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        Book 2 in the Relic Saga

      

      

      
        
        The real battle has only just begun.

      

      

      Duff Roman has saved his family, but his struggles are far from over. As he delves deeper into Kalecca's mysteries, he uncovers a sinister plot threatening time itself. With the Company closing in and old enemies returning, Duff must race against the clock to prevent catastrophe. But as stakes escalate, an impossible choice will leave him reeling. Everything he thought he knew will be turned upside down...

      

      Genre: Science Fantasy, Adventure

      

      New in this edition:

      The story has undergone a slight expansion, updating Chapters 38 and 47.

      

      Cliffhanger ending!
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            DUFF

          

        

      

    

    
      The demon head Duff Roman had cut off thumped into the long fronds of ferns to the right of its cave. The body thrashed in the mud, spraying droplets of black blood around the small clearing. Its six legs twitched and a puddle of goo spread under its body. A wave of acid-stink, with undertones of baked bread and fish, stung Duff’s eyes.

      Relic, demons were hard enough to kill and then their blood continued to destroy skin it touched long after death.

      Z, the leader of their crew, rubbed his shaved head and crawled into the demon’s cave. The cave might be a small chamber or a larger cavern.

      Rin crossed in front of him to stand rigidly under a nearby tree. Even after all this time, she never said much to him. She’d answer questions only if she was asked directly.

      A cough brought his attention to Gabriel. Their newest member wasn’t a Seer, but he certainly was weird. He was always braiding and unbraiding his long dark hair. He didn’t quite fit in, but had only been with the crew for three months. Even though Duff hadn’t been with the crew much longer, they’d been through so much that it felt far longer.

      If Z found a Relic, it would be the first one they’d found since James’s death. Duff’s back and stomach knotted. Finding a Relic would allow them to replenish supplies that they’d bought three months ago, the last time they’d been in town. It would let him go back and see his family at the orphanage. He hoped the money he’d left last time he was in town had been enough for the kids to survive.

      Duff wiped the ichor off his blade with a scrap of cloth. The black tar smoldered, filling the air with smoke. He parted the long green fronds to clear the pungent smoke. If demon blood stayed too long on a blade, it would rot the blade away.

      He sat and unpacked the blade cleaning supplies. His gear not being in good shape could make the difference between life and death. Humans didn’t belong on the planet Kalecca where almost everything was deadly to them and there were only a few things that were edible.

      He sucked in air thick with moisture. A drop of water trailed off his hair into the deep groove in his whetstone. The stone was just about used up from sharpening blades. Sharpening stones were just one of many things this crew was running out of. The leaves snapped shut above him. He slotted the clean blade in the groove and found the rhythm. So many things might get you killed in the jungle, including a dull blade.

      Anything dangerous made him think of Matilda. He hadn’t seen her since she’d joined the company. She was in more danger than he was in the jungle. Ravenne, the head of the company, had already tried to kill them all. Duff still had no idea why Matilda had joined the company.

      Beneath the next tree over, Gabriel grunted. The light rain splattered around him, but not on his white cloth laid out on the red clay ground with the sides squared to the compass. His crossbow and six bolts lay on the North East corner, the machete on the North West corner, the set of knives along the South edge, lined up like teeth. He lifted each item and brought it close to inspect it. The white scar down the middle of his bulbous nose had been there the first time they’d met. Maybe from a knife that had gotten just a little too close while cleaning.

      The wild gleam in Gabriel’s eyes when anyone got near said that wasn’t the cause of his scar. Not that Duff asked him or anyone else on the crew about anything personal. They all had secrets.

      The scrape of his blade soothed him.

      Snap.

      The hairs on the back of his neck rose. Duff tensed and his blade paused on the whetstone.

      Rin moved to the center of the clearing on watch. The light rain slid down her black hair that was pulled up in some elaborate knot. Her back was straight, her hands tucked up in her shirt, while her gaze scoured the shadows beneath the tree where the noise had come from. With a flick of her wrist, a knife impaled a fat lizard. Dinner. Perhaps the only food they would eat tonight. Lizard was slimy and gritty, but better than starving. When he’d first joined Z crew, he’d had little idea what to expect. Lizard was not the worst thing he’d eaten lately.

      Z stalked out of the cave. His face drawn, lips thin. Rin glanced his way and frowned, but covered it with her normal stony expression. Her expression held a hint of prim and proper. She tossed the lizard carcass to Z.

      He caught the lizard, and sat next to Duff. Their leader gutted the lizard with practiced ease, started a small fire and put the lizard on a spit to cook.

      The fire sputtered and crackled. The pucker of Z’s lips and the lines on his face meant he was just as worried as Duff. Z would have looked a whole lot happier if he’d found a Relic in the cave.

      “Find any?” Duff kept his voice low and even to offset the burst of nerves. He still had mixed feelings about Z. When they’d first met, perhaps he would have asked more questions. But now, after finding out Z had been the one to kill his family, Duff wasn’t sure how to act around Z.

      Z had been tricked into doing the terrible things he’d done and he’d prevented Duff from following the same path, becoming an assassin for the company. Really an assassin for Ravenne, but that left Duff confused about his trust in Z.

      Z shook his head and rubbed his clean cut skull.

      Duff glanced at the rest of the crew. At some point they would have to get a Seer or they would run out of money. After the money they’d spent to resupply and what they had donated to the orphanage, none of them had much in the bank.

      No one would meet Duff’s gaze. He sighed and put away his supplies. “What now?”

      “On to the next demon hole.” Z cut up the lizard and handed them each a portion.

      No one grumbled. They’d killed more demons and checked more demon holes than anyone he’d ever heard of. So far they’d found no Relics.

      Rin put out the fire with dirt.

      Duff gobbled his lizard. The slimy flesh slid down his throat. He swallowed an extra time to keep it down. Food was food. Any provisions they had from town were long gone. Even Reds, the rundown dive on the edge of town with its questionable food, was starting to sound good.

      He took a splash of water from his canteen, before hurrying after Z. Rin and Gabriel would follow.

      Rin gasped. Something crashed in the brush. Duff turned to see that Rin had fallen into a bush at the edge of the clearing. Shock coursed through him, making everything seem louder and brighter. She had never taken a misstep before and had always seemed unconsciously nimble on her feet.

      Duff and Z made it to her side at the same time.

      Her face was twisted in pain.

      Z knelt next to her. “What happened?”

      She shook her head. “Wasn’t paying attention.”

      Z’s face betrayed nothing as he pulled a thorn out of her left calf.

      “That’s Dead Eye,” Gabriel said. “We need to get Rin to a healer in the next day….”

      “Or what?” Duff glanced between Rin’s pale face and Gabriel.

      “She’ll die.”
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            RAVENNE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ravenne closed the airlock behind her. The pounding would end just as quickly as it had begun. The scientists had failed her. She’d be better off with the handful that were still in the room with her if she eliminated the drag the extra people had been on the team.

      “Ready to open the outer hatch?” Ravenne sat in the control chair and watched the scientists who were on this side of the door.

      They fidgeted and wouldn’t look at her. A thin grey haired man, the oldest, swallowed and stepped to the controls. He’d survived many cullings. He would know that if one of them didn’t do as she requested, they would all be escorted out to the airlock.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The ma’am rankled her and also reminded her of Matilda. Ravenne still hadn’t figured out what made the girl tick or how she’d killed the guards. But Ravenne did have the perfect next assignment for her. Ravenne rubbed her hands together. It would be an excellent test of not only Matilda’s mental faculties, but of her physical prowess.

      A line of sweat trickled down the oldest scientist’s face. His eyes slid away when she looked at him. It was hard to find good help. It didn’t matter if it was scientists, assistants, or assassins. That reminded her she had no good assassins left, Malcolm had been her last.

      Malcolm still hadn’t checked in. Which was a loose end she would have to deal with eventually. He would need to be terminated, but what was unclear was if he had changed sides. If he had not, then he would eventually check in. He had recent knowledge of her operation, but ever since Z had escaped she’d been more careful about the information that she’d given her assassins. It made it a little harder for them to do their jobs effectively, but the set back that Z had caused warranted extra precautions.

      Ravenne had thought that she’d finally found a way to kill Z. She still couldn’t eliminate him directly, but she’d left journal entries for Malcolm to find. She’d left them on her desk when he was supposed to meet her and then be late so he would have a chance to read them. It was a cat and mouse game of feeding him information. Using this tactic, if the Demon leader asked her if she’d had Z killed, she could say no and pass his test. Annoyance pinched her. She wished she could just eliminate the problem directly.

      Matilda knocked and walked in with brisk efficiency and handed Ravenne a message block. So far Ravenne hadn’t been able to uncover anything about the girl that she could use against her.

      Matilda turned and walked out without a word. Probably not wanting to get involved with the drama currently playing out. Ravenne felt a flash of affection for Matilda, but quickly squashed it. In some ways, Ravenne wished that she could have a friend and confidant, but life had taught her that such things were far more costly than she could afford.

      Time to save her daughter was quickly running out. Last night, she’d again watched the snippet of the video from the security footage the night she’d thought her daughter had died. The woman had appeared for a moment and rescued her daughter from the flames of her first hyperdrive demo. The only explanation that made sense was that the woman had traveled through time. Since Kalecca was the only place that had time particles which allowed time travel, she knew the woman must be from Kalecca. Or more likely would be one of its Seers.

      Once she’d found Kalecca, she’d realized she would need the woman from the video, a way to send her back through time, and a way to send her to where her daughter was located.

      She was still missing the person from the video, but her machine had been able to do some limited time travel with Relics. The problem was they were running out of Relics. The hyperdrive was the basis for the first translocator which had solved the problem of pinpointing her daughter in space. She needed a way to bring it all together and to find that blasted woman.

      The message block cracked in her hand.

      Ravenne reviewed the symbols from the demon leader. “There is one who wished to speak to you. He says he is still on his mission and wishes you to still consider him your man.”

      The emotional overtone was one of confusion.

      Interesting. Perhaps Malcolm would be a good ally after all. She wasn’t sure how to use him yet, she’d give it some thought.

      “Ma’am?” The older scientist prompted.

      Ravenne stood up. “Press the button and follow me.”

      She walked out of the room toward the lab, knowing the surviving scientists would be following shortly and would be motivated to succeed.
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            MATILDA

          

        

      

    

    
      Matilda walked into Ravenne’s room as she had every morning for the past three months. But this time instead of being told to shower or being ignored, Ravenne smiled at her. Her smile caused a line of chills to flow down Matilda’s back.

      “I have a mission for you. It’s perfect for someone of your abilities.” Ravenne’s voice was a soft purr. Which meant the mission would be very dangerous for Matilda.

      “Yes, ma’am.” She kept her voice disinterested and devoid of emotion, the way Ravenne liked.

      “There is an abandoned station that I need some data from.”

      Matilda waited, wondering what could be on the station that Ravenne might need. She wondered how dangerous an abandoned station would be.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Ravenne handed her a paper with coordinates.

      “The station can only be reached at certain times for reasons you wouldn’t understand.” Ravenne paused, probably to see if Matilda would dispute that. However, Matilda knew better now. Ravenne was a science genius. If she hadn’t been so cold, Matilda would have loved to learn from her. But Ravenne was not the warm maternal type. At least not toward anyone Matilda had seen her interact with. If she did act Motherly, it was for a reason. Usually manipulation.

      “You will leave in a half an hour. You must complete your mission within an hour. We won’t be able to open another passage there for weeks if you miss that window.”

      “Yes. Ma’am.” She took the paper and left the room. The long corridors of the station used to confuse her. There were no windows, only doors. At first, she hadn’t noticed the numbers above the doors and at each intersection. Everything was labeled if she knew where to look. She headed to the E section where the space translocator was.

      She’d never taken the space translocator by herself before. All of her previous missions had been done under Ravenne's watchful eyes. Ravenne had used the translocator to go back and forth from Wolf Haven, so she knew it was a shortcut to other places. But, she wasn’t sure how to use it. She walked to the control room. Luckily Albert was there.

      “Hi Albert.”

      “Yes.” He looked like a gruff old man. His wild grey hair grew out of his ears and nose instead of his head.

      “I have coordinates to type in.” Matilda said.

      Albert nodded and grinned at her. If he was in a good mood, he would sometimes answer questions for her.

      “Why wouldn’t the machine be able to work all the time?” Matilda asked.

      He pulled his lip. “Usually because something is in the way. You need line of sight to be able to get to where you are going.”

      Interesting. It might be worth knowing more. She’d never know where information could come in handy. “So what if a person walked in front of it?”

      “Unless you affixed to the exact spot that person was on, nothing would change. It needs to be something with a significant gravity pull.”

      Matilda kept her expression even. Albert being chatty didn’t happen often. So if he was answering questions, then she was going to ask more of them to try and understand why Ravenne had been smiling. “So like a planet?”

      “Yes. That would interfere.”

      Damn, was he about to clam up? “How far can it go?”

      He shrugged and turned on the machine. A low hum that no one else seemed to be able to hear filled the room. “Depends on how much power you feed it.”

      Ravenne routinely muttered about power needs. It would make sense for that to be an important part of the work they did. Matilda still hadn’t figured out what Ravenne’s end goal was. It seemed unwise to ask directly. She’d focus on the translocator. The wall to the left would open once the machine was aligned and a tunnel would appear. Part way down the tunnel, space moved and she would be somewhere else.

      “Does the tunnel get longer the farther away you go?”

      Albert sighed. “It doesn’t work that way. Didn’t they teach you anything in school?” From what she had heard, Albert used to teach the kids on the station before he moved on to this job.

      “Not much.”

      He harrumphed. “The tunnel is always the same length. It’s the last step that might take longer.” He sounded cross. Maybe she should move on from that line of questioning.

      “Is anything else different when you go really far away?”

      “Time won’t line up exactly.” He stared at her, probably waiting to see if she would get it.

      She thought about that, she knew that there was an invisible line that separated the two places. She might look across that line and see one thing, but when she crossed over, she might see something else. She wasn’t sure if it was light being faster than her walking speed or some other science at work. “So it may look different when I get there?”

      Albert grinned like she’d pleased him.

      “So for the person still at the control center, how long does it take for them to get there.” Was that a dumb question?

      “Depends on how far.”

      He must have seen her lack of understanding. “Between planets in the same solar system it is barely noticeable.” He muttered to himself. “Where are you going?”

      She handed him the coordinates. His eyes widened. “You are going to have to make it quick.”

      “She said I had an hour before I would be trapped.”

      Albert pulled his lip. “You have fifty minutes tops.” Without saying anything more he plugged in the coordinates. “The window will open in about two minutes. I’ll get it lined up to give you the most time possible.”

      He pressed some buttons and the printer whirred. He handed her a paper. “This is a map, but it’s changed since then.”

      Matilda grabbed the sheet and glanced at the map. It looked like it was a map of some sort of base. If she read it correctly, they would drop her off on one side and it would be a short walk to the control center. If she were lucky, she’d be back in ten minutes, but with Ravenne, it was never that easy. “Know anything about where I am going?”

      Albert glanced at her and then back at the controls. “Only rumors.”

      “What kind of rumors?”

      “It used to be a company base, but something happened.” He met and held her gaze as if he didn’t want to say the next part. He probably meant that Ravenne had done something to it and that was why it was no longer a company base. She nodded in understanding.

      “You have a minute. Better get to the tunnel.”

      Matilda’s mind whirled. She still had no idea why Ravenne had acted like it was so dangerous to go to this base. What could Ravenne have done there to cause Albert not to talk about it?

      She stepped in front of the tunnel. She closed her eyes and did her mantras. She didn’t want her nanites out of control. If she didn’t calm her worry, the nanites would attack her body. They could kill her if she was not careful. She focused on her breathing and calmed herself. She probably only had a moment more before Albert would connect the tunnel. She opened her eyes and affixed her gaze to Albert.

      When Albert gave the nod she walked down the tunnel, setting her watch timer for 45 minutes. That would give her five minutes to get back.

      The end of the tunnel opened up into a room, but it was not at all what she’d been expecting. She’d thought the station would be intact but empty. Crumbling piles of wall and debris littered the floor. The way forward was completely blocked by twisted metal. And even worse were the live wires that sparked across the hall to the right. The base had been demolished.

      The room smelled funny, like something was rotting and something else she didn’t have a name for. Some bitter smell hung in the air like a ghost.

      Ten minutes was not going to be enough. Could she survive coming back empty handed? Or more specifically would Ravenne kill her if she came back empty handed? She took a deep breath to fight down the panic.

      She put her hand on the wall, feeling the rubble. She pushed as hard as she could, and the stone didn’t move at all. It was solidly blocked. She wouldn’t be able to muscle her way forward. The right side had a doorway that led into darkness, and the other way led down into a tunnel. The bitter smell was stronger down the tunnel. She hadn’t thought to bring a light. She glanced around to see if there was a light, but saw nothing she could use.

      Dark or stink. The stink could be anything from an animal to a dead body. She had nothing that would work against the darkness. If there were something in the dark, she’d be vulnerable to attack. So she decided to go down the stinky tunnel.

      She added another watch timer, for ten minutes. That way if the stinky tunnel was a dead end, she’d have a chance to backtrack and try the other tunnel.

      She walked carefully down the tunnel, trying not to make any noise. The base was eerily silent, just the hiss and crackle of the live wires sparking. There were no fans or movement of any kind that she could detect.

      The tunnel was wide and straight. The same markings she’d seen in the company complex were at the top of the half closed doors ahead. The first door led in the direction she needed to go. The smell of rot was definitely stronger here.

      She tried to look through the window on the door into the room, but the flickering blue lights near the door made it hard to spot patterns. Shadows twisted and lengthened with each flicker. It looked to be some sort of botanical room. Like they had been growing part of the jungle inside. Maybe the smell was plant based, but her gut said no.

      She wished she could identify the smell. It felt dangerous not to know. It smelled more like an animal than a plant.

      She pushed the door all the way open and a blast of moist, hot air assaulted her. The air was heavy with the odor of flowers, over ripe fruit, and that undertone that she couldn’t identify. She walked farther into the room.

      Once past the flickering lights, the way was lit with a light on either side of the row between benches. Plants stretched to the ceiling and draped to the floor. It was odd that this room was so overgrown. She shivered.

      The door clicked shut behind her. She looked back at the door. What had blocked it? On the floor was what looked like a long log wrapped in fabric. She reached down to see what it was but hesitated. Something about the way it looked made her reluctant to pick it up. She pushed it with her toe and realized it was what was left of a human leg and the source of the rotten smell.

      She froze, shock and sickness spiraling within her. Her eyes skated down the length of the leg to where the knee should have been. The end looked gnawed on. Her heart beat faster. What animal was inside the room? Was it still alive? Could she get past it to the other side to get the computer? She took a deep breath to quiet her nerves. The animal was probably dead. Based on how overgrown the plants were, this place had been abandoned for years. But her gut said why take a chance. Quiet was her friend.

      She walked forward carefully, scanning the foliage. The foliage thickened, but there was a trail that cut through. There must have been an aisle between the containers of plants. The blue light flickered across the whole room. The shadows shifted beneath the plants.

      She heard a skittering sound like small claws grappling for purchase on the ground ahead of her. Her heart skipped a beat. Was that something under the plant ahead? She froze and waited. She jerked back as a tiny lizard poked its head out of the shadow and scrambled up the plant. Relief lightened her stomach. It was just a tiny lizard. She forced herself to walk. The door to the next section would be ahead if this section connected.

      She pushed the growth out of the way. A creak followed by the distinct sound of animal footsteps sounded behind her. Was she being followed or was it just another little lizard amplified somehow?

      She checked the map. There should be a door up ahead.

      She kept moving to the wall and followed it to the right, hoping the door would be that way. She found the edge of the door. But her gaze was drawn to movement to the right, back toward the middle of the room she was trying to leave.

      In the middle of a clearing the largest lizard she’d ever seen sat under a light which wasn’t flickering. The lizard was the size of a horse.

      It’s eyes were half closed and it seemed to be unaware of her presence. She broke out in chills. Her nanites wouldn’t help against a predator that size.

      Since there was one lizard, there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t run across another big one on her way. She checked her map, her goal was two doors away. Her only chance was to get the door open and get out before the lizard noticed her.

      She eased back to the wall and worked her way to the front of the door. She found the handle and pulled. The door didn’t open. Her heart rate ratcheted.

      She probably just needed to remove some of the debris from around the door. She dug into the dirt pressed along the bottom. There was a good four inches of dirt caked around the door. She dug as quickly as she dared and paused every few swipes to listen.

      An alarm on her watch shattered the silence, notifying her that she’d spent ten minutes down this path. Her heart raced. She slapped the watch to shut off the alarm, but when she peered back, the giant lizard had turned to face her. Its tongue flickered out. It was awake.

      A chill spread up her spine. She was caught between the blocked door and the giant lizard.
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            Z

          

        

      

    

    
      Z gave into the urge to rub his head. The trail ahead was flat, rocky, and devoid of plants. Even though the sun beat down from above, plants didn’t grow in this area. He wouldn’t usually take the crew this way, but with Rin injured, this was the easiest terrain and gave them the best chance to reach the healer.

      A grunt of pain caused Z to glance back. Duff had his arm around Rin’s waist on her bad side and helped her over the rocks. Her face was pale and her teeth clenched. He could tell by the set of her shoulders that she was not only in pain, but feeling stupid. Not paying attention was a rookie mistake. His best guess was whatever had happened when she’d disappeared one day over a month ago, was to blame.

      She’d come back even more closed mouthed than normal. He’d gotten three words out of her in the last 24 hours. He’d even asked about things he knew she liked to talk about. Her response had been to stare at him and then to walk away. She, like Gabriel, had come from a Family, but he’d never quite figured out what had made her leave. He hadn’t pried in town afraid that poking around in whatever had happened would be dangerous. The families had always had a strange code of honor that was hard for outsiders to understand. But it obviously was an issue or she wouldn't have left a Family to join his crew. No matter what had happened when she’d disappeared a month ago, he needed his team focused or the jungle would kill them.

      Once they reached the healer and Rin got what she needed, they would have to continue the search for Relics. He worried about how they would get the Relics they needed. They didn’t have a Seer, and he didn’t want one. He shivered and resisted the urge to scratch at the scar James had left on his stomach.

      If James had still been alive and sane, they’d be able to find Relics with less effort. James’d been the best Seer Z had ever heard of. That was until he went crazy. Yes, Malcolm had helped with James’s downward spiral, but still something on Kalecca made Seers crazy.

      When they had first gone into town after James’ death, Z had made an effort to get a Seer, but all the Seers that they’d looked at in the Seer hut had been even crazier than James or jungle inappropriate. If he took the wrong people into the jungle, the crew would die. It was that simple. Z didn’t want crazy on his team any longer. They’d have to find Relics in other ways.

      But he was running out of options. He’d heard that the Demons had caves with Relics. So far all the caves he’d searched had been empty of Relics. He had no idea how he was going to stop Ravenne if he could barely keep a crew supplied. Worry and guilt gnawed at his gut.

      On the bright side, the orphanage was set-up with enough money to survive the year. Felix had even agreed not to raise the prices again. Felix had never been nice, and the whole experience stank. But it might have to do with Matilda being a part of the company now. Perhaps she had been coerced somehow. Which would only have happened if she’d met Ravenne and passed whatever test Ravenne gave her. But if she had survived a head to head assault with Ravenne and ended up her assistant, perhaps there was more to the girl than he’d thought. Thoughts of Matilda always led to thoughts of Duff.

      Duff still wasn’t talking to him. He was more than willing to learn whatever Z was willing to teach him, but closed up when the conversation strayed away from practical knowledge. Duff might not even be aware of the wall that had gone up between them. And really what had he expected? The kid had found out that Z had made him an orphan. Worry pulled at Z’s stomach which was already under siege from hunger.

      Gabriel came back from the lead. Z only let him lead for limited times. He still wasn’t sure what to make of Gabriel.

      He’d come to the crew with equipment after Malcolm had proven himself to be a traitor. Z had tried to trick Gabriel into revealing assassin training, but the man had passed with flying colors. He was a family reject. Which was an odd direction for a person to travel.

      Once someone was accepted into a family they very rarely left. For Z to have two former family members on his crew was more than odd. But in Gabriel’s case at least, the family seemed more than happy that Gabriel had become Z’s problem and not their own. They’d even given Gabriel good equipment. Z’d gone so far as to get a high ranking member of the Family drunk to find out what was going on. The Kraus man had looked at Z solemnly and said, “He’s just weird.”

      So now Z had a kid that might hate him, a distracted and injured crew member, and a new guy who had yet to prove his worth. If Malcolm were nearby, they’d be sitting ducks.

      Z had no doubt that Malcolm had survived his trek back from the edge of Falcon Folly to Wolf Haven. He probably even had a plan for how he could take out Z and his crew. Z still wasn’t one hundred percent sure what Malcolm’s mission had been. He’d been embedded in the team far too long for it to be just killing Z. He’d have been able to do so far sooner. After all this time, Malcolm could be anywhere and could strike at any time.

      Z found no other angles to gnaw at. He realized that he didn’t have many options. He had no better plan for getting to Ravenne than he’d had before. That was probably the worst part of his mood. If he wasn’t careful, all of his efforts would result in no actual changes in the state of Kalecca.

      Z led them to the river and where it branched off, he headed to the west. A few hours more would take them to the healer. He cast a nervous glance at Rin. Hopefully she’d make it that far.

      The time passed as a quiet hum. He crested the next rise and saw the tiny shack that the healer used. The door to the shack was open, which was unusual. Z froze, uneasiness crawled up his spine. No one left doors opened on this planet. He walked back to the team. “Wait here. And be quiet.”

      Z crept back up the hill and hid near the top where he could still see the hut. Nothing moved and the jungle seemed quieter than normal.

      A shadow crossed the open door. He tensed his hand closer to the dagger at his side. It should be Joe in his home, but the feel was wrong.

      A moment later, Malcolm backed out of the door.

      Z knew it was Malcolm by the set of his shoulders and how he moved. Z pulled out his dagger and shifted lower. What was he doing?

      Malcolm turned and pulled a body through the door. Cold dread clenched Z's stomach. There was only one probable person Malcolm would have killed here. It would mean Rin was in even more trouble. Z squinted looking for confirmation. The body had a distinctive yellow scarf around his throat.

      The healer, Joe. Used Relic.

      Malcolm adjusted his grip and dragged the man away from where Z hid. Even from here, Z could see that the trek back had not been kind to Malcolm. His hair was longer and matted on one side. He had rips in his pants and shirt. His face was set in the irritated grimace of someone that nothing was going quite right for.

      Malcolm must have killed the healer. If he was dragging the body away, he’d be back and would probably trap the place. If Z could get in and out before Malcolm came back, he could get the supplies to treat Rin. If he didn’t get in now this place would become a death trap, making it impossible to get in later. He’d also have to leave a sign that Malcolm wouldn’t know about to keep people away.

      Once Malcolm went behind the hill, Z stood up and ran to the hut. Something on the door fluttered in the slight breeze. Stuck on the door with a rusty nail was a tan cloth. The cloth was cut in an oval and had a red circle scrawled across it. The symbol on the cloth set his heart racing.

      This was a message from the enclave of scientists. The secret enclave that he hadn’t felt safe enough to visit in a year. They had reached out and left him a message. It would be meaningless to anyone else. But it had meaning to him. It was a sign that he needed to visit the enclave as soon as he could, but first he had to get the medicine for Rin.

      Joe had kept an emergency supply pack by the door. Z eased the door open and found the pack where Joe had left it. Z picked it up. The seconds were ticking away. He had to get out and back up the hill without Malcolm seeing him. He peeked out the door, to see if Malcolm was coming back yet.

      Not seeing him, he grabbed the cloth and cut an X by the door knob. That should warn away the crews currently active in the area. If he did anything more, Malcolm might notice.

      He glanced out again and, not seeing Malcom, he dashed to the far side of the hut. Even though it was farther, this route gave him more time to get out of line of sight if Malcolm returned. He needed to make up for those seconds he’d spent staring at the scientists’ symbol.

      He made it to the woods and flattened himself down in the brush. Five breaths later, Malcolm came back and entered the healers hut, closing the door behind him.

      He would need to make a fire to treat Rin, but he had maybe an hour to get his crew as far away from Malcolm as he could before Malcolm started searching for them.

      If they stopped to treat Rin too soon Malcolm would find them. If they waited too long, Rin would die.
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