
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Books by Kay L. Moody

Fae and Crystal Thorns

1: Flame & Crystal Thorns

2: Shadow & Crystal Thorns

3: Blade & Crystal Thorns

4: Curse & Crystal Thorns

5: Wrath & Crystal Thorns

Standalone: Nutcracker of Crystalfall

The Fae of Bitter Thorn

0: Heir of Bitter Thorn

1: Court of Bitter Thorn

2: Castle of Bitter Thorn

3: Crown of Bitter Thorn

4: Queen of Bitter Thorn

––––––––

[image: ]


The Elements of Kamdaria

0: Winds of Flame

1: The Elements of the Crown

2: The Elements of the Gate

3: The Elements of the Storm

Truth Seer Trilogy

1: Truth Seer

2: Healer

3: Truth Changer

To receive special offers, bonus content, and info on new releases, sign up for Kay L Moody’s email list! You’ll also get this bonus story for FREE! All she wanted was some help with tuition. kalmoody.com/soundseer

SIGN UP

[image: Book cover and QR code for Sound Seer, a Truth Seer Trilogy bonus story]

Truth Changer

Truth Seer Trilogy Book 3

The past is back to haunt her.

A hundred years in the future, Kenyan-born Imara Kalu becomes a fugitive in the city she just saved. She must return to her home and stop a global vote that could destroy the world.

The taggers—terrorists obsessed with moral cleansing—move to her home city with a plan to force their ideals on the entire population. They tag innocent citizens with labels that incite anger and fear. The city soon becomes a breeding ground for mobs and riots.

With the help of her friends, Imara seeks to provide refuge for the tagged. But when it comes to saving the world... she might be too late.

Publisher’s Note: This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, organizations, or locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business or government establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Truth Changer

Truth Seer Trilogy Book 3

By Kay L Moody

Published by Marten Press

3731 W 10400 S, Ste 102

South Jordan, UT 84009

www.MartenPress.com

© 2019 Kay L Moody

All Rights Reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, mechanical, electronic, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without written permission from the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permissions contact:

help@martenpress.com

Cover by Shawnda Craig

Edited by Deborah Spencer and Justin Greer

[image: Her strength may bring destruction. Truth Changer. Kay L. Moody. Marten Press]

To my children
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“WELCOME BACK.”

Carlotta Santini turned to give her most faithful servant a smile. It was a calculated gesture that would help him know he was appreciated—but not too appreciated. He was the only one besides Takara who had ever known her true identity as Judge. She desperately needed him, but she didn’t want him to know it.

He did better when he got affirmation. Too much of it made him sloppy.

“Hello, Vikal,” Carlotta said to the man. The lime green T on his chest was displayed proudly. He featured it as prominently as the round scar on his forehead. He had received that scar in the catacombs twenty years ago when a flood caused him to hit his head on stone and black out. Vikal was later revived but without the son he had entered the catacombs with.

Carlotta smoothed the wrinkles out of her gray dress pants. Pulsing yellow splotches fell away from Vikal’s skin. She knew they represented his eagerness, but the indistinct shapes were nothing more than a nuisance. She used to rely on the colors to know what emotions other’s felt. Now, she could read emotions using only voice and body language cues. The less she relied on the colors, the more indistinct their colors and shapes became.

She settled her face into a calm and collected expression, devoid of the relief she felt. Vikal always responded better when he was trying to prove himself.

“Tell me Takara is dead,” she said without breaking eye contact.

His head bobbed up and down, the desire to prove himself dripped off his skin in blue-gray drops so heavy, it looked like they were magnetized to the ground. “Yes, we sent a team of taggers with the police just like you ordered. Harrison injected the poison while the police were fighting over whose bubble car to put Takara in. They don’t know it was us. I think they suspect, but they also don’t care. They’re glad she’s dead.”

“And what about Marco?” she asked as she took a hairbrush from the bag he had brought. “I assume you know where he is.”

Vikal cleared his throat, obviously delaying his response as long as possible. “He’s with that girl. The one from the catacombs that you thought would save us. We tried to intercept them as they left the Egyptian Council chambers, but we couldn’t do it without the Egyptian police suspecting us.”

“Why not?”

He swallowed as his eyes found a spot on the ground to stare at. “Unfortunately, we’re working with the Egyptian Council. We had to in order to stop Takara. It was that girl’s idea. I know it’s not ideal, but it was the only way.”

Carlotta let one of her eyebrows slide up her forehead just enough to make him squirm in place. “Not ideal?”

He reached for the fraying hem of his shirt as he spoke, averting his eyes. “Yes, because now we’re on their side and that’s ...” His voice trailed off. It took him three excruciating seconds before he understood. In an instant, his eyes lit up and his whole body glowed with realization. “Wait, we wanted to be on their side. This is perfect!”

She rolled her eyes at his ignorance and took pleasure in how he squirmed again, tugging harder at the frays in his shirt hem.

She brought the brush to her head and started smoothing the hair that had been matted for months. “We do have one problem. Imara Kalu is now on their side too. Fortunately, I can turn them against her easily. In fact, it’s part of my plan.”

A rust-colored string of doubt fell away from Vikal. As soon as the emotion escaped him, he shifted his shoulders as if he could shrug the doubt away. “How can you turn them against her? They love her. She and her friends just saved the city. They almost gave her the empty seat on the Egyptian Council, even though she doesn’t live in Egypt.”

“Really?” Carlotta asked, holding the brush mid-stroke. “Interesting. She will play her part well.”

“Her part?”

“Don’t worry about that. For now, I need to convince the Egyptian Council to arrest Imara, and then call a global vote to make me judge and ruler of this world.”

More strings of doubt snaked their way out of Vikal’s skin, but he made fists with his hands as if willing them away. “What do you need? I’ll gather the taggers. We know a lot about the Egyptian Council, who they care about, what they love, that sort of thing. We can bribe over half of them. But the other members will be trickier to convince.”

Carlotta let out a scoff. “Have you already forgotten my skills? I am the most powerful truth seer this world has ever known. I don’t need anything from you.”

Vikal’s fingers twitched as he stared back at her. He wanted to believe her. He wanted so much to trust implicitly, but the logical part of his mind was clearly making it difficult. He seemed to force a look of hope onto his face, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself from asking, “How could you possibly convince them to arrest her?”

She continued brushing through her hair and answered flippantly. He needed to know she only gave an answer as a favor to him. It wasn’t something she needed to do. “Blackmail, obviously,” she said, brushing through her matted strands. “I’ll use my truth seer abilities to find out what each of the Egyptian Council members loves most, and then I’ll take it away. I’ll have control in less than an hour.”

In truth, it would be much more difficult than that. She would need every bit of the information Vikal had gathered, but he didn’t need to know that. It would take blackmail, bribery, persuasion, and all her truth seeing abilities. It wouldn’t be easy, but as she always did, she would make it look easy.

Vikal couldn’t hide his doubt anymore. Along with the rust-colored strings now enveloping him, a deep crease appeared between his eyebrows. Tugging on his frayed shirt hem, he said, “We’ve been trying to get control of the Egyptian Council for years. If you could do it that easily, why didn’t we act years ago?”

“Because.” She stood up and threw the brush at him, so he’d have to catch it and stop picking at his hem. She lifted her chin into the air. “I can use my truth seer abilities to get what I want out of people when I am with them in person. But I can’t get every council member from around the world to vote for me as judge. There are too many of them. For that, we need someone even more persuasive than I am.”

Desperation burst from Vikal’s skin in a flurry of brown flakes. Carlotta didn’t try to hide her disappointment at his lack of belief in her. “How could we find such a person?” he asked.

“That’s why Imara has to be arrested,” Carlotta said, snatching the brush from his hands. She shook the hair out of her face and swept it behind her shoulders. She made sure to exude the deepest confidence. With each of her tiny movements, Vikal’s confidence in her seemed to grow.

Finally, he understood what she needed him to understand. He didn’t need to worry about the plan. He only needed to worry about the individual tasks she gave him.

“Oh, and Vikal? One more thing.”

“Yes?” he asked, his eyes finally as eager as they had been at the start of the conversation.

“My brother, Marco, must die. If he lives, Imara and the others will use him as a symbol for their movement. They will try to tell his story to show that tagging is unnecessary and harmful. If we are going to have any chance at all, Marco cannot survive this day.”

Vikal dropped to one knee. His entire body seemed to shake with the desire to prove his faithfulness. She allowed him to take her hand as he solemnly said, “I swear to you, by the end of this day, either he will be dead, or I will be.”
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ALIVE.

Imara Kalu shuddered at the word even an hour later.

Carlotta Santini had been many things to Imara: teacher, mentor, Judge. In no part of her brain could she have imagined that alive would be the worst of all.

Imara sat slumped in a chair at headquarters. The other desks and chairs were filled with Abe and his co-workers. Former co-workers. She still couldn’t believe he had sold his portion of the business. Husani flicked small chips at Keiko’s newly cut amber-colored hair, but she ignored him and scowled at the ground. Naki paced through the room, breathing so fast she’d soon be hyperventilating. Siluk ran a hand through his black hair and kept trying to let out a laugh.

As if that would help.

Carlotta Santini was alive, and Imara just knew that every victory they had gained was about to be ripped away. Marco seemed to be the only one with no reaction at all. He sat in a corner like a man on death row, resigned to his inevitable fate.

Imara turned back toward the recording that played on the wall hologram. Professor Santini kept saying the same words over and over.

Alive. Alive. Alive.

Edrice kept glancing back at the recording as if glaring at it might make it disappear. As she glanced back this time, she and Imara caught each other’s stares. Edrice said nothing, but merely gulped and turned back to her own hologram screen. She had dozens of windows open with security footage and police alerts. It all seemed so useless now. What could Edrice find that they didn’t already know?

Imara looked back the recording. The matted hair and sunken eyes of her former mentor haunted her just as they had the first time she saw them. Imara exerted every effort to force some emotion into herself. Any emotion. Mostly she felt cold.

She had spent months carrying the guilt of Professor Santini’s death only to find out she had survived the catacombs. Imara had spent so much effort keeping the golden transporter away from Professor Santini. Then, she had finally trusted Abe and let him destroy the ruby transporter crystal.

And it was all for nothing.

Apparently, Professor Santini had had a second transporter crystal all along.

The victories Imara had gained in the past months felt empty. Every pore in her skin tingled with regret. So much for trusting others. So much for stopping Sef. So much for Abe selling his business to be with her. None of it mattered now because Carlotta Santini was alive. One thought danced around inside her, and she clung to it like the last umbrella in the middle of a hurricane.

She didn’t know what Professor Santini would try now that she was back. She didn’t know how things would change.

But she knew what she wanted to do. What she needed to do. The truth burned through her as if her very soul understood it. She kept saying the words in her head, hoping the repetition would help it stick.

Over and over she thought: I have to keep people from dying.

“Takara is dead,” Edrice said as she fiddled with the brick-red ribbon in her hair. “The Egyptian police aren’t saying it was poison, but the security footage shows Takara angry and resisting arrest one moment and dead on the ground the next. There were several taggers nearby, but the police aren’t looking into anything at all. Considering how much they wanted Takara dead, I doubt they ever will.” She sat in her normal spot at her desk, but the lines around her eyes had deepened. A faint raven black rash of anxiety skittered out around her.

Abe had cleaned Imara’s eyes three times in the last ten minutes, which meant she could make out a few emotions with her recovering hila. They would fade soon, but for now, she had some small sense of everyone’s feelings.

The plum-colored worms of discomfort wriggling out of Marco Santini’s skin matched the expression on his face. He dug his fingernails into his knee as he gulped. With his eyes darting from one end of the room to the other, he said, “Can you take me back home now?”

Abe frowned, indecision weighing his eyebrows down. “We don’t know if you’ll be safe there. Santini knows where you were living.”

Naki danced on her toes. Short fear spikes grew out of her skin as she spoke. “I want to go home too. Professor Santini is focused on the Egyptian Council right now, but who knows how long it will take for her to get whatever it is she wants. She’s going to come after us next.”

“I think we should all leave. And Naki’s right; we should probably do it soon,” Imara said.

Keiko stomped her foot so hard that her short amber hair flew over her shoulders. “I’m not leaving Cairo. Santini barely knows my name. Why do you think she cares about us anyway?”

Abe opened his mouth to answer, but no words came out. For a moment, he just stood there gaping. Naki and Siluk spent a moment staring at each other, but now they turned to Imara. As if she had all the answers.

Unfortunately, in this case, Imara did.

“Professor Santini wants to make tagging mainstream. She has big plans for it, and even though I don’t know exactly what they are, I know she wanted me for something. No matter what, we can’t underestimate her. Professor Santini is smart. Crafty. She knows how to trick people into thinking her lies have shades of truth. The biggest challenge won’t be getting to her. The biggest challenge will be convincing everyone that she’s wrong. The sooner we get out of here and come up with a plan, the better.”

Abe flung a bag over his shoulder. A glint of periwinkle shined out from his copper skin. Imara recognized the emotion as one she had seen in the catacombs, but it had been so long now, she couldn’t remember what it represented. Just as she concentrated on it, the periwinkle seemed to fade away.

“We need to stop talking and start moving,” Abe said, locking his eyes onto hers. “It’s too dangerous to take Marco back to Alaska. We should go to your house in Kenya, but I don’t think we should take a regular flight. They’ll be able to track us if we do.”

Abe must have known Imara would protest this idea. He was suggesting they take his jet, which she was still way too terrified for. He raised his eyebrows in a pointed stare, trying to convince her to listen.

Edrice jumped to her feet and let out a gasp, clapping a hand over her mouth. “They just...” She looked up slightly from her hologram screen until she made eye contact with Imara. The moment their eyes met, Edrice turned her face away and closed her eyes. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

Abe’s jaw flexed as he gritted his teeth together. “What happened?”

Edrice turned away from both of them and wrung her hands. A spattering of cerulean chunks left her skin, which was only more frustrating. This was a new emotion Imara didn’t recognize. She normally loved seeing new emotions, knowing that she was capable of seeing both good and bad now. Except, because it was new, she had no idea what it could possibly mean. Whatever it was, it didn’t look good.

Edrice peeked over her shoulder at Imara before looking away quickly. She bit her lip and said, “The police just sent an order for your arrest.”

“For my arrest?” Abe with a snarl. “What do they think they’re playing at? I didn’t break any—”

“Not you.” Edrice looked back, and now Imara could place the emotion even though it had faded out of her sight. Regret.

“They’re saying you attempted to murder Carlotta Santini in the catacombs. Your airport pass and bubble car privileges are both frozen until further notice.”

“Frozen?” Imara managed to choke out through her constricted throat.

“They want to arrest Imara?” Abe said in disbelief. He let out a huff even a bull envy. Kicking a chair to the floor, he said, “She tried to save Santini, not murder her. We have three people in this room that could prove it. After a quick phone call to my dad, we’d have another one.”

Reaching for the familiar tuft of hair at the back of her neck, Imara chewed her lip as she thought. Again, her mantra flitted through her mind. I have to keep people from dying. Would the taggers go after Marco next? How long could they hide him?

If they arrested her, would Professor Santini try to use her to get to Marco?

Professor Santini had been counting on Imara in the catacombs. She gave her the chance to leave quietly, and Imara hadn’t taken it. She knew as surely as the sun rose each morning that whatever Santini wanted with her, it would be better to never find out.

“You know they won’t let you plead your case, right?” Siluk said. “The taggers will try to kill you before you make it to the council chambers.”

She tugged her hair harder, trying to discover a scenario where he was wrong. Either fear blinded her, or else Siluk was right.

“You need to run,” he said. “Let’s get you back home and the Kenyan police can defend you since they already know you’re trustworthy.”

“How?” Somehow, she managed a small laugh as she said it. “How can I run when my airport pass is frozen? Someone could take me as a passenger in a bubble car, but it would still take a week to drive to Nairobi from here. Even on the highest speed setting.”

“You don’t need an airport pass if we take my jet,” Abe said with a wink.

Her gut twisted, and it must have shown on her face because he immediately reached for her hand. “I know you’re afraid of heights and can barely survive a plane ride,” he said as the warmth of his fingers seeped into her skin. “But I promise I can be a really safe pilot when I need to be.”

“Terrified,” she said under her breath. “Not afraid, terrified.”

He squeezed her hand and the memory of him selling his business just so he could be with her flooded her mind. “I promise you,” he said. “I’ll keep you safe no matter what the cost.”

After a little gulp, she said, “Just promise you’ll hold my hand if I get scared.”

He let out a chuckle. “I’m for sure going to hold your hand either way, so don’t worry about that.”

Before she could melt into him, Edrice gasped even louder than she had the first time and then let out an audible gulp. “It’s too late,” she said in rush of breath. “I was watching the main team, but they sent a backup team. Or... it might be taggers, which is probably worse.”

As she spoke, a pound shook the door to headquarters. It sounded like a battering ram.

“I’m sorry,” Edrice said. She looked over at Imara and a faint hint of the cerulean regret splattered away from her skin again. “They tricked me.”

Siluk glanced down the hall. “Let’s just break a window and jump out the back.”

“We can’t,” Husani said. “Impact proof glass.”

Before anyone else could speak, the door to headquarters blew open in a shower of sparks.

Imara shoved Marco under a desk and out of sight in the last second before the intruders entered the main office. A swarm of taggers filled the room, not a single Egyptian police officer among them. No wonder Edrice hadn’t seen them coming. The taggers meant to get rid of Imara before the police arrived.

To her surprise, none of them came near her. Instead, the two dozen taggers trained their guns on every other person in the room, except Marco, who was still safely hidden. Within seconds, all her friends had multiple guns to their heads, and their arms were twisted firmly behind their backs. All before they had a moment to breathe.

“Come with us or they die,” one of the taggers said to Imara. The round scar on his forehead brought back several unpleasant memories, the first being the graduation party when Naki got kidnapped. Something about his stance and the way the other taggers looked to him made her think he had some kind of authority. Maybe he was Professor Santini’s right-hand man.

Regardless, her friends were in trouble and the only thing she knew for sure was that she had to keep people from dying. Especially her friends. Abe looked to her and twitched his head as if saying no, but she ignored it. She had no time to find another way.

“Fine,” she said before she could change her mind. “I’m coming.”

“Imara!” Abe struggled against the two taggers holding him back, ignoring the two guns trained on his forehead.

With a sniff, she turned and avoided all eye contact as she marched out of the room.

“Stop!” he shouted. “We can fight. Don’t—”

His voice faded as she walked out the door of headquarters. Nothing he said could change her mind now. She couldn’t let him die. Not any of them. If she couldn’t save them by turning herself in, then what was she even good for?

The tagger with the round scar on his forehead wore a triumphant smirk as he took hold of her elbow. He nodded to the other taggers and they quietly followed her out of headquarters.

“Imara!” Abe called from inside the main office. She tried to ignore it as she climbed into the bubble car parked outside. Half the taggers piled in after her while the other half filled up a second bubble car.

Appearing at the headquarters’ entrance, Naki clutched her braids with a look of anguish. Abe waved his arms through the air as she sat in the bubble car.

But it was too late. The bubble car began its acceleration and soon it hovered down the road too far for Abe to ever catch up. The taggers sneered at her, but she didn’t have to try to ignore them. She was too busy thinking of a way out. Eight taggers and one of her. It wouldn’t be easy.

Could she escape while they were still in the bubble car? It was probably best if she never made it to wherever they were going. She shifted slightly in her seat until she was right next to the bubble car’s hologram screen.

She blinked for a moment as she tried to arrange her face into something that looked sad. Or desperate. Actually, both would probably be better. Once she had her face arranged just right, she let out an exasperated sigh and dropped her head into her hands.

With her head in her lap, she inched herself closer to the bubble car’s hologram screen. Turning her head slightly to hide her hands, she used her knuckle to swipe at the hologram screen. For effect, she let out a fake sob. But a quiet one, so it wouldn’t seem too suspicious.

What was it Edrice had taught her about this? The bubble car had some automatic protocol that would force it to stop and make the door open. Imara swiped through the screen, searching for the protocol.

She realized she’d been too quiet and let out another sob that was probably just a bit too dramatic. Hopefully the taggers wouldn’t notice. For extra effect, she sniffed as she continued to swipe through the different apps on the hologram screen.

There it was.

What would she do once she activated the protocol? She had a stun gun on her that the taggers had failed to take. If the bubble car jerked to a stop like she hoped, she’d probably be able to jump out and get some cover before they could grab her. Then she could stun at least a couple of them before they caught up to her again. She’d just have to order a bubble car as she fought them off.

No.

She couldn’t order a bubble car. Her bubble car privileges had been frozen too.

Waiting until she came up with a better plan would have been nice, but she didn’t have time for that. She’d just have to wing it.

Taking a deep breath, she shifted her heels into the air so only the balls of her feet touched the floor of the bubble car. Then, she tapped the hologram screen.

Nothing.

The bubble car kept driving through the street for two whole seconds before anything changed. But then. The car jolted to a stop.

Since she had been expecting it, Imara reacted faster than any of the taggers. Leaping from the bubble car, she launched herself toward an alley. She aimed the stun gun over her shoulder as she ran, taking out two of the taggers.

Once in the alley, her stomach dropped. An unforgiving dead end sat in front of her. After a grimace, she pushed her chin into the air. She’d just have to go out guns a-blazing.

She took hold of a wooden barrel stored in the alley and slammed it into one of the taggers as he passed her. She jumped over the barrel and stunned another. Before she could reach the alley opening, a third tagger started shooting.

Not knowing where the bullets came from, she ducked as she ran from the alley. She tore down the street looking for anything that could help. Her feet crunched over a pile of glass shards. She could throw those into the taggers’ eyes, but that seemed a little barbaric.

Shooting the stun gun over her shoulder seemed like her only option, but that wouldn’t work indefinitely. There wasn’t any time for new ideas.

In desperation, she noticed a bubble car coming up the street toward her. Maybe she could flag them down and beg for help. It wasn’t a perfect idea, but it was something.

As the car approached, she noticed a familiar face in the window. Copper skin and luscious dark locks. An intensity in his eyes that burned like fire.

Abe.

Relief washed over her. She pushed herself toward the bubble car, barely remembering to dodge bullets.

He didn’t stop the bubble car as it approached. He just forced the door open while it hovered over the street. That should have been impossible, but maybe Edrice knew a trick about that too.

With the door open, he reached out for her, and she threw herself into his arms. As he pulled her inside, a gunshot sounded.

The bullet hit her squarely in the calf.
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“YOU HAVE TO STOP SACRIFICING YOURSELF like that,” Abe said, almost with a laugh.

The laugh halted, and his body tensed as his eyes found her leg. He dropped to his knees as he shoved Imara onto the seat. Crammed into the upholstery, she realized they weren’t alone. Naki and Siluk sat nearby, and apparently Naki was navigating.

“It’s...,” Abe said with a clear note of panic in his voice. “It’s okay, I think.”

He slapped the seat behind him in wild movements as if trying to grab something. Pain burned through her calf as she gripped the seat. Each tiny bump of the car shot a wave of agony through her. It felt like someone had shoved a red-hot poker through her calf.

Abe whirled around as he slapped the seat behind him. When he turned and saw an empty seat, he swore and punched the seat. “Of course I didn’t bring my bag. Why would I remember my bag when I actually need it?”

He pulled the bottom of his shirt up to his teeth and tore off a piece of it. When he grabbed her leg, a scream burst through her lips. Now it felt like someone had taken a sledge hammer to the red-hot poker in her leg. He pressed the torn shirt piece to her wound and said, “Hold this.”

Waves of pain burned through as she obeyed him. He tore another section of cloth off his shirt, and shook his head before wrapping his hand around her calf again. “The bullet is lodged in your leg, but it’s in the muscle. That’s a good thing. It shouldn’t bleed too much if we apply enough pressure. I’ll remove the bullet as soon as I get some medical supplies.”

“You forgot your medical supplies?” Naki screamed. Her nervous energy rippled through the car, hitting Imara like a splash of cold water to the face. Naki clutched Siluk’s shoulder so hard, it made him grimace. Or maybe he was worried about the bullet wound.

Siluk tried to remove himself from her death grip as he said, “Calm down, Naki. I’m sure Abe has medical supplies on his jet.”

Naki dug her fingers deeper into Siluk’s shoulder and let out a shriek. “We can’t wait that long. We have to stop somewhere now. Can’t you see her face?”

Though she couldn’t see it herself, Imara knew her face had to look bad. Each time a wave of pain shot through her, her face contorted even more. Now her breaths came out in hard and shallow bursts. Even Abe’s touch didn’t seem to have the pain-killing effect it usually did.

“We can’t stop,” Siluk practically shouted as he attempted to peel Naki’s fingers away from his shoulder. “If we don’t get Imara out of Egypt immediately, she’ll be dead by the end of the day, and not from that bullet.”

Abe tied another strip of cloth over Imara’s wound. He looked calm except for the deepening frown on his face. “She’ll be fine. This will be good enough until we get to Kenya. It only takes eighteen minutes in my jet, maybe less if I fly fast.”

He pressed both his thumbs above the bullet wound into the soft muscle under the back of her knee. He rubbed small circles into the spot. The burning didn’t let up, but it seemed to have less bite. His frown deepened further as if sickened by her agony. “It’s more important that we get out of here before the taggers or the Egyptian police get to Imara.”

After a few more rotations of his thumbs, he sighed and settled into the seat beside her. “I can’t do anything about the pain though.” He took her hand but didn’t meet her eye. “Do you think you can bear it?”

She dug her teeth into her bottom lip before attempting to answer. “I...” She sucked in a breath and gripped Abe’s hand as if it was the only thing keeping her head above water in the midst of a whirlpool. “At least it will keep my mind off the flight. I can’t be—” She gasped and pressed her face into the familiar comfort of Abe’s shoulder. “I can’t be scared if I’m focused on the pain.”

He pulled her closer, but she sensed tension in his muscles. It didn’t take long to see why. Just outside the bubble car, the airport came into view. Police cars lined the streets with blockades in all the roads.

“It’s not a problem,” Abe assured. “They’re only blocking the main airport. I have a private hanger that’s accessible from a side road. Husani and Keiko should already be there with Marco. Edrice will stay here to keep us updated on everything that’s happening in Egypt.”

The bubble car seemed to shudder as they veered away from the police cars, as if it was unwilling to take them down the road they needed to go.

Since the vein nearest her bullet wound felt like it had its own heartbeat, the shuddering bubble car wasn’t too much of a bother. The burning bursts of pain shooting through her leg were a much bigger concern.

As a line of private hangers came into view, she saw another bubble car and was foolish enough to let out a sigh of relief. The moment the sigh escaped her lips, three more bubble cars swerved in front of them. Each of the cars was full.

She couldn’t make out whether the people were taggers or police, but it didn’t matter because another wave of pain made her double over. Naki was shouting again. Shrieking was probably a better description. Abe and Siluk were arguing about something. The bubble car was shuddering again and with each moment, the shudders felt more like jerks.

Just as pain hammered through her calf, the bubble car came to an abrupt halt. She clutched her leg and tried to let out a scream. Before she could find her voice, someone had lifted her from the ground and thrown her over their shoulder. For a moment, she thought it was Naki and couldn’t understand how Naki suddenly had the strength to carry her like this. But then she caught a whiff of a musky scent lined with soil and tree bark. A milky scent flittered through the other smells.

Siluk.

“Put me down!”

Siluk only laughed. She tried to jump out of his grip, but his years of subsistence living must have given him stronger muscles than she realized. He held her firmly as he ran, no matter how much she struggled.

Finally, she gave up and tried to look for the others. Naki had run ahead and was almost at the bright blue jet she knew was Abe’s. She couldn’t find Abe, but the bubble car with Keiko, Husani, and Marco hovered in front of them, heading their way.

When it was close, another bubble car sped in front of it. The new car had its doors forced open. forced its doors open. Keiko and Husani managed to get away, but Marco wasn’t so lucky. The tagger with the round scar on his forehead, the same one that had gotten to Imara earlier, wrapped an arm around Marco’s neck and squeezed.

Imara struggled even harder now. She pounded Siluk’s back, not trying to keep her touch gentle. “They’re going to kill him. We rescued him from Takara. We can’t let him die now.”

Siluk grunted at her hits but managed to keep running. She hit harder and started wiggling to get her body out of his grip. Now Siluk growled. “Would you stop that? I’m supposed to get you to the jet, whether you like it or not. Abe was going to try to steal some medical instrument from one of the police officers.”

Ignoring him, Imara continued to wiggle until she was almost certain she would escape Siluk’s grip. She couldn’t let Marco die. Not now. Just when she freed herself, her feet hit the ground, and a burning hot sledgehammer pounded through her calf. She collapsed to the ground. The air seemed to escape her.

“Did you forget about the bullet in your leg?” Siluk said through his teeth.

She pushed him away and tried to get to her feet. She had to do something. She had to try. She had to keep people from dying. No matter what happened, she wouldn’t let Marco die unless she died first. She pushed herself onto her good leg and started hopping toward Marco.

She realized at once that Marco was on the ground. The tagger with the round scar on his forehead wore a triumphant look, and even though she searched, she couldn’t see Marco’s chest rise and fall with breath.

No.

She couldn’t be too late.

Not yet.

“Just go without us,” Keiko said through the haze filling Imara’s mind. She managed to turn her head just long enough to see Keiko and Husani stuck behind a barricade of plastic boards and sandbags. The barricade had been set up behind Imara and the jet was in front of her. She, Naki, Abe, and Siluk were all in front of the barricade and able to get to the jet. Husani and Keiko were not. They had a bubble car, but no way past the barricade.

Another second later, Imara felt arms around her waist again, but these ones felt much gentler. Abe hoisted her off the ground and bolted toward his jet.

“Did you get the thing you needed?” Siluk asked.

Imara didn’t hear Abe’s response. She didn’t feel his arms anymore either. In fact, she could barely even register her pain. The world seemed to be fading into gray and the only thing she could sense was the name on her lips.

“Marco,” she said.

She blinked.

Even though it felt like a split second, when she opened her eyes, she was sitting in a space that looked frighteningly like a cockpit. She heard metallic pings against the jet. Bullets. Her body began convulsing and, somehow, she recognized Abe’s voice amidst the other noises that assaulted her.

“It’s okay. You’re going to be fine. We’re going to be fine. Once I get us in the air and going the right way, Siluk can take the controls and I’ll fix up your wound.”

His voice had a calming effect on her right up until the jet started rising off the ground. Her body shook harder. Just as a wave of terror was about to seize her, a fresh pain dug into her calf. Her throat felt raw before she realized she was screaming.

“Just a few more minutes,” Abe said. He was attempting to speak calmly, but the panic rising in him came out in every syllable he spoke.

She slammed her eyes shut unable to take both the pain and the sight of the jet rising into the air. Gripping her leg, she tried to rock her body back and forth. She had one brief moment where it seemed like she could take it, but then she remembered Marco’s body lying there.

Dead.

Marco Santini was dead. Carlotta Santini was alive.

And it was all her fault.
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ABE COULD HEAL WOUNDS IN RECORD time. Imara clung to that thought as she gripped her leg. It was more pleasant than the other thought floating around in her brain. Why haven’t I passed out yet? I just want to pass out so I don’t have to feel this anymore.

She squeezed her eyelids shut tighter and tried to force those thoughts away. Abe would heal her soon enough, but that didn’t take away the pain now. Even if he’d fix it in one minute flat, she still had to find a way to endure those sixty seconds.

It ended up taking three minutes.

Her jaw shook from clenching it so tight. Tears slid down her cheeks, which didn’t make any sense. How could she be crying when her brain was so busy processing the pain? And how could one tiny little hunk of metal hurt this much?

“Siluk.” Abe’s voice sounded so far away considering he sat right next to her. More voices muddled together as Abe explained the controls. Sometimes the words would jump out and she’d want to cover her ears. But mostly the words sounded feathery and cushioned. Near, but out of reach.
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