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        Book 1 in the Relic Saga

      

      

      When Duff Roman turns 18, he's forced to leave the orphanage and venture into the deadly jungles on Planet Kalecca. With the Company's control suffocating the orphanage, Duff's only hope lies in finding a valuable Relic to sell. But as he navigates the treacherous landscape, he's pursued by a ruthless assassin and must confront the harsh realities of his world. 

      Can Duff survive long enough to save his family and find a way out?

      

      Genre: Science Fantasy, Adventure

      

      New in this Edition:

      The story has undergone a slight expansion, featuring a new opening chapter and updates to Chapter 27.

      

      Trigger Warning

      This book contains death (non-graphic), violence, child neglect, emotional distress, and creepy crawlies.
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      The acrid jungle air thickened with the sweet, unmistakable scent of baked bread and fish. Z's gut twisted into intricate knots. Demons.

      Scrabbling into the tiny cave, Z moved with haste. The sooner he got to his crew, the more likely they would be to survive. He couldn't call out with the demons so close. If they heard him, they'd sneak attack and rip everyone to pieces.

      Unable to see in the flickering firelight, he slipped on a patch of loose gravel. Sweat broke out on his back. He was running out of time. Grabbing the wall to steady himself, he listened. Did they hear him? What he wouldn't give for a flashlight, but the demons could sense any tech and use it to seek out his crew.

      When his eyes adjusted to the dark, he could make out two figures huddled next to the small fire. Relief loosened the worry in his chest. The demons hadn’t snuck into the cave and gotten to the crew before he did.

      Rin stood over James, who rocked back and forth on the ground on the other side of the fire. Her dark hair covered her face, but she wasn’t touching him, so this episode must be bad. James could get violent from touch if he was too far lost in the time currents.

      "What happened?" Z asked softly. He needed to calm James and get the crew out of the cave. It was their only chance.

      Rin turned and grimaced at him. Her pale face and pressed lips sent tingles up his spine, and he guessed what she was going to say.

      "He touched a Relic before I could grab it."

      His heart stumbled. Shit. If James touched the Relic, he could spiral into a full-blown, Seer-crazy episode. Z had just one shot to break James out of his spiral. They would have to get the Relic away, distract James, and remind him who he was.

      Meeting Rin's gaze, Z flicked his gaze to the little black rectangle with two small reels clutched in the man's hands, then back to Rin.

      She nodded. James would be pissed, but hopefully she’d be able to grab the Relic and hide it.

      Z gently touched James’s shoulders and squeezed. "I know this is hard, but I need you to see me in the here and now. Demons are in the area. We need to move."

      With a soft whine, the Seer slowly straightened, his gaze darting toward Z's as he turned, his movements hesitant. Z kept his hand firmly on James’s shoulder, guiding him as he turned. The way James’s eyes clouded with confusion and fear made Z swallow hard. Would he get his friend back?

      “James, we’re friends."

      James's gaze slowly cleared and changed back nearer to normal.

      Z gave a subtle nod to Rin, who darted in and grabbed the Relic from James’s hand.

      James blinked rapidly, then narrowed his eyes. His face twisted in rage. "Mine."

      Leaning closer, Z tried again. "James," he said sternly. "We have to go. Now. Demons."

      For a moment, he was sure his friend hadn't heard a word. James didn't move. He didn't respond, not even a blink. But, as Rin's feet began to shuffle restlessly, the man let out a shaky breath.

      "Okay. You're right. Let's go." He stood up on wobbly legs. Z put James’s arm over his shoulder to steady him. If they could get into the jungle, they still had a shot.

      "We have to be quick and quiet." Z didn't say it might already be too late. The Seer was already at the edge of losing his cool.

      The clatter of items being tossed into a bag and the faint hiss of the fire getting put out sounded behind him. The little bit of light disappeared. Rin would take up the rear. If Malcolm were here, they'd be in a better position to fight, but Malcolm was a day away getting supplies.

      Z froze at the entrance of the cave. They had not been quiet, but so far he didn't hear demons close by. He wouldn't if the demons were alerted and stalking his crew. The miasma of demons hung heavy in the air. They were close.

      Guiding James deeper into the Jungle, Z followed the twisted path they'd first cut. That course was a gamble. While following the trail allowed them to move faster and quieter, if the demons had already found their trail, his crew would end up ambushed.

      Each faint crunch beneath their feet had Z holding his breath for a moment, struggling to hear outside noises over the sound of his roaring heart. Each muttered word from James made him cringe. Every shadow twisted in his mind to be a leering demon face.

      The scent had faded, but that could be desensitization from being so close to it for so long.

      After a few minutes, Z paused in a glade to get his bearings. James stepped ahead and squatted down to poke at something on the ground. If Z's mental map was correct, there should be a river--

      A black form crossed between the men. Z ripped out his sword and swung without a second thought. The demon's black blood splattered and its head went flying. James screamed as the caustic liquid covered his back. Chittering, hissing, and cracking rose behind him.

      As his heart rate kicked up, he grabbed James's arm. "Run!"

      The leaves and branches slapped and scratched his face and arms. He swung his sword to make a new path direct to the river and pulled James, forcing him to follow. The river should just be ahead. Rin brought up the rear, but the extra crashes and footfalls made it clear she wasn’t alone.

      Z could handle three or four himself. With Rin, they might be able to survive a half dozen. The noise level promised more than a dozen.

      The plants thinned, and he could make out the sparkling water ahead. Dark shapes closed in from all sides.

      Bursting forward and forcing his leaden legs to move, he jumped into the river. The cold water surrounded him, and he gripped his sword and James tighter. James sputtered and yelled, but the rushing water would flush the burns.

      Another splash sounded as Rin joined them.

      Z half swam and half jumped off the rocks to get them toward the other side. The demons probably could not cross. He looked back.

      At least fifty demons paced up and down along the shore where they'd entered. The demons hissed and snarled. They looked like a cross between a lizard, a porcupine, and a cat and luckily had a cat's dislike of water.

      He pushed James up the bank on the other side and scrambled after him. They needed to keep going before the demons found a way across the river.

      James stood and stabbed his finger toward Rin. "If you hadn't taken it, I could go home."

      She blinked at him, probably having no idea what to say.

      Seers were involuntarily brought from Earth's past to Kalecca, just like Relics. The two were linked. Crews with Seers found Relics in the jungle and could eke out a living.

      However, Seers didn't handle the transition to this world well. That connection to Relics that made them so valuable to the crew also made them unstable. Most Seers were able to see time-streams, some mix of the past, present, and rarely the future.

      Once they couldn't tell one reality from another, the company put them in the Seer hut in Wolf Haven to eventually die. As far as Z had ever found out, no Seer had ever gone home. They went to a crew until they touched too many Relics, then to the Seer hut, or died in the jungle.

      Z didn't want that fate for his friend.

      "Malcolm should be back by sunset." Z pointed to the east. “We can make it to the rendezvous point by then.”

      Rin slipped ahead into the trees. They needed to get farther from the river, find shelter, get dry, and clean their gear.

      James’s gaze was not quite back to his normal crabby one. He looked so lost and confused that Z did the only thing he could think of to help. He hugged his friend. As they hugged, Z couldn't shake off the feeling of guilt and responsibility for James’s fate. He had dragged his friend into the jungle, and now James was paying the price. Z's inner demons whispered that he wasn't a good man, claiming he was just using the Seer. What choice did he have? It was that or they all starved.

      James pulled back, his eyes wide and his lips trembling. "I'm scared, Z. I'm scared of losing myself."

      Z forced a reassuring smile. "We'll get through this together."

      The jungle closed in around them, shadows deepening into ominous whispers. Z quickened his pace, his heart heavy.
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      Duff Roman woke to the screeching death of a swamp bug on the zapper in the rafters far above his head. Poor guy. The bug didn’t belong here anymore—and neither did he.

      With his eighteenth birthday came the harsh reality of being cast out into the unforgiving world, where one mistake could mean capture by demons, enslavement by the Company, or worse—being left to rot in the jungle with no hope of rescue.

      This was his last day in the orphanage. Resignation tightened his shoulders. If he tried to stay past sundown, the Company would confiscate his belongings and banish him into the jungle outside of Wolf Haven. No gear in the jungle was a death sentence. Even if the demons didn’t get him, the other indigenous life didn’t generally like humans.

      A slight sound drew his gaze to the closest of five other occupied beds in the middle of the room. In the darkened room he could only see the vague outline of Simon on his bed. The darkness hid the rest of the kids’ beds and the pile of scrap beds in the corner.

      Were the other kids awake? He held his breath, but heard nothing else.

      It would be easier for everyone if he left before they woke up. Sheila was still too young to understand why he had to leave. Matilda would understand, because she would be the next one forced out. Simon and the twins, even though they would hide it, would be hurt that Duff hadn’t gotten into one of the Family caste and brought them along. They didn’t understand that if he’d gotten into a Family he’d have to prove himself first. And that might take years. No, he was much better off leaving before anyone woke up. It would be one less meal against the orphanage account and would make the money last a little longer.

      If Duff was quiet and fast, he might be able to leave his bed. When he moved, the bed creaked. Once he was gone, they’d probably add his bed to the growing pile of unusable beds in the corner. If they got more kids, they’d have to build a bed from the broken parts.

      He reached under his pillow for his tool kit and snapped it onto his belt. His dad had said to always keep his tools handy.

      Even with the windows darkened so they could sleep, Duff only had a minute or two to get up before he was caught. He slipped out of his bed, hooked his finger in his boot leather, and tried to sneak out of the room before anyone else woke up. His bag was already packed and by the front door.

      A light flipped on. His heart jumped and he gasped, nearly blind.

      “Happy birthday.” Little Sheila grinned her broken-toothed grin. She danced on her toes. Her too-big nightgown hung on her slight frame. She’d been even tinier when she’d first come to the orphanage. Affection and pride warmed him.

      “Birthday! Birthday!” Matty, one of the twins cheered, his skinny arms up and dark bed-head hair up too. He’d miss the twins’ mischief.

      “Awww. It’s a birthday, can’t we stay in bed?” Marty, the other twin, threw the covers over his head.

      “Did you want to be abed when demons break into town?” Simon made a face, sticking out his tongue. He was always a bucket of sunshine. Always so serious. He was the third oldest.

      “That’d never happen, the town has protections.” Matty frowned, glancing at Duff. “It does, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes, but Kalecca doesn’t like us humans so we should always be prepared,” Duff said. He knew firsthand how dangerous the planet was. They all did or they wouldn’t be here.

      Matilda squinted. Her honey-colored ponytail swayed. “But this is his eighteenth birthday. You know what that means.”

      Duff’s stomach plunged. Yup, he sure did. Even though Matilda was a year younger, she acted like the pragmatic older sister he’d never had. Once he left, it would be up to her to watch out for the kids.

      Sheila’s cold little hand wrapped around his finger. Her other thumb reached toward her mouth. “What does it mean, Duffy?”

      Matilda met his eyes. She knew what it meant. Simon too had seen previous kids leave. He looked away from Duff, his shoulders slumping. The three youngest were too young to remember.

      He cleared his throat to get rid of the lump lodged there. Sheila gazed at him expectantly. Even though life had been rough on her, she was still so innocent of the world. What fact could he tell her? He was now too old to be their protector because he was too old to live in the orphanage. He couldn’t tell them that none of the Families wanted him. If a Family didn’t want an orphan, the orphan’s odds of survival were dismal. Someday, just a few years away, this would be all of their fates.

      Unless a Family wanted them. If he’d been a girl he would’ve had better odds of getting into one. The only orphan he’d known that had gotten into a Family had been a pretty red-headed girl.

      And there would always be new orphans for the Families to choose from as the still wild planet fought for its freedom.

      He opened his mouth to release the cold hard truth of being an orphan on planet Kalecca.

      Sheila must have seen something in his face because she paled and stuck her thumb in her mouth, sending his heart tumbling. She’d know soon enough; there was no reason to break her heart today. Besides, one Family still hadn’t responded to his formal request. He knew the odds were against him, but he still had hope. He’d done odd jobs for this Family, so they knew something about him.

      “It means everyone gets cake,” Duff said, his voice gruff.

      Shrieks and high-pitched chatter pierced the air, shattering the somber mood like crystal. The thought of what would happen to each of them pushed back for the moment.

      That last Family had to want him. He could offer them his tech repair skills. He was good.

      “The first one to be cleaned and ready with no fighting gets the biggest piece,” Duff said loudly so he could be heard above the din.

      Sheila jumped up and down, her brown pigtails leaping in counterpoint. The joy in her bright blue eyes eased some of his unease. “Me! Me!”

      The kids tucked blankets on their beds, dressed, and raced down the stairs. In a few minutes, only Matilda and Duff were still upstairs.

      “What will you do today?” Matilda stood by her bed. She meant would he take a non-Family job. She meant where would he sleep tonight.

      He didn’t really want to consider an independent crew. Once you joined a crew, a Family wouldn’t touch you. Most of the crews starved just as much as the people who stayed in town. Z-crew was the only independent crew that made out well. Rumors flew about what that crew did to survive. Everything from slavery to bushwhacking other crews. Once someone joined Z-crew, they were even more of an outcast than an orphan.

      “I have one more application out,” Duff said.

      “No Family is going to want any of us.” Matilda straightened out her bed and tucked the corners. Her hands smoothed down the worn blanket. She didn’t look at him. “Well, maybe the twins because of twin luck.”

      “Not after what happened to their family.” He made sure his voice was low so there was no chance that the boys would overhear.

      Chants of “Cake! Cake!” floated up from downstairs.

      “We’d better get down there before they try to use that replicator you wasted your company credit installing.” Matilda’s gaze darted to his face, maybe testing the truth of her statement.

      Duff froze, but then forced himself to fold his blankets instead of making his bed. “That was donated.”

      “No one cares about us.” Matilda crossed her arms. “I know you’ve been doing odd jobs for years so that we get cake on our birthdays.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His gut twisted.

      “You’d have been better off using the money to buy yourself equipment.” Matilda moved on to tuck in the next bed in the line. “That might’ve gotten you on one of the better freelance teams.”

      He did know that, but he also knew what it’d been like growing up in this orphanage. Every person he saw in town, including the Seers, were better off than he’d been. It seemed so wrong that those time-torn crazy Seers were treated better and had better food than the orphans. There’d been nothing to keep his spirits up with kid after kid leaving and never coming back.

      When he’d been old enough, he’d decided he could change that. His dad had taught him how to fix electronics. He’d done the disgusting jobs, like cleaning the Seer hut, to get a base set of tools and then, once he proved he actually could fix stuff, he’d moved on to slightly better paying jobs.

      The lump lodged back in his throat. He shook his head. “Should I see if I can get into Z-crew?”

      “Anyone but them. Z is gonna get his whole crew killed.” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “You are a good man. A fool, but a good man.”

      Being a good man was important. It was hard to say if she thought he was a fool for considering Z-crew, the most notorious of crews, or a fool for caring about his family. Probably Z-crew. Matilda hated Z for some reason.

      He distributed his blanket to Sheila’s bed. She got cold at night. He placed his pillow on Simon’s bed, even though Simon was a pain. Simon’s pillow was even flatter than the one Duff was about to give him. He could’ve taken his blanket and pillow with him, but the kids needed them more.

      Matilda stood by the bed, staring at the wall of windows. Once the sun was high enough, the blackout pane would slide away and let the light in. Matilda’s arms wrapped around her middle. She wasn’t thinking about windows. Or him probably. She was probably thinking about whatever had put the dark circles under her eyes.

      Duff tilted his head and listened. “It’s far too quiet.”

      Matilda grabbed his arm. “When you get out there, remember to stay true to you. And if you find your place, come back for us.” She leaned over and pressed a small, closed mouth kiss on his cheek. “For me?”

      Warmth radiated to his chest. Matilda almost never touched anyone.

      “I will. I’ll figure out how to save us all.” He reached to pull her closer into a hug, but, as always, she fled. This time to the top of the stairs.

      “You’re right. They are far too quiet.” She gave a nervous titter, her face lost in the shadows, and she disappeared down the stairwell.

      He ran his hand along Matty’s bed. His finger caught on a hole in the worn fabric. This would be the last time he’d ever sleep in this room. The room blurred with the next blink. No matter what happened today, this room, with the dozen beds and creaky floors would be in his past. He would sleep somewhere else tonight. Worst case, he’d find someplace to hide for a night or maybe someone would take pity on him.

      He clenched the blanket in his fist and took a deep shuddering breath. No, the only way to survive this was to stick to the plan. The last Family had to respond by today, so it was possible he could be in a compound by nightfall. He’d get in with a Family and find Relics.

      Only two things had value to the company: company credits and Relics. If he were lucky enough to find a Relic he could sell it to the company and have enough money to live for half a year. But they were hard to find in the wide swaths of jungle. Only the Seers were able to hone in on them. He’d overheard it had something to do with the fact that both Seers and Relics had traveled through time. If he could find a Relic, he could prove himself to a Family and he’d find a way to save the orphans.

      He moved his bed away from the wall. Behind the bed frame, was a small cubby hole that held a picture of a slim dark-haired couple holding a baby. The woman grinned with sparkling eyes and teeth showing. The man’s nose had been busted many times, but the picture captured his dad looking at his wife with a warm and worshipful expression.

      He’d been told he looked like his dad with the frown and worry-lines, but his brown eyes were from his mom. This picture was the last thread that linked him back to when he’d been wanted. If he took it out, wherever he went it would be with him. If he left it behind it would be safe, but he wouldn’t see it again.

      Finally, he decided he’d keep his past here and hope someday he’d be able to come back and claim it when he was settled.

      He hid the cubby hole with his bed frame, put his forehead against the wall.

      “Bye, guys, I would rather you stay safe.”

      He had to be tough and smart. If he made the wrong move he’d end up dead. Right now he was the only adult to care about the kids. The orphanage would revert back to the place he remembered as a kid. A place filled with starvation and no hope of anything better. He took one last glance around and then he walked down the stairs.

      The kids were gathered around the simple wooden table. The low hum of the replicator seemed like a sonic boom in the quiet room. The twins held hands, white knuckled. Even Sheila had her hands fisted in her dress. Unease thrilled through him, running up his back. When Sheila stepped toward him, he saw a white envelope on the table. It was the response he’d been waiting for. This envelope was his answer from the final Family.

      His heart dropped and he walked forward. The kids parted before him until his thighs bumped the table.

      “Do you think they said yes?” Sheila whispered, giving voice to what they were all thinking.

      “Let’s get cake.” Duff didn’t want to touch the envelope. He’d fantasized too long and this was his last hope. If this was a rejection, he’d have to decide his second plan. Every other plan he could think of left him destitute and the orphanage with no hope of protection.

      “No, we want to know,” the twins said in unison. They still held hands.

      “If you get into a Family you might be able to get us in.” Simon gnawed his fingernail.

      Duff picked up the envelope. It fluttered back to the table. He clenched his hands for a moment to control the shaking. Then picked up the envelope again.

      He tried not to look at the expectant faces around him. The clasped hands, upturned faces, wide hopeful eyes that were bound to be disappointed. The envelope was too light. His stomach twisted. The nineteen other rejects had felt the same way. He didn’t want to open it here. He’d need time to school his expression so as to not frighten the kids.

      The replicator beeped and emitted a flash of blue light. An elaborately tiered cake with light green frosting appeared in the middle of the table.

      Matilda stepped up and set a stack of plates on the table. The chipped blue one was on top. Each color and even which way the crack aligned could send a message. She must have known no matter what the letter was, he wouldn’t want to open it in front of the kids. The last letters he’d opened in private. “Who was the first one down?”

      “I was. I was.” Sheila jumped up and down, waving her hands.

      “No, me.” Marty jumped between Sheila and Matilda.

      Soon all the kids jumped around as they argued and pushed about who should get the biggest piece. Duff tucked the envelope into his shirt.

      Matilda didn’t have to wave him away; the blue plate on top meant she was sorry. She’d probably guessed it was a rejection by its weight. The crack pointed at the door was their private sign for “She had this, go do what he had to do”. If the crack had been pointed to the stairs it would have meant she’d left something for his eyes only upstairs. If it had been pointing to the replicator it would have been a reminder for a forgotten treat. If the plate were ever upside down or red, Matilda was in trouble and needed help.

      He stepped out of the kitchen into the small back porch and leaned against the wall. The humidity hit him like a wet sock. He had about five minutes before they devoured the cake and came looking for him. They’d find him instantly unless he fled out of their little fenced yard. Their small bit of safe space.

      Duff took a deep breath. Slowly he pulled the envelope apart bit by bit, until the flap was opened. All he had to do was take out the slip. His stomach clenched. Another deep breath and he pulled out the folded piece of paper. The harsh sound was his breathing. This was it. He just needed to open it to find out. The paper seemed to open at a jungle slug’s pace. Then the words focused.

      A rejection. The last Family had rejected his application.

      His lungs squeezed and he couldn’t catch his breath.

      What could he do? The odd jobs wouldn’t cover a place to stay. He could no longer help support the orphanage. The small amount of money they got in donations barely covered food for one person at the company’s prices. That left Matilda with few options. There were plenty of men who’d looked at her. She hadn’t seemed interested. Would she have to make a choice she didn’t want to make to support the orphanage? Guilt made it hard to breathe.

      Maybe he did need to look more closely at the independent crews. They were dangerous. He’d have to hope he could find a reputable one and that they’d find Relics. His heart raced and the world grew warm. Neither option pointed to him surviving long.

      He crumpled the note and shoved it in his pocket. Just as he stood up, a sharp buzz pierced the air. It took him a moment to realize that the buzzing that surrounded him wasn’t just in his head.

      The town alarm. The town was under attack by demons.
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      Z had left his crew at the river and trekked down the path back to Wolf Haven. He swung his machete to widen the path. The tart smell of cut jungle grass clung to his taste buds making him long for a drink. It’d been less than a week since they’d been in town and already the jungle had swallowed most of the path.
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