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        Book 1 in the Relic Saga

      

      

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

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

      

      Genre: Science Fantasy, Adventure

      

      New in this Edition:

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

      

      Trigger Warning

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “James, we’re friends."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Another splash sounded as Rin joined them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Z didn't want that fate for his friend.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A rejection. The last Family had rejected his application.

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

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

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

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

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

      The easy swing of his machete was a counterpoint to his own thoughts. Barring any interference by natives, he should reach Wolf Haven in a few minutes. If he had his days right, this would be the day Ravenne would try to re-establish her assassin school. Her method required young, stupid, and desperate teens. Ones that had been starved and treated like dirt by the rest of the town. In other words, the wards of the company sponsored orphanage.

      That meant she’d have to destroy the stability Z’s money had allowed the orphanage.

      If she was feeling pissy, then the oldest child would die too. Even though she’d probably like nothing more than turning the last of the Roman line into an assassin, a dead Roman was less likely to turn on her later once her web of lies fell apart.

      The serious face of the little boy from so long ago haunted him. Had Z done the right thing in bringing him to town? He’d found the boy building a shelter under an Oblong tree. Even at six, the kid had known how to build shelter and which tree to pick. He'd known that the kid had come from Z's last assignment location.

      The constant guilt Z lived with bubbled up and he closed his eyes, pushing away those thoughts.

      This could be part of his penance. If Ravenne had her sights on that boy, he’d help the kid survive. And if he still had that same spark, Z would invite him onto his team.

      Even though going alone to Wolf Haven was a risk, Z needed to do this. He took a breath and hardened his resolve.

      First, he needed to figure out how big the war party of demons Ravenne had sent to town was.
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      Duff stood frozen in the fenced yard of the orphanage. The wail of the alarm cut through the wet air. It seemed to come from everywhere at once. The demon alarm hadn’t sounded for years. Last time, he’d huddled with the rest of the kids in a closet hoping nothing got in. He’d heard that a Family had been decimated.

      The flash of a dark form rushed by to the east. A woman’s shrill scream sounded from the same direction, followed by high-pitched, desperate sobbing.

      Matilda opened the door. “What’s going on?”

      “Matilda! Lock this door.” Duff’s voice came out harsher than he wanted. He stepped toward the door to push it shut. She needed to stay inside and keep the kids safe.

      “What about you?” Matilda seemed to ignore his tone, but bit her lip and eased the door open enough to let him back in. “You could stay here longer.”

      “I’ve got to help.” His voice was quiet, but she still heard him judging by the loss of color in her cheeks. Her eyes glittered, making his heart squeeze.

      “But—” She looked like she wanted to argue.

      She couldn’t keep him safe. He couldn’t shelter here. He had to go out and prove himself. There wasn’t a Family who wanted him, but maybe this would be his one chance to prove himself. Maybe if he could save the town or someone important from the demons, they’d take him in.

      “Please. Shut the door and stay safe.” He jumped the fence and ran toward the noise. If he cut between the stable and the Seers' hut, he could reach the open lane by the gate. That’s where the screaming seemed the loudest.

      “What are you doing?” A deep voice, one he hadn’t heard before barked out from the shadows. Someone pushed his shoulder, knocking him off balance. Duff stumbled and crashed against the wall. His breath whooshed out. His heart kept running.

      “I-I—” Duff pushed up to stand, but whoever had him was strong and set him back on his feet. Duff gazed up into the face of a bald man with cold blue eyes. He was lean without being skinny. He radiated strength and inner confidence even in the dark alley.

      “You never go toward the screaming.” His tone was matter-of-fact, but not dismissive.

      “I want to help.” It was dumb, but true. He had to help. He had to contribute and had to figure out his place in the town. If he hid now, he’d hide forever and would die like all the other orphans before him. He assumed they were dead, since he’d never seen them again.

      “By getting yourself killed?” the man scoffed softly. He looked familiar, but no name popped to mind. Not many people were bald. Not many people had non-Family tattoos on their arms. The ink fur from his wolf tattoo and the hair on his arm blended together. When the man moved his arm, the wolf tattoo moved too. Silence seemed the best answer.

      The smell of wet animals from the barn and something burning in the distance filled the void.

      “Look, kid. You must not have gotten any training. The demons? They’re smart. A whole pack of them got in. They’re the ones screaming to see if they can pick off some easy prey. The next thing they’ll do is trick their way into a building.”

      How did this man know so much? He had no Family sign. Maybe he was on a crew.

      “What’s your name? What Family are you with?” Duff crossed his arms.

      “You can call me Zachariah.” The man turned away and made his way across the courtyard. There was something about the way he walked that showed that he was annoyed. Was it the question about Family or something else?

      “Where are you going?” Duff followed his movements. The shorter steps testing the ground, leaning back and testing each step. A pause to listen. Duff did the same.

      The sun rose, making the shadows seem deeper. The town was so still and so quiet. Every window in the buildings were ablaze with light, but no silhouettes crossed the windows. The normal early morning foot traffic was missing. The smell of burning still lingered in the air.

      “Tracking where they came in.”

      “Why?” Duff asked.

      Zachariah didn’t answer, but paused behind the Seers’ hut. Even from here, Duff could smell the Seers’ unwashed bodies. Once a Seer ended up in this hut, they were beyond caring for themselves. The time currents only they could see had driven them crazy. He shuddered, but stepped closer to look at what Zachariah had found.

      There was a distinct print. Six toes: four on the front and two in the back. An inch out there was a deep mark. “Is that a claw mark?” Duff whispered.

      “This one is excited. The claws are partially extended.” Zachariah followed the tracks to the corner.

      “What does that mean?”

      Zachariah seemed to consider his words. “The demons are here for a reason. If we’re quiet and follow them, we may find out why.”

      Zachariah must mean he was asking too many questions. But he hadn’t said Duff couldn’t follow him. “What can I do?”

      Zachariah glanced around. “Have a weapon?”

      “No.” He’d meant to buy one, but it just hadn’t happened. It’d always seemed more important to buy food and get the orphanage credit when he could.

      Zachariah pulled a long sword from his back sheath. “Here. Hold it like this.” He shifted his grip to demonstrate and then offered it to Duff.

      Duff took the weapon and held it the way Zachariah had shown him. It was light, like one of the bigger soldering irons he’d used. He swished it experimentally.

      “Don’t overextend. It’s sharp.” Zachariah handed Duff a scabbard that had a pocket. “Put it in this when you’re not using it.”

      “I’ve never…”

      “Just remember that they’re out to kill you. The blade will pass through with some resistance. Pull toward you at the end.” Zachariah removed a different wicked-looking blade from the scabbard on his back. The blade gleamed in the half light.

      Duff nodded. The end must mean after the blade had passed through the demon. His gut twisted and turned like some demented snake. It would be his first time killing.

      A hand rested on his shoulder, and when he looked up, Zachariah’s serious gaze held his. “Most people don’t like to kill. Sometimes you have to. It doesn’t make you an animal. Or bad. As long as you only do it when you have to.”

      The tight knot loosened. “You sound like Matilda. She’s very practical.”

      Zachariah grinned and then pointed at the tracks. “We need to see what we’re up against. How many?”

      Duff recognized the words for what they were: A test. He’d learned to track with his dad in the jungle and even though that’d been years ago, he still remembered. There was a trail leading south with some blurred tracks. Three sets of footprints, but then he remembered his dad telling him about tails. He focused on the wavy lines and followed on. There were five tail markers that intersected. “Five?”

      “Good eye. They try to hide their number by stepping into each other’s tracks.”

      Duff must have passed the test because Zachariah added. “We are going to follow the tracks. They’ll separate when they’re close to what they came to attack. Once we see that, we’ll have to be careful. If they become aware of us, they might try to get behind us.”

      Zachariah made quick progress across town. His gaze shifted back and forth, scanning for clues.

      “Where is everyone?” Duff kept his voice low.

      “Holed up. Waiting for the demons to leave,” Zachariah said absently.

      They followed the outer wall back toward the south side of town. When they rounded the next corner, the sharp tang of donkey shit became more noticeable. Since they were on the south side of the stable, they wouldn’t have to smell the Seers’ hut. This side of town also had Red’s where the unaffiliated could stay if they had enough money.

      This side too was quiet and dark. The last building was the orphanage. The arrangement kept all the undesirables together. Unease pooled in his heart. Could the demons be headed to the orphanage?

      Zachariah pointed to the ground. “They’re picking up speed.” The tracks looked blurred and deeper. “They’ll split soon.”

      Behind the Seers’ hut the tracks separated into five distinct sets.

      All five sets headed towards the orphanage.
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      Matilda sat at the table and threaded the needle. The demon alarm still buzzed in the background. She’d given the kids their assignments and tried to act as normal as possible. She didn’t want them worried about Duff or the demons since even the orphanage had company supplied protections. As long as they stayed in the orphanage, they should be fine.

      Miss CuddleBug, Sheila’s doll, needed some surgery. Usually this sort of activity would calm Matilda. She checked her nails and saw the distinctive purple at the base that meant her nanites were activated. She took a deep breath and used the mantras her father had taught her.

      Peace is within my reach.

      Breathe and breathe again.

      “Will Miss CuddleBug be well?” Sheila stood on her tip-toes to see her dolly on the table.

      “I’ll get her fixed up.” Matilda stroked Sheila’s hair. Sheila’s complexion grayed. Matilda snatched her hand back. She had to be careful with the little ones when she was this worked up. The nanites in her system would kill them.

      “Why don’t you do your chores while I do this?”

      Sheila nodded solemnly and walked slowly toward the stairs where she’d fold clothing. Sheila would feel better in a few minutes.

      Even though Duff’s cake was long gone, hope still lit the other kids’ faces. How had Duff known something so silly would raise their spirits? That a simple piece of cake could make them happy. And then there were the other things Duff had done. He’d figured out chores that made the kids feel good.

      Simon was a whiz with the computer. He was studying a programming language so he could rewrite the security program. The company owned the one they had. Anyone could modify the program, but few had the skills to do so.

      The twins were more physical. They were going to build a fort with the broken beds. It was for play right now, but they all knew it could come in handy later.

      Little Sheila loved organizing. She was upstairs, probably putting the few clothes that had just been washed and dried on the line, away.

      Matilda tested the fabric on Miss CuddleBug to see if it needed replacing. She decided it would survive another round of stitching. She took out the previous stitches that had unraveled and put the first careful stitch across the tear in Miss CuddleBug’s neck. She reinforced the stitch and double knotted it. She’d double knotted each stitch to keep Miss CuddleBug whole. Sheila had come to the orphanage with this doll. It was the only thing that had survived from her previous life. Matilda had nothing from her own childhood. Perhaps that’s why it felt important that Sheila kept her link back.

      Somehow little Sheila was still innocent. Matilda feared that the loss of Miss CuddleBug might change her. She wanted Sheila to be a child for as long as she could.

      Matilda finished the doll and got up to do the dishes. She still wasn’t in control enough to face the kids.

      Peace is within my reach.

      Breathe and breathe again.

      The plates had been licked clean and just needed a quick rinse. Not even a crumb of cake was left. Even though it was cake, it contained the nutrients they needed to grow. That was the other thing Duff had done. He’d made sure that they’d eaten. She remembered the days of hunger before Duff had started odd jobs and fixing things to earn money. Sometimes he’d even done those tasks for a Family.

      Unease pulsed through her. Her full nail was purple. She hadn’t been this out of control since⁠—

      No.

      Peace is within my reach.

      Breathe and breathe again.

      But trying to use her father’s mantras when she was so amped up wasn’t working today.

      She closed her eyes and just breathed, listening to the noise of her home. The click of Simon switching screens. The soft bickering that the twins did when they completed each other’s sentences. The slight beep of the dishes being absorbed back into the replicator. The tinkle of glass breaking.

      Glass breaking? She held her breath and listened for the next sound. The one that would say everything was fine. Sheila would call down asking for help with something she’d broken. But as the seconds ticked by, the calmness that had settled over her shattered.

      What else might’ve been broken? The sound had for sure come from upstairs. The windows shouldn’t be able to be broken. Unless the protection was down.

      She walked to where Simon studied.

      “What is it?” Simon asked.

      “What’s the status on the shield?” She kept her voice calm and resisted touching his shoulder. She waited, hoping that Sheila had found something breakable upstairs and was trying to hide it.

      A couple seconds of keyboard clicking. “The protective field is down.” His voice was hushed.

      Fear stole her breath. Sheila was upstairs alone with whatever had broken in. “Can you get it back up?”

      Simon typed away and then shook his head. “No, it’s a mechanical failure.”

      She pushed down the alarm that burned up her back. This wasn’t just a break in. The demon alarm had gone off. This could be demons breaking in.

      “We need to get into the basement.”

      “Oh man, not again,” one of the twins muttered.

      Simon stood and headed to the basement. “Coming?”

      She couldn’t just leave Sheila upstairs. Best case, it was a false alarm. Worst case, demons had broken in and they were about to eat Sheila.

      “I need to get Sheila.”

      Simon’s eyes widened. “You’ll use the secret knock?”

      “Yes, otherwise don’t open the basement door.”

      Simon and the twins stepped into the basement and locked the door behind them. The basement was the extra measure that Duff had put in a year ago. Warmth filled her chest. He was such a sweet boy. In the basement, the kids would find light sources and emergency food. Duff had even put in some games to distract them. They’d be safe, which would let her focus on saving Sheila. If she needed to be saved.

      Matilda crept up the stairs, avoiding the noisy second stair and easing up along one side.

      One of the windows in the corner was broken. She held her breath and watched, not quite sure what she was waiting for. A dark shape that looked to be a cross between an old earth cat and a lizard slithered in through the broken window. Stiff black fur tipped with bright fluorescent colors covered its body and a long tail trailed out the window. This one was mostly blues.

      Matilda’s heart thrummed.

      Demons had made it inside the house.

      A squeal drew Matilda’s gaze to Sheila. She stood frozen by her bed. Her eyes were wide and panicked. Even though she was little, she’d seen firsthand what happened if you ran from demons.

      Matilda stepped slowly toward Sheila. The demon ignored them. Once Matilda reached the girl, she put her hand on the girl’s shoulder. Sheila shivered with the contact. Matilda drew her hand back.

      Another demon entered the room; this one had green tones over the black. The first sat, seeming to ignore them. Its blue tongue lapped out, washing its bright blue claws. Its disinterest was an illusion; if they were to run, the demon would pounce. It was far quicker than any human. Matilda might be able to get away, but there was no way both she and Sheila would escape.

      The sight of the demons made her fingers tingle. She glanced at her nails. They were wet with purple goop. Her nanites were out of control.

      She needed to get Sheila to safety.

      If Matilda were normal, they’d be dead. But, the nanites that flowed within her body gave her super healing. Her blood, sweat, and tears killed other humans. Could they kill demons too?

      There was a window on this side they could try busting through, but it would be hard to explain how she was able to survive the fall. And if she bled on Sheila, the girl would die. Besides, the demons would just follow them and who knew how many might be outside waiting for them?

      What she really needed was a place for Sheila to hide. Her hidey hole was on this side of the room.

      “Sheila, crawl to your hiding spot.” It was under a bed and in the wall. “You have to stay hidden or they’ll find you.”

      Now Sheila just needed a distraction to allow her to get to safety. A flash of something her father had repeated came to her. In her mind she heard his deep gruff voice. “They like motion, smooth long motion.” Had her father been talking about demons?

      Matilda swayed her arms and danced to silent music. All the demons sat on their hindquarters and watched her hands.

      She glanced to the side and saw Sheila was gone. A small bubble of relief and hope lightened her chest. She kept her motions smooth and steady, crossing her arms and uncrossing them as her dad had taught her. What else had he said? Something about the lightest scratch.

      That meant she’d have to touch the demon. Revulsion shook her. Touching them was the last thing she wanted to do, but it was the best choice. Her heart thundered. She knew the blood of a demon was caustic. If she were wrong about the nanites, she’d be injured.

      She moved slowly toward the nearest demon, the original blue one and scratched it down its arms. Skin and slime caught in her nails and a strange feeling of lightness made her dizzy. For a moment she couldn’t focus on anything.

      When her eyes could focus again, the demon shook its head. It shuddered and gave a long whistle.

      She stepped back again, too dizzy to do more than watch the demon. Out of the corner of her vision, the others backed away. They could’ve been just as confused as she was.

      The one she had scratched scrambled on the floor and its skin dried and cracked. Its movements slowed down as her nanites attacked.

      Excitement coursed through her. All she needed to do was hypnotize them and let the nanites finish them off.

      One last whistle and twitch and the demon collapsed on itself.

      The other demons glanced at each other and clicked, then they turned as one to look at her. The clicks could be their language. If they had language that made them smart. Still, she had the motions her father had taught her and the nanites in her blood.

      She smiled and raised her hand. Her nails were no longer purple. The nanites were gone. She was defenseless.
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      “Is that the orphanage?” Zachariah pointed at the only building with darkened windows. Only the top where the kids slept had lights on.

      “Yeah.” Where were the demons? Duff hadn’t seen anything. The rest of the town was under lockdown, lit but quiet. The chill came back and roosted between his shoulder blades.

      “It looks right?” Zachariah asked softly.

      Duff studied the orphanage. The two-story building sat offset from the rest of the buildings. All the houses in Wolf Haven were recycled gray plastic made to look like wood. He was going to say it looked fine, but something about the window at the top caught his eye.

      “No, the top window is open. We never have windows open,” Duff said. An opened window meant the kids were in trouble. Fear and adrenaline merged in his system, making his hands shake.

      “So it is. Can you climb up there? It might be better to enter with the light.”

      “No.” It wasn’t that he couldn’t climb up. It was that he hoped that wasn’t the only option for getting in. If Matilda thought there was danger, the kids should be safe in the basement. The orphanage could be noisy so it would be easy for someone to break a window and get in. But only if they disabled the security system.

      Zachariah rubbed his head. “Can you get us in quietly?”

      The orphanage had two entrances. The front door and the side door. The side door was quiet to open.

      “Yeah.” Duff lead Zachariah closer to the orphanage. The little gate into the protected yard opened without a squeak. The main sidewalk went to the front door. They never used that door. Instead, he circled around to the side door.

      If they were lucky, he’d still have access. He put his hand up to the hand scanner. The door remained locked. His heart dropped. Would they have removed him from the system? He still had until sundown to leave. He rubbed at the ache in his chest.

      He unzipped the top compartment of his kit and pulled out two leads and a small access panel. With a quick twist, he added the leads to the panel, added power, and pulled up an unlock program. His program spun through quickly and found the right code. The door clicked open. He quickly put his stuff away.

      “Nicely done.”

      Duff opened the door and stepped into the foyer. The kids’ shoes were lined up, but there was a gap where his shoes would go. How long before they closed ranks and no longer had space for his shoes? The thought added an extra layer of desperation to his fear.

      He closed the door and listened to the quiet that echoed in his ears.

      The quiet raised the hairs on his neck. The orphanage was rarely silent.

      Duff switched on the light in the kitchen. The room looked the same as it had this morning. The remnants of the cake were long gone. The replicator glowed blue awaiting its next command. The door to the cellar was secured. He didn’t use the secret knock, since it wasn’t safe yet. They’d be fine for days down there with the supplies he’d hoarded.

      The small office was closed and locked.

      The only place left that a demon might be was upstairs, which made sense with the broken window being upstairs.

      Duff led Zachariah past the kitchen. Around the next bend was the staircase leading up.

      The stairs looked like a gaping black maw. The door at the top must be closed. Where were the demons? The hairs on the back of Duff’s neck slowly stood. The air felt wrong. The hint of an odd smell hung in the air. It wasn’t unpleasant, more like baked bread and fish. Seemingly strongest toward the stairs. He pushed away the faint recognition from his past, but it left fear rolling in his gut. He hoped the kids were all downstairs and safe.

      The upstairs creaked and moaned in the wind. It didn’t seem right. He listened intently, but heard nothing that sounded like there was anything up there. The demons must be hiding. If he and Zachariah made any noise going up, that would alert the demons. He hoped the silence didn’t mean that the demons had killed everyone and left already. Fear dried his mouth, making him wish that he’d checked the basement before coming up here. He knew and had obeyed the rule that the door shouldn’t be reopened until the place was clear. He’d just trust they were all safe in there, waiting like they’d been taught.

      Zachariah took out his sword.

      Duff waved his arms to catch Zachariah’s gaze. Then Duff pointed to the side and held up two fingers to indicate the second step creaked. Zachariah nodded and stepped close to the wall, stepping over the second step. Duff followed behind. At the top of the stairs, Zachariah quietly opened the door.

      The bright light spilled down the stairs. The light was too bright for his gloom adjusted eyes and blinded him.

      Once his sight adjusted, the room looked normal but that sense that something was very wrong reared its head. The sense crawled up his back leaving shivery foot prints. There should be some evidence of the demons other than their smell that coated the inside of the room like mud, but from here all he could see were the carefully made beds. Could the demons have left already?

      Zachariah stepped toward the windows.

      Duff scanned what he could see of the room again. Nothing was demon shaped.

      Duff glanced at Zachariah and saw that he too seemed to feel something was off. His gaze darted around the room.

      Duff stepped fully into the room and a flash of movement from the corner drew his gaze. Matilda was waving her arms in a complicated pattern. He opened his mouth to ask her what was going on, but she shook her head and glanced down. Maybe she was looking at something he couldn’t see from his angle.

      He moved into the room and saw what the beds had been blocking. Two demons were crouched low and stared at Matilda.

      His heart picked up speed. Matilda was in trouble.

      Zachariah circled around the outside of the room.

      Then Matilda glanced up toward the rafters.

      Duff glanced up and froze. His heart jumped. A demon hung from the rafters directly above Zachariah.

      “On the ceiling!” Duff bellowed and drew his sword.

      Zachariah jumped, but what happened was lost in the sudden darkness that descended. Someone had shut off the lights.

      The weak light from the broken window let the demons be lost in flickering shadows. Only the colored tips of their coats moved and swayed, forming patterns in the darkness.

      Duff had no idea where their teeth were.
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      Duff’s heart thundered in his chest. There were five hungry demons in the room with them. He needed a way to even the odds. Demons in the dark were said to be deadly, so maybe in the light they would be more vulnerable. There was only one thing to do. Bring some light onto the subject. He’d break the darkened windows. He grabbed a spare part, a metal bolt, from one of the broken beds and chucked it at the nearest window.

      There was a crash and the tinkling of glass and then a swath of light stabbed into the darkened room.

      He grabbed a large metal nut and threw it at the next window. A raspy chittering filled the air and the demon that’d been hovering over a fallen Zachariah turned to attack Duff. He jerked back.

      He chucked a metal corner bracket and swung his blade at the green demon. The blade passed through its body mid-chest. The demon fell away. One down and four to go.

      Where was Matilda?

      “You have to cut their heads off for them to stay down.” Zachariah was up and stabbed one in the throat, sending the creature stumbling back.

      The creature shook its head and its wound closed. Fear raced up his spine. Demon spawn. The demons could heal themselves, which meant the one he’d wounded earlier was still alive.

      “Behind you!” Zachariah called out.

      Duff turned. The demon he’d thought he had killed was a foot away and reaching for him. Its long claws dripped black ichor. Time slowed down. A black drop fell from the tip of one green claw. Duff gasped and pulled back.

      Maniacal glee lit the demon’s twisted black face. The drip fell closer. He wanted away from that reaching claw, and he leaned back. Until his balance shifted and he fell.

      His hair moved from the breeze generated by the claw swipe that had just missed him.

      He plunged the sword still clenched in his hand toward the demon. The blade punched up and the demon got caught on the hilt. A splat of ugly warmth landed on Duff’s chest. He kicked his legs and sent the demon back.

      The wound on the demon slithered together, closing the hole as Duff watched. He needed to take the head before the demon was able to move properly. Duff leaped up and swung the sword. The head dropped and rolled away. The body fell, but still knit together.

      Nausea rose, coating the back of his throat with bitter acid. He’d killed a living thing.

      Zachariah shook him. “Take off your shirt.”

      Duff glanced down. Black smoke rolled off his shirt. Now that the panic was receding, he felt the pain on his chest. He stripped off the shirt and threw it on the floor. A red welt that looked like an impression of a drop of water rippling on a pool marked his chest. He hadn’t gotten more than a few drops of demon blood on him. The blood had destroyed his shirt and still had enough power to hurt his skin.

      “Duffy!” Sheila’s happy cry echoed out in the now quiet room.

      Duff turned with his heart in his throat. Had they gotten all the demons? Was little Sheila at risk? “We get them all?”

      Sheila ran to Duff with her arms extended for a hug, but stopped short and made a face. “You smell yucky.”

      Duff chuffed a laugh, putting his hand on her head, but turned to Zachariah.

      “I only found four.” Zachariah wiped his blade and sheathed it. Once he had his gear put away, he ambled over.

      “There should be a fifth.” Duff scanned the room.

      Matilda moved a bed and stepped over to Duff’s side.

      “Are you okay?” Duff asked. “How many were there?”

      She said, “I’m okay.” But her face said she wasn’t.

      “What happened?” Duff rubbed Matilda’s cold hands. He’d never seen her so pale and uncertain.

      Matilda frowned. “I was in the kitchen when I heard the window break upstairs. I got the rest of the kids in the basement.”

      “They’re still there.” Duff made his tone soothing. The fact that Matilda didn’t comment on his tone showed how shaken she really was.

      “Good.” She snatched her hand back and hugged herself.

      “Then what happened?”

      Her gaze didn’t meet his. “I came up to check on Sheila. The demons were already in.”

      “Did you see a fifth demon?” Duff asked.

      “I don’t know.” She said, but her eyes didn’t meet his. A sure sign she wasn’t telling the truth. Her lips pressed together, holding back the words that might explain.

      “But—”

      “I don’t know.” She said it forcefully and met his eyes this time. The anger, shame, and guilt that flashed across her face made no sense, but then her face settled into her normal stubborn expression.

      “We have to get you to safety.” Zachariah stepped between them.

      “We’re safe enough here.” Matilda turned and raked a scathing gaze across Zachariah.

      Zachariah just smiled and shook his head. “Yes, because busted windows are a great shelter against demons.”

      “I know who you are and have no intention of letting my charges go anywhere with you.” Her nose rose in the air and she tossed her hair. The lost look was replaced with a determined one. She held her head high. She was right in some ways. There was nowhere else for an orphan to go. Not without a lot of money.

      “I’m the oldest—” Duff started.

      “Not anymore!” She huffed and grabbed Shelia’s hand. They tromped down the stairs. The stairway door slammed shut.

      “Bye, Duffy.” Sheila’s voice floated up through the door.

      Relief and sadness caught in Duff’s throat, stopping his response. This could be the last time he saw her. Something she had said tickled at him. “What did she mean by she knows you?” Duff asked.

      “Help me clean up.” Zachariah indicated the bodies. “Little miss won’t like it if we leave them here.” Was Zachariah avoiding the question about who he was? It was odd that he just happened to be around when the demons had arrived.

      Zachariah grabbed the severed demon head by the hair and tossed it out the broken window.

      Duff looked down at the one he’d killed. The green had faded. The skin looked like pudding. He wasn’t sure how to pick one up without being burned. The acid taste in his throat was back. He couldn’t look away from its gaping neck.

      “Do you have a blanket we could use?” Zachariah asked.

      Duff flinched. He grabbed the shabbiest of the blankets and tore it in half. He handed half to Zachariah.

      Duff bent to grab a head, but Zachariah blocked him.

      “They still bite.” Zachariah flicked the blanket at the demon’s nose. The head jerked and jaw snapped, latching on to the edge of the blanket. Zachariah flicked the blanket and, with a ripping sound, the head flew out the window. “The direct sun will melt them.”

      Duff’s stomach turned. He grabbed the next head by the ear and lobbed it out the window.

      “Grab them so they don’t bleed on you.” Zachariah said.

      He shuddered, remembering the splat of blood from the demon above him and the odd wound on his chest. He nodded and handled the next body much more carefully, wrapping the body in the blanket and hefting it out the window.

      “What do you think happened to the fifth demon?” Duff felt a pang. The broken windows would cost a fortune to fix. The orphanage didn’t have much credit.

      Zachariah shrugged and took a piece of wood and picked up Duff’s discarded shirt and tossed both the shirt and the piece of wood out the window.

      “We should at least block up the windows.”

      “With what? You need to clean that sword I gave you,” Zachariah said gruffly. He reached into his belt and tossed Duff a little bag.

      Duff opened it and found a cloth to clean his sword with.

      “Not like that, kid. Here.” Zachariah held out his hand.

      Duff hesitated. The gruff old guy that had shown him a little bit about fixing stuff would get angry when Duff didn’t know what to do. Zachariah’s face held no ridicule. Perhaps he’d found a good mentor. Duff passed the blade.

      “If we were outside and not dealing with corrosive blood, I’d shake the blade first to get the blood mostly off.” He grabbed the cloth that Duff had been using and cleaned the blade.

      Once the blade was clean, he handed it back. “The blade needs oil. But you can put it in your sheath now.”

      Zachariah surveyed the room. “Look on that side. Check under beds and behind anything.”

      This seemed like an odd request, but Zachariah had to have a reason. “What am I looking for?”

      “The fifth demon.”

      Duff went to his side and checked around. There was nothing amiss. No demon. He glanced toward Zachariah and saw him bend over to look under the bed Matilda had moved. He straightened back up with a frown. “Let’s go, kid.”

      “Shouldn’t we find the fifth demon?”

      “It might not have come in. With the rest dead, it should retreat.”

      Duff backtracked downstairs. The door to the basement was still shut. Matilda was nowhere to be seen. Was she avoiding him? A pang of regret filled his chest. He didn’t want to end things with her on a bad note. Who knew when he would next see her? He grabbed his belongings that he’d placed by the door last night and followed Zachariah outside.

      Duff still wasn’t sure what to make of Zachariah. “I guess we’re even.”

      Zachariah ran his hand back and forth over his shaved skull. “I like your style. You looking for work? I happen to have an opening on my crew.”

      Excitement curled Duff’s insides. If Zachariah had a crew, maybe it was one of the better ones. Maybe he’d have a shot at earning a living that would let him continue to support the orphanage. “Who’s your crew?”

      “Z-crew.” Zachariah crossed his arms.

      Duffs heart raced. The most notorious crew of independents, said to be equipped and trained on par or better than Family and all because of Z. He was rumored to be dangerous, but his crew came back whole and with enough Relics to live on. If they came back at all, most other crews came back empty handed or decimated.

      Zachariah smirked, seeming to read the shock and disbelief on Duff’s face.

      “Y-you’re Z?” That explained Matilda’s animosity. This man had thumbed his nose at the company and survived. The only reason the company didn’t go after him was probably because he found the most Relics.

      Zachariah laughed, a hearty chuckle that sounded strangely friendly. “Interested?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            MATILDA

          

        

      

    

    
      Matilda waited until she was sure Duff was gone. The town alarm had stopped when she’d been upstairs. She hoped they hadn’t noticed the body she’d hidden under the bed. No one knew that she had nanites and wasn’t a normal kid.

      Her father had told her keeping her nanites a secret was important. He’d said that if people found out they would try to kill her. She’d be forced to hurt them to escape and the orphanage would be left with no protection.

      She had to distract Sheila and get the body out before anyone noticed it. The last thing she needed were the kids to suspect her secret. It was safer for everyone if no one knew.

      “Sheila, I need you to stay here while I clean the glass before we give the boys the all clear. Okay?”

      Sheila smiled up at her, Miss CuddleBug tucked under her chin. “Can I play in here?”

      Matilda grinned at the little girl and pretended to glance around the office that the younger kids were never allowed in. “Yes, but shhh. You can’t tell the boys.”

      Sheila was almost vibrating with glee at having a secret from the boys. “I won’t.”

      Matilda closed the door for good measure and hoped that Sheila wouldn’t break anything. She walked back up the stairs with the broom.

      Walking across the room, she saw that the bed she’d hidden the demon body under had been moved. Damn. It had probably been that blasted Z. He must’ve seen her move the bed.

      Her heart revved, but she fought down the panic. He hadn’t called her out, and he’d left the proof behind. Did it matter why he hadn’t said anything?

      She took a shuddery breath. It wasn’t perfect, but it helped her be able to think again. Her secret was probably still safe if she could get rid of the body. Maybe the sun would still melt it. When the proof was gone, she’d have a chance to counter anything Z might say.

      The body was just as she’d left it. It still looked desiccated and so different from when her dad had died. A surge of guilt flowed through her.

      She remembered the feel of the slime on its skin. Would it still be slimy? Should she protect herself from it? Nah, her nanites had probably rendered it harmless.

      She grabbed the demon by its armpits. The skin felt more rubbery now. She tried to lift the body up, but it was too heavy for her so she dragged it closer to the window and glanced out to see if anyone was watching. When she saw that all was clear, she hefted the body out the window.

      It landed in the light and started to sizzle. The squeeze around her heart she hadn’t realized was there, eased in relief, leaving her feeling light headed. Her secret was safe. She’d deal with Z if he tried to cause trouble.

      She sat on the floor and began her father’s mantras. Hopefully she would be calm enough when Sheila came looking for her. It might be a while before the little girl who was thrilled to be allowed in the office came out to look for her. She checked her nails. They weren’t purple. Using the nanites as she had on the demon must have left her time when she was nanite-free.

      Regardless, the nanites would be back and if she didn’t get calmed down, they’d try to destroy her.

      After a few minutes, it was clear the exercises weren’t working. Why was she so upset? The kids were safe. Duff being gone was something she’d prepared herself for for months. Was it the fact she’d killed the demon? No, they would’ve killed everyone in the orphanage.

      Then what was bothering her clicked into place. How had the demons gotten into the orphanage in the first place? The protections had been down. Simon hadn’t been able to bring them online again because of a mechanical issue. That meant the orphanage probably still didn’t have any protection. Her stomach fell. Even though demons rarely raided the town, that still left them no defenses against anyone who wanted to break in. There was even a chance Sheila was in danger now.

      Matilda stood up. Perhaps the mechanical issues were outside. She hurried down the stairs, but paused at the bottom.

      The office door was slightly ajar. Sheila was lying in the middle of the floor staring at the ceiling. She was probably hoping to be caught by the boys. Then she could preen under the attention.

      Matilda tip-toed past the office door and went outside without pausing to put on her shoes.

      The sun was bright this early in the morning. She stepped past where the demons would’ve landed below the upstairs window. There was nothing left but a small pile of black sludge. She went on around to the back of the house. The metal plate of the power coupling was no longer in the ground; it had been pulled up and the wires sliced. Her stomach dropped.

      A demon hadn’t done this damage.
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      Duff shook his head. There had to be a better way. The Z-crew had the worst reputation. Matilda seemed to hate Z and his crew. But what options did he have?

      “It’s not like you have a lot of options. Word is that all the families turned you down. The company doesn’t want you. That leaves staying in town or going with a crew.”

      Duff wondered how Z would know that, but it really wasn’t a secret. Any orphan would have these same options. “I could do odd jobs like I’ve been doing.”

      “You could.” Z nodded and stuck his hands in his pockets. “Where will you live?”

      That stopped Duff. Where would he live? “Red's rents rooms.”

      “True. He charges five hundred a week.”

      Duff didn’t reply as Z assessed his face.

      “You make that with odd jobs?”

      The answer was no. He didn’t. Even if he was able to work jobs from morning ‘til night, he’d still barely make enough to survive. He’d have to stay somewhere else. “I’ll get by.”

      “Okay, kid, if you change your mind, I’m leaving at noon to get back out to the jungle.” Z nodded and walked toward the center of town. Probably headed for the Inn.

      The Inn was probably full of men boasting about how they too had killed demons. He’d only ever seen Family men or company men going in. Z walked in unchallenged. If Duff were to try, they’d throw him out. He’d never belong there.

      Duff walked to the Trading Post with his mind spinning. The Families didn’t want him nor did the company. He’d only stooped to applying to the company because it was better than starving and would help him support the orphanage.

      His choices were a dead-end job that couldn’t support him let alone the orphanage, or one of the crews. If he had to go with a crew why not Z’s despite its reputation? There had to be a way to choose a different option. Perhaps there was a good job that would tide him over awhile. The job list fluttered next to the door.

      Everything had been crossed off. There was nothing. Maybe Red had something. The jobs at Red’s tended to be more dangerous. That was where he’d gotten the job to clean the Seers’ hut.

      He walked around the town wall with his mind rolling. Why was he so resistant to Z-crew? He had to find some way to support himself and help the orphanage. It wouldn’t be long and they’d be back to starving. Another crew was probably a better option. If he joined the Z-crew, Matilda might not talk to him.

      Red’s was where the unaffiliated lived. He was automatically part of this unwanted group. The orphanage lived slightly better because they had a place to sleep. The company forced out the unaffiliated who spent too many nights sleeping on the street.

      Red’s building leaned. The door opened and the stench of unwashed bodies and fear hit him. In the dim light, he could see a few men slumped over a table with a drink in hand. The tears in their clothing showed demon welts and ribs. Even the man behind the counter, Red himself, was skinny to the point of disappearing.

      How much good would Duff do the orphanage if he joined Red’s ranks? He knew the answer, but to pull up stakes and end up with the most notorious gang seemed extreme.

      Z hadn’t been skinny. He’d been sturdy, but not overfed like some of the company men. And Z survived. Well, with his crew. With a glance Duff could tell that the sword Z had given him was much better than anything anyone in the room carried. It had been better than what he’d seen some of the smaller Families carry.

      He needed to talk to Matilda. She was the big sister he’d never had and was very level-headed and calm. He was worried about what she might think about him joining Z-crew because he didn’t want to lose her as a friend. He turned away from Red’s and walked back toward home. What had been home.

      As he approached, the orphanage appeared the same. He decided the side door was the best place for the visit. He didn’t want to give the impression he was trying to stay.

      He knocked on the visitor door. Matilda opened it, but her grin faded after a moment of studying him. “Why are you here?”

      “I need your advice.”

      She raised her eyebrows, but didn’t say anything. She knew what he wanted to talk about.

      “About joining Z-crew.”

      Her face flashed a look of distaste. His stomach dropped. Didn’t she realize that he had no better options? There was no other choice that might give him the chance to continue to support the orphanage.

      She must have seen the decision on his face, because her face softened for just a moment and she nodded. “Good luck.” It was a farewell to a brother. She came forward and kissed him on the cheek.

      When she closed the door, he realized the door was closing on this part of his life.
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      Matilda shut the door on Duff. Sadness and joy mingled in her chest. He’d done it. He’d found a place that gave him a chance at surviving. Even if it was with Z-crew.

      “Matilda?” Simon, the next oldest kid spoke from behind her.

      Simon’s pale blue eyes and pasty white skin made her want to protect him. His expression made worry pool in her gut. “How does it look?”

      He grimaced and glanced around, perhaps to make sure that none of the smaller kids were near. “The protections are still down.”

      Unease stirred the hairs at the back of her neck.

      She didn’t want to tell him they’d been targeted. If the power had been cut, she would’ve known they’d been under attack. With just the protection cut, the demons had been able to sneak in. If she hadn’t been washing dishes because she’d been upset by Duff’s departure, she never would’ve heard the glass break. The demons could’ve killed them one by one as they went up to the bedroom.

      She glanced down and saw the first hint of purple on her nails. She needed to calm down and figure out how to keep the kids safe. “Do what you can with the set-up for tonight. Maybe we should sleep in the basement.”

      “It would be safer. What are you going to do?”

      “I need to get the company to repair the security line and replace the windows.” She tried to sound confident, but she knew that fixing the line and replacing the damaged windows would drain the buffer of money Duff had earned for them.

      Simon nodded and went back upstairs.

      Matilda went to the little room that was their office. Sheila was long gone, probably helping upstairs. The old computer booted up when she entered. By the time she’d sat down, the credit account showed. The balance was a thousand dollars. They’d just gotten the monthly stipend for the orphanage. Two hundred dollars to feed six kids. No, five without Duff.

      She clicked over to search the company catalog for what they needed. She found the windows. The prices were high. The total for replacing three was far more than they had. If she bought even one, it would take the last of their money. They wouldn’t have food next week unless she came up with a plan. She tugged at the end of her ponytail, which sent a sharp pinch to her side. She glanced around to make sure she was still alone and lifted her shirt, revealing claw marks on her side. She searched her memory. Had one of the demons gotten her? It must have. It must have been the one she’d killed.

      She pressed on the red line, pushing the nanites around. If she were to get out a microscope, she’d see the tiny nanites surging through her system. Her secret clean-up crew that would fix the damage. In a day, there’d be no sign that she’d ever been injured.

      The limited amount of research she’d been able to do said no one had ever survived the merge of nanites with the human body. She was the only one. Weight descended on her, like the gravity had increased two fold. Her condition was just one more issue she had to deal with. But first she had to get the protection fixed on the orphanage and the windows at least blocked. That meant going to the company.

      Felix worked at the Trading Post and liked her in that creepy I’m-just-waiting-to-take-advantage-of-you way. She might be able to get a discount if she dressed nicer and pretended to like him. It was her best shot. She didn’t know a whole lot about men or attracting them, but there’d been a girl a few years ago who loved to dress up. She’d left some clothing and makeup when she’d joined a Family. Maybe something she’d left behind would work for softening up Felix.

      She found a box in the closet with discarded clothing. Anything that no one else wanted, but that was still usable went into this box. A black dress with no sleeves seemed the best candidate. When she pulled it over her head, it fit okay, but the draft on her skin told her most of her back was bare. The dress only came down to her mid-thigh, which made her feel naked. She preferred pants and a button-up shirt to girl clothing.

      She opened the compact and looked at the makeup. Maybe just a little bit of lip color and a touch of color on her cheeks. Anything more was beyond her skills.

      She glanced in the mirror and grimaced at the image. Felix had better give her a huge discount for even putting on this silly dress.

      She walked up the stairs to where the kids were cleaning. “Simon, you’re in charge. I need to run an errand.” Matilda made her voice light.

      Sheila smiled and touched her cheek, leaving a faint trail of dust. Somehow the twins were covered head to toe with dust. They blinked their eyes in unison and sneezed.

      Simon sat on the floor with his little computer. He looked up. His eyes were solemn and red rimmed, and his mouth unsmiling. “I can watch them.” His voice sounded more depressed than she’d ever heard it.

      Her worry grew. What options did she have to help save them? She hurried away before anyone could ask where she was going or why she was dressed up.

      She hated leaving the kids alone right now, but saw no other good choice. The security being cut was not a good sign. It was a strange coincidence that the demons had come when the security was off. She didn’t believe in coincidences. No, she needed to talk with Felix and get the kids protection.

      The whole town seemed darker today, like some balance had finally been broken. She walked past the Seer hut on the way to town center. It was faster to cross this way to get to the Trading Post.

      When the little weasel Alex saw her, his eyes widened and he sprinted across the street and headed away, toward town center. Puffs of dirt marked his retreat. Z-crew and Alex’s crew had the worst reputations and Alex was always looking for new recruits.

      She hadn’t expected him to run. She’d expected interest on his part. Could there be something else going on?

      She paused on the street to see if she was imagining the men’s new reaction. The rest of the people on the street were far more subtle, stepping inside doors, or looking away so as not to catch her eye.

      Even Sidney, the gangly young man who’d smiled at her yesterday, turned red and looked away when she passed. She’d gotten the impression that if she’d shown even a hint of interest, Sidney would have been interested. But that’s not what his behavior was like today. It was almost like he’d been warned away.

      She rounded the corner. Ahead, a small crowd of Family men stood in the square. And right in the middle of the crowd, as usual, was a company man. She recognized Felix’s red hair and trimmed red beard, even from a distance.

      Company men and women were always clean and, even though they wore far more clothing than the normal planet person, they never seemed to sweat. She found it hard to trust people who didn’t sweat in the heat. Were they not quite human or did they have tech that kept them cool? If anyone knew the answer, they weren’t sharing.

      When a man at the edge of the crowd saw her, he took a step away. Not a good sign.

      “How’d they get past the barrier?” The Kraus Family man flexed his arms with his K tattoos.

      “Damn Seer walked off to the jungle and left it open.” Alex had run from her to talk to this crowd. He looked smaller and even more shifty-eyed next to the company and Family men. His small crew was always looking for recruits. Only he and Gus ever came back from hunting. They never seemed to find any Relics, but that didn’t stop them from recruiting and the recruits from dying. It was good Duff had chosen Z-crew; at least he’d come back.

      “Which one of the Seers?” Felix joined the group.

      “Does it matter?” Kraus asked.

      “If they’re with a Family, maybe the Family should pay.” Felix smiled on the word pay like it was the most important thing.

      “Pay what?” Alex asked.

      “Damages.” Felix crossed his arms.

      “Seers and hired help are not Family.” The Kraus man lifted his nose and sniffed as if he smelled crap.

      The crowd murmured, but no one contradicted that statement. Matilda scanned the crowd and saw many people she didn’t know, but all of them had Family signs. Most wore them proudly on a bandana. There was a rumor that some people had the Family sign hidden in their hearts or some place that no one would see unless they died. Why someone would do that made no sense. If she had a place, she’d be proud of it.

      “But the demons are gone?” someone from the back of the crowd asked.

      “Yes. The orphanage was attacked,” Felix said.

      The group shrugged. Matilda could almost imagine what they were thinking, as long as it’s not me or mine, who cares? She didn’t expect any sympathy, so wasn’t surprised when no one offered any.

      She backed away and waited for the group to disburse. She needed Felix alone. Him going back to his job at the Trading Post was her best option. She waited for the men to drift away and for Felix to head to the store.

      The store looked like every other building in the town, two floors, thatched roof, a small porch facing east with an even smaller garden. This garden however, was barren, its dirt dried and cracked, and the plants within shriveled husks.

      A company man had no need of a garden. That had always struck her as foolish. It wasn’t much work to keep the garden up once planted. Wasn’t it wiser to have that food just in case than not have anything?

      She opened the door and stepped inside. The interior was shadowed and cool. A shiver worked its way down her body, as it always did when she stepped in here. She looked at the pretty dresses, clean, bright, soft, and completely impractical for a jungle town.

      If he was in, Felix was always in the back. The door to the back was partially hidden behind a display of pick axes. She took her time looking at the displays. Once she thought he was probably settled, she opened the door and walked in.

      Felix looked up from the screen embedded in the desk. The large picture of Felix painted in a heroic pose dominated the wall behind his desk. A brown leather chair by the fireplace had a light next to it. Maybe Felix sat by the fire and read books during the rainy season.

      “Pumpkin, what a pleasant surprise.” He stood.

      At that moment, she decided on her approach. She ran across the room and threw her arms around him. “Oh, Felix.” She pressed her body into his. His arms wrapped around her instantly, pulling her flush against him. The outfit made her boobs press into his bare skin. Yuck.

      He rubbed her bare back. “What’s wrong?” His voice sounded soft and sympathetic.

      She stepped away, feeling bad that she’d thought so low of him. But then she saw the flash of glee—probably at her misfortune—and any guilt she’d felt at tricking him subsided. She let a large tear roll down her face and tried to look pathetic. “W-we need to replace windows and have security fixed on the orphanage.” She pitched her voice higher.

      “Oh, you poor thing, we can get right to it. But…” He looked down and away. “Do you have the funds?”

      “Not enough to get what we need.” She shook her head.

      Felix couldn’t hide the grin or the predatory look in his eyes which lit a spark of anger in her chest. He needed to be taught a lesson if she could manage it.

      “Can you help me? I would be ever so grateful. I know what a great man you are and thought you could help.”

      He preened under her admiration. Puffing out his chest and even flexing his puny arms. “Of course I can help. And I know you’ll return the favor.”

      “Of course.” She let herself blush.

      He pulled the chair out and then ran his hand along her bare back as he pushed her into it. Her skin crawled at his touch. He had no idea what danger he was in from her. When he pulled over a chair to sit next to her, he put his hand on her knee.

      She resisted the urge to smack it away. She focused on the screen that now showed the windows she could order. She chose three of the least expensive and put it all in his cart. The total was staggering. It was over twice what the orphanage had in their account.

      He clucked his tongue. “Do you have enough for this?”

      “No.” She tried to look confused and pathetic.

      “I can work a deal, but you’d still have to cover some.”

      “Of course. We have a little money.”

      “I can add my employee discount.” He leaned over her to type in his discount. Somehow when he leaned back, his hand had moved even higher up her thigh. The amount decreased by twenty-five percent. It was still more than she had available to her.

      She shifted, which moved his hand higher. “I still don’t have enough.”

      “I can give you a fifty-five percent discount. If…”

      Her heart thudded. They had just enough to cover it if he would half it. “I’m not sure we have that much. What would I have to do?”

      He moved his finger on her leg and smiled a smile he probably thought was a nice one. “You would have to come back here tomorrow.”

      “After the items are delivered.” She tried to look innocent. She wasn’t in any danger from Felix. If he tried anything, her nanites would kill him. Unfortunately, killing a company man meant death.

      He grimaced and then nodded. “Yes, after the items are delivered.”

      “What if I can’t afford the full price?”

      “You could meet me another time.” His eyes dipped to the cleavage she was showing. “I know you’re upset, but we should get the orphanage what they need as soon as we can.”

      “I’m just not sure.” She stood and wrung her hands. She had the money he requested, but if she seemed too eager, he might pull back the deal. She walked behind his desk to study the picture of him in his heroic pose. It was even worse up close. The face only vaguely looked like Felix. She pretended to admire it. She glanced back at him to see if he was growing impatient. His eyes were locked on her butt. He didn’t even pretend he wasn’t looking. Gross.

      Annoyance swept through her. It was because he was a man that he was in power. What if she’d been Sheila, who might not have been able to defend herself against his advances?

      He must’ve seen something on her face, because his eyes narrowed briefly. “How much more money do we need to figure out a plan for?”

      “I’ll take your deal and visit you here after we get the supplies.” As soon as the words left her mouth she knew they were a tactical error. She should have sounded more meek and waited a bit longer before agreeing.

      His mouth closed in a firm line, then he smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Excellent. I’ll make all the arrangements.”

      He put in the order, and she put in the orphanage chit that paid for the other half. His face was grim. As long as Felix kept up his end of the bargain, she’d figure out the rest. “The items will be at the orphanage in two days.”

      “I’ll come back here that night.” She ducked her head and walked out of his office. If she hurried, she’d still make it back to the orphanage in time to make dinner.
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      Z took a small sip of the best whiskey they had at the Inn. It burned the back of his throat. He stood as if he didn’t care that he was the only freelancer in the place. He stood as if he’d only come here to enjoy some whiskey. It was good. It left a sweet smoky taste in his mouth. But he was here to gather information and to sort out a few things before going back into the jungle.

      He’d gotten good at watching a room without seeming to. The Families had finally calmed down enough to resume the conversations that had stopped when he’d walked in.

      They all recognized him as an ex-company man. The first time he’d come in here, there’d been bets on how long before he ended up dead. No one knew that he had something over Ravenne, which made him harder for her to kill. Not impossible, just harder.

      He took another sip of the whiskey and closed his eyes as if he was just enjoying a drink. That allowed him to focus his senses on the conversations. No one was talking about the orphanage or Duff. They’d been long forgotten. There seemed to be a general unease in the room. Too many high ranked Family men were here. Odds were good they would meet in secret later. There was definitely something going on.

      He’d also noticed that there seemed to be less Relics in the normal spots and that the company was paying a bit less. That would be a troublesome trend.

      He took another small sip. He’d stay here until his booze was gone. If he sipped it at a leisurely pace he’d have maybe an hour before he’d have to decide to buy another one or leave.

      Before he left he needed to sort through his thoughts on the boy and the girl. Being distracted in the jungle was a good way to get killed. All his energy needed to be focused on survival.

      The boy was probably the easier of the two. He would come or not. If he came, Z would bring him under his wing and help him survive in the jungle. He’d have to be careful that he never let the kid know that they’d met before. A surge of guilt and remorse rose. The past was in the past. It couldn’t be changed. Only the future was malleable.

      He tapped the bar and then stopped his fingers. Tapping the bar was not in line with his calm, collected image he needed to keep the Family from thinking he’d be easy prey. But, tapping the bar was in line with how he felt about the boy. The kid’d still been smart and still had that streak of kindness that life hadn’t managed to crush.

      He took another small sip of the whiskey.

      The girl, on the other hand, was a puzzle. She was attractive and he was surprised that she hadn’t used that to help her gain entry into a Family. Men were men and she could’ve charmed her way into one. She must have a reason for not following that route.

      When he’d seen her in the orphanage, her face had frozen, as if she hadn’t expected anyone to rescue her, but not before a flash of panic lit her eyes. She’d moved a bed to hide a demon’s body. The body hadn’t looked like any dead demon that he’d ever seen and he’d seen many. He took another sip to wash away the sour taste that thought brought to his mouth.

      But the demon’s body had reminded him of something he’d seen years ago. He’d still been a company man on the trail of a rogue scientist. He hadn’t found her. But Z had found a body. Something had made the body gray and mummified. Which had seemed impossible in the jungle with all of the moisture in the air. There had been evidence of someone living in the hut near there, but they’d not returned in the three days he spent waiting for them.

      He tapped his lip with the glass. His interest in the girl wasn’t relevant, nor was her secret. He’d focus his energy on the boy.

      He savored his last sip of whiskey.

      The boy had until noon to meet him by the non-Family door.

      Z would get there early just in case the boy decided to go with him.
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