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This book is for me.



And for anyone trying to find their place



among the stars.











  
  
“I am unsure how long my journey is to the stars,


but I’m certain that when I get there,


I will not fear oblivion.”


—Emma Jackson, Within the Walls
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Vibrations in the earth match the pounding rhythm of my heart. 

Sand jumps and dances around me, as though it feels it too. The air is alive with energy that exists solely when we’re out here in the sunlight. Tangible and pulsing, weaving through the air, just beyond my grasp. If I reach out, I swear I can feel it through my fingertips, pulling me into its—

No. I breathe deep, filling my lungs with the familiar earth around me.

Focus, Coen. Focus.

The sand scratches my forearms as I shuffle forward on my knees, peeking over the looming dune. Heat beats down against my neck, the wrapping around my head offering little protection from the harsh sunlight.

It appears on the horizon through a haze of dust. My heart races, responding to the sight, making it hard to quiet its frantic pace.

Raising my hand to my mouth and tasting sand, I call out a warning to the scouts with a long whistle, then two sharp notes. The sound, familiar in my ears, echoes across the Wastelands toward the opposite dune where I know they’re waiting.

My breath halts in my throat until a glint of light flickers three times across the gap. The acknowledgement to my call blinds me momentarily before I share a knowing nod to Joah. He shields his eyes with one hand, the other on the knife strapped to his belt. His gaze flicks to the sand below his knees as the familiar rumble beneath us intensifies.

They’re here.

Sand flies into my eyes when a gust of wind hits. I ignore its sting, concentrating on the sound of the trucks as they swerve against the hard-packed ground. I share a nod with my friend before I clamber up the dune. Bracing my hand against the top, I dig the toes of my boots into the particles, watching as the truck approaches.

Unclipping the flask from my belt, I tip the dregs of water down my throat to soothe my parched mouth. Cool relief, gone too fast. I grit my teeth, cursing to myself for letting him take the final run of supplies.

Joah settles next to me, his wiry figure vibrating with excitement. The corners of his eyes crinkle when he gives me a nod, a familiar glint in his gaze as he spots the multiple arrows protruding from each of the four tires. I’m sure my face holds the same expression, the same glint in my eyes.

The look of victory.

It’s so close now that I can see the paint across the hard exterior. The yellow, orange and white are a sharp contrast to how they used to be. Looks like these imbeciles are learning. It’s taken them long enough to realize they’re in a desert, not a luscious jungle. The green, brown and black of the old trucks in this environment showed how unintelligent these drivers are.

The vehicle swerves again, shuddering against the hard-packed earth. Shouts echo from below until finally, the truck grinds to a halt. The dust slowly settles around the hunk of metal, exposing the two large men inside.

They do not look happy.

Perfect. Exactly how it’s supposed to be.

Raising my hand one last time, I call out again—my best imitation of a buzzard. The sound always hurts my throat. I continue nonetheless, the high-pitched noise ringing out across the Wastelands.

I keep my eyes on the four archers crouched down behind the truck, their trusty bows on their backs, until something in the distance catches my attention. A small group of people, their heads peeking over the dunes, make their way across the Wastelands toward us. Elias, my younger brother, is at their lead like always. His usual dark hair, mostly covered by a wrapping, catches the sunlight. He’s trying to get the supplies, like he always does.

Joah spots them at the same time I do, because his hand closes around the handle of his knife again, his knuckles turning white.

I shake my head at him, the usual spark of a challenge singing in my veins. “Not this time.” The words are hot behind the material around my mouth. “He won the last round of supplies. This one is ours.”

The archers are pulling the drivers out of the trucks when I turn back. The men dressed in dark clothing hit the ground, a puff of dust coating them in seconds. My four people are doing exactly what they’re supposed to: two to each of the men. It’s the only way we can—

Something catches my eyes again. A gleam from below. I squint against the sun blinding me, my focus fixed on the archers surrounding the man.

Then I see it once more.

The glint of a knife they never usually carry.

Shit.

I’m sliding down the other side of the sand dune before I realize what they’re doing, my legs running at a speed my mind is struggling to keep up with. The Wasteland exists solely for me to cross, my breath halting in my lungs until I finally reach them.

I barrel into the man with the knife. A shocked sound escapes his mouth, stopping short as we crash into the ground. He’s up in a heartbeat, knife glinting as he points it at each of us in turn. He’s double my age easily, though his physique is something akin to my own. His shirt stretches over broad shoulders unnaturally, restricting his movements. Sun protectors conceal his eyes, the glass polished enough that my own reflection stares back.

“Back away! Back!” the man shouts, swiping the weapon at us like he thinks that’s enough to scare us off. His attempt at intimidation is truly laughable.

He tries to wipe dust away from the dark glass with his fingers, resulting in ripping them off his face instead. Lines crease his forehead and bags gather beneath his eyes. He’s sweating profusely, his perspiration sliding across his temples and dripping off his chin. Pathetic. They seriously have no idea about our conditions.

The man’s neck tenses as he looks at the three of us before him. He growls, baring his teeth as he turns back to face me.

“Looks like this one’s got some fight in him, boys,” I say with a laugh, watching as the man’s wrinkled face falls and something glints in his eyes.

The knife lunges toward me. I expect it, the world shifting as I sidestep out of the way. A cloud of dust greets me. I ignore it, dodging another swing for my neck. The sounds of the blade slashing through the air ring inside my mind, each one trying to taunt me. I shuffle backward as fast as I can, keeping a practiced eye on the weapon.

His moves are sloppy, tired, but I know his purpose is deadly. Sweat from his face flies in all directions and his shouts echo across the desert. For a second, he forgets about me and attempts to injure the other two.

And that’s when I take my chance.

The man is down on the ground before he realizes what’s happening, the knife still clenched in his fist. His shouts are cut short as I land on top of him, my weight pinning him down. He slashes at me again, and I brace my arms against my face before the tip cuts through the material of my tunic.

The archers spring to action as the world turns a blinding shade of white. In a matter of seconds, the struggling man stops moving completely, his knife hand going limp at his side and his head rolling to meet the ground. A thin trail of blood snakes its way across his forehead and to the dust.

He’s finally unconscious.

I pull myself off him slowly, reaching for the knife in his hand. Blood stains the metal, only slightly. It’s enough for my mind to catch up to the blinding pain spreading across my arm. A warm substance causes my tunic to stick to my skin. I ignore the discomfort, rising from the ground and helping the other two pull the man into the shade created by the truck. The two who were dealing with the passenger drag him around as well, slumping him unceremoniously against the vehicle.

Spotting Elias’s group getting closer, I call out a whistle to the other scouts behind the opposite dune, who crest the sand and make their way down toward us.

“Had some trouble, did you?” Amara calls out to me, shielding her eyes with her hand as she sidles up next to me.

“Nothing I couldn’t handle.” I nudge her gently with my elbow.

She spots the blood starting to stain the beige fabric and smirks. “Yes, of course.” Wisps of dark hair peek out from the wrapping around her head. She doesn’t push them away from her eyes, which glide over to where our brother is making his way toward us. “Is that—?”

“Yes,” I reply quietly, “it is.”

We make our way around to the back of the truck, carefully pulling the covering up. The smell of foods floods my senses, each one different from the next.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” Joah says from next to me, helping me hold up the covering.

Fresh fruits and vegetables of all colors greet us, peeking out from the inside of wooden crates lined on one wall. Small burlap sacks filled with an array of herbs, spices and flour line the other. The word meats stamped onto a few larger sacks catch my eye. This should keep us going for a while. Metal canisters of water, tied together with twine, line the center portion of the cargo hold.

It’s not always the same supplies every time, and we don’t always win against Elias. Sometimes he gets the supplies, sometimes we do, and sometimes neither of us do. We compete for food all the time.

This range of supplies is the most common I have ever come across. In the last raid we got a few bottles of wine, some dry pasta and rice. We even got blankets and material we used to create clothes. Everything is good when it comes to our survival.

All eight of us carrying a box, a sack, and a can of water each, we make our way back to camp, all the while ignoring Elias’s shouts of protest. He was so close and yet, he failed.

Giving one last glance at the five gathered around the truck before I head over the sand dune, Elias catches my eye. He doesn’t shout at me like he usually would. He admits defeat instead and grabs his meager supplies, handing them over to the others gathered behind him.

I turn back around and catch up with the others, a small smile spreading across my lips as victory sings through my veins.
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Eyes turn to greet us as we crest the dune overlooking camp. Sand-colored tents of all sizes scatter the settlement, each one camouflaged to blend in with the Wastelands. The material flutters in the humid air, dusted with a fresh layer of sand. Father used to say the sun always found its way here first, touching every tent before the rest of the world noticed. He had tentatively called it Suncrest once. The name never quite faded. 

Children chase one another as we make our way deeper into the settlement, their laughter echoing through the air. Loose clothing flows behind them as they run, flapping excitedly in the rush. They blend so flawlessly with the environment that if I didn’t know any better, I’d think they were shifting with the moving sand.

Our supply handler jogs over to the eight of us, grabbing for the can of water perched atop the crate of vegetables I’m balancing on my arms. His smile falters when he counts the items. “There are only eight here. Where are the other two?”

“We left them for Elias and his camp.”

“Correction—” Joah shifts his load up higher as he shuffles to face me. “You left them for Elias and his camp. We won this round fair and square. I was happy taking all of it.”

“Look, he might be a shit, but he’s still my little brother and I do still love him. Two less for us will not make much of a difference.”

Joah holds his hands up in surrender. “Whatever you say, boss.”

The tent full of supplies is always organized. We keep it dark to preserve them for as long as possible, so it’s hard to see what’s around, but I’ve been in here too many times not to notice how everything is placed. Crates of vegetables line one side of the tent, while fruits line the opposite. Burlap sacks fill another wall, tucked tightly into every corner, each one stamped with its respective contents.

I carefully place the crate atop another filled with the same item, not bothering to be precise because I know it will be moved once we all exit the tent.

I thank my friend before passing through the flap, the scouts and archers following on my trail. The aroma of this morning’s breakfast still lingers, mixed with the faint smokiness of last night’s long-dead campfire. It clings to our clothes and weaves into the fabric of the tents, but I don’t mind. It’s familiar, comforting. It smells like home.

I beckon the seven closer to me, forming a tight circle outside the supply tent. Wrapping one arm around my sister, the other around Joah, I pull them against my side. They easily step into the huddle, keeping their arms firmly around each of us. The way we always do after a raid. A silly tradition, but one we never fail to do.

Before I even get the chance to open my mouth, Amara speaks up from beside me. “Coen, please don’t say something depressing like last time. Keep it upbeat, yes?”

Her brown eyes hold hints of humor when I nudge her with my hip. “Let me appreciate your help in my own way, Am,” I start, looking between them slowly. “Tonight, we sleep with full stomachs because of you.”

Joah squeezes my shoulder. “We should all be proud.”

I reciprocate the gesture. “Get some rest, guys,” I say. “I will see you at dinner.”

We all go our separate ways. The archers head for their respective tents, their retreating figures sagging from the exhaustion I feel in the ache in my bones. The overwhelming urge to collapse onto my cot and wake up when dinner is being served is overpowering.

I tap Joah’s shoulder once, thanking him again as he heads for his shared tent. Because of the limited number of tents, everyone has to share—sometimes up to three or four if they can fit. If it was up to me, I would make sure there are tents for each and every one of us, but I can’t. Our tents come from the supply trucks. If they don’t send material, we can’t make shelters. Simple as that.

Amara turns to face me, lifting my arm so she can inspect the injury closer. The pain pulls and I wince, the scene with the old man coming back to me. If I was a few seconds too late . . . I don’t even want to think about what he would’ve done to the archers. I don’t know what I would do if they hurt any of my people.

“You’d better show this to Liv before it gets infected,” she says, dropping my arm as a laugh escapes her. “Wouldn’t want her to amputate it now, would you? I’m sure it’d be a shame if you lost your tugging arm.”

“Good thing I have another hand then, isn’t it?” I stare at her incredulously, mirroring her actions. “And I’m concerned you find humor in such a morbid topic, Amara.”

“Finding humor in anything is how I make this desolate land feel less . . . bleak.” She slaps me on the shoulder. “You should know me by now, big brother.”

I roll my eyes but I can’t help the smile creeping its way onto my face. “Go rest, Amara. You look like shit.”

“Likewise,” she replies. “Before I go, I have to ask . . .” She tilts her head at me, a lock of her brown hair brushing against her shoulder. “Have you reconsidered?”

Ever since Amara has joined the raiding group, she has been wanting to be an archer. I refuse because it is a dangerous responsibility to have. Not only do they need perfect aim for the supply trucks’ tires, but they also have to trail them until they stop. Then, worst of all, they have to try and gain control over the drivers before they gain control over us.

It’s a dangerous and risky job, something I don’t want to fall onto my little sister’s shoulders. I’m only trying to keep her safe. I would die before I let anything happen to her. If she can’t see that, maybe it means I’m doing a terrible job at it.

“No.” My voice is firm, unwavering. “I haven’t reconsidered, Amara. And you know my reasons, so don’t ask. No, don’t give me that look.”

Her jaw clenches, the frustration evident in the way she glares at me. “You know I’ve been practicing for a while, Coen. I’m a better aimer now than I was before. Jai will tell you.”

“That’s not why I’m not letting you, and you know it’s not.” I shake my head slowly. “These truck drivers are getting smarter with each raid. And that means it will get harder for the archers. My answer is no.”

She seethes, her brown eyes hard, angry. “I’m not giving up, Coen.”

“I don’t expect you to,” I say. “Go to your tent. I’m not going to ask again.”

She doesn’t say anything else as she twists around and makes her way to her tent, sand blowing up in her wake. I run a shaking hand through my own growing dark strands, pushing them away from my face. Amara can be so stubborn sometimes. I want to get angry with her, to scold her for being reckless, but I know I can’t. After all, we’re more alike than I care to admit. If I get angry with her for wanting to fight, it would make me a hypocrite. How could I deny her the same determination I’ve been praised for my entire life? Still, it doesn’t stop me from worrying—especially when it’s my little sister out there risking her life.

The familiar scent of rubbing alcohol invades my senses as I make my way to the healer’s tent. The smell only gets stronger when I enter the sunlit space. Two cots line each side of the tent, each one covered with a thin blanket. Crates of supplies we stole from the trucks hide under the beds, the stamped lettering on the wood starting to fade away.

Sitting on a stool in the center of the two cots, Liv looks up at my approach, pure joy spreading across her face. “Coen, my beautiful boy! Come in, come in.” Her eyes sparkle with the same warmth I’ve known all my life, and suddenly, the weight on my shoulders feels lighter. She swipes at the dust gathered atop the cot, her hands quick and gentle, smoothing out the material with care, as if she could erase the harshness of this place. When I sit down and pull her into my arms, her familiar scent—earth and gauze and everything good in the world—envelopes me. It’s the scent of safety, of home. A lump rises in my throat as I close my eyes and breathe her in, holding her a moment longer than usual. No matter how broken or lost I feel, being with her always makes the world feel less bleak. She’s a tether to the life we once had, and even now, in this barren place, her embrace is the only thing that feels real.

“It’s great to see you, Liv,” I say when I pull back, squeezing her strong hands softly. “I feel like it’s been weeks since I’ve seen you.”

“It has, my sweet.” Her legs click as she sits down again. She lets out a small groan when she finally settles in the seat. “Oh, where has the time gone?”

“Somewhere beyond my comprehension, I’m sure.”

“I would agree on that point.” She laughs lightly, the familiar sound gracing my ears as her cool hands press against my cheeks. Her dark eyes search my face slowly, coming to rest on my own. “You get more and more handsome every day. Just like your father.”

I smile and carefully press my hands against her own. “I think the sun has blinded you, Liv.”

“Oh, stop that!” she scolds, ruffling my hair. “Now, my dear boy. What can I help you with?”

I roll the sleeve of my tunic up far enough for her to see. Liv takes in the wound along my forearm for a few moments before grabbing what she needs from an open crate on the floor. She dampens the cleanest rag she has with alcohol and pulls my arm closer.

“This may sting a little bit,” she says softly before cleaning away the now-dry blood from the knife injury. The memory comes back to me strangely: flashes of silver, the evil man holding it. These truck drivers are getting relentless, I swear. They never used to carry weapons before, even if they knew what we were doing. Now they are willing to kill us. Maybe even trained to.

I don’t know why Amara wants to be an archer. They are the ones most at risk of being hurt. Badly.

I couldn’t let that happen to her.

Before I can process it, Liv has already started to wrap my forearm in clean white cloth. “How is it going, by the way? If you don’t mind an old soul prying a little.”

“The raiding?” I say quietly. “It’s getting difficult.”

She stops wrapping for a moment to look up into my eyes. “You know that’s not what I meant, Coen.”

I feel myself deflate, the need to keep this subject away from my mind slowly slipping through my fingers. It’s strange—with anyone else, I could easily change the subject and keep it far away. With Liv, I feel the need to confide in her. Ever since she grew even closer with my father after Mother died, I feel like we’ve deepened our bond than we ever have when I was a child. Even though now Father is gone, Liv does still feel like my adoptive mother.

“It’s strange, Liv,” I hear myself whisper, my words louder in the silence of the tent. “Being leader of the camp doesn’t come with clear instructions. There’s nothing I can glean from the books I have in my possession. I must have read through different texts a thousand times and still, nothing.”

Liv ties a knot in the bandage and starts cleaning up the supplies, wiping a small layer of sweat from her dark skin. She nods slowly, but doesn’t say anything—knowing I’m not quite finished.

“It’s hard. I try and I try to follow in my father’s footsteps, but I know I cannot live up to what he built in this community.” I withdraw from speaking for a moment to swallow the rock in my throat. When I continue, my voice is weaker. “Every single day I feel the respect they have for me slipping away. I can see it in their eyes. I know I’m not perfect—far from it, in fact. But I thought it would be easier by now.”

Everything I’m saying feels like it’s coming from somewhere dark inside that has been kept hidden for so long, and it hurts. My heart can only take so much.

“Coen,” Liv says quietly, bringing her eyes back to me. “You’re only twenty-two years old. You don’t have to be perfect at everything right now. When your father died, the role of being the leader was put straight onto your shoulders, and you had to learn many difficult things in only a short period of time. You didn’t have the opportunity to live the life of a post-adolescent.”

I pick at the threading of the bandage subconsciously, the usual habit so child-like it makes me wonder, for a brief moment, why Father chose me to rule, of all people. Liv is a perfect example of a good leader; she’s kind, intelligent, and respected. So why the hell am I in this role?

I know why I am, of course. It’s why Elias left us to form his own settlement. Why he and I don’t get along, and why we always compete for the supplies. After our parents died, the role had to go to the oldest child. Elias didn’t agree. He wanted to be the leader and couldn’t take the fact he wouldn’t be until I either died or stepped down. He couldn’t wait for it.

When I speak again, my voice is no longer my own. “I feel like I’m letting Father down. He put his faith in me, and I feel like I’m losing it.”

Liv’s hands carefully pry my own from the bandage I’m still picking at, pressing them firmly and reassuringly into her palms. “You’re not letting your father down, Coen.” Her calm voice soothes my fatigued mind. “If he could see you right now, see the man you’ve become, he would be so proud. I know I’m immensely proud of you as well. And the others in the camp, though they may not show it often, but I know they are too.”

I feel tears well up in my eyes. I push them away with a small smile.

Liv smiles back. “Do you remember the stories I used to tell you about the young boy your father and I knew?”

I do remember. Vividly.

Xander, the young boy, was only sixteen when his life—for lack of a better word—turned to shit. He moved from his home into a whole new world he didn’t know, expecting it to be a safer place to live. But that’s not where all the worst happened.

I nod slowly, trying not to remember the gruesome memories Father and Liv used to tell me. About war. About shadowy figures. About his friends’ blood being shed.

After everything he went through, Xander was never seen again. Some say he found peace far beyond the desert. Some say his pain finally caught up to him and he is no longer in this world.

There are so many theories to his story that I wonder, sometimes, if it was all a fable. However, the way Liv speaks of him . . . you can see in her eyes she saw all this happen herself. She saw that pain firsthand.

“Xander took the whole world onto his shoulders,” Liv says softly, “and it almost broke him apart. I don’t want to see that happen to you, Coen.”

I feel myself sag under the weight of her words. “Maybe you’re right.”

Liv presses her small hand against my cheek and smiles again. “You remind me of him, you know.”

The world turns quiet and it sounds like my words are choking me. “From the stories you told, Xander sounded brave and determined. That doesn’t sound like me.”

Liv’s fingers brush the wayward strands of hair away from my face. “Trust an old crow, Coen. I see things. And what I see is exactly what you are: Brave. Determined. Loving. Kind. You are everything a leader should be. Suncrest is lucky to have someone like you leading them.” Liv smiles softly and brushes her thumb against my stubbled cheek. “Believe in yourself, my sweet. I know you will grow to be the best leader this camp has ever seen one day.”

She holds me tight when I crash into her for a hug. I let myself slump against her familiar stature, burying my face into her shoulder as her words replay in my mind, over and over again. Liv believes I can earn the respect of the people and live up to my father’s legacy. I can believe it too, when her arms tighten around me.
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The lamps burn brighter when I finally bid Liv farewell and exit the tent. Darkness surrounds me, the aroma of meats and vegetables intermingling with the familiar scent of smoke and camaraderie. 

I weave through the tents toward where the inhabitants are gathered most earnestly—sitting shoulder to shoulder around a bright orange campfire. Billows of smoke rise high above their heads, the sight so familiar it makes my heart clench with nostalgia.

The smell of stew only gets stronger as I approach the group. I make my way around the fire, noting another intermingling smell and smaller puffs of smoke coming from a single individual. I pull the cigarette from Joah’s lips and toss it into the flames as I sit down on the log beside him.

“Hey!” His face falls in disappointment as the thin parchment disintegrates into black ash within seconds. “That was the last of the old herbs, Coen!” 

“Smoking isn’t good for you,” I reply calmly. “Set a good example for the young ones. They look up to you.”

Joah’s eyes twinkle in the corners. “Only because I let them take some extra blocks of cheese when you’re not looking.” Noticing his mistake the same moment I do, he’s quick to add, “I mean, I’m a responsible adult who gives them the right amount of food . . .” He laughs it off, shuffling away.

“Stop using the herbs for your little experiments,” I say after a beat, changing the subject as I’m in no mood to chastise. “Unless you want your food to be plain.”

He mock-salutes. “Yes, boss.” His words are drowned out by the raucous laughter and crackle of flames that threaten to lick the sky and set it ablaze.

Joah gets distracted by someone to his left, his attention shifting away from our conversation. I accept the tin can of food when it’s handed to me and start eating, quieting my stomach after the heist this afternoon. The memory of what happened to the archers comes back to me. If I’d been a few seconds later, someone might have been seriously hurt—or worse, killed.

While I tip the steaming food into my mouth, my eyes find Amara standing a few yards away from the fire, Jai—one of my best archers—hovering behind her. Unsurprisingly, the bow in her hand looks natural, as though it is merely a part of her. From this distance, it’s hard to tell what she’s shooting at, but she’s practicing nonetheless. My comment about her not being an archer has gone straight over her head.

Despite not seeing well from here, I can tell she’s hitting the target each time, because her smile is wide as she turns to face Jai. She throws her arms around him, saying something as she pulls away to grab another arrow.

The older brother part of me says she’s only doing this to prove a point, that she could have used any other part of the camp but chose to use somewhere I can see. But the other, more reasonable part of me takes into consideration how she’s doing as an archer. If she’s been training with Jai, I know she’ll excel at it. Her safety is still too important to me.

A group of people stand from the logs as one of my father’s old friends starts singing with his husband. Their combined, melodious voices ring beautifully around the campfire, sending a warm flutter in my stomach. More and more voices join the couple as they understand what it is they’re singing. Some evenings, they’ll start singing the song they wrote together years ago during dinner. The upbeat lyrics always make everyone jump up and dance in different ways—no matter the mood around the camp.

Amara weaves through the dancing crowd, holding out a hand for me to take. I shake my head, placing down my empty tin as I sip at the jar of water in my hand. “Not tonight, Am.”

My little sister smirks, a glint in her eyes. Before I know what’s happening, she’s got her hand wrapped around my wrist and is pulling me up from the log, dragging me over to the now-large group of campers dancing and singing to the couple’s song. I put up little protest as I’m shoved into the crowd, the song ringing loudly in my ears and through my chest until I can feel it singing through my veins.

Despite myself, I let my body move in time with everyone else’s, the lyrics escaping my lips as I sing along, the words familiar on my tongue.

Trying to survive in this barren desert isn’t as painful during evenings like this. Fighting with the truck drivers isn’t as harsh and heisting is forgotten as the usual song flows through me. There’s no music, there never is. We imagine it as the words echo through the camp, carried by the wind. 

When the song finishes, I end up back on the log with Amara by my side, a sense of exuberance radiating off her as she drinks from my jar and keeps her eyes on the roaring fire. I notice her leg is bouncing up and down and the hum of the song rumbling deep in her throat.

I nudge her lightly and take the jar back, finishing the remains of the water before I say, “I saw you shoot.”

She goes suddenly still, like she turned to stone. She carefully turns to face me, her brown eyes wide. “What about it?”

I stretch my legs out in front of me, choosing my next words carefully. “You’re a natural shooter.”

She looks away then, an uncharacteristic embarrassed laugh escaping her lips. “Jai has been teaching me for a while now. I must’ve improved.”

Before I can reply, she hurries on to say, “Just so you know, I wasn’t doing it to convince you to change your mind—I find archery entertaining.” She plays with her fingers, each movement so unlike her it makes me worry. “And before you get angry with Jai for teaching me, Coen, it was my idea. I persisted, even while he was saying no. Be angry with me, okay, not—”

“Amara.”

She stops cold, her words freezing in her throat as she stares at me, mouth ajar. “Yes?”

I turn to face her fully, a sigh escaping my lips. “I’ve been thinking about Father—what he would do and say in this situation, and I think I finally figured it out.”

She stares at me, incredulous. “Okay?”

“And I realized,” I continue, “Father would’ve seen what you can do with that bow and arrow and jumped at the opportunity to let you be an archer.”

A beat passes and then Amara lets out a small laugh. It sounds a lot like triumph. She doesn’t say anything, though her eyes do widen somewhat.

“So that’s what I’m going to do,” I continue. “On a temporary basis and with Jai’s supervision, of course. A trial run, if you will.”

Her mouth hangs open even more. “You . . .” She swallows bodily and blinks rapidly. “You’re letting me be an archer?”

“For a trial run,” I add pointedly.

“For a trial run,” she repeats, nodding. “Of course. What changed, exactly? This afternoon you were adamantly saying no.”

“I had a talk with Liv,” I say, like that’s a solid enough answer. Amara’s eyes light up, even in the darkness. “And, like I said, I’ve been thinking about Father. He would let you do this and cheer you on as you do it. I’d be a terrible brother and an even worse leader if I took that opportunity away from you.”

Her slow smile sends a warmth through my chest. Without another word, my sister throws her arms around my neck and pulls me into an embrace, almost knocking me from the log. I hug her back, a small laugh escaping me as the scent of smoke and sweat invade my senses. 

“Thank you, Coen,” she says as she pulls away. She kisses my cheek and starts to rise from the seat. “I won’t let you down. I promise.”

Her figure gets smaller as she heads toward her tent, a visible jump to her step.

When it comes to my sister, making concrete decisions are hard. As leader, I shouldn’t be swayed and change my mind, even for family, because then it means I can do the same for the others.

But this one? I’m sure it was a wise choice.

Yes, it was.
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Someone extinguishes the fire, the black smoke rising high above the camp and into the sky. The smell clings to our skin and clothes as it drifts through the air.

My own tent is dark as I enter, the spacious floor so familiar I’m able to orient myself around without issue.

But my heart threatens to stop when I notice the person standing by my cot, their back to me as they pick clothes up from the floor.

Evie looks over her shoulder at my approach and smiles, her eyes shining in the dark. She stuffs the discarded tunic into the satchel slung over her shoulder and rises from her stooped position, a small smile forming on her lips as she approaches me.

“You frightened me,” I say, my words a whisper knowing she wouldn’t appreciate anything louder.

“I apologize,” she replies softly. She places her hand against my cheek as she looks up at me. Her smile is hesitant as she presses her lips against my cheek. It’s fleeting, hardly even there, and it does something unpleasant to my chest. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Coen.”

I turn around with her, calling out before she reaches the exit. “You’re not staying the night?” My voice is hesitant, already knowing the answer.

Evie stops at the tent folds, peering at me over her shoulder. Something flashes in her face before she smiles and covers it up. “I can’t. Early day tomorrow.”

I swallow the rock in my throat, the usual answer shooting straight to my heart, though I know it’s only a half-lie. Yes, she starts early, but that’s not the reason why she’s not staying.

A small smile curls onto my lips as my heart thumps an uncomfortable rhythm. “No problem,” I reply. “Have a great night, Evie. I will see you tomorrow.”

“Rest easy,” she says as she opens the flaps and looks outside, her head swiveling cautiously. The movement is so familiar it hurts only a little since I’m already numb to it.

Then, she’s gone.

A part of my mind tells me to be surprised at what she does, but it’s been happening for a long time for me to be affected by it. It’s difficult to describe our relationship. We’re friends and nothing more, I know that much. There’s attraction between us, otherwise we wouldn’t have this half-hearted mutual arrangement. But there are times it feels like there’s something more between us. I’ve learned not to dwell on those feelings.

The idea of someone being ashamed to be with me because of my title has settled in my mind, but not my heart and not my stomach. And it’s not Evie’s fault; she doesn’t want to be judged. She doesn’t have to worry now. It’s over.

Ignoring the pain for a moment, I change into a different pair of pants in the darkness, pulling my tunic off and leaving it at the end of my cot before I crawl into it with a heavy sigh loaded with the memory of the past day.

In a day’s time, the next load of supplies will arrive, and we’ll have to repeat this day over again. And then a day later, another load will arrive again. When a month goes by, three more will be sent again. If I can help it, what happened today will not be repeated. The truck drivers are getting smarter and worse, they’re getting audacious. It wouldn’t surprise me if the next time we confront them, they would’ve acquired larger steel to defend themselves against us.

And now Amara will be a part of the archery team. Right in the center of danger.

She’ll be safe under the supervision of Jai. She’ll be safe. She’s been training for a long time. It’ll be fine.

She’ll be safe.

She’ll be safe.
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“You know the rules by now, people.” Jai’s voice cuts through the blissful silence like a knife to the skull. “The first person to take Evie down, by any means necessary, wins.” 

Evie smiles at us from the middle of the circle we have created, her body bare except for a small knife tucked under her belt. Knowing her, she won’t need to use it.

The early morning light washes each of us in a low orange glow, showcasing exactly how tired we all are. My usual group of raiders are here, like always. A few campers like to join some mornings, boosting their defense tactics in case of an attack.

A heartbeat passes and no one advances toward Evie. They know exactly what will happen if they do.

Even after months of doing this exact exercise every day, I still haven’t perfected the skill. None of us have.

“Okay . . .” Jai lets out a small laugh, making his way around the circumference of the circle with his hands clasped behind his back. “If that’s the case . . .” He turns to his sister. “Evie, over to you. Choose the unlucky fighter.”

The younger sibling’s eyes take in each of us in turn, lingering for a moment on me before she skips past and selects the unfortunate person to my right.

“Titas.”

His head snaps up, eyes wide, mirroring the disbelief on everyone else’s faces. Evie must be crazy to have picked Titas, who’s at least a foot taller than me, with shoulders too wide to comprehend. He looks like he might as well have been born and bred a tree. I almost don’t want to see how this is going to go. Almost.

Titas shares a quick look with me before slowly advancing toward the center of the circle, where Evie awaits, her hands clasped behind her back. She nods once to the hulking man and we all wait, the silence so loud it’s deafening, as Titas moves into a fighting stance.

And then he strikes.

His huge arm swings for Evie but she expects this, ducking out of the way and reappearing behind him all within the same breath. Her hands have not moved from behind her back.

“Again,” she instructs as Titas lets out a frustrated sigh and turns to face her.

Pushing his dark hair behind his head, Titas swings again, faster this time. Evie still blocks it easily, her feet barely shifting. Titas staggers forward but rights himself, shoving his tunic down from where it has ridden up.

“Again.”

Titas composes himself, a determined look crossing his face as he stalks around Evie, his every air threatening. Jai finds this amusing from beyond the circle, his laughing face hidden behind his hand as he watches the exchange between the two.

Titas is quick to attack but Evie is still quick to defend, grabbing his arm as she ducks out of the way and tripping him in the same breath, pressing down on his chest with her boot to keep him in place.

She’s victorious. Again.

“Better luck next time.” Evie offers a hand to Titas, which he takes, patting her gently on the back as he returns to his spot in the circle. His large shoulders rise and fall in time with his ragged breath.

Evie, on the other hand, barely looks winded. Only a light sheen of sweat covers her dark skin. She’s searching around the circle again, looking for her next target. Before she can decide who she wants to fight, I step forward and announce my presence.

We meet in the middle, a strange amusement crossing Evie’s face. When we’re close enough, she says, “Think you can handle me, oh great Coen of Suncrest?”

The taunt doesn’t hit, because I know this is what our friendship is like. I still play along, getting into a fighting stance. “I think I have before, during many nights. Remember?”

Evie smirks. In the weak light I can see a smattering of red creeping up her neck. “This is different from that, Coen.” 

“Is it?” I tilt my head at her, a smirk growing on my lips. “Exerting, sweating, close proximity . . . Seems similar to me.”

“You’re ridiculous.” Evie rolls her eyes, nodding her head toward me. “After you, pretty boy.”

Not wasting a second, I swing for her, knowing she’s going to block it. Ducking under my arm, she twists behind me. I expect the movement, spinning to land a hit against her side, which she takes with a small grunt.

Her dark, tight curls stick to her forehead, but she doesn’t brush them away. “My turn.”

I jump back as she swings for me, the training Jai barrelled into us coming back swiftly. I knock a fist aiming at my chest away, kicking at her legs but she’s too far away.

Evie jerks forward and kicks my leg from under me, grabbing my arm as I fall backward and pinning it above my head. She lands atop me, her knees on either side of my chest. She’s trapping my other arm against my side.

“Now this looks familiar,” I tease quietly.

I manage to extract a small smile from her when she lightly punches my chest, but it is gone too quickly. Her eyes bore into mine, but they feel cold now. Empty. It was different, when she was fine spending the night with me, but now it has disappeared. I wonder, briefly, if it will ever return, and I wonder if I actually want it to.

Evie smirks as she leans backward slightly, giving me a wink as she springs up from my chest, creating a distance between us as she adopts her at ease stance once more. “Again.”

Brushing the sand from my clothes, I stalk toward her, my feet feeling like air atop the ground.

Evie is quick when I go to aim for her middle, grabbing hold of my arm and yanking me toward her. But I expected this. I wanted it.

Before I can twist free, she hooks her leg around mine and yanks hard. My balance vanishes in an instant. I reach for her, desperate to steady myself, but she’s already ahead of me. Grabbing both my hands, she forces me forward, and kicks my legs out from under me.

I hit the ground face-first, sand filling my mouth, scraping against my sides. The sensation stuns my movements. Then, as I push myself up, spitting grit, Jai’s voice rings out from the back of the circle, declaring Evie the victor once more. Applause follows but it’s distant, drowned out by the heat rising in my face.

Evie helps me up from the ground and I remind her it was a good match. Though it feels somewhat like a lie, because if we can win against the best fighter in the Wastelands, it means we are improving. But we are not. Not yet.

The scary thought is, though, I don’t know what that means for the truck drivers. Ever since we found out they carry weapons with them on their journey, we had to take precautions. Training early in the morning is worth it if it means it will keep us safe in the long run.

Tomorrow, the next load of supplies will be on their way, and we have to be ready for anything. I can’t let those bastard drivers hurt any of the people I love. Not if I can help it. That’s why we train so rigorously.

Please, Elias. Please be safe out there too. I don’t want to see him hurt. Or killed.

Training goes on for another hour before we finish for breakfast, arriving back at Suncrest as the first of the campers rise. We’re greeted with tins of honeyed oats and strong cups of coffee, which everyone devours eagerly. I swallow the bitter drink in one gulp, not caring about the burn. 

Evie sits down next to me, her own tin of oats clenched in her hand. She eats slower than I am, watching the others as they slowly exit their tents, ready to start the day. She’s silent, but I can tell there is something she wants to say to me. I feel it radiating off her.

If she can’t, maybe I can.

I swallow the last of the honeyed oats and turn my head toward her. “I don’t know if I’ve ever said this to you,” I start, voice a whisper in the approaching sunlight, “but thank you. For teaching the campers how to defend themselves. You two are one of the main reasons we are still alive.”

Evie pushes her food around with her spoon. “It’s nothing, Coen. It’s my duty.” She smiles once at me before taking a small sip of her coffee. “If I have something to teach, why can’t people learn?”

I think about that for a moment. There’s probably so much I can teach to the camp and at the same time, there’s so much I can learn from them. I have to remember being a leader isn’t necessarily a one person job. A lot of people go into making a place worthy of living. It takes a campsite, or whatever the old saying was.

I smile at Evie and nod, agreeing. “Exactly.”

As the day grows brighter and the camp becomes more lively, I help the crew with their respective jobs.

Our cooks are particular when it comes to sorting and cooking food. But they are always appreciative of my help, even when I do the simplest thing like pass them a jar of herbs or stir the mixture in the large pot.

Remembering bits and pieces of what Liv taught me is difficult when I’m in front of a bleeding wound, but the older lady is patient and talks me through the process, each step of the way. Even when she’s dealing with her own patient.

When our one and only clothes maker showed me how to sew pieces of fabric together to eventually come out with something like our tunics, I thought for sure I wouldn’t get the hang of it. But I eventually got better. Not perfect, not like her work, but good enough. When I showed her the tunic I made, she pat my cheek, smiled kindly and reassured me I did an amazing job.

While everything in the camp runs smoothly, I can’t help the feeling that  something is missing. I know what it is, of course.

My brother.

Elias belongs here, not out there in the Wastelands. He hates me now—maybe for the choices I’ve made, or for taking on this leadership when he thought it should be his. We haven’t spoken since the day he left. I don’t know if he’ll ever forgive me, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’d die before I let anything happen to him. He’s still my brother. That’s something neither of us can walk away from, no matter how hard he tries.

And even though we are all family in this camp, my blood will always come first. They are my first priority.

The truck drivers think they can best us, but if it ever came down to who I love and them, they will have to remember:

No one hurts my family and lives.
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Iburst into consciousness in a fit of panic, certain for a heartbeat that I’m still there. 

Blinking away the fog in my eyes and trying to calm my racing heart, I notice a familiar shade of dark hair shining in the morning sun peeking through the flaps of my tent. I groan and sit up, digging my fingers into my eyes to ease the growing tension.

“You look like stepped on shit.” Amara’s voice is quiet, but still manages to ring inside my head. My head hurts too much to be offended. “Do you sleep poorly?”

“Only when I drink.” I swing my legs over the edge of my cot and accept the hot coffee when she offers it. I drink it too quickly, my throat drier than usual. I should’ve declined the offer when they were passing around that bottle yesterday. “You’re not normally up this early,” I say, rubbing the sharp pain in my neck. “Eager?”

“Nervous, I guess.” She brushes a stray hair from her eyes and in them I can see clear determination. “Before you say anything, Coen, I’m not afraid. I’m beyond excited. I’ve been getting so good at archery ever since Jai’s been teaching me and—”

“I wouldn’t ever say you are too afraid,” I interrupt, knowing her tendency to ramble. “I know you’ll be great, Am. It’s a big brother’s job to worry about their little sisters, no matter what. I will always worry about you.”

“I know.” Her voice is quiet as she smiles, lighting up her young face. “Come on, Sleeping Beauty, let’s get some breakfast in you.” She stands up, tossing a new tunic at my face. “Maybe then you’ll be energetic enough to beat me to the Wastelands.”


      [image: ]They should be arriving any minute now.

The low rumble of the truck’s engines echoes through the wind toward us. The sound is so familiar yet it still gets my heart racing, the thudding in my chest making it hard to concentrate. Anticipation is killing me. I have an indent of my dagger’s hilt on my palm when I unfurl it from my fist. Calm yourself, Coen.

The need to check on Amara is overpowering. If not for everyone else’s safety, I would’ve pushed aside all rational thought and rushed to my sister’s side. But I stay still, fists clenched in the sand as I focus on each breath. Amara’s fine. She’s with Evie and Jai. Everything will be fine.

It doesn’t take long for the trucks to get into position. I crawl up the looming dune, ignoring the sudden swell of heat hitting me in the face as I call out to the others.

It’s approaching fast. I look beyond the vehicle, seeing if I can find my brother’s group, but surprisingly he’s not around. Has he given up trying to beat us?

Once the truck gets into the right position, I watch four separate arrows puncture the tires, then another set of four. Once satisfied, the archers trail behind, keeping their distance so as not to be seen. I can spot Amara’s dark head from here, shining against the afternoon sun. She’s okay. She’s got this.

In a matter of moments, the truck finally pulls to a stop. By now, I thought these idiots would have installed steel-plated tires or something similar, considering they get smarter with each raid. I wonder what they will have in store for us this time. Whatever it is, we’ll be ready for it.

Looks like Amara is doing a great job with Jai. I knew this would be easy for her. They head for the large doors, yanking them open and—

In a flash, Jai drops to the ground, blood pouring from his nose and onto the white sand below.

My heart lurches as I scramble for purchase on the sand, yanking myself forward with all my might. My vision blurs, the world turning to a hazy glow as blood pounds in my ears.

Not now. Not now.

My heart pounds and my vision narrows and I barely notice when I’m by Amara’s side. Adrenaline numbs me as we dodge the driver’s knife, moving in opposite directions. Flashes of silver and red overwhelm me as I move one way, Amara moving the other. My arm burns with the reminder of being injured by one of those blades, the memory so fresh in my mind I feel hesitant before moving closer.

But I only get so close.

I feel the air leave my lungs as I get dragged backward, a force locking my arms behind my back so tight I turn numb. I think I might be shouting, telling them to let me go, but the words fall on deaf ears. All of Evie and Jai’s training escapes me within a breath. Everything I know suddenly becomes nothing.

A flash of Amara’s hair comes into view, but that’s all I get to see before a sharp jolt hits me in the side of my head, the pain blinding as I taste blood in my mouth.

The world turns a brighter shade than the sand and sun combined. An incessant ringing in my ears forces my eyes closed and all I can feel as consciousness finds me again is the irritating sand and the scorching heat of the sun at my back, burning my neck.

Pulling myself up with the last of my strength, the world tilts and sways, blurred figures moving too quickly for my mind to catch. Dust stings my eyes, and every breath rattles in my chest like broken glass.

Jai’s familiar stature is the first thing I recognize—solid and strong even as chaos swarms him. He fights off the driver holding Amara, every movement sharp and desperate. Behind them, behind the truck, I think Evie’s fighting too, but the world is still too bright. The glint of the driver’s blade flashes under the harsh desert sun. My heart jolts and my body feels as though it weighs a thousand tons.

Jai twists, dodging another slash meant for Amara, his body a shield between her and the driver’s unrelenting attacks. He’s fighting for both their lives, and for a brief, breathless moment, it looks like he might win.

But it all happens too fast.

One second, Jai has Amara behind him, his hand braced protectively against her arm, her wide eyes fixed on his back. And the next—

The man surges forward, his blade a cruel, unyielding arc of metal. The sickening sound of steel sinking into flesh pierces the air, louder than any scream. The knife buries itself deep into Jai’s ribs. He doesn’t hesitate, doesn’t pause. He twists the blade, the motion deliberate, vicious. Final.

Jai gasps, a strangled, choked sound that shatters something deep inside me. His knees buckle, and blood spills from the corners of his mouth, painting his lips red. He crumples to the ground like a puppet with its strings severed.

I think I scream, but all sound is hollow, lost to the howling wind and the roaring in my ears. My throat burns with the effort, my voice cracking, but it’s not enough. It will never be enough.

Amara’s scream follows mine, sharp and gut-wrenching, the sound tearing through the fabric of the air. She drops to her knees beside Jai, her hands shaking as they press against the wound, as if she can stop the flood of blood pouring out of him.

Evie’s there as well, her whole body shuddering but the motion is small, desperate, like a child trying to wake someone who won’t stir. Jai’s blood is smeared across her cheeks where she’s touched her face, but she doesn’t notice anything but the weight in her arms, growing heavier by the second.

Jai tries to speak to them, his lips moving silently, but no sound comes. Even from here, even as the light across my vision turns as bright as the sun, the light in his eyes dim. A weak, trembling hand reaches for his sister’s, and she clutches it desperately, her fingers stained crimson.

My legs give out beneath me once more, and I collapse to the ground, choking on sand—unable to move, unable to look away. I want to run to them, to help, to scream until the world itself stops. But I can’t. The agony in my chest feels too vast, too all-encompassing, too—

A sharp jolt of pain explodes at the back of my head and the world pitches violently. I fall forward into the dust, my vision fracturing into shards of white and red.

But a voice floats through the chaos, pulling me from the void.

Stop—

It fills my groggy mind, the familiarity drifting away with the wind.

Get off— No—

I shake the fogginess away when the voice won’t stop invading my mind.

Coen—help—

My name snaps me back to reality—the world turning blue and yellow and bright again. 

I lift my head to the sound, feeling as if it’s twice its normal size. My eyes roam over to a group of figures by what I’m guessing is the truck, their whole bodies moving at a speed my mind can’t catch up with.

But it’s what the tall figures are gathered around that brings me back to focus.

My legs don’t feel like they’re a part of my body anymore as I try to rise from the sand, ultimately crashing to the ground again. White fills my eyes every time I fail to pick myself up, the ache in and around my head making it hard for me to want to move.

“No—” I choke out, the dryness in my throat making it painful. I stagger forward, watching with a sinking heart as Amara gets dragged into the back of the supply truck, her screams of protest following her.

They already took Jai away from us. They can’t take my sister as well.

I say her name, louder each time even if I can’t hear it in my own ears. I push my shaking legs to move, each step forward a Herculean task. My mind thinks I can make it. My body does not. The whirr of the engines fills my head again, the sound so much louder, mocking my inability to save her.

No.

Not this.

Anything but this.

The arrows protruding from the tires haven’t done anything. There’s still so much air inside each of them, I already know they’ll make it to the Highlands before it runs out.

I swipe a bow and a few arrows from the ground as the truck starts to roll forward, getting faster and faster with each second. I run behind it as fast as I can, one of the arrows already notched onto the string and pulled back. I let it go without thinking, watching with frustration as it misses its mark. I fire another arrow, my chest clenching as it hits the surface of the truck and bounces away, like the tip was made of nothing but rubber.







OEBPS/images/4c2ac3eb-f20d-44e8-837b-79563e06e3d0.png





OEBPS/images/8d9ac43c-615b-40c5-8aa6-002f7a4b89fa.png







