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A rebellion is brewing in the world of the Lake of Sins while Hugh Truent sits in prison days away from his execution.

After taking his findings about the genetic similarities between the classes to the Supreme Almighty and the Council, Hugh had been arrested for treason and all his evidence had vanished as if made from smoke. To protect his family, he cut off all contact with the outside world while he sat in prison for over four years waiting for his execution. He has no idea that some of his reports were leaked to the other classes and that civil war looms on the horizon.

Trinity and her friends have no hope of winning the war unless they can unite the classes. In order to do that, they need someone everyone will follow. They need the one person all the classes trust and believe in. They need Hugh. That means they have to break him out of a maximum-security prison and convince him to lead their army, but that won’t be easy because Hugh wants revenge and he’s not going to let anything get in his way especially mouthy, attractive, know-it-all Trinity.

The action-packed dystopian, science fiction, fantasy series continues with more fights, more secrets about genetic engineering and more laughs.

To Jennifer

Your ability to always look for the best in others gave me the courage to ask you to read the first draft of my first book.  I knew that if you hated it, you’d find a kind way to tell me.  That was a big step for me and without your feedback, I don’t know that I would’ve published or continued to write.  So, thank you for being you.
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CHAPTER 1:  HUGH
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HUGH PULLED THE THREADBARE blanket tighter around his shoulders as he shuffled back and forth in the darkness of his cell.  It was getting colder every night and that meant the day of his execution was drawing near.  He slid down the concrete wall to the floor, wrapping his arms around his knees.  He—High Hugh Truent, the prodigy, the rising star, the Almighty who was supposed to change the world—was a naïve, arrogant fool who’d accomplished nothing but destruction.  His mother was dead.  His Guards and House Servants were dead or on the run and Viola...  

He closed his eyes and she was there, smiling up at him from his bed, and then her mouth opened on a silent scream as her head rolled to the floor.  His eyes flew open and he stared into the darkness.  Of all the crimes that’d been piled on his shoulders, her death was the one that kept him awake at night.  

The lights flickered to life.  It was morning.  One day closer to his execution.  In jail, time almost stood still.  His four years here seemed like a lifetime, but the betrayal by his friend Jason, the Supreme Almighty, burned like it’d happened yesterday.  He’d trusted Jason with his reports and they’d disappeared as if made from smoke.  Conguise’s lab had been clean.  The only evidence that had remained had convicted him.  He’d declared that the classes were genetically similar but without proof that was treason and treason was punishable by death.  

Years ago, he’d come to terms with his fate even though it was based on lies.  It was the truth that was hard to accept.  He’d become the failure that his father had predicted.  He’d never make Conguise pay for what the professor had done to Scar and the other Guards.  He’d never bring to light the secret of meat and the genetic similarities between the classes.  He’d never do anything except die a traitor’s death.  His body left hanging in the Central Commons until it rotted and fell to the ground, serving as a reminder to all of what not to do and who not to become.  

Footsteps sounded in the hallway and stopped in front of his cell.  It was too early for breakfast.  Solitude was bad, but this would be worse.  It always was.  He stood, his muscles aching from the cold, hard floor.  A key scraped in the lock and the bean slot slid open but instead of food there was a clean uniform and shackles.  

“Change your clothes,” said the Guard from outside the door.

“Why are they a different color?”  He wasn’t due for new clothes yet and these were black not orange like he’d worn since he’d been incarcerated.  

“Just do what you’re told,” said the Guard.

His hand trembled above the tray.  In here, change was never good.  “Why didn’t they give me these yesterday when I had my bath?”  

“Do I have to come in there?”  The Guard jangled the keys.

“No.  No.  I’m changing.”  He didn’t want to make the Guard angry.  Besides his bath, the only other place he was taken was to the basement.  Some of the Guards liked to brighten their day by beating the prisoners.  He smirked as he put on the clean uniform.  He’d be in the best shape of his life for his execution.  He exercised every day—the stronger he was the easier it was to withstand the beatings—and he hadn’t had a drink in over three years.  He’d said he was going to quit, and he had.  One goal accomplished.  Hurray, for him.

“Don’t forget the restraints,” said the Guard.  

He tightened the cuffs around his ankles and the other set around his wrists like a good prisoner.  Delaying only upset the Guards and that made the beatings worse.  “Done.”

The door slid open with a groan.  Curtis stood in the doorway.  He was one of the newer Guards at the facility, having replaced an elderly Guard who’d been retired or put down.  Hugh wasn’t sure which, but he’d bet on the latter.  

“Come on.”  Curtis stepped away from the doorway.

He didn’t move.  All the Guards who worked in the prison were solidly built but Curtis was at least twice the size of the others and he really didn’t want to be this Guard’s punching bag.  “Where are we going?”  

Curtis glared at him a moment and then smiled, his large teeth gleaming in the dim light from the hallway.  “Don’t worry.  We ain’t going to the basement.”  He waved Hugh forward.  “The Supreme Almighty would have our heads if so much as a scratch marred your pretty face on execution day.”

It seemed there were benefits to everything, even dying.  “Then where are we going?” he asked again, dread keeping his feet in place.  This wasn’t routine.  This wouldn’t be good.

“It’s visiting day.”  Curtis grabbed him by the arm and pulled him out of the cell.

“Visiting day was two days ago.”  He’d been told that his sister was waiting for him and like every week for the past three years, he’d refused to see her.  

During the first year of his incarceration, his sister and her family had suffered for his crimes.  Little Sarah’s husband had lost his job and the kids had suffered at school.  He’d told her to publicly disown him, but she’d refused.  So, he’d stopped receiving all visitors and all correspondence but every week she arrived as steadfast as the sun.  Their mother would’ve been proud of her daughter and although he wouldn’t admit it, he was glad for her stubbornness.  He didn’t want to stand on the gallows and stare out at nothing but hatred and violent memories.  

“Wrong visiting day.”  Curtis’ face was grim.

“Already?”  That meant that tomorrow was his execution.  “I thought I had a few more days.”  His throat was tight and the words came out as a whisper.  

“Sorry.”  Curtis gave him a slight shove.

He stumbled forward but didn’t move any farther.  Yesterday, at his bath they’d made sure to remove every scrap of hair from his body.  He hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, but now it made sense.  The Supreme Almighty and his council didn’t want any questions about why an Almighty would have hair like the other classes.  

“You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”  Curtis grabbed him by the arm.

He tried, but his feet wouldn’t move.  At his trial, he’d been shocked by the vehemence directed at him.  Jason and the Council had convinced the public that the massacre at the Remore household had been his fault.  They’d said that it’d been his responsibility to make sure that the Trackers took their serum.  It made no difference that he hadn’t known there were any Trackers besides Mirra.  All the blame and anger had been given to him, like a gift of sorrow and pain, linking his name for eternity to the tragedy known as the Night of the Trackers.  

Curtis must’ve gotten tired of waiting because he began walking, dragging Hugh along.  The door to the visiting chamber was getting closer.  This was the second to last part of his punishment.  He’d sit, chained in the room while family members of those he’d harmed came to have their final say.  They wouldn’t be allowed to touch him but he feared their words and heartache more than any beating.  He deserved hatred for Viola’s death and Buddy’s and his mom’s, but not the others.  

“It’s time, High Hugh.”  Curtis stopped.  

“I don’t go by that anymore.”  It was a stupid thing to say, but it’d slipped out.  He hadn’t been called by his title in a long time.  

“Doesn’t mean you shouldn’t.”  Curtis winked as he opened the door.  

The room was empty except for three, burly Guards, a two-way mirror on the wall, a table and chairs.  Curtis handed him over to one of the Guards and stepped outside, closing the door.  The Guard guided him across the room and hooked his cuffed hands to the table and then his feet.  He could move about six inches in either direction but there was no escape.  

“Sit,” said the Guard, pushing down on Hugh’s shoulder.

He dropped onto the chair behind him, saying a quick prayer that Little Sarah would show up soon.  If he could see her first, he might have the strength to face the others—the widows and orphans and the parents morning their dead children.  The Trackers had killed many that night.  He stared at the wall.  It was blue with a hint of purple.  It was similar to a flower but he couldn’t recall which one.  He’d focus on figuring that out and not what was to come.

One of the Guards coughed.  All of them were staring at the door, noses wrinkled in disgust.  He sniffed.  He couldn’t smell anything but he did hear the footsteps.  There were different treads.  It could be Little Sarah and her family, but he wouldn’t be that lucky.  No, it’d be some mother or parentless child.  He tried to focus on the wall, but his eyes kept darting to the door.  He didn’t deserve this.  The deaths at the Remore party had not been his fault.

The door opened.  There were three of them standing outside with Curtis.  As they entered, the heavy scent of perfume invaded the room.  He breathed through his mouth to protect his nose, but that was worse, the odor clinging to his tongue like the taste of rotten meat.  Curtis shut the door, trapping them inside with the stench.  The three Guards shifted away, tucking their heads toward their arms to try and block the scent.  

Two of the three visitors were Almightys dressed in their black, ceremonial capes.  Their bowed heads were covered by hoods, so he couldn’t make out their faces.  The other was a Guard.  He looked familiar.  It was Jackson, but with a beard.  The Guard had finally yielded and grew the facial hair of his class.  Hugh started to smile but stopped.  If Jackson were here, then the other two had to be Benedictine’s family.

He sagged against the chair as the tension fled his body.  Of everyone, the Remores knew he wasn’t to blame for the Night of the Trackers.  Before his trial, Kim, Jethro and Jackson had wanted to come forward and explain their part in the mess, but he’d convinced them that it’d make no difference.  He was going to be executed for treason; there was no point in anyone else dying.

The three guests moved across the room.  The male had to be Jethro, but the boy hadn't filled out like he’d expected.  Jethro was still lean and lanky.  The other was a woman, a young woman by her posture and stride.  So, it was Kim and not Martha.  They stopped in front of the table, Jackson behind the others.  The Guard wouldn’t meet his eyes.  It was for the best.  The warden was probably watching from the two-way mirror.  It wouldn’t do for him and Jackson to seem on friendly terms.  The Guard didn’t pay much attention to Kim either which was odd.  Usually, the sexual tension between the two was palpable.  He held back a grin.  Maybe, the tension had been relieved.  Without Benedictine’s watchful eye, his daughter was free to do as she pleased and from what he’d witnessed after the Night of the Trackers but before his imprisonment, what Kim wanted was her father’s Guard.  

Kim was different than he’d remembered too—tall and lean with the promise of lush curves shaping the robe.  Wait a minute.  He may not have seen a female in years but something was wrong.  Kim was not and never would be willowy like this female.  Kim was short and curvaceous.  His eyes narrowed.  Since when was Kim taller than Jethro?  The boy might not have grown over the years, but he shouldn’t have shrunk.

As if sensing his scrutiny, Kim raised her head.  Golden eyes framed with lashes the color of soot met his gaze.  

“Hello, High Hugh.”  Trinity grinned.  

In one fluid movement she was across the room, slashing at the Guard on his right.  Jethro, who wasn’t Jethro at all but Tim, launched himself at the Guard on his left while Jackson grabbed the third Guard, placing him in a chokehold.  In a moment, the struggle was over.  The three Guards lay on the floor and he was standing—he didn’t remember standing—with his mouth hanging open.  

“Tie them up.”  Trinity grabbed his hands.  “Where are the keys?”

“Jackson, stop.”  This was all happening too fast and yet not fast enough.  They’d come to save him.  He had no idea why and he didn’t care but it’d be for nothing if they didn’t act fast.  He pointed behind him at the two-way mirror.  “The warden and who knows who else is back there.  They’ll signal for more Guards if they haven’t already.”

“Don’t worry.  We got this.”  Jackson slipped out the door.

“I...I.”  He had no words.  His throat was filled with hope.  He wasn’t going to die. He started to run his hand through his hair and stopped, his arms still chained to the table.  

“I can’t find the keys.”  Tim searched the Guards.  

“I got this.”  Trinity pushed her hood back and pulled a long needle from the bun in her hair.  “Start undressing one of them.”  

“This is taking too long.”  He turned toward the door.  “Where’s Jackson?  There was another Guard outside the door.  Did you get him?”

She grabbed his hand.  He jumped at the contact.  It’d been years since he’d been touched by anything but a fist, let alone the soft skin of a female.  She dug her claws into his wrist, scraping slightly as she stared up at him, her golden gaze angry.

“Stay still or we’ll all get caught.”  She began picking the lock.

“Do you know how to do that?”  

Her head was bent over his hands and the light reflected off her hair as it slipped free from the bun and flowed onto her shoulders.  Brown was too tame a word for it as highlights of red and gold created a cacophony of glorious hues.  It was the most gorgeous thing he’d ever seen.  The latch clicked open.  

“Yep.”  She grinned at him as she grabbed his other hand.

The breath caught in his chest.  She used to hide her fangs when smiling.  She’d been young and unsure of herself, but now she accepted who she was.  Her confidence was in every gesture and move she made.  She was magnificent.  His eyes traveled down her body, searching for the curves hidden by the cloak.  He blinked and raised his gaze to the wall.  This was Tim’s daughter.  But she’s not your niece.  That didn’t matter.  She was young and innocent, not for him.  He took a deep breath, choking on her perfume.

“If you don’t like the smell, stop breathing.”  She continued working on the lock.  

“That was the Council’s plan, so unless you want to join me you’d better hurry.”  He’d forgotten about her smart mouth.  

She raised a brow at him as the second latch opened.  She knelt and started working on the chains around his ankles.  

“This is taking too long.”  He repeated as he glanced at the door.  “Other Guards will be coming.”

She unlocked another latch and moved on to the next.  “One more to go.”

The door burst open.  Trinity jumped to her feet, claws bared.  Hugh shifted to block her, but she pushed in front of him, sending him a dirty look.

“It’s us.”  Curtis held up his hands as he and Jackson stepped into the room.  

“Curtis is with you?”  That’d explain why the young Guard had never taken him down for a basement beating.

“Sure am, High Hugh Truent.”  Curtis slapped him on the back.

“I...don’t call me that.”  He hated that title.  It represented the fool he’d been and he wasn’t that man anymore.

They all glanced at him.  

“Okay, Hugh.  Whatever you want.”  Curtis’ smiled faded a bit.

Trinity gave Hugh a disgusted look as she knelt back at his feet.  She looked up at Curtis from under her lashes. “Don’t pay any attention to him.  If he’s not griping about something, he’s not happy.”  She smiled, her eyes meeting his for a moment in challenge and then flashing over to Curtis.  

Curtis blushed.  

“Hurry up, Trinity.”  Tim glared at the young Guard.  

“I’m only irritable when you’re around.”  He hadn’t missed the exchange between her and Curtis.  He didn’t envy Tim.  Shy, unsure Trinity had been trouble.  Confident, flirtatious Trinity would be a nightmare for her parents.

“Almost done, Dad.  I told you that you’d be glad I learned how to do this.”  She unhooked the last cuff.

“It’s who you learned it from that I don’t like,” said Tim.

“Let’s go.”  Hugh rubbed his wrist and moved toward the door.  

“Wait.  We need to check you for a tracking device.”  Jackson blocked his path, a Tracking Pinpointer in his hand.  It was long and thin like a metal stick.

“What are we going to do if I have one implanted?”  It’d have to be removed, but sometimes the devices attached deep in the tissue.

“Whatever we have to.”  Trinity bared her claws.  

“Freedom comes at a price.”  Tim grinned.  

“You don’t have to sound so happy about it.”  Having a device the size of a piece of rice dug from his body by claws was not an experience he wanted to have. 

“Sorry.  Has to be done.”  Jackson turned on the pinpointer. 

“I’ll do it.  You need to change.”  She grabbed for the device.

“I got it.”  Jackson jerked away from her.

“Stop arguing and let Jackson handle it.”  The words came out almost a shout.  He’d forgotten how annoying the squabbling of the other classes could be.  “Jackson has experience with locating tracking devices and we need to hurry.”  

She stepped closer to him.  “You’ve been locked up a long time, Hugh.  You have no idea how experienced I am.”

His eyes flew to Tim.  She couldn’t mean that the way it sounded.  

“Don’t even,” said Tim, sending a glare at Curtis who was grinning at Trinity.

“What did I say wrong this time?”  Her eyes darted from one male to the next, red creeping into her cheeks.  

“Don’t worry about it, honey,” said Tim.

“I’ll never learn if you don’t tell me.”

“You’ll never learn by spending all your time hanging out in the forest with Gaar and Mirra,” said Tim.  

“Now, Dad?  Really?”  

Tim closed his eyes for a second and took a deep breath.  “No.  You’re right.  We can talk about it later.”  

“We’ve talked about it enough,” she said under her breath.

Jackson was trying unsuccessfully not to smile as he ran the wand up and down Hugh’s body.

“What’s that about?” he whispered to the Guard.

“Tim and Millie want her mated but”—Jackson glanced at her—“she’s not ready.”

“I can hear you.”  She didn’t bother to look up.  “I’m sure Dad will tell you all about how I constantly disappoint him and Mom, but first we need to get out of here.”

“We’re not disappointed in you, just your choices.”  Tim’s tone was weary as if they’d had this discussion too many times.

“That’s so much better,” she said.

“All clear.”  Jackson slipped the device into his pocket and started changing into the prison Guard’s uniform.

“I told you they wouldn’t waste the money on a dead man,” said Curtis.

“We had to be sure.”  Jackson grinned at Hugh as he buttoned his shirt.  “It’s too bad.  It would’ve been fitting if they’d put your own invention inside of you.”  

“Yeah, a real shame.”  He’d also forgotten what a warped sense of humor Guards had.  He collected the weapons from the prison Guards.  They didn’t carry guns but they did carry clubs.

“You can’t have these.  Not yet, anyway.”  Jackson took the nightsticks from him.  “Let’s go.”

“As soon as we put the shackles back on him,” said Curtis. 

“No.  What if I have to run?”  He didn’t want to be chained, not ever again.

“We won’t latch them.”  Trinity grabbed his hands.  

“Be careful as you walk.  You don’t want to lose these at a bad time.”  Curtis tucked Hugh’s socks around the cuffs to keep them in place.

“Kind of ironic, a Producer chaining an Almighty.”  She hooked his handcuffs loosely around his wrists.  “I like it.”

“I don’t.”  He wasn’t truly restrained.  He could slip his hands free with little effort but after all these years, he didn’t want chains or locks anywhere near him.

“Neither do we.”  Her large, gold eyes were brittle.
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HUGH WALKED BETWEEN JACKSON and Curtis as the group traveled down the hallway in the opposite direction of his cell.  He shuffled his feet, trying to keep the cuffs from sliding.  He’d saved Tim from Conguise once, but he’d never expected this.  They were breaking him out of a maximum security prison.  “Why are you doing this?” he whispered.

“Shhh.”  Jackson squeezed his arm.  “There are two Guards up ahead.”  His tone was so low that Hugh almost didn’t hear him.

“Keep walking.  No one is supposed to be down here,” Curtis said under his breath.

He inhaled deeply, fighting to stay calm.  If something went wrong, his wouldn’t be the only life lost.  The two prison Guards stared at them.  The younger one coughed and took a few steps back as they approached.

“Stop,” said the older of the two Guards, his nose wrinkling as he turned his head away from Tim and Trinity.  “What are you doing bringing this prisoner and the guests this way?”

Their group stopped.  Trinity and Tim let their cloaks fall over their hands.  Hugh kept his head down but only a little.  If something happened he had to be ready to move.  

“Warden’s orders.  This is Hugh Truent.”  Curtis winked.  “I think the warden has something special planned for him.”

“Hugh Truent.”  The older Guard approached and leaned close, sniffing Hugh’s neck.  “Stink of a traitor.”

He stiffened.  This wasn’t the first time he’d been called that by one of the Guards, but it always stung.  He’d tried to free them from inequality and servitude, but a lot of Guards were happy with their lot in life.  He’d never understand their willingness to give up freedom for a little comfort and security.

“Where’re you headed?”  The Guard continued to snarl at him.

Hugh’s heart beat so fast that the Guards could probably hear it.  Trinity’s claws peaked out from the cuff of her cloak.  She was nervous too and ready.

Curtis hesitated before saying, “Downstairs.”

“I’ll take it from here,” said the older Guard.  “I’ve been meaning to escort this one to the basement again.”

His arms trembled and his chains clanked together.  They couldn’t leave him.  He wasn’t ready to die, not now that he’d started to hope.  

“I told you to go.”  The older Guard shoved Curtis.

Curtis bowed his head, grabbed Jackson by the arm and turned to leave.  Hugh struggled to keep from following them.  It was over, at least for him.  Their escape had been compromised, but if he went to the basement with these Guards, it might give the others time to get out of the prison unharmed.  

He leaned forward, his lips close to Tim’s ear.  “It’s okay.  Get out of here.”

Trinity launched herself at the older Guard and Tim was only a fraction of a second behind her.  Jackson shoved Hugh aside as he and Curtis jumped into the fray.  Tim was flung against the wall by the younger of the two prison Guards, but Curtis and Jackson tackled him before he could attack Tim.  This left Trinity battling the more seasoned, older Guard.  Her eyes gleamed and she almost vibrated with anticipation as the Guard stalked toward her.  The little fool.  That Guard was huge compared to her.  One swipe of his fist could break her neck.  

He kicked off his shackles and raced forward, jumping onto the Guard’s back.  The Guard grabbed at him, but he wrapped his chains around his enemy’s throat and pulled tight.  The Guard punched, hitting him alongside his head and body.  His vision blurred, but he refused to let go.  The Guard threw himself backward, smashing Hugh against the wall.  Pain streaked up his spine, but he tightened his hold.  

“Stay back,” he yelled as Trinity raced toward him.  The Guard dropped to his knees, his arms flailing instead of hitting.

Jackson pushed past Trinity and raised his club, bashing the prison Guard on the head.  Hugh followed the Guard to the floor, tightening the chains.  There was going to be one less Guard to torture prisoners and call him a traitor.

“Let go,” said Jackson.  “He’s unconscious.  Stop!”  

Jackson grabbed his arm, but he twisted away.  He wasn’t done yet.  This Guard deserved to die.  Jackson tried to pull Hugh’s fingers off the chain.  In another second the Guard would be dead.  It’d be worth a broken finger or two.  

“Let go!”  Jackson punched him in the jaw.

He fell backward, bumping into the wall.  He wanted that prison Guard dead.  That Guard had dragged him into the basement and had beaten him until he couldn’t walk.  He’d pissed blood for three days.  He strode over to Jackson who stood between him and the other Guard.  “Don’t ever stop me again.”  

“I don’t obey you.  I have no master.”  Jackson snarled.  

“Boys.”  Trinity moved between them, putting her hand on Jackson’s chest.  “Fight later.  We need to move.”

“There’s no reason to kill him.”  Jackson pushed Trinity’s hand away.

“You don’t know him,” he said.

Trinity patted Hugh on the shoulder, shoving him a few inches away from Jackson.  “I may have too many friends, but Jackson is the softie of the group.  He never wants to kill anyone.”  She shoved them both back another step and headed down the hallway.  

“That’s not true.”  Jackson glared after her.

“Afraid it is,” said Tim as he followed his daughter.

“Hate to agree with a House Servant, but...”  Curtis shrugged and jogged after Tim and Trinity.

Hugh fought the urge to kick the unconscious Guard.  It’d start another fight with Jackson and Trinity was right, they needed to get out of there.  “We should go.”  

Jackson nodded.  “Sorry about your jaw.”

Jackson was his friend.  A punch in the face wasn’t going to change that.  “Not the first time or the last, I’m sure.”  

“I’d put money on that,” said Jackson as they ran to catch up with the others.

They passed a utility room, the smell of bleach and the hum of machines permeated into the hallway.  They stopped in front of a small door that was built into the wall.  It was about four feet off the ground and about four feet wide and six feet tall.  

“I’ll go first.”  Trinity opened the door, braced her hands on the concrete and hopped onto the ledge, her legs disappearing into the brick.  

Curtis rushed forward, knocking Tim and Jackson out of the way.  He grabbed her around the waist, stopping her from going any farther into the opening.  

“What are you doing?  Let go of me.”  She elbowed him in the chest.

“Listen,” said Curtis.  “Under the machines.”

She stopped struggling and her eyes widened as she turned wrapping her arms around Curtis.  She almost clawed her way over his body, fighting to get out of the wall.  Jackson and Tim’s faces paled and they yanked Curtis and Trinity backward.  

“What is it?”  All he heard were the sounds in the hallway.  Sometimes, he hated being an Almighty.  

As soon as Trinity’s feet were on the floor, Curtis let his arms fall from around her waist but he didn’t move away.  Tim needed to watch that Guard.  

“Trash compactor.  It wasn’t supposed to be running.”  Tim’s eyes narrowed on Curtis.

“The alarms must have been raised,” said Curtis.  

“I don’t hear anything,” said Tim.

“They’re silent.  A signal to the Lead Guards’ walkie-talkies.”  Curtis stared at the garbage shoot, his eyes wide.  “They also lock all the doors and turn on the compactor.”

He grimaced.  Smashed with the garbage.  That was cold.  “We were supposed to leave with the trash?”  He wasn’t as fastidious as he used to be, jail had a tendency to do that to a fellow, but still...the trash?

“Yeah.”  There was a hint of panic on Curtis’ face as he turned to Jackson.  “Now, what do we do?”

“You don’t have a backup plan?”  Hugh’s eyes darted from one to another.  “Even Barney gave me a backup plan.”

“We have a backup plan,” said Tim.  

“But it’s for when we get outside of the jail,” said Jackson.  

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”  He wanted to scream at the heavens.  “You never considered that we might have a problem getting out of the maximum security prison?  You know the place that was built to keep people inside.”

“We were more worried about how to get away once we were outside the building.  Having fire and water covering two sides of this place doesn’t leave us with many options,” said Jackson.

“Plus, we were promised that getting out of the prison wouldn’t be a problem.  Weren’t we, Curtis?”  Tim said the last part more as a declaration of betrayal than a question.

“Leave Curtis alone and do something useful like trying to find another way out.”  Jackson walked down the hallway and started searching the unconscious Guards.  

Tim grumbled something under his breath, but followed Trinity in the other direction.

He should help, but he couldn’t move.  He’d been so close to freedom, to life.  This couldn’t be the end.  He had to think.  He’d try anything but even he couldn’t believe he was going to say this.  “Could we still go down the trash shoot?” 

Everyone but Jackson looked at him.

“I know the compactor is running but how long does it take to”—he brought his hands together—“smash?”

“He has a point,” said Trinity.  “If we’re fast enough—”

“We won’t be,” said Curtis.  “Someone else already tried...being faster and it isn’t just a compactor anymore.  There are blades on the bottom and top.”

“Cut into tiny bits.  Do you think that’s more or less painful than hanging?  It’d be less public.”  He could feel hope slipping away.  It was such a precarious visitor.

“Maybe, these will help.”  Jackson held up a set of keys.  

Curtis jogged over and snatched them from the other Guard.  “One of these should open the stairwell.  We can still get to the basement.”  

“Won’t it be secured?” asked Jackson.  “You said they locked the doors.”

“There are four exits downstairs.  We should be able to make it to one of them and Trinity can pick the lock.”  Curtis nodded at the two unconscious Guards.  “I disabled the cameras but they’ll be back on soon.”

“No reason to leave a trail.”  Jackson bent and grabbed one of the prison Guards under the arms.  “The utility room?”

“Yeah.  We can redirect the camera in there.”  Curtis grabbed the other Guard and started dragging him down the hallway.  

Hugh’s heart picked up pace.  There was still a chance.  Trinity brushed past him and he sneezed.  

“The smell.”  He grabbed her arm, stopping her.  

Her brow wrinkled in confusion for a moment and then her eyes widened.  “Dad, we need to lose the cloaks.”  

She’d pulled hers over her head as she headed toward the compactor.  She rubbed it along the wall, leaving scent, and then pitched it into the darkness.  Tim did the same.

“Thanks,” she said, as she passed Hugh, giving him a crooked smile.  “My nose had quit noticing the stench hours ago.  Self-preservation, I suppose.”

He snorted on a laugh, the sound odd, more of a rumble in his chest.  He hadn’t laughed in years.  It felt good.

Jackson and Curtis left the utility room, shutting the door behind them.

“This way,” said Curtis as he took off down the hallway, the others following.

Hugh stopped and Trinity shoved him in the back.  “We don’t have time—”

“The shackles.  Like Jackson said, no reason to leave a trail.”  He grabbed the chains, tossing them over his shoulder as they hurried after the others. 

They followed Curtis through a maze of hallways and down to the end of a small, side corridor.  The young Guard tried several keys, found the right one and opened the door.

“This is not the way to the basement.”  Tim’s voice was hollow with defeat.  

The stairs only went up and going to the top was a dead end, with the emphasis on dead.  The building was ten stories tall.  

“What are we going to do?”  Curtis staggered backward, hitting the wall.  

“You know this prison better than any of us.”  He put his hands on Curtis’ shoulders.  “Where’s the next closest stairwell?  Some of them have to go to the basement.”

“It’s...it’s on the other end of the building, but we can’t go there.”  Curtis’ eyes were wide.  “As soon as the alarm is activated, all the floors are locked down and secured.  The Guards will be coming our way, searching everything.”

“I’ve been in worse situations.”  Trinity pushed past Curtis and started up the stairs, taking two at a time.

Tim shrugged and followed his daughter.

“Yeah, but you had Gaar and Mirra with you,” he mumbled.

“We could use Gaar or Mirra about now.”  Jackson shoved Curtis toward the stairs.  “Get going.”

Hugh winced.  He hadn’t meant for anyone to hear him.

“But that’s a dead end,” said Curtis. 

“You have a better idea?”  At Curtis’ frown, Jackson pushed him again.  “That’s what I thought.”

Curtis started up the stairs, grumbling. 

“I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful.  I’m...it means a lot that you...that all of you.”  He hadn’t expected a rescue, even a bad one. 

“You can thank us later, if we make it out of here alive.”  Jackson pushed Hugh through the doorway.  “If we don’t, no thanks necessary.”
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CHAPTER 3:  HUGH
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HUGH DIDN’T KNOW HOW many stairs he climbed but they seemed endless.  Maybe, it was the stress.  He kept waiting for someone to burst into the stairwell and take him back to his cell.  All he had to do was make it to the top.  If there was no way out, he’d jump.  He may not accomplish much with his life, but he could take away Jason and Conguise’s final punishment.  That thought kept his feet moving until he stumbled onto the roof.

The sunlight hit him in the face for the first time in years.  As a traitor he hadn’t been allowed any time in the yard.  He staggered to a halt.  It was glorious.  He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with fresh air, as the cool wind whipped across his body.  If he died now, at least he’d had one last glimpse of sunshine.  

“Locked.”  Tim tugged on a door.

Jackson trotted over and tried the keys but none of them worked.  Hugh ran his hand through his hair.  As he’d stood there wasting time, the others had been searching for a way to escape.  

He walked over to the railing.  There were a lot of carriages in the front of the building.  “Are we surrounded yet?”  

“Even if we get down, we’ll never get away.”  Curtis paced near the edge of the roof.

Jackson grabbed the young Guard’s arm.  “Listen to me.  We’re going to get out of this alive.  I swear.”  

“How?” asked Curtis.  “We’ll die if we jump.  The only chance we have is to go back and find another way out.”

“It’s been too long,” said Jackson.  “They’ll have everything locked down by now.”

“I know.”  Curtis leaned against the railing.  “We’re trapped.”

The kid was right.  This was probably their last few minutes free, or in his case alive.  He had things he needed to do.  He walked over to Curtis and held out his hand.  “Thank you for this and”—he grinned—“not taking me to the basement.”

Curtis laughed and tentatively took his hand.  “Laddie would’ve my head if I beat you or anyone else like that.”

“Laddie?  How do you know Laddie?”  

“He took me in for a while when I was young.”

“Is that why you agreed to help with my escape?”  Laddie was going to be devastated when he found out what happened.

Curtis nodded.  “Laddie would’ve come himself but he’s been sick.”

“Sick?  What’s wrong with—”

“I have a way out.”  Trinity stood at the far corner of the building, holding a piece of glass.  She was twisting her wrist and catching the sunlight.  “There are no carriages or Guards through there.”  

She couldn’t be serious.  On that side of the prison sat the perfect, natural deterrent for escape.  It was the main reason the jail had been built in this location.

“The Mile of Fire,” said Curtis, disbelief in his voice.  “We can’t get across there.  We’ll be burnt to a crisp in a minute flat.”

They were ignoring the immediate problem.  “Shouldn’t we worry about how we’re getting down from the roof?  You know.  First things first, so to speak.”

Trinity’s eyes narrowed on him and she opened her mouth, but her father grabbed her arm.  

“We’re so lucky to have you here, Hugh.”  Tim’s eyes sparkled with humor.  “None of us would’ve realized that we needed to get down from the roof first.”

He’d forgotten how annoying the Servant could be.  He grinned.  He’d also forgotten how much he enjoyed irritating him.  “You know, Tim.  As far as rescues go, this is worse than when I rescued you.”

“Worse?  I don’t think so.  There are no monsters or sewage systems in this rescue.”

“Yeah, but we all made it out alive.”  His humor vanished.  They might all die because of him.  “You shouldn’t have come.”  He didn’t understand why any of them had done this.  He’d gotten to know Jackson and Trinity a bit before he’d been arrested, but nothing that would explain this level of risk.  Tim may have done it because he thought they were brothers.  He should’ve cleared that up, but he’d had other things on his mind, like his arrest and trial

Tim walked over and grabbed Hugh’s shoulders.  “Coming was never the question.  Timing was the only factor.”

He nodded, his throat too tight for words, and hoped Tim understood what this meant to him.

“Listen,” said Trinity.  

They all cocked their heads to hear what she heard.  After several moments, small smiles broke out on Tim’s and Jackson’s faces.

“What’s that sound?” Curtis’s eyes darted between the sky and the others.

Even though his hearing had gotten better in jail—it’d been all he’d had when he’d sat in his cell at night—he didn’t hear a thing.  Being an Almighty was definitely a hindrance in survival situations.  Then there was something.  It was like the wind but more direct, more focused.  He closed his eyes and listened.  It was the sound of flapping wings, large wings.  He opened his eyes as Birdie flew over their heads, dropping a sack and landing on the railing.

Trinity snatched the backpack from the air.  “Thank you, Birdie.  You’re a life saver.”  She grinned at the Avion.  “Literally.”

“I told you that you could count on Birdie.”  The little Avion’s chest puffed out with pride.  “Avions are loyal, loyal friends.  The best friends.”  

She pulled a long section of rope from the backpack, tossing it over her shoulder and then removed a belt with a knife and sheath attached. 

“Do you have another weapon?”  He’d feel better with a weapon.

“Nope.”  She wrapped the belt around her waist.

“High Hugh, good to see you, but you don’t look good.”  Birdie chirped at his joke.  “You lost weight.  Too much.  Miss Sarah would not be happy.”

“Good to see you too, Birdie.”  He was a bit surprised that he actually meant it.  He and the Avion had never been close.  “You can drop the title though.  It doesn’t belong to me anymore.”

“You are still High Hugh to me.”  Birdie’s feathers ruffled, making him look like a giant cotton ball.  

“I’m not that man any longer.”  It wasn’t only that he’d never be that naïve and gullible again, but he no longer cared for the same things.  He had no desire for riches or even to right the world’s wrongs.  All he wanted was revenge on those who’d harmed the ones he loved, and if this rescue went bad, there’d be more deaths laid at his feet.  “Birdie, thank you for helping, but you should go.”

“Hrmph.  Still the same Hi...Hugh, I see.  Jail didn’t change you.  Not H...Hugh.”  

Great, now he’d offended the prickly Avion.  “I didn’t mean to be rude.  I’m sorry if it came out that way.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  He’d never, in his life, done anything right around the Avion.  “All I meant is that as of now, no one knows that you’ve assisted us.  You should go before you’re seen.”  He glanced around.  “For the rest of us...it’s too late.”

Trinity shot Hugh a disgusted look and turned toward Birdie.  “Please tell Gaar to bring the carriage to the Mile of Fire.”  

“Mile of Fire,” squawked Birdie.  “You cannot go through there.  Even Birdie doesn’t fly over that area.  The air is poison.”  He opened his mouth and made a choking sound.  “Poison.”

“It’ll be fine.  Gaar taught me to always have an alternative means of escape”— she shot a superior look at Hugh and her dad—“for every phase of your journey.”

“I had a useful backup plan,” he grumbled.  She was more irritating than her father.  

“Yeah, through the sewer,” said Tim.

“It worked.”  Perhaps, they were equally as irritating.

“This will never, never work,” said Birdie.

Trinity gathered the rope in her hand.  “Birdie, there are rocks surrounding the Mile of Fire.”

“Yes, but they’re hot, hot, hot,” said the Avion.

“No, they aren’t.  The fire is dying.  The section of rocks that are cooling is getting larger and larger.  The ones on the very outskirts are warm...very warm, but they won’t set us on fire.”

“Are you sure?” asked Jackson.

She cocked her head.  “The prison Guards are coming up the stairs.  They’ll be here soon.  Please Birdie, go now.”  

“Little One’s plan is not good.  You wait.  Birdie will talk to Gaar.”  Birdie’s chest puffed out again.  “We will come up with a better plan.”  He flew off, muttering under his breath.  

Trinity trotted to the closest door and tied one end of the rope to the handle.  She tossed the other end off the side of the building.  

“You’re joking, right?” he asked.  They were too far up.  They had no net to catch them and nothing to keep them attached to the rope but their hands.

“Dad, you first,” she said.  “Once down, keep watch to make sure no one comes to this side of the building.”

“You should go,” said Tim.

“We don’t have time to argue.”  She put the rope in his hands.  “You have Arthur and Mom to think about.  They won’t survive without you.”

“Trinity—”

“I won’t lose another brother.”  She gave her dad a gentle shove.

“I love you.”  Tim kissed her on the cheek and stepped off the side, zipping down the rope like it was something he did every day.  

Hugh didn’t have any hope that it’d be as simple for him.  

When Tim was about halfway down, she turned to him.  “You’re next.”

If anyone was going to be caught it’d be him.  “I’m the slowest.  I don’t even know if I can make it all the way down.”  It was a long way to the bottom and he hadn’t eaten much since his incarceration.  “I’ll go last.”

“We didn’t come here to leave without you,” she said.

“I won’t be the reason any of you are executed.”  He leaned against the railing.  “I’m not budging on this.”

“I’d forgotten what an overbearing, Grunt’s ass you are.”  She turned to Jackson.  “You next.”

“No, Curtis first,” said Jackson.  

Curtis swallowed visibly but didn’t hesitate to grab the rope and drop off the side of the building.  He moved slowly and was less than a quarter of the way down when Tim dropped to the ground, rolling at the impact and then hopping to his feet and darting to the side of the building.  

“That’s a pretty far drop.”  If he had to die, he’d rather do it trying to escape, but he didn’t want to go over that ledge.

“The rope only goes so far,” she said.  

Footsteps pounded up the stairs.

“Jackson, go,” she shoved the Guard.  

“No, you go.  You’re faster,” said Jackson.

Curtis was a little over halfway down.  The prison Guards would be on the roof in a moment.

“I’ll stall them,” he said.  “Both of you go.”

“I’m not leaving without you,” said Jackson.

“How are you going to stall them?  They’ll capture you in a heartbeat.”  She ran to the door and stood by the side.  

“I’m not as useless as you seem to believe.”  She was really getting on his nerves.  He and Jackson flattened themselves against the wall as much as possible.  

“There are”—she shifted her ear toward the door—“three of them.”

One for each of us.  He pointed at the rope.  It was going to shift when the door opened.  Jackson shrugged.  There was nothing they could do about it now.  The door slid open and three Guards stepped onto the roof.  Two of them were big and muscular.  The other one had been solidly built but with age and inactivity his muscles had turned to fat.  

“Oh shit!”  The slack in the rope must’ve startled Curtis.  

“Got em,” said one of the prison Guards as he and his companions followed the rope across the roof.  The first Guard pulled a walkie-talkie from his waist band.  Trinity landed on his back, knocking the radio out of his hand.  At the same time Jackson tackled the other muscular Guard.  

“Get help,” yelled the Guard right before Jackson punched him in the mouth.

The third Guard ran toward the door.  Hugh lunged at him, but the Guard was fast.  

“Stop him,” shouted Trinity, still fighting with her Guard.

Hugh raced across the roof, but there was no way he was going to catch him.  The Guard was almost to the doorway.  Maybe, he could stop him on the stairs.  This Guard was old and fat.  He had to be tiring.  The shackles started to slip from around Hugh’s neck.  He’d forgotten all about them.  He grabbed one and flung it at the Guard, hitting him on the back.  The Guard didn’t even flinch as he continued toward the door.  He threw the other shackle, this time connecting with the Guard’s head and causing him to stumble forward.  It was a slight delay, but enough.  He pounced, wrapping his arm around the Guard’s throat.  As they fell to the ground, his head connected with the concrete.  Darkness teased the edges of his vision, but he kept his hold.  He wouldn’t fail, not again.  The Guard slapped at him and tried to insert his fingers between Hugh’s arm and his neck, but soon the lack of air took its toll and the Guard was out cold.  Hugh held his arm in place a moment or two longer.  He could end this Guard’s life here and now.  He glanced at the Guard’s face.  He didn’t recognize him.  He took a deep breath and let go.

Trinity and Jackson were stepping away from their own Guards.  They’d done it.  The Guards were all unconscious, or dead.  The one that Trinity had attacked was pretty bloody.  Either way, he didn’t care.  

“Let’s prop them against the door,” said Jackson.  “It’ll buy us a little more time.”

“Agreed,” said Trinity.  “Hugh, start down the rope while Jackson and I take care of things up here.”

“No.  I’m going last.”  With freedom so close he wanted to bolt, but it wouldn’t be right and he’d done enough wrong in his life.  “If something happens it should be me that doesn’t make it out of here, not one of you.”

Jackson grabbed him by the back of the neck, dragging him to the side of the building.  “I did not risk everything so that you could martyr yourself.  Now go!”  

Hugh caught himself on the rail.  If Jackson had shoved a little harder, he might’ve gone over the edge.  He spun around.  “I’m not—”

“Oh, for all that is holy,” snapped Trinity as she drug a Guard to the door, panting.  “One of you help me and one of you go.”

“I’m not going before you.”  He glared at the Guard.

Jackson snarled and grabbed the rope.  Before he dropped over the side he said, “You’re a stubborn fool Hugh Truent.  You’re more important to...”  His eyes darted to Trinity.

“To what?” he asked, looking between the two.

“Nothing.”  Jackson dropped off the side of the building.

He turned to Trinity but she was busy pulling another Guard across the roof.  He walked over and helped her.

“What did Jackson mean that I was more important to...?” he asked as they started moving the last Guard.

“Let’s just get this done.”  

“Why won’t you tell me?”  It was dangerous not knowing what everyone else knew.

They propped the final Guard against the door.  

“We can talk about it later.  Now, we need to get off this building.”  She walked over to the rope.  “You first.”

“No.  I told you.  I’m going last.”  

“I’m not some Guard trained to take orders from an Almighty.”  She poked him in the chest with her claw.

“You may look grown up, but you haven’t changed at all.  You’re still a stubborn brat.”  She’d always been like this, as irritating as a piece of dirt in his eye, but arguing with her wouldn’t work.  He should’ve remembered that.  After the Night of the Trackers, they’d spent a little time together and she’d refused to do anything he’d said unless he’d tricked her with logic.  It might work again, but first he’d have to say he was sorry.  He took a deep breath.  He didn’t want to apologize for being right, but he wanted to die less.  “You’re right.”  He swore the words actually burned.  “I’m...sorry.”

She continued to glare at him but her posture relaxed a bit.

Now, he had to sell it.  “I’ll slow you down.”

“You’re slowing me down right now by not doing what I tell you.”  

So much for logic.  “The day that I take orders from you—”

“If you go after me and you slip, you’ll knock me off the rope.  It’s safer for me to go last.”

She had a point and that annoyed him even more.  “I’m not leaving you up here by yourself.”  He held up his hand to stop her from talking.  He didn’t think he could take any more of her attitude or insults.  “I’ll go first, but only if you agree to follow right after me.  Don’t wait until I’m halfway down.”

“Agreed.”

He opened and shut his mouth.  This was the first time that she’d ever agreed to anything he’d said or suggested.  He wasn’t sure what to do.  He had other points to make.  They were all lined up in his head.  

“We should get going,” she said.  “Unless you want to get caught?”

“Ah, there’s the Trinity I know.”  He grabbed the rope, letting his eyes roam up and down her frame.  “For a moment I thought you might’ve grown up a bit, but I was mistaken.”  He stepped over the rail.  It was a long way down.  Very long.  His head spun.  From the distance or the knock he’d received when he was wrestling with the Guard, he wasn’t positive.  He had to take that first step off the ledge, but his legs refused to move away from the solid structure beneath his feet and into the open air.  He swallowed.  He was dead if he didn’t move, but they wouldn’t kill him immediately, whereas if he slipped and fell, it was over.  He had to convince Trinity to go first because he was pretty sure that he couldn’t do this.  He turned to face her.  

“Today.”  Her golden eyes gleamed with something.  Laughter?  Triumph?

“Give me a second.”  Somehow, this had become a competition between them and he refused to lose.  He took a deep breath, willing the dizziness away.

“No.  I meant that today is the day that you take orders from me.”  She grinned, showing her long, white fangs.

“You little shit.”  He wanted, no needed to get as far away from that smug face as possible.  He stepped backward off the side of the building.  His stomach dropped and he almost pissed as he fell.  The only thing keeping his bladder clenched was the fact that he’d never hear the end of it from the others, especially Tim.  His feet scrambled for purchase on the wall and found it.

“Don’t look down,” she said.  “Keep watching the wall until you run out of rope.”

“I could’ve lived my entire life without hearing those words.”  He didn’t want to think of the drop.  That wasn’t going to feel good.

“Don’t be such a baby.”

“A baby!  You have no idea what I went through in this place.”  He’d been beaten to within an inch of his life.  He was not a baby.

“Then you shouldn’t have any problem dropping from a rope.”

He glared up at her and his mouth went dry.  All he could see were her long legs and her nicely rounded backside.  It’d been years since he’d seen such a sight.  

“Keep moving or is the poor Almighty tired already.”

“I don’t remember you being such a bi...”  He stopped.  She was Tim’s daughter and she’d risked her life to save him.

“Such a what?”  She looked down at him over her shoulder.  “Joy?  Sweetheart?”  She grinned.

“Yeah.  That’s it exactly.”  He started down the wall again, grumbling under his breath.  “Sorry that I’m not used to climbing down buildings like you, the queen of the forest.”

“I like that.  The queen of the forest.  You should call me that all the time.”  

He’d forgotten how good a House Servant’s hearing was.  

“Move faster.”  She’d almost caught up with him.

“I’m going as fast as I can.”  

“Oh yeah, you’re an Almighty.  Weak and slow.”

He moved faster, needing to get away from her before he said something he’d regret.  He’d been weak and slow but he wasn’t anymore.  That’d changed in prison.  He was stronger now and more focused.  He picked up his pace even more.  The workouts were paying off.  He glanced up and Trinity was farther away.  He grinned.  She was moving fast but he was keeping his distance.  “Not as slow as you thought, huh?”  

She ignored him and continued down the rope.  

“What?  Nothing to say now that I’m winning.  I never figured you to be a sore loser, but I should’ve.”  She didn’t reply, but her back was straighter than before.  He was getting on her nerves.  Good because she sure got on his.  She was nothing but trouble, an attractive know-it-all who refused to listen to anyone.  His hand met the end of the rope.  It was still a long way to the ground.  

Jackson waited alongside the building with Tim.  They were both flat against the wall, trying not to be seen.  

“Drop.  You’ll be fine.”  Her voice was soft, no longer acidic and mocking.

He couldn’t deal with her being kind to him.  They’d done so well bickering.  The trip had been fast and he hadn’t thought much about the danger.  “I’m an Almighty.  My kind doesn’t always land on their feet.”  

“Let go,” she said, a hint of anger in her voice.

“I will.”  His hands tightened on the rope.  A fall like this could break something.  

“Now,” she snapped.  “Or I’ll kick you in the face and say a prayer that you land on your head.”

Her foot waved above his head.  He wouldn’t put it past her to do what she threatened.  She’d probably enjoy it.  He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, pushed back with his feet and let go.  He was free.  It was glorious.  No chains.  No cell.  Just the air and the sky and...the ground.  He hit hard, his legs taking the brunt of the fall.  He rolled onto his back as Jackson’s hand grabbed his and pulled him to his feet.  He touched his face, the impact of his landing still rattled through his teeth.  Trinity dropped gracefully next to him.  He hated House Servants, every last one of them.
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CHAPTER 4:  TRINITY
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“COME ON.”  TRINITY RAN over to Curtis who was hidden by some boulders on the outskirts of the Mile of Fire.  

“I don’t know about this.”  Curtis’ face was red, glistening with sweat.

“We don’t have a choice,” she said.

The prison Guards weren’t following them yet, but it wouldn’t be long.  On the roof, she’d looked for any other route but they’d all been blocked by either Guards or onlookers, camping out for tomorrow’s execution.  She waved for her father and the others to hurry.  Hugh was limping a little.  His descent down the wall had been impressive for an Almighty but his landing had been rough.  They had a long road ahead and he’d better be able to keep up because he was too valuable to leave behind.

As soon as they were all together, she headed toward the Mile of Fire.  It grew hotter with every step and the air became acrid, burning her nose and throat.  Sweat no longer trickled down her back; it was a full-blown downpour.  

“Are you sure the rocks are cold?” asked Jackson.

“I never said cold.  I said they shouldn’t burn us to crisps.”

“I’m pretty sure you said they wouldn’t burn us at all,” said Hugh.  “I don’t recall the clarification of to a crisp.”

“Stop whining.  You’re out of jail.  You should be happy.”  He was going to drive her crazy.  The sooner he and Dad separated from them the better.

“I’ve been beaten, accused of treason and sentenced to execution without complaint but I’m whining because I don’t want to be burnt to something just a little less than crispy?”

“Yeah.  You don’t hear anyone else complaining.  Do you?”  Good thing she had her back to him because she couldn’t keep the half-smile off her face.  He had the irritating gift of being funny and annoying at the same time.  She slowed down.  She wasn’t ready for this, but here it was.  

The Mile of Fire loomed ahead.  Its shimmering waves of heat almost unbearable.  The five of them were drenched in sweat, although the closer they got to the rocks the quicker the sweat was drying.  Small puffs of steam were coming off her clothes.  It was the same for the others.  If they didn’t stop sweating they were going to be basted in their own juices.  Of course, if they did stop sweating they’d be dried like old fruit left in the sun.  They had to move fast.  

“This way.”  She dashed between two boulders.  “Be careful.  Watch where you touch.”  The bigger rocks would burn the skin right off them.  

As they traveled farther into the area, it was hard to move without breathing deeply, but if she did that she’d roast her lungs.  She kept taking small, shallow breaths, hoping the others were doing the same.  

She rounded a corner and skidded to a halt.  Fire blocked her path.  She spun around and slammed into her father.  She fell backward as Dad stumbled sideways.  Her arms flailed, trying to catch her balance, but the impact had been too hard.  The smell of burnt hair filled her nose as flames licked at her back.  Her body twisted away from the heat but she couldn’t right herself.  She was going to hit the fire and it was going to hurt.  She cringed, bracing for the impact when a strong hand clasped onto her shirt, pulling her away from the fire.  She fell against Hugh’s chest and he staggered backward, wrapping his arms around her.  They were going to hit the ground.  His body would shield her from the heat, but nothing would protect him.  She needed to regain her balance and stop their descent, but Hugh’s grip was too tight for her to move and then, they stopped falling.  Jackson’s hands were under Hugh’s arms, steadying him.

“That was close,” whispered Hugh against her cheek.

She was flush against him, her face almost even with his.  They were both breathing heavy.  She should thank him, but she couldn’t.  He was too close.  Too male.  Too something.  She shoved at his chest and he dropped his arms, letting her go.

Dad was helping Curtis to his feet.  The young Guard’s leg and hands were burnt and blisters were already starting to form.

“What happened?”  She moved over to them.

“He...he blocked my fall.”  Dad’s eyes were wide.  “I would’ve hit the rock with my face.”

“Can you walk?”  She squatted, examining Curtis’ thigh.  The blisters were quickly filling with fluid.

“A bit.”  Curtis hobbled forward, grimacing in pain.  

“We have to keep moving.”  If they stayed still much longer they’d start on fire.  She was already shaking each foot to keep the flames away.

“I got him.”  Jackson wrapped his arm around the younger Guard.

She nodded and moved between two flaming boulders.  They still had quite a distance to go and they’d have to move slower now.  She wasn’t sure that they’d be able to make it with Curtis, but she wasn’t willing to leave him behind to roast to death either.  They’d all accepted the fact that they might not make it out of this mission alive, but agreeing to it in the safety of a tent and facing it were two different things.

As they continued traveling through the rocks, the soles of her shoes were burning away.  The others were having the same problem, judging by the way they shook their feet 

“Tim,” Hugh gasped.  “I hate to repeat myself, but your rescue sucks.”

“I’ll take a little heat over deformed creatures any day,” said Dad.

“A little heat.”  Hugh coughed.  “That’s like saying you’re only a little annoying.”

They continued to bicker.  It was irritating but it helped to take her mind off the situation.  Her breath was coming in shorter and shorter gasps, the air burning its way down her windpipe.  It wasn’t much farther, but distances that seemed like nothing in the forest were an eternity in this fire pit.  She stumbled to a halt, holding up her hand for the others to stop.  Up ahead something moved.  It was large with great puffs of steam floating around it.  

“Looks like you’re wrong again, Tim,” whispered Hugh.  

The creature raced toward them.

“Please tell me this is one of your friends.”  Hugh tugged on her shirt, trying to pull her behind him.  

She shook off his hand as the creature wrapped her in its arms and lifted her in the air.

“Gaar, thank Araldo you’re here.  I don’t think we would’ve made it to our rendezvous point.”  The seaweed surrounded her in a cool, damp blanket as she hugged the Handler.

“When I realized this place was hotter than we’d thought, I figured you could use some help.”  Gaar dropped her to the ground and handed her a stack of seaweed from the pile attached to his back.  

“Thanks.”  She spun around, holding the river grass, which had been woven into cloaks, out to the others.  “Put these on.”  

Dad grabbed one and Jackson took two, wrapping one around Curtis and the other around himself.  

“You could’ve told me it was Gaar.”  Hugh snatched a pile of grass from her.

“Why?  What difference would it have made?”  

“For one, I wouldn’t have thought we were going to be eaten by some giant, grass creature.”  

“Nothing could hunt or live in the Mile of Fire.”  She slipped into her own cloak.  It was damp and cool inside. 

“You don’t know that.  Not for sure.”

“Admit it.  This isn’t such a bad backup plan after all.”  She couldn’t keep the smugness out of her voice as she glanced at him.  “They’re heavy but they’ll help keep the heat off of us.”

“Yeah, but how long before it dries and starts us on fire?” he asked.

“You’re never satisfied, are you?”  She shook her foot to keep it from burning and then yanked a handful of sea grass from her cloak, wrapping it around her shoes.  

The others watched, and then did the same.

“Little One, we need to go.”  Gaar stomped out a flame that had started on his shoe.

She nodded and Gaar darted into the inferno.  She raced after him, the others close behind her.  The ground was literally on fire.  Some of the patches were hard and covered with stones but others were sticky as if the rock, not being able to handle any more heat, had actually melted.  That was the worst because it clung to her feet, tearing away the sea grass with each step.

Her heart pounded and she gasped for breath.  The seaweed was drying.  She was glad that she couldn’t see the superior look in Hugh’s eyes.  She hated that he’d been right.  Instead of puffs of steam, she was pretty sure it was smoke wafting off her.  She kept her eyes on Gaar.  He’d drop his cloak before it went up in flames.  Of course, his coat was thicker.  It had to be, he’d made two trips through this nightmare.  She tripped over a small rock, stumbling forward.  A strong hand, grasped her arm, steadying her.  

It was an Almighty hand, of course.  He’d saved her twice now.  She needed to thank him, but she knew he’d use that opening to complain about their cloaks and what a bad rescue this was.  Still, she owed him.  She glanced over her shoulder, bracing herself for his smug look, but he wasn’t paying any attention to her.  He was looking down.

“The ground.  It’s no longer on fire.”  His voice was a whisper of disbelief and hope.

He was right.  It was still hot, waves of heat drifted off it, and a few rocks glowed red, but there were no flames.  “Keep going.  We’re almost there.”  

Gaar was a good distance ahead of them.

“What about you?”  Hugh didn’t move.  

“I’ll catch up,” she said.  Dad was helping Jackson drag Curtis along.  The young Guard had passed out somewhere along the way.  

Hugh followed her gaze.  “You go.  I’ll help them.”

“No.  You’re an Almighty.”

“So, I deserve to get to safety first?”  He leaned closer to her.  “I didn’t realize you felt such reverence for my kind, or is it just me?”  

“That’s not what I meant.”  She jabbed him in the chest with her claw, but she was sure he didn’t feel it through the thick cloak.  “I meant that you’re weak.”

The others stumbled up alongside them and he grabbed Curtis’ feet.  “Stop arguing for once and come on.”

The three carried the young Guard, leaving her to trail after them.  

Hugh glanced over his shoulder at her.  “See, when you keep your mouth shut you can follow orders.”  

“If you weren’t carrying Curtis...”  She let the rest of the sentence die, because she wasn’t sure what she’d do, although removing his smirk with her claws was top on her list.  

With each step the earth became cooler, eliminating the threat of their cloaks catching on fire.  It wasn’t long before the rocks gave way to thin, stick-like trees.  The males stumbled to a halt, gently placing Curtis on the ground.  Gaar continued moving into the forest.  

If Gaar wasn’t resting it wasn’t safe, but the others weren’t used to traveling with the Handler.  “We have to keep moving.  We’re not out of this yet.”  She shoved Hugh in the back, pointing at Gaar up ahead.  

“Okay.  Stop poking me.”  He shifted away from her claws and bent to grab Curtis’ legs again. 

“I got his feet.”  Jackson nudged him out of the way.  

“Thanks,” said Hugh as he and Dad each took one of the young Guards’ arms.  

They staggered into the woods after Gaar.  She followed, hand on her knife and senses on alert.  Out here, they had more than the Almightys and their Guards to worry about.  There were other things, hungry things, waiting for an opportunity like this.  Curtis was very, very vulnerable, but the three other males were too exhausted to move quietly.  Predators relied on such carelessness, but hopefully, with Gaar in the lead and her in the back they’d catch anything that attacked before it was too late.  

Gaar stopped in a clearing, flinging his cloak of seaweed into the waiting carriage.  She gathered the cloaks from the others as the three males loaded Curtis into the back of the carriage.  

“Gaar, I’ll drive,” said Jackson.  “The Grunts don’t like you.”  He followed Tim onto the top of the carriage.

“That’s because I eat them.”  Gaar turned around, slapping Hugh on the shoulder and almost bringing the Almighty to his knees.  “Glad to see your neck is still short.”

“Good to see you too,” said Hugh, rubbing his back.

Gaar laughed and climbed into the back of the carriage.  She followed, kneeling to inspect Curtis’ wounds.  The blisters on his leg were oozing blood.  She touched his head and cheeks.  He was hot from fever.  

“How’s he doing?” asked Hugh as he hopped into the carriage and braced himself as it took off.

“Not good.  He needs help.”  She turned to Gaar who was staring out the window, head cocked to catch the sounds.  Something was coming.  “What is it?”

“Guards.  A lot of them.”  Gaar pounded on the roof.

“We know, we know,” shouted Dad as the carriage picked up pace.

“Curtis needs help.”  She met Gaar’s black eyes.  “You need to take him to my mother.”

“I’m not leaving you,” said Gaar.

“You have to.  If infection sets in”—she smoothed the hair off the young Guard’s forehead and then looked back at Gaar—“he’s dead.  You’re the only one who can carry him and still move fast enough to outrun the Guards.”  She moved to the window and sat on the sill, leaning out.  “I can’t see them yet, but you need to go soon.”

“Get back in here.”  Hugh grasped at her arm, trying to pull her inside the carriage.

“Let go of me.”  She put her foot on his thigh and shoved at the exact moment that the carriage hit a rut.  She bounced on the sill, her legs flailing in the air as she tipped out the window.  They were moving fast, if she fell...it’d hurt, a lot.  She pulled herself up, grasping onto the windowsill as they hit another bump.  The top half of her body fell backward, but her grip was good.  She wouldn’t fall.

“I got you.”  Hugh dropped to his knees, wrapping his arms around her thighs and trying to drag her back inside.

“I don’t need your help.”  She braced one hand against the window and shoved him away with the other, slashing at his arms.  “Don’t touch me again.  Your fumbling is going to knock me out of the carriage.”  No one had ever touched her like that.  She could still feel the heat from his hands on her legs.

“Ouch!  You little shit.”  He dropped his hold and scooted away from her.  He pushed up his sleeve, glaring at the four slashes across his arm.  “That’s the last time I save you.”

“Save me?  You almost killed me.”  She slipped inside the carriage.  “I was fine until you decided to help.”

“She doesn’t take orders well.  Takes after Mirra.”  Gaar’s black eyes sparkled with amusement.

“It’s not funny, Gaar.  That idiot almost made me fall out of the carriage.”

“I did not.”  Hugh stood up, looming over her.  “I told you to get back inside.  You’re the one—”

She turned her back on him and faced Gaar.  “They’ll have to slow down.  The forest is getting denser.  You can jump to a branch.  I doubt the Guards will look in the trees.”  She knelt by Curtis.  “We need to figure out how to hook him to you so that both your arms are free.”  She pulled another backpack from a corner and searched inside of it.  “Didn’t we bring more rope?”  

“You and your dad packed the bags,” said Gaar.

“You can use the backpack straps.”  Hugh snatched the sack from her.  “I’ve done it before.  It’ll work, but it won’t last forever.”  He emptied the contents onto the floor.  “We’ll need something to cut the straps.  Give me—”

She bared her claws and sliced through the cloth.

“Shit, those are sharp.”  He stared at her claws as she retracted them and then grabbed the seaweed cloaks.  He tore off the parts that were the least damaged, hooking them with the straps and making a type of harness.  He held it out toward Gaar.  “Turn around.” 

“No.  My front.”  Gaar stood, his bulk filling the small carriage.  “I have to be able to grab him if he slips.  We’ll be pretty high up in the trees.”

Hugh fastened the contraption around the Handler’s chest.  Gaar held Curtis while he and Trinity hooked the young Guard into the harness. 

“I hope it lasts long enough for us to get away.”  Gaar tugged on the straps.  

“Me too.”  Hugh motioned at Gaar’s hands.  “Don’t pull on it too hard or too much.”

The carriage started to slow.  

“Little One, be careful.  Keep your eyes open and your mouth shut,” said Gaar.

Hugh laughed.

She glared at him.  He could’ve tried to hide his amusement.  She turned her back to him again.  “I’ll be fine.  You and Mirra taught me well.”  This would be one of the few times that she’d be alone in the woods without the Handler or Tracker.

“I worry that you learned a little too much from Mirra.  Think before you act.  Always.”

“Mirra says the exact opposite.”  She grinned up at him.  “She says that I waste too much time thinking and planning.”  She stood on tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek.  “Just like you.”

Gaar took her chin in his huge hand.  “This isn’t a joke.  I won’t be around to help you get out of any messes you make.”

“I’ll be careful.”  Her smile slid away and her cheeks heated a bit.  He didn’t have to mention that in front of the Almighty.  

“I’ll watch her back,” said Hugh.

Her eyes locked with Gaar’s and they both laughed.  

“I’m not as useless as all of you think.”  Hugh’s tone was angry and hurt.

Gaar’s laughter died as the carriage slowed.  “If we thought you were useless, you’d still be in prison.”  He opened the door and stood at the edge.  One jolt and the Handler would go flying, but he didn’t wait for a bump, instead he sprung forward, grasping a branch and in a blur of movement he was gone.
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CHAPTER 5:  TRINITY


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


TRINITY LEANED AGAINST THE window, wishing Gaar hadn’t made that last comment.  Hugh was already curious about this rescue thanks to Jackson’s big mouth and it was Dad’s job to explain everything to him, not hers.  

“Wow!  Gaar’s fast.”  Hugh stared out the door.  “I never saw him move like that.”  He glanced at her, one side of his mouth quirking up in a self-mocking grin.  “Of course, we only met in my office.”  

She’d keep him focused on Gaar.  “I hope he’s fast enough.  Carrying Curtis and avoiding Guards isn’t going to be easy.”  

“There’s no way anyone saw him.  The Guards are too far behind us.”  He closed the carriage door.

“They might smell him.”

“Scent.  I forgot about that.”

“Figures.”  She turned away from the window.  “You need to remember that just because you can’t smell something doesn’t mean the rest of us can’t.”

“I could smell you a mile away in the prison.”  He dropped onto the seat, stretching out his legs.

“That was on purpose.”  She sat opposite him.  

“Really?”  He raised a brow.  “I assumed that you didn’t know how to apply perfume.  It isn’t a skill that you acquire running around in the forest.”

He was right and she shouldn’t care, but the way he said it made it sound like she was lacking and she was done feeling inferior.  “I doused myself on purpose.  I could wear perfume properly if I wanted to.”

“Of course you could.  You can do anything.”  His blue eyes gleamed with suppressed laughter.  “Even Gaar has complete faith in your abilities.”

She flexed her claws, itching to scrape that smirk off his face.  “He knows I’d be fine on my own.”  She leaned forward.  “It’s dragging you around that concerns him.”

“Yes, because I’m worthless.”  He scratched his head, the smile slipping away.  “Oh wait, that’s not right.  If I were useless, I’d still be in prison.”  He leaned forward, until he was only a few inches from her.  “Why did all of you risk your lives to free me?”

“You’re family.”  She leaned back against the seat.  He’d set a trap and she’d walked right into it.  

“Try again.”  His blue eyes were hard, but there was something besides anger lurking in their depths.

“Dad wanted to rescue you right away, but we couldn’t.  We had to make plans.”  She crossed her arms over her chest.  She’d stick with the shell of their story.  Dad could fill in the gaps later.

“I should’ve figured you’d lie.”  He leaned back against the seat.  “Truth doesn’t come naturally to you.”

“What do you mean by that?  I’m very honest.”

“Your entire life was a lie.”

She flinched.  That was truer than he knew.  She didn’t even use her own name.  “That was the fault of your kind, not me and my life isn’t like that anymore.”

He snorted.  “Another lie.”

She sent him one last glare and turned toward the window.  She was done talking to him.  They couldn’t part ways soon enough.

“Are we supposed to be going this fast?” he asked, a twinge of sarcasm in his voice.

The forest flew past the window as the carriage left the copse of trees and picked up speed.  She slammed into the side as they tipped to the right.  The carriage would never hold together if they kept going at this pace.  She braced her legs on the opposite seat, attempting to stay in place.

“What’s the next step in this rescue?”  He grunted as his shoulder hit the carriage wall.  “I’m not sure I can take much more.”

“Don’t know for sure.”  She turned to face him, wrinkling her nose a bit.  “This isn’t exactly going as planned.”

“They never do.”  The corners of his eyes crinkled with amusement when he grinned.  

“At least not for us.”  She caught herself smiling back at him and then turned to stare out the window.  She’d forgotten how charming he could be when he wanted.

As the carriage rumbled on, tossing them about, he asked.  “Since we’re just sitting here, why don’t we finish our conversation?  And please don’t waste my time with the you-saved-me-because-I’m-family story. 

She turned toward him.  She’d hoped he’d let that go.  “Dad’s going to talk to you about that.”

“Why don’t you tell me?”  His voice was soft, persuasive.  “Please.”  He hit the wall again.  “What difference does it make if you tell me now or your dad tells me later?”

He had a point and if she worded it right, he should be flattered.  “We need your help.”

“Me?  Useless me?”  He put his hand on his chest.  “How could a weak Almighty ever...”  

They hit a bump and he flew upward, slamming against the ceiling.

“I’d hang on, if I were you.”  She grinned as he rubbed his head.  It served him right for his sarcasm.  

“What do you need me to do?”  He braced his legs against the seat like she’d done.  

“Ask Dad.  I’m not telling you anything else.”  She would’ve told him everything if he hadn’t thrown her words back at her.

“I thought you’d be eager to explain why you rescued me.”  He leaned toward her.  “I figured you’d love to tell me how it had nothing to do with friendship or family or anything like that.”  He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.  In his gaze pain warred with anger for control.

“It isn’t like that.”  It wasn’t, not really, but he may see it differently and even though he was a jerk she didn’t want to hurt him.  “Dad will explain everything.”

“I knew you could be a stubborn brat but I didn’t think you were a coward.”

“I’m not a brat or a coward.”  She leaned forward until her face was only inches from his.  Maybe, she did want to hurt him.  He was an Almighty.  He deserved all the pain the other classes could give him.  “I’ll tell you why we freed your useless, Almighty...”  

His eyes gleamed in anticipation and triumph.  His feelings weren’t hurt.  He was insulting her to make her mad so that she’d tell him what he wanted to know.  

“Oh no.”  She poked him in the chest with her claw.  “I’m not falling for your tricks.”  Again.  It was embarrassing how easily he could make her lose her temper.

He shrugged.  “You’ll have to forgive me.  I’m a bit rusty at manipulating others.”  He leaned back against the seat.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll get better.”

She was going to kill him.  She really was.

Dad flew through the window, feet first, landing on the floor in a crouch.  “We need to ditch the carriage.”

“What?  We can’t escape on foot.”  Hugh’s eyes darted between her and her father.  “The carriage is taking a beating, but shouldn’t we keep going as long as possible?”  

“We’re headed for the ravine,” said Dad.

“How soon?”  She stood.  Hugh was lucky.  She didn’t have time to kill him.  

“Ah, can’t we avoid the ravine?  You know, go another route.”

“No.  We’re aiming for it,” said Dad.  

His mouth dropped open.  “Why would you do that?  Are you suicidal?”

Her eyes met her father’s.  This hadn’t been part of their plan, but it must be necessary.

“You need to get on the top,” said Dad.  

“We have to slow down or we’ll break every bone in our bodies when we jump.”  Hugh paused.  “At least, I will.  The rest of you will be fine.”  He ran his hand through his hair.  “Shit, you probably do this every day.”

“We can’t slow down”—Dad held up his hand to stop Hugh’s protest—“and we’re not going to jump.  You and I will take one of the Grunts.  Trinity and Jackson will take the other.  We’ll go in different directions and meet at camp later.”  He disappeared out the window.

“You’re next.  I’ll keep a hold of you from in here and Dad or Jackson will grab you from on top,” she said.  

“Please tell me you’re kidding.”  His face was paler than normal as he moved across the carriage.  

She shook her head.  

“Didn’t think so.”  His hands trembled on the edge of the window.  

This scared was never good.  He needed to relax or he’d never make it.  She’d have to give him something else to think about.  “I’m surprised you aren’t arguing about this.”  She moved behind him, grasping the back of his prison uniform.  “It’s good that you’ve come to terms with your inferiority—”

“My what?”  He spun around.

She yanked on his shirt, her arm around him.  “Turn around and pay attention.”  They flew past the trees.  “If you get hit by a branch, you’ll be gone.”

He faced forward again, his knuckles white on the window frame.  “You wouldn’t want that.  You’d have done all this for nothing.”

“Not if you land on your head.”  She tightened her grip.  “You’d be fine then, although the earth would get dented.”

A raw burst of laughter broke from his throat.  “I might be able to manage the landing.”

“Right.  Like you did dropping from the roof?”

He glanced back at her, blue eyes sparkling.  “You don’t have any faith in my physical abilities, do you?”

“You are an Almighty.”  The carriage was only going to get faster the closer they came to the ravine.  She gave him a gentle poke in the back.  “Today would be good.  The ravine is—”

“I’m going.  I’m going.”  He tried to smile but it was more of a grimace.  

She couldn’t do this for him.  “Move fast.”  The longer he lingered, the more dangerous it was.

He put his foot on the sill and used his arms to pull himself up into the window.  The wind whipped through his hair and across his back, tearing at the cloth in her hands.  The carriage hit a bump and he tipped forward, his fingers gripping into the wood.  

“Dad!  Jackson!”  She yanked on his shirt, trying to pull him back toward the carriage, but he was heavier than he looked.

Someone grabbed him under the arms.  She let go of his shirt, wrapping her arms around his legs to steady him as Dad or Jackson pulled him upward.  Then he was gone.  She flushed slightly.  Her face had been against his lower back and butt.  He’d better not say a word about that or she’d shove him off the carriage.  She hopped into the window.  The cool wind bit into her face and tore through her hair.  She took a deep breath.  It was glorious, almost like riding on Mirra’s back.  The carriage hit a bump and she swayed, quickly regaining her balance.  Enough fun.  Time to move.  She lifted herself to the top.  The carriage rolled beneath her feet and she stumbled, squatting to make her center of balance lower.  
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