold Creepers than dozens of River-Men.  

“Fine.  Serum only, but you’re being stupid.  I can do both.”

“Not if you want to save Reese.”  She held out her hand.  “I can trust you to keep your word, right?”

“Yes.”  He almost growled as he shook her hand.

Once again, she moved toward the swamp, wishing he’d refused to agree.  She really didn’t want to do this.

“Are we still being followed?”  He was right behind her, knife ready.

Her ears tipped back.  Say was moving through the trees without pausing or hissing.  “No.  Cold Creepers have enough sense to stay out of the swamp.”  She stopped, sheathing her knife and pulling her backpack from her shoulders.  “One predator gone and hundreds more to replace him.”  She took a rope from her sack.

“Time to climb?”  He stared up at the trees.  All of them were tall without low branches.

“Yep.”  She handed him one end of the rope.  
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CLIMBING UP THE FIRST tree had been kind of fun.  It wasn’t any longer.  Hugh glanced down.  They’d been traveling from tree to tree for a while now.  He was hot and sweaty and the little twinges in his arms and back had grown into throbs.  His hands burned, being shredded by bark and rope.  He’d give anything for a pair of gloves.  He’d torn off strips of his shirt and tied them around his palms, but they were nothing but bloody pieces of cloth now.

“Can you make it up here?”  Trinity stood several feet above him.  

“Yeah.”  He wanted to groan but he refused to give her that satisfaction.  He’d insisted on going through the swamp and she was waiting for him to whine about it.  He could see it in her eyes.  He grabbed a branch and moved upward.  

“Hurry.  We don’t want to spend the night out here.”

“I’m going as fast as I can.”

“Go faster.”  

He pulled himself up next to her.  They were far above the water and he wished they were even father up.  She hadn’t been joking about the number of predators.  There may not be quite a hundred, but the water was full of River-Men.  “Do you think they know we’re up here?”  

“They know and they’re hoping we fall.”  She moved out on the branch.  “Put your feet exactly where I put mine.”

“You don’t have to tell me that every time we cross from tree to tree.”  He followed her, wincing as a twig broke under his hand.

“It’s important.”  She stared at him.  “If you misstep it’s over.”

At least ten River-Men lurked in the water between the two trees.  “I pray I break my neck.”  The thought of being grabbed and pulled under the water by one of those things sent chills down his spine.

They moved to the next tree and the next.  It seemed never ending.  It was getting darker.  He didn’t want to ask but he had to know.

“You said that you didn’t want to sleep out here.  How much farther do we have to go?”

“You wanted to come this way.”  She moved up the tree.

“I’m not saying that it was a bad idea.”  He spoke through clenched teeth, partially because he was physically exhausted and partially because he was in no mood for her attitude.  “I’m asking how much farther.”  

Say hissed from two trees ahead.

“I didn’t ask for your opinion,” he yelled at the little Servant.  Say bared his teeth and continued to the next tree.  

Trinity had stopped and was looking upward.  He followed her gaze.  The top part of the tree was gone, the branches above charred from fire.

“Probably, got struck by lightning,” she said.

“What do you suggest we do?”  From this position, the next tree was quite a distance away.  The River-Men waited in the water below.  He didn’t want to go back but he didn’t think they had a choice.

She went farther out on the branch toward the other tree.  “Do you think you can jump?”  She turned toward him, her golden eyes searching his face.  “Don’t lie.  If you miss, you die.”

“I’ll never make that jump.”  There was no room for manly bravado in this situation. 

She stared at him for another moment and then leapt.  The River-Men dipped below the surface and then back up as she landed safely on the other tree.  His heart thudded in his chest.  She wasn’t leaving him.  She wouldn’t do that.  He had faith in her.  He trusted her, but his stomach knotted.  He’d trusted before and had been betrayed.

She tied the end of the rope around the trunk of the tree.  “Do you think you can cross on the rope?  If you don’t, I’ll come back, but then we’ll have to backtrack and that means sleeping in the swamp tonight.”

His arms and back ached and his hands were a bloody mess, but he could do this.  He had to do this.  “Throw me the rope.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.”  He wasn’t sure at all but they didn’t have time to go back.  He caught the rope and tied it to the trunk of the tree, making sure it was tight-really, really tight.  Then he grabbed the taut rope and wrapped his ankles over the top of it.  Hand over hand, he moved away from the safety of the tree.  He glanced down.  The River-Men were swimming faster, excited and anticipating a meal.  He picked up his pace, the rope tearing into his hands.  Blood, hot and sticky, mixed with his sweat and trickled down his arms.  Say hissed and then hissed again.  The hissing turned into a growl and Trinity gasped.  Water hit his back and he stopped.  The River-Men swam in frenzied circles below him. 

“Keep moving,” she yelled.  “Hurry!”

“What happened?”  He scurried across the rope, one hand over the next.  She was the queen of the forest.  She didn’t panic but she was panicking now.  “Please, tell me what’s going on?”  

“You don’t want to know.  Just move!”

He tipped back his head.  She stood on a branch that extended over the water, spear in hand.

“Are you crazy?  Get back by the tree.  ”  If she fell, those things would tear her up.

“Don’t look at me or at them.  Keep moving!”  She threw a spear but her aim wasn’t toward the ground; it was toward him.  He froze, as a River-Man launched itself from the water.

“Holy Araldo!”  He moved faster than he’d ever moved.  The pain in his hands was gone.  The ache in his back was gone.  Nothing remained but fear and shock.  “They can jump!  You didn’t tell me they could jump.”  Once again, water hit his back and legs.

“I didn’t know.”  She threw another spear at a circling River-Man.

He was almost there only a few more feet to go.  The River-Man submerged and then it burst from the water, using its muscular tail to propel it upward.

“Hugh!” she screamed.

This one was big and was getting closer.  Its long arms extended, reaching for him.  He flew across the rope, but it wouldn’t be fast enough and then she was there, in the air, spear in hand.  “Trinity!”  

She jabbed the River-Man in the side on her way toward the other tree.  The River-Man grunted in pain and flung its arm, hitting her on the shoulder and spinning her off course.  She’d never make it to the tree, not now.  He secured his legs over the rope and let go with his hands, dropping down and grasping her backpack, as the River-Man crashed back into the swamp, drenching them both with water.

She stared up at him, her golden eyes huge in her pale face.

“Move.”  His voice was barely more than a grunt.  Her backpack wasn’t going to hold forever and his legs couldn’t take much more, plus the River-Men were circling for another jump.

She scrambled up him, digging her claws into his arms, chest and thighs as she went.  He gritted his teeth as his eyes met the brown eyes of a River-Man below and then she grabbed him by the waist of his pants and helped him up.  She had her hands and feet tucked around the rope like his.  As soon as his hands were back on the cable, she flew across the rope, hand-over-hand.  He followed, refusing to look down.  He didn’t want to see it coming.  There was another splash.  A little water hit his back.  That River-Man must’ve been small.  The big ones would jump soon.  He couldn’t let fear stall him.  He focused on moving, always moving, and then her hands grasped him, pulling him to safety.

He shoved her against the trunk of the tree, wrapping his arms around her and burying his face in her neck.  “If you ever do something stupid like that again, I’m going to kill you.”

She laughed, her warm breath ruffling his hair, as her fingers skimmed down his back.  “If I hadn’t, you’d be dead.”

He pulled back, but kept his hands on her waist, unable to completely let go.  “I don’t care.  If something happened to you...”  His hands traveled up her sides to her shoulders, gripping hard as he shook her.  “Don’t ever risk your life for me.  Do you understand?”

Her eyes widened, staring into his and her lips parted slightly.  

His gaze slid to her mouth.  She was Tim’s daughter.  A kid.  He dropped his hands. “How would I explain your death to your father?”

She stiffened slightly and pushed him aside.  “You wouldn’t.  You’d never make it out of here without me.”

He reached for her as she leapt back to the other tree, but he was too slow.  “What are you doing?  Get over here.  They’re waiting for you to do that again.  That big one can jump.”  He continued yelling at her but she ignored him as she untied the rope from around the trunk.

“Untie the other end,” she said.

“No.”  He crossed his arms over his chest.  “Not until you stop being reckless.”  It was a stupid thing to say.  She had to jump again and his heart almost stopped at the thought.

“I might get tangled in the rope when I jump if half is still hooked to that tree.”

He glared at her as he untied the knot.  It was the only option available to him.  He flung the rope to her.  She rolled it up and put it in her backpack.  In an instant she was airborne and the next she was in the tree with him.  He’d be amazed at her grace and assurance if he wasn’t so furious with her.
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TRINITY WAS SICK OF the silence.  Hugh hadn’t said a word since she’d returned with the rope.  At first she’d been glad, because she was still angry with him for treating her like a child.  She’d been sure, for one moment, that he’d been going to kiss her.  She didn’t like him.  He annoyed her, a lot, but she’d wanted that kiss.  She’d saved him and he’d saved her.  If he hadn’t grabbed her backpack, she’d have landed in the swamp.  She shivered.  Her nightmares would’ve come true and she would’ve been tangled in the river grass, eyes forever open but never seeing.

With every step, the ground under her feet got firmer and a little tension slipped from her shoulders.  They weren’t safe.  Other predators roamed the non-swampy parts of the forest, but she didn’t mind them as much.  There was something about being grabbed and pulled into an underwater world that bothered her more than being torn apart.  It was weird because drowning would be less painful than being ripped to shreds, but the River-Men were her secret fear and Hugh had saved her from them.

She’d hate to admit it to him, but she was impressed.  He was holding up better than she’d expected.  He had to be exhausted and he was definitely hurt.  His hands were raw and bloody.  She needed to take care of them soon.  The scent of blood would draw predators.  She detoured a bit from her original path and then stopped, listening.  The forest was quiet.  Say was following a few trees behind them, alert but relaxed.  “There’s a stream up ahead.  Go and wash your hands.”

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“I’m not leaving you.”  She remembered how nervous she’d been the first time Gaar had left her.

“I didn’t think you were.”

“Your arrogance amazes me.”

“It’s not arrogance.  It’s logic.  If you were going to leave me you would’ve done it either before we went into the swamp or in the swamp.”

“You’re right about that.”  

“I’m right about most things.  You either refuse to admit it or don’t realize it.”  He grinned.  “Yet.”

She shook her head and headed into the brush.  If she stayed one more minute she’d claw that smug look off his face.

“Where are you going?”  He followed her.

“To get some herbs for your hands.”  If she didn’t tell him, he’d pester until she did.

“They’re fine.”  

“They are not fine.”  She grabbed his wrists, grimacing at the raw, blistery mess.  They were worse than she’d thought.  “They’ll get infected.  They may be half-way there already.”  She bent closer, sniffing.  No infection, just the scent of raw, bloody flesh.  Good.

“I had worse injuries in prison and they weren’t treated.”  He pulled his hands from hers and started to put them in his pants pocket and winced.  “I’m not going to let some infection stop me.”  

“They’re oozing blood.”

Say stopped in a nearby tree, grunted and licked his lips.

“Exactly.  The predators smell the blood and know food is around.”  She jabbed him in the chest and he flinched.  “Oh, stop being a baby.  I didn’t poke you that hard.”

“Fine, but I’ll help you gather the herbs.”

“Do you know what yarrow looks like?”

“No, but you can show me.”

“Go to the river and wash up.”  Oh, what she wouldn’t give for his silence now.  

“It’s getting dark.  Jackson said the River-Men were more active at night.”

“They are but you don’t have to worry.  They won’t be in this water.”  

“Are you sure?  You said you’d never seen one come after a boat or jump.”

He was so annoying.  “It isn’t like I’ve spent my time studying them, but I do know that they won’t be in this water.  It isn’t deep enough.  If they’re there, you’ll see them.”

He eyed her warily.

He was scared and she didn’t blame him.  “You’ll be fine.  I’ll only be gone a few minutes.”  She put her hand on his chest.  

He flinched again.  “I’m not scared.”  He unsheathed his knife, his jaw clenching as he struggled to grasp the weapon.  “If you’re not back in five minutes, I’m coming to find you.”

“Just wash your hands.”  She turned and left.  Like he’d be any help.  He wouldn’t even be able to find her in the woods.

The yarrow was easy to locate and it only took a few moments to gather what she needed.  She loaded up her backpack and headed to the stream.

Hugh was leaning against a tree by the river.  A wide grin lit his face when he saw her.  “There you are.  I was getting ready to look for you.  It may have taken some time.  My tracking skills are a bit rusty.”

“I’m glad that I hurried then, because otherwise I’d be running all over the forest trying to find you.”  She cringed inwardly at her tone.  She should apologize, but there was something about him, especially when he smiled, that put her on edge. 

His grinned died.  “You don’t have to stay with me any longer.  Point me in the direction of the city.  I’m sure we’re close.  I can—”

“So you can renege on your promise to help us win this war?  I don’t think so.”  

“I said I’d help and I will.  Don’t question my word.”  He started to run his hand through his hair and then dropped his arm, glaring at his hand.  “It’s the only thing I have left.”  He took a deep breath.  “Seriously, though.  If you can get me to the city, I’ll be okay.  I still have a few contacts.”

“Just stop, okay.  You can’t do this alone.  You have no friends in the city, no contacts.”  

His jaw hardened.  His eyes were angry but there was pain lurking in their shadows.  

“I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean what I said.”  Her words had been unnecessary, cruel.  

“Don’t ever apologize for speaking the truth.”  He motioned at her backpack.  “Don’t you have some herbal remedy to make?  We’re losing time that Reese doesn’t have.”

He was a master at turning her guilt into anger.  She dropped her backpack by the river and took out the yarrow and a small bowl she used for food.  She mixed the herb with water to form a paste.  Then, she pulled her blanket from her backpack and sliced several strips off the bottom.  “Give me your hand.”  

He walked over and sat on the ground next to her.  “They’re fine.”  He stuck his arm toward her.  “But you won’t rest until you’ve gotten your way and I don’t want to listen to you griping at me the rest of this trip.”

“They’re not fine.”  She would not poke him with her claws just to prove how not fine they were.  She wouldn’t.  She slathered paste on his injuries and couldn’t help but smile at his sharp intake of breath.  “See.  Healthy skin doesn’t hurt when it’s touched with a little water and yarrow.”  She wrapped a strip of cloth around his hand. 

“It wasn’t the paste.  It was you slapping it on my hand.”

“I did not slap you.”  But now she wanted to.  She should let his wounds get infected, but since he was traveling with her, she couldn’t.  She had to protect him and avoiding predators was easier than fighting them.  She shoved his arm back toward him.  “The other one.” 

He turned, giving her his other hand.  “Try and be gentle.  I know it’s not in your nature but...”

She wanted to spread the paste with her claws but she couldn’t do it.  She wasn’t in the habit of hurting the injured and his skin was torn up.  She smoothed the balm over his wounds with her fingertips.  “Everyone else that I tend says I have a gentle touch.”  She glanced up at him.  “But, I’ve never taken care of an Almighty.  You must be more sensitive.”  She had no qualms about hurting his ego.

He met her eyes, a slight smile on his lips.  “You would’ve slayed me days ago with that smart mouth of yours if I were sensitive.  I think it has more to do with who you tend.”

“What do you mean by that?”  She started winding a strip of cloth around his hand.

“Your usual patient is male, right?”

“Yeah.”  She glanced at him warily as she finished wrapping his hand.  “What does that have to do with anything?”

He used his knuckles to lift her chin so she was looking right at him.  “They’re probably so smitten with you that they don’t feel anything.”  

He was staring at her lips again.  She couldn’t help it.  She wanted him to kiss her.  She had no idea why.  He was annoying and arrogant and she wanted to slap him most of the time, but right now, here alone with the night approaching, she wanted to kiss him.  She leaned forward slightly.  His eyes darkened and then he dropped his hand and shifted away from her.

“I’m too old to be fooled by your gorgeous eyes and”—his gaze roamed down her frame—“body.  I’ve been around you enough to know that you’d drive a sane man crazy.”

She was going to kill him.  She was really going to kill him.  “That’s great because not only are you a weak Almighty, but you’re a jerk and a coward.”  

“I’m not a coward because I don’t want to fight your war.”

“Too bad, because we have a deal or did you lie when you said your word meant something?”  Right now, she didn’t care if he led their army.  All she wanted to do was get as far away from him as possible.  His words had hurt, but she was done crying over males, especially Almighty males.

“We have a deal.”  He stood.  “And we should get moving.”

“Not yet.  Take off your shirt.”

He raised one eyebrow.

“It’s full of blood.  We need to bury it.”  It didn’t have anything to do with her wanting to see him without his shirt again.  That was just a perk.  “I put two others in your backpack.”

“Should I take off my pants too?”  He pulled the shirt over his head, wincing a bit at using his hands.

Her eyes roamed down the lower half of his body.  He had nice legs, long and strong.  He cleared his throat and her eyes flew to his face.  

“Holy Araldo, what happened to you?”  She jumped to her feet.  She’d thought the blood on his shirt had been from his hands, but his chest was filled with punctures and scratches, some fresh, some already partially healed.  Her face paled as she touched the skin near one of the largest, fresh wounds.  “I did this.”

“It’s nothing.”  He stepped back, grabbing his backpack from the ground.

“When?”  Those marks were hers, but she’d never poked him that hard.  Never.

He pulled out a shirt and she grabbed his arm, stopping him from putting it on.

“We need to clean these.”  She couldn’t take her eyes from the wounds.  

“They’re fine.”  He tried to break her hold but she wouldn’t let go.

“No.”  She tugged on his wrist and he let her lead him to the water.  She cut another strip from her blanket, wet it and gently touched one of the lesser scratches.  “I...I don’t remember doing this.”  She glanced up at him and he was watching her.  “I’m so sorry.”

“Like I said, it’s nothing.  You didn’t mean to do it.”  His voice was quiet but there was a roughness to it.

“When did I do this?”  She moved on to another cut.  “Please tell me.”  

“The swamp.  After you jumped.”

She’d climbed him like a tree, not thinking of what her claws would do.  The only thing in her mind had been getting away from the River-Man.  He hadn’t made one sound, not one complaint.  She had no idea how to make this right.  She’d hurt him.  Some of those punctures were deep.  “I’m so sorry.  I should’ve...you should’ve...”  

“It’s okay.”  He took the cloth from her and stepped away to rinse it in the river.  “You were scared and fleeing for your life.  You’d just saved my life.”  He straightened and began cleaning his other wounds.  

“And you’d saved mine.”

He tipped his head in acceptance of that statement.  

“I still shouldn’t have done what I did.  I climbed—”

“I’m happy to act as your tree anytime you need to get away from some deadly monster.”  He grinned.

“Did they do this to you in jail?”  Her fingers trailed to the older cuts.  

“No.”  He flushed.  

“That’s right.  You weren’t injured on the rock island.”  Her fingers traced a long scratch that trailed from his waist downward.  “This didn’t happen in the forest.  The only other place...Ray’s.”  Her eyes flew to his face.  His gaze was hooded, watching her.  Her face heated and she bent to pick up the bowl.  “I’m going to need more yarrow.”  

He didn’t say a word, but he continued to stare at her.

“There’s blood on your jeans.”  Were there scratches from Ray’s girls down there too?  “I put extra pants in your backpack.”  She grabbed a large leaf and scraped the rest of the poultice onto it, handing it to him.  “I’ll make up some more while you go and”—she waved her hand at his body—“apply this.”

By the time she’d returned, he had on a clean pair of pants.  She bent by the water and made more paste.  She’d never realized that mating could be so...so...painful.  She glanced at him.  Did he like being clawed?  She frowned.  Not when she poked him.  He yelled at her for that.  She walked over to him and shoved the bowl of yarrow into his gut.  He could put it on himself.  She was done tending to him.  She bent and gathered his clothes.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I’m going to bury these.”  She couldn’t look at him.  She kept seeing him with those other females and it made her want to puke.

“Give me a minute and I’ll go with you.”

“Just clean your wounds.”  She stormed away.  She knew even less about what happened between males and females when they mated than she’d thought.  She’d never imagined clawing her partner, but Ray’s girls knew what males liked so it must be something that happened a lot.  

She dug a hole and buried his clothes by the river.  She didn’t care what had gone on with him and Ray’s girls.  It had nothing to do with her.  It was none of her business.  So, why couldn’t she stop imagining it—them kissing him and scratching him in places she couldn’t even picture.  She splashed water on her face and returned to where she’d left him, praying that in the dimming light he couldn’t see the blush on her cheeks.  

She led him to a large tree that was similar to the one where she’d first met Gaar only smaller, a lot smaller.  There were several trees like this scattered throughout the forest.  She preferred sleeping up high but if she had to sleep on the ground or hide out for a length of time, one of these “hollows” was the preferred location.  With Hugh as her traveling companion, sleeping up high would be difficult.  

“We’ll rest here tonight.”  This tree didn’t have a door like the one Gaar usually used, so she moved the branches that were bent to cover the small opening, pulled her knife and peered inside.  “It’s empty.”  She stepped back.  “You first.”

He ducked and went inside the tree.

Say was curled up on a nearby branch, watching her.

“You can sleep in here with us, if you like.”  She wanted to beg the Servant to join them, but that’d be the fastest way to ensure that he wouldn’t.  He was quite the contrary little fellow.  “Hugh won’t like it, but we can make room for you.”

Say blinked and turned his back to her.

Well, that settled that.  She was going to be wedged in the dark alone with a male who—no matter how much she fought it—she half-wanted to kiss and half-wanted to strangle.  She took a deep breath.  She’d sleep.  She couldn’t kiss him and he couldn’t annoy her if she were sleeping.  She bent to enter the tree and bumped into Hugh on his way out.  

“Ouch.”  She rubbed her head.  “Why are you coming out?  Is there something in there?”  She tried to peer around him.

He touched his head and winced, dropping his hand.  “You go in first.  If anything comes, I should be at the opening.”

That was the stupidest thing she’d ever heard.  It wasn’t her fault he drove her crazy.  It was his.  “What are you going to do that I can’t?  Even sleeping I can smell and hear anything that approaches.  If something does head this way, I’ll know before it gets here.  You wouldn’t know until it was eating you.”  She clamped her mouth shut.  She could’ve stopped a sentence earlier.

“Right.  I forgot.  You know everything.”  He started to turn and then stopped.  “Oh wait.  You didn’t know that River-Men could jump.  That might’ve been a good thing to know before sending me out on a rope like a carnival snack.”  He shot her a disgusted look and crawled back into the hollow.

She followed.  At least she didn’t have to worry about wanting to kiss him.  She had no idea why she’d even thought about that.  He was a jerk.  She attempted to adjust her position so that they wouldn’t touch but it was impossible.  She elbowed him in the back and side as she tried to get comfortable.  

“Ouch.  Aren’t you settled yet?”  He glared at her over his shoulder.

“Not quite.”  She poked him in the ribs again.  Tonight, she was going to be very particular about how to position herself for the greatest comfort.

“If you don’t stop jabbing me, I’m going to roll over.  Maybe, we’ll fit better curled up nice and close.”

“If you touch me, I will stab you.”

“Then stop hitting me.”

She shifted once more with a slight elbow to his side.  

“That’s it.”  He started to roll over.

“I’m done.”  She curled on her side, not sure what she’d do if he followed through with his threat.  They both knew she wasn’t going to stab him.

He grunted and turned back around.  “Goodnight.”

She remained silent, closing her eyes and trying to sleep.  The minutes ticked by.  There was no sound inside the tree but their breathing.  He hadn’t fallen asleep yet either.  She was exhausted, but she was also angry and a little curious.  She’d never slept this close to a male besides Gaar and Jethro that one night on the island when he’d held her in his arms.
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CHAPTER 33:  HUGH
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A SCREAM STARTLED HUGH awake.  He sat up, knocking his head against the inside of the tree.  “What is it?”  He pulled out his knife and turned toward the opening when Trinity screamed again.

“No.  No.”  She thrashed in her sleep.

He took a deep breath as he sheathed his knife and then shook her.  “Trinity, wake up.”

She squeaked, lashing out, claws slicing into his arms and chest.  

“Wake up.”  He tried to get ahold of her hands but she was fast and she scratched him again.  He grabbed one wrist and shoved her arm behind her back, rolling her over and pinning it underneath her.  He caught her other hand between them and used the weight of his body to keep her from slashing him again.  Her claws dug into his shirt.  “Damnit, wake up.”  She was reopening his wounds, but if he let her go, she’d attack again.  He whispered in her ear.  “You’re fine.  Safe.  It’s a dream.  I’ve got you.”  As he mumbled anything soothing that popped into his head, her struggles lessened and then stopped.

“Hugh?”  Her voice was cautious but not scared, although her heart beat fast against his chest.

He leaned up so he could see her.  “You were having a dream.  A bad one.”  He should move.  She wasn’t going to hurt him now, but he didn’t want to.  She felt right in his arms and under him.  He brushed a strand of hair off her cheek.  “Are you okay?”

She nodded, her eyes never leaving his as her hand came up and touched his face.  “You’re alive.”

“Yeah, no thanks to you.  You’re lethal with those claws.”  His tone was soft and teasing.

“Did I hurt you again?”  Her hand trailed down his neck.

He flinched as her fingers brushed a tender spot.  He rolled away, missing the softness of her beneath him.

“I’m so sorry.  I never meant to hurt you.  It wasn’t you.  Not in my dream.”  She leaned over him, her fingers roaming over his chest.

“It’s okay.  I know.”  He caught her hands before they touched too much and he couldn’t stop himself from kissing her.  She was driving him crazy.  He wanted to protect her, kiss her and strangle her all at the same time.  

Her eyes were on his mouth, her body pressed against his.  “I couldn’t save you in my dream.”  She pulled her hands free and rested them against his chest.  Her head dipped a little closer.  In a second her lips would be on his.  

He sat up.  He was too damaged for someone like her.  She still believed in happy endings and all he believed in was revenge.  

“We should try and sleep.  I’m sorry I woke you.”  She rolled onto her back, her voice forlorn.

He almost groaned in frustration.  Instinct told him to stay away from her, but she needed a friend.  He could do that.  Actually, a friend like him, someone wise to the cruelties of the world, would be good for her.  He lay down next to her.  “You might feel better if you tell me about your dream.”  

“It was the swamp.”  She scooted closer, resting her head against his shoulder.  “I should’ve warned you.  I knew the nightmares would return.”

Like a punch in the stomach, her words knocked the air from his lungs.  He’d done this to her.  If he hadn’t been sure before, he was now.  He had to stay away from her.  He was poison to everyone he cared about.  

“I dreamt about the others.  The ones I lost.  We’d only been gone from the Finishing Camp for about a week the first time the Almightys’ Guards came for us.  We weren’t prepared.  Everyone scattered.  It took a few hours but Gaar and I located most of the Producers from our group.  We took them to a safe place and told them to wait while we went to find the others.  We shouldn’t have bothered.”  

Her tears soaked into his shirt.  He moved his arm, wrapping it around her and pulling her closer.

“They’d already been captured.  The Almightys didn’t bother with a Finishing Camp.  They were taken to the Warehouse District.  Gaar refused to enter the city.  I understand.  I do, but...Gaar and Mirra wouldn’t let me out of their sight for weeks.  Not until even I knew the Producers were dead.”  She trembled at his side.  

Thank Araldo for Gaar and Mirra.  He rolled over, wrapping his other arm around her.  He could offer her this comfort as a friend, nothing more.  Her shaking lessened as she snuggled closer to him, her cheek resting against his shoulder.

“When we went back to where we’d left the others, eight of them were gone.”  Her voice was hollow.  “They’d tried to find their way back to camp.  We tracked them.  They’d gotten turned around and had ended up in the swamp.”

There was nothing he could say to make this better, so he ran his hand up and down her back to let her know she wasn’t alone.  It was all he could offer.

“We only found six of them.  I think the River-Men had already eaten the other two.”

He buried his face in her hair.  “I’m sorry.”  

“I’ll never forget the ones we found.  There was no blood.  No injuries.  Just their pale faces and their eyes.”  She started shaking again and his arms tightened around her.  “They were wide open and staring up through the water at us.  At me.  Accusing me.  I convinced them to leave the camp.  I should’ve kept them safe.”

“That wasn’t your fault.”  He shifted so she was looking at him.  “You saved them from certain death at the camp.”

“They died anyway.”

“Yes, but they wouldn’t have if they’d listened to you.  They left and wandered in the forest alone and unprepared.”  He had a hard time getting the last few words out.  That was what he’d been going to do.

She touched his chin.  “You were dead this time.  Tangled in the river grass and looking at me.”  Her voice was whisper soft.

“I’m not dead.”  He tightened his arms.  “Thanks to you, I’m alive.”

She rested her head against his chest.  “I’m afraid to sleep.  It took months for the nightmares to stop.”

He rolled onto his back and she snuggled closer, her hand falling on his chest and clenching his shirt.  This wasn’t right.  She was attracted to him.  He’d seen it in her eyes.  He had to make sure that she understood how wrong he was for her.  “You...you need to know that even if you’d told me about what’d happened, I would’ve gone through the swamp.”  

She stiffened.  Good.  She needed to see that for him nothing and no one came before revenge.

“I get it.  Reese’s life is at stake.”  She rolled onto her back away from him.  “She’s important to you.”  

It was only a few inches but he felt the loss.  He fought the desire to pull her to him and kiss her until neither of them could think straight by reminding himself that he’d destroyed the last woman he’d cared about and he wouldn’t do that again.

“It’s okay,” she whispered.  “I don’t have anything against interclass relationships.”

His breathing stopped.  Was she saying what he thought she was saying?  Was she giving him permission for the night?  She was young and curious.  She’s Tim’s daughter!  He brushed that thought aside.  She was here.  He was here.  They’d both almost died.

“But if you like her you should be faithful.”  She rolled to her side, her great big eyes wide and innocent.

“What are you talking about?  Who are you talking about?”  His mind was fuzzy with desire.

“You and Reese.  I won’t tell her about the girls at Ray’s.  It’s none of my business, but I doubt she’d like you mating with them if you and she...you know.”  Her gaze darted to his cheek, his mouth, his nose, anywhere but his eyes. 

“Holy Araldo!”  He sat up and scooted away from her.  “Where did that come from?”  He’d been thinking about making love to her and she’d been talking about him and...Reese.  “I’m not like my...I’m not like that.  Reese is only a teenager.  I’m twice her age.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  He was not one of those men.  He was not.

“I was supposed to be mated at thirteen.  We’re usually assigned older males the first time.”

“Let me make this very clear.”  He looked her straight in the eyes.  “There is nothing, nothing between Reese and me.  The only feelings I have for her are fatherly.  Nothing else.”

“Oh.”  Her eyes dropped to his mouth.

He was not going back to that.  Her comment about Reese had been like jumping into an ice cold lake, but all it’d take was her touching him like she’d done before and he’d be thinking or doing something he shouldn’t.  “Just like you and...”  He couldn’t finish the sentence.  The lie refused to pass his lips.  His feelings for her were far from parental.

“I’m not your daughter.”  There was a hint of anger in her tone. 

He’d use that to put some distance between them.  “I know that, but you’re...so young.”

“Stop saying that.  I should’ve had children by now, loads of them.”

“Loads?”  He grinned, relaxing at her pique.  He was safe but more importantly, she was safe from him.  

“Between four and eight.  They wanted us to have one every year, but life was hard in camp.  Every two years was more common.”  She rolled onto her other side, away from him.  

“That doesn’t make it right.  What we did...What we do to your kind is wrong.  Not just the killing and eating, although that is definitely wrong, but the forced breeding.  Thirteen is too young to have children.”

“Mom wants me to choose a mate.”  Her words were whisper-soft and sad.

This was not a conversation he should be having with her, especially, since right now he wanted to be that mate.  

“I don’t know what to do.”  She sat up.  

“This isn’t my business.  You should talk to your parents.”  It was a coward’s way out but he clung to it.

“I tried.  Mom is impossible and Dad always takes her side.  He always has.”  

“That’s what good parents do.  They present a united front to the children but that doesn’t mean they don’t have heated conversations about the subject when they’re alone.”

“Has Dad said something to you?”

Tim was not going to be happy with him but too bad.  Tim should’ve supported her in this, not Millie.  “You father sees both sides.”  

“Both sides?  There’s only one side.  The right—”

“To win an argument you have to understand your opponent’s point of view.”  She opened her mouth to argue and he held up his hand, stopping her words.  “Pay attention.  I may not have forest skills, but I used to be a great negotiator.  You may be able to learn something from me after all.”

“We’ll see about that.”  Her lips quirked up at the corner.  

“Let me make this very clear.”  He shifted so he was looking directly in her eyes.  “I’m on your side.  No one should force you to do anything.”

“You forced me to go into the swamp.”

“No, you had a choice.”  He touched her lips before she could respond, his fingers lingering for a second at the warmth and softness before he dropped his hand as if burnt.  “It may not have been a good choice, but you had a choice.  You could’ve refused, left me on my own.”  He smiled.  “I’m very glad you didn’t, but you did have a choice.”

“You’re wrong.  I couldn’t have done that.”

“And that was your choice.  When you were in the encampment and they came and took you, you didn’t have a choice.”

“Obviously, I did because I left.”  She smirked.

He laughed.  “That’s true, but I think you know what I mean.”

“I do, but you’re still wrong.”  Her eyes locked with his.  “I couldn’t have left you there to die.”  

The urge to kiss her was almost overwhelming.  She was brave and courageous and strong, not to mention too damned attractive.  

“Trust me, if I could’ve left anyone it would’ve been you.  You were being a bossy, stubborn, arrogant jerk.”

At least, the urge to kiss her was gone.  “And you’re not?  I’ve never met anyone as stubborn as you.  You think you know everything.  Let me tell you a secret.”  He leaned closer to her.  “You don’t.”

“You’re trying to divert my attention.”  She shook her head.  “Not this time.  What did my dad tell you?” 

“Are you sure you want to hear anything a bossy, arrogant jerk has to say?”

“No.  I want to hear what my father had to say.”  She raised a brow.

She was such a little shit, but he welcomed the anger because at least it wasn’t lust.  “Fine.  As you know, your parents see you as old enough to be paired.  Your father also realizes that many males are attracted to you.”  

“Really?”  Her eyes glittered with interest.

Damn, she was cute.  He had no idea how he could go from pissed to amused so quickly.  She was like a free fall for him.  It was exasperating, and he was afraid, a little addicting.  “Yes.  Really.  That shouldn’t surprise you.”

“Maybe, it shouldn’t, but it does.”  Her smiled slipped a little.  “I see how they look at me but I guess I don’t believe that it’s true.”

She deserved to know her own worth.  From what he’d heard, she’d had a rough time growing up.  “According to your father, you can have your pick of anyone at camp.”  Her parents were right.  She needed a male in her life—someone strong enough to guide her, but smart enough not to kill her spirit.  She needed a man who’d help her make safer choices but still appreciate her passionate and adventurous streak.  He could help her find that male, but first he had to make sure that Tim’s concerns weren’t valid.  

Unhappiness flashed in her eyes and his heart twisted.

“That’s the problem, isn’t it?  You’re not interested in any of those males.  You’re still waiting for Jethro.”  Tim had a right to be worried; his daughter was a fool.  The boy didn’t deserve her.

“No, I’m not.  I don’t care about him anymore.  I’ve told Mom and Dad over and over, but they don’t believe me.” 

She was too adamant, too passionate in her denial.  “You can lie to your parents and you can lie to me”—he leaned toward her until he was whispering in her ear—“but don’t lie to yourself.”

“I’m not lying to anyone.”  She pushed him away.  “Jethro hasn’t wanted anything to do with me in years.  Why would I still like someone like that?”  

“If that’s true, then why don’t you want to get married?”  She was hurt and angry, but worse than that she still cared for Jethro.  It was written all over her face.  

“My kind doesn’t get married.  That’s an Almighty custom.”

“Fine.  Why don’t you want to”—he swallowed, this was uncomfortable—“mate with someone.”  His face heated as his mind conjured up images of exactly what that word entailed.

“I think you mean pair or bond with someone.”  She glanced at him.  “I’m definitely interested in mating and all that stuff.”  She turned toward him.  “But I have questions.  Like I said, I’ve seen the forest creatures—”

“Stop!”  He was never going to make it through this night.  “We can’t discuss this.”

“Why?  You talked to me about it before.”  

“I did not.”  Nope.  That was impossible.

“Yeah, you explained what I said wrong earlier today.  When I said you were on top of me.”

That image went straight to his gut and twisted.  “I shouldn’t have and we’re done talking about it now.  I’m a male and...it isn’t appropriate.”  Tim should never let her out of his sight.  

“Okay.  I’ll get the answers another way.”  

“What do you mean by that?”  She’d better not be planning on experimenting with some young punk like Jethro.  She deserved better than that.

“That’s none of your business.”  She stretched out on the ground.  “I’m going to sleep.  I suggest you do the same.  We have a long day tomorrow.”

He didn’t move.  If she were anyone else, he’d be showing her the answers to her questions in exquisite detail, but she was his friend’s daughter.  She was his friend.  That thought made him shift father away from her.  He liked her.  Not as a female, but as a person.  She was arrogant and bossy and a brat sometimes, but he liked her.  

“What’s the other side?” she asked.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You said that Dad saw both sides.  One is that I’m old enough.  What’s the other?”

He almost groaned.  Talk about tenacious.  “Your father knows that you need to decide the right time to choose a mate.  Things like that can’t be forced.”  

“They’re forced all the time and not only with Producers.  Grunts, Servants—”

“Yes, and it’s not right.  Two people have to choose each other over everyone and everything else or the marriage...bonding doesn’t work.  It doesn’t last.”  That was why he’d never married.  He’d never put anyone before his work, his ambition.

She rolled over and leaned up on her elbow.  “Is lasting that important?  Servants switch mates a lot.  At Ray’s, you went with two—”

“Stop.”  He held up his hand.  “I told you what your father said.  I’m done talking about this with you.  If you have more questions about...waiting or the process or anything else about mating, talk to your mother or a girlfriend.”  He pulled at the collar of his shirt.  It was hot in here.

“I guess I could ask Kim.”  She flopped back down.  “She said that she and Jackson mated.” She looked up at him.  “I’ve kissed—”

“Enough!  Please stop.”  He’d almost rather be back in jail than to sit in the dark and listen to her talk about kissing.  

“Sorry.”  Her tone was deflated.  

“It’s good to be curious, but we can’t talk about this.  We can’t.”  Or at least he couldn’t.  It didn’t seem to bother her.

“But, I don’t know when I’ll see Kim again and I don’t have any other friends.”  She sat up and scooted backward to sit by him.

Great.  He was being torn apart with lust and she saw him as her friend.  It was what he’d wanted, but it stung.  He took a deep breath to clear his head of lustful thoughts.  He might be able to help her with this.  “From what I hear, you have a lot of friends.  Too many if you ask Gaar and Mirra.”

“Not those kind of friends.”  She smiled at him and his heart stammered in his chest.  “I mean females around my age.”  Her smile faded.  “But that’s the problem.  No one likes me.  I’m too different.”

“We’re all different, that’s what makes us interesting.”  

“The Producers fear me because I’m a predator.  The Servants disdain me because I’m a Producer and the Guards dislike me because I’m part Servant.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard and seen.”  

“Then your eyes and ears are worse than I thought.”  Her voice cracked.

Not tears.  He couldn’t handle tears.  Not from her.  She was too strong and obstinate for crying.  “I think your ears and eyes are at fault this time.  I saw respect and attraction from several of the Servants at Ray’s and Jackson can’t say enough good things about you.”

“He’s my friend.  I do have a few.”

“Stop interrupting me.  I’m not going to praise you often, so pay attention.”

“Okay.”  She glanced at him, her eyes mischievous.  “But just so you know, it’s all right with me if you praise me anytime.” 

“Nah, I know your type.  It’ll go to your head.”

She elbowed him in the side and he laughed.  This was good.  No tears.

“As I was saying, I’ve seen the way a few of the Guards look at you too, Curtis, for example.  He was risking his life to help me escape but he couldn’t keep his eyes from you.”

“Curtis is—”

“Ah, ah.”  He waggled his finger at her.  “What did I say about interrupting?”  He nudged her with his elbow.  “You’re not very patient are you?”

“No.”  She ducked her head.  “Gaar yells at me about it all the time.”  She mimicked the Handler’s voice.  “A true predator has patience so the smart prey must also.  You can’t be a rabbit or squirrel and live long.”

“Sounds like good advice for both the forest and for disagreements.”  This was nice and that was surprising.  He’d liked bantering with her the few times that they’d spoken before his arrest but since his escape she’d been a pushy brat—magnificent to watch in the forest but a brat.  “Another poor male who is crazy about you is that Producer friend of yours, what’s his name?  You were with him when I arrived at camp.”

“Travis?”

“Yeah.  Him.”

“We’re just friends.”

“Poor guy.  That’s a fate worse than death for a fellow in love.”

“No.”  She laughed.  “He doesn’t feel anything for me.  I think he did.  We both thought that maybe...you know.  We’d been friends forever, but neither of us feels that way about the other.”

“Take if from a male.  He feels that way for you.  He’s just trying to hide it.”

“I’m not sure that I believe you, but—”

“I don’t lie.”  At least, he wasn’t right now.  In his opinion, there were too many males interested in her.

“Please.  You’re going to make me question everything you just told me and I don’t want to do that.”

He laughed.  “I’m not lying.  You are spectacular.”  He swallowed around a lump as she gazed at him.  He was on dangerous ground again.  It’d happened so fast.  One moment he was enjoying her company as a friend and the next his thoughts were anything but platonic.  She sighed and rested her head on his shoulder.  Obviously, her thoughts weren’t anything like his, but that was good and he’d keep telling himself that until he actually forced his brain to accept it as truth.

“Even if what you said is true, those males liking me is just because they want to”—she glanced at him—“mate with me.  They don’t want to pair with me forever.”

Maybe she wasn’t such a fool.  The Servants at Ray’s had quickly left with other females for the evening.  Curtis had flirted with every female available in the short time that he’d visited the Guard in the hospital tent.  Travis seemed a decent sort, but she obviously didn’t feel anything for the kid, poor sot.  He hadn’t had a chance to meet many of the others at the camp but a lot were too old or too young.  She needed a male in his prime not some boy or ancient and she deserved a mate who appreciated her for more than her looks.  

“I’ll take your silence as agreement since you seem to have a hard time admitting that I’m right.”  She nudged him in the side with her elbow again, but there was disappointment in her voice.

If he didn’t do something soon, the tears might come back.  He lifted his arm.  “Come here.”

She gave him a weird look.

“We’re friends right?  Please don’t say no.  I have fewer than you.”

“Yeah, I guess we’re friends.”  She smiled and snuggled against him.  “Friends who fight and disagree a lot.”

“I don’t see that changing.”  His arm lowered, wrapping around her waist and pulling her tight.  “You’re too stubborn and you can be such a brat.”

“Me?”  She tried to elbow him but he tightened his grip, keeping her close.

“This works great.  I can say what I want without fear of reprisal.”

She extracted her claws, the tips shining silver in the dark.

“Okay, okay.  You win.”

“That wasn’t so hard was it?”  Her claws slipped back inside her fingertips.  Her voice was filled with suppressed laughter, not even a hint of sadness.  

“It was unbelievably difficult.  You’ll see when you have to concede to me one day.”

“In your dreams.”

He leaned his cheek on her head.  “One thing you haven’t thought about is that although you may not have a lot of friends, you have the best kind.  The kind that have your back and support you no matter what.”

“I do know that.  I’m lucky but it’s still hard when the others shun me.”

“Yeah, but that’s their problem, not yours.”

“Feels like mine.”

He smiled against her hair.  “You’ll find someone one day and then you won’t care about the others.  He’ll be enough.”

“Is that what you had with Viola?”

Her name made his breath falter.  He’d forgotten, just for a moment, about her.

“I’m sorry.”  She sat up, but didn’t move away.  “I didn’t mean—”

“No.  Don’t be.”  He was frozen.  “It...hearing her name, it was a surprise.”

“I won’t bring her up again.”

“That’s not what I meant.  We shouldn’t forget her.  I won’t forget her.  Not ever.”  Or what he’d done to her.

“We should get some sleep,” she said, her eyes sad.

He nodded and when she hesitated before leaning against him, he raised his arm.  “For warmth and we don’t want the nightmares to return.”  He forced his tone to be light.

She nodded and rested her head on his shoulder but the mood was gone.  The friendliness and banter interrupted by Viola’s ghost.
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JACKSON STOOD BEHIND A large tree overlooking Kim’s house.  He was being stupid.  He was going to get caught if he didn’t quit doing this, but he wasn’t the only idiot in their group.  Nope, they were all soft-hearted fools.  He’d been furious when he’d gone to Hugh’s tent and found him gone.  Then he’d been relieved and a little disappointed when he’d discovered that Trinity was also missing.  Hugh would be safer but she knew better than to put him at risk.

He shifted a little, his legs and feet sore from standing in place, as a carriage pulled up to Kim’s house.  A young, male Almighty got out and walked to the door.  Jackson didn’t recognize the guy.  It could be a friend of Jethro’s from college, but that carriage was expensive.  None of Jethro’s friends had that kind of money.

Kim opened the door.  She wore a short, floral dress, her shapely legs bare.  He remembered the feel of those legs—smooth and silky and warm.  The guy took her arm.  That male had no right to touch her.  A low growl rumbled through his chest as he stepped forward and then stopped.  He was the one who had no right.  Not anymore.  

The Almighty led her to the carriage and helped her inside, his eyes taking in her legs as she seated herself.  Jackson’s fists clenched at his side.  If the man didn’t stop leering at her, he was going to punch him in the face.  

The carriage disappeared down the street.  He leaned against the tree.  He had a long night ahead of him.  He’d never sleep unless he knew that she was home safe and alone.  He definitely needed to know that she was alone.
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HUGH FOLLOWED TRINITY THROUGH the forest.  Neither she nor Say seemed to be sore at all.  He, on the other hand, ached all over and it wasn’t only the cuts and injuries.  His muscles weren’t used to this kind of workout.  He’d thought he’d been in good shape, but he’d been mistaken.  Still, he refused to complain about the fast pace.  He’d already done enough damage for the day.  

That morning, he’d woken slowly, his sleepy brain refusing to focus.  He’d been comfortable and aroused.  His body had been wrapped around a warm female, but not just any female, her.  He’d been on his side, holding her.  She was on her back, her hand covering his as if to keep it cupped to her breast.  His leg was thrown over hers and his face was buried against her neck.  He’d started to rollover, to put himself into the position that his body craved when he’d snapped fully awake.  He’d flung himself away from her so fast and hard that when he’d hit the side of the tree it’d shaken.  His movement had also sent her rolling.  She’d not been happy when she’d bumped into the other side of the tree and the day had gone downhill from there.

He’d scrambled out of the “hollow” as if a horde of Guards were on his trail.  All he could think about was tearing off her clothes and answering all her questions about mating.  He’d had no other option but to flee.  She’d followed him, yelling at him the entire way because it wasn’t safe for him to leave first.  She’d had no idea how unsafe she’d been alone with him in the dark.  When she’d grabbed his arm and started to remove his shirt to clean his wounds, he’d panicked.  He’d said something about her being a child and not understanding males and that he needed to visit Ray’s again.  He’d never forget the look on her face.  The hurt in her eyes was like a gunshot to his chest.  She hadn’t spoken to him since, except when absolutely necessary.  

He’d started to apologize several times, but the words always died on his tongue.  He couldn’t tell her that he’d lied and that he didn’t want to visit Ray’s because he feared there was nothing there that would satisfy him for more than a moment.  So, whenever he thought about apologizing, he pictured Viola and what he’d done to her.  That kept his mouth shut.

Dusk came and went but they continued walking.  He tried to move quietly, step where she stepped, but by the disgusted glances and quiet huffs coming from her, he was failing miserably.  He was never so glad to see the city lights as he was that night, but the joy disappeared quickly.

“Put your cloak on.”  She stopped and pulled a tin from her sack.  

“No, not the black shit.”  He pulled the cloak over his head.  Even he could smell the stench from the garment and soon the source of that smell would be all over his skin again.

“Yep.  Without this, they’ll smell you a mile away.”  She dipped her fingers in the stinky, tar-like substance.  

“Do I smell that different from you?”  He smeared it on his arms.  “I’m living in the forest now.”  He was sick, truly sick because he was a tiny bit thankful for the shit-paste because at least she was talking to him again.

“Not long enough.  Maybe, after you’ve been out here a while.  Change your diet but even then...If you get close enough we can smell the differences.”

“How come they never smelled the House Servant in you?”

“I never thought about that.”  Her eyes met his in the moonlight.  “I guess they did.  That could be part of the reason that I was never accepted.”

That and because she was beautiful.  Producers were generally attractive with their large, brown eyes and pleasant faces but nothing like her with her oval face and almond shaped eyes.  She had to be hated by the other females at first sight. 

“They wouldn’t have recognized the scent of a Servant since they were never around them, but they would’ve known that I smelled differently than they did.”  She wiped her hands on her pants.  “All done.”

“Jackson had met you.  He didn’t realize you were a Servant and he knew what Servants smelled like.”

“Maybe when we’re a mix our scent is a little different.”  She stuffed the tin back in her sack.  “I don’t know.  I can’t smell myself.  You’ll have to ask him.”  
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HUGH DARTED DOWN THE alleyways behind Trinity.  He’d never been in this part of the city before.  Rundown was an understatement.  They should’ve brought Jackson or someone else along.  Even Say, the little traitor, had disappeared as soon as they’d left the forest.  He quickened his pace to stay close to her.  Stray House Servants loitered in corners and perched on the tumbled remains of concrete structures—half-walls, blocks and various other pieces of once proud buildings.  A tiny, young Servant scurried away from a pile of trash.  His eyes glowed blue-green in the shadows as he watched them pass.

“How do they live like this?” he whispered.

“We all live how we live.”

She was so nonchalant about it, barely glancing at the starving child who’d been eating trash.  He’d learned firsthand that life could crush innocence and destroy everything good, but he wouldn’t let that happen to her.  She had a chance for more than vengeance.  Hope still lurked behind the shadows in her eyes, and he’d do everything he could to make sure it didn’t die out.

They continued traveling up and down alleyways, darting across abandoned streets and taking shortcuts through half-demolished buildings.  It seemed like they were in a maze of despair.  The feral Servants disappeared from the shadows, replaced by Guards.  Most were old or maybe they were worn down by life.  They passed a pack of Guards but they were children so there was no danger.  It’d be a different story once they were older.  Running in packs always led to trouble, but in this area it was probably the only way to survive.

She stopped at the end of an alleyway.

“You know, you never told me your plan for rescuing Reese.”  He’d tried to ask in the forest but she’d hushed him.  

“Shhh, get back.”  She leaned against the wall, putting her arm across his chest and forcing him into the shadows.  

A group of Guards walked down the street, heading toward them.  The Guards were young, but old enough to cause them trouble.  Her hand was warm and comforting in this awful place.  No one should have to live like this.  He stopped breathing, as the Guards passed, waiting for her to decide when it was safe.  

She dropped her arm and peeked around the corner.  He crept up behind her.  He could smell the forest on her.  He’d always loved the city but not anymore, at least not this city.  This place was cruel and desperation clung to the air, stagnant and dark.  He inhaled near her hair, needing the scent of something else.

“Wait here.  I’ll only be a minute.”

“We should stay together.”  There was no way he was letting her roam around alone, not here.  The forest was dangerous but she’d been trained for that environment.  The dangers here were different.

“I have to go in there.”  She pointed to a building across the street.  The windows were dark, many of them missing or broken.  The once cheery yellow paint was faded as if it too had lost all hope.

“I’ll go with you.”  

“You need to pay attention to your surroundings.”  She spun around almost hitting him in the nose with her head.  “Just because we’re in the city doesn’t make it safe.”

“I know that.”  He moved closer.  If she thought snapping at him would make him back down, then she didn’t know him as well as she should.  “That’s why I’m going with you.”

“Open your eyes.”  She turned back around and pointed.  “Did you see the three Guards by the door?”  She glanced over her shoulder at him.  

He hadn’t, but he wasn’t admitting that to her.  Not now.

“I’d rather you didn’t get too close to anyone.  The cloak and soot should cover you well enough at a distance, but the disguise won’t stand close scrutiny.”

“I don’t want you going alone.”  The Guards were all young males.  She was an attractive female.  

She turned and patted his face.  “I’ll be fine.”  

He grabbed her arm.  “This is not a safe place for a lone female.”

“Do you think this is my first time here?”  She yanked free from his grasp.  “Trust me.  I know what I’m doing, but I’ll make you a deal.  You can save me if I get into trouble.”  She snorted back a laugh as she darted away.

He glared at her as she ran across the street.  Her lack of faith in his physical abilities was getting old.  He was a man not a boy.  He wasn’t useless.  He could protect her.  

She jogged up the steps not even trying to sneak past the Guards.  She was too impetuous.  He was going to have a word with Gaar about that.  The Handler should’ve taught her to be careful.  One of the Guards stepped into her path, stopping her on the stairs.  He was tall and rangy, definitely part hunting Guard.

“Boys, our night is looking up.”  The Guard’s eyes traveled up and down her body.

Hugh tensed, grasping the knife at his side.  If they touched her, he’d kill them.

“I need to talk to Sassy.”  Trinity met the Guard’s gaze.  

The other two Guards moved closer, surrounding her.  They were shorter than the first Guard, more compact like personal protection Guards.  They looked younger, too.  They couldn’t be more than twelve.  She dropped her hands to her sides, claws peeking out of her fingertips.

“Now, ain’t that a shame.  Sassy ain’t home.”  The taller Guard moved closer until his chest almost touched hers.  “You can visit with us though.”  He ran his finger across her cheek.

That was it.  He wasn’t going to do nothing while they mauled her.  He strolled in their direction.  These Guards were young.  How this played out would depend a lot on first impressions.  “Let her be,” he said, his voice barely a whisper but without hesitation.  Guards were excellent at sensing fear.

They all turned in his direction.  Trinity was not happy.  Too bad.  

“I told you to wait for me,” she said through clenched teeth.  

The tall Guard tipped his head, sniffing.  “This is interesting.  Can’t quite make out the scent.  Too much”—he shook his head, wrinkling his nose—“stink.”

Hugh climbed the stairs, keeping eye contact with the lanky leader.  The younger two had moved back several feet and were fidgeting and glancing around.

“Go away.  I can handle this.”  Trinity moved to his side, glaring at him.

He ignored her.  “Where is this Sassy if she’s not at home?”  

The leader waved to his companions and they moved closer again, surrounding them.  

“Why should we tell you?”  The older Guard shifted, trying to get a closer look under the hood of Hugh’s cloak.

“Listen closely.”  He tipped his head so that he could see the Guards but they couldn’t get a good look at his face.  “I’m only going to say this once.”  His voice was faint as he grabbed the smallest Guard by the neck.  The boy struggled, but stopped as soon as Hugh pressed his knife against the kid’s throat.  “Back up and tell us where Sassy is or junior, here, dies.”  

“Let him go.”  The lanky Guard snarled, showing long white canines.  

“I will, as soon as you tell us where Sassy is.”  He shifted, tightening his hold.  “I don’t want to hurt any of you”—he flicked the knife a little so that the boy gasped—“but I will.”

“This is a mistake.”  Trinity edged closer to him, claws bared.  

“Tell him, Rocket,” said the other young Guard.  “Mom will kill me if something happens to him.”

“Sassy’s at the Hut,” said Rocket, glaring at them.

Trinity touched Hugh’s arm.  “Let’s go.”

“You know where or what that is?”  His question was directed at Trinity but his eyes never left Rocket.  

“Yes.”

“Open the door.”  He nodded toward the building.  The Guards didn’t move.  “Do it!”

The younger Guard went up the stairs and opened the door.  

“Both of you get inside.”  He pressed inward with his knife, making his captive squeak.

Rocket hurried up the stairs and they both grumbled as they stepped into the building.  He followed a few paces behind.  

“Keep moving.”  He waited until they were several yards down the hallway and then he shoved the boy inside, slamming the door behind him.  “We need to block this door.”

“With what, genius?”  Her hands were on her hips, her claws fully extended and her eyes snapped with anger.

Okay.  Maybe he hadn’t thought this through.  He grabbed her arm, dragging her into a corner beneath the stairs.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

“Shhh.”  He shoved her behind him.  

The door to the building slammed open and the three young Guards raced down the stairs and into the street.  

“We’ll catch you and then you’ll pay,” yelled Rocket.

After they disappeared around a corner he turned and smiled at her.  “See, I’m not useless.”

“No.  You’re an idiot.”  She elbowed him in the gut as she pushed past him.  

“Stop doing that.  You have boney elbows.”  She seemed to know exactly where to hit to cause the most pain.  She’d probably learned that from Gaar.

She headed down the street in the opposite direction of the Guards.  “Now, we’re going to have to backtrack to the Howling Hut.”

He caught up with her.  She may not want to admit it but he’d helped.  “So, we lose a little time.  We would’ve lost more if those Guards had attacked you.”

“They weren’t going to attack me.”  She shot him a glare.  “They may now though, because they’ll be waiting for us.”  

He hadn’t considered that.  The Guards did know where they were heading.

She ducked down a side street.  “And Sassy may refuse to help us.  Rocket, the leader of that little group, is her brother.”

Okay.  That was a problem, but she shouldn’t be angry with him.  She should be thanking him.  “If you didn’t see that those boys were planning to...hurt you then you need more lessons in survival.”  

“I told you.  They weren’t going to do anything to me.  They’re a bunch of young Guards.  They like to pretend they’re tough.”

“Gruntshit!  They’re young males and you’re an attractive, young female.  That situation was not safe,” he said.  She didn’t understand anything about males.  

“You sound just like my dad.”  

“Good.  He’s an intelligent man.”

“Even if they’d tried something”—she shot him a glare over her shoulder—“and they wouldn’t have, I could’ve handled it.  I can take care of myself and you.”  She glanced at him again.  “Don’t forget that I’m the one taking care of you on this mission.”

He grabbed her shoulder and shoved her against the wall.  Her golden eyes were wide with surprise and something else...curiosity.  His gaze lowered to her lips, full and pink.  All he had to do was lean in a little and they’d be kissing.  He shoved away from her and started walking again.  “I’ve changed my mind.  Your mother’s right.  You do need a mate to keep you in line.”
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HUGH AND TRINITY WAITED in the shadows across the street from the Howling Hut.  The nightclub didn’t look like much from the outside.  It was a small, brick building with gray, chipped paint and no windows, but it must have some appeal by the number of Guards entering the establishment.  

“This is a Guards’ club.  Are we going to wait until this Sassy comes out?” he asked, because if they were it was going to be a long, cold evening.

“No, although the bouncers are particular about who they allow inside, especially males.”  She raised her brow at him.  “I’d tell you to wait here, but it worked so well last time.”  She glanced at Rocket and his friends who were loitering near the entrance obviously watching for them.  

He was not going to apologize for keeping her out of a dangerous situation.  “You’re not going in there alone.”

“I should’ve left you at camp.  Sassy and I could be freeing Reese right now if it weren’t for you.”

“Or”—he nodded at the three, teenage Guards—“they could be...hurting you.”  His tongue froze on the word rape.

“Pleeese.”  She leaned against the wall.  “I trained with Gaar and Mirra.  I can handle Rocket and his friends.”

“One male, sure.  You’re a good fighter.”  She wasn’t as invincible as she thought, but she wouldn’t listen if he made her angry.  He’d appeal to her ego because next time he might not be with her and the males might be older and more dangerous.  “But when males get in groups they...sometimes do things that they wouldn’t do alone.”

“That’s true of everyone, not just males.”

“You’re right.”  That wasn’t the point, but snapping at her wouldn’t help.

“About time you admitted it.”  One side of her mouth quirked up in a grin.

He took a deep breath and mentally counted to ten.  “Males are different.  They can hurt you in ways that females can’t.”

“What do they do?”  Her gold eyes were wide with false innocence.  “Push you up against a wall and almost kiss you?”

“I shouldn’t have done that.”  He raised his hand to run it through his hair, and dropped it when he felt the cloak.  “I didn’t mean...I wasn’t going...”  A tremor ran through his body.  Maybe, he didn’t need Hugh Truent Senior’s blood coursing through his veins to hurt a female.  “I’d never force you.  Never.  You understand that, don’t you?”

“I was kidding.”  There was no censure or fear on her face, only concern.  She trusted him and she should.  He’d never hurt her, at least not in that way.  

He cleared his throat.  He needed to stay focused.  Reese’s life, their lives depended on it.  “When do you think those young Guards will give up and leave.”  It was getting late.  It had to be after midnight.

“They won’t.  Sassy’s brother is even more stubborn than she is.”

“If we aren’t waiting for Sassy to come out and we aren’t waiting for those kids to leave, why are we just standing here?”

“Watch.  Wait,” she mimicked Gaar. 

“Don’t start with the smart prey-predator crap.”

“It seems you need to hear it again.”

He leaned against the wall, trying to find patience, but every moment they delayed was another moment that Reese was scared and alone or worse.  

Another Guard joined the one at the door.

“Can you at least tell me why we’ve made a home here?  The view isn’t great.  It’s not comfortable or safe.”  He was being a sarcastic ass but standing around doing nothing when a friend was in trouble didn’t sit well with him.

“Let’s go,” she moved out of the alleyway.

“Do you know that Guard?”  He followed close behind her.  “You could’ve told me we were waiting for another friend of yours.”

“Now who sounds like a child?”

It had sounded whiny but he wasn’t going to admit it.  “What about them?”  

Rocket and his friends moved between them and the entrance.  He slid his hand under his cloak, grasping the knife.  

“No need for that.”  She grabbed his arm, her claws gently pressing through the cloth.  “I told you, that’s Sassy’s brother.”  

“You kids.  Get out of here,” hollered the Guard who worked at the club.  

“They threatened us with a knife.”  Rocket pointed at them.

The bouncer’s frown turned into a large smile as his eyes landed on Trinity.  “You’re lucky that’s all she did.”  He wrapped her in a large hug, breaking her hold on Hugh’s arm.  “I didn’t expect to see you around for a while.”

“Oh Sampson, you know nothing can keep me away from you.”  She returned his hug. 

“I only wish that were true.”  Sampson laughed and let her go, but kept his hand on her waist.  

“We need to speak with Sassy.  Is she here?” she asked.  

Hugh fought the urge to yank her away from the Guard.  For a female who claimed to have no friends she seemed to have plenty of the male variety. 

“Trinity didn’t threaten us.  It was that guy,” said Rocket.

The bouncer turned toward Hugh, the smile slipping from his face.

“My friend”—she glanced at Hugh—“thought that Rocket and his friends were going to attack me.”

“He doesn’t know you very well,” said Sampson.  

“He’s a slow learner.”  She was fighting to keep the I-told-you-so look from her face, but was failing.

Hugh bit back his comment.  She wasn’t going in there alone and arguing with her wouldn’t help to persuade the bouncer to let him inside.

“He’s coming with us.”  Rocket had a snarl on his face and his hands were fisted at his sides.

He almost laughed.  Did the kid really think he couldn’t handle three young punks?

“Now Rocket, you know I’m not going to let that happen.”  Sampson pointed to Hugh.  “This...Guard is a friend of Trinity’s so he’s a friend of mine.”  His eyes met Hugh’s.  “I’ll protect him with my life.”  He stepped closer to the boys, towering over them.  “And I don’t just mean tonight.  You three need to go home and start using your brains.  Be a little smarter when you choose your enemies.”

The boys grumbled, throwing obscenities at the adults as they wandered down the street.

Once they were out of earshot, Sampson whispered, “What brings High Hugh Truent to this part of the city?”

Trinity’s face paled and Hugh was sure his did too.

Sampson turned toward her.  “Did you actually think a little soot would disguise him?”  

“The boys didn’t recognize—”

“Those three wouldn’t recognize their own ass if they were sniffing it.  Me on the other hand, I know the smell of an Almighty.”

“I think you’d better wait out here.”  There was true worry in her large eyes.

“Nah,” said Sampson.  “Most of the Guards are drunk.  Plus, there’s a fire burning in the pit and a lot of cigarette smoke.  No one is going to smell anything inside there.  Keep your cloak on and your arms covered.  You’ll be fine.”

“Thanks.  I will.”  If Samson had refused to let him enter, he wasn’t sure what he would’ve done.  He didn’t want to be separated from Trinity, but according to her, they needed Sassy to save Reese.

As they walked past Sampson, the large Guard grabbed Hugh’s arm, stopping him.  “I meant what I said.  I’d give my life for you.”

Trinity hesitated, waiting for him.

“Why?”  They were pressed for time.  He should’ve nodded and continued walking but the question had slipped out.  He didn’t know this Guard.

“Your mother saved my parents years ago.  Ma and Dad never let any of us forget that everything we had was because of your family.”  Sampson dropped his hold on Hugh’s arm.  “If you ever need anything...”

“I’m sorry.  I don’t remember your parents.”  Sarah had had many pet projects over the years.

“You would’ve been pretty little and I don’t think they stayed long, if they stayed there at all.  Ma and Dad were never clear on the details, but Sarah might not have wanted to risk having them around her children.”

As far as he knew Sarah had brought all her projects home to stay, at least for a little while.

“They were fighters,” said Sampson.  “Sarah saved their lives.  Got them out of that business.”

“I’m glad my...mom helped you and your family.”  He glanced at Trinity who fidgeted in the doorway.  “But, we do have to get going.”  He held out his hand.  

Sampson looked at it in confusion for a moment.  Then the Guard’s face flushed a bit and they shook hands.  Sampson stood a little straighter as they walked past.

The club was dark and Sampson was right, it stunk.  The odor of stale alcohol and cigarettes permeated the room.  The music was loud with a repetitive beat, not catchy at all, but the dance floor was full of young Guards, bumping and grinding to the steady rhythm.  The strobes lights flashed, painting them in different colors.

Trinity scanned the crowd and then said something.

“What?” he shouted.

She shook her head and took his hand, leading him across the room.  She must come here often by the nods and waves from the Guards they passed, the mostly male Guards.  His hand stung from his injuries, but he tightened his hold on her and stayed close, letting everyone know that tonight she was with him.  She stopped by a group of young Guards who stood next to the band.  She leaned in and said something to one of the females.  The Guard pointed down the hallway.  Trinity frowned and turned toward him, putting her lips next to his ear.  Her warm breath tickled his neck and he struggled to focus on her words.

“Wait here.  Sassy’s in the bathroom.”  She nodded toward the hallway where the Guard had pointed.

He grabbed her arm as she started to move away.  He leaned close until his lips brushed against her ear.  She stiffened.  He wished he knew if that was because she was attracted to him, or because she was angry that he’d stopped her.  It was probably the latter.  She didn’t like being told what to do, so he’d phrase it as a question.  “Can’t you wait for her to come out?”

“No.  I should talk to her now.”  She pulled free from his grasp and slipped down the hallway.

He leaned his shoulder against the wall, keeping an eye on the bathroom.  A new song started, the beat almost the same as the last, and the group of young Guards left to dance.  Trinity was hiding something from him.  It’d been written all over her expressive face.  He’d give her until the song ended and then...

A large hand landed over his mouth.  He flung his elbow backward, hitting his assailant in the gut.  His arm reverberated at the contact with the solid wall of muscle.  Shit!  This wasn’t Rocket.  This was an adult male—a large, muscular, adult male.  He’d need more than his fists to fight this guy.  His hand went to his side and the male’s other arm wrapped around his body, stopping his desperate reach for the knife.  

“Stop fighting me, Hugh,” said a raspy voice in his ear, as he was dragged down the hallway.

There was no way that was going to happen.  This male knew his name and that couldn’t be good.  He kicked and struggled, knocking his hood off in the process, but it was no use.  The Guard stopped a few feet from the women’s restroom.  He prayed that Trinity would stay in the bathroom.  Whatever happened, he didn’t want her hurt.  The Guard opened a door and shoved him into the room.  He stumbled forward and spun around, unsheathing his knife as the door slammed shut in his face.  

“High Hugh Truent, I was wondering when you’d show up.”

He turned in the direction of the voice.  A middle-aged, male Almighty sat at a table with a small lamp.  He glanced around the room.  It was a small office with no windows, no backdoor and, fortunately, nowhere for anyone to hide.  The two of them were alone.

“Everyone thought I was nuts for hanging out here.  Sure, it’s dangerous for Almightys in this section of town, but”—the other Almighty tapped his temple—“I know people and I knew you’d end up around Guards, especially once Reese was taken.”  He paused.  “Sorry about that, by-the-way.”

Hugh tipped his head in acknowledgment of the sentiment about Reese.  There were no windows and the only door was the one behind him where he was sure the behemoth who’d kidnapped him waited.  He tightened his grip on his knife, shifting his focus to the other Almighty.  The man had short brown hair that was graying at the temple, a long, thin face and was in decent physical shape.  He looked familiar but Hugh had no idea who the man was.

The stranger smiled.  His teeth were very white in his pale face.  “Please sit.”  He motioned to the chair across from him.  “You can put the knife away.  You’re safe with me.”

“Sorry.”  He dropped his hand to his side but didn’t sheath the knife.  “I don’t have time for a chat.  Maybe, later.”  He edged closer to the door.  

“We need to talk now.”  The Almighty’s tone was friendly but firm.  “Bruno is waiting outside the door.  He doesn’t want to hurt you, but he won’t let you leave until I tell him it’s okay.  He’s very loyal.”

He leaned against the door, his hand on the knob.  Trinity wasn’t going to be happy when she found him missing.  She’d probably blame him for not being invisible enough.  “What do we need to talk about?”  He prayed it wasn’t turning him over to the authorities because fighting that bruiser of a Guard wouldn’t be easy, but at least now he had his knife.

“You don’t recognize me, do you?”

“I wish I could say that I do.”  Then he’d know if the other man was friend or foe.

“I haven’t aged that much.”  The Almighty rubbed his hand over his chin.  “I’m Townsend.  I was a friend of Buddy’s.  His father was my family’s Guard.”

The reporter.  Recognition must have shown on his face for Townsend smiled again, but it quickly faded.

“I’m sorry about Buddy.”

“Yeah.  Me too.”  He sheathed his knife as he strode across the room and sat on one of the chairs in front of the desk.  “I can’t believe it but I miss his attitude and sarcastic comments.”  That was true, but what he really missed was knowing that no matter what someone had his back.  Of course, that’s what had gotten the Guard killed.  

“He did speak his mind.”  Townsend laughed.  “You always knew how Buddy felt about everything.”  He sobered.  “It’s sad he’s gone, but it was probably for the best.”  

“How do you figure that?”  There was no way that Buddy’s death was a good thing.

“Don’t get mad.  Buddy was my friend.  All I meant was that he wouldn’t have stood down while you were arrested.”

Townsend was right.  Buddy would never have let him be taken, no matter what order he’d given the old Guard.  At least they’d been spared that.  The Almightys who’d arrested him would have executed Buddy on the spot.  He wasn’t sure he could’ve survived the pain in Buddy’s eyes when the old Guard realized that he’d failed.  As it was, Buddy’s last act, saving him from the Stocker, had been successful.

Townsend clapped his hands together.  “Enough of that.  Let’s talk business.”

“Business?”  He jumped at the chance to focus on the present.  Lately, all his memories twisted into nightmares.

“Yes.  I need more material.  You have an eager audience.”

“What are you talking about?”  

Townsend leaned forward.  “I won’t give you my source, but some of your reports ended up in my hands.  They’ve been printed and distributed.”

That explained a lot about the rebellion, but how had Townsend gotten ahold of his papers.  Either Mike from the pub wasn’t dead or one of the others had managed to hand over the reports before being killed.  

“That was a long time ago.  I need more.”  Townsend lowered his voice, although it was unnecessary with the loud music in the other room.  “The revolution is waning.  We need more proof, more victories.”

He hesitated.  Townsend’s role in this was a mystery.  The reporter couldn’t use his real name on the byline, not if he wanted to live, so he wasn’t gaining fame or recognition.  He doubted that Townsend was charging for the stories.  Most of those who’d be interested in articles like these were living on the streets and eating garbage.  Still, in certain sects Townsend’s fictitious name would become well known, but the man had been a successful reporter before the revolution.  Until he figured out Townsend’s motive, he’d consider the man a questionable ally, but he was more likely to get a lab if two people were working toward that goal.  “Then, I need a lab.”  

“Not sure that I can help you with that but let me look into it.” 

“I do have to get back.”  He stood, hoping Trinity hadn’t left the bathroom yet.  He didn’t want to have to explain all this to her, especially since he wasn’t sure exactly what was going on.

“I don’t know why I’m going to waste my breath, but don’t risk your neck for Reese.  There are bigger issues at stake than the life of one Guard.”

“Not to her.”

“No, probably not.”  Townsend stood.  “You do know that they’ll be waiting for you.  They didn’t take her on a whim.”

“I know.”  It was a trap.  It wouldn’t be easy convincing Trinity to let him take all the risks, but he would or he’d go to the nearest police officer and surrender.  He wasn’t going to let her be captured too.

“Is there anything that I can say to convince you to leave the city without the Guard?”

“Reese doesn’t deserve this.  She didn’t do anything.”

“You’ve seen the city now.  No one deserves to be forced to live like that either.  You know of the atrocities that are committed on the other classes every day.  The atrocities that have been committed on them for years.  None of them deserve that.”

“I can’t help them all.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  

“But you can.  With you, we can win this war.  Change the way people think.  Change lives.”  Townsend’s face heated with passion.

“You don’t need me to do that.  I handed over scientific proof.  You turned it into a story people could get behind.  The war needs you, not me.”

“You would’ve made a brilliant politician.”  Townsend’s eyes narrowed a bit.  “Maybe, you still will.”

“I don’t think politics is in my future any longer.”  Once he had his revenge and killed Conguise, he’d be executed and that was fine because at least, he’d deserve that punishment.

“I’ll see what I can do about a lab, so don’t get caught.”

“Trust me, I’m not suicidal.”  He held out his hand.

“I think I’ll report on your rescue of Reese.  Whether it’s a success or attempt, it’ll breathe some oxygen into the revolutionary fire.  High Hugh Truent risks his own life to free his young Guard.”  He shook Hugh’s hand.

“Please don’t use my title.  It doesn’t apply any longer.”

“The readers love it.”

“I don’t care.  Don’t use it.”  He couldn’t keep the disdain from his words.  

“Okay.”  Townsend studied him.  “I’ll be in touch.”

“How?  No one knows where I’m staying.”  Or they’d better not.

“I know a little birdie.”  Townsend smiled.  

Ah, that made sense.  Birdie was everywhere.  Of course, that meant he had to be careful.  He could probably trust Townsend, but the Supreme Almighty could bribe or force anyone to reveal information.  If someone didn’t have a price, they had a secret.

“Remember, the sooner I get a lab, the sooner you’ll have stories.”  

“I’ll do my best and Hugh, do be careful.  Whether you believe it or not, the revolution needs you.”

He pulled his hood up and left the room.  He’d changed his mind.  He was definitely going to tell Trinity about this conversation.  It was proof that the best thing he could do for the rebellion was work in the lab.  If he could convince her that his science was important, maybe they could rework their deal.  He had to run his tests even if he got the serum done right away, but he didn’t want to break his word to her because somehow, over the past two days she’d become more than Tim’s daughter, more than an attractive, irritating female and he feared, even more than his friend.  
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CHAPTER 38:  TRINITY
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TRINITY SQUATTED NEXT TO Sassy who was lying on the floor near the toilet.  Hugh was not going to be happy about this, but at least Sassy had stopped throwing up.  It was progress of a sort.  She stood.  There was no point in delaying the bad news.  “I’ll be back in a minute.  Okay?”

Sassy waved her hand and mumbled something unintelligible.  She left the bathroom and walked down the hall, stopping by Hugh who was still leaning against the wall.  

“Where’s your friend?” he asked.

It was best to just spit out the truth no matter how distasteful.  “Passed out in the bathroom.” 

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”  He shot her a disgusted look.  It was probably identical to the one she wore on her own face.

“We need to get her home.  We can talk to her about helping us tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?  We can’t wait until tomorrow.”

“We don’t have a choice.”  She wasn’t thrilled about it either, but there was nothing she could do.

“You don’t even know if she’ll help us and I don’t know what your brilliant plan is or if it’ll work.”  He lifted his hand toward his hair and stopped.  “I hate this cloak.”  

“It’ll work, if she’ll help us, but we need to get her home.”  She turned and headed down the hallway.

“Just so you know, you stink at making plans.”  He followed her to the bathroom.  

“Oh, and yours was so great.  Believe me when I tell you that’s not how it sounds when Dad tells it.”  She opened the bathroom door.  “At least mine don’t take place in the sewer with monsters.”

He glared at her as he stepped into the bathroom.  “That was your grandfather’s plan, not mine, and”—he shoved his arm in her face—“yours does have a hint of sewer but only on me.”

She smirked as they bent and tried to get Sassy to her feet.  The Guard was out cold and her legs kept buckling as they attempted to hold her between the two of them.  

“This isn’t working.”  He bent and lifted the Guard in his arms, groaning slightly.  

“You can’t carry her all the way home.”  Sassy was tall and although she wasn’t fat she wasn’t light either.

“Get the door.”  

She held it open.

“Can we rent a carriage?”  He stepped into the hallway.

“There aren’t any in this area and even if there were we don’t have any money.  Plus, we can’t take the chance of someone recognizing you.”

“Like Sampson, you mean.”  He glanced at her, his eyebrow raised in question.

“We can trust him.”

“Are you sure?  How do you know him?”  He walked down the hallway.  

“I met him through Jackson.”

He slowed as they approached the Guard who’d been in the hallway when she’d first gone into the bathroom.  She didn’t know this Guard but she’d seen him around.  He was large with a hard, blunt face and a nose that looked like it’d been broken several times. 

“Come on,” she whispered as she made her way past the Guard.  They didn’t need to draw any extra attention, carrying Sassy would be more than enough.  

He stopped.

“Why are you stopping?”  She hurried back to him.  “Is she too heavy?  I can help carry her.”  

The Guard was staring at them.  She couldn’t blame him this time, but he always seemed to be watching.  He never said much and barely drank, but his eyes were everywhere.  

She tugged on Hugh’s arm.  “Let’s go.”  

The Guard winked at her and opened the door behind him.

Hugh twisted away from her and stepped inside.  She hesitated.  If they both went in there, they could be trapped.  The Guard stared at her, a smirk on his lips.  She stepped into the room.  She was going to kill Hugh.

The door shut behind her and her heart picked up pace.  An Almighty sat at a table in the back, a pile of papers in front of him.  He smiled.  He had a nice smile, but she didn’t trust him.  She didn’t trust any Almightys besides Hugh and Kim and...Jethro.  She may not have spoken to him in years, but he’d been a true friend when she’d needed one.

“Hugh?  I didn’t expect to see you again so soon,” said the Almighty.

They knew each other.  She spun around to stare at Hugh.  How did he know this man and how had he known the guy was here?  She had too many questions and no time to ask.

“Can you help us get out of here?”  Hugh’s voice was strained.

“I see Sassy has had too much to drink tonight.”  The Almighty stood, his eyes concerned as he studied the Guard in Hugh’s arm.  “That’s not like her.”

“She’s not exactly light.”  Sweat was beading on Hugh’s forehead.

“Of course.  Sorry.  Bruno,” called out the Almighty.

The large Guard opened the door, staying in the hallway.

“Has the carriage arrived?”

Bruno nodded.

“Follow me.”  The Almighty moved toward the door.  

“Who is this Almighty?”  She grabbed Hugh’s arm, whispering.  “Can we trust him?”

“Townsend and I think so.”

“You think so?”  Her claws popped out and he jerked away from her before she could dig them into his bicep.  

“Do you have a better idea on how to get the three of us out of here without making a scene?  Carrying your friend across the crowded bar is not going to go unnoticed.”  

She didn’t have a better idea and that stung.  This was her mission, her plan and everything was falling apart.  She wasn’t sure why she was surprised.  This was just like the old days except Gaar and Mirra weren’t here to bail her out of her jams.  

“Just as I thought.”  He strode toward the door where Townsend stood waiting, an amused expression on his face.  

She glared at the back of Hugh’s head as she followed him.  This was his fault.  Everything had been going well until she’d become involved with the Almightys again.  

They moved quickly down the hallway away from the main room.  Bruno opened a side door and they entered a storage room.  The Guard stepped behind a stack of liquor boxes and opened a hidden door.  He peeked outside, nodded and Townsend slipped outside and into a carriage that waited in the shadows.

She grabbed Hugh’s cloak as they stepped through the door and whispered, “Maybe, we shouldn’t do this.  We’re outside now.  We won’t make a scene.”  Once they were in the carriage they’d be trapped.  She could escape on her own and maybe even with Hugh but not with an unconscious Sassy.

“This friend of yours isn’t light.  I’m not going to be able to carry her much longer.”

“Still...”

Hugh placed Sassy on the carriage seat opposite Townsend and climbed inside.  The alley was clear.  No one was around.  She should bolt but she couldn’t leave Hugh and it was her fault Sassy was here.  Bruno stared down at her from the top of the carriage, still smirking like she amused him.

“Is she coming?” asked Townsend.  “We can’t wait here all night.”

“Get in,” said Hugh.  

“I don’t take orders from you.”  Obviously, she did because she hopped into the carriage.  She had no choice but to trust his judgement, but she didn’t like it and he’d hear all about that once they were alone.  

The carriage took off down the street.  Once they got away from the Howling Hut, the heavy clops of the Grunts feet echoed in the quiet night.  

“Do you have somewhere to stay?” asked Townsend.

“Yes,” she said at the same time that Hugh said, “No.”

They glared at each other.  Townsend laughed.

“You can drop us off near 21st Street and Holly Avenue,” she said.

“And I thought this was a bad part of town.”  Townsend studied her.  “Of course, that area’s not so bad if you’re a House Servant.”

“Exactly.”  She stared at him, not blinking.  It usually made all the non-House Servants squirm, but Townsend stared right back at her.

“Who are you?” asked Townsend.

“None of your business.”  She glanced around, looking for ways to escape.  To get them all out of there, she’d have to incapacitate both the Almighty and his Guard.  The Almighty wouldn’t be a problem, but Bruno...That wasn’t going to be easy.

“Townsend,” said Hugh.  “I’m losing faith in your reporter’s instinct.”

This Almighty was a reporter.  He must be on the side of the Allied Classes or Hugh wouldn’t have been talking to him.  She relaxed a little.  At least Townsend wasn’t some old friend of Hugh’s, waiting to betray him.

“Bruno, take us home.”  Townsend continued to study her.  

She was not staying at the home of an Almighty.  

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”  Hugh’s eyes met hers.

Townsend laughed.  “Trust me, High Hugh.  You’re both going to feel comfortable at my house.  Plus, no one will ever think to look for you there.”

“I asked you not to call me that.”  Hugh ran his hand through his hair, finally pushing the cloak off his head.  “I appreciate the offer but I don’t—”

“I’m only a few blocks away from Midtown Lane.  It’ll be a short trip to the shelter.”

“Okay, then.”  Hugh’s eyes met hers.  

“I’m not staying with him,” she said.  

Townsend smiled at her but remained quiet.

Hugh shot the other Almighty an apologetic look and then leaned forward.  Townsend looked out the window, giving the two of them at least the appearance of solitude.

“What do you suggest we do?”  He looked down at Sassy, who was snoring slightly.  “I can’t carry her all over town.”

She wouldn’t let Townsend drop them off at Sassy’s house.  It was too dangerous.  She wasn’t sure if Townsend was a friend or foe and Sassy was often on the run from someone.  The young Guard thrived on adventure and risk-taking.  Although, she wouldn’t say it out loud, Hugh was right.  Neither one of them would be able to carry Sassy for very long. 

“Plus, I don’t want to go to Sassy’s house, not with her brother after me,” said Hugh.

That was another problem.  Once Sassy woke, she could handle Rocket, but until then, they’d have to deal with him.  She leaned back on the seat to get as far away from Hugh as she could.  She wasn’t happy about this and if he so much as smirked she was going to scratch the smile off his face.  “Okay.  You win.  We’ll go to his house, but I’m not staying inside.”

Townsend’s lips twitched as he continued to stare out the window.

Hugh shook his head in exasperation, but she didn’t care.  She wasn’t’ acting like a child, she was being cautious.

“Why is it that I’m supposed to trust your friends without question but you don’t have to extend me the same curtesy?” asked Hugh.

“Because I know my friends.”

“And I don’t know mine?”

She leaned forward.  “You said you didn’t know if we could trust him.”

Hugh’s face reddened as he glanced at the other Almighty.  

Townsend didn’t even try to hide his smile as he turned toward them.  “Don’t worry, Hugh.  I wouldn’t trust me either if I were you.”

That was all she needed to hear.  As soon as they stopped she was grabbing Sassy and Hugh and they were leaving.

“But, I promise that I’m on the side of the rebellion.”  Townsend glanced out the window again.  “Have been for years.  Even before there was a rebellion.”

“Why?” asked Hugh.

“You’ll see.  Once we get to my house, everything will be clear.”

Hugh glanced at her, his eyes uneasy.  Good.  He didn’t trust this Almighty either.  They were finally in agreement on something.
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CHAPTER 39:  TRINITY
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AS THEY TRAVELED, THE city changed before Trinity’s eyes.  It became something more, something beautiful in its own concrete way.  The run-down, abandoned buildings disappeared, replaced by small, quaint shops painted in a variety of autumn colors.  Trees grew in neat rows on the sidewalks in front of apartment complexes that were free of graffiti.  It looked pleasant and that made her nervous.  There were no shadows here, nowhere for someone like her to hide.

The carriage turned down a street and the city disappeared.  This wasn’t the forest or the large open area of the Producer Camps but it wasn’t the cramped confines of the city either.  Houses lined the sides of the road, but they each had a little square of yard to their front and back.  Bruno stopped at the last house on the street, jumped down from the carriage, opened a large door, climbed back onto the carriage and drove inside.  They were inside the carriage and inside the house.  Bruno hopped down again and closed the door to the outside.  They were trapped.  

“It’s a garage.”  Hugh took her hand, entwining his fingers with hers.  “Almightys keep their carriages inside them.  This one is connected to the house and that’s good because it means we don’t have to go outside.”

“I’d rather be outside.”  She trusted him but he’d trusted the wrong Almightys before.

“Bruno, get Sassy and take her to the guest bedroom.”  Townsend opened the door and stepped out of the carriage.  

“It’ll be fine,” said Hugh, still holding her hand.  “None of his neighbors will see us.  No one knows we’re here.”  

“You say that like it’s a good thing.”

He stepped out of the carriage, her hand still clasped in his.  Bruno squeezed past Hugh, picked up Sassy like she weighed as little as a leaf and disappeared through another door.  

“Wait...”  This was moving too fast.  “Where are they taking her?”

“Come on.”  Hugh gave a slight tug on her arm.

She dropped from the carriage.  She had no choice.  They’d taken Sassy and she wouldn’t leave her friend.  “If this goes bad it’s your fault,” she said under her breath.

Townsend snorted softly, covering a laugh as he went inside the house.  Obviously, she hadn’t been quiet enough.

“It’ll be fine.”  There was a slight hesitation in Hugh’s words.  

She leaned close to his ear, his hair tickling her nose.  “I’m not staying here.”

“Trust me.”  He squeezed her hand.  

She was going to regret this, but she let him lead her into the house.  As soon as she stepped through the doorway, it was like entering another world.  The room was long and narrow.  The walls were painted a lovely shade of green.  The floors were made of something like rock only smooth and with a pattern.  The smell of soap was everywhere.  Townsend opened another door and they entered a larger room.  The scent of homemade bread and roasting meat greeted them.  She stopped.  She’d learned to recognize the different odors of meat—rabbit, bird, Cold Creeper—and this was Producer.  

“I’m sorry.  I should have expected.”  Hugh squeezed her hand again.  “We won’t stay.”

A middle-aged, female House Servant stood in the kitchen.  She was small, like her kind, with long brown hair.  She wore a housecoat over her pajamas.  She looked up, her eyes widening when she saw them.

According to her father, House Servants, especially females, never walked around an Almighty’s home in a state of undress and a housecoat and pajamas was undress.  Townsend walked into the kitchen and kissed the Servant on the lips.  The Servant’s eyes widened more as she turned her head away from Townsend’s attentions.

“We’re not leaving her here,” she whispered.

Hugh’s grip tightened on hers.  If he were trying to tell her to calm down, she’d dig her claws into his hand.  She glanced up to argue with him but his narrowed eyes and clenched jaw made her words die in her throat.  He was more upset than she was about the situation.  

“Hugh and...I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”  Townsend stared at her a moment and then realization dawned across his features.  “Trinity.”  The word was a whisper as a slow smile broke across his face.  “Holy Araldo.  I should’ve guessed, but it was too dark in the club and carriage to see you clearly.”  Barely able to contain his excitement, he moved closer, looking her up and down.  “I swear, I didn’t see Producer in you.  Not at all, but I can see it now.  Amazing.  With your height and”—he cleared his throat as his eyes took in her breasts—“build you can pass for a Guard or a Servant or, of course, a Producer.”  

“Oh, sorry.”  The House Servant shot Trinity a nervous look as she turned off the fire and put the pan of meat in the stove. 

Trinity nodded her thanks to the other female.  Most didn’t consider how the sight of meat made her feel.

“I think you need to explain this...situation.”  Hugh’s voice was clipped and his eyes were hard as he looked from the Servant to the other Almighty.

Townsend frowned in confusion and then laughed.  “Oh, you think...”  He walked over and took the Servant’s hand, bringing it to his lips and kissing it tenderly.  “Hugh Truent, Trinity, this is Libby.  I’d like to call her my wife but we aren’t allowed to get married.  She calls me her mate but that doesn’t sit right with me.”  His eyes met Hugh’s.  “I’m sure you understand.”

Hugh nodded.  Trinity exchanged a puzzled look with Libby.  From her understanding mate was the same as marriage.

“So, let me introduce you to Libby, the love of my life.”  Townsend pulled her close his hand drifting to her hip as she blushed.

Two children stumbled down the hallway, wearing pajamas and rubbing their eyes.

“I’m sorry.”  Townsend lowered his voice.  “Didn’t mean to wake the kids.”

“Is it really her?”  The little girl, who looked to be about five, stared up at Trinity, her blue eyes wide. 

The little boy who was about eight also stared at them.

Townsend snatched the female child up as he ruffled the hair on the boy’s head.  “This is our daughter, Leelee and son, Doma.  As you can see, they’ve heard stories about you.”

“Are you really like us?”  Leelee clung to her father, suddenly shy.

“Do you know how to fight like a Handler and Tracker?” asked Doma.

Her hand squeezed Hugh’s.  She wasn’t the only one.  She’d heard rumors, of course, but she’d never met another mix, at least not one who admitted it.  Leelee was definitely House Servant.  Her features were tiny and her eyes a vibrant blue like her mother’s.  Doma could pass for an Almighty with his white skin and brown hair.  His cheeks were a little swollen.  “You file his teeth.”  The pain and embarrassment of being held down while her parents filed her claws and teeth flooded her memory and her claws popped out from her fingertips.  

“Ouch.”  Hugh pulled his hand free from her grasp, frowning at her. 

“Yes.  He’s in school now.  We can’t be too careful.”  Townsend’s eyes were resigned as he ruffled his son’s hair again.  

She walked over and crouched in front of the boy.  “My parents did it to me too.”

“It hurts,” said Doma.  

“Yes, it does.”  She glared at Townsend and Libby.  “You should tell your parents that you don’t want them to do it.”

“But I want to go to school.”  The boy looked at his dad and then back to her.  

“We gave him the choice.  He could stay here and be home-schooled like his sister or he could attend school.  However, if he went he’d have to have his teeth and claws filed down.”  Townsend glanced at Libby.  “We can’t take the chance of anyone discovering exactly what he is.”

She stood.  It still wasn’t right, but it was Doma’s choice.  She hadn’t been allowed to choose, but she couldn’t have stayed in her house all day either.

Leelee wriggled in her father’s arms and he put her down.  She ran over by Trinity.  “I want to go to school too, but Mom and Dad said I can’t.”  Her lip jutted out in a pout.  “I look too much like Mommy.”

She bent again.  “One day, you’ll be happy about that.  I used to have to hide my teeth and claws too, but now, I don’t.”  She leaned closer.  “And you know what?”

Leelee shook her head, her eyes eager for the secret.

“They’re the things that keep me safe in the forest and on the streets.”

“With the Tracker and Handler?” asked Doma, his eyes wide with excitement.

“Yes, with Mirra and Gaar.”  She straightened.

“Will you teach me how to fight?” asked Doma.

“Me too.  I want to fight too,” said Leelee.

“You can’t fight.  You’re a girl,” said Doma.

“Trinity’s a girl and she can beat you up,” said Leelee.

“Enough kids.  Leave our guest alone,” said Townsend.  “Come and set the table for breakfast.”  

“It’s a little early for them,” said Libby.

“Mom, please let us stay up,” said Doma.

“Let them stay up, honey.  Their idol is here.”  Townsend glanced at Trinity and smiled.  “We’ll all rest after breakfast.”  He kissed Libby on the cheek and she blushed.

Trinity had witnessed tender moments like this with her parents for years, but lately they left her longing for something like that in her own life.  She glanced at Hugh and he was watching her, an unreadable expression on his face.

“There’s a bathroom down the hall if you want to wash up,” said Libby.

Trinity stepped back from Hugh, her face heating as if they’d done something besides stare at each other.  Townsend winked at her and she blushed harder.  

“Thank you.”  Hugh held out his black-stained hands.  “I’d love to.”  He started for the hallway, when she grabbed his shirt.

“We need to talk.”  She pulled him back into the room that led to the garage, closing the door behind him.  “I’m not staying here.” 

“Why?  Townsend and Libby—”

“I...I don’t feel safe.”  She was used to sleeping in the trees or under the open sky.  Places like this were traps.  In the forest she could flee and in her tent she could claw through the fabric to freedom, but these walls were solid.

“It’ll be fine.”  He took her hands again.  “Townsend isn’t going to turn us over to the authorities.  He has too much at stake.  Do you know what they’d do to his kids if they found out what they were?”

“It’s not that.”

“Then what is it?”  His thumbs caressed her knuckles.  

“You wouldn’t understand.”  She glanced down, embarrassed to admit that she was afraid.  “You’re used to places like this.”

He tipped her chin up.  “I promise that you’ll be safe here and we really don’t have another choice.”

“I could sleep in his yard.”  If something went wrong and they were all inside, they had no chance.

“It’s going to be light in a few hours.  A neighbor might see you.”

“Oh.”  She hadn’t considered that.

“I’m sure the room will have a window.”

“Really?”  That wouldn’t be so bad.  She could open or break a window.

“Yeah.”  He turned.  “Come on.  I swear I won’t let anything happen to you.”

She nodded, finding comfort in his words.  This was his world, not hers and she’d have to trust him.  He led her back through the door.  Everyone was waiting at the table. 

“All settled?” asked Townsend.

“Yeah,” said Hugh.  “But we should wash up before we eat.”  

“And check on Sassy,” said Trinity.  “Where is she?”

“First door on the left.”  Townsend pointed down a hallway.  “There’s another guest room two doors down, if the two of you would like some privacy.”  There was a hint of male camaraderie in his tone as his eyes met Hugh’s.

“No.  We can sleep with Sassy.  We aren’t...that is there’s nothing between us,” stammered Hugh.

“Sure.”  Townsend’s stared at their clasp hands.  “If you say so.”

“I swear.  There’s nothing but friendship between us.”  Hugh followed the reporter’s gaze and dropped her hand like it was on fire.  “Really.  She’s my friend’s daughter.  I don’t...we don’t—”

He should shut up.  He was making it worse.  She grabbed his arm, letting her claws sink in a bit.  When his head jerked in her direction she whispered, “Shut up.”  

He nodded.  “There really is nothing...”

She tugged him down the hallway.  Yes, they were only friends but he didn’t have to keep saying it.  
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CHAPTER 40:  TRINITY
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AN ELBOW IN THE back woke Trinity.  It took her a minute to remember where she was.  Sleeping in a bed in a house was a new experience for her.  She liked it.  The bed was soft—softer than the one she’d had at the Producer Camp—and the house was warm unlike her old cabin.  

Hugh had shut the curtains and the room was dark, although she was pretty sure that it was early afternoon.  They had plenty of time before they needed to leave.  She snuggled into the pillow.  Last night, Hugh had taken the floor and she’d climbed into bed with Sassy.  She’d been too nervous to sleep, but he’d talked to her, telling her stories of his childhood and college, anything light and amusing.  Soon the comfort of the bed and the warmth of the blankets along with his voice coaxed her to sleep.

“Trinity?  When did we meet up?” whispered Sassy.  “And where are we?”

Trinity turned her head away from the Guard.  Sassy’s breath was bad.  Vomit and stale alcohol mixed with morning breath was not a good scent.  She stretched.  So much for another quick nap in this fabulous bed, it was time to start their day.  “Last night.  You were pretty drunk and don’t worry.  We’re safe.”  She’d tell Sassy that they were in the home of an Almighty later, once she’d explained everything that had happened.

“Safe where?”  Sassy shifted a bit, getting more comfortable.  “This is the nicest bed I’ve ever been in.”

“You must be thirsty.  I know I always am after drinking.”  She sat up, flinging her legs over the side of the bed and bumping into Hugh.  He grunted and rolled over.  “I’ll get you some water.”  She stepped over him and crept into the kitchen.  

No one was around, but there were voices coming from the living room.  Libby was reading to Leelee.  She grabbed a cup from the counter and filled it with water.  By the time she returned to the room, Hugh was sitting up and talking to Sassy.  She’d wanted to be there for the introductions.  Sassy wasn’t known for her friendliness to Almightys but Hugh did have a way with Guards.  She handed Sassy the glass and sat on the bed.

“So, you want me to help break your friend out of the Midtown Shelter.”  There was amusement in Sassy’s tone and that didn’t bode well for their plan.  Sassy found humor in the darkest subjects.

“Yes.”  His voice was rough from sleep and his hair was messed like someone had run their hands through it.  “She was taken...”

She stopped listening to him.  There was something wrong with his face.  His cheeks were dark, not pale.  She leaned closer.  It couldn’t be.  She reached out and ran her finger along his skin.

His words froze in the air as his eyes met hers.

“Hair.  You have hair on your face.”  She cupped his cheek.  It was scratchy.  Her fingers roamed upward and into the hair on his head.  That was soft and thick.

“I hadn’t expected this for weeks.”  He ran his hands over his cheeks.  

“Is he a mix?”  Sassy’s eyes were wide as she looked at Hugh’s cheeks and Trinity’s hand in his hair.  

“Are you, Hugh?”  She leaned back, folding her hands in her lap.  Her fingers itched to touch his hair again.  It was so thick and heavy, but she didn’t need Sassy thinking there was something between the two of them.

“Nope.  At least, I’m pretty sure that I’m not.  You know I don’t know who my parents are but”—he tapped his cheek—“this doesn’t make me a mix.”

“Then you aren’t an Almighty.”  Sassy stood, ready to bolt out the door.  

“Calm down and let me explain.”  His voice was low and persuasive.  “Please.”

Sassy didn’t sit but she didn’t run either.

“Almightys are born with hair,” he said.

“That’s a lie,” said Sassy.  “Almightys are hairless.”  

“No.  That’s the lie.  One more in a long list of lies perpetuated by the Almightys to segregate the classes.”  At Sassy’s confused look he explained, “It’s a way of keeping us apart by making us all believe that we are inherently different.  Some Almighty children undergo a treatment right after birth to remove all hair except on their heads.”

“Get out of here,” said Sassy, dropping back onto the bed.

Trinity touched his cheek again.  She couldn’t help it.  The hair on his face had an interesting texture.  The hair on his head was soft like hers but the stuff on his cheek was rough like bristles.  He grabbed her hand, stopping her exploration.

“My moth...Sarah, the woman who raised me, didn’t believe in that.  So, I didn’t have the procedure.”

“I’ve seen you in the morning before and you didn’t have hair on your face,” she said.

“How many times have you seen him in the morning?”  Sassy grinned at her.

“It’s not like that.”  She elbowed her friend.  Last night, he’d made it abundantly clear to Townsend and everyone with ears that he had no desire for it to be like that with her.  Not that she did either, of course.

“We’re friends.  Just friends.  Nothing more.”  Hugh cleared his throat.  “Anyway, it’s illegal for Almightys to be seen with hair.  I had to go in for monthly procedures to remove it.  The treatment at birth is expensive so many Almightys choose the monthly procedure option.”

“Did it hurt?”  She couldn’t stop staring at his face.  It looked different with hair, more male, more wild, more like the other classes.  He’d said that they were genetically similar and she’d believed him but there’d still been doubt.  The Almightys were so different and not only in their appearance but in how they acted and lived.  

“It’s not pleasant, but I got used to it.  They continued the treatment in jail but obviously they skimped on the dosage or used a cheaper product this last time.”  He ran his hands over his face again.  “They must have figured that since I’d be dead soon there was no reason to give me a full treatment.”

“Why would they keep doing it when you were in jail?  They could use”—she touched his cheek again; she couldn’t help herself—“this to explain your treasonous actions.”

“Nah,” said Sassy.  “They didn’t want anyone to know.”

“Exactly,” he said.  “I hadn’t thought about it before but an Almighty always performed the procedure, even in prison.  Jason and the Council can’t risk anyone finding out that we grow hair on our bodies.  It might start others wondering about the similarities between the classes, especially after my claims.”

“One more secret.”  She’d had enough with secrets and lies.  Secrets caused more harm than good and even though the truth often hurt, it was better than lies.

“One more secret revealed.”  He winked at her and ran his hand over his cheeks.  “I need to shave.”

“What?  No.”  She stopped herself from touching his face again.

His eyes locked with hers and she blushed.  She was being stupid.  It wasn’t her place to ask him to change for her.  He wasn’t her mate.

“It’s itchy.”  He scratched his chin.  “Plus, it’ll grow into a full beard like the Guards wear.”

She wrinkled her nose.  She didn’t want him in a beard; she wanted him with stubble.

He seemed to read her mind because when he looked at her there was something warm in his blue eyes.  “If I shave, it’ll be like this every morning and maybe even in the evenings.”

Sassy was watching them closely, too closely.  She was going to hear about this from her friend.  Sassy loved to tease and torment.

She shrugged.  “I don’t care what you do once we get back to the forest, but in the city, the beard will help you blend in with everyone else.”  

“Of course.”  He blinked and the warmth in his gaze was gone.  

Sassy drank her water, glancing between the two of them and said, “I don’t want to disappoint High Hugh...”

“Please don’t call me that.  It’s just Hugh.”

“Okay Just Hugh.”  Sassy grinned.  

“Why can’t I meet one Guard who’ll show me a little respect?” he joked.

She exchanged a smirk with Sassy.

“I’ve heard good things about you, Just Hugh, and I’d like to help, but”—Sassy’s smiled faded—“I don’t think I can break your friend out of that shelter.  Any other shelter sure, but that one is too locked down.” 

“Give me the details,” he said.

“It’s in the middle of a busy, city street and I don’t mean one run by House Servants or Guards.  That section belongs to the Almightys and we have to consider any Servants or Guards in that area as loyal to them.”

“Go on,” he said.

“It’s locked down and guarded by House Servants, not Guards.”

“That’s a problem,” said Trinity.  “The Servants would smell Sassy a mile away and they won’t like stray Guards.”

“I can’t think of any way to break into the facility,” said Sassy.

“How many doors?  Windows?” he asked.

Sassy shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I got my information from a guy I met once.  We were talking about the different shelters.  My mom had been in one and this guy had been in three, Midtown being one of them.  He’d said that he’d been lucky to have been there when they still adopted Guards out of that shelter.  If he’d been picked up a month later, he’d be dead.”
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CHAPTER 41:  HUGH
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“MAYBE TOWNSEND CAN HELP.”  Hugh strode into the living room, Trinity and Sassy behind him.  He wasn’t giving up.  There had to be another way besides trading himself for Reese.  “Where’s Townsend?”

“Take these to your room and share with your brother.”  Libby handed her daughter a plate of sandwiches.  “Don’t come out until I call you.”  

The little girl ran past them down the hallway.  

Libby’s eyes narrowed for a moment at Sassy and then she smiled, but it was forced.  “I was just getting ready to get him.  There’s someone outside.  I think he may be with you.”  Her voice was calm, but her claws were out.

Libby had good reason to be worried.  She and Townsend had a lot at stake.  If they were caught giving shelter to him and Trinity they’d be arrested and possibly executed.  If the authorities so much as suspected the children were mixed, both Doma and Leelee would be killed.  Those in power couldn’t allow any mix-breeds to live.

“Where?”  He wasn’t expecting anyone and by the look on Trinity’s face neither was she.  

Libby pointed to a door at the back of the house.  

“My vision is better.”  Trinity pushed in front of him and peeked through the curtains covering the window in the center of the door.

“It’s daylight.  I can see fine.”  He tried to look outside around her head.  She elbowed him in the stomach.  “Ouch.  Stop doing that.”  He glared at Sassy when she snorted, hiding a laugh.  

“Then back up.”  Trinity stepped away from the curtains, her face relaxed.  “It’s Say.” 

He’d forgotten all about the little Servant.

“What’s he doing here?” asked Sassy.  “Forget I asked.  The little pest is always trailing after you.”

Trinity opened the door.  Say sat mostly concealed in a tree in the backyard.  She waved for him to come inside.  He shook his head.

“Will your neighbors notice him?” he asked.  

“They might.”  Libby’s face paled a little.  

“Trinity, you need to get him inside.  Now.”  They didn’t need this hassle.  

“I’m trying.”  She turned and looked at Libby.  “Is it safe for me to go outside?”  

“I’m not sure,” said Libby.

Trinity took a deep breath and glanced around the yard.  “I’ll be back in a minute.”  

“Wait.”  He grabbed her arm.  “We can’t take a chance on someone seeing you.  Send Bruno.”

“He’s a Guard.  Say won’t listen to him,” said Trinity.

“I’ll go.” Libby walked to the back door.  “What do you want me to tell him?”

“Tell him that it’s not safe for us if he hangs around your yard.  Someone might see him.  If he doesn’t want to come inside then he should wait for me somewhere else.  We’ll be going to the Midtown Shelter soon.”

Libby nodded and put on her gloves and hat.  Sassy flopped down on the couch as he and Trinity watched Libby through the curtains.  The Servant walked into the yard and began weeding the flower beds, taking her time as she made her way to the tree where Say waited.  After a few moments Libby brushed the dirt off her hands and came back inside the house.  Say slipped from the tree and disappeared into the bushes.

“He’s leaving,” said Libby, not realizing that Say had already gone.

“Thanks...for everything,” he said.  “I know we’re putting your family at risk and I promise that we’ll go as soon as we can.  Where’s Townsend?”  

“In his study.”  Libby nodded toward a back room, as she touched her own cheek.  “Townsend told me, but I guess I never really believed him.”

He ran his hand across his face, glancing at Trinity out of the corner of his eyes.  “As a female, you should believe your mate.  Males always know best.”  He winked at Libby and laughed, hurrying toward the study before Trinity could claw him.  

He stopped at the door, Trinity and Sassy behind him, and knocked.  They stepped inside on Townsend’s command.  The room was small with a desk, a couch, a few chairs and shelves filled with books and papers.  

“Glad to see the three of you awake.”  Townsend shoved the papers he’d been reading aside.  “Are you hungry?  Do you need anything?”  His eyes were on Sassy.

Sassy shook her head, a bit nervous with the Almighty’s attention.

“Do you have the building plans for the Midtown Shelter?” asked Hugh.

“No, but I have Bruno.”  Townsend stood and paused, his eyes on Hugh.  “The treatment wore off fast.”

“I think they skimped on the dosage.  You know how cheap the Council can be.”

“I find the exact opposite in my investigations.”  Townsend left the room and returned a few minutes later with his Guard.  “Please everyone have a seat.”  He motioned toward the chairs and couch as he sat behind his desk.  “We may be here for a while.”

They all sat.  Bruno stared at Hugh.  

“We grow hair just like you.”  He tapped his cheek.  Explaining this to everyone was getting old.

Bruno glanced at Townsend who nodded and said, “Hugh would like to know the layout of the Midtown Shelter.”

“What do you want to know?”  The big Guard’s voice was raspy as if from disuse.

“Can you draw the facility?” asked Hugh.  

Townsend handed paper and pencil to his Guard and Bruno began sketching.

“Don’t leave anything out.  The smallest detail may be what we need.”  He stood and leaned over the Guard’s shoulder.  “How do you know the place?”

“Lived there,” said Bruno.

“Bruno spent about three weeks there,” said Townsend.

“I didn’t think anyone made it out of there alive anymore.” Sassy looked at Bruno with a bit of respect.

“I wasn’t supposed to.”  Bruno looked over at her, his face unreadable as his gaze roamed up and down her frame.  “They kept me longer than most.  At first, I think it was because I wasn’t handling the place well.  The damn Servants like to keep the ones who are scared.  I’m sure that’s why they took Skippy before me.  He was a rock.”  His lips turned up in a snarl.  

Useless chatter wasn’t going to free Reese, but losing his temper wouldn’t help either.  Guards were easily sidetracked.  He needed to keep Bruno focused.  “How did you escape?”  

Bruno glanced at Townsend who nodded.  “I didn’t.  One of the Servants who worked there let me go.”  

“Why would a Servant help you?”  By her tone, Sassy didn’t believe a word Bruno was saying.

“He needed me to do a job for him.  His daughter was in a relationship with an Almighty.  The Servant wanted me to kill the Almighty.”

“Is the Servant still there?”  He began to pace.  This was their way inside.  A Servant like that could be bribed or blackmailed.  “We may be able to—”

“Nah.  Libby’s dad died two years ago,” said Bruno.

“Instead of killing me, Bruno learned to love me.”  Townsend grinned.  

Hugh dropped onto the couch.  They were back to having no plan.

Bruno finished the drawing.  “This is the main entrance.”  He tapped the map.  “Here’s the back.  These are windows, but they’re always locked.”

Hugh studied the drawing.  There was nothing that stood out as an easy entry point but he wasn’t giving up.  He put the map aside.  “Tell me everything about your stay at the shelter.”

“When my friend, Skippy, and I were picked up”—Bruno’s jaw tightened, making his tough face even harder—“we weren’t doing nothing.  Just hanging around, but we’d crossed into the park and...it was an Almighty park.  We didn’t have no papers.  We didn’t belong to no one.”  

Hugh had to struggle not to shift away from Bruno as hatred wafted off the Guard in waves.

“We tried to leave but the Almightys’ Guards wouldn’t hear none of that.”  He clenched and unclenched his fist.  “We should’ve fought, but Skippy said to just go along with them and that everything would be okay.”  He glared at Hugh.  “It wasn’t.”

He held Bruno’s gaze.  He considered apologizing but it seemed wrong somehow, as if an apology from an Almighty would make it right and it wouldn’t.  Nothing would.  

Bruno took a deep breath, nodded slightly to Hugh and continued, “Anyway, they took us to the Midtown Shelter and shoved us in a cage.”  He glanced away.  “At least we were together.  For a little while anyway.”

“I know this is hard but can you tell me your daily routine?”  He didn’t want to force the Guard to relive this but Reese’s life was at stake.  He couldn’t do anything to save Skippy but he could save Reese.

“There was no routine.  We sat in the cell.”  Bruno glared at him, all the hatred flaring back to life.  “At night the House Servants would bring us dinner.  In the morning they’d make us empty our pail and clean our cells.  Then they’d take the one whose time was up.”

“Anything else?” he asked.  “Was there a weekly routine like baths or walks?”  He needed to know when the Servants and Guards were spread the thinnest.

“We didn’t get none of those.  All we did was sit in the cage and freeze.  The damn House Servants like it colder than us and I swear they kept it extra cold on purpose.”

“How did you become friends with Libby’s father?” he asked.

“We weren’t exactly friends.  It was after they took Skippy.  I fought them when they came for him.”  Bruno rubbed his fist.  “Took out a couple of the Guards too.  They had to see a doctor after I got done with them.”

“You took a beating as well,” said Townsend.

Bruno looked at the Almighty, adoration in his eyes.  “Yeah, but I’d do it all over again just for the chance to save Skippy.”

Townsend nodded.  “I know you would.”

Bruno turned back toward Hugh.  “Phelecks, Libby’s father, saw me fight.  He waited a few days for my temper to cool and then he approached me.”

“How did he get you out?” he asked.

“One night he came to my cage, unlocked it and then sent me out the back door.”

Hugh leaned back in his chair, trying to figure out how to use this information.  “Is there only one House Servant on duty at night?”

“No.  Usually, there are four but that night I only saw Phelecks.”  Bruno glanced at Townsend.  “I think he got them to leave or look the other way.  Not sure.  Phelecks and me was never friends and he sure wasn’t happy when I didn’t kill Townsend.”  He grinned at the Almighty.

“But Libby and I are very happy,” said Townsend.  “Very happy indeed.”

Hugh stood and began to pace.  “I hate to ask you this but can you tell me where they took the Guards...when their time was up.”

Bruno inhaled deeply, his eyes filling with anger again.  “Every morning the Almightys’ Guards would come into the shelter.  They was all big and all mean.  They’d make the Guard who was gonna be killed walk the hallway.  Let us all see who was going.  I remember this one young Guard.  The poor kid pissed himself he was so scared but they made him walk up and down each aisle, his britches wet.”  He looked at Townsend.  “There was no reason for that.”

Hugh continued to pace, his mind whirling.  The answer was there.  He just had to piece it together.

“After the Guard walked the hallways, they took him to a room in the back.  We knew what happened there.  We could smell it.”  Bruno’s eyes moved to each of them as if in challenge.  “I’m no coward, but I was terrified as soon as we entered that place.  The stench of death was everywhere.  I’ve never experienced anything like it before and I hope to never again.  Skippy and I knew our fate the minute we stepped through those doors.  No one comes to adopt at the Midtown Shelter.  There’s no way out but in a bag.”

“You saw the bags.”  Hugh stopped pacing.  “They drag the...remains past your cells to—”

“Nah.  That’s just a saying.  They burn the bodies out back in another building.  I figure the easiest way to move dead Guards is in bags.”

“They burn them?”  Trinity’s tone was horrified.

“After they was dead, yeah.”  Bruno gave her an incredulous look.  “What else was they supposed to do with so many bodies.  They kill a Guard a day there.  They can’t bury them all.”  He laughed.  It wasn’t a pleasant sound.  “Not enough dirt for that.”

“Why are you surprised?” asked Sassy.  “They eat your kind.”

“I’m not, I guess.  It’s just...I got used to what they did, do to us.  I never thought about what happened to anyone else.”

“So, once the Guards were taken to the back room you never saw them again, not even their bodies,” said Hugh.

“Right.  The back room and then nothing.  We’d smell the burning though and that was almost as bad as the death.”  Bruno looked down at his hands.  “The days that the fires wouldn’t start were good days.  No burning then, but once the fires were fixed the burning would start again and go on and on, until there were no more bodies to burn.”  His lips and nose twitched as if he could smell the odor now.

“Where is this back room?”  He handed the map to the Guard.  

Bruno pointed to a corner on the south side of the building.

“Where is the crematory?”  At Bruno’s confused look he added, “The place where they burn the bodies.”

The Guard pointed to an area directly behind the south side of the building by the execution room.  Hugh’s eyes met Townsend and they both smiled.

“That’s it,” said Hugh.

Townsend nodded.  Trinity and Sassy moved to stare at the map and then glanced at each other, confused.

“There has to be another door where they take the bodies outside.”  Hugh pointed to the map.  “It’s probably around here.”  He turned to Townsend.  “What’s near the crematory?”

“An alleyway.”  Townsend’s smile grew wider.  “And across the street is an office building which I just happen to have the keys to.  We can stakeout the place to see if anyone is waiting around the area that shouldn’t be.”

“I don’t want you and your family taking any more risks.”  There was no way he was putting those kids in danger.  “You’ve done enough already.”

“This is important to us too.  Do you think we like living like this?”  Townsend’s eyes were hard for the first time since they’d met.

“I understand but at least you still have your family.  If they even suspect that you helped me—”

“They won’t know.”

“Once we free Reese, they’ll look into the entire area.  Check all the buildings.  Your name will come up.”

Townsend laughed.  “I’m sorry.  I wasn’t clear.  I don’t have anything to do with that building, at least not on paper.”

“I thought you said you had an office there.”

“No.  I have the keys to the building, not an office, the entire building.”

“How?  Why?”

“There was an incident a few years back.”  Townsend glanced at Bruno.  “The incident was actually outside of the building.  A garbage man had a heart attack.  A new supervisor put someone else on his shift.  This new garbage man found a dumpster full of female House Servants.  They were all between the ages of nine and seventeen.”  His eyes met Hugh’s.

“Sex trade.”  The words were bitter on his tongue.  It’d been going on for years and he’d never understood how they couldn’t catch the people involved.

Townsend nodded.  “No proof, but it’d appear that way.”

“What happened to them?” asked Trinity.

“Don’t know.  They were taken to a shelter and then nothing.  I wanted to interview them but when I visited the shelter where they should’ve gone, the Servant in charge said that they’d never received the females.”

“You Almightys are disgusting,” said Sassy.

“Not just Almightys,” said Bruno.  “There are places where Guards and Servants go for these things too.”

“Then you males are disgusting,” corrected Sassy.

Bruno laughed.  “We can be.”

“You never found any of them,” asked Hugh.  “There had to be a record somewhere.  Someone had to know something.”

“I looked.  Trust me.  The colder the trail, the more I dug, which led me to the building.  I began researching the people who rented office space but they seemed legitimate and they all said that part of their rent covered garbage pickup.  I decided to talk to the owner of the building.”  Townsend leaned forward.  “The problem was, I couldn’t find out who the owner was.”

“That’s documented.  It has to be.  There’s no way the Council would lose the tax money,” Hugh said.

“I know, but it’s buried deep.  I was getting close but another story came up and I got distracted.”  

“What?  I’d think a story on the sex trade would be quite lucrative.”

“It is, but some young, up-and-coming Almighty started telling tales, spouting treason and got himself arrested.”  Townsend’s voice was laced with humor.  “I was told to write about that instead of chasing a story that’d gone cold.”  He shrugged.  “I have to follow my orders too and in my spare time...Well, I’ve been busy drumming up stories to keep the rebellion going.”

“Yeah.  I can see where that story would be front page news and right up your alley,” he said.

“I’ll get back to the sex trade story.”  The humor fled from Townsend’s voice.  “It’s important to me and Libby and I was getting close.  As I followed the paper trail, someone must’ve realized what I was doing because soon everyone moved out of the building and now, it sits empty and perfect for our use.”

“And you just happen to have a key?” Hugh fought a grin of triumph.  Everything was falling into place.

“I have ways of getting things sometimes.”  Townsend’s gaze locked with his.

He had a little more faith in the other Almighty’s ability to find him his lab.  “Sassy, you said that you can break in and out of just about anywhere but how?  Do you use windows?  Do you break—”

“I pick the locks.  I can open any lock.”  Sassy straightened with pride over her skill.

“She’s the one who taught me,” said Trinity.

“I see what your father meant about your new friends.”  He could understand Tim’s concern but in this world Sassy’s skills were helpful.

“Parents never like me.”  Sassy smiled and glanced at Bruno who grinned at her.  

Parents may not like her but Bruno did and that meant the Guard may be more than willing to help with freeing Reese.  “Bruno, are the executions scheduled?”

Bruno’s brows furrowed over his eyes in confusion.

“Do they perform the executions at a certain time on a certain day?”

“Every day.  In the morning.”

“When do the House Servants change shifts, you know, day shift taking over for night shift?”  He rubbed his hands together.  This was coming along nicely.  

“Right before the executions.  The night shift don’t kill no one, but the Servants rotate.  They all work the day shift at some time.”

“And the Guards?”

“They only come in to help with the execution.  Then they go.”

“Perfect.  I know how we can free Reese, but first, Sassy you’re going to have to be captured and taken to the Midtown Shelter.”
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CHAPTER 42:  HUGH
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HUGH TURNED AWAY FROM the window and toward the camera.  “The Servants have finished their perimeter check.  It’s time to free Reese and Sassy.”

“Excellent.  Cut.  That’s a wrap.  Whatever it is that I’m supposed to say.”  Townsend joked as he put his video camera away.  

“I’m just glad we’re done.”  Hugh slipped on his cloak.  He no longer liked talking about himself which had made the last several hours painful.  

Townsend and Bruno had dropped Hugh and Trinity off the night before.  Then early the next morning they’d left Sassy in the park.  When they’d returned to the office building at dusk, the reporter had insisted on interviewing Hugh on camera.  Although Townsend wrote articles and distributed them through an underground network, most Guards and Grunts couldn’t read.  The recordings would ensure that this message reached the widest possible audience.  According to Townsend, there were meeting places—bars, restaurants, shops, etc.—that ran these videos from the rebellion.

“It wasn’t that bad and the camera loves you,” said Townsend.  “Especially with the stubble.  That alone is going to boost the morale of the other classes.”

Hugh walked over to Trinity who sat in the corner, sharpening her spears and pouting.  At least that’s what he was calling her behavior.  Her part in his plan was to wait and watch.  She wasn’t happy about that and she was an expert at letting her displeasure be felt without saying a word.  If her glares were knives, he’d be a colander.

“Wish me luck.”  He gave her a cocky grin just to infuriate her.  

“You’re an ass.”  She barely glanced at him as she shoved a spear into the quiver.  

“And you’re a brat.”  He turned to leave.

In a flash she was at his side, grabbing his arm.  “I should go and you know it.  Something’s not right.  There should be Guards or Almightys or someone protecting the buildings.”  

“We’ve been watching the place for over a day.  They have new locks, extra Servants and they’re running perimeter checks every few hours.”  

During the day the Servants patrolled every hour, but as night wore on the time between their rounds lengthened.  It was typical Servant behavior.  They were fast and could hear, see and smell better than the other classes, but they had a tendency to be lazy when unsupervised.

“It’s not enough and you know it.”  She glanced out the window.  “We missed something.” 

“It doesn’t matter.  I have to do this.”  He pushed a strand of hair from her face.  In his initial plan, only Sassy was going into the shelter, but as Bruno had pointed out, a young, brown-haired, female with brown eyes fit the description of ninety percent of the female Guards in there and every one of them would swear her name was Reese.  

“There’s no reason that I can’t go with you.”

“We’ve been over this.”  He didn’t like it either.  It was too quiet, too calm and that was exactly why she was staying here.  He wouldn’t risk her getting caught.  It was bad enough that he’d had to send Sassy into the shelter.  There was no way he was putting anyone else in danger.

“Do you actually think you can stop me?”  Her hands were on her hips, claws out.

That was the problem.  He couldn’t force her to stay, at least without hurting her, and if Sampson were to be believed, she might win against him, Townsend and Bruno.  He needed to use logic and persuasion.  “Please.  Trust me.  Everything will be fine.”  He put his hands on her shoulders and they trailed down her arms until his fingers intertwined with hers.  “If something goes wrong, I need you here.  You won’t be able to save me if you get caught too.”

“I know you’re just saying that.”

“Did it work?”  He smiled again, unable to help himself.  

“Yes, but only because you have a point.  You’d be swinging by your neck if it weren’t for me.”  Her lips quirked upward in a half-smile, although her eyes were worried.

“I can’t argue with that.”  He should let go of her hands, but he couldn’t.  This might be the last time he touched her.  

“Praise Araldo.  I finally found something you won’t argue about.”  All joking left her eyes.  “Be careful.”  

“I will.”  He squeezed her hands and forced himself to let go.  “You too.”  

His eyes met Townsend’s over her shoulder.  The Almighty nodded.  If something went wrong, Townsend was to get Trinity as far away from here as he could.  

Hugh gave her one last smile and left, following Bruno down the hallway, to the stairs and then outside.  The area was clean, unlike the streets and alleys in the parts of the city controlled by Guards and House Servants.  There weren’t even rats near the dumpsters.  The only thing lurking around here was Say.  The little Servant had shown up the night before a few hours after Townsend had dropped him and Trinity off so they could stakeout the shelter.  Say had refused to come upstairs, spending part of his time right inside the doorway and the rest in the alley.  “You should get inside.”

Say bared his teeth at him.

Ungrateful little shit.  “It might not be safe around here soon.  Trinity wouldn’t want you hurt.”  It was true.  Although he thought the little Servant was a creep, Trinity was fond of the kid.  

Say hissed and darted behind a dumpster.  Hugh caught up with Bruno.  He’d tried.  It was the best he could do.  

They stopped at the end of the alley and Bruno peeked around the corner.  The Guard nodded and they jogged across the street, staying in the shadows as they passed two side streets and darted down another alley.  They stopped, hiding on the side of a building.  

Bruno tipped his head and sniffed.  “It’s clear.  I’ll wait here until you’re inside.”

The crematory was still several yards away.  “No.  You should go now.  If things don’t go as planned, Townsend will need your help getting Trinity out of here.”

Bruno studied him a moment and then nodded, slipping back down the alley.  

He waited about ten minutes after he couldn’t see the Guard anymore and then raced to the crematory.  He leaned against the building, his heart pounding.  He’d been eager for this moment all day.  He hated waiting.  According to Gaar and Trinity, that made him a lousy predator and a dead prey.  However, now that he was here, he wasn’t anxious to take the next step.  Right now, he could flee if he had to—get lost in the city streets.  As soon as he entered that building he was trapped, just like Reese and Sassy.  

He took a deep breath.  There was no going back for him.  There never had been.  He ran to the shelter and scraped his fingernail down the door three distinct times.  If everything had gone as planned, Sassy should be loose and opening the door any minute.  The seconds dragged on.  Sweat trickled down his back in the cold night.  He glanced around, feeling a trap falling around him but the night was silent.  Could Bruno have been wrong about the execution time or had they changed policies?  He looked back at the crematory imagining Sassy’s body being placed inside and burned until only bone fragments and ash remained.

The door latch slid free and Sassy stuck her head out of the doorway.  “Hurry.”

She was alive.  He hadn’t caused her death.  He wanted to hug her but since she’d probably hit him, he slipped inside, closing the door behind him.  The stench of death surrounded him.  

“I’ve gotta go.  There’s another cell check coming up.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

He nodded as she disappeared into the holding area, closing and trapping him in the room of the dead.  His blood pounded through his veins.  He didn’t want to be here.  It was prison all over again.  He leaned against the door, getting as close to the living as he dared.  A little light crept in from under the door and soon shapes began to form from the darkness.  Now, he wished he could block the light.  The dark was better than this sight.

There’d been no burning that day or from the looks of the place for several days.  Bodies of Guards were piled on the floor.  He didn’t want to look but he couldn’t help it.  They were male and female, young and old.  One little Guard caught his attention.  His feet drew him to her side.  She couldn’t have been more than six or seven, her tiny face peaceful in death.  His hand trembled as he touched her hair.  She was a child.  Why would they kill her?  They could’ve moved her to another shelter, given her a chance at adoption.  They could’ve done something, anything besides murder her.

He forced himself to turn away.  He moved to a corner and sat on the floor.  He’d known what happened to unwanted Guards.  He’d known what he might see in this room, but he still hadn’t been prepared.  All these lives snuffed out for no reason other than no Almighty wanted them.  His hand shook as he ran it through his hair, knocking off his hood.  He didn’t want to live in a world where this was okay, accepted, expected.  None of these Guards deserved this.  He leaned his head against the wall.  This had to change, but how could it?  Life had been like this for hundreds of years.  One rebellion couldn’t change that.  The Almightys had guns.  They didn’t usually use them, but they would.  The Allied Classes couldn’t win this war.  Once the fighting started in earnest, Jason and the Council would pull the weapons out of storage and that’d be the end.  All his friends would die and it’d be his fault.  His mind spun.  There had to be a way to change the world without ending their lives. 

“Hugh?” whispered Sassy.

He jumped at the sound.  The silence of the dead had been overwhelming.  He stood.  He’d found no answers.  No solution.  There was no happy ending for these Guards and there’d be none for him.  The best he could do was to try and save as many of his friends as possible.  

“Let’s find Reese and get out of here.”  Sassy’s eyes were wide as she tried not to look at the piles of Guards.  

“Shhh.  The Servants.”  He didn’t like the odds of him and Sassy against the eight Servants on duty.

“As long as you don’t yell or say anything stupid, we should be fine.  They expect chattering and whispers and according to the Servant who did the last check, they’re in the middle of a poker game and the pot is pretty big.”  Her eyes fell on one of the dead Guards.  “Come on.  I can’t look at that.”

He followed her into the other room.  There were rows of cages containing one or more Guards and everyone was awake and staring at them.

He and Sassy began walking up and down the aisles.  Some of the Guards whispered, begging him to free them too.  Others remained silent but their eyes pleaded for help.  He glanced at the Guards as he passed, searching for Reese while trying not to make eye contact.  He couldn’t save them all; he couldn’t.  His gaze fell on a young, male Guard of about ten and he slowed.  

“We can’t help him.”  Sassy tugged on his arm.  “We don’t have time to free them all and we’d never get out of here if we did.”  Her tone was harsh, almost panicked.  

“Hugh?  Is that you?” said a familiar voice.

He raced to the cage as Reese moved to the front of her cell, grasping the bars.  He clasped her hands.  She was alive.  He wasn’t too late.  Sassy began working on the lock.

“Hugh, you shouldn’t be here,” she said, tears running down her cheeks.  “It’s a trap.”  Her eyes widened as her fingers touched his cheek.

“I’ll explain about the hair later.  Do you know what they have planned?” he asked.

“No, but the only reason they came for me was because you escaped.  Sarah said as much.”  She looked nervously around.  “You need to leave.  Go, now.”

“We’re not leaving without you.”  

“Let’s move.”  Sassy opened the cage door.  

Reese stepped out of the cell and he hugged her.  He couldn’t help it.  He’d been so sure she’d be dead.

“Hug later.  Move now.”  Sassy shoved him.

They headed down the aisle back to the execution room, Reese lagging behind.

“Come on.”  Sassy stood at the door, legs twitching with the need to run, to get away.

“Hugh?”  Reese stopped, glancing back at the cages.  

The soft sound of crying drifted to him.  Eyes stared at him through the dark, pleading for a chance.  She was right.  He couldn’t do it.  “Sassy, you and Reese go on ahead.”

“What are you talking about?”  Sassy’s lips started to turn up in a snarl.  “We need to leave together.  Right now.”

“I can’t.  I’d rather free some of them and get caught then leave them all here to die.”

The Guards in the cages began to whisper.

“You won’t free any of them.  Do you know how to pick a lock?”

“No, but before you leave”—he looked around and pointed to five cages each containing one very large Guard—“open those cages.”

“Why?”  Sassy shot him a glare.  “What good will that do?”

“They’ll help me get the keys.  Won’t you boys?”

The Guards nodded, eyes no longer pleading but glimmering with anticipation.

An adult male in a nearby cage, who’d been sitting on his bed on the floor, stood.  “I can do better than that.”

The Guard was big but not muscular like a protection Guard.  He must be a mix similar to Jackson.  

“Turn me loose and I can pick the locks for you.  While you get the keys, I can be unlocking cages.  I may be done before you come back.”

Sassy snorted her disbelief.  “There’s no way.  It’ll take too much time to unlock the cages.  Hugh, we don’t—”

“Maybe with you picking the locks,” said the Guard.  “Your technique is all wrong.”  He smiled, his eyes looking Sassy up and down.  “Let me out and I’ll teach you how to do it right.  I’m an expert.”

“Really?  You think you can show me something I don’t know.”  Sassy had a smile on her lips but her body language and tone screamed that she’d like to tear the young male’s head off.  

The Guard must not know females because he bowed in a mocking manner.  “Brennon, at your service and I know I can show you plenty of things, but we’ll start with the proper way to pick a lock.”

“This I’ve got to see.”  Sassy moved to his cage and in a moment had the door open.  “Beat that time.”

“Give me your tools.”  Brennan stepped out of his cage.  

Sassy grudgingly handed them over.  Brennon moved to the enclosure next to him, bent near the lock and in a second it was undone.

“How...”  Sassy’s mouth was hanging open.  “No way.  That’s not possible.”

“I’ll do it again.”  Brennon moved to another cage.  “Pay attention, sweetheart.  You don’t want to miss anything.”  

Sassy was so engrossed in watching him work that she ignored his endearment.

“Sassy, do you have another set of tools?” asked Hugh.  “I’d rather not confront the House Servants if I don’t have to.”

“I always carry a backup.”  She pulled another set from the side of her shoe, but continued to watch Brennon as he moved to another cage.

“Did you get that, darling?”  Brennon unlocked another cage.  “Or should I go slower for you?”

“No.  Keep moving as fast as you can.  You can show her later.”  He tapped Sassy on the shoulder and she turned toward him, her eyes bright with excitement.  “He can show you later.  Let’s focus on getting everyone out of here as quickly as possible.”

Sassy’s eyes dimmed but she nodded and moved to the other side of the hallway and started opening the locks.  

“Let’s make this a competition,” said Brennon.  “Keep count and if I unlock more than triple your number then you owe...”

He liked this Brennon Guard.  A contest would keep Sassy focused on the task and not the possibility of capture.  He led a group of freed Guards through the execution room and to the back door.  “Once you get outside there’s a building straight ahead.  It’s going to stink, but you need to run over to it.  Stop there and make sure no one is around before going to the next building and then cross the road and enter the alley.  If you want to try and make it on your own, go ahead, but anyone who wants help getting out of the Almightys’ city, wait there.  If someone comes or something seems off, flee.  Don’t wait.”  

The Guards’ eyes were wide with fear and hope.  

“Good luck and stay safe.”  He opened the door and they slipped outside into the night.

He went back into the main room and collected the next group.  He repeated this process until they were done.  It’d taken longer than planned but all the Guards were free.  He, Brennan, Sassy, Reese and three large male Guards were the last to leave.  As he walked through the execution room for the final time he stopped next to the little female.

“Now what?”  Sassy was cranky because Brennon had won the contest and wouldn’t shut up about it.

“She’s coming with us.  Will you help me?” he asked one of the large Guards.  

The Guard looked at the little, dead girl and nodded.  He picked up the child, her body stiff with rigor mortis, and cradled her in his arms.

“Hugh, why—”

“Trust me, Sassy.  You’ll understand when we get back to the building.”
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CHAPTER 43:  TRINITY
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TRINITY STARED INTO THE darkness.  “Something’s wrong.”

“Hugh’s fine.”  Townsend held up the binoculars and scanned the front of the shelter.  “There’s nothing to suggest that everything isn’t going as planned.”

“Besides the fact that he should’ve been back over twenty minutes ago.”  Their plans never seemed to go right and when they went wrong, things got bad fast.  She moved toward the door.  She was done waiting.  He could be trapped or captured.  Someone might be hurting him right now.  

“He said you were to wait here.”  Townsend grabbed her arm and then quickly dropped his hold at her glare.  

“Good thing I don’t belong to him then isn’t it?”

Bruno, who’d been leaning against the wall staring out one of the other windows, straightened and headed their way.

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”  Townsend followed her.  

Bruno was making his way across the room on her other side.  She almost smiled.  They thought they were going to trap her between them.  No one took her seriously until she made them.  She’d been taught by a Tracker and Handler for Araldo’s sake.  Even when training, Gaar and Mirra fought to win and for them winning meant killing.

“Don’t do this.”  She unsheathed her knife and pulled a spear from her quiver before Townsend could blink.

“Easy now.”  The Almighty stopped but Bruno continued his steady approach.

“Call off your Guard.”

“Bruno?  He’s not doing anything.  He’s just going to make sure you don’t hurt me.”  He held up his hand, halting Bruno.  “Put your weapons away—”

“You helped us Townsend and I owe you, but that doesn’t mean I won’t stick this spear in your gut.”  She twisted the weapon, catching his eye.  “I won’t kill you.  I wouldn’t do that to Libby and the kids, but it’ll hurt.”

“I’ll snap your neck like a brittle bone,” growled Bruno, creeping forward.

“You might try, but you won’t succeed.”  She took another step toward the door.  “You may as well save us all the trouble...and pain because there will be pain for both of you.”  She grinned, cockiness always unnerved her enemies.  They probably expected her to shake and quiver in fear.  “You won’t stop me from trying to help Hugh.”

“He wanted you to stay here.”  Townsend enunciated each word.

“He can yell at me when I bring him back.”  She moved another step closer to the door.  Soon she’d make a run for it.

“Hugh is going to kill me,” said Townsend.

Her hand touched the knob and she opened the door, slipping into the hallway and racing toward the exit, expecting Bruno to be on her tail, but no one followed.  She slowed as she made her way down the stairs.  There was a slight movement in the shadow by the door.  She froze and then sighed, putting the spear in her quiver and the knife in her sheath.  

“Say, you’re going to give me a heart attack.”  She moved to the door, the little Servant behind her.  “I’m going to find out what’s taking Hugh so long.  Wait here.”  She stared at him.  “If I don’t come back, find my dad and tell him what happened.”

Say blinked.

She opened the door and peeked outside.  Everything was quiet.  She made her way down the alley toward the street.  There was a musky scent in the air.  She hesitated.  A quiet sound, almost like a footstep, caused her ears to perk.  It was probably a rat, but after years of living in the forest her senses were always on high alert.  There was the sound again but this time faster and more distinct.  Footsteps.  Running toward her.  Without thinking, she withdrew her knife and spun around.  A large, male House Servant leaped toward her.  She extended her arm and her knife slid into his heart.  His eyes widened in shock as he landed, crumpling to the ground.  

A soft hiss drew her gaze from the dead Servant.  Say lurked outside the building near the door, teeth bared.  Her heart pounded.  Something was definitely wrong.  Then she saw them, four Servants, all large males, running toward her from the shadows.  They were between her and Say, between her and the door.

“Get Bruno,” she yelled as she raced down the alleyway toward the road.

She had a head start.  Outrunning them wouldn’t be a problem if she could dash straight into the street, but she couldn’t chance being seen and there might be others waiting for her.  This was the trap.  She’d known something was up.  It’d been too quiet.  Nature, even in the city, was only silent when danger was near.  She glanced back.  They were all following her, so either they didn’t know about Townsend or they didn’t care about him.  She wasn’t sure which was better.  Had the reporter betrayed them?

One of the Servants was close and getting closer.  She needed to do something and she needed to do it fast.  She’d win in a fight, lessons with Gaar and Mirra guaranteed that she could handle one Servant no matter how good he was, but the other three weren’t that far behind.  

As she darted down a connecting alley, her years of training took over.  She took in her surroundings, looking for an escape or possible point of ambush.  The buildings were concrete not steel.  She could work with that.  She put the knife in her mouth and launched herself at the wall, retracting her claws like Mirra had taught her because claws couldn’t sink into stone or concrete.  She hit the wall hard and slid down but then her fingers found a hold, temporary but that was all she needed.  She repositioned herself and pushed, flipping backward and landing behind the Servant.  

He skidded to a halt.  His thin back stiffening with surprise but he must’ve been well trained too because he whipped around, his hand knocking her back a step as a sharp pain lanced through her shoulder.

“Wrong one.”  Her other arm slashed outward, the knife slicing into his throat in one fluid movement.  

His face twisted in pain as he crumpled to the ground, her ears tipped back, catching the sound of someone approaching softly from behind.  Her lips curled in disgust.  He should’ve tried harder to be quiet.  His life had depended on it.  She turned and barely dodged his fist.  He was closer than she’d realized.  She ducked, blocking another punch as she jabbed her knife into his gut.  His eyes met hers, pleading.  He was young, about her age.  Her hand rested against his stomach, her knife buried deep.  He grasped at her wrist.  She couldn’t undo this.  The gut wound would be slow and fatal.  The best she could do was to end it quickly.  

“I’m sorry.”  She twisted her wrist and he gasped.  One more push upward and his pain would be over.  She stilled.  Footsteps, moving fast in her direction.  The other two Servants were running hard toward her.  She freed her knife from his stomach and he fell to the ground, crying out as she darted behind a dumpster.

She steadied her breathing.  She could handle both of them if she had to, but it’d be better to deal with them one at a time.  

The two Servants charged around the corner and into the alleyway, skidding to a stop at their companion’s side.  She’d never seen any of them before.  These two were lean, muscular and in their prime.  One had dark brown hair and the other one had blonde hair.

The blonde began to sniff.  She held her breath.  She couldn’t count on the smell of garbage to cover her scent.  The dumpster was spotless like it’d never been used.  She had to hope that the stench of death would cover most of her smell.  She needed them to separate.  

“Help,” gasped the young Servant with the gut wound.

“He’s still alive,” said the dark-haired Servant.

The blonde grunted but continued sniffing.  He took a step in her direction.  She tensed.  He’d caught her scent.  He hadn’t realized what he smelled, but he would soon.  She glanced around.  The wall was behind her and the alley ended to her right.  She’d have to run past them.  She had the element of surprise but they were close.  She pulled a spear from her quiver.  Maybe, she could take one out from here or distract them by throwing the spear across the alley.  The blonde wandered farther from his friend, leaving her an opening.  It wasn’t much, but she’d have to make it count.  Her muscles tensed.  A few more steps would bring him in range.

Suddenly, footsteps thundered toward them.  Someone was coming.  Someone big.  The Servant who’d been following her scent, stopped and turned to face the sound.  He nodded at the dark-haired Servant who was bent over their injured companion.  The dark-haired Servant exposed his claws and with a quick twist of his wrist ripped out the throat of his friend.  He flung the torn flesh from his hand and grabbed a gold chain and medallion from around the dead Servant’s neck, pulling it free from the shirt.  He stuffed it into his pocket and straightened.  

She took a deep breath.  She’d use this opportunity to flee.  The Servants were distracted.  They seemed unsure of who was coming and she had no intention of waiting around to find out.  She straightened, staying hidden behind the dumpster as much as possible.

“Go get Jooneen’s chain,” said the dark-haired Servant.  “I got Drakka’s and Eela’s.”  He patted his pants pocket.

The blonde snarled at his companion but raced into the other alleyway and returned a moment later carrying another chain and medallion identical to the first.  “Let’s go.  He’s a big one and she’s not making this easy.”

They raced past the dumpster and darted across the street, disappearing into the shadows.  Bruno thundered around the corner.  Her knees shook in relief.  She was going to hug Say when she saw him whether he liked it or not.  The Servant had gone into the building and all the way up the stairs for help.  She owed the little guy big time.  He feared closed in places.  Besides tents, she’d only seen him inside at Ray’s and that building was a maze of entrances and exits.  She stepped out from behind the dumpster.

“Thank Araldo, you’re safe.”  Bruno skidded to a halt, his eyes landing on the dead Servants.  “Who are they?”

“I have no idea.”  She turned and walked toward the street.

“Where do you think you’re going?”  Bruno jogged to catch up with her.  

“To find Hugh.”  She glanced back at the dead Servants.  “You and Townsend should get out of here.  Obviously, it’s not safe.”  Her heart was racing.  If they’d sent these five after her, how many had they sent to capture Hugh?  He couldn’t fight one Servant let alone five.  She should’ve gone with him.  She’d known better than to listen to him.

Townsend ran up to them, reaching to pull her into a hug.  She shifted her wrist so her knife glinted in the moonlight.  She didn’t have time for hugs.

He took a step back, his eyes on the knife as his smile wavered.  “You’re safe.  Hugh would’ve killed me if something happened to you.”

“I doubt that.  Hugh’s not a killer.”  Unlike her.  Blood covered her hands and shirt.  The eyes of the Servants flashed in her mind.  Pleading for help.  For mercy.  For life.  She’d had to do it, but even after all these years, it still didn’t sit well with her.  She wiped her knife on her shirt and slid it into her sheath.  The world was a cruel place.  She’d have to work harder to silence the little girl inside of her who wanted to save everyone.

“You’re hurt.  You need to come inside,” said Townsend.  “We should clean your cut and get it wrapped.”

Her shirt was hanging off her shoulder and the long gash was bleeding slightly.  “It can wait.  I need to find Hugh and you two need to get out of here.”

Townsend glanced at Bruno, both of them confused.

“We’ve been discovered.  It’s only a matter of time before the Almightys realize that these five failed and send more, if there isn’t already another team heading our way.”  She continued down the alley.  She didn’t have time to explain this to them.

“The Almightys didn’t send these House Servants,” said Townsend.

“What?”  She turned around.  

He looked at Bruno again.  “They would’ve sent Guards, not Servants.  The authorities don’t use House Servants for these types of jobs.”

“Then who sent them?”  

“I have no idea.  Did you recognize any of them?”  Townsend headed toward the dead Servants.

She followed him, trying to remember every Servant she’d ever met.  “I don’t think so.”  She was pretty sure that she’d never seen them at Ray’s but there were a lot of Servants in and out of his place.  

Townsend stopped by the dumpster.  He pulled out his camera and turned in on, moving close to get a good image of the Servant.  His eyes met Bruno’s.  “Stay with her.  I’ll be right back.”  

He walked around the corner and Bruno fidgeted, torn between his need to obey and his desire to protect Townsend.  She glanced behind her.  She had to find Hugh, but it’d be faster to wait for Townsend to return than to fight with Bruno.  It couldn’t take him long to video tape two dead Servants.  A moment later the reporter came around the corner.

“I’ll try and discover who sent them.”  Townsend met her eyes.  “But until then, you should be careful.”

“Me?  Why?”

“They weren’t after us and they weren’t after Hugh.”

Her heart skipped a beat.  All five of them had come after her.  “There could be others attacking Hugh right now.”

“I don’t think so.  They would’ve ambushed him before he got to the shelter, but they didn’t.  They waited for you.”

“Maybe, they weren’t here when Hugh left.”

“Or when Bruno came back?  It’s possible but unlikely.  These aren’t feral Servants.  They’re all well dressed and well fed,” said Townsend.

“Why would anyone come after me?”  A chill ran down her spine.  She didn’t want to go through this again.  The last time she’d been hunted, Gaar and Mirra had almost died.  “I have to find Hugh.”  It was bad enough that he’d put himself in danger trying to save Reese, but she’d never forgive herself if he got hurt because of her.  She took off down the alley.

“Who’ll save Hugh if you’re captured?” yelled Townsend.

“My friends.”  She said over her shoulder.

“No.  Your friends will save you.  Your dad.  Gaar.  Mirra.  Are you willing to be the reason they all get captured or killed?  You won’t be locked in some barn this time.”  

She stopped.  Mirra was pregnant.  Gaar was looking for others of his kind, searching for a mate.  Her dad had Arthur.  None of them could go through this again.

“And who will lead the rebellion if both you and Hugh are dead?  No one.  The revolution will die and life will go back to how it was.  How it still is for many.”  

“I’m not important to the revolution.”  She turned to face him.  She was nobody.  Nothing more than a fighter.

“I used to be annoyed by pompous Almightys, but now I realize that your and Hugh’s lack of self-awareness is even more irritating.”  He walked over to her.  “You’re the symbol of this revolution.”

“No.  Hugh is the face of the revolution.  He’s the one everyone follows.”  She didn’t want to be a symbol of anything.  She wanted to find a mate and live quietly in the forest, raising her young and growing crops.  

“Yes, Hugh is the face of the revolution—the face of science and logic.  The one everyone believes.  The one they want to follow, but you’re the spirit.  The heroine.  You’re the young girl whose kindness and strength changed all our lives.  You’re a Producer, the lowest of the classes, and you fought back.  You saw it with my kids.  They idolize you.”  His lips quirked up a bit.  “Like it or not, you’re the inspiration for a lot of people, especially anyone who has mixed blood or who has mixed children.”

She didn’t want to be an inspiration to anyone.  That’d make her a target.  Her ears tipped back.  There was a low rumbling coming from the alleyway.  “Quick.  Hide.  Something’s coming and it sounds big.”  

“Back to the building.  There are several exits.  We can escape to another alley,” said Townsend.

“It could be Hugh.”  Bruno’s head was tipped back, trying to catch scent.

“We can’t take the chance that it’s not.”  She ran toward the building, stopping at the door.  “Where’s Say?”

“Don’t know.  Haven’t seen him since we got here.”  Townsend held the door open for her.

“Didn’t he come and tell you that I was being attacked?”  She scanned the area but there was no dark shape in the shadows.

“No.  I heard him hissing and came outside to see what his problem was.”  Bruno gave Townsend a gentle nudge and the reporter went into the building.  The Guard sniffed again, holding the door with his foot.  “Still can’t make out the scent.  A lot of stink.  Guards for sure.  Get inside.”

She took one last look but Say was gone.  He must’ve been too frightened to stick around.  Hopefully, he’d show up later.  The city streets were dangerous.  She entered the building.  Bruno followed, closing the door behind him.  

She strained to hear through the thick door.  She’d been mistaken.  It wasn’t one big creature.  It was an army of creatures.  “We need to go,” she whispered.  “Whoever’s coming, there are a lot of them.”  

She shoved at Townsend and Bruno but the Guard shouldered her aside.

“We need to go.  Now,” she ordered.

“Still could be Hugh.”  Bruno ignored her and cracked open the door, sniffing.  

“He’s going to get us killed.”  She glared at Bruno and then at Townsend who shrugged.  She wasn’t getting captured because of some stupid Guard.  “Where are the other exits?  You two can stay and get...”

A large smile broke out on Bruno’s face.  He looked at both of them, relief in his eyes.  He was a Guard who’d die to protect Townsend, but he wasn’t a fool.  “It’s Hugh and...some Guards.”

She wiggled her way to the door and flung it open.  Hugh moved toward them down the alley, followed by Guards of all shapes and sizes.  He was here.  Alive.  She shoved Bruno aside and raced to him.

“Thank Araldo, you’re safe.  I saw the dead Servants.”  His eyes searched her face and ran down her body.  He grabbed her wrist, staring at her arm.  “You’re hurt.”

“It’s nothing.  A scratch.”  She touched his cheek, loving the feel of his whiskers.  “I’m glad you’re okay.”  

He leaned his head into her touch and she moved closer.  He bent toward her.  He was going to kiss her.  Finally, he was going to kiss her.

“What in the name of all that’s holy did you do?” asked Townsend.

She jumped and Hugh stepped away from her, dropping his hands to his sides.

“You turned everyone loose?  Why would you do that?” asked Townsend.

Hugh smiled at her and then faced the reporter.  “There was a slight change of plans.”  

She walked over to Townsend and slapped him on the shoulder.  “If you thought he was going to leave all those Guards to die, then you don’t know him at all.”  

“How are we going to get out of here without being caught?”  Townsend stared at all the Guards with a look of stunned disbelief.

“I couldn’t leave them behind.”  Hugh glanced back at the group and his smile faded.  “It wasn’t right.”

“Of course not.”  Townsend closed his eyes for a moment and then he stepped aside, waving his arm toward the door.  “Bring everyone inside.  We need to figure out what we’re going to do.”
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CHAPTER 44:  HUGH
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HUGH STARED AT THE dead, little Guard lying on the table in front of him.  

“Whenever you’re ready,” Townsend said from behind the video camera.

He’d never be ready, not really.  He didn’t want to do this—speak to the camera, speak to the revolution.  He needed to get Trinity back to the forest.  Back to Gaar and Mirra, Jackson and Tim.  Back to where she’d be safe.  Townsend, Trinity and Bruno had related what had happened in the alley.  His heart stalled every time he thought of her fighting five Servants on her own.  She shouldn’t have been alone, wouldn’t have been if she’d stayed in the woods where she belonged.  

He ran his hand through his hair.  He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if something happened to her.  War had casualties, but not her.  She was annoying and mouthy and arrogant to a fault, but she was also strong and honest and he admired her.  He’d tried to persuade her to go back to the forest but she’d refused to leave without him and he couldn’t go.  Not yet.  Not until all these Guards were safe, far away from the Almightys’ city.  

Trinity had taken Reese to the side, located her tracking device and removed it.  Reese had tried to be brave but her face had paled and she’d almost passed out.  It was one more sin at his door.  He’d insisted on implanting it in all his Guards.  Shit, he’d invented the thing.

As soon as Trinity was done, she’d checked the others.  Even though the shelter scanned all Guards for tracking devices as soon as they were brought in, he’d suspected a trap but they’d been lucky; there’d been none.  These Guards were all unwanted strays.  Jason and the Council were making costly mistakes.  They saw these strays as useless and expendable instead of a valuable commodity.  The Almightys’ arrogance was going to cost them.  They’d probably never imagined that he’d use a Guard from inside their own secured facility to free Reese and the others. 

“Hugh, I need you to talk.  Tell the Allied Classes what you’re thinking,” prodded Townsend.

He looked around.  Most of the Guards were gone.  Bruno was escorting them in small groups through the tunnels under the building and to the carriage.  Then he was driving them to the outskirts of the city.  Sassy and Brennon were leading each group to a safe place in the forest and they’d all meet up later.  

Townsend was right.  It was time to film his message.  It’d only taken moments for Townsend’s grumbling about all the extra Guards to grow into excitement.  According to the reporter, this would be a huge boost for the revolution.  Everyone would see for themselves that Hugh Truent had freed, not just his Guard, but all the Guards at the Midtown Shelter.  Everyone, especially the Guards, would rally behind someone like Hugh, someone who’d risk his own life to save theirs.

“This message isn’t only for the Allied Classes.”  His words were barely a whisper as he ran his finger across the little Guard’s cheek, her skin soft with youth.  He touched her hair.  That too was soft.  He didn’t have to fake the tears in his eyes.

“She was young.  Innocent of any crime.”  He looked directly at the camera.  “She didn’t deserve to be killed.  Her body hidden away like trash in a dark room before being burnt to ash.”  He paused.  “And she’s not the only one.  There was a roomful of Guards who’d been murdered.  Their crime?  Being unwanted by Almightys.”  His face hardened as he allowed the anger, the unjustness of it to pour through him.  “Who are we”—he pointed to himself—“to say that she didn’t deserve to live?  What gives us the right?  Who gives us the right?”  He pointed at the camera.  “You do.”  He lowered his hand.  “Each and every one of you who remain loyal to the Almightys, give us that right.  All of you, who stay true to the laws that imprison you, give us that power.  Every one of you hiding in your home, cowering behind your lies is responsible for her death.”  

He placed his hands on the table next to the little Guard and looked down, his voice lowering.  “But the Almightys aren’t the only ones to blame.  This is my fault and yours.”  He looked at the camera again.  “We allow this to happen.  We tell ourselves that it’s how it has to be.  How it’s always been.”  He let his anger and frustration show through his tone.  “That’s not acceptable.  Never was.  We, as a society, need to stop this abuse.  Stop the killing of innocents.”  His voice softened.  “Only by banding together can we do this.  The authorities won’t give up their power without a fight.  We need to be ready for that fight.”

He moved to the other side of the table.  “I came to the Midtown Shelter to free my Guard.  She’d been arrested because I’d escaped prison.  She’d done nothing illegal.  She hadn’t helped with my escape.  She was innocent and yet, she was arrested.  She received no trial.  She was removed from her home and placed in the shelter to die.  Why did they do this to her?”  He shrugged.  “I’m not sure.  To teach me a lesson?  Maybe.  To set a trap for me?  Probably, although it was a poor one flawed by arrogance.”  He glanced at the dead Guard and then back at the camera.  “One thing I do know is that they arrested Reese because they could.  No one would question them.  No one would fight.”  He smiled, but it wasn’t friendly.  “They made a mistake because I’m questioning them.  I’m fighting.  I freed all the Guards.  I did it.  No one else.  So Jason, if you want me you’re going to have to come and get me.”  By now, he was glaring at the camera, his breath coming almost in pants.

Townsend stopped recording, his eyes glittering with excitement.  “Wow.  Wow.”  He clapped Hugh on the back.  “That was...”

“How long before we leave?”  He needed to move—to run, to fight, to do anything to release the raw anger from his blood.

“The carriage took the last group a few minutes ago.”  Trinity glanced at the few Guards who remained.  “They’ll travel with us.”

“Come here.”  He waved to the largest Guard.  “I need your help.”  

The Guard walked over to him.  

“Get her and follow me.”  He pointed to the little Guard and headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” asked Townsend.

At the same time, Trinity asked.  “What are you doing?”

“Townsend, you don’t want to know.  Trinity, follow me if you’re that curious.”  

He glanced at the little, dead Guard as they left the building and suddenly, he was exhausted - his spirit as lifeless as her.  How many like her had died over the years?  How many had died while he was eating dinner, sleeping, going on dates?  He’d known that they’d killed the Guards no one wanted.  He’d even donated money to a few of the rescues that took in unwanted Guards and kept them until they passed.  He should’ve done more.  Sarah had tried to get him to do more, but he’d been too busy.  Well, he wasn’t too busy now.
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CHAPTER 45:  CONGUISE
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PROFESSOR PETER CONGUISE SAT in his office wishing Jason, the Supreme Almighty, would shut up.  Jason had been ranting about Hugh for over an hour and quite frankly he’d had enough.  If he were younger, he’d punch Jason in the face but over the years he’d learned to control and channel his temper into more productive outlets.

He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of scotch.  He poured a generous amount into two glasses.  He slid one across the desk.  “Jason.  Sit.  Let’s talk about this like reasonable Almightys.”

Jason’s face was flushed from his rant.  He flopped onto the chair and grabbed the drink, downing half of it.

Conguise held back his sneer.  He wanted to toss the man from his home but the public loved the bumbling idiot.  Of course, Jason’s lack of intelligence did work in the professor’s favor.  Dangle a little alcohol or female in front of the man and the Supreme Almighty would do whatever he was asked.  

Jason rubbed his eyes which were bloodshot from lack of sleep.  Conguise understood.  He hadn’t slept much either since the video and the display of the dead, little, female Guard.  The city was in an uproar.  Half of the Almightys were in fear, thinking that the lower classes were planning to attack like the Trackers had done and the other half were outraged over the death of the young Guard.  He took a sip of the liquor and enjoyed the smoky-smoothness as it slid down his throat.  He didn’t imbibe often so he made sure that when he did it was of the finest quality.

“What are we going to do?” asked Jason, his voice whiny.

That was one of the many problem he had with the Supreme Almighty.  Jason acted, or more accurately reacted, without analyzing the situation and once he’d messed everything up he expected someone else to fix the problem.

It’d been Jason’s Guards who’d allowed Hugh to escape in the first place and now, Jason had screwed up again.  In a fit of temper after seeing the little, dead Guard displayed on a prominent city street in front of a church, Jason had stormed the Midtown Shelter and had publicly executed all the House Servants who worked there, whether they’d been on duty the night the Guards were freed or not.  

“Let’s think on this for a moment.”  He took another sip, calming himself with the simple pleasure.  “Killing the Servants was a mistake.”

“It was not!  They betrayed us.”  Jason’s face reddened more.

“Perhaps, but it was still a mistake.”  He held up his hand.  “Let me explain.  First, by killing the Servants you destroyed any possibility we had of discovering if one of them was involved—”

“They had to be involved.”  Jason finished his drink in another large gulp.

He clamped his jaw to stop his cringe from showing.  He should’ve opened the cheaper scotch he kept for these occasions when Jason was in a hurry to get drunk.  “Yes, maybe.  We—”

“There is no maybe.  They were involved.”

“Do you want my help or not?”  He was done being interrupted.

Jason glared at him for a moment, but that didn’t bother him.  Right now, Jason needed him more than he needed the Supreme Almighty.  

“By all means, enlighten me.”  Jason refilled his glass and took another drink, leaning back in his chair.  

He was half-tempted to let the Supreme Almighty handle this on his own.  Jason would be ousted from office.  His only hesitation was that he wasn’t positive who’d be Jason’s replacement.  The wrong man as the Supreme Almighty could spell the end for his special projects, and possibly his life.  Just because his experiments were sanctioned by the current Supreme Almighty didn’t mean that a new one might not decide that they were an abomination and should be destroyed along with their creator.  So, right now he had no choice but to help.  “As I was saying, you made a mistake.”  

“Please explain how killing traitors is a mistake.”  Jason’s lips curled in a sneer.

“We’ll never know if they were involved in the escape.”  He held up his hand again.  “Before you insist that they were all traitors, especially in public, you may want to think about what that means.”  

Jason’s eyes were even angrier, but he shut his mouth.  He was never fond of not being the smartest in the room, although he should be used to it.

“If they were all traitors that means the Servants are also siding with Hugh and his friends.”  He took another sip, letting his words sink into Jason’s thick skull.  Soon, horror replaced the confusion on Jason’s face.  The Servants turning against them even caused him to shift in his seat.  “Exactly.  Servants are everywhere in an Almighty’s life.” 

“They could poison us all.”  Jason gulped down his drink.

“I doubt that.  They’d have to be very well organized.”

“They run everything for us.  They’re more organized than we are,” said Jason.

“In simple ways, yes.  They can run the day-to-day tasks of a household or business but they’re terrible at large scale planning such as for a party or event.”

“That’s true.  My wife has to do that.”

“Exactly.  Servants lack the ability to work together.  Poisoning all Almightys or even a great number of Almightys in one night would be beyond them.”

“Thank Araldo for that.”  Jason refilled his glass.

He glared at the emptying bottle.  He’d have to get another one soon, but this time it wouldn’t be the good stuff.  “However, the public will fear that their Servants are against them if you keep claiming that the ones at the shelter were all traitors.”

“I...I can’t say they weren’t.  Not now.”  

“The second reason that killing them was a mistake is that, as we both know, there are certain groups of Almightys, some of them very rich and connected, who want reform.  Hugh’s mother was one of them.”

“Sarah was a kind woman.  Sad what happened to her.”  Jason’s eyes held the professor’s as he tipped his glass as if in toast.

Sarah Truent had been nothing but a meddling woman with too much time on her hands and unfortunately, a lot of charm and resources.  He’d not set out to kill her, but he wasn’t sorry she was dead.  His part in the bombing had never been proven, although Jason suspected him.  That was fine.  Let the other man know that he’d stop at nothing to protect their way of life.  “That leaves us with everyone upset over your actions for one reason or other.”

“I’m well aware that the public is upset.  What I don’t know is how we can fix this.”

He took a sip of his drink.  The proverbial we again.  

“I can’t apologize.”  Jason swirled the alcohol in his glass.

“No, that would be political suicide.”

“I can’t un-kill them.”

He took another sip, watching a bead of sweat trickle down Jason round cheek.  He was tempted to keep quiet.  To let Jason suffer the consequences of his actions for once, but he couldn’t.  Not yet.  Jason didn’t have the vision to see his hand in front of his face, but he was still useful.  He’d bide his time a little longer.  He was close to success and with that came power.  All he needed was a few more tests and he could show Jethro to the world.  The boy was a miracle of his creation.  Jethro was getting stronger every day and he was smart.  Conguise wouldn’t take credit for that though.  His injection didn’t increase the brain of its host and quite frankly, he didn’t want it to.  He didn’t need one of his creations being smarter than him.  

“Answer me, Peter.  What should we do?”  Jason grabbed the bottle of scotch and refilled both of their glasses.

Amazing how generous the other man was with someone else’s alcohol.  The professor sat perfectly still.  It wouldn’t serve his purpose for Jason to see his sneer.  “I’m thinking.  This needs to be handled delicately.”

Jason stood and began to pace.  “Delicately?”  He snorted.  “We need to catch that bastard.  That’s what we need to do.”  He stopped and stared at Conguise.  “Catch Hugh and this goes away.”

“How do you propose we do that?  The last trap didn’t work as expected.”  

“That wasn’t our fault.  How were we to know that he’d be able to bribe our Servants?  Servants who’d worked at that shelter for years.  We took the necessary precautions.  We installed new locks.  We put more Servants on duty and we made sure that we didn’t have any new workers like that traitorous Guard at the prison.”  Jason shook his head, his fat cheeks jiggling.  “No.  The failure of that trap wasn’t our fault.”

“Hugh won and we lost.”  He spat the words, their foul taste lingering on his tongue.  “That can’t happen again.”  He wouldn’t let it happen again.

Jason took another gulp of his drink and continued to pace.  After a few moments he dropped back into the chair and smiled.  “We go after Hugh’s family.”

“I don’t—”

“Hear me out.  This time we’ll be better prepared.  We’ll have Guards everywhere and Almightys too.  We won’t rely on sneaky Servants.  We’ll use loyal Guards and Almightys.”  Jason leaned forward, eyes gleaming with drink and excitement.  “This time we’ll catch him.”

“I don’t think that’s wise.”  Jason was an idiot.  He didn’t see any further in this game of chess than the next step.  

Jason’s eyes narrowed.  He wasn’t the type to appreciate another’s opinion when it differed from his own, especially, when he considered his idea brilliant.

“You asked for my opinion, so here it is.”  He took another sip of the liquor.  He shouldn’t have to outline this, it wasn’t that difficult.  “Hugh’s brother-in-law, Sam Norable, is a well-known and well-loved professor.”  He wasn’t sure why he tried to give little clues.  He supposed it was the teacher in him.  Always searching for his next star student by trying to see who was smart enough to understand and who wasn’t worth his bother.  He didn’t like wasting time with idiots and yet, he was bound to the biggest idiot of them all.  “We don’t need the young Almightys siding with the rebellion.  Sarah and Sam didn’t have anything to do with the situation at the Midtown Shelter.  You know it and the public knows it.  We could’ve convinced the public that they’d helped Hugh escape, but not this.  The Norable’s treat their Guards and House Servants appropriately.  They’d never risk their lives for one.”

“You really think the students would side with the rebellion?”  Jason flopped back in his chair.  

“Not all of them, but a lot, yes.  As I’ve said before, we’ve been too easy on our children and we’re paying the price.  This group of young adults is more outspoken than my generation or even yours.  They believe they can make a difference.”  He smiled a little.  “They haven’t realized that most of them are just cogs in the wheel and their opinions and lives will make no difference in the long run.”

Jason’s lips moved as if he were chewing on something.  Conguise wouldn’t be surprised if the Supreme Almighty did that when he read too.

Jason leaned forward again, his eyes eager, but cautious.  “We should go after the Remore family, not Jethro of course, but the others.  It was their Guard who helped with Hugh’s escape.”  

Idiot was not a strong enough word.  “No.”  They’d already discussed this.  Going after the Remore family wasn’t an option.

“The public isn’t on their side.  Many are already upset about the increase in the cost of meat.”  Jason finished his drink and refilled his glass, emptying the bottle.

“Jethro is not ready to turn on his family.  We can’t take the chance of him siding with the rebellion.”  He couldn’t afford to lose Jethro.  The boy was the closest he’d come to success.  All he needed was a little more time.  Jethro listened to him, but the lad could be headstrong.  

“What good are your creations if they can’t be controlled?”

Control was such a common word but so elusive in its execution.  “You never control anything not even your children.”  Viola had been proof of that.  She’d betrayed him for Hugh and he’d do whatever was necessary to ensure that Hugh paid for taking his daughter’s love and destroying her with it.  “All you can do is earn their respect and loyalty and hope they follow you.”

“Bah, that’s Gruntshit”—Jason waved his hand—“and if it’s not then we need to discuss your experiments.  I don’t see a reason for your creations if we can’t control them.”

He’d kill Jason before he let him pull the funding for his experiments, but he didn’t need to travel that path yet.  “Soon, I’ll be able to guide Jethro.  Already, the boy is susceptible to my suggestions but I need to move slowly.”

“Then this is a good test.  See how far we can push him without a revolt.”  Jason leaned forward.  “You’ll have to do it eventually.”

“Yes, but this is too soon.”  Give him a few months working the Producer Camps.  Jethro was too smart to be happy with that life.

“Then this experiment is as worthless as the Tracker and Handler Camps.”

He carried his glass to the liquor cabinet, filled it with the good scotch, grabbed a bottle of the cheaper brand and walked back to the table.  “If those camps had been assigned to me, they would’ve worked.”  He swirled the liquor in his glass, afraid to meet Jason’s eyes for fear the other Almighty, although not perceptive in general, might see the anticipation in his gaze.  “They can still work.  If we capture Gaar and Mirra, I can study their blood.  See why they bonded but the others didn’t.”  If he could get Trackers and Handlers to bond and be loyal to him, he didn’t need Jason anymore.  He wouldn’t need anyone.  He’d be more powerful than the Supreme Almighty, the Council and their army.  “Think about it.  We need to be prepared for an attack and having bonded Trackers and Handlers in your army...”  He stopped, letting the silence of suggestion feed Jason’s need for fame and power.

Jason’s eyes gleamed for a moment and then he shook his head.  “Impossible.  There’s no way I can find financial backers for the Tracker and Handler experiments, not after that night and there hasn’t been an attack from the sea in years.  We don’t know if that world still exists.”  

Disappointment wafted through him.  He took a drink and looked at the other Almighty.  He was an expert at hiding his disappointment.  

Jason stared out the window.  “At least on the subject of Trackers and Handlers, all Almightys are in agreement.  The creatures must be exterminated and they need to be truly extinct this time.”

Suddenly, he had it.  He smiled.  “Jason, you’re a genius.  I know how to catch Hugh.”
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CHAPTER 46:  TRINITY
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THE REFLECTION FROM THE moon shimmered on the Lake of Sins, giving the place an ethereal feeling.  Trinity scanned the area one more time and dropped from the tree.  She darted over to the statue of the little girl and the butterfly and ran her hands over the base.  Nothing.  She took a deep breath and tried again.  

Jackson had halted the relocation of camp as soon as he’d realized that she and Hugh had left.  When they’d returned, Jackson’s anger had been overshadowed by the looming threat.  The Almightys wouldn’t take the freedom of the Guards from the Midtown Shelter lightly.  Jason and the Council would retaliate and it’d be swift.  They had to move deeper into the woods.  Hugh had spent the day pouring over the maps of the area with Jackson and they’d finally settled on a location.

She’d slipped away while the others were packing the camp and had raced through the forest.  This trip had to be fast.  She needed to tell Kim where they were moving and then make it back before anyone missed her.  Her fingers brushed a slight imperfection in the stone.  It was smoother than the rest.  She used all four fingers and pushed.  A small door opened at the base of the statue.  

Kim hadn’t been kidding about the size.  It’d be a tight fit and she wasn’t eager to crawl inside of a dark hole, but strolling up to the house and knocking on the door wasn’t an option.  She bent and peered inside.  It was pitch black.  Not even the moonlight trespassed inside the passageway.  She listened but nothing moved.  She couldn’t delay any longer.  She slipped inside, hesitating a moment while her eyes adjusted to the darkness.  She turned, running her fingers over the wall to find the lever that shut the door.  She wasn’t taking the chance that a River-Man or Cold Creeper might find his way inside and hunt her in the darkness.  She pressed a small bump and the door closed.  She pressed it again and the door opened.  She was safe.  She shook the tension off her shoulders, hit the button one more time and turned, following the tunnel.  

The path led downward, deeper underground.  Nothing moved.  No rats, mice or even bugs.  It was cold and damp, like being buried alive.  If she got stuck or hurt, no one would ever find her down here.  Her breath came in pants and her heart pounded, telling her to go back but she moved forward.  The passageway had to lead upward soon.  Kim’s house wasn’t underground.  For the first time in a long time, she wished she wasn’t alone.  She wished Hugh were here with her.

As annoying as he was, he’d kept the journey from the shelter to camp upbeat and that hadn’t been easy.  It’d taken them almost four days to detour around the swamp.  At first, they’d moved fast.  He’d been sure that the Almightys would be right behind them, but nothing had happened and that had worried him more.  

Many of the Guards had never been out of the city.  She’d tried to teach them about the forest, but they’d refused to listen to her.  She was part House Servant after all.  So, she’d stopped.  Hugh had pestered her to continue her instructions, but she’d refused.  If the idiots didn’t want to learn, then let them be food for the forest predators.  

By the second day, Hugh had taken over their education but what he’d told them had been wrong.  She’d spent their entire trip into the city lecturing him about the forest and he hadn’t paid any attention.  She’d been so angry that it’d taken her a while to realize that every time she corrected him, the Guards showed her a little more respect.  By that afternoon, she was instructing them and they were listening.  Hugh had done that for her.  He’d manipulated the situation so that these Guards, male and female, would accept and respect her.  No one had ever done anything like that for her before and she wasn’t sure what to do with the feelings it created—gratitude, appreciation, friendship, loyalty and something more, something deeper that she couldn’t name.

The passageway ended at a door.  This had to be the entrance to Kim’s house.  Jethro’s house.  She hadn’t been inside there since the Night of the Trackers.  It’d be different—no bodies, no screams and no Trackers.  Her hand trembled as she turned the knob.  It opened quietly.  A hint of grease hung in the air from a recent oiling.  

She stepped into the Remore family basement.  It was warm compared to the tunnel and not as dark.  There were boxes stacked on the floor and shelves full of items that she couldn’t name.  She waited, listening to the house.  It was quiet, like a predator waiting for her to make the first move.  She didn’t belong here.  She was an intruder.  She edged back into the tunnel and stopped.  She had to control her imagination.  It was late and Kim was probably in bed.  Of course, she might not be home.  The moon wasn’t full.  Kim wouldn’t be expecting her.  She took a deep breath.  She was here.  She had to at least see if Kim were home.  

She closed the door to the passageway and forced herself to move across the basement and up the stairs.  She stopped at the door.  More silence.  Things were only this quiet when danger was near.  That wasn’t always true for houses, she reminded herself.  Townsend’s home had been quiet, except for the steady sound of Hugh’s breathing and Sassy’s snoring, but she was alone now.  

She put her hand on her knife.  The sooner she got this done, the sooner she could leave.  She opened the door.  The moonlight painted the kitchen a soft yellow.  It should’ve looked evil.  This was where Viola’s remains had been cooked and plated.  Her heart beat faster.  It’d almost been her.  She couldn’t do this.  She’d find another way to talk to Kim.  She closed the basement door and hesitated at the sound of a carriage pulling up to the house.  It might be Kim, but it could be Kim’s mom or Jethro.  Kim had said that he was home from college.  She kept her ear next to the door.  Footsteps came toward the house—two sets, one heavier than the other.  They stopped at the front door.

“Thanks for dinner, Davies.  I had a nice time,” said Kim.

Trinity’s shoulders sagged in relief.  In a minute she’d tell Kim where they were moving camp and then she could go back to the forest where she belonged.

“Me too,” said Davies.  “I hope it helped take your mind off...things.”

She stared at the door, as if able to see through it.  Davies was a male.  Kim wasn’t supposed to be with a male.  Kim was supposed to be with Jackson.  Her lips twitched.  Jackson wouldn’t appreciate her phrasing it that way.  

“Do you think your mom’s still awake?”  Davies’ voice was a low whisper.  

After a slight pause, Kim said, “She’s probably asleep by now.  The lights are out.”

“I could come in for a while.  We could...talk.”  There was a hint of humor and something else in his tone.

This guy sounded like he was more than a friend.  Jackson would be livid if he found out about this.  She’d have to talk to Kim before her friend made a big mistake and messed up her relationship with Jackson.  True love wasn’t easy.  It took work and forgiveness, but it’d be worth it in the end.

“I...I...don’t think...”

Then there was silence.  She tipped her head a bit.  Nothing.  She cracked the door open.  There was some sort of sound.  She poked her head into the kitchen.  There was a slight moan.  That guy could be hurting Kim.  She moved a few steps out of the basement and stilled at the sound of their voices.

“Maybe next time, you can come over to my place.  I’m an excellent cook,” said Davies.

“Ahh, maybe,” said Kim.

The two of them fell silent again.  She hesitated.  Kim hadn’t sounded hurt or scared.  

“I’ve got to go,” said Kim.  “Goodnight.”

The front door opened and closed and then footsteps moved across the living room.  The steps stopped and there was a sigh followed by a flopping sound.  Trinity crept across the kitchen, peeking around the corner and into the other room.  Kim sat on the couch, her head resting against the back with her eyes closed.

“Psst,” whispered Trinity.

Kim jumped up, eyes wide and ready to scream.  

Trinity leapt across the room, knocking a lamp off the table near the couch as she grabbed Kim, placing her hand over the other woman’s mouth.  “Shhh.  It’s me.  Trinity.”

Kim nodded and Trinity dropped her hold and stepped back.  Kim’s eyes were wide and her lips, red and slightly swollen.  

She hadn’t pushed that hard on Kim’s mouth and then it hit her like a loaf of Gaar’s bread—the silence, the moan.  Kim had been kissing Davies.  “You should be glad Jackson didn’t come with me.”  

Kim grabbed her arm.  “Is he okay?”  

Footsteps sounded on the stairs.  Kim dragged her across the room and shoved her into the kitchen.  Kim put her finger to her lips as she closed the door.  

“Kim?  What’s going on down here?” asked Jethro.

The blood drained from Trinity’s face.  He was right there.  She hadn’t seen him in years.  She reached for the doorknob.  She only wanted a peek.  

“It’s nothing.  I knocked over the lamp.  Go back to bed.”

“I thought I heard voices,” he said.

He sounded older, more like an adult male and less like the boy she’d known.

“You must have heard Davies.  I just got home.”

“Hmm.”

His footsteps started again, coming closer.  He was off the stairs and in the living room now.  Her hand trembled near the door.  She shouldn’t do it, but she wanted a glimpse of him, to see how he’d changed over the years.

“How was your date?” he asked.

“Okay,” said Kim.

“Just okay?”

“Yes, Jethro.  It was just okay.  What more do you want from me?  Davies is an Almighty and he’s nice, but...”

“He’s not Jackson.”  Jethro’s tone was hard and flat.

“No, he’s not and I don’t even know if Jackson’s okay.”  Kim’s voice cracked.

“He’s fine.  He wasn’t in the city.”

“Don’t patronize me.  You have no idea where he is or was.”

Jethro sighed.  “We would’ve heard if he were captured.”

“I’m going to bed.” Kim’s footsteps stopped on the stairs.  “Are you coming?” 

Jethro inhaled sharply, twice.  “Yeah.”  

Trinity waited until the two Almightys were upstairs and then she darted into the basement.  She had no idea why Kim was worried about Jackson.  Something must have happened but she’d have to wait to find out what.  
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CHAPTER 47:  JACKSON
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JACKSON WAITED IN THE shadows of the trees, watching Kim’s house.  He’d bet his last meal that Trinity was inside.  He’d lost her scent at the statue of the little girl.  He’d forgotten about that tunnel.  He hadn’t used it since he was eighteen and Kim was thirteen.  They’d been sneaking out for a night of exploring.  She’d been right behind him, her hand on his back when a noise had startled her.  She’d screamed and he’d turned, holding her in the dark.  In that moment his life had changed.  She wasn’t a little girl anymore and he’d wanted her.  He’d tried to stay away from her after that, but it hadn’t helped.  Nothing would ever make him stop loving her.

He sighed and leaned his shoulder against a tree.  He’d wanted to wait for Trinity by the statue and give her a good scare for sneaking out alone, but Jethro was home from college.  The kid wasn’t the same since his father had died.  He was almost positive that Jethro wouldn’t hurt Trinity or turn her over to the authorities, but almost positive wasn’t good enough.  

Something moved in the shadows by the Remore home.  It was small.  He tipped his head to catch the breeze.  House Servant.  A carriage pulled into the driveway.  The man from the other night got out and escorted Kim to the door.  She wore pants this time, but they were tight and her T-shirt clung to her, accentuating her shape.  She always looked best in casual clothes.  Approachable.  His Kim, but she wasn’t his.  Could never be his.

Kim and the male stopped at the door.  She’d better not invite the guy inside.  He didn’t care if she were no longer his responsibility.  He’d bust down the door and drag the Almighty out by his hair if the man so much as put one foot inside that house.  It wasn’t that he was jealous.  She could date anyone she wanted, but she’d just started seeing this guy.  The man might be dangerous.  

He tipped his head, cracking his neck as the Almighty leaned in and kissed her.  That was it.  Like Hugh said, they couldn’t execute him twice.  He was a fugitive.  It wouldn’t matter if he killed this Almighty.  A hand landed on his arm.  He spun around, ready to attack.

“Jackson, don’t,” said Carla.

“You startled me.”  He unclenched his fists and lowered his arms.  

“I shouldn’t have.  I wasn’t trying to be quiet.  You’re going to get caught if you don’t start paying attention.”  She touched his arm again.  “You need to stop hanging around here.”

She was right.  This wasn’t doing anyone any good.  He glanced toward the house.  They were still kissing.  He dug his fingernails into his palm.  He couldn’t stop Kim from moving on.  Shouldn’t want to stop her, but he did.  

The two finally stopped kissing, but Kim didn’t go inside.  A shadow broke from the house and moved across the yard.  

“Who’s that?” asked Carla.

It was Say.  Trinity was here somewhere.  “A friend of Trinity’s.”  

“Please tell me she’s not here too,” said Carla.

He shrugged, eyes locking with hers.

“Oh crap.  Jethro’s home,” she said.

“I know.  That’s why I’m here.”

“Right.  That’s the reason.”  She lowered her gaze.  “Kim ordered us to send you away if we saw you again.”

The emptiness inside his chest contracted like a vice.  Before Hugh’s escape, he’d started spending nights at the camp, but he hadn’t been able to stay away long.  Kim had known he watched her house and she’d sneak out and find him, inviting him inside with her.  He’d been hoping she’d find him tonight.  Welcome him into her arms again, but it was really over.  She was seeing someone else.

“I’m sorry,” said Carla.

He turned back toward the house, unwilling to see the pity in his friend’s eyes.  Kim was kissing that man again.  She put her hands in the male’s hair.  He couldn’t watch this.  He focused on Say as the little Servant darted from shadow to shadow toward the carriage.

“What’s Trinity’s friend doing?” asked Carla.

He shrugged, glad that Carla was looking at someone besides him.

“If that Servant does something to the carriage I’ll have to do something.  Kim really likes this guy.”  

There was a short pause.  Carla stared at him, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze.  He knew he was pathetic.  He didn’t need to see it in her eyes.  

“Sorry,” she said.

“Don’t worry.  Say is harmless—a little odd, but harmless.”  All Servants creeped him out a bit with the way they lurked about always watching, but Say was especially weird.  However, the little guy was devoted to Trinity and it was comforting to know that even when she snuck off alone someone was watching her back.

The Almighty walked toward the carriage.  Jackson couldn’t help the snarl that made his lips twitch.  The male had sure taken his time kissing Kim, but she hadn’t invited him inside.  That was a good sign.  He took a deep breath.  He had to let her go.

“Trinity’s friend better move, or he’s going to get caught,” said Carla.  

Say was still by the carriage.  Whatever the little creep was doing he needed to finish fast and get out of there.  Trinity would be devastated if Say were captured.  The little Servant slipped under the wheel.  The Almighty climbed inside and the carriage began to move.  Say darted across the lawn and disappeared into the forest.  

He breathed a sigh of relief.

“One disaster avoided.”  Carla touched his arm.  “You need to go.  Some of the Guards are new, loyal to the family.”

“As they should be.”

“Right now, they’re loyal to Kim and Martha, but Jethro has befriended a couple.”

The warning in her tone made it clear that he was an enemy to Jethro.  His shoulders sagged.  He and Jethro had always been close, but apparently that was over too.

“I’ll leave in a few minutes.  I want to make sure that Trinity is safe.”

Carla glanced at the barn.  A few Guards were moving around outside.  “Are you sure she’s here?”

He nodded.  He wasn’t going to say anything about the tunnel.  That had been his and Kim’s secret.  “I followed her.  She’s here somewhere.”

“Okay.  I’ll watch out for her, but you need to go.”  

“I’m not leaving until I know she’s safe,” he was being stubborn about this but he didn’t care.  Carla would do her best to protect Trinity but for her the Remore family came first and that included Jethro.

“You need to know that I’ve told the new Guards to watch the house, but stay back unless there’s a problem.”  Her eyes met his.  “Right now, Casper and I are the only ones protecting the area surrounding the house, but that needs to change.  Casper’s getting too old to be out in the woods in the cold and—”

“You can’t do it alone.”

“I don’t want to do it alone.  We need to form a pack and we can’t do that if I keep lying to them.”  She gave him a quick hug.  “Don’t come back.”

He nodded.  He hadn’t thought it’d come to this but he should’ve known.  Carla’s loyalty had to be to the Remore family.  She’d made it clear.  If he came back, she’d be his enemy.  Unfortunately, he didn’t think he’d be able to stay away.
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CHAPTER 48:  TRINITY
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TRINITY HOVERED BETWEEN THE basement and the tunnel, the conversation between Kim and Jethro playing over and over in her mind.  Why was Kim worried about Jackson?  What had Jethro meant when he’d said that they would’ve heard if Jackson had been captured?  And why had Jethro sniffed?  An Almighty’s sense of smell was almost non-existent and he didn’t have a cold.  Over the last few years, she’d spent a lot of time around Guards and she recognized the difference between breathing and sniffing for scent.

Footsteps padded across the house.  They were small and trying to be quiet.  She stayed by the tunnel, just in case it was Kim’s mother.  The kitchen door opened and then the basement door.  She inhaled.  It was Kim.  She moved toward the stairs when light flooded the room.  She turned her head, temporarily blinded, and shifted backward toward the dark. 

“Trinity, where are you?” whispered Kim.

“Here.”  She blinked a few more times and moved out of the shadows.  

Kim hurried down the stairs and wrapped Trinity in her arms.  “Is Jackson’s safe?”  She stepped back, tears in her large blue eyes.  “Tell me you aren’t here with bad news.”

“Jackson’s fine.  I came to tell you that we’re moving camp.”  

“Thank Araldo.”  Kim almost collapsed in relief and then her face paled.  “You don’t know.”

“Know what?”  She forced the words past her lips when all she wanted to do was leave.  Go back to the forest.  She was tired of bad news and by the look on Kim’s face this was really bad.

“The Almightys retaliated.  They did a sweep throughout the city, capturing every Guard and House Servant who didn’t have papers stating their purpose for being loose on the street.”

“Because of the Midtown Shelter.”  She staggered backward and leaned against the wall.  Hugh would be devastated.  They had to do something.  She knew so many strays—Sassy, Sampson, Ray, The Victor.  The names tumbled through her mind.  “They couldn’t have captured all of them.”

“I’m sure some escaped, but they have a lot.  Most, I think.”

“What did they do to them?”  Fear tangled in her chest, making it hard to breathe.

“They took them to shelters.  They took as many as they could to the Midtown Shelter.”

Her hand shook as she pushed away from the wall.  “I need to go.  We’re moving the camp...or at least we were before this.”

“Where?” asked Kim.

“To Harbor Point near the old quarry.”  She moved toward the tunnel.  She had to get back to Hugh before Birdie or someone told him.  He’d feel responsible.  He’d leave to surrender or to save everyone and he’d never make it through the forest alone.

“There’s more,” said Kim.

She stilled but didn’t turn around.  She didn’t want to hear this.  

“They’ve stopped all adoptions, stating that no Guards or Servants will leave the shelters alive.  They’re publicly executing two Guards every day.  Next week it’ll be three, the week after four and so on until Hugh turns himself over to the authorities.  When all the Guards are gone from the Midtown Shelter they’ll refill it with more Guards or Servants and continue the executions.”

Her heart froze, but she tipped her head in a short nod of understanding as she moved into the tunnel and shut the door.  Some of her friends could be dead already.  Most wouldn’t have been captured without fighting.  She was tired of this war.  Maybe, she’d find Mirra and live in peace with the Trackers.  She’d only made it a few steps when she heard Jethro and Kim arguing in the basement.  

“I know you were talking to someone, so stop lying?”  Jethro inhaled deeply.  

Trinity moved back toward the house and stopped by the door.  Why was Jethro sniffing again?  There was no way he could smell her scent.  It was impossible.  

“What are you talking about?  There’s no one down here but me,” said Kim.

Jethro sniffed again.  “Was Jackson here?  You told me that it was over between you.”

That solved that mystery.  Almightys must handle colds differently than Guards because she did not smell like Jackson.

“It is over.  And you can stop searching.  There’s no one down her but you and me.” 

Jethro’s footsteps headed toward the hidden door.  Trinity’s heart raced.  What would he do if he saw her?  Would he be glad or angry?  She stared at the door handle, willing him to open it.

“You’re telling me that you were in the basement alone, talking about the sweep.”  He didn’t sound like he was believing that tale.

“Yes.  I had to vent and I didn’t want to wake Mom.”

“Vent?  Why?”  His steps halted.

“You can’t be serious.  You think that what they did was okay?”

Trinity stopped breathing.  He couldn’t be on the side of the Almightys.  He couldn’t.

“They did what they had to do.  The city was in chaos after Hugh broke into the shelter.”  His voice moved away from the door.  “They had to restore order for everyone’s safety.”  

Trinity was numb.  He had to be kidding.  He liked Guards.  He couldn’t believe that catching and executing every free Guard was necessary.  

“They picked up mothers and their young.  The old.  The sick.  They didn’t care.”  Kim’s voice was loud, almost a scream.  

“What were they supposed to do?  Nothing?”  His voice was just as loud.  “They had to do something.  They have to maintain control.”

“By killing Guards every day until Hugh surrenders?”

There was a long pause.  “They kill unwanted Guards and Servants all the time.  What’s two more?  But before you go screeching at me again, they aren’t going to continue with the public executions for long.  They can’t.  Too many Almightys are unhappy about it.”

“Tell that to the Guards they’ve already killed.  I’m sure it’ll make them and their loved ones feel much better,” said Kim. 

“You’re being unreasonable.  They couldn’t leave the Guards and Servants living on their own forever.  Do you realize how dangerous those parts of the city have become?”

Trinity’s claws popped out.  He wasn’t even trying to understand.  

“I know you care for Jackson.”  Jethro’s voice was calm, soothing.  “But you need to grow up and start living in reality.  The other classes aren’t like us.”

The breath left her like she’d fallen from a tall tree.

“They can’t take care of themselves.  They need us to guide them.  It’s unfortunate, but by taking on the responsibility of the other classes, we have to make hard choices.”

That was it.  She would not, could not, be silent any longer.  She shoved open the door and stepped out of the shadows.

Kim gasped.  

Jethro turned toward her, his eyes widening.  “Little One.”  It was barely a whisper.

“Is that how you see me?  Am I a creature who needs the hand of an Almighty to guide her?  Did I need an Almighty to tell me to save your miserable life that day at the Lake of Sins?  Maybe, I should’ve waited for someone to tell me to do something.  If I’d known you’d turn into this...this Grunt’s ass I would’ve let you drown.”  The blood raged through her as she turned and raced down the tunnel.  All these years, she’d held out hope that they could be together.  She’d believed that all she’d needed was to see him again and he’d remember their connection.  All these years, she’d been a fool.
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CHAPTER 49:  HUGH


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


HUGH PACED IN HIS TENT.  It was almost dawn.  Jackson and Trinity had been gone for hours.  Tim and some of the others had patrolled the area but they hadn’t found any trace of anyone besides Jackson and Trinity, so at least the two hadn’t been captured.

Trinity burst into his tent.  “Hugh...”

He grabbed her, pulling her close.  “Thank Araldo, you’re safe.”  He took a deep breath, the first in hours.  She was here with him where she belonged.  “Where were you?  And where’s Jackson?”

“Jackson’s not here?  He wasn’t with me.”  She pulled free from his grasp.  

“His trail ran along with yours.”  He studied her.  She had an honest face that didn’t hide lies.  She’d had no idea that the Guard had gone after her.

Tim and Millie burst into the tent.  Tim pulled Trinity into a tight hug.  

“You...you...what were you thinking?  You were almost killed last time.”  Millie shot Hugh a glare as she kissed her daughter’s head.  

He averted his eyes.  The last time Trinity had disappeared had been his fault and he’d heard all about it when they’d returned.

“I wasn’t almost killed.”  She pulled away from her parents.  “I killed them.  I killed three Servants.  Me, by myself.  No Gaar.  No Mirra.” 

“And you think that makes it safe for you to run off on your own?  There were two more who got away, remember?  Now, they know you can fight.  Next time, they’ll be prepared.”  Millie’s eyes were hard but her face was taut with worry.

“Next time, I’ll kill them all.”  Trinity turned toward Hugh, putting her back to her parents.  “I have news.  The Almightys retali...”

“High Hugh!  High Hugh!  Birdie is here with news.  Bad news.  Terrible news.  News you don’t want but news you need.”

Hugh glanced at all of them as dread settled in his stomach once again.  Townsend wouldn’t have sent Birdie this soon unless something was wrong.  He stepped outside of his tent, the others right behind him.

Birdie perched in a nearby tree, fidgeting.  

“Hi Birdie,” he said, trying to mask his nervousness.  “What brings you out here, especially in the dark?”  The little Avion didn’t usually travel at night.  This must be very important and that meant very bad.

“It’s almost dawn now, but yes, I traveled in the dark, just for you High”—Birdie cleared his throat—“Hugh.  Just for you.  Hugh.”  Birdie flapped his wings.  “Sarah would be proud of Birdie and sad for the news.”

Trinity dug in her backpack and pulled out a chunk of Gaar’s bread.  She held it out.  “Here Birdie.  You must be hungry.”

Hugh shot her a glare.  He wanted the message now, not later, but she didn’t pay any attention to him.  She always remembered to offer the Avion food.  She reminded him a lot of Sarah.

Birdie’s eyes widened and he flew down to her.  He took the bread and they waited while he ate.  

Once Birdie was done, he puffed his feathers and continued.  “It is a sad day in the city.  Sad days really.  Sad.  Sad.”

“What happened?” he asked, although interrupting Birdie often caused the little Avion to take longer to get to the point.

“You happened, H...Hugh.”

He glanced from one to the other and except for Trinity who was staring at her feet everyone seemed as confused as him.

“You freed the Guards.  You made a video.  You displayed the little, dead Guard.”  Birdie tipped his head.  “The Almightys want you—”

“I know that,” he said.

“Are they coming?” asked Tim.

“They are waiting,” said Birdie.  “And killing.  Bookend hangings.”

“Tell me what happened and not in riddles.”  He didn’t have time for the Avion’s chirpy chatter.

“Hugh never appreciates a good tale.”  Birdie huffed and turned around, putting his back toward them.  

“That’s what I was trying to tell you.”  Trinity touched his arm.  “They captured all the stray Guards.” 

“And Servants, don’t forget the Servants.”  Birdie peeked at them from over his shoulder.

“What did they do to them?”  His throat tightened.  This would be more death at his door.

“Shelters.  They put them in shelters.  Shelters are not very sheltering.  No shelter from death at the shelters.  Killing two a day.  Every day.  One at dusk and one at dawn.”  Birdie faced them again, unable to stay angry with so much news to relay.

“They’re publicly executing two Guards a day,” said Trinity.  “Next week it’ll be three and then four.”

“Which shelters?”  He wouldn’t focus on his guilt.  He’d figured out how to save them.  

“All shelters.  All full, but the hangings are at the Midtown Shelter.”  Birdie flapped his wings and lowered his voice.  “The shelter of death.  More now than before.  Two a day will soon be three.  Kill them all they say.  All until they have you.”

She touched his arm again but he shifted away from her comfort.  This was his fault.  He turned and went into his tent.  Trinity and Tim followed him a few minutes later.

“This is why I didn’t want to be involved.”  He sat on the cot, staring at nothing.  “I hurt more than help.”

“That’s not true.”  Trinity sat next to him, taking his hand in hers and entwining their fingers.  

Tim’s eye narrowed as he watched them, but Hugh didn’t care.  She was his friend and right now he needed a friend.  Let Tim be pissed at him.  

“Isn’t it?  If I hadn’t gone to save Reese, those other Guards and House Servants wouldn’t be caged now and waiting to die.”

“You saved more than Reese,” her voice was soft.

“Yeah, but the price was still too high.”  He pulled free from her grasp.  

“This is not your fault.”  She stood, her tone rising with her body.  “Stop feeling sorry for yourself and do something.”

“Do something?  I did and look what happened.”  He began to pace.  “I was stupid.  I didn’t have to agree to the video.  I didn’t have to leave the little Guard displayed.  I thumbed my nose at Jason and the Council and they retaliated.”

“Yes.  They retaliated.  They chose to round up all the Guards and Servants and start killing them.  Not you.”

“I can’t let them do this.”  He looked at Tim and then Trinity.

“Turning yourself in won’t do anyone any good and you know it!”  She shoved him, sending him staggering back a few feet.  “Rocket was picked up and Sassy’s going to do something about it.  We need to help her.”

“How do you know that?”

“If you’d stayed and listened to the rest of Birdie’s message you’d know it too.”

“But you knew all this before Birdie arrived.”  He stepped closer to her.  “How?”

“I didn’t know all of it.”  Her cheeks reddened as she glanced away.  

Jackson stormed into the tent.  “Trinity, you little...I can’t even say the word that I want to call you.”

Her head jerked toward the large Guard, as Tim bared his claws and moved in front of his daughter.  

“What’s going on?”  Hugh stepped into Jackson’s path, boxing out Tim.  

“She’s been visiting Kim.”  Jackson pointed at her.  

Trinity was looking at her feet.

“You have to stop sneaking off.”  He spun around to face her.  “You put everyone at risk when you do stupid things like that.”

She lifted her head, her exquisite eyes filled with tears.  

His hands shook as he fought not to pull her close.  He hadn’t meant to make her cry.  “Why did you do it?”  His voice was soft now.

“She’s my friend and...she’s worried about Jackson—”

“She needs to forget about me,” said Jackson.  “And your running over there reminding her about us doesn’t help.”  

“She loves you and you love her.”

“That isn’t enough.”  Jackson’s anger had been replaced by sadness.  “You should know that better than anyone.  Swear you didn’t go there to see Jethro.”  

Her face paled and she lowered her gaze to the floor again.  

“You did, didn’t you?  You little fool.”  Jackson face was grave.  “Jethro is not the same boy—”

“I know that.”  She raced out of the tent, tears running down her cheeks.

“I’ll go talk to her.”  He hated crying females.  He avoided them at all cost, but the thought of her alone and crying tore at his heart.  

“No,” snapped Tim.  “You stay here.  I’ll go.”  He started to walk away and then stopped.  “Jackson, don’t let him out of your sight.”

“Why?” asked Jackson.

“He’s being stupid again and thinks turning himself over to the authorities will stop the Almightys from killing the Guards,” said Tim.

He ran his hand through his hair, wanting to yank it out.  Now, he was going to have to explain everything to Jackson and once he did that the Guard wouldn’t let him take a piss alone.  He’d be forced to sit, safe in his tent, while more Guards died.  
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AFTER EXPLAINING EVERYTHING TO Jackson, Hugh sat on the cot in his tent.  The Guard was on a chair by the table.  

“Tim’s right.  It kills me to say it.”  Jackson shot him a cocky smile.  “His being a Servant and all, but turning yourself in won’t do anyone any good.”

“I know.  Even if I insisted that they free them first, they’d probably scoop them back up to teach us rebels a lesson.”  He rested his head against the wall.  “I don’t care what you say, this is my fault.”

“No, it’s not.  You have to stop blaming yourself for every bad thing that happens.”

“And you’re such an expert on this.”  These lectures were getting old and they didn’t change his mind.  This was, at least, partially his fault.

“What do you mean by that?” 

“Why did you leave Kim?  And don’t use freeing me as an excuse.”

“It’s not an excuse.”

“Right.”  He laughed.  It was a harsh empty sound.  “You could’ve figured something else out or she could’ve lived with you here.”

“As a fugitive?”  Jackson shook his head.  “No way.”

“At least, you’d be together.”

“It won’t work and you know it.  I’ll only hurt her.”

“Stop blaming yourself.”  It felt good, throwing that back at the Guard.

“It’s not the same thing.”

“No.  Not exactly.”  He stood.  “Being a Guard doesn’t make you a lesser creature.  Kim sees that, why can’t you?”

“You don’t know anything about Guards, not really.  Sure, you were a kind master but you were still a master.”  Jackson stood, fists clenched at his sides.  

“I may not know much, but I do know that Guards are equal to Almightys.”

“Really?  You had all your Guards altered so they couldn’t reproduce, didn’t you?  Did you do that to your Almighty friends?”

“You have no idea how sorry I am for that.”  He’d been an arrogant fool and he’d hurt so many.

Jackson barked a laugh.  “Not as sorry as them, I’m sure.”  The Guard’s false amusement vanished.  “Think about what would happen if Kim and I continued to be together.  We’d have offspring eventually.  Even with protection, it happens.  Plus, she’s the type who’d want them.”  He shifted his gaze toward the door.  “Where would our young belong in this world?”  His eyes gleamed slightly as they met Hugh’s.  “Look at Trinity.”

“What about her?”  No one was going to say anything negative about her around him.

“She doesn’t fit in anywhere and who is she supposed to mate with?  She’s got three different classes in her blood.  What will happen to her offspring?  She doesn’t belong anywhere.  Her kids certainly won’t.”

“They’ll belong anywhere they want.”  He was done with this conversation.

Jackson snorted.  “In what world?  It sure isn’t this one.”

The Guard was right.  Trinity had told him herself that she wasn’t accepted by any of the groups.  That had to change.  “In the world that we’ll make.  Together.”

“What are you saying?”  Jackson’s eyes caught his.  

He began to pace.  He’d change this world for Trinity, for Jackson and Kim and for all the kids in the future.  “The Almightys aren’t the only ones who can retaliate.  We’ll strike back but our purpose won’t be a lesson or revenge.”  He stopped pacing.  “Our purpose will be to win this war, but first we need help.” 

“You’re joining the Allied Classes.”

“I’ve always been with you.”

“You’ll fight with us?  Lead us?”

“Yes.  Until I get my lab.”  He held up his hand to stop Jackson from speaking.  “I told you the deal that I made with Trinity.  I have to make that serum, but right now we need to figure out how to free the House Servants and Guards.” 

“The Midtown Shelter is going to be heavily guarded this time,” said Jackson.

“I know.  We won’t be able to sneak in like before.  We’ll need another plan.”  He continued to pace, mumbling to himself.  “We have other problems too.  We can’t win a war without an army.  The Almightys have an army.  They have weapons.”  He froze, surprised at his own thoughts.  “I got it.  They’ll never expect it.  It’s perfect.”  

“What won’t they expect?”  Jackson followed him out the door.  

Hugh stopped right outside his tent.  He had to send Birdie back to Townsend to gather information on the shelters, but Trinity was alone by her tent.  Her eyes were red from crying.  He wanted to go to her, but he needed to know the facts first.  He turned to Jackson.

“I’ll tell you the plan in a minute.  First, what happened at Kim’s?”

“She’s seeing some Almighty.  They kissed.  For a long time.”  Jackson’s face was hard with anger.

“Trinity’s seeing an Almighty?”  He took a step in her direction.  Oh, they were going to have a talk.  Who was this guy and why was she sneaking to Kim’s to kiss the man?  

“What?  No.  Kim.”

The pain around his chest loosened.  He refused to think about why that was as he glanced at Jackson.  The Guard’s lips were curled in a sneer but his eyes were defeated.  “I’m sorry, Jackson.”  

“It’s for the best.”  There was no conviction in the Guard’s words.

“I don’t agree, but it isn’t my decision.”

“You’re right.  It isn’t.”

“While you were there, were you able to get Jethro’s DNA?”  Hopefully, his lab would be ready soon and he wanted that sample.

“Shit.  I forgot.”  Jackson’s frowned.  “I’ll go back and talk to Carla.”

“No.  Not yet.  We have other more important things to do.”  His eyes landed on Trinity.  She’d better not have gone to Kim’s to see Jethro.  “Can you tell me what happened at Kim’s that made Trinity so upset?”

“I don’t know.  I didn’t go inside.”  Jackson stared at him.  

“She was inside the house?”  He was going to kill her.

“Yeah, and Jethro was home.  Carla told me.”

“I know he’s your friend and Kim’s brother, but if Jethro hurt her...”  The only way he’d find out was by talking to her.

“Let it go.”  Jackson grabbed his arm.  “Leave her alone.  Until you fix this world, you should stay as far away from her as I am from Kim.”

“It’s not like that.  We’re friends.  That’s all.”

“Please.  I recognize longing when I see it.”  

“I swear.  There’s nothing between us.  There can’t be.  Ever.”  She was too pure, too innocent for him, but Jackson was right.  He had to stay away from her.  He hurt everyone that he cared about.  

Jackson patted him on the shoulder.  “Welcome to the club.”  

He glared at the Guard as they headed toward Birdie.  He’d win this war and make the world right for Trinity and her children.  The only way to do that was to gather scientific proof of the genetic similarities between the Almightys and the other classes and that meant he was going to have to break his word.  She’d be furious with him, but only if she found out.
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BY THE NEXT MORNING, Hugh had his plan.  It was risky, but it’d work.  It had to.  Him, Jackson and Tim had stayed up all night going over every possible obstacle.  Tim had gone home about an hour ago and Jackson was passed out on the floor.  He should try and get some sleep but he was too excited.  He hadn’t felt this way since he’d envisioned the tracking device.  He’d never thought that waging war would excite him.  The General was probably trying to claw out of his grave, livid with the fact that all his knowledge and lessons were going to be used against the Almightys.  Hugh had never felt happier.  He got out of bed and moved quietly across the tent.  

“Where are you going?”  Jackson mumbled from under a pile of blankets.

He understood why the Guard didn’t trust him, but since he wasn’t leaving the camp and Jackson needed to sleep, he’d lie.  “I’ve got to piss.  I’ll be right back.”

He slipped out the door.  The crisp air was invigorating.  A few others were already moving about the camp.  He nodded a greeting to them.  Most of those here were early risers, having worked their entire lives, although the House Servants were the first to let their work ethics lag.  The longer they lived without the rule of the Almightys the more they slept and sat around doing nothing except what they wanted to do and that was never work.  A lot of the Guards were also getting lazier.  The Producers and Grunts didn’t seem to know what to do in leisure so they worked, almost constantly.  He’d have to do something about that.  They all needed to do their fair share around camp.  When they didn’t, it caused additional dissension among the groups and he couldn’t have that.  Not now.  In order to win this war they needed to be united.

The Producers who were up and working merged together into a couple of small groups.  The few Guards who were awake stared into the forest.  Something was wrong.

He walked over to Curtis.  “What is it?”

Curtis had his head tipped back, sniffing.  His eyes were worried.  “Not sure, but something is coming.  I can’t quite make out the scent.”

Trinity came out of her tent a wide smile on her face.  After her tears last night, it was good to see her happy.  It made him happy for some reason.  He smiled back and then realized that she wasn’t looking at him.  His good mood disappeared as he walked over to her.

“What is it?  Curtis is worried.”  His tone was harsher than he’d meant, but her eagerness to see someone other than him made him want to hit something, preferably, whoever she was so eager to see.

“Guards and their noses.”  She didn’t seem to notice his irritation because her smile widened.  “It’s Gaar.”

He pushed his annoyance away.  Gaar was her friend.  She should be happy to see him and the Handler would be a great asset on this mission, if he were willing to help.  He walked back over to the others to let them know that it was Gaar.  They all wandered back to what they’d been doing.  A few minutes later, the Handler walked into the clearing.  Hugh’s breath caught.  Seeing Gaar come out of the misty forest was like being in the past, when the earth was young and mythical creatures roamed the lands—terrifying and deadly mythical creatures.  Trinity’s smile widened even more as she raced across the camp.  Obviously, she didn’t see the Handler the same way he did.  He wandered toward them.  

Gaar grabbed her, lifting her in the air and hugging her.  “Little One, I missed you.”  He put her back on the ground.  “Have you been staying out of trouble while I was away?” 

“How’s Mirra?”  She ignored his question.

“Hi, Gaar.  Good to see you,” he said.

Gaar acknowledged him with a nod.  “Mirra seems to be doing well.  A bit fidgety...”

“Many females are when pregnant.”  He prayed that was the reason for the unease.

“It’s more than that,” said Gaar.  “We need the serum.”  

“I know.  It’ll be the first thing I do once I have a lab.”  

“The only thing you do.”  Trinity raised her eyebrow in challenge.

“I’m aware of our deal.”  He didn’t want to break his word to her but it was the only way to win this war.  If she wasn’t so stubborn, he’d explain things to her, but she’d never agree because that’d be admitting she was wrong.

“We can wait a little longer, but not much,” said Gaar.

“I have two people working on getting me access to a lab, so it should be soon.”  He hoped.  He glanced at Trinity.  “Until then, we have a mission we need to run.”

“Little One, what have you done now.”  Gaar’s black eyes gleamed with humor.  

“Nothing.”  A hint of pink filled her cheeks.

“Nothing?  That’s impossible.  I know you.  You can’t seem to avoid trouble.  So, tell me what you’ve done.”

“And I thought I missed you.”  She gave the Handler a playful slap on the shoulder.  

Gaar seemed in a good mood.  It was a good time to tell him their plan.  “I...we could use your help, if you’re willing.”  

Gaar’s smiled died as he turned toward Hugh.

He had to make his argument fast.  “Let me tell you what we’ve been up to around here.”  He winked at Trinity.  “All the trouble she’s been in.”

“Hey!” she said.

Gaar groaned.  “I knew it.  I just knew it.”  But there was laughter in his dark eyes.  The tension had been broken.

Hugh relayed everything that’d happened since the morning of his first training session.  It felt like a lifetime had passed but it’d only been about a week.

“I’ll help,” grumbled Gaar.  “I don’t particularly like Guards but I like Almightys less.”  He grinned at Hugh.  “Not you, of course.”

“Of course.”  Although said as a joke, he was pretty sure that the Handler did like him.  Not much, but a little...maybe.  

“Oh, let’s not forget this.”  Gaar dug in his backpack, pulled out another small sack and handed it to Hugh.  “Take care of these.  They weren’t easy to get.”  He rolled up his sleeve displaying several large gashes on his arm.  “Those are the only ones I’m willing to show in mixed company.”

“I’ll be right back.”  He went to his tent to put the samples of Tracker blood in a safe spot.  

Jackson sat up as he entered.  

“Would you get everyone together?  It’s time to let them know our plan.  Gaar came back and he’s with us.”

“That’s great.”  Jackson stood.  “I have a better feeling about this with him helping.”

“So, do I.”  A Handler was one thing that the authorities would never expect.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 52:  TRINITY


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


TRINITY SAT ON A log outside her tent, wishing they’d hurry and gather everyone together.  She needed something to take her mind off last night.  Killing someone would do it, especially an Almighty with black hair and blue eyes.  Her gaze wandered to Hugh as he spoke with some of the Producers.  Well, not that blue-eyed, black-haired Almighty.

Gaar came over, dropped a pile of sticks near her feet and sat.

“Thanks for agreeing to help,” she said.

He grunted.  Typical Gaar.  She smiled a little.  It felt good to smile again.  She’d spent most of last night curled up on her cot crying.

“Tell me what happened.”  He pulled out his knife, grabbed a nearby stick and began to whittle.

“Hugh told you every—”

“He didn’t tell me what’s making you sad.”

Tears pooled in her eyes again.  He knew her too well.  “Promise not to tell anyone.  Jackson’s already mad at me.”  She glanced at the hairless Guard who was gathering everyone together.  The moniker fit once again; he’d shaved sometime while she and Hugh had been gone.

“Who would I tell?”  Gaar shot her a disgusted look.

“Sorry.”  He’d never say anything to anyone.  She grabbed a stick and began to whittle.  She’d get right to the point.  He didn’t like to be inundated with details.  “I saw Jethro the other night.”

His knife paused in the air for a fraction of a second before it connected with the stick.  “And.”  

“It didn’t go well.”

He stopped whittling and looked at her.  “What happened?  Did he touch you?”

What was it with males and their worry about that?  “No.  He’s...he’s changed.”  He was no longer the boy she’d fallen in love with.  The boy she’d wanted as her bonded mate.

His shoulders relaxed and he began whittling again.

“I was so sure that as soon as he saw me, everything would be okay.”  A tear ran down her cheek and she wiped it away with the back of her hand.  

“Life seldom goes as planned.”

She knew that better than anyone.  “I know, but I thought...I’d waited all these years.”

He grunted.

She glanced at him.  He wasn’t at all sympathetic.  “Jethro’s so different now.”  

“How?” he asked, a hint of boredom in his tone.

“He’s on the other side.  He thinks that...that the lower classes should be taken care of by the Almightys.”

“He said that to you?”  His lips twitched a little.  

“It’s not funny and he didn’t say it to me.  Not exactly.  I overheard him and...I lost my temper and burst through the door.”  She blinked back tears.  “Even after what he’d said, there’d still been a small part of me that’d thought...that seeing me would make him realize that he was wrong.  He’d been so nice when I was in the cage in his barn.  He’d stayed with me as much as he could.  He’d argued with his dad for me.”  She turned toward Gaar.  “He was going to refuse surgery unless his dad released me.”  It’d been that moment when she’d fallen in love with him.  He’d been willing to sacrifice so much for her.  No one else had ever done that.

“What happened when he saw you?”  Gaar’s knife continued to fly across the stick, scraping away the bark and exposing the soft hidden flesh.

She couldn’t bring herself to explain the look of disgust and horror on Jethro’s face.  “He...he wasn’t happy to see me and I was so mad...”

“What did you do?”  Gaar’s hand froze in mid-air.

“Nothing.”  She flushed.  “I yelled at him.  Told him I wished I’d let him drown and then ran away.”  

He burst out laughing.

“It’s not funny.”  

“He’s lucky you didn’t kill him.”  He met her gaze, his was amused.  “You do have a bit of a temper.”

“I’m getting better at controlling it.”  She was trying anyway.

“I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“Can we change the subject?”  She glanced up at him from under her lashes.  It usually didn’t work on him, but she’d try anything to stop talking about Jethro and last night.  

His eyes narrowed and then gleamed.  “Sure.  You need to give your mother a break.”

She straightened.  This subject wasn’t better.  “Why?  She never gave me one.  Still doesn’t.  All I hear from her is criticism about the way I’m living and my friends.”  She poked his arm.  “Those complaints are mostly about you.”

“She worries about you.”  He brushed her hand away.  

“She wants me mated so she can focus all her attention on Arthur.”

“Ahh, so that’s the problem.  I’d wondered.”

“There is no problem except with her.”  She snapped her stick in half.  She’d ruined the point anyway.  “Of course, if you ask her, I’m the problem.”

“You’re jealous of Arthur.”

“I am not.”  But she was.  Her mom bragged about Arthur’s teeth and claws and how fast he was and how well he could climb.  All the things that’d she’d had to hide her entire life.  Sometimes she hated her parents and Arthur.

“She did the best that she could with you.  Parents aren’t perfect.  You’ll be a mother one day—”

“I won’t file down my kids’ teeth and claws and make them hate...lie about who they are.”

“She did what she did to keep you alive.”

She snorted.  That was true but it still hurt.

“I hope you never have to make hard choices like she did.”

“Hard choices!  I’ve already made a lot of hard choices.”

“No.  You’ve made difficult choices.  Choices that tested your character, but you always had a choice that was right, at least to you.”

“I don’t see the difference.”  

“You chose to come back and free me and Mirra, and I thank you for that, but what if you couldn’t free us?  What if one of us had been too hurt?  Could you have put us out of our misery?”

“There would’ve been some other way.”  She paled.  She hadn’t been able to kill Petarvarious.  There was no way she could’ve killed Gaar or Mirra.

“Sometimes the only choices you have are bad ones.”  He put the stick aside.  “That’s a hard choice.”

She looked at her mother who was holding Arthur and standing with the Producers.  She hoped she’d never have to make hard choices because she was pretty sure she’d fail.
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IT WAS TIME FOR Hugh to go over his plan.  He was going to need a lot of assistance to make it work.  He cleared his throat, staring at the crowd of Guards, Servants, Producers and Grunts.  “I know that everyone realizes we brought in new Guards.  All freed from certain death by the Almightys.”

There were mumbles, mostly of consensus, although he was pretty sure a few House Servants’ grumbles were discontented.  He ignored them.

“I was sure that the Almightys would come after us, after me for doing that.”  He paused.  “I was wrong.”

There were whispers in the crowd.  Good.  He had their attention.

“Instead, being the cowards that they are, they attacked the innocent.”

A hush fell over the group.

“The Almightys performed a sweep of the city, picking up all House Servants and Guards without papers and taking them to the shelters.  Many of them went to the Midtown Shelter.”

There were murmurs throughout the crowd, their righteous anger almost a living thing.

“They’ll all be killed unless something is done.”

“What can we do?” asked one of the Guards who’d recently been freed.  “I know what it’s like to be in that shelter and I wouldn’t wish it on a House Servant.”

The Servants began arguing with the Guards.  Jackson shook his head, sending Hugh a commiserating look.  

Hugh shoved into the crowd, getting between the House Servants and Guards.  He’d had enough of this.  “You’ll get everyone killed”—he  glanced from one group to the other—“with your constant bickering and fighting.  You can hate each other for the rest of your lives but from now until the end of this war, you’ll fight together or you can leave.”

“Hugh, I wouldn’t...” said Jackson, who’d followed him into the crowd.

Some of the Guards started to back away.

“I don’t need anyone who can’t get along.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  He was going to be bald before this ended.  “We can’t fight a war against the Almightys when we’re fighting amongst ourselves.”

“I’m not working with House Servants.  They can’t be trusted,” said one of the Guards who’d taken a step back.

“Guards are slow and stupid and they’ll get us all killed,” answered a Servant.

He was losing.  They would scatter into the forest.  The Guards and Servants in the shelters would die and it’d be his fault.  He wasn’t a leader.  He was a scientist.  He had no business doing this.

“Hugh’s right.  You should all leave.”  Trinity yelled to be heard over the rumbling of the crowd.

Everyone turned to look at her.

She stood off to the side, alone with no group.  “Go back to the Almightys who treated you so well.”  She glanced around.  “Oh, that’s right.  You’re here because no one wants you.”  The crowd parted as she moved into it.  “Do you think you can make it on your own in the forest?”  She looked around again and shrugged.  “Some of you will do okay.  There aren’t as many predators as before, but what about when the Almightys start hunting you and they will.”  She stopped by Hugh’s side and turned around, meeting and holding the gaze of one Guard or House Servant after the other.  “Believe me.  They don’t like to be disobeyed.  They will hunt you down, every last one of you and your offspring.  They’ll either kill you or force you back into servitude.”

The crowd began to murmur again.

“So, go.”  She turned to Hugh.  “What’s your plan to save the House Servants and Guards?  You may have to alter it since”—she cast a disgusted glance over her shoulder at the others—“these pathetic creatures only care about themselves but we can still do something.”

“Wait a minute,” said one of the older Servants.  He had the ear of many in his group.  “We never said we wouldn’t help save others of our kind.”  He glared at the Guards.  “We just don’t want to work with Guards.”  He crossed his arms over his chest.  “And they don’t want to work with us, so everyone is happy.”

“No.  You follow my command or you go.”  If he backed down now, they had no chance of winning this war.

The House Servant’s eyes narrowed.  “Just like an Almighty.  I told you High Hugh Truent wasn’t any better than the others.”

“If that’s how you feel, then you should leave.”  He kept his face impassive, but if they lost the Servants it’d hurt.

A few started to wander off.  

“However, think about this,” he said.  “I may be insisting that you follow my orders but I am giving you the choice.  I’m treating you as an equal.  Do you think Almightys get to do whatever we want?  No, but we have the choice to follow the rules or pay the price.”  He smiled.  “I know all about that.”

There were a few snickers in the crowd.

He scanned the faces, so different but also so similar.  Some looked angry but under that anger was fear.  Risking their lives for something bigger than themselves was new to them and it was never easy.  “If we don’t work together, we’ll fail and many will die.  It’s as simple as that.”

“Why do we have to work together?  Why can’t the Guards save the Guards and the Servants save the Servants?” asked one of the Guards.

There were many murmurs of consent from both groups.

“We need to work together because the Almightys won’t expect it.”

That silenced all of them.

“This war is not going to be easy to win.  The Almightys have the numbers and the resources on their side, but what we have is each other and the forest.  They’ll have to come to our backyard to fight and if we work together we’ll win.”  They still weren’t buying it.  He began to pace.  “Let me explain.  The House Servants can see, smell and climb better than the Guards.  Right?”

There were some complaints from the Guards but most nodded.

“And the Guards are stronger and better at working in a group than the House Servants.”

Again, some discontent regarding the assessment but mostly nods.

“The Producers are large and strong, stronger than even the Guards and the Grunts are even bigger.”  He glanced at the crowd.  He had their attention.  “Imagine an army of all these groups working together.  Imagine Servants scouting ahead for traps and enemies or waiting in trees to ambush or lure the opponent into a waiting group of Guards who are hiding in the bushes.” 

The Guards and House Servants started sizing each other up.

He walked over to Travis and patted him on the chest.  “Now, imagine a front line of Producers standing tight and tall together.”  He looked at the biggest Guard.  “If a Producer fought back, you wouldn’t win, would you.”

“Well...”

“No,” said Jackson.  “Not alone.”  He stepped up by Hugh.  “When I helped manage the Producer Camps, our biggest fear was that the Producers would refuse to obey.  If they’d ever fought back or stood their ground as a group, we wouldn’t have been able to force them to do anything.”

Hugh tipped his face toward Travis and whispered, “Never thought about that did you?”  

Travis flushed, but stood a little taller.

“I’m not asking you to become best friends,” said Hugh.  “All I’m asking is that you put aside your differences to fight the common enemy.”  He winked at Trinity.  “You can go back to hating each other as soon as we’ve won freedom for all.”

“I can live with that,” said the older House Servant.

“I guess that’d be all right,” said the Guard who seemed to be the leader of their group.

He wanted to collapse in relief.  He’d just won the first battle.  “Great.  Now, I’ll explain how we’re going to free the House Servants and Guards.”

“But won’t they be expecting us at the Midtown Shelter?” asked the old Servant.

He smiled, feeling like himself for the first time in a long time.  “Not just the Midtown Shelter.  We’re going to free the House Servants and Guards from all the shelters.  That, they won’t be expecting.”
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HUGH, ALONG WITH JACKSON, Tim and a few others, had spent yesterday and most of the evening going through all the information that Townsend had sent by Birdie about the shelters.  Everyone was once again gathered and he’d just gotten done telling each of them what team they were on and which shelter they were assigned.  

“What about the Producers and Grunts?”  Trinity’s eyes gleamed with challenge.

He didn’t want to have this fight in front of everyone, but it looked like they would.  He turned toward her, meeting her gaze.  It was a valid question and although he’d wanted to avoid it, he was prepared.  “There aren’t that many Grunts and they all have homes.  Isn’t that right?”  

The small group of Grunts talked amongst themselves and then Cack nodded.  

“They’re welcome to join us if they wish, but most are happy where they are.”

Cack made a noise that was definitely in disagreement. 

He should’ve shut up while he was ahead.  

Cack made motions and grunts.  Trinity seemed to understand some of what he was saying which was just great because she’d only understand what made her argument stronger.

“I think he’s saying that they aren’t all treated well but they’re spread out at different homes.  It’d be impossible to reach them all in a night.”

Cack nodded and grabbed her shoulder, turning her to face him as he motioned and grunted more.

“He’d like your promise that once this is done, you’ll send teams to find the Grunts and offer them freedom.”

He wouldn’t make false promises.  “Things are going to get bad after this.  Jason will come for us.  I think we should wait.  The Grunts may not be happy where they are, but they are safe, safer than the forest will be for them.”

Cack started to argue.

He couldn’t afford any dissent.  The groups were barely together as it was.  “We can send a small team, led by you and your wife.”  This would get Cack’s very pregnant wife out of danger.  He didn’t want to lose anyone, but he would.  It was war.  However, he could minimize the likelihood of losing a baby.  “You can go and talk to the other Grunts.  Tell them what it’s like in the forest.  You can help them determine if they want to leave now, or if they’d rather leave later when things are more settled.”  

Cack talked with the other Grunts.  He turned and nodded, smiling his big, toothy smile.

“Good.  We’re in agreement.”  He wanted to stop now, but the Producers were all staring at him, their large, brown eyes hurt and confused.  They’d been treated badly enough by Almightys.  He couldn’t give them any doubt as to his intentions and their worth in his army.  “Now, let’s discuss what we can do for the Producers.”

“No discussion,” said Trinity.  “We free them like we’re freeing the Servants and Guards.”  Her hands were on her hips, claws peeking from her fingertips.  

He sighed.  “You’re not going to like this, but hear me out.  We can’t free all them...”

The Producers began to grumble.

“Yet.”  That stopped them.  “The camps are too far apart.  It’d take days to get to all of them and we don’t have the time.  As it is, it’s going to take us two days to get everyone in place.  That means two Guards will die today and two more tomorrow.”

“Producers die every day.”  Her golden eyes were furious as she scanned the crowd and stopped on him.  “They die for your food.  How many have to die before they’re as important to you as the Guards?”

“They are as important.  I swear.”  She had a point.  He had to scramble or he’d lose ground.  “And we will free them, but not this mission.”

The Producers began to grumble more.

“Listen.  We can send groups to the nearby camps.  Free those who want to be freed.”  Trinity flinched and that was his opening.  “From what I’ve heard and seen by the small number of Producers here and the large number still at your home”—he looked directly at her—“many refuse to believe that they’re destined for food.  They’re happy and safe.”  He held up his hand to stop the complaints.  “They’re safer than they’d be in the forest.”  He turned to Travis.  “How many died after you freed them from the Finishing Camp?”

“Too many.”  Travis looked down, some of his anger vanishing.  

“I promise that we’ll free them but now is not the time.  By this action, we’re starting this war in earnest.  Trust me when I say that the Producers, as a whole, are safer where they are.”

“Easy for you to say.”  Trinity’s voice bristled with anger.  “You’ve never been anything’s dinner.”

“And neither have you.  You’re alive.”  He waved at the forest.  “Any one of us could be the dinner of a River-Man or a Cold Creeper or Araldo only knows what else lurks in these woods.”

“It’s not the same.”  She crossed her arms over her chest.  “I’m taking a group to the Remore Producer Camp.”  

She wasn’t asking and he couldn’t allow that, not in front of everyone.  “No.  You’ll stay here and help pack up camp.”  By look on everyone’s face, he’d just blundered.  She was the most capable in the forest besides Gaar and this group wouldn’t follow a fool.  He had to explain.  “They want you as much as they want me.”

“I doubt that,” she said.

“You were attacked by five House Servants, not me.  Someone wants you.”

“We don’t know for sure that they were after me,” she said, but her voice lacked conviction.

“It’d be better if you stayed at camp.”  The thought of her in danger made his gut twist.  He had to convince her.  “We’re leaving all our young, old and sick here.  We need someone who can protect them.”

There were murmurs in the group.  His argument made sense.

“I’m not staying behind.”  She looked at Jackson.  “He’s protection enough.”

He’d forgotten that Jackson had agreed to pack up camp and look after those who were too frail to help with the mission.  If he didn’t counter her argument, he’d lose, but he couldn’t come up with a good reason to leave her behind except the truth—that he’d do anything to keep her safe.

“Plus, many of the others who are staying may be old but they’ve been surviving in the forest for years.  They can protect themselves from the forest predators,” she continued.

That group grumbled in agreement.  No one wanted to be a burden.  In their lives being old and weak equaled death.

Her eyes met his in triumph.  “And don’t lie and say that you expect an Almighty attack.  They won’t do anything right now.  They’re waiting for you.”

She was right and everyone knew it.  He was backed into a corner.  He wanted to strangle her or tie her up in his tent until this entire mess was over, but unfortunately, he couldn’t do either.  He ran his hand through his hair.  “Fine, but not the Remore camps.”  Jethro was home and may visit the family business.  He couldn’t risk her seeing him.  She was infatuated with the lad and Jethro was too friendly with Conguise.  “We don’t have enough people to send to all the encampments and Producers aren’t being killed at the Remore camps.”  

“But for how long?” asked Travis, his anger returning.

“I don’t know, but I do know that living in their home where no one is being sent to the Warehouse District is safer than the forest.”  He glanced at the other Producers.  “How many of you come from other, nearby camps?”

A little over a third of the group raised their hands.  

“Their loved ones are still being slaughtered.”  His eyes met Trinity’s.  She wasn’t happy but now she was in the corner.  “We need to go to those camps first.  I promise that as soon as we get back—if the Almightys aren’t on our trail—we’ll send teams to all the camps.  I give you my word.”  He’d make sure that Trinity wasn’t in the group that went to the Remore camp.  His stomach twisted at the thought of her with Jethro.  She was too trusting and from everything he’d heard the boy was no longer trustworthy.

There were a few mumbles about the value of the word of an Almighty but they were quickly hushed.

Trinity’s gold eyes captured his.  “Don’t worry.  If something else comes up, I’ll go to every Producer Camp myself.”

He really was going to strangle her one day.
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THE BACK OF HUGH’S head hurt from resting against the hard steel of the dumpster.  

“It’s almost time,” whispered Sassy.

“Can’t happen soon enough.”  Brennon shivered for effect. “This place makes my skin crawl.”

It’d been a long day for Hugh, Townsend and the two Guards.  The four of them, along with Gaar, had arrived in the city early in the morning.  He wished they’d been a little later.  An elderly, male Guard had been executed at dawn.  

Hugh had stood in the shadows while two Almightys at the shelter had ordered their Guards to string up the stray.  The old Guard had gone to his execution with dignity.  He hadn’t handled it as well.  If Gaar hadn’t been there, he would’ve blown their mission.  The Handler had grabbed him and held him, repeating, “Wait.  Watch.  Patience of a predator always pays in the end.”  So, he’d waited and watched as the Guard twitched and kicked in the air.  

After they’d gotten into the dumpster, he’d had to wait again.  He hadn’t been able to see anything but he’d heard every word.  The next Guard who’d been executed had sounded young.  He’d screamed, begging and pleading, but there’d been no mercy for him.  It’d taken everything he’d had to not shove at the lid to try and help the Guard, but this was war.  He had to focus on the bigger picture, the larger number of Guards and Servants to save.  

The lid lifted and Gaar stared down at them.  “You can get out now.”

He wasn’t sure where Gaar had waited out the day since the Handler had refused to get into the dumpster.  They climbed out of the container as quickly as possible.  They were in a side alley by the building where they’d stayed the last time.  

“Still glad we couldn’t wait inside?”  Townsend rubbed his neck.  Someone had changed the software that ran the cameras inside of the building, stopping the reporter from hacking into the system and disabling them like he’d done the last time.

“Yeah, I am.  Patterns aren’t good in war.”  Patterns meant anticipation, capture and death.

“There’s something off about these things.”  Brennon closed the lid.  

The Guard could pick a lock faster than he’d ever seen but he did have a habit of stating the obvious.

“No kidding, genius.  They’re clean.”  Sassy raised her arms over her head stretching.  “I’ve been in a lot of dumpsters and I doubt they’re this clean when they’re made.”

Brennon’s eyes wandered to her chest.

It was a good thing Bruno had been tasked with freeing the Guards in another shelter because he wouldn’t appreciate Brennon ogling Sassy.  After freeing Reese and the other Guards, Sassy had stayed at Townsend’s house with Bruno.  Hugh hoped for her sake she’d make it permanent.  The streets were dangerous for stray Guards and Townsend was one of the few Almightys who understood that those in the other classes were equals.

“I don’t mean because they’re clean,” said Brennon.  “Any idiot would know that.”

Sassy shot Hugh and Townsend a speaking look.  Bruno didn’t have to worry about Sassy becoming interested in Brennon.  She had no tolerance for the other Guard.

“There’s something else.”  Brennon lifted the lid, sniffing.  “Bleach and something...”  He shivered.  “It makes the hair on my neck stand straight.”

Hugh’s eyes met Townsend’s.  “They might use bleach to clean up blood.”  He glanced around.  “It’d explain why there are no cameras in the alley.”

“They wouldn’t want anyone seeing them move the females.  As soon as this war is over, I’ll get back on this story,” said Townsend.

“I’ll help in any way that I can.  Sex trafficking of all classes has to stop.”

Brennon backed away from the dumpster, his eyes wide.  “That’s what the smell is.  Fear.  The bleach masked it.”  He touched his nose.  “And blood.  There was blood in there too.”  He shuddered and moved as far away from the dumpster as possible.

Gaar stood in the shadows near the end of the alley, watching the Midtown Shelter.  “They’ve picked another one.”

They all moved over by the Handler.  There were two cages outside of the shelter.  One cage already contained a female Guard who looked about twelve years old.  The younger of the two Almightys led an old female to the other cage.  Hugh forced himself to steady his breathing.  Neither of them would die.  Not this time.

Gaar nudged him on the shoulder.  One of the Almightys was speaking to the young girl.  Her large, brown eyes were wide with fear and her face pale.  

“What’s he saying?”  Out of the corner of his eye he saw Townsend shake his head.  He turned toward the other Almighty.  “Don’t tell me you can hear them.  Your hearing can’t be that much better than mine.”

“No, I can’t hear them,” said Townsend.

“We should go,” said Gaar, ignoring Hugh’s question.  

The twelve Guards protecting the Midtown shelter were in the perfect position for Hugh’s team to make their way to the back of the building.  They had to move now or wait until the next patrol and that would mean almost dawn.  That’d be too late.  This needed to be a coordinated effort so no facilities were notified and locked down.

“Go,” he said.

Gaar slipped out of the alley and crossed the street, Brennon and Sassy trailing behind him.  Hugh and Townsend followed a few minutes later.

“Does he make the shadows?” asked Townsend, his tone fascinated.

“I don’t know.  It used to terrify me, but it doesn’t seem as bad anymore.  I must be getting used to him and the way he is.”  He studied Gaar’s back.  There was something off about the Handler.  He didn’t seem as big and as menacing and he didn’t blend in here as well as in the forest.  

He and Townsend stopped at a building directly across from the back of the shelter.  Gaar and the two Guards moved farther down the street and then separated.  Sassy and Brennon stopped and waited in an alley a block away while Gaar went to the crematory and scaled the building.

“How can he climb rock like that?” asked Townsend

“We have limited knowledge of everything that Handlers and Trackers can do.”  He glanced at Townsend.  “At least I wasn’t privy to that information.”  If he survived the war, he’d love to study the Handler’s genetics and isolate how Gaar merged with his surroundings.

“Conguise and the Supreme Almighty are probably privy to that information.”  Townsend’s tone was tense.

“They didn’t know enough to create functioning pairs.”

“Thank Araldo for that,” said Townsend.  “We need to learn everything we can about Trackers and Handlers.  Otherwise, if someone figures out how to control them, we’re all doomed.”   He took a deep breath.  “I’ll look into it.  It’ll go on my list after the sex trafficking story and before”—he looked back at the building where they’d stayed—“the tunnels.”

“Tunnels as in plural?”  He knew about the one they’d used to sneak into and out of the building but the reporter hadn’t mentioned any others.

“While I was investigating the building trying to find the female Servants, I discovered very old blue prints of the city.”  Townsend looked at Hugh, his eyes bright.  “There are tunnels all over the older sections of the city.  I don’t know if they all still exist but the one to this building does.  So, maybe.”  

“This area was renovated a few years before my arrest.  I would’ve heard about tunnels.”  

“Not necessarily.”

“I wasn’t that out of the loop.”  Sure, he hadn’t known about the Tracker and Handler camps or Conguise’s experiments but he’d been connected.  He’d known the Necessary Truths.

“That’s not what I meant.  These passageways are deep.  I think they were an underground railroad or something like that.  The developers would never have found the tunnels unless they pulled up the entire foundation.  And to make them even more difficult to locate, the entrances only exist in a few of the buildings.”

“An underground railroad?  There’s nothing in our past to explain something like that.  Who would’ve used them and for what?”

“Not sure.  I don’t think our history books are complete.”  Townsend shrugged.  “Anyway, the Night of the Trackers happened and then your arrest and the rebellion.  I got sidetracked, but there is a story here.”  He put his finger to his lips and nodded toward the shelter.

The two Guards patrolling the area kept to the same schedule which was a mistake.  As they moved behind the crematory, one stopped, sniffing the air but it was too late.  Gaar dropped from the top of the building and knocked their heads together with such force that Hugh winced.  Those Guards were going to have a headache when they woke.  A moment later, Brennen and Sassy darted over to Gaar and changed into the Guards’ uniforms.

“Step one, accomplished,” said Townsend.

And so many more to go.  Hugh shifted his gaze to the front of the building.  Everyone was making their rounds.  No one had heard or suspected a thing.  The Almighty was no longer talking to the little female, but she continued to stare at him, fear waging war with disgust on her face.  “What do you think the Almighty said to the little Guard?”

“Let it go.”  Townsend held up his hand.  “For now.  We can talk about it as soon as we’re all out of here.”

He had his suspicions, but it didn’t matter.  The Almighty wasn’t near the little female now and the girl would soon be safe.

Brennan and Sassy walked toward the other two Guards who stood near the back of the shelter.  The Almightys’ Guards straightened as they turned toward Brennon and Sassy.  They were suspicious, paying attention only to the approaching Guards, giving Gaar the opportunity to creep up behind them and with one slam of their heads they were down.

“The back is secured,” Hugh whispered.  “Now, we wait on the Servants.”  

Somehow, Townsend had located an explosive.  It’d looked homemade, but as long as it worked, Hugh didn’t care.  The Servants were to set it off a few streets down.  It wasn’t dangerous but it was loud.  It’d distract the Almightys and the remaining Guards long enough for Gaar, Brennon and Sassy to slip inside and disarm the House Servants on duty.  

They waited but there was nothing but silence.  

“It should’ve gone off by now” said Townsend.

“We’ll give them a few more minutes.”  He had to trust that the Servants didn’t panic and leave.  If they ditched, he’d never convince the Guards to work with them again.

Brennon and Sassy glanced in Hugh’s direction, shrugging slightly as if in question.

“The Almighty’s Lead Guard will be making his rounds soon,” said Townsend.  

The Lead Guard always checked with each member of his team for an update.  Hugh couldn’t let that happen.  Gaar, Sassy and Brennon could handle the other eight Guards but not without a commotion which would give a Guard, Servant or Almighty the opportunity to sound a warning and that’d draw the soldiers.  “Just a few more minutes.”  He raised his hand to run it through his hair and stopped.  “I hate this cloak.”  

“What are we going to do if they don’t set off the explosion?”

“We’ll have to come up with another distraction.”

“Like what?” asked Townsend.

He ignored the question, his focus across the street.

The little female whispered with the older female and then walked to the front of her cage, clasping the bars.  “Sir, I’ve decided.”

“Oh, shit,” muttered Townsend.

They were close enough now, that even they could hear.

The older of the two Almightys smiled and headed toward her.

“Don’t do anything rash.”  Townsend put his hand on Hugh’s arm.  

“I’m not an idiot.  I won’t risk the mission.”  She wasn’t in danger.  As soon as the explosion went off, she’d be free.

The Almighty stopped at the cage, running his finger over the little Guard’s hand.  “Have you now?”

She swallowed visibly and nodded.

The Almighty’s eyes roamed up and down her body.

Hugh’s fists clenched at his side.  She couldn’t be more than twelve, if that.  Townsend mumbled something about stupid House Servants.

“I think you’ve made the right choice.”  The Almighty opened the cage.  “My friend is going to like you.”  He ran his hand from her shoulder down her arm.  “A lot.”

She’d be safe in a minute.  Hugh reminded himself.  This Almighty was procuring her for someone else.

The Almighty continued to caress her arm and shoulders, his hand straying down her back but stopping right above her rear.  

Her eyes filled with tears, but she didn’t run, instead she only leaned away a little. “Can I go back inside to wait for your friend?”

“I think you need to come with me first.”  The Almighty’s hand trailed across her butt.

The younger Almighty on duty came over by them.  “Trevor, don’t.  Let her be.  The—”

“Shut up, Todd,” said Trevor.  “This is none of your business.”

“He won’t want you sampling her.”  Todd blushed as he glanced at the little Guard.  “You know he likes to be the first.”

“I’m sure I won’t be her first.”  Trevor yanked the little Guard to him, his hand resting on the her rear.  “Will I?”

She was trembling as she nodded.

“See.  She’s never done this before,” said Todd.  “He won’t want you—”

“He’ll never know if you keep your mouth shut.  He won’t expect to be the first from a street Guard.”  Trevor started walking toward a camper parked on the lot.  It was where the Almightys went to rest when on duty.  “This will be our little secret won’t it?”  He patted the Guard’s backside.

The little Guard tried to pull away, but Trevor was too strong.  “Good, you’ve got spirit.  I like it when they fight.”

This was not going to happen.  Hugh took a step forward.  

“Patience of a predator and all that.”  Townsend grabbed his arm.

“I’m not going to stay here and do nothing.”  He jerked free from the reporter’s grasp.

“You can’t be rash.  We can help her later.” 

“That’ll be too late and you know it.”  He grabbed a section of Townsend’s cloak and scrubbed the black tar off his face and arms.  

“Hey, stop that,” said Townsend yanking on the cloth.  “I smell bad enough already and you need to mask your scent.”

“We needed a distraction.  Well, here it is.”  He strode out of the alley and across the street, keeping his head down so his cloak concealed his face.  

The Lead Guard’s lips were twisted in a sneer as he turned away from Trevor and the little Guard to make his rounds.  Another Guard tapped his shoulder and he stopped, looking toward Hugh.  He sniffed and straightened, sniffing again and glancing at the other Guards.

Hugh smiled beneath his hood.  His odor was Almighty and shit.  No wonder the Lead Guard was confused.  “You there, gather your Guards,” he commanded as he moved toward them, his face still covered.

“I only take orders from the Supreme Almighty or his soldiers.”  The Lead Guard sniffed again, glancing at Trevor and Todd.  

“You take orders from your betters and I am an Almighty,” he roared.  “Don’t make me report your behavior to Jason.” 

The Lead Guard glanced at the Almightys as the other Guards lined up behind him.  Trevor shoved the little Guard into the camper and locked the door.  He and Todd moved behind their Guards as Sassy and Brennon slipped around the corner and into the building.

“You know Jason?” asked Trevor, his tone worried.

“Oh, yeah.  I know that fat, florid, little twerp.”  He unsheathed his knife under his cloak.  

Todd’s snicker died in the air at Trevor’s glare.

Hugh moved closer, the Guards sidling out of his way.  The likelihood of him making it out of here alive was pretty slim but it was better than Trevor’s.  His hand trembled a bit.  He’d become a martyr for the Allied Classes.  Not exactly the role he’d wanted.  He almost laughed.  He hadn’t wanted any role in this war, so martyr it’d be.

“I demand to know who you are.  Show your face.”  Trevor strode closer.  

“Gladly.”  He flipped back his hood.

There was a gasp from just about every creature in the area.

“High Hugh Truent,”whispered Todd.

He bent as if to bow and darted forward shoving his knife into Trevor’s gut.  “You will never touch another child.”  He twisted the knife like Trinity had shown him and then shoved upward. 

A Guard tackled him, knocking him away from Trevor and sending him skidding across the pavement.  He jabbed his hand into the Guard’s side, but he’d left his knife in Trevor’s stomach.  Trinity would be furious with him.  She’d trained him better than that.  The knife was an extension of his hand.  He wouldn’t leave his hand behind, so he shouldn’t have left his knife.

As soon as they stopped flying across the parking lot, the Guard scrambled to an upright position, sitting on Hugh’s chest and pinning one of Hugh’s arms against his side.  Hugh punched the Guard in his gut.  It was like hitting rock.  The Guard smiled down at him as his fist connected with Hugh’s face.  His head snapped back and the metallic taste of blood filled his mouth.  

“You’re going to have to do better than that.”  He snarled and jabbed upward with his fist while trying to free his other hand, but the Guard was heavy, giving him no wiggle room.

The Guard growled as his hand smashed down into Hugh’s stomach.  The air whooshed past Hugh’s lips, leaving him gasping.  Little breaths.  Little breaths.  Each one a little bigger than the last.  The Guard continued to pummel him but he ignored the pain and focused on breathing.  This wasn’t a new experience, he’d been here before, many times, but he wasn’t going to let it end the same.  In prison, he’d had no recourse, but now he could fight back.  As soon as he was able to breath in deeply enough, he hit the Guard upside the head.  Pain ricocheted through his hand.  That Guard’s head was hard.  

The Guard bared his teeth in a parody of a smile as he captured Hugh’s hand, forcing it to the pavement, and then used his other fist to hit Hugh in the chest, stomach and face over and over again.

Blood trickled into his eyes and he fought to maintain consciousness.  An explosion rattled the air.  The Servants had finally come through, not that it’d matter to him, but it might buy the others some time.  Another blow knocked his head to the side.  With no weapon and both arms pinned down, he had no way to protect himself.  He stared at the Guard’s hairy arm which was holding down his hand only inches from his face.  He struggled but the Guard was too heavy.  He grunted as another blow connected with his ribs.  The Guard snarled down at him and his own lips curled back in reply.  He was wrong.  He did have a weapon.  He turned his head and bit down on the Guard’s arm.  Hot blood filled his mouth and his stomach roiled in disgust but he only clamped down harder, deeper.  The Guard screamed and pulled back his arm, but Hugh wasn’t letting go.  Not now.  He shook his head from side to side, ripping and tearing into the flesh.  A chunk of skin and muscle pulled free from the Guard and Hugh spit it at the Guard’s face.  The Guard continued to scream as he tried to stop the bleeding with his other hand, leaving Hugh free.  This was his chance, his retribution for all those beatings.  

He pushed upward and the Guard fell backward.  Now, he was on top and he hit the Guard in the face.  Bone crunched under his knuckles.  He had no idea if it were his fingers or the Guard’s nose and he didn’t care.  His wounds would heal and pain was a distant echo, easily pushed aside by his desire to hurt this Guard.

“I...will...not...be...beaten.”  He punched the Guard in the face over and over again.  

The Guard’s screams became gurgles as blood bubbled from his mouth.  Hugh continued to punch him, flesh and blood and bone splattering his face and chest.  Suddenly, someone grabbed him by the shoulders.  He launched himself at the new threat.  He’d never kill them all but he’d take down a few.

“Hugh, stop!  Stop!  It’s me, Brennon.”

Someone large and extremely strong lifted him off the Guard.  

“Calm down, killer.  We won.  The fighting’s over.”  Gaar had his arms wrapped around Hugh, holding the him off the ground.

He stopped struggling as the world came back into focus.  Brennon pushed himself up off the ground.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

Brennon touched his jaw.  “It’s okay.  I should’ve let you know it was me before touching you.”  

Gaar loosened his hold, letting Hugh dropped back down to the pavement.

“I like my meat tender, but that was playing with your food.”  Gaar laughed as he nudged the dead Guard with his foot.

The Guard’s face was smashed.  There was no nose, no eyes, no mouth only a pulpy mess.  Blood, bone and brain were splatted everywhere.  Hugh’s shirt, hands and face were covered with blood, some his and some the Guard’s.  He ran his hand through his hair and flung the bits of flesh aside as his stomached twisted, refusing to be ignored.  He stumbled to the side and began retching.  His father had gone into fits of rage.  No.  That man wasn’t his father and this wasn’t the same.  He’d been fighting for his life.  That Guard had been unconscious long before you quit hitting him.  It was Sarah’s voice in his head.  He vomited over and over again.  When he had nothing left to spit out, he straightened, wiping his mouth and averting his eyes from the dead Guard.

“Hugh, we should get moving,” said Sassy.  “Others will be coming.”

Gaar and Brennon had wandered away.  The Handler was carrying the four Guards that he’d incapacitated earlier to the front and Brennon and one of the Almightys’ Guards were dragging the restrained Servants out from the shelter.  All-in-all three Guards and Trevor were dead and seven Guards and Todd were tied up in front of the building.  

“What happened?” he asked, oblivious to anything that’d happened after he’d started fighting with the Guard.

The Lead Guard strode over to him.  “Some of us are on your side.  I’m Bo and it’s an honor to meet you, High Hugh.”

For once, he ignored the title as his eyes flew to Sassy.

“By the time we made it back outside the Guards were fighting each other.  This one”—she nodded at Bo—“and another one were doing their best to keep the others away from you.”  Sassy shrugged as if to say she was as confused as he was.

He turned to the Lead Guard.  “Thank you, Bo.  I wouldn’t have made it through this without you.”

“I’m not so sure about that.  Your friend”—he nodded at Gaar—“made short work of a couple of the Guards.”  His face paled as his gaze landed on two dead Guards across the parking lot.  “The strength it takes...I’ve never seen anything like that.”

One Guard’s throat had been so severely severed that his head was almost disconnected from his body.  The other Guard’s arms had been ripped from his torso.

“He lifted Peetie, grabbed both of his arms and yanked.”  Bo shook his head.  “I can still hear Peetie’s screams.”

“Handlers are strong, but they can be loyal friends.”  He needed these Guards to accept Gaar.  He couldn’t have any contention in his army.  He touched Bo’s arm, drawing the Guard’s gaze.  “I wouldn’t have survived an attack from more than one Guard.  You helped to keep them away from me.  Thank you.”

Bo tipped his head in acceptance of the gratitude.  “And thank you.”  He nodded at Trevor who lay dead on the pavement.  “I only wish I could’ve killed him myself.  She wasn’t the first.”

He stared at Trevor.  He’d never killed anyone before and now he’d killed two, but he didn’t feel any remorse for the Almighty.  Trevor deserved to die for what he’d done and had been going to do.  “The little girl?  Is she...”

“She’s in the trailer,” said Bo.

He took a deep breath.  They needed to go and that meant that he had to pull himself together.  He walked over to Trevor’s body and retrieved his knife.  “Bo, get the keys and let the little Guard loose.  Sassy, have Brennon help you start freeing the Guards in the shelter.  We have to move.  The explosion—”

“You mean the one that didn’t go off?  Oh, wait.  It did.  Finally,” said Sassy. 

“I’m sure there’s a reason the bomb didn’t go off as planned.  Don’t judge them yet.”  The Servants had better have a good reason for the delay.  

Sassy snorted.  “If you say so.”  

“Please, just start freeing the Guards.”  He didn’t need to fight with her right now.

“My brother already started.”  She headed toward the shelter.

His eyes fell on Todd.  “String him up.”

“No, please.  I didn’t want to do this.  I had to,” pleaded Todd as he was dragged toward the gallows.

“Hugh, don’t do this.”  Townsend ran across the street.

The Guards dragging Todd stopped, looking to Hugh for his command.

“Why?  You keep telling me that this is war.  He chose his side.”

“I had to do this.  My family runs the shelter.  It’s my job,” said Todd.

“Didn’t you notice who he picked for execution” asked Townsend, going to stand by the young Almighty.  “The old Guard who they’d executed this morning had been crippled with arthritis.”

“He didn’t deserve to hang for that.”  He had no mercy for this Almighty.

“No, but Todd ordered the Guards who escorted him to the gallows, to let the old guy take his time.  They could’ve dragged him there, but they didn’t.”  Townsend took Todd’s arm and backed up a bit.  “When it was his turn to choose he picked the old and sick.  He did the best that he could.”  He took another step backward, toward the building.  “He’s just a kid.”

“So were some of the Guards.”  He had to focus on his anger.  He couldn’t afford to feel sympathy for his enemies.

“Not any that I picked.  I swear,” said Todd.  “Ask—”

“He’s not lying.”  Bo stood outside the camper with the little Guard.  “He tried to keep Trevor in line the best that he could too, but Trevor outranked him.”

He ran his hand through his hair.  Todd was a liability that he didn’t need.  Still, he was young, about Trinity’s age, and he’d done the best he could in a bad situation.  “Fine.”

Todd’s knees almost buckled as he relaxed against Townsend.  “Thank you, thank—” 

Something shifted in the shadows, reaching out and clasping Todd’s head.  There was a loud snap.  Townsend stumbled backward, his mouth hanging open.  Gaar dropped his hold on the now dead Almighty and Todd crumpled to the ground, his head lying at an odd angle.

He stared at the lifeless boy and then at Gaar.  He’d wanted this, had almost ordered it but now, it seemed wrong.  Todd had been a kid.  He’d been forced to work at the shelter.  This hadn’t been his fault.

“Couldn’t let him go.  He saw Townsend’s face,” said Gaar.

His gaze fell to the tied up Guards and Servants.  He’d planned on setting them free in another part of the city.  Let them choose to go back to the Almightys or join him.  Gaar moved toward the first prisoner.  

“Wait.”  Bo walked over to them.  “These two are on our side.”  He pointed to two of the Guards who’d been in the back of the building.

“Cut them free.”  He trusted Bo.  The Guard had saved his life.

Gaar unsheathed his knife and sliced through the ropes. 

“We’ll bring the others with us.”  It wasn’t a smart move, but he couldn’t kill them.

Gaar sighed.  “I suppose they’re your friends?”

He laughed.  “No, but I don’t want their deaths on my conscience.”

“Glad I don’t have one of those.”  Gaar slit the throat of the nearest prisoner.

The Servants and Guards screamed and tried to crawl away as Gaar moved down the line, ending life and sound with a slash and a fountain of blood.  Bo grabbed Hugh’s arm to keep him from interfering but he hadn’t been going to, killing them was the smart thing to do.

“No!  Stop!”  Townsend raced forward.

The Almightys’ Guard who’d fought for Hugh stepped forward, blocking Townsend from approaching.  

When the last prisoner was silenced, Gaar wiped his knife on his pants, his black eyes meeting Hugh’s.  “It had to be done.”

“They would’ve described all of you.”  Bo stared at the dead, his nose twitching from the scent of blood.

“That was my risk.  It was my decision to make not yours.”  Townsend struggled against the Guard, who stepped away, letting him go.  

“Townsend...”  Hugh pulled his eyes away from the bodies.  There was so much blood.  

“That was unnecessary.  We didn’t have to kill them.”  Townsend’s voice was barely a whisper.

“They would’ve put you and your family in danger,” he said.

“They might have joined us,” said Townsend.

“We couldn’t take that chance.”  It’d been the right thing to do, but it felt wrong like he was no better than those he was fighting.  Right now, he wished he was blessed like Gaar and had no conscience.
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TRINITY’S MISSION WAS A success or at least it had been until she’d noticed that Travis and Mirabelle were missing.  She knew exactly where to find them.  They’d been very clear with their thoughts about no one being sent to the Remore Encampments.  

She crept up to her father.  Their groups had reunited after freeing the Producers.  They were on their way back to camp to finish packing and then they were to leave for Harbor Point.  Jackson or one of his Guards would be waiting for them.  They couldn’t leave without Travis...or she supposed Mirabelle.  She understood them wanting to free their families, but they couldn’t take off like this.  It wasn’t safe.

“Dad, I need to slip away for a little bit,” she whispered, not wanting anyone else to know about Travis and Mirabelle’s desertion.  It’d only cause hardship between the groups.  This mission had gone well and spirits were high.  She didn’t want to jeopardize that.

Dad slowed his pace until they were several yards behind the others.  “Are you crazy?  You don’t have time to go adventuring.  We need to move camp and we need to do it now.”

She counted to ten.  He was getting as bad as her mother.  “It’s not an adventure.  Travis and Mirabelle are gone.”

“Save me from the melodramatics of teenagers.”  Dad raised his eyes.  

Her father could give lessons on over dramatizing everything, but she wasn’t going to point that out.  “Just cover for me.  I’ll find them and catch up with you.”

He grabbed her arm.  “You think they went to the Producer Camp?”  

She nodded, fighting not to pull free from his grasp.  She didn’t need another argument.

“Do you want me to go with you?”

She kissed his cheek.  Dad was never eager to assist any of the others but he always offered to help her and she, for some reason, always tried to help everyone else.  “Nah.  It’s not too far from here.  Anyway, I need you back at camp to stall if we’re late.”

“I’d suggest not being late.”  He glanced up at the rising sun.  “Hugh should be back soon and neither he nor Jackson will be happy about this.”

“Since when do we care what a Guard and an Almighty think?”  Playing to his pride as a Servant always worked.  They were a very arrogant class of creatures.

“I think you might care a little too much what Hugh thinks.”  Dad’s tone was accusing.

“What are you talking about?”  That tactic had certainly backfired. 

“You were holding his hand and comforting him.”

“What?  When?”  Do not blush.  Do not blush.  “Oh, that meant nothing.  We’re friends and he was upset about the Guards and Servants being captured.”

“Jackson was upset when Kim came by the camp, but I didn’t see you holding his hand.”

“That’s because Jackson broke up with Kim.  He’s lucky I didn’t slap some sense into him.”

“I would’ve liked to have seen that.”  Dad grinned.

Good, the tension was broken.  “I need to go.”  She wanted to get out of there before he brought up Hugh again.  She wasn’t quite sure what she felt for Hugh, so she certainly wasn’t ready to discuss him with her father.

“Hurry...and be careful.”  He pulled her into a quick hug.

She darted off into the bushes and headed toward the camp.  She was going to kill Travis when she caught him, but she understood.  The Remores could change their mind about slaughtering the Producers any day.  If her family were still in the camp, she’d do whatever she had to in order to free them.  Of course, she was more capable than Travis but he didn’t seem to understand that.

She climbed a tree.  It was safer up high and in this part of the forest she’d make better time hopping from tree to tree.  Soon, she was on the outskirts of the camp.  She slowed her pace, circling the perimeter.  Stuart stood near the fence, hidden in the bushes.  Travis and his brother were being more careful, but they still weren’t careful enough.  She dropped from the tree, landing silently and moving toward them.  She hesitated.  There was a group of six, young Producers hiding in the brush on the outside of the fence with Travis and Mirabelle.  Two of them were Travis’ younger brothers.  Hopefully, this would keep him satisfied for a little while.  

She stayed in the bushes, waiting.  Not one of the Producers realized that she was there.  She rustled some dead leaves with her foot.  No one turned.  This was why it was so dangerous for them to go off without her or a House Servant or Guard.  Their senses weren’t up to par.  They were easy prey for predators.

“I’ll leave next time.  I promise.”  Stuart glanced around.  “More are getting sick.  I fear that it’ll get worse as it gets colder.  No one has much food.”

“Are you sure Jezzy can’t travel?” asked Travis.

“She’s going to birth any day,” said Stuart.  “Maybe, a few weeks after...”

They needed to leave.  She couldn’t wait all day for one of them to notice her.  She stepped out of the bushes.  The younger Producers gasped and huddled behind Mirabelle and Travis.  Travis put his arms out to protect the kids and then his eyes narrowed with recognition.  

“Save it, Trinity.  I’m in no mood for the lecture.”  He turned to Stuart.  “Later.”

Stuart nodded and slipped back through the bushes toward camp.

“Too bad because you’re going to get one.  Do you know how long I was standing there and not one of you noticed?”  

Travis and the others started walking, she followed.

“We’re fine.  We didn’t ask you to follow us.”  Mirabelle moved closer to Travis.

“You’re not fine.  The fact that you think you’re fine proves you aren’t.”  He and Mirabelle had been hanging around each other a lot.  She’d thought it had to do with their families but now she wasn’t so sure.  Even though she didn’t think of Travis as mate material, she didn’t want him to bond with Mirabelle.  

“That didn’t make any sense,” said Travis.  

Then she heard it.  Footsteps.  “Quick.  In the bushes.  Someone’s coming.”  She shoved the Producers into the thicker brush.  Eight sets of wide, scared eyes stared at her.  “You’ll be fine.  I promise.”  She started to step away when a little female grabbed her hand.  “I’ve got to see whose coming but Travis will take care of you.”

Mirabelle pulled the child close.  “It’s okay.  Maybe, it’s Stuart coming back.  He might have forgotten to tell us something.”  

“Do you think so?” asked the girl.

They had to be quiet.  They were too close to camp.  If it were Guards, they’d never outrun them especially with six kids.  She held her finger to her lips as she backed away.  “Shhh.”  

She climbed the tree and her heart skipped a beat.  Jethro, Bell and another male Almighty wearing military uniform, complete with sword at his side, headed their way.  They were checking the fence line.  She glanced down at Travis but he stared into the camp, eyes wide.  There was no way the kids had climbed the fence.  They had to have dug under.  It was only a matter of time before the Almightys found it.  She could get away but the others would never make it.

“You’re sure it’s this area?” asked Jethro.

“Positive,” said Bell.  “There’ve been a bunch of young Producers around here off and on for the past couple of days.  It seemed suspicious to me.  That’s why I reported it.”

“Good job,” said the other Almighty.

“As I told you, I was a great asset to his father.”  Bell stood a little taller.  

“Uh-huh.”  Jethro scanned the forest.  “You two continue that way and I’ll check over here.”  He headed toward them as the other Almighty and Bell went in the opposite direction.

She shifted farther back in the tree, careful not to make a sound.  

Jethro walked directly to the bushes where Stuart had been hiding.  He moved the brush near the fence line and there was the hole.  He stared into the forest for several minutes, at one point his gaze stopped on her tree.

Her heart raced as she stared back into his blue eyes.  Why hadn’t he called out about the hole?  If he sent a group of Guards to investigate the area, she and the others were in big trouble.  The Guards would catch their scent in a second.

Jethro turned away and moved farther along the fence.  He walked another several yards and then joined Bell and the other Almighty. 

“Didn’t see anything,” said Jethro.

Her breath caught in her throat.  He wasn’t reporting the hole.  

“Me neither,” said the other Almighty.

“Still.  I’m glad you told me.  It was best to check.”  Jethro patted Bell on the shoulder and then turned and looked directly at where the Producers were hidden in the bushes.  “I don’t want anyone escaping.  It’s not safe out there.”  His gaze ran up the tree, searching and then it stopped.  

She could barely breathe.  He was looking right at her, but there was no way he saw her.  If he were a Servant, maybe, but he was an Almighty.  He was too far away and she was too well hidden.  

“All sorts of predators live in these woods.”  The corner of Jethro’s mouth quirked up in a half-smile and then he turned and walked away, taking the others with him.

Her last words to him rang in her ears.  She should’ve let him explain what he’d meant instead of saying those awful things to him.  She didn’t wish she’d let him die.  She could never wish that.  He had to have a good reason for what he’d said.  She refused to believe that he’d meant it.  If he had, he would’ve reported the hole.

After the three disappeared into Bell’s hut, she dropped from the tree, her heart lighter than it had been in days.  She hadn’t been wrong about Jethro.  He didn’t hate her.  She pulled back the brush and whispered, “We need to go now.”

Travis was holding one of the smaller Producers and had the hand of another.  He nodded and as quietly as possible for Producers, he and the others moved out of the bushes and farther into the forest.  Mirabelle kept her head down, but Trinity saw the wet cheeks and red eyes.  Even though Mirabelle’s father had reported them, it had to be hard to see him and leave him there awaiting his fate, even if he unwittingly chose it.
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THE JOURNEY BACK TO camp was torture.  Trinity, Travis and Mirabelle were constantly trying to herd the young Producers back into a tight group.  The six kids, all between seven and twelve years old, refused to take the forest seriously.  

Trinity grabbed one of the worst offenders by the ear.  It wasn’t an easy task since he was already taller than she was.  “Listen to me, you little brat.  It’s dangerous out here and if you don’t stay with the group you’re going to be gobbled up for dinner.”

“Yeah, right.”  He jerked away from her, rolling his eyes at his friends as he sauntered farther ahead.  “There ain’t nothing in these woods...”

The young Producer was yanked from his feet, disappearing into the brush.  Mirabelle and the kids screamed.  

“What?  Where?” stammered Travis, looking around.

A slight shimmer in the bushes, like a breeze had passed through, was the only indication that something had happened there.  

“Get together, quick.”  She pointed at Travis and Mirabelle.  “Put the littlest in the center.”  

“Aren’t you going to save him?” ask Mirabelle as she and Travis herded the remaining Producers together.

Unbelievable.  Mirabelle hadn’t wanted her there.  Had said they were fine.  Now, Mirabelle wanted her to risk her life to help the kid.  She would, but Mirabelle should be embarrassed to ask.  “I need to make sure you’re safe first.  It could be an ambush.  There could be more of whatever took him.”

Laughter came from above where the Producer had disappeared.  Mirra sat in the tree, holding the boy in front of her with her large paw over his mouth.  “Little One teach but they no listen.  Mirra told Little One.  They no smart.  They no learn.”  

She exhaled.  He was fine.  She hadn’t lost another one.  Not yet anyway.  “Mirra, let him go and get down here.”  She kept her voice upbeat.  She hadn’t seen Mirra in weeks.  The Tracker had become wilder like the last time the serum had worn off.

Tears ran down the boy’s cheeks and onto Mirra’s paw.  The Tracker place her nose near the boy’s neck and licked upward, following the trail of tears and stopping right under his eye.  “He taste good.  Mirra like.”  The Tracker’s tone had changed from amused to something soft and threatening.

“Trinity, do something,” whispered Travis.

She took a deep breath.  She needed to stay calm.  The Tracker could smell their fear and it excited her.  She’d tell the others to calm down, but it’d be a waste of breath.  “Quit kidding around, Mirra and let him go.  He’s my friend.”

Mirra stroked her other hand along the young Producer’s face and sniffed his neck and hair.  “Little One have too many friends.  Mirra hungry.”

“Please, Mirra.”  Her stomach felt like she’d swallowed an entire loaf of Gaar’s bread without any water.  She hoped that Travis and Mirabelle were blocking the kids’ view, just in case.

Mirra sniffed around to the back of his neck and then let go of the boy.  He fell out of the tree and hit the ground hard, but he was up in a second and scurried over to the others, his face pale and his eyes wide.  

“He move fast.  Maybe, he live.”  Mirra laughed as she dropped from the tree.

Trinity turned and stared at the Producers.  “You’ll listen to me from now on, won’t you?”

“Trinity!”  Travis frowned at her.  “This is not the time.”

“We can’t coddle them.  He was lucky.  Lucky it was Mirra”—her eyes met Travis’ and then moved to Mirabelle’s—“and lucky I was here.”  Mirra wouldn’t have let him go for the others and they all knew it.

“Little One lucky.  Mirra ate Cold Creeper.”  Mirra rubbed her large belly, as her eyes roamed the Producers.  “Mirra always hungry now.”

She walked over to the Tracker and hugged her.  “It’s good to see you.”  She pulled back, holding her hand out near Mirra’s belly.  “May I?”  

Mirra smiled, showing her large sharp teeth and nodded.

The Tracker’s stomach was hard and warm.  There was slight movement under her hand.  She laughed.  

“Babies kick Little One.  Babies like Little One.”

“I’m so happy for you.”  She stepped back, her hand still warm from the contact.  

Mirra petted Trinity’s head.  “Why you alone?  No safe.”  

She wasn’t actually alone but Mirra didn’t consider anyone but herself or Gaar as suitable companions in the forest.  “We freed some Producers.  We need to get back to camp.  Could you mask our scent in case anyone comes looking for us?”

Mirra grunted and the comforting odor of pine and herb wafted around them as they started walking again.  They were already late and even with the young Producers no longer running around like mad, the trip would take time.  Mirra shortened her long stride to Trinity’s pace and the Producers followed, keeping a decent distance between them and the Tracker.  Even Travis and Mirabelle were still nervous around Mirra.  To them, Mirra would never be a friend; she’d always be a predator.  Trinity touched her tongue to her teeth.  Her too.  She glanced back, her gaze meeting Travis’.  He gave her a questioning look.  She was sure he’d seen the sadness in her eyes but she smiled and shook her head as if to say it was nothing.  They’d stay friends for a while but once he paired there’d be no room for her in his life.  She was pretty sure that his mate wouldn’t allow that.

“Why are you in this part of the forest, Mirra?”  The Trackers usually stayed in the deep woods, far away from Almightys.

“Mirra bored.  Mirra miss Gaar-Mine.  Mirra miss Little One.”

“I missed you too.”  She bumped her shoulder into the Tracker’s arm.  

Mirra snorted.

“Where’s Nirankan?”

“Hunting.”  Mirra turned her head and stared at the Producers for a long moment, a small strand of drool forming on the side of her mouth.

She needed Mirra to focus on her and not the others.  “Oh.  Is he around here?”  Trackers in this part of the forest would be dangerous for everyone.  

Mirra shrugged.

She hesitated.  Mirra hadn’t had her serum in a long time, but she had to warn her.  “The Almightys will be coming this way in force soon.  You and the other Trackers shouldn’t be around when that happens.”

“Mirra no fear Almightys.  Almightys fear Trackers.”

The Tracker was as stubborn as ever.  “We’re leaving this part of the forest.  We’re going to Harbor Point.  Hugh thinks the one section will make a good camp.”  

“Almighty know nothing.”

“He said that with the ocean on the one side and Harbor Point on the other, that only leaves two avenues for attack.”

“Two way in.  Two way out,” said Mirra.

“Not, exactly.  Gaar said that there are caves in that area where we can hide if we have to.”

“Gaar-Mine say good.  It good.”

She envied Mirra’s faith in Gaar.  The longer she lived out here the less she trusted anyone completely.  Even Gaar and Mirra were loyal to each other first and soon Mirra would have her own family.  She kept getting pushed further and further down their list of important people.  If she didn’t start her own family soon, she may end up alone with no one to trust but herself.
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WHEN TRINITY AND THE others arrived at the campsite the place was hustling with activity.  There were hundreds of new Guards and House Servants and dozens of new Producers.  

She stopped her group while they were still hidden in the trees.  “Mirra, maybe you should find Gaar.  I’m sure he’s around here somewhere.”  If Mirra entered the clearing all activity would stop and everyone would know that they were late.

“All you friend, Little One?”  Mirra stared into the camp, a bit of drool running down her chin.  

“Yes.”  By the look in Mirra’s eyes, she was pretty sure that if she or Gaar weren’t around, the Tracker would kill whoever crossed her path.  They needed the serum or to get Mirra as far away from here as possible.  “Gaar would love to see you.’

Mirra blinked and disappeared into the brush.

“You guys should sneak back into camp a few at a time,” she said to the others.

“Mirabelle, you go first,” said Travis.

“Are you sure?”  Mirabelle’s brown eyes hardened as her gaze fell on Trinity.

“Yeah.  Take the four littlest.”  He glanced at Trinity.  “We’ll be there in a minute.”

“Okay.  Whatever you think is best.”  Mirabelle’s tone was simpering-sweet and she touched his arm in a soft caress before heading through the brush into camp.

Travis had a goofy look on his face as he watched Mirabelle walk away.  

“We’ll go back for Stuart soon, but promise you won’t go without me.”  They could go alone, just the two of them and it’d be the perfect time to convince him that Mirabelle wasn’t the right Producer for him.  The other female would make him miserable in the long run.  

He jerked a little as if her voice had brought him out of a daydream.  “Okay.”  He flushed slightly.  “Thanks for coming to find us.”  

She nodded, biting her tongue.  She wanted to scream at him that he’d been an idiot who’d almost gotten all of them captured or killed, but if she did that, he’d probably try and go alone later.  “No problem, but you shouldn’t have gone by yourself.”  

“I didn’t go by myself.”  He shifted away from her.  “Mirabelle was with me, remember?”

“Yeah, but Mirabelle...Really?”  She wanted to slap her hand over her mouth.  This was not the right way to deal with Travis and she knew better.

“There’s nothing wrong with Mirabelle.  You’d know that if you gave her a chance.”

“Me?  She hates me.”

“You haven’t made it easy on her either.”  

“I never did anything to her.”  This was exactly what she’d feared.  Mirabelle was whispering poison in Travis’ ears.

“She said you wouldn’t understand.”  He grabbed the hands of the two remaining kids.  “Let’s go.  We’ve waited long enough.”  He dragged the kids through the brush.

She cringed as a few Servants and Guards looked at them.  “Way to sneak in unnoticed, Travis.”  

His back stiffened a bit but he kept walking.  She wandered around the perimeter.  She wasn’t going to slip back into camp in that spot, not now that Servants and Guards had noticed Travis’ entrance.  He was such a stubborn jerk and he had poor taste.  He could do so much better than Mirabelle.  

Hugh came out of his tent.  His face was swollen, his eyes blackened and his hands bandaged.  She raced out of the brush, skidding to a halt next to him and Jackson.  “Are you all right?  What happened?”  Her fingers hovered near his face, afraid her touch would cause him pain but needing to feel him to ensure that he was okay.

He took her hand.  “Things didn’t go exactly as planned.”  His lips twisted up in a half-smile.  “As usual.”

“I knew I should’ve gone with you.”  Her eyes roamed the camp.  “Where’s Gaar?  I told him to take care of you.”  She looked at her hand in his bandaged one.  “He obviously didn’t.”

“Actually, he did.”  He stared at something over her shoulder and dropped her hand.  “Like I said, this was unexpected.”

She glanced behind her.  Dad was near her old tent site, watching them.  She smiled and waved.  Great.  She’d hear about this later.  

“Hugh, decided to be a hero,” said Jackson.

“We needed a diversion.  The Servants couldn’t get the bomb lit.  The fuse got wet.”

“What did you do?”  She frowned at him.  Obviously, it was something stupid.

“He stormed over to the shelter, without backup, and killed an Almighty.”  Jackson’s tone was disgusted.  

“You could’ve died.”  She’d almost lost him.  She couldn’t lose him.  He was her friend and...well, she wasn’t sure what else, but she knew she didn’t want him hurt.  “That’s the stupidest thing you’ve done and you’ve done some stupid things.”

“Speaking of stupidity, you’re late.”  Hugh glared at her.  

She cringed.  She’d made a huge mistake.  She should’ve watched and waited.  She’d seen him.  She’d known he was alive.  She should’ve let him hunt her down.  Only stupid prey ran to the predator.  “No.  I’ve—”

“Don’t lie.  I caught your father packing up your tent,” said Jackson.  “Your group got back hours before Hugh arrived.”

“You can’t keep sneaking away.”  Hugh’s face was hard and his arms were folded over his chest.  

She was getting tired of hearing that.  “Really?  You were fine with it when I was helping you.”

“That was before.  This is now.”

“Please.  At the time, that was now.”

Hugh raised his hand to run it through his hair and stopped, glaring at the bandage.  “I don’t want to argue with you.  They’ll be coming in force this time.”  He looked around.  “We’re at war, truly at war and we need to prepare.”  He nodded at a few in the different groups.  “None of them are soldiers.  None of them are trained for this.  We have a lot to do and little time to do it.”

“I didn’t sneak out for an adventure.”  She was sick of them always thinking she was running around having fun in the forest.

“I know.  You father explained.  Did everything go okay?”

She nodded.  There was no reason to mention Jethro.  “Mirra’s here.  She needs serum or Gaar needs to take her back into the forest, if he can.”  She glanced around and lowered her voice.  “I don’t think any of you will be safe around her until she gets her shot.”

“Suddenly, you’re eager for me to leave.”  Hugh’s eyes studied her, an unasked question in them that she wasn’t ready to answer.

“I never said I wanted you to stay.”  She smiled to let him know it was a joke.  “I said I wanted you to help.”

“I’ll get the serum as soon as I can.  We’ll talk to Gaar about taking Mirra away.”  The look in his eyes dimmed slightly, but he leaned toward her.  “But that means the training is left to you.”

“What training?”

“They all need to learn to fight and how to survive in the forest.”

Her jaw dropped as she looked around.  There were hundreds of Guards and Servants.

He touched her chin, pushing it upward.  “Now, you have your army.”

“I...I can’t train them all.”

“Some of us will help with what we know, but you’ll be the advanced trainer on everyone we send up,” said Jackson.

“Me?”  She flushed at the squeakiness of her voice.

“Yes, you.”  Hugh grinned.  “You keep telling us that you’re the best in the forest besides Gaar and Mirra.”

“Yeah, well...”

“Time to prove your words and share your skills.”

“But...but.”

“No buts, Trinity.”  Hugh’s voice was no longer teasing.  “You wanted a war and you got one.  Jason will send his soldiers and we have to be ready.  All these lives are now in our hands.  Many will die, but it won’t be because I didn’t do everything I could to prevent it and that includes having them trained by the best.”

His words warmed her belly at the same time that they sent a chill down her spine.  She’d be equally to blame for their deaths.  She didn’t want this.  It was too much responsibility.  Her fear must have shown on her face for Hugh took her hand again, after a quick glance over her shoulder.

“It’ll be okay.  You’ll do great and remember that most of Jason’s soldiers have never seen a real battle.”

“But they’ve been trained, right?”

“Yes, but not in forest warfare.  Jason’s soldiers are city Guards.  His commanding officers don’t know the forest.  No one in his army knows the woods.  With you and our collective knowledge we have an advantage and that’s how we’ll win this war.”
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JETHRO KNOCKED ON THE door.  His ceremonial robes felt heavy and hot against his skin.  He’d met Jason, the Supreme Almighty before at Conguise’s house, but this was an official summons.  It probably had to do with the Producer Camps.  He still hadn’t sent anyone to the Warehouse District.  He’d reported that the sickness in the camps had kept him from sending anyone to slaughter because he didn’t want to risk selling tainted meat.  The Supreme Almighty had obviously not believed the story because he’d sent one of his soldiers, Captain Calvin Folgrant, for a tour of the camps.  Folgrant must’ve reported back that the sickness was mild.  Jethro had taken the captain to all the homes where Producers were ill.  Of course, the stupid creatures had pretended to feel great.  He’d hoped that Folgrant had seen through that pretense.  

“You may enter,” said a male voice from behind the door.

He straightened his robe.  It felt heavier now than it had a few minutes ago.  He would’ve thought that stripping a family of their business and home would be a private, unofficial affair but lately he’d realized that he’d been wrong about many things.  He wasn’t sure how he’d tell his Mom and Kim that they were losing their home, but they’d survive.  He’d find work doing something.  He didn’t care what.  He’d do whatever he had to do in order to take care of his family.  His father would’ve wanted that.

He opened the door and stepped inside.  Jason was seated behind a large desk.  Captain Folgrant sat to Jason’s left and Conguise to his right.  A slight wave of relief washed through him at the sight of the professor.  At least he had one friend in the room.

“Come forward,” said Jason, his face grave.

He moved across the room, stopping a few feet from the desk.

The Supreme Almighty sighed.  “Something needs to be done about your family’s business.”

He nodded as his stomach roiled.  He would not throw up.  He was stronger than that.  He didn’t want to be stuck running the camps like his father had been, but he didn’t want to lose them either.  He wouldn’t admit that he didn’t like the thought of the Producers being sent to the Warehouse District.  Yes, he ate meat.  Craved it sometimes, but he didn’t want to be responsible for killing that meat.

“Cal has reported his findings.”  The Supreme Almighty looked at the captain.  “Summarize for him.”

Captain Folgrant was middle aged and fit with hair so gray that Jethro couldn’t distinguish the original color, but he wasn’t the brightest Almighty.

“I’ve never seen camps so filthy and overrun,” said Cal, a superior tone to his voice.  

Jethro stiffened.  It was one thing to have his family’s business insulted by the Supreme Almighty and quite another to have this dimwit do it.

“I can’t blame your Producers for escaping,” said Cal.

“How did you know about the escapes?  I was going to report it today.”  He wasn’t, but that didn’t matter.  He’d known when he’d found the hole.  He’d gone back to the camp alone that night and had been told who’d escaped.  He’d been planning on reporting that the young Producers had succumbed to the sickness.  Good thing he hadn’t sent that message.

“Cal did a count at your camps.  He’s an expert with numbers.  You were missing six from the East Side Producer Camp.”  Jason studied Jethro.  “That was part of Cal’s mission.  He also reported that the sickness is true.”

Jethro’s knees wavered.  It was wrong but he was thankful for the illness sweeping through the camps.  “We’re buying medicine as we can afford it, but now, you understand why we can’t send anyone to the Warehouse District.”

“You need to cull them,” said Cal.  “The sickness is only going to spread with the camps in that condition.”

“We can’t afford to do that.”  He wasn’t going to kill the Producers for no reason, sending them to slaughter for consumption was bad enough.  

“You can’t afford not to,” said Cal.

“Enough,” said Conguise.  “That isn’t why we’re here.  Jason, please get on with this.  There’s no sense berating the boy over things for which he wasn’t responsible.”

“Jethro may have just returned from school but it’s time he proves his worth.”  The Supreme Almighty was angry, but his focus was on Conguise.

The two Almightys stared at each other for several moments as if in a silent battle of wills.  Conguise lowered his eyes a fraction and then looked back at Jethro.  His heart sank.  Whatever his fate, it’d been decided and he had no one on his side.

Jason rubbed his chin for a moment.  “As I said, something has to be done about your family business.”

He was pretty sure his face was turning white because his blood seemed to be rushing from his body.  They’d force him to cull the camps.  He gritted his teeth.  He’d accept his fate.  It was his heritage.  As he tried to convince himself that it was an honorable living, every cell in his body rebelled.  He saw his future—year after year of making the Harvest List, visiting the camps, overseeing the slaughter.  He should escape into the forest, find Little One and beg her forgiveness.  The death of his father hadn’t been her fault or his, but it’d been easier to stay away from her if he blamed her.  His dad would be disappointed in him for being attracted to someone from another class.  It was bad enough that Kim had been in a relationship with Jackson, but both of Benedictine Remore’s children wanting someone from another class was too much.  He couldn’t dishonor his father that way.  He’d failed to save his dad the Night of the Trackers; he wouldn’t fail him again.

“Before I decide if you should step into your father’s shoes,” said Jason

He glanced up.  There was still hope.

Jason looked at Conguise and Cal again.  “We want to see how you do in the field.”

He frowned.  He didn’t know how to grow crops.  They had Producers for that.

“You’re to assist me in capturing your escaped Producers.”  Cal stood, glancing at the other two Almightys.  “Then, if you’re useful in that task”—he looked at Jethro as if that was highly unlikely—“you’ll assist me in capturing the other escaped Producers, House Servants and Guards.”

“There were escapes at the other camps?”  He fought a grin.  He hadn’t expected that.  He’d thought the escapes from his camp were because it was Trinity’s home.  

“Yes.  Several of the camps in the area lost Producers the same day as”—Jason’s face reddened—“the shelter robberies.”

He almost snorted.  Robbery?  Hardly.  The freeing of the Servants and Guards from all the shelters hadn’t surprised him.  It was smart and unexpected, but the freeing of the Producers too, now that was a stroke of genius.  They were going to have a difficult time catching Hugh and his followers, especially with soldiers like Cal in charge.  It’d be fun to watch and he was going to have a front row seat.  His life had just become a lot more interesting.  “When should I report for duty?” 

“Duty?  You’re not joining the army.  You’re assisting me with the capture of your property.”  Cal sent a smirk over his shoulder at Jason and Conguise.  “Don’t worry about the battles and war.  I’m sure you won’t be with us when we capture the fugitives.”

He kept his face impassive.  He’d been sneered at by kids his entire life.  He knew how to handle bullies.  “Of course.  I’m sorry.”  He glanced at Conguise who was clearly amused and then stared directly at Cal.  “It’s an honor and privilege to be asked to participate.  Thank you for assisting me with this.  If my father were alive, he would’ve known how to capture the escapees, but I have no knowledge of such things and look forward to learning.”  He was laying it on pretty thick but the captain didn’t seem to notice.

“Great,” said Jason, as amused as Conguise.  “Cal, when are you leaving?”

“Meet me tomorrow morning at your camp.  We’ll start then.”  Cal walked to the door and stopped.  He reached inside his shirt pocket and pulled out a list.  He handed it to Jethro.  “Pack a bag.  We may be in the forest for a few days.”

He perused the list—rope, canteen, change of clothes, food, blanket, knife, etc.  “Thank you.  I’ll see you in the morning.”  

As soon as Cal left, Jason said, “Sit down, my boy.”  

Conguise stood moving his chair to the front of the desk, so Jethro did the same with Cal’s vacated seat.

“You can take off the robe.”  Jason shrugged out of his, draping it across the back of his chair.  “Damn hot, those things.”  

Conguise also removed his, folding it neatly and placing it on a corner of the desk.  Jethro folded his too, although he wanted to toss it into the fire that flickered across the room.  He wasn’t made for robes and society.  He was happier outside in the open, always had been.  He sat, placing the garment on the floor next to him.  Conguise eyed it for a moment, frowning but remaining silent.

Jason walked to the liquor cabinet, filled three glasses, handed one to each of the other two and tossed back his entire drink.  “Ah.”  He went back to the liquor cabinet but this time he brought the bottle with him.  “Anyone?”

“No, thank you.  I have to be up early tomorrow.”  Jethro took a sip.  It was good and he was tempted to have a couple but it wouldn’t be worth the headache in the morning.

“About that.”  Jason’s eyes met Conguise’s for a second.  “Cal is not completely aware of what we expect from you.”

“Oh.”  He glanced at the professor who was watching him closely.

“No,” said Jason.  “We’re under no assumptions that capturing Hugh and his lower-class companions will be easy.  The forest is their domain.  We’ll be fighting and living in enemy territory.”

Jason was right.  The Guards and Servants were much more adept at forest life than Almightys.  “But your soldiers are Guards.”  Only the commanding officers were Almightys in the Protective Services.

“That’s true,” said Jason.  “But we haven’t fought a war in some time.  We train but that’s not the same as the real thing.”

He took another sip.  He wasn’t sure what this had to do with him.

“Cal thinks this war will be cut and dry.  Over before it starts.  Cal is short sighted.”  Jason finished his drink and poured another.  “We want you to watch Cal and learn whatever you can from him.”

Jethro’s skin prickled.  His instincts screamed that this was a trap, but he couldn’t flee.  “Why?”  He was surprised that his voice was steady.

“Soon, we’ll be giving you your own soldiers to lead.”  Jason held up his glass for a toast.

Conguise frowned but moved forward with his drink.  Jethro hesitated and then leaned in too.  They tapped glasses and all took a drink.

“Thank you.”  He paused.  “I appreciate it.  I do, but—”

“We know you have no experience,” said Conguise, speaking for the first time.  “But, I’m sure that you’ll adapt to the forest and fighting like you took to all sports.  You’ll learn fast and excel.”

“I...I...don’t know.  Fighting and battles are different than swimming and track.”

“You’ll do fine.”  Jason took a large gulp of his drink.

“But what if I don’t?”

Jason’s face hardened as his eyes went first to Conguise and then to Jethro.  “Then we’ve all failed.”

“No.  Then we’ve moved too quickly,” said Conguise.  “He can’t be expected to perform with no training.”

“That’s exactly what is expected,” said Jason.  “What was promised.”

Jethro wasn’t following this conversation.  He looked at his empty glass.  He wasn’t drunk.  There hadn’t been that much in there and his head felt fine.  

“We’re getting ahead of ourselves,” said Conguise, his tone calmer now.  “Jethro, go and learn the art of war.  Cal may be shortsighted about this conflict but he’s one of our best leaders.  You’ll learn a lot and if you don’t,”—his eyes went to Jason—“we’ll have another conversation.”

Jason tipped his newly filled glass in agreement.

Jethro hesitated.  He had to ask.  “What if I don’t want to lead an army?”  Catching his escaped Producers was one thing.  He wasn’t going to hurt them and their parents were worried, but waging war against Jackson, Hugh and Trinity...He wasn’t ready for that.  He didn’t agree with everything they did and stood for, but he didn’t want to capture or kill any of them.

“You believe that what they did was right?”  Conguise frowned.  

“No.  Guards and Servants can’t run free.  It isn’t safe.”  The areas that had been controlled by the Servants and Guards were the most dangerous in the city.

“Then what’s your problem?”  Jason’s tone was no longer friendly.

“Is it because of that Guard who used to belong to you?”  Conguise studied him.

Jethro tightened his jaw to keep from betraying any emotion.  The professor knew him well and was good at spotting his lies.  “No.  He betrayed us.”

“Your sister especially.”  Jason’s tone was sly.

“Those were rumors.  Lies.”  Kim had no idea what she’d done to their family when she’d had relations with Jackson.  He’d gotten into many fights in college defending her name.

“Of course.”  Jason’s eyes were amused.

“Then why don’t you want to lead an army?” asked Conguise.

Because Mom and Kim will never forgive me.  Because I don’t want to fight my old friends.  “I may be terrible at it and lead soldiers to their death.”  That was the best he could come up with and it was partially true.

“We have plenty of Guards.  Don’t worry about a few deaths.  All leaders lose some at first.”  Jason took another drink.

Jethro didn’t move.  Conguise was still watching him.  He couldn’t let the professor know that Jason’s statement had turned his stomach, making him want to punch the Supreme Almighty in the throat until the man could never take another sip of alcohol.

“We are a bit short on Guards now,” said Conguise.

“You’re right.  Damn Hugh Truent,” said Jason.  “I should’ve killed him in court.  I could’ve ordered a gun removed from storage and court-martialed him as soon as the verdict was read.”

“Jethro, we won’t give you an army to lead unless we feel you’ll do well.  We’ll have reports from Cal to guide us in your progress.”  Conguise smiled.  “Trust me.  Cal isn’t one to praise anyone but himself so we’ll be informed about every mistake you make.”

The tension eased from his shoulders a bit.  He may be able to get out of this after all.

“But if you fail”—Jason’s eyes were on Conguise again—“there will be questions that need answers and programs that get cut.”

“He will not fail.”  Conguise looked at him.  “Will you, my boy?”

It was clear.  The time had come for him to choose.  His old friends or the man who had helped him walk and had been there for him these last years like a father.  His real dad would be proud to have his son in the military.  It was a step up from running Producer Camps.  “I won’t fail you, Professor.”
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Thanks for reading Lake of Sins: Hangman’s Army.  I hope you enjoyed the story.  
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If you liked the story, please leave a review on any of the other ebook vendors.  You can find the links on my website:  www.lsodea.com

See what happens next in Betrayed: Lake Of Sins Book 4 and, check out my other books.  An excerpt from Chimera Chronicles: Rise of the River Man.  Both are right after the Characters section on the next page.
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Here are some of the perks of being a member of my newsletter

	Fun, interesting and entertaining articles delivered to your inbox weekly

	Exclusive Release Day Promotions

	Group Only Giveaways

	Sneak Peeks of illustrations, book covers and stories


So, even if you have the first two books in the series, you should join my newsletter!
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Adam: A young, male Producer, House Servant and Almighty.  Trinity’s younger brother who was taken when he was three for a special “List”.  Tim and Millie’s son.

Afar:  A middle-aged, male House Servant.  Is owned by Professor Conguise and works as a butler.

Allied Classes:  Name of the rebels.

Almighty:  The ruling class.  They are between five and six feet tall.  Generally, have dark hair and white skin. 

Arthur:  very young, male Producer, House Servant and Almighty. Son to Tim and Millie. Brother to Trinity.

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.  Tim’s father and Trinity’s grandfather.

Bell:  A Lead Producer.  He belongs to the Remore family and lives in one of their encampments.  He is the father of Mirabelle.

Benedictine Remore: A middle aged, male Almighty.  He ran 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.

Bo:  An adult male Guard.  Lead Guard for the Almightys.

Brennon: An adult, male Guard. Can pick locks faster than anyone.

Bruno:  An adult, male Guard.  Very large.  Belongs to Townsend.

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.

Captain Calvin Folgrant:  An adult, male Almighty. A Captain in the Almightys’ armed forces.

Casper:  An elderly, male Guard.  Belongs to the Remore family.

Carla:  A female Guard.  Belongs to the Remore family.

Christian:  The name given to a River-Man by Trinity.

Coakers:  The male Almighty who used to supply Hugh with the serum for the Handlers and Trackers

Cold Creepers:  Reptilian-like creatures, about three-feet tall and over six-foot long, walk on all fours.  They are green, gray or brown in color.  They generally hunt in packs.

Council, the:  A group of Almightys appointed to rule by the Supreme Almighty and the public.

Crosnics Manor:  An Almighty estate owned by Dresschew.  

Curtis: An adult, male protection Guard.  

Dave Davies: An adult, male Almighty.  

Dede:  An adult, female Servant.  Has dark hair.  Works as a prostitute at Ray’s.

Doma:  A young, male House Servant and Almighty mix, mother is Libby.  Father is Townsend.

Drakka:  An adult male House Servant trained in fighting

Dresschew:  An Almighty. Owns Crosnics Manor.

Eela:  An adult male House Servant trained in fighting

Ferssia:  A House Servant.  Matilda’s daughter. 

Gaar:  A male Handler.  He is the bonded pair to Mirra.  See also Handler.

General Hugh Truent Senior:  A male Almighty.  Deceased.  Brilliant military strategist.  Raised Little Sarah and Hugh with wife Sarah Truent.

Glareclow Village: A Servant village near the edge of the forest.  Barney and Matilda live there.

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.

Howling Hut, The: A Guard’s bar located in the Guards’ section of the city.

Hugh Truent:  A male Almighty.  The youngest Almighty to ever be bestowed the title of High.  Raised by Sarah and General Hugh Truent Senior.  Invented the tracking device.  Sister Little Sarah Norable.

Jackson:  A male Guard.  He is called the hairless Guard because he wears no facial hair.  He used to belong to the Remore family.

Jason Dophilez, the Supreme Almighty: A middle-aged Almighty. Rules their government with the Council.  He is fat and likes to drink.  See also Supreme Almighty.

Jethro Remore:  A college age, male Almighty.  Son of Benedictine and Martha.  Sister is Kim.  

Jezzy:  A female Producer.  Stuart’s mate.

Jooneen:  An adult male House Servant trained in fighting.

Kim Remore:  An Almighty.  Benedictine and Martha’s daughter and Jethro’s sister.  

Laddie:  An older, male Guard.  Once belonged to Professor Conguise and worked on level five in the professor’s lab.  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 the Almighty who runs the Producer Camp.  They also guard the perimeter of the camp from dangers.

Leelee: A young, female House Servant and Almighty mix, mother is Libby.  Father is Townsend.

Libby: An adult, female House Servant.  Townsend is her mate. Mother to Leelee and Doma.

Little Sarah Norable:  A middle-aged, female Almighty.  Daughter of the General and Sarah Truent.  Raised with Hugh Truent. Also called Sarah (no longer Little Sarah) since her mother’s passing. Wife to Sam Norable.

Martha Remore:  A middle-aged, female Almighty.  Mother to Jethro and Kim.  Wife of Benedictine.

Matilda:  House Servant.  Barney’s mate.

Michael:  An Almighty who owns the pub called Michael’s Pub 

Millie:  A Producer.  Mother to Trinity and Arthur.  Her mate is Tim.

Mirabelle:  A female Producer.  Daughter of Bell.  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.

Meesus:  An adult, female House Servant. Manages the prostitutes at Ray’s.  Was Ray’s mate. Very pretty, exotic. 

National Health Assurance Registry System:  DNA database. Was supposed to be used to eliminate deformities and illnesses in offspring of all classes and to create better offspring in all classes except Almightys.

Nirankan:  A male Tracker.  Russet colored.  Wild born.

Parra:  A male Tracker.  He’s white and brown.  Wild born.

Peetie:  An adult, male Guard.

Petarvarius:  A male Handler.  Wild born.

Phelecks: An adult, male House Servant.  Libby’s father.  Deceased.

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.

Professor Peter Conguise:  A geneticist.  Used to be Hugh Truent’s mentor.  Daughter was Viola.  See also:  Conguise.

Protective Services:  The Almightys’ army.

Randy: A young, male Producer.  He’d lived in the encampment with Trinity and she’d liked him.

Ray:  An adult, male House Servant. Has gray hair but is in his prime.  Is a childhood friend of Tim’s. Runs the Servant section of the city.  Was the mate to Meesus.

Reese:  A young, female Guard.  She belongs to Sarah 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 was gay and was Troy’s lover.  He was a father figure and friend to Trinity.

River-Men:  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.

Rocket: A teenage, male Guard. A stray. Brother to Sassy.

Sam Norable:  A middle-aged, male Almighty.  Husband to Little Sarah Truent.

Sampson: An adult male Guard.  Works at the Howling Hut.

Sarah Truent:  An elderly, female Almighty.  Mother to Little Sarah and Tim. Raised Hugh.

Sassy: An adult, female Guard. Friend of Trinity’s. Good at escaping. Brother is Rocket.

Scar:  An older, female Guard who was experimented on by Professor Conguise.  Friend to Laddie.

Sikka:  A female Tracker.  She is black and gray.  She is wild born.

Skeekie:  A young Guard.  A member of the Allied Classes.

Skippy: An adult, male Guard. Friend of Bruno’s. Deceased.

Stockers:  Short and stout, long muscular arms, usually bald and very nearsighted.  They are ill tempered and violent.

Stuart:  An adult male Producer.  Travis’ brother.

Sue:  An older, female Guard.  She belonged to Hugh Truent.  She has long legs.  She is a hunting Guard.

Supreme Almighty:  The main ruler of this society along with an appointed Council.  Currently, this position is held by Jason Dophilez.

Tammie:  An adult, female Producer.  Learning to be a healer.

Timothy (Tim):  House Servant.  Trinity and Arthur’s father.  Millie, a Producer is his mate.  

Todd:  Adult, male Almighty.  Assigned to Midtown Shelter.

Townsend: An adult, male Almighty. A reporter.  Mate is Libby. Children are Doma and Leelee.

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 Producer.

Trevor:  An adult, male Almighty.  Assigned to the Midtown Shelter.

Trinity:  A Producer and a House Servant.  Daughter of Millie and Tim. 

Troy:  A male Lead Producer.  He was Remy’s lover.  

Trunk:  A middle-aged, male Producer. Large and bad tempered.

Victor, The:  A large, adult, male Servant.  He works for Ray and Meesus. He is a fighter.

Viola:  a female Almighty.  Daughter of Professor Peter Conguise.  Hugh Truent’s girlfriend.  She was a scientist and a lifelong friend to Kim Remore.
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CHAPTER 1:  CONGUISE

––––––––
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CONGUISE STARED OUT THE window at the rising sun.  It was going to be a beautiful day, crisp and sunny.  Unfortunately, he’d spend most of it in the basement.  He could hold off another day or so, but sunny or rainy this task was never pleasant, so he might as well get it done and he would.  Right after breakfast.  

He added another slice of toast to the large tray of bread and fruit on the counter and picked up his plate of toast and sausage, carrying it to the table.  He refilled his coffee and sat.  There were two papers waiting for him today.  It was early for the rebel’s propaganda.  Usually, Afar only brought that paper on Saturdays.  His hand skimmed over the rebel’s rag.  No.  He’d read the official paper first, like always.  He scanned the news while he ate.  There wasn’t anything unusual or interesting in the pages.  His eyes darted to the other paper.  If there was nothing interesting to report, why were the rebels early with their lies?  He folded the paper and put it aside, picking up the second smaller one.  

There was nothing but more stories about the freeing of the Guards and Servants from the shelters.  It seemed the rebels had nothing new to report either.  He turned a page and his hands shook as his gaze landed on a photo of Hugh and that creature they called Trinity.  Hugh was bandaging her arm.  Apparently, she’d been injured while helping to steal the Guards from the shelter.  Hugh gazed at this female as if...as if he were infatuated with her.  The professor’s hands fisted, wrinkling the paper.  It was that creature’s fault Viola was dead.  Viola had loved Hugh and he was betraying her again, defiling the memory of her love with that thing.  He pushed his plate aside.  One day, he’d kill Hugh.  All he had to do was decide how and the more brutal the better.

Afar stepped into the kitchen from the pantry, closing the door behind him.

Conguise took a deep breath as he straightened the rebel’s paper and set it aside.  “Is everything ready?”  

“Yes, sir.  There are four Guards in the back room.”

“Get two more.  We may need them.”  He walked to the counter.  

“Of course, sir.”  Afar collected the abandoned breakfast dishes.

Conguise added a glass of water and a large knife to the tray of bread and fruit.  His reflection caught in the spotless blade.  He’d aged a lot.  Sorrow did that to a man.  He opened the pantry door, grabbed the tray and headed down the stairs.  Dread filled his stomach, churning with each step.  This wasn’t a task he enjoyed.  He wasn’t a cruel man, but he’d never again prepare or eat any food without knowing firsthand the source of the meat.  

The first time he’d done this he’d had no idea what to expect.  His plan and execution had been flawed and the results had been horrible.  He stepped off the final stair, took a deep breath, plastered a smile on his face and entered the concrete room.  He’d been right about leaving the room bare.  It was cold and desolate, but easier to clean than tile or wood.

“Good morning, Professor.”  The young, male Producer was lying on the cot in the cage.  He scratched his chest, his shirt stained with dirt and sweat, as he stood and walked to the table and chair.  “Whatever you have smells good.  I’m starving.”

The cage was filthy, clothes and bedding littering the floor.  This male was slovenly and his habits were unclean.  “Yes, I’ve brought homemade bread—the brown kind you like.  I even toasted a few slices.”

“Great.”  The male locked his feet in the restraints attached to the floor by the chair and then snapped another shackle around one of his hands.  “Can I leave the other off today?”  He held up his free hand which was slightly swollen.  “I’ve injured my wrist.”

“You know the rules.”  The professor placed the tray on the table outside of the cage and retrieved the key from the wall across from the cell.

“Okay.”  The Producer’s tone was sullen as he snapped the other lock around his wrist.  “Ouch.”

“I’ll take a look at your injury after breakfast.”  Conguise opened the door.  It was best to keep up the chatter, no matter how inane.  “It doesn’t look too bad.  A cold compress should make you feel as good as new.”  He picked up the tray and carried it into the cage, placing it in front of the Producer.

“Looks good.”  The Producer lifted his hand toward the bread.

“Rules.”  The professor touched the male’s shoulder.

“Okay.”  He dropped his hand and closed his eyes, tipping back his head.  

“How did you hurt yourself?”  Conguise picked up the knife.  

“I was trying to stand on my hands.”  The Producer’s face flushed a bit.

“Whatever for?”  He stroked the male’s hair.  He was always surprised at how soft it was.  It reminded him of brushing Viola’s hair when she’d been a little girl.  

“I was bored.  Can I eat now?” asked the Producer, eyes still closed.

“Not yet.”  His voice was calm.  That was important.  These creatures could sense dread and unease.  He raised the knife and in one smooth stroke slashed the Producer’s throat.

The male stiffed for one moment, his eyes opening and meeting Conguise’s.  Confusion and surprise filled the male’s visage as he tried to stand, but the restraints restricted his movements.  Conguise stepped back as the Producer grasped his neck, pushing the chair and table as he stumbled.  The professor looked away from the betrayal in the creature’s brown eyes and focused on the blood pouring onto the floor.  There was always so much blood.  He needed to figure out a way to capture it.  It’d be good fertilizer and some could be saved for blood sausage—cooked with peppers and onions would be delicious.

A few minutes later there was a thud as the Producer hit the table and fell to the floor.  Conguise stepped out of the cage as six Guards moved down the hallway from the backroom.  They always knew exactly when to arrive.  He wasn’t sure if it were the sound or the smell, but he was grateful.  He didn’t like to be alone down here as the body twitched its final fight.  He strode to the room where the Guards had been.  They’d follow in a few minutes with the carcass.  

By the time the Guards carried the Producer into the room and hooked him on the hoist, the professor was ready.  He had his knives, saw and spreader lined up on the table.  The Servants cleaned and set up the room after each butchering, but he always sharpened his knives and double checked everything.  

“He was a big one,” said a Guard.  

Conguise placed his hand over the Producer’s eyes, closing them.  They reminded him too much of Viola’s on the cart, glassy and unseeing.  “Tell Afar to get another one right away.  Have him get a large one, but make sure it’s obedient.  I won’t have much time with this next one.”  He was in charge of the menu for Jason’s granddaughter’s college graduation in a few months. 
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CHAPTER 2:  JETHRO
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IT’D BEEN WEEKS AND there was still no sign of the Producers.  Jethro was glad.  He liked the thought of young Producers running free through the forest.  He inhaled deeply, savoring the scents of the forest—rabbit, squirrel, earth.  He’d missed this.  He didn’t ever want to go back to living in the suburbs and managing the Producer encampments.  He should flee the Protective Services and live out here.  He sniffed again, half-hoping to catch a whiff of Trinity.  He’d caught her scent when they’d first set out, following the Producers’ trail away from the encampment.  No one else even noticed it, but he’d recognize her scent anywhere.  It’d accompanied her into his dreams every night since he’d seen her in his basement.

As soon as possible, the Producers had moved from the brush to the clearer sections of the forest, thus leaving no trail of broken branches and smashed bushes.  The Guards had resorted to following the scent but that hadn’t taken them far.  The smell of Producer had been all over the forest and then it’d vanished, replaced by pine and herb.  He had no idea what Trinity had used to cover their odor and he wasn’t going to try and figure it out.  Conguise and Jason expected him to help and he was, but he didn’t have to like it.  He didn’t have to like Captain Calvin Folgrant either.

The captain was arrogant without cause.  If he were the best the Almightys had to offer, Hugh and the others would never get caught.  Cal had spent most of this morning droning on about how important it was to be quiet in the forest, especially when hunting.  It was hard to keep a straight face when he’d catch the disgusted looks the Guards shared with each other.  There was no way anything didn’t know about their approach with Cal’s constant chattering, but finally the captain had fallen silent.

“This way,” said Brick, one of the Guards.  He had his head tipped back, sniffing the air.  “Producer, I’m sure.”

Jethro’s nose twitched.  Sure enough.  It was Producer.  Cal’s entire army followed Brick through the forest.  He trailed a little behind the Guards, not wanting to be in the lead and give any indication that his sense of smell was better than it should be.  He also didn’t want to be in the back because that was where Cal and the other Almightys were and he didn’t get along with them.  They were condescending toward him and the Guards.  Only the threat of being sent back to the Producer encampment had kept him from punching the sneers off their faces more times than he could count.

As they continued following the faint odor of Producer, the morning turned into late afternoon.  Some of the Guards were grumbling but he didn’t care.  The longer it took to catch the Producers, the longer he got to enjoy the forest and since Cal had insisted on bringing his entire troop, they weren’t going to capture anything.  Even quiet, fifty Guards made noise and gave off scent.  He hadn’t seen so much as a squirrel in their path.  

The ripple of the command to stop filtered through the troops.  He leaned back against a tree, enjoying the sun on his face.  This was typical of Cal’s astute leadership.  They had even less of a chance of catching anything when they weren’t moving.

The Guards parted as Cal and his second approached.  

“Jethro, take four Guards and continue on.  If you find something report back,” said Cal.

He pushed off from the tree.  “Yes, sir.”  So, Cal wasn’t stupid enough to keep hunting with an entire troop of Guards.  That was a surprise.  

“Take Indy, Brick and those two.”  Cal pointed to two other Guards and then faced Jethro again, his lips twitching in amusement.  “I expect results.”  His eyes darted to his second.  “Or Jason and Conguise do.  I don’t expect anything from you.”

“Yes, sir.”  He kept his face impassive as he turned and headed into the forest.  

Cal had purposely picked the worst Guards in the group.  Brick was as dumb as his name.  He was big and muscular but stupid and the other two were so young that they should be home playing with toys not running around in the forest.  Indy was another story.  The Guard was about his age, had dark brown hair, kept his beard neatly trimmed and had brown eyes that sparkled with humor and intelligence which was Indy’s main problem.  He was smart and found amusement in almost every situation, causing him to take nothing seriously.

They made their way through the woods in silence, none of them except the two, young Guards happy about this assignment.  Jethro knew it was a waste of time.  Whatever Producers had been in the area were long gone, warned by the approaching troop of Guards.  This was sabotage on Cal’s part.  When they went back into town in a few weeks, the captain could report to Jason and Conguise that Jethro had been given an opportunity to capture Producers but had failed.

“Smell that,” said Brick, grinning.  “We found the scent again.”

“Yeah.”  Indy turned toward Jethro.  “Producer.  A lot of scent but it’s old.”

He nodded.  He’d realized that over ten minutes ago.  

“I don’t think there’ve been any Producers around here in weeks,” said Indy.

“Are you sure?”  He was positive. 

“Yeah.  The first scent we’d caught had been fresher.  We must’ve lost it somewhere and picked up this trail.”

“Hmm.”  He wasn’t sure what else to say, since he agreed.  He wanted to tip back his head and inhale deeply, catch all the scents in the air, but he didn’t dare.  

“We should report this to the captain,” said Indy.

“Not yet.  Let’s follow the trail a little longer to see where it leads.”  He was in no hurry to return to the others.

“It’s not going to lead to any Producers,” grumbled Indy.

“Humor me or do you want to go back and listen to Cal gloat?”

Indy eyes widened and a smile spread across his face.  “I thought all you Almightys were best friends.”

“Hardly.”  He headed into the brush.  

“I’d keep that quiet, if I were you.”  Indy jogged to catch up with him.  “Some of these idiots are loyal to Captain Cal.”

“Good to know.”  He didn’t care what Cal thought of him, but the man was going to report on his progress which would eventually decide his fate.  He didn’t want to lead his own troops against Jackson, Hugh and Trinity, but he also didn’t want to run the Producer encampments.  Eventually, he’d have to send Producers to the Warehouse District and he wasn’t ready for that.  He needed time to figure out how to get out of both of these jobs and still keep his home.

His nose twitched.  Guard.  He paused, holding up his fisted hand to signal the others to stop.  This scent was fresh.  The Guards were close.  The urge to track them down, to hunt, was strong but he didn’t want to catch them.  If he were alone, he’d stalk them through the forest for the challenge, but he wasn’t alone.  If he caught them, he’d have to turn them over to Cal.  “Ah, it’s getting dark.  We should go back.  Let Cal gloat and be done with it.”

“You just said...”  Indy stared at him like he was crazy.  

“Come on.”  He turned around.  He could live with the Guard thinking he was an idiot.

“Why did you stop?”  Indy looked back the way they’d been heading.  

“Because I decided it was time to return.”  He kept marching forward.  “Now, come on.”

Brick and the others followed him. 

“I’ll catch up.”  Indy darted off in the direction they’d been traveling. 

“Wait here,” he ordered the three Guards as he ran after Indy.  The damn Guard would catch the scent soon.  He skidded to a halt.  

Indy stood with his finger on his lips to signal silence.  The Guard pointed through the vegetation at a clearing.  It was an abandoned camp.  The old scent of Producer, Servant, Guard and Grunt assailed his nose.  He wanted to punch Indy in his smiling mouth.  This camp had to have been used by the Allied Classes.  Only the AC would be this large, diverse and deep in the forest.  

Indy nudged him and pointed to the far side of the camp.  Three Guards sat in a circle.  One was putting a rabbit on a spit over a newly started fire.  The other two were taking food out of their backpacks.

There was no way they’d capture these three, especially since he wasn’t going to be very helpful.  Physical work wasn’t expected of him.  He was an Almighty.  He signaled for Indy to circle around to the other side, but the Guard shook his head, giving him a disgusted look.  Indy tapped his nose, pointed at the AC Guards and held his fisted hand up in the signal to wait.  Dread filled his chest.  Even Brick was smart enough to come running at the scent of fire and roasting rabbit.  

He needed to do something fast or they were going to catch these Guards.  “We...”  He caught Indy’s wrist, stopping the Guard from covering his mouth.

Indy’s eyes widened for a second as he grabbed Jethro’s arm with his other hand and headed away from the camp.  Jethro walked as loudly as he could, earning him more disgusted looks from Indy, but his efforts were wasted because the AC Guards didn’t move.  He would’ve heard them if they had.

Indy stopped when they were several yards away from the camp.  He dropped his hold on Jethro’s arm and studied him.  “How’d you block me?”

“It wasn’t hard.  You were slow.”  He didn’t shout but he wasn’t quiet either.

“Shhh.”  Indy glanced around and the tension around his eyes eased as Brick and the other Guards crept up to them.  “Boys, we found some Guards.”  He turned to Jethro.  “Wait here.  It’ll only take a minute.”  

“No.  I’m coming with you.”  He’d use the opportunity to make as much noise as the average Almighty did when trying to be quiet, which was a lot.

“I’d rather you didn’t,” said Indy.

“Too bad.  I’m in charge.”  He almost cringed at the words.  He sounded like Cal and every other asshole Almighty in the troop. 

Indy rolled his eyes, but didn’t say a word as he led the way back to the camp and ordered the others to surround the area.  Jethro had stomped and hit every dried twig and pile of dead leaves he could, but the AC Guards were chatting and focused on their meal.  They were fools.  

Jethro held his breath as one of them looked up and sniffed, but the AC Guards were upwind from them.  There was nothing else he could do.  His four Guards were too close now.  If he made a noise, his Guards might get hurt.  He couldn’t do that.  He wasn’t a traitor.  

In a coordinated action his Guards stepped out of the brush.  The AC Guards scrambled, but it was too late.  His Guards were trained in combat and had the element of surprise.  In less than ten minutes, the three AC Guards were tied up in the center of the old camp.

Indy jogged over to him, a huge grin on his face.  “Captain Cal isn’t going to like this.”

He didn’t either.  Perhaps he could arrange to set them free on the way back to the others, maybe not all three of them, but at least one.  “Ah, we need to take them back—”

“Captain Cal will want to see this camp.”  Indy gave him another disgusted look.  “We should be able to figure out which direction the AC headed from here.”  

“Yeah, right.”  Another thing he didn’t want.  “Go back and get the captain.”

Indy turned to the youngest Guard.  “Speck, you need—”

“No.”  His voice was low and commanding.  He needed Indy gone not one of the other idiots.  “I said you should go.”

Indy gave him a puzzled look.  “I thought we could start interrogating—”

“The captain will want to do that.  Plus, you should get the credit for this.”  He slapped Indy on the back.  “You were the one who wanted to keep going.”

“Thanks.”  Indy gave him a suspicious look.  

“I’m not Cal.  I believe in acknowledging good work, no matter who does it.”

“I’ve never known an Almighty like you.”  Indy sent him another suspicious look before jogging into the forest.

“Brick, you and the others watch these guys.”  He turned and headed into the forest.

“Sir,” called out Brick.  “You shouldn’t go out there alone.”

He didn’t need this right now.  He needed to hide any traces of the Allied Classes’ trail he could.  “I won’t go far, but I have to take a shit.”

“Oh.”  Brick chuckled.  “First capture can do that to a guy.”

He slipped into the brush and headed a few yards out.  He had to be far enough away that his Guards wouldn’t hear him.  He raced through the forest, his feet silent in the grasses.  He inhaled deeply but there were no scents, nothing but pine and herb.  It didn’t make sense.  If the odors had dissipated naturally, there wouldn’t have been the faint scent of Producer, Guard, Servant and Grunt all over the abandoned camp.  He stopped.  There were some broken leaves and branches.  It wasn’t much but it was a sign.  He followed the path for a little way and then snapped some twigs and tore some leaves.  The sap would be stronger on the fresh breaks.  A smart Guard would wonder why some of the scent was fresher, but this army didn’t have too many smart Guards.  He cringed.  That wasn’t fair.  Most of them weren’t dumb; they just weren’t used to the forest.  

He continued to circle the camp, doing his best to hide any paths.  Lucky for him, the AC had done a good job of concealing their trail.  The sound of the approaching army drifted to him on the wind.  It was time to go back.  He’d done what he could to protect Jackson and the others.  Unfortunately, there wasn’t much he could do for the three Guards they’d captured, but it wasn’t all bad.  Sure, the Guards would be questioned and taken into custody but he’d have a favorable report given to Conguise and Jason.  He wouldn’t have to go back to the Producer Camps yet and that gave him more time to figure out a way out of this mess.  The only worry was if the prisoners talked.  Hopefully, Hugh’s Guards were more loyal than that.
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CHAPTER 3:  JETHRO
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JETHRO HAD A HARD time not grinning as Cal wandered around the old camp.  The captain was not happy.  The discovery of the abandoned AC camp was a coup and Cal was going to have to report that Jethro had been the one to find it.

All three prisoners were kneeling in the center of camp with hands tied behind their backs.  They were adults, probably around thirty years old.  He was reasonably sure by their grim faces that they weren’t going to reveal any information about the AC, at least not easily.

Cal stopped in front of the prisoners.  “Where’s the location of your new camp?” 

“Don’t know what camp you’re talking about,” said one of the Guards.

Cal slapped him across the face.  The Guard spit the blood from his mouth but other than that didn’t make a sound.  

“What do they call you?”  Cal motioned and Brick yanked the Guard to his feet.

“Ranger,” said the Guard.  

“Ranger, if you don’t know anything about the insurgent’s camp, explain what you’re doing here.”

“Me and my boys were hunting and we found this place.”

“Alone?  Let me see your papers.”  Cal’s voice was smug.  Everyone knew what happened to strays.

“We don’t have none, sir.”  Ranger’s brown eyes were brittle.  “Our dear master passed away a while ago.  Maybe, we could join your group.”  He glanced at his companions.  “We know this forest and we could use steady food.”

“Invite spies into my army?”  Cal laughed.  

“Excuse me, Captain.  May I speak with you?”  Indy tipped his head toward the forest.

Cal let out a disgusted sigh but followed the Guard away from the prisoners and closer to where Jethro stood.  

When they were far enough away that the AC Guards wouldn’t overhear, Indy said, “Let them join us.  When they sneak away, we’ll follow them to their new camp”—Indy glanced at the prisoners—“and if we’re wrong about them, we have a few more Guards.”

“Nonsense,” said Cal.  “We’re not wrong and I don’t allow traitors in my ranks.”  He strode back to the prisoners.  “Hold him tight.”  

Brick tightened his grip on Ranger’s arms and Cal punched the prisoner in the stomach, again and again.  

Indy wandered over to Jethro and leaned against a tree.  “Torture doesn’t work, but Captain Cal never learns that lesson.”

Jethro shrugged.  He didn’t like seeing the Guard beaten for no reason, but it probably wasn’t the worst beating he’d received.  None of the three looked like they’d had easy lives.  They were all thin and had scars on their faces and hands.

“This is what we do to liars,” said Cal as he hit Ranger one more time and then lowered his arms.  “Tell me where you moved your camp.”

“I told you.  We don’t know nothing about a camp,” said Ranger.

Cal motioned two other Guards over by the prisoners.  “Bring them and follow me.”  

The Guards yanked the other prisoners to their feet and dragged them over to Cal who stood at the edge of the camp near an old log.

“Him.”  Cal pointed to one of the prisoners.  “Bend him over the log.”

Cal’s Guard glanced at the captain in confusion but forced the prisoner to kneel, the top half of his body resting on the log.  

“Ranger, you have one more chance to answer my question.”  Cal pulled his sword from his sheath.

Ranger’s eyes stared at the blade as it glistened in the dying sun, and then his gaze moved to his friend.  The Guard on his knees trembled as he glanced up at Ranger and shook his head.  

Ranger swallowed visibly and said, “Don’t do this.  I swear.  We don’t know nothing about a camp.”

“He won’t actually do it, will he?”  Jethro asked Indy.  Beating the Guards was one thing, but killing them served no purpose.  Dead Guards couldn’t talk and given time one of these three might tell what he knew for more food or freedom, even Cal had to understand that.  Of course, he’d have to figure out a way to free them before that happened.

Indy shook his head.  “No.  It’s a scare tactic...”

Cal’s blade flew through the air, severing the head of the kneeling Guard.  Silence fell over the camp, not even the birds chirped.  Indy’s knees buckled and he staggered backward away from the tree.  The air caught in Jethro’s lungs as his gaze locked on the blood as it spurted from the torso into the air, splashing onto the ground.  The body twitched and then stilled, but the blood still came.  The geyser slowed and finally stopped, leaving a small black river of life to dirt.

Cal wiped his blade on the back of the beheaded Guard before turning to face the two remaining prisoners.  Ranger’s face was pale and his eyes were locked on his dead friend.  

“Next.”  Cal pointed to the Guard next to Ranger.

“No, don’t do this.  Please.”  The prisoner bucked and kicked, fighting to stay away from the log as Cal’s Guard dragged him forward.

“Someone help him.”  Cal directed another Guard to assist.  “Make him kneel.”

“Stop!  Enough!”  Jethro forced his eyes away from the decapitated Guard as he strode across the camp to Cal.  “Dead Guards are no use to us.”

“Get back,” said Cal.  

“The Supreme Almighty isn’t going to be happy about this.”  He had to convince Cal that this wasn’t the way.  

“I said make him kneel,” said Cal.

Another Guard came forward and the three forced the prisoner to his knees.

“Don’t do this, Captain.  We need them to talk but not this way.  Guards are used to punishment.  Show them kindness.  They’ll talk.”  He was rambling, but he didn’t know what else to do.

“Where did you move the camp?”  Cal stared at Ranger.

Ranger’s eyes met his companion’s.  

“Please, don’t do this,” begged the Guard who was on his knees.

Cal bent, peering into the Guard’s face.  “I won’t, if you tell me about your new camp.”

The prisoner shook his head.  “I can’t.  I swear, we don’t know.”

“Liar.”  Cal straightened and raised his sword.  

This wasn’t going to happen.  Not again.  Jethro lunged, hitting Cal in the chest and knocking the sword from his hands.  They fell to the ground, dirt flying in the air.  He wanted to plant his fist in Cal’s face, something he’d yearned to do from the moment they’d met, but he refrained.  Instead, he pushed his forearm against Cal’s throat.

“There’s no need to kill anyone else.”  He put more weight onto his arm.  “Do you hear me?”

Hands pulled at his shoulders, but he wrapped his other arm around Cal keeping the captain tight against him.  “Call them off.”  He gave a quick, hard push to the captain’s larynx.  The captain nodded the best he could and Jethro loosened his hold a little so Cal could speak.

“Back off,” said Cal, his voice raspy.

The hands at Jethro’s back disappeared.  He continued to stare into Cal’s blue eyes, his weight pressed against the other man’s throat.  “Do we have a deal?”

Cal nodded, his eyes hard with hatred.  Jethro stood and extended his hand to Cal, but the other Almighty ignored him and scrambled to his feet.  

“Seize him,” gasped Cal, his voice still weak.  

He felt the Guards moving toward him before he saw them.  It was as if the very air surrounding him became a threat.  He spun around swinging and connected with flesh.  Fists pummeled his face and stomach, but the pain barely registered.  He lowered his head and rammed into the closest body, lifting the Guard into the air and tossing him over his shoulder.  Something slammed into his side, knocking him to the ground.  He pushed himself to his knees, hitting anything he could reach, but more bodies collided into his, knocking him back to the ground and smothering him with their weight.  He bucked trying to dislodge his opponents, but there were too many and within minutes he was trapped under a pile of Guards.  The weight shifted and they rolled him over, tying his hands behind his back.

“Bring him here.”  Cal’s voice rang with triumph.

He growled as the Guards lifted him to his feet and dragged him to Cal.  The captain was going to pay for this, maybe not now, but one day.

“You dare assault your commanding officer.”  Cal’s face was mottled with rage.  “You are finished.  Done!  You won’t even have your Producer Camps to fall back on if I have my way.”

He snarled at the other Almighty as he welcomed the rage that flowed through his veins.  This weak, sniveling coward was threatening him.  Him!  He didn’t need his hands to tear Cal’s limbs from his body.  He’d use his teeth.  He lurched forward, pulling the Guards several feet as he slammed his head into Cal’s gut and knocked the other Almighty to the ground.  He threw himself forward, prepared to finish his attack, but the Guards regained control, dragging him backward.  He roared, his blood screaming for him to kill his enemy.

Cal jumped to his feet, his face crimson with rage.  He grabbed his sword and strode toward Jethro.  The Guards tightened their hold as Cal rested his weapon against Jethro’s chest.  “Make sure he has a front row seat.”  He jabbed Jethro slightly and walked over to the prisoners.  The second AC Guard was sitting by the log instead of laying over it.

“No, please.  We don’t know nothing about any camp.  I swear,” pleaded the prisoner as Cal’s Guards positioned him over the log.

Jethro took a deep breath, calming his rage to an icy storm of hatred.  These words were going to kill him.  “Cal, I’m sorry.  Don’t do this.”  He wasn’t sorry but he’d beg for the Guards’ lives.  “If you stop, I’ll make sure Conguise and Jason pull me from this mission.”  It was a weak promise.  After attacking his commanding officer his days as a temporary soldier were over.  From the look Cal shot him, the other Almighty realized it too.

“This is what we do to traitors.”  Cal raised his sword.  

There was a swish and a thud.  Ranger’s knees buckled and the Guards had to hold him up.

Jethro’s eyes never left Cal as Ranger was put into position and beheaded.  Cal would pay for this.  The Guards still held him tight.  If they’d only loosen their hold for a moment, he’d kill Cal with his arms tied behind his back.  
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Find out what happens next.
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Rise of the River Man
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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?”  

Find out what happens next
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