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EXODIA

 



Part I: 2093

 


 


Chapter 1 The Red Slum

 


From the first page of the
Ledger:

The black voice said, “Live
in fire, wild, souls howl here.”

There are two paths to every
man’s life. Some choose hell …

 


IT’S AS IF I too am running for my
life.

I sit transfixed by the scene outside
the smudged window. A scrubby looking boy races away from a
statehouse guardsman barely out of reach of the angry soldier’s
whip. I clench my fists, press closer to the window, and let the
pounding in my ears cover my idiot tutor’s droning
voice:

“… after the Eurasian
Nuclear War of 2049 when North America united into 90 states and
declared trade independence from the rest of the world
…”

The kid reaches the fence and scrambles
up the chain links. The frayed end of the guard’s whip catches him
on the ankle. Two small oranges spill from his pockets as he
lurches to scurry over the top unfazed by the lashing or the broken
barbs. He casts a casual, nonchalant glance over his shoulder and
disappears out of sight.

My posture relaxes and my
pulse returns to normal, but then my eyes fall to the words the
tutor has scrawled on the wallboard: Eurasian Nuclear War. The letters jump
around in my head and rearrange themselves into I aware casual runner. My heart skips
a beat. I’ve been having more of these strange distractions lately.
Words change in my head and I miss several minutes of
time.

I slump down in my seat and glance at
the three other boys forced to sit through this drivel with me. Not
one is paying attention. We’ve heard it a thousand
times.

“… post-apocalyptic
immigration changed the culture of our new nation. Tattoos on the
left elbow, red or blue, were given at birth to differentiate the
two classes. Intermarriage is punishable by death and so is killing
or breaking the bones of someone of the opposite
tattoo.”

I fight the urge to cradle my left
elbow even though it doesn’t matter since I’m wearing a long
sleeved shirt. I can never draw attention to my fading tattoo. As
grandson of the most powerful man in the nation, Executive
President Bryer Battista, there should be no doubt that I am a
Blue.

But I have a doubt. Something isn’t
right. No one else’s royal blue tattoo has purpled like mine. For
months now I’ve secretly dabbed blue dye on my skin, as much to
hide the suspicion from myself as from anyone else, that maybe,
just maybe, the tattoo I was given sixteen years ago was red. And
maybe I, Dalton Battista, grandson of the cruelest tyrant ever, am
not a true member of the elite ruling class. That maybe I belong to
society’s religious outcasts–those poor hoarders, low class
rejects, slave labor.

It takes a moment before the silence
registers on my ears. The tutor is no longer speaking. Four sets of
eyes are turned on me, watching, waiting.

“Excuse me? Could you repeat
the question?”

“Certainly,” the tutor
smirks. “What is the name of the resistance leader who tried to
claim all of Exodia for the Reds?”

“Um,” I clear my throat. I
love history actually. Half my life I was raised by a Red nanny
whose tales of Ronel captivated me. “Ronel, David Ronel, he, um …”
I run a hand through my hair, long by current standards, and simply
stop talking. My fear of public speaking muzzles me even in this
small group.

And now my mind swirls around the fact
that this morning I ran out of blue dye.

* * *

“What is it with that guy?
Does he think we’re morons?” Jamie kicks at the stones in the path
as we walk along the fence after class. “When are they gonna get us
a decent tutor? He’s what, the fourth one this year?”

I nod, spy a patch of orange color
beneath some overgrown shrubs, and think of the thief who would
have braved a consequence far worse than the tip of a whip if he
had been caught. I reach through the scraggly patch of weeds and
pull out the fruit, rub them on my jeans and drop both into one of
my linen belt bags.

We pass a guard, the same guard who
chased the kid. His whip is wound up and clamped to a utility belt
that also holds a Nano-gun. Nano-guns are prized since the
Suppression of 2071. There have been a lot of changes since the
nuclear clouds did their damage to this half of the world, or so
I’ve been told countless times.

“No,” I adjust my answer,
“he’s the fifth one. You’re probably forgetting about the old,
skinny guy that kept checking his fly. He only lasted three
days.”

“Oh, right. He was the one
who had taught in a real school, before the Suppression.” Jamie
gives a quick laugh, kicks another stone, and asks, “Do you ever
wonder what it would be like to spend all day with hundreds of
other kids, girls too?”

He is obsessed with girls. Before I can
answer I hear the shout of the guardsman we just passed. We turn to
see him running after a boy, the same boy, I’m sure, who earlier
escaped. Scrubby looking, thin, tattered brown vest. Running for
his life again – and suddenly I’m rooting for him to
succeed.

“Come on, let’s follow,” I
say. I don’t wait for Jamie.

We race back in the direction we just
came from and easily catch up to the guard, who has stopped to
unbuckle something from his utility belt.

“No! You can’t shoot him.” I
plant myself directly in front of the guard, giving the thief a
couple extra seconds to reach the same spot in the fence as
before.

The guard looks from me to Jamie to the
kid who’s half way up the fence now. Of course the guard knows who
I am so he’s careful about picking his words. He speaks with the
accent of a northern Blue and says, “That one deserves a bullet. He
doesn’t just steal food, he spies for Ronel’s people.” He’d like to
push me aside. In fact, he starts to shove me away with his gun
hand, then steps around me. The thief is gone. “Damn. Next time let
me do my job.” He mumbles several curses against the Reds as he
re-holsters the gun and marches back to his post.

Jamie speaks first. “When did you get
so brave? I thought he was mad enough to shoot you. Heck, you
should have let him shoot the kid. He’s just a Red. I wouldn’t …
hey, where’re you going?”

I wave Jamie along, check again that
the guard is out of sight, and examine the ground near the fence.
“See all the footprints? That kid always climbs over right here.” I
put my hands on the links and begin to climb.

“Why don’t we just go out
the main entrance and walk around the fence? We could catch up to
him.” He pounds one fist into his open palm.

I look down at Jamie from halfway up
then glance over at the building. The roof is in disrepair. Our
classroom window is one of only three that isn’t cracked. Sometimes
I think there’s no difference between Blues and Reds, between the
capitol buildings and the slum houses. But there’s a big difference
between Jamie and me.

“No, you know they’ll make
us take a guard for protection. Come on. You can be my body guard.”
I don’t wait for an answer. I reach the top and pick my way over
the missing barbs and rusted ends. I drop the last several feet and
stare at Jamie through the fence. “Coming?”

I hold his eyes for no more than a few
seconds, read the hesitation for what it really is, and snort my
disgust. He often flips between bully and coward, tough guy and
gutless weakling. It’s only circumstance that makes us friends. “At
least cover for me if I’m not back by dark.”

* * *

The stench of rotting garbage and
desperation not only fills my nostrils but makes my mouth curl. I
spit on the dirt and step up onto the crumbling pavement that
serves as the main road. I know it winds through the slums that
surround the fenced capitol of Exodia. I’ve ridden through here in
an armored truck many times.

A man in a torn
shirt–red elbow
revealed, muscles bulging–is pulling a cart mounted on an old
solar car chassis. A line of women, only a couple with blue
tattoos, are lined up to fill plastic jugs and glass jars with
water from a public well. Half are holding solar phones to their
ears, depending on the century old satellites to connect them with
whomever, whenever. It’s a frustrating habit, but part of the
tapestry that is Exodia. They tilt their heads and turn in line,
trying to get the late afternoon’s golden rays. I’ve heard my
grandfather speak about the issue of failing technologies, always
arguing that our future lies in resurrecting the ancient arts–that
we should let science and medicine be lost.

I look at the Reds around me. I’m sure
that’s who most of these people are. Tan skin, glowing faces,
strong limbs. These second class citizens are every bit as
beautiful and fit as the Blues that I see every day. I can’t put my
finger on it, but there is something… something familiar, something
in these people that fascinates me.

I notice a small crowd gathering around
two boys who are fighting. It’s not an angry fight, seems more like
sport. I want to get closer to watch for a minute, but I catch a
glimpse of a guardsman’s uniform on the other side of the crowd and
I don’t want him to see me.

And then I see the most
beautiful brunette girl. Hair as black as mine, skin several shades
darker. Stunning. Tall and proud and completely unaware of me. I
forget about the thief and begin to trail after this girl.
Her clothes are skin tight, an iridescent pale
green that shimmers as she walks.

I am only vaguely aware of the action
around me–two soldiers beating on an old man, women barely dressed
calling after me, children running in and out of store doorways–as
I focus on the beauty who walks with purposeful strides, head up,
eyes never looking right or left.

The main street narrows after a few
blocks and we pass several side streets. I note the makeshift
street signs, memorize the names, and follow the girl when she
turns down Burnell, then Brookhouse, and finally Bancroft. I keep
catching her scent, an earthy bouquet that’s not like any flower I
know. Sensual, fragrant.

The houses we pass are mid-century
solar with most of the glass walls boarded up. She stops at one
that looks better cared for than the rest. I duck down behind some
bushes and watch as a kid comes out and they greet each other by
touching left elbows. He says something to her that I can hear–“you
were right”–and points my way. They both march over. I rise
up.

“Who are you?” she asks and
the way her eyes hold mine I feel weak even though I know I’m as
strong as that man who was pulling the cart.

My tongue is tied.

She waits a beat and asks, “How old are
you?”

That’s such a strange question that my
tongue loosens and a number spills out, “Sixteen. Why?”

She nods at the kid. Some secret
knowledge passes between them. I glance away from her and focus for
a second on the kid. I’m surprised to see he’s the thief I meant to
track down. I concentrate on her again and wait for her to
speak.

“So you’re a Blue. What are
you doing in a Red neighborhood? Looking for trouble? All by
yourself?” Her eyes, the kind that change colors in different
light, flame brighter with each question. I’m mesmerized, but not
so much that I don’t catch a certain little inconsistency. Why
should being sixteen automatically mean I’m a Blue?

I reach in my belt bag and offer up the
oranges to the thief. I realize now that he’s not as young as I had
thought, maybe thirteen or fourteen, but scrawny. “Just returning
these,” I say and he grabs them faster than a hungry
monkey.

Out of the corner of my eye I catch a
movement. Two other kids are creeping closer, but they’re small,
not a threat.

“Who’s he?” one asks and the
second one echoes the question.

“Shh, go back inside Lydia’s
house,” the thief says and passes the oranges to them.

I catch the strange words that one of
them whispers to the other: “Maybe he’s the one the Mourners want
dead.” They scurry off to the house and I dismiss their words as
part of a fantasy game. My attention narrows back to the girl.
Darkly beautiful. And tall. I only have maybe two or three inches
on her and I’m six feet one.

“Well?” She tilts her head
and rests one hand on her hip.

I don’t know which question to answer
first; it’s suddenly hard to breathe. “Dalton. My name is Dalton
and yeah, I’m a Blue.” I let the rest of my breath escape. I’m well
aware of the prohibitions, but it’s not like I’m here to marry her.
I wonder if she’s ever had any Blue friends. It can’t be that
uncommon. I suck in a humid lungful of air and nerve. “And your
name is …?”

She doesn’t answer right away. She
drops her hand from her hip as if she’s going to turn and
disappear, but instead she gives the thief a signal of some kind
and steps toward me. “I’m Lydia Sroka,” she says, her lower jaw
jutting out, “and this is Barrett, Bear for short. And you are just
who we’ve been waiting for, Dalton Battista.” She hooks her arm in
mine and because she used my last name, which I’m pretty sure I
didn’t say, I let her steer me back up the street. My throat
constricts and I gulp a dozen shallow breaths.

I’m aware that there are people
everywhere now. The abandoned cars that line the street are
converted into huts. The garages and houses are multi-family
dwellings. Men, women, children resume their lives and I hear the
sounds I should have noticed were missing before. It’s as if the
Red slum woke up when Lydia said my name.

“Where are you taking me?”
We turn the wrong way on Brookhouse and the thief runs ahead of us,
tapping his elbow and pointing at me whenever we pass
someone.

“You’ll see. It’s not much
farther,” Lydia says. She tosses her head and her jet black hair
feathers over one eye like a dark curtain. She smiles at me and I
know that I will follow her anywhere, anywhere at all.

* * *

I must have been six or seven when my
mother left on a political trip with my grandfather. She acts as
his first lady. I never understood why he dotes on her but mostly
ignores me. Maybe because of my father. We never speak of
him.

My nanny, my Red nanny, was delighted
to have complete and total charge of me for the two months they
were gone. One time she took me out of the capitol compound and
through the dirty streets, maybe these same streets. We passed
crumbling buildings that she named for me–library, courthouse,
museum–words that meant nothing to me then. Words that are losing
their place in our world. She wanted me to know about them so I
could someday rebuild them. I was just a child, but I told her I
would do it. Nanny Jacky smiled at me and I wished mother would
love me like she did.

Only vaguely do I remember where we
ended up that day. We visited a dark house. She sat in a small room
on a wooden chair and cried. A man with a badly scarred face wept
along with her while two older kids, a boy and a girl whose names
I’ve forgotten, tried to teach me a game. The man never took his
eyes off me. I had never seen a man cry, before or
since.

By the time we left darkness had fallen
and I complained that I was hungry. I asked her where our supper
bag went. I knew she packed it; I remembered that she had carried
it on her back because it was so heavy. She left it with the
children, she said. Not to worry–we’d be back at the capitol
soon.

Guards descended on us as soon as we
got near the gate, scolding nanny, swooping me up into hard arms,
swearing.

I’m remembering this now because Lydia
is guiding me up broken steps toward a gate and several men are
coming toward us like those guards, hard and cold and
mean.

* * *

“Do you know where you are?”
Lydia asks as we flow through the pseudo-guards and they close
ranks behind us. The thief, Barrett, pushes open a set of doors,
holds them as we pass, then leans against them.

“No.” I have no idea if this
is an abandoned museum or library or church. It is dark and cold
inside and smells musty. The people have begun to sing outside. The
song is in English, but I don’t recognize a few of the
words.

“What are they singing?” I
ask, running one of the words over and over in my head: mo-shay,
mo-shay. I think it means help or comfort.

“It’s … just a song,” Lydia
says. “Do you know where you are?”

I guess: “Courthouse?”

She smiles. If I could make her smile
like that all the time I would give up all I have and stay in the
Red slum forever.

“Hardly. This was a birthing
clinic. After the Culling Mandate of 2077 this was a pretty busy
place. I was born here, but my twin brother was not allowed to
live.”

I stand very still. That smile that
captured my heart a moment ago now quivers at the corners, falls. I
don’t want her to cry. I’ve never heard of the Culling Mandate. I’m
afraid to ask.

She reads my mind and says, “You don’t
know, do you? The mandate required the death of all boy children
born to Red women in the year preceding the mandate and for twelve
months after … by abortion or infanticide.”

Her words hit me like crisp slaps. How
could I not know this most important and fairly recent bit of
history? I realize that my head has dropped and I’m staring at my
own feet, my mind swirling. The singing outside fades. I want to
think that this is some kind of joke, but I know my grandfather is
cruel. I know he murders whole towns.

It makes sense now how Lydia knew I was
a Blue simply by asking my age. There are no fifteen, sixteen,
seventeen year old boys here.

“But why?” I ask. A fear is
creeping up my spine. I think I know.

“The prophecy,” Barrett
says. He puffs the p in prophecy then grinds his teeth a bit as he
repeats the word. Despite his attempt to look tough he seems
happy-go-lucky and somewhat tragic at the same time.

“Right,” Lydia looks from
Barrett to me. “The Executive President believed his
government-trained psychic when she told him that a boy born in
2077 would grow up to assassinate the intended leader. A boy born
of Red parents.” She takes a step closer to me. “He wasn’t taking
any chances. He had all the boys from the year before to a year
after killed.”

“Show him the carving,”
Barrett says, pointing to my right.

I turn and Lydia brushes
past me, grabs my hand and pulls me down the hallway. I like her
forward manner; there’s an affinity I can’t explain. I follow
easily until we turn a corner and it’s too dark to see. We stop.
She presses my fingers against deep ruts in the wall. We trace the
letters together. The heat of her hand on mine makes my blood leave
my head. My thoughts are confused. I strain
to see and make out tinges of gold on the wall.

Dalton

I’m very aware of her long black hair
tickling my ear. Our heads are close together and I want to turn my
face to hers. And even though our fingers are working out the
letters I don’t care what they say.

Dalton Battista

I don’t care at all until she pulls me
farther right, her fingers lightly pressing mine into the gaps that
spell:

Dalton Battista is
not

Is not what? Why is my name carved into
the wall of an old birthing center in the middle of the Red
slum?

Lydia presses my whole palm against the
last two words and steps back. I trace the indentations twice to be
sure I understand. I know what the letters spell, but I cannot
fathom the implications.

I’m sweating. In spite of the coolness
of the dark building a prickly heat squeezes my breath. The musty
smell invades my nostrils, driving out the sweet scent of Lydia.
Lydia Sroka. I feel weak-kneed and stupid.

Dalton Battista is not Lucas
Sroka.

Why would anyone think I was? Why would
anyone carve such an obvious fact into the wall of the place where
Lucas, her twin brother, was murdered at birth.

Was I born here? Surely mother would
have had specialists at the capitol. Grandfather keeps a staff of
doctors even though he denies health care to the Reds. Of course I
couldn’t have been born here.

But my fading tattoo …

I compose myself, stifle my thoughts,
and look at the dark shadow that hides Lydia. I say, “Your brother?
What does he have to do with me? Who carved this?”

She whispers something. The last part
sounds like “Mo-shay,” and I shiver. In a normal tone she says,
“You have to set things right. It’s your destiny.”

She pivots and the click of her shoes
on the floor leads me out. Barrett holds the door as we pass.
Anger, fear, and grief follow me out into the gray
district.

“Can you find your way home
or should Barrett take you?”

I search her eyes for answers, but I
only see a challenge reflected back. I stand mute. The men who sang
and guarded us are gone, but many people are walking up and down
the street. Exodia’s slums are well integrated, not just Red and
Blue, but black and brown and white. I’m getting strange looks;
they’re not friendly like before. My anxiety wells up and I want to
leave before I say something stupid.

I feel awkward. Embarrassed.
My world has suddenly taken a hard left and darkened. What does she
know of my destiny?
Without another word I leave.

I go from hurried walk to pressured
trot. I pass Bancroft Street and search for Burnell. I slow down,
pick my way around some garbage in the street, and listen as a
truck motors my way. It could be guards searching for me if Jamie
didn’t do what I asked. A ride back would be nice, but I’d rather
not get a lecture, so I cut between two identical houses and find
myself in the middle of someone else’s problem.

I spot the blue tattoo on the kid’s
elbow immediately, before he turns to see why I’m interrupting him.
He is beating up on a smaller kid who is on his knees, feet toward
me. The victim’s elbow, too, is quite visible, but it’s red. It’s
odd that the bully would risk death. If he breaks a
bone…

My tutor’s words float back
to me: …post-apocalyptic immigration …
breaking the bones of someone of the opposite tattoo … punishable
by death.

I have things to set right, Lydia said.
It’s my destiny. There was heat in her words. Outrage. My breaths
come in sudden gasps like hiccups.

I grab the larger one, the
Blue, and pull him off the kid. I take a swing. I’m big and strong
and well-trained and for a second I wonder why I’ve been trained if
the laws are such that what I’m doing is a crime. And yet my
grandfather has an army–there are still wars within the Ninety states.

The Red kid scrambles to his feet and
trips a few feet away to watch me hit his Blue assailant again. And
again. I suck in air, blow out fury, punch at him a fourth and
fifth time.

The Blue one staggers back and fixes me
with a stare that shakes me to my core. His face is tracked with
broken blood vessels. He is not a kid as I had thought. He is a
man, a very angry, brutal man.

And lightning fast. He is in my face
instantly, too close to punch. I draw back my arm as he locks both
of his around me, pinning my left arm tight, crushing my chest in a
death squeeze. His face burrows close to mine and he pours filth
and vile into my ear. And threats. I pound his kidney with my right
fist, but my hampered strikes are useless.

I bite his ear. Tear and rip and
grind.

He drops his hold and lets forth a
low-pitched scream. Like an animal. He rages. Then stops. He fixes
me in his stare with a stillness that has more threat to it than if
he had a weapon pointed my way.

I see the boy, off to the side, pick up
two fat sticks. He should be running away, as I want to do. His
bravery moves me. I spit then growl back at the man, at this Blue
who probably has had more years of training, more practice than I.
I lower my head and ram him. We fall together. I knock his breath
away and roll off him as he flutters like a beetle on its
back.

“Run,” I say to the boy. He
cringes as if he’s equally afraid of me yet ready to strike now
that he’s armed with sticks. I’m impatient with him.
“Go!”

That blue elbow connects with a sudden
force against my head, followed by a fist that finds my jaw. I
stumble back, fall, scrabble to my feet. I hear a click, an
unmistakable sound if you’ve been instructed in Suppression
fighting. It’s a slow second that passes. He’s thinking he has the
upper hand. He’s thinking I don’t know this style of
fight.

He’s wrong.

He lunges for me and I step aside,
swinging as I do, and I connect with unbelievable force. My fist to
his temple. Just as my trainers have taught me.

I hear the Red kid gasp. He hurls the
sticks, turns and runs; somehow he knows instinctively what I’ve
done.

The man’s body is crumpled on the
ground, his rage-clenched face now slack. He doesn’t move. I look
in every direction, but see no one.

I wait a second or two and then touch
his elbow, grab both arms, and drag him to the bushes. Under the
bushes.

I feel for a pulse. There is
none.

I look for the weapon. There is
none.

I finish hiding him by pushing him
farther under the shrubs. The ground rumbles under my
feet.
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Chapter 2 The Secret City

 


From the first page of the
Ledger:

A priest from the Mid-land
had seven daughters and they came to draw water.

 


KASSANDRA LOOKED AROUND the sky. The
late afternoon sun hesitated above the west horizon. She could see
a three-quarter moon plain as day and wondered if she would ever be
able to predict the future and know things just by looking up. Her
father did it all the time. He saw things in the stars and tried to
teach her, but Kassandra was without a clue. Sheep. That’s all she
knew. All she could figure out. And she certainly would never have
the chance to meet any boys if she stayed here.

“Thinking about leaving?” It
was the twin, Deandra, who spoke. She walked up to Kassandra’s
right side; the other twin lagged two steps behind.

“Yeah, like that was real
hard for you to guess.”

The quiet twin, Marcela, parked herself
on a rock and listened to her sisters.

Deandra spoke again. “I guess … I mean
it’s more than a guess … I know that you’ll be gone when you’re
eighteen.”

“That’s forever from now,”
Kassandra sighed and nudged Marcela over so she could share the
rock with her. She didn’t argue with Deandra. Her sister had a
talent for guessing the future as if she had a crystal ball, her
dad’s star chart, or a mind-reading ability. If Deandra said she’d
be out of here by eighteen then it was probably so. But Kassandra
hoped to meet some boys sooner than that, any boy, even a Blue boy.
There were no Red males her age and the older ones had already gone
south to Exodia looking for work or north to join the rebels. Life
in a small, nameless town was tedious, mind-numbing, and
dreary.

Kassandra rose up and used her
shepherd’s staff, just a long, sturdy oak branch, to tap a
belligerent ram back into the fold. She had to herd the sheep back
from the south slope where they had trimmed the new spring grasses
down to nubs. Another sister, Katie, eleven months younger, sat off
to the side cradling a newborn lamb. Kassandra leaned on her staff
for a moment and watched her sister. Katie continually frowned when
a smile was called for, griped when she should have kept silent,
and complained about anything and nothing. But she kept the closest
watch on the lambs. The twins did nothing to help, content to weave
daisy chains. But that was better than sitting inside their crazy
house with the youngest three sisters and listening to their mother
drill them on useless grammar exceptions and math problems and
Red/Blue rules.

“Better get the sheep down
to the pond,” Kassandra said. She whistled for Katie’s attention.
All four girls spread out behind the flock and worked their way
forward.

The sheep moved ahead eagerly at first
then began to scatter.

“What’s wrong with them?”
Katie shouted.

The ground shook.

“Earthquake!”

The tremors increased, the same tremors
that shook under Dalton’s feet many miles away. The twins clutched
at one another and Kassandra fell to the grass. She looked
homeward, to the valley below, in time to see the giant wind
turbine that had worked tirelessly for nearly a century break apart
and topple. The hundred foot long glass fiber and metal blades
landed in the pond sending water, algae, and mud splattering all
the way back towards the house. The great base of the windmill lay
on its side like an uprooted tree.

Kassandra stood up with her
arms out for balance. The earth tired of its shaking and she
lowered her hands. Quakes had been rising in frequency year by
year, but none had been this strong. Not to have their turbine
anymore meant something epic, she was sure, and not just because
they would lose their electrical power. She had always thought of
the structure as a beacon for God to see them. It waved its blades
like children calling out for attention: Here we are. Remember us.

The bleating was deafening and
Kassandra did the only thing that was sure to calm the flock. She
began to sing. It was a song of comfort and hope, but sprinkled
throughout were words and phrases that none of the girls
understood. Katie joined in and then the twins harmonized. The
sheep were well accustomed to the tune and hurried of their own
accord to tangle themselves around the girls.

More slowly than usual they herded the
flock home, far north of where Dalton dealt with a different
catastrophe.

* * *

I trip over a broken curb and fall to
my knees as the earth trembles one last time. I catch myself with
my hands, scraping them against pieces of pavement and rock. My
belt sacks dangle to the ground and I wish I’d filled them with
food, water at least. My mouth is desperate for
something.

I stay in this dog-like position for
maybe ten seconds, trying to swallow, waiting for my heart to
figure out it can’t keep up this hummingbird pace.

I will not think about what I’ve done.
I will not dwell on the man’s face. I will not remember the ring on
his finger, the patch on his shirt, the anger and surprise on his
face. Or his blue tattoo.

I’ve done nothing wrong. I defended the
kid.

I see raindrops on the earth, only a
few. I wipe my eyes and rise. It is dark and I have been running
without direction for too long. People have left the streets,
tucked themselves into homes and huts and hovels, and I’m alone. I
paw through a belt sack for my knife because I know I’m lost and I
know there are wild dogs.

I find a street sign and read the
fading letters: Pemberton. Somehow I’m at the edge of the slum. I’m
sure because the streets are grouped somewhat alphabetically. I’ll
have to weave my way back. I could call Jamie or the capitol guard
post, but I’d rather not have anyone see me like this and guess
what I’ve done. My mother is off on a mission to find a bride for
someone–she’ll be unreachable. Besides, the sun has set and my
solar phone, though one of the best refurbished ones available,
probably won’t have enough power for more than a minute. I may need
that minute later.

I force myself to walk. There’s enough
light left to see my way. I’ve ridden through the slum at night,
bumping along, staring at the poorly lit homes, holding my breath
against the stench, ignoring mother’s happy voice as she chattered
about another party, rally, or dinner as we returned from some
political mission outside the capitol. But now I’m accustomed to
the smells. I see the lights for what they are–oil lamps, candles,
solar bulbs–and in the homes where windows are not broken or
curtained I can see families. It only takes a second or two in an
armored truck to pass each home, but I spend twenty or thirty
seconds now walking by and I get a chance to see the Reds, really
see them as people instead of, well, servants or slaves or
criminals.

Criminals.

I walk faster. I can’t think about …
the man I murdered. I think about Lydia instead. I want to see her
again. I have questions to ask her. I’ll have to practice, memorize
what I want to say, and rehearse how I want to ask. There is no
sense to any of this. My destiny. A killing mandate. A prophecy. A
dead twin brother.

I make it to the B streets distracted
by my rambling thoughts. I cut across the field and look for the
spot where I, and the thief Barrett, had climbed over. The guard
said he was spying for Ronel’s people. I study the spot he had used
to gain entry and exit from the usually secure capitol grounds. It
doesn’t make sense if he was a spy. I walk along the fence and find
a dozen places where he could have gained better access without
being seen. Something occurs to me: perhaps he used the place he
did precisely because sooner or later I would see him.

I walk away from the fence to get
another perspective of my home. At night it doesn’t look much
different than the dilapidated dwellings I just passed, only
bigger. I feel no tender pull to return home. In fact, in this
moment, as I finger the blade of my knife, the only emotion that
stirs is a longing for my nanny. I haven’t seen her in eight years,
yet she is the one I know I could confess to.

I hear a growl that makes me stop
mid-stride. My head and hands and feet freeze. My eyes track around
the shadows. Before I get to the edge of my peripheral vision I see
the dog. He’s a stone’s throw to my right. If I charge the fence
and leap up I’ll make it. He takes a single step and his throaty
rumble is only slightly louder than the pounding in my chest. I
hope I’m only imagining the slow advance of other dogs in the
distance. Stalking shadows. Though a pack of wild dogs tearing me
to shreds seems like justice for the crime I committed.

The growling intensifies, grows deeper
and my fingers tighten on the knife. I judge the distance. I need
to run.

I need to run now, before he launches
himself, knocks me down, and locks his fangs on my neck. My knife
is only a few inches long, not good for much more than peeling an
orange or picking at my dirty nails.

His front leg moves up. I’m wasting
precious seconds. My legs move before I consciously command them. I
run full out toward the nearest section of fence, ten feet closer
than Barrett’s spot to cross. The wild dog lunges, crosses the
distance between us in an instant. I jump too soon and catch the
links lower than I should, but I clamber up a couple feet as the
dog hits the fence, and his hard body sends a quiver along the
wires. I almost lose my grip. His claws reach the metal inches
below my heels and I crab up a little higher. I transfer my knife
to my mouth so I can get a better hold and climb to the
top.

The barbs are fortified with razor wire
here so I cannot climb over. The dog has yet to bark. His growling
gurgles with the saliva that drips off his fangs in anticipation.
No other dogs have joined him. He is a lone killer.

Like me.

I inch along to the right until I make
it to the broken barbs. I pull myself over, but I’m reluctant to
descend. The dog is right below me. He doesn’t know that his fangs
and claws won’t reach through the links. I’m equally unsure.
Finally I jump out and away, roll on the ground, and pop up, knife
ready. We stare at one another, two killers.

His eyes move slowly from my feet to my
head as if he’s memorizing me. And then he lopes away without even
a yip or final growl, his tail listing to the left, broken or maybe
chewed off.

I put my hands on my knees and bend
over until my breathing slows. I straighten slowly and stash my
knife back in my belt sack.

* * *

Curled under a worn bed sheet in the
room she shared with Katie, Kassandra lay awake listening to her
parents’ worried voices. They weren’t too far from her open window,
passing by with lanterns, off to inspect the fallen monster
together. Her father had no idea what to do with the windmill
blades or how to solve the problem of water and electricity. Her
mother’s tone grew lighter as her father stopped talking
altogether. Her mom was full of optimism: everything would work
out; they had been through worse; they could build
another.

Her father finally spoke again.
Kassandra imagined that he had been quietly waiting for the clouds
to clear and now could catch sight of that three-quarter moon and
all the stars.

“You’re right,” he told his
wife, “it’ll be a lot smaller, primitive, and I’ll need some extra
muscle to build it. Hmf, this is one of those times I
wish—”

Kassandra rolled over. She knew her
father wished for sons, though not instead of the seven daughters
he had, but in addition to them. Both her parents would get
suddenly silent whenever any of the girls spoke of a desire to have
a brother. It was almost as if there existed somewhere a missing
older brother. That’s what she liked to imagine. An older brother
who had lots of friends. Friends she could get to know. Boyfriends.
Fall in love.

Get married.

Move away.

Have babies.

Kassandra drifted off to sleep thinking
about a missing brother, a broken windmill, and an awful story she
had heard when she was little. Something about killing
babies.

* * *

Jamie comes around from the side of the
building and sees me, waves. I walk toward him and he jogs up,
greets me, elbow out as if to mock the Reds I met.

“Hey,” he says, “I’ve been
circling around here for the last hour. Did you catch the thief?
Where have you been?”

I try to act irritated with him, drop a
curse or two as I slam him for being a wuss, but really I’m just
trying not to think of that wild dog … or that man’s face, my fist,
the bushes, the sticks.

“I’m sorry,” he says, “but,
you know, my dad and all …” He’s right, I do know. His dad is the
President of Defense and maybe meaner than my grandfather, but his
dad would actually care if something happened to Jamie.

“He’d kill me,” he says. I
flash on that dead body, wipe my forehead, and try to
laugh.

“Did I miss dinner?” I’m
sure I did since it’s dark.

“Yup, but I saved you this.”
He glances up at me for half a second, his eyes hooded, as if he’s
lying. He opens his belt sack to offer me a linen wrapped roll. I
tear off a chunk and pop it in my mouth, but I don’t thank him. I
need to keep up the angry facade or else I might break
down.

“Well?” Jamie’s impatient.
We’re half-way back to the side door and I still haven’t answered
his first question. I can’t decide how much to say.

If I tell him I know the kid’s name,
that he’s a spy for Ronel’s people, that there’s a prophecy about
me, he might say something to his dad. I’d be called in,
interrogated, forced to tell, and Barrett and Lydia would be toast.
There’d be more questions. The guards would make a canvass of
everywhere I went. They’d tear down the clinic and they’d tear down
Barrett’s house, too. And Lydia’s house. They’d search the
neighborhood. They’d find the body.

Guilty remorse shreds my heart with
fear.

We stop at the door. I focus not on my
dark deed, but picture instead a lovely dark face. “To tell you the
truth,” I say, “I got lost.”

* * *

In the morning Kassandra woke to the
sound of crying. It was Katie.

“Wake up. You’re having a
bad dream again. Wake up.”

“What?” Katie brushed off
her sister’s hands. “Get off my bed. What are you
doing?”

Kassandra moved back. “You were crying.
Nightmare?”

“The lambs,” Katie said. She
sat up and looked toward the window. “They were dying. Dying of
thirst.”

“It’s all right. There’s
plenty of water in the pond. They’re not going to die of thirst.”
Kassandra went to the window and looked out. The fence to the
sheep’s enclosure ran up to the edge of the pond. But there was
something different this morning. The edge of the pond seemed
muddier. In fact the pond looked smaller. “Come here, Katie,
look.”

Both girls stared. Kassandra didn’t
have any idea how they would water the sheep if the windmill no
longer worked to fill the pond.

“Oh, no,” Katie said, “the
lambs will get around the edge of the fence if the water recedes
any more.”
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Chapter 3 The Fugitive

 


From the second page of the
Ledger:

He went out to where his own
people were. He saw a man beating one of his own. He killed him and
hid him.

 


AFTER A PRETTY sleepless night I
resolve to stay as far away as possible from the B streets in the
Red slum. It ought to be easy except that now, with the early
spring morning light, I forget my resolution and I’m tempted to
retrace my steps to look for Lydia.

I need to darken my tattoo though I
might have an advantage with her if I let her see how reddish it is
now. Maybe that’s part of the prophecy.

I dress as quickly as possible, putting
on a long sleeve shirt even though it’s warm, and sneak through the
capitol building to my grandfather’s quarters. The capitol is a
collection of office buildings that were easiest to fortify,
convert into living and working spaces, and use as the Executive
President’s year-round command center. While it’s guarded at the
gate and randomly around the grounds, it’s pretty lax inside. My
mother called it the palace or the castle when I was little, but I
see it now as not much better than the homes in the slum, just
bigger. Half our windows are boarded up or broken. The air
conditioning is rarely effective and the lighting only works
because of the expensive generators that run on fuel my grandfather
stockpiled before the last civil uprising.

I peer down the hallway that leads to
the Defense President’s residence, a suite of three rooms where I
can usually find Jamie–if I’m sure his father is not around. Right
now I don’t know. I cross over to the hall leading to the stairs. I
don’t think Jamie would be interested in this, so I won’t include
him. I’m not sure I trust him anyway.

I reach my grandfather’s quarters and
as I expected there’s no guard. The room just down the hall is an
old conference room turned into a library. It’s the room my nanny
brought me to when she taught me to read and write, before I had
tutors, before I was allowed to socialize or be schooled with the
children of the secretaries, generals, and governors who rotate
through our political world. I haven’t been back to this room in
years.

The door doesn’t lock. I step inside
and close it softly. The light is good in here. The east facing
windows are fairly clean. Enough light pours in to make my job
easier. I start with an old SCR and set it on the table by the
window, flick the tab, and let it soak in the solar rays while I
scan the shelves for what I hope is here.

I read the labels on the stacked boxes.
Many are neatly identified with names and dates or acronyms and
numbers, printed out on stickers. Some look hastily compiled with
handwritten codes. These are the ones that should hold the key. I
bring a pile of them to the table and study the codes. I decide on
the four whose nearly illegible categories begin with
“Pr”.

I slip the first one into the SCR and
the screen loads up immediately. I expect a password prompt, but
the touch-screen glows with audio, video, and reader options. I
pick the video option but nothing happens. I pull the box out and
set it on the shelf to my left.

Box “Pr-4-13-2051-D2” gives a similar
result–no video. I’m not particularly patient, but with this one I
try the audio option. It begins to play and an odd voice, not the
usual computer-generated one, recites the code followed by
“unsubstantiated psychic forecast by trained level 6 subject,
non-aided.” The audio stops. That’s it. I pull it out.

Three’s the charm, I think, but the
door opens and a guard steps in.

I have the box I pulled out in my left
hand and the third box in my right hand. I look over my shoulder,
raise my eyebrows, but say nothing. I’m guilty of so much more than
being in the archive room.

“Hey, Dalton. Just checking.
Everything okay?”

I nod, let my face relax.

“The Executive is heading
back to his rooms, so just stay in here, uh …” The guard acts
embarrassed. “I mean, uh, if you want to see him I can let him know
you’re here.” His voice goes up like a question on the last word,
but I shake my head no. “Okay, then.” He closes the door and I let
my breath out. The last time I was in the Executive President’s
presence things had not gone well. Grandfather or not, he’s a
tyrant.

I put the third box in and then the
fourth. Nothing on either. This is a waste of time. I walk back to
the place I found them and slide them in. I realize I left the
first one on another shelf by the window. What the heck. I grab it,
blow the dust off the metal edges and insert it once again into the
SCR. The Reader opens it again and this time I see the audio and
video options blink weakly while the reader icon glows green. I
press it.

It opens. I begin to read:

Pr-4-13-2051-D1

Substantiated psychic
forecast by trained level 1 subject, drug-aided

Corroboration by trained
level 2 administrator, unaided

Authentication code: P-R-
1116-49-C

Content: Executive President
Assassination Attempt, 99.999% probability of success in 24 years,
3 months, 2 days. Assassin: DOB ?/?/2077, Red parents, central
states area

Audio content: Subject 1’s
vocalizations, trance, drug-induced utterances

Video content A: Subject 1,
Subject 2, recorded and validated, before, during, and after
time-stamped predictions, 100% accuracy

Video content B: Executive
Presidential order, proposed, endorsed, and voted on by Executive
Cabinet, no objections. Mandate signed.

This must be the mandate Lydia meant:
the Culling Mandate. I try reloading the box to try to get the
video to open. I’m curious to see an actual psychic forecast. Six
or seven years ago, when I got to go along on an outer state tour,
we stayed with a military governor whose kids taught me new games.
I remember how they would play-act at predicting things, going into
trances and waving their arms around.

The video doesn’t open.

I hear my grandfather’s voice outside
the door, loud and angry, and I hurry to replace the box with the
other ones. I’m torn between hiding or posing myself at a desk with
an actual book, but then a door slams and the shouting stops. I
begin to search the shelves for anything else that might give me
information about the mandate, or where I was born, or why anyone
would carve my name into a wall.

I spot a shelf with a neat pile of
ledger books. They perk my interest because of their odd placement
between the vertical lines of upright books. Their spines are
without label. I thumb through one expecting columns of numbers,
but instead I find the yellowing pages filled with poetic verse.
Priests and sheep, beasts and snakes, love and marriage. The
ledgers probably mean nothing at all, but on a whim I tear out the
first few pages of one of them and roll them ’til they fit in one
of my belt sacks. Because it’s still early I swing by the kitchen
and grab some fruit before heading to that place in the fence. I
can make it to Lydia’s house and back before our tutor
arrives.

I climb the fence and ease myself over.
I land next to some pretty impressive paw prints and I touch both
belt sacks to remind myself which one holds my pathetic
knife.

I notice the smells, the garbage, the
stink, but also the good scents; someone is roasting coffee,
something that is smuggled along with cacao beans. There is already
a line for water, but instead of a stream of women snaking along
the street there are six men with all kinds of contraptions for
hauling large quantities of water back to their homes. Another
group of six lingers a block away. I can tell the Blues from the
Reds, though they are low class Blues, by the way they look down
their noses at their just as poor counterparts.

I round a corner and head up Burnell
Street. I slow a bit when I see a group of Red kids, probably all
around fourteen, lucky to have missed the Culling Mandate, lucky to
be alive. They’re bullying a smaller kid and for some reason I
think of Lydia’s smile, her eyes, and the whole pleasure of her
beauty and how she looked at me. And I imagine her now prodding me
to intervene. So I do.

“What are you doing to him?
Leave him alone,” I say this with all the confidence of my height
and weight advantage, not to mention my combat training.

“Who are you to boss us
around?” the ringleader says. He waves a stick in my face. “Are you
going to kill us, too, like you killed Sarkis Tait last night?” He
shocks me with these words. My heart skips a beat, restarts with a
hollow thump.

I forget about Lydia. I forget about
the pages of notes in my sack. My tongue is stuck and I can’t
swallow. If my awful deed is known here, and among children yet,
how is it that I have not been seized by my grandfather’s men or
shuttled off by my mother’s servants?

I look at these children’s bold faces
and panic. I run. I reach the fence, the capitol grounds, the side
door. I make it through unseen. I search for my mother. She’ll know
what to do. Maybe she’ll send me to my nanny.

Punishable by death …
punishable by death. But maybe not. Maybe
being the Executive President’s grandson will have its
privilege.

Maybe.

I come to my room. My hand
is on the knob, but I hear voices behind the door.
And scuffing, and banging. Guards are searching
through my things. It won’t take long. My heart’s in my throat now;
my mind’s racing through a million things. I step away as quietly
as I can, turn down the back hall and take the farthest
stairwell.

And run.

* * *

I’ve been north before. It doesn’t even
occur to me to head south, too many settlements that way. And north
will take me up the B streets toward Lydia. If she hasn’t heard of
my crime she might give me supplies, maybe a map, even come along
for a ways.

I shake the stupid thoughts out of my
head. Desperate. Not thinking clearly. I have to run away. With
nothing. Alone.

The streets are crowded this time of
day. Heads swivel to follow me as I streak through the slum. Faces
frown, eyes dart away. They know.

I am tempted to go back and face my
grandfather. I have a defense.

But … the Culling Mandate. A man who
could direct such an atrocity because of some bit of clairvoyance
would not hesitate to inflict his more recent law that demands
capital punishment. My grandfather is an evil man. I’ve always
known it. He wouldn’t accept my defense.

I see her street ahead and I need to
make a decision. Do I slow down, stop, knock? My feet decide for
me. The path to her door seems clear until my tunnel vision widens.
People in the streets are whispering, pointing. I look behind and
others are moving away from me, hiding their feelings towards me
with nervous smiles, speaking into phones they are angling toward
the morning sun.

“Dalton!” A girl’s voice. I
swing my head back around to see Lydia bounding down the steps,
Barrett shadowing after her, hurrying. She yells to me, “Follow
us.” She motions with her hand, turns, and speeds away. I catch up
to Barrett whose shorter legs can’t match my long strides. He
doesn’t look at me, just stretches his legs as well as he can. A
backpack bounces to his rhythm.

I focus on an identical bag on Lydia’s
back and keep the space between us to five or six feet. I can catch
her, but I’d rather not. Barrett trails behind. I doubt he’ll be
able to keep up. I glance back, but he’s right at my
heels.

We reach the outer streets, pass the
poorest dwellings, and leave the slum behind. The change from gray
to green is striking as the landscape ahead of us is open, lush,
and only marred by the occasional cannibalized vehicle. Lydia slows
her pace and at last looks back at me. She smiles and I catch up to
her side. We jog along in harmony for what must be five miles, our
legs in sync, our breathing matched. A sheen of sweat glints off
her face. She glows.

The road dips and I stumble.

“Easy,” she says and grabs
at my arm. She pulls me to a stop and scans around us. Barrett is
right there; he never lagged behind and I’m amazed to see that his
breathing is not labored and he hasn’t broken a sweat. I wipe my
forehead and follow them both off the road. They swing their
backpacks off in unison and drop them in a clump of weeds that are
speckled with tiny purple flowers.

“We can rest here a while.
Right, Barrett? Do you hear anything?” Lydia raises her
eyebrows.

Barrett stands with his head cocked
bird-like and waits a beat. “Nothing,” he says. “No trucks are
following. No one on foot either.” He directs his gaze northward.
“Pretty quiet ahead, too. Just birds.”

I stare at him and wonder if he could
be a GMFRE, a gemfry. Most likely a second generation gemfry, born
of one of the first gemfries who immigrated here. The people with
Genetic Mutations From Radiation Exposure were concentrated along
the west coast. I’ve heard stories. Jamie told me he’d seen several
where they used to live. Special powers sometimes. But mostly
horrible deformities.

“I know what you’re
thinking,” Barrett says as he eyes me. For a second I fear he has
some psychic ability, then he says, “You’re worried we’re gonna
lead you into a trap.”

I let my breath out in a half-chuckle
and shake my head. “No,” I say, “what I think … is that you’re a
gemfry.”

He juts his chin out, looks ready to
fight, then he sits easily down among the flowers. “Yup, and it’s
lucky for you that I am.”

I remember what I heard about him being
a spy for Ronel’s people. It makes sense that they’d use a kid, a
special kid with exceptional hearing, and the ability to run for
miles without getting winded, but why lucky for me?

Lydia drops to the earth and I find my
own soft spot. We make a loose triangle, with two of us still
breathing deeply.

I voice my question and Lydia answers,
“Lucky for you because Barrett will help you get away with no
chance of falling into one of Battista’s traps.” She speaks my
grandfather’s name with a snarl. It makes me wish it wasn’t my
name, too.

“Traps?” I’m not so eloquent
out loud. My head is stringing together full sentences, but my
mouth defaults to single words.

She sighs.
“He may be glad you left so he doesn’t have
to kill you, but he’s not going to be happy that you took such
vital information with you. He’ll do all he
can to get you back. Safely or not.” She pulls a small purple bloom
and holds it above her lip, sniffs. Sitting here my heart rate
should be slowing down, but it’s not. I fix my gaze on her mouth
for a bit too long, drop my eyes, then raise them to try to focus
on a distant hill.

I process her words. I don’t know what
vital information I could have, but I can no more contradict her
than I can give a speech in front of thousands. It occurs to me
that Barrett, or perhaps Lydia, has some odd power over me. My eyes
drift back to her. The flower is tucked behind her ear now and she
is rummaging through her backpack.

“Here,” she says. She offers
me and Barrett each an apple, then takes a smaller one for herself
and twirls the stem off.

I work up the words to ask Barrett why
he isn’t sweating. Between bites he explains all of his gemfry
gifts.

“No one noticed at first. I
guess I discovered my uniqueness on my own. My mother died when I
was four and my father used to leave me with a woman who cares for
kids while their folks work all day. I always knew when my dad was
returning. I could hear him speaking with his companion as they
walked back from the project. A quarter mile away.” He nods to
himself, his face softens to the memory. “I figured it out when I
was eight or nine. It isn’t just my hearing that is better than
yours. Nobody can hide stuff from me. I can sniff it out. My night
vision is pretty useful, too, and I can run all day and all night,
no problem.” He spits an apple seed back toward the road and adds,
“I’ve done it, too. Once I had to get a message to Ronel, nearly
three hundred miles away. And I did.”

“Mmm,” I say with obvious
awe in my tone. I’m thinking too many things to make time for any
words. I can’t believe that the government didn’t snatch him long
ago. Apparently they know about him, or at least the guard with the
whip knows he spies for Ronel. I’m impressed with his running
ability. A question forms that my tongue can handle, “Are we
running that far?”

His expression brightens. He laughs.
Lydia laughs. And because I always think I’m the butt of every
joke, I laugh too. They shake their heads no. I toss my apple core
away and stand up.

“But it’s pretty far,” Lydia
says. “We’ll go with you about a hundred miles and then we’ll have
to turn back. You’ll be on your own. It’s up to you … and your
destiny … just how far you go.” She rises, too, brushes off her
backside and smiles at Barrett. She asks him, “Are we good?” A
twinge of jealousy stabs at my insides as I imagine them together.
She’s a good five or six inches taller than he is, but that hardly
matters when there are no Red boys her age.

“Yup,” he says, “no sights,
sounds, or smells to worry about.” He stays on the ground a moment
more. He’s waiting for more of my questions. Or he’s waiting for me
to do something.

Lydia reaches for her bag and I bend
forward to grab it first. “I can carry it for you,” I say and swing
it up onto one shoulder.

“Careful. It’s full of food
and a couple of weapons.”

“Okay.” I look at Barrett.
“I can carry yours, too,” I say. I’m probably too boastful. I grab
at the strap and it’s as if the bag is in a tug of war with me. I
succeed in lifting it, but I wish I hadn’t offered. “Is this full
of bricks?” I wonder aloud. They laugh again.

“Money,” Barrett says. He
motions for me to drop the bag and I do. He unzips the main part
and I see the coins. We’ve all heard the old stories of how people
used to use paper or plastic for money. That must have been so much
lighter. The wealthy carry heavy belt sacks nowadays. My sacks have
a few coins each, but I rarely have the need of money, living in
the capitol, my castle. I’m glad they thought to bring
some.

“Don’t worry, it’s not
stolen,” Barrett says. He zips the bag up and pitches it up onto
his back as easily as if it were full of old fashion paper bills.
Lydia had said his nickname is Bear, maybe that isn’t short for
Barrett, maybe he earned it because of his special
strength.

“I don’t want to take all
your money,” I say, looking from one to the other. I sidestep onto
the road.

Lydia hops onto the pavement and
assures me it’s not theirs.

Barrett agrees. “What’s here is one
coin from everyone in the Red village who doesn’t blame you for
Sarkis Tait’s death. You have no idea what he would have done to
that boy if you hadn’t stopped him.” I color at the mention of that
name and my deed, but their faces show no negative
emotion.

We begin to trot and Barrett tells me
things about my victim that should make me feel better about
killing him. But remarkably I’m not moved. I’ll take the money, not
as the reward it’s intended to be, but as a loan. I’ll pay the Red
village back. With interest. Nothing will lessen my
guilt.

“Oh, oh,” Barrett says and
speeds up. He can easily outrun me after all and does so, cutting
off to the left and into a dark forest. Lydia doesn’t hesitate to
follow. Of course I lope after them. By the time we are totally
enveloped by leaves and trunks and brush I hear the soft whoosh of
solar-bikes. The only solar-bikes still in service after all the
factories burned were confiscated by the government years ago for
use as pursuit vehicles. The fact that they are on this road,
following us, can only mean one thing: my grandfather has sent men
after me.

* * *

I am tired of escaping through a forest
of heavy vegetation, pesky mosquitoes, and slapping branches. The
trail we’ve been on for the last hour isn’t much more than a deer
path and we have to stay in a single file, Barrett leading. My
backpack has grown heavy. I’m thirsty, but I won’t be the first to
ask to stop.

Thankfully Barrett stops. I wonder if
he still hears our pursuers or if his head-tilting indicates some
new and more dangerous threat. I glance back at Lydia who is
brushing her fingers through her hair. The forgotten flower she had
tucked behind her ear dislodges and floats to the forest floor. She
snaps a twig off a branch and stabs it through the twist of hair
she has made and skewers the bun in place. She sees me gawking and
grins.

My heart stops. She looks away and I
reach for the tiny flower, tuck it in my sack before she turns back
to me.

“Tired?” she
asks.

“Thirsty,” I say.

“Shh!” Barrett scowls back
at us.

We wait. I try not to slap at the
mosquitoes, but apparently my blowing at them is just as noisy to
Barrett. He signals me to stop. We wait. Finally he seems
satisfied.

“It’s okay,” he breathes the
words in a fine whisper. “I know them.”

“Them? Who?” I search
around, overhead, in every direction looking for them.

“It smells like Vinn Will
and Carter Tosh, some of Ronel’s people who help, uh, special
travelers. I’ll bet they’re looking for us. Probably saw the
solar-bikes and figured there was a fugitive.”

I cringe at that word. I can’t wrap my
brain around any of this.

Lydia puts her hand on my shoulder,
reaches past me with her other hand and taps Barrett. She whispers,
“Are you sure it’s safe? Should we hide? Or climb,
maybe?”

Barrett lowers his gold filled bag to
the ground and sits on it. He sniffs the breeze again. “I’m sure,”
he says in a normal voice. “That’s Vinn. We wait and let them find
us. That’s the safest way.”

Lydia’s hand slips beneath my shoulder
strap. She helps me get free of the pack and hangs it on a
branch.

“I wasn’t going to sit on
it,” I say.

“I know.” She opens a side
flap and pulls out a small device. “Old Mrs. Delia, my neighbor,
says this was a popular item when she was little and went camping
with her family. Of course, now camping is more or less our
lifestyle. And these things aren’t made anymore … of
course.”

Of course. Not much manufacturing going
on beyond the absolute necessities. I watch her take the strange
contraption and attach one end to the broken branch she had touched
before. I hear a sucking sound and see the rolled up bottom begin
to expand, filling, I suspect, with liquid from the tree. She shows
me how it works, where to pinch the top, how to attach and release
the clips, and how to detach the now full reservoir of pure
water.

“Drink up,” she says. “You
were thirsty.”

“After you.”

She smiles that smile I can’t get
enough of and takes a delicate sip. She pretends to gag and we both
laugh. I take the device from her hand and our fingers touch. I
guzzle the rest and show her what a quick learner I am by attaching
the thing to a different branch, one I break first. I offer the
filled container to her and she drinks half and hands the rest to
Barrett. We repeat the process a few more times until we feel
satisfied. Lydia tells me my life may depend on this little gadget
so I better not lose it. I promise not to.

“What’s it called again?” I
ask as I stuff it into my belt sack.

“It has some technical name
with an acronym, but it’s easier to call it a camp
well.”

“Oh.” I am out of words and
ideas. My mouth, so recently wet, dries up. She is standing very
close.

“Hey Vinn!” Barrett shouts.
“Carter! We’re over here. Don’t shoot us.”

Barrett is on his feet and swinging up
the money bag. My heart seizes up as I realize this might be the
end of the road for him and Lydia. They’ll hand me over to Ronel’s
people and go back to Exodia.

I am not ready for that.

And I’m certainly not ready for the two
men who appear on the trail. I’ve never seen two more grotesque
beings in my life. No wonder Barrett could smell them. They smell
like death.
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Chapter 4 Death All Around

 


From the 1st page of the
Ledger:

Like sheep they are laid in
the grave; death shall feed on them.

 


THE STINK OF death swirled around,
unmistakable, floating in the air like dark despair. Kassandra rose
from her bed and quietly closed the window, effectively shutting
out the dread of truth. She tiptoed out of the room without waking
Katie. Katie would go berserk if one of the lambs had
died.

At the front door she grabbed a pair of
well-worn tire sandals and tied the straps around her ankles. She
opened up the door only far enough to duck under. She rolled it
back down, rose up, and headed toward the sheep pen. The gross
smell grew stronger. A single old ewe lay like a woolen lump up
against the gate, as if someone had tried to pull her under it. The
rest of the flock huddled in the center of the
enclosure.

Overnight the pond had completely
disappeared.

Kassandra ignored the trickle of fear
that threatened to overtake her and she ignored the ominous fact of
the muddy expanse in order to deal with the immediate death before
her.

The ewe’s front legs were chewed off.
Kassandra stared. She was close enough to see that the tracks
around the body told a story. She was more than a little concerned
by the size of the prints. The sheep died during the night,
certainly not of thirst, not this soon, more likely simply of old
age. Attracted by the scent of death, a wild dog or bobcat had
tried to pull the ewe out, gotten her wedged under the gate, and
settled for a dinner of the only parts that fit under the wooden
slats.

Kassandra bristled at the waste. She
still stood a good six feet away, but couldn’t make her feet move
her body closer. She knew exactly which ewe this was–she knew all
of her sheep. This was the first one that Flor, her youngest
sister, had named. She had called her Carnation, and picked flower
names for every lamb born that year.

“What happened?”

Kassandra jumped at Katie’s
voice.

“See for yourself. It’s
Carnation.”

Katie strode past Kassandra,
tight-lipped and holding back the tears. “I wish dad would get
home.” She opened the gate and pulled the ewe out by her tail.
“Grab the shovel. We can’t use the meat and this smell is going to
bring trouble out of the north woods. Lions and tigers.”

“I doubt it. Nobody’s seen
one in years. Mom said we don’t have to worry about the
non-indigenous species anymore.”

“Well, we better worry about
the indigenous ones, then, because whatever ate off her legs is
going to get hungry again and come back.”

With the two of them working they had
Carnation buried within ten minutes.

“Do you think Flor will
notice?”

“Yeah, she’ll
notice.”

Kassandra looked toward the house and
then the pond. It was time to face a discouraging fact. “What are
we going to do for water?”

Katie took the shovel from her and
tapped some more dirt over the mound. “Build a well, a pump, a
windmill, or something, I guess.”

“You guess?”

Katie gave a grunt-like laugh. “Should
probably ask Deandra. All of her guesses are right.”

Kassandra walked back on Katie’s right
side, her shadow stretching long across her sister’s in the early
morning light. As they neared the house their next-to-youngest
sister, twelve-year-old Sana, came out.

“Oh, oh. Sana for sure will
have something to say about this.” Kassandra waved at Sana then
whispered to Katie, “I’m going to give it to her straight and see
what prediction she makes.”

Both girls were used to Sana’s strange
ability. As a second generation gemfry she had a unique
gift.

Katie leaned the shovel against the
house and got ready to grab Sana in case she reacted physically to
the news. It wasn’t uncommon for the girl to have a
seizure.

Kassandra looked in Sana’s eyes and
said, “Carnation died.”

The younger girl’s eyes widened, rolled
back for an instant, and focused on her sister again. Her words
came out in her usual cryptic manner, “Addiction near.” She paused
then added, “Iron candidate.”

The little girl shook her head and
looked toward the sheep pen. Blood that had puddled on the ground
near the gate looked brown. Sana said, “Raid contained.” She ducked
back into the house.

“Whoa,” Katie almost
chuckled. “I didn’t expect that. Pretty clear, don’t you think?
There’s nothing to fear. The “raid” was contained. How does she do
it?”

Kassandra frowned. “But who is the iron
candidate? And what is the addiction?”

A shrug was the only answer.

* * *

Kassandra took her turn in the hidden
garden. Behind the house, down a hill and sheltered by a row of
leafless trees, her parents had turned a meadow into a two acre
field of hand-tended crops. Kassandra didn’t mind the weeding so
much, but carrying buckets and buckets of water here when it didn’t
rain enough was a chore that she hated. And now that the pond was
dry, well, she didn’t want to think about that.

She knelt on the edge of the first row
and let her thoughts escape the drudgery.

This morning’s sad event had been
followed by a hasty breakfast and afterward the girls had worked
together to move the flock to the gulches. It was a last ditch
effort, quite literally, to get the flock to water. They had to
cross an old highway and hope there wouldn’t be any travelers to
deal with. It was getting so that some Red travelers were as
dangerous as the soldiers. The sheep easily leaped the barriers and
settled into the long grasses in the marshy ditches between the
east and westbound lanes. An occasional vehicle passed, sometimes
going east on the west lane or vice versa, but no one stopped to
harass the girls or steal a sheep, Kassandra’s biggest fear. It had
happened before, and she prayed it would never happen
again.

The bedraggled sheep didn’t
hesitate to slurp from the pools of standing water in the median.
The girls stayed along the perimeters. These seven girls, ages
eleven to sixteen, were caring guardians
and alert sentinels, burdened with more responsibilities and work
than girls of a hundred years ago.

Kassandra finished weeding the first
row and stood up to stretch. A v-line of geese flew overhead, the
lead goose squawking randomly. No, not randomly, she thought. He
was the leader. He encouraged his followers. He was an “iron
candidate” for the job of getting his flock to some safer
place.

She got to work on the second row and
mulled over Sana’s predictions. There had been talk for as long as
she could remember that a special leader, chosen by Ronel, would
soon turn up and erase decades of subjugation, a half-century of
internal war, and change the retreat of progress to
revival.

Sounded like fairy tales to
her. An iron candidate … not
likely.

She got to the end of the second row
and clapped the dirt off her hands, stood again, and checked her
surroundings. She spotted movement by the old tree near the path
that led to the house. A bunny hopped forward then raced left as
Kassandra’s sister Araceli appeared.

“Well, it’s about time,”
Kassandra yelled. Sister number five was always late, a dawdler,
and something akin to the black sheep of the family. Kassandra and
Katie were close, the twins were close, of course, and the two
youngest, Sana and Flor, were an inseparable pair, but Araceli was
a loner, trying to attach herself from time to time to one or
another of her sisters. Independent. Without a single gemfry
attribute.

But that was a good thing, Kassandra
thought. That made Araceli more like her, though maybe others would
think they were both emotionally maimed. She smiled at Araceli and
put her impatience in check. “I’ve done the first two rows. Why
don’t you start on the far end and when we meet up we’ll be
done.”

Araceli tossed her braids back. “Can’t
I work alongside of you? I’ve got more questions about … you know.
Period stuff.”

Kassandra nodded and bent to start the
third row. Araceli crouched across from her and weeded the fourth
row. Her first question seemed a practical one. “How are we going
to get the stink out of our clothes? I mean, what if we never get
the windmill fixed?”

“Dad will be back tomorrow.
He’ll have supplies, lumber and stuff. Or maybe the Dixons will
come help us dig a new well. Lots of people have wells they have to
pump by hand, you know.” She wiped the sweat from her forehead with
the back of her arm.

Araceli threw some weeds over her
shoulder. “Two days until TM. I can’t smell like this at TM,
Kassandra.”

The older Luna girl bristled with
jealousy. Weekly get-togethers in their anonymous town included
church services, market shopping, town meetings, and general
socializing. Because nearly everyone attended the town meeting the
day was simply called TM.

There were plenty of thirteen year old
boys for Araceli to be interested in. Kassandra remembered how the
feelings had emerged when she was her sister’s age. Except that
Kassandra had to vie for the attention of boys two years older
since there were none her own age. And those older boys didn’t pay
any attention to an undeveloped girl with pimples and, she
remembered now, stinky clothes. That memory she put away. With
difficulty.

“Don’t worry, Araceli,
you’ll get a bath. And clean clothes. We’ll go to the
monument.”

“That’s too far!”

“Unless you’ve got a better
idea. The lake is farther, you know. Do you have any ideas for
transportation?”

Araceli threw another weed. “We should
have horses, like everybody else.”

“Horses stink,
too.”

* * *

The President of Defense, James
Truslow, took pleasure in learning of young Battista’s
indiscretion. He wished his own son would show a similar
ruthlessness. He was training Jamie to be the kind of man that he
himself was: decisive, assured, cold-blooded, merciless. These were
brutal times, with a dangerous but stable government, and he was in
a position of power almost equal to the Executive President. And he
had plans.

He left his suite of rooms and headed
toward the old conference room, now used as a library or archive,
the only place to study up on old Battista’s experiments. He slowed
as he reached the Executive President’s apartment, ready with a lie
should the old man appear, but the hallway was empty—there was not
even a guard—and he slipped quietly into the conference
room.

He went straight for the ledgers,
journals that held supposedly prophetic information. It was that
information which was the stimulus for the Culling Mandate and
other horrific laws, though Truslow didn’t perceive them as
particularly unjust. He had perused the journals before, but
thought them to be useless. His interest now was in searching for
the names of those gemfries who participated. A year ago Battista
had told him that the documents and the participants had all been
“disposed of.” Truslow had reason to believe differently and with
the younger Battista’s recent criminal conduct things were falling
into place.

He found the stack of ledgers and
pulled out the bottom one. He opened it and began scanning the
information. Names, dates, observers, statements. All very
interesting, but nothing that jumped out at him. He worked his way
up the stack and when he finally reached the top notebook he
mentally crossed his fingers. His luck failed. This ledger was
missing several pages at the front, unevenly torn away. He counted
the ripped stubs with his thumbnail and forefinger and cursed
aloud.

But he quickly regained his malevolent
focus as the first remaining page revealed something unexpected and
he knew precisely what his own next move should be.

He replaced the ledgers and listened at
the door before he opened it and moved out into the hallway. As
there was still no guard he assumed that the Executive President
was in his office on the top floor, five minutes up the stairs. He
took them two at a time.

“Yes, Truslow, what now?”
The Executive President’s greeting was considerably softer than
usual.

“There’s a wicked little
invasion in the south that needs a bit more attention than you
anticipated.” Truslow was always careful to make bad news sound
trivial. “We’ve sent another battalion to take care of matters
there. Also I’ve ordered the round-up of those subversives. A
little re-education and we’ll have a few hundred replacements for
those we lost in the eastern battles last month.”

Truslow studied the President’s
movements. The old man was uncharacteristically docile this
morning. His hands were shaking and he was shifting in his seat
from side to side, uncomfortable.

“Is there something the
matter, sir?” Truslow thought he knew exactly what the matter was
and saw his chance to expedite things. He sat down on the edge of a
wooden chair and wondered if he was about to see a twelve percent
prediction soar to one hundred.

“There’s been an incident,”
the old man began, gripping the edge of the antique desk, “with my,
uh, grandson. He killed a man.”

“A Red?”

“No, worse. A Blue, down in
the slum. I want a trial.”

“That doesn’t happen.”
Truslow stood back up. He could put himself in jeopardy, but what
he had just learned from the ledger gave him confidence. “Sir, you
have to put out an execution order.”

The old man rose, too. “I know. I’ve
done it already. But my daughter …” He began to cough and clutched
at his heart.

Truslow knew all too well how much
Battista’s daughter meant to him–they were all but married. Truslow
had plans for her, too. She was a sensual beauty, a trophy, a
replacement for the wife he’d just divorced.

Under the Articles of Confederation of
the Ninety States the President of Defense was next in line to act
as leader if the Executive President died. He would certainly be
the logical choice should an election be demanded.

The President of Defense raised his
voice to match his commander, and put all his cards on the table.
Stating loudly and clearly all that he learned from the torn
ledger, Truslow argued until Battista slumped back into his chair.
He was blue in the face. A heart attack, thought Truslow. He
watched Bryer Battista gasp and point, directing him to get
help.

“No,” Truslow said softly
but with absolute menace. He sat down instead. And waited for
death.


 


 


Chapter 5 Tripled Guilt

 


From the third page of the
Ledger:

The next day he went out and
saw two of them fighting. “Why are you hitting him?” he
asked.

One answered, “Are you going
to kill us, too?”

 


I WORRY THAT the stink that radiates
from Vinn will never leave my nostrils. I follow him along a path
more rugged than the forest where we parted from Lydia and Barrett
six or seven hours ago. Carter is behind me with my food bag
hoisted on his broad shoulders. He jabbers on about “the kid”,
meaning Barrett, and endless stories about how Ronel’s people take
care of fugitives, punctuated with asides about what they do to
traitors. I hunch to the weight of the money bag which, because I’m
not as smooth as Barrett, makes the occasional jingle as we press
upward.

I worry, too, that I’ll
never see Lydia again. Our goodbye extended with a lengthy
handshake. Not much shaking though–our hands stayed still. My fingers,
grasping, tingled to her warmth. Maybe it only lasted a few
seconds, or less than that, but at that moment I felt a connection
to her that slowed down time, stretched out the goodbye long enough
to tie a knot between us. I managed a word or two beyond thank you.
A lot for me. And then she took off after Barrett.

Carter says we are almost to the camp.
We pass a look-out spot where they had spied the solar-bikes. The
bikes, he tells me, have most likely already been re-purposed, and
the bodies buried. He seems detached, almost casual, as he speaks
so dispassionately of my pursuers’ deaths.

Vinn stops, runs a grimy hand through
dirty brown hair, and tells us to take a break while he checks a
side trail. We wait. I would like to sit on my backpack or the
ground at least, but I’m afraid I wouldn’t be able to get back up.
I brace myself against a thick tree trunk instead and listen to
more of Carter’s gruff chatter.

I swear I smell Vinn’s return before I
hear or see him. He has a small furry animal flopping on his back,
dead, gutted, dripping a little blood down his already stained
vest. No wonder he smells of death.

“Supper, or maybe
breakfast,” he says, obviously proud. I don’t need to ask how Vinn
could be successful so quickly because Carter explains that he had
set a trap early this morning as they headed out. Their camp was
close now. Close by their standards. Another mile.

I expect to find their camp primitive,
but it is actually a string of small cabins along a hidden lake.
Carter tells me how they planted pine trees over the dirt road
entrance many, many years ago. This spot has remained undetected
ever since or at best ignored by the rare spotter plane. My
grandfather has been especially shrewd in accumulating experts in
various fields, aviation being one of them, and though the supply
of usable aircraft is dwindling, the smaller planes still make up a
decent part of his treasury. Airliners, of course, were grounded
before I was born. The spotter planes are used to look for civil
armies. Sometimes innocent crowds have been labeled as such. I’m
ashamed that I’ve ignored what the Executive President has done to
these people.

We enter the first cabin and
Carter starts a fire in the fireplace. I should offer them food
from my second pack, but right away men, women, and children file
into the cabin carrying bowls and trays and pitchers. There are
foods I’ve never seen before, offered with hospitality I didn’t
expect. They sing a shorter version of the song I heard in the
slum–same tune,
same strange words–and then we feast.

Women glance curiously at me
from time to time. The kids pay no more attention to me than they
do to the adults. The men, also, are a cautious lot and do not
address any questions to me directly. I am him, he, the Blue and other vaguely
referenced nouns as they squeeze what information they can from
Carter. Carter, however, speaks as if he has known me from
birth.

It grows late and the conversations ebb
and flow with the same worn-out topics I hear in the capitol, but
they are interspersed with compliments to the various cooks,
gratitude, thanksgiving, things I never hear at home. I’m
comfortable among these people, but though the room grows warmer,
I’m not so comfortable that I can roll my sleeves up and reveal my
indigo colored elbow.

“Hey, Vinn,” one man says.
His long hair is tied back with a strand of fabric, his sleeves are
rolled up, his tattoo a large red wrinkle until he bends his elbow
and it stretches out smooth. “We managed to get that solar-bike’s
photovoltaic panels to fit.”

“So you’ll have the pump
working tomorrow?” Vinn asks, scratching at his beard.

“Yup, and we put the wheels
to good use, too. Stored the rest of the parts in the—” he looks
toward me as if I might be taking notes, then pulls his attention
back and finishes, “—the bridge cave. So if ya want, me and my boy
can escort this one up to David’s.”

I check around the room trying to
figure out who among the twenty or more people crowded into the
cabin is this man’s son. I’ve grown used to Vinn’s smell and
Carter’s constant babble, but getting a chance to travel with a
father and son is unexpectedly appealing.

“Nah,” Vinn snorts over the
banter that has resumed as people begin to clean up plates. “Carter
and I will see he gets there. Made a promise to Bear and his
girl.”

My stomach clutches at the phrase he
uses. I have to stop thinking of Lydia. I can’t even hope to see
her again.

* * *

I awake stiff and sore. Vinn offers me
the use of their rather modern bathroom, some clean clothes, and a
breakfast that has simmered all night—a stew made from that small
furry creature. We each have a bowlful and then he strains the
broth and ladles it into a container to take on our journey. He
sits back down across from me at the rough wooden table. So far
I’ve let others guide me, hide me, lead me farther away from home,
farther from my guilty deed, away from the lethal punishment that I
deserve. My vocal impotence has allowed me to be a silent lamb,
herded along without protest. But they must expect something from
me. They have killed my pursuers. They have risked discovery. I
can’t be this important.

“Vinn,” I hesitate, waiting
for my tongue to obey my thoughts. “What do you know about me?” I
see he’s considering his words, too. I add another question while
he thinks, “Why are you all helping me?”

He clears his throat and his facial
expression changes to something that could pass for pity. “We know
you were named Dalton Battista, raised the son of Olivia, grandson
of Bryer, the unelected Executive President who claimed to have
united ninety states and provinces of North America … who set up a
new central government after coordinating the executions of …” He
says more, outlines a history of terror, domination, and more than
twenty civil wars in as many years. All of what he says runs
parallel to the history I’ve learned, yet with only a few alternate
adjectives and verbs he shows me a truth I hardly
suspected.

My mind races along with the
story he tells. I resist certain facts, but others fall into
place, glow with a tinge of gold that
strengthens their truth. I asked what he
knew about me, but he is avoiding that question and instead is
teaching me much more about them. They are Reds. They are farmers
and laborers and hard-working people. They hoard guns and help
outcasts and political refugees, but for reasons much clearer to me
now, I see the injustice.

I interrupt him. “How do I fit
in?”

“You’re not who you think
you are.” He gestures at my left arm. “Roll up your
sleeve.”

I do. I know how purplish my tattoo
might appear. Maybe even red. Vinn nods his head as I bend my arm.
I point my elbow first at him and try to twist my arm so I can see
at least the edge of the mark. Yes, it’s red toned.

We’re both silent for a
second before he says, “We’re helping you because we’ve learned
certain things. Things that lead us to believe that you’ll be the
one to get us out of this–for lack of a better
word–slavery. We
follow David Ronel, but he preaches that he is not the one to give
us back our country. He says it will be accomplished by a man who
knows Exodia well. Your name keeps coming up. On walls. Carved into
tree trunks. Painted on rocks. Scratched into metal panels. Iron
even.”

Vinn stares at me. I don’t know what to
say.

He continues, “Ronel says our victory
will begin by taking back Exodia. It’s the central part of this
continent, the least affected by the radiation fallout, the most
valuable in terms of land, food, water, and the new throne of
government.”

I swallow hard. I feel nailed to my
seat. How do they expect a shy kid to lead them?

“Your mother is not your
mother.” Vinn says, kicking back his chair and rising. He seems
angry.

I’m shocked by his statement and can
only think to offer a fact equally scandalous: “I killed a man. A
Blue.”

He looks intently at me. “We know.
Everyone knows. Your grandfather has a warrant for your execution.
It’s what put your escape plan in motion. You’ll be out of his
reach if we can get you past the perimeter. News like this stays
pretty localized. You’ll be safe away from Exodia’s
grasp.”

I ignore his statement about my mother.
She is my mother.

It doesn’t really surprise me that my
grandfather is not hesitating to follow his cruel law. I would have
been dead by now if I hadn’t run when I did. No trial, no chance
for an explanation from me, no desire but to make an example of his
own grandson. A doubt creeps in–am I his grandson?

Carter knocks before opening the door.
“Ready?” He seems unusually quiet this morning. I wonder how long
he’s been at the door.

Vinn nods, collects some things. I
hoist my golden stash onto my back and grab the food bag as
well.

* * *

I stand at the edge of the lake and
watch as Carter helps Vinn uncover a rowboat and retrieve the oars
hidden beneath. We stow our bags in the bottom, push the boat into
the shallow water, and Carter and I maneuver ourselves without
rocking the boat too much, with him in the middle and me in the
back. Vinn gets his feet wet pushing us off from shore, leaps in,
and sits at the bow. Carter uses the oars to spin us out and around
and headed toward the far shore. He rows with steady, strong
strokes.

Vinn catches me scanning the sky.
“Don’t worry,” he says, “it’s too early for spotter planes to get
this far. We’ll make it to the other side no problem. This’ll cut
three hours off walking around the lake.”

I redirect my attention to the water.
I’ve seen lots of lakes, but I’ve never been on one or in one.
There’s a river in Exodia. I haven’t set foot in it. Maybe someday
I’ll learn to swim.

I look into the depths as the weedy
bottom disappears and the water’s color changes from green to
darkest blue. I grip the edges of the boat and center my weight,
keep my head up, and focus on the shore. I count Carter’s strokes
and I’m surprised when I reach a hundred and we seem no
closer.

Carter is facing me and speaks in
bursts as he works the oars, pulls, lifts, sinks them in
again.

“Won’t be long,
kid.

“Don’t worry.

“I’ll get ya
there.”

We’re only three strokes
closer, but his assurance shrinks the distance. I surmise it’ll
take twenty or thirty minutes to cross. I close my eyes and picture
Lydia. Lydia Sroka. My mind wanders to the feel of her hand on
mine. The carving we traced together. Her dead brother’s name. I
keep my eyes pressed tightly and think of the strange
sentence: Dalton Battista is not Lucas
Sroka. I rearrange the letters in my mind’s
eye, a game to make the time go quickly, until I fit them into a
sensible message: Dalton Battista, sit on
Usala’s rock. My eyes spring open because
I’ve heard of Usala’s rock from my Red nanny. One of her stories
about Ronel. A siege, or stand, or victory, something short-lived,
at Usala’s rock, the old monument from the terrorist attack of … of
a date I can’t remember.

The shore looms close and the boat
rocks as Vinn jumps out to pull us the last yard. Carter joins him
to pull until they’ve beached the entire thing and I have to forget
my anagram, wobble myself out onto dry land, grab my backpacks, and
watch the men camouflage the handy transportation. I wonder if
they’ll need to wait for dark to row back, to be safe.

“How far?” I ask.

“Not far,” Carter replies,
but for him that could mean an hour or a day.

Vinn snorts, throws some dirt up in the
air, and watches it fall back to the earth. I’m sure he’s checking
wind direction, aware of his own foul scent, but he reminds me of a
bird that dusts its feathers in a sandy bath or a dog that rolls on
the ground and whips up a powder storm. He seems satisfied and
leads us up the bank and through a woodsy mound that opens onto a
rise overlooking valleys on either side.

I see farms, much larger than the ones
we passed yesterday before Barrett made us dart into the woods and
off the highway. I wonder aloud if we will follow old roads or
continue skirting farms and settlements through woods and old
parks.

“Not far,” Carter says
again. “We’ll catch the old pipeline. Traveling gets real easy then
for a straight forty or so miles. We’ll try to catch a truck. Don’t
want to wear out those fancy shoes of yours.”

I don’t look back at him. I know his
tone is joking. My shoes are no better than his tire-rubber boots,
but mine are dyed blue, government issued.

We walk on and I begin to feel less
sore as I warm up to the hike. The birds chirp above us, one in
particular has a pleasant melody. I am less afraid, too. And the
farther we get from Exodia the less burdened I am. These people
expect me to be some kind of hero-leader. That’s not going to
happen. I’ll blend in with the Reds, learn their ways, help where I
can, and someday go back to find Lydia. But not to attack and win
back Exodia. Ronel may want someone who knows Exodia as well as I
do, but there’s no way these people can match my grandfather’s
arsenal, man-power, and psychic advantage.

I press my hand against one of my belt
sacks, remembering the stolen ledger papers there. The papers
crinkle. I hope there’s something on them that will help David
Ronel. He may let that be the extent of my contribution. I’ll read
them when we camp tonight.

Vinn stops suddenly, ducks down, and
motions for us to do the same. We crouch uncomfortably among the
low ferns. He makes some coded hand gestures to Carter who nods
sharply and puts his hand on my shoulder. He mouths directions:
stay down, stay quiet.

Vinn inches forward, discards his pack
and his stinky vest, and pulls a double action Stun-n-Run gun from
his back pocket. I ache to open my food bag. Lydia said it also
contained a couple of weapons. I should have checked it before we
left, put a weapon in easier reach.

Carter shrugs off his bag, intending to
back up Vinn. He, too, has a weapon ready. It’s a hammer, kind of
crude, but effective in close quarters. I still don’t hear anything
unusual, but I notice that the birds are no longer
singing.

Vinn and Carter rise slowly
and creep ahead. I feel useless, helpless. I, who so recently
raised a deadly fist against a stranger, am cowering in the weeds
like a child. I risk some deliberate moves–I settle both bags to the ground and
explore the outer pocket of the food bag. A knife. Just a cooking
knife. Sheathed in a metal jacket that has
probably protected its serrated edge for decades.

I grip the handle and rise, keeping the
sharp metal sleeve in my left hand–an extra weapon for something
deadly I’ve been trained to do.

I hear shouts, followed by the sounds
of men fighting. Grunts and human growls. Cries of pain. A woosh,
then a high-pitched whistling followed by an explosion.

I’m already running in their direction
when my name is called. I slide down an incline and dive through
heavy brush, knife ready. I take in a gory sight, much worse than
my simple bloodless murder. Two men are lying quite still, quite
dead, quite bloody, and then my brain unravels all the clues. Two
Blue soldiers are sprawled face up, but they have no faces. I want
to laugh at my first impression. I start to laugh, catch myself,
turn and vomit. I haven’t missed the most important clue: Vinn is
lying there, too, not quite still, not quite dead, but very, very
bloody.

“Help me,” Carter
commands.

I sheath the knife, clumsily tuck it in
my first belt sack, and kneel next to Vinn. Together Carter and I
get him to his feet and up the hill.

* * *

We waste precious minutes deciding what
is best for Vinn. He argues for what is best for me.

Vinn’s wound is serious, too serious
for him to continue on, but also too dangerous for him to go back
alone. His face shines pale and waxy as a corpse. I offer to return
with them, but Vinn, between gasps and groans, and slumped against
a tree trunk, insists that it is more urgent than ever to get me
far away. The soldiers have tracked me, he believes, and he curses
himself for not checking my bags or boots for a tracking device. I
assure him that nothing could be further from the truth. Such
technology has lapsed and besides, there was never any chance for
anyone to plant anything on me.

Suddenly I remember my solar phone and
pull it out of my belt sack. Dead. Totally dead until it catches
the light and begins to power up. I turn it off, remove the solar
cells, and crush the phone against a rock.

My eyes stay down. My guilt triples as
I realize I’m to blame for two more deaths, maybe three if anything
happens to Vinn.

“You take him back,” I say
to Carter. “Just point me in the right direction. I can find my
way.” Carter frowns.

Vinn cries out in pain, shakes his head
and curses himself again, this time for mishandling his home-made
explosives. “Just go with him, Carter,” he manages to
gasp.

Carter is squatting next to Vinn,
pressing green leaves against his chest. He looks up at me and
points. His simple gesture says much more than his usual rambling
banter.

I wordlessly offer Carter some of my
coins, but I’m insulting him; he waves me off. He gets Vinn back
onto his feet, shoulders one of their bags, and puts his other arm
around Vinn’s waist. The two of them trudge off without
me.

Vinn will hobble on thinking I am
trailing behind against his wishes. But I’m not. I empty out both
of my backpacks. I rummage through Vinn’s forgotten bag and repack
only the food and items I want into my two bags, splitting the
money among my belt sacks, pockets, and the bags. With the food,
weapons, and coins balanced evenly on my back I trudge off
alone.
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Chapter 6 Death March

 


From the first page of the
Ledger:

He will rescue the poor Reds
from oppression and violence. He will rise up against the usurper,
for he is noble.

 


LYDIA AND BARRETT made the return trip
in less time, unburdened by backpacks. Lydia seemed distracted,
barely talkative, and Barrett sensed a change in their
relationship. He slowed his pace to stay even with her, stole
glances at her face, and tried to imagine what he had done to
disturb her.

He’d been living in her house for a
couple of months now, ever since his father parked him there and
promised to return soon. A hunting trip? A job? A secret mission?
Who knew where he and Lydia’s stepfather and another man had gone.
The third man had left his two young kids as well and Barrett,
after a few days, unwillingly appointed himself as man of the
house, though Lydia’s mother tried her best to keep an eye on all
of them in addition to working a night shift. For Barrett, working
odd jobs, spying, and stealing from the Blues all fell into place
and, most importantly, living in the old house put him near Lydia
every single day.

“Do you think Dalton’s going
to make a difference?” he asked Lydia. He looked down, afraid his
tone was too accusing. He was already apprehensive about how she
felt, but something made him ask anyway.

“Of course.” Lydia kept her
eyes forward. She hadn’t looked at Barrett since leaving Dalton
with Vinn and Carter. Barrett had watched Lydia and Dalton shake
hands goodbye. He had to turn and walk away when he saw how she
looked at Dalton. Anger had enveloped him and he didn’t like the
feeling. The emotions that warred in his belly had him totally
confused. He chewed at his lip.

Lydia spoke with conviction, “I
absolutely believe that Dalton Battista will, you know, change
things. Make the Reds equal to the Blues. Maybe even do away with
all the segregation stuff. Change the laws of the
Ninety.”

Barrett stole another
glance.

“What do we do in the
meantime?” he asked.

Lydia didn’t even hesitate. “We keep
spreading the word.”

They reached the outskirts of the
slums, picked their way around heaps of garbage, and ambled down
the center of what once served as a busy boulevard. There was no
homecoming comfort in seeing the Exodia sign.

Suddenly Barrett thrust his left arm
out halting Lydia in line with his own abrupt stop. He stayed like
that with his arm stiff, head cocked, eyes darting right and left.
In a muted whisper he warned her of approaching danger.

“Soldiers?” she
guessed.

“Sounds more like a parade.”
He dropped his arm. “Something’s not right. If they were going to
go house to house hunting for Dalton they would’ve started here and
worked their way inward, right?” He took a step off the road and
crossed over to a row of broken billboards where litter grew taller
than weeds. It crossed his mind briefly how this used to be a great
place to hunt for glass and plastic. “Look,” he said.

One of the few boards that
still worked no longer glowed with the face and slogans of the
Executive President; now it flickered messages that chilled their
blood: Curfew enacted. Youth registration
required for all Reds over twelve years of age. Water regulation in
effect. Residential reversion to 2080 census.

She didn’t mean to, but Lydia gripped
Barrett’s arm. “We’ve only been gone a couple days. What’s
happened?”

Barrett gave the expected
shrug.

Lydia let go of his arm and asked,
“What else can you hear? Shouldn’t there be people around
here?”

“Yeah, right. But I don’t
hear anyone. It’s like they’ve taken everyone away.”

“Not a parade … a death
march.”

As fast as Barrett ran Lydia still kept
pace as they scrambled through streets and yards.

They bee-lined through the slum
following the tramping sounds that at first only Barrett could
hear. They got ahead of the marchers and hid behind a pile of
rusted machinery. From there they watched the Exodian guardsmen
herd a sizable number of men and women toward the capitol. It came
as a relief actually that there were only a few hundred people and
not thousands being herded like sheep.

“Do you recognize anybody
from our streets?” Lydia asked.

Barrett frowned then cursed leaving no
doubt as to the answer. Lydia didn’t want to believe it. She
zig-zagged back toward Bancroft Street thinking only of her mother
and the two young kids in their charge. Barrett let her lead the
way.

The street was almost deserted; two
young kids played a quiet game of tag in the road.

“Where is everybody?” Lydia
shouted.

The older of the two, the one who had
received the first stolen orange when Dalton had come to their
street, stared at her, and took his time with the simple answer.
“It’s Wednesday.”

* * *

Fifty-one families and nineteen single
men and women were assigned to live in the sprawling building that
had formerly been a super-school. The grounds around it had long
ago been hand-tilled and re-purposed as co-operative gardens. Food
was grown, shared, guarded.

Classrooms had become homes, offices
were made into tiny apartments, and the gymnasium made the perfect
gathering place for social and political forums. Lydia and Barrett
headed there as fast as they could. But they were too late; the
weekly Wednesday meeting finished early. They stood under a broken
basketball hoop and watched as Red after Red, men, women, and
children, left the gym. Lydia didn’t see her mother, but she
spotted two teens, friends who had been involved in spying,
stealing, and sabotaging, and waved them closer.

“What did we miss? What’s
going on?” Lydia said to one.

“Hey, you’re back. You
missed a lot. Not that old Timothy Teague’s rantings aren’t
something worth missing.”

“Teague? He’s useless. We do
more for the cause than he does.”

“Yeah, well, you’re gonna
love what he had to say about you and Bear.”

Barrett moved closer.
“What?”

Their friend snorted, looked up at the
statuesque Lydia and then down at Barrett. “You moved too fast.
Technically, according to Teague, you’re grounded.”

The lines on Lydia’s brow
knitted closer together. “Grounded? Like no more missions? But we
just got the Dalton
Battista out of here … out of certain death.”

“Yeah, well, like I said,
you were too fast. He didn’t need to go.”

Barrett hissed, “But there was an order
for his execution.”

“Automatically rescinded,”
said the other kid.

Lydia rolled that bit of news around
her head for a few seconds. An executive order could only be
rescinded if the one charged died before capture. She couldn’t
think of any other reason. She clutched at the first boy’s elbow.
“Tell us.”

“Bryer Battista is dead. No
one is looking for Dalton because the one in authority now is the
President of Defense.”

The news shocked both Lydia and
Barrett. They looked at each other, their faces changing from
astonishment to elation to puzzlement.

“But–” Lydia could not form the question.
She shook her head as if to jar something out. “You
mean–”

“Nobody knows what would’ve
happened. The new Executive President might’ve let him stay in the
capitol with his mother or put him in the army. But he would’ve
been here, and Teague said he would’ve been in a better position to
inspire, lead, and fulfill the prophecies.”

Now Barrett shook his head. “No, don’t
believe it, Lydia. We did the right thing. There’s a reason we had
to get Dalton out of here. Ronel will train him. Everything will
work out.” He turned to the other teens. “Screw Teague. He can’t
ground us.”

“Maybe not, but he can put
you in the same group of subversives that the President of Defense
just ordered incarcerated. They marched off
two hundred men, seventy-six women, and four kids our age–girls–to
be re-educated at the old factory south of town. Re-educated. You
know what that really means.”

#

Jamie’s father allowed him to visit his
mother once a week. She lived in the valley district where life was
several levels better than in the Red Slum. Populated solely with
upper-class Blues, the former Mrs. Truslow lived a pampered yet
fearful life. Jamie’s father would often show up unannounced and
he’d demand a reenactment of her role as submissive, and abused,
wife.

Jamie, with his lopsided grin and the
same bashful eyes as his mother, sometimes witnessed his father’s
inexcusable behavior. Slowly the atrocious behavior seemed less
awful.

“Hey, mom,” Jamie said as he
entered through the front door.

“Jamie!” She jumped up from
the sofa and looked beyond her son expecting the larger figures of
a capitol guard and her ex-husband, the President of Defense.
Seeing no one else she visibly softened, hugged her son, and pulled
him into the dining room. She had set out for him a bowl of small
strawberries she’d grown herself.

“These are for you. I pick
them every day hoping you’ll come by.”

“Don’t lay a guilt trip on
me.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I
just don’t get to see you enough. I’m working nightshift now, so I
sleep days, but don’t let that stop you from coming.” She watched
him scarf down a handful of berries. “So … what’s new?”

Jamie made a satisfied humming sound as
he chewed. He stuffed several more in and spoke with his mouth
full, “Drink?”

His mother flew to the
kitchen.

Jamie swallowed and called after her,
“I think I’ve found the right girl.” He took a couple steps toward
the kitchen, visualizing the beautiful girl his father probably
wouldn’t approve of.

“It won’t be cold,” she
said, handing him a glass of something warm and brown.
“Refrigeration has been down for several days.”

Jamie took a gulp. The bitter liquid
burned away the sweet fruity taste of the berries. “This is awful,”
he yelled. He smashed the glass on the floor and slapped the hope
off his mother’s face.

* * *

“I’m so glad this is the
last one.” Kassandra held the top edge of the car door frame with
both hands, keeping the whole thing upright as Katie dug out a
narrow trench. Together they lifted the make-do barrier and placed
it as straight as they could in the trench.

“Not deep enough.” Kassandra
lifted it out by herself while Katie grabbed the shovel.

Both girls were decorated with far too
much mud. They’d worked on this project for hours. There never
seemed to be a lack of rusted car parts to be re-purposed into
things–things that would have been more simply made if the world
hadn’t begun to destroy itself after the Suppression. But Kassandra
and her sisters didn’t know any different. A fence was a fence,
whatever it was made of.

“There. Try it now.” Katie
jammed the shovel into the mud and helped her older sister wrestle
the awkward door into the hole. She retrieved the shovel and tapped
globs of mud into the open spaces until the suction took hold. Like
the other doors they had grappled with, this one stayed
upright.

“Do you think he’ll like it?
I bet he won’t.” Katie’s face fell to her customary
frown.

“If he can’t find any lumber
to buy I think he’ll love it.”

Their father had left after the
earthquake to see what he could find. It was pretty obvious that
they would need materials not just for a new and pathetically
smaller windmill, but also for a fence. Deandra had come up with
the idea of using car doors almost as soon as he left. Their mother
thought it would be a good solution since already a few of the
sheep had discovered their freedom. All of them set right to work
on it. But one by one they found easier chores to do until only the
oldest sisters worked on finishing the job. Now the other five
girls had the flock back on the south slope while their mother had
walked to town.

“Yeah, he’ll love it. I just
hope it holds up when it rains.” Katie looked up, checking for her
own personal black cloud. She had a natural lean toward the
pessimistic.

Kassandra gasped. “I hadn’t thought of
that. Wait. What about that stuff, that hardening stuff, that Mr.
Andrews sells? We could use that.”

“I suppose. What’ll we use
for trade?”

“Good question. Maybe a
certain younger sister?”

Kassandra didn’t even smile at Katie’s
joke; she wasn’t entirely sure it was a joke. She could see the
flock coming down the hill in the distance. The cute little lambs
tried to keep up with their mothers. Her sisters spread around the
sides. She watched them with pride.

“Here they come. Prepare for
a muddy mess,” Katie said.

The pond was reduced to half its size.
The herd would have to muck through yards of mud to get a drink. It
would be difficult to get them all watered, rounded back up and
corralled into the enclosure. How much longer they’d be able to
drink here was anybody’s guess.

It was a long walk to the monument, but
there was a well and pump there with an old pool where, if they had
to, they could water the flock. It was the only idea Kassandra had.
She couldn’t let her sheep die of thirst. But there were certain
dangers in traveling so far. Alone. Just girls. If only her father
wasn’t a priest. They were probably the only family without
weapons.

She felt pretty safe most of the time,
but there was no lack of stories about the Blues. A single Blue
man, trained as they were in warfare, could be a huge threat to a
young girl. What if they went to the monument and ran into one of
them? Or two?

What if they were kidnappers? Or
rapists?

Or murderers?


 


 


Chapter 7 Lions and Lambs

 


From the third page of the
Ledger:

He was saved from the snare
and the pestilence. He walked the land of the wild beast and
trampled snakes along the way.

 


BEING TALLER THAN those around me,
being trained in N.A. combat, being guarded by soldiers, being the
grandson of the Executive President, all that, has blinded me to
how absolutely useless, naive, and stupid I am. I’ve kept the sun
to my left side as much as possible for the last four or five
hours, but I wonder if I’m going in circles.

I left the woodsy paths a while back
and started following an old interstate highway, one of the
magnetized ones with a buried network of high tech mags that kept
the cars of the fifties and sixties floating safely a couple of
feet above the ground until their drivers turned onto the surface
streets and used their wheels again. Those same cars now repurpose
themselves as tiny homes in the slum or roll down the streets if
someone has kept them running, refitted them for bio-fuel, or paid
the black market prices for gas or solar panels. I have only seen
four this afternoon, all going south, and none of them floated, but
each one sped up to bump crazily over the grassy way when they saw
me, as if I could lunge across the median and yank their doors
open. I laugh to myself and think that I’ll do just that if one
comes up my lane.

I’m pretty tired. Hungry, too. An hour
ago I stopped and drank the stew broth and now I’m trying one of
the cakey bars that Lydia packed for me. I wonder how she and
Barrett knew to plan for my escape.

I finish the bar and keep on
walking.

Before the Suppression there were over
seven hundred million people on our continent. Everywhere I’ve been
with my mother and grandfather I’ve seen the evidence. So many
buildings, factories, and stores. Empty. Ruined. Whole cities
abandoned. My tutor says the government claims the population has
fallen to a tenth of what it was, though he believes they can’t
really know that.

A growing rumble makes me quicken my
pace. I cut across the roadside and up an exit toward a pair of
buildings. The sky darkens and the thunder chases me toward an
unhinged door. I check for sounds before I enter, see puddles on
the floor, and decide to check the other building. It’s a café–was
a cafe. I kick the door open, knife ready, and shout, “Coming
in!”

The place is quiet. The tables and
chairs are neatly stacked, but covered with dirt and grime. There
are mouse droppings everywhere. The storm begins for real with a
couple of sharp cracks. The rain starts, but the roof of the cafe
appears better than the other building’s.

The wind picks up and I close the door.
I explore my little sanctuary and find a broom, some towels, and a
small supply of irradiated chicken stashed in a utensils drawer. I
read the labels and determine that they are within the forty year
expiration date. I wonder if anyone ever tested that theory. I pack
the four packages into my bags.

I take the broom and towels and clean a
space near the window, put a chair there, and watch the storm pass.
When it doesn’t let up after a while I clean off four more chairs
and line them up. It’s not entirely uncomfortable to lie across
them. The last towel, rolled up, makes an adequate
pillow.

I dream of Lydia. I hear jarring cracks
as a capitol guard whips Barrett over and over. And then he whips
Lydia and Jamie and finally, he whips me.

Another dream follows with thunderous
pounding. I hear my grandfather’s fist beating on my mother’s
bedroom door. She lets him in and there is nothing I can do because
in my dream, and in my memory, I’m only five.

I awake and it’s perfectly still
outside. I walk around looking out each window in turn. I hear
something that stirs every cautious bone in my body.

Lions. I see them in the heavy brush
and knee-high grasses that grow beside the road. A whole pride. At
least seven, maybe more if they are spread out hunting. City zoos
no longer exist; these animals have had a few generations to roam
wild. I wonder if they have any gemfry effects. Of course they
must. Genetic mutations from radiation exposure would have similar
consequences in the animal world. A certain wild dog comes to
mind.

I wait a lingering hour and pray the
rain hides my scent.

When the storm is at last replaced with
the slanted rays of late afternoon sunshine I feel less anxious.
The cafe’s interior has brightened, too, and I give it a final
search before venturing out. There’s a map on the back of the door.
I’m five miles from the pipeline that Carter spoke of, the place
where I can catch a ride on a truck. Maybe.

I see something else on the map. A
strange symbol. I check the map’s legend and feel a twinge of
excitement. If I angle off to the east I’m also five miles from
Usala’s Rock. I tear the map down, but it crumbles in my hands like
dry cake. No matter. I will find Usala’s Rock.

I step outside and scan the grasses,
the road, and even the trees for signs of a tawny yellow coat or
shaggy mane. If Barrett were here he’d sniff the air. I take in as
much air through my nose as I can, but I have no idea what a lion
smells like and all I sense is the clean scent of rain-dampened
earth. I don’t believe I’d have a chance in a million against a
pride of lions, but somehow I’m not afraid. The pull of my own
prophetic anagram is greater than my fear of wild animals. I slog
through the mud and trek up the old roads toward Usala’s
Rock.

* * *

It is nearly dark when I see the
monument. I hear voices as well. There’s a water pump, a hand
powered one, and several people are filling containers. I can’t see
their tattoos. When they finish and leave I take a turn at the
fresh water, fill my stomach and my container. I move beyond the
pump and stare at Usala’s Rock. It’s not very impressive. The rock
itself is hardly more than a boulder, easily climbed, but the
monument behind it rises maybe twenty feet, slick and black and
impossible to climb. I set my bags down at the base of the rock and
do what I must: Dalton Battista, sit on Usala’s Rock.

I can see the remains of decades of
neglect–rundown fences, piles of garbage, and swaths of wild
undergrowth. The monument sits disregarded, forgotten, perhaps
contaminated, but the path to the well looks frequently used and
recently trampled.

I don’t know if I expect some bolt of
lightning or a prophetic vision, but I hear the most beautiful
voice singing that same song I’ve heard the last few days. I stay
frozen and watch as a blond girl leads a couple dozen sheep to the
well, singing her song, smiling, coaxing the flock along with a
primitive shepherd’s staff. She pumps out water by the gallon,
letting it flow down the stones until it puddles in a concrete well
that the sheep crowd around.

I watch. I listen. I expect something
momentous to happen. Maybe God will speak from Heaven and forgive
me of my murder … murders.

There’s harmony in the song now. One by
one, six more girls come until there are seven blonds guarding
maybe a hundred sheep. I sit and watch. The song ends and the
girls, sisters most likely, become anxious and worried. They take
turns at the pump, trying hard to make the water flow faster,
glancing around in troubled anticipation of something. They ignore
me, but stay on guard.

I see the gang before they
do.

* * *

One of the ways my grandfather has
succeeded in staying in power is to make unlawful the gathering of
more than six men in any one place. Six men constitute a gang that
can work on construction, play a little three on three, line up for
water or food, but seven men together, or ten or twenty, is a
resistance that needs to be crushed. I’ve seen it happen through my
mother’s fingers.

Four years ago, the last time I had
been allowed on an Executive Policy Tour, we had driven all day in
a caravan of military troops to reach the southern border of the
Chicago ruins. Our soldiers acted out the Executive President’s
order time after time while my mother held her hand over my
eyes.

I would have presumed that the four
young men now approaching the well were less harmful than the men I
saw executed when I was twelve, but the nervous behavior of the
sisters can only mean these brutes are dangerous.

I slip off the rock and dig through my
bags. I have the knife, the Stun-n-Run gun, a package of what I
assume is Vinn’s homemade explosives, and a Nano-gun. The Nano-gun
is no doubt stolen and I imagine Barrett sneaking in some place
where they think he’s just a pesky fruit thief and running out with
oranges and guns. This gun holds five thousand rounds of
nano-bullets, if it’s fully loaded. I thumb open the load-lock and
see it’s at 22%. That’s still impressive. I could take out this
gang and all the sheep five times over.

I pocket the Nano-gun, abandon my bags,
and move closer to the well.

I’m overwhelmed by the smell of the
sheep as several begin to encircle me. Their coats are shaggy and
their droopy-eared faces and pathetic bleating add to the repulsive
impression.

“Hi,” I say to the girls who
are working together to pump the water. One has her hair in long
braids and they whip around her neck as she jumps to see who
speaks. The other, the smallest of the seven, lets go of the pump
handle. They both step aside and the faucet instantly slows to a
trickle. The sheep fuss around my knees. I try to step out of the
way and I must look terrified or ridiculous because the girls begin
to laugh.

“Don’t be afraid. They’re
just sheep,” the smaller girl says. “Look, Araceli, he’s scared of
lambs.”

The oldest sister, the one that sang
first, runs up, hardly gives me a glance, and leans into her
sisters.

“Hurry,” she says. “They’re
coming.” The fear and anxiety are obvious.

“But all the sheep haven’t
had a chance to drink yet. Flor and I weren’t finished pumping,”
Araceli, the girl with braids, says.

“There are seven of us,” her
little sister snaps. “We were here first. We can fight them
off.”

I can’t help letting out an easy laugh.
The little one, Flor, is feisty. And innocent. Her oldest sister
acknowledges my presence with a harsh look.

“Are you one of them?” she
takes a couple of steps back grabbing her sisters’ arms.

I shake my head no and follow her eyes
to the advancing threat. All four boys are probably eighteen or
nineteen, tall like me. Reds, no doubt. They’re carrying walking
sticks, but helping them walk is not their intended purpose. They
reach the outer edge of the flock and begin to hit at the sheep,
knocking their flanks as if they were pebbles to be swept
aside.

“Stop that!” Flor says. She
sounds fierce in her protection of the sheep, but her older sister
is equally passionate in protecting her sibling. She pushes her
into the other girl’s arms.

“Take her and run,” she
orders.

Araceli grabs Flor’s hand, but asks,
“What about the sheep, Kassandra? What are—”

“Go!” Kassandra yells. “And
take Sana, too. Katie and the twins will help me deal with
this.”

“I can help,” I say. I think
of several smart ways to explain who I am and the authority I have
at my disposal. But I’m a fugitive. The only authority I have I
draw slowly out of my pocket. The Nano-gun doesn’t impress her.
It’s the size of a large potato if a potato had a flip down
handle-grip. If she’s never seen one before she has no idea of its
power. Fear, excitement, guilt and remorse all flood my
veins.

She, this Kassandra, stares at me,
looks me up and down, and whistles. It’s a sharp, manly sound that
pierces the air and doubles the tension.

“Get these stupid sheep
outta here!” The biggest of the four thugs yells this command and
follows it with a stream of obscenities. The other three chime in
with threats of their own as they push through the flock and come
up to the pump.

Kassandra’s hands have found her hips
and her whistle has brought three sisters to her side. Katie, I
assume, and the twins.

“What did I say, bitches?
Get these stinkin’ animals outta here.” He waves his stick at all
the girls. Araceli and Flor are still nearby, afraid to
run.

It crosses my mind that today’s earlier
rainstorm is up for a repeat performance since the sky seems to
darken. But instead of ominous weather it is only the natural
darkening as the sun gets ready to set. Four large guys loom before
us with faces that pucker into menacing expressions.

“What are you lookin’ at?”
the second one barks.

I carefully pull the slide bar back on
the Nano-gun as I point it at the gang. I think of a thousand wise
cracks to put them in their place, but my mouth is dry. I tell
myself to shoot low. I am not a killer, not a cold-blooded killer,
anyway.

“It’s a Nano-gun,” one of
them says, his voice as quiet and intense as an executive
presidential order. “Let’s leave.”

Definitely that is good advice. I want
to encourage them to turn, but still my mouth stays clamped shut.
It’s that little flower of a girl who speaks for me. She yells,
“Yeah, go on, before our brother shoots you.”

This false revelation raises eyes as
well as feet and the four bullies move in sync, back, down the
hill, turning, running.

The protests of the thirsty sheep reach
my ears again as the pounding in my chest and head
recedes.

“Would you really have shot
them?” Flor asks.

All the girls except Kassandra come up
to me. The questions flow–who am I, where do I live, why did I help
them, did the doctor send me, how did I get that scar on my
neck–and I’m overwhelmed by them. I consider each girl. Katie is
just a bit shorter than Kassandra, with the same long, blond hair,
and her brow set in a similar stubborn scowl. She is dressed in
layers of patched clothing that make her look fat. The twins would
be identical if one had the smoothness of skin that her sister has
instead of clusters of pock marks. It’s rather strange how my mind
works. I’m tired, but I know that something is still wrong. I
counted seven girls when I sat on the rock. Five surround me now.
Kassandra is at the pump. It frightens them quite a lot when I
don’t answer their questions, but instead ask, “Where is
Sana?”

* * *

Because to them I am a hero and
something of a novelty, the sisters, Sana included now, insist on
taking me to their home in the valley a mile’s walk to the east.
After I asked where Sana was, the oldest girls panicked and began
to call out “Sana” or “Susana”, but Flor had simply pointed toward
Usala’s Rock, where my bags lay opened. Sana was quietly repacking
them, munching on something she had helped herself to, and pretty
much ignoring the shouts.

She walks beside me now
carrying my food bag. Her face shines with the same beauty as her
sisters, but her hair is a darker blond, very short. She walks with
a limp and says next to nothing except a few strange and cryptic
things. She rolls her eyes and says, “Dalton Battista.
Bandits total at—” and holds up four fingers. Her
sisters laugh.

I’m accustomed now to the smell of the
sheep and I quickly learn to watch my step. We walk toward our
shadows which are growing longer by the minute as the sun gets
close to setting behind us.

We settle most of the questions they
have about me and I learn one particularly astonishing fact about
them. None of the girls has a tattoo. They confess to using blue or
red dye as needed when troops pass through, but consider themselves
old-fashioned Americans, nothing more and nothing less.

We reach their farm and I see why they
had to take the sheep so far for water. A two acre pond looks more
like a mud bath for pigs than a drinking hole for several dozen
sheep. There is an old windmill from the early part of the century,
a three pronged giant that used to provide the farm with power for
water and electricity, now collapsed and sprawled across an entire
acre. The great metal blades fan out upon the muddy pond bottom;
caked globs of splashed mud speckle the blades as the last rays of
the day find some surface to glint from.

“Dalton Battista,” Sana says
again and points at some sheep nearing the base of the windmill,
“baa, tilt to stand.” She gives an excited one-foot hop as if she
is telling us the most amazing thing. Her sisters smile, laugh,
praise her, and I’m caught up in the laughter though I’m missing
some inside joke. Or maybe Sana, being one of the youngest in a
large family, employs different ways to garner
attention.

Kassandra lifts her staff to block some
lambs that are reluctant to enter the enclosure. Her sisters form a
barrier, stoop low with hands clasped, and herd the stragglers into
a mostly wooden pen. One side is built of salvaged car doors stuck
in the mud, an impromptu blockade I suspect. The twins close the
gates. I expect to see them congratulate themselves on a job well
done, but there is no elbow bumping or expressions of
satisfaction.

They herd me toward the porch of the
most unusual house I’ve ever seen. It’s a patchwork quilt of a
building, fairly large, built with logs, metal, stone, blocks,
bricks, plastic panels, and materials I can’t identify.

“Papa is going to be pleased
that you helped us,” Flor says.

“He’s not going to be
pleased that you lied,” Katie glares at her little sister, moves
ahead and reaches for the doorknob. It’s an ordinary knob, the kind
that’s linked to a foot-pedal near the bottom, like the ones we
have at the capitol. Such ordinariness makes me expect the usual,
but the usual is not what happens. The door doesn’t open out or in,
but slides up and gets stuck half-way. Katie ducks
under.

I’m expected to follow and I do with
Flor closely on my heels; she doesn’t need to duck. For me it’s
especially hard to stoop low enough and my backpack scrapes the
bottom of the door and causes me to stumble forward. I stop inside
a room lit with lamps and candles.

“Hands!” someone hollers
from another room. “Wash your hands!” The voice and the command
remind me of my nanny. I find myself hoping that she’ll appear here
and now, nanny to seven girls.

All the sisters are inside now and the
door is pulled down. We enter directly into a dining room with a
long wooden table set for ten. Sana puts my food bag down in a
corner of the room and I place my other pack next to it. There is a
side table with a large bowl and a pitcher of water. Kassandra
holds her hands over the bowl while Katie pours a small amount of
water over them. Kassandra dries her hands on a towel and takes the
pitcher from Katie.

“You’re next,” she says, her
first words to me since the question at the well.

I take my turn and am embarrassed when
she pours a second time because my hands are so dirty. All the
girls wash their hands after me, going in order by age it seems.
After Sana’s turn she holds her hands up to me and says, “I washed
my hands.” I’m glad that she has said something normal. She looks
at her six sisters and says, “We shy handmaids.”

They hold back their laughter, seem to
frown, and Flor, who is drying her hands, scolds Sana, “You’ve done
that one before. Try again.”

Sana concentrates on her hands. A few
seconds pass and I wonder why we’re all so focused on this little
girl’s clean hands. Sana brightens and says, “I washed my hands.
Sad, whiny, shamed.” She accentuates the last three words with
overdone facial expressions and I finally get it. She’s a gemfry,
probably all of them are, and her special ability is a tremendous
manipulation of words and letters, manifesting in
anagrams.

I take her by the shoulders and face
her to me. I say, “Dalton Battista is not Lucas Sroka.”

I kneel down in front of her, waiting
to see what she comes up with. She frowns and I spell the name. It
only takes a moment before she says, “Dalton Battista, sit on
Usala’s Rock.”

The sisters chorus a gasp, but I smile.
I rise, but my smile falls when Sana takes my hand and adds,
“Dalton Battista outranks socials. Dalton Battista, actual risks
soon.”

The silence is broken not by nervous
laughter, which would be what I’d expect, but by a woman carrying a
tray of food, greeting me by my full name, and clucking
instructions to the girls to return to the kitchen and bring out
the rest of the banquet.

* * *

The girls sit on either side of the
table, their mother at one end, next to me, and their father at the
other. Flor is on my left and across from me sits Kassandra. Aside
from an awkward introduction to their father, Raul Luna, I’ve been
quite comfortable in this family’s house for a grand total of maybe
fifteen minutes.

“No, that’s not right,” Mrs.
Luna says, correcting her husband again. “It was after the
Suppression that my parents started this ranch, so then the first
drought had to be after 2071 and we met the following year so
…”

I tune out their argument, gentle as it
is, and steal glances at Kassandra’s face. She catches me and
lowers her eyes. She cuts into the orange vegetable and mashes it
up. I do the same. I hold a forkful up to my lips and sniff before
taking a taste. Just like at Vinn’s cabin the food here is very
different from the canned, preserved, and irradiated supplies I’ve
been raised on. When we first sat down Mrs. Luna served me from
every platter and bowl on the table. I wondered what each dish was,
every one so artfully presented, delicious aromas rising. She began
to name them when she sensed my wonder. Some of the words sounded
Spanish, other names she said with a lilt to her voice or a
guttural sound. I asked if they were ethnic and she laughed and
rattled off her husband’s ancestry and her own: Mexican-African,
German-Swedish. After a lengthy prayer by Mr. Luna the feast began
and quick praise followed with a chorus of flattering words from
the daughters. I had a number of compliments come to the tip of my
tongue, too, but I swallowed them, hoping that Mrs. Luna would see
how much I was enjoying the meal. I hate how hard it is for me to
speak.

“And our dinner tonight,
Sana? What do you have to say about sweet potatoes, strawberries,
and lamb?” Mr. Luna smiles at his daughter and winks at his
wife.

Sana takes a thoughtful moment and
says, “Sweet potatoes, strawberries, lamb. Two poets tease barber’s
lame wrist.”

The twins clap. The others laugh or
smile or nod. I’m more than impressed. Sana’s ability to see the
letters and rearrange them in her head so quickly is mind-blowing.
I’m curious if her limp is related to her gift. I’ve heard that
many gemfries have a corresponding handicap. I try to remember if
Barrett had something wrong or not. All I can come up with was that
he seemed smaller and younger than he was.

“I better let old Markus
know to be careful. Either he’s going to hurt his wrist cutting
hair or encounter a couple of poets.” Mr. Luna chuckles.

I think of how Barrett has more than
one gift. Perhaps Sana’s anagrams are prophecies as well. I wonder
what other talents or powers she may have. I think, too, on how she
solved the Usala’s Rock anagram a second and third time. Dalton
Battista outranks socials. Obviously. Nothing to worry about there.
But the third one–actual risks soon–could be a warning.

I come out of my thoughts to realize,
just like in class, someone is asking me a question and I haven’t
heard a thing.

“Excuse me?” I look toward
the twin with the pock-marked face.

She asks again, “Would you like to hear
Sana’s thoughts on the other foods we’re eating? Or are we boring
you?”

“Deandra!” Mrs. Luna scolds
her. “He’s our guest and, and, you know …”

There are looks tossed back and forth
around the table, nervousness, blushes, and then Sana points to me
and repeats part of what her mother said, “He’s our guest.” Her
finger wiggles my attention toward her sister, “Outguess
her.”

I am confused until Kassandra’s foot
touches mine underneath the table. It’s as if shocks pass from her
toes to mine, burn up my leg, and spread through my chest, and with
them come unmistakable knowledge. I know that Sana and Deandra have
special gemfry gifts. I assume that Kassandra as well is pretty
special–her talent must be to impart truth with a touch. I look
across the table to confirm. She will not meet my gaze.

“Okay,” I say, “it sounds
like this is a game. I’m supposed to guess things about all of you
and Deandra guesses things about me. Right?”

“She’s really good,” Flor
says. “Almost perfect.”

“Fast completer,” Sana
jumbles Flor’s assessment.

Deandra takes her twin’s hand and
squeezes. She begins to rattle off my secrets and I nod in polite
agreement to every one of her pronouncements. “I guess you’ll be
here a while.” Her mother says that’s fine under her breath.
Deandra continues, “You’re running away. You have done something
bad that some people think is good.” Her father nods as if he
understands. “You have stolen something.” She pauses and though I
feel really exposed I’m not ashamed. Not yet. My hands grow sweaty
and I wipe them on my thighs, thinking that she might guess I’m a
murderer.

The electric tap of Kassandra’s toe on
mine sends a jolt to my usually mute lips. I say, “Pretty good,
Deandra. You’ve stolen, too. You’ve read your sisters’ diaries.
You’ve taken money from a widow and food from a friend and passed
your blame onto someone else.” Another tap and I know. “You let
Flor take your punishment.”

Clearly I’ve upset the whole group. I
have no idea how I could let myself speak so brashly, insult my
hosts, and embarrass myself.

“Wonderful,” Mr. Luna says.
“It’s been a while since we’ve heard someone match Deandra’s
histories. She has an amazing talent to read the past and future,
but you seem to have an equal aptitude.”

“It’s nothing,” I say and
pull my feet back under my chair. They’ll think I’m a gemfry, too,
with a gift similar to Deandra’s. But I’d rather have Kassandra’s
ability, only in reverse. Instead of giving information I’d want to
touch someone and know their every thought.

Deandra narrows her eyes at me and
makes a final guess. “I think Dalton Battista is more interested in
our oldest sister.”

Sana quickly chimes in, “More
interested–red enemies trot.” She holds her hand up for us to wait
and adds, “Rioter meets end.”

Abruptly Mr. Luna stands. “Come with
me, Dalton” he says. “We need to talk.”

Sana mumbles to herself, “Witch let
doom, amen. Walked to teen.”

I have a creepy feeling, but I rise and
follow Mr. Luna outside, leaving the girls, and my bags,
behind.

* * *

The moon has yet to take charge of the
night, but the stars provide sufficient light. Raul Luna is a
star-reader. He tells me this with his hand stretched upward,
pointing to the handle of my favorite constellation, a
constellation that my nanny had a hundred stories to
explain.

“It’s not astronomy or
astrology,” he says. “Star-reading is undefined, no manual to learn
it, no group to affiliate myself with, no way for me to teach it to
my daughters.” He lowers his hand, moves to my side, and pats me on
the back. He reaches up to do so since he is not a tall man.
There’s comfort in the patting. I imagine it to be a father’s
gesture. His hand remains at rest on my shoulder. It doesn’t match
the obligatory false affection my grandfather has shown me in
public, hard quick open-handed gestures designed to mimic
tenderness and caring. This is warm and real, a truly unconscious
move on his part. Mr. Luna could ask me to clean the sheep’s pen
right now and I’d run to do it, not as payment for the fine dinner
and hospitality, but as gratitude for this paternal act.

Raul explains his view of
the religious oppression that decades ago resulted in the burning
of Bibles and the smashing and ripping of ancient scrolls. His
voice lulls me in the same way my tutors’ lectures did. I catch one
strange phrase: he says, “… many shattering Torahs …”, and the
letters float before my eyes, reforming into thorns against my heart.

Thorns against my
heart. I have a déjà vu feeling, more of a
sorrowful premonition, of a tender father-son moment. Of myself
with a son of my own. The troubling moment passes and I realize
it’s been a few minutes since he’s spoken.

“So … are you a gemfry,
too?” I ask. I’m setting myself up for mortification if my question
is impolitely out of line here, but I note the corners of his mouth
lifting in pride instead of irritation.

“Indeed I am,” he says.
“First generation. Born on the west coast. Old California. My
parents moved inland after I was born. We were gypsies, moving
further east year by year, setting our sights on the Mid-Land.” He
squeezes my shoulder, points with his other hand. “There. See that
shooting star?”

I do see it. It takes its time
traveling in an arc across the dark night sky. A final dip and
flare and it’s gone.

“Did you see how it passed
between the second and third star of the dipper’s
handle?”

I nod though I didn’t really notice
that.

“My daughters’ gifts connect
with mine in ways that are truly amazing. Deandra guessed that you
would be here a while. That was a guess that I can confirm. Two
years is what I see.”

Two years?
I want to argue with the man, but his hand is
still on my shoulder, grounding me.

“And my daughter, Sana, has
revealed uncanny truths: red enemies trot and rioter meets end. I
see this in the stars now. I know who you are, Dalton Battista.
There’s a bigger battle than you can imagine coming your way, our
way.” He finally drops his hand. I still feel its weight. “There’s
a timeline here. Two years and our rebellion will begin in earnest.
We are the Red enemies of your grandfather’s regime. He is the
Rioter who will meet his end. Perhaps he’s already met his end. I
saw the death star last night.”

Raul Luna, dark-haired father of seven
blond daughters, stops talking. My ears are left ringing. Who am I
to argue with prophecy, star-reading, gemfry guessing, and the
touch of Kassandra.

I decide I want to stay two years. I
want to live with this family. I want to escape the punishment of
my crime.

But I don’t believe that there could
ever be a rebellion strong enough to stop Bryer Battista’s
government.

I remember the last set of anagrams and
say them aloud, “‘Witch let doom, amen.’ ‘Walked to teen.’ What do
those mean?”

He scans the skies. “Nothing that I can
see. Not yet, anyway.” I can tell he is holding back something.
Something big.

“What else do you see?” I
prompt.

He hesitates, clearing his throat. “One
of my daughters.” His voice is tighter now. He breathes deeply,
still shying away from revealing something he apparently
dreads.

I wait.

“Dalton,” he sighs again,
“you’ll have to figure out which one. Certainly it’s not Araceli,
Sana, or Flor, but one of the older girls.”

“What?” For some reason I
can feel those thorns prickling against my heart.

“The one you will marry …
soon.”

* * *

I lie in the bed that their mother has
made for me and think of marriage. I’m six weeks away from turning
seventeen and though it’s common to marry at my age, it’s not
something that I’ve considered. I know from my studies that the
marriage laws had swelled in number to over a hundred twenty
separate regulations by mid-century, but now, under the Executive
President’s orders, there’s not one federal law or tax that has
anything to do with marriage anymore, except the one about
intermarriage. People marry, divorce, remarry according to their
church, family, or community customs; the government doesn’t care.
Most people get married at least twice since there’s a certain
shame to being single.

Fewer first marriages are arranged now
since the collapse of technology, but there are still human
match-makers. Like my mother. I ought to have given this more
thought. My mother’s been hinting around the subject, suggesting
that her frequent trips away are not totally political. I have the
weirdest feeling that she has probably returned home expecting to
tell me about some perfect girl for me and instead has found that
I’m wanted for murder. I don’t want to imagine the scene between
her and my grandfather.

I close my eyes and listen to the night
sounds of this odd house. I hear faint voices, sisters giggling,
footsteps, windows creaking open or closed, a tap on a door
somewhere. It’s not my door, but if there was someone at my door,
which sister would I hope to see? Not the rude twin or the quiet
one. Not Katie–too bossy. Lovely, tall Kassandra, the oldest one,
that’s the girl that makes the most sense though her gemfry ability
is a bit scary.

I think of her pretty face, and then I
hear another sound, a lamb’s bleating. My eyes pop open and I catch
a glimpse of candle glow as someone passes by my door. I realize I
want that someone to be Lydia.

I immediately feel bad. Do I have any
say in this marriage thing? Mr. Luna’s predictions can’t be a
hundred percent true. He wasn’t even sure which daughter I would
marry.

There’s a soft knock and this time it’s
at my door.

“May I come in?”

“Sure.”

I sit up and start to rise as Kassandra
enters holding a candle that flickers gold onto her skin and makes
her eyes look like sparks. She’s wearing a short gown of flimsy
cloth. I see that she’s barefoot and I notice something else too–a
sign that she’s cold.

I can’t help but think of
sex.
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Part II 2095

 


Chapter 8 Taken

 


From the fourth page of the
Ledger:

He held her and would not
let her go until he had brought her to his mother’s
house.

 


YET ANOTHER CUSTOM to learn, abide by,
accept, and pass onto my son. Kassandra watches me. She presses her
lips together to fight a smile, but her eyes are
laughing.

My son. I want to laugh, too. Every
time I think of this absurdity, this awesome change in my life, I
have to let it overwhelm me. It almost covers the guilt I still
carry.

Her parents walk several yards ahead of
us, leading the way to the first spring TM of the year at our
unnamed Mid-land village. Unnamed, all the better to stay under the
radar of Exodia’s imprecise authority. Her sisters spread out
behind us as if to herd us there. I carry my son in a wool-lined
sling Kassandra made. He’s two weeks old. We’ll present him to the
town in a small ceremony, but there will be no tattooing of his
tiny arm. I believe there should be even though we live in this
neutral zone where life is primitive yet tranquil. I’ve talked to
Kassandra several times about this small fact. My own elbow is
undeniably red. I haven’t dyed it in the nearly two years I’ve been
here; I haven’t needed to even when strangers pass
through.

“What are you thinking?”
Kassandra says. “Nervous?”

I shake my head. A memory pops into my
mind of my first month on the ranch when two men had shown up. They
said they were government inspectors, but when one had eyed the
lambs that Sana and Araceli were holding, he said, “Cute woolen
bastards” and Araceli told me later that Sana’s eyes got wide. She
came running to me with her hand over her mouth. I was behind the
new windmill I was helping Mr. Luna construct and she pushed me
into the room at the base, unclamped her hand, and let her words
spill out: “Beware Dalton scouts!” The men snooped a bit, but I
stayed out of sight. We never found out if they really were looking
for me. I confessed my crime to my new family and they still
accepted me. We asked Deandra to make a guess and she thought they
weren’t from the government at all, but were Ronel’s people. A week
later the news was shared at a TM that my grandfather was dead and
a new election was planned. I didn’t grieve for Bryer Battista.
After that news I didn’t see a need to find Ronel. I liked my new
life here. Our wedding was a simple party.

It’s still hard for me to express
myself in words. I should share this memory with Kassandra as we
walk the path to town, but I answer her question in a few words.
“Not nervous,” I say. I’ll talk more when we’re alone.

We reach the edge of town and join
another family to continue to the center. More people appear until
I’m sure that not a single person has stayed home from this TM.
There’s a crisp freshness to the air that’s suddenly marred by a
now familiar scent wafting up from the baby sling. I haven’t yet
changed one of these home-made diapers, but I fear that if we don’t
do something quickly this ceremony will be over before it begins.
My sisters-in-law are no longer trailing us. One of the twins has
the sack, my old backpack really, that contains the baby’s needs
and the four coins that were left after I gave Mr. Luna the money
to rebuild the windmill.

I look desperately at Kassandra and she
understands.

“Don’t worry,” she says.
“The ceremony will be fast and I’ll change him while you and my
father do the trading.” She waves her sister over.

Good. I take her hand, hoping for that
electric tingle, but feel only warmth. We are eighteen, almost
nineteen, and we have fallen into a complicated friendship that has
little of that first passion. My father-in-law has spoken to me of
these matters. I’m infinitely grateful for the parenting he bestows
on me. He has told me to wait, that the baby will grow and our
relationship will change, but I’ve doubted Kassandra’s feelings
from the beginning. And I doubt my own.

I squeeze Kassandra’s hand and she
squeezes back. When we met I thought she had the gemfry ability to
send her thoughts to me through touch. I was sure that she had sent
me those images when our feet touched under the table at our first
meal together. It has never happened since. She swears that I
pulled the thoughts from her, that I’m the one with special
powers.

We reach the town center and join the
throng. Deandra sets the bag down at my feet and turns to go off
with her twin. They are followed by two boys who likely will be the
next to join our family. Katie has found a suitor, too, but is more
obstinate in her courting style. I see her search the faces and
look away when an older boy heads our way. I wish him
luck.

A drum begins to beat. In the past a
whistle was all that was needed to get a TM started. They’re making
this an extra special meeting for some reason. I’ve been to two
other baby ceremonies here and there was no music. A few odd
instruments start to play a tune I’ve heard before. Kassandra drops
my hand as if it burns her.

A few voices begin to sing. Kassandra
knows the words and sings them as softly as my nanny used to.
There’s a variation in the rhythm but the lyrics sound as foreign
as the first time I heard this song in the Red slum, with Lydia.
And the second time, in Vinn’s cabin, when I felt that I was called
to some special mission. And the third time, at Usala’s Rock, when
I first saw Kassandra. Kassandra has not taught me this song though
she has made me learn several lullabies. I listen
carefully.

Her mother stands behind me and her
voice gets louder.

Araceli and Flor are nearby and I hear
their sweet soprano tones. Deeper voices harmonize. My son cries
out as well. Only Sana and I are silent.

The song reaches a crescendo and the
drum beats wildly. I have my left arm under the sling, giving extra
support, but I cross my right over the baby, protecting him. I feel
vibrations through my old rubber soles. An unexpected flash of
adrenalin surges through my veins. I’m ready to flee.

The last words are strange. The song
ends but the sound of it does not. The resonance changes to a
buzzing and everyone reacts as one. We duck as the noise changes
pitch. I know what it means and my stomach shoots up as if the
ground has dropped from under me. A spotter plane dips and tilts
over our gathering. It circles and most of us scatter
away.

Most, but not all. Kassandra stays at
my side. We stare upward. The old plane dips again and levels out.
My two years are up, obviously. This is a sign. No doubt someone
has tipped off the government as to where I’ve been. Perhaps it was
Ronel. He means to give me no options. My time here is
over.

I’m relieved because I don’t want to
hide forever, but I’m scared because something horrid is about to
happen.

“We’re leaving,” I say to my
wife. “We’re going back to Exodia.”

I jiggle the baby to quiet his cries
and Kassandra stops me, lifts him out and cuddles him to her
shoulder. There are tears running down her face and she won’t look
up at me. She focuses somewhere beyond. Suddenly there are shouts
and screams, whip cracks, and bursts of gunfire. Her face changes,
now holding a look of terror. She screams out the names of two of
her sisters. I turn to see them scooped up by soldiers on
horses.

All around us I see horsemen and foot
soldiers, heavily armed, closing the gaps and pushing the crowd
back unceremoniously into our previous circle. I can’t move. The
drum is trampled. Children cry for their mothers. A soldier grabs
my father-in-law and pushes him away into a line with other men and
boys. A giant of a soldier works on tying their hands behind their
backs. Sana runs over and spits at the large soldier and he curses
her. Her eyes roll back in her head before she whispers a strange
anagram and points to me.

* * *

Barrett came back at nightfall from the
fifth scouting mission in as many months and slowed as he passed
Lydia’s house. The light from the half moon outlined his former
home. He didn’t live there anymore. He had moved out when his dad
returned alone, without Lydia’s stepfather or the little kids’ dad.
Barrett’s father had sneaked back, left a bag of money for Lydia’s
mom, and took Barrett and the little kids to live in a reclaimed
hovel. His father acted ashamed when he finally revealed that
Lydia’s stepfather and the other man were caught, conscripted, and
sent to work in the mines. The new Executive President, James
Truslow, former President of Defense, won the ninety state election
in a political takeover that resembled the Suppression of 2071.
Then things got even worse for every red tattooed man, woman, and
child.

Barrett was tempted to stop at Lydia’s
house first just because he wanted to see her. He had grown taller
in the last two years, enough to match her height if he stood
straight. He was more muscular, too, and had become somewhat of a
street fighter among the younger faction of the resistance; his
nickname of Bear had evolved into The Bear. Girls were continually
putting themselves in his path, hoping for a chance to catch his
attention. At sixteen he was as eligible a catch in the Red slum as
any storybook prince. He had until the end of the summer to find an
apprenticeship or go into Truslow’s CC militia. Too many youths had
to make the difficult choice to stand with Blues and use brutal
force against their own people.

“Hey!” Lydia popped out the
door and rumbled down the steps. “I was watching for you. Saw you
coming. You seem a little slow. Run out of solar power?” She smiled
and gestured to him to sit down with her on the bottom
step.

“Sorry,” he said, “I know
you’d rather come on a mission than work. Just thought I’d be
quicker alone.”

“It’s okay.”

He settled on the dirty stoop and let
his backpack rest on the step above. He twisted his body and
offered his left elbow for the usual greeting bump. He wished the
custom would devolve back to the earlier practice. A kiss on the
cheek or even a hug would be preferable to touching someone’s least
appealing body part.

“So, did you get them?” She
eyed the pack.

“Get what?” He loved to
tease her. She pinched his shoulder and pushed him sideways. He
relished the contact and pretended she had hurt him, groaning and
making a face, while the buzz of being in her presence spiraled
through his chest.

“Don’t make me pull your
beard,” she said.

“Fine.” He lifted the pack
onto his lap and opened it. Lydia leaned in and looked. The
moonlight was enough to see the round white objects.

She lifted her head, frowned, and said,
“But there are only five scrolls. Added with the others that only
makes nineteen.”

“Not as bad as you think,”
Barrett closed the pack and dropped it between his feet. “I met a
dozen other runners when I got to Ronel’s camp. Which, by the way,
has moved twenty miles closer. Anyway, there aren’t ninety states.
We’ve been lied to. The coastal states along the Atlantic and
Pacific are decimated. People have been trekking inland pretty
steadily the last couple of years. Estimates are that there are
only twenty-five governmentally functioning states.”

“So with the scrolls proving
that Executive President Truslow doesn’t have the governors in his
pocket we won’t have to launch the rebellion.” Lydia clapped her
hands twice, interlaced her fingers, and dropped her chin onto her
knuckles.

“Don’t get too thrilled.
Teague will present the scrolls and Truslow will no doubt toss him
in prison and then it will be war.”

Lydia closed her eyes. “But we don’t
want war,” she whispered. She was as ready to fight as anyone else
in the Red slum. Enough was enough. Battista had been a monster but
their lives had only gotten worse under Truslow. He made them work
until dark. He no longer supplied them with equipment or even the
raw materials. Those who had to lay bricks now had to work twice as
hard and make the bricks, too. The carpenters had to lumber the
forest first. The miners had to build their pulleys and carts.
Women who used to mind the younger children so mothers could work,
now found themselves teaching the youngsters to sew and cook, and
made them hike out to the fields to help plant, water, weed, and
harvest. Schools were non-existent; homeschooling was dying out,
too.

Lydia groaned. These people couldn’t go
to war and win. They were hungry, weak, and tired.

Barrett slipped his arm around her
shoulders. He didn’t want to say it because he knew where her heart
was, but he also knew that a little bit of encouragement was all
she needed. “There’s still a chance that Dalton will return,” he
said. He felt her shoulder muscles slacken. “There’s a
rumor–”

Lydia raised her head.

“–that Dalton has been
living in a secret town. I heard it from Vinn.”

Lydia dropped her gaze again. When she
didn’t shrug herself out from under his arm Barrett took a
chance.

“Lydia,” he breathed in
through his nose, took his time, “I think you’re the prettiest girl
that ever–”

“Bear, stop. We have to work
together.” She twisted out from under his shoulder and stood up.
“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Barrett listened to the door slam and
pushed a shock of hair out of his face. The futility of his
devotion was like hammering nails with a pillow. Feathery shafts of
moonlight turned his face blue.

* * *

Kassandra wanted to scream, but she
choked down her hysteria instead and jiggled the baby, clutching
him a little too tightly to her chest. When the spotter plane flew
over and Dalton told her they were finally leaving the ranch she
hadn’t been able to stop the tears. For years she had longed for
someone to rescue her, to take her away, and then Dalton had come
along. After they were married she tried her best to be a good
wife, but she would have left him behind too if the chance
occurred.

Dalton stood rigid beside her, casting
his eyes right and left, but not moving as the soldier advanced
toward them. The young officer held Sana with one hand and kept his
gun pointed at her head.

“Is it me you want?” Dalton
spoke with a calm authority, his head high. “Let her go. Take me.”
He offered up his hands and the soldier pushed Sana to the
ground.

Sana lifted herself to one elbow and
looked to her family and Dalton, whispering, “Altogether meek.” Her
mom and sisters clustered around her. Dalton immediately dropped
his head, bent forward, and assumed the meek attitude that Sana’s
gemfry gift had advised.

“I’m the grandson of the
last Executive President.” He willed himself to speak an even
longer sentence. “I have an inheritance which I’ll give to you if
you let these girls go.”

The soldier said nothing. His face was
round but his eyes were narrow; his lips curled downward as if he
never smiled. He took a step backwards and motioned with his gun
for Dalton to move left and join the line of men being marched out
of town.

Two more soldiers, their uniforms
tattered and faded, stepped up with clubs and ropes. One bound the
girls together in pairs at their ankles while the other one slowly
looked each girl over. Mrs. Luna, linked to her youngest daughter,
retrieved the backpack before their captors jabbed at them to move.
Araceli picked up the sling that had fallen to the ground and
helped Kassandra settle the baby into it. The soldier had left
about two feet of rope between their legs so they weren’t
completely hobbled. The Luna family took reluctant steps
forward.

The chaos of the day was punctuated
with screams and bullets, but by nightfall the CC militia had
complete control of the townspeople. Every man and boy was laden
with food supplies and blankets which were lashed to their backs
and chests as if they were pack mules; every woman and girl was
given as much as she could carry as the soldiers looted each house
they passed.

There was no sleeping that night or the
next day as they trudged down the middle of the silent highway,
through woods and fields, straight for Exodia.

* * *

Pretending to be meek is no problem for
me now. My back, shoulders, thighs, and feet alternate between
blinding pain and brief bouts of numbness. I started out near the
front of the line, but I walk slowly on purpose. I keep my head
down when the whips start cracking, and I persist in lengthening my
distance from the front of this crowd of captives. I’m now
surrounded by old men and young boys, and nearer to the group of
women and children lagging behind. I hear them many yards back. I
concentrate on listening, convinced that I have Barrett’s intense
hearing. I curse under my breath when I identify the nagging cries
of a newborn among the children’s bawling.

I step over a clump of steaming horse
manure, already punched flat with the prints of human prisoners
pressing onward. The trail is wide here with luxuriant green hills
on both sides and an intensely bright blue sky above. Clear enough
for God to see the pain in every face.

I haven’t seen my father-in-law since
the start of the march and I pray that he wasn’t one of the
“examples”, whipped and shot and left for dead before the journey
began.

A mosquito buzzes my ear. I almost like
the sound; it masks the sobs of full grown men … and infant
sons.

The few cars that come into view have
just as quickly veered away, smartly choosing woods or median or
racing back the way they came. I wonder if the soldiers would even
want a car. I doubt it since we seem to travel a rugged yet true
southern line over stream and hill and rough road, through forest,
field, and abandoned towns. Horse and human legs work better on
this course.

I have a plan.

“We camp here,” shouts the
highest ranking officer.

We’re close to Exodia. I can smell its
stink. I collapse to my knees and wait for one of the soldiers to
reach me. He unties my burden so that I can lie upon the ground.
We’re docile prisoners now, too tired and weak to run away. The men
relieve themselves where they are. I rest a few moments then force
myself to sit up and look back.

“Stay down or you’ll be
shot,” another soldier yells. He cracks his whip for emphasis and
moves around the outside of our group, yelling and snapping, but
never unholstering his gun.

For my plan to work I need those last
four coins from Gresham’s diaper bag to use as a bribe. I’ve
watched the round-faced soldier all day. He has given me
inscrutable looks, impossible to interpret, and looked my way
often, but I’m sure he can be bought. If this new army of my
grandfather’s successor is made up of drafted Reds who outnumber
the officers I’m certain I can at least free myself and Kassandra
and run away.

* * *

By sunset the soldiers let them camp on
the hard-scrabble surface of a parking lot which hadn’t held a car
in half a century.

Kassandra and her sisters and mother
were still tethered to one another though some of the soldiers had
released other women, taking them into the woods one by
one.

They knotted themselves into a tight,
warm nest with Kassandra, the baby, Flor, and Sana in the middle.
Flor pestered her mother with questions about their father, their
home, and their helpless sheep. Kassandra rocked the baby and
scrutinized the townspeople around her. She had known them her
entire life and thought they were defiant and rebellious, not
subservient. Except for a few brave souls who stood up to the
soldiers at first, everyone had acquiesced. Including her
husband.

She looked to the far side of the
encampment where it seemed the men had dropped where they stood.
She couldn’t see Dalton or her father. If she had she would’ve
screamed angry words at them. They’d been meek and passive when
they should’ve fought.

The twins begged extra water from their
guards and passed it all to Kassandra who needed to keep up her
milk for the baby.

“Hush, it’s all right,” she
soothed her tiny son. She leaned against Katie and wrestled the
baby out of the sling. She caught the eye of a nearby guard and
gave him a withering stare. When he looked away she lifted her
shirt and tucked the newborn in for a feeding.

“How’s Gresham doing?” her
mother asked. She tried to smile as she spoke the baby’s name. Her
son-in-law honored her by using her maiden name for his first born.
She had grown to love Dalton as the son she never had.

“He’s okay, but I only have
two dry diapers left.” She lowered her voice and asked, “Do you
think our guards expect the money Dalton offered? Is that why we’re
getting special treatment?”

Her mother shrugged. “Did you know
about the inheritance?”

Kassandra studied the guard, sure he
was listening, and lied to her mother, “Yes, he is worth quite a
bit of money.” The truth was something different. Dalton had
confided his feelings for his grandfather, his indifference, and
his certainty that though his mother may have access to a fortune,
there would be nothing left in Dalton’s name. Definitely not if
there had been an execution order on him.

* * *

I lie back next to my pile of stolen
goods and stare up at a silvery half moon. I wonder what
Kassandra’s father would see in this night’s selection of stars. I
close my eyes for a moment. The moment stretches to an hour. I open
my eyes. The moon has moved across the sky. A stiff breeze whisks
the leaves in noisy breaths around us, echoing the snorts and
snores and whimpers on the ground. I risk a slow movement to my
knees and crawl in and out around the sleeping men. There’s no
angry shout, no shot, no crack of a whip to discipline my action. I
pause at the end of the men’s area and lie on my stomach for a
while. A boy lies spread eagle next to me, his face molding around
a pile of sharp gravel. I gently lift his head and brush the stones
away. I recognize him as the boy who has a crush on Deandra. He
doesn’t wake.

The darkness hides any sign of my
family so I’ll have to creep among the sleeping mass to find them.
I gamble on a bolder move. I rise. If I walk with shoulders back
and hands on my belt sacks as if they are weapons then in this
gloom I might appear to be a soldier.

I spot a single guard leaning back
against a tree, arms crossed, head lolling. A horse knickers and
the guard pops his head up straight, checks his prisoners, takes a
step in my direction. I wave him back as if I’m his superior.
Perhaps I would’ve been if things had turned out differently. He
returns to his tree and I intend to walk about as if I know what
I’m doing.

I step over piles of supposed treasure
and around sleeping bodies. I catch a glint of anger or fear, I
can’t tell which, off the open eyes of a woman who quickly closes
them against the specter of me. Most of the women are sleeping in
pairs, an arm slung over a child or young daughter. I see a larger
group a little way farther – my family I hope. I take a cautious
step in that direction.

There are more sounds near the string
of horses. I glance back to see the guard whispering to another
soldier before exchanging places with him. This new watchman takes
up his post at the tree and waves me over. There are at least
fifteen dark yards between us and maybe only five yards to the
eight sleeping Lunas.

There’s nothing I can do but
obey.

And remember my combat training. A
quick series of moves will disarm and silence this soldier. I can
quietly put him to sleep. Or do worse. I had to practice a
technique of hand over mouth, arm around neck, twisting and raking
the jugular vein with a battle knife. But we also rehearsed with
shards of glass, broken plates, whatever we could find. We were
fitted with sand-filled collars that spewed the grains like rivers
of blood.

I quicken my pace. I’m strong from
working on the ranch. I’ll have to surprise him. He cocks his head,
moves his hand to his whip, squints in the low light. I have maybe
three seconds to act.

* * *

Kassandra lifted her head and stared
toward the line of old trees that were evenly spaced across the
expanse. There were guards posted at some of them. She saw a new
soldier come up and replace the one who seemed to watch her a
little too closely. Another guard was checking the sleeping women,
striding over and around the bodies. No, it wasn’t a soldier. She
blinked and strained her eyes and watched the familiar figure
advance. She blinked again and prayed Gresham wouldn’t pick this
moment to cry out; he was sound asleep, cradled in the crook of her
arm. Despite her desire to see her husband act bravely, she wished
he would duck down low, creep to her side, and gently rescue her.
She noticed the guard wave Dalton over. She held her breath. Dalton
turned like an obedient pup and took his long strides toward the
soldier. The guard, tall and thin and ghostlike in the dark, took a
wide-legged stance in front of the tree and fixed his attention on
Dalton.

His mistake. A concealed man lunged
from behind the tree and clubbed the guard, grabbed a startled
Dalton, and pulled him behind the line of horses and out of
Kassandra’s sight.

Flor’s soft voice whispered near her
ear, “Was that Dalton? What’s happening? Are they going to kill
him?”

Kassandra shushed her sister. “Go back
to sleep. Everything will be fine.” She worked her way upright,
keeping Gresham nestled to her side. When she stood all the way up
she grabbed Dalton’s old backpack with her free hand. It had what
she needed: diapers, of course, but also money for bribes, and that
old nano-gun her father had banned from their home when Dalton
came. She had intended to sell it at the TM to buy baby clothes.
She had no idea how to use it, but if she could get it to Dalton
maybe they could make their escape.

She didn’t even look back at her
sisters and mother as she sneaked off toward the line of
horses.

“Not without my son.” She
heard Dalton’s soft voice stuttering out an answer to someone. A
current of jealousy ripped through her heart. She peeked around the
first horse and saw the round-faced guard with his hands on both of
Dalton’s shoulders, not like he was holding him forcefully, but
more like a father trying to talk some sense into a
child.

The guard whispered back, “I’ll make
sure your family escapes once we get to Exodia. There are places in
the Red slum they can hide, then blend in.” He took his hands off
Dalton and pulled something out of his pocket and held it out for
Dalton. “Take this. It’s a map to Ronel’s first outpost. You get
there and they’ll take you the rest of the way.”

Dalton was still shaking his head, but
said nothing.

“Listen, there are just too
many in your family. You’ll be missed right away and they’ll send
troops out after you, but if only one is gone no one will notice in
the morning.”

Kassandra stepped out and startled both
men. Dalton grabbed her to his side before the guard had a chance
to unholster his gun.

“My wife,” he said, “and
son.” He took the backpack and slung it over his shoulder, tucked
the map into his belt sack, and raised his left hand to his ear
with his elbow pointing out. The soldier matched the
gesture.

A cry arose, but not from the baby.
Flor’s voice screamed loud and frantic, calling out her sister’s
name. Shouts from other guards followed, whips cracked, and women
woke to join the screams.

“This way,” the round-faced
guard pointed left and guided them away from the ruckus and down a
spongy path. Their feet made sucking sounds until they reached the
woods.

The advantage of the dark night was
also its drawback. They stumbled down the deer trail, tripping on
roots and pushing branches away. Gresham awoke and began to bawl
like a kitten. Kassandra pressed him into the soft flesh of her
breast, muffling him, nearly smothering him.

They came out of the woods onto a
narrow road where a rusty brown ’49 Sony Solar Beast two-seater sat
ready to go.

“Can you drive?” the soldier
asked Dalton. “You have an hour’s worth of power, so get as far
from here as you can, park and wait for dawn.”

Dalton opened the passenger door for
Kassandra then nodded at the soldier. His lips started and stopped
and finally he just stuck his elbow out again and said
nothing.

“You’re our hope, Dalton
Battista. You must get to Ronel.”

The soldier pressed his elbow against
Dalton’s, handed him a starter button, turned and ran
back.
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Chapter 9 Listen to the
Voice

 


From the fourth page of the
Ledger:

He witnessed the misery of
his people, the slavery and oppression, but still he ran away. Then
he saw the burning building.

 


I PRESS THE starter button into the
matching indentation on the dashboard. There is a quiet hum and the
headlights pop on and the safety restraints move into place.
Kassandra is surprised; she has never ridden in a car
before.

“Do you know how to work
it?” she says.

“Of course,” I answer. It
can’t be that hard. I press my foot on the floor control and we
lurch forward. The car automatically adjusts and straightens out. I
hold onto the steering wheel and quickly get a feel for it and
we’re off. We cover the first half mile much faster than we
should.

Gresham fusses again and Kassandra
works herself and him free of the restraints and lifts her shirt.
The car auto-corrects when I accidentally veer to the right too
much. I increase the pressure on the speed control and we hit a
bump that makes Kassandra cry out.

“Oh!”

“Sorry.”

“It’s okay. So, what did
that soldier say to you? Are we going to get help? Will the map
take us home? Who can help us?”

She sounds like her
inquisitive younger sister. I think of Flor and wonder if her
screams were just the right diversion for us. I think of Sana who
would have taken Kassandra’s last question and turned it into a
prophecy. I see the words who can help
us and they change in my mind to
own place hush.

“He said the map would take
us to Ronel’s first outpost, but I think … I think we should go to
our own place.” I glance over to see my son squirming against
Kassandra, trying to latch onto her, and emitting hungry mewling
sounds. “Hush,” I add.

“But my sisters … my
parents. What about them?”

“You heard what he said.
He’ll help them escape, too.”

“Why should he? He’s one of
them. Those awful Blues.”

“No he’s not. Many of the
soldiers are Reds. They’re forced into service. First to fight,
first to die.” I adjust the speed and keep my eyes on the road as
it widens and we cross over a slight rise. “He’s part of the
rebellion, the secret resistance.” I don’t tell her how I used to
train alongside older Reds, thinking I was better because I was
always matched against boys two or three years older. I hadn’t
noticed there were no Reds my age.

“Are we really going home?”
she says. There’s relief in her voice, but also fear. And guilt.
The tiny car’s interior is choked with it.

I feel a tug at my
conscience. I mumble a quick yes
and neither of us speaks for a while. I remember
how I felt leaving Exodia with Lydia and Barrett, the ledger papers
in my belt sack, a goal before me. A purpose for my life. But I’m
reluctant to be that hero and even though I started to read the
ledger papers the first night I stayed with Kassandra I can’t make
myself read them all.

I fumble one-handed with the sack,
trying to open it, glancing between it and the road. The ledger
papers are hidden at home, the only paper in this sack is the map
the soldier gave me. I let go of the wheel for an instant to use
both hands.

“Here,” I say to Kassandra.
“Try to read the map. See if you can figure out the way
home.”

I press the dome light and it sends a
weak beam toward her lap, much less effective than the ones in the
vehicles my grandfather used. But it’s enough so she can
see.

I’m patient for maybe four minutes.
It’s stifling hot in the car and we haven’t bathed in
days.

We come to a crossroads and it’s dark
in all directions. I stop the car and figure out a way to keep it
from inching forward.

“Let me see.” I peer over at
the map and I see why she’s been so quiet. The map is crudely drawn
with lines and arrows and scribbled names like rusted bus and roofless house and abandoned town. Measurements are noted with hour by
horse, hour by foot, or hour by car. I study it for a few
minutes until I understand. Ronel’s new outpost is only a short
walk north of the abandoned town, which, I’m pretty certain, is our
own secret town.

I point it out for Kassandra. “Home,” I
say.

We’ll go there first, care for the
sheep, make a plan, look for the outpost later. Or not at
all.

I set the map between us and get the
Beast moving again. I wonder about the commotion we left behind. I
hope that Flor is not being punished, that she knows to say nothing
about a missing sister and nephew. I’m surprised by how well
Kassandra is coping. Her attention is riveted on our son and she
seems to have accepted our circumstances. A thought jolts through
my mind: she is denying her family as I have denied mine. If I
judge her for it I judge myself.

* * *

Kassandra keeps her eyes down as I
maneuver the car onto a dirt road and up a hill. The baby nursed on
and off for nearly an hour. For sixteen days straight, since the
baby was born, we’ve both been sleep-deprived, but she hasn’t
complained. I’m sure she’s thirsty now, but there’s nothing I can
do about it.

I focus on finding a clear spot where
we can park. I’ll need to let the solar car power up when the sun
rises in the morning.

“This should work,” I say as
we reach the top of the hill. I pop the starter button out and the
engine dies. I’m not sure if that’s the best way to kill the
engine, but no one ever taught me this skill. The headlights fade
and we sit in silence letting our eyes adjust.

“We can get out and stretch
if you want.”

Kassandra shakes her head. “I’d rather
sleep a while if I can.”

“Okay, but I’m going to take
a look around. Make sure it’s safe here.”

I open my door and extend my cramped
legs. I’m as tired as Kassandra, but I won’t sleep until I inspect
this area. And look for water. I circle the car once and walk a
little farther away in ever widening loops.

It won’t be long before dawn comes. The
early birds are already starting their choruses. I focus on a
particular sound and walk in that direction.

* * *

I hear a voice crying. I’m sure it’s
neither Gresham nor Kassandra. It’s a man’s voice. I suddenly
remember my nanny and the time we went to that house with the kids
and the man. The man who cried.

I take a cautious step in the direction
of the sound. The ground gives way and I tumble down the hill,
catch my foot on something and slam into a tree. I’m mad at myself
and glad that no one can see me. At least I’m still standing. I
turn to start back up the hill, but I slip on wet leaves and down I
go. I roll six, seven, maybe ten feet until the edge of something
stops me. It’s cold and hard and damp. I pat the mossy side of it
and finger its top. Only a couple of feet tall. A concrete
foundation.

I follow the edge of it around to an
opening and in this pre-dawn darkness I discover its purpose: a
garage, its walls and roof neatly dismantled after the Suppression
and used elsewhere, no doubt, or burned as fuel. I see no sign of a
house though. I continue down the hill further until I can’t see
the solar car anymore even though the light is steadily
increasing.

Over here.

I swear I hear a voice. I stop and
listen. There’s no man crying. Nothing. Not even birds
anymore.

Over here.

I whip around and stare in every
direction. There’s a dim glow to my left, like a candle behind a
curtain. I face it and count my steps as I work my way
closer.

The glow brightens. I pick my way more
easily because now I’ve found a path. And I see a house. A window.
A billowing curtain. Flames catch the material, flicker, burst
brighter around the window. The roof catches fire.

I stand captivated by this strange
sight. Strange because the flames rise several feet up and out,
enveloping the house, yet the sides and roof don’t disintegrate. No
crumbling. No sparking. No crackling hiss or sizzle.

No smoke.

Do not come any
closer.

I hear the voice as clearly as if the
speaker is at my side.

I have sent for you. Do you
know who I am?

It is some kind of trick, this burning
house that is not consumed, with a voice that speaks, but I can’t
figure it out. Some peculiar magic from the first half of the
century perhaps. Unremarkable then. Maybe even common.

Dalton.

I twist all around. I can’t believe my
ears.

Dalton. I am David
Ronel.

“Where are you?” I barely
mouth the words.

Dalton, I need you to help
me. Your people are suffering. You will rescue them and lead them
out of Exodia and to a safer place that I have prepared.

I’m speechless, even in my
head.

I’m afraid.

I start to stutter, swallow hard, and
try again, “I’m not really that important. I probably can’t do
much.” My voice is maybe one decibel higher than a
whisper.

I will help you.

The house is still burning and I see a
metal pillar off to the side. Maybe it’s a beam with a speaker on
top. The voice might be coming from that direction though when I
move my head side to side I can’t tell where it’s coming
from.

This is just too weird. I should get
out of here. I take a step backwards.

I am the one who has left
the signs.

The signs? The prophecies? My name
written everywhere?

I plant my feet again; curiosity
outweighs the fear I have.

I find my normal speaking voice. “How
do I know you’re really David Ronel? Show yourself.” My nanny told
me enough stories, enough descriptions, that I’m sure I’d recognize
the man though he must be ancient by now.

There is silence. The pounding in my
chest isn’t subsiding.

Tell your people I will wait
for them. You must free them from Exodia.

My people? The Lunas? All the
Reds?

Go to the leaders of the
Reds, to Timothy Teague and Brace Hamlin and Fred Korzon. Tell them
I have the land ready for them. They will listen to you.

I rub my elbow. I can think of a
thousand reasons not to go back and two of them are waiting for me
in the solar car.

Take the leaders with you to
see the Executive President. Demand that he let all the people come
north on a three day peace march.

I catch myself before I laugh out loud.
I take two steps backwards and turn toward the hill. It’s getting
lighter and the golden sunrise is outlining the tree
tops.

Dalton. The new Executive
President will not let you all go unless he is compelled. I will
give you what you need to convince him. I will send to you Lydia
and Barrett and two others. They will have the equipment
ready.

I turn back at the mention of Lydia’s
name. I haven’t let myself think of her in months. I stare at the
house’s roof with the flickering tongues of flames lancing out from
inside. I can’t risk seeing her again.

“Can’t you send someone
else?”

Put your hand in the
bush.

There’s a thorny shrub to my left. I
want to disobey, but I plunge my hand into the center, feel the
sharp pain of three or four thorns scraping up my arm. And then the
round handle of a jug. I pull it out. Water. How did he know that’s
what I’m here looking for?

Words of thanks cross my mind but I
don’t say them aloud. There must be someone else who can do this
task. Someone older. Why does it have to be me?

“No one will listen to me.”
I say. “He’ll just throw me in prison or execute me.”

He won’t harm you. I have
led him to the original ledgers. He knows that to kill you means
his own death.

“I’m not a good
speaker.”

I will help you speak. I
will teach you what to say.

If he asked me to fight I could fight.
I’m trained to fight. Or spy, maybe. I might be decent at spying.
But the thought of speaking to the Red leaders, this Teague and
Hamlin and Korzon, seems impossible. And then to have to talk to
Executive President Truslow … for sure I’d be tongue-tied. I know
the man; he’s Jamie’s father and I’ve never said two words to him.
I was too afraid to, even when I lived in the same building. He is
seriously evil.

I cradle the jug of water and speak
with my head down. “Please, Mr. Ronel, please send someone
else.”

There is silence again. The burning
diminishes. Like gas jets being turned down. The heat that I hadn’t
noticed before lessens on my face and yet I sense an even hotter
anger in the air.

“I’m just not a good
speaker,” I repeat.

The stony silence lingers. All of the
flames have extinguished now.

I’m not a good speaker. Maybe he
accepts that. Maybe I can go now.

Your brother is a good
speaker. Take your brother with you. I will send him to meet
you.

* * *

I hurry back to the car, sloshing the
jug of water a little, but saving the first swallows for
Kassandra.

I don’t have a brother.

My mind is on overload. I jump over a
rock and grab at a young sapling to pull myself up the
hill.

That crazy burning house …

Did I really speak to David Ronel? How
do I explain this to Kassandra?

I reach level ground and look for the
car. The sun is mostly up, but the trees block the rays and I’m
standing in the shadows. Trembling.

I take a couple of deep
breaths.

I spot the car and notice that both
solar panels have tilted themselves automatically, a small bit of
mid-century technology not lost. I wonder if the burning house is
some kind of power or communications station. I look over my
shoulder. I can’t see down the hill, but I make out the tip of an
old cell tower popping up through the tree tops.

I’m no longer shaking so I walk toward
the car and peek in my window. Kassandra is leaning against her
door with the baby nuzzled up under her chin. Her eyes flick open
as soon as I put my fingers on the door handle.

 

“Found some
water.”

I stuff myself into the driver’s side
and hold the jug up to her lips so she doesn’t have to move or
disturb Gresham. She gulps and a trickle of water finds its way
down her chin.

“Remember when I told you
that one of the men who helped me escape, Vinn, said something
really odd about my mother?”

She furrows her brow.

“Maybe I didn’t tell you.
Anyway, I might have a brother.” I suppose it would have sounded
just as crazy to add that a talking house told me this. She puts
both her hands on the baby’s head and back to hold him against her
chest as she wiggles herself straighter in the seat.

“What? Where’d you get the
water?”

I nod toward my open door. “Down there.
From David Ronel.”

She shifts totally my way. “We’re
there? We’re at the outpost already?” She’s confused. She moves
Gresham into her left arm and grabs her door handle. She pushes
open the door but it only goes halfway before hitting something
outside.

I speak as she repeatedly bumps the
door against something, “No. I don’t think this is the outpost. If
it is, it’s pretty well hidden. Or burned up.”

I get out my side again and walk around
the car. I move the obstruction so she can get out. We both stare
down at the large basket.

“How did that get here?” she
asks, rocking on her feet to soothe Gresham who has begun to make
protesting cries.

I remove the cloth cover and find more
water, bags of irradiated meat, and a pile of clothing scraps that
look as if they were cut from blankets. Pretty useless as clothing,
I think, until Kassandra squeals.

“Diapers. Oh, Dalton, look.
Just what we need.”

She turns back to the car and lays
Gresham on the seat and proceeds to change him. She talks with her
back to me, all excited about the hospitality of these outpost
Reds, while I look for footprints.

* * *

Dalton kept his eyes on the ground as
he walked away from the car. Kassandra finished changing Gresham
and left him on the seat. She pulled out the backpack that had been
taking up half the leg space on her side and added the dirty diaper
to the plastic lined side pocket.

“Whoa, that stinks. I hope
the outpost has a place to wash these.” Dalton probably didn’t hear
her. She looked at the food packages and tore one open. “So much
for clean hands,” she mumbled. She bit into the flavorless meat and
watched Dalton as he walked around the area. He stopped by a
grouping of young pines and lifted his eyes to the sky.

Could he be praying? She didn’t
understand him, was sure she didn’t love him, and, at this moment,
wasn’t exactly happy with their life. Her mind kept wrestling her
thoughts back to when she first met him. He puzzled her. Trying to
understand him was like trying to hold smoke in her hand. He
insisted that he was not a gemfry yet there were things he did and
said that defied any other explanation. He used to say that she was
the one with all the power. He used to say he loved her, but she
knew he didn’t mean it. He hadn’t said it in months.

Dalton’s movements changed to a hurried
panic. He took hold of a large feathery pine bough and ripped it
from the slender trunk. He pulled down another and another. What
could he want with them? She glanced around and noticed their tire
tracks. Perhaps he planned to attach the limbs to the back fender
so as they traveled they would brush away evidence of their
passing. She didn’t think it would work and besides, they weren’t
being followed or they would have been caught by now.

Kassandra heard the unmistakable buzz
of a small aircraft. She panicked, couldn’t move, couldn’t draw a
breath, and imagined a posse of soldiers about to surround them,
recapture them.

Dalton dragged the pine boughs over and
spread them on the roof and covered the solar panels. He threw the
backpack into the car and lifted Gresham out, closed the door, and
guided a stiff Kassandra into the woods. All without a
word.

Kassandra sat next to him, sheltered
under the low limbs of a big pine. She felt safe again though she
whispered, “How far to the outpost? You should’ve gotten the
bag.”

Dalton shook his head. “I told you.
This isn’t the outpost.”

“But you said you talked to
Ronel.”

“It’s hard to
explain.”

“And what did you say about
your mother? Something about having a brother?” She stared at his
face, looking for a sign. Maybe she heard wrong. It didn’t make
sense. His smile was so faint she thought he might be
kidding.

The plane flew over directly above
them, but Kassandra kept her eyes on Dalton as he looked up through
the branches, silent as usual, still ignoring her question. She
studied the scar on his neck, the one he told her he got while
training to do the most horrible combat imaginable. She had watched
him mature these last two years as he worked hard with her father,
helped her with the sheep and the crops, and joined the neighbors
in building houses and barns. But she didn’t melt inside, not even
a little, when she looked at his strong, masculine face. As filthy
as he was, bits of dirt and grime sticking to his hair, he was
still quite attractive, though she realized that she felt nothing
toward him.

“I don’t know.” He pointed
down the hill. “There was … a fire down there. Some kind of
communication device–but it’s not the outpost.”

None of that made sense to Kassandra,
but she cuddled the baby and waited for him to continue.

“I think it’s gone. The
plane … it’s gone.”

“So what do we do now? You’d
better uncover the solar panels or we’ll be here
forever.”

Dalton got up, flicked several ants off
his legs, and strode away. Kassandra called after him, “How long do
you think it’ll take to recharge?” She watched him shrug his
shoulders. She hoped it wouldn’t be long. Couldn’t they drive while
it sucked up the sun’s rays? The soldier told them to park and wait
for dawn. Well, it was dawn.

* * *

I drive down the hill with my foot on
the brake, staying in the middle of the curving road until it
straightens out. We pass several turnoffs, dirt roads and crumbling
paved ones, but I’m careful to follow the map. The way is pretty
clear and we start to see people. Not close up, of course, except
when an old car chugs past in the opposite direction and the people
inside stare hard at me. But we see people out in fields or walking
along the road or pulling carts. Some look at us with curiosity,
others turn their backs. A couple of kids point their un-tattooed
elbows our way. I’ve seen this challenge before when I sat in a
high passenger seat in government cars.

I hear a loud rumbling before I see the
heavy construction equipment that looks out of place in the early
morning peace. We are close to the interstate highway that is
marked on the map. There are several canvassed trucks carrying men
to a work site. Reluctant laborers. Slaves, really. Reds who are
whipped into working on the disintegrating system, moving mags from
secondary roads and burying them where the Exodian government
demands. We follow one of the trucks, staying far enough behind, I
hope. The guard in the back waves an intimidating rifle. I power
down our little Beast and let the trucks get further ahead. I turn
right on the next road as if I know where I’m going, as if we
belong on this road. And then left again, hoping to keep parallel
to the other road, but out of sight of the soldiers.

We pass a farm and the terrain gets
rough and hilly again. There are no more crossroads so we continue
this way for quite a while.

We might be lost. The map doesn’t help.
Finally we come to a gravel turnoff and I take it, hoping it runs
toward the interstate. For the second time Kassandra asks me if
we’re lost and for the second time I shake my head.

The road rises, twists, turns and
climbs higher. I suspect that we’re not going to find the highway
up here, but I’m committed to this direction and something about
the sun shining and the power indicator reaching a hundred percent
and the baby sleeping makes me feel that I’m on the right path.
That we are safe.

And then I see the road
block.

I slow the car more quickly than I
should and Kassandra clutches back Gresham. He gives a teeny purr,
but Kassandra makes a louder whine.

“Why would someone leave
that there?” she says.

“I’ll move it.” I stop
completely and press the park button which I finally noticed. I
have my door partly open when a truck pulls out of nowhere behind
us and blocks us in.

“Bluezools.” Kassandra
breathes the word out with a mixture of surprise and fear. I close
my door. She fumbles with the pack at her knees and I briefly
picture her using dirty diapers to fight off Blue bandits. “I have
your nano-gun,” she says.

Now I’m the one to react with surprise
and fear. I look toward the blockage in the road. It wouldn’t be
hard to ram it aside and race on. I don’t want to use the
gun.

I look back at the truck. Both doors
begin to open. If they have weapons I’ll have to use the
gun.

“The money,” I say,
remembering what I had hidden in the bag. One or two coins should
buy our way past them.

A tall man jumps out of the truck,
slamming the door closed. From the other side a woman emerges; she
walks to the front of the truck to join the man. Slowly, and with
perfect synchronization, they bend their left arms and tap their
elbows. I can hear their voices softly singing. These aren’t
bandits.

They just stand there waiting, silent
now, staring at us, so I open my door again. I ignore the gun that
Kassandra is wiggling by my knee.

As I rise to my full height
and face these two they nod a greeting and the woman sings the last
line of the song again. She sounds like my nanny. The words are
clearer: at the birth of Bram O’Shea. Bram
O’Shea.

Bram O’Shea. It echoes in my
memory the way my nanny sang it to me. I remember Lydia’s voice,
too, when she sang so softly I only caught mo-shay. I move a step closer.
Kassandra’s harsh whispers come from the car. She warns me of
something. I’m vaguely aware that I’m now standing within arm’s
reach of the man who seems to be my double, but a few years older.
The woman is perhaps thirty, a younger version of my
nanny.

“Jacky?” It can’t be her,
but there’s such a familiar feeling here. “Nanny Jacky? You look
like someone I know.”

“Our mother,” the woman
says, fingering a golden locket at her throat.

The man grins. He doesn’t hold out his
elbow for a bump, but instead spreads his arms like he wants to
embrace me.

My feet don’t move. He shouts, “I can’t
believe it.” His voice is comforting, baritone or maybe deeper. He
lowers his arms. “Man, I can’t believe we’re finally reunited. I’m
Harmon, your brother and she’s Mira, our sister. You can’t remember
it, but you were saved from the Culling Mandate when our mother
gave you to Battista’s daughter to raise.”

I recognize them now. From the house
nanny and I visited. The house with the crying man.

Maybe deep down I always knew the
truth.

* * *

We sit around their campfire. Their
truck and our car are hidden well away on this deserted mountain.
They’ve been here several hours waiting for me. They’ve explained
it several times and yet I still ask the same questions. I insist
on being called Dalton and not Bram.

Kassandra has told them some
of the anagrams that her sister has made from the name I’ve used
for as long as I can remember. She wants to know my real full name.
They tell her Bram Colm O’Shea
and I mumble, “A lamb’s moocher.”

My sister Mira laughs and says, “Labor
aches mom.” And I see that one, too, how it fits. And then Mira
tells me how my real mother, nanny Jacky, gave me to the only woman
who could insure that I would not be killed when the Culling
Mandate took effect. She hired on to nurse me and helped raise me
until Mother sent her away.

“Why did my grandfather, I
mean Bryer Battista, allow his daughter to keep me? Wasn’t he
suspicious that I was a Red?”

Mira answers, “He didn’t know. Olivia
Battista used to visit the old birthing clinic in the Red slum.
That’s where she met mom. They were both expecting at the same
time. Bryer found out that she wasn’t seeing the capitol doctor and
forbade her to go back to the clinic. When her own son was
stillborn she sent for mother and begged her to switch
babies.”

“So it wasn’t so much to
save me as to replace her own child.” There were so many times my
mother, that is, Olivia, was less than maternal.

Mira nods and goes on with the story,
“I went to the capitol with mom, carrying you in a bread basket,
swinging you along like you were nothing important so the guards
wouldn’t suspect. Luckily you didn’t make a peep or you’d have been
… culled.” She glances at Gresham. “It was awful carrying away the
dead baby. He got put in the mass grave with all the little Red
bodies.” Her voice trails off, but then she clears her throat and
says, “And mom got to work at the capitol and take care of
you.”

I rub my elbow and say, “You must have
missed her … all those years she lived with me.”

Mira nods but Harmon bites back his
response, then shakes his head, “We had a tight family, good times
after she came back, until they sent her and dad to work at the
Suppression Border. They never came back.” He looks straight
through me and says, “Bram Colm O’Shea. Bro came,
shalom.”

Kassandra smiles. She’s been quiet
through the serious stuff as if it means nothing. “Shalom,” she
repeats. “I like that word. It means peace, doesn’t it?” She steals
the focus of the conversation but it gives me a chance to think
about my real parents, to take this painful revelation and glaze it
with a little hope that they’re still alive.

“Yes,” Mira reaches for the
baby, her nephew. “That’s why we’re here. Bram, I mean Dalton, is
the only one who can inspire all the people to unite against the
Blues.”

“Why me?” I force myself
back into the discussion.

“I don’t know,” Mira says.
“That’s what Ronel says and we believe him.”

“Why?”

She puts my son on her shoulder and
shrugs at the same time making Gresham’s head bobble. “I don’t
know. We just do. He’s always right. He knew where we’d find you
today.”

We talk until late. I tell them all
about the burning house and they explain how there are several set
up around the country to mimic the early century parsonage
burnings, the beginning of the bans, or the Suppression uprisings.
The fires keep Blues away, but there are transmission receivers and
listening devices hidden inside and usually two people to man the
station, Ronel’s agents, who covertly help the cause.

I repeat Ronel’s command that Harmon is
to speak in my place. He frowns at that, but doesn’t protest as I’d
done.
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Chapter 10 Blood

 


From the fourth page of the
Ledger:

When he saw the blood on the
child he cried out. Then he did to his wife what she had done to
his son. For he was noble.

 


MIRA AND KASSANDRA slept in the bed of
the truck with the baby between them while the men camped on the
ground. Twice during the night Kassandra fed and changed Gresham.
Mira helped and each time the two women spent a half an hour
whispering back and forth.

Kassandra was happy to have a
sister-in-law. She liked Mira, fell into an easy confidence with
her, and enjoyed being the younger sister for the first time. At
Gresham’s second feeding she confided some concerns.

“What do you think I should
do?” she asked.

Mira stretched out and rested her head
on her hand. “In a perfect world you wouldn’t have to mark your
precious baby and permanently brand him to a life of slavery,
poverty, and oppression. But if you try to hide who he is, sooner
or later the truth comes out.”

“Like Dalton,” Kassandra
said. “He really wants to tattoo Gresham, but I wasn’t raised that
way.”

“Let me tell you something
that may change your mind. Executive President Truslow has passed a
new amendment to the immigration law and it extends to every single
person, Blue or Red.”

“What is it?” Kassandra
frowned in the darkness.

“Death to all who are not
tattooed. Babies included. You have until the baby is eight days
old.”

Kassandra shivered. “He’s twice that.”
She thought about it for a while and became conscious that they
were both missing something important. “Mira …?” But Mira had
fallen back to sleep. Kassandra mulled it over some more. If Dalton
was the supposed great liberator of the Reds, why should they
continue to submit to the Blues? The greatest resistance would be
to ignore such a mandate and leave Gresham, and herself,
untattooed.

Yet it seemed that Mira was encouraging
her to resign herself to subjugation.

She was suddenly too tired
to make sense of it all. Gresham finished nursing. She burped him
and tried to get as comfortable as she could, cradling her son as
if she were wearing the sling. Her last thought before slipping off
to sleep was of Sana yelling at her in her cryptic code:
rotate dot.

* * *

I wake from a dream, quite real, of
long-tailed rodents scratching at my face and arms. I jerk upright
and brush the dirt and debris from my skin, wipe the drool from my
mouth and look from my sleeping brother to the truck and back again
to my brother. My brother. Harmon.

Another scream and I’m fully awake and
Harmon moves, too. We jump to our feet. Race to the truck. Mira and
Kassandra are gone. I recognize the shrieks. They’re Gresham’s. I
hear, too, the gentle sobs of his mother. They remind me of the
time she cried when she found the dried flower that had been in
Lydia’s hair. It was stuck to the camp well contraption in my belt
sack. My few possessions were hers when we married. I could’ve lied
to her about my feelings but I didn’t then. Later I did.

Another cry. Another sob.

“Over there!” Harmon points
and we run across the open area, through the woods, and down a path
to a quiet creek. Kassandra is sitting on a rock, the baby crushed
against her chest, his tiny body bare. Blood drips from his
arm.

“What are you doing?” I yell
the stupid question, but there is no need for an answer. Mira has a
leather purse laid open, a vial of red ink and needles rest against
the side. Gresham’s elbow will be sore for a few days, but he won’t
remember the tattooing.

Mira reads my face, calms me with an
explanation. Ronel had asked her to bring the ink. She holds it out
to me and says, “I’ll take the baby and you can ink Kassandra.
She’s ready.”

* * *

A mile on from the parking lot camp,
Flor and Sana held hands as they marched behind the others.
Whispered assurances from their mother that they would all escape
like Kassandra, Dalton, and the baby, did not elicit any prophetic
promises from Sana. Nor did Deandra make any guesses.

A certain soldier scowled at them
often, drew his whip out and snapped at the legs of the men ahead
or the women behind the Luna girls. They huddled closer and trudged
along thankful that the soldier spared them time and again. Even as
they lagged farther and farther behind, the guard continued to
ignore them and punished others instead, until finally they were at
the tail end of the procession.

The guard stood to the side as they
passed and then he hailed the mounted lieutenant.

He pointed toward the Lunas and said,
“That woman and her daughters are Reds, but they have no tattoos.
Law says death. I can take care of that before we enter Exodia.” He
drew his gun.

The lieutenant patted the sweaty neck
of his horse, looked from the round-faced guard to the stumbling
group of Lunas, and called for them to halt. The seven turned back
with a single shiver, every one of the girls touching their
mother–hand, sleeve, shoulder–every one of them
terrified.

“Show your
elbows.”

They bared their arms, Flor offering
both elbows, the pointed ends sticking out like broken
wings.

The lieutenant laughed, his face
turning purple. “Too bad. Truslow’s law means death for
you.”

Mrs. Luna tilted up her head and spoke,
“It’s an evil law, a millstone on us.”

“Exactly right. But drowning
you with a millstone wouldn’t be as quick as this soldier’s gun. Do
it. Over there.” His horse backed up a step and the soldier cracked
his whip at the girls’ feet. They jumped toward the wooded side of
the road.

Sana dropped Flor’s hand and fell to
the ground. The seizure lasted only a moment before she rolled over
and started to get on her knees.

“Shoot that one first,” the
lieutenant snarled. His eyes gleamed oily black.

Sana stared at him.
“Evil law. Millstone on us.” Her lips
turned down and her chin quivered. She turned her head and looked
toward her family. “Some Lunas will not live.”

The lieutenant plucked a
gun off the side of his saddle, nudged his horse into a trot, and
rode toward Sana. She got up from her knees and started to
run.

The lieutenant pulled back
on the reins, rose in the stirrups, and took careful aim. Katie and
Marcela screamed for Sana to come back. Deandra stretched a
pleading arm toward the other soldier, the one she was sure meant
to help them.

An abrupt blast from the lieutenant’s
Stun-n-Run gun stopped Sana mid-stride. She sprawled forward and
her body began to spasm.

The lieutenant pressed the
gun back onto a saddle clip and drew a different gun from the
holster at his waist, changed the setting from automatic to single
shot, and fired.

Mother and daughters
shrieked and cried, ran to Sana’s still body, and fell to the
ground. The lieutenant pranced in a circle and took easy target
practice on each one. One shot, one less scream. Another shot,
another cry hushed.

The guard looked on in
shame. He holstered the gun he never intended to use and kept his
jaw clenched. He silently promised himself that he would find the
father.

“Sorry if I stole your
fun,” the lieutenant said as he jiggled the reins. “Go look for
other law-breakers and you can have a turn.” He glanced back at the
huddled mound of what he considered human garbage and gave a final
snort.

Not a single Luna moved. Not
one.

* * *

Thanks to Barrett’s sharp hearing, he
and Lydia were well hidden in the trees before the troops and the
refugees shredded and widened the way into Exodia.

As soon as their resistance leader,
Teague, was arrested, Lydia begged Barrett to take her to Ronel.
All of Exodia was in a panic. Executive President Truslow believed
that the present chaos was a necessary stage in his power plan. But
Lydia was certain he was designing their extinction to look
self-inflicted.

For days there had been an influx of
Reds, herded through the city, and interned in filthy camps or
incarcerated in abandoned factories. No one was safe. Some of her
neighbors had disappeared.

Barrett broke a small branch off and
poked Lydia. They sat perched on strong limbs on opposite sides of
a thick tree trunk and he got her attention as quietly as he
could.

What?

Look there,
he mouthed.

She followed his pointing stick and
watched as a horse soldier and a foot soldier wedged off a small
group of women and girls. At least three looked to be her age. She
tightened her arm around the tree and watched. At first she thought
they were going to give aid to one of the small girls who fell and
had trouble rising up.

The horseman drew his gun. The sharp
report stung her ears and did worse to Barrett. He nearly lost his
balance. Lydia wanted to look away, but each successive murder held
her attention more intensely. One by one the shrill voices were
silenced but the piercing shrieks in her head grew louder. She
clung to the tree so hard that rather than the bark gouging her
soft palms she thought she must be the one leaving marks
behind.

The rider holstered his gun as he
pranced his horse around the single soldier, said something, and
trotted on as if he had merely been shooting bottles off a
rock.

The foot soldier walked a few steps
then turned back and examined each body. He pulled one out of the
tangle of arms and legs and blood and seemed to whisper in the poor
girl’s ear.

Lydia wiggled a leafy branch
to get Barrett’s attention. What did he
say?

Barrett held a finger to his lips and
waited until the soldier caught up to the others. He whispered, “He
said he’d come back for her. She must not be dead.”

It was difficult to wait until the last
of the mass of people had gone from sight. Cautiously they
descended. Barrett stepped out into the road first and kept Lydia
behind him with a wave of his hand. They crossed over and he kept
his body between her and the grisly sight.

Tears gathered in Lydia’s eyes. She
thought she was pretty hardened by her life, but she had never seen
a person executed before, let alone gotten this close to a corpse.
She grabbed for Barrett’s hand. He guided her to the sole victim
that the soldier had moved aside. Together they bent close and
listened for her breathing.

“She is alive,” Barrett
said. “Stay with her and I’ll check the others to be
sure.”

Lydia took the girl’s hand and tried to
coax her to open her eyes. Soft words, gentle squeezes. That was
all she could offer other than a drink from the bottle in her belt
sack. If only the girl would open her eyes.

Barrett returned and shook his head.
“We’ll have to take her somewhere for help before that soldier
comes back for her.” He lifted the girl’s arm and checked her
elbow. “No tattoo.”

“Let’s not worry about that
now.” Lydia checked the girl all over for bleeding. There were a
few red smudges, but no bullet wounds. Finally she inspected the
blond hair. Her fingers came away bloody. There was a deep gash on
the back of the skull. “I don’t think he shot her. He must’ve
missed, but she fell on a rock and got knocked out.” She gave the
girl’s cheek a few mild slaps.

Her eyes opened. “Where?
What?”

“It’s all right. You’re all
right.”

The girl struggled to sit up and caught
sight of her family. Barrett moved to block the bloody
scene.

“What’s your name?” he
said.

She began to cry and grabbed both their
arms. Through the sobs she told them who she was.

* * *

I finish with Kassandra’s elbow and
wonder what made her change her mind, but we’ve been silent
throughout this little ordeal and I’m afraid that she might burst
into tears if I ask now. Mira has been slow dancing the baby who
hasn’t made a peep. I hope he’s not traumatized. There’s a small
bottle of anesthetic and I give Kassandra a quick dose. She voices
her relief and I’m glad to know it works so fast and that my son
experienced the same instant peace.

She looks at me with watery eyes. I
give her a weak hug.

We go back to camp where Harmon gives
us each an apple and some water. He’s anxious to get us to Exodia,
to put the plan in place, to be the one who speaks. He shows me a
suitcase full of fantastic gadgets that will give us power. I’m
skeptical because I’ve seen my grandfather’s cache of deadly
persuaders: armaments that convince brave men that they are weak,
weapons that put down uprisings in minutes, an arsenal of
improbable devices that will change an angry crowd’s
objective.

Kassandra and Mira stand a few feet
back and watch.

Harmon uses his fingertips to pull out
five multi-jointed tubes, each about ten inches long. He clamps
them together until it resembles a metal cane made of fifty
cartridges. He rests one end on the ground and holds the top tip
between his thumb and forefinger.

“Watch this,” he says. He
lifts it up from the ground and with a flick of his thumbnail he
engages the mechanics of it and the individual sections come alive.
It writhes like a snake.

“What does it
do?”

“It burrows down and then
tunnels north a preset distance. All fifty cubes unlink from one
another, spread out a hundred yards, and detonate.”

I’m impressed. I imagine the
devastation such a device could’ve had on our town meeting. No need
to march a city of people away. A deadly serpent.
Delayed entraps.

Harmon is still talking,
explaining, describing, and then he clicks the snake’s head and the
undulating abruptly ceases and the metallic rod snaps to attention.
A straight stick. I think of Sana coming up with an anagram for
that phrase too: stacks
airtight. I shake my head, envisioning my
little sisters, how scared they must be. A rush of regret depresses
me. I have a dreadful premonition. We shouldn’t have left
them.

Harmon is careful about separating the
three pieces. He nestles them in their molded spots and reaches for
another item, already churning out the academics of its use. I stop
him. I hear the far off buzz of an aircraft.

“We need to leave,” I say,
as if I’m already the leader of this small group. Everyone obeys my
subdued command.

* * *

We’re on the road, following the truck.
The recharged solar Beast strains to keep up with my brother’s
crazy speed. Rolling down the mountain, braking often, I’m more
than a little concerned. And I’m apprehensive to be headed to meet
with the leaders of the Reds: Teague and Hamlin and
Korzon.

And maybe to see Lydia. I brake
again.

Gresham begins to cry as if he senses
my adulterous thoughts, that I would abandon him as well. But could
I? The guilt from my killing sin sits as miserably on my heart as
ever. To break Kassandra’s trust would complicate even more my
already dissonant life.

But my thoughts cannot be gathered
back. We drive in silence as soon as Gresham begins to nurse. I
steal a glance or two and envy him. What I really want to do is go
back to the day before I saw Barrett being chased by the guard and
climbing the fence. If I’d never looked out that grimy window maybe
now I’d be somewhere else. And my life would be so much better …
even with an arranged marriage by mother. I wouldn’t know she
wasn’t my mother or that I had siblings. I wouldn’t know about
those prophecies or the ledger or that a whole family of wonderful
people could be herded into slavery.

And David Ronel would just be a nice
old man that people like my nanny told stories about. Not someone
with power and plans, someone who won’t take no for an answer and
is forcing me to be someone I don’t want to be.

We reach level land with the brakes
still intact and Harmon drives east at less intense speeds. Little
by little he leads us southeast and then south and finally west. We
have circled down into Exodia so we can enter from the side
farthest from the capitol grounds. A good idea, I think, until a
tractor pulls in front of Harmon and another slides behind me and
we’re forced to slow down. Right before we come to an intersection
both tractors stop and we are hemmed in at the sides by lines of
people, Reds for sure, who hold serious weapons in their gnarled
and weathered hands. This is not the greeting I
expected.

* * *

Word had spread through the streets,
aided by old solar phones and young runners, that special
emissaries of David Ronel were arriving in Exodia from the east and
that another small town’s worth of refugees were being herded in
from the north by soldiers.

Lydia sat with a traumatized blond
teen, a girl close to her own age, who had witnessed the heartless
extermination of her mother and sisters. Barrett had carried her
all the way back to Lydia’s house and stood ready to run whatever
necessary errand Lydia asked, whether for medicine or pseudo-doctor
or grave diggers.

The girl had cried uncontrollably when
Lydia cleaned and bandaged her head wound, but now she was trying
to pull herself together with halting shudders and broken
sobs.

Lydia spoke softly, “It’ll be all
right, Katie. We’ll help you.” To Barrett she said, “Bear, I’ll
stay with her. You go ahead and tell Korzon what we saw and maybe
if it is Dalton who’s coming in from the east–”

Katie grabbed at Lydia’s arm, stopped
her in mid-sentence and shrieked the name. “Dalton? You know
Dalton? He escaped! My sister–” She broke down again unable to make
any further coherent response.

“I’ve never seen anyone in
such distress.” Barrett whispered to Lydia. They wrapped Katie in
several blankets, gave her a warm drink, and then Barrett signaled
that he was heading off, prepared to run the distance faster than
any long-forgotten Olympian.

Lydia touched his shoulder.
“Good luck. Do not go anywhere near that death march.”

Barrett lifted his left arm for a quick
elbow thump, knowing she wanted to say something more, a greeting
for Dalton maybe, though he hoped not, or a wish that she didn’t
have to stay with the grieving girl and could go with
him.

He turned and ran.

His gemfry gifts of speed and enhanced
hearing made it easy for him to pick a safe route through the slum,
past the capitol, and out to the eastern zone. He heard Korzon’s
deep voice long before he reached the quiet crowd.

Barrett found a spot behind the ring of
Reds, mostly men, who listened intently. He didn’t understand the
resistance he saw; the very men who sent him on missions to Ronel,
to beg for help, to plead for the return of Dalton Battista, were
putting up challenges to four people who stood beside a truck,
digging through suitcases of mechanical magic. Two men, two women,
one with a baby. All with dark red elbows. The blond mother seemed
vaguely familiar and made him think of the injured girl back at
Lydia’s.

He stared at Dalton who seemed taller
than he remembered in spite of the fact that Barrett himself had
grown a foot these last two years. Dalton’s shoulders were wider,
his muscular arms thicker, his posture solid and self-assured.
Another man, equally tall and dark and strong, his face so similar
to Dalton’s that Barrett could imagine him as a security double,
was doing all the talking, showing what the cases held,
demonstrating miraculous power.

“This is good,” Korzon
proclaimed. “This is very good.” He looked around the crowd, daring
them to refute his pronouncement. He nodded at Barrett and two
others. “Take them to the safe house. And you, Hamlin, set up a
meeting with Truslow. And Dalton,” he nodded almost reverently,
“you do the talking. Take just the one case. We’ll hide the
rest.”

Barrett could hear Dalton let out a
held breath and stutter a reluctant yes. He caught his eye as he
moved forward to help with the gear. He wasn’t prepared for the
grin and excited greeting.

“Bear!” Dalton clapped his
friend on the back and ignored the standard greeting for a more
personal back pounding. “You’re tall.” His eyes flickered past him,
looking for someone, then returned to Barrett’s face and held. “How
are things?”

Barrett nodded his head without
thinking then changed it to a slow shake. “Not good. We really need
you.”

Dalton took a step back. He introduced
Mira and Harmon and finally Kassandra and Gresham. Barrett kept his
response as formal as he could. He could only raise half a smile.
This Kassandra, this wife of Dalton, had eyes and hair to match
Katie’s. And Katie had spoken Dalton’s name. Barrett wanted to be
happy for Dalton, but Lydia was going to suffer at this knowledge,
and that poor girl … his mind flew through gemfry
visions.

Two men came up to move the tractors
and others took the truck and car and drove them away. A larger
truck pulled up and Barrett along with two more escorts sat in the
back with Dalton and his family.

* * *

I sit on the hard bench next to
Kassandra and take the baby from her for the bumpy ride in this
canvas-covered truck that reeks of sweat and dirt–a truck so much
like the work trucks we passed yesterday that a shiver races down
my back and I see an armed guard for an instant. As the ghostly
image of him evaporates I count the souls around me. My knee
jostles against Kassandra’s and I see another vision, a scrap of
knowledge, and I turn my head quickly to my left and catch my wife
blushing at Bear. I look down at my son and wonder at my mix of
sensations. My thoughts are reeling, my heart rate is speeding up,
my hands feel clammy, and my knee keeps tapping hers. I stare at
Barrett and he glances away from Kassandra, to the floor, then to
me.

“What?” I say.

“I was wondering … how you
two met. What have you been doing all this time? Where did you
live? You never reached Ronel.” I hear the accusation in his tone.
So many questions tumbling from his lips, things unsaid.
Bitterness. My tongue stays glued. I see a dozen words, anagrams.
You never reached Ronel. You never learned
chore.

“Dalton helped us,”
Kassandra says. I blink her words away: Ten
should plead. What could that mean? She
turns her whole self into my side and puts a hand protectively over
Gresham’s head, pets him. “I come from a family of seven daughters
and he showed up just when we needed a big strong man to help with
all the things we couldn’t do.” I know she’s smiling though I don’t
look at her; there’s something phony in her tone. Instead I watch
Barrett’s face. He has a secret. If I could extend my foot and
touch his boot that secret would be mine. I’m sure of it and
suddenly I have more questions for Mira and Harmon, about our
parents, about their exposure to radiation, because right this
instant, out of the blue, I’m certain that I’m a gemfry, same as
Barrett. Fiery gamma. I am a
gemfry.

* * *

Barrett sat between two men who’d been
selected along with him to take Dalton and the others to a safe
house. He braced his back against the metal support and pressed his
feet down to keep from sliding sideways into one of the men as the
truck careened around a corner. Across from him Kassandra, Harmon,
and Mira slid a few inches into Dalton who stayed rock steady,
planted on the bench with the baby in his arms, strong and firm
with barely a trace of that insecurity Barrett had seen two years
ago.

Barrett’s eyes flickered across all
four faces, but he stretched the seconds to look intently at
Dalton’s wife. She looked beat, road weary no doubt. There was
sadness there, too, as if she wasn’t happy with Dalton, though why
Barrett should imagine such a thing he wasn’t sure. He was
attracted to her despite her ragged appearance, and there was
something in that first smile, her steady gaze when their eyes met,
and her body language. He had grown reasonably proficient at
reading girls. Something was off base with Kassandra. Something
very right and very wrong.

Dalton asked him
what? and Barrett spewed a
handful of questions, sure that Dalton would choke on the answers.
He was right. Kassandra answered for him.

It was a thoughtless impulse that made
him ask, “Kassandra, do you have a sister named Katie?”

The abruptness of the question, the
question itself, made both Dalton and Kassandra stiffen.

“Yes. How would you know
that?” She gave Dalton a worried frown and looked back at Barrett.
“We were all taken–” Her throat grew tight and she clutched at
Dalton’s arm, shaking her head. She looked up at him. “You
tell.”

Dalton gave the briefest of details:
the town meeting, the march, the escape. “Katie is the next oldest
sister after Kassandra. There are five more plus her mom and her
dad. We left them all two days ago. Have they reached Exodia? Do
you know where they are?”

Barrett didn’t want to answer. He’d
give up all his gifts to never have to answer. Stupid fool. He knew
the immeasurable sorrow his words would bring.

* * *

I have to keep my eyes down,
concentrate on not gripping the baby too tightly while holding very
firmly to Kassandra’s heaving shoulders. Her head’s pressed against
my left shoulder, her hair beneath my chin. I brush my lips lightly
on her scalp. I knew Barrett had a secret. I could kill him now …
to spring such news on us without a warning. Kassandra’s startling
screams have given way to unbearable weeping.

I focus as well as I can on the floor
of the truck. It seems to ripple. I blink and the floor is solid
for a moment until I picture Flor’s face and Sana’s and Araceli’s
and Marcela’s and Deandra’s. And Kassandra’s mother.

That the evil of this
Blue-run world would bring this misery to us suffocates me. My
fault. My fault from day one. When I killed that man. When I hid my
deed, my shame. When I ran. I don’t need a prophecy or a message in
the stars or an anagram of died gone
to know how guilty I am.

Mira reaches over and takes the baby
from me. I wrap both arms securely around my wife; her incredibly
deep grief cannot be reduced by simple hugs and yet she softens a
bit and the sobs grow weaker. She tries for words between trembling
breaths and I decipher her desire. She wants to be with
Katie.

The men in the truck are uncomfortable,
hesitant to veer from Korzon’s order, but Barrett taps on the
window, makes the driver stop and goes out to give directions. When
I hear him give what I know is Lydia’s address I start to
sweat.

* * *

It was as good a safe house as any,
Barrett thought as he directed the group quickly through the side
door. The truck would make a wide loop and return in ten minutes.
That wouldn’t be enough time, he knew, but it couldn’t be helped.
If only he hadn’t opened his mouth.

“In there.” He pointed to a
small room off the kitchen. He and the others stayed back and let
Kassandra and Dalton enter the room. He felt bad not giving Lydia a
heads-up, just springing Dalton and a wife on her.

* * *

I see Lydia sitting next to the bed
before I see Katie. It seems too short a second to process how
Lydia has changed and how she hasn’t changed at all. Kassandra
doesn’t even notice Lydia. She goes straight to Katie, plops onto
the bed and grabs her sister. I hear a tiny gasp from Lydia and the
quietest of thankful sighs from Katie, bandaged and pale and
looking like a ghost. The hollows of her eyes and cheeks hold dark
shadows of pain and grief.

Lydia mumbles, “Oh, you must be … I’ll
just leave you … uh.” And she stands, her face a mix of two
emotions. She tries to scoot past me and her hand brushes mine. Her
raven black hair frames her face; her eyes and the touch of her
hand tell her story to my soul. I read the look she gives me. A
second, maybe two, and I try to explain these two years in a
moment’s fragile gaze. As if we need no words. She lowers her eyes
and passes through the door.

I look back toward the bed where
Kassandra holds Katie and they cry, soft at first, and the door
clicks shut. I take the seat that Lydia had vacated and
wait.

When the volume of their grief exceeds
what I can stomach I reach over and pat them both and offer a
single word repeated. There, there, there, like the calming rhythm
sung to a baby. I take Katie’s hand. “Tell us what happened.” And
before she speaks I know exactly what transpired and I see the
round-faced guard, the Blue lieutenant, the horse, the blood, the
cold slaughter. My stomach twists with nausea.

Katie tries to begin, drops my hand to
take her sister’s, and makes an accusation, “You shouldn’t have
left us.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,”
Kassandra wails.

There’s a knock and the door opens.
Barrett’s head is down, but he speaks with mature authority. He
tells me I must leave, that Mira will stay with the girls and that
Harmon and I can take our threatening weapon and speak our cause to
Truslow, but first we must get to the safe house.

I leave the room without a word and
Mira goes in with the baby. Lydia’s nowhere to be seen. Barrett
rushes out the door. I glance at Harmon whose frowning face seems
too sad for what he knows–the abbreviated version that Barrett
revealed in the truck–but perhaps he has a gemfry gift beyond what
I can guess. Or perhaps he simply reflects my own expression. He
turns and follows Barrett outside.

I close my eyes and listen. The sobs in
the room nearby are what I expect, but fainter sobs from above
reach my ears, and then footsteps. I’m frozen to the spot, both
hoping and fearing that Lydia’s returning to the
kitchen.

A tall thin woman comes into the room,
eyes like Lydia’s, but with a stern, pinched look on her face. I
nod, briefly smile, but of course my words catch in my throat. She
introduces herself as Lydia’s mother, Jenny Sroka. She bends her
left arm as if to greet me in the customary way, then changes her
mind and thrusts out her right hand. Her grip is strong, her
fingers warm in mine, but I’m still reluctantly quiet.

When I finally say my name she jerks
her hand away. There’s a second, maybe only half a second, which is
just enough time for me to read her thoughts. She hates me. She
doesn’t even know me and she hates me.

I don’t know what I should feel now
besides fear. To meet with Truslow, the cruelest man alive, should
have me quaking, but it is Jenny Sroka’s grief that makes me
tremble.

“I’m so sorry for your
loss,” I say. I picture the birthing clinic in my mind, the letters
carved into the wall that Lydia had me trace: Dalton Battista is not Lucas Sroka.

Tears spring to her eyes. “It was a
long time ago. And it wasn’t exactly your fault. Your mother was
only trying to save you–as I would have tried to save Lydia’s
brother.”

“You knew my mother?” She
won’t look at me now.

“Yes, I knew Jacky. Some of
us knew what she did, knew the Culling Mandate was because of you.”
Her voice grows as tight as her fists. “I carved your name
everywhere. I tried to stop the madness, the killing of the
innocents. It didn’t stop.”
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Chapter 11 The First Plague

 


From the fourth page of the
Ledger:

When he saw that the ruler
brought more trouble upon the people he asked, “Why did you send
me? Why haven’t you rescued these people?”

 


TRUSLOW MAKES US wait two days before
he’ll see us. Two days full of hourly reports that describe
hard-hearted strikes against our people: a new tax, a higher toll,
another right repealed, a punishment imposed, a penalty for this or
that. And worse things on this second day: raids, imprisonments,
executions.

We walk through the capitol gates,
Harmon and I, with only Barrett and two others as unarmed escorts.
Harmon carries the case which will have to pass inspection before
we can enter. A slight breeze sends my hair across my face and
hides my identity from the duty guards, men I’ve known since I was
little. I brush the strands aside and they look me full on and are
surprised. Harmon says he is Harmon O’Shea and I am Bram O’Shea and
the guards laugh. I say, “Dalton Battista,” and I ache to show them
my red elbow, but they push us on and give Barrett and the others a
thorough search.

A crowd has followed us and they
bravely line themselves along the fence, hushed and expectant. The
doors ahead burst open and at least twenty soldiers precede the
Executive President and his son, my former classmate. The soldiers
take their positions and hold their nano-guns ready, most of them
pointing at the crowd but the ones next to Truslow aim directly at
us. I wonder why he meets us here, outside; my grandfather never
would have allowed a crowd to watch.

We stop a respectful distance away. I
stare at my old classmate, Jamie. He stands shoulder to shoulder
with his father, equally rigid, face taut. I expect to see him
break out of this serious mask at any second, come running up to me
and give me that old grin, but he remains unmoving as if he’s
lifeless or under some spell.

Truslow speaks. “Show me this powerful
new gadget.”

“Mr. Executive President,”
Harmon begins, and I’m so thankful that he speaks for me, “we have
a simple request. Our people, the Reds, need to rest, recharge
their panels, so to speak, and then they will work all the harder
for you. Give us, please, just three days that we might have a
festival.” The festival was Ronel’s idea, Harmon told me last
night, a festival to be held in the fields to the north where we
would have a three day head start on escaping Exodia.

“And why should I be so
obliging? What do you have to show me there?” His eyes flicker to
the case and I help Harmon unclasp the latches. The soldiers move
one step closer.

Harmon takes the first part and, as he
did before, slowly joins the sections. “A revolutionary weapon, Mr.
Executive President.” He clicks the head and the snake-like
apparatus begins its dance.

“This is what you have to
bribe me with?” Truslow scowls, waves a contingent of officers
forward, and laughs. “Show them.”

Five uniformed men hold
short staffs of ten connected cartridges. They snap them one to
another and their final weapon looks nearly identical to ours. They
set it on the ground and it wiggles its way toward us. Harmon holds
our serpent high above his head and turns a full circle. He
stretches out his arm until the tail waves directly above the head
of the other. Like a magnet the metal ends clip together until he
holds a doubly long twisting eel. An angry Truslow makes a move
forward then halts as Harmon thumbs the snake’s head and it
stiffens, one hundred individual cubes snapping into place. There
is a thunderous boom and a second and third weaker crack and
forty-seven more bangs as each one of the government’s sections
implodes, fizzles, and turns to smoke and ashes. Serpent devours
serpent. Spurned potent
reserves.

Harmon speaks again, brave words, true
and honest and full of hope, and the crowd hums with delight at
every phrase. Encouraged, expectant. I see the tiniest wrinkle of a
smile on Jamie’s face, but his father boils.

“Nothing! You get nothing!”
Truslow whips his head to the side and glares at his son. “Have
those two locked up and take that … that weapon to the
arsenal.”

* * *

When Barrett had introduced Harmon and
Mira to Lydia and told her that Dalton was married and the baby was
his, it was all she could do to conceal her feelings. She’d made an
excuse and hid in her room. She heard her mother go down, suspected
an uncomfortable meeting between her and Dalton, then felt the air
pressure in the house change as the door opened and closed. From
her window she’d watched the men leave then sat in a hazy stupor of
depression for an hour. When she returned to the kitchen Mira
handed her the baby then made a rude comment about how pale the
baby looked next to Lydia’s skin. Mira laughed and offered a
pretentious smile, then took charge of making sleeping arrangements
in the living room. Lydia’s throat choked up as she held the baby.
She’d never imagined that Dalton was living a domestic life
somewhere. She examined the tiny features, so perfect, and she
stroked the wisps of black hair on the top of the baby’s head. Then
Gresham cried. Kassandra appeared and with a forced smile took the
baby and introduced herself. She dropped the smile when Lydia said
her name.

The week dragged by in an awkward waltz
of avoidance. Lydia kept her distance from the Luna girls. But her
mother was gracious to the unexpected house guests; she fawned over
the baby and comforted Katie and Kassandra when she came home from
work, though she stood aloof whenever their talk concerned
Dalton.

Lydia’s day job, the one she’d worked
since she was sixteen, was as an En-tech rotating through Exodia’s
seven factory centers. She had always taken advantage of her job
skills, her phenomenal aptitude and speed, to cheat the system. She
could do a week’s worth of tasks in a day and a half, which she
spread over the week, careful to appear at each center twice. This
gave her some flexibility to run missions with Barrett, to spy,
travel, and help plan and execute things like rescues.

Rescue was on her mind when she walked
through the kitchen late one evening and found Mira, her mother,
and the two sisters drinking smuggled coffee by the light of a
single candle and consoling one another on their personal
losses.

“Join us, dear,” Jenny said.
She scooted to the side of her chair and patted a space for Lydia.
“Would you like some coffee or chocolate?”

Lydia shook her head and squished
herself next to her mother. Mira smiled at her, but Kassandra had a
blank look and Katie’s face held a perpetual scowl, ghoulish in the
flickering light. A fog of silence filled the dreary
room.

Lydia was burdened by having seen
firsthand how Katie was attacked and her family butchered. She
didn’t know what to say or how to comfort Katie and had refrained
from forming any kind of friendship with her.

Or with Kassandra, whose every word,
every look, every gesture claimed title to Dalton.

This night was only the second time all
five women had been in the same room at the same time. All eyes
were on Lydia and she knew they were waiting for the latest
news.

“We’re planning a
rescue.”

“You’re going to rescue our
father?” Kassandra’s face changed, brightening in the candle
glow.

Lydia took a moment to process the
question. She expected Kassandra to be more concerned about her
husband’s welfare–he’d been imprisoned for a week now. She looked
down her nose at the young wife and answered. “No, we don’t know
where they took your townspeople yet. Bear is working on that.
Rather, we’re planning a rescue of Dalton and Harmon. I thought
you’d want to know that.” She felt her mother shift in the chair at
the mention of Dalton’s name. She took a fleeting look at her,
sensed the iciness from the tightly pursed lips. Lydia’s words had
changed the mood in the room for everyone. She rose up, went to a
cupboard for a glass and poured herself some water.

Katie spoke to Lydia’s back. “We need
to find our father. We need to go home.”

Lydia leaned against the counter and
took a slow sip, ignoring the sharp flavor of the rusty water.
“Both of you? You’d just leave Dalton behind?”

The sisters shared a quick glance.
Kassandra looked at her coffee mug and answered, “We had two years.
That’s all it was destined to be. My father read the stars.” Her
voice tapered off and she kept her eyes down.

Mira patted her hand.

An electrifying shiver rippled across
Lydia’s skin. She couldn’t absorb all the implications of this
young mother’s declaration. She stared at Kassandra’s lowered head.
No one said another word.

The silent spell broke with a gust of
air as Barrett opened the side door and hurried into the room. The
candle went out but Lydia hit a light switch and they all blinked
in the brighter light from the ceiling.

“I’ve got news,” Barrett
said. He nodded to the other women, but spoke to Lydia. “Truslow’s
taking Harmon and Dalton to the river tomorrow.”

“What? Why?”

“We’re not sure. A
demonstration of some sort. He’s ordered all people in leadership
positions to be there. At first light.”

Lydia’s thoughts raced to an awful
conclusion: an execution. She refused to consider it. “Is that
all?”

“Well,” Barrett frowned,
settled a cautious gaze on one of the sisters, “I did hear
something else. Truslow sent for those loony fortune tellers that
used to work for Battista’s government.”

“Fortune tellers?” Katie
asked. “You mean like witches?”

Barrett shrugged. “Yeah, I guess
they’ve been called that, too.”

Katie turned to Kassandra.
“Remember that first night with Dalton? At dinner?” A nod and she
resumed, “Sana gave a bunch of prophecies. One of them really
bothered me and I thought about it for a long time. It was
witch let doom, amen.”

* * *

The Mourners were a secret group of
Reds who held the stubborn conviction that the single child who
survived the Culling Mandate nearly two decades ago needed to
sacrifice his own life as restitution for their horrific loss.
Jenny Sroka had belonged to the group since its early days, and
though she had subscribed to their vengeful beliefs at first she no
longer saw the point of merciless actions. Still, if it hadn’t been
for that one prophecy about that one particular child, Bryer
Battista would never have instituted the order. And to think that
Battista didn’t die at the hand of a Red after all, but from a
heart attack.

She wondered if, since the prophecy did
not come to fruition as expected, maybe it was misinterpreted.
Maybe Dalton was destined to kill another, someone who was not yet
in power. It was difficult to decipher all the ramifications of
such a supposition. She met with the other Mourners and voiced her
concerns as much to convince herself as to save Dalton from the
mortal end they proposed. And also because she knew her daughter
loved him.

But she failed to sway the Mourners.
After they voted to continue with their preparations, they made her
leave the meeting.

* * *

If brothers bond better under harsh
conditions then Harmon and I are closer than most. The cell is damp
and dark. They bring us one meal a day and barely enough water to
keep hydrated. For warmth we sleep close together on the tile floor
with our feet near the drain. Late last night four guards came and
took us to a shower, made us shave our beards and heads, and gave
us fresh, clean clothes. Then it was back to the tile floor for a
fitful night of restless sleep. I dreamed of someone I shouldn’t
think about.

“Hey, you,” a guard shouts.
“Get up. Follow us.”

We follow between the guardsmen. We’re
not tied up or chained and Harmon whispers something to me about
running, but I shake him off. We’re too weak.

They march us out of the building and
into the early morning daybreak. We follow a caravan of vehicles
that moves no faster than our sluggish feet. I hear the faraway
voices of excited people. Close by there’s a hushed gathering of
solemn Reds escorting us through the streets.

We reach Exodia’s crystal clear river.
It sparkles black and silver from the headlights. We stop and wait.
The air is void of the putrid smells of the slum; the scent of
flowers neither lifts my spirit or gives me hope. The sun rises
behind us pushing our shadows to the river’s edge. The shadows are
a more truthful sign. I’m doomed if I must swim. I wonder if Harmon
has learned the skill.

A horn sounds and soldiers push us to
the sandy bank. Executive President Truslow exits his vehicle with
a cadre of important looking men. Their hushed whispers add a
troubling alarm to this apprehension. A military man hands him a
staff–the weapon they took from us. Truslow uses it like a cane and
walks straight up to us. He jams the end into the soft earth and
for an instant I expect it to explode or at least to burrow away,
but that doesn’t happen.

I never speak first, but the words are
on the tip of my tongue and I can’t seem to stop them. “David Ronel
has sent us to say to you: Let the Reds go. Let us go meet him
three days journey to the north. If you don’t let us go I’ll take
that rod you’ve stuck in the mud and I’ll change the fresh water of
this river into a polluted cesspool and all of Exodia, all Blues,
will suffer.”

Truslow’s laughter echoes
loud and dark over our heads and is not at all genuine. He snorts
out two of my words, polluted
cesspool, amid his howls of humorless
mirth. His visage changes in an instant. Pure anger and evil
replace the fake amusement. He pushes the rod until it tilts and
strikes me on the shoulder, daring me. Harmon puts his hand up to
steady it.

“I will not let the Reds go
anywhere.” Truslow’s voice booms loudly, carried by the water. He
is close enough to spit on, in fact he seems to be goading us to
make a hostile move and yet his guards keep their weapons
lax.

I brush Harmon’s arm away and pull up
the rod. I have limited knowledge of its workings, but Harmon has
told me enough of its secret design. I hold the rod motionless and
try to detect Truslow’s motives. If only I could touch his skin I
could determine what he expects to accomplish by this show. I
rearrange the letters of his last statement, hoping for a clue, but
there is none.

“Well?” he says, crossing
his arms and glancing at the crowds. I look at them, too. I read
their hope, their anxiety, their fear. Their faces tell me exactly
what I need to do. No doubt Truslow has had his experts examine the
rod, disarm it, or maybe it’s not even the same rod.

Harmon whispers two words, “Have
faith,” and I strike the end of the rod on the water and there’s an
electrical spark and volts of energy that arc and spit.

I see Sana’s sweet face for
half a second. Polluted cesspool. People
scold louts.

The crowd erupts in fury and
rebuke.

They do in fact scold Truslow and his
soldiers. And as the sun’s red and orange rays brighten the morning
and gleam upon the water the people change their cries to ones of
awe and triumph and then fear because the river is turning dark
red. Dead fish float to the surface.

Truslow directs his army to
point their guns at the crowd and silence follows. He waves toward
the second vehicle and four people emerge. Their clothes look more
like costumes, old and ragged, but of a uniform style, robe-like.
They walk forward with long strides, waving their arms with
exaggerated flourishes, and producing objects from their sleeves
and pockets. Whispers spread through the crowd. The Krona: seducers, magicians,
witches, conjurers.

“Mr. Executive President,”
the first one says with a bow, “we have seen his trick and we can
do the same. In any lake or river. A simple trick.”

Truslow smirks. “Of course. That’s what
I believed.” He raises his hand and sweeps it in our direction and
addresses the crowd. “Do you really want to follow this man who
calls himself Bram O’Shea, but is really Dalton Battista?” I follow
his gaze and see my mother, the woman I thought was my mother,
standing enraptured by Truslow, her hands clasped at her breast,
her eyes fixed on him. I know her awful truth in an instant. The
only good thing she ever did was to save me from the mandate. She’s
his.

“You think you want to
follow him to the desert, but he will only lead you to a wandering
starvation. Death.” He jabs a finger at a tall man, an old woman, a
young boy, Barrett, Lydia, “You and you and you, all of you, you’re
fools. You can have so much more here in Exodia. What can
he do for you?”

I hand the weapon to Harmon and take a
step, rest my eyes on Lydia, and struggle for the words and the
breath to speak them. This strange battle surges back and forth. My
momentary success has been quelled by the intimidating stance of
his soldiers. I bow to Truslow. “Mr. Executive President, please,
you have to let us go. Things far worse than bloody water will
plague Exodia if you don’t let us all leave.” My groveling voice
shames me.

I see Jamie. He comes up behind his
father and whispers in his ear. They share a wicked laugh. Father
nods at son and Jamie turns to a soldier, gives him a command, and
he takes aim at the crowd. A single burst of a nano-gun and a dozen
people fall. I don’t see Lydia. My heart hammers fast. Please not
Lydia. The screams, the panic, the pounding feet blur before me.
Harmon grabs my elbow, points. I see Barrett pulling Lydia up the
hill; he’d heard Jamie’s soft words and escaped with
her.

The four robed men clap their hands and
praise Truslow. A soldier takes the rod from Harmon and pushes him
to the ground. Another one shoves me and we’re made to bow low
until all the people have left. I expect a bullet, but we’re pushed
to our feet, forced to step over bodies, and marched back to our
cell.

* * *

We’ve served seven more days in this
prison. The guards have been generous with our food and drink. I
suspect there have been bribes paid and that I must thank someone
someday. Harmon thinks it’s Mira who’s paying, but I have other
suspicions.

Our heads are stubbly with a week’s
growth of hair and beard to scratch at. We have nothing to do but
talk.

I have endless questions about our
parents.

“Yes,” he says for the
umpteenth time, “they were west coasters and exposed to the
radiation for quite a while. They knew the dangers of passing the
mutated genes on, but there were no adverse symptoms at first.
Mother didn’t believe Mira or I suffered any consequences.” He
laughs as he adds something new, “Mira is a tireless dancer. Pretty
quirky gemfry ability, don’t you think?”

I nod and smile and scratch my chin.
“And you’re sure you don’t have anything other than enhanced
strength? No visions? Prophecies?”

“Nope. And no special
hearing or eagle eye sight or sense of smell. Thank goodness for
that ’cause you really stink.”

“You’re no flower either,” I
say. “What about words? You aren’t afraid to make a
speech.”

“Yeah, I can vocalize in the
vernacular,” he chuckles, “and address any group of men. Blues,
Reds, leaders, laborers. No fear. But they don’t listen to me like
they listen to you. You have the gift.”

I wobble my head left and right. He
must be kidding. But now I know some of my gemfry gifts: the
anagrams and prophecies, the superior hearing, and the mind-reading
when I touch someone.

Harmon asks me about my feelings for
Kassandra. And about Lydia. I stumble through my prickly answers.
He expresses more than just a little prejudice against Lydia having
darker skin, says he’s glad I chose a blond to marry. I feel
uncomfortable, but I say nothing.

Harmon has another question for me and
I’m glad for the change of subject. “Have you ever heard of the
Mourners?"

I shake my head no, though something
niggles at my memory. I expect him to tell me of some group of
gemfries with a sad or deadly gift, but we’re
interrupted.

Four guards march loudly down the
corridor and we rise. The first guard is holding the metal staff
gingerly at its center.

“Come with us. The Executive
President insists that you reverse the curse on the river. He will
listen to your demands again, at the river.”

This time we’re taken in a truck and
there are no crowds of people to observe the meeting. I’ve no idea
if we can purify the water. I see dozens of holes dug everywhere. I
wonder if the people have been digging for clean water. It makes me
feel guilty.

Jamie peers at me from his father’s
side. There’s no warmth in his gaze. He seems much, much older. In
hushed tones they discuss their plan, but I hear it all. Truslow
holds too much trust in superstitions. Gruffly he acknowledges our
presence and takes the metal rod from the guard and waves it over
the river’s edge.

“Fix it. Clean it up, but
I’ll never let your people go for their silly festival.”

I reach for the staff and hand it to
Harmon.

“No,” I say and mean it.
“Let the Reds go. Three days. If you refuse to let them go, I’ll
plague all of Exodia with rats. The rats will come into the
capitol, nip at your heels, sink their teeth into your flesh. They
will find their way into people’s houses and eat their food, piss
on their beds, and bite them day and night. They will not leave
until you let us go.”

Truslow’s howling laughter is
unnerving. I nod at Harmon and he lifts the rod and holds it out
stiffly. He squeezes the second section and the rod emits a high
pitched sound. I wince, but Jamie, Harmon, the guards and Truslow
seem unaffected.

Truslow dips his hand in the brackish
water and shakes gray drops away. “Well? I’m waiting.” His tone is
as reasonable as it is icy.

But the water’s not going back to its
crystal state. And now the rats are coming. I can hear their
squeaks, the rustle of their feet on leaves.

I repeat, “Let the Reds go.”

Truslow smirks and shakes his head.
That half-smile quickly morphs into a frown and a look of fear.
Rats come into sight, emerging from the woods, appearing on the
streets, swimming up the river, materializing all around us. I
stand as still as Harmon. The guards run, surround their leader and
his son, and race them away. Dozens of rats swarm after their
vehicle.

A single rat stalks us. I raise my hand
and hold the staff along with my brother. The rodent gives a
shudder, turns and heads for the slum. His tail is bent to the
left.

His tail is broken.
Harks nobilities.

“Harmon,” I lower my hand
and he sets the end of the staff on the ground, “is there Blue
blood in our veins?”

* * *

The third time Gresham’s cries woke
Lydia in the night she gave up trying to sleep. She dressed,
grabbed her backpack, sneaked out of the house, and headed for the
shack where Barrett lived with his father. She stood in the street
and spoke his name softly, knowing he would hear her, and join her
in the early morning fog. The door creaked open and Barrett came
out. He bent down and plucked at the leaves of some wintergreen
plants, popped them in his mouth and began chewing them as he
walked up to Lydia.

“What’s going on?” he said.
“Something I don’t know about?”

“Not really. Couldn’t sleep.
Thought maybe we could check out one of the internments.” Lydia
hoped he knew this was her way of saying sorry.

He spit out the leaves and said, “You
mean look for the girls’ father.”

Lydia nodded. She could always count on
Bear to be on the same wave length. “Teague’s got that kid from the
school apartments working the garbage detail there. He could help
us find Raul Luna.”

“Sun’ll be up in a couple of
hours. We better hurry. Let me get my pack.”

* * *

They ran cautiously until they came out
of the fog, then they sped up although the starlight was barely
enough to see by. A block away from the fences they stripped off
their packs and took a minute to pull out the necessary tools
they’d need and review the plan they had kicked to the back burner
a week ago. Piece of cake for two young rebels who’d done something
like this twice before.

Barrett left Lydia to set up the
diversion while he jogged around the perimeter, listening, mentally
cataloging sounds, and watching for guards. When he finished his
sweep he gave her the bad news.

“It’s not happening,
Lydia.”

“What? Why not?”

“Too many guards, too much
going on. They already have everyone up. They’re taking them to dig
wells.” He couldn’t resist adding, “Dalton’s fault, I guess, for
contaminating the river.”

Lydia let his remark slide. “I really
want Kassandra and Katie and that baby gone.”

“I thought you liked the
baby.”

She rolled her eyes. She did like the
baby. It was Dalton’s, after all. Tiny and precious and nearly as
bald as his father now was. She thought she’d die of emotional
overload every time she was asked to hold him.

“The baby’s cute,” she said,
“but–” She chanced a cautious glance at Bear in the low light. He
couldn’t possibly understand. He touched her hand. Lightly. Maybe
he did understand.

The rumble of a garage door drew their
attention. The rolling metal door was behind the second fence. A
garbage truck eased out. The huge door lumbered closed and at the
last moment a dark figure rolled slowly beneath and shuffled onto
the back of the truck.

“Looks like somebody has an
escape plan already.”

“What do you think the odds
could be that it would be their father?” Lydia rubbed at the back
of her hand. “Sounded like all the Lunas had special gemfry
attributes. Maybe he read our minds.”

“Whoever it is, let’s give
him an escort. We can come up with a Plan B later. Maybe go
wherever they’re digging wells. Find this Luna guy.”

Lydia was too well trained to sigh or
argue or balk. She’d asked Bear to come with her, but, as in
anything they did for the cause, he had the final say.

They picked up their packs and
zigzagged up the street and around the corner. The garbage truck
headed that way after it cleared the final gate. When it passed
them, well out of sight of the compound, they were ready to run
alongside and jump on. But before they had a chance the truck
grumbled to a halt and their friend jumped from the driver’s seat
onto the road. He spotted Barrett and Lydia and waved them
over.

“Someone’s on my truck. Did
you plan this?” His face was pinched, his words fast and
hard.

“No,” Lydia said, “but we’ll
help get him away.”

“You shouldn’t have stopped
here,” Barrett hissed. “You’re not far enough away.” He leaped up
on the side board and knocked on the metal. “Hey, jump out. Come
on.”

A man, filthy and ragged, swung a leg
over the top and slid clumsily down to the ground.

“Come with us,” Lydia said.
She didn’t wait for a response. The man followed her up a side
street, Barrett close behind. The garbage truck’s gears screeched
and the truck lurched on in the other direction.

As they went deeper into the slum the
man began to slow his pace and cough. Barrett cued Lydia to
stop.

“Time for some
introductions,” Barrett said. “She’s Lydia. I’m Bear.”

The man bent over and huffed. Barrett
yanked the man’s sleeve up. Even in the dark morning he could tell
there was no tattoo at all.

“I’m a priest,” he said as
he coughed again, straightened, and wiped his mouth. “The stars…”
he pointed, “it was a good night to escape.” He huffed and puffed
some more. “My family … I’m trying to find my family. We got
separated.”

Lydia and Barrett exchanged a glance
punctuated by the distant bark of a wild dog.

“Are you Mr.
Luna?”

His eyes widened. “I am.”

* * *

“What do you mean?” Harmon
says as we walk up the river bank. “Like Blue blood as in royalty?”
He laughs. “O’Shea isn’t exactly the most popular name in the Irish
myths and legends I’ve heard. Which are few and far between.
Except, of course, for the song of Bram O’Shea.”

I want to groan at the thought of all
the times I’d heard that song and didn’t understand. “I found a
ledger in my grandfa–, in Bryer Battista’s archive. I tore out some
pages. There’s mention of someone–I’m beginning to think it’s
me–who is or was noble.”

I picture the anagram
harks nobilities and how
in the ledger pages it said for he is
noble.

“Well, Dalton, you were
raised as sort of a modern aristocrat. And what I know of you,
brother, it seems you have high moral character. Principles. I
guess that makes you noble.”

A cloud of rats comes over the hill,
backlit by the purple haze of a strange dawn. They run straight for
us. “It’s amazing that this plague of rats is all part of David
Ronel’s plan,” I say.

Harmon shakes the rod. “And I told you
what else this stick can do.”

We walk through the roiling mess of
animals, some as large as cats, and though they show off shining
incisors and mouth our ankles they don’t do us any real harm at all
thanks to how Harmon has lowered the pitch of the humming rod.
They’re as annoying as buzzing flies. We reach the first of the
slum streets and the rats run off to torment those walking toward
the capitol grounds. I direct Harmon down the B streets and head
for Lydia’s–the only place I want to be.

* * *

Mr. Luna leaned on both Lydia and
Barrett and hobbled the last half mile. Something happened as the
sun came up and people started venturing out into the streets and
yards. Rats, small and large, healthy and crippled, young and old,
converged on Exodia from every direction. Lydia’s heart was in her
throat and Barrett was feeling the same anxiety. Always before the
rats had kept to garbage dumps and were seen mostly at night. To
see so many in the bright morning sunlight disturbed both of
them.

Mr. Luna mumbled, “It was in the stars.
It was in the stars. Don’t be afraid.”

The rats snapped at them, tore at their
pants, jumped on them, and scratched their legs with claw or
tooth.

Lydia kicked them away from herself and
Mr. Luna. Barrett reached in his belt sack for a knife, bent down
and jabbed at the boldest ones. Some ran off, but some he managed
to kill. The remaining rats turned their attention to the dead and
dying.

“One more block,” Lydia
said. They stepped it up and when the house was in sight they began
to yell for Mira, Katie, and Kassandra. Mr. Luna drew on what
reserve strength he had at the sound of his daughters’ names.
Barrett kept four rats at bay as Lydia and Mr. Luna slipped through
the side door, but as Barrett entered a small one stole in between
his legs.

“Catch it!”

Kassandra raised the baby over her
head, Katie screamed, and Mira grabbed the rat by its tail and ran
to the other door to toss it out.

“What is going on?” she
shouted as she returned. She stopped short and closed her mouth at
the scene in the kitchen. The bedraggled man that Lydia had pushed
into the kitchen stood with his arms around the sisters, weeping
and praising God.

Barrett explained the rescue to Mira,
trying to speak over the happy sounds of the reunion. By the time
he finished, those happy cries had turned to wails as Katie poured
out the gruesome truth.

Mira, Barrett, and Lydia moved into the
living room. The cries from the kitchen were much worse than the
squealing chaos outside.

“What’s with these rodents?”
Mira asked.

Barrett shrugged. He had no idea what
had made the rats get so bold.

“Maybe it’s because of the
bad water.”

Lydia went to the window and watched as
more rats gathered. She could see three or four at each neighbor’s
door. Squeaking. Aggressively chewing. Clawing. Gnawing. As far
down the street as she could see there were packs spreading out in
every direction, hundreds more than they had encountered coming
through the slum.

“How can anyone go
anywhere?” she mumbled. She saw two men striding down the middle of
the street, the nipping rats running back and forth around them but
giving them a measure of free space on every side, as if there were
a force field enveloping them. She gasped and glanced quickly
toward the kitchen. She whispered to Mira and Barrett,
“Look.”

* * *

I enter first and then Harmon. He keeps
his hand outside holding the long staff downward which keeps the
rats away from us. He slips the rod through the last inch and slams
the door. Instantly he stops the rod’s humming, but there are
stranger sounds now, sobs and stuttering sighs.

I see Lydia first, her face etched in
fear, but her eyes soft with relief. Mira stands next to her, arms
crossed against her chest. Her expression is unreadable. Harmon
gives me a little push and I step fully into the room. My
father-in-law is collapsed against Katie and Kassandra. They pull
apart and I see Gresham, nearly crushed against Kassandra’s side,
looking twice as big as the last time I saw him.

The only greeting I get from Kassandra
is something about my lack of hair, but Mr. Luna clasps my hand and
pulls me closer into an embrace that falters. I have to hold him
up. I am livid at how the Blues must have worked him too hard, fed
him too little. His voice cracks out the individual names of his
wife and daughters who are not here. I realize it’s not the lack of
strength that breaks him.

I hold him tighter.
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Chapter 12 Guilt and Lust

 


From the fourth page of the
Ledger:

They died in the houses, in
the streets, and in the fields. They were piled into heaps and the
land reeked of them.

 


THE HONKING DOWN the road was
continuous and matched the volume of the barking dogs that were
attacking the rats. The horn stopped as an armored government truck
pulled up in front of Lydia’s house, crushing dogs and rats beneath
its wheels.

Harmon smirked at Mira and Dalton.
“It’s not even noon yet and Truslow’s come begging for us to call
off the dogs.” He laughed at his own joke and moved away from the
window.

The morning had been uncomfortable.
There was a half an hour when Mira rocked the baby and Dalton and
Kassandra locked the bedroom door. When they came out the eight
adults split into two groups. Mr. Luna and his daughters remained
in the kitchen to grieve while the other five sat in the small
living room in an awkward debriefing. All the while they endured
the awful woofs and snarls outside and the constant scratching at
the doors, with Lydia bouncing up from time to time worried that
her mother had returned and was desperate to enter.

Lydia leaped up to see the truck and
unintentionally bumped Dalton as he took Harmon’s place at the
window.

“Sorry.”

“No problem.”

She had to put a hand on the glass to
steady herself against the intense energy radiating off Dalton
along with the scent of Kassandra. She looked from the army truck
back to Dalton’s face.

“I’m sorry for this, too,”
she said. “I guess this isn’t exactly a safe house. We should’ve
moved you all somewhere else.”

“It’s all right, Lydia.” His
voice was soft, gentle, a sharp contrast to his rigid body. He
turned to his brother, raised his voice, and said, “Grab the pole,
Harmon. It’ll be better if we go out to meet them rather than have
them burst in here, bringing who knows how many rats with
them.”

Two soldiers emerged from the truck,
firing nano-guns in accurate spurts at the animals around them. The
rats that had been scrabbling at the doors changed focus and ran
toward the soldiers. They were quickly eliminated. One soldier
shouted hurried instructions for Harmon and Dalton to come out,
that Truslow wanted to make a deal with them.

Harmon and Dalton didn’t wait another
second. They opened the door and ran out to the vehicle, Harmon
disassembling the long weapon on the fly so they could leap easily
into the truck.

* * *

The ride to the capitol is unnerving.
We pass several victims of the rats.

I half expect the capitol grounds to be
free of the trouble, but there are scores of rodents scampering
around the area and more follow the truck through the
gate.

“Proud of you, brother,”
Harmon whispers. “You know he’s going to imprison us again, don’t
you?”

“Maybe. Maybe
not.”

I deserve punishment for what I did
this morning. Guilt for lust. It has been months since I’ve felt
married. A season in Truslow’s cell will be penance for picturing
Lydia’s face when I looked down at Kassandra this morning, her
blond hair whorled across the pillow.

Two soldiers poke our backs and push us
up the steps. A third guard fires nonstop at the rats as we go
through the doors.

* * *

Barrett meant only to give Lydia an
encouraging hug, but she turned away, raced upstairs, and left him
standing alone in the living room with Mira.

“You’re never going to dance
with her.” Mira said. The metaphor stung though he saw the sympathy
in her eyes. He didn’t know how to answer.

He walked back through the kitchen
where the Lunas were sitting like statues, staring off into space.
He grabbed his pack. He didn’t belong here, he thought. There were
other things he could do during this crisis. He swung the pack onto
his back and slinked out the side door. He wasn’t worried about
outrunning the rats. In fact, he could probably beat the truck back
to the capitol.

* * *

I look around Truslow’s office which
had belonged to the man I thought was my grandfather for all of my
life. Nothing is different.

Truslow stands behind the desk flanked
by two men. Magicians or scientists or weapons specialists. One
holds another rod like Harmon’s.

Truslow speaks with his usual
arrogance. “The men in my Krona can produce the same effect.” He
nods at the one to his left and the man twists the end of the pole.
My head reels from the harmonic discord and I cringe, ball my
fists, and grit my teeth. From the halls we hear the scuffling.
Animals throw themselves against the door; nails click along the
ceiling.

“If you can stop this curse
I’ll let the Reds go.” Truslow’s lips move in sync with his
eyebrows which twitch upward in anxious demand.

I’m tempted to bow and give this
irreverent toad the worship he desires, anything to stop the shrill
calling.

“What about your men here?”
I say, forcing myself to block the pain. “If they can duplicate
what we have done–poison the water, call the rats–can’t they undo
what’s done?”

“Of course they can,”
Truslow lies. He nods to the man and he twists back the rod. The
sounds overhead abate, but the creatures still rile at the door.
“But if you want your people to be released you’ll have to earn it.
Stop all the rats. Stop them now. Make them die.”

I relax my jaw; a tiny smile slips
between my lips. “Tomorrow,” I say. “They’ll all be gone tomorrow.
And then you’ll have to let us go north.”

We stare at one another while another
furry body belts the door.

The Executive President looks to the
soldiers and says, “So be it. Kill them.”

I panic for an instant and then realize
he means the rats. The soldiers fling open the door and shoot the
ones frothing in the hall.

We’re escorted out, past the gates,
then allowed to walk away alone. But we’re not alone. Barrett drops
down from the fence and walks between us. He thinks we should go to
a different safe house, but I want to go to Lydia’s. I have
apologies to make.

Along the way Harmon uses the rod to
keep the wild things at a distance, but all three of us retrieve
knives from our belt sacks and from time to time we must kill the
larger ones. People come out of buildings and huddle at our heels,
using us for safe passage back to homes or cars. We make a few
detours to extend our umbrella of protection for various Reds when
they beg us to help them get to Lincoln Street or Lofton or farther
still to Pemberton or Park.

We’re almost back to the B streets when
I think to ask Bear where Lydia’s mother works. She’s undoubtedly
been trapped there since her night shift ended. We make one last
detour and find her shuddering inside the lobby of a
warehouse.

“We’ve come to take you
home,” Barrett announces. His voice echoes off the concrete
walls.

Mrs. Sroka avoids my eyes and smiles
only at Barrett and Harmon. “Thank you so much. I tried to outrun
them, but I turned back. I’ve been watching for somebody to come in
a cart.”

“You can thank Dalton. It
was his idea to come for you.” Bear swings his arm toward
me.

“Was it? I heard he was the
cause of all these rats.” Her voice is full of accusation. I look
back at the door, then the floor. I need to say
something.

“I am.” I risk a quick look
at her face, expecting to see her revulsion, but she’s measuring me
with a steady gaze.

“Let’s go,” Bear says. He
swings the door wide and she follows him out. Harmon holds the rod
straight ahead and sets it to broadcast a dissonant hum that repels
most of the rodents. Mrs. Sroka is skittish and I offer her my back
to ride on but she shakes her head. When some bolder rats chase
after us she turns to Bear and he carries her in his arms as if she
were an easy counterweight to his backpack. Harmon and I stomp on
the smaller rats and stab the ones that threaten to jump on
Barrett.

We make it back to the house with
nothing more than a few scratches.

We have a mighty job tonight. We’ll
kill all the rats and pile their bodies up. Tomorrow we’ll march
out all the Reds and return to Truslow for the release of the
rest.

* * *

Lydia, arms filled with more bedding,
stopped halfway down the stairs, out of sight, and listened to the
late night argument.

Dalton was pleading with Kassandra in
whispers that were harsh and loud. “Why can’t you wait? Your father
isn’t well enough to travel.”

“I … we want to go home.
We’ve stayed here too long.”

“I have a
mission.”

“I know and I’m not stopping
you. You … you can do whatever you think you have to do and then
come back to the ranch.”

There was a pause and Lydia imagined
Kassandra avoiding Dalton’s eyes.

“Just give me another day.
Everyone will leave Exodia. We’ll meet Ronel. He has a wonderful
new place for us all to live.”

“So you say. I don’t believe
it.”

Lydia let out the breath she’d been
holding and took the last five steps down with a little extra
weight on her heels so she’d be heard. She entered the room with as
much bounce as she could, trying not to appear as if she’d been
eavesdropping.

“Here are two more blankets
and pillows for you and Harmon. I don’t know how you want to work
this out, but I can sleep with my mom and free up an upstairs
bedroom.”

Dalton’s face reddened and he braced a
hand on the door frame. “That’s okay, her father’s on the bed in
there and Katie’s on the floor. We’ll all take spots on the floor.”
He glanced at Kassandra and she dismissed his statement with a sigh
and left the room without a word to either of them.

“You sure?”

“Yeah, sure. I want to wait
up for Harmon and Mira anyway. So, uh, I guess the O’Shea siblings
will camp out here.”

“They’re still out killing
rats?”

He nodded. “Bear, too. We each took a
quadrant.”

Lydia didn’t know what else to say. She
could’ve set the linens down on a chair, but she stepped closer to
Dalton instead.

“Here,” she said. She
pressed them into his arms, felt that same strange flicker of …
something … when their hands touched. She turned intending to flee
back up the stairs.

“Wait.”

She looked up at him.

“Do you believe in David
Ronel’s plan for us?”

She nodded.

“Have you ever actually met
him?”

She shook her head.

“Do you believe in
me?”

Her heart raced with the intimacy of
the question. “Of course. You’re the one I’ve sung about all my
life.”

“As Bram O’Shea.”

“Yes, but a real or assumed
name doesn’t really matter. It’s still you.” She paused. “I’d still
be me even if I weren’t named Lydia Sroka.”

They stood still, Lydia not ready to
move away, hoping he had more to say.

* * *

A memory stirs when Lydia says her full
name. Washed out, darkened. I see the building she first took me
to, feel beneath my fingertips the carving that was there. So
strange to think her mother did it.

“Your brother–” I say and
I’m sure she’s confused from the look on her face. “That carving.
It said Dalton Battista is not–” I move my fingers along the door
frame as if I am retracing the words.

She finishes for me, “Not Lucas
Sroka.”

As soon as she says those
three words I see them as if they were carved alongside the other
words: Not Lucas Sroka. Outclass
Krona.

I say it aloud, dropping my arm, and
she smiles and says, “Of course you will outclass Truslow’s
Krona.”

“But they’ve already matched
the blood in the water and the summoning of the rats. How can I
outdo them?” I’m doubting myself and especially doubting David
Ronel.

“You’ll think of something,”
she says.

Her eyes are as opaque as the celestial
sky, interfering with my emotions. I want her to stay, but if I
move toward her now I’ll regret it. I watch her head for the stairs
and I listen to the creaks and groans of the old house as she
ascends. There is something incredibly satisfying when someone
believes in you.

* * *

For the third time we stand in front of
Truslow, outside the gates this time. Reds and even some Blues have
dragged the carcasses of the rats and piled them high against the
fences. I can’t be the only one annoyed by the flies buzzing
around. I look back at Barrett. He’s standing as straight as any
soldier. Lydia, too. I smile at her and she smiles back, squinting
in the bright sun.

My family isn’t here. Kassandra was
washing diapers this morning and repacking the backpack. She
claimed this would be the best time to escape with her father and
Katie while I made a commotion at the capitol. I made her promise
not to leave today, but I don’t trust her. I should’ve shown her
how to use the nano-gun that still hides at the bottom of that
pack.

Harmon nudges me. The crowd behind us
erupts in cheers as Truslow appears on the capitol steps wearing a
purple robe, open at the front. He’s surrounded by guards and twice
as many Krona as before. I look again at Bear and Lydia and Mira
and see that they’re cheering, too. Truslow gives a low bow and
sweeps his hands out to either side and his entourage bows even
lower. But the people haven’t been cheering for him as he believes.
Their wild cheers change to boos and they stomp their feet. Little
clouds of dust rise up their legs.

Slowly it gets quiet. I expect Truslow
to speak first, but Jamie comes out to his side, points at me,
whispers, nods toward the building and I look to the fourth floor.
An illusion of blond heads appears behind the unwashed
glass.

My anger surges. I grab the staff from
Harmon, pound it on the ground. “Executive President Truslow! Look
at all the people gathered here today. They’re not working. They’re
not marching in your army or working in your fields or fixing your
roads or managing your factories or pulling metals from the mines
or building the structures that you demand. Give them the rest of
this day and two more to go north, to the barren region, and let
them … let us … have our fair. The Red Festival that you
promised.”

I suck in gasps of air, surprised at
the flow of words and embarrassed by how silly they sound. I hand
the rod back to my brother. The people are yelling, begging,
stomping. I glance at the upper windows again. No one is there. I
look higher and see dark clouds sneaking in from the
west.

The Executive President waves his arms,
quiets the crowd. “Look at the skies,” he yells. “There are storms
coming. You’ll never have anything but a Rain Fest. If you try to
leave Exodia my soldiers will shoot to kill.”

I look to Harmon. I kick at the dust
and mutter, “Rain fest.” He stabs the rod into the dust I’ve
disturbed and immediately the ground explodes with an atomic flurry
of ants. People around us jump and frantically brush the biting
insects off their legs.

Someone yells
fire ants and I twist my
head around to see who it is because the voice is a child’s … so
much like Sana’s voice. She would’ve changed rain fest into fire ants just as quickly as Harmon
did, but mere words wouldn’t have hurt these people.

“My Krona men can do the
same!” Truslow pushes the men forward and they show off electric
beams and round boxes and feathery contraptions, but nothing they
do produces ants from the dust at their feet.

There’s mumbling among the Krona. I
hear them clearly. They tell Truslow that such a feat comes from
Ronel. They cannot duplicate it.

I clear my throat. “Since they’ve
mentioned Ronel, let me use his name, too.” I say this and endure
the burning bites around my ankles as I watch his reaction. It
perturbs him that I overheard. “Let us go so all the Reds may meet
Ronel.” I watch Truslow grimace, smack his calves, hop from foot to
foot. He turns to enter the capitol so I raise my voice louder.
“I’ll send swarms of flies on you and your Krona, on the Blues,
into the capitol, and into all the Blue houses. You can hear them
buzzing, can’t you?” We both look to the rats’ remains, mounded in
smelly heaps.

Truslow shakes his head, grabs Jamie’s
arm and pushes through the doors.

The question was rhetorical, meant to
humiliate. Meant to motivate. But by some awesome strange force the
flies rise from the rodents’ small corpses, swarm and swoop and
multiply. They cover the capitol’s doors and windows and flit
around the guard post.

The people run away. We run, too. It is
happening as I proclaimed. The fire ants fall from our bodies as we
leave the area. The flies stay around the capitol or follow Blue
elbows to Blue homes where they’ll be swatted and smashed as they
try to overwhelm their victims. More flies form clouds around us,
but they vanish as we go deeper into the Red slum.

We walk the last block. From several
houses away I see Lydia’s front door open. Katie and Kassandra
flank their father as they come down the porch steps. Gresham
squirms in the sling. Katie wears the backpack. It couldn’t be more
obvious that they are leaving. Against my wishes. Against her
promise.

I stop near the bushes where I first
hid from Lydia when I followed her here. It seems longer than two
years ago. I look down, my desire to shrink and hide and turn back
time overwhelms me. Do I let them go?

The sky above changes color; the dark
clouds move north away from Exodia.

My feet won’t move me closer. My hand
won’t wave. I stay where I am, locked in a vacuum, and simply watch
as first Mira then Lydia then Harmon and finally Barrett all extend
a hand, a hug, a wish, a farewell.

The sunlight shines coldly on them all,
making their faces seem hazy. I wait for the light to grow warm
again, but that threatening sun only shines more darkly and does
nothing to cut the chill. I deserve to be abandoned.

Kassandra looks my way only briefly,
then my family walks away.
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Part III 2096

 


Chapter 13 A Desperate Plan

 


From the first page of the
Ledger:

He will rescue the poor Reds
from oppression and violence. He will rise up against the usurper,
for he is noble. Ten times will he try. And on the tenth try he
will wrench the heart from the oppressor, the darkness will lift,
but the season to flee will be short.

 


I SHARE A schoolroom apartment with my
brother and sister. Harmon and Mira have been put to work in waste
management while Truslow has moved me to three different boring
jobs where I’m watched continually. I see Lydia and Barrett at the
secret Wednesday meetings. They speak to me, but others sneer and
whisper.

And call me names that parade my
failure. I was their hope. They trusted the prophecies and I let
them down. In the end we couldn’t force Truslow to let us go. Some
would argue that I gave up trying after my family left. But I did
try a fifth time, though it seemed useless to do so.

Harmon hid the rod that we’d begun to
affectionately call “Mateo”, that staff of technological genius
that the Krona cannot completely duplicate. They desperately want
it. My brother endures beatings and torture but Mateo stays hidden
as do the other metal cases of impressive technology that Teague
hid the day we arrived. I’m spared the beatings because of
Truslow’s superstitions. But I’m ostracized, exiled without being
expelled, and held in contempt by Reds and Blues.

For ten months now the government has
backed off, but they watch us, wait, try to coax and bribe us and
offer rewards to our neighbors. But Reds stick together and though
the people have lost faith in me they won’t betray a red
elbow.

By night I dream of Gresham and by day
I wonder how much he’s grown, whether he’s walking, and if he talks
yet. I also wonder if his little body has any gemfry effects. I
hope not.

Three months ago Barrett raced to
Ronel’s outpost and on to his current camp. He returned with a
simple message from Ronel to wait until I figured out “a rare
ringed anagram”.

Bear did me a favor and detoured past
Usala’s Rock and over to the Luna ranch on his way back. He brought
me news that Mr. Luna and Katie had re-gathered most of the herd
which had escaped the pens and had been wandering since our
capture. I felt relieved about that. They work the ranch while
Kassandra tends to Gresham all day. My relief turned to guilt. They
were both fat, he added, and I wondered why he would voice such a
rude comment about Kassandra. Unless it was a clue …

I stopped thinking about Ronel’s
message and Bear’s strange comment as soon as he handed me the torn
papers I hadn’t seen since I stole them from the archives: four
pages from the ledger. A parting gift from Kassandra, he said. A
parting gift. It meant she was divorcing me, an easy thing to do
when there were no prohibitions against it. Our marriage was
over.

I took the ledger sheets and read them
then. I’ve read them every day since and I found nothing in them
that helps me now. But they’re only four pages out of many. I need
to steal the rest.

“A rare ringed anagram”
could only be a word or phrase in the ledger that is circled,
ringed in ink. Or maybe blood.

* * *

At the back of the gymnasium Lydia
stood next to Barrett and steeled herself for another encounter
with Dalton. Emotions were a funny thing and they would sneak up on
her in those sudden moments when she caught him staring at her or
when he said her name or when he tried to make her laugh. She’d
fallen hard for him nearly three years ago and those feelings
hadn’t diminished.

She saw him enter the meeting and she
tried not to hold her breath as he walked across the old wooden
floor. She clasped and unclasped her hands then tucked them under
her armpits, tossed her hair to the side, and kept a stubborn grin
in check. He was fair game, she thought, ever since Barrett told
her that Kassandra had released him. Still, she thought of him as
someone else’s, someone’s dad even, and she felt guilty for her
longing.

As he got closer Dalton gave in to a
habit Lydia was fond of: he ran his left hand through his hair and
tucked the longer ends behind his ear. She had thought he was
handsome when his head was shaved last year and she thought he was
even better-looking with his hair grown out now, even though his
beard looked scraggly. His magnetism came chiefly from his eyes.
When he looked at her she wanted to believe he saw into her soul.
She was sure she could see his. And she loved him.

“Hey, Bear. Hi, Lydia.”
Dalton bumped elbows with both of them. Barrett moved a step so
Dalton could stand between them. Lydia dropped her arms to her
sides.

“We’re gonna do it tonight,”
Barrett whispered. The meeting was about to begin and Korzon was
taking over for Teague.

Dalton frowned. “We? Who’s going with
you?”

Barrett pointed and Lydia opened her
palms. With a tiny smile and the lilt of a question in her tone she
said “Me.”

“I don’t think that’s such a
good idea.”

“Why not? I’m the perfect
distraction.”

Lydia could tell that Dalton was
conflicted. She put her hands on her hips and added, “I never told
you, but I met Truslow’s son once. I think he likes me. I’m pretty
sure he’ll be happy to show me around the capitol. One way or
another either Bear or I will get those ledgers.”

Dalton gave a low grunt and leaned
against the block wall, arms crossed. Lydia tried her hardest not
to reveal with her behavior that she was hiding a secret. Sometimes
it seemed as if Dalton could read her mind. She wanted to reassure
him that everything would be fine; she almost touched his arm, but
reached across and punched at Barrett’s shoulder
instead.

“This guy’s been in and out
of tighter places, besides he owes me a mission,” she
said.

Korzon got up on a chair to be heard
and people shushed one another. The meeting lasted barely fifteen
minutes. Reports of tainted food ended the list of problems. Most
of the people eyed Dalton. They blamed him for the bloody water
last year and the dead rats, the biting fire ants, and the pesky
flies. When Truslow had refused the mass departure the day after
the Lunas left a miserable Dalton moped around for several days,
then he threatened the Executive President with contaminated food.
Somehow his threat came to pass and Reds and Blues alike suffered
for weeks, hungry and weak. This new report of food problems meant
Dalton, Harmon, and that rod of wonder were the main
suspects.

Dalton shook his head slowly at Korzon.
There was no way he was responsible this time.

Lydia stepped in front of
Dalton. “It’s not Dalton’s fault,” Lydia said, speaking up over the
nasty comments that were gathering volume. “It’s because of the
poor conditions and long hours at the food plant.” She raised her
voice louder. “But if it was brought about by something Dalton did
then we should get behind him. Barrett brought back word from
Ronel–” The crowd went silent at Ronel’s name. “–and we need to be
ready to leave. We will get our miracle.”

“We’ve heard that before,” a
man to Korzon’s right said. “We endured the spoiled food, the lack
of clean water, suffered the ant stings, hid from the rats …
Weren’t all those Ronel’s or rather Dalton’s doing?” People began
to grumble agreement; several started to shout over one
another.

It took Korzon several minutes to gain
back control. He wanted to hear from Barrett. Barrett moved to the
front, snaking through the crowd and drawing attention away from
Dalton. He spoke of his treacherous journey, his short stay with
Vinn and Carter, and his detour to check on escaped Reds. When he
reluctantly spoke of the message from Ronel about a rare ringed
anagram, he was met with snorts and scoffing laughter. Lydia and
Dalton ducked out into the hallway.

“They haven’t completely
lost hope, you know.” Lydia kept step with Dalton as they walked
toward his shared quarters. “I still hear people singing about Bram
O’Shea.”

“Yeah, people that don’t
realize that’s me.”

They reached his apartment and stood
awkwardly at the door.

“So … when are you going to
the capitol?” Dalton put his hand on the knob, fumbled for the
key.

“About eight
o’clock.”

“But that’s too early.
There’ll be people everywhere. Late diners.”

Lydia gauged the concern in his eyes.
There was no use keeping a secret. “Actually, I have a date with
Jamie … a late dinner at the capitol. They say the food is– What?
What’s wrong?”

Dalton kept his lips tightly pursed. He
shoved the key back into one of his belt sacks and looked up the
hallway. Some people were walking back to their classroom-sized
apartments and Barrett was passing by them.

“And what about Bear? Is he
going on this date, too?”

“Sort of. He’s my
chaperon.”

There were all kinds of
post-Suppression implications to that which Dalton didn’t want to
consider.

“Ready, my lady? We need to
take a quick dip in that homemade blue dye.” Barrett tilted out his
arm for Lydia to grasp.

“Listen,” Dalton warned,
“you have to be ready for anything. The ledgers may have been
moved, re-shelved, destroyed … that room may not even be used for
archives anymore. And if they catch you–”

“We know, we know, but they
never caught me before.” Barrett used his free hand to calm Dalton
with a steady back patting.

Dalton gave them some suggestions laced
with warnings.

* * *

Lydia laughed at Barrett when he showed
her the disguise he intended to wear.

“Did you steal
those?”

“Mm, more like borrowed,” he
said. He fanned out the wide-sleeved blue shirt and slipped it over
his head. “It’s old. One of those vintage ‘never-needs-washing’
shirts.”

“But it’s
hideous.”

“Goes with the pants.” He
pulled the silken blue trousers up over the skin tight pants that
were his daily wardrobe. He adjusted his belt sacks over the top
and snapped the shirt down tight. “Stylish, huh?”

“Sure and the guards will
never recognize you through the tears in their eyes from laughing
so hard.”

“Just wait.” Barrett took
two things out of his backpack and disappeared into the bathroom.
Ten minutes later a darker, different version of the same handsome
young man emerged.

Lydia’s mouth dropped. “What? How? Wait
a minute. Who are you and what did you do with Bear?”

Barrett held a razor in one hand and a
jar of some kind of gelatinous brown goo in the other. “Do I look
mysterious?”

“What does that do? Your
cheekbones are higher, your eyes wider apart … did you always have
a cleft in your chin?”

“Did I ever tell you about
the time I had to pass as a girl right after my dad
returned?”

Lydia allowed herself a giggle. “Your
clothes are still too weird.”

“You’ll be surprised at how
well I’ll fit in at the capitol. And what are you going to wear, my
lady?”

“I’ll find something in my
mother’s closet. And stop calling me that. This isn’t some sort of
fairy tale.”

“Oh, but it might be.”
Barrett clucked his tongue a few times while he took a small
package from his backpack. He pulled out a ball of material. One
shake and a beautiful blue silken dress shimmered and
billowed.

She grabbed it from his hands and held
it up to her neck. “Beautiful. Thanks. But it looks a little too
big.”

“On purpose. You need to
wear your regular clothes underneath. We may have to do the
Cinderella thing at midnight.”

* * *

They arrived at the capitol guard gate
in an approved vehicle borrowed from a Blue sympathizer. The
license would not arouse any suspicions. They parked and walked to
the entrance where another guard escorted them on to a waiting room
and left them unattended.

Barrett noted Lydia’s apprehension.
“Nervous? That’s not your style.”

“I was just thinking about
the punishment for breaking the law against
intermarriage.”

“Intermarriage? You’re not
going to marry this guy. This is just a date.” He studied her face
and added, “Dating is not a crime and besides,” he glanced around
the room, “everybody here is a Blue.” He wanted to wink at her, but
wasn’t sure if they were being observed from some hidden
device.

“You’re here as my chaperon.
Think about it. Every political marriage in our lifetime, heck
every Blue marriage, has involved the proper announcement,
chaperon, tattoo verification, and so on.” Lydia crossed her
arms.

“I thought you’d only met
this Jamie once.”

“That’s right, but he was
very, um, attracted to me and said that his father’s new wife was
going to arrange a marriage for him unless he found someone on his
own. He asked me to come with a chaperon.”

“But Lydia …”

“I know, I know. I should’ve
told you,” she tapped her elbow, “but I thought maybe I could help
the … you know … and look how convenient this turned
out.”

Barrett’s eyes darted around the room.
He moved as close as possible and whispered near her ear. “We’ll
get in, get what we need, and leave.”

The waiting room door opened and they
turned toward it. Lydia’s demeanor changed abruptly.

“Jamie!”

Barrett sized him up in a heartbeat.
Privileged. Superficial. Jamie benefited from a social position
similar to what Dalton had grown up accustomed to, but he was
flaunting it with unbridled arrogance.

“This is my chaperon, uh,
Bar…Barry.” She stumbled over the introduction, startled at how
similar Jamie’s clothes were to Barrett’s.

Barrett suppressed the habit to offer
his left elbow. Instead he stretched his right hand out for a warm
handshake, Blue-style. Only Reds tapped elbows. He could have blown
it.

“Nice to meet you, Barry.
Your presence is required when we go in to dine, but, if you don’t
mind, I’d like to show Lydia around the place first. You’re welcome
to go in and sample the hors d'oeuvres in the reception room and
wait there for us.”

Barrett gave Lydia a questioning look
and she quickly spoke up, “That’ll be fine. Right, Barry?” She
smiled when he nodded. “How long will we be, Jamie?”

“Mm, an hour, more or less.”
He took her hand and turned her toward the door, dismissing Barrett
without another word.

Barrett walked out behind them and
crossed over to the reception room. His nonchalance was
well-practiced and he knew he could fit in. He had memorized a
diagram of the building that Dalton made for him. Though he had
been in and out of certain areas of the capitol he had never gone
higher than the second floor. With the diagram, his exceptional
gemfry abilities, and Lydia’s distracting beauty, he was confident
he could pull this off.

There were no soldiers in the room,
only kitchen help, and a handful of pseudo-important people,
secretaries probably, who lingered over the hot hors d’oeuvres.
They ignored him. He filled a plate with one of everything and
sauntered back out to the hallway. A quick listen and he determined
exactly where Lydia and Jamie were. He headed to the
stairwell.

* * *

Lydia kept a smile on her face and a
tight grip on Jamie’s hand as they went up the stairs. She had to
lift the hem of the dress to keep from tripping on it. When they
reached the first landing Jamie recited a list of important people
who worked and lived on that floor. Lydia nodded and smiled,
masking her real reaction. The names were not unfamiliar to her;
she had no benevolent feelings for any of these Blues.

“And they help your father
make policy? I’d love to see the Sessions Room.” She dropped his
hand to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Really? Great minds think
alike. That’s exactly where I had them set up our
appetizers.”

“Oh, we’re not eating in the
dining room with … with my chaperon?” She pointed back down the
stairs.

Jamie’s cockeyed grin and shy eyes gave
Lydia a funny feeling. Strange, she might have liked him if they
were both Blues, or both Reds.

“I thought we could have
some time to talk privately. I, uh, I’ve never met anyone as
beautiful as you.”

It was a phrase she heard often and
usually ignored. Tonight she matched the compliment with a lie.
“And I’ve never met anyone as handsome who lived in the capitol.”
On impulse she asked, “Did you know Dalton Battista when he was
here?”

“Sure. Can you keep a
secret?” He took her hand again and led her up the next flight. As
she nodded her head he continued, “Dalton was … well, I looked up
to him when he was here. We had classes together. Nobody knew he
was really a Red. In fact, my stepmother still insists he’s
Blue.”

“But the
prophecies–”

“I know, anyway, keep this
to yourself: my father is deathly afraid of Ronel. His Krona keep
giving him psychic warnings. That’s the reason Dalton is out of
prison and still alive.”

“Why doesn’t your dad just
let the Reds go have their silly festival?”

They reached the Sessions Room floor
and Jamie held the door for her.

“For a lot of reasons. First
of which is he’s just plain stubborn. But, really, do you think
they’d come back if they ever got free of their workload? The
taxes?”

“Probably not,” she agreed,
more truth on her tongue than he knew.

* * *

A soldier passed Barrett, gave him the
once over, and walked on. If he only knew, Barrett thought. He
recognized the soldier, one who had chased him with a whip more
than once when he used to climb over the fence and slip into the
kitchen. He could still smell the soldier. He chuckled to himself.
Here he was, disguised, sauntering up the forbidden halls and
stairs, munching on food that was far too good for Reds. He held a
stuffed chili up to his nose and filled his nostrils with the spicy
scent before biting off half. He reached the first landing and
finished the chili. There was a stronger scent here, pleasant,
familiar.

* * *

A tray of appetizers sat on the table.
There were twelve thickly padded chairs around the table, more
comfortable-looking than any Lydia had ever seen. She almost made a
comment to that effect then remembered that for tonight she was a
Blue who would expect a little luxury, though she had Blue
neighbors as poor as she was. Being Blue was a privilege, a
mind-set, an attitude. She gave her hair a toss and settled into
the chair Jamie pulled out for her. She wondered if Bear could be
sneaking into the Archives now.

“Try the stuffed tomato
first.” Jamie sat next to her and angled his chair. He waited until
she put a couple on her plate then he helped himself to several.
“Good, huh?”

“Delicious.”

They munched and smiled and exchanged
pleasantries for a few minutes until Jamie took her hand and
cleared his throat. Lydia thought she knew what he was going to
say. She interrupted his first word, squeezed his hand and said, “I
heard that you were an expert in Red prophecy. Aren’t there any
Blue prophecies?” It was a total spur of the moment invention, but
Jamie grinned.

“Funny you should ask. My
father put me in charge of the archives when he was elected. You
know what a library is, right? Books?”

Lydia furrowed her brow but
nodded.

“You sure?”

“Well …”

“Don’t be embarrassed. Only
the elite of the elite even have access to books anymore. Since the
Suppression, you know. Hey, you want to see the
archives?”

Lydia tensed. If she said yes and they
caught Barrett in there searching they’d be found out, imprisoned.
But if she said no she’d appear rude. She gave a little nod.
“Sure,” she said, neither too eager nor too reluctant.

“We’ll take these with us,”
Jamie said, lifting the tray.

As they stepped into the hall Lydia
hoped Barrett’s exceptional hearing could pick out her voice from
wherever he was. “So, we’re heading to the archives. Is it in this
wing?”

“It is. Along with my
father’s office.”

“And it’s all right for you
to take me into the archives?”

“Absolutely. It’s pretty
much my domain.”

“Is your father working in
his office? Should I meet him?”

Jamie gave a hollow laugh. “You’re
amazing. Most girls tremble at the idea of coming face to face with
him. You wouldn’t be afraid?”

“Well, no, I thought that
was the point of the dinner tonight. Because you told me to bring a
chaperon.” Lydia gave a sigh, tried to look shy, prim
even.

“Actually he’s away or this
hallway would be crawling with security. It’s my stepmother who’s
handling this dinner.”

“Oh.” Lydia took the tray
from him as Jamie fished in his belt sack for something. He drew
out a key and wiggled it.

“We don’t make keys like
this anymore. I was lucky enough to find it when I began
re-organizing this room. Now nobody comes in here except me.” He
unlocked the door and took back the tray as Lydia stepped
in.

Dalton had told them to expect a dark
and dusty room in disarray, but Jamie flicked on overhead lights
that showed a neatly structured display of various
collections.

Jamie set the tray down and swung his
arm from shelf to shelf. “SCR’s, videos, audio boxes, CD’s, BD’s,
Ereaders, old ledgers, and, as I told you, books. Real, physical
books.”

Lydia walked to the shelf across from
the ledgers and looked at the spines of the old books. Her heart
rate accelerated as she tried to think of something to do or say
that would give her an opportunity to check the ledgers
surreptitiously.

“And the prophecies? Are
they recorded in these books? You were about to tell me if there
were any Blue prophecies or not.”

Jamie took her by the shoulders and
pivoted her around to face the ledgers. “Right here,” he said. “But
I don’t know about prophecies. I’ve skimmed these. They sound more
like poetry or songs or something.” He took the top one off the
shelf. “And look,” he said, “this one has its first few pages torn
out. I think my father did that. He’s had me searching for these
for three years, but I keep telling him I haven’t found them yet.
That way I can keep working here instead of, you know, going into
the service.”

“Can I see?” Lydia held her
hand out, concentrating on keeping it steady. She gave the first
couple of pages the briefest of glances and made the same
pronouncement. “Yeah, you’re right. Just songs or nonsense.” She
set the notebook back on top of the other three. They were small.
She could easily hide them in the belt sack that hung from this
fancy dress, but how could she do that with Jamie standing right
there?

“Check this out.” Jamie led
her over to a wall of bins where he opened one and drew out an odd
machine. “It took me six months to fix this but I finally figured
it out. He waved his hand over the top and a three dimensional
image of a man appeared above it. The man was vigorously making
gestures. His mouth was moving and he looked like he was giving
serious instructions to someone.

“I’m pretty sure this is the
last president before the Eurasian Nuclear War. I’m still working
on getting the sound.”

A chill went up Lydia’s arms. “And you
think this is a Blue prophecy?”

“That’s what I’m hoping.
Something to help us against Dalton and Ronel.”

Lydia stared at the spirited
figure.

“My father’s afraid of them.
One of his Krona has warned him not to harm a single hair on
Dalton’s head.” Jamie puffed his chest out and bragged, “But I’d
take him out in a heartbeat.”

* * *

Barrett heard her first in the Sessions
Room. He heard everything. The rustle of her dress, the clink of
the tray, Jamie’s faster breaths. He heard her hide a warning to
him in her innocent conversation, knew where they were going, and
waited around the corner as Jamie unlocked the archive door. Lucky
there, he thought. He carried lock picks in his backpack, but he
hadn’t brought them. Dalton had told them the door lock didn’t
work. Things change in three years. He would’ve had to kick the
door down. But not now. Now he had to sneak in, hide, wait, steal,
escape.

He put his fingers on the edge of the
door and eased it open an inch. He listened. Waited. Crept
in.

Lydia and Jamie had their backs to him.
They were looking at some kind of stringless puppet and talking
about Blue prophecies. Bear looked for a hiding place. Something
close. The desk. He crouched down and hid. Staying silent was
easy.

* * *

After introductions the next words out
of Jamie’s stepmother’s mouth were, “Where’s her chaperon? We can’t
go through the formalities without her chaperon.”

“I’ll check the restroom.
Wait, here he comes.” Jamie waved Barrett over.

“We want to do these things
properly,” Mrs. Truslow said. “Lovely dress, dear.”

“Thank you.”

Jamie put his arm around
Lydia’s shoulder and squeezed her close. In her ear he whispered,
“I meant to ask upstairs–you will
marry me, won’t you?”

Lydia eyed Barrett, caught the slight
nod and knew he had the ledgers. An easy lie now would make for a
smoother exit later. “Of course,” she said. Jamie planted a quick
kiss on her temple.

Mrs. Truslow beamed. “I need to make
some arrangements with your chaperon. We’ll have the wedding in
three days. The Executive President returns tomorrow.” She added
with a girlish giggle, “He’s promised to bring me some rare black
alabaster carvings.” She seemed particularly pleased with herself.
She looked Lydia over again. “We insist that you stay here
meanwhile. Both of you. We have everything prepared.”

Lydia blinked slowly. Barrett nodded.
Cool and calm. There was no reason to panic yet. He held out his
arm to escort Mrs. Truslow in to the dining room.

They knew they were playing with fire
when they came up with this plan, but they did not expect it to go
this far. An arranged marriage.


 


 


Chapter 14 The Last Plague

 


From the sixth page of the
first ledger:

On that day he will deal
differently with the land of Exodia. He will make a distinction
between Reds and Blues.

And promises will be
kept.

And promises will be
broken.

An arranged marriage will
mark the day they leave.

 


I STAND OUTSIDE the old
school-turned-residence and stare at the stars. If only I could
read them like Raul Luna. I shiver as I think of a certain priest
turned father-in-law. I’m almost twenty years old and I’m no longer
bound to a wife who never loved me.

Yet guilt and grief take turns
tormenting my soul. Did I ever love her?

I pace in the quiet darkness and allow
myself to think of my mistakes. I’ve murdered. I’ve divorced. I’ve
abandoned my son. I’ve failed Ronel. These aren’t simple forgivable
mistakes–mistake is too small a word–these are transgressions.
Unholy transgressions. And I can’t think of any way to make things
right again.

It’s after midnight. Barrett and Lydia
haven’t come by yet with the stolen treasure. I’ll give them
another hour before I wake my brother or go to Korzon.

I put my hand on the antiquated metal
flagpole. I quell my worries and instead wonder how long it’s been
since a real flag has hung here. There are women among the Reds who
secretly weave flags and banners to carry with us when we leave.
There’s still hope for escape. It would be a huge exodus and, no
doubt, a bloody one. Flags and banners will find other purposes on
that day.

Pounding footsteps alert me. I expect
Bear and Lydia to return in a car, but if there was trouble at the
capitol they’d climb the fence and run. I concentrate on the
cadence. One set of fast and agile feet. Barrett. Alone.

He slows when he spots me and jogs the
last darkening yards, pulling something from his belt sack as he
nears.

“Got them,” he says,
thrusting four small books at me.

“And Lydia?”

I can tell he has bad news. A few
raindrops splatter on my head and then the clouds that so suddenly
hid the stars release torrents of water that bite and stab. We race
for the doors. I hunch over the treasure, these ledgers, trying to
protect them. They are old and the moisture could ruin the
pages.

We stand in the lobby where an oil lamp
on the floor has been left burning to illuminate the hallway. Again
I ask about Lydia. The low light catches Barrett’s face. The angles
are all wrong and for a moment he seems nightmarish. I panic for an
instant–he looks tortured.

“She’s still at the capitol.
There’s a problem. They gave her a room to stay in.” He rubs at his
face, leaving blotchy pale spots. “I need some water,” he says, “to
wash off this disguise.”

“Why would they give her a
room?”

“Well, that’s the
problem.”

I ball up my fist. I trusted him. Are
they using Lydia as a hostage? My lips are stuck together; no words
come out even though my head is hurtling thousands of words over my
tongue.

Barrett notices my agitation. “Relax,”
he says. “We’ll figure something out. Besides they can’t make the
announcement without me there.”

I might explode. I know what type of
announcement he’s referring to. My heart wants to pound its way out
of my chest.

And it will break if Lydia has to marry
Jamie.

I need to go to the capitol, but
Barrett pushes me down the hall. He says something about finding
better light to read the ledgers by. His words sound as if they’re
coming from underwater, muted somehow. Muffled and
garbled.

We reach my apartment and he says,
“Maybe there’s a prophecy about this. Maybe it’s a sign. And we
need to look in the ledgers for something with a ring around it. A
prophecy that’s circled. Remember Ronel’s message? We wait for a
rare ringed anagram and then we rise up.”

I don’t need to open the door, find a
light, or wake my brother and sister to study the ledgers. I don’t
need to. I’ve already figured it out.

A rare ringed anagram.

An arranged
marriage.

* * *

The plan is in place by first light.
Harmon retrieves “Mateo” and carries the rod in sections under a
new robe. We all wear robes. Harmon, Mira, Barrett, Korzon, Teague,
recently released from lock-up, and every Red who dares to risk
joining us in another attempt to persuade the Executive President
to release our people. Under our robes are multiple belt sacks that
could have been filled with weapons, but are instead empty by
Teague’s order. He’s brought a better weapon–one of the cases that
Ronel entrusted to Harmon and which Teague’s men had hidden for us.
We silently assemble at the capitol gate, turn our backs to the
building and wait for Truslow’s arrival.

Bear and I detect the far off rumblings
first. We encourage everyone to chant. We stomp our feet in rhythm.
The early morning commotion is not well received by the guards, but
some of them are Reds and they add to the din by firing off rounds
over our heads.

A canon-like boom splits the
air above us and three armored vehicles break open a path through
our ranks. I recognize the second vehicle and see Truslow through a
side window. The chanting stops as the vehicle nears the gate. I
hear three faint syllables–my name, my other name–and I look back over my
shoulder at the capitol and spot Lydia at a dining room window, her
hand upon the glass. Her lips move and I cherish the four words
that bolster me and make me relax. The only other person able to
hear them tenses up beside me. Barrett is in his disguise; his robe
and hood conceal his identity. He’s ready to sneak back in as
Lydia’s chaperon if he needs to.

Three of Truslow’s Krona exit the third
vehicle and walk stiffly over mud puddles toward us. Soldiers come
out from the capitol, open the gates, and hurry to intercept their
leader as he boldly opens his door.

We don’t give him a chance to speak
first. Harmon yells a threat and pulls the rod parts from his robe,
mumbling what sounds like incantations. He snaps them together and
holds the long pole high and nods toward me. I hold my hand out to
Teague who puts a box in it the size of a robin’s nest. The Krona
stop walking. Truslow is now fully out in the open. All of our
people remain a respectful distance, heads down, arms hidden under
their robes as if they are putting large-knuckled fingers on
imaginary triggers or blades.

It is now that I should say
the words Harmon had me practice, but I hesitate and Truslow speaks
instead. “Dalton Battista again? Haven’t you gotten it through
your head yet? There’s nothing you can threaten me with that my
Krona won’t stop.”

Of course that’s not true. He blusters.
He shoves aside the lead Krona and demands something from him. The
man reaches into his belt sack and produces a paper. Truslow grabs
it and waves the single sheet.

“The only reason you are
still alive is because of what is written on this page. I stole it
from your grandfather’s archive … before I let him die.”

I cringe at the word
grandfather and begin to
sweat. I had stolen four pages when I was sixteen and Barrett had
stolen the rest of the ledgers last night. We pored over them all
night long, four of us, and were encouraged by the prophetic lines
in the first ledger’s opening page. The first page, that is, after
the torn away ones. A page that was numbered six.

My hands cause the box to tremble. I
know what Harmon told me it could do, but now I have my
doubts.

“Cat got your tongue?”
Truslow waves his arms at his soldiers. “Move these vermin out of
here.”

“Say it now,” Harmon prods
me.

“Alabaster riches,” I say,
without conviction or authority in my voice. Truslow’s head jerks
back and he looks at each of the Krona in turn and then scowls at
me.

“What is this? Some kind of
mind-reading trick? It’s not a very good one. It was no secret that
I went to the southern border to accept a treaty gift of black
alabaster for my wife. Very rare.”

My skin goes cold. Everything fits so
perfectly.

“Bacterial rashes,” I
pronounce the syllables slowly, as if I’m arranging each letter as
it drops off my tongue. Harmon presses the bottom of the rod into
the top of the box and twists. The lid releases and the box opens
to reveal two compartments, one filled with a white powder and the
other with a fine black soot. I take a handful of the black ash and
throw it into the air. It floats like smoke and disperses on
invisible air currents.

The Krona are the first to react. Their
skin erupts in boils and abscesses. They stare at the backs of
their hands, watch the sores progress. One scratches at his neck,
another begins to weep, the third clutches at Truslow’s arm then
searches his belt sacks for a remedy.

The soldiers are next. The guards
groan, scratch, cry out. The capitol doors open and people stream
out. Some I know. A woman. Jamie. Lydia. Several secretaries.
Staff. The initial screams and cries change to whimpers and moans.
But Reds are not infected. Only Blues.

I look around at the crowd and spot the
Blue sympathizers. I see Reds among the capitol workers. It appears
that this plague is hitting randomly, when in fact it miraculously
spares my people. The Executive President is last to feel the
effects. The sores spread across his skin in a wave.

I expect him to yell
out All right! Stop
this madness. All the Reds can go. But he
hardens his heart, withstands the agony. Even as he looks toward
his wife, his son, his daughter-in-law-to-be, he doesn’t
waver.

I can’t stand the suffering. The woman
next to Lydia, the one I so long believed was my mother, will not
endure the misery much longer. I scoop a handful of the white
powder and toss it to the breeze. I find my voice. “You are
stubborn, Mr. Executive President. You can make all the treaties
you want. South, west, east. But Ronel waits for us in the north
and you have underestimated his power. You still set yourself
against his people and will not let them go. In six hours there
will be an acid rain followed by a hailstorm the likes of which
this land has never known. Give an order for all to be inside or
those who do not seek shelter will die, whether they are Blues or
not.”

I’ve never spoken at such length. My
last words echo in my own ears and fade among the sobs.

A small voice breaks the moment with a
cry of relief. The painful boils are shrinking and the people that
were infected first find the curse lessening.

I give Barrett the lowest of whispered
commands to go rescue Lydia. He moves away from me and slips off
his robe, hands it off to Mira, and integrates himself into the
cluster of capitol staff.

“These people have two
minutes to leave the grounds,” Truslow shouts to his soldiers,
“then shoot them!” He pushes the Krona out of his way and lunges
back into the armored vehicle. I see him pat at his face, relieved,
no doubt, that his skin no longer stings.

I hear a Krona complain, “Why doesn’t
he just kill that kid?”

Another says quite softly, “You know
why. You read that page, didn’t you? He gave it to me to hide when
he was President of Defense. That page is why he lifted the
execution order on Dalton Battista as soon as he took office.
Truslow is afraid of him and quite rightfully so. It’s not
superstition, not when so many prophecies are coming
true.”

* * *

Lydia hid her face with her hands as if
she was recovering from the boils like every Blue. Jamie rested his
hand on her back and guided her up the steps. He glanced back to
see Barrett close behind and gave him an irritated nod. He’d been
happy that Lydia came to breakfast without her chaperon, but he
could see that Barrett was now going to stick to her like a fly on
a dead dog.

“Did you notice anything
strange?” Jamie asked as they passed the threshold and headed back
to the dining room.

“Other than these awful
sores?” Lydia lowered one hand. “Are they gone?”

Jamie bobbed his head. “I mean, they
only seemed to show up on Blues. I know which soldiers are Red–they
were fine. Maybe it was hypnosis or something.”

Lydia shrugged. “That old guy next to
Dalton Battista had purple blotches. He’s a Red. One of their
leaders, I think.”

Jamie drew his brows together. “I
didn’t notice that.” He thought for a moment more. “Well, maybe
this next threat will apply to Reds as well as Blues. Acid rain and
hail? Kind of hard to make it hail only on Blue homes. Impossible,
really. Especially in June.” He pulled out her chair for her and
they resumed their meal.

Jamie’s stepmother took her
seat on Lydia’s left. She mumbled apologies to Lydia as she wiped
away her tears. “I’m so sorry, dear. Dalton was such a nice boy. I
don’t understand why he’s doing this.” She turned her head and
mumbled under her breath. Lydia could barely make out the muttered
lament–something like my little boy, why
does he hate me? With a shiver Lydia
realized exactly who this woman was: Olivia Battista
Truslow.

* * *

When he finally had five minutes to
spare, the Executive President’s introduction to Lydia and her
chaperon was filmed by a capitol aide. It went smoothly, all
formalities were observed, and the ten-second video of the happy
couple receiving an executive handshake and a hug would be
displayed on the electrical billboards that still functioned. Lydia
looked sleek and feminine in an orange and red belted morning-gown
that Mrs. Truslow had brought to her room.

“I feel a little rushed,”
Lydia said as Jamie led her away from his father’s office. Barrett
followed a healthy ten feet behind them. “Less than two days to get
ready.”

Jamie gestured at Barrett to stop and
stay back. He cornered Lydia into a door well and spoke softly,
“I’m sorry about the timing. It’s because of the law that takes
effect–they’re re-instituting a ton of marriage laws. I promise … I
promise that we’ll have time to get to know each other better
before, you know, before–” He leaned in for their first kiss and
didn’t feel her hand upon his chest until her nails bit through the
fabric.

“Not here,” she whispered
back.

Jamie straightened to feel Barrett’s
hand on his shoulder. A smile, only half friendly, was plastered on
Barrett’s face.

“Maybe you shouldn’t see the
bride again before the ceremony.”

“I’d like to take her out
for a ride to the–”

Barrett cut him off. “Out? With that
warning of acid rain?”

“Look. I know Dalton, okay?
He’s a good guy. He’s just, well, I don’t know what he’s up to, but
there’s not going to be any rain, or hail for that
matter.”

Barrett huffed. “And you’re so sure
because you didn’t see the bloody water? The rodents? The flies,
the fire ants, those painful sores? Don’t be stupid,
man.”

He had crossed a line and he knew it
immediately. Lydia grabbed his elbow and pushed him aside. “He
didn’t mean to say you’re stupid, Jamie. He’s just protecting me.
We can go for a ride, if you want.”

She gave Barrett a piercing look and he
took a couple of steps back. She tucked her arm into Jamie’s.
“Where did you want to go and what kind of vehicle would we go
in?”

“Actually, no vehicle.
Horses. You’ll have to change.”

* * *

Barrett and Jamie stood outside Lydia’s
door. Barrett alternated between glaring at Jamie and presenting a
phony smile. They said nothing. Bear could hear voices from this
floor of the building as if his special gemfry hearing was as
accurate as tuning in a radio signal. He pinpointed the sounds from
inside Lydia’s room, noting the faint metallic clicks of a zipper
followed by Lydia’s whispered message just for him: “Bear, I’ve
never ridden a horse. I don’t know what to do. But I want to get
far away from here before the acid rain hits. So keep a look out
for shelter. Maybe we can get separated from him. Knock on my door
if you hear all this.”

Barrett stepped up to the door and gave
two quick knuckle taps. “Ready?”

The door swung open and Lydia stood
there wearing her own clothes, the ones she had worn under last
night’s blue silken dress. Jamie frowned. “My stepmother should
have picked something more, uh, never mind, you’re
fine.”

Jamie took her hand and led her down
the hallway and to the stairs. “I asked two soldiers, personal
friends, to lend us their horses. They should be right
outside.”

“Only two? What about
Barrett?”

“Oh, you don’t mind walking,
do you?” Jamie gave Barrett a victor’s smirk. “Or Lydia could ride
double with me.”

“I can walk.” Barrett was
quick to answer. He doubted he’d have any trouble keeping up with a
horse. Speed was not an issue, but staying in disguise
was.

* * *

“You’re doing great, Lydia.
Are you comfortable enough to try a canter?” Jamie glanced down at
Barrett. “You can stay here. We’ll canter the horses to that old
building and back.”

Lydia eyed the distance. It was a long
ways off. She was about to agree when a drop of rain, the predicted
acidic rain, scorched her mount’s rear. The animal took off running
and Lydia hung on as well as she could. Jamie urged his horse to
follow. More rain drops began to pelt the horses and riders. The
stinging pains were no more than pinpricks at first and then the
hail began.

They passed the old building at a full
gallop. Jamie expertly brought his horse back under control and
edged as close to Lydia as he dared. “Pull back! Pull back on the
reins!” He shouted whoa over and over and reached out to grab her
reins just as a ball of hail the size of a rock hit the back of his
hand and another one hit him hard on his head. He slumped over his
horse’s neck and almost fell off.

Barrett had no problem keeping up with
the racing horses. He had spotted the perfect cover for them. He
ran up on the other side of Lydia’s horse and took hold of the
leather, slowing both their gaits down and leading the horse to an
underpass.

“Whoa. Easy.”

When Lydia was safe he started
hollering at Jamie. “Over here.”

An unbelievably large chunk of ice hit
Jamie’s horse in the head and the horse buckled and fell. Jamie
rolled off, threw his arms over his head for protection and
sprinted to the underpass, leaping over nearly boulder-sized hail
in the process.

Lydia dismounted and dropped the reins.
She fell into an awkward embrace with Barrett, breathing thanks
into his ear. Jamie reached them and fell to his knees. Blood
dripped down his arms; a gash on his forehead sent more blood
dripping down his face.

“Are you all
right?”

“I’ll be fine,” Jamie
answered. He lifted his eyes and wiped at his face, smearing blood.
He eyed Barrett, a troublesome suspicion adding to his
headache.

“Look at your horse,” Lydia
cried.

The poor thing was lying still. Large
chunks of hail hit then rolled off the corpse and piled up in a
gruesome outline around the body. Lydia’s horse
nickered.

* * *

The western edge of Exodia stands
rimmed by hills too steep to build or farm though I can imagine
someone walking serenely behind a flock of sheep here. Crazy
thoughts, especially when I picture Lydia instead of
Kassandra.

Harmon and I came here after we
collected the third and fourth machines he brought from Ronel. This
apparatus seems almost futuristic, a weather weapon that seeds the
clouds and turns our predicted spate of hailstones to fruition.
Harmon tells me there are greater wonders than this in Ronel’s
camp.

We watch as the second finger-sized
rocket races to the sky, bursts through the clouds and disappears.
There’s low thunder, but Harmon doesn’t react and so I guess it’s a
rumbling only audible to me. And to Barrett.

I trust him to keep Lydia safe inside
the capitol. I try very hard not to think of Jamie. I used to know
him pretty well and because of that I’m anxious for Lydia. These
pangs of jealousy are peppered with guilt as well. If I can leave
Exodia with Lydia there’s something I’ll confess to her.

Harmon nudges me. “Look.”

I see where he’s pointing. A wave of
devastation surges over the city, pounding down those who didn’t
heed the warnings. Truslow may have refused to alert the city, but
Reds have worked out a way of signaling one another. Blue friends
would’ve heard. Should’ve stayed inside.

I listen. Screams and shouts pierce my
heart. “Do you hear that?” I look to Harmon and he shakes his
head.

A century old cell tower
topples and sends a quaking boom to our ears. “Wow, I heard
that.” Harmon only hears
the loudest of earth’s complaints against the hailstones. He
readies another of the small rockets, but I stop him.

“No, that’s enough,” I say.
“Truslow should get the message. But just in case he balks again
let’s set up that last piece of equipment.”

* * *

The frozen hazards have melted by the
time we reach the capitol building. People are venturing out into
the streets again, dragging bodies away, tending to the injured,
fixing roofs, staring at the damage. Not too many Reds surround us
for support. No matter.

We make our demand at the gate to see
the Executive President. They tell us no. Both the guards are Reds
and they warn us of an arrest warrant for Bram O’Shea. I
laugh.

And then I choke on my laughter as I
see the strangest sight: Lydia and Barrett leading a horse. The
rider is holding an arm over his eyes. It’s Jamie.

The guards rush over, let them through.
Lydia and Barrett keep their lips tight, trying not to look at
Harmon and me as if we’re a nuisance–scum, dirty Reds. They are
good actors.

And so am I. “Jamie, are you all
right?”

He eyes me, seems surprised that I’d
speak to him.

“Dalton. Your little trick
killed my horse, nearly killed me.”

Selfish. It’s what he doesn’t say that
angers me.

Harmon riles, too, and speaks for me,
“You knew. You heard the warning. Why would you take her outside
with the threat of deadly hail?”

“Guards, bring them inside.
My father has a banishment order already signed. And grab that
stick from him before he turns the ground into fire ants
again.”

I hand the rod over with a grunt.
Harmon twisted the end off before we left the hillside where the
last machine sits primed and ready. The detonator dangles from his
belt sack’s cord as if it’s a tassel decoration.

Barrett ties the horse up to a sign
post and takes Lydia’s arm. I hope they plan on running, but Jamie
squashes that idea by taking her other arm and jerking her toward
the door. There’s something in his eyes I can’t
decipher.

The guards are rough with us. More
acting. The one who carries the rod pokes at my back and Harmon’s,
too, as we reach the entrance. I sense Harmon ready to
react.

We’re hustled inside where another
soldier, a Blue one, stands at attention and Jamie, sounding too
much like his father, gives him orders–orders to aim his weapon at
Lydia.

“So, Dalton, what little
trick are you planning next?”

I hesitate, keep my eyes from
flickering to Lydia and finally say, “Lights out.”

Harmon closes his hand around the
device and waits for me to say his name.

“Talk to your father,” I
say. “Make him understand that he has to let us go or it’ll be your
life that’s lost, not hers.”

A flash of fear comes and goes across
his face. I’m surprised to see a look of strength, of resolve,
replace it.

“I followed you that day,”
Jamie says. He nods toward Lydia. “You think I don’t know she’s
really a Red?” His laugh is as cruel as his father’s. I’ve
underestimated him. I know which long ago day he means. I glance at
Harmon.

“She’s not a Red,” Barrett
steps in front of her. He would take a bullet for her. “What are
you talking about? Do you need to see her tattoo? This is
ridiculous.”

Jamie shakes his head. “I climbed the
fence that day. I saw you spot her. I followed you both. When my
father became Executive President he promised me he’d change the
marriage law for one day, just one day, so that I could have
her.”

His facial muscles twitch his mouth
into a sneer. No one moves.

“I’ll be twenty tomorrow,”
he drawls. “That’s the day this particular arranged marriage will
be legal. It’ll be lights out for you, not me, Dalton.”

“Harmon.” As soon as I say
his name he crushes the lever on the device and a few seconds later
the lights in the hallway extinguish. The generators stop their
dull hum and only the cloudy light through the window illuminates
Jamie’s wicked smile.

“Is this supposed to scare
us?” Jamie nearly howls.

“It’s a warning,” Harmon
says into the gloom. “You won’t be having a wedding because your
father will finally let us go. He’ll be grief stricken by your
death.”

The hillside machine, the last of the
items Harmon brought from Ronel, and the perfect component to our
scheme, does its magic. Besides jamming every other working machine
within Exodia, it pulls a darkening drape of clouds across the
land. The little bit of remaining light is exchanged for sunless
black.

But I can see.

* * *

Lydia restrained her automatic response
as she sensed the blackness growing. She forced herself to stay
calm as she succumbed to virtual blindness. The trace of light that
had filtered through the window a moment ago was gone. She heard
the guards stumble back, pushed perhaps by Jamie. There was some
kind of commotion and she instinctively raised her arms up, ready.
Suddenly it seemed like the air was sucked out of the room followed
by a gasp. A thud. Someone’s last breath slid past flaccid vocal
cords. She heard the tinny clink of something as it hit the floor.
A knife? Was death going to crook its beckoning finger at her
next?

She stretched her hand further to where
Barrett had last been and caught him on the sleeve. He quickly
latched his hand to hers, put his arm around her shoulder, and
thrust her toward the spot where Dalton should’ve been. Empty
space. There was movement and a current of air. She caught a whiff
of the metallic scent of blood – lots of it. And then a familiar
scent. One she liked.

Suddenly Barrett released her and
another set of arms took hold of her. Gently.

The cursing and swearing from the
guards grew louder, but there wasn’t a sound from Jamie. Lydia
heard others, capitol workers most likely, stumbling into the
hallway, adding their voices to the panicked confusion. She felt a
stronger rush of air as somewhere doors were opened. It was still
pitch black, but she was calm, pressed tight against a powerful
body.

Dalton’s steady arms guided her out and
helped her down the steps. She heard a tapping on the ground;
Harmon had taken back the rod. He was leading them away. The
breathing at her back could only be Bear, she hoped. She was afraid
to whisper anything. She trusted Dalton to get her away
safely.

His arms felt like home. She matched
her steps to his as if they were running some crazy three-legged
race at midnight. Where had the sun gone?

* * *

Jamie’s intention was not
indiscernible. Not by me. And I can’t think long on what I’ve done.
I can’t feel guilty. It was prophesied, clearly, on the first page
of the ledger I ripped out so long ago.

Yet I’m drowning in this guilt. My sins
float ever before me. What I’ve done in darkness will soon be
revealed in the light. My palms are damp, my heart beats to a
primitive rhythm.

Harmon’s tapping stops as we pass
through the gates. I lift my eyes to the black soupy sky and watch
it roil around. The device on the hillside will keep things
blackened until morning. Lydia’s grip on me changes as she turns
her head to look at me. I see her eyes searching in the inky fog.
Without the same gemfry ability she sees no more than if her eyes
were closed.

“Dalton?” she whispers. “Can
you see?”

“I can. Don’t be afraid.” I
hold her more tightly and the four of us walk shoulder to shoulder
down the center of Exodia. From time to time I lift her over
obstacles or puddles and set her gently back on graveled
lanes.

We reach the abandoned birthing clinic
and I help her find a place to sit on the top step. I tell her
where we are and she’s not surprised at all. It’s barely past
mid-afternoon. The sunless day is as quiet as it is
dark.

“Should we sing?” It’s
Barrett’s voice that asks and I nod an embarrassed yes for I know
I’m the subject of the song. He starts with a deep resonant note
and I’m astonished to discover yet another astounding ability of
his. His voice carries the subsequent notes to the four corners of
the city as if it were a trumpet. Harmon joins in and Lydia’s pure
alto highlights every phrase and especially the end of the lines
that hold my other name, Bram O’Shea.

I see a candle, hear another voice.
Another light, three, six, ten more candles and dozens more voices
singing. I step down and greet every one with
instructions.

“Go to your neighbors,” I
say, “and pass the word. The day has finally come. We’ll leave at
midnight. Gather what you can carry. Ask your Blue neighbors for
their coins, for oil, for food, and meet us at the north bridge,
the one marked with a red C.”

No one questions my instructions even
though the highway bridge that was condemned before the Suppression
seems a dangerous choice.

Mira appears in the golden shadows,
pulling a wheeled sled laden with things she has prepared for our
journey. She’s followed by a man I recognize as the long haired
mechanic from Vinn and Carter’s camp, the one who had offered to
guide me with his son.

“I remember you!”

“And I remember you,” he
says. “My name is Malcolm. I’ve brought something from Ronel to
help keep the thousands of Reds together on this long trek.” He
pats the apparatus on his back and continues, “It’ll create an
electronic cloud to follow as you hike during the day. And if you
move at night it fluoresces white in the sky. I’ll keep it working
for you.”

I thank him.

The time has finally come. Every
prophecy, every hope, is falling into place.

The singing abruptly stops.

“Dalton Battista? Bram
O’Shea?” A soldier’s voice booms loud within the darkness. A
useless flashlight hanging from his waist catches glints of light
from the candle in his hand. “I have a message from the Executive
President. He is in great mourning over the death of his only son
and commands that you and all the Reds leave Exodia
immediately.”

My lethal act has been discovered
though he doesn’t know it was my hand on the blade. How could I
have slit the throat of an old friend so effortlessly, so
instantly, so coldly? A thousand words sprint to the end of my
tongue, but only one crosses the finish line. “Done.”

* * *

The bright light of the electronic
cloud makes it easy to see the vast numbers of Exodia’s Red
citizens who crowd together. Red soldiers join us, too. Their
government sleeve patches have been ripped away, but their weapons
still hang strapped at their sides next to bulging belt
sacks.

I work my way to the front slowed by
offered hugs, elbow bumps, and words of praise. Broken phones
crunch under my feet, thrown to the ground as symbols that we’re
severing all ties with Exodia. Those who had turned against me this
past year are my biggest fans tonight. The noise is deafening to me
as they cheer and holler. I pick out Lydia’s clear voice singing
that old song again. The crowd hushes and slowly, like a
well-practiced chorus, they join her. Softly at first.
Expectantly.

I will sing of Ronel,
uncommon,

The warrior of
milchamah.

He is triumphant, hero,
law,

Yea, by the power of
zerowah.

The nation will hear and
tremble,

Anguished people of Exodia
assemble.

He devises a way to release
us.

His plan will surely please
us,

At the birth of Bram O’Shea.
Bram O’Shea.

* * *

We reach the abandoned interstate by
morning and tramp down wide lanes to an expanse that is impossible
to cross. The crater left by a disaster mid-century turned this
whole area into a man-made gorge with drops over a thousand feet
deep. I know this from my studies, but most of the Reds, maybe all
of them, know nothing about the catastrophe that separated this
region. People will think I’ve lost my mind to lead them to a place
no one has ever crossed, a place they’ll think is a
trap.

I’ve been holding Lydia’s hand through
the long hours that we’ve been traveling here. Hours that seem like
seconds. I’m afraid if I let go of her I’ll never get to touch her
again. But I have to drop her hand to climb up on a broken slab.
There are giant concrete columns holding up the longest, highest
bridge ever built. It spans the chasm. But they’re the weakest
pillars ever built. Low bids, corruption, government side deals. It
was condemned before it opened, a month before the Suppression of
2071. No one dares to drive or even walk the ramp that leads up to
the wide overpass.

Malcolm comes up to me. He offers the
machine on his back as a way to amplify my voice. My first three
words are projected up and out just like the white cloud that gives
us enough light to see our way. “Listen to me!” The last syllable
echoes once. I repeat myself twice more and expect the Reds to
settle down, but the deep timbre of angry voices among them stirs
them up.

“You can’t be serious. We’re
not going over that bridge.”

“No way.”

“That thing’s not
safe.”

I need to explain to them that we’ll
never be free of Truslow unless we follow Ronel’s strategy. My
throat constricts, a gust of wind comes up from the cavity and
swallows my response.

Another man speaks up, fuming, “Yeah,
why are we here? We should’ve gone east. Toward the
ocean!”

“Or northwest. Nothing to
cross–nothing to slow us down! Who will follow me
northwest?”

I’m shocked to see the last one who
yells is Korzon. Harmon pushes through the crowd and stands beside
me. He holds the rod out straight above the heads of those nearest.
They fear it and shrink back.

I clear my throat and decisively wrench
against my stubborn tongue. “Listen to me,” I begin again. “Trust
me. Trust Ronel.” Those are all the words I get out before screams
cut me off. I look to the back of the throng and see a man on
horseback forcing his way through the people, trampling a path
until he reaches me. He’s a Blue soldier, one I trained against as
a youth. His stun gun is held in his right hand, reins in his left.
His horse stomps in place. I speak first, “What do you
want?”

“The Executive President, in
his grief, declared that you could leave. He has rescinded his
permission. He’ll no longer allow you to leave. His army, marching
and mounted, will make you all turn back. No blood will be shed if
you turn south now.” His horse snorts as if in disagreement. “So be
this executive order. You’ve been forewarned.” He backs the horse
away, turns and gallops back through the path he’d made.

“We haven’t any time to
argue,” Harmon yells. He hands the rod to me and makes a show of
helping Mira pull her sled up the ramp, Barrett on their heels.
Lydia steps onto the slab with me, careful to avoid a rusty metal
bar that protrudes from the disintegrating concrete. I hold the rod
high until it touches a faded red letter on the column, the only
letter still visible from the word condemned.

I speak without the amplifier and lift
my voice, “Listen. You’re under the protection of Harmon’s rod.
This is David Ronel’s plan. Please, I urge you to follow my brother
over the bridge!”

There’s no argument this time. The
threat of an army on our tails spurs them all to the same decision.
Korzon is next to move. He hurries to catch up with Barrett. The
rest move just as quickly.
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Chapter 15 Out of Exodia

 


At the birth of Bram
O’Shea.

Heart Bosom Breath
Faith

 


SIX HUNDRED SOLAR tanks, four dozen
soldiers on horseback, and two hundred troops pursued the Reds as
soon as Ronel’s hillside machine lifted the night and Truslow could
give the command. The Reds had a lengthy head start.

The riders outdistanced the tanks and
stole closer to the back edge of the crowds. They formed a line off
to the side to let those who wished to retreat peacefully do
so.

But none did; the Reds scurried up the
bridge while soldiers in bright blue coats watched, some hoping for
the bridge to collapse, some dreading an order to follow. But the
colonel in charge was ambivalent about chasing hundreds of people
across a bridge that could give way unexpectedly.

“Sir?”

The colonel set his binoculars in his
lap. He lifted a hand to direct his driver toward the base of the
structure.

* * *

Lydia spotted the command vehicle
weaving through the troops and pointed it out to Dalton.

“I know,” he said. “I heard
it coming.”

“What should we do? There
are still hundreds who have to cross.” She looked across the
bridge, alarmed to see thousands of people spread across the width
and breadth of the unsteady construction that should have been torn
down a quarter of a century earlier. “Dalton?”

“It’ll be fine,” he said.
“And don’t call me that anymore.” He lowered the staff. He took a
firm grip on the rod, hardened his mouth in utter concentration.
His eyes were focused the way a lion sights for prey. “From now on
I’m going by my real name.” He pushed the bottom end of the metal
rod into the dirt. “Call me Bram.”

Lydia smiled. “It’s about
time.”

* * *

I move so my body hides what I’m doing
to the rod and smile back at Lydia. My heart pounds, my chest
aches.

“Bram,” she says. “Are you
going to leave the rod behind?”

“Sort of.” I look over my
shoulder at the advancing army and quickly finish what I have to
do. I take the upper portion of the rod between my thumb and
forefinger, hold my breath, and flick the tiny lever. The bottom
begins to burrow into the soft dirt and the whole thing follows
like a snake down a hole.

I grab Lydia’s hand and we run into the
final throng of people who are starting across the
bridge.

“Hurry! Everyone hurry! The
bridge is going to blow in fifteen minutes.”

They’re startled at my words and a few
vacillate, but the sight of the army mushrooming closer is enough
to get even the oldest ones trotting.

“What if they follow?” Lydia
asks. “What if we make it across and they see that the bridge is
safe enough? We can’t outrun them then.”

I want to tell her to have faith. The
first time I saw her I thought that I’d follow her anywhere and
now, here she is, following me. Trusting me.

Trusting Bram O’Shea.

A short beam
rusting.

Abate storming
rush.

I sense a throbbing in my veins and
energy, energy like the wind that gathers before a storm. Lydia
pulls at my hand and I realize I haven’t answered, that we are
stopped, and all the rest are much further on. I feel the hairs on
my arms standing on end.

“Bram?”

I look back at the army. The
commander’s vehicle is parked where I released the rod. The tanks
and men and horses are in a formation clearly ready to funnel
themselves onto the bridge. But they’re waiting.

“A short beam rusting,” I
say.

“What? You were in a trance,
Bram. What’s wrong?”

She hasn’t let go of my hand. I sense a
rush of emotion from her that overwhelms me. I lift her hand gently
and bring it to my lips. She’s scared. I haven’t answered any of
her questions. She looks intently at me and I won’t break our gaze.
I kiss her hand.

“Bram … I trust
you.”

Trusting Bram O’Shea.

The second anagram I breathe onto her
hand like another kiss, “Abate storming rush.”

She cocks her head but still doesn’t
look away from me.

A cheer from the far side breaks the
spell.

“They’ve all made it to the
other side,” she says.

We’re standing more than halfway
across, the only two people left on the bridge. I focus on the
command vehicle and use my special gift to pick out the leader’s
voice. “Perfect,” I say to Lydia and kiss her hand again. “They’re
coming.”

We jog the final distance and merge
into the milling horde. Malcolm’s electronic cloud is visible
hovering over their heads. I wonder if that made the army
hesitate.

“Here they come,” someone
shouts.

“It’s going to blow,” warns
one of the last ones to cross. “That rod he used–it’s a
bomb.”

Word spreads through the multitude and
most stop running away and turn their eyes back to the bridge to
see what will happen. A few people linger too close to the
edge.

“Get back!” There are beams
and girders, shafts and stringers, hangers and hinges that will fly
apart when the rod explodes. The substructure may fall toward us
when the main part falls a thousand feet. I keep pushing people
back, but no one except Lydia seems to understand the
danger.

Harmon and Barrett appear at our sides
and pull us away toward someone’s cart. We climb up and get a
better view of my people, but the bridge is all I focus on. I can’t
see the bottom of the gorge.

There are tanks in all eight lanes now,
soldiers and horses march behind them, the command vehicle is at
the back of the parade, flanked by a dozen foot
soldiers.

“Look.” Barrett smacks my
arm and directs my attention to the fields leading up to the other
side, right behind the Blue army. A pride of lions sneaks along the
edge of the tall grasses. Nine lions. My breath catches. One
soldier could easily decimate the pride if he looked to his
rear.

“Symbolic,” Harmon says.
“It’s as if the beasts are sealing their fate.” He turns to me.
“You set all ten?”

I nod.

“Any second
then.”

The lead tanks reach the center of the
bridge and keep on coming slowly.

“They’ve passed the center,”
Lydia says. “They’re almost to where we stopped.” She looks at me.
“Where that rusted beam lay across the road.” A short beam rusting.

I hear the throaty rumble
before the roar and I’m sure Barrett does, too. Lydia jumps as the
unmistakable sound of an attacking lion reaches her ears. The last
row of soldiers should respond with fire power, but they panic. We
hear shouts instead of gunshots. The commander’s vehicle lurches
forward, runs into horses. Suddenly there is a storming rush of animals and
men.

Beneath the ground a tremor adds a
deeper chord to the frightening sounds and the bridge breaks away
from the land. The lions pounce.

The tanks pick up speed. A second and
third tremor are followed by seven successive blasts. Support beams
wrench apart and before even one Blue can reach our side the entire
bridge folds in on itself.

“Glory to Bram
O’Shea!”

“No!” I raise my voice and
urge them to praise another. “This was Ronel’s plan!”

I get down, duck through the crowd, and
run nearer to the edge. I clasp my hands over my ears to muffle the
painful cries. Men cling to horses’ necks or fall from
somersaulting vehicles. Lions claw at men and air, panicked or
angry as they plummet, unaware of their final predicament. Ribbons
of blue diminish into the depths, human beings, but I’m not close
enough to see the bottom. The crashing sounds of metal are distant
pings underscored with explosions. The thump of each body hitting
the rocks so far below is not audible even to me, but I know when
each scream or roar breaks off.

Lydia and her mother, Jenny, come up on
either side of me. Lydia pulls my arms down from my ears, holds my
hand. There is only a single breath of silence before a cheer goes
up behind us.

“We’re free!”

The joy is palpable. From their sleds
and packs people pull out banners and flags. Children grab the ends
and parade around while adults shout and sing and whistle and make
more noise than a thousand lions. It’s too soon to celebrate. They
should be shocked, horrified, at this devastation.

But we’re free.

Mira leads dozens of women in a dance
line that follows the children as they snake among us. When she
passes us she pulls Lydia away and I hate that I’m no longer
touching Lydia’s hand. Without her euphoria coursing through my
being I feel as if my special gemfry powers are shutting down. My
teeth chatter until I bite hard against the drain of
adrenalin.

Suddenly the shouts and claps fade to
nothing. I spot a large group of Reds who have stopped their
jubilation and appear to be marching toward me. As they pass
through the crowd people act bewildered, ashamed. But mostly they
are horrified. All eyes are riveted on this group. The spontaneous
excitement of our victory over the Blues has morphed into a
wretched misery. Too quiet.

“The Mourners,” Jenny
whispers.

“What do they
want?”

“You.”

I shudder and immediately a deep voice
in the threatening group growls to Lydia’s mother, “Our able hero
twinges, Jenny.”

I look to Jenny and see regret and
guilt and even fear in the grimace on her face that magnifies the
lines at her mouth and brow. She reaches out a protective hand,
about to grasp my arm, but changes her mind. Her fingers only brush
the hairs along my wrist. But it’s enough. Her thoughts, her
knowledge of the Mourners’ plot races straight to my head. I think
of how even the smallest transgression can trigger an avalanche of
trouble.

The deep canyon is only a few steps
behind me. I could end this myself. The long fall would last only
seconds. Seconds that I’d fill with thoughts of Lydia, my son, my
failure to take these people, my people, to a land where they’d be
free.

But the angry man’s
statement revolves in my head, churning out fragments:
their jeers, Hebrew agony, an intense
job. There’s a fuller meaning to his words
that I need to work out.

The Mourners are a few feet in front of
me. Their weapons are drawn. They’re ready to give me the
punishment I deserve. For my life. For my murders.

Almost all the letters find
a place in a rolling list of words: tongue,
atone, rebel, lions, enrage, argue, relent, hero, honor, liberate,
north, but nothing comes together in a full
verdict.

Ronel’s silvery cloud moves to a few
yards above my head while my tongue rests between my teeth
unprepared. I have no statement to make, no speech to persuade
them, no great oration or fiery sermon.

There’s a stillness as they
await my response. The last sentence spoken
aloud, our able hero twinges, Jenny,
suddenly shouts its message in my ear only:
the real journey begins now.

I’ve been tongue-tied too long; the
word is my only salvation. If ever I need to speak well, it’s
now.
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End of book 1: Exodia

 


 


Book 2: Out of Exodia


 


 


 


 


Other Books by Debra
Chapoton:

 


OUT OF EXODIA

A SOUL’S KISS

SHELTERED

THE GUARDIAN’S DIARY

EDGE OF ESCAPE

 


 


If you enjoyed EXODIA please leave a
review at your favorite online retailer.
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