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Every year after harvest the weakest are removed from the encampment.

None of them are ever seen or heard from again.

Trinity’s only hope of escape lies in the forest. She’s not afraid of the creatures that live there. There’s nothing bigger than foxes in those woods, except this time something is different.

This time she’s hunted from land and sea by predators that should only exist in legends.

Surrounded by three enemies. Surrender is her only option, but which one should she choose?

Books 1- 3 in the series filled with human-animal hybrids where class determines imprisonment or freedom.
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Book 1: Escape—CHAPTER 1
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TRINITY BRUSHED THE DIRT OFF HER HANDS and stretched, exposing her claws and giving the small of her back a good scratch.  She was the last to finish preparing her fields for winter.  Everyone else was gone, hiding in their huts.  Producers did not like the night, but being half House Servant she didn’t mind it.  When she was alone or in the dark, she didn’t have to hide her claws or fangs.  Still, she retracted her nails as she bent to pick up the spade and hand trowel.  It was habit now.  She’d learned as a child that either she concealed her differences or her parents would.  She ran her tongue over her large sharp canines, so different from the Producers’ flat teeth.  Mom and Dad had filed her fangs down only a couple of times before she’d learned to smile with her lips closed.

She tucked the tools under her arms and took a moment to memorize this view of her home.  The Producer village sat in a valley.  On the north and where she stood in the west were the fields, fallow now and waiting for winter.  Dirt trails ran down the hill and into the camp, most leading to the pine cabins huddled together in the center of town with fires burning in pyres outside each hut.  A few paths broke free and escaped to the edge of town where smaller, older cottages like hers sat.  Other trails led to Shadow Lake, fed from the Elavital River which flowed from the thick, lush forest on the south and east side of the valley.

She sighed and headed down a trail toward home.  She’d miss the freedom of the forest once she was gone.  Although, it wasn’t as much fun sneaking into the woods alone as it had been with Travis.  The two of them used to talk about what the earth might have been like before the Great Death brought extinction to all animals larger than twenty pounds and death to most humans.  She’d learned about the event in some of the books that her dad had borrowed from his master’s house.  Producers weren’t supposed to read, but Dad had taught her and her mom.  According to one book, the Almightys were the last descendants of the human race.  She’d searched every book she had but there was no mention of the ancestry of the other classes.

She stopped at the storage shed and put her tools away.  She wouldn’t need them again, ever.  Within a couple of weeks, she’d be taken just like Travis had been last year.  She turned onto the path that led through town.  There was no doubt in her mind that her name would be on the Harvest List.  The Almightys only chose the finest examples of Producers to stay and breed.  The males were always the tallest and strongest, averaging seven to eight feet in height and almost as wide.  The females were at least six-feet tall and had to have large, wide hips and big breasts.  She glanced down at her less-than-curvy shape.  After the Terrible Sickness had killed her brothers and sisters nine years ago, her mom had switched her name with her younger sister, hoping to give her time to fill out.  That hadn’t happened.  At almost seventeen, she was over three years older than the other girls up for the Harvest List but still only five foot eight and less endowed.  She shook her head.  She was definitely a Lister.  

“Hey, look who it is,” Clarabelle said, shoving Randy toward her.

Clarabelle and her group of friends stood near some huts along the path.  She groaned, glancing down at her filthy clothes.  It was just her luck that Randy would see her like this.  If she hadn’t been so tired she might have remembered that the teenagers who were up for the Harvest List often hung around outside the huts well into the night.  Sometimes, they even mated with each other.  It was forbidden but the Lead Producers didn’t enforce the rule; they too had once been teenage Producers dreading their List year.

She stopped.  Experience had taught her that it was easier to let Clarabelle have her say.  She kept her eyes down.  She made the others nervous when she stared at them.  It had something to do with her not blinking enough.  It was one more gift from her House Servant father.

Clarabelle stepped up alongside Randy so that the two of them blocked her path.  Well, they thought that they did.  She could zip around them in a flash.  She’d love to do it too, but she wasn’t allowed.  Producers weren’t slow, but it took them awhile to get going, unlike her.

“Have you finished my fields?” Clarabelle asked.

“What do you mean by that?”  She glanced up at the other girl, her eyes narrowing.  Her fields were the best yielding; they had to be in order for her and her mom to survive.  The first five acres that a family farmed, the Almightys took ninety-five percent of the output.  The percentage went down every five acres but not by much.

“Oh, you poor thing.  You don’t know.”  Clarabelle feigned sympathy.

“Know what?” she asked in a bored tone.  Now, Clarabelle would tease her about being on the Harvest List, like she didn’t know that already.  She wasn’t blind or stupid.

“Your mother is going to be retired this year and it’s obvious that you’re a Lister.”  Clarabelle quit trying to look sad, her eyes gleaming.

She raised her head and stared directly at the other girl.  Her mom wasn’t that old.  There was no way that she was being retired.  She clenched her jaw, trying to calm herself.  She didn’t care what Clarabelle thought of her, but many of the others would be taken with her.  She didn’t want them to have any reason to hate her once Clarabelle was out of the picture.  She took a deep breath.  “The Retirement List hasn’t been read yet.”  That actually sounded pleasant.

She stepped aside and started to walk away but Clarabelle blocked her path.  That was it.  That one simple motion and her temper flared to life.  “Neither has the Harvest List.  You may not get to stay.  Mirabelle didn’t.”  As soon as the words were out of her mouth she froze.  She’d gone too far.  Mirabelle was the first one in Clarabelle’s family to make the List.  

“How dare you, freak.”  Clarabelle shoved her.  “Don’t ever say my sister’s name again.”

She flinched.  They called her names behind her back, but never to her face.  It hurt more for some reason.

“Do you hear me, freak?”  Clarabelle shoved her again and she stumbled backward.  

She was either going to cry or strike back; she refused to cry.  “Mirabelle.  Mirabelle was taken.  Mirabelle has one leg shorter than the other.”  

The others gasped.  No one spoke about the deformity.  

Her hands curled into fists at her sides.  Clarabelle’s face paled and then turned a raging red.  This was not a good sign.  The others moved in, surrounding her.  She glanced around, looking for an opening.  There was none.  She was going to get it now.  She couldn’t even defend herself for fear of her claws or teeth being seen.  If that happened, her mom and Remy would be in trouble too.

“Hey, you kids.  Break it up,” shouted an adult male.

The group of Producers eased back a little.  She exhaled in relief.  Troy was heading their way.

Clarabelle grabbed her arm, tight.  “By this time next year, I’ll be eating crops grown from your soil and nursing Stuart’s baby and you’ll be gone.  I hope they have something horrible planned for you.”

Randy’s jaw tightened at the mention of Stuart.  He shot Clarabelle an angry, desperate look and walked away.

She jerked free from Clarabelle’s hold.  It wasn’t fair.  Stuart was Travis’s brother.  He deserved better than Clarabelle.  “Stuart will hate you before long.  Your big boobs and fat butt won’t keep him happy not when you’re so mean and nasty.”

“Back up, back up.”  Troy pushed through the group, using his club instead of his hand.  “What’s going on here?  Trinity?  Clarabelle?”

The hatred and anger slid off Clarabelle’s features as she turned toward Troy.  She shook her head, making her long hair flow.

Trinity choked back a laugh.  Clarabelle’s charms wouldn’t work on Troy but his attraction to other males was a well-guarded secret.

“She was teasing me about”—Clarabelle wiped at her eyes—“Mirabelle.”

“Is that true?”  Troy turned toward her, frowning.  

“Not...”

“Yes,” replied a female from the group.

The worst part was that she did feel bad about bringing up Mirabelle.  The other girl had been nice to her.  Mirabelle hadn’t been a friend, but she had been a kind face in the crowd.  “It wasn’t like that.  I mean...”

“It wasn’t nice,” said Troy.  “Tell her you’re sorry.”

She looked up at him.  He wasn’t kidding.  He was a Lead Producer.  She had to obey but not without a fight.  “She said my mother is being retired and I’m a Lister.”

Troy’s face softened.  He smiled at her as if she amused him.  “It sounds like you should apologize to each other.”

Her eyes met Clarabelle’s.  For once they were in agreement.  That was not going to happen.

“I don’t want her apology,” Clarabelle said.

“That’s fine, but Trinity may still want yours.”  Troy’s eyes narrowed.  

“You can’t be serious?”  Clarabelle’s face was ashen.  

“Oh, but I am,” said Troy.  

She tried not to smile but couldn’t quite stop her lips from turning up at the corners.  This was a dream come true.  Sometimes, she really loved Troy.  He understood her.  He’d been born poor and had risen to the ranks of Lead Producer.  He didn’t care for Clarabelle’s family any more than she did, but he did demand respect.  Clarabelle was truly caught now.

“Trinity, do you want an apology?” 

She inhaled, savoring the moment.  If she went through with this, Clarabelle would get her revenge.  The smart thing would be to say that she didn’t want the apology, but she did.  Oh, how she did.  She straightened and met Clarabelle’s glare.  “Yes, I do.”  

“I will get you for this,” Clarabelle said under her breath.

“That sounded like a threat,” Troy said.  

Clarabelle’s face whitened.  Threats were not tolerated.  In reality they happened all the time, but no one was stupid enough to issue one right in front of a Lead Producer.

“I’m sorry, Troy.  I didn’t mean it.”

“Apologize to Trinity,” he said.

“Sorry,” snapped Clarabelle.

“That didn’t sound sincere.”  Troy smirked.  

Clarabelle exhaled through her teeth, making a noise like a hissing snake.  “I’m sorry, Trinity.”

It was the worst apology she’d ever heard.

“Do you accept?” asked Troy, his eyes bright with amusement.

She’d love to make Clarabelle say it again, but as it was, she was going to have to hide in her house for a few days, maybe weeks.  Clarabelle would be watching for any opportunity to seek revenge.  “Yes.  It’s fine.”

Troy clapped his hands.  “Well, that’s done then.  All of you need to head home.  I won’t be patrolling again tonight.”

Was that a warning to her, or a message to the others that they could sneak off together without being caught?  She couldn’t tell by his face.

“Trinity, I’m going your way.  Let me see you home,” he said.

She nodded, relieved.  Her house sat on the outskirts of the encampment.  She didn’t think Clarabelle would come after her tonight, but she wasn’t positive.  They headed toward her home, walking in silence.  The quiet seemed to unnerve him.

“You shouldn’t let yourself get caught up by that group.  They could hurt you.  Rem...your father would kill me if anything happened to you.”

“I know.  It won’t happen again.  Thanks for...well, saving me.”

He patted her shoulder.  “No problem.  Why were you out so late?  Working the fields?”

She was covered in dirt.  What did he think she’d been doing?  But he’d been nice to her and Remy would be mad if she were snotty.  “Yeah.”

The automated light hummed to life, illuminating part of the perimeter and the area right outside the encampment.  It penetrated a bit into the forest, but not much, the vegetation was too dense.

“Looks like I’m going to be late for work,” he said, more to himself than her.

The guard shack was only a few yards away.  It was Troy’s first evening on duty in a month, so he and Remy would spend most of the night together.  The Almightys were very strict about same-sex mating.  If Troy and Remy were caught, they would be publicly executed.  She prayed that wouldn’t happen.  Remy was like a father to her.  Actually, he was supposed to be her father.  He was her mother’s assigned mate and in a lot of ways was a better dad than her real one.  At least he was around.

“You don’t have to walk me all the way home,” she said.

“Are you sure?”  Excitement shone in his eyes.  

It wasn’t too far to her house, but between here and there was the maze.  All the crops that were harvested were packed in wooden boxes, waiting to be carted away by Benedictine’s, the Almighty who ran their encampment, Guards and distributed to the other classes.  There were hundreds of crates, stacked several feet high.  Once you were in the maze, you couldn’t be seen from the outside.  It was a bit spooky in the dark, but she’d hurry through them.  “I’ll be fine.”

Troy patted her shoulder again and hurried to the guard shack.  She took a deep breath and darted into the maze.  She was about halfway through when Randy stepped out of the shadows.  Her heart picked up pace as she looked for an escape.  She was boxed in, the large crates essentially making a hallway.  Her only options were to go back or to go past him.

“Don’t be scared,” he said.

She hesitated.  She wasn’t sure why, but there was something in his tone that reminded her of the old Randy, the little boy who had been her first friend.

At five, Randy had caught an inflammation of the lungs and the other Producers’ parents refused to let their offspring near him.  Her mom was a healer so he was at their house a lot.  He had been a quiet, kind boy often helping her to find and care for injured animals.  A few years later he was healthy and he grew, fast.  He started hanging around with the other kids and forgot about her, but she’d never forgotten about him.

Randy moved closer.  If he reached out he could touch her.  She took a step back.

He stopped.  “Sorry about earlier.”  He lowered his gaze.  “Sometimes when I’m around Clarabelle, I do things...”  He shrugged, giving her a shy smile.

Why was he being nice to her?  Usually, he ignored her.

“We’re all a little nervous about the announcement.  My family has a fifty percent List rate.”

This was more like Randy, always thinking about himself.  Her family had a one hundred percent List rate.

“I’m sorry.  I mean, fifty percent must sound pretty good to you.”  His shoulders sagged.  

She glared at him.  It was true, but he didn’t need to point it out.  His brown eyes were soft and sad.  Maybe, he hadn’t meant it to be mean.  The announcement did put everyone on edge.

“Clarabelle shouldn’t have said what she did about your mom.”

“Thank you.”  She studied him. 

He smiled, his teeth a quick flash of white in the darkness.  “I was worried that you’d refuse to talk to me.  I wouldn’t blame you.  Not after the way I’ve treated you.”  He glanced around.  “It’s really dark.  I can barely see you.”

He took a couple of steps forward; she didn’t move back.  

“Do you remember Chirps?  I swear I still see him around sometimes.”

She smiled.  Chirps had been a baby crow that had lost its parents.  They’d raised him, years ago.  “I see him, especially in the spring.”

He gently touched her cheek, his fingers rough from working the fields.  “You’re pretty dirty,” he said, a smile in his tone.

“Yeah.”  Really, what else was there to say?

“You have the most gorgeous eyes.”  He ran his thumb over her cheek.  

She stiffened.  Her physical appearance was a sore subject for her.  She was almost a perfect blend of both House Servant and Producer which meant she didn’t belong with either class.  Her features weren’t as delicate as a House Servant’s or as strong as a Producer’s.  Her nose was either too large or not big enough and her eyes were the wrong color.  House Servants’ eyes varied in hues but they were always vibrant, never a dull brown like a Producer’s.  Hers were neither vibrant nor brown; they were gold.  “Everyone hates my eyes.  You tell...”

“That’s because Clarabelle is jealous.”  

She turned her face away and he dropped his hand.  Was that true?  Did Clarabelle hate her because she was jealous?  More important, did he really like her eyes?

He reached out again, but this time he grasped a strand of her hair that had come free from the band that held it back.  “She especially hates your hair.  I wish there was light so I could see the other colors.  It’s beautiful with the reds and gold mixed in with the brown.”  He pulled her hairband down, freeing her long locks.  “Beautiful.  So, soft.”

She should step away.  He’d ignored her all these years, but she’d liked him for so long.  Was it that impossible to believe that he might like her too?  They had been best friends once.

He moved a little closer.  Was he going to kiss her?  She waited.  His breath intermingled with hers.

“I don’t want to be taken,” he said.

“Me either.”  That was the expected reply and she meant it, kind of.  If she could have someone here, someone for her, then she’d like to stay, but if everyone were going to continue to hate her then maybe being taken would be better, leaving certainly would be.

“A lot of the others have been...mating.  You know.  I mean, I may never get to try it if I’m taken.  Even if I stay, I may be assigned to some gross, old Producer and never get to do it with someone I like.”  His hand moved from her hair to her neck, massaging gently. 

She stiffened a bit.  Did she want this?  It might be her only chance too.  

“Don’t be afraid,” he whispered.  “No one really cares if we do this.”

He was right.  Even if a Lead Producer caught them, there wasn’t much of a punishment.  As long as it was close to the time of the reading of the Harvest List, they’d pass off any pregnancies as the product of the assigned mating.  The problem was that she wasn’t sure that she wanted to do this with him.  She liked him, a lot, but she didn’t trust him.  Too many years had passed since they’d been friends.  Still, she didn’t want this moment to end.

He pulled her closer.  She could feel the warmth of his skin through his shirt.  He lowered his head.  This was her first kiss.  His lips were warm and soft.  It was nice.  She ran her hands up his chest and around his neck, leaning into him.  He groaned and ran his tongue across her bottom lip.  That’s weird.  She tried to pull away but he held her tight.

“Relax.  You’ll like it.  I promise.”

What did he mean by that?  The females never discussed this with their offspring until they were assigned a mate.  Maybe, it was only the daughters who were kept in the dark about mating.  Randy seemed to know what he was doing.

He pushed his tongue into her mouth.  It wasn’t unpleasant.  Actually, it was kind of nice.  Then she froze.  What if he touched her fangs?  She struggled to end the kiss.

“Ouch, you bit me.”  He pulled back, touching the side of his tongue.

A soft giggle came from behind a stack of crates.

She stumbled backward, her breath leaving her body as if she’d been punched.  She was a fool.  This had all been a game.  Clarabelle’s revenge.

He gazed at her, his eyes cloudy and a bit unfocused.  She had to get out of here.  She moved around him and started down the path.

“Where are you going?  It didn’t hurt that bad.”  He asked, clearly shocked.

“Home,” she snapped.

He caught up to her and grabbed her arm, turning her around.  “It’s okay.  I’ll teach you how to kiss.”

“Clarabelle, you can come out now.  I heard you.”  She pulled free from his grasp, crossing her arms over her chest.

His mouth dropped open and then he glanced away, unable to meet her eyes.  He knew.  It was written all over his face.  Her chest ached.  He hadn’t meant any of it.

“Don’t be such a baby.”  Clarabelle stepped out from behind some crates.  

Trinity gritted her teeth, hurt churning into anger.  She would not yank out the other girl’s hair and she would definitely not claw the smirk off Clarabelle’s face.  She would not.  “I’m leaving.”

“Don’t,” said Randy.

She wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or Clarabelle.

“I was only thinking of you,” Clarabelle said.  “I felt bad because no one wanted to mate with you.  So, I told Randy that if he wanted me, he’d have to practice on you.”

Her face heated.  Was she really that desperate?  Obviously, she was.  Tears welled in her eyes, but she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.  She turned and ran away.  

“Trinity, wait,” Randy yelled.  “It wasn’t like that.”

Footsteps behind her made her move faster and then there was a waft of air at her back.  He was going to grab her.  She could sense it.  She spun around and before she could think twice she caught his arm, letting her claws come out just enough to leave hair-thin slices though his skin.  

He pulled free from her grasp.  “You cut me!”

“And I’ll do it again, if you come any closer.”  She ran the rest of the way home and stopped at the front door of her hut, resting her head against the wood.  Tears ran down her face, hot in the cool night air.  All she wanted was a relationship like her parents had, like Troy and Remy had.  Was it too much to ask for someone who she could love and who would love her too?  Obviously, it was for a freak like her.  She straightened, wiping the tears off her cheeks.  She had to get control of herself before she saw her parents.  She could not handle questions right now.  She took a deep breath and opened the door.

The kitchen was empty.  There was a bowl of stew on the table and some bread.  She stepped inside.  Harsh whispering was coming from Mom and Dad’s room.  They were fighting again.  She was her mom’s last child and Mom was sure that something bad happened to them when they were taken.  Of course, Dad was positive that the teenagers were moved to another camp.  

She sat at the table and took a bite of the vegetable stew.  It burnt a path down her throat.  Clarabelle had crossed the line this time.  She pushed the dish away and walked into her bedroom, shutting the door.  She flopped on her bed.  How was she going to show her face around camp?  She’d kissed Randy and she’d cut him.  Clarabelle would not keep quiet about what had happened tonight.  She didn’t want to hide in her house for the next couple of weeks.  She sat up.  She didn’t have to.  She could escape into the forest and track down the previous year’s Harvest Listers.

She and Travis had started sneaking out of the camp and searching the woods over three years ago, after the Almightys had taken their baby brothers for a Special List.  Since everything needed water, they’d followed the Elavital River through the forest.  At some point, they’d given up, but the other month when she was wandering through the brush she’d discovered that the river forked and headed back toward her encampment.  She’d climbed a tree and she’d seen smoke not too far in the distance.  It might have been Guards or Almightys hunting, but it could have been the other camp.  It was close to home.  It should only take a couple of days, a week at the most, to find out if it was another encampment.

She stood.  She refused to spend her last days at home hiding in her house.  She wrote a note for her parents, explaining what she was going to do and that she’d be back in a week, and placed it on her bed.  She washed, changed her clothes and packed her backpack with everything she might need for a couple of days in the woods: extra clothes, water, a blanket, rope and some food.  She slung the backpack over one shoulder and slipped out the back door.  

She walked to the corner of the cabin, staying in the shadows.  The perimeter of the camp had brick columns with fires burning every fifty to seventy-five feet, but that wasn’t a problem.  Producers’ night vision was so poor that these were only for show, to make everyone feel safe.  It was the automatic light installed by the Almightys that she had to avoid.  It lit up the area like daylight.  She stopped on the side of her house nearest the fence, waiting until the light passed.  The Lead Producers on guard focused mainly on the forest not inside the camp but she wasn’t taking any chances.  The light was getting closer.  A few more minutes and she could make one quick dash and be in Troy’s section.  By now, he’d be too busy with Remy to be actually working.

The light moved steadily from one section to another in a precise, automated glide.  The sounds from the forest fell silent only to come alive as darkness once again took over.  When it had passed the house, she waited a few seconds and then darted to the fence.  She stayed behind the light until she came to the opening.  She crawled around a bush and dropped to her knees, shrugging off her backpack.  She wriggled through the hole beneath the chain link.  Then she pulled her pack under the fence and raced up the hill into the forest.  The air was crisp and smelled like rain.  She’d save time by cutting through the thicker brush.  She adjusted the backpack on her shoulders and began walking.  

The farther she went the denser it became.  A rustle in the weeds made her quicken her pace.  She hadn’t been frightened out here in years, but she’d never been this deep in the forest so late at night.  She hesitated.  The vegetation loomed thick and dark in front of her.  Childhood tales of the creatures that inhabited the forest raced through her mind.  She took a deep breath.  She had to control her imagination.  She’d never seen anything bigger than a fox out here, at least not in the wild.

A drop of rain hit her head.  Then another one plopped on her face.  She shoved into the denser brush as the sky opened and the rain fell, pelting her like stones.  She kept moving.  She had to find somewhere dry to wait out the storm.  There was a copse of bushes to her right, but she couldn’t just crawl inside.  Something else might have already made this shelter its home for the night.  She picked up a large stick and poked it into the bushes.  There was a slight rustle from above in the tree, but then everything fell silent.  This was the best she was going to get.  She ducked inside.

The ground was dry, protected by the thick brush, but she was soaked.  She pulled the extra clothes and blanket out of her backpack and changed, setting the wet clothes off to the side.  She was still shivering, so she wrapped herself in the blanket and huddled in a tight ball, preserving her body heat.  She hugged the backpack to her chest, inhaling the lemony scent of home.  

The rain pattered all around and she struggled to keep her eyes open.  She had to leave as soon as the storm passed.  She couldn’t wait to return home and tell everyone what happened to those who were taken.  The other kids would have to talk to her if they wanted to hear her stories and Producers loved stories.  Once they got to know her, they’d realize that she wasn’t that different from them.  Not on the inside where it mattered.  

Trinity awoke to birds chirping and the chatter of squirrels.  She stretched, her hands hitting a branch.  Her eyes flew open.  Sunlight filtered through thick foliage.  It was daylight!  She had to get moving.  She climbed out of the bushes, dragging the backpack and her wet clothes behind her.  The blanket was mostly dry so she stuffed that into her sack.  Her clothes were still damp.  If she put them away like that everything would mold.  She picked up the stick that she’d used last night and tied her shirt and pants around it to dry.

She grabbed her canteen and took a long swallow, quenching her thirst.  She slid its strap over her shoulder.  Her stomach rumbled.  She pulled an apple from her bag.  She’d have to eat and walk.  She’d lost a lot of time by falling asleep.

After trudging along for what seemed like forever, she stopped, wiping the sweat off her forehead.  She wasn’t sure how long she’d been traveling.  The sun barely penetrated this area so she had no idea what time it was.  It might be faster to go back and follow the river.  There was a slight rustling of leaves behind her.  She slowly turned around.  Nothing.  She unzipped the backpack, stuck her damp clothes inside and then held the stick like a club.  She waited but nothing moved.  It was her imagination.  That was all.  She started walking again.  It was all those stupid stories her parents had told her about the creatures in the exhibit that inhabited the woods, but she knew the forest.  The only creatures around were the birds and squirrels.  All small.  All harmless.  Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched.  She picked up her pace.  The sooner she got out of underbrush and into the open the better.  

She continued moving as fast as the terrain would allow.  Time seemed to lengthen.  She could almost believe that she’d been traveling through this brush for days.  She stumbled along, sweat dripping down her back.  There was a quiet snap above her head.  The leaves moved slightly.  Was it from the wind or something else?  She strained to pick up any sound.  Was that the murmur of water?  She forged forward, tearing the flesh on her arms as she shoved through thorns.  She had to get out of the underbrush before she went mad.  The sunlight shone through the branches.  The river was up ahead.  She should wait to make sure that no one was around.  Guards and Almightys sometimes hunted out here, but she couldn’t stop her feet from racing for the river.  She burst into the clearing, glad to be free, in the open where her imagination wouldn’t run so wild.

She took a long drink of water, enjoying the cool breeze on her face.  By the position of the sun, it was near noon.  It was earlier than she’d thought.  She continued following the river.  It grew larger and stronger, the rushing of the water drowning out every other sound.  She stilled.  That wasn’t right.  The river was not that loud.  The forest had quieted.  No chirp or chatter, only the water and the wind through the trees.  The hair on her neck stood on end.  Had something really been watching her in the brush and was it still following her?  She moved cautiously, all senses on alert.  A leaf fell and she jumped, holding the stick in front of her as a weapon.  Nothing moved.  The sunlight shone in her eyes, so she shaded them with her free hand.  Was there something in the branches or just a shadow?  If it was a creature, she shouldn’t be standing there waiting for it to pounce.  She slowly backed away.  It was time to travel a little closer to the water.

She waited at the edge where the forest ended and the river began.  The trees thinned; they were no match for the rocky land forged by the rushing water.  The river itself was wide and blue.  Everything looked normal.  She cautiously stepped into the clearing.  If something was stalking her from the forest, it would have to come out in the open.  She could always run into the water.  She didn’t want to get wet, but she knew how to swim.  

It was a harder trip on the uneven ground and the day dragged on.  The sun’s strong rays blinded her as she walked and her feet ached.  Her stomach rumbled.  She’d eat when she stopped for the night.  Hunger was nothing new to her.  She shifted the backpack on her shoulders and trudged around a bend.  A flash caught her eye.  Something silver glistened on the rocks, sparkling like ice crystals in the sunshine.  It was partially submerged in the water.  She cautiously approached, ready to run into the forest at any sign of danger.  It was similar to her in size and shape except instead of feet and hands this creature had flippers and a long, thick tail.  Its skin was silver-gray and scaly.  It was hairless and lying on its side with its head in the water.  There were four slits along its rib cage.

“Hey, are you all right?”  She took a couple of steps back in case it was just sleeping.

The creature didn’t move.  She should just go.  She didn’t have time for this, but she’d never seen anything like it.  She crept closer, her heart beating faster with each step.  Her feet were in the water now.  She was only a few feet away.  She nudged it with the bottom of the stick and jumped back.  It remained still, lifeless.  She moved farther into the water and poked it again, harder this time.  There was still no reaction.  It was dead.  Poor, ugly thing.  What had happened to it?  Had it drowned?  It kind of looked like a fish.  Maybe, it suffocated, stuck on the rocks and unable to get to the water.  That would be sad, being that close to what it needed to live and unable to reach it.

She bent and peered at its face.  It certainly was gross.  Its large black eyes stared straight ahead.  She jerked back.  She could have sworn its eyes had adjusted but there were no whites just pupil so it was hard to tell.  She stood still for several minutes but the creature didn’t move.  It must have been her imagination; it was certainly running wild today.  She leaned in closer.  Its mouth was wide open and filled with rows of long, sharp teeth.  It smelled briny like the lake.  Its lips quivered slightly and she jerked upright, stumbling backward and falling right next to it, within reach of its long arms.

She dropped the stick as she scrambled backward out of the water and sat panting on shore.  It was alive.  She was such an idiot to get so close.  It lay half-in and half-out of the water, its head angled in an uncomfortable looking position.  Was it in pain?  She shook her head.  What did that matter?  She needed to go and this thing was not her problem.  She stood and started to walk away.  She sighed.  If it was a bird or squirrel, even a mouse or rat, she’d help it without thinking twice.  It wasn’t the creature’s fault that it was hairless and nasty looking and stinky.  

She turned around and trudged over to it.  If it were going to attack her it would have done it by now.  She studied it closely.  Two of the four slits on its side were moving a little.  It was more of a slight tremble than an actual movement.  The other two were stuck firmly together.  As the side slits shivered, the creature’s bottom jaw moved forward and back.  It was like the face Adam, her baby brother, had made once when he’d swallowed too much bread.  That was it!  The creature was choking.  She quickly filled her bottle from the river.  A fish couldn’t breathe air.  She dumped the water over its head and chest.  

The fish-man made a slight coughing sound.  She jerked upright but forced herself to stay put.  It still was not moving.  She wasn’t in any danger.  She filled up her jug again and poured it on the creature.  It made another gasping sound.

She had to get it back into the water.  She wrinkled her nose and placed both hands on its torso and shoved, trying to push it into the river without going any deeper into the water herself.  It was cold to the touch and heavy.  She tried again but it didn’t budge.  Maybe, she could give it enough water so that it could get a deep breath and move itself.  She filled up her bottle again, emptying the contents over the gills.  She continued this for several minutes, but the creature remained still.  This obviously wasn’t working.

The creature raised its arm, hitting her thigh.  She flew out of the water, screeching.  She shivered as she stood on the shore wiping at her leg to remove the memory of its clammy touch.  Then its arm flapped again landing on its neck.  Her face heated in embarrassment.  It hadn’t been reaching for her.  She straightened her shoulders, took a deep breath and tromped back into the river.  No matter what, she was going to help this thing.  

The hand that had landed on its neck moved in a grasping fashion.  She bit her lip and cautiously lifted the flipper between the tips of her fingers and moved it out of the way.  There were two slashes on the creature’s neck.  They looked like the ones on its side except these were clogged full of...something.  She grimaced as she dug her finger into a slit, pulling out mud and gunk.  The foul stench of rotten vegetation and feces seeped out from the slime.  She flung it into the water.  She turned her head to the side, took a deep breath and held it.  She dug into the second slit.  When it was cleared a sharp intake of raspy breath came from the fish-man and then another.

She frowned.  It was breathing air, but that didn’t make sense.  Fish breathed underwater.  She dumped water on the two slits that she’d cleared.  The creature choked and gasped.  It rolled away from her and clambered onto its knees.  It seemed larger and more dangerous now that it was mobile.  She scurried back to the safety of the shore.  The fish-man took several deep breaths and then slowly dragged itself back into the water, disappearing under the waves.

She stared at the surface, her heart racing.  There was no sign of it.  The river flowed without a ripple of disturbance aside from the motion of the water itself.  The fish-man was gone.  She smiled and began to walk again, her step a little lighter.  She had saved its life.  She glanced warily back at the water.  She and Travis used to play in the river.  She wouldn’t be doing that again.  If there were one of those things in there, there were more.

There was a slight rustle in the brush to her left.  She jumped, turning to face the forest when a splash from the river drew her gaze.  A flipper dipped under the water.  Her shoulders sagged.  Great.  Now, I’m being hunted by land and sea.  She moved a little away from the river but not too close to the forest.  It was the best that she could do.

She continued on for another hour without a sound from the river or forest, which was encouraging.  It was getting late.  She was going to have to find somewhere to camp for the night.  She shaded her eyes from the setting sun and groaned.  She was an idiot.  She’d been heading west.  She should have been heading east.  She must have gotten turned around in the thick underbrush.  She started back the way she’d come.  All this time had been wasted.  An entire day was gone.

A mournful howling broke the silence of the forest.  A shiver danced down her spine, raising the hair on her back.  A cacophony of screeches and chirps echoed from the brush.  Then there was silence, not a chirp or rustle to be heard.  She swallowed around a lump in her throat.  Whatever made that sound was close.

There was no movement or eyes shining back at her from the brush.  She hurried along.  A sharp yell pierced the air.  She stumbled to a halt, tipping her head to better catch the sound.  There was another shout.  Guards on scent.  Had the Almightys discovered her escape?  No, that was impossible.  It was probably just some Guards out hunting, but that didn’t solve her problem.  If she were caught, she would be in deep trouble.

She had to get out of there, but which way?  To her left was the river.  She swallowed.  She hadn’t seen the fish-man for a while, but it didn’t mean he wasn’t lurking nearby.  To her right were the woods.  If something were following her, it was hiding in there.  She glanced back and forth, undecided.  The Guards might scare away the forest predator.  She bolted into the trees.  There was no way she was going to outrun them, so she had to hide.

She ran blindly away from the sound of the Guards, her backpack slamming against her spine with each stride.  If they catch my scent, they will find me.  She skidded to a stop.  The forest had ended.  A rock wall loomed in front of her, stretching to both sides as far as she could see.  Little crevices and divots peppered the wall, but it was too steep to climb.  She had to make a choice.  The wrong one would cost her freedom, maybe her life.

The trees rustled behind her.  Too late.  They found me.  This had all been for nothing.  Now, the best she could hope for was to be taken with the others.  Her chest tightened.  She had to make sure that her mom and Remy weren’t punished because she escaped.  She raised her hands to her shoulders and slowly turned.  Her breath caught in her throat.  A Tracker, the deadliest of predators, stood on its back two legs, towering above her, front legs hanging down like arms.  Brindle fur covered its body and its eyes glowed yellow in the shadowed forest.  Its tongue lolled out the side of its mouth, exposing a row of sharp teeth on the other side.  Someone should tell it that they no longer exist in the wild.
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CHAPTER 2
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TRINITY STOOD FROZEN IN PLACE, the Tracker towering over her.  It was at least ten foot tall, standing on its back legs.  Her breath came in short gasps, hands trembling at her sides.  She should have picked up another stick.  It wouldn’t have been much but it would have been something.  The Guards hollered in the distance, closer now.  A minute ago they were her enemy; now, they were her only chance to survive.  One of the Tracker’s ears tipped back toward the sound, but its yellow eyes never left her.

All of a sudden, her lungs expanded and she opened her mouth to scream.  The Tracker flew forward.  Its large paw capturing her around the throat, stopping all sound as the long claws scraped her neck.  It spun her around, yanking her back flush against its furry front.

“Shhhh,” it whispered in her ear.

It loosened its grip and she gasped for air.  The Tracker flung her over its shoulder as it raced parallel to the rock wall.  After several moments it stopped and flipped her as if she weighed less than a twig.  She ended up resting on its back with her face near its neck.  The creature shifted under her, dropping to all fours and crouching, muscles tensed.

“Hold on,” it ordered as it leapt upward, climbing the rock wall.

Instinctively, she wrapped her arms around its neck to keep from falling.  It had retracted its claws and used its fingers to find small imperfections in the stone.  If she let go, she’d fall to her death.  If she held on, she’d be eaten alive when they reached their destination.  The ground dropped farther and farther away.  Her stomach flipped.  She tightened her grip on the creature and squeezed her eyes shut.  She’d worry about being dinner later.  Right now, she’d concentrate on not falling.

They stopped moving.  The Tracker, once again, stood on its back legs.  She kept her arms tight around the creature, refusing to open her eyes or move.  It couldn’t kill her if she were attached to its back, right?  It was a stupid plan but for the moment it was the only one she had.  It rolled its shoulders, trying to dislodge her.  She readjusted her grip.  The Tracker yanked her off its back.  She cringed, keeping her eyes shut.  This was it, the end.  Maybe, she should have dropped to the ground.  It might have been less painful than being torn apart.  

Nothing happened.  No pain.  No teeth and claws ripping into her flesh.  She slowly opened her eyes.  She was on a ledge, far above the ground.  She inhaled and swayed.  The creature grabbed her arm, steadying her.  She’d never been this high up before; it was frightening and beautiful.  The forest laid out below like a painting in one of her books.  The Tracker nudged her toward some boulders behind them and then shoved her between the rocks.  She wiggled backwards.  The farther she could get from the Tracker the better.

It turned its back on her and squatted, focusing on the ground below.  Three Guards scrambled around searching the woods.  According to her dad, Guards varied quite a bit in appearance.  If they hunted for the Almightys then they were long and rangy.  If they guarded the Almightys then they were solidly built.  These were definitely hunting Guards although one was quite muscular.  That one raised his head and sniffed the air, exposing his clean shaven face.  She stifled a gasp.  All Guards wore facial hair, except Benedictine’s Lead Guard.  “The hairless Guard,” she whispered.

The Tracker stood, its large, muscular back blocking her view.  She swallowed around a lump in her throat.  She should have kept quiet.  The Tracker motioned for her to come forward.  She shook her head.  Maybe, it couldn’t reach her between the rocks.  She eased back a little more.  The creature narrowed its eyes and in a flash pulled her from her hiding spot.  She opened her mouth to beg for her life when the Tracker spun around so that its back was to her front and then leaned against her, smashing her into the boulder.  It arched its spine, rubbing along her length.  What is it doing, tenderizing me?  She struggled to get away but there was no room to move.  The musty, pine and herb odor of the Tracker transferred to her clothes with each rub.  She turned her face, wrinkling her nose.  It wasn’t an unpleasant odor, but it was weird having this thing ooze scent onto her.

The Tracker turned around so that they were facing each other again and pushed her back between the boulders.  “Cover you smell.  Smell like me.  Little bit.”  

She nodded slightly, trying to be pleasant.  Was it protecting her, or did it not want to fight three Guards for its dinner?

It squatted and resumed staring at the forest.  An owl hooted and another answered, signaling safety.  

“The Guards are gone,” she whispered, not sure if she was relieved or scared.  Now, it was just her and the Tracker.

“No.  They wait.  Quiet like us.  I kill them but Gaar-Mine said Mirra no kill Guards.”  It glanced back at her, lips pulled back in a grin.  “Unless Guards try hurt Mirra.  Then Mirra kill.”  The Tracker fell silent, its muscular rib cage expanding with each quiet breath.  

She’d never been this close to a Tracker.  It was a magnificent creature, all sinewy-muscle with brindled fur and a long, puffy tail.  It was female and smaller than the ones she’d seen in the camp that she and Travis had stumbled across while exploring.  At first the Trackers had sat motionless, staring at them through the brush, focused and silent, willing them to move within the reach of their chains and then the Guards had brought in a Handler and the Trackers had forgotten about them.  All their hatred directed toward the Handler.  The one creature that legend told could control the Trackers.

The Tracker stood and faced her, yellow eyes glowing in the night.  “I go.  You wait for Mirra.”  The Tracker pointed a claw at her own chest.

Once it was gone, could she climb down by herself?  She glanced over the ledge.  It was almost a straight drop down the steep wall.  There was no escape, not if she wanted to live.  She looked back at Mirra’s fuzzy face and nodded.  If the Tracker wanted her to wait, wait she would.

Trinity huddled between the rocks on the ledge as the shadows in the forest stretched and merged together in darkness.  The sleek coldness of the stone seeped past her clothes and into her skin, keeping her awake as the minutes ticked by agonizingly slow.  An owl hooted.  She shivered and wrapped her arms tighter around her body.

This was a disaster.  She should’ve never left home.  She could have spent her last few weeks with her parents.  Instead, she was the captive of a Tracker.  Why had she thought that she could find the camp?  Because I’m an idiot.  A lonely, pathetic idiot.  She’d been so determined to come back and prove to all of them, especially Randy that she belonged.  

A screech, loud and piercing, shattered the slumbering silence of the night.  She scanned the area for movement and tried to push farther back in the rocks.  It was quiet now.  Whatever had cried out was gone, probably dead.  At first light, she’d figure out how to get off this ledge.

There was a slight sound.  She tipped her head forward, straining to hear.  It was coming from the rocks on the side of the wall and it was getting louder.  Something moved in the dark, climbing steadily upward toward her.  Her heart picked up its pace.  Was it the Tracker or something else?  Squinting, she tried to make out the shape.  Somehow, she managed to squeeze even farther back into the crevice, trying to make herself as small as possible.  Her breath came in short pants.  She had to calm down.  She tried to steady her breathing but her heart ignored her, continuing to pound loudly.

Yellow eyes gleamed up from the rock, straight at her.  Sharp, white teeth flashed in the night.  Predator’s teeth.  She tried to swallow but her throat was dry.  It knew she was there but could it reach her in the rocks?

“Little One, it me.  Mirra,” whispered the Tracker.  

She exhaled, her body melting against the stone as if someone had removed her bones.  The Tracker hadn’t hurt her.  Yet.  That one word slammed into her head, vanquishing her relief.

“I hear you heart beating.  You learn control fear or fear control you.”  Mirra pulled herself onto the ledge.  She brushed off the dust from her climb.  “Found Gaar-Mine.  We go.  Come.”  She held out her hand.

She hesitated, not wanting to move from the safety of the rocks, but the Tracker could force her.  No reason to make the creature angry.  She placed her hand in Mirra’s furry paw.  Mirra yanked and she flew forward, slamming into the Tracker, who stumbled backward, one foot dropping off the ledge.  She threw her weight back, pulling Mirra with her.  Her spine smashed against the cold stone as the Tracker’s heavy body flattened her.  

Mirra’s breath came in shallow gasps.  “Long fall.  You save Mirra.”

She swallowed.  If she’d let go, she’d be free of the Tracker.  Of course, she’d still be stuck on the ledge.

Mirra stepped back and turned around.  “Climb on.  We go now.”

She placed her hands on the Tracker’s shoulders, scrunching her fingers into the soft fur.  Mirra reached behind and boosted her up.  She tightened her legs around the Tracker’s waist as Mirra walked to the edge of the rock and turned around.  She hung suspended over nothing, clinging to the Tracker’s back.  She refused to look down.  She stared forward, focusing on the rocks ahead.  Her life was in Mirra’s hands now.  Who was she kidding?  It had been since their first encounter.  Mirra bent and dropped her feet over the side, starting the slow descent back to the forest floor.  She buried her face in warm fur and prayed to Araldo.

It seemed like only a few moments when the Tracker pushed back and landed on the ground.  She sighed.  At least she was off the wall.  She started to climb off the Tracker’s back when Mirra grasped her legs, long claws softly scratching her thighs.

“Stay.  Long trip.  Faster like this.”

She tightened her grip and Mirra took off on all fours, racing over the ground.  It was amazing how the Tracker could easily maneuver on only its two-back legs or use all four.  No other creature could do that.

The speed of their travel took her breath away.  It was too fast.  There was no way that Mirra could dodge the obstacles at this pace.  They headed straight into the heavy brush.  She buried her face in the Tracker’s neck, sure they were going to crash, but as the moments sped by and nothing happened she lifted her head.  They were flying through the forest, the Tracker leaping over small clumps of bushes and shifting slightly to avoid the larger ones.  Trees whizzed by, their branches scraping over them, although she seldom felt their sting, safe on Mirra’s back.

The terrain changed and they slowed.  It was muddy and Mirra could not move as quickly.  She relaxed a bit.  The speed had been fun, but she was glad to be going at a slower pace.  Suddenly, the Tracker sprang upward, extending her claws and grasping onto a tree branch.  Her stomach dropped to her toes and she couldn’t hold back a small squeak.  The Tracker launched itself into the air and once again she buried her face in Mirra’s neck.  The Tracker’s muscles flexed and stretched under her hands, ribs expanding and contracting with each mighty breath.  What was Mirra doing?  They seemed to be airborne most of the time.  She couldn’t help it.  She had to see.  She raised her head.  They were soaring through the trees far above the ground.  Mirra leapt from tree to tree, limb to limb, the branches groaning their protest at the sudden weight only to bounce in relief as they sprang forward to their next location.  When there wasn’t a branch to latch onto, the Tracker would land on the tree trunk digging her claws into the bark like it was sand.  Her heart pounded hard and fast, but she refused to shut her eyes or bury her face, unwilling to miss a single moment.

As they continued their journey, she rested her face against Mirra’s back, inhaling the now familiar musky smell.  It was a more pleasant odor than she’d initially thought.  Mirra began traveling on the ground again and the scenery blurred as her eyes started to droop.

“Wake, Little One.”

She forced her eyes open against the gravity of sleep.  They’d stopped.  Mirra slowly straightened to stand on her back feet, panting heavily.  She moved her arms from the Tracker’s chest to her neck.

Mirra pulled on her legs.  “Walk.”

Still groggy with sleep, she unfolded her legs and slid to the ground.  She stumbled backward.  Mirra grabbed her arm to steady her.  She smiled her thanks at the Tracker.  Mirra patted her on the head and then walked a few steps away.

They were in the deep forest.  The trees towered above her.  Daylight would have a difficult time reaching the ground here.  The earth smelled dank and musty like a house closed off for too long.  The cold darkness of the night would only give way to cool shadows even in the summer sun.

Mirra stretched and sank her claws into the nearest tree.  She scraped downward leaving long scratches along the trunk.  She then crouched and began running her paws along the large roots that rose above the ground.  She pressed inward with a claw and a click echoed in the night.  A small panel on the trunk popped open.  Mirra stood and pushed the opening wider, revealing a doorway.  The Tracker bent and stepped inside the tree, motioning for her to follow.

She hesitated.  Was this where it ended?  She took a deep breath.  If the Tracker wanted to eat her it would have done so by now, unless Mirra didn’t want to cart around a carcass.  She did travel better alive.  Still, she had no choice but to cooperate.  She moved forward, dragging her feet.  

When Mirra closed the door behind her a sharp click pinged off the sides of the tree.  She paused, letting her eyes adjust.  Outside had been dark but there had still been tiny glimmers from the stars, filtering through the canopy of the trees.  In here the blackness was absolute.  

“Come.” said Mirra.

Mirra sounded farther away.  She didn’t want to be alone.  Not here.  She reached out, grasping for contact and brushed against fur.  She latched on to Mirra’s strong arm.  “I can’t see.”

Mirra stilled.  The Tracker’s steady breathing and the warm, soft fur under her hand were the only things grounding her in a world of nothingness.  Was this what death was like?  Nothing but darkness.  Hopefully, she wouldn’t find out in a few moments.

Slowly, images began to form out of the black.  There was the solid line of the inside of the tree.  Crevices ran in rivulets up the walls.  If she reached out on either side, she could touch the wood.  There was a passage in front with a walkway.  Stones, square and smooth were under her feet.  

“You see now?” asked Mirra.

She nodded and let go of the Tracker’s arm.  Mirra led the way down the passage.  She followed, stretching out her arms on either side to run along the trunk.  It was incredible in here.  The crevices and craters gave way to smooth wood as she walked along.  The smells of dank earth were replaced by smoke.

“We close,” said Mirra, quickening her pace.

She struggled to keep up, stumbling over rocks in the path.  The shadows became more structured, more distinct.  There was light ahead and warmth.  Mirra turned a corner and disappeared.  What if she lost the Tracker?  Could she find her way back out to the forest?  Even if she did, she had no idea where she was.  She chased after Mirra, flying around the bend and then skidding to a halt as light exploded into her vision, blinding her with its brightness.  There was a fire and a huge, hairy man-like creature held Mirra in his grasp.  It was a Handler.  She’d seen one once before at the Tracker camp, right before it had killed a Tracker.
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TRINITY WAS UNABLE TO TEAR HER EYES away from Mirra as the Tracker struggled in the Handler’s grasp.  Mirra was taller and faster, but the Handler was built like a rock, squat and solid.  He was about her height but quadruple her width with long arms that almost scraped the floor.  What initially looked like hair on his body were clothes made out of fur.  His face was mostly concealed by a long, gray beard and mustache and his wiry, gray hair hung past his shoulders.  She glanced down the passageway.  Should she run or try to help Mirra?  She didn’t know how to fight.  How much help would she be?  She took a hesitant step sideways toward the exit.

The Handler gave Mirra one last squeeze and then let go, his hand gliding down her back.  “Sweet, sweet, Mirra.  Where have you been?” he murmured as he buried his head in the Tracker’s furry neck.

She halted.  They weren’t fighting.  They hadn’t been fighting.

“Mirra home.  Mirra miss you.”  The Tracker continued to wiggle and squirm as he petted her.  “Look.  Mirra find”—the Tracker turned toward her—“Little One.”

The Handler stilled, leaving his hand on Mirra’s back.  He turned his head and his black eyes bored into her.  “You’ve brought me dinner.”  He drew a large double-bladed knife from a sheath on his hip and stepped toward her.

Her heart stopped and then pounded madly.  That’s why Mirra didn’t kill her.  She was a gift.  As she turned to run, she stumbled and hit the wall, falling to the floor.  She struggled to stand, her nerves making her legs clumsy.  He continued to approach, the knife gleaming in the firelight.

“No.  No dinner.”  Mirra placed her paw on his arm. 

He halted, but continued to stare at her.  “If she’s not to eat then why have you brought this”—he looked her up and down—“Producer here?”

Mirra kept her hand on his arm.  “Mirra like Little One.”  She stomped her foot.  “No eat.  She mine.”

He licked his lower lip and then pulled it into his mouth with his upper teeth.  He bit down for a second, shaking his head.  He sighed as he sat on a chair near the fire.  “Mirra, we’ve been over this.  You can’t adopt stray creatures.”  He stared directly at her.  “It doesn’t work out well for them and then you’re sad.”

She really did not want to know what had happened to the others.

“This one different,” said Mirra, a pout in her tone.

“Mirra, you promised to stop doing this,” he said.

Mirra sat down on the ground next to his feet, leaning her head against his leg.  “Mirra no mean catch her.  Mirra follow.  Mirra watch.  Guards come.  Mirra hide her.  Now, Little One here.”  She smiled, showing her mouthful of sharp teeth.  “Guards no happy.”

“You didn’t touch the Guards, did you?”

“No.  Mirra wanted kill but Mirra no kill.”  Mirra frowned.  

“Good girl.”  He stroked the fur on her head.  

She’d been right.  Something had been stalking her.  All that time, the Tracker had been following her.  She could have been killed at any moment and she’d had no idea.

“Why did you watch her?  Why not just eat her?”  He grabbed a nearby stick and began whittling.

She tensed.  That was a very good question.

“Don’t know.”  Mirra shrugged.  

The Tracker expanded and contracted her claws rhythmically as she spoke.  The claws were long, a lot longer than hers.  She tightened her hands into fists at her sides.

He looked back at her.  “She is a cute little thing.  So tiny.”  He glanced quickly at Mirra.

Mirra looked at her and nodded.  “Tiny.  Helpless.  Nice.  Save River-Man.  Save Mirra.”

“Really?  How did she save Mirra?”  He cocked his eyebrow.  

“Mirra slip on rock.  Little One pull Mirra back.”

“I didn’t know a Producer had it in ‘em.”  He continued to look closely at her.  “May not be all Producer.  Too small.  Looks smart, too.”  He waved for her to come forward.  “Sit.  Since we aren’t going to eat you, we might as well get acquainted.”

She glanced down the corridor.  There was no way she would make it out of here unless they let her and even if they did what would she do in the forest alone.  She was a long way from the encampment.  She took a deep breath and moved closer.

He smiled showing a mouth full of grayish teeth and four exceptionally large canines.  They made hers look like baby teeth.  She stopped.

He flicked his hand.  “Come, come.  My name’s Gaar.  Mirra calls me Gaar-Mine but everyone else calls me Gaar.” 

She shivered.  It was cold and the fire crackled, warm and inviting, except for the two predators sitting near it.

“Come.  Sit,” he said again, gesturing to another chair.  “Unless, like Mirra, you prefer the floor?”

The chair was large and wooden, made for his girth.  She and her mom could sit in it at the same time.  She sat on the ground across from the Handler.  She couldn’t help but lean slightly away from him.

“Relax.  You would’ve been dead long ago if either of us had wanted.”

There was no menace in his words, just truth.  Strangely, it soothed her.  She scooted nearer to the fire.  The warmth sank into her body, coaxing the tension from her limbs.  She was safe, at least for the moment.

“What do they call you?” asked Gaar.  “I doubt if it’s Little One.”

Mirra frowned at him.

“Trinity,” she answered quietly.

“Why did you save Mirra from falling?”

“She helped me get away from the Guards.”  She was not going to admit that it was just instinct.  

He studied her for a long moment.  She tried not to fidget under his steady perusal, but his eyes seemed to burrow into her soul, seeking the truth.

Finally, he grunted and resumed whittling.  “Why did you save the River-Man?”

She hadn’t expected that.  She paused.  This time she could tell the truth.  “Not sure.  I guess I felt sorry for him.”

He must have been satisfied with her answer because he didn’t bother to look at her.  “You shouldn’t.  The River-Men will snatch you from the land and drown you for supper without a second thought.”

She swallowed around a lump in her throat.  She’d been lucky, stupid but lucky.  “Okay.  Good to know.”

He fell silent, seeming to have forgotten about her.  She had just leaned back against the chair and started to dose when he spoke.

“What are you doing in the forest?”  He put the stick down, the point nice and sharp, and stared at her.

His black gaze made her uneasy.  She shifted.  “I left the encampment, but only to find out where the Almightys take us.”  Her voice cracked.  There was a knot in her gut.  “I’m pretty sure that my name is going to be on the Harvest List and...well, I didn’t want to go without knowing what happens to us.”  She was not going to explain that everyone in camp hated her and she was trying to get them to accept her by figuring out the secret.  That was private and more than a little embarrassing.

“Smart girl.”  He tossed another log onto the fire, the flames leaping to consume it.  

“See.  Little One special,” said Mirra.

“How did you think you’d figure out that secret?”  Gaar rubbed Mirra behind the ears.

“Three years ago, my friend, Travis, and I started sneaking out...”

“Why?” he interrupted, watching her intently.

She took a deep breath.  She never spoke about Adam.  Thinking about it always caused her pain.  The heartache mingled with anger and shame, leaving a burning emptiness in her gut.  “The Almightys came and took some of the babies.  They called it a Special List.  My brother Adam was two.  He was chosen.  So was Travis’ brother.”  She glanced away.  She wouldn’t cry in front of them.  “Anyway, the last time I was in the forest, I climbed a tree and saw smoke from a chimney or small contained fire.  It was near the river.  I’m pretty sure it’s where they take us.”  She leaned forward.  He and Mirra lived in the forest.  “Do you know?”

“What were you planning to do after you found out?”

“If it’s just another camp then I’m going to let them take me.  If it’s...something worse, I’m going to warn my mom and the others.”  She watched him expectantly.  He didn’t say he didn’t know.  

“You no go back,” said Mirra.  “It bad.”

“Hush,” chided Gaar.

“Why?  What happens to us?”

“What do you think happens?”  He looked back at her, his eyes capturing the red from the fire.  

“If I knew, I wouldn’t ask.  Would...”  She froze, mouth hanging open.  What was wrong with her?  She couldn’t talk to him like that.

His eyes narrowed.

“Sorry,” she mumbled.  “All I know is that no one ever comes back.”

“Do you really want to know the secret?”  His eyes glowed as shadows played across his face.  

Did she?  Right now, she could pretend that Travis and Adam were happy.  Once he told her, she’d know the truth.  “Yes,” she whispered.

He studied her for a long moment.  “They take you to the Finishing Camp.”

She released her breath.  Nothing bad.  Just another camp.  “What’s it like?”

He shrugged and picked up another stick and began whittling.  “I don’t know.  I’ve seen it a few times but I didn’t pay much attention to the Producers.  Not my business.”

“Where is it?”  Maybe, it was close.  

“Why?”  He looked at her.

“I want to see for myself before going back.”  Travis might be there and perhaps even Adam.

Mirra sat up.  “Little One no go back.  No safe.  Gaar-Mine tell her.”

She leaned forward.  “I have to.  My mom is...”

“No.  Little One stay with Mirra.”  The Tracker shook her head and crossed her arms over her chest.  

“Well, that settles it.  Mirra says no.”  Gaar chuckled.

That didn’t settle anything.  She’d try another approach.  “Thank you for saving me from the Guards, but I can’t stay.  They will punish my mom if I don’t go back.”

“You no go,” growled Mirra.

“It’s best if you learn now that Mirra usually gets her way.”  Gaar smirked.  

This wasn’t funny.  It was her mom’s life.  “You can’t keep me here against my will.  I’m not your prisoner.”  She clamped her jaw shut.  If she couldn’t control her temper, she could at least shut her mouth.

“No.  You’re Mirra’s pet,” said Gaar, his black eyes narrowing in on her.

“I am not a pet,” she muttered, unable to help herself.

He smiled.  “This one has spunk.  Definitely, not all Producer.  What else are you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  How did he know?  She looked down at the fire.  

“I think you do,” he said, amused.

She glanced at him.  She’d never told anyone.  She wasn’t allowed, but her parents weren’t here.  These two were never going to tell the Lead Producers or Almightys.  She could be herself at least while she was with them.  She raised her head.  

“My father’s a House Servant,” she said boldly.

“Ahh.  Yes.  That’s it.  It’s a wonder they didn’t kill you at birth.”  

“Who would do that?”  The Producers were a superstitious lot, but even they wouldn’t kill a baby.

He ignored her question, tipping his head to scrutinize her.  “You were lucky.  You can pass as a Producer.  Not a good specimen, mind you, but you have enough of their characteristics.  I’m sure you’ve been told to avoid the Almightys as much as possible.”

She nodded.  After her brothers and sisters had died, she’d begged her father to let her move in with him, but he’d said that they couldn’t take the chance of an Almighty even suspecting that she was a mix between House Servant and Producer.  Interclass mating was strictly prohibited.  She would be safer in the encampment because most Producers barely ever saw Almightys, spending their time toiling the earth and producing all the food for the other classes.  House Servants, on the other hand, had daily interactions with the Almightys, since it was their duty to manage the businesses and homes of the ruling class.

“But I can see House Servant around the eyes and ears.”  He paused.  “Hold out your hands.”

She clenched her fingers into her palms.  No one except her parents had seen this.  She’d taken a lot of abuse from the other Producers because of the minor differences in her size, eyes and ears.  She didn’t want to imagine what they would have done to her if they’d seen her fangs or claws, but he wasn’t a Producer.  She took a deep breath and extended her arms.

He scooted closer, placing her hands in his much larger one.  He peered closely at her fingers, running the pad of his thumb over their tips.  “Claws.  You have claws.”

She curled her hands back into fists.

He laughed.  “I imagine you spent your life hiding that fact.  That and your ability to see in the dark.”

“I can’t see in the dark.”  It was an immediate, ingrained response.  

Gaar cocked his brow.

“Not as well as my father,” she mumbled.

“Takes practice.  You have to accept it.”  He looked at Mirra curled up in a ball at his feet, snoring softly.  “You should sleep too.  You’ve had a busy day.”

He was right.  She was exhausted.  She nodded and lay down.  “I do have to go back home.”

“We can talk about that tomorrow.  Just get some sleep.”  He stood and walked over to a pile of bedding laid out on the floor.  He chuckled quietly.  “I bet you never thought you’d be sleeping in a tree with the likes of us.”  He snorted.  “You don’t even know what we are.”

“I do too,” she whispered to herself.

“You do?”  He turned back toward her.  

She hadn’t meant for him to hear.  “Mirra’s a Tracker and you’re a Handler.”

Mirra growled in her sleep, her legs twitching.

“She doesn’t like me being called a Handler.  No one really handles a Tracker.”

Good to know.  She needed to learn what bothered them so she didn’t do it or she might still end up on their plate.  

“You heard stories about our kind, didn’t you?”  He smiled, his teeth gleaming in the darkness.  “We’re the monsters that keep you inside your fence, aren’t we?”

She sat up.  “No.  They say that your kind doesn’t exist anymore.  That you were all wiped out by the Almightys.”  She stopped before adding for our protection.

His smile faltered and then disappeared.  He grunted and turned back toward his bed.

She hadn’t meant to make him sad.  “They’re wrong.  I knew it even before I met you and Mirra.  I’ve seen your kind...”  

In less than a second he was leaning over her, his hands on her shoulders.  Mirra rose to all fours, hair bristling down her back.

“Where have you seen our kind?”  He grabbed her under her arms and lifted her in the air.  “Tell me.”

“Be nice, Gaar-Mine.”  Mirra growled.  

“In..in..in a camp.”  Why had she opened her mouth?  Travis always told her that she talked too much.

“Where?  What camp?”  Gaar glared at her.  

“I can show you.  Travis and I found it when we went looking for our brothers.”  She trembled in his grasp.

“Down.  Put Little One down.”  Mirra growled again.  

He glanced at the Tracker and then gently lowered Trinity to the ground.  “Mirra, she says that she’s seen others like us.”

“Show us, Little One.”  The hair on Mirra’s back lowered.  

“Tell us about it.”  He walked back to his chair and sat.  

Mirra crouched at his feet.

“Yeah.  Okay.  Sure.”  On shaky legs she sank to the ground.  “One day while searching for our brothers, Travis and I wandered far away from the fence line and discovered another camp.  Inside were...Trackers.  We didn’t know what they were but we heard a Guard call them Trackers.”

Gaar met Mirra’s gaze.  He ran his hand down her back.  “How come we’ve never found it?  We should have been able to smell them.”

“I...I don’t know.”

“I’ll assume that you aren’t lying, since you don’t seem suicidal.”  His eyes narrowed.  

She shook her head.  “I’m not.  I swear.”  She prayed that the camps were still there.

“How do they keep the Trackers there?” he asked.

Mirra was not going to like this.  “Chains.”  She winced, waiting for the attack.

Mirra jumped up and began to pace.  “That no good.  Trackers no be chained.”

“Settle down.  We’ll go.  I promise.”  Gaar reached out and stroked Mirra’s arm.  

She breathed heavily.  Mirra was not coming after her.  She rattled on in her relief.  “The day that we were there, they unleashed one of the Trackers and brought in a Handler.  They put the two together in a cage.”  She clasped her hand over her mouth.  She could have skipped that part.

“What happened?” he asked gruffly.

“They fought.”  Her heart thudded in her chest.  “The Handler killed the Tracker.  Then the Guards couldn’t control the Handler so they killed him.”  The thud of wood smashing against flesh and the accompanying screeches of pain reverberated in her memory.

Gaar tightened his jaw and Mirra hissed.  

“We go.  You take us,” said Mirra.

They weren’t going to kill her, at least not yet.  She nodded and stood.

“Not right now.” said Gaar.  “Later.”

Mirra bristled but nodded her agreement, curling up on the foot of Gaar’s bed.

She lay down on the ground, still trembling slightly.  

Gaar took a fur from the corner and laid it over her.  “Do you know where the Handler came from?”

“We thought the Guard might lead us back toward our home.  We followed him.  He went to another camp.  They had Handlers there.”

“Was it like the Tracker camp?”

She didn’t want to answer but his black eyes forced the truth.  “They were kept in cages not on chains, but yes.”

He grunted and walked to his bed.

She exhaled softly.  She was still too tense to rest.  Slowly, the fire died, giving way to the darkness.  A few embers sparked their protest.  First Mirra and then Gaar succumbed to sleep.  Gaar’s loud snores echoed through the room interspersed by Mirra’s soft whimpering.  

Her mind raced.  Tomorrow, they would travel back toward her encampment.  Could she sneak away?  Probably not.  Could she convince them to take her to the Finishing Camp?  She could refuse to take them to the Tracker and Handler camps unless they agreed to help her.  Gaar snorted loudly, his large shape lying still under the furs as Mirra’s form twitched in her sleep.  Who was she kidding?  She could ask them, but she couldn’t refuse them, not unless she was willing to risk her life.  She had five days left.  She had to find a way to persuade them to help her and then to let her go home.
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CHAPTER 4
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TROY FORCED HIS EYES OPEN.  All he wanted was to bury his aching head under the blankets, but his mate was standing next to the bed, one hand on his shoulder and the other rubbing her protruding belly.  “Tina, what’s the matter?”  

“There’s a Guard here to see you.”  Her brown eyes were wide with fright.

He jumped out of bed.  Jackson had finally returned with Trinity.  He’d expected the Guard to find her yesterday or at least last night.  He couldn’t wait to see Remy and give him the news.  He pulled on a pair of pants and shirt and headed for the door.

“Why is the hairless Guard here?  Is everything okay?”  She trailed after him, peppering him with questions.

He wanted to shout at her to shut up, but that would bring tears, especially in her condition.  He stopped and faced her.  He’d never understand how some could find the large, milk-laden breasts and widening hips of a pregnant female beautiful.  He struggled to hide his disgust as he bent and kissed her softly on the lips.  “Don’t worry.  Go back to the kitchen and leave everything to me.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded, but stopped her as she turned to leave.  “No one needs to know that there was a Guard here.”  His tone held a warning; no one gossiped as much as Tina.

“Of course.  I won’t say a word.”  She ducked her head and he dropped his hold.  She scurried toward the kitchen.

He opened the front door.  Jackson stood in the shadows of the cabin.

“You can’t be here,” he whispered harshly.  “I’ll meet you at the large oak tree on the west side of the encampment.”  He shut the door in the Guard’s face.  His brother was on duty in that isolated section of the camp and knew how to keep his mouth shut.  He ate a slice of bread with jam, giving Jackson time to get out of sight and then left his house.

The sun was bright but already on its descent.  It had to be mid-afternoon.  He’d slept longer than he’d thought.  He shouldn’t have taken that second draught of valerian.  Millie had told him that this batch was strong, but he’d needed to sleep.  Last night had been a disaster.  He and Remy had spent the entire time fighting.  Remy was sick with worry over Trinity and they had other issues to consider as well.  Millie would be retired this year.  She hadn’t gotten pregnant in over five years and that didn’t look good for her or Remy.  He had to persuade the other Lead Producers and Benedictine to re-pair Remy not to retire him.  Of course, this meant that Remy would need to breed with his new assigned mate and Remy swore that he couldn’t do that.  

That had escalated the argument.  Troy managed to breed with his mate enough to keep her pregnant.  It wasn’t something that he enjoyed, but he did it.  Remy could too.  Otherwise, he would have to find another female who was willing to keep their secret.  That was not going to be easy, plus she’d still need to bear offspring so someone would have to mate with her.  

He glanced around to make sure no one was watching, and ducked behind a bush.  He’d travel the rest of the distance near the fence, hidden by the overgrown vegetation.  It would not be wise for him to be seen speaking in private with the hairless Guard.  He did not need any enemies.  Some were already suspicious of him and Remy.  He stopped near Jackson who lurked in the shadows by a large tree.  

“Where is she?” he asked the Guard.

“We lost her.  We had her scent.  We were right on top of her and then”—Jackson snapped his fingers—“she was gone.”

“What do you mean she was gone?  She must have left scent somewhere.”  This could not be happening.  It would mean the end for Remy.  If someone found out about this, the Almightys would hold Remy and Millie responsible.  They would be punished severely.

“We searched and there was nothing.  She just disappeared.”

“Then search again,” he said.  

“We did.  There is no new trail.”

“You owe me,” said Troy.  “Or do you want Benedictine to find out that you have feelings for his daughter.”

“He can only kill me once.  The reason makes no difference.”  Jackson crossed his arms over his chest.  “Maybe, I’ll run.  Benedictine will come after me but I’d have some freedom first.  I’ve never had that before; it might be nice.”

“Don’t be so melodramatic.  We both know you won’t run.  Sure, you can only die once, but what will Benedictine’s daughter’s life be like when it becomes common knowledge that the necklace she wears so lovingly was a gift from a Guard?”

In a flash, he was flying through the air.  He landed on his back, hard, with Jackson on top of him.  He jerked upright, Jackson’s hands closing around his throat.  He slammed his fists into the Guard’s head and torso but Jackson held firm.  He tried to pry the Guard’s hands away, but it was no use.  He opened his mouth, gasping for air.

“Don’t ever threaten her.”  Jackson dropped his hold and stood.

He inhaled deeply, sweet oxygen filling his lungs.  That had been unexpected but enlightening.  He stood, brushing dirt off his clothes.  The Guard still had strong feelings for the girl.  It had been years, so he hadn’t been sure.  He’d tuck that away for use later.  “I wasn’t threatening her.”

Jackson snarled at him.

“Really, I wasn’t.  I only meant that Benedictine is unpredictable.”  Push the blame toward the Almighty.  Benedictine was known for his temper.

“Benedictine would never hurt his children.”

Jackson knew the Almighty better than most.  “Perhaps not the boy, especially with his handicap, but a daughter’s betrayal is different.  It’s hard for a father to see his little girl become a woman, particularly, when she’s looking in the wrong direction.”  He cocked a brow.

Jackson moved closer, a low rumble in his chest.  “There is nothing between Kim and me.”

“I didn’t say that there was.”

“Don’t mention it again.  Ever.”  Jackson stepped back several paces.

He nodded, holding back a smile.  There were definitely feelings involved.  It seemed he wouldn’t be losing his hold over the Guard with this favor after all, but first he had to find Trinity.  He clenched his jaw.  Begging was going to kill him but he’d do anything for Remy.  “Please, search again.”

“You know, something might have gotten her,” said Jackson, studying him.

“Please.  There is nothing dangerous out there.”  He snapped his mouth shut.  It was one thing to doubt the stories about the creatures in the woods; it was another to admit that to Benedictine’s Lead Guard.  A lie’s purpose was belief.  The Almighty would not be happy to find it was no longer performing its function

Jackson moved closer to him and spoke in a whisper.  “Between you and me, it wouldn’t go well for anyone here if Benedictine discovers that you no longer fear the forest.”

Their eyes met and held.  The Guard wasn’t joking and he wasn’t threatening.  It was a warning, pure and simple.

Jackson took a step back.  “We’ll make one more sweep of the forest, but if there is no trail there isn’t much we can do.”  He turned and strode away toward the gate.

Troy had to accept the fact that she might not be found or she might already be dead.  The forest may not be full of predators but it wasn’t without dangers.  He had to plan for her death.  He could not lose Remy.  

He headed back toward camp in the opposite direction from Jackson.  He had to figure out what to do if the Guard didn’t find Trinity.  Perhaps, there was a way to put all the blame on Millie.  There was no reason that both parents should be punished and it was Millie’s fault.  She should have kept better track of her daughter.

He approached a group of teenagers near the center of town.  It was Clarabelle and her friends.  They stopped talking, only a quiet giggle breaking the silence as he passed.  

“She should be reported for attacking Randy, not allowed to hide in her hut.”  Clarabelle’s voice was deliberately loud.

He stopped.  He should continue walking but he couldn’t.  He was angry with Trinity for using his section of the fence to escape, but the real villains were these kids.  They had picked on Trinity her entire life.  They needed to be taught a lesson.  His hand caressed the club at his side, lingering on the cold stone at the top.  It had been the only gift he’d ever received from his father.  “Excuse me.  What did you say?”

“I only said what everyone is thinking.”  Clarabelle smiled at him, but her eyes were hard.  

It was the wrong day to mess with him.  He strode forward, grabbing Randy by the shirt collar and pulling him close.  “I know what you did to Trinity and if I can convince Remy and Millie to report it, I’ll bring both of you up on charges.”

“I...I didn’t do anything,” said Randy.  “She attacked me.  First, she bit me and then, she cut me with something.”  He held out his arm, showing the scratch.

He was going to beat the crap out of this kid.  Trinity must have been really scared.  She’d been in tight spots before and she’d never used her claws and fangs.  He lifted Randy off the ground by his throat.  “So, you like picking on those littler than you.  Well, guess what?  So, do I.”

Randy gasped for air, his feet kicking.

“Daddy, stop him,” screamed Clarabelle as she pulled on Troy’s arm.

“Put him down,” shouted Bell.

He dropped Randy and turned to face the older Producer.  “You know what these two did.  You know they should be punished.”

“He’s lying, Daddy,” said Clarabelle, hugging Randy.

“I know nothing.  I wasn’t there and neither were you.”  Bell’s eyes narrowed.  “Why are you so concerned?  It wasn’t your daughter.  Is there a reason for your unusual attachment to Trinity and her fath...family?”

He had to be careful.  Bell was being less subtle than usual.  He took a deep breath.  “You’re right.  I shouldn’t have touched the boy.”  In front of witnesses and especially near your house.

Bell studied him a moment.  “Come with me.”  The older Producer walked toward his hut.  

He followed.  This was all he needed to top his day, a lecture from Bell.  He’d loathed the older Producer for as long as he could remember.  Bell had been a bully as a child and age and influence had not improved his disposition.

“Why was the hairless Guard at your home?” Bell asked once they were away from the teenagers.

He should have expected this.  Gossip ran rampant in camp.  He threw out the first thing that came to his mind.  “There were noises outside my area of the fence the other night.”  Unlikely, but plausible.

“Why didn’t you notify the other Lead Producers before sending for the Guards?”

That was a bit tricky.  He had to think and think fast, but he was good at making up stories.  “I didn’t believe it was anything at first.  It was just some slight movement in the brush.  I mentioned it to a couple of Guards who were loading the produce and they told their boss.  I guess, there’ve been reports of odd tracks in the forest and the Guards wanted to check it out.”  He struggled to keep his face impassive.  “You know how seriously they take our safety.”

“Yes, of course.”  Bell’s eyes locked with his.  

Bell didn’t believe him but it didn’t matter.  Jackson wouldn’t talk.  He turned and strode away.  It was unlikely that Bell would side with him on re-pairing Remy.  He’d been digging for secrets on the other Lead Producer for years, but always came up empty handed.  Clarabelle walked past him, arm entwined with Randy’s, and gave him a smug smile.  Perhaps, he’d been searching in the wrong place.  Bell’s very naughty daughter could give him the leverage that he needed.
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CHAPTER 5
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TRINITY GROANED AND PULLED the blanket over her head.  Whatever Mom was cooking smelled delicious, but she didn’t want to move.  It was warm and comfortable under the soft fur.  Fur?  She didn’t own any fur.  She yanked the blanket down.  She wasn’t home and she wasn’t safe.  

“Sleep well?” asked Gaar.

She sat up and nodded, her eyes drawn to Mirra who lay in the corner, gnawing on something gross.  She wasn’t sure what it was but it had been alive until recently by the blood on the Tracker’s face and paws.  She quickly turned away.  Gaar stirred something in a pot over the fire.  Her stomach rumbled.

He handed her a bottle of water and a plate filled with fruits and nuts.  

“Thank you.”  She set the water to the side and the plate on her lap, but her eyes kept drifting back to the pot over the fire.  “What are you cooking?  It smells really good.”

“It’s not for you,” he said.

Well, that’s rude.  She stared at the plate, overflowing with food.  She should be grateful.  It was more than she’d get in an entire day at home.

He sighed.  “You wouldn’t like it.  Producers don’t eat meat.”

She didn’t know what meat was, but she was willing to try anything that smelled that good.  She glanced up at him.  “I might.”

He shrugged.  “You are half House Servant.”  He took his knife and speared a small chunk of something brown out of the pot.  He placed it in a bowl and sliced it in half.  He handed her the bowl.

The inside of the lump was pink.  She sniffed it, wrinkling her nose.  It didn’t smell as good up close.  “What is it?”

“Rabbit.  Mirra caught several this morning.”

Now, that she knew what it was she could make out a few ears still attached to hunks of fur near the Tracker.  She focused on the bowl, nudging the meat with her finger.  It was kind of springy.  “Guards eat meat, don’t they?”  The Producers set traps to keep the rabbits out of their fields and traded the carcasses to the Guards.  Her mom used to make her do it, until she’d figured out that if she sprayed her plants with a tonic made from hot peppers, it kept the rabbits out of her fields better than the traps.

“Yes.  Everyone does except Producers and Grunts.”  He watched her closely.

She handed him the bowl.  She liked rabbits.  She’d even raised a few orphans.  She wasn’t going to eat one.  “You’re right.  I don’t think I’d like it.”

His lips twitched as he took the bowl.  He grabbed the morsels and tossed them in his mouth.  When he was done chewing, he said, “Mirra and I had a long talk while you slept.”

Her face heated with embarrassment.  “I’m sorry.  I’m usually up very early.”  She never slept late.  She was a hard worker and that meant an early riser.  “What time is it?”  The inside of the tree allowed no sunlight.

He ignored her question.  “Mirra wants to keep you.”

“I’m not...”

He held up his hand.  “I don’t.  Mirra has a tendency to wander off.”

Mirra tipped her ear toward him and a low growl rumbled through her chest.

“Which means that I’ll be the one stuck taking care of you, and I don’t want the job.”

She stiffened.  “I can take care of myself.”  If he didn’t want her around, that was fine.  She didn’t want to be here.

He grunted.  “Years ago, maybe, but not now.  There are things out here, unnatural things.”

Her eyes widened.  Had the Almightys been telling the truth?  She wrinkled her brow.  “You’re just trying to scare me.  I don’t believe the stories that the Almightys feed us about the dangers in the woods.  I’ve been coming into the forest for years and I’ve never seen anything.”

“Until this time.”  He spooned some of the food from the pot into the bowl.

She’d seen Mirra and the River-Man this trip.  Why had she never encountered anything before?  Had she just been lucky?  She tossed a couple of nuts in her mouth and dug in her backpack for her bread.  There wasn’t much left, but she should contribute to the meal.  She tore it in two and offered a chunk to him.

“I have bread.”  He walked over to a small alcove.

She put the pieces back in her pack, glad he’d refused.  If she convinced them to let her go, she’d need it in the next few days. 

He came back to the fire carrying a large brown stone.  Her jaw dropped open as he broke off a hunk and handed it to her.  This was his bread?  She politely took it, her arm dropping a bit from the unexpected weight.  How was she supposed to eat this without breaking a tooth?  He snapped off a small chunk and put it in his bowl to soak up the juice from the rabbit stew.  He smiled at her as she tried to rip off a piece but it was like trying to tear into a rock.  She ended up gnawing on an edge just to be polite.

He began eating.  Around mouthfuls he continued.  “As I was saying, the forest is no longer safe.  If you’re going to stay with us, you’re going to have to practice your survival skills.”

What survival skills?  She shook her head.  It didn’t’ matter.  “I don’t mean to be impolite, but I have to go home.”

“You no go.  You see.  You stay.”

He glanced at the Tracker and then back at her, frowning.  “Mirra wants to show you what happens to your kind when you are taken.  She’s sure you’ll change your mind about going back to the camp.”

She sat up straighter.  This was great.  They were going to help her.  “Thank you.”

“Don’t get too excited.  I agreed to take you to the Finishing Camp not to the Warehouse District.  It’s outside of the forest and we will not go there.”

“I thought you said that they take us to the Finishing Camp?  What’s in the Warehouse District?”

He glanced at Mirra who watched them expectantly.  He shook his head.  Mirra’s eyes narrowed.  They were hiding something from her.

“A Producer’s journey usually has two stops.  We will show you the first one.”

“Mirra take you...”

“No.  You will not leave the forest.  The first stop should be enough to change her mind.”

Mirra glared at him and started batting a rabbit skull between her paws.  Her stomach churned and she turned back toward Gaar.

“I won’t change my mind.  I can’t.  I have to go home.”

“We’ll see,” he said.

The dour expression on his face caused her mouth to dry.  She took a sip of water.  It couldn’t be that bad, could it?  They were just trying to scare her, or maybe it only seemed bad to them.  After living free in the woods their whole lives, they’d consider being locked in a camp torture.  No matter what, she had to finish this and go home.  “When do we leave?”

“After breakfast.  Where are the Handler and Tracker camps?”

She drew a map in the dirt and used some of the nuts from her plate for large landmarks.

Gaar studied the drawing.  “First, we’ll get supplies and then we’ll go to the Tracker camp.”

“Mirra no need supplies.  Mirra go now.”  She tossed the rabbit skull off to the side.

“Mirra, you know as well as I do that once we free the Trackers and the Handlers, the Almightys will be after us.”

“Mirra no care about Almightys.  Mirra kill them all.”

He sighed.  “We can’t and you know it.  We’ll have to go into hiding and in order to do that we need supplies.”

Mirra huffed and headed for the door.

“Don’t go looking for the Tracker camp.  We’ll go together.  Promise me.”  His voice was stern, commanding.

Mirra shot him a dirty look.  “Promise.”  She stormed out of the room.

It probably wasn’t wise to bring this up right now, but she’d wasted so much time already.  “How long should this take?  I only have five more days.” 

“Why?  Never mind.  It doesn’t matter.  We can have you home in four, but you’ll change your mind and then I’ll be saddled with you while Mirra gallivants all over the forest.  Just like the other times.”

She took a deep breath.  “What happened to Mirra’s...the others?”  She refused to call herself a pet.

He frowned.  “You definitely have House Servant in you.  Curiosity is not always a good thing.”

She shrugged and offered him a small smile.  This was not the first time that she’d annoyed someone with her questions.

His black eyes focused on her.  “They all died.”

The words were like a punch in the gut, knocking the air out of her lungs.  Did Mirra get tired of them and kill them?  Or maybe, Gaar did while Mirra was away.

“Don’t go imagining all sorts of things.  They were too young to be away from their mothers.”

She exhaled.  That was good news.  Well, not for the others, but definitely for her.  

He went back to eating his breakfast.  “I may not like babysitting Mirra’s pets but I wouldn’t hurt them.”

“Oh.”  The food that she’d eaten sat heavy in her stomach.  She didn’t understand why it bothered her so much that he disliked her.  She should be used to it by now.  “If you don’t want me around why don’t you let me go?”

“Mirra wants you.”

She should shut up, but she couldn’t.  Not while he was answering her questions.  “Why didn’t she kill me?”

He raised his head, eyes boring into her.  “Who knows?  Maybe, she wasn’t hungry.”

She shook her head.  It was more than that.  “Then why does she still want me around?  She was hungry this morning.  She could have killed me instead of the rabbits.”  Sweat trickled down her back.  Mirra could have easily slaughtered her while she slept.  Then she’d be hacked up in tiny chunks and simmering in the pot.  She set her plate aside, no longer hungry.  

“You aren’t going to let up are you?”  There was a smile in his tone.  

“Probably not.  Even my father says I ask too many questions.”

He chuckled.  “That’s rich coming from a House Servant.  The most annoyingly curious creatures I’ve ever met.”  

He grew silent.  Was he done talking?  She needed to know the answer to this question.  It could mean life or death for her.

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Mirra is getting old,” he said.

“No, I hadn’t.  I’m not that familiar with Trackers.”  Mirra looked fine to her.  The Tracker was still strong and there was no gray in her fur.

“Well, she is.  Her breeding days are ending.”

“Then it’s a good thing that we met.  Maybe, she can meet another Tracker in the camp and they can have babies.”  The idea of Mirra as a mother made her smile.

“Yes.  That’s a possibility.  However, I think that she considers you her adopted child.  I’ve heard of it happening to females that have never had young.”

She wrinkled her nose.  She was nothing like Mirra.  “Maybe.”  

“You asked what I thought.”  He sounded offended.

“I’m sure you’re right.”  She wasn’t sure about it at all but it was the polite thing to say.  She had asked his opinion.  “Maybe, once she meets the other Trackers she’ll be more willing to let me go.”

He grunted.  “You can hope.”

“I have to go home.  No matter what.  I can’t let my mom be punished because I left.”

He glanced at her but remained silent for the rest of the meal.

After breakfast, she followed him out of the tree.  He carried a pack similar to hers and a quiver full of spears.

As she expected, the sun didn’t shine too bright in this part of the forest, but from its location in the sky it was still early morning.  

Mirra dropped from a tree right in front of them.  She gasped and stumbled backward.  She hadn’t realized the Tracker was up there.  Gaar didn’t even flinch.

“We go now?” asked Mirra.

He nodded.  “To the Lake of Sins, and we need to move fast.  Little One has a schedule to keep.”

She frowned as she crawled on Mirra’s back.  He was making fun of her but it was the truth.
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IT WAS EARLY AFTERNOON WHEN Trinity slid off Mirra’s back.  The trip had been fun.  They’d stopped several times so Gaar could point out interesting landmarks and tell her the legends behind them.

“Mirra hunt now.”  The Tracker disappeared into the brush.

“Is this it?”  They were still deep in the woods and there was no water in sight, but she wouldn’t be surprised if the Lake of Sins was as dry as wheat chaff.  Many of the landmarks that Gaar had pointed out had names that didn’t make sense, such as the rock wall that she’d bumped into when she was running from the Guards.  It was called Harbor Point.  It wasn’t near water and it certainly wasn’t pointy.

“No, but we’re close.  We’ll travel the rest of the way at a slower pace.  I don’t want to bump into any Guards.”  He winked at her.  “I’d hate to have to kill them.”

For a moment she’d forgotten that he was a predator, one who didn’t want her around.  “Aren’t we going to wait for Mirra?”

He dug in his pack.  “Nah.  She’ll catch up later.”

It was just like he’d said last night.  Mirra wanted to keep her, but he was stuck taking care of her.  She’d prove to him that she wasn’t a problem.  Not because she wanted to stay with him, but because she didn’t want to listen to him grumbling about what a burden she was.

He handed her a wad of cloth.

“Thanks.”  She turned it over in her hands, trying to figure out what she was supposed to do with it.

“Hook one end around your shoulder and the other one around your waist.”  He snatched it from her when she got it tangled.  “You’re right handed, so lift your left arm.”  

He looped it over her shoulder and then tied part around her waist.  He reached in his pack and pulled out a knife inside a sheath.  He slipped the cloth through a loop on the sheath, tightening the contraption.  When he was done, the knife was secured firmly under her left arm, with easy access to the handle.  

She touched the cloth that was wrapped around her shoulder.  It was soft and newly stitched.  It fit her perfectly.  She ducked her head to hide her tears.  No one, besides her parents, had ever given her anything.  Maybe, he didn’t really dislike her.  “Thank you.”

He flung his pack over his shoulders and readjusted the quiver on his back.  “It’s more for me than you.  Mirra is always a pain to manage after something happens to one of her pets and I can’t watch you every minute.”  He turned and headed into the brush.

That took some of the joy out of the gift, but it was still kind of cool.  She gripped the knife handle and caught up with him.  “I don’t know how to use this.  We aren’t allowed to have any type of weapon.”

“Lessons start now.”  He spun around and grabbed her by the throat.  “Don’t just gawk at me, defend yourself.  Use the knife.”

His grip wasn’t tight, but her heart thumped in her ears.  She reached for the knife and he grabbed her arm.

“You’re dead.”  He dropped his hold and started walking again.  “You’re going to have to be a lot quicker if you want to survive.”

She stared after him, eyes narrowing.  He was such a jerk.  She didn’t know anything about this stuff.  What did he expect from her?  “If you hate having me around, just point me in the right direction.  I’ll be happy to leave.”

He stopped and faced her.  “I told you, Mirra wants you.”

“I thought you were the Handler.”

He laughed.  “I learned a long time ago that to be a good Handler, you have to let most things go.  Only fight for the important stuff.”

It was clear; she was not one of those.  What was so wrong with her that no one liked her?  Well, Mirra liked her but not enough to stick around just like her father.  Some of her thoughts must have shown on her face because he sighed and walked over to her.  

He stood behind her and wrapped his arm around her right one.  “Like this.”  His hand clasped over hers as he pulled out the knife in one fluid movement.  He did it several more times, adjusting it in their grasp and making different stabbing motions.  Some were up with a twist, some down and some straight ahead.  “It needs to be an extension of your arm.  Now, you try.”  He stepped back.  “As we walk.”

She stayed close behind him, practicing the entire time.  She wasn’t an expert, but she was getting the feel for it and she liked it.

They’d traveled until late afternoon and then Gaar had ordered her to practice her survival skills, while he prepared the food and fire.  She’d gotten pretty good with the knife, but these lessons included training in agility, speed and climbing along with the ability to expand and contract her claws at a moment’s notice.

She wiped her hands on her pants, leaving a trail of dirt and grime.  She groaned as she sat across from him at the campfire.  Every muscle in her body ached.  She used to watch her father sneak into the encampment by leaping onto a tree, climbing up it and then dropping to the ground.  It looked exciting, fun, but it wasn’t.  It was torture.  

“How high did you make it?”  He finished whittling another stick and placed it in the quiver.  Then he picked up a chunk of bread but didn’t offer it to her.

She was so hungry that even the thick, hard, brown lump of bread looked delicious.  She licked her lips.  “To the third branch.”

“Jump or climb?”  He took a bite of his own sandwich, exaggerating the pleasure of the taste.

He was being such a jerk.  He had been ever since Mirra left.  She’d tried to make casual conversation but he’d refused to answer her with anything but a grunt.  Well, she’d had enough.  “What difference does it make?  I’ll be out of your hair as soon as I can.”  She glanced around.  “Mirra’s not here.  Why don’t I go now?  I can give you the directions from here to the Handler and Tracker camps and you can tell me how to get to the Finishing Camp.  Mirra will forget all about me once she’s with the other Trackers.”

He took a bite out of her chunk of bread.  Her shoulders sagged.  They’d eaten the rest of her bread and fruit at lunch.  At the time she was glad since it made her backpack weigh less, but it was obvious why he’d suggested it.  Now, he controlled all the food.

Her stomach rumbled.  “Fine.  I jumped to the first branch and then climbed to the next two.”

“Good.  Here’s your dinner.”  He tossed her the bread.

She caught it, dumped water on it to soften it and tore off a chunk, cramming it into her mouth.  She washed it down with water.  “I was serious about leaving.  It would be the best for both of us.”  She glanced around again.  Night was approaching fast.  She wasn’t sure if she wanted to be out here alone.  Gaar seemed serious about there being other predators around.  Several times during the day they’d stopped and he’d listened intently or sometimes even climbed a tree to get a better view.  She’d never seen a thing, but he said that didn’t mean the predators weren’t there.  “If you think Mirra will still be gone, I could leave first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Don’t want to be alone out here at night, huh?”  He smirked.  

“No.  That’s not it.  I was alone out here the first night.”  Sure it had been very close to camp but she didn’t have to tell him that.

“Doesn’t matter.  You can’t go.  Mirra will find you and bring you back.”  He tossed the last of his sandwich in his mouth.  “You’re going to have to convince her to let you go.”  He chuckled.  “I don’t envy you.  She’s really taking a liking to you.”

Her shoulders slumped.  How was she going to get away from these two?  She was glad Mirra liked her, otherwise she would have been dinner, but enough was enough.

“Tonight we sleep in the trees.”  He glanced up at the one behind him as he wiped his hands on his shirt.

“What?”  She coughed, choking on a chunk of bread.  The tree was huge.  “I can’t.”

He stared hard at her.  “You can and you will.  Do you think the forest floor is safe at night?  It’s barely safe during the day.  The trees are better.  Not everything can climb.”

It was a long way to the ground and her balance wasn’t that good.  “I’ll fall,” she whispered.

“Probably,” he said.

Did he think this was funny?  She glared at him.

He smirked.  “We’ll start low.”

His definition of low obviously differed from hers since the closest branch was about twenty feet from the ground.  “I’ll break my neck.”  She stuffed another bite of bread into her mouth and chewed.

“You should land on your feet.  Your kind usually does.”

She jumped up, one hand still clutching her food and the other fisted at her side.  “My kind!  My kind!  That’s all I hear from you.  I’m also part Producer or have you forgotten that!  I can’t do all these things.  I can’t.”  Her eyes began to water.  She clenched her jaw.  She would not cry in front of him.

He picked up a stick and began whittling.  “Sit down and stop your belly-aching.  You can do them and you will.  More importantly, you have done them.  You are more than a Producer.”  

She sat back down.  She’d always considered herself less than a Producer.  

He didn’t bother to look at her.  “The only things standing between you and death are all those traits that you hide.”  He stared at her, his black eyes glowing red from the fire.  “Funny how the Great Mother works.”

“You don’t worship Araldo?”  She’d read about creatures of old who worshipped the earth and sun, but she’d never met one.

“Araldo is an Almighty’s god, not mine.”

“He’s not just an Almighty’s god.  He’s our god too.”  Her response was immediate.  

“Really?  Who taught you about Araldo?  Your parents, right?  But who taught them?  The Almightys have been forcing their god on all the other classes for as long as I can remember, and I can remember a long way back.”

Suddenly, his face looked haggard.  How old was he?  How long had it been just him and Mirra in these woods.

“What is your god like?”

He snorted.  “Curiosity.  That’s your weakness.”  He stood and stretched.  Then he bent, gathering dirt and putting out the fire.  “You wouldn’t like the Great Mother.  She is a harsh god.  She gives us everything that we need but there is a price.”

“What is it?”  She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

“The one that all pay.  Death.”

She inhaled sharply.  Araldo protected them.  He did not make them pay with their lives.

“Everything dies and goes back to the Great Mother.”  He gathered his pack and quiver.  “Now, up the tree.”

She stood and groaned.  Her whole body ached.  

“Move it.”

“I don’t think I can.”  She really didn’t.  She couldn’t jump to the first branch, she’d have to climb and her arms felt like jelly.

“Is that what you’re going to do when death comes for you?  Sit there and whine.”  In a falsetto voice he continued, “I can’t.  Please, don’t make me.”

Her eyes narrowed.  He wasn’t a jerk; he was a...a Grunt’s ass.  She turned and stomped several feet away and then raced straight at the tree.  She leapt, exposing her claws, but her timing was off and she hit the trunk, tumbling to the ground.  She couldn’t do this.  She couldn’t.  

He squatted next to her.  She waited for the berating, but he remained silent.  

She sat up, pushing her hair away from her face.  “Just leave me here.  I told you I couldn’t do it.”  She cringed at the whininess in her tone but she couldn’t seem to stop it.

“Try again.”  He stood.  “This time, extend your claws a second before you think you should.”

Unbelievable.  How did he expect her to do something before she thought about it?  

“You can do this.  You’ve learned a lot today.  More than I thought possible.”

She grunted.  Great, now she even sounded like him.  She wouldn’t admit it, but his words made her feel better, like she actually could do it.  She stood and stretched.  Then she walked several paces away and ran toward the tree.  She was preparing to extend her claws in another step when she pushed them out and leapt.  She hit the tree and her claws slipped a bit but held.  It was working.  She pulled first one hand and then the other free.  She climbed up to the first branch.  She’d done it.  She turned and looked down, unable to stop smiling.

He stared up at her, his face blank.  “Go to the third branch.”  

The second branch was close so she jumped.  Once she was situated, she climbed to the third one.  When she looked, Gaar was already halfway up, his gear and her backpack on his large shoulders.  She cringed.  She’d forgotten her stuff.

He squatted on the limb and pulled out a rope from his pack.  He tied it around her chest and waist so she was secured to the trunk of the tree.  Then he moved to a branch next to hers and leaned against the trunk.  He didn’t tie himself in place.

“Now, you need to practice listening,” he said.

She groaned.  Not more lessons.

“Be still, quieter than quiet and pay attention to the forest,” he whispered.  

He steadied his breathing until there was barely a sound.  She mimicked him and focused on the surrounding area.  She should do well at this.  She had great hearing.

After a long moment, he said quietly, “Describe what you hear.”

She spoke in a hushed tone, like his.  “An owl hooting.”

“Where?”

“Didn’t you hear it?”  She turned toward him, surprised.  

“Of course, I heard it.  I want you to tell me exactly where it is.”

He had to be kidding.  “It’s pretty far away.  How am I supposed to know—”

“It is a quarter of a mile away to our right and above us by ten feet.”

Her mouth dropped open.  He was right about the direction.  She wasn’t positive about the distance but she’d take his word for it.

“Now, concentrate.  It is not enough to hear.  You must listen.”

She focused once again, trying to pay attention to all the different sounds and determine their location.  “There is something below us in the bushes.”

“Describe it,” he said.

“It’s small.  It seems to be searching for something.”

“Where exactly below us?”

She listened closer.  “Straight down and about eight inches to the left.”

He turned toward her, his teeth shining in the darkness.  “It’s ten inches to the left, but very good.”

She smiled back.  Finally, she’d done something right.

“Not surprising.  Your kind are good at pinpointing sounds at close distances, but you also need to identify locations of creatures at far distances.  It could save your life.”

Her spirits sank a little.  Out here, it always seemed to come down to life and death.  She missed being safe.  She missed home.

They practiced for another hour or so as night fully descended around them.  Finally, Gaar called it quits.  She was exhausted and her head pounded, but she was too excited to sleep.  She’d done well in this lesson.  He was proud of her.  He didn’t say it, but she could tell.  A cold breezed picked up and she shivered.  He grunted and handed her the blanket out of her pack.

“Thanks.”  She covered herself.  It was big enough to share.  “Do you want some?”  She held up a corner of the blanket.

“I’m fine.”

“Okay.”  She stared into the darkness, making out the shapes of leaves and a few small creatures that were huddled down for the night like them.  “Gaar?”

He grunted in response.

“If the Great Mother supplies everything, why do you need to go into town?”  It had been eating at her ever since he mentioned getting supplies.  The forest was teeming with food.

After a long moment, his voice almost a whisper, he said, “Did you ever wonder how creatures such as Mirra and I came to be extinct, or almost extinct?”

She’d heard the stories about their annihilation by the Almightys but she wanted to hear his side.  “I heard the Almighty’s version of the story, but I’m sure it’s not true.”

“It’s mostly true.”  He sighed.  “A long time ago there were quite a few of us.  Then one day everyone was gone; everyone but Mirra and me.”  His voice was clipped, the words sharp.

“You don’t have to tell me.  I know that the Almightys killed your kind.”

He smiled grimly.  “You heard part of the story.  The rumor is that the Almighty eradicated us and that is true, but not the complete tale.  Something went wrong.  Something inside of us.  We became violent.”  He smiled.  “More violent than usual.  The Almightys had no choice.  They came into the forest with Guards and weapons and killed everyone.  I saw it.  It was chaos.  Handlers were fighting Handlers and Trackers were fighting Trackers.  This sometimes happened, but”—he shook his head—“pairs, bonded pairs of Handlers and Trackers like Mirra and I were fighting each other.  That never happened before.  They wouldn’t stop even as the Almightys killed a few.  The others just kept attacking.”  He pinched the bridge of his nose.  “I saw many die that day.”

She squeezed his hand, his skin rough and warm in her grasp.  The Almightys had slaughtered everyone he knew, but he didn’t blame them.  She wouldn’t be that fair minded.

“I was not affected, not at first, but then I found Mirra and she was...different.  Edgy.  Angry.  I feared that she was becoming violent and that they’d kill her.  I coaxed her deeper into the forest but she was starting to ignore me.  That’s when I came across Bradley, an Almighty, and one of his Guards.  They tranquilized Mirra and we carried her to Bradley’s lab.  He invented a serum for us that we take monthly.  It makes Mirra easier to handle, gentler.”

Had she seen this side of the Tracker?  If this was the gentle easy to handle Mirra, she wasn’t sure that she wanted to be around the other one.  “Has she had her serum lately?”

He shook his head.  “We’re due, but I have to wait.  It makes her ill and I can’t have her sick when we free the Trackers and Handlers.  It may not go well.”

“Do you think the captive Trackers take the serum?” she asked.

“I don’t know.  Did they fight amongst themselves or only with the Handler?”

“They didn’t fight each other, but I don’t think their chains allowed them get that close to one another.”  

“Hmm.  We’ll have to wait and see then.”

They fell silent but she couldn’t let it go.  If they had a sickness inside them, what caused it?  Maybe, she could help.  

“Did you ever get angry, violent?”

He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.  “I felt agitated and upset...”

“That could be because of what you saw and worrying about Mirra.”

He patted her hand.  “Possibly, but possibly not and I can’t take that chance.  If I get violent no one will be there to give Mirra her shot and then she’ll die.  The Almightys will kill her.”

“This serum.  What’s in it?”  If this illness were natural then there would be a cure in nature.

He shrugged.  “I don’t know.”

Perhaps, she could duplicate it.  She was good with plants and herbs.  “Do you have some that I can taste?”

“No.  It might hurt you,” he said.

“I won’t drink it all.  I’ll only taste it to try and figure out the ingredients.  I may be able to find a natural alternative for you.  Then we wouldn’t have to go into town.  We could go directly to the Tracker camp.”

He remained silent for so long that she thought he’d gone to sleep.  She shifted to get more comfortable.  They could finish the conversation tomorrow.

“Nothing is free Little One.”

She turned toward him.  What did he mean by that?

He stared into the forest.  “When we kill the Guards at the Tracker and Handler camps, we are going to be hunted.  We will have to travel high into the mountains and stay there for a long time.  I have some extra serum but not much.  Some months I can hold off for a couple of extra weeks.  With what I’ll pick up from town, I’ll have enough to last about six months, after that it might become dangerous.  I want you to know in case you decide to go with us.”

He was giving her a choice.  She could go home and she would, but did she want to stay?  She liked the freedom out here.  At home, she’d miss Gaar and Mirra, but they’d have others of their kind.  She should stay with her kind, but who was that?  “Let me sample some of the serum before I go home and I’ll try and identify some herbs for you.”

He stared at her for a long moment.  “Mirra was right about you.”

She wasn’t positive that it was a complement, but she was going to take it that way.  “Thank you.”

He closed his eyes.  “Go to sleep.  Tomorrow you visit the Lake of Sins.”
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CHAPTER 7
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TROY STARED OUT THE WINDOW of the guard shack, waiting for the automated light to pass.  Jackson’s visit that afternoon had convinced him that he couldn’t delay any longer.  He had to fix the fence before anyone discovered that Trinity had escaped from his section. 

He grabbed a sack filled with tools and a large gray blanket and slipped out the door.  The light was almost halfway into the next section.  No one would be looking his way.  Of course, Titus, the Lead Producer to his left, probably wasn’t watching anyway.  Titus had a tendency to have a little nip from the bottle on occasion and every day was an occasion for Titus.  Drinking was frowned upon except for special events, but no one ever questioned who supplied the alcohol.  He had.  Titus operated a still in the brush near his fields.  That itself wasn’t a huge issue.  The problem was that Titus had a tendency to skim a little off the top of his crop yield to fill his moonshine orders.  That was strictly prohibited.  He snorted.  For every rule that was strictly prohibited, he could name at least two Producers who were breaking it.  The Almightys really should pay more attention or change their policy from strictly-prohibited to please-don’t.

He ducked behind the bush and dropped his bag and the blanket.  He knelt by the fence, pulling out a trowel from the sack, and began to dig.  When the hole was large enough, he set the trowel aside and took out a plank of wood.  He slid it into the hole.  He turned to grab the small hooks that he would use to fasten the chain link to the lumber when he caught a glimpse of the automated light coming from the right.  He grabbed the blanket, covering himself and his tools and waited.  Hopefully, if Hector, the Lead Producer working the section to his right, was following the light, he wouldn’t notice anything.

Hector, was a good guy.  One of the few kids who had accepted Troy before he’d filled out and learned to hide his more flamboyant tendencies.  Unfortunately, Hector was a stickler for the rules and he doubted that the other Producer would keep quiet about this.

After several moments, he peeked out from under the blanket.  The light was moving into Titus’s section.  He shrugged the blanket off his shoulders and proceeded to affix the fence to the wood.  When he finished, he began shoveling the dirt back into the hole.  The entire process took a few trips under the blanket, but when he was done he stuffed everything back into his pack and headed toward the guard shack.

He was ready to sit back and relax.  He might even take a small sip of the moonshine that Titus had given to him.  He deserved it.  He stepped through the door and stopped.  Remy was not supposed to be here and yet, here he was sitting in the chair by the window.

“How could you?” Remy’s face was drawn and haggard.

His best bet was to pretend innocence until he knew exactly what Remy had witnessed.  “How could I what?”  He let the bag slip out of his hand and kicked it to the side as he shut the door.  Now, he’d try and change the topic.  “What are you doing here?  I told you what happened with Bell.  It’s not safe for us to be together right now.”  It wasn’t a lie.  Bell might be keeping an eye on him.  Of course, if he were really worried about that he wouldn’t be creeping around in the dark filling in holes.

“How is Trinity going to get back inside?”

Gruntshit.  “It isn’t what it looks like.”  It was exactly what it looked like but he stalled for time, his mind spinning and coming up empty.  He walked over to Remy.

“Are you telling me you didn’t fill in the hole that Trinity needs to get back inside the camp?”  Remy crossed his arms over his large chest.  “Millie was right.  I should have never told you about Trinity leaving.”

He tipped his head, cracking his neck.  So, it was going to be like that.  “I had to, but don’t worry.  If she comes back...”

“When she comes back.”

He gritted his teeth.  Remy was a big oaf of a Producer, over nine feet tall with huge shoulders, but he had the heart and soul of a child.  “When she comes back, I’ll get her inside.  I promise.”  He reached for Remy’s hand, but the other Producer snatched it away.

“How are you going to do that?  What if you’re not on duty?”

He’d had it with Remy blaming him.  “For once in your life, think!”  He dropped on a nearby chair and leaned toward Remy, resting his hands on the other male’s legs.  “She took advantage of us, of our friendship.”

“She wouldn’t do that,” said Remy.  

“Then explain why she snuck out from my section while I was on duty.”  He stood and began to pace.  He had to calm down or Remy would side with her.  “She was upset about Randy and wanted to get away.  I understand that.”  He stared at Remy.  “But she put us in danger.”

“She didn’t do it to hurt us.  She didn’t think.  She’s just a kid.”

“She may not have meant to harm us, but she should have thought it through more carefully.  She is not a child.  She is of age to have children.”  He wasn’t positive that the selfish brat cared about anyone but herself, but he wasn’t going to say that.  

“Okay.  She made a mistake, but you have to unfix the fence.”  Remy’s eyes filled with tears.  “She’s my little girl.”

“No, she’s Tim’s daughter.  It’s a shame she isn’t your offspring.  She’d be better off.”  If Remy were her sire she wouldn’t be so different.  He suppressed a shiver.  House Servants gave him the creeps with the way they stared, unblinking and the way they moved.  Even when Tim wasn’t sneaking into the encampment, he still almost slithered.  It was like he couldn’t walk normally; he had to glide.  Trinity moved like that when she wasn’t careful.  

“But, I love her,” said Remy.

He crouched in front of Remy.  “I have to protect us.  You come first to me.  Always.”  He leaned forward to kiss him.  He hadn’t wanted Remy to come by, but now that he was here, there was no sense in wasting the rest of the evening.  That was another side effect of Trinity’s actions.  She’d ruined his and Remy’s evenings together for an entire month.  He was going to kill her if she ever came back.

“She has to be able to come home.”  Remy turned his head away from the kiss.  

“She will.  I’ll know when she returns.”  Remy was being stubborn, but he knew the other Producer well enough.  They would go no further until he reassured him.  

“How?”  Remy relaxed, kissing Troy’s neck.  

That felt so good.  He tipped his head back, giving Remy better access.  “Jackson will find her and...”

Remy stood, breaking their contact. “You sent a Guard after her?  That was your brilliant plan.”

He gritted his teeth.  He knew better than to mention Jackson.  It was going to be another long night.  “Jackson owes me.  He won’t go to Benedictine.”

“You don’t know that!”

“Trust me.  What I have on Jackson will keep him loyal to me,” he said.

“You...you and all your secrets.  You can’t control everything.”  Remy started to cry.  “She is coming back.  Isn’t she?”

He sighed.  He should have guessed.  Remy was worried.  He wrapped his arms around the other Producer.  “I’m sure she’s fine.”  He was pretty sure that she wasn’t.

“How...how can you say that?”

“I know you don’t like it, but Jackson is very good at his job.  He’ll find her and bring her home.”  Dead or alive, but he’d keep that part to himself.

“Really?  You think so?”

“Yeah.”  He patted Remy’s back.

“When did you send Jackson?”

“Not long ago.”  Well, it wasn’t exactly a lie.  Not if you considered time as a whole.

“How long ago is not long ago, and don’t you dare lie to me.”  Remy pulled back.  

“Yesterday, late afternoon.”

“She isn’t coming back, is she?  That’s why you repaired the fence.”  Remy’s eye’s filled with tears.  

“I’m sorry, but...Jackson can’t find her.”  He took Remy’s hand.  He shouldn’t do it, but it pained him to see Remy so upset.  False hope was comforting sometimes.  “On the upside, if she were dead, she’d be easier to find.  She may still be alive.”  He wasn’t going to mention the river where her body could disappear forever.

“If she doesn’t come back, they’ll send out more Guards,” said Remy.

“That’s why I had to fix the fence.  They can’t know she escaped from here.”

“I want you to be safe.  Not involved in this.”  Remy kissed his cheek.  

“I’m going to arrange it so that you’re safe too.  I promise.”

“How?” asked Remy, a spark of hope in his dark eyes.

That was a good question.  Patching the fence was not going to be enough.  If the Guards couldn’t catch her scent, they’d search the perimeter like Jackson had.  If they didn’t find a hole, they’d look closer.  It wouldn’t take them long to discover the fresh dug earth and repair that he’d made.  He’d be in serious trouble for covering it up instead of reporting it.  No, he was going to have to figure out something else.

The automated light approached.  Hector’s section of the fence was closer to Trinity’s house than his portion.  It would make sense that she’d escape near home and that was probably where they’d start the search.  If he dug a hole in Hector’s area they wouldn’t even look in his.  “I’m going to need some of her clothes.  Something with her scent on it.”

“Why?”

“Please just trust me and do what I ask.”  Remy would not want to know this.  

Remy frowned, but nodded.

“I also need you to start spending your evenings with someone besides Millie.  You need an alibi.  I’ll talk to my brother and get him to round up some of his friends and host nightly card parties.”  His brother would do it too.  His brother benefited from his secrets almost as much as he did.

“What about Millie?”

He wanted to scream.  He couldn’t protect everyone.  Someone would pay for Trinity’s escape.  “I’ll see what I can do, but this isn’t your fault.  She isn’t even your real daughter.”  

“It’s as much my fault as Millie’s.”

“No.  She’s the one who breeds with a House Servant.”

“We don’t get to choose who we love,” said Remy.

“It is not the same thing as our feelings for each other.  It isn’t.  Millie could have mated with any male.  She didn’t have to pick Tim.”

“Do you think this has been easy for her?  She couldn’t help loving Tim any more than I can help loving you.”

He had to control his temper.  Arguing with Remy never worked.  He was going to have to approach this from another direction.  “You’re right, but if Trinity doesn’t come back, someone will pay.  I don’t believe that you both should suffer.”  He held up his hand.  “Wait.  Hear me out.”

Remy nodded.  He wanted to shout in triumph.  At least the stubborn fool was listening.

“You are so good with Trinity.  You were good with all the kids.  Millie is the one who hasn’t conceived again.  I know it’s not her fault, but it isn’t yours either.”  He put his hand on Remy’s shoulder.  “You are a great father and there are other kids in this camp who could use a dad.”

Remy crossed his arms over his chest.  “Like who?”  

His mind scrambled.  He’d always considered the young females when trying to find another mate for Remy, but he should have considered the older ones.  They were less enamored of the mating and birthing and more realistic about the toils of life.  “Hester.”

“Hester has six kids,” said Remy.

“And another one on the way.”

“It was a real shame about her mate,” said Remy.

Yeah, a real shame that the idiot fell down the hill and broke his neck.  “Yes, a terrible waste.  She’s all alone now.  She’ll be re-paired this year.”

Remy nodded, considering.

“It would be a tragedy if she were paired with someone who didn’t like other male’s offspring.”  There were many male Producers who fell into that category.

“I’ve never understood that.  Kids are great no matter who their parents are,” said Remy, shaking his head.  

“Very few feel that way.”  It was one of the things that he loved most about Remy.  His life would have been very different if he’d had even one parent who had loved him even though he was different.

Remy’s silence encouraged him, but he had to move slowly.  If he pushed too hard, Remy would balk.  “I think I could get them to re-pair you with Hester.”  Actually, this would be perfect.  He wanted to grin, but fought the urge.  Hester’s oldest son was breeding with Trunk’s assigned mate.  Trunk was a huge brute of a Producer.  He was the exception to the rule that Producers were passive creatures.  Trunk would kill the boy for messing with his mate.  Yes, Hester would keep their secret.  Now, all he had to do was convince Remy.  “Her kids need you.”

Remy scratched his head.  “Trinity might come back.”

“Of course, but Millie will be retired this year.”

“Yeah.  We’ve discussed it.  She’s okay with me getting re-paired.”

Who cared if she was okay with it?  He’d never understand Remy.  “Great.  I’ll talk to my brother.  Every night, starting tomorrow, until either Trinity comes back or the others find out that she’s missing, you are to play cards at my brother’s house all evening long.”

“Okay,” sighed Remy.  

Everything was working out better than he’d planned.  He’d never even considered Hester before.  Maybe, he should thank Trinity.  He always performed better under stress.

“I’ll bring her pajamas.  Millie hasn’t washed them,” said Remy.

“No.  Leave them in her room, near the window so that I can grab them when I’m ready.”  He needed as much of her scent on them as possible.  Tomorrow, he’d talk to his brother and in the evening he would make a hole under Hector’s fence.  The next night he’d start trying to catch Clarabelle mating with Randy as leverage to persuade Bell to help get Remy re-paired.  Once that was all settled, he’d leave the scent trail from Trinity’s house to the hole in Hector’s fence line and report her missing to the Almightys.

He kissed Remy.  Since the other Producer was already here, there was no point in wasting the night and he was definitely in the mood for company.  Successful plotting always did that to him.
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CHAPTER 8
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TRINITY AWOKE WITH A CRICK IN HER neck and a frozen nose.  She pulled the blanket up over her head and paused.  Her blanket wasn’t that big.  She peeked out from under the cover.  Gaar’s cloak was tucked around her.  She smiled and turned to thank him but he wasn’t there.  She shoved the covers down and gazed down to the forest floor.  There he was, moving some items from his backpack to hers.  She breathed a sigh of relief.  For all her talk, she didn’t want to be alone out here.

“Come down.  We need to get moving,” he said without looking up.

She untied the rope and then folded his cape and her blanket, tossing all three items over her shoulder before climbing down to the lowest branch and dropping from the tree.  Her legs buckled on her landing.  She’d worked hard all her life in the fields but that was nothing compared to her lessons yesterday.  “Thanks for letting me borrow you cloak,” she said, handing it to him

He grunted and slipped it on over his wide shoulders.  He tossed her a backpack and slung the larger one and his quiver onto his back.  She opened the sack and stuffed her blanket and rope inside next to her canteen, bread and dried fruit.  He was letting her carry some of the food.  Hopefully, this meant her lessons were over.

They traveled for several hours, changing directions so many times that she was completely lost.  Gaar was grumpy and in no mood for her constant questions, so she gave up and tried to figure out where they were.

“You stay here,” he said, stopping near a large tree.

“Alone?”  Was he kidding?

“Don’t get any bright ideas about going home.  Mirra will be here soon and if she doesn’t find you, she will hunt you down.”  He leaned toward her.  “Trust me.  You don’t want to be on the receiving end of an angry Tracker.”

He wasn’t joking.  He was leaving.  He must have misread the concern on her face for he softened his tone.

“She wouldn’t hurt you, but”—he shrugged—“I can’t say the same about your friends and family.”

“Why can’t I go with you?”

“It’s better if no one sees us together.  You’ll be safe here.  The predators don’t come this close to town and the Almightys consider the area cursed.”

That last part did not make her feel better.  “Why?  What’s wrong with this place?”

He shrugged.  “Don’t know.  I never had any problems around here.  One of their superstitions, I suppose.” 

“Oh.”  His lack of information was not comforting.  “Are you sure I’ll...”

“You’ll be fine.  Just stay in this tree until Mirra finds you.  I’ll be back in a day or two.”  He turned and walked away.

She glanced up at the tree.  It was huge, but she could climb it.  She smiled.  She wouldn’t have thought so yesterday.  She turned back to tell him goodbye but he was gone.  It had only been a couple of seconds.  Where did he go?  She moved to get a better view through the brush, but it was like he faded into the bushes.  If he could disappear like that, could something appear that quickly?  

She stumbled back to the tree and climbed it, finding a wide, thick branch high off the ground.  She’d sleep here tonight.  She practiced her listening skills for a while and then watched a couple of squirrels playing overhead.  They moved on to a nearby tree and she sighed.  It wasn’t even lunchtime yet.  What was she going to do now?  Well, she was at the Lake of Sins.  She should get a look at this evil place.  She climbed as high as she could and still be able to go out on a branch for a better view of the area.  

The sun sent tiny droplets of moisture sparkling across the water.  There were white statues around the lake and one on the small island that sat toward the center of the water.  She couldn’t quite make out the details of the sculptures since the brush around the lake was dense, but it was beautiful, magical.  Why would the Almightys avoid this place?  She needed a closer look.  She repositioned herself in the tree several times but could not get a better view.  She scooted back and leaned against the trunk.  It was going to be a long day.  

She dug in her backpack and pulled out her canteen and a small chunk of Gaar’s bread.  She broke off a piece and tossed it in her mouth.  She placed the rest of the loaf on her knee while she uncapped her water bottle.  She was just getting ready to take a drink when the bread slid off her leg.  She caught it but she leaned too far and started to fall.  As she grabbed ahold of the branch, her canteen slipped from her fingers.  She shifted to regain her balance but it was too late.  Her water bottle was on the ground.  She stuffed the bread in her pack and climbed down the tree.

She picked up the canteen.  It was almost empty.  Now, she was going to have to find water.  There was no way she could eat Gaar’s bread without it.  She put the bottle back in her pack and climbed the tree again.  She should’ve let the bread fall.  The ground might have gotten dented, but the bread would’ve been fine.

She sat on a limb for a long time, studying the area.  Nothing moved near the lake except birds.  She touched the knife at her side.  She’d be fine.  Gaar said it was safe here and she’d be alert and cautious just like he taught her.  She should go now.  It was better to do this in the daylight than later tonight.  She shimmied down the tree.

There were paths that led to the lake.  Most were overgrown with vegetation and barely visible, but some were still fighting the battle against the encroaching forest.  She avoided the trails, traveling through the bushes and pausing often to listen.  When she was sure it was safe, she stepped into the clearing surrounding the lake.  She stopped on a hill a few feet from the water.  The lake was brackish.  She wrinkled her nose.  She didn’t want to drink the briny stuff.  She’d explore to see if she could find fresh water or fruit.

She spent over an hour walking less than halfway around the lake.  It had been a complete waste of time.  The only things in the area were the statues and up close they weren’t pretty.  They were disturbing.  There was one of a winged man, another of a woman with long, spindly legs, and several of children with snouts and claws.  Almost every one of them was in a transition between Almighty and something else and none of the subjects looked happy about what they were becoming.  

She flopped down on the grass near the lake.  Her stomach rumbled.  She ate a couple of pieces of dried fruit.  She had no choice; she was going to have to get water from the lake.  In order to make sure that it was safe to drink she had to either boil it or find a deep area that was circulating.  Boiling would be best but she didn’t know how to start a fire without flint which meant she was going to have to enter the lake.  She took a deep breath, stood and walked down the incline to the shoreline.  

Dragonflies flitted across the surface.  It was calm and serene on the top but there could be River-Men lurking below.  The one she’d helped had been in the Elavital but the river fed into the lake.  Plus, he wasn’t the only one of his kind.  She didn’t want to encounter them anywhere, least of all in their environment.  Maybe, if she had a weapon, like a spear.  That was it!  She didn’t have to go into water.  She turned and hurried back into the forest.  

After she found a piece of wood that was long enough but not too heavy for her, she went back to the lake and slid the strap of the canteen over the stick, wrapping it around several times so that it was unlikely to come loose.  She uncapped the lid and then stretched the branch out over the water.  It didn’t reach as far as she’d like, but it would have to do.  She wasn’t going to wade into the lake.  She lowered the branch and at first the bottle floated on top, but eventually, it dipped a little and began to fill.  It was a slow process and her arms and back ached from the strain of holding it in place.  

A twig snapped behind her.  Something was in the brush.  She began to pull the stick back.  Then there was a squeak followed by a rustle in the bushes.  Whatever was coming, it was heading her way.  She could get water later.  She dropped the branch, but she hadn’t pulled it far enough out of the lake.  The half-full canteen dipped, filling with water and sinking.  She needed her bottle.  There was another squeak, closer this time.  She had to go.  Now.  She would figure out the water situation later.  She raced back into the forest.  When she was concealed in the bushes, she stopped and glanced around.  Nothing was following.  She scurried up the nearest tree.

The rhythmic squeaking continued, growing louder.  She crouched on a limb hidden in the leaves.  An Almighty appeared on one of the clearer paths.  He was in a chair with wheels.  He maneuvered along, using his hands to turn the wheels.  He stopped several feet away from her.  He was young, only a few years older than her.  He was slender with black hair and the bluish-white complexion of the Almightys, but his hairless skin had a golden undertone like he had been kissed by the sun.  He was the most beautiful creature she’d ever seen.

He pulled a book out of the backpack hooked to his chair and began to read.  She waited.  He was engrossed in the story and wasn’t going anywhere soon, so neither was she.  She hung her pack on a limb and stretched out along the branch.  It was rumored that the Almightys were hairless except for their heads, unlike the other classes who all had a soft coating of hair covering their bodies.  His arms and face were hairless, but what about the rest of him?  She blushed and stared up at the sky.  It was none of her business what he looked like without his shirt.  

The bright sunlight filtered through the foliage, leaving her in mottled sunshine.  As he read, she started to doze.  A slight splash made her sit up.  In the water, not far from the shoreline, the River-Man emerged.  He floated with only the top of his head to his eyes visible.  She glanced at the boy, but he must not have heard the noise because he hadn’t moved.  She leaned against the trunk of the tree.  There was no way she was going in that lake to retrieve her canteen.  She’d starve first.

After a while, the Almighty put down the book and took something out of his pack.  It was square and white.  It looked like food of some sort.  He pulled off the outer edges and threw them toward the lake.  He missed.  He wheeled the chair closer and tossed the rest of the pieces into the water.  

The River-Man slid under the surface and reappeared closer to the boy.

She should warn him but she couldn’t.  He was an Almighty.  She bit her lip and scooted forward on the branch.  Gaar said that the River-Men snatched creatures from the land and pulled them into the water.  Was the boy close enough for the creature to get him?  

He started to wheel the chair backward.

She let out her breath in a sigh of relief.  Moving away from the lake was a good idea.

He looked down.  She followed his gaze.  The first part of the food that he’d thrown lay on the ground.  

She shifted forward a bit more.  Just leave it alone.

He leaned to pick it up but couldn’t quite reach it.  He repositioned his chair.  It now sat angled on a ravine that dipped toward the water.  He shifted forward and to the right, but he must have miscalculated.  The chair tipped and he fell, sliding down the hill and slipping into the water.

She jumped to a crouching position.  She wanted to help him, but she couldn’t risk it.  He’d be okay.  He hadn’t fallen all the way into the lake, just his lower half.  All he had to do was pull himself out of the water.

The River-Man submerged.

She couldn’t sit here and let the creature get him.  She dropped out of the tree and raced to the water’s edge.  He couldn’t turn her in if he didn’t really see her.  It would only take a second to grab his hand and yank him ashore and then she’d disappear into the forest.

The boy grasped at the land but it was muddy and slippery.  He grabbed a handful of weeds and began to haul himself out of the lake, but his weight was too much and the vegetation pulled free from the damp earth.  He dug his fingers into the dirt, but his hands lost purchase.  His blue gaze locked with hers right before he disappeared into the lake.

She fidgeted on the shore, but the boy didn’t come up for air.  She did not want to enter that water.  She glanced back at the forest.  Gaar was going to kill her, if the River-Man didn’t get her first.  She inhaled and jumped into the lake.  It was deep and dark.  She couldn’t see anything in the murky depths.  The quicker she found him the sooner she could get out of here.  She swam around.  She needed air.  She resurfaced and dove again.  Where was he?  Had the River-Man gotten him?  Something big and slippery brushed past her, causing her to jerk backward and then the Almighty was in her arms.  He grabbed ahold of her and she shot toward the surface, kicking with all her strength.  He was heavier than he looked.  Her ascent was slow with the added weight and her lungs burned with the need for oxygen.  She pushed forward with one more kick and broke the surface.  She drew in air and yanked his head out of the water.  He clung to her, his arms encircling her neck, choking her.

“Around my chest.  Hold me there,” she gasped.

He nodded, wrapping his arms around her waist.

She swam the few laps to the shoreline and dragged them both out of the water.  Once on land he let go of her.  She turned and grabbed him under the arms, yanking and pulling until they were both a few feet away from the lake.  She should escape to the forest, but first she had to breathe.  She collapsed on the ground next to him.

After several moments, he turned his head toward her.  “Thanks.”

She pushed herself to a sitting position and scooted away, her legs and arms trembling.

He leaned up on his elbows.  “Wait.  I won’t hurt you.”

She stopped.  There was something desperate in his tone.

“My name’s Jethro.  What’s yours?”  He brushed his wet, dark hair out of his eyes.  “I promise, I won’t hurt you,” he repeated.  “You saved my life.  I owe you.”  

His blue eyes were kind and she didn’t want to go.  It’d been almost a year since she’d had a conversation with anyone her age, but she couldn’t tell him her name.  “My friends call me Little One.”  It was kind of true.  Gaar and Mirra were sort of friends.

He smiled.  It lit up his face, making him even more attractive.  He glanced down her body and then quickly away.  “They must be pretty big.”  His faced reddened.  “I mean you don’t look little to me.  I...I mean, not little, little.”

She glared at him.  The Producers had called her skinny and she hadn’t liked it.  She liked being called large even less.

“I’m sorry.”  His face fell.  “I never say the right things around girls.”  After a moment, he smiled again.  “I have an idea.  Let’s start over.”

Start over?  Did he want her to kick him back into the lake?  Right now, she’d be happy to do it.  She stood, crossing her arms.

“Okay.  Obviously, you don’t want to start again.  How about we move on?  What are you doing here?  No one comes to the Lake of Sins but me.”  He looked around.  “Are you alone?”

He was asking too many questions.  “I have to go.”  She headed for the forest.  

“Wait.  I’m sorry.  Again.  I’m sorry.”

She was done with him.  She had no business associating with an Almighty anyway, even if he was really cute.

“Please, can you get my chair?” he called out.

She stopped and turned around.  His chair was by the water several feet away.  He would have to drag himself over to it and that could take a while.  Plus, the River-Man might come back and attack.  She walked to the chair and sat it upright.  She pushed it over to him and then stepped away.

He pushed the lever to lock the wheels.  “Can you lift me under the arms?”  He averted his eyes.

She understood what it was like to be different but should she get that close?  His face flushed pink.  This beautiful Almighty was embarrassed.  She stepped forward and half-lifted, half-dragged him into the chair.

“Thank you,” he said again, refusing to look at her.  “My dad would kill me if he knew I was down here.  I’m going to have to wait until I dry to go home.”  He glanced at her.  “Do you want to wait with me?”

She should run into the forest and hide, but she didn’t move.  Would it be that dangerous to speak with him for a few moments?  She nodded.  

“Really?  I’m mean, great.  Let’s go over here.  Away from the water.”  He laughed.

It was a lovely sound, rich and deep.  She could listen to it all day.  She followed him over to a patch of sunlight near a large tree.  He stopped and turned his chair to face the lake.  She stayed a few feet away from him and sat, half-facing the water and half-facing him.

“So, what are you doing out here?”

She didn’t answer.  The less she told him the better.

“Okay.  You don’t want to talk.  That’s a change from most girls I know.”  He snickered at his joke.

She raised an eyebrow.  It seemed boys from any class could be idiots.  She readjusted her position to get a better view of him.  He was really good looking, but she couldn’t just stare at him until they dried.  He was bound to ask more questions about her and then she would have to leave, or she could point the conversation back to him.  “Why are you here?”

“It’s my favorite place.  It’s untamed.  Wild.  I used to be like that.”  He looked down at his legs.

“What happened?”  In her camp there had been a little girl whose legs were malformed at birth.  Her father had made a conveyance for her similar to the chair the boy was in, but the Lead Producers had reported her and the Almightys had come and taken her away.

He shrugged.  “I was young and stupid.  I was out exploring with my Guards.  I climbed a tree and fell.  I landed on my back.  Since then I’ve been unable to walk.”

She jumped up.  She was an idiot.  Of course, he wasn’t alone.

“What’s wrong?”  He glanced around.  

“Where are your Guards?”  

“What?  Oh, I don’t have them anymore.”  There was sadness in his tone.  

She sat back down.  She was glad that there weren’t any Guards around, but maybe he should have some.  He would have died if she hadn’t been here today.  “Wouldn’t it be safer if you had them with you?”

“For me, yes.  But not for them.”

“I don’t understand.”  

He stared past her at the lake, his face hardening with anger.  “My dad can be a Grunt’s ass.  He blamed them for my accident and had them killed.”

His father sounded like an Almighty that she did not want to meet.  She stood again.  “I’ve got to go.”

“Don’t.  Please stay.”  He wheeled closer to her.  “I like talking to you.”  He hesitated.  “I don’t have a lot of friends.  We can talk about something else.  Anything.  You name it.”

He was lonely and she wasn’t ready to go back to her tree.  Night would come soon enough.  She crouched.  “What is this place?  Why are these statues here?”

“You picked a good topic.”  He reached into his backpack and pulled out a bag and two bottles of water.  He took a couple of items from the bag and handed it and a water bottle to her.  He took a bite out of one.  “Cookies.  Chocolate chip are my favorite.”

Thank Araldo, she now had water.  Later, she’d figure out a way to keep the bottle.  She took a cookie and studied it.  She wasn’t sure what it was but he was eating it and it smelled good.  She took a small bite. The sweetness was like nothing she had tasted before.  She licked her lips and shoved the rest of it in her mouth.

“Many believe that this place is haunted.”  He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.  “The tale begins hundreds of years ago, after the Great Death.  A family, consisting of a mother, father and two boys, lived here.  The elder boy, Christian, was mighty and strong.  The younger one, Harold, was sickly and weak.”

She glanced at his legs and then quickly back at his face.  He was watching her, his eyes sad.  She wanted to apologize but that would make it worse.  She looked down at the bag of cookies.  

He continued with only a slight hesitation.  “Even though the brothers were very different they were basically a happy family.  Christian spent his days outdoors hunting and fishing and Harold occupied his time with books.  He read everything that he could get his hands on.  Even”—he paused and lean closer to her—“books on the black arts.”  He whispered the last part.

“No,” she said around a mouthful of cookie.  These things were fabulous.  

“Yes, but more about that later.”

She frowned.  She wanted to hear about that now.

“One day the Great Death arrived and took the lives of their mother, father and neighbors.  The world became a harder place and did not have much sympathy for a sickly boy with a love of learning.

“Christian, on the other hand, thrived.  He spent his time working the earth and hunting the small forest creatures that managed to survive the Great Death.”

“Why didn’t the small animals die too?”  She’d never been able to find an answer to that in any of the books that her dad had brought to her.  

“I don’t know.  Maybe because they had a lot of babies whereas the larger animals only have a few at a time.”  He held out his hand for a cookie.  

“That makes sense.  More babies, more chance of survival.”  The bag was getting empty.  She handed him one.

“Just one?” he teased.

She handed him two more and then took a sip of her water before shoving another cookie in her mouth.

“Glad to hear you agree, but back to the story.  Harold could not hunt nor work the earth so he tried to contribute by applying the knowledge that he had to make their lives easier.”  He grimaced.  “It didn’t work so well.  Everything he tried backfired.  He invented a machine to clean their drinking water so that they wouldn’t get sick from it and Christian took ill after the very first cup.”

“Why didn’t they just get their water from an area where it’s running strong?” she asked.

“Why would that matter?”

She frowned at him.  Was he joking?  “The bad stuff can’t grow in fast running water.  Didn’t you know that?”

He puffed out his chest.  “Of course, I did.”

She shook her head, fighting back a smile.  “No, you didn’t.”  She ate the last cookie and handed the empty bag back to him.  She took another sip of her water and slipped the bottle behind some weeds.  She should ask if she could keep it, but she couldn’t risk him saying no.

He stuffed the bag into his backpack, glancing at where she’d hidden the bottle.  “I could go on with other mistakes that Harold made but daylight is disappearing so I’ll jump ahead.”

The shadows of the forest stretched and joined forces, consuming the lingering spots of sunlight.  She wasn’t looking forward to being out here alone in the dark.  The place was creepy.  She let his voice draw her away from her worries.

“Everything would have probably been fine except a woman entered their lives.”  He looked over at her.  “That is always a bad thing in a story.  One woman, two men.”

What was wrong with that?  Her father stopped by a lot but so did Remy.  He had to keep up appearances.  “It can work sometimes.”

He shook his head and laughed.  “No, it can’t.  You’re just too young to understand.”

“I am not.”  She was older than anyone knew.  “My family is like that and we’re fine.”

His voice quieted.  “Really?  You’re alone in the woods.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but what was the point.  He was right.  If Remy were her father she wouldn’t be out here.  She’d be like everyone else.  “Continue with the story, or I have to go,” she snapped and then looked away, embarrassed.  It wasn’t his fault her life was a mess.

“Okay.  Continuing.  The woman, Heather, had been a childhood friend of Harold’s.  She’d gone away to school and had made her way back after the Great Death to see if her parents had survived.”  He shook his head sadly.  “They had not.  She traveled to her nearest neighbor, Christian and Harold.  They were excited to see another living person.  They welcomed her into their house.

“At first everything was good.  The brothers seemed to get along better and some of Harold’s experiments even worked.  But, unfortunately, as with all of these stories, both men fell in love with Heather.  She, of course, could only love one.”

“Why?”  Her mom loved her dad and Remy.

He sighed dramatically.  “You are so young.”

“No, I’m not.  I’m almost seventeen.”  She refused to dwell on why it was important that he think of her as an adult.

“You’re still naive.”  He drummed his fingers on his thigh.  “How can I put this?  Women and men can love many people in many different ways but both can only love one in the way that matters most.”

Now she was more confused.  “What does that mean?”

He rolled his eyes.  “Heather could only marry one.”

“What is marry?”  It was nice that he didn’t seem to mind all her questions.  She’d always been curious and it usually annoyed others.

He dropped his head in his hands, his face turning red.  “It is not my job to tell you this stuff.”

“Tell me what?”

“They wanted to have children together,” he blurted, still covering his face with his hands.

“Oh.  Marry equals mate.”  She paused.  “She could have mated with both.”

His hands slid down to his mouth, as he looked at her, eyes wide.

“Well, they could.  It happens a lot where I come from.  I mean we’re assigned one mate but if that doesn’t take then we’re paired with another.”

“Holy Araldo!  You can’t go back there.”

“Don’t worry.  It won’t happen to me.”  She wasn’t good enough to be paired.

“Oh.  Okay.  Good.”  He took a deep breath and cast a furtive glance at her.  "Let’s get back to the story.  Christian and Heather married and the three lived together.  At first, Harold hid his pain because he loved Heather so much that he just wanted her to be happy.  Then when she became pregnant, Harold spent more and more time with his experiments.  He began to dabble in things that should be left in Araldo’s hands.”

“Like what?”  She moved a little closer to him.  Here was the black magic stuff.

He leaned toward her.  “Like trying to make new creatures by combining the old.  He tried surgeries first but none of his subjects lasted long.  He did evil things.  Like once he took the tail from a squirrel and added it to a small bird.  And the legs of a crow to a squirrel.”

“Ewww,” she said, wrinkling her nose.  

“Ewww indeed, but you need to stop interrupting or I’ll never finish.”

She nodded and wrapped her arms around her knees.  The shadows had stolen the last patch of sunlight from where they sat. 

“Heather’s time came and she delivered a girl.  Sadly, when the child entered the world, the mother exited.  Christian buried Heather right here.”

“At the bottom of the lake?”

He cocked an eyebrow at her.

“Sorry.”  It was hard not to ask questions.  

“At the time, there was no water here.  After he buried Heather, Christian submerged himself in his sadness.  For many months, he sat out here day and night weeping.  Even his newborn daughter could not rouse him from his sorrow.  Harold named her Theresa after their mother and cared for her as if she were his own.  

“After a couple of years, Christian managed to pull himself out of his quicksand of despair and he, Harold and Theresa became a close family.  Theresa, as is only natural, was drawn more and more toward her father.  She liked to do what he did and was quite skilled in physical abilities.

“Then there came a large and terrible storm that lasted several days.  They had to stay indoors in close confines.  Harold witnessed the child that he loved turn toward her father just like her mother had done.  Jealousy churned heavy in his heart.  

“As soon as the storm ended, Christian left to check on the crops and hunt.  Harold took Theresa for a walk.  This area had filled with rain.  Harold carried Theresa into the lake to play.  At first, she was frightened but he showed her that the water could be fun.  After a while, it was time to go back inside.  Theresa wanted to stay.  She threw a fit and yelled that she hated him.  She wanted her father.  Harold felt the old pain from Heather’s rejection again.  He turned and walked away, leaving the little girl by the lake.

“When Christian returned, Harold lied and told him that he had put Theresa down for a nap.  When dinner was ready, Christian went to wake her and realized that she wasn’t in her room.  The brothers began to look for her.  Harold pretended to search the house while Christian scoured the grounds, staying out all night.  The next morning he found her in the lake.”

“Was she okay?”  She bit her lip.  She didn’t have a good feeling about this.

He shook his head.  “She was dead.”

“No.”  She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand.  It was silly to cry over a story, but the tears came anyway.  Theresa had been a baby just like Adam.

“Christian buried her over there.”  He pointed to a statue of a little girl with a butterfly on her hand.  “Then, once again, he began to haunt this place, walking and weeping over all he had lost.

“Harold was devastated and filled with guilt.  He realized, too late, that his love for Theresa outweighed his jealousy.  He convinced himself that this was all Christian’s fault.  His longtime resentment of his brother fueled by his guilt over Theresa heated into hatred and he began to work on a very special experiment.”

She started to ask a question.  He stopped speaking and cocked an eyebrow in her direction.  She clamped her mouth shut.  He grinned and continued with the story.

“A few years after Theresa’s death, Christian pulled himself out of his despondency and decided that he was going to leave.  There was nothing but sad memories left for him here and he was done with sorrow.  That night, on the anniversary of Theresa’s death, Christian told Harold his plans.

“At first, Harold was elated.  He hated Christian and would be glad to see him leave, but then he started thinking why should Christian get to start over?  He already had Heather’s love and Theresa’s.  What did Harold have?  Harold had nothing, nothing but his brother.  Harold begged his brother not to leave but Christian was insistent.  He pleaded with Christian to let him come along, but Christian wanted nothing to remind him of his past.  So, Harold changed his tactics and convinced his brother to stay one more day.

“Harold worked all night on a special dinner.  After they ate, he convinced Christian to walk with him down by the lake, to say a last farewell to Theresa and Heather.  As they neared the lake, Christian began to sweat.”  He leaned closer to her and spoke in a hushed tone.  “His skin began to get clammy.  He started to gasp for air.  Harold, pretending to help, hurried Christian closer to the lake.  When they were close enough he shoved his brother into the water.”  

He finished in a loud voice and she jumped.  He chuckled.  She glared at him and then smiled.  The best thing about these types of stories was the scare.  He stared at her for several moments.  Did she have food on her face?  Her smiled faded.  He blinked a couple of times and quickly looked away.

“Anyway, Christian tried to pull himself out of the lake but he had cried so many tears that the water wanted him and dragged him back into its depths.”

She was unable to keep quiet one more second.  “Did he drown?”

He shook his head.  “No.  Once under water Christian realized that he could breath, but with each breath his body changed a little.  First, gills broke out in slits along his throat.  Then his hands and feet began to change.  They became webbed like flippers.  His skin took on a silver hue and scales appeared.”

“He turned into a fish,” she said.

“Not exactly.  He was still an Almighty but also a fish.”

“What did Harold do?” she asked eagerly.

“At first, Harold thought that his brother had drowned, but then there were signs that something haunted the lake.  Something not quite fish and not quite man.  Harold realized that his potion had worked.  Christian would be forced to stay there forever, alone in the lake.”

“One day when Harold was at the lake, Christian allowed his brother to see him.  Harold laughed and said that the mighty Christian could now be caught in a net or on a fishing line.  No female would ever choose Christian over Harold again.  Harold left the lake promising to visit on a regular basis.”  He stopped and looked at her.

“That’s the end?  Harold won.  That’s not a very good story.”

“Not all evil is punished,” he said and shrugged.

He was right and that made her sad.  “No.  I guess not, but...”

He winked at her.  “I’m not finished.”

“Oh.  Sorry.”  She smiled sheepishly at him.  She’d seen a male Producer wink at Clarabelle once and Clarabelle had told him to quit flirting.  If Jethro was flirting, she wouldn’t tell him to stop.

“What Harold didn’t realize was that Christian was not entirely stuck in the water.  He had gills but also still had lungs.  Late one evening when the moon was full, Christian crept into the house and snuck into Harold’s bed chamber.  Harold slept soundly, peacefully until Christian began to choke him.  Harold woke and fought back.  They struggled and Harold escaped Christian’s hold and raced to his laboratory.  Christian chased after him.  

“Inside the lab, Harold attacked.  He jumped on his brother and tried to pour the contents of a vial over Christian’s head.  Christian overpowered Harold and smashed the container on his brother’s skull.  Harold screamed and smoke poured from his body where the liquid from the bottle touched him.  He shoved away from Christian and ran outside and down to the water.  The elixir burned like fire and he jumped into the lake.  The potion reacted with the water, especially the tears from Christian, and Harold felt his body changing.”

“What did he turn into?”  She leaned closer to him.

“He became slippery and he started to stretch.  He realized that he no longer needed to breathe.  His skin turned green and branched out into thousands of strands.  He became the lake grass.  To this day, fishermen tell of fish being found entangled in the seaweed and drowned.  It is Harold, still trying to catch his brother and kill him.”

Should she tell him about the River-Man?  He probably already knew since he came down here a lot.  “I saw Christian.”

He laughed.  “It’s just an old story.”

She shook her head and stared at the lake.  “No.  I saw him.  Before, in the forest and then again today.  He was in the water when you fell in, waiting.”

“You saw a fish.  The lake is full of them.”

“No.  It was Christian.  Well, it was a River-Man.  You should stay away from the lake.  It’s not safe.”

“Now, you sound like my mother.”  The wind picked up and he shivered.  “It’s getting late.  I should go home.  My clothes are dry enough now.  Do you have somewhere to stay?”

She stood and nodded.  Yeah, in a tree.

“Where?” he asked, concern clear in his blue eyes.

She looked down at her feet but didn’t respond.  She couldn’t tell him.  He’d think she was weird.

“You can stay with me.”  His face turned red.  “Not with me, with me.  I mean, I could sneak you into the house or you could stay outside in our shed.”

She shook her head and started to back away.  She couldn’t leave with him.  He was an Almighty.  “I’ve got to go.”  She turned and headed toward the forest.

“Wait,” he called out.  “Will you be here tomorrow?”  

She halted, her ears tilted back to catch his muffled words.  The loneliness in his voice called to her.  She turned around.  He flashed a smile that lit up his face and almost stole her breath.  She glanced away.  She couldn’t let him see how he made her feel.  Clarabelle would never have told Randy to pretend to like her if they hadn’t known she had a crush on him.  Jethro seemed kinder than they were, but she didn’t want to take the chance.  She looked back at him, composed.  “No.”

His face fell.  “Oh.  Okay.”

She should go, but she didn’t move.  Tomorrow would be a long, lonely day if Mirra didn’t come back.  “I might be able to stick around for another day.  I’m not sure, but maybe.”

“Really?”  He grinned again.  “I’ll come by just in case.  I’ll bring some more cookies.  I can tell you about any of the statues.  They all have stories.”  He glanced around as if not wanting to be overheard and lowered his voice.  “Some even say that the spirts of the statues haunt the secret passages that are all over this place.”

“Secret passages?”  She couldn’t disguise the interest in her voice.

“Tunnels.  I’ve never found any but we could look tomorrow.”  His eyes were hopeful.

She was a fool.  He was an Almighty.  It wasn’t too late.  She should end their friendship now but she couldn’t get the words passed her lips.  She walked into the brush.  Once she was out of sight she extended her claws and jumped onto a tree.  She climbed up to the nearest limb and peeked through the leaves to get another glimpse of the beautiful, Almighty boy.  

Jethro sat for a moment, staring at the where she’d disappeared.  He turned his chair around and wheeled down the path back the way he had come.  There was a splash and Christian’s head popped out of the lake.  He looked up into the trees, his eyes locking with hers and then he disappeared under the water.
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IT WAS ALMOST MIDNIGHT WHEN Troy gathered the supplies he needed and slipped out the door.  The new hole needed to be close to Trinity’s house but as far away from his area as possible.  He headed around the back of the guard shack.  The Lead Producers only monitored the perimeter of the encampment so it would be easier to enter Hector’s section from the interior of the camp.

The lights were out at Millie’s cabin.  Tim and Millie should be in bed, but he’d have to be quiet.  House Servants had excellent hearing and night vision.  He hid in the shadows near the house as the automated light passed.  Several yards away there was a section of the chain-link that was covered by high grass and bushes.  It was perfect but he’d have to move fast.  There was no cover between the cabin and the fence.  He glanced around one last time and darted forward just as the guard shack door opened and two male Producers stepped outside.  He froze for a second and then raced back to the cabin.

The two Producers walked toward the fence.  One had to be Hector but who was the other one?  More important, what were they doing alone at night?  He smiled.  Perhaps, he’d finally uncovered Hector’s secret.  As the two moved farther into the yard, the other Producer’s face was illuminated by one of the fires burning near the perimeter.  It was Hector’s son who’d been promoted to Lead Producer a few months back and was learning the job.  He sighed.  He should have known that Hector wasn’t breaking the rules.

“Make sure to examine every inch of the fence,” said Hector.  “Troy reported strange noises the other night and a Lead Producer’s most important responsibility is to make sure his area is secure.”

Shit, shit and more shit.  He wanted to slap his hand against his head or maybe, pound it into Hector’s thick skull.  He was not going to be able to do this now, maybe, not at all.  He would have to find out exactly when and how often Hector inspected the perimeter.  He waited for them to go back inside before heading toward his station.

He’d just entered the maze of boxes when he heard the moans.  He stopped, grinning.  His night was looking up.  He quietly placed his tools behind a crate and crept forward, following the sound.  He may not be able to take care of the hole tonight, but unless he was mistaken, he’d soon have the information he needed to persuade Bell to support Remy for re-pairing.

The next morning Troy ditched out of work a little early.  He and Bell were on the same shift and he wanted to catch the other Lead Producer at work.  Last night had been very informative.  Clarabelle was not untried.  By the activities that he’d witnessed, she hadn’t been for some time.  He pressed his hand against his mouth and pinched the smirk off his lips before entering the guard shack.

“Good morning, Bell, Butch,” he said jovially.

Bell stopped talking to the other Lead Producer and glared at him.  “Skipping your duties again, I see.”

They were supposed to update their replacement with an hour-by-hour rundown, but it was a tedious waste of time.  Nothing ever happened.  “On the contrary, I discovered something very interesting last night, but I think we should discuss it in private.”

Bell’s eye’s narrowed.  “Very well.  I’ll speak with you at my home in...”

“Here would be better.  I don’t think you want your mate or daughter overhearing this conversation.”  He’d been waiting his lifetime for an opportunity like this and he was going to enjoy making the older Lead Producer sweat.

Bell studied him for a moment and nodded.  “Butch, go check on your mate.  Hopefully, she’s feeling better.”

Troy turned toward Butch, his face a mask of concern.  “What’s wrong with Tulip?”  He really couldn’t care less about Butch’s mate but it was never a bad idea to collect good favor.

Butch blushed a bit.  “Her first breeding.  She’s having a rough time of it.”

“Tina did the same.  She makes a special soup.  It helped her.  If you’d like, I’ll have her make some for Tulip.” 

“That would be very kind, thank you.”

“Be back in fifteen minutes,” interrupted Bell.  “Nothing Troy has to say can take longer than that.”

His lips twitched.  He really couldn’t hide the smirk any longer.  “Fifteen minutes should be time enough.”

As soon as Butch left, Bell sat.  “What do you want?”

He glanced at the chair across from the other Lead Producer.  “May I?”

“If you must.”

He sat.  It was a shame he couldn’t drag this out a bit, but fifteen minutes would have to do.  “Let’s get right to it, shall we.”

Bell waved his hand in a “get-on-with-it” fashion.

“We both know that Millie is going to be retired this year and I want you to back Remy for re-pairing.”

Bell burst out laughing.  “Why would I do that?  Remy hasn’t produced a viable Producer in years.  No, let me correct that.  Ever.”

His muscles tensed.  Remy could sire a fine specimen of a Producer if he’d just try.  It infuriated him that the others thought so little of Remy because of Tim.  “Remy’s past performances don’t matter.  What’s important is that you support him.”

Bell leaned forward.  “Again.  Why would I do that?”

He shifted closer until only inches separated the two.  “To save your reputation and your daughter.”  A few more minutes and the sweat would start.

For a second, pure hatred flashed in Bell’s eyes.  It was almost enough to cause Troy to jerk backward, but he held still and let his own mask drop.

Bell’s eyes widened slightly, but then he leaned back, crossing his legs.  “What secret do you think you have on us?”

“I don’t think I have a secret.  I know I do.  Last night, I witnessed Clarabelle mating with Randy”—he paused and leaned back—“several times in several different positions.”

Bell inhaled sharply, but his face remained impassive.  “You and who else?”

His lips twitched.  Bell thought he had an escape.  “Just me.”

“My daughter was home last night.  My mate will swear to it.  It will be your word against ours.”

He shook his head, very slowly to let the unspoken message sink in.

“You wouldn’t.”  Bell paled.  

He grinned.  The sweat would start pouring out of the other Lead Producer now.  “I would.”  No one had ever informed the Almightys about pre-list mating unless a female was pregnant and it was too far away from the reading of the List, but he would.  “I’ll call for a purity check.”

“Others besides Clarabelle will suffer.”

He shrugged.  Nothing mattered to him except Remy.

“We have always passed the pregnancies off as a youthful indiscretion of only a few.  If you do this, the Almightys will...”

“Find out that almost all our youths are partaking in pre-list mating.”  He leaned forward again.  “And what do you think Benedictine will do to his favorite Lead Producer then?  He’ll know that this has been going on for a long, long time and that either you are incompetent or deceitful.”  He scratched his chin.  “For which offense do you think he’ll hurt you worse?”

“You’d really do this?”

He shrugged again.  “Not if you support Remy for re-pairing.”

Bell stood and walked over to the counter and picked up an almost empty pitcher.  “I have a little sun tea left from last night.  Would you like some?”

The other Lead Producer must be very worried if he was offering to share his tea.  Bell was notoriously stingy with his special brew.  He considered telling Bell that this false politeness was a waste of time and that he would not negotiate, but he really did want to try the tea.  “Yes, thank you.”

Bell emptied the pitcher into two glasses, filling them each about half-full.  He poured some more water in the jar and then took a blue bag out of his pocket.  “Pardon me, for a moment.  I have to get tonight’s batch brewing.”  He sprinkled some of the contents from the bag into a thin cloth and then dropped it into the pitcher.  He placed the jar where it would get sun and carried the glasses over to the chairs and handed him one.

He sniffed it.  “Smells lovely.”  He took a small sip.  It really was a wonderful blend.  “Delicious.  What do you use?”

Bell took a drink.  “Family secret.  It promotes longevity and fertility.  Plus, it helps me stay awake.  I drink an entire pitcher every shift.”  After several moments Bell continued.  “I don’t think I mentioned it, but a few months ago Benedictine told me about an update to the tracking device program.”

He stilled.  Everyone was implanted with a tracking device when they were paired but what did that have to do with this conversation?

Bell scratched his head.  “It was interesting.  The new device would inform the Almightys of every step that we took, not just where we were at that moment”—he leaned forward—“but where we had been for every minute of every day and for how long we were there.”

His hand trembled.  That would mean public execution for him and Remy.  He couldn’t let Bell see his fear.  He rested the glass on his leg.  

“Benedictine wanted to know if I thought we should implement it in camp.”  Bell leaned back and took another sip of his tea.  “I was, of course, concerned.  I’m not incompetent.  I know what our youngsters are up to.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “I also know what many of the others in camp are doing.”  He leaned forward again.  “You are not the only one who collects secrets.  I just don’t barter mine so cheaply.”

Sweat trickled down his spine.  He had to remain calm and think this through.  He did not have a device like that inside of him.  It was impossible.  “Why are you telling me this?  Benedictine didn’t update our tracking program.”

“Why would you assume that?”  Bell tipped his head.  

Something wasn’t right.  Bell was too calm.  “I’ve only had surgery once to install the original device.”  He smiled.  “To my knowledge, no one else has gone in for additional surgeries either.”

“Do you recall the name of that other Almighty?  The young one.  Benedictine complains about him all the time.”  Bell tapped his finger against his lip.  “Hugh something-or-other.  His mother is Sarah.  I’m sure you remember her.  She used to come by the camp with extra food and clothes for the needy.  A sweet, kind Almighty.”  He shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter.  What is important is that this Hugh didn’t invent a new device, but an update.  It is very tiny and it only requires that you swallow it.  Somehow, it merges with the original.”

Bile rose in his throat.  Every month they were given a dose of vitamin water.

Bell finished his tea and walked to the counter.  “I told Benedictine that I did not think the expense would be worth it.”  He turned and looked at him.  “I said that we were too well behaved, boring really, for the cost.”

The tension fled his body.  He was safe.

“Don’t give me reason to change my mind.”

He stood, handing his mostly full glass to Bell.  “Of course not.”  He walked to the door and then stopped.  “Sorry.  I’m sure I was mistaken about last night.”

Bell nodded.

He stepped outside, relief and then hatred washing through him.  This was not over.  He couldn’t report Clarabelle without Bell making a counter move, but Bell didn’t know about Trinity’s escape.  Hector was safe.  He would dig the hole in Bell’s section but he had to plan this correctly.  Bell wasn’t stupid.  If a security breach was discovered in his area, he might be able to persuade Benedictine that it happened during someone else’s watch.  No.  First, he had to ruin Bell’s reputation.  Then, when they found the hole, Bell would suffer.
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CHAPTER 10
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TRINITY AWOKE TO THE GRAY MIST OF DAWN.  She stretched, scraping her claws into the bark above her head.  Last night had been long.  Every time she’d drifted off, some noise would startle her awake.  She really didn’t like being alone out here.  She untied the rope around her chest and stuffed it and her blanket into her backpack.  She shivered and ran her hands up and down her arms.  Winter would be here soon.  Hopefully, by then she’d be in a nice warm cabin and not still wandering the woods with Gaar and Mirra.

She strapped the backpack over her shoulders and crawled farther up the tree.  Gaar said there was no reason to rush to death’s embrace; the smart prey waited before it moved from its resting spot.  She found a branch that gave her a clear view of the area.  Fog hung heavy over the lake, making it difficult to see.  She waited.  As the sun rose, the area cleared.  Everything looked normal.  She shimmied down to the ground.  

When would Jethro show up?  It’d been afternoon when he’d arrived yesterday.  That was a long time away.  She needed something to do.  She could explore the other side of the lake.  Maybe, she’d even find one of the secret passages.  Gaar had said that the area was safe.  She ignored the tiny voice in her head reminding her that he also said she should stay in the tree.  She’d just entered the brush near the lake when she heard the rhythmic squeaking of Jethro’s chair.  At least she was pretty certain it was his chair.  She ducked behind some tall weeds just in case.

Jethro rolled out of the forest and into her line of sight.  “Little One, are you here?”

He’d come back.  She hadn’t been positive that he’d keep his word.  The day suddenly seemed full of promise.  She stepped into the clearing and he turned toward her.  He was exquisite with the sun shining behind him making strands of his black hair look blue like his eyes.  

He smiled at her.  “There you are.”

She glanced away, suddenly shy.  She had to remember that he was an Almighty.

“So, what do you want to do today?”  He moved over to a fallen tree.  “I brought breakfast.”  He began rummaging through his backpack.  

She was hungry.  Hopefully, he’d brought more cookies.  She followed and positioned herself on the other side of the tree.  He pulled a container of water out of his backpack and handed it to her.  She took a drink.  She’d retrieved the other bottle after he’d left and had finished it late last night.  He put another bottle on the trunk and then some strawberries, grapes and two items wrapped in paper.

He held out one of the wrapped things for her.  When she didn’t move closer to take it, he frowned, removed the paper and took a bite.  Her stomach grumbled.  She moved closer and grabbed a bunch of the grapes.  After she finished them, she started eating the strawberries.
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