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DARRYL

I stand over the console in the hall, staring at the screen.


Come on, Josh!


I throw a glance at the front door of the farmhouse, where my bag and Harry’s bag and our two rifles sit ready.

Dad’s still in bed, although it’s almost nine o’clock. Surely Josh will arrive soo—

A glint of metal and glass refocuses my gaze on the screen. A habitat vehicle. And…as it draws closer…definitely the Wilson HabVi!


Josh! My heart leaps around in my chest like my brother’s little rodento’saur when it gets overexcited.


My finger hovers over the gate button as the ’Vi draws nearer. No need for Josh to use his interCar radio to call us. That would definitely wake Dad.

He’s close enough! I push the button. The gates begin to open. No noise from our ScreamerBands. Good.

I open the front door as quietly as I can, and look out into the yard. Harry is goofing around out here showing off Perky’s latest tricks to Father Ben, but Dad’s room is at the back of the house, next to the spare bedroom, so the noise hasn’t woken him.

I catch Harry’s eye and beckon.

He snatches Perky up and dashes over, lowering his voice because the door’s open. “Hey, big sis, is Josh here?”

“Coming up the drive right now. Grab your things.”

Harry and I—and Father Ben and Perky—are waiting, the front door safely closed again, when the massive silver-grey vehicle pulls into the farmyard. Lightly armored—compared to a tank, anyway—with a full domed observation turret sticking up from the roof, its massive ground clearance and tilting rear axles mean it can go virtually anywhere a vehicle physically can, despite its size. It’s Josh’s pride and joy, and the most important tool of his trade. Well, except for his rifle.

Josh opens the driver’s door before I can go around to the passenger side and forestall him. He climbs down more carefully than usual, actually using all the footholds—I guess his frostbitten feet ain’t totally healed up yet—then turns toward us.

His once-shaggy black hair is still very short, barely recovered yet from his prison cut, but at least the tan skin of his face is mostly smooth and unmarked again, the worst of the frostbite healed. No one would look at him now—or at me or Harry—and realize how long we were stuck outside in that terrible storm a month ago. His warm brown eyes glow as they meet mine, a big smile brightening his face and smoothing out the unusual tension from his brow.


Josh…



Dad drops from my mind. I take a couple of steps and hug him, tight. He hugs me back—tight. Somehow I force myself to let him go quick enough that it’s just a friend-hug. Father Ben is standing right there, after all. And I sure don’t want Josh to think I’m acting inappropriately! I have a feeling hunters are more old-fashioned about such things, compared to city-folk, even than farmers.


“Josh!” Harry dives in for a hug of his own. Josh manages to heft him off the ground—just—wincing slightly. Fifteen-year-old Harry’s taller than me now, even though he’s three years younger.


Perky leaps from Harry’s shoulder onto Josh’s, squeaking excitedly. He’s always friendly with people he doesn’t know well, but not that friendly! No surprise he’s taken to Josh like this. Josh has such a way with ’saurs and all critters. The “Raptor Whisperer,” that’s what other hunters call him.


Father Ben and Josh manage to exchange a brief greeting before Harry opens his mouth like he’s going to start chattering or—Saint Des save us—start showing off Perky’s tricks again. Impatience surges through me.


I grab his arm. “Come on!” I let him go and pick up my bag and my rifle. I turn to Father Ben this time. “We should get on the road.”


Father Ben glances at the house. “Perhaps I should just say goodbye to your dad—”

“He’s not up yet,” says Harry quickly, finally picking up on my urgency and stuffing Perky down the front of his jacket to keep him contained. “It would be mean to wake him.”

“You know he knows we’re going,” I add. “He gave you permission to take Harry.”


“He’s still in…bed?” Josh blinks and glances up at the sun as though expecting it to have moved suddenly. The sun ain’t really been up all that long, since it’s winter, but by hunter standards…



“Yeah, he’s just tired, I guess,” I say lightly, and move determinedly toward the ’Vi, bag in hand, rifle over my shoulder. Please, God, don’t let anything stop us from… “Let’s be nice and let him sleep in.” When I look back, the gaze I turn on Father Ben is pleading.


Come on, Father Ben! You must realize that if Dad comes out here and actually sets eyes on Josh, he might change his mind!


Yeah, and while he can’t stop me or Father Ben going with Josh, it could get real ugly if he tried—and he sure can make Harry stay behind.


Father Ben sighs, but leans into the open side door of his SOS van to take an overnight bag from the bed. He snags the two additional satchels he’d never travel without—sick call and first aid supplies—and slides the door closed quietly.

Josh, never slow to catch on, climbs back up through the driver’s door and lets us pass the bags up to him there rather than open more doors that will all need slamming again before we can leave. Harry and I climb up after, shimmying past the steering wheel. Father Ben sighs again, but goes along with the non-standard method of entry.

Soon we’re all sitting in a row on the long seat in the cab that doubles as a bed, fastening our off-road harnesses, and Josh is settling into the driver’s seat.

And then we’re pulling away!


HARRY

I let out a big breath of relief as we pass under the three widely-spaced strands of our farm’s outermost fence, the one that’s only designed to keep our ’saur stock in and the largest predators out. Our ScreamerBands are out-of-range of the farmhouse now. Dad can’t change his mind.


Huh, it’s not the middle of the night, and Father Ben’s here, but putting bags in the ’Vi and driving off with Josh in a kinda sneaky manner reminds me of when we fled from the CPS’s attempt to take us in-city. Déjà-what’s-it. We’re even driving on the road first, to cover the distance, just like then, and only going off-road when we get closer to Technicolor Camp.


Darryl’s beaming as she looks alertly around at the muddy, winter-browned landscape, keeping her guard up like a good huntress, even though she’s really a farmgirl. Not that farmers don’t know how to keep watch when unSPARKed just as well as hunters. Okay, almost as well. Josh can spot a raptor that has just one claw poking out from behind something.

Maybe I can’t match Darryl’s delight, but I am very happy to be going on this weekend break with Josh myself. Sure, it’s nice to be back on the farm at long last, back home with Dad, but I miss Josh.

And Dad…

“How’s your dad doing?” Josh asks.

“Oh, fine,” I say, sounding way too cheerful.

Darryl says nothing, just produces a smile that looks faker than fake after the one she greeted Josh with.


Yeah, Dad’s not quite as fun to be around as he used to be. I mean, he’s been fairly upbeat since we got home, but he spends hours sitting in his office “doing the accounts” even though our neighbors Mau, Sandra, and Riley kept everything right up to date while Dad was missing and Darryl and I were on the run with Josh. And boy, does any mention of Josh—or Uncle Mau—immediately put Dad in a bad mood.


Perky wriggles, trying to get out, his little claws scratching through my shirt. Way overexcited. I stroke him through my jacket, hoping he’ll calm down and take a nap.

Christmas felt so weird without Josh, even though the last Christmas we had on the farm we hadn’t even met him yet.

“How was Christmas at Technicolor camp?” Darryl asks Josh brightly—clearly changing the subject.

Josh spent the holiday season at the new camp set up by his almost-uncles while he was in prison: West, Thiago, Ed, and their relatives. In fact, he’s been there ever since our misadventure with Seb and the killer-chiller at the end of November. Letting his frostbitten feet heal up.

Perky ain’t calming down. I wince as a claw gives me a sharp poke, and stroke harder, crooning softly to him, trying to imitate what Josh would “say.”

“It were real nice,” Josh tells Darryl. “West’s parents and Thiago’s mom, they know all the hunter traditions. Some of ’em you can only really do in a camp, not out in the wilds in a ‘Vi. So it were real good, actually.” He makes it sound as if the idea that anything might be better in a permanent home, rather than a HabVi, is ASTONISHING! Ha ha. Typical Josh. So fence-phobic. Well, city-phobic, anyway. Clearly he can cope with having a camp fence around him.

Josh starts to describe a caroling event that involves going from house-to-house within the camp and eating and drinking specific—delicious-sounding!—things at each one, all of which symbolizes the Christmas story in some way.

I half-listen, distracted by Perky and my own thoughts. I can still hardly believe Dad let me come on this trip. He was so mad at Josh about my frostbite, let alone my broken ankle. Dad acts like I’m five, not fifteen! Keeps forgetting Darryl is eighteen and an adult now, too. I still have the ankle brace on, but I can barely feel the break anymore. Father Ben talked Dad around, thank Saint Des. Dad’s one condition being that Father Ben travel with us, in the ’Vi. That’s why Father Ben had to leave his diocesan-issue SOS living van back at the farm.


Not that I really want to go to Wilhelm Fenn’s burial, when the guy took money to kill Dad. But a weekend away with Josh? I decided to come just for that. I really do miss him.


I glance at Josh as he handles the wheel and gears with easy confidence. He looks so much more grown-up than when he went to prison almost a year ago, his shoulders broader, his muscles bulked up. I guess he is twenty now. Josh seemed to think Dad would want to come with us to Fenn’s burial, but oddly enough, Dad flat-out refused. Josh still seems puzzled about that.


Hunters. They really, really do have a thing about forgiveness.


Okay, I know I should forgive Wilhelm Fenn, even if I’m not a hunter, like Darryl has. I just don’t know how Josh makes it look so easy.

’Course, Fenn never kidnapped Josh’s dad and tried to kill him. Just saved Josh’s life when Jason Desmoines tried to murder him while they were all in jail together—and got killed by Jason in the process. No mystery about why Josh feels so differently about Wilhelm Fenn.


JOSHUA

I keep my eyes on the terrain ahead, fighting the urge to keep looking at Darryl, though I sense her gaze on me often enough.

I’m driving. I have to…drive.

Harry’s wriggling draws my eye, though, a whiff of healthy rodento’saur and sweaty teen boy reaching my nose as he tries to keep his squirmy pet in his jacket.

He catches my glance. “Think I can let him run around for a bit and burn off some energy?”

I snort. “Sure, if you want us to crash.”

Darryl adds, “He’s gonna leap straight on Josh if you let him loose. Haven’t you got his harness?”

“Yeah!” Harry fishes in his jacket pocket and waves something at me triumphantly. “Hey, Josh, look at this new harness Darryl gave me for Christmas!”

Perky erupts from his jacket the moment he eases the zipper down, but Harry catches him and the rodo ends up in the harness quick enough. He’s well-trained, just hyper.

“And it even clips onto a seatbelt like this, see?” Harry demonstrates proudly.

I take a quick look. “Looks very sharp. Nice and safe, too.”

“I know, right? I want Ed to see that I’m looking after him!”

I sneak a quick look at Darryl, meeting her gaze. Her eyes warm, a smile creeping onto her face. I smile back.


I’m still wrapping my head around just how nice it’s been, staying with Technicolor this last month, but Saint Des be my witness, it’s so good to have Darryl and Harry with me in the ’Vi again. Fills an empty hole inside me.


Even if it is just for the weekend.


HARRY

I jerk awake as I’m thrown against my off-road harness.


What the—?


I blink and look around. Oh. The HabVi’s fishtailing slightly in a patch of slick mud. Josh calmly engages diff-lock so the wheels will turn together and grip better, then presses gently on the gas, easily regaining control.


Hang on… I fell asleep? Okay, embarrassing. Guess I was too excited last night to nod off at a decent time. And Father Ben and Josh and Darryl had that long conversation about faith-stuff followed by Josh and Darryl getting into that real detailed discussion about hunting…


“Should we stop and put the mud tracks on?” Darryl suggests brightly. From my big sis’s tone, you’d think taking a half-hour halt to wrestle heavy steel things onto the wheels was a treat, not a chore, but she hasn’t stopped beaming since we left the farm, unless it happened while I was napping. She seems alive in a way she hasn’t been since…well, not since we were taken in-city, I guess.

“If it gets much worse, we might hafta.” Josh takes his gaze from the terrain ahead for a moment to glance her way. “But for now, I can avoid the worst of it.”

He turns the wheel, taking us farther from the river. The valley’s slopes are tall and steep, but there’s plenty of gentle terrain at the bottom for us to drive on.

Darryl sits back in her seat beside Father Ben, her blue eyes still glowing with happiness, her winter-pale cheeks kinda flushed as she goes back to scanning the surrounding landscape for danger. I didn’t used to mind the idea of her getting together with Josh that much, since it would have made our little family more secure. But now? Now I worry it’s going to take her from me.

Perky uncoils from his own nap and pushes his head against my hand, seeking attention. He did finally wear himself out, even on the leash, and settle down to sleep—like me! Now he stretches to his full twelve inches to sniff at the pocket where I keep his treats. I slip him one and stroke his soft grey-black feathers as we drive, until he moves to the end of his leash to nuzzle Father Ben.

“Hey, boy,” rumbles Father Ben, giving him some attention too. “You’re such a friendly little fella.”

Josh glances that way and smiles. “Ed’ll be glad to see him. He never forgets a critter he’s raised and trained.” His smile turns sour. “Guess I should warn you to keep him on a leash, Harry, though it sure is tempting to say nothing. Ed’s latest furball is some darn squirrel that he won’t wanna see disappear down Perky’s throat, however happy it would make the rest of us.”

Since Josh loves animals just as much as Ed does—even if he tends to favor ’saurs over mammals—it’s odd that he’s so negative about a harmless little squirrel.

“So, what did this ‘darn’ squirrel do to you, Josh?” asks Father Ben, grinning.


Josh snorts. “Which of us ain’t it done some’at to by now! Me, I had a big print of a photo of Wilhelm all ready for the burial—y’know, to go on a stand during Mass. Technicolor picked it up in-city for me last time they were there. And a coupla days ago, Ed let that furball loose in West’s house while we were eating, and it decided photo paper were the perfect lining for its nest or some’at. Shredded the print completely. Chewed two of Trudi’s best cushion covers too. Boy, I thought she were gonna feed that squirrel to Ed’s pet fox, I really d—”


Josh hits the brakes so hard that we slide slightly even on this drier ground, and I’m flung against my off-road harness much more violently than before. Perky squeaks in alarm. “Woah, Josh! What?” I blurt, grabbing Perky quickly. “Shhh, it’s okay, boy.”

Josh peers intently through the windshield, his eyes narrowed. What’s he see? Something dangerous, clearly.

But there’s nothing in sight except another HabVi, heading toward us along the valley.

“Who’s that?” asks Darryl warily.

Josh’s hand hovers over the gearshift. “It’s Masey.”

“Masey Desmoines?” Darryl’s voice goes sharp with alarm. “Jason’s cousin?”

“Yep.”

“Outage,” I mutter, and Darryl forgets to even glare at me for swearing.


DARRYL

Josh glances left and right, checks the mirrors, though he must know what he’s going to see—steep valley walls, nowhere to hide or sneak away. But I lean forward to see around Harry and Perky, doing the same.

“This guy was running that illegal rex farm with his cousin Jason, right?” Father Ben checks. “The one the authorities found after you let all the rex out in order to escape from his brother Caleb?”

“Yep,” Harry says.

“We can turn tail and run,” Josh says, “or we can try to drive past him. But if he’s gonna start shooting at us, neither is a great option.” He hesitates another moment. “Let’s turn around. Even if we don’t get there tonight, it’s safer. I’d rather be late than dead. Wilhelm would understand.”

Harry opens his mouth, like he’s going to say something very sarcastic—then shuts it again, thank Saint Des, and goes back to soothing the little rodo. But...yeah. From everything I’ve heard, the only brave deed Wilhelm Fenn ever did in his life was to defend Josh that one time. Fenn would be the first to flee.

I try to quash the judgmental thought. I’ve supposedly forgiven the guy, after all.

Josh grips the gear shift to put the ’Vi into reverse, just as the headlights of the oncoming vehicle flash, very deliberately.

Once.

Twice.

Thrice.


What the...? Three flashes means: “Fancy a cuppa joe?”


“What in the name of Saint Desmond the hermit?” Josh stares, his hand paused on the gear shift. “They gotta recognize us. Did Masey sell his ’Vi?”

“Maybe it’s a trick,” says Harry nervously. “We should go.”

“Yeah.” Josh puts us into reverse just as the interCar crackles.

A voice says, “Wilson, you there?”

“That sure sounds like Masey,” mutters Josh. He hesitates another moment, then grabs the interCar mic and presses the talk button. “Wilson here.”

“Fancy a cuppa joe?” The voice sounds a little strained, like the casual tone is hard work. “And my wife keeps sending us out with a bag of her special rock cakes in case we see you.”

Josh’s finger hovers over the talk button but he doesn’t press it. A frown creases his brow. He’s been raised to be real decisive under pressure, but clearly this is more than even he can figure out.

“It’s a trick!” says Harry. “They’re gonna kill us all for getting their illegal rex farm closed down, and Jason and Caleb thrown in jail!”
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