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Chapter 1

 

The wind picked up, sending a galaxy-swirl of dust through the air. Vex pulled her scarf up over her face, coughing out the acrid scent of the stuff. The light turned amber as the dust formed a curtain in front of the slowly setting sun. It would be getting dark soon. She had to finish this and get back to shelter.

She stared down at the bleeding man lying in the patch of scrubby brown grass at her feet. The grass grew that way these days—any green quickly got bleached out by the unforgiving wind, the scorching sun, the toxic soil. The soil most of all. It hated green things now, had since before Vex was born. It was the fault of the bombs, meant to render the enemies’ land uninhabitable, to starve them out by killing their crops. The problem was, everyone was someone’s enemy, and they all had to live on the same dead land now.

The people grew this way too, short and scrawny like the woman at her feet. Skinny little breakable bones, sad little pleading faces. Easy prey for whatever predator came along, human or animal. Vex hadn’t been the one to make this one bleed, not that it mattered. If she had been, she would have ended it quickly.

“Please,” the man rasped, if it was a man. The high, thin voice could have belonged to a woman, and the speaker’s body was too withered to tell. Whatever supplies he had on him would be meager at best, but it was the best she was going to get today. A waste of a day.

The man was still talking. “Please.” Sharp blue eyes, shockingly lucid, met hers. “Help me.”

She pulled out her knife. The man’s eyes grew round with fear.

A quick slash across the throat, a dance back to avoid getting any bloodstains on her tattered boots. A few quick seconds, and then the man had nothing to be afraid of anymore. He had asked for help, and that was the best help she had to offer. She had given him something valuable, really. Oblivion was kinder than the slow and painful recovery that would have awaited him, assuming he could have recovered at all.

But that wasn’t why she had done it.

She knelt, avoiding the blood rapidly soaking into the parched soil. She burrowed long fingers into his pockets. His clothes were threadbare and greasy, and her fingers came away powdered with several layers of dirt.

When she was done with her search, she sat back and surveyed her bounty, such as it was. Half a bottle of water. The bottle was the old plastic kind, pitted and dented but still somehow intact. And a few scraps of jerky wrapped in a dirty cloth. It had a suspicious smell—whether the smell came from the cloth or the meat, she couldn’t say. Either way, she couldn’t afford to be picky. She popped all the strips into her mouth at once.

She guzzled the water next, too thirsty to worry about making it last. It tasted sharp and bitter. But there was none of the muddy, organic taste that meant she’d be puking her guts up in a few hours. It was probably safe. And if not… well, she wouldn’t deny that sometimes being done with all this sounded easier.

She felt over the man’s bony corpse one more time. It was already growing colder, turning from a living being to meat for the scavengers—the other scavengers. The animals that would take what was left after she had picked the body clean.

She didn’t find anything else. She stood with a sigh. Not quite as much of a waste as she had thought—she had a little food in her belly, enough to keep the worst of the hunger pangs at bay. And those few swallows of water would keep her going until tomorrow. But not a good day, either. She couldn’t remember the last good day she’d had, when she found more food than she could eat in one sitting, when she drank enough water that she no longer craved it. She was beginning to think those days were just a dream she’d had.

She turned away from the body. It was a long walk back to the shelter she’d been using, an old half-rotted house in the dead forest. She had only come out this far because she’d heard there were people living out this way. People with usable farmland and enough food to stockpile. But the only living soul she’d found so far was this man, and he wasn’t living anymore.

But something had made him bleed.

She looked down the road that led toward home—her current home, at any rate, not that she was attached to the sad little house with its stink of rot in the walls. Then she turned to look the other way, toward the setting sun. She didn’t know what lay that way. Maybe only more wide-open spaces, with nothing to shelter her from the animals that came out at night—or the humans, either. The ones who hunted at night were scarier than she could ever hope to be. Her knife wouldn’t protect her against them.

But it was a long walk back. Could she make it before the sun set? Maybe. Probably not.

And farther down the road, she just might find what she had come out here looking for.

Here was something she had learned in her years of hunting: people who had a lot tended to forget what it was like to have only a little. They got complacent. They mistook full bellies for safety. They weren’t on guard against the hunter at the door, the knife slashing out to slit their throat.

Her mother would have cried to see what had become of her, killing to put food in her belly. But at least she had food in her belly. She was still breathing; her mother wasn’t, and might have been if she’d been more willing to fight to hang on to her scrap of life. Vex wouldn’t make that mistake, no matter her idle thoughts about laying down her burdens. If predators were the ones with full bellies, if slitting throats was what it took to keep breathing another day, then a predator was what she would be.

She started down the road, toward the setting sun.

Empty fields. Empty sky, nothing more than a few half-dead trees on the horizon. And an endless hill, deceptively gentle at first and then increasing in steepness until her feet complained at her with every step. The sky turned a malevolent red. The sun watched her, a narrow half-asleep eye, as if to ask her what she had been thinking, chasing a rumor instead of heading back to safety. She was asking herself the same question.

Then she reached the top of the hill—and stopped with an audible gasp.

Red light spilled down on a collection of brick buildings. A long, boxy structure in the middle, and shorter and thinner buildings along the edges. The walls had visible patches where cracks must have been; the windows were boarded up where the glass had broken. Someone was keeping this place in good shape. Maintaining it.

No crops. But if people really were living here, they weren’t doing it without some kind of food source. Their farmland could be elsewhere. Or they could have another way of getting themselves fed.

Her way, maybe.

She paused, suddenly wary.

But she had come this far. She wasn’t turning around now.

She veered off the road toward the brick buildings, wishing for something more than the ankle-high grass to shield her from any watching eyes. She caught a flicker of movement around the corner of the main structure, and froze. A muscled figure came into view. A well-patched shirt and pants; shoes with no holes. A rifle slung over his shoulder.

Not many people had guns these days.

She ran the few steps to the nearest building, the only cover in sight, and pressed herself up against the bricks. She counted to five, then peered around the corner. The figure with the gun was gone, but another had taken his place. She saw a third over on the opposite corner of the property.

What kind of place had this many guards—guards with real guns?

The kind of place she couldn’t afford to mess with, that was what kind. The last place she’d found that was this well-guarded, she had run away and counted herself lucky to have escaped with her life.

Her stomach growled, protesting at the thought of leaving behind the potential bounty inside those walls. She shook her head at herself. Not worth the risk. She’d rather be hungry than dead. Someday she might opt for the same mercy she had shown the bleeding man who had begged her for help, but not today.

She turned around—and found herself staring into the single round eye of a rifle pointed directly at her face.

A fourth guard gave her a toothy grin. “Surprise.” The end of the rifle swung away—then arced back toward her head and collided with her temple.

She never felt herself hit the ground.


 

Chapter 2

 

Vex woke to a man’s voice speaking over the ringing in her ears. “Kind of bony,” he said. “But good muscle.” A finger prodded at her thigh. She jerked away out of reflex, and felt a sharp resistance at her ankle. The finger gave her thigh a sharp tap, as if to wordlessly lecture her for moving.

She tried to open her eyes. They felt like they had been glued shut. Her scarf was gone, but when she breathed in, she didn’t taste dust. When she finally unglued her eyelids, she saw why. She was indoors, surrounded on all sides by bare brick walls. The floor under her was pitted concrete. The air smelled of blood and urine and fear.

She was lying on her side, a blurry shadow looming over her. She tried to sit up, and found she couldn’t use her arms. Another moment’s experimentation told her that her wrists were tied behind her with something rough that cut into her flesh when she tried to move. A thin rope, maybe, or strong twine.

Fear curdled the stale meat sitting in her gut.

One of her ankles had a metal shackle around it, bolted to the floor. That was where the resistance had come from. She tested the strength of the restraints, then stilled herself. No sense using up her energy fighting something that couldn’t be fought.

The shadow above her nodded in what she thought was approval. “Smart,” he said. “You know when to fight and when not to. That’s the kind of thing that keeps a girl alive.” But then he added, “There’s a such thing as too smart, though. That won’t help you around here.”

She blinked until the blur left her vision. The man was tall and thin, but not starvation-thin. He had enough meat on his bones to make her wonder where he was hiding his stash of food, and what she had to do to get some for herself. A scraggly beard did his chin no favors. Up top, his hair was going gray, combed neatly away from his eyes in a way most people didn’t bother with. He had a fascinating assortment of scars all up and down his arms. A jagged knife wound on the left, what looked like bite marks on the right.

His eyes were an odd amber color, too light to properly be called brown. They regarded her with a canny gaze. She caught that gaze and held it. “I don’t know what you want with me,” she said, “but the second you turn your back, the second someone forgets to tie these ropes tight, I’ll cut off your balls and gouge out your eyes, all in the same breath. I promise you, I’m not worth it.”
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