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      I watch the widow’s gnarled hands count out each copper kik on the weathered market stall’s countertop and finger the switchblade in my left hand. Knives are cheating when it comes to this sort of thing but playing fair is a surefire way to die. Especially now that they put the flyers up and tripled the bounty on me—dead or alive.

      The wolfskin satchel’s leather strap pulls across my water-stained buckskin jacket, the dangling fringes tangling and parting in the bitter winter breeze. My arm brushes the coarse brick wall, and my frigid-blue eyes narrow as I dig my deer-hide boot deeper into the filthy slush, easing closer to the building’s corner. A light tremble goes through my wrist as the wind pulls several strands of long mahogany hair against my wind-burned, pale cheek and toys with my untamed bangs.

      Farther up the street, the Kingdom Corps patrols; their forest-green jackets, helmets, and olive-green pants making them stick out in the bustling Hydra crowd struggling to collect its weekly rations.

      Twenty yards on foot . . . Too close to outrun their carbines in the open. They’re making this a challenge today.

      A silk, forest-green banner with the Kingdom’s golden running hare insignia cracks and showers ice on an unsuspecting market stall as a sudden wind gust whips it high into the air and drops it back against the library’s brick wall. A ginger-haired young man in a sorrel jacket and blue jeans with a dark-walnut recurve crossbow slung across his shoulder jumps back as the entire canopy collapses and decides to move on, much to the angry merchant’s swearing.

      Damn. Now I have to get what I need from this stall after all.

      My back presses against the wall and I struggle to steel my nerves. Just get the rubbing alcohol and get the hell out. A basic rustling mission and just what Tracker feels I need to calm my nerves before we run a near-suicide raid on the largest military base in the Kingdom’s Northeast Territory in a few days.

      Rubbing alcohol. I pan the flimsy shelves tucked under the torn canvas roof and watch the widow’s boney hound twitch an ear in its sleep. Just because he’s half dead and mostly blind doesn’t mean his teeth don’t work when he grabs onto something. Last time I raided this stall he got hold of one leg of my buckskin pants and tore half the fringes off the lower leg before I got away.

      The widow continues to sort her earnings as I watch a scraggly, soot-covered pack of pickpocketing little boys hit the crowds. A smirk tugs at my chapped lips. Amateurs. Drawing a short breath, my feet prowl over the slush and gravel, eyes fixed on the clear mason jar on the upper shelf before roving to the widow and then back again to the K. C. mingling with the crowd.

      The mud-brown hound shifts in his sleep. I pause, shoulder touching the market stall and keeping to the shadows. The switchblade twitches in my grasp as I place my right hand on the uneven wooden half wall and vault over it. Both feet hit the ground with a soft bounce at the same instant the widow raises her head in surprise, turning to look at me with shifting eyes.

      Our gaze meets for a split second; her brown eyes widen. I reach up, snatch the rubbing alcohol from the shelf in one fluid motion and bolt for the half wall separating me from the crowded street.

      “Rondonian rustler scum.” The widow stands, rattling the countertop with a shriek that sends the drowsy hound into a flurry of barking. “Guards. Someone. It’s her. The child from the flyers.”

      “Just because I look like a child doesn’t mean they think of me as one, lady.” I mutter under my breath and grip the jar tighter. There are grown adults who run from me the moment they see my blue eyes looking at them. Both my legs clear the half wall at the same time the K. C. raises its carbines and turns in this direction.

      Sorry lady, but we need this more than you do right now. Clutching the jar in one hand and the switchblade in the other, I dart through the row of market stands. Canvas curtains tear from their brass hooks. Merchants howl in rage.

      Hydra’s men shout, hurrying to get anything they can to catch me, or stop me in my tracks. Dead or alive. The words flash through my mind a second time. I brace a knee against the slushy street, and reel back as a crude net cuts me off, offering the enraged butcher a forced grin before doubling back and sprinting across the busy market square and for the nearest alleyway. Tracker’s going to kill me over this.

      “Hey, you.” A tall soldier raises his carbine to block my path, but I’m faster, knocking the barrel aside with my forearm and nailing his knee with a swift kick. He shouts and falls, faceless forest-green helmet watching me flee through the crowd.

      Pulse pounding, I twist around a woman and her two children and duck under the startled ginger-haired man’s arm, the distance growing as the K. C. knocks everyone and anyone to the ground in the chaos. Up ahead, the alleyway beckons as an old flatbed ration truck from the days before Yellowstone erupted, bars my path.

      I chance a look behind me, just in time to see one soldier raise his carbine and take aim.

      This is going to hurt. My elbow strikes the truck’s steel bed as both legs propel me upward, rolling across it and plummeting into a frigid puddle on the other side. Keeping low and to the wall, I flinch as the hail of bullets cuts through the shadows and the shouts of angry and determined Kingdom Corps continue the chase.

      God they’re persistent. I look ahead to Hydra’s second square where another crowd gathers and aim for it.

      Someone’s hand seizes my left arm, wrenching me off my feet. Before I can get the knife up to fight back, their gloved hand covers my mouth, brute strength dragging me into a dark doorway and holding me there while the Kingdom Corps continues its chase.

      The second hand pins my wrist across my chest as I strike out with my deer-hide-clad foot, grazing his knee.

      “Enough, Rags. Be still and be quiet,” Tracker’s deep voice warns, his grip tightening and drawing me close until I stop struggling, the scent of his ancient leather flight jacket helping calm me down.

      Turning my blue eyes up to look at the man who adopted me and calls me his own daughter, I see his brown eyes narrow at something at the alley’s end. White stubble flecks his dark skin. He relaxes his grip on me, but keeps one gloved hand on my shoulder in silent warning.

      His leather flight jacket rustles as he shifts his weight, towering over me and listening. When the footfalls fade, he glances back at me.

      “When I said strip a bottle of rubbing alcohol, I did not mean cause a riot.” The words are stern. I offer a sheepish look.

      “To be fair, I got what I came here to get.” Holding up the precious jar, I see the aging man’s eyes soften as he takes it from me and examines it.

      “Good girl. Now we need to go. They’ll swarm all over this place once they realize we’re not in the square.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice. I hate this place.”

      “I am aware of that.” He eyes the alleyway and the gathered crowd at its end. A raucous, collective cheer rings out. “Go, we’ll skirt the crowd and flee through the broken fence out by the tracks. Don’t look at them, and don’t stop for anything. Do you understand?”

      “But what—” What is he talking about? “Who . . .” I try to make out the words of the man in the crowd, but the cheers only muffle the sound further.

      “Go.” A gentle shove forces me into the dark alleyway. Keeping quiet, I stalk closer to the crowd. Another cheer resonates through Hydra’s box-like, enclosed square. I stand taller for a better look, catching the faint, metallic odor of blood in the air. Blood? Tracker offers a stern glare not to look and takes point.

      Following his brisk walk, we skirt the outer crowd undetected. The stench intensifies, and a sickening queasiness settles in my stomach. I bite back the bile trying to creep up. The crowd thins closest to the street leading to the railway ration station, and I catch Tracker glance over at something. Another shout rings out.

      “Let this be a lesson to every rustler who dares steal from and spits in the face of the Kingdom that provides for all under the glorious name of Hyperion, our leader and lord,” a soldier’s words echo over the crowd.

      “Hail Hyperion,” the shout magnifies from the people.

      Hyperion—the name sickens me. Old farmer Addison back home in our settlement once told me that he rose to power during the early days of the ash fall when the government fell, the food ran out, and the people’s desperation led them to turn away from God and put their faith in a cruel man like Hyperion, who built the settlements and raised a mighty Kingdom from the ashes.

      I freeze, looking to where Tracker watches and search for a break in the crowd. Finding it, I struggle to see what has his attention . . . and feel my stomach churn.

      Blood stains the slush and gravel, three people, or what might have been people at one time stretch across an open military truck bed. Their flesh has been peeled away only leaving remnants of muscle and bone—an excruciating death. The one on the end still twitches as a soldier hoists him up by a rope for everyone to see.

      God help us all . . . A shiver creeps through me, my heel moving back in retreat, feeling nauseous at the macabre display. That could have been us.

      Tracker grabs my shoulder and drags me after him, breaking the morbid spell. Guiding me away from the square, he forces me into a run and we flee for a small break in Hydra’s chain-link fence.

      Struggling to catch my breath, I wade through the drifts, feeling the snowflakes gather on my pale flesh, trembling too much to wipe them away. Once Hydra is out of view, Tracker pauses and turns to look at me, moving closer and draping a comforting arm over my shoulder.

      “Rags, look at me.” His deep voice offers only the slightest comfort as I look up at him. “What happened in Hydra will not happen to us.”

      His thumb brushes snowflakes away from the long, bladed scar angling beside my right eye and down across my right cheek. “I know it reminds you of life before Rondo and the slave masters, but I will not let that happen to you. I made you a promise when I decided to take care of you, and I will not break that promise.”

      “I know, Tracker, but . . .” I look down at the snow surrounding my knees. “Those people suffered greatly.”

      His gaze softens. “Yes, they did—and that is why it is better them instead of us. Rondo needs us, Rags, and you know what’s at stake if we don’t go on these raids.”

      A slow nod responds, and I grit my teeth. Yeah, I know the deal. Rondo refused to bow down and worship Hyperion as a god like the other settlements and he kicked us off the weekly ration route so that we’d suffer and be purified for our “sins.” I’ve only called Rondo “home” for three years but I know starvation and death like old friends. It’s why even though I hate stealing from widows, children, and everyone else in a settlement that is still in the Kingdom’s favor, I do it.

      “Let’s go home. Call Nigel and Tamblin.”

      A shrill whistle slips through my chapped lips. The pines in the distance shake. A sorrel and white storm erupts from the snowdrifts. Tracker’s big white, deer-like mare, Tamblin, gallops through the snow lengths ahead, followed by a shorter, stockier, sorrel and cream-splashed mule.

      Tracker reaches out and grabs the mare’s leather reins with a soft “whoa.” The tall horse slides to a halt, dancing on thin legs and flicking her long gray tail.

      I hold my hand up, palm outward, watching Nigel’s fuzzy ears twitch in acknowledgment. He sits back on his haunches, planting both forelegs in the snow and slides to a halt alongside me. My fingers reach up and trace the white bull’s-eye marking around his left eye. He gives my shoulder a playful nip.

      My boot sinks into the awkward wooden stirrup and I vault onto the leather blanket draped over his back. It shifts, the linen girth doing its best to keep the poor excuse for a saddle from slipping. I swing my right leg over his rump and take up the rope reins.

      He gives a little kick as my heels brush his sides, following after Tamblin. A cold chill makes me pause and grip the reins tighter, the hairs on the back of my neck prickling. My thin frame shifts, eyes panning the snowdrifts for the threat.

      Nigel pricks his long ears and cranes his neck to look back at Hydra.

      “What’s wrong boy?” I scratch his neck and look back in the direction of the settlement.

      A dark shadow stands on the snowy hilltop, wind whipping its raven-black mane around its neck. On its back sits a person too far away to make out, but something about them makes me tap my heels against Nigel’s side.

      The mule leaps forward and almost slams into Tamblin’s rump, making Tracker utter a soft cuss and pull back on the reins.

      “What have I told you about bringing that young animal too close when following?”

      I pull Nigel away and point back at the hills. “There’s someone on the hill—a black horse.”

      The elder man’s brown eyes narrow as his gaze follows to where I point. The horse and rider are gone.

      “Ride faster.” His words make me blink. “And do not look back unless I tell you to. Do you understand?”

      My pulse quickens with the nod. Tracker takes the lead, spurring the mare into a strong lope, breaking through the snow drifts for the forest and away from our usual trail back to Rondo. I ease Nigel into the snowy groove Tamblin carves for us, keeping the switchblade at the ready.
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      We ride several miles through the snow-bogged countryside until Tracker pulls the big white mare up beside a towering winter pine. I bring Nigel up alongside him, letting the mule rest under a snowy branch. Light sweat dampens his thick winter coat and I feel the heat radiating against my palm as it drifts over his short sorrel-and-cream mane. He swishes his whiskbroom-like tail and stretches his neck until his muzzle pokes the big white mare in the shoulder.

      Tracker sits tall in the saddle, eyes fixed on the fading trench behind us. A brisk wind dribbles grains of snow over its edges. By evening it will fade into the ground as if never even existing. Always does out here when the Northeast Territory’s never-ending snowstorms blow over the ridges.

      I twist sideways on the makeshift saddle for a better look and listen. If it were a pack of dogs, they’d be on us by now. Their paws don’t stalk through the snow like expected, though. Nor do the telltale growls and snaps as they navigate the forest in hopes of picking up our scents.

      The switchblade rolls around my fingers. Tracker’s brow furrows. His right hand inches toward his trusty .45’s holster, gloved hand ghosting it before changing his mind and turning the mare away from the pine.

      “Should’ve brought the rifle,” he mutters and throws another look back at the trail.

      “Who was that?” I stare at the drifting snow and let Nigel have free rein.

      “A dangerous young man, Rags. The Kingdom’s own second-in-command, Henrick Oreson, or “Henny” as some call him. You are never to cross paths with him. Understood?”

      “Henny Oreson . . .” I blink, having heard excited whispers about him from the locals in Hydra, and ones of equal terror from those in Rondo. “Is he coming to kill us?”

      The dark-skinned man in the saddle pauses and continues to fix his gaze on the broken trench. His brown eyes narrow at something only he can see. “Right now, it’s important that he not follow us to Rondo.”

      “Tracker?” I sit taller as the big white mare turns on her haunches and begins plodding through the deep snow.

      “Do not ask questions about this, Rags.” Warning coats his words. “We’ll take the long way home to be safe.”

      A low groan escapes me and I curl my fingers around the frayed-rope reins. Nigel lowers his head with a heavy mule sigh that mimics my own groan. He hates that trail just as much as I do, and with the thick gray storm clouds looming overhead, it’ll take three times as long to get home and out of the cold.

      Tracker turns one eye in my direction, trying to hide a small smile despite the seriousness of the situation. “If we get back to Rondo before nightfall this time, I’ll let you and Nigel jump the broken fence at Addison’s farm for a little while.”

      “You mean it?” My blue eyes widen. Usually he hates it when we jump that fence because it’s so tall. “No lecture about it afterward?”

      “No lecture.”

      My heels brush Nigel’s sides. He picks up the pace behind the big white mare, following her deeper into the forest while Tracker and I keep an eye out for anyone following us.

      Countless miles filled with snow-laden pines, drifting fields, and a wide, partially frozen river forged by the post-Yellowstone winter eventually lead us to our stalking grounds deep in the ridges sheltering Rondo. We approach from the South Ridge, having switched to the old Kingdom roads once safely across the river. As the settlement finally comes into view, I let my shoulders slouch, half in gratefulness to be home, and half in dread.

      Thick wood smoke rises high into the air from the sleepy little village tucked into the artificial, uneven valley the Kingdom dug to build the settlement here. Three larger ridges tower over it, dwarfing the South Ridge. A dented, corroded sign marks Rondo’s entrance at the slope’s bottom, its letters partially scratched away. It clings to sagging chain-link that still holds the tiny gold loops for the Kingdom’s elaborate banners from a time before Rondo was selected to suffer “for the good of the people” when it refused to bow and worship Hyperion.

      Unlike Hydra, which is a flat, “sophisticated” settlement, Rondo is about as friendly on foot as an angry mother bear. Not far beyond where the South Ridge slopes down to greet the sagging chain-link entrance, the narrow, snow-covered road grades upward and twists around several dilapidated buildings before finally leveling out in a wagon-wheel-shaped town square.

      We opt not to go through town and instead skirt the South Ridge’s top, keeping close to the pines so that our small excuse for a militia doesn’t assume we’re threats and fire upon us. They know better at this point but that still doesn’t offer much comfort considering it’s happened before.

      On my right, the ridge continues to slope into an uneven, half-mile-long snowfield where the shells of broken down and abandoned warehouses sit. No man’s land and cursed territory to everyone in Rondo, but I don’t mind them—less wind on the way back to town.

      It’s not long before old farmer Addison’s weathered barn and the domed roofs of the hothouses become visible through the falling snow and fading daylight. Nigel pricks his ears up and does a little mule prance at the prospect of food. I give him free rein and let him choose the path down to the snowfield.

      Tracker dismounts and walks over to us at the barn’s sliding door, placing a gloved hand on Nigel’s neck. “Don’t stay out too late. We have to discuss our next raid.”

      I sigh. After what I saw today in that square, I never want to go on another raid again, and now with this Henny person in the area . . . I flinch, who says we won’t be next? A light shiver breaks across my skin at the thought of what those people went through. Still, I offer a soft nod to Tracker. “Yes, sir.”

      “I know this worries you, but don’t let what happened in Hydra get to you. You’re stronger than the ones they caught.” He pauses. “And don’t let Henny into your thoughts either. I’ll take care of him, not you. You did well today considering all that happened.” He takes my wolfskin satchel and leads Tamblin into the barn, leaving me sitting astride the mule with my thoughts.

      Nigel shakes the snow from his long ears and cranes his neck back, nosing my foot with his cream-colored muzzle. A smile tugs at my lips and I eye the corroded pipe fence where I’m told old farmer Addison used to keep his livestock in the early days of the ash fall, a time before Rondo even existed.

      Four feet tall, seven feet wide—an old section that’s managed to survive this long.

      “Ready boy?” I feel the mule tense, legs moving with excitement as his ears snap forward, one turned back at me for instructions. The switchblade returns to my pocket; both hands grip the reins. Leaning forward, my heels brush his sides in a simple command.

      He surges forward; slender legs cover the ground in sweeping strides. Snow flies around us. My fingers tense, twitching and working with my heels, inching him sideways and aiming for the fence.

      Both his forelegs leave the ground, hindquarters propelling him upward. I feel myself lifted from the blanket saddle, suspended in the air as the wind whips through my long hair and tangles the fringes on my clothing in the exhilarating flying sensation. Falling follows—the ground rushing up, a soft, yet powerful bounce throwing me back as his legs dig deep into the snow and he stretches into a strong gallop like the proud white mare he was spawned from.

      An excited whoop tears from my throat as I drop the reins and pat his neck, letting him run freely through the snowdrifts. Towering ice hills race by. I stretch my arms out, my fingers brushing the smooth, encased rocks as Nigel gallops closer to them and loops back around for another go at the fence.

      Grasping his short mane with both hands, I urge him on. He clears the fence in another smooth, flying leap and lopes several strides. Leaning back, I feel him slow to a jog, tossing his head with a hint of pride and swinging his long ears back and forth.

      Soft clapping fills the air, making me sit straighter and look to the barn.

      “Didn’t think you’d go at that gate without reins this time,” Matthias Brisby, or “Matthew” as he prefers to be called by his closest friends, leans against the barn wall with a grin, his Southeastern Territory drawl curling around the air. “He really trusts you.”

      Soft warmth floods my cheeks. I turn my eyes to look at the ground, hiding a sheepish smile, one hand on Nigel’s mane as the mule slows to a walk and plods around in a circle to cool down while Matthew watches. He’s what a lot of girls would call “handsome” in this town. Tall, rugged, the kind of boy who Sadie often jokes would make someone a fine husband someday.

      She’s probably not wrong on that either. Seventeen years old as of last week, he’s one of the hardest-working people I know in this town, especially on Addison’s farmstead. And for the three years I’ve called Rondo “home” he’s been anything but a stranger around our farmhouse, taking it upon himself to bring me under his protective wings and do his best to shield me from the people in this town who would rather see me hanged than walking among them. Not that we’ve ever done anything though. Tracker would kill him if we did and we’re not like that, despite what people tend to think when they see us together.

      His footsteps cover the snowy ground as the tall young man reaches up and takes the reins, walking alongside us and looking up at me with an impish twinkle in his gentle hazel eyes. A sharp grin follows and he’s up on the mule’s back behind me, one arm wrapped around my midsection. The sweet hay aroma lingers around his body, toned by hard labor on the farmstead. Dry yellow pieces still cling to his faded blue, flannel shirt and the patched leather jacket dusted with goat hair. Light sweat coats his pale, oval face and makes his shaggy raven hair stand on end as he looks over my shoulder.

      “You have this ‘things didn’t go well in Hydra’ look about you. Something happen?”

      “It’s nothing, Matthew.”

      “Doesn’t look like nothing.” The grin fades. He keeps his words gentle and pulls me closer to him as if to shield me from the cruel world around us. I let him, feeling the warmth against my back.

      Nigel flicks an ear toward us and cranes his neck back with this protective-mule look about him. I gently stretch a leg forward, guiding his muzzle away with the toe of my deer-hide boot.

      “They skinned three people alive today.” I stare at the drifting snow, trying to bury the cheers of that crowd beneath it. “Rustlers. Just like Tracker and me. Had he not grabbed me, the K. C. would have chased me right into that square to join them.”

      Matthew flinches, his grip tightening on me. “God almighty. I’m sorry, Rags. I didn’t think it would get to that point.”

      “The crowd watched. They were cheering these people’s deaths, Matthew.” A sharp burning assaults my eyes. “Cheering. Three people were skinned alive, and they were happy about this.”

      He lets go of Nigel’s reins and pulls me into a full embrace. Hot tears drip down my wind-burnt cheeks as the trembling continues. Only Nigel’s plodding through the snow fills the air for several long moments.

      “Monsters.” His words ease into the silence but he doesn’t let go. “Just a bunch of barbaric monsters. You know I wish I could tell you it will get better—”

      “But it won’t.” The words cut with a bitter edge. “It never does. Not when you’re a rustler.”

      “Someday it will though.” Guarded hope hides in the words. “The Kingdom will have a new ruler who isn’t cruel like Hyperion and you won’t have to do this anymore.”

      I tilt my head back and try to force a smile through the tears. “If by some impossible miracle I ever live that long, I’ll have to outrun the K. C. with a cane.”

      He snorts. “Then they better watch out because you’ll be the one, gray-haired, blue-eyed little old lady no one is going to mess with.” I glare back at him, but don’t disagree.

      “What’s that look for? You have some serious strength behind your swing. Know what? I’ll even make you a proper stick. After all, I have plenty of time to work on it since you just turned sixteen and all. I figure, should have something done before you’re in your sixties and settled down with a family by then.”

      I offer him a teasing glance, trying not to smile. “Knowing you, it’ll be a hell of a stick.”

      “Of course it will be.” He smirks and ruffles my unkempt hair. “I have to take care of you somehow.”

      “You do enough as it is.” I close my eyes. “Teaching me how to train Nigel. Sharing what precious little food you have with Tracker and me when you can spare some. Dealing with things like this. It’s not fair that you do so much for us.”

      “Hey now. None of that.” His gaze softens. “You and Tracker gamble your lives to keep this settlement going. If anything, I’m not doing enough.”

      “Just being here helps, Matthew.” And it’s the truth. Without his gentle presence, I’d have probably lost what little remains of my sanity a long time ago. He was and still is one of the precious few here not to judge me when I was found wandering in the snow near Rondo three years ago, confused and wearing the shackles the slave master put on me.

      His grip slackens and he slides off the mule’s back. Brushing accumulating snow from his blue jeans and leather jacket, he stops. A few seconds later, he offers up a teasing smile and stretches both gloved hands up around my waist.

      With one swift motion, he lifts me from the mule’s back. I try to hold back a surprised squeak at the sudden motion. He’s faster though, setting me on my feet. In an instant, his fingers jab at my midsection, tickling me as if I’m a small child.

      “Damn it, Matthew!” I try to hold back the encroaching laugher and fail. “Stop it.”

      I swat at his hands, only seeming to make it worse. The impish grin doesn’t fade as he doubles his efforts. After what feels like a small eternity, he finally stops, both of us laughing as the snow continues to fall around us. I wipe the tears from my eyes and rest a hand on Nigel’s saddle.

      “At least I made you laugh,” he smirks. “How about we get something to eat and get out of the cold? I still have some of that homemade tea left from a while ago too. Might as well enjoy the night before we have this week’s sad little harvest to take to the storehouse tomorrow morning and Tracker steals you away to discuss your next raid.”

      Warmth battles the cold across my cheeks. A soft smile pulls at my lips and I try to push the surfacing thoughts of discussing our next raid with Tracker to the back of my mind in favor of spending some time with Matthew. “I’d like that a lot—”

      Nigel’s cream-colored muzzle plops down between us, nostrils drawing in long, impatient breaths as the mule’s brown eyes fix on us.

      Matthew laughs and pats Nigel on the neck. “Okay, okay, we’ll get you taken care of first.”

      He tosses the rope reins to me and tugs on the mule’s frayed bridle, the two of us leading him to the barn. At the doorway, I feel the distinct feeling of cross hairs on me and freeze. Nigel halts, craning his neck to look at the dark forest beyond the farmstead. A loud, assertive snort rattles his nostrils.

      “What’s wrong?” Matthew looks where the mule does. “Something out there?”

      “I’m not sure.” I struggle to see the shape blended in with the intimidating shadows. For a brief moment, I think I see the silhouette of a black horse, but the more I squint the more the darkness wins. A shiver creeps through me and I take a step backward, grabbing Nigel’s reins and urging him into the barn’s safety, where Matthew’s lantern flickers on its hook and casts a small circle of dying light. “L-let’s get him taken care of and then go home.”

      “Rags?” Matthew pauses and looks back into the darkness and then back at me.

      “It’s nothing.” I slip Nigel’s rope bridle from his head once he’s in his stall and begin working on the makeshift saddle. “The dark scares me is all.”

      He nods and moves to help me with the mule, but I can’t help but notice he keeps one protective hazel eye on the door, almost in warning to whatever is out there watching us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Tracker is waiting on our farmhouse’s decaying porch when Matthew puts the rusty pre-Yellowstone Chevy in park and offers me a nervous smile. The truck is ancient, used only for harvest weeks when the animals need rest because getting parts and gas to keep it running is a nightmare. People used to drive everywhere, so I’m told, but when Yellowstone erupted thirty years ago and the snow started to fall, that came to a halt.

      Now the only way to get fuel is to siphon it directly from the Kingdom’s military vehicles—a task nothing short of impossible.

      I hop down into the snow and close the door behind me, following Matthew across the dark yard and trying to stay in the small ring of light his lantern throws. A dead willow in the front yard rattles its branches at the scolding wind. The wooden swing on the porch of the tiny blue cottage Matthew and our settlement’s leader, Jericho, share bumps against its siding somewhere off to the right of our crumbling farmhouse.

      “Sorry it took us so long to get back, sir.” Matthew rubs the back of his head and offers a respectful look to the dark man in the doorway. “Had to tend the animals and make sure everything from this week’s harvest was on the truck.”

      Tracker gives him a look, the dull light from the lantern hanging in the kitchen behind him making him look menacing. He doesn’t scold us though and instead nods, stepping back into the kitchen.

      “Power is out again,” he says and goes to get a plate for Matthew from the old cherry curio cabinet that stands sentry behind a small pine table. “But I did manage to find a rabbit in one of our traps tonight.”

      I nod. Electricity is almost as scarce as food in this town but what little we do have goes straight to the hothouses on farmer Addison’s farmstead first, ensuring it keeps running so we at least have a small chance against complete starvation. It’s the one thing in this town everyone loosely seems to agree on.

      Matthew holds the lantern out and looks back to the cottage. “I think I have a few carrots we can add. Be right back.”

      Stepping into the small kitchen’s warmth, I’m thankful for the woodstove in the living room. I shake the snow from my buckskin pants and deer-hide boots. I rub my goatskin gloves together in a pitiful attempt to draw warmth through them.

      The cast-iron skillet sizzles, sending the aroma of frying rabbit throughout the house and making my stomach grumble. I move to help Tracker finish setting the table as Matthew returns with a few carrots and a potato.

      A half hour later, Tracker sits at the head of the table while Matthew sits on my left. My chair brushes against the wooden molding and chicken-patterned wallpaper covering the wall as we hold hands and bow our heads.

      “Thank you, Lord, for this bountiful feast and the comfort of enjoying it as a family. May it keep us strong.” Matthew says the blessing as Tracker and I add our “amens” to it.

      Dinner passes in quiet, the small portion of fried rabbit, carrot slices and bits of potato tasting better than I could ever dare imagine. When we have finished and cleared the table, we retreat for the living room.

      Giving us some quiet time, Tracker takes his lantern and retreats to the upstairs, no doubt to work on the plans for the next raid.

      Matthew offers an encouraging smile and takes up residence on the hardwood floor in front of the woodstove.

      I join him, watching the flames flicker through the slits in the metal door. Matthew reaches up onto the couch and grabs a threadbare blanket, draping it around my shoulders. With trembling hands, I pull it close, trying to stave off the cold. Rondo has three weather patterns that I’ve seen in my three years here—snow, sleet, and wind. Rarely, if ever, does it not snow in this town and no matter how much I try to convince myself that I’m used to the cold, I’m only really fooling myself. Matthew knows it too and much as I try to deny it, he always tries his best to do something about it.

      “Thank you,” I say as I lean back against the couch.

      “Can’t have you catching a cold now, can I?” he teases. “Sadie would not be too happy if you did.”

      “She worries too much sometimes.”

      “Probably, but even I can’t fault her for that sometimes.” He leans back and closes his eyes. “Though last time you got sick, she just about chased me out of town with a rolling pin. Something about not being ‘responsible’ enough to help take care of you or something. Really couldn’t tell because I was too busy running for my life.”

      I blink and cast him an amused glance. “She really chased you with a rolling pin?”

      “Yep. All the way down Witherwood Lane and out into the snowfield. It was not my finest hour in Rondo.”

      “No.” I hold back a snicker trying to picture mild-mannered Sadie chasing someone like Matthew. “I imagine not. But still, I bet that was something to see.”

      “Oh, it was,” he smiles. “But I would very much like not to repeat that day anytime soon.”

      “Well, with any luck, you won’t have to.” I tug on the blanket. “I’ve no intention of catching a cold anytime soon.”

      “Good.”

      I slouch down with a content sigh. Quiet nights like this make up for the lousy days spent as a rustler and I wouldn’t trade them for anything.

      It’s not long before my eyes grow too heavy to keep watching the fire and the next thing I know, a gentle hand shakes my shoulder.

      “Hey, sleepyhead, time to wake up.” Matthew keeps his voice to a whisper. “We have to take the harvest to the storehouse.”

      A low groan escapes me, every muscle protesting as I reach up and rub my eyes. The blanket slithers to the floor. Morning. Dull gray light filters through the frosted windows and heavy drapes. I sit up, stretching my arms and lean my back against the moth-eaten couch, not even bothering to brush my tangled hair away from my eyes.

      “All right, all right. I’m up.” I force myself to my feet and go wash up for the morning. By the time I’m finished, Matthew is at the kitchen table, smiling that impish smile of his and hands me a crust of stale bread.

      “Tracker already left to talk to Jericho for the morning. We’ll put the harvest in and then we have the whole day to spend together until tonight’s sermon.”

      I blink, feeling the smile tug at my lips. It’s Sunday, and Sundays in this house belong to God, Matthew, and me. We usually deliver the harvest, and then spend the day hanging out together. Sometimes we take his sketchbook down to the gully or go fishing, but we usually end up down at the barn with the animals or tending the hothouses. Either way, it’s a welcome change from being shot at on a raid.

      I make quick work of the bread and follow him into the cold. Flurries drift down from the ridges but I pay them little mind. The truck door squeaks and closes behind me, and Matthew jumps up behind the wheel.

      “There’s not much this week, so this shouldn’t take too long.” He puts the truck in gear. Chains dig into the snow, carrying the vehicle at a slow crawl onto the almost invisible street and deeper into Rondo. We pass the little white church that marks the fringe of the village and creep along the quiet Witherwood Lane.

      Up ahead, the street widens, the dilapidated Victorian-styled buildings the Kingdom built in an attempt to make this place look like a normal town boarded up and casting their shadows across the broken wagon-wheel-shaped square. Three core streets intersect at a towering, tri-tiered fountain cast in ice, the lantern at its top emitting a small flicker to signal that Jericho is up and about this morning.

      Matthew scans the street as a few of Rondo’s residents mill about, most on the north side of town where just about everyone lives. It’s really one big community slum, but then again, everyone in the Kingdom considers Rondo to be one overall. No one lives on the storehouse’s southern street twisting downhill toward the rising South Ridge, and only a handful of us call the western Witherwood Lane section home.

      The truck creeps through the square; a loud bang rattles us and it grinds to a halt, wheels spinning.

      “Damn it,” Matthew growls and looks at me. “You didn’t hear that, okay. Stupid chain must have finally broken on the front wheel. I knew it was getting ready to go. Come on. Let’s go see if we can get it back on. I think I have a clip behind the seat somewhere to hold it in place.”

      I slip from the passenger seat and fish around behind it. Fingers poke and prod, eventually finding the small silver clip. I sure hope we only need one. In snow like this, we’re not going anywhere if we can’t fix it.

      “Yep. We broke one.” Matthew kneels by the front left tire, broken chain limp in his hands. “Any luck on a clip by chance?”

      “I found one. There may be another at the storehouse though.” At least I know we keep a few of them, usually to hold shelves together.

      He nods and holds out his hand for the clip. “I think we can limp it down there. Help me hold this in place so I can hook it.”

      My thin fingers hold the chain and help weave it back around the tire’s surface while he fumbles with the clip and tries to find the best place to secure it.

      A high-pitched whistle parts the frigid morning air. Every muscle tenses. The hairs across the back of my neck stand on end, and the switchblade in my hand clicks, sweeping through the air in one fluid movement. Rawhide and steel tangle as I burrow my deer-hide boots into the ice and snow at the same time Matthew jumps to his feet, right hand at his side as if reaching for an invisible pistol in an automatic motion.

      The oily, frayed rope pulls taut around my wrist, stopped only by the sleek switchblade and brute strength from pulling me off-balance.

      “Well, well, well,” a sharp voice sneers from the fountain. “If it isn’t the blue-eyed witch-child of Witherwood Lane. Seems you’ve been busy lately.”

      Cat-like gray eyes that sit too close together meet my furious blue ones from behind a pair of cockeyed glasses belonging to none other than Hunter Mayfaire Lawrence. The mousy man rests one hand on his hip and holds the end of the lasso with the other. Tufted, greasy brown hair clings to his rosy flesh, making him look like a diseased Hydra cat.

      I bare my teeth. The last thing I want today is to deal with Rondo’s self-proclaimed excuse for a sheriff. “Leave me alone, Hunter. I’ve done nothing to you today.”

      Snow clings to his threadbare green jacket and the faded maroon trousers stained dark with grease and grime. He flashes a menacing grin like he’s just caught something worthwhile.

      “Is that so? Well, let’s see here.” Keeping the lasso taut, he reaches into his jacket pocket with a grubby hand and pulls out a crumbled paper. With a cocky flick of the wrist, he lets it fall open, revealing one of the flyers from Hydra. “It would seem this increased bounty here says otherwise.”

      Where in the hell did he manage to get that? More importantly, how in the hell did he get it? We never brought those home with us.

      “Hunter . . . Don’t.” Matthew stands taller, his hazel eyes fixed on the man by the fountain. Several Rondonian citizens move closer behind him, their hostile brown eyes holding accusation and judgment.

      “Stay out of this, boy,” Hunter warns and holds the flyer up with a smirk. “Let’s see. Oh, now this is interesting: If caught, return to the Kingdom as soon as possible. Dead or alive. No questions asked. Seems like the Kingdom’s willing to pay quite a pretty kik now for a rare blue-eyed witch-child. More than enough to put this place back on the ration route and back in Hyperion’s good graces.”

      My grip on the switchblade tightens. Several more citizens step closer to the fountain, eyes on me, forming a small half circle behind Hunter.

      “Back off, Hunter,” Matthew growls. “You know that’s impossible.”

      “Is it?” A bored look and the sheriff adjusts his glasses, still clutching the flyer. “After all, the ration trains stopped when this animal and her cursed blue eyes wandered into town, bringing her enchantments and witchery with her! She belongs back in chains like the other demons, boy; back in Hell with her master. She’s even got one of his Crops numbers, like all good demonic slaves do.”

      My eyes flash at the words and a growl rumbles in my throat. How dare he bring up the number on my left arm—a reminder of my life before Rondo.

      “They stopped because we wouldn’t bow and worship Hyperion as a god and you know it.” Matthew clenches his fists. “That happened a year before she even showed up. So back off and let her alone.”

      “Wow, she must be screwing you good, Brisby. Takes some powerful enchantment for the preacher’s son to turn and side with a known witch.”

      Matthew’s eyebrows twitch as he bares his teeth, pointing a finger at the mousy yet plump man by the fountain. “That was uncalled for and this is your only warning, Hunter. Back off before I make you.”

      “She’s probably carrying your bastard offspring at this point, which will make burning her at the stake before turning over her charred corpse to the Kingdom even more rewarding.”

      “You son of a bitch—” Matthew rushes at Hunter, fist raised and anger in his eyes.

      I’m faster, whipping the rope back and freeing the switchblade. Hunter stumbles. The blade slips into my pocket. The flyer drifts to the ground, trampled under my boots as I grab his threadbare jacket collar and drive a gloved fist into his jaw. His glasses fall into the fountain and skitter across the ice.

      “Heathen.”

      “Demon.” Shouts ring out from the crowd.

      He staggers sideways, my foot catching his knee, driving him against the lowest stone tier as a distinctive shout rings out amid the outraged crowd.

      “Rags, stop.” A strong, gloved hand seizes my wrist, one arm sweeping under my ribs and hauling me back. I snarl and snap, clawing at the son-of-a-bitch sheriff who brought this upon himself.

      Tracker growls and pulls me several steps back, tightening his grip. “I said enough.”

      Hunter wipes blood from his nose and pushes himself away from the fountain with a low groan. I look over to see Matthew standing several feet away. He’s not alone, though. A short, wiry middle-aged man wearing a long black overcoat stands between him and Hunter, snow collecting in his unkempt, wavy copper hair.

      “What in God’s name is going on here?” Father Jericho’s light Midland Territory drawl pierces the settlement square. His strange light-brown eyes dart from me to Hunter and then to Matthew.

      Silence falls across the gathered crowd. Several back away because whereas Hunter may be the resident sheriff with all but a few of the villagers on his side, Jericho serves as Rondo’s official leader and the last known preacher in the world. No one is going to challenge the one man who can make sure you end up in Hell.

      “This heathen attacked me.” Hunter winces and points an accusing finger at me, blood dripping onto the snow. “That’s treason and punishable by death.”

      “He started it,” I snarl and point to the rope. “Bastard tried to lasso me for no good reason. Like an animal.”

      Jericho frowns, attention on Hunter. “Is this true?”

      “The lying witch attacked me.” He holds up his hand, showing off the blood for everyone to see.

      “Did she provoke you first?” The preacher’s stern gaze remains on him.

      Hunter hesitates for a split second. “I was attacked out in the open in front of witnesses.”

      Several of his supporters nod but advance no closer.

      “This is bullshit,” Matthew snaps. “The chain on the truck’s front wheel broke and she was helping me repair it. Never once did Rags say or do anything to Hunter until he provoked her, and myself to—”

      “Matthew, enough.” Jericho offers a warning look. “Go take the harvest to the storehouse.”

      “But—”

      Another look of almost sympathetic warning that they’ll discuss this later from the preacher makes him look down at the ground.

      “Yes, sir.” He turns and begins walking back to the truck.

      “You go with him, Rags.” The words make Tracker raise an eyebrow but he does not question Jericho, only nods with a stern look at me.

      “We will have words about this later.” The heavy warning makes me cower and walk a little faster after Matthew. Tracker is scary when he’s angry.

      “You’re letting her get away with this?” Hunter’s mouth drops open in disbelief. “She committed treason and tried to kill me— in our own town!”

      “Lawrence, be quiet. Both of them, as well as yourself, will be questioned and be disciplined according to what is considered fair. I suggest you go and write down exactly what happened and then bring it to the church so that we may discuss this matter further once Frank returns from the coal mines.”

      The words give way to chains rattling as Matthew slams the clip into place and reaches up, taking hold of the truck door and wrenching it open harder than usual.

      “Come on, Rags. Let’s get out of here.” He climbs up behind the wheel and turns the key. The truck rumbles to life. I pull the passenger-side door closed behind me, shaking with anger as the pickup continues its trek through the square and downhill toward the storehouse.
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      “Hell, he pisses me off.” Dust erupts from the pallet as Matthew slams a burlap sack filled with grain on the stack with the others. “He had no right to say any of those things.”

      “He thinks he does. Hunter hates me.” My calloused hands twist the gnarled rawhide rope across my knee, letting it fall to the dusty, uneven plywood floor where my goatskin gloves landed when I threw them shortly after Matthew pitched his against a wall. “And saw opportunity.”

      “Opportunity or not, it’s not fair. Rondo’s lousy situation is not your fault and nothing gives him the right to accuse you of things you haven’t even done.”

      Another twist in the rope. “The whole damn town hates me because of him, Matthew. Every single one of them. You saw the way they looked at me. Hell, they even agreed with him that I started it.”

      He pauses and wipes sweat from his brow, moving closer. “I know, Rags. Not everyone hates you though. You know Frank, Sadie, myself, Addison, and Jericho and Tracker don’t feel that way and will fight for you against them if we have to.”

      I glance down at the mangled piece of rope in my calloused hands. Where there should be a simple slipknot are now at least four thick coils twisted and threaded into a rat’s nest. Damn it. Ruined a perfectly good piece of rope. With a low groan, I close my eyes and lean back against the grain stack. “I know, but . . . you shouldn’t have to.”

      “But we will.” He places a rough hand over my small one. Pink, scarred flesh mars his right hand from an old burn. His gentle hazel eyes meet my frigid blue ones. “I will anyway. You have my word on that.”

      “With God as my witness, I was going to hurt him, Matthew.” The knots tighten under dirty and chipped fingernails. “Right into that fountain until he couldn’t fight back. I . . . It shouldn’t have upset me like that.”

      “In this case, it was justified.” He turns over a wooden crate and flops down beside me, his back resting against a pallet stacked three feet high with this and last week’s pitiful harvests. “If Jericho hadn’t been holding me back, I’d have squared Hunter’s jaw up myself or worse. Tracker should have for the comment about us alone.”

      “You know Hunter’s not worth his time.”

      “Still, it was uncalled for.”

      A low grumble. “Yeah. But you know anytime he smells opportunity, his ridiculously stupid witch-hunt gains followers and I’m once again his favorite target. He honestly thinks I have magic powers to enchant people now . . .”

      “Hunter’s an asshole who wouldn’t know real magic from a pair of mittens if it did actually exist.” He shakes his head. “And those blue eyes? Well I think they’re beautiful. And no matter what he says or accuses you of, you’re the best damn rustler Rondo’s ever had. Like to see him climb razor-wire fences and go into enemy territory under broad daylight while the K. C. shoots at him sometime.”

      The lantern above us dims; a moth flutters in a cobweb connecting it to the ceiling. My eyes roam to the doorway, expecting them to come for me with torches and ropes.

      “You really are a blessing to this settlement, Rags.” He stands up and rubs his palms against his blue jeans to remove the dust. “To hell with what others think. Besides, I don’t see Hunter here helping and we all know he somehow weaseled a larger ration than everyone else.”

      My eyes narrow. Hunter’s never even set foot in Rondo’s poor excuse for a storehouse, which is really just an old shed someone divided in half with plywood to make it seem bigger. But right now I don’t care—it’s a Hunter-free zone.

      “We should leave.” His words make me look up at him.

      “What?”

      “Leave. I said we should leave this place. You know.” He looks up at the cobweb with tired amusement. “Take Nigel and get the hell out of Rondo. Never look back.”

      “You know I can’t, Matthew. Tracker and I have raids to go on. We’re leaving for Fort Angelus tonight since Hunter’s stirring up trouble.” Technically, we were supposed to go over the plan tonight and leave tomorrow morning, but thanks to this incident, he’ll want to leave much sooner to let things cool down a bit.

      His shoulders stiffen. “Rags, you can’t.”

      “You know I don’t get a choice. We have to go. Rondo’s low on medical supplies and the bottle of rubbing alcohol I grabbed won’t go very far.”

      “You can’t go.” His voice remains stern. “You saw what Hyperion’s doing to rustlers if he catches them. Hydra won’t be the only place this is happening. Fort Angelus will be a lot worse if you’re caught. It’s his largest military base in the entire Northeast Territory and he’s got more things to use against you there.”

      I shiver at the horrible shouts from that crowd and the blood flowing through Hydra’s square. “We have to go. The K. C. hasn’t caught me yet. This time won’t be any different.”

      “I don’t want you to go.”

      “I don’t want to either.” My fingers let the rope fall limp across my knees and I look down at them, shivering. “I thought I could do this, but I can’t. I—I just don’t know, Matthew. Tracker says I’ll be fine. That it’s just a lack of confidence, but I’m scared. I don’t want to die like those people did.”

      “Hey. It’s okay.” He kneels in front of me and gently touches my thin, child-like face. His rough thumb brushes over the long, bladed scar angling from beside my right eye and down across my pale cheek, wiping away a tear. “No one wants you to die like that. I don’t want to lose you at all. Which is why this isn’t fair and we should just run away. Contrary to local belief, there are other settlements in the Kingdom besides Rondo. You deserve better than this.”

      “You know I can’t, Matthew. Not with Tracker, Jericho, Addison, or even Frank and Sadie, the only people in this town besides him who care about me. Condemning them to die would be selfish. They’re the closest thing to family I have.”

      “But think about it, Rags. It would be a lot safer. We’d probably have to scrounge around for a while until things settle down, because of that bounty on you and all. Maybe get a dog. A nice dog though—not one of those Kingdom-bred monsters. It wouldn’t be a settlement like Rondo either. We could build a jumping course for Nigel and maybe even find you a nice boy to settle down with, if you want that sort of thing of course. Someone who will treat you like a respectable lady. Or you could even start your own life, you know, do your own thing. Make your own rules. Live your life the way you want to live it for once.”

      I sigh. “That’s some dream, Matthew.” A wonderful dream.

      “Not a dream, a future.” He reaches into his front flannel-shirt pocket. “Here, I have something for you that I was saving until we were out of this place, but I think now would be a better time to give them to you. Close your eyes.”

      I do as he says and hear a soft clinking sound. He gently turns my left hand over until the palm faces upward; something rigid and smooth like stone presses into it.

      “Go ahead. Open them.”

      I glance at my palm. A petite trio of gray stone roses and a tiny pewter charm shaped like a rearing stag tethered together with elegant, braided leather cords rest in it. One rose in full bloom, one still a bud, and the third caught in-between.

      “I’ve held onto these mythical bone roses for a long time. Sort of like a good-luck charm in a way. They hold the key to rare and powerful secrets, and well, I can’t think of anyone better I’d trust with them than you.”

      I cradle the roses taking in the details in awe. “They’re beautiful, Matthew.”

      “Not as beautiful as your freedom.” He rocks back on his heels with a confident smirk, the Southeastern Territory accent tangling in the dusty air. “So, what do you say? Leave here to find a safer place. No more getting shot at on raids or needing to look over your shoulder all the time. No more asshole Hunter and his posse. We can find someplace new and build you a real life for once. You deserve nothing less.”

      A warm chill tingles through me. A safer place? But what about Tracker and the others? Losing a rustler will devastate Rondo. It’ll also fuel Hunter’s witch-hunt and drum up even more trouble for my family. I flinch.

      “Matthew, I don’t know . . .”

      “If you’re scared, that’s okay.” He brushes long strands of unkempt mahogany hair away from my eyes, letting them fall behind my ear. “I know you’re worried about Tracker and the others. Hell, I’m scared too. But we’ll come back for them and leave this place to Hunter and his followers to fade away from history. We could all start over somewhere fresh where no one knows who we are or where we came from and actually be a real family for once without the judgmental looks and rumors being thrown around town. You and I both know Sadie would love that.” There is absolute certainty in his words.

      We won’t leave them behind to die. They’ll be safe too.

      “After all,” he curls my thin fingers over the bone roses. “Deny all knowledge—”

      “But leave no one behind. Never.” I smirk at the secret, rarely spoken words we coined shortly after Tracker found me in those snowdrifts and brought me back to Rondo three years ago. “You remembered.”

      He snorts in amusement. “You really think I’d forget the unwritten code of Rondo’s rustlers when I spend so much time with them?”

      “No, of course not.” I try not to think about my duties to Rondo. “Because if you ever do, it’s going to be a very long trip.”

      “Seriously?” His hazel eyes widen and he places a hand on top of the pallet. “I know we won’t regret this, Rags. I promise we won’t. Let’s pack what little we need and get Nigel. The sooner we leave the less chance Hunter has to cause more problems.”

      This beats being shot at in the middle of the Kingdom’s largest military base and possibly slaughtered like an animal, or worse—back in chains to be sold. And it will buy Tracker some time too, since he won’t be able to go on the raid without me.

      “What are we waiting for?” Tossing the rest of my wild mahogany hair over my shoulders to shield my ears from the cold, I let it fall to a little above my waist where it’s grown out to since Tracker took me in, and smile at him. I place the bone roses and my goatskin gloves within the shelter of my buckskin pants pocket as I hurry to follow to the front room.

      Above us the cobweb goes still and the lantern’s light flickers out. I pause and look at it. The moth isn’t there.

      The metal front door’s little brass bell tings. Snowflakes swirl across the uneven plywood floor and under skeletal, bare metal shelves. Matthew steps into the trampled snow and holds the door open all gentlemanlike.

      I cast a worried glance around for Hunter and his crew.

      Matthew reaches into his pocket and pulls out another small clip to secure the chain better, pausing for a moment. The wind offers up a faint squeal, like a frightened horse somewhere uphill, making me jump.

      “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” He blinks, head cocked to the side for a few seconds, listening for a sound lost already in the cold air.

      “You know that sound Tamblin makes sometimes if the hothouse fans come on suddenly while we’re tilling the fields and scares her?”

      “Yeah?” His eyes pan the street for a moment before he shrugs. “I don’t hear anything. But I think we may be in trouble.”

      He nods to the right and gestures to the graded street twisting uphill to the village square. “Looks like Tracker decided to come find us about Hunter after all. Maybe if we explain nicely, he’ll—”

      The tall, dark-skinned man runs toward us, frantically signaling to the ground.

      Ground—

      “Matthew, get down!”

      Blood spatters my lower jaw, leaving dark-crimson trails across the buckskin of my jacket.

      He reels backward. One hand slams against the tailgate. The other flies to his chest. His hazel eyes widen and close with a painful grimace, his shoulder striking the truck bed’s side.

      “Matthew!” I reach for him, fingers grasping his flannel shirt.

      A second gunshot cracks from the South Ridge.

      He staggers, and his legs give out.

      My knees hit the snow beside him, arms struggling to support his shaking body. His chest convulses in wild, panicked gasps, only managing to force a terrifying rasping sound through his lips as he leans against the truck’s chained wheel.

      I grab for the clenched hands twisting deep into his flannel shirt. Hot blood bubbles up through his fingers. He turns his hazel eyes to look at me, fear hiding deep within and for a moment, I’m reminded that he’s not much older than I am. We’re still children in this village. Children with futures ahead of us. Children who can’t die right now. We just can’t.

      “R-run,” he tries to wheeze, unable to hide the painful grimace.

      “Not without you.” My fingers seize his, forcing both our hands against the first wound above his heart. His other hand violently twitches in frantic attempt to stop the second one under his ribcage.

      “He’s . . . coming for us . . .” Matthew glances at me through clouding eyes. His heart pounds harder with each struggling breath. “To . . . finish this.”

      The bleeding isn’t stopping . . .

      “Don’t say that.” Black dots scurry along the South Ridge. “Look at me, okay. We’re going to be okay. You’re going to be okay.”

      He offers a frightened attempt at a smile and reaches up to clutch my left hand. Blood pours from the second wound.

      “Matt—” A shiver washes through my body, fading hazel eyes stopping me from trying to help. His scarred right hand quivers around mine, lacking the strength of a boy who could easily drag Nigel around the barn during his most stubborn moments. With the other, he reaches up and tries to brush the hair away from my eyes, but his wrist goes limp. His once strong body crumbles against the snow.

      “Please no.” I grab his flannel shirt. “Matthew. Please. Hold on.”

      He doesn’t respond.

      “Don’t die.” Images of those people back in Hydra flood my mind. Not him. Not Matthew. “Please get up. Please, Matthew. Open your eyes. Come on. Please. Don’t leave me here alone.”

      Blood continues to flow from his wounds and into the snow. I’m powerless, clutching his flannel shirt in my bloody hands as his body quivers in a losing battle. Tears scald my pale flesh, dripping against his chin as I lean over him.

      Please don’t take him. Please no. His heartbeat flutters under my palms and with a quiet gasp, his chest stops convulsing. Those once gentle, impish hazel eyes stare into the next world, the light gone.

      “No.” Inhuman trembling seizes my thin frame. “No, no, no!”

      Cold flashes over my flesh, scalding my lungs and tightening my throat, cutting off the raw, primal pleading. I—I can’t breathe. Not him. Not Matthew. My best friend. My brother. My family. I lean over him, unable to see the ridge through the burning tears, desperate to defend him as a set of hands grabs for me.
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      Tracker’s strong arms sweep under my ribs, lifting me away from Matthew’s body. The hopes, dreams, any chance for a real future being torn away. I throw myself backward, snarling, biting and kicking, trying to break free. The grip tightens, carrying me behind an old hickory tree by the storehouse.

      “Shhh.” Tracker’s deep voice struggles to soothe as he sets me down on legs that can’t seem to coordinate and immediately draws me against his pillar-like body to keep me from running back into the street. “He’s in a better place now, Rags. A better place.”

      A better place. I turn inward, clinging to his old leather flight jacket and burrow my face against his broad chest. My shoulders heave and quiver, the sobs muffled against the soft material. None of this is happening. It can’t be happening. Matthew can’t be dead. Not him. Not here.

      Tracker places a hand on my back, saying nothing, just holding me.

      “We’re going to get out of here, okay?” His deep voice stays calm as he shifts a few inches to the left and leans against the storehouse’s clapboard wall for added protection.

      I shake my head “no” through the tears. I don’t want to leave him. I can’t leave him.

      “Look at me, Rags.” Urgency in his words now. “The Kingdom Corps is up on that ridge and we’re no good to anyone if we die.”

      We’re no good to anyone now. Bitter tears sting my cheeks. I lift my head away from Tracker’s chest, trembling. The K. C . . . Those bastards did this—they killed him.

      Tracker points to a string of rundown wooden houses with boarded-up windows and doors lining the street. “We’re going to run to those porches over there.”

      I struggle not to stare at Matthew’s lifeless body and the pink snow growing around it.

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. And you’re going to. Understood?”

      “But—”

      “Rags,” his eyes narrow, “this is not open for debate. Do you understand? It will be okay, but you need to not fall apart right now.”

      A hesitant nod and I release his jacket. It’ll be okay. Tracker will know what to do. He always knows what to do.

      “Good. When I say run, we are going to run.”

      “What if—” What if we’re not killed outright by the bullets? They’ll skin us alive if they catch us.

      I don’t want to die that way.

      “Just like Hydra, Rags.” He tries to help me focus. “We just beat the ration train and they spotted us. One shot to make the fence.” His gaze softens at Matthew, but he turns his attention to the sagging porches. “And we are going to make that fence.”

      More tears break free. I wipe them away with the back of my hand, only making it worse in the freezing air. Snowflakes blanket Matthew’s jacket as if God himself drapes a gentle cloak over him.

      This isn’t good-bye, I want to tell him, but the words won’t come. He wouldn’t want me to cry. I can’t cry now. I need to find who did this. And when I do—

      “Go, now.”

      I draw a shaky breath and try to get my mind focused as if this really is Hydra and not Rondo. Cold air seers my lungs and throat. Those crumbling porches seem so far away. The graded street’s fresh snow coating looks slicker; the grade sharper.

      I brace myself, my soft deer-hide boots pressing against the snow, the rustler part taking over with slightly bended knees and every muscle tense. I bolt into the open.

      A single gunshot shatters the air. My eyes press shut, stride hitching, and anticipate being knocked down. It cuts wide and my feet strike the snow, carrying me forward unscathed.

      “A little quicker, Rags.” Tracker’s strides cover the snow alongside me. I open my eyes and throw a glare back at the ridge.

      Dark-green specks swarm the invisible hunting trails.

      Tracker seizes my wrist, stern warning in his brown eyes not to look back. Never look back.

      Gunfire erupts. It curtains around us and skips up the twisting, graded street to a tiny crossroad just below the square. Screams and shouts fill Rondo at a second wave materializing.

      My back slams against a boarded wall. Tracker lets go and eyes the forces invading Rondo.

      Soldiers cover the ridge as snow swirls around them. It clings to their faceless helmets and kisses their forest-green jackets where the bronze hare insignia leers. Empty eyes drift over our temporary shelter. My left hand rifles through the buckskin jacket’s pocket for my switchblade.

      The aging dark-skinned man leans his towering frame against the wall beside me. His eyes narrow.

      Don’t even think about it, they warn.

      I draw the switchblade against my trembling fingers anyway.

      He moves a gloved hand slightly to the left and balls his fist, signaling for me to pay close attention. I clench my right hand to tell him I’m listening.

      He points to a narrow off road just below the square and then angles his thumb left. That will put us on the quickest route to Witherwood Lane and the snowfield where we might stand a chance. I mimic the gesture in confirmation.

      He tips his thumb to the sagging wooden porch beside us.

      The support rail creaks and wobbles but holds strong as I hoist myself upward.

      “Hey you.” One of the closest soldiers raises a carbine. “Stop.”

      My thin legs swing over the railing, the fringes on my pant legs not even touching the wood. Bullets shatter a rotten support pillar. I throw an arm up to parry the splinters and vault over another wobbly rail to a second, lower porch. Another shot splinters the railing.

      Confusion reigns in the narrow, twisting street as the K. C. tries to set their cross hairs on the blue-eyed, wanted criminal-child from the posters.

      Come and get me, you bastards.

      I hook a weakened porch support and drop onto the snowy street.

      Sparks fly from a metal lamppost as I dart past. My feet churn through the snow toward the off street where an abandoned brick factory building stained black with old soot from its smokestacks shields it from the square. Snowflakes sting my tear-stained face. Cold wind whips through my hair. I move faster, each breath searing my lungs.

      Cover. Have to find cover.

      The street banks sharply upward, dotted with cockeyed lampposts that sway against the flood of soldiers securing Rondo’s three streets and their unofficial districts. Up ahead, K. C. and villagers clash in Rondo’s broken wagon-wheel square.

      I cut left.

      Tracker runs by and points to a short alleyway tucked behind a pile of rusted scrap metal and a crumbling brick wall we used to tally the days between famine seasons. Our backdoor shortcut and the straightest shot back to our farmhouse.

      Clay bricks explode under renewed gunfire from a pincer squad moving into position at the off street’s narrow exit to the snowfield. Tracker turns his attention to the alleyway’s wooden privacy fence and swings his body over it.

      I plant a boot against the rickety, old fence, hook my fingers over its top, and spring up and over like a fleeing winter mountain deer.

      “Rags, back!” I hear Tracker yell.

      I’m still able to stick the landing, but then freeze in place at a fatal click no rustler ever wants to hear.

      “Hands up where we can see them,” commands the closest soldier. Ten others flank him, securely pinning us. The pincer squad moves in behind the fence.

      Tracker keeps his attention on the soldiers. His hands tip forward as he raises them to show he’s not armed. My eyes narrow at the nearest K. C., not about to do the same.

      “You too.” Their self-proclaimed leader points his carbine at me.

      My thumb ghosts over the small brass button on the switchblade. It emits a sharp click as the sleek blade extends and flicks through the air. A blow from my forearm knocks the barrel aside, the dangling fringes on my buckskin jacket swishing as I stab hard and fast.

      The soldier goes down with a shout.

      I guide the blade through the air, ripping through the fabric on a second’s uniform as it comes away slick with blood. My fingers flip the slippery handle around, and I drive my elbow into a third’s sternum as he grabs for my sleeves’ fringes.

      Tracker grapples with the fourth’s rifle.

      Sorrow and guilt channel into rage with each strike I land. Gloved hands seize my left wrist and wrench it back. The switchblade hits the snow underfoot as the same soldier grabs my other wrist and swings me around, staring me down through his faceless dark-green helmet.

      I drive my knee up between the legs. He staggers into the fence, screaming.

      Another lunges for me.

      Bracing both feet against the snow, my shoulder rams his. His leg swings against mine and we both tumble to the ground. My fingers catch the switchblade’s handle and draw it against my palm, both knees nailing him in the chest before he can pin me. I swing a fist up to knock him away.

      A cold rifle barrel against my forehead stops me.

      Panting and shivering, I stare up at reinforcements. I slip the blade back into its prison, under the snow and quickly into my pocket before it can be seized. Two other soldiers haul me to my feet.

      Tracker hasn’t fared much better. One brown eye catches my attention. He shakes his graying head. Oh, there’s going to be hell to pay later.

      The soldiers’ fingers rest on the triggers.

      I continue to trade glares with my faceless opponent, silently daring him to remove that helmet and look me in the eyes. He tips the carbine barrel to the left, directing us to the square.

      “Move it.” Another rifle jabs between my shoulder blades.
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      The K. C. forms a human livestock pen.

      They stand shoulder to shoulder, backs to us, elbows touching like the blood-stained wooden gates in Hydra’s slaughter pens. From what I can see from here, they surround the entire square, pressing the jostling crowd tighter together as if they’re little more than terrified cattle to be counted and slaughtered.

      Each embroidered bronze hare insignia glares against the rustling forest-green jacket fabric. These are the colors of the Kingdom’s elaborate capital city, Adonis. I’ve gathered as much from the expensive silk banners hanging in Hydra and from the ones we tore down from Rondo’s buildings to make into blankets in an effort to survive the merciless eternal winter the Kingdom lets us suffer through.

      The soldier on my left tightens his grip and makes a curt motion to the one in front of us. He turns his invisible eyes on me. Snow sticks to his helmet. The carbine in his hands trembles for a few seconds before he taps the soldier beside him on the shoulder.

      I shift my weight and try to work my arms free.

      Their fingers dig in deeper. The K. C. in front of me nods and steps aside, creating a break in the human fence. The pressure on my arms slackens.

      An elbow bruises my ribs, and a woman’s heel strikes my legs. Their hands tear across my shoulder blades, slamming me against the closest bodies. Wild-eyed villagers crash together, clawing, lashing out. Fear stifles the air. Sweat mixed with earth. Heavy gunpowder. The metallic stench of freshly spilled blood.

      Just like trading day in the pens. I struggle to keep the memories of life before Rondo at bay. Crowded together, covered in dirt, clothes tattered, and feet bare. Cracking whips. Barking dogs. Clanging shackles. Herded through cattle chutes, not knowing if we’d survive long enough to be sold to our next masters or left lying in dirty puddles to rot.

      The bone roses grind against my hip. Another body slams against mine, jarring me back to the here and now. I shake a clumsy woman off me and struggle to see above the others’ heads for an escape route.

      Dogs bark. Soldiers shout.

      Get to the front and stay there. It’s the only way not to die. I dodge another collision.

      The crowd spooks in four directions at once. Someone grabs my long hair and yanks me off-balance. Cotton fabric slips through my fingers in a futile effort to prevent the fall.

      Both hands slam against the frozen ground. Their legs swarm as someone’s leather shoe comes down hard on my fingers. A scream tears from my lips, the sound only seeming to refocus their terror and draw deliberate wrath.

      Another plants his foot on my back. My thin, quivering arms buckle. I try to cry out, scream, plead, anything to make them stop, but the words die in my throat with each merciless crash into the slush and stones. Right now I’m not the rustler who risks her life to provide for the town.

      I’m Hunter’s “blue-eyed witch.” And they have a chance to kill me.

      A bellowing shout overpowers my attackers. Another person tumbles down beside me. I cross my arms and struggle to roll onto my back to shield myself.

      The peoples’ stomping legs hesitate as a gloved hand seizes my jacket collar, hauling me upward. A strong arm snakes under mine, supporting me as my legs slide against the icy ground and threaten to fold. Tracker gives the closest people an ugly, withering look and draws me to his side.

      They shy back.

      He stays silent as he shoulders through the crowd. I limp alongside him; half afraid someone will change their mind on attacking me again.

      We break through the living wall and into the square’s center where it’s anything but safe. Snow dances around the stone fountain I tried to put Hunter in. Icicles glint on its three stone tiers. Lukewarm light spills from the iron lantern frozen on its top.

      A soldier snarls commands at a large brown-and-black wolf dog twenty feet to the right. Its leash goes taut, suspending the angry animal on its hindquarters. Froth coats its muzzle and dagger teeth. Paws rake the air. A woman lies on the ground, dead.

      Horrible wails fill Rondo’s square.

      Brisk wind skips through the three core streets that form the three “spokes” of its fractured wagon-wheel design and across the decaying, weathered Victorian-style buildings. If I stare long enough, I can sometimes imagine the banners back in place and see the spark that was once Rondo’s heart.

      The tiny flame in the lantern quivers and shrinks.

      “Oh my God, what happened?” A small woman with curly caramel hair that falls to her shoulders waddles away from the crowd. Her dark-brown eyes linger on my bloodstained jacket. She stops beside us, woven lavender shawl hugged tight to her shoulders. Her trembling legs shift back and forth, struggling to accommodate her swollen belly.

      “We’ll talk later,” Tracker says.

      Sadie Williams nods knowing better than to question a rustler’s business. But the worry plays across her dark eyes the closer the dogs and guns get and she places her hands over her belly as though the instinctive effort will protect the child she’s carrying.

      “Attention.” The call comes from a crumbling gray, brick Victorian-like building that’s long since lost its wooden tower to the snow on the fountain’s right. Beyond it, the storehouse’s street forms the wagon wheel’s uneven southern spoke.

      The K. C. closest to it stiffen, feet together, shoulders erect. One would think that the devil himself just cracked a whip behind them.

      On the air drifts a smooth, rhythmic clipping sound. It’s faint, but as the dog handlers rein their beasts in and the people’s anguished wails begin dropping in fearful anticipation, it floods the crowded square.

      I stand taller and crane my neck for a better idea of what we’re up against.

      Tracker does too, brow furrowed and jaw set. Soldiers shift their positions and the living barricade begins to fold.

      A cold breeze hisses through the square.

      Sculpted muscles move in perfect sync beneath a rippling coal hide. Strong legs stretch into the wind, long feathers floating around them like obsidian flames. Thick, sharp hooves glide over the ice. It keeps its powerful neck arched, wavy raven mane spilling down past its shoulders with a banner-like, jet-black tail fluttering behind its magnificent body.

      I shiver. The black horse from Hydra . . .

      The stallion shakes its beautiful, broad head. A curved metal bit jingles in time with a golden hare charm dangling from the polished leather breast strap. He pays little attention to us, only swiveling one sharp ear and a rich brown eye in our direction long enough to scoff at how small and weak we really are.

      On his back sits a tall young man who doesn’t look much older than Matthew and me. His flaxen hair is drawn up in a ponytail that hangs down between his shoulder blades. A few strands hang loose against his pale, stony face, and a flawless cinnamon flight jacket cloaks his lean form. On the left breast pocket gleams an embroidery of a running hare stitched in gold, not bronze like normal K. C. soldiers.

      He keeps his heels firmly in iron stirrups and squeezes his long, olive-green cotton-clad legs against the stallion’s sides. It picks its legs up higher. He moves with it, reins loose in gloved hands. His amber eyes stalk the square.

      Tracker draws me closer.

      The stallion towers above me as he passes. A long-barreled rifle softly bumps against the young man’s back.

      My gaze follows it.

      The stock is polished to an ebony brilliance with a long black scope mounted on top, unlike the carbines a regular soldier carries. Tiny, ornately carved vines leafed in gold snake across the dark wood to a platinum trigger.

      Sniper rifle—a highly customized Damascus model to be exact. With a few adjustments, it could almost pass for the one we have at the farmhouse. Ours isn’t sniper-grade though and has a cherry stock with silver vines, not ebony and gold like his. Tracker once said there were only a limited number of Damascus models ever made, most in the hands of the wealthiest collectors who knew Hyperion personally and a few in the hands of soldiers who either earned them in battle or took them off collectors who turned against the Kingdom.

      I don’t know where ours came from. Tracker had it well before I got to Rondo and I always assumed he earned it a long time ago defending Rondo before it was kicked out of the Kingdom, or just outright took it from someone in this settlement. Even so, I’ve never seen one as nice as the one Henny Oreson, the Kingdom’s second-in-command has strapped to his back.

      I stab my fingers at my palms. A normal carbine couldn’t have hit Matthew from that distance but a Damascus like his could.

      He scrunches his nose and pans the crowd.

      Tracker’s heavy hand grasps my shoulder in a silent warning as I continue to stare at the young man, noting the darker spots around his knees from likely kneeling in the snow to take aim and the shimmer of red across his right glove. He killed Matthew. He’s the one responsible for attacking my family. I move my hand toward my pocket, biting back the stinging in my eyes.

      Tracker drags me backward.

      Henny halts the horse close to the fountain’s lowest tier and rests his gloved hand on the stallion’s rump as he twists his body in our direction. His awful amber eyes move slowly back and forth, passing over Tracker and me before finding Sadie.

      She shrinks behind Tracker.

      Henny’s brow furrows.

      Tracker stands taller, jaw clenched, his eyes meeting Henny’s in a hostile glare.

      The young man’s lip curls into the beginnings of a smirk, almost like a deliberate act of defiance to the man. He draws the reins to the left in a sharp, quick motion, and the stallion swings around to face us.

      Henny drops the reins and quietly slips the rifle from his shoulder.

      I stare back, daring him to shoot.

      He doesn’t move, only watches, waiting. His fingers cradle the stock to mock the life it stole.

      Tracker’s strong grip doesn’t allow a single step.

      Henny’s smirk widens as he cocks the rifle; the sound resonates through the entire square.

      “It’s a shame.” His stallion steps forward and halts so close its hot breath touches my face. “For what I heard about the infamous settlement of Rondo, I expected more.”

      His haunting eyes continue to bore into mine. “Not even the rumored rustlers that my men speak so fearfully of dared to fight us.”

      The people of Rondo’s dagger glares smolder behind me.

      “Tell me,” he asks as he shifts in the leather saddle, “why do you run, rustler? Are you really that scared?”

      I grit my teeth and suppress a growl.

      “I was certain that you would have done something to defend this hellhole. We came expecting rebellious warriors. An impressive, immortalizing final stand from the lucky little settlement handpicked by Hyperion himself to show the other settlements the true meaning of survival. Instead you gave it to us.”

      He shakes his head, that damn smirk degrading me to animal status. I clench my fists tighter to keep from reaching up and pulling him off that horse.

      “You are fortunate Hyperion is merciful and your struggles have not gone unnoticed to our glorious king. Neither in the entire Northeast Territory or Adonis. I suppose you may thank your rebellious little rustlers for that small mercy. He has a special place for you in his Kingdom.”

      Yeah, mutilated and on display in the middle of a settlement I’ve terrorized regularly just trying to keep this one from dying of infections and starving to death. His honey-soft voice bores deep into my soul, cutting and isolating me from the others. My shoulders bristle under those amber eyes.

      “Clever bunch you are. But are you worthy to once again fly the colors of the Kingdom on your buildings and accept our generous bounty for your suffering all these years? I would certainly hope you’d be ready to accept forgiveness from our merciful king, but in order for it to be official, we must first examine each of you for the Kingdom’s marks and evaluate your worth and true loyalty.”

      His eyes lift from me and he taps his leather boot heels against the stallion’s sides. It parades before the crowd.

      He doesn’t look at them as he rides back and forth. To him, they’re simply protocol. No “selected” settlement has ever been welcomed back into the Kingdom; especially one like Rondo.

      The stallion turns back to us.

      “Those who do not have a mark will be given one. Those of you who already have one—” The stallion halts in front of me and Henny looks down, knowing. “They will be dealt with accordingly.”

      The wind chills even colder. There are three marks the Kingdom uses to brand its victims. Unlike the other two, my mark isn’t displayed on my right hand. It’s tattooed on my upper left arm in cold, black ink.

      2046-13. The year I’ll turn eighteen and proof that I am legal currency in the Kingdom. I don’t know what the thirteen stands for. No one does. But if Henny sees it and chooses through some small miracle not to execute me for my crimes as a rustler, I’ll be returned to the slave pens, and this time they’ll make damn sure I don’t escape a second time. I try not to tremble at the thought of either fate.

      I’d . . . rather be executed than kneel to the Kingdom, my eyes cut to him. I won’t go back.

      Tracker glares at Henny. His mark is a death sentence too. If they see the running hare on his right hand, they’ll execute him. I don’t know what branch of the Kingdom Corps he once served in, or how he ended up stationed in Rondo before its exile, but right now he’s thinking about pulling that cocky son of a bitch from that horse himself.

      He doesn’t relax his grip on my shoulder. I shift my weight, eager to break free and finish this. I couldn’t prevent Matthew’s death but I sure as hell can keep them from sending Sadie’s unborn child to those pens with a mark like mine and buy Tracker some time.

      Henny leans forward, eyes on me again, the rifle balanced across the stallion’s withers.

      “Let it be known that should you consider fleeing, Hyperion’s mercy will be withdrawn, and the Kingdom’s full wrath will rain down on everyone in this settlement.”

      The villagers look at me. If Hunter had the balls he seemed to have this morning right now, I’d be cast out as a sacrifice to Henny and his men.

      No one lays a hand on me. Hunter, wherever he is in the crowd, keeps his mouth shut.

      Henny drums his fingers over the Damascus’s stock.

      “I expect your presence in the square at dawn.” K. C. rifles click. “Think wisely on your alliances to both your settlement and your rightful king. It will be the most important choice you ever make.”

      With a raised hand, he orders his men. They move their rifles; the people shy away but are quickly corralled before they can stampede.

      Tracker uses the distraction to haul me away from Henny. A cold, lethal glare prevents me from resisting, but I glance back despite a silent warning not to.

      He hasn’t moved from his spot. A smirk plays on his lips as he raises his right hand, forming a very distinct motion as if firing a pistol.

      You’re next, his eerie amber eyes mock.

      Challenge accepted, my blue ones reply.
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      “Rags.” Tracker gives me “the look” as we backtrack through Witherwood Lane. The K. C. prowls the lopsided street, slinking close and drawing back like their agitated wolf dogs.

      I pretend to ignore him.

      Sadie shies close to us. Her delicate, trembling hands intertwine over her swollen belly, eyes darting back and forth from the K. C. to the narrow, almost completely hidden path wedged between a crumbling brick house and a snow-collapsed garage.

      Don’t worry, I want to say to her. I’ll figure something out to protect you and your baby.

      It’s not only my job as a rustler, but Sadie is the closest thing to a “mom” I’ve ever had. I never knew mine. Crops children don’t have families, only owners, and cruel ones at that.

      We’re throwaways from mothers and fathers who didn’t want or couldn’t afford another mouth to feed. But I’ve also heard from Jericho that some of us were stolen by Hyperion from once loving families over back taxes and other punishments from settlements to be used as “Crops” slaves all over the Kingdom.

      I don’t know if I was stolen or willingly handed over, but Tracker believes I was a slave from birth.

      I can’t tell Sadie her baby won’t suffer the same fate. Truth is I don’t know what I’m going to do about Henny. I know what I’d like to do. A quick look to Tracker sends a frustrated growl through my mind. I could have easily reached up and knocked that bastard from his horse.

      He held me back.

      Discomfort from almost being trampled to death sears every muscle. I fix my eyes on the little white church close to the street’s end. Not only did Henny track us from Hydra, but he sat up on the South Ridge, settled his cross hairs, and pulled the trigger on Matthew. Now he wants me.

      My fingers tingle and clench in the cold. If that’s what he wants, then that’s what he’ll get. He won’t get away with what he did.

      Sadie clears her throat and makes a slight gesture to the trampled path. She says nothing, only offers a pleading look for us to sort this out before they ruin a life before it can begin. I tip my chin in agreement and watch her waddle into the shadows, casting not even the slightest glance at the soldiers standing sentinel on each side.

      Tracker’s brown eyes narrow.

      No, they say to a question I didn’t even ask yet.

      My fingers work against my palms to drive away the cold and my shoulders bristle.

      Tracker shakes his head as if I didn’t understand the first time. Snowflakes cling to his short gray hair and the graying stubble dusting his dark chin.

      This is not open to debate. He points to Witherwood Lane’s end, the little white church, and the snowfield just beyond them both.

      I suppress a glare.

      “No,” he speaks the word aloud. The way he says it is different than his usual commanding tone. I’ve only heard him use this warning tone twice, and never in a gentle way.

      I look down at the ground and dig my boot toe into the snow.

      Tracker stands there, eyes on me and frowns.

      I burrow both cold hands into my jacket pockets.

      Behind us, snow crunches under hurried footsteps. My fingers brush against the switchblade in case Henny changes his mind.

      The footsteps slow into an uneven, striding gait I’m more than familiar with. I draw a shaky breath, throat thick and raw. Anyone but him right now.

      “Tracker, Rags,” Jericho’s light, Midland Territory drawl warms the frigid air like it did earlier today. Only this time, he’s got something worse than a fight at the fountain on his hands.

      He runs a hand through his unkempt, wavy, copper hair. His forgiving and strange brown eyes trail to the bloodstains on my jacket and its fringes, widening with a questioning look to Tracker. When he sees Matthew isn’t with us, the gaze softens. A shaky breath passes through his thin lips and he strides by with a quick wave for us to walk with him.

      His dark overcoat smells earthen and swishes in time to limping strides. He’s still wearing his cross; probably listening to the Kingdom’s weekly broadcast for updates regarding Rondo on the church’s old radio and waiting for Frank to get back from the mines when the K. C. stormed the place.

      I fall in step beside him.

      “What a miserable Sunday.” He glances at me before looking to the little white church rising from the snowdrifts with a signal to pay close attention. “The weather’s even awful today. Especially that harsh southern wind.”

      I stand a little straighter. Father Jericho rarely leaves the church unless Rondo needs him. When he’s not spiritually trying to keep our souls out of Hell, he’s either establishing order in the settlement like he did this morning or constantly fueling the rumor mill by preventing Hunter and the villagers from sacrificing me.

      Some say I look like him. That my pale face is thin and oval like his. My nose is small and set like his. I’m wiry like him. Even my hair has an almost similar but lesser pronounced wave when it’s brushed all nice and proper.

      Jericho doesn’t have any children of his own, so he claims. Only Matthew, and even then, I’m told he took Matthew in like Tracker took me in. But when he says he has no children of his own, there’s this sadness in his strange brown eyes that doesn’t sit right and only fuels the rumors.

      His eyes aren’t blue though from what I can tell, but a strange lighter brown and I don’t share his copper-colored hair. Mine’s mahogany with only the faintest copper highlights if that. I’m taller than Jericho too by about an inch.

      That doesn’t keep them from talking and throwing their support to Hunter’s unfounded witch-hunt though. Thanks to my skills as a rustler and uncanny ability to stay ahead of the Kingdom Corps like a phantom, to the people of Rondo, I’m some kind of mysterious black-magic-peddling demon spawn, likely sent to steal their souls. And like all good witch-hunts, it starts with getting on the good side of the last known preacher in the world since they think I enchanted my way into being protected by him.

      Jericho draws a long breath and hunches his shoulders. “The wind comes in from the ridges and batters that poor little church.”

      I sense the K. C.’s eyes on our group. Jericho pretends he doesn’t know they’re listening. He’s smart though, smarter than us all, and knows quite a few things about stepping on their toes.

      Gone is the shaking of his voice; simmering anger takes hold. He’s not a preacher right now, but a grieving father. There’s only one thing he’s referring to and it has nothing to do with the weather.

      I tilt my chin upward to signal I’m listening.

      Tracker frowns in stern warning.

      A soldier’s rifle clicks; his attention turning to us.

      Jericho pretends not to notice. “So much noise and destruction. Why this morning, it tore off the back window’s shutters and damaged the steeple.”

      Jericho wrinkles his nose, one eye on a nearby soldier turning to another beside him. A few K. C. peel from their group. I worry the switchblade under my fingertips.

      “That unfortunate steeple.” He shakes his head and eyes the church. “In the middle of the night, it woke me up because a gust battered it. I’m a little worried it’s going to fall on someone, so if we can, I’d like to get some climbers up there and at least tie it down so it doesn’t collapse.”

      The soldiers’ boots sink in the snow.

      Tracker nods, understanding the hidden orders. “Anything we can do to help?”

      “That depends.” He eyes me. “How do you feel about helping me secure it better? Lord knows you can climb.”

      He’s not giving me a choice. Henny’s attention hasn’t gone unnoticed and right now I’m a safe bet at driving him from Rondo. I owe it to Matthew to attend this urgent meeting tonight, even if Tracker disapproves.

      A rifle jostles in a clumsy soldier’s hands behind us.

      Jericho spins on his heel, maintaining his gentle façade.

      “God bless you, dear friends. Is there something I can help you with?” He says it as though the soldiers are welcome in Rondo. Inside, he’s seething like the rest of us.

      The soldiers halt, unaccustomed to being addressed by a genuine preacher. The only religion in the Kingdom involves worshipping Hyperion and his policies and these two are devoted disciples.

      “What are you doing?”

      I grant them a quick glance, recognizing the tears in their uniforms and the bloodstains drawn by my switchblade. Fantastic.

      “Just admiring God’s beautiful canvas on my way home.” Jericho points to the little white church. “And thinking about my sheep.”

      The soldier looks up, probably rolling his eyes at Jericho’s words.

      “And her?” Their fingers drum against their rifle stocks.

      Mine curl around the switchblade. This time I’ll finish the job.

      “She was on her way home for the day, good sir.”

      I flinch. Just what we need tonight, a reason for the K. C. to go sniffing around our farmhouse.

      The first hesitates and looks to his buddy for their next move. He scans us over, pausing between Tracker and me.

      “Not worth our time.” After several long seconds he turns back to his post. The second soldier stands there, uncertain. The thought of taking on two rustlers and a preacher loses appeal fast and he retreats to catch up with his comrade.

      Jericho and Tracker fall in step beside me.

      “Well that was eventful.” Jericho steps onto the church’s tiny, warped porch. “But yes, as I was saying, do think on the steeple thing. The faster we secure it, the less likely it is to fall.”

      “I will.” Also known as rustler for, I’ll be there, you can count on it, even if Tracker doesn’t agree with that choice. But I can’t just sit back and do nothing. Not now. Not with everything that has happened.

      “Good.” He places a hand on the church door’s corroded handle. For a moment he stands in the dull candlelight spilling through the doorway, a sad smile on his face. “You will get through this, Rags. God and his angels be with you.”

      I sure hope so, Jericho. I really hope so. Tracker doesn’t wait for the door to shut before he starts walking.

      Behind us, the two K. C. soldiers whisper between themselves, casting looks our way every few seconds. They’ll run to Henny the moment we’re out of sight.

      Let them run. I grit my teeth. We’ll be ready.
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      Fifty yards from the church, “civilization” ends. The road vanishes under a drifting white ocean that rises and falls with the crosswinds. Remnants of warehouses and laboratories from Rondo’s Kingdom days rise from its depths, broken down and stripped of everything useful, and appearing larger than they do from the ridge overlooking them.

      A rusted chain-link fence snakes a crude path across the half-mile-long snowfield. If it wasn’t for farmer Addison’s hothouses on the other side, no one but us would ever venture this far westward.

      And the anthracite mines. Somewhere in that Western Ridge is a labyrinth of tunnels that supply the village with off-and-on-again electricity. I’ve been told stories of a fire that burns deep within those mines, started in what was once a pre-Yellowstone town not far from here called Centralia. It was also one of the reasons Rondo was built here. I don’t know how they did it, but farmer Addison worked with Frank Williams and his coal miners to implement a system using the heat to keep those hothouses running. It’s a noble effort on everyone’s behalf, but even so, that doesn’t keep us all from going hungry during the endless famine seasons.

      Our old farmhouse stands on the hill closest to Witherwood Lane’s end. It’s a battered wooden building that existed even before Rondo. The siding peeled away, leaving splintered boards and a few cockeyed shutters that clack and groan in the wind. Only half the roof is still intact and the front porch sags.

      A dead willow’s skeletal branches twist and bend. The trunk leans away from the house, tethered to a corroded metal fence with a rusty chain. Words, clumsy like those of a child’s scrawl, are carved deep into its trunk.

      I try not to shiver.

      Matthew and Jericho’s faded-blue cottage looms nearby. Little wooden window boxes hold the wilted remnants of paper flowers. A small welcome sign hangs on the door. The handmade swing where Matthew and I spent more than a few late afternoons joking and exchanging stories while watching the snow fall rocks back and forth, clacking against the cottage’s siding.

      I can’t look at any of it right now.

      The farmhouse door sticks. I shake the snow from my boots and lean my shoulder against it. It gives and bumps inward, striking an oak cupboard.

      “Rags.” Tracker eases the door shut behind us once we step inside the small kitchen. “We need to talk.”

      I swipe a hand up across the chicken-patterned wallpaper and flip a light switch. Nothing, as usual. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      “Look at me when I am talking to you.”

      I flinch but don’t turn around.

      “You’re upset, I understand that. But that’s no excuse to be foolish.”

      Foolish? I curl my fingers over a chair’s narrow back. One that just this morning, my best friend was sitting in, alive and well.

      “They could have killed you.” He steps closer. “You know better than to—”

      “I don’t care,” I snarl, nearly tipping the chair as tears scald my eyes.

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Rags,” his voice turns gentle, “it is okay to be upset.”

      The chair clacks against the table, bitterness rising in the sorrowful growl. “I’m not upset.”

      He says nothing, only watches me. His lip twitches in a frown, the lines on his dark face those of a man too old for this. Pity replaces the anger.

      I hate that look.

      He uncrosses his arms and places a hand on my shoulder. Throbbing discomfort creeps through the bruised muscles.

      I shy away. “Don’t touch me.”

      “You’re hurt.” The words stay calm.

      Yeah, so what, I want to say, but don’t. Tracker’s shoulders slump in defeat. He walks over to the snow-packed freezer. Opening it, he retrieves a small bag of ice and wraps it in an old, frayed dishtowel, offering it to me. “Here, this will help.”

      “Nothing will help.” I grudgingly accept it, watching as he sits at the table and tents his fingers together.

      “What has gotten into you lately, Rags?”

      Tracker is old, but for a man who knows everything, I would think it’s pretty obvious. Matthew is dead. Gone forever. Nothing’s going to bring him back.

      My last memories of him will be him collapsing in that street, bleeding to death and dying in my arms. The young man who killed him is gloating while Hyperion’s forces occupy Rondo, and that same young man will skin and put our corpses on display tomorrow morning if he doesn’t sell me back to the Kingdom.

      Tracker sighs. “It’s Hunter, isn’t it.”

      My dirty fingernails scratch the chair’s back. Of all the things wrong right now, he goes straight to that. How dare he bring him into—

      “Ignore him,” he says like it’s really that easy.

      “You can’t be serious.” Discomfort radiates where a civilian’s boot almost broke my right hand as I clutch the icepack. “Matthew is dead and you’re bringing up Hunter?”

      “Rags . . .”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, my life’s about to suck even worse now thanks to the K. C. showing up. Matthew was an ally, my friend. Someone I trusted. And now he’s gone and Hunter has even more stuff to throw at me than he already did.”

      “It only ‘sucks’ as much as you make it.”

      “They tried to kill me.” Forget the fact that I routinely risk my life to help provide for them. That what rustlers do decides if a simple treatable illness becomes a deadly outbreak. Or that we’re always being shot at, run out of settlements, forced to kill or be killed on these raids. Only to come home to a settlement that doesn’t realize that if they kill me, life gets harder than it already is because Tracker can’t do this all on his own anymore.

      “But they didn’t.” He watches me. “And you’re stronger because of it.”

      “The hell I am,” a feral growl works its way to my lips. “First chance they get, they’re going to come after me again. I never thought I’d have to watch my back here like I had to in Hyperion’s slave pens.”

      He sits straighter, eyebrows raised. I don’t talk about my life before Rondo often.

      “You know I’d never let that happen to you.”

      “Yeah, well it sure feels like it sometimes.” I press the icepack to my shoulder. The cold seeps through the buckskin offering small comfort. “Sometimes I wonder if I wasn’t better off a slave.”

      He’s quiet.

      I’m the one who averts my eyes this time. Guilt sends a single teardrop down my cheek. If it weren’t for Tracker, I’d have died three years ago. Frozen to death by Rondo’s ration station where my accidental leap from a Kingdom-bound slave train traveling across the three territories landed me. I owe my life to this man.

      “Rags, you know the answer to that.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “As long as you live under my roof, they won’t touch you. I won’t let them,” he assures me. “You’ll always have a home here, even if you don’t think so.”

      “But what if—” What if you die tomorrow? What if Henny gets his way? What if the K. C. wins this time? What if they take you away like they did Matthew?

      “There’s no sense worrying about something that hasn’t happened yet,” he says with absolute certainty, quietly daring me to tell him otherwise. “Nor should you. It leads to being reckless and foolish, which are the quickest ways to die.”

      He watches with that same stern look he used around Henny. “You owe it to Matthew not to die.”

      I bristle at the words.

      “And you are not going after him.” He stands up. “So don’t even think about it.”

      Smoldering anger mingles with the guilt. Doesn’t he realize what’s going to happen tomorrow morning? That if we don’t do something about Henny, he’ll do something about us? There won’t even be anyone to worry and be reckless about.

      “He’s a dangerous young man, Rags.”

      “He killed Matthew.”

      “Which is why I’m going to deal with him and not you.” His brown eyes narrow. “I don’t want you anywhere near that young man, understood.”

      “Why? I deserve as much of a chance as anyone else for what he’s done.”

      “Because I said so, that’s why. And no, you do not. Not with all that has happened.”

      I tense at the edge to his words.

      “I want your word that you will not go after him.”

      “Fine, I won’t go after him.”

      “If you go after him, Hyperion’s pens will be the least of your problems.”

      A soldier’s glare. I don’t know what branch of the K. C. Tracker served in, but his comrades must have cowered under that look. My foot inches away from the table a half step.

      “Do we have an understanding?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Good.” He gestures to the living room. “You should rest before our meeting with Jericho tonight. I’ll find us something for dinner.”
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      I return the makeshift icepack to the freezer and escape through the living room, hanging an immediate right as soon as I make it through the door before Tracker can reprimand me more.

      All eleven rickety wooden steps creak underfoot, the twelfth changing to spongy red carpet. Sunflower-yellow walls form a narrow T-shaped hallway with five doors. The first two sit across from each other closest to the top of the stairs. The second two are arranged about a foot away, similar to the first pair of doors, but seated three feet inward on both sides to form the crosspiece of the hallway’s T-shape design. The final door rests at the hallway’s center, facing the stairs.

      I stop at the second door on the left and twist the tarnished doorknob.

      Gray light creeps through the lone, partially frosted window standing guard over a small hammock strung between the pale-green walls. The sage-and-bronze-colored blanket Sadie knitted for me from an old banner and some fabric left over from a chest in one of the textile warehouses out in the snowfield lies on the floorboards. I sidestep it. My shaky hands seize the tattered lavender curtains and slam them shut. Dust drifts over the hammock.

      Matthew’s room is the last thing I want to peer outside and see right now. I clutch the curtains, trying to calm my breathing and trick myself into thinking it will be okay. Dried blood flakes onto the thin fabric, reminding me that it’ll be anything but “okay.”

      I rip myself away from the curtains and fumble with the polished animal-bone buttons on my buckskin jacket until it’s stripped from my shoulders.

      Blood. So much blood. The awful, metallic stench floods my nostrils, taking over the room. My fingers tremble and ghost over the bloodstain marring the once tawny buckskin and its soft fringes.

      It’s noticeable even with the dark water stains over the jacket’s top half and back. Not even my stitch work on the sleeves where I snagged a razor-wire fence in Hydra last year can distract from it. There are bloodstains under the arms from that day but that’s different.

      This bloodstain isn’t mine. And I didn’t earn it on a sour raid.

      Still damp . . . I cradle the jacket against my chest. Even my gray, goat-hair sweater reeks of blood. I grimace but don’t bother removing it.

      Fleeing my room, I push the door facing the stairs open. Ice-cold water spills from the tin pail into the small system of refurbished copper pipes we rigged up to at least make it appear that we have running water here. We’re lucky to even have this.

      The frigid water trickles from the spigot into a porcelain sink.

      Grabbing a cloth from the metal wall rack, I flip the jacket over the sink and rub the course fabric against the bloodstain. Pink water circles the drain but the stain remains. I grind my fingers deeper into the cloth. Back and forth. Scrubbing deeper and deeper into the buckskin until I’m certain it will tear. It doesn’t. Just grows darker with the water ruining the jacket and the thin fringes drifting back and forth under the surface. Tears wet my cheeks. The jacket lands on the tiled floor.

      Both hands shake, the washcloth falling into the sink.

      Cold water flows over the pale flesh. Clear, not pink like it was. I wish I could believe that. The blood on these hands will never wash away. My knees sink to the ground, the buckskin hide of my pants soaking up the cold puddle oozing from the jacket.

      Something clinks in my pocket. Water drips onto the tiles and I fish around until sharp edges and warmed pewter prick my fingertips. Stone-gray petals brush against each other, clinking and clicking a sad, pathetic sound around a single pewter stag charm.

      “Why?” my voice cracks. “Why him?”

      The roses tangle and part as water trickles over them, offering nothing.

      I press my eyelids shut, desperate to remember the gentle, patient young man who led Nigel around in a circle while I struggled to not fall off during the early years in Rondo. His impish smile. The long hours spent working with the animals, tending the hothouses, carrying harvests to the storehouse. Being able to bare my soul to him and dream about the future and not have him judge me for it.

      All I see is blood. Endless rivers staining the snow where he falls. Phantom gunshots replay in my ears. I rest my chin on the sink’s frigid rim and suspend the roses over the water. The stag charm’s tiny hooves dance on its surface as the water droplets fall around it.

      “I don’t know what to do.” What can I do?

      You know what to do. You know exactly what to do, the rustler in me says. Images of Henny and his rifle flash through my mind.

      The bone roses click against the sink. My hands clutch the rim and I stand, face-to-face with the young woman in the mirror.

      Her fierce blue eyes challenge from between the wild, uneven bangs, dampened by tears, falling around her small, pale oval face. Despite the harsh redness under them, she’s a feral and dangerous mountain child.

      Dried blood streaks across her left cheek to rival the thin, bladed scar on the right. Her long mahogany hair tangles, in desperate need of brushing, as it hangs down past her shoulders to cloak her thin frame, stopping a few inches above the thin rawhide belt around her waist.

      The bladed pink scar angling under her right eye makes her seem older than she really is. Like a wind-burnt and weathered ghost caught somewhere between being a child and an adult, but unable to make up its mind on which she should be.

      The girl in the mirror doesn’t care though. She’s a rustler. Rondo’s rustler.

      One of the last people standing between the Kingdom and the precious existence this settlement clings to. Every settlement and soldier knows that a rustler fights to the death to protect their territory, especially when it’s damned like we are.

      I don’t have a choice. What’s left of my family needs me to be strong. My hands gather the trickling water and splash some against my face in an attempt to wash the blood away. Henny wants a fight? He’s going to get one.

      He’s going to remember the day he crossed paths with this rustler.
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      He’s completely hidden in the darkness, watching, quietly embroiled in the almost hopeless tug of war that goes on every time we have to go anywhere at night.

      My fingers press harder against the doorframe. A frozen wind stirs the dead willow’s branches. I shy back into the kitchen’s protection.

      “Rags, you wanted to go.” His words barely rival the wind in case the K. C. a little way out in the snowfield have good hearing.

      “I know, but—”

      His boots crush the snow until he’s directly in front of me. He places a heavy, gloved hand on my shoulder. “You’ll be fine. The sky’s not going to fall on you.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      He sighs. “I know that if you don’t do this, you’ll likely be going back to the slave line in the morning if they don’t kill you.”

      I step into the snow.

      A wind gust cuts across the snowfield.

      I shiver, jacket still damp from my earlier efforts to clean it.

      The slave master is not going to crack a barbed whip across my back, nor is he going to sic that big white demon dog on me.

      “That’s what I thought.” Tracker eases the door shut. “Matthew would be proud of you.”

      Proud? Yeah right. There’s nothing to be proud of tonight—if Hunter and the others knew the rustler they despise so much fears the darkness, they’d drag me up to Rondo’s mines and bury me alive so fast I wouldn’t have time to scream.

      I lost count of how many nights Matthew and I walked across this yard, one step at a time, his arm around my shoulders in support until I was able to do so on my own, to his house and back. He’s not here anymore; there’s only Tracker, and this isn’t just any casual evening stroll.

      “Stay close,” he says.

      I can see their flashlights halfway down the hill. The tiny white lights hover and bob in an unsteady line. Their beams cut through the glittering snow, playing on the cottage’s roof and siding. A wind gust tears through the willow’s branches. Behind us the old farmhouse groans.

      I shy closer to Tracker.

      In the hungry darkness white light oozes around the cottage porch. I hurry across the yard.

      The lights shift.

      Tracker drags me against a ruined outbuilding.

      Molten white light creeps up the hill and spills down over the split-plank wall above us.

      “See anything?” A soldier’s body hides behind his flashlight and the glittering snow being kicked up by the wind.

      “Nah, just one of those old tin roofs,” replies another. “Damn wind’s just about torn it down finally.”

      “Well I wish it would hurry the hell up. I’m freezing my ass off out here and tired of seeing it every time I hear a noise.”

      “Yeah, well, until it does fall down, we’re stuck with it. Let’s go before Sir Holier-Than-Thou Oreson decides to surprise us with a visit.”

      “Shh, he might hear you.”

      “And risk freezing his perfect blond ass off out here? Doubtful.”

      “You never know man. I hear he’s in cahoots with Fieldson and keeps a list of people who went MIA after whispering behind his back.”

      “No shit. Fieldson’s got his paws in just about everything that goes on in the Kingdom.”

      “Which is why I don’t want to piss him off, man. You know what he can do to us.”

      “Yeah, I know—which is why I suggest you turn your sorry ass around and go check that fence again before he finds out we’re wasting time on a roof.” The lights lift from the wall and return to the snowfield.

      Tracker taps my shoulder.

      I slip away from the boards and into the dark street, eyes frantically seeking the village lantern. It’s never been this dark in Rondo.

      Soldier footsteps crunch along Witherwood Lane.

      Moving through the darkness, I listen as the wind tinkers with the bronze bell in the church steeple.

      It wasn’t always holy. The basement has rooms with discolored floors that reek of bleach. Cast-iron rings are fixed to the stone walls like someone tethered animals to them at one point. The doors are thick iron with old brass numbers on them and the room under Father Jericho’s office contains a huge furnace with a sickening burnt-hair stench.

      There are also left-over knives and other cutting instruments like the ones Sadie keeps for the really bad injuries. Something bad used to go on under the church when the Kingdom owned it.

      We navigate through a wrought-iron gate and through the maze of crumbling tombstones. It’s not a big cemetery—more like a small, flat field with a loose stone fence around it, but in the dark it feels endless. You can almost sense the ghosts prowling for souls tonight.

      An old oak’s branches chatter behind the church, guiding us to the back door where Father Jericho waits.

      “Didn’t think you two were going to make it.” He eases the door open and ushers us into the church’s limited warmth. “Frank said Witherwood Lane is crawling with K. C. tonight.”

      I rub my hands together, cursing the fact that I left my gloves back on the farmhouse’s kitchen counter. The door finally closes with a soft click behind us, sealing the wind on the other side, but doing little to keep away the cold.

      Jericho leads us through the dusty, candlelit hallway until we reach a narrow metal door, just feet from where we gather every Sunday.

      “Everyone’s waiting in the basement.”

      The metal bar shrieks. Harsh lantern light surges across the burgundy carpeted floor.

      My eyes sting. A little warning would have been nice. But still, even the smallest light is welcome right now.

      “Sorry about that,” he says and motions to the steps.

      Woven metallic grates make a hollow clonking sound under my soft deer-hide boots as I navigate the stairs. The thin pipe handrail wobbles back and forth to match the twisted, colorful loose wires running along the ceiling.

      Four people sit on black folding chairs in a small, lantern-illuminated semicircle talking quietly amongst themselves. A more than familiar, mousy man with cockeyed glasses and a bandage on his jaw snarls something to a big, burly man in red flannel and overalls.

      My fingers grate against the metal banister. Oh hell no. What the hell is he doing here?
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      Tracker prods me forward, blocking the staircase from behind so I don’t try to run out before Rondo’s chief witch-hunt extraordinaire sees I’m here.

      Farmer Addison waves us over to the empty seats beside him. Compared to Tracker, he’s a relic. His gnarled hands have counted millions of seeds. Pre-Yellowstone and at least thirty years of eternal-winter hothouse soil hide deep under his fingernails and a permanently hunched back.

      A snowy beard conquers his face. Dark-gray eyes highlight the wrinkles on his pale flesh. He rarely speaks but when he does, people listen to his wisdom and heed it. He’s also one of the few to find joy despite the lousy circumstances in this settlement and always greets us with a smile.

      I sit beside him.

      “Well look who it is—back to cause even more trouble with your spells, witch?” Hunter Lawrence adjusts his glasses, making a great show of the bruises I landed on him this morning like he’s the victim.

      A grin almost breaks across my face as I study the blue and purple hues blotting his flesh but I quickly set my lips back in a tense line—I won’t give Hunter the satisfaction of a smile, even if it’s one drawn from his own suffering. Instead, my frigid eyes challenge his.

      “What’s the matter?” He studies an empty chair, lip curling into a wry smirk. “Your little servant boy not here tonight? Bet you enjoyed sacrificing him for this latest spell, didn’t you? That poor ignorant boy. You probably ripped out his heart as an offering for the demon spawn you two have probably made together—”

      “You son of a bitch.” Tracker and Addison grab my arms, the black chair clattering against the floor. “How dare you.”

      “Rags!” Sadie begins to stand but the burly man in flannel takes her hand.

      “Let her go.” Hunter’s wry smirk shows fangs. “I want to see what she’ll conjure.”

      “You wanna see spells?” The grips on my arms tighten, Tracker dragging me back to the chair. “Oh, I’ll give you spells.”

      This time I’ll make sure I do worse than the fountain.

      “You heard her say it.” He points a fat finger at me. “She confessed.”

      “Hunter.” Jericho slams a hand against a stack of cardboard boxes. “This is your first and only warning.”

      “Warn all you want.” He continues to point. “It won’t change the little witch’s ability to summon her master.”

      “I’ll show you summoning.”

      Tracker’s fingers embed into my arm as he grabs the chair and unfolds it again with his foot, slamming its legs against the cement.

      “I’m so scared. What are you going to do, witch?”

      “I’m going to put my foot in your—”

      “All right, that’s enough.” The burly, black-haired man beside Sadie stands up. Frank William’s stark onyx eyes focus on us, no doubt having been filled in about the incident earlier in the day by now. His shoulders, strong from wielding a pickaxe alongside his crew, tower over the mousy man. He looks a little like a big dumb ox with his shaggy black beard and coal-dusted flannel shirt, but he has a gentle heart.

      My face flushes but I don’t look away.

      “I wouldn’t go near that demon-spawn if I was you. Think about it, Frank,” Hunter scowls. “You really want your baby to fall victim to this witch’s abilities?”

      “Unlike you, we—” he motions to Sadie and back to himself, “don’t believe in this mumbo jumbo magic stuff. Our baby won’t either.”

      “You should. Look around you. You think it’s ‘coincidence’ Hyperion’s best hound shows up? He came for her.”

      Frank crosses his hairy arms. “And it has absolutely nothing to do with Rondo’s past involvement with Hyperion or that we refuse to bow to him?”

      “He was looking right at her. What other proof do you need?”

      “From what I heard, Lawrence,” he offers me a reassuring nod and eyes Hunter, “it’s not her mark he wants to see in the morning.”

      Hunter shrinks a little. “Because of her, your baby will carry a mark like hers.”

      The burly man cracks his knuckles. “How ’bout we see if whatever mark you have is any better.”

      The mousy man cowers, opens his mouth about to say something, but thinks better of it.

      “I figured as much.” He makes a sweeping motion over our group. “Floor’s all yours, Jericho.”

      “Thank you.” He leans on the makeshift cardboard pulpit. “As you’re all aware—not one word, Lawrence—the Kingdom Corps got through our defenses.”

      I slouch in the chair, arms crossed. What defenses?

      Everyone in Rondo takes shifts guarding the settlement. I do it. Tracker does it. Matthew did it. We all do our time sitting up in frozen trees and huddled down in snow drifts year-round to prevent the hungry wildlife, rival rustlers, and the Kingdom from taking what little we do have and making life worse. The K. C. should not have gotten even close without the alarm being raised well in advance. Something doesn’t feel right about this.

      I wonder . . . My eyes drift to Hunter in a fleeting glance. Some of his crew should have been coming up on guard duty soon.

      “So, what do we do?” Frank shifts closer to Sadie.

      Jericho drums his fingers over the cardboard.

      “First—” A glare at Hunter. “We stop being childish. Then we find a way to get rid of Hyperion’s little watchdog and reclaim our home.”

      “Easy enough,” Frank says. “We’ll just route them like we’ve routed threats before.”

      Yeah, and evading Henny to keep him away from Rondo in the first place should have worked too, but it didn’t. I look at him. “That won’t work.”

      “Oh, you poor, ignorant thing.” Hunter’s whiny tone grates. “You have no experience in these things, so why don’t you just be a good little witch-child and let the grown-ups talk.”

      “Why don’t you shut the hell up.”

      Sadie sends a disapproving frown my way.

      “Lawrence, Rags.” Jericho rubs his forehead. “If I have to, I will throw you both out.”

      “Sorry.” I tip my chin up at him. “But playing the same old tricks isn’t going to scare them off. This is bigger than wildlife and rivals. Turning the same tricks won’t work with so many of them.”

      That’s what makes us rustlers so dangerous to Hyperion’s forces. Whereas Hydra’s rustlers usually get caught because they play the same tricks and underestimate the military crackdown on the deadly and illegal practice, we scrape by because we figure out the razor-wire puzzles and bend the rules to our advantage. Now that the K. C. is in town, they’ll be studying our moves and comparing them to what they already know from Hydra.

      “I have to agree with that.” Jericho leans on his makeshift pulpit. “We’re not dealing with normal Kingdom Corps this time either.”

      Frank clenches and unclenches his hands. “Then what do you suggest we do? We can’t fight them.”

      “Give him what he wants.” Hunter gestures at me again. “He came for her.”

      Jericho’s eyes cut to him. “That’s enough out of you, Lawrence.”

      “It’s true. He was looking directly at her. Demon spawn recognize their own and that one’s as evil as they come. Give him what he wants, and he’ll go away. Or are you going to let her get away with murdering your son?”

      “That’s it,” Jericho slams a hand down on the pulpit. “Out. Now.”

      Hunter feigns surprise. “She’s corrupted you good, Jericho. And here I thought you were a man of God. You’re not supposed to side with the dark—”

      “Leave.” Jericho continues to point to the stairs, brow knitted, face flushed. I’ve never seen him this angry before.

      Hunter hasn’t either apparently and scurries from his chair lest a Bible be hurled at him or something.

      I can’t help but feel somewhat accomplished as he storms by, throwing a wicked glare my way. His footsteps thunder against the stairs like a frustrated child.

      The door bangs shut.

      Jericho wrinkles his nose trying to regain his composure. “That went better than I thought it would. I’m open to suggestions.”

      “We outsmart them with fire,” Tracker offers.

      We all look at him.

      “What?”

      “We use fire.”

      Tracker wasn’t senile before but he certainly looks it now.

      “Fire,” Jericho deadpans. “Really.”

      You’d swear Tracker just asked him to make all the snow go away and that rumored thing called the sun to shine.

      “Yes, fire.” Tracker seems awfully convinced of this. “Fighting blind is not a Kingdom Corps strength, least of all Henny’s. If we could create a smoke screen large enough, we’d be able to bolster our forces and take control of the confusion to buy us some time.”

      I sit straighter. To us rustlers, fire can be invaluable, especially when it creates a smokescreen. It’s helped us liberate a few livestock from Hydra’s slaughter pens a few times. Still, the kind of fire he’s talking about, here?

      “Where are we going to get a fire like that?”

      A cold shiver sweeps through my body as Jericho looks to Frank.

      The burly man cringes. Sweat coats his brow. He wrings his hands like Sadie does when someone asks her about the rooms behind those numbered doors down here.

      “We can’t,” he says as he shakes his head.

      “We may not have a choice.” Jericho’s not backing down. “Hyperion came to collect us and we all know what happens if we will not bow to him.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “You keep it in town, right?”

      “Well, sure, but that isn’t the point. People—”

      “Would someone please tell me what’s going on?” I stifle a growl.

      “Something you won’t like,” Tracker assures me.

      Something I won’t like? What could possibly—my senses sharpen in a mixture of terror at what could possibly cause fire that powerful.

      Sadie gives me a sympathetic look and turns to Jericho with one of pity.

      My hands quiver. There’s only one force capable of causing a fire like that. The kind Frank uses to rearrange Rondo’s mines by collapsing tunnels in an effort to counter the Centralia fire and continue his mining practices.

      “If we use the chaos to our advantage, we might just be able to send him running and buy us some time. How fast can you get everything into position? The storehouse side is unoccupied.”

      Running won’t solve our problem. Tracker’s scowl warns me not to interfere.

      Frank nods. “I’ll need an hour.”

      “It’s yours.” Jericho eyes me. “As for you—”

      “Will be staying out of this,” Tracker says matter-of-factly.

      “What? That’s not fair—” He can’t just keep me away from Henny like this. Especially not when I can be useful.

      “We had this discussion already. I have my reasons.”

      “But—”

      “Rags.”

      “Yes sir.” I slump in the chair, trying to pretend I’m okay with this.

      Jericho cocks an eyebrow at the exchange. He doesn’t seem too happy with Tracker’s verdict. After all, I’m a lot faster than Tracker and can climb better than the K. C. can aim.

      “Then it’s decided. When morning dawns, we’re going to give the Kingdom Corps a day they won’t soon forget.”
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      The K. C. launches an all-out assault on our front door shortly before dawn. The hinges rattle and wooden panels shake. The deadbolt groans and clacks. Our little brass bell jingles wildly as it bounces back and forth. Dust creeps from the hairline cracks forming in the wall. The door buckles inward, tan splinters spider-webbing across the dark wood.

      Any second now they’ll take us. Even if I could retrieve the rifle concealed under the living room floorboards and get a few decent shots off, there’s no way I could take them all down. From what I saw from the upstairs guestroom window overlooking Witherwood Lane, the streets are swarming with K. C.

      The loud crack rattles the cabinets as the hinges pop free. The wooden door gives up and collapses, striking the linoleum with a loud, clattering thud.

      Soldiers rush the kitchen, throwing our dishes onto the floor and casting our wooden chairs against the cabinets and chicken-patterned wallpaper. Our pine table overturns. Tracker’s favorite coffee cup clunks to the floor and rolls under the still-standing curio cabinet.

      “Hands in the air.”

      A carbine’s barrel looms in front of me; the soldier behind it quivers, faceless helmet catching our reflections in the early morning darkness. Another gestures with his flashlight to his posse, sending them scurrying throughout the kitchen until the living room doorway is secured and we’re pinned in the kitchen.

      The hairs on the back of my neck prickle. One soldier grabs my raised hands and shoves me at the broken door. A carbine barrel presses against my spine. I try to steady my breathing and trembling hands. No one said we’re needed alive.

      Fresh snow spreads a sterile white sheet over the world. The cold morning wind whispers across the snowfield. Snow squalls tumble high into the air against dreary gray ridges.

      A firm jab of the rifle forces me through the K. C. mob and across the front yard, past the dead willow and to Witherwood Lane’s entrance.

      Thick black smoke billows from the square. It stalks Witherwood Lane, snaring our bodies with an evil leer. The K. C. shuffles through the narrow streets, crowding us on all sides. Shoulder to shoulder. Jostling and slipping over the uneven ground, trying not to knock each other over as they herd us through the living K. C. cattle chute into one big community herd for the slaughter.

      The bone roses in my pocket silently assure me that I can do this. The memories of Hydra, though, make me shiver and say otherwise.

      No one looks at me as we’re driven into the square where a fire roars. I skirt to the front before they can trample me and try not to let the worry show.

      Tracker doesn’t follow this time, instead melting into the crowd to find Jericho and Frank.

      “Rags.” Sadie waddles over to me, wringing her delicate hands. Dark circles rim her eyes. Poor woman probably never even bothered trying to get any sleep last night. She sways on trembling legs, faded pink skirt rumpled and lacking its usual tidiness.

      I offer a pathetic attempt at a comforting smile, but I don’t at all feel confident this morning.

      “You think this will actually work?” she asks.

      “It has to.”

      Tense quiet falls between us. She doesn’t approve of any of it. Right now it’s not up to her, though.

      Their footsteps trample the icy stones and slush. A soldier, arms laden with books, stops beside the fire. With a cold, mechanical motion, he dumps them. Hungry, crackling snaps and pops flood the square. The flames twist upward in demonic praise, fingers stretching outward, flicking sparks and ashes at us.

      Villagers shy back as though the very touch of a spark will turn them to dust. Some whisper prayers, others clutch their loved ones’ hands.

      I try to ignore them—all that matters are the next few moments.

      Sadie shifts her weight, dark eyes on two glowing irons in the fire. They trail down to her right hand where a small, perfect star mars her flesh. It’s a Laborer’s Star, the only mark that can possibly save her today if we fail to take Rondo. Her child won’t be as fortunate.

      I study the dilapidated Victorian-styled buildings surrounding the square. The fire’s shadow leaps across the broken windows and crawls between loose boards, falling upon a group of soldiers setting up elaborate microphones to record today’s events, no doubt for the weekly radio broadcast as a message to the other settlements that Rondo will be “purified” of those who refuse to bow down and worship Hyperion.

      I heard the radio whispers in Hydra through an open library window a while back. Hyperion purges those who won’t serve his Kingdom and their public sacrifice will be broadcast across the territories both to inspire fear and cement his place as “provider” to them all. Just like the rustlers they caught and charged with treason, so we’ll face similar fates if we fail to take Rondo. There’s no doubt in my mind that many will cast off everything they have just to be welcomed back with open arms and “saved.” Hunter is probably grooming them on that even while we all stand here.

      Our answer to the Kingdom could come from anywhere. That old gray Victorian with the collapsed tower overlooking the storehouse street. The old brick, soot-stained factory near Witherwood Lane. Even the crumbling wooden house with the large, cracked glass windows and an elaborate porch marking the entrance to Rondo’s inhabited side.

      The fire’s heat makes me shiver. I wish Matthew were here. He’d give me that reassuring little nod and tell me not to worry. But he’s not, and that feeling stings. I can’t be thinking about him now. There is work to be done, lives to save—our existence to be won.

      The stallion’s hoofbeats snap against the ice.

      His coal-black hide glows crimson in the firelight. Sparks dance in his silken mane. Heavy iron-clad hooves stir the ashes and snow. Even the smoke shies away from the mighty beast.

      Henny sits tall in the saddle. The stallion bobs its head at an invisible tug on the reins, drifting away from the flames. Beside the fountain, a few feet from the fire, he halts, stamping a hoof and swishing his long tail.

      Henny drops the reins and swings a leg over the horse’s rump. Both feet land on the ground with a graceful crunch.

      The wind toys with his ponytail. Ashes and snow swirl around his tall, lean frame. He adjusts the rifle over his shoulder and strokes the horse’s neck with an almost human smile. A stony frown immediately replaces it.

      He turns to face us. At first, he doesn’t move, just stands there, awful amber eyes watching the crowd. They pass over Sadie and me like we don’t exist. He turns his head to the old gray Victorian with the collapsed tower. His brow furrows and he waves a soldier over to him.

      Whispering, he points to the crowd and scowls. The soldier hurries to the human fence. A few peel away from their posts and vanish into the crowd.

      That’s not in the plan . . . I shift my weight and brush Sadie’s elbow with mine in silent warning to move back. He knows.

      A familiar smirk tugs at the young man’s lips.

      My blue eyes lock with amber ones, fighting down panic.

      He places a hand on his hip.

      “Good morning.” His soft words harbor deceptive gentleness. “I hope it finds you well.”

      I stay silent. His smirk grows stronger.

      “Today marks the rest of your life. I trust you will choose wisely how you’ll spend it.”

      Nervous shuffling takes hold behind me. Villagers step back, silently offering me up in hopes that he’ll accept the trade and go away.

      Henny keeps one eye on me as he strides by.

      “Who is going to be first to rejoin the glorious Kingdom?”

      They huddle away from me.

      “It won’t hurt,” he says with a sinister glint in his eyes. “It will be over in seconds.”

      Yeah. Except the only choice being offered today is death. And that will be dragged out according to the crime.

      “I would take the deal.” His brow furrows. “After all, your rumored rustlers won’t protect you. And seriously, look at your once glorious city, Rondo. Reduced to a miserable scrapyard. Surely, you are starving, miserable, broken, and defeated. So, come back to Hyperion and accept his mercy.”

      Cold glares singe my back.

      “And here I was hoping I wouldn’t have to do this the hard way.”

      He walks a few feet past me and halts, looking to the sky.

      The switchblade bumps my fingertips. I draw it to my palm, thumb ghosting the button, every nerve jumping into rustler-mode.

      “Her.” Henny is quicker, an amber eye glinting at me, and points to Sadie. “She’s first.”

      She pales and clasps her hands protectively over her belly. A soft whimper mingled with a frantic prayer passes her lips. Backing away, she attempts to force herself into the crowd’s safety.

      They’ll have none of it, forming a barrier against her.

      “I don’t have all day.” Henny raises his right hand and makes a swift, short cutting motion like tightening a lasso.

      Two K. C. move to retrieve the terrified woman.

      You took Matthew from me, but I’ll be damned if I let you take the closest thing to a mom I have . . . I’m in front of them before they can lay one hand on her.

      “You want to take someone’s soul,” I fix my eyes on him, “then you should have the balls to take mine.”

      Henny holds his right hand higher.

      His soldiers halt.

      Murmurs sweep through the crowd as they widen the distance between us.

      “Yeah, I’m looking at you, you cocky son of a bitch.”

      He bristles. “You’re a bold one, rustler.”

      “My name is Rags.”

      He turns his full attention on me with a predatory smile. “Is that so?”

      The fire hisses.

      “Damn right it is.” Sweat pricks uncomfortably against my palms and forehead. “Now come on. I’m waiting.”

      Henny walks closer until he stands directly in front of me. He’s taller than he looks, more than a few inches taller than Matthew, and he was almost six feet tall. Firelight casts shadows across his pale face.

      Lavender and hickory scents coat his cinnamon flight jacket as he tilts his head down until his nose almost touches mine. His eyes bore into my blue ones.

      “Show me your mark, Rags.”

      I stare back and make him blink. “No.”

      His lip twitches. “I said, show me your mark.”

      “And I said no.”

      “Last chance.” His jacket rustles as he raises his left hand to summon his men.

      I feel my muscles tense, every instinct warning me to run while I still can. I don’t move. To move is to die.

      His voice drops to a lethal whisper. “You don’t want me to use force.”

      Behind me, Sadie flees. The crowd has no problems with her joining them now.

      “Why don’t you show me your mark?”

      The K. C. advances, rifles raised.

      “My mark is the same as all Kingdom Corps.” He continues to stare into my eyes.

      “Prove it.”

      I feel the cross hairs sweep my shoulders.

      His smooth words linger closer to my ears. “Make me.”

      A soldier crouches on the gray Victorian’s porch.

      Those same eyes focused on Matthew and pulled the trigger, my mind warns. Rage burns away the fear in my blood.

      “You’re not worth my time, Blondie.”

      His eyes narrow. His jaw tightens.

      “Heathen.” His hand comes down across my right cheek.

      Mine sweeps up.

      A sharp click from my blade shatters the air. Henny reels backward in frantic retreat, halted by my fingers wrapped deep into his front jacket collar. His hand hovers over my flesh and doesn’t move.

      A tiny blood droplet creeps over the blade’s narrow point and down his pale flesh.

      He quivers, neck muscles rigid. Terror flashes through haunting amber eyes and for a brief moment, he’s not the high-and-mighty conqueror he appears to be.

      A gunshot rings through the square.

      Molten wind clips my hair as the bullet passes over the back of my neck and strikes the fountain’s second tier with a mighty crack. My grip tightens.

      “Don’t shoot.” He raises his left hand. “Lower your rifles.”

      “Smart man.” I struggle to steady my wrist. It’s not the first time I’ve “dealt” with an enemy up close. Rival rustlers. K. C. soldiers. This shouldn’t be any different—but it is. The sickening feeling from Hydra returns and something holds me back before I can force the blade into his throat and end this.

      The K. C. obeys.

      “Heh. You’re just full of surprises.” His voice barely cracks a whisper. “Just like the farmer boy.”

      My fingers twist the light brown, fur jacket collar, making him squirm. Fury burns through every vein against the dreadful feeling.

      “He had a name.” The blade presses deeper into his flesh, a snarl tearing through my lips.

      “Go ahead.” He draws a sharp breath. “Kill me. It will make no difference in his fate or yours.”

      “I beg to differ—”

      Timber and glass shatter, the large gray Victorian erupting in a violent fountain of flames, hot bricks, and burning boards. The ground bucks. Fiery wind slams against my body, burning and stinging my throat and eyes. The force sweeps the blade from my hand.

      Henny and I crash together into the sparks and ashes.
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      Wooden boards bounce and scatter across the thawing ground. Bricks crack and shatter. Stifling heat blisters the air. I scream and bury my face against the rapidly melting snow, unable to even hear myself over the roar and fiery hell raining from every direction.

      I whimper but can’t hear anything.

      Make it stop. Please, make it all stop. Only it doesn’t. The silence presses all around me, silent screams rivaling the flames from the terrified people in a desperate battle for their lives.

      A muffled popping noise breaches the silence.

      Gunshots.

      I force both eyes open wider. The heat stings and assaults them. Sparks spin through the air joining the wind as it whips the flames into a frenzy. I push myself to my knees and plant both hands against the cold, slushy ground, trying to regain my bearings and returning senses.

      How long was I down for? A dull throbbing in my skull makes me wince as I look up at the chaos.

      Villagers spook like a panicked deer herd and clash with the K. C. A soldier collapses, vanishing under their feet.

      K. C. not caught in the stampede fire wildly into the crowd. Their olive-green-clad legs churn through the growing flames and ashes, wrestling against a more than hundred strong, terrified Rondonian force that grows smaller with each trigger pull.

      Villagers collide, their hands grappling and shoving for a clear path. People stumble with painful screams. They shove each other out of the way, desperation in their wide eyes.

      Please, God. I sit up, squinting in hopes that maybe, just maybe Sadie escaped. Let her be okay.

      I can’t see her anywhere in the thickening smoke.

      Henny groans and rubs his forehead. His hair hangs free from its clip, cascading around his shoulders in a flaxen wave. Blood drips down his nose and smears against his gloved fingertips as he wipes it away.

      He narrows his amber eyes.

      “You—” A thick cough rattles his body.

      I lunge to my feet; the heat intensifies.

      He rolls to his feet and swings the rifle from his shoulder in one swift movement.

      Thick smoke prowls around us. The flames lick a body in the street. The ashes fall like snow. More gunshots spark from carbines somewhere in the smokescreen.

      I bolt in Witherwood Lane’s direction, keeping my head down. Not more than ten feet into the smokescreen, molten, fiery pain scalds from my Crops number to the elbow, paralyzing the muscles and knocking me off-balance. A shout tears free from my lips, my right hand flying to the ragged tear in the buckskin. Dark, hot blood overtakes the already stained buckskin, seeping down into the fringes.

      Damn he’s good. I throw a frantic glance over my shoulder and shiver.

      Firelight illuminates his face. No mercy, only cold frustration lingers in those amber eyes. A murderer’s stare meets mine.

      His rifle’s cross hairs settle over my spine. Damn. I throw myself to the ground, the hard stones and icy sludge catching me. The bullet grazes a direct line up the buckskin jacket’s back. Son of a bitch he has good aim.

      His thick leather boots splash through the slush as he moves closer, slow and deliberate.

      I scramble over another body and sense those cross hairs again. Tracker wasn’t kidding about this guy . . . I have got to get out of here.

      A second bullet cracks through the air, grabbing my jacket’s right-side collar in midcrawl to my feet. My trembling legs catch me, and I stagger only a few steps before a third bullet grabs the left side.

      Drawing a sharp breath, I reach up and touch the flesh. No blood. No pain.

      “You can’t run from me.” He approaches, his soft words still difficult to hear but growing stronger the closer he gets. “And I really don’t want to take away your ability to walk, so I advise you surrender.”

      I want to turn and face him, to do to him what he did to Matthew, but the Damascus in his hands keeps me from acting on those thoughts.

      He aims the rifle at the ground and fires. The force sends slush splashing up and over my left deer-hide boot and up the pant leg.

      “Next time I won’t miss.” He cocks the rifle again. “What’s it going to be?”

      Every instinct warns to run but my legs refuse.

      His hot breath creeps over the nape of my neck. The scent of lavender and hickory overpowers the smoke. He turns the rifle sideways; the stock touches my back.

      I quiver.

      “That’s a smart little Ragamuffin.” He whispers the words near my right ear.

      I grit my teeth. “M-my name is Rags.”

      “I prefer Ragamuffin,” the word rolls off his tongue in a purr, much clearer now, “and if you don’t run away from me, I can promise that your place in the Kingdom is a special one.”

      “I-I’d rather die than go with you.”

      “Now, now,” he continues to purr. “No one ever willingly chooses to die. He’s got a nice spot set aside for you. A beautiful, warm, and safe place. You’ll never go hungry or have to worry about anyone trying to kill you ever again. All you have to do is take it and this all goes away.”

      “Never.”

      His body tenses but he doesn’t move away.

      “Look around you, Ragamuffin.” He keeps his voice soft. “All I have to do is say the word and the slaughter ends. You have the power to stop it. They don’t have to end up like Matthew.”

      Everything feels cold.

      “How do you know that name?”

      “Hyperion knows everything.” His words are sickeningly calm. “And if you play nice, I’m sure he’d be more than happy to tell you the truth about our dear Matthias Brisby.”

      The words nip at my soul. Both names . . . No. He’s not theirs. He never was.

      “Y-You’re lying.”

      Henny snickers. “If you knew the real Matthew, you wouldn’t think so highly of him. I can only imagine what filthy lies he told someone like you—”

      I swing my left leg back and hook his; my elbow slams into his chest.

      He goes down. The rifle strikes the ground and discharges with a sickening crack.

      None of it’s true. I flee into the smoke. Liar. Murderer. He doesn’t know Matthew.

      The smoke sears my lungs and stings my eyes. My arm throbs, hot blood running over the trembling fingers struggling to stop it.

      Shelter. Safety. The words play through my mind. Shelter. Safety. Escape.

      Survive.

      A surprised K. C. soldier doesn’t have time to see who hits him as I twist by and shove him into Henny’s path.

      “Stop running.” He knocks the man to the ground.

      Witherwood Lane’s familiar, crumbling buildings rise around me in the thinning smokescreen. Bodies litter the street, some theirs, most ours. Shadows creep over the small path between the collapsed garage and the crumbling brick house leading to Sadie’s home.

      Fence. Barrier. Safety.

      K. C. struggle to regain control as I run by, eyeing the chain-link gate Frank put up to keep marauding wildlife at bay. Several soldiers shout and try to aim through the smoke. I knock their barrels aside and aim for the gate.

      Fence. Run. Get over the gate.

      His body towers over mine. A hand hooks my shoulder, his entire weight falling on me.

      Planting both feet against the icy path, I give up on the wound, spin and grab the Damascus’s ebony stock with both hands. My right shoulder rams his. Together we crash into the collapsed garage’s splintered wooden wall.

      Ugly red paint flakes our clothes and tangles in our hair. Our boots scuff and slide as we grapple for the rifle. It’s like wrestling with a six-foot-tall mule.

      My back slams the wall, pinned by the rifle’s stock.

      “There now. That wasn’t so har—”

      My left fist hooks his jaw at an angle, an entire childhood worth of wearing heavy iron shackles knocking him back. I break free and lunge for the rusted chain-link gate at the path’s end.

      It rattles and shakes, threatening to collapse under the sudden weight. Clutching the unsteady top, I swing both legs over it. Henny’s strong fingers dig deep into my left calf and seize my jacket’s dangling fringes. Instead of landing on the other side, I’m wrenched backward.

      A single gunshot deafens the alleyway. Sparks fly from the gate.

      Henny lets go, swiftly moving backward and raises his Damascus.

      A second bullet almost clips his shoulder before he can return fire.

      Slipping over the fence, I see Frank standing on his back porch in the smoky haze, .22 aimed, and one eye closed like a mighty winter bear about to defend his territory.

      Henny backs away. His lethal eyes dart from me to Frank before settling back on me.

      “Oh, you’re a smart one. But you can’t hide, Ragamuffin,” he warns. “You won’t be able to do a damn thing about it either. Rondo is lost. Make peace with your god because when we come for you again, you won’t have a prayer.”

      He continues to back away, never breaking eye contact.

      “Fall back,” he calls when he reaches the end of the path and steps into Witherwood Lane. No second-guessing. No hesitation. Only frosty certainty that this isn’t over between us.
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      I’ve seen enough to know what happens when the enemy leaves alive.

      They always come back. Once Henny gets back to his base, he’ll call for reinforcements and make this morning look like a poorly planned training mission. Rondo won’t survive another hit like this.

      I sink my fingers into the rusty chain-link. I need to stop him. That rifle though . . . Damn him.

      “Rags, are you okay?” Sadie’s frantic voice stops me from climbing the fence.

      The painful jolt from my wound makes me flinch. A heavy weight lifts from my mind when I see she’s alive and a tear sneaks down my face. Henny’s shadowy form draws my attention just as quickly as he whistles for his horse at the path’s end.

      “Rags?” This time Frank addresses me.

      I eye the lopsided porch. He still aims the .22 at the gate. Sadie stands beside him, ankle deep in the snow, one hand on the splintered porch rail, the other clutching her shawl. Her curly caramel hair frazzles everywhere, and soot stains her floral-patterned skirt. A rip unravels her lavender shawl and a bruise highlights her right eye.

      If I don’t go now, I won’t catch him. Henny’s loyal stallion gallops over the carnage and slides to a spirited halt, tossing his head back and rearing onto his haunches to paw the air.

      Sadie steps into the deeper snow. “Come here right this instant. It’s not safe.”

      I chance another glimpse at the path.

      The young man plants a boot in an iron stirrup and swings astride the stallion.

      “Rags.” Frank’s voice makes me think twice. “Come here.”

      Henny looks straight at me, twists the reins, and the horse bolts into a strong, confident canter away from this place.

      Frank moves to the porch step. “Don’t make me come get you.”

      I grip the fence tighter, my left arm trembling as the blood drips onto the snow. He’s serious.

      Giving the fence a stern kick, I abandon my chance to pursue and trudge across the small backyard to the tiny, crumbling cabin.

      One can hardly call it a real yard. It’s an old intersection from Rondo’s Kingdom days that was barricaded from the outside world by the addition of several other now-abandoned brick factory buildings. It’s eerily quiet here, the buildings providing adequate protection from the hell taking place just down the pathway. If I listen closely enough, I can hear the K. C. finishing off the stragglers and preparing for Henny’s next assault.

      Frank took full advantage of the seclusion and repurposed some fence from the snowfield to create a safe place where his future children would be able to play without fear of being picked off by rival rustlers and wildlife. It’s probably the safest place in Rondo.

      Two old stop signs hold up a clothesline where I often help Sadie with laundry. A woodpile that Matthew and I often worked alongside Frank to keep well stocked because it’s too difficult to haul enough coal the whole way from the mountains blocks an alleyway.

      “Good heavens.” Sadie hurries into the yard, her eyes fixed on the ragged tear concealed under my blood-coated hand. “You’re hurt.”

      “It’s nothing.” I grimace at the glaring burgundy patch making its way down my arm. Not half as bad as the time I got caught up in Hydra’s razor-wire but damn does it hurt.

      “It is not ‘nothing,’” she shrieks. “Frank, go boil some water.”

      “Please tell me I didn’t do that.” He lowers the .22, stark, onyx eyes wide-open.

      “No,” I assure him. “It wasn’t you.”

      He shakes his head and opens the back screen door, grumbling something about a “blond-haired bastard” and what he’d like to do to him. The flimsy door closes behind him with a soft click.

      Sadie continues studying the wound and my bloodstained jacket. Her dark-brown eyes widen at the roughed-up collar and scuff marks where the bullets grazed. “Good heavens, child. In the house, now.”

      I frown. “I’m fine, Sadie.”

      “House. Now. If Matthew could see this,” she tsks and opens the door, shaking her head. “Always tangling with the Kingdom Corps. Making stupid choices. Going to end up dead one of these days you are.”

      An ache creeps into my chest. Dull throbbing creeps into my skull. “Sadie, please. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      I want to go after the one who did this. I have to go.

      “Rags.” Her voice turns gentle.

      I stop, eyes burning at the wound and Matthew’s name. “I’m fine.”

      She shakes her head. “No, you’re not.”

      The tears threaten to spill. I’m not sure if they’re from anger or the pain throbbing up and down my arm. A part of me wants to run from Sadie. Go back home and just lock myself in my room. Stretch out in my hammock, bury my face in the pillow and cry it all out. The other longs for her to just tell me that it will “be okay.”

      I rest a hand on the snow-covered porch railing. The cold provides a decent distraction.

      Sadie steps onto the porch and opens the door. “Let’s go inside and get that wound tended, okay?”

      I tip my chin down and attempt to glance behind me. Ashes drift over the buildings, turning the backyard a sickening gray. I shiver and grab the rail to keep from stumbling.

      “You can’t do anything if you bleed to death.” She gives me that knowing look. “I promise I won’t keep you long.”

      “Okay.”

      We step across the threshold and into the warm living room. Bookshelves overflowing with colorful binders lean against three of the four walls. Each one has a number assigned to it as well as a blue, red, or black bar across the top.

      I saw one lying open on the coffee table two years ago. It had little spiral diagrams that looked like colorful, twisted stepladders all over the pages. I couldn’t read Sadie’s handwriting though.

      Tracker and Sadie wouldn’t say what it meant, but I got the feeling that it had something to do with Rondo’s Kingdom days. Whatever it was must have been important, because Sadie hasn’t left another binder open since.

      We walk past the coffee table and into a kitchen half the size of ours.

      The woodstove in the left corner takes up what little room remains. A table fits into the far-right corner, two chairs packed under it. Frank stands by the stove, his burly frame making him look like a giant wedged into a fox burrow.

      Sadie doesn’t seem to mind as she maneuvers past him.

      “Thank you, dear.” She offers a smile before rifling around in a cabinet beside the stove. Withdrawing a small sewing kit, she reaches over and taps her hand against the table for me to sit.

      The needle in her hand makes me freeze. Nothing good comes of those. Nothing good at all.

      Sadie pauses and slowly puts it down when it becomes more than clear that I want no part of being jabbed with a sharp pointy object.

      “It’s okay, Rags,” she coaxes. “I need to tend that wound.”

      The sooner she does this, the sooner I can stalk Henny. I wring my cold hands together and force myself to step into the kitchen. Just a little stab or two. It won’t hurt . . . much, maybe. Do it so you can track Henny.

      A wooden chair grates against the floorboards.

      “Take off your jacket.”

      I slip the jacket from my shoulders. Pain scalds through my arm. My stomach churns and I draw a sharp breath, the adrenaline wearing off and reminding me how human I am. Fighting back the sickening feeling, I crane my neck for a better look. The sweater’s gray goat hair turns black.

      Tracker’s going to kill me when he finds out . . .

      Her disapproving glare turns sympathetic. Frank’s isn’t.

      “That son of a bitch got you good.” He examines the wound.

      “It could be worse.” That angry feeling seeps back. I could be dead.

      He says nothing but I know he’s thinking it. When Tracker finds out he’s going to be disappointed with what I did. He probably already knows anyway. It’s not like it was a secret. The whole town saw it happen. Hunter’s going to have a hell of a time with this one. He’s probably telling what few survivors there are about these new “magic” powers that are capable of leveling entire buildings that I no doubt have now . . .

      “Now Frank, language.” Sadie shuffles by and sets the sewing kit on the table along with some of the precious rubbing alcohol I lifted from that widow in Hydra.

      “Sorry honey.”

      She removes the kettle from the stove and retrieves a ceramic bowl. Steam rises from the water. Her gentle fingers walk over my left arm, prodding at the bloodstained goat hair. The fibers part and tear, sticking to the wound. She reaches for scissors and cuts away the sweater, revealing a glaring wound below the stoic 2046-13 inked into my flesh.

      She hisses and exchanges a glance with Frank.

      “Would you be a dear? I’d like to speak with Rags alone.”

      “Sure thing.” He gives her this sort of dumb, half-puzzled look, but doesn’t move.

      “Frank.” She fixes her dark-brown eyes on him.

      “Okay.” He holds up his hands and lumbers from the kitchen. “Okay, I’m going.”

      “You’re not usually this reckless. Jumping into the square to fight someone like Henrick. Brave, but also extremely risky and could have gotten you killed.” Sadie pulls back the goat hair above the damning Crops number and dabs the wound with a cloth. “It’s because of Matthew, isn’t it?”

      I hiss at the sting, both feet bracing against the tile floor.

      “I said I don’t want to talk about it.” And I don’t. I did it because I can’t lose another family member to the Kingdom. Especially not one like Sadie. I have other problems right this second though. One that’s halfway back to his base to swing at us again.

      “Something’s on your mind.”

      “No.”

      “You can tell me. I promise not to tell Tracker or even Frank.”

      The cloth again dabs at the wound. Fresh blood replaces what’s wiped away, turning the fabric bright red and bringing tears to my eyes.

      I try to focus on the small painting hanging on the wall. A white stag stands in a snowfield. One long, slender leg bends, as if pointing to the ridge behind it. Its head is raised, a pair of rich, cobalt-blue eyes staring into my soul. The stag’s silver antlers curve high against the gray sky as snow falls around it.

      Sorrow makes me look away.

      Matthew painted that picture. He’d take his sketchbook with us and capture the animals on paper. He was always good at that sort of thing when he wasn’t helping on the farmstead.

      Sadie notices me looking. She places a hand on my shoulder and gives it a reassuring squeeze.

      I can trust her. She’ll understand. She always knows what to do when I come to her with a problem. This time should be no different.

      “Henny said something to me,” I finally whisper. “Something about the truth.”

      She stops cleaning the wound. A haunted look creeps across her face.

      “And what exactly did he say?”

      “He knew Matthew’s name.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Both names. He knew them. Said if I knew the truth, I wouldn’t think so highly of him anymore. That he’s been lying to me about something.”

      Sadie sighs. “It’s not like you to let yourself be bothered by the enemy’s words. You and I both know Hyperion’s watchdogs lie.”

      I want to believe those words. I want to believe them more than anything. Henny was convinced there was something important I don’t know, and it involved Matthew.

      “I know, but, Sadie, I just don’t know. What if Matthew’s murder was more than that?”

      “Oh Rags.” She places a hand on my shoulder. “It was an unfortunate accident.”

      “There are no ‘accidents’ in the Kingdom. He had two choices for that bullet, Sadie. One of us deserved it, but he took Matthew instead. I want to know why.”

      She hands the bloody cloth to me. “Here, hold this over the wound.”

      “It doesn’t make sense.” I press the cloth over the bleeding gash. “He never did anything to anyone. It wasn’t him raiding the settlement—he never set foot in one of Hyperion’s military bases. He never hurt anyone in Hydra.”

      Sadie pauses, the small snow-packed icebox by the sink open. “Rags, this is not your fault. No one could have known.”

      “We should have. It’s my job to make sure no one gets into Rondo. That we stay safe from the other rustlers and Hyperion.” Tears burn my eyes but don’t fall. “Last night and today shouldn’t have happened. I failed, and Matthew and a lot of other people paid the price. I almost lost you today too.”

      “Rags . . . What you did was very brave. Reckless, but brave and I’m thankful beyond words for it, but this isn’t your fault. You couldn’t have known.”

      “He asked me to run away with him, Sadie,” I whisper, close my eyes, a single tear dampening my cheek. “Yesterday—at the storehouse. Leave Rondo behind for good.”

      “Oh Rags.” She closes the icebox.

      My chest tightens. “We were going to leave Rondo. Find a safe place, a better place to start over. And then come back and get those closest to us so you could all be safe too. For a brief, small moment, Sadie, I had a chance at a future.” I look at her. “Something other than dying a rustler’s death. But that’s gone now.” My hand trembles. “Henny took it away.”

      “I’m so sorry.” She gathers me in her arms, holding me close. “I’m so, so sorry.”

      “What do I do, Mom?” the word slips. I’ve never called her that out loud before.

      Her grip tightens.

      “I wish I knew, sweetie.” She trembles, trying to hold back her own tears. “But we’ll figure it out. I promise.”

      We don’t say anything for what feels like minutes. Sadie slowly removes her arms from me. Her gentle hand lifts my fingers away from the wound. Burning cold replaces them as she rests some ice against it. “Does Tracker know?”

      “No.” He’d be hurt if he found out. I have duties here that take priority over anything else, none of which involve running off with the preacher’s son, much as he liked Matthew. And thanks to Henny, those duties will be mine for the rest of my life.

      The sharp, acidic rubbing alcohol odor fills the air. The ice lifts away for a moment, the numb wound cleaned again.

      “I won’t tell him.” Her fingers chase something around on the table. “But I want you to do something for me.”

      She dips the item into the rubbing alcohol a few times. A heavy pressure stings the wound.

      “What?” I force my eyes shut, praying she’ll hurry.

      The needle jags in and out, her skilled fingers working in steady rhythm, knitting my flesh together. After several seconds, the thread draws taut.

      “Don’t die.”

      It sounds like such a simple request. That’s like telling the snow to stop falling. It’s as easy as it is impossible. Yet I can’t bring myself to tell her that I can’t promise her that.

      Deep down, I think she already knows.

      I open my eyes. Shivers wrack my body as she ties the thread and trims it.

      She winds a cloth bandage around the wound. Her dark-brown eyes forgive and plead for me to offer her some comfort. Even if my words will only help her to sleep for a night. I owe her more than I could ever honestly offer.

      “You can’t kill a ‘witch.’” I tell her. “Hydra hasn’t managed to. Hunter and Rondo couldn’t even do it. What makes you think Hyperion’s luck will be any better?”

      A thin smile graces her lips. She finishes tying the bandage in place. “He’s bigger than you are, for one.”

      “Yeah?” I slip the jacket back over my shoulders and give it an extra tug to set it in place. “Say that again when his precious Kingdom is little more than a garden of ashes.”

      Sadie offers a polite, encouraging nod and collects her sewing kit. The cupboard door taps against the paneled wall.

      “Just be careful, Rags. Don’t make us mourn you too.”

      It’s quiet permission to leave.

      She doesn’t follow me from the kitchen. I feel bad about leaving her under these terms. Even though she hasn’t said it, she doesn’t approve. Never has. If it was up to her, I wouldn’t be a rustler at all.

      But it’s not up to her and never will be.

      I don’t look back as I walk by Frank, who offers a sad smile, no doubt having overheard. He’ll keep quiet. He’s always been good about that sort of thing when I talk to him about my old life sometimes.

      The door squeaks on its hinges, warmth replaced by raw mountain air.
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      I cut across the backyard to the woodpile reinforcing Frank’s chain-link fence. Blocks of wood clack and shift under the snow-covered tarp. My knees scramble over the pile’s top and the hidden chain-link fence pressed up against it.

      The old “road” from Rondo’s glory days narrows.

      A knot twists in my stomach to match the exhaustion starting to creep in. The brick walls close around me.

      I slip over the packed snow and ice from the building’s crumbling roofs, emerging behind the church cemetery. I hop the low stone wall and bolt for Witherwood Lane.

      The air is thick with a smoky haze. Rondo’s been devastated. We’ll be fortunate if even half of us survived today. That won’t so much as make a dent in anything he throws at us. This is bad—really bad.

      I reach the farmhouse in record time . . . and find a war zone.

      Drawing a long, slow breath, I tiptoe over the splinters riddling the floor. Puddles of water saturate the kitchen floor, no doubt from the snow that blew in while we were gone. From the look of it, some of it even managed to make it to the living room, held back only by the smoldering woodstove’s fleeting warmth. The kitchen tile will be fine, but the hardwood is already starting to warp.

      Tracker’s gonna be pissed when he sees this. I place a hand on the doorframe and survey the living room.

      They tore what few pictures we had from the shelves and sprinkled the shattered glass across the floor. Our lamp didn’t fare much better, having been thrown from its small wooden stand. Knife marks mar the small table beside Tracker’s rocking chair; its drawer removed and left lying upside down on the braided rug. The bookshelf was cleared, what few precious books the K. C. didn’t have time to grab and burn scattered. Even the couch looks like it’s been thoroughly searched.

      The K. C. didn’t just go looking for things. They completely violated our house from top to bottom and then some; upstairs is probably worse.

      My left foot swipes across the hardwood, clearing several broken photo frames away from the door. Kneeling, I run my fingertips over the floorboards until I find the one with the uneven groove in it.

      Good. None of them tampered with this. I work my short fingernails under the slightly raised edge. It takes a few tries before I manage to lift the board away from the others, revealing the most valuable tool I don’t own.

      Its stock is a warm, dark-cherry color inlaid with tiny silver vines not too unlike the gold ones on Henny’s rifle. Mine are smaller, less pronounced than his, but still visible to anyone who dares get close enough for a quick glimpse. They are the trademark symbol of the Damascus series, along with the small, golden hare branded on the stock’s left side above the platinum trigger.

      I rest the rifle across my knee and ensure it’s loaded.

      This rifle’s not sniper grade like Henny’s though. The barrel is shorter. The scope not as fine as the one on his despite having infrared capabilities and limited night vision. It’s lighter and handles more like a normal semi-automatic Kingdom Corps carbine, but it’s also a Damascus, far more accurate and advanced than other rifles. It’s not mine though and won’t be until Tracker feels I’ve earned the right to call it my own.

      I reach into my pocket and withdraw the bone roses. My thumb worries them against my palm. Henny knows the “truth” as he so claims. There is only one truth in Rondo at the moment.

      He’s a threat and rustlers handle all threats.

      The bone roses return to my pocket. I slip through the ruined kitchen, grab my goatskin gloves from the countertop and head into the cold.

      Gunshots wane to a distant, sporadic popping of Rondonian carbines from what little “militia” we still have. The falling ashes mix with snow over Witherwood Lane, pushed out over the snowfield by an eastern breeze.

      The ground slopes just beyond the cottage’s woodpile. In the distance, snow drifts curl over sagging chain-link. From the hilltop the snowfield resembles a frozen labyrinth. The trail snakes around warehouse shells, their roofs collapsed, walls partially felled by a combination of Rondo’s citizens desperate for anything of use and the brutal elements.

      Two-thirds of the way across the snowfield, the trail splits in a clumsy fork at a sparse pair of genetically altered, hybrid “millow” trees. Their sweeping gray branches dangle like a dead willow’s and massive, twisted maple roots embed in the snow. Left goes to farmer Addison’s farmstead and the Western Ridge. Right takes you uphill to the North Ridge and the anthracite mines.

      My trail is even smaller—a half-buried footpath midway down the slope. The endless snowdrifts collapsed most of it but that doesn’t stop me.

      Several towering pines border the snowfield and form a natural path, offering some relief from the drifts. The snow is littered with broken branches. Kingdom Corps boot prints flatten the terrain.

      I shoulder through the needle-laden branches. Snow shakes free from the upper canopy, snapping twigs and landing on my head. I hold back a small growl and continue moving. Not far into the forest though, a sudden, swiftly moving brushing sound disturbs the nearby undergrowth.

      My fingers tighten around the rifle stock.

      The brushing intensifies. Faster. Stronger.

      I reach for the rifle’s safety, every sense on alert. That doesn’t sound good.

      In an instant, pine branches heavy with snow explode in a brown and white flurry. Cloven hooves thunder and rip snow high into the air. With a shout, I scramble sideways in a frantic effort to avoid being kicked but it’s not enough as the terrified doe collides with my shoulder.

      I roll over, elbow deep in sticky snow, and watch the creatures bound through the forest. Their white tails flag in the air. The small doe herd makes no effort to stop and soon vanishes. I push myself onto my knees.

      Even when the wolves moved into our territory, I never saw a herd that spooked. I retrieve the rifle and continue trudging through the forest, looking over my shoulder for signs of what spooked the deer.

      Sharp wind rattles the forest around me. I hug the buckskin jacket closer to my body and try not to shiver. This place gives me the creeps sometimes.

      A lone boulder, glazed with ice, marks an invisible intersection of natural deer trails and a labyrinth of exposed, twisted roots and upturned hybrid millow trees. A loud clang followed by a metallic ping rattles the air. I pause, every muscle going rigid at the sudden sound. For a moment, I listen, eyes drawn to a nearby branch. It quivers and shakes but it’s not the wind moving it. No. This is something else.

      A heavy growl canvases the forest. I press my back against the nearest tree trunk and clutch the rifle tighter. That doesn’t sound like any animal I’ve ever heard. I look back.

      Nothing.

      The sound weaves around the tree trunks, louder now.

      I part some pine needles with the rifle barrel. Slowly, as if stalking a winter buck. Each footstep breaks the snow’s surface with hardly any sound.

      The clanging hesitates.

      I stop, one foot hovering above the ground. Dull gray light spills through the thick branches as my fingers part the brittle needles, revealing a nightmare.
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      Kingdom industrial backhoes creep back and forth at the gully’s heart.

      Their treads grind and squeal through the cloudy mountain stream. A metal claw swings the old oak log Matthew and I used to sit on off the ground. Large muddy gashes mar the embankment where our favorite squirrel family lived. Their home’s now a broken pile sticking out of a snow heap.

      I think I’m gonna be sick.

      Our favorite place is being destroyed right in front of me. Those horrid machines show no mercy as our log splinters as it lands on the pile.

      A soldier runs up from the rapids. He holds a hand up. One of the backhoes grinds to a halt at the stream’s center. Out leans a K. C. member.

      I shelter under a pine’s shaggy branches and duck into the snow.

      The soldiers exchange looks before he leans back into the machine. It belches oily black smoke and creeps backward.

      More K. C. are situated farther up the gully where the deer bed. Their thickets are gone, replaced with a series of thin metal poles stretching out of the gully and into the Western Ridge where the Millowwood Forest takes over. A metallic, chain-link net strings between them.

      A fence? Why would they need a fence?

      The first K. C. soldier once again runs to the one in the backhoe, waving his arms. This time he makes a swift slashing motion. The gully goes quiet.

      Its master sloshes into the water. The K. C. face the rapids.

      I rest the rifle across my knee and lean closer.

      One soldier raises his arm in the beginnings of a salute but doesn’t complete the motion. Instead, he holds it there. Watching. Waiting.

      The sound of a horse’s hooves fills the air. A familiar stallion, black hide frosted with ashes, lifts its legs high. Snow cakes his feathers as he glides on the stream bank.

      A low growl rumbles in my throat. I balance the rifle and peer through the scope.

      Henny fills the cross hairs.

      Soot smudges his pale face like he wiped it away in a hurry. His jacket and olive-green pants are coated in ashes. His blond hair hangs in a loose ponytail, strands wildly drifting every which way in the breeze. He twists the reins taut.

      Those awful amber eyes remain fixed ahead, not so much as looking at his men. He halts the spirited horse in front of the first soldier.

      No one from this division dares ask what happened to him.

      He pans the area before finally staring down at the man. “Estimated completion on this fence. When?”

      His deceptive, soft voice carries through the gully. The unfortunate soldier holds a staring contest with the stallion, too scared to speak or step out of the way.

      My finger brushes the cold trigger and toys with the safety.

      Henny’s brow furrows. “I asked you a question, soldier.”

      “About two weeks.” His words tremble in the cold air.

      “Make it one.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      Henny wrestles the horse until it stands broadside the man. Reaching down, he embeds his fingers into the man’s uniform collar and hoists him halfway off the ground. Rabid anger flashes in his eyes. “Did I stutter?”

      “N-no, sir. But it’s not possible. With the snow—”

      “Listen and listen well, soldier,” Henny seethes. “This fence will be complete in a week or it’s going to be this squad doing a round on the Threshing Floor.”

      Threshing Floor? My finger pauses on the trigger. That was always a threat thrown around with the adults at the slave pens. None of us knew what it meant, but it sure scared the hell out of them.

      All I know about it is what I’ve heard Jericho whisper. That it’s somewhere in the far western part of our Northeast Territory, where Adonis is. Somewhere close to the mighty ice flow that separates the Kingdom’s three territories along the east coast from the vast land Yellowstone rendered inhabitable. And that it’s a terrible, nightmarish “prison camp” where Hyperion sends prisoners to be reeducated or die.

      I move the cross hairs to the fence. Standard chain-link. No doubt waiting for its razor-wire crown. My brow furrows. What could they possibly need a fence for?

      The cross hairs drift back to Henny.

      “Do we have an understanding?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “That’s ‘sir’ to you.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good.” Henny drops the soldier. “Now I’ll ask again. When will this fence be completed?”

      “A-a week, sir.”

      Henny nods. His hand inches to his rifle. “If even one of them escapes Hyperion’s public warning to the other settlements, you will wish you’d died with them.”

      He turns the horse away from the soldier.

      My cross hairs follow.

      “All right you bastard,” I whisper. “Let’s end this.”

      He sits taller in the saddle, one amber eye moving to look back. The stallion rises from the snow on powerful haunches, tossing its head back with a shrill squeal. A loud crack splinters the gully.

      The bullet shears the tree trunk’s bark beside me.

      I scurry behind the sticky trunk. A second bullet tears through the snow where I was kneeling. Clutching the rifle, I peer around the gash.

      He stands in the stirrups, rifle aimed, and stallion dancing under him.

      I shiver. How is that even possible? There’s no way he should have been able to—

      The bark inches above my head tears away, forcing me back. If I run, he’ll kill me.

      You’re dead if you don’t, that terrified little voice screams.

      Distance. I need to get out of range and into that forest where he can’t target me. I fumble with the rifle’s safety and fight down panic.

      He continues to watch my tree, making no move to retreat or pursue. It’s like he’s waiting for something. Biding his time. Offering the first move to me while his men ready their rifles.

      “New orders,” he says, voice raised so that I can hear. “This fence will be complete in four days. It will also stretch two additional miles in all directions. Hyperion’s message won’t be delayed.”

      My fingers move along the rifle stock.

      He still doesn’t move. The stallion snorts and tosses his head, bit jingling and hooves dancing in the snow.

      I draw a sharp breath and keep my head low.

      Like a sudden wind gust, the stallion makes his move, heavy hooves thundering through the snow. Twigs snap and break as he shoulders through them. The icy earth fractures under his assault. A deep roaring grunt pulls through the animal’s flared nostrils.

      I don’t wait for it to crest the hill.

      The forest rises and falls in sharp embankments. I reach out, snaring a tree branch. My hip strikes the ground as I slide down an embankment and into a small gulley.

      Large gray millow roots crisscross in a tangled mess around me, having crept in from the Western Ridge. It’s not much, but it’s cover for now. I vault over a fallen log, barely grazing it before immediately shouldering through flimsy branches.

      I leap over another root cluster, heaving and struggling to draw cold air into my burning lungs. The trees’ thick, hollow trunks crowd together. A larger, more intimidating root cluster bars my path as I jump . . . and realize my mistake too late.

      My legs twist upward at the same time my elbows and ribs plow into the snow, driving my breath from my lungs. Icy ground rushes up, grating the side of my face, and my rifle lands with a muffled crunch several feet away as my left foot doesn’t completely clear the root cluster.

      Son of a—I bite back a cuss and drag my legs against the snow. Throbbing pain assaults my skull. I work my right elbow under me and push myself into a half sitting position, shaking.

      The stallion shoves the branches out of his way with his hulking body. His hooves dance amongst the gray roots.

      Snow soaks my buckskin trousers and sticks to its fringes as I pull my legs under me and crawl against the root cluster. Pressing a shoulder against the barrier, I make myself as small as possible, peering through a tiny gap between roots and struggle to calm my breathing.

      The stallion swings its head over the root cluster and works the bit, ears swiveling and hot breath pouring over me.

      Don’t see me. God don’t let him see me.

      “Well Xanthos, where could our little Ragamuffin have vanished to?” I hear the leather reins snap in the cold. “Is she up a tree?”

      Froth drips down the stallion’s muzzle.

      “Or under the roots?” He leans over the stallion’s neck and pretends to study the roots. “Well, Ragamuffin. Since I know you can hear me, I have a message for you. Run. Run as fast as you can to your little settlement and tell them to say their prayers because Hyperion’s hell will rain down on your home and all will see the purifying of Rondo’s rustlers.”

      The leather strap rubs against his jacket as he swings the rifle over his shoulder. He clucks his tongue and turns Xanthos around. With an arrogant, knowing look over his shoulder, he spurs the beast back the way they came.

      Large hoofprints in the snow are the only evidence of his existence. I draw a shaky breath and offer up a silent prayer of gratitude. A cold chill settles over me, the clearing quiet. Grabbing a flimsy branch, I haul myself onto trembling legs.

      I’ve been hunted before. It comes with the job. But I’ve never been hunted by someone like him. No one’s ever stupid enough to give a rustler the advantage.

      He’s far from stupid, though. The way he toys with me confirms that. He’s doing this intentionally, letting me turn all the tricks I know for his amusement.

      He doesn’t just think he can win. He knows it.
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      I need to warn them. A fence like that in the gully, or anywhere around here can’t end well for us. They only put fences up to keep people out, or . . . to keep them in. My hands wrap around the rifle, clinging to it as I cast a look over my shoulder again to make sure he’s really not following in the shadows.

      He let me go. And made damn sure I heard every word he said. Four days—Rondo will be destroyed. No one does things like that unless they know something you don’t. Trusting his words though is stupid, but right now, it’s all we have to go on and the others need to know that the Kingdom is planning something big.

      Tracker’s not going to be happy about this. A wiser rustler knows better than to follow the enemy like I did, but angry or not this can’t be ignored.

      My pace slows on the ridge overlooking the snowfield. Our remaining militia patrols like rattled foxes, much thinner than it should be. The fact that Jericho was able to wrangle anyone to take up arms to even consider patrolling in this mess is nothing short of a miracle.

      Something red moves at the far snowfield edge near Addison’s farmstead, drawing my attention. My rifle’s cross hairs magnify the landscape just off the big, weathered gray barn’s left-hand side as I peer through them.

      Nothing. Great. Now I’m seeing things.

      Another brief reddish flash at the barn’s front catches my attention. I struggle to capture it with the cross hairs. It sneaks behind a snowdrift. Okay, so not seeing things. Something is out there.

      Too small to be an animal. And the only thing remotely reddish we have over there is Nigel. He’s not outside today though, or at least, he shouldn’t be unless the K. C. tried to steal him.

      I pan the drifts with the rifle’s cross hairs.

      Movement by the grain hothouses now . . .

      Human. I grit my teeth. Today just keeps getting better and better.

      It doesn’t look like a K. C. soldier. No helmet. No rifle. Not even the K. C.’s standard issue uniform. He really did pull his forces back after all.

      Rustler. The last thing Rondo needs today is a rival rustler moving in on our hothouses when we’re wounded.

      Snowdrifts bog down my legs, making the half-mile distance feel longer. I cringe. A good rustler will make excellent use of every extra second it takes for me to get there.

      Rusting fence posts form a makeshift pasture as I slip around the pipe gate Nigel and I were jumping the other night and kneel down to examine the trail. Combat boots, likely Kingdom Corps or this rustler got extremely lucky and took out a soldier. And they lead toward the hothouses up ahead.

      I move past the large, weathered barn, stopping long enough to peer through a crack in the door. Various snorts and grunts respond, the dull light sneaking through the dusty windows in the wall showing three sets of various-sized ears in the shadows. No one was stolen at least.

      Addison’s farmhouse is tucked back a few yards between the barn and the first of two hothouses grafted into the mountainside. Their steel rinds are domed to prevent the snow from collapsing them. Steam rises from small tin chimneys sprouting every few feet along their roofs.

      I bypass the first hothouse where the orchards and gardens are, pursuing the fresh footprints. They continue to the second hothouse, one we dedicate to corn and other grains. A long, fresh section of upturned snow trails from the steel door.

      Oh no you don’t. Not while we’re under siege. Freeing one hand from the rifle I rest it over the metal lever. It resists under a coating of freshly broken ice but disengages the latch.

      Thin green cornstalks tower several feet above me on the left and right. They still have their ears, the natural fuzzy tassels flagging them to be picked by week’s end. Hundreds of them crowd together in the dedicated square, half-acre plots lining this row.

      The hothouse’s humid air sticks to my chilled flesh. Above me, artificial lights cast shadows over the damp cement floor. Large fans hum from the far sides and I listen for the water drizzling somewhere in the back, where the corn plots give way to the wheat and hay plots.

      I ease the door shut and once again grip the rifle with both hands.

      Up ahead, heavier footsteps slap against the cement floor.

      I move to the side, feeling the starchy cornstalk leaves brush my jacket.

      The footsteps’ owner hesitates at the narrow intersection up ahead.

      My fingers tingle against the rifle stock. Whoever it is keeps moving as though this is an open-air market ripe for the picking. I pause, finger on the trigger and raise the rifle. In an instant, I’m out in the open, aiming for the left corridor.

      A cold metal barrel presses against the back of my skull. Every muscle goes rigid, cold sweat coating my forehead at a sound no rustler ever wants to hear.

      Leather creaks behind me in agonizing slowness, my about-to-be murderer curling his finger around the trigger. The odor of vanilla and diesel fuel sharpens in the humid air.

      His breathing stays even. His hand doesn’t tremble.

      Mine doesn’t either, the rifle butt sinking deep into the soft spot under his ribcage.

      A shrill yelp, coupled with an instantaneous crack pierces the air. The bullet surges past my right cheek as I turn on him, barrel swinging up, catching just below his neck and knocking him off-balance.

      He falls flat on his back against the cement floor. The pistol skitters into the cornstalks.

      Our eyes meet across the cherry stock.

      His are green. Not emerald. More like a rich, grassy color like the pitiful grazing pasture in Hothouse One. Short, yet shaggy ginger hair frames his pale, boyish face. He looks close to Henny’s age, maybe a little younger but not as “mature” as he or Matthew. A spattering of ginger freckles adorns his cheeks and carves its way across the bridge of his nose.

      His wrinkled sorrel jacket hangs open to reveal a sooty white shirt. Around his neck hangs a thin, golden chain. Faded denim jeans, worn thinner on the left knee than the right, are soaked from wading through the snow.

      The redhead who carried a crossbow the other day in Hydra . . . Don’t tell me he followed us home too. Where’s his crossbow though?

      A stupid grin creeps over his face.

      “Well, that went well.” A thick Edmondan Irish accent coats his words and makes him difficult to understand. Tracker and Matthew told me stories of Edmonda, capital settlement of the Southeastern Territory, and about some of the many languages and accents blended together there due to its rural role in the Kingdom.

      This young man’s is way different from Matthew’s southern drawl. Not unpleasant to the ears and deceptively alluring, but definitely not from the Northeast Territory.

      “Why are you here?” If he’s really from the Southeastern Territory, this is almost as big of a problem as Henny. Any rustler willing to travel that distance is beyond serious about their craft and just as dangerous as Tracker and me. One stupid enough to follow us home from Hydra though deserves what he gets.

      The young man’s stupid grin grows and he tries to hold a hand up.

      I move the rifle in warning.

      His hand halts but it doesn’t stop him from staring at my eyes.

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      If I had a silver Kingdom kik coin for every time that’s been uttered by a rustler, I’d be a moderately wealthy young lady.

      “Not good enough.” I continue to pin him with the rifle.

      “Maybe I was cold.” Mischief and confidence sneak into his eyes; like Matthew used to do when he was scheming.

      No, I mentally snarl—not like Matthew. This young man’s are darker, lecherous even. Matthew warned me about young men like this.

      “Rustler. You followed us home from Hydra.”

      The redhead chuckles. He sweeps his legs under him, never taking those alluring eyes off me.

      I want to look away, not give him the slightest benefit of seeing mine. But I don’t. Tracker taught me never to take my eyes off the enemy when you have them in front of you. It decides whether you return home alive or your corpse is left behind enemy lines.

      I don’t plan on dying on my home turf, and I don’t have time for this today.

      “What a cruel little lady to be so assuming.”

      “Are you or aren’t you?” After all, you’re standing in Rondo.

      “Now honestly.” His fingers snake over the barrel. “Would a ‘rival’ give you an honest answer to that?”

      He inches the barrel downward as he stands, still not breaking eye contact.

      I knock the barrel back into position.

      “Answer my question.” My finger hovers razor-close to the trigger. “Rustler? Or not?”

      “Tried to be.” He rests his elbow casually on the barrel and winks as though this situation is commonplace. “But good ol’ Hyperion’s got something against them. Got out of the last settlement with my life. Good riddance I say. Solstice is where the real action’s at anyway.”

      “Solstice.” That settlement sits at the heart of “forbidden” things in our household. Unlike Rondo’s miserable past, Tracker spared no words when warning me about the lewd settlement just outside the Kingdom’s capital city, Adonis.

      Liquor flows freely. Cheap whores are plentiful. It’s supposedly so far in bed with Adonis that it’s impossible to tell where one ends and the other begins. It’s fair enough reason to stay the hell away from any of its riffraff altogether. It’s also on the other side of the Northeast Territory and nowhere near Rondo. So why would a potential Solstice rustler follow us to Rondo?

      “Yes, ma’am.” He sports a wicked grin. “The women are pretty and the wine’s even finer. Not a bad view of the Kingdom’s riches either, if you know what I mean.”

      He moves closer.

      My heel inches back a half step against damp cement and I grip the rifle tighter. “No one going to Solstice passes through here.”

      “Really?” He stands eye level, gloved fingers securely around the rifle barrel. “I must have taken a wrong turn somewhere.”

      I try to raise the rifle.

      His hand holds it securely in place and he reaches into his jacket for something.

      Instinct takes over, both hands pulling the rifle toward me, drawing the foreigner off-balance. My fist catches his jaw, knocking him back with a painful shout before he hits the ground again.

      I stand over him with the rifle aimed, breathing heavily and shaking.

      “Okay, okay.” His eyes widen. “Unholy hell you’re strong.”

      I can’t tell if the strain in his voice is forced or just part of his accent. “Seventy-two settlements and I’m sent to the one he’s in. Mother F—”

      “Who are you?” The rifle levels with his chest. “What do you want from us?”

      “Whoa.” He holds both hands up. “Take it easy—”

      “Answer the damn question.”

      “Yep, definitely met Henny.” His eyes dart from the barrel to my jacket sleeve. “And he’s marking his territory. Lucky indeed.”

      “Henny.” My brow furrows and I grit my teeth.

      “Blond guy, carries a rifle, rides around on a big black—”

      “We’ve met,” a growl escapes my throat. “You’re going to tell me how you know him or I’ll shoot.”

      Forget rival rustler. This guy’s something far worse—Kingdom Corps.

      A smirk plays across his lips. “Now I wouldn’t be a very good prisoner if I just gave you that information, would I?”

      “Don’t play games with me. I saw you in Hydra. And now you’re here in Rondo.”

      “Aye, knew that would come back and bite me in the ass. Okay, look. You’re looking for a way to kill him before he kills you.” He shifts his lean frame and flashes a sinister grin. “But you won’t find it. There’s a reason he’s Hyperion’s right-hand man. And as you probably already found out, trying to shoot him is a pointless gamble.”

      The rifle lowers a bit; his intense green eyes don’t back down.

      “But what do I know?” He places both hands behind his head and rocks back on his heels. “Surely you Rondonians have him all figured out. The rifle, the fence, even that quirky pain-in-the-ass endgame move he ends a public siege with.”

      The words slip right through my mental defenses. He talks about Henny like he knows the guy personally . . .

      “What endgame move?” I test him. “What’s coming for us? And why give up information like this to a rustler in the first place?”

      “You Rondonians are providing plenty of entertainment for the Kingdom right now on the radio and I like to level the playing field just to see what happens. Never works. But even so, in a few days—” He glances over his shoulder. “Complete and total destruction is coming, so I’d keep that in mind before you shoot.”

      The metal hothouse door crashes open. Angry footsteps storm across the cement floor. Frigid air sweeps through the cornstalks, rattling their leaves. In seconds, several sets of furious eyes are upon the foreigner and me.
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      Tracker seizes the foreigner’s jacket and hoists the young man off the ground in one swift motion.

      “Wait, I can explain—” The foreigner’s eyes flash in recognition and immediately turn to terror. He squirms and tries to break free but Frank moves in behind him and seizes both of his thin wrists.

      A fist strikes his jaw. Tracker towers over him, face twisted in a menacing snarl, right fist clenched.

      I’ve never seen him look at anyone like that.

      Another strike from Tracker makes the foreigner stagger. I flinch at the brutality. We’re not supposed to do things like this. If we must kill, we do it quickly and as humanely as possible. Never like this.

      Tracker strikes again. The foreigner staggers again, blood dripping against the cement floor.

      He’s K. C., that little voice says, and I try to turn away. You were going to kill him yourself. He’s a threat and we deal with threats, but not like this. Never like this.

      The foreigner yelps. His body trembles and his legs shake. He turns his green eyes to look up, pleading for forgiveness, mercy, a chance to beg for his life.

      Tracker won’t grant it and hits him again.

      This is wrong.

      Shuffling footsteps, belonging to farmer Addison, advance from the doorway. The old farmer hobbles, shotgun in his frail hands. His wrinkled face is flushed, but his gray eyes offer a gentleness to rival the judgment being carried out as they meet mine.

      You can stop this, they say.

      I turn back to the foreigner. If Tracker doesn’t beat him to death, they’ll shoot him. It won’t be quick. They’ll make him suffer.

      Those grass-green eyes rest on me briefly, full of pain and desperation.

      Help me.

      He’s the enemy. I try to look away but am drawn back the moment I hear him struck again.

      We are not rustlers right now. We have become the K. C. Matthew wouldn’t stand by and let this happen. He’d do something. Anything.

      “Stop it,” the words barely rising above a whisper. “Don’t hit him.”

      “This doesn’t involve you, Rags.” Tracker draws his arm back again in what will likely be a fatal blow.

      “No.” I seize his wrist. “Wait.”

      Tracker’s furious brown eyes turn on me. “Let go.”

      I shake my head. “No. Please.”

      This isn’t the wise, humble man who raised me and taught me what’s right and what’s wrong. The man I consider my father—this man is a monster.

      “Rags.” Frank gives me an equally stern look

      My wrist quivers and I’m too afraid to let go; too stubborn to give in.

      “Please. Don’t hit him.”

      Tracker reaches a hand around and grabs my jacket collar. My buckskin jacket’s collar tightens around my throat. His nostrils flare. Sweat coats his dark brow.

      “I said let go.”

      Those hostile brown eyes don’t blink. His wrist twists, easily picking me up. Sharp pain jolts my spine, paralyzing every muscle and forcing me to let go. He turns back to the stranger, leaving me lying on the cold cement floor.

      Seconds pass. He’s never laid a hand on me before now. Not even in his angriest moments. I draw a hesitant breath, fighting back tears. Just like how the slave master treated us in the pens . . .

      “We are not K. C.” The rifle feels clumsy in my hands. I sit on the floor, legs folded under me, trying to pretend that this man isn’t Tracker.

      I don’t want to believe it’s him. Tracker would never do something like this.

      With his gloved hand, he seizes the rifle. Tracker’s brown eyes have lost their patience and he jerks the weapon away.

      “You’re going to kill him.”

      Tracker’s look confirms it.

      “But he’s—” Someone who knows Henny. Someone we can interrogate for information.

      “He’s Kingdom Corps,” Frank says.

      “You know the rules.” Tracker rests the rifle butt against the floor. “Now go home. You don’t need to see this.”

      “Don’t do it.” The foreigner squirms in Frank’s grasp. “I can help—”

      I make a grab for the rifle. Tracker is faster.

      “If I have to, I will take you home by force.” He grinds his fingers against the rifle’s barrel. “Now leave. And you,” he snarls at the foreigner. “Not one more word.”

      My legs wobble as I stand. The bone roses in my pocket offer little comfort as I will myself to look him in the eyes. “Does Jericho know about this?”

      “This doesn’t involve him.” This definitely isn’t Tracker. Every matter in Rondo involves Jericho.

      “Like it doesn’t involve me? I’m the one who caught him.” I point at the foreigner, praying this will buy me some time to interrogate him. “Don’t I have a right to finish what I started?”

      Fleeting hope lights up the foreigner’s bruised and bloodied face.

      “Go home.”

      “Not until I get my prisoner back. I’m a rustler too, damn it.”

      “She’s right,” Addison says with an approving nod.

      Every head turns to the old man. He makes an arthritic gesture to the foreigner as if the two men are acting childish. “What would you like to do, Rags?”

      Tracker’s eyes cut to me, not at all pleased.

      Standing up for our rustling laws will only delay the inevitable, but it won’t just be a cold-blooded murder without Jericho’s official “okay,” even though I have every right to carry it out so long as I follow the rustler’s code.

      A code that includes the right to get any and all information I can out of my prisoner before he’s executed, and this one’s full of it.

      Looking to Addison I tip my chin. “I want this sorted out the right way.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do.” Addison shuffles to the door; boney fingers hook around the handle as he moves his shotgun in silent command for us to go on ahead.

      Tracker doesn’t return our Damascus rifle. Instead he uses it to force the foreigner out in front of him. His eyes warn that if he even so much as stumbles, he’ll drop him faster than he does to an animal when we go hunting.

      The foreigner seems to know it too because he doesn’t waste any time and hooks his fingers behind his back the moment Frank releases him.

      The big, burly man pulls out a pocketknife and roots through the cornstalks until he finds one tethered against a support pole. The twine snaps and it’s handed to me.

      It slithers through my fingers. I catch it with my thumb and quickly loop it around the foreigner’s thin wrists. Threading it a few more times than I want to, a knot tugs into place.

      I place my palm between his shoulder blades and give him a light shove. His shoulders tense; he tests the twine with his wrists, but he makes no move to break it.

      We walk past Addison and Frank, into the cold.

      Sleet drums the metal hothouse and clicks in time with our footsteps. The icy crystals cling to my eyelashes. I don’t wipe them away for fear that the motion will get me sent to the group’s rear. They fall harder as Addison’s farmstead vanishes behind us.

      The foreigner bows his head.

      Behind us Tracker’s feet move slowly and deliberately as though well versed in marching prisoners to their deaths. The chain-link fence towers over us on both sides. Icicles hang from the rusted razor-wire. A corroded sign lies half buried in the snow, its letters impossible to make out. It’s remaining, tiny golden loops jingle in the frigid breeze.

      I place a hand on the foreigner’s shoulder and move closer. Two millows stand sentinel, one on each side at the trail fork. Their branches intertwine, forming a skeletal arbor. The foreigner balks but I steer him toward it.

      Whispers begin among the few battered and wounded villagers wandering the streets. They look at us, sunken eyes condemning and harboring bitterness so thick they look like wraiths among the haze and smoke. Their clothes hang in tatters; soot stains their faces. Hair unkempt, women pull their thin and trembling children to their sides and bare their teeth like angry wolves.

      The whispers cease under Tracker’s glare. The looks don’t, those follow us the whole way through the ruined street.

      Flames crackle in the smoky haze. The square still burns; the gray Victorian little more than a smoldering husk as men struggle to heave buckets of ice and snow on the spreading flames. If the winds shift, all of Rondo will be ablaze.

      I guide the foreigner around charred boards and shattered bricks. His grass-green eyes investigate the destruction. We don’t take the storehouse street. Instead, we head to the last spoke in our broken wagon-wheel square—Rondo’s slums.

      Above us, frayed ropes stretch between the brick buildings. Ragged clothes flap in the afternoon breeze. Many of the windows are boarded up while crates and old, rusted military trucks clutter the road.

      We walk deeper into the shadows and stop at a black door at the street’s end. Beside it, someone mounted a plaque on the bricks. Even if I could read it, I don’t need letters to know who lives here.

      Frank takes the lead. The door’s rusted hinges shriek as cold, stuffy air wraps around us. An old mahogany desk sits at the room’s center, its occupant missing. Several sheets of aged paper, ink still fresh, lay on it while a group of pens sit wedged in a coffee cup beside a card deck with scantily clad “Solstice” women.

      I’d just love to sweep everything onto the floor—childish, but worth it.

      “Damn Lawrence—never around when we need him.” Frank shakes his head and tugs at a drawer. It’s locked. “Bastard probably has the keys on him.”

      Tracker grumbles something under his breath and plucks a small bronze key from the wall. He hands it to Frank.

      Key in hand, the burly man waves us over to the door behind the desk.

      I nudge the foreigner down the rickety stairwell and into the closest thing Rondo has to a jail. A single, rusted lantern casts its light across the iron bars when Frank lights it. A wooden cot hangs from the gray blocks with corroded chains, settling against a mildew-frosted wall.

      Exposed pipes run across the ceiling. A boiler stands sentry in the corner.

      Frank unlocks the cell closest to the stairs.

      The foreigner balks but I force him into the cell with a stern shove just as the barred door shrieks shut.

      Tracker’s fingers stiffen against the rifle, as though weighing a heavy choice. After several seconds, he holds the rifle out to me.

      I don’t accept it.

      “Take it,” he commands. “You’ll be using it shortly.”

      Those words are both a privilege and a punishment.

      My hands tremble under the rifle’s weight. It doesn’t feel like the same weapon that’s saved my life countless times. This isn’t a tool for protection anymore. This time it will carry out an execution.

      So? You went after Henny no problem, the rustler in me none-too-gently reminds. And you knocked this foreigner down to fight him as well.

      That’s different. I want to say. He attacked us and killed Matthew.

      This foreigner is no saint either. Deep down inside, I know this is a justified act I’ll be carrying out today. It was justified the moment this green-eyed foreigner set foot in Rondo and mentioned Henny’s name.
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      “Definitely not my finest moment.” The foreigner stands near the bars, those odd grass-green eyes watching me. Bruises mar his pale flesh where his right eye is swollen, and drying blood tints the skin under his nose. He offers up a sheepish smile despite a wince. “Sorry you had to see that.”

      When I don’t reply he pokes his chin through the bars. “Thanks back there. I owe you one.”

      “Who are you?” Tracker will return soon with Jericho and God forbid, Hunter. And when they get here he’ll be handed a guilty verdict and a death sentence. Jericho is fair and practices what he preaches, but he also upholds our principles and Rondo’s rules. Especially when Rondo is vulnerable.

      “Colton Caelan Fieldson.”

      Fieldson? I adjust the rifle and lean against the wooden stair railing.

      “Fieldson’s got his paws in just about everything that goes on in the Kingdom.” The soldier from the snowfield’s words haunt me. He was also in cahoots with Henny . . .

      “Not . . . what I asked.”

      “Sure it was.” His smile intensifies.

      “Look.” I try to banish the soldiers’ words and the sick feeling creeping in. “I’m really not in the mood for games right now, Mister Fieldson.”

      “Polite and cute. No need for the Mister, or the Fieldson. Colton works fine enough.”

      “Either answer the question or be quiet.”

      He leans his shoulder against the bars. “So, what’s your name?”

      “Don’t change the subject.”

      “No, seriously. Your name. What is it?”

      “Whatever they’re calling me nowadays.” I stop short of pandering to Hunter’s “blue-eyed witch” theory. Right now I just want to get this straightened out so I can work on fixing my Henny problem and maybe, just maybe, grieving the death of my best friend.

      “You’re an odd one—different from the wanted criminal that just about knocked me over fleeing from Hydra’s market the other day.” He studies the rip in my jacket sleeve. “Got anything to do with that nice little shiner he landed on you by any chance? Because I know you didn’t get that in Hydra.”

      Great. I capture the one Kingdom Corps person with a good memory. “Just tell me what you know about Henny.”

      “Henny?” He gets this funny look on his face and snorts.

      “You know, blond guy, looks like a woman when his hair’s down.”

      Colton looks away, shoulders quivering.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “No.” He closes his eyes and tries to compose himself. It doesn’t work. “I’m not laughing at that. It’s just that, well, never mind.”

      “What?”

      “No one’s ever had the balls to call him a woman.”

      “Yeah?” I jostle the rifle for a more comfortable position wishing Jericho was here. “Well, I’m not afraid to, so I suggest you don’t waste my time.”

      He eyes the weapon. “Well, I can’t really complain. I’d rather be executed by a beautiful wild girl than the locals.”

      I place a foot on the first wooden stair.

      “Wait, don’t go.” His voice shifts from lighthearted to serious. “You want to know what’s coming for you, right?”

      I stop.

      “Get the hell out of Rondo. Don’t look back. Take whatever and whoever you can and go. Go tonight.”

      I fix my eyes on him.

      “Our dearest Henny is a bit quirky with how he does things and if it was just him dicking around in some nobody hick town to find something, you’d be fine. But you’re not playing solely against him.” He stares at me. “You’re up against Hyperion and the whole Kingdom will be listening when he makes a permanent example of Rondo and everyone in it.”

      “And you know this how, exactly?” He might as well just outright admit he’s a soldier. Likely high ranking if what I heard the other night from those soldiers held any truth. If he is high ranking, that makes him valuable as a hostage at least.

      “Meh, Henny leaves his diary open sometimes and it’s not like I don’t have access to the Kingdom’s radio network back home to hear the weekly broadcasts or anything. But, seriously, leave. Henny’s going to publically crush you guys.”

      “Why now?” It’s not like rustlers aren’t in every settlement. It’s just as illegal there as it’s supposed to be here. And why wait until now to crush us? For as long as I remember from my time calling Rondo sanctuary we’ve always been exiled from Hyperion’s “good” graces.

      “Don’t know. Don’t honestly care.” The light twitch near his eye gives him away.

      “Oh, I think you do.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Look buddy,” the rifle shifts in my hands, “lying to me isn’t going to save you. Once that door opens, it’s pretty much over for you. So if you know something, now’s a really good time to offer it up.”

      “Aye, a trial eh?” He glances at me with a mischievous, knowing look. “Seemed like I was already condemned when the Kingdom’s former second-in-command tried to beat the hell outta me. Like I told you before, Frost Flea, I wouldn’t be a very good prisoner if I just told you everything.”

      Former second-in-command? I freeze. That explains the Damascus . . . I think I’m going to be sick . . .

      “I’d be more than happy to show you though,” he continues. “Assuming you’ll do a favor for me of course.” His words curl slyly around the damp basement.

      “Will you shut up for a second?” The info tumbles around in my brain. Kingdom. K. C. Former second-in-command. Tracker . . . That would explain why he didn’t want me near Henny. He knows more about the Kingdom than he lets on. A lot more . . . And he’s been lying a long time from the sounds of it.

      I lean against the stair’s railing. I’m going to be sick.

      I should turn away now, admit to the “grown-ups” that I know precious little about being a rustler and leave him for Tracker to deal with. This isn’t the place for me. Not now, not ever. I don’t belong here. I can’t though.

      Just get through this first. You can confront Tracker about his lies later.

      “Ouch. I take it he never told you that. Sorry, Frost Flea. But seriously, offer’s open for the taking.”

      I draw a long breath, trying to fight down the nauseous feeling creeping in. “I would think that I’ve done more than my fair share for you already.”

      “True, you have, but you’re clearly a rustler and this is Rondo. This could be lucrative for us both. What say you? You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours.”

      “No.”

      “All right, let me be a little clearer on this.” He tilts his chin and winks. “You help me out and I’ll help you with Henny. Can’t fight him if you don’t know where he’s burying his tactical roots. And without that knowledge, you’re going to be plenty fine fodder for the Kingdom’s masses.”

      Turn away now, that little voice warns. But I don’t, held in place by his honey-sweet accent.

      “I have no reason to trust a spy.”

      “I’m a luresman.” He draws the word out with a tantalizing smile, the word almost completely lost to his accent. “Not a spy, more like the Kingdom’s chief negotiator for situations like this. They’re two different things.”

      Luresman? That sounds even worse.

      “That’s about all I need to hear.” A light thudding sound crosses the floorboards above us. Muffled, angry yells accompany it.

      “All right, fair enough.” He doesn’t look away. “But before you go and offer me up for trying to help, ask yourself this. Can you really afford not to know how Henny plays with Hyperion’s fancy military toys?”

      The doorknob rattles. Its hinges squeak. Colton shies from the bars as if the conversation never took place and offers up a smug “think on it” wink.
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      “Summoning even more of your master’s demonic minions now, witch? Has this settlement not suffered enough for your sacrificial lusts?” Hunter snakes both greasy hands around the banister and leans closer. “This is grounds for a good ol’ fashion burning at the stake.”

      If I wasn’t in enough trouble as it is I’d swing this rifle hard enough to splinter that support rail he leans on. I’m not in the mood for this today.

      “Lawrence, I’ll only say this once. Shut the hell up or I’ll shut you up.” Jericho limps by. For a moment, his gloved hand hovers just close enough that with one good shove, he could easily send the mousy man over the railing. But he doesn’t.

      “What’s this?” Hunter looks at him. “Taking her side again are we? Truly powerful sorcery to make a holy man—”

      Jericho whips around, nose almost touching Hunter’s. “Finish that and I’ll see to it personally that you secure some nice property on the lake of fire.”

      “She,” he points at me, “truly has blinded you with her magic. This is my jurisdiction and in the best interest of Rondo and its remaining citizens, I suggest we burn her at the stake and throw the bones to the Kingdom’s dogs before we all fall to her spells.”

      Jericho’s brow furrows, face reddening. He clenches his fists like he wants to reach up, grab Hunter, and pitch him off the stairs. We all know he can do it too. He doesn’t look the type, but I’ve seen him outwork Tracker, Matthew, myself, and even Frank during the big grain harvests that everyone but Hunter helps with.

      “I gave you that authority, Hunter, I can just as easily take it away. And with God as my witness, if you even lay one hand on her, or anyone for that matter without a justified, official verdict from myself, Tracker, and Frank, may God have mercy on your soul because you’re going to need every bit of it.”

      “Have you seen what she’s done? What she’s brought—”

      “Enough.” Jericho stamps a foot against the wooden stair with a loud, assertive bang. “This is not open to debate.”

      He turns away, leaving Hunter standing there slack-jawed and stunned. The preacher’s strange brown eyes scan the basement prison until they settle on Colton and me.

      “Now, what is going on here?”

      “She found him in the grain hothouse,” Tracker decides to speak for me.

      Jericho nods and gives me a lukewarm look. “And your version of the story, Rags?”

      “It’s as Tracker says.” I try to sound more confident than I really am but it’s hard under the withering look he’s giving me. “He was trespassing. I followed him because I thought he might be a rival rustler, and well, here we are.”

      I choose to leave out the part about the pistol being aimed at me. Or that I only saw the foreigner because I left town to follow Henny. This looks bad enough as it is and I really don’t want Jericho to hear Tracker yell at me or Hunter to know that I left.

      “And why did you go on your own?” his voice softens.

      “She did it because she knows this Kingdom Corps scum.”

      “Lawrence,” Jericho warns. “I am speaking to Rags, not you.”

      “It’s all right there in front of you.” Hunter storms down the stairs.

      Frank bars his path.

      “First, Hyperion’s pedigree watchdog shows up to slaughter us. Now, there’s a fox in our food supply. And she mysteriously seems to be there at that moment? Every single time. She’s guilty of treason!”

      I dig my fingers against the rifle’s stock and grit my teeth.

      “She’s even sacrificing those she’s managed to enchant,” he snarls with a pointed look at me. “Including that son of yours, Jericho.”

      “His name is Matthew,” I hear Jericho utter a warning growl, eyes shifting to Hunter.

      Colton’s eyes widen and his lip curls into a wry smirk at the name as if it’s very familiar to him as well.

      “I don’t care what his name was. It’s only a matter of time before she kills every one of us to satisfy her master’s bloodlust. Tell me, where is your God then, Jericho? Surely we have been abandoned and damned because of her witchcraft.”

      That’s it. I’m gonna do it. The rifle shifts in my hands.

      “What did I just say, Hunter?” Jericho unclenches his gloved fist, thumb and pointer finger moving as though worrying his coat before pointing to the ground in a firm command to “stay.” It’s a small, but effective sign and catches me off-guard. I’ve never seen him sign anything before. I didn’t even know he could. Then again, up until now I didn’t know Tracker was the former second-in-command either. God only knows what Jericho is hiding.

      “All right.” Frank grabs Hunter by his threadbare, green coat. “I think we’ve heard enough out of you.”

      Hunter twists in his grasp. “Put me down this instant, Williams.”

      “Not until you learn to heed good advice.” He hauls him away.

      Colton sneaks closer to the bars, lips still curled into a wry smirk.

      “Aye, Hunter Mayfaire Lawrence. It’s been a while.” There is a wicked look in his green eyes. “Didn’t think you’d turn up in Rondo of all places.”

      Hunter stops struggling, eyes bugging in his head.

      “Why so shocked? Surely you recognize me.” The redhead smirks.

      “Who are you?” Sweat beads across Hunter’s forehead and his hands tremble.

      “Oh, you know,” the foreigner prods. “Roper’s Square, Edmonda, seven years ago. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten already.”

      Hunter pales. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Really?” Colton leans against the bars. “You seemed to know me pretty well when you called me a dumb Irish bastard, my horse an ass—really hurt her feelings by the way—threw a potato at my “son of a whore” little brother, and gave me the one finger salute right in front of Hyperion’s convoy. Always wondered what became of you after that.”

      Hunter’s eyes narrow.

      “I’m surprised though.” The young Edmondan Irishman doesn’t back down. “For as much witchcraft and black magic that you peddled in the Southeastern Territory, to find you leading an unfounded ‘witch-hunt’ in a condemned place like Rondo makes you a hypocritical asshole. It’s downright rude to accuse a lady of witchcraft.”

      His green eyes flash this knowing look that casually says, “you’re welcome” in my direction.

      I feel warmth creep across my face.

      “Lying Kingdom Corps scum,” Hunter seethes.

      “Wrong.” Colton smirks. “I’m the ‘Irish bastard,’ remember?”

      Hunter snarls and tries to break free from Frank but the big man restrains him.

      “That’s enough.” Jericho glares, his patience long gone. “Hunter, leave.”

      “You can’t kick me out, I live here.”

      “Then perhaps I should lock you up right along with him?” the preacher scowls. “You’ve had more than fair warning.”

      “He’s a liar,” Hunter continues to stoke the fire.

      “And he’s an asshole,” Colton snipes. “But at least I’m honest about it.”

      “Be quiet both of you!” Jericho points to Hunter and then the door. “You—leave. Or we’ll examine your right hand again. And if I can prove your connection to this young man’s story as true, she—” he points to me, “will be carrying out your sentence instead of his.”

      “You can’t do that.”

      “Do you really want to test that?” Jericho snarls.

      “Put me down, Williams. I have other matters to tend to today.” Hunter folds his arms across his chest. His face screws up into a murderous glare, eyes fixed on me. “This isn’t over.”

      No, it’s not. I return the glare with my own. With Jericho here, I can’t fight back. He’s off-limits until he either makes a direct attempt on my life that can be linked back to him, or commits treason against Rondo. Not one second before, but he’s pushing it.

      Frank sets him down none-too-gently. For a moment it looks like Hunter will launch himself across the room and give me a reason to fight him. The rifle in my hands and the others watching are strong deterrents.

      He turns on his heel and retreats up the steps. The door wrenches open and slams shut behind him.

      I peek over at Colton, who has this smug look about him, and I’d be lying if I wasn’t grateful. It’ll come back and bite me in the ass later, but totally worth seeing a complete stranger hand Hunter his own in front of the big three.

      “God he pisses me off sometimes.” Jericho turns back to us. “Now, about this trespasser . . .”
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      “There is a simple way to decide this.” His words remain gentle. “Young man, show me your mark.”

      I flinch. That alone will be a death sentence.

      “Would love to,” Colton says and turns sideways. “But you’re going to have to untie me first.”

      “That’s not necessary,” Tracker speaks up, brow furrowed and restraining the anger in his voice. “He’s not Kingdom Corps.”

      Colton raises an eyebrow but doesn’t dare tell him otherwise. I can see the anger on Tracker’s dark face.

      He knows exactly what and who Colton is, and like a starving wolf with a rabbit, he doesn’t want to give his prey up to someone like me or Jericho. I guess being former second-in-command has its well of information.

      “We should still check.” Jericho seems just as surprised as I am.

      “He’s not,” his voice turns threatening.

      Jericho backs off this time.

      “Then I find no grounds on which to condemn him.” He hesitates. “His judgment rests solely between you two as rustlers.”

      Jericho again notes the rifle in my hands. It’s like he knows what Tracker intends on having me do to Colton the moment we leave the jail.

      A cold chill creeps over my body. I don’t think I can look someone like Colton in the eyes and pull the trigger. Stepping forward, I offer up the rifle in a silent plea not to execute him by my hand.

      Tracker doesn’t accept it.

      “You sure about this, Tracker?” Frank speaks up.

      He gives the man a frigid look. “Yes.”

      “But—”

      “This does not concern you or Jericho anymore.”

      There’s no doubt in my mind or anyone else’s just what those words mean. This is his way of punishing me. Missing isn’t an option.

      Jericho remains quiet and hasn’t taken his eyes off Tracker the whole time. But at his side, I see him move his hand, tip his fingers downward in a slow, gentle motion that silently tells me it’ll be okay.

      That doesn’t make me feel much better though, especially when he walks away without a second glance. He’s not quite as disapproving of me being a rustler as Sadie is, but there are some days when it’s not hard to see it bothers him.

      The fact that a “child” is going to be carrying out an execution makes this one of those days.

      “You gonna be able to handle this, Tracker?” Frank produces the small bronze key from his pocket and walks over to the cell.

      He nods.

      The burly man unlocks the door a little faster than he normally would but doesn’t pull it open. He offers no encouragement as he hurries to the stairs after Jericho.

      Minutes pass, neither Colton nor I daring to move.

      “Get him and let’s go.” Tracker finally turns his back to me. Any second now he’s going to start yelling. I can feel it. He’s pissed.

      I tug the cell door open. It screeches and slides to a halt.

      “Untie him.”

      Colton offers another sheepish smile and turns his back to me, presenting his bound wrists. The twine sticks and frays against my fingers. A few tries later it loosens and falls to the floor.

      I gesture to the door with the rifle and don’t meet his eyes.

      Rondo feels different when we step into the street. Like a darker, more sinister shadow has snuck up on the one Henny cast this morning.

      Tracker takes the lead.

      Colton falls in step behind him, rubbing his wrists and trying to show that he’s not bothered by the arrangement. Under my fingertips, the rifle stock feels like it will splinter as I bring up the rear.

      Hunter’s influence spreads. As I pass, a man twists a rope around his wrist and pulls it tight in the form of a noose in warning. Thin children, tears streaking down their dirty faces shy away and hide behind their protective mothers. Several of Frank’s coal miners sit by the fountain, all eyes on us as we pass and taking swigs from their flasks. Their eyes follow us, condemning and blaming us for the devastation that befell our little settlement.

      I walk a little faster.

      We make it through the burning square and onto Witherwood Lane. Though nowhere is “safe” in Rondo, other than the farmhouse to some degree, trouble is less likely to follow into this area. No one really wants God to see them break a commandment right outside His house.

      “Tracker Tobias Jones!”

      My shoulders tense. A little part of me rejoices over hearing her shriek. Another is ashamed at even being in this situation.

      Tracker, much to his credit, keeps his temper in check as she approaches; looking the angriest I’ve seen her in a long time and wielding a wooden spoon. Her black apron is coated in flour and her curly caramel hair is drawn back in a loose, frazzled ponytail. The lavender shawl sits cockeyed across her shoulders as if thrown on in a hurry.

      She doesn’t stop until she’s standing directly in front of him, on tiptoes to look him in the eyes.

      “Just what in the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Tracker steps backward. Cussing is second only to murder in Sadie’s eyes.

      She breathes heavily; face flushed a rosy-red color. Her nimble fingers cling tightly to the wooden spoon and it wouldn’t surprise me if she introduced it to him good and proper.

      “Calm down, Sadie.” He holds his hands up. “It’s not good for the baby.”

      “Don’t you go telling me what’s good for the baby and what isn’t.” She stamps her foot against the snow. “I honestly thought you’d set a better example than this.”

      “Sadie,” his voice softens, more like the old Tracker I know. “This doesn’t involve you.”

      “The hell it doesn’t.” She continues to bar his path. “Look me in the eyes and tell me you won’t do this, Tracker. Tell me Frank’s lying to me.”

      Colton slinks closer to me, intently watching the exchange.

      I keep the rifle at his back. Even if Sadie is yelling, I still have a job to do—God forbid he tries to run when Tracker’s not looking.

      “This is really none of your business,” he says again, calmer and being as polite as he possibly can.

      “It is and always will be my business.” Those dark-brown eyes cut to me and back to Tracker. She motions him away from us. “Do you honestly think now is the best time to do this? Or did you forget already?”

      “Sadie,” his voice drops in a harsh whisper. “This must be done as soon as possible.”

      “You know this isn’t the right time,” she hisses. “Not with, you know what. You’re asking too much, Tracker. Far too much.”

      I try to let the words roll off my back. Not to think about who she’s talking about. But it’s hard and it takes everything I have to keep from throwing this rifle down and running until I no longer can, to hell where it takes me.

      Tracker senses me looking and leads Sadie out of earshot. It doesn’t change things. I see them talking, hear her outbursts and watch them argue in the street about how much he doesn’t know about raising a “child.”

      He thinks I don’t know what they’re talking about. She doesn’t know I can read body language better than hearing the words spoken.

      I stop “listening” when she begins ridiculing him about treating me like a Crops child.

      “Hey.” Colton’s voice creeps around me. “You okay, Frost Flea?”

      “Just fine.” The words don’t even break a whisper and I don’t look up.

      “Damn it, Tracker. You’re not listening to a word I even said.” Sadie throws the wooden spoon to the ground.

      “I am listening,” he yells back. “If you didn’t get involved this wouldn’t even be an issue right now.”

      I try not to look at them fighting, but I flinch as if touched by the slave master’s barbed whip.

      Colton stands beside me. “Henny really messed things up, didn’t he?”

      More than you could possibly know and understand . . .

      “You claim to know him.” I don’t even try to hide the defeated whisper. The kind all rustlers should be ashamed of. I should be demanding, strong right now. I should be the rustler commanding the situation.

      It’s not like that and I feel like I’ve failed on more levels than one as I watch my family argue in the street.

      “I do,” he says.

      “Then you’re going to tell me exactly where he is, what he’s planning, and how he’s going to do it. How do I save Rondo?”

      I sense him staring and he’s quiet.

      “Not that I don’t think you can put up one hell of a fight or anything, Frost Flea, but if you see just what he’s doing out in those mountains, you won’t be half as confident as you seem to be.”

      “That’s not your problem now, is it?”

      “No, but it’s yours.” He looks over his shoulder. “The fence is just for show. To handle the ‘minor’ details if anyone manages to get out when everyone hears Rondo’s final cries for mercy.”

      Tracker and Sadie stop arguing, the latter of the pair seeming older than he really is. Neither looks at each other as they part ways, Sadie bending down to pick up her wooden spoon and glaring away the dark-skinned man when he tries to help.

      She storms past as if Colton and I don’t even exist.

      Tracker, equally flustered, motions for us to follow. Colton looks uneasy; his feet shuffle against the snow several steps before picking up into a slower walk.

      That dreadful feeling invades again, reminding me of what comes next.

      A burning desire deep within wants me to just tell Tracker that Colton knows about Henny, that I wasn’t in Rondo all day. That I made a mistake in second-guessing myself to create this mess. About the fence and the warning Henny issued.

      I don’t say anything. There’s no telling what Tracker will do right now. He’s already lost his temper once today and his bad mood hasn’t ebbed. It’ll wait until he’s calmed down.

      We walk past the little white church. No sign of Jericho. No sign of anyone. Only the cold, lifeless snowfield.
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      No witnesses. My hands tremble.

      Tracker places a foot in our front yard and motions to the farmhouse.

      I hesitate. He wants to kill him in our yard? First Matthew’s house to remind me, and now I’m going to have to look at our yard and know I took a life here? Right there. Under the willow.

      Colton looks at the willow. He burrows both hands into his pockets, his back to me.

      A gloved hand falls over my rifle. Tracker’s brown eyes aren’t forgiving, but they’re also not harboring rage. He lifts the rifle from my hands.

      “Show him to the guest room. I want to talk to you alone.”

      My legs quiver under the look. Confusion reigns in my mind. First, he wants to kill him, now he’s letting this man stay with us?

      He continues to point at the broken door.

      “Go, Rags,” he says, a bit more forceful this time.

      I take a quivering step into the yard. Hand trembling, I wave Colton to follow me. Everything warns against turning my back on Tracker, especially with the rifle in his hands. He could easily drop the young man where he stands in an instant.

      Colton follows, shoulders erect, anticipating the gunshot.

      It never comes. Only heavy footsteps.

      I retreat into the ruined house, trying to ignore the mess. The cabinets are hanging wide open, the contents scattered over the ground. It’s cold, the woodstove fire out, leaving the puddles half frozen around warping floorboards.

      Tracker leans the rifle against the wall and bends down to pick up the door. He studies it for several seconds and wedges it back into its frame, taking stock of the damage.

      I move through the carnage and up the stairs.

      Colton hesitates, eyes wide at the state of our home, but he doesn’t stare long.

      I step across the spongy carpet in the T-shaped hallway and choose the door tucked on the right, across from my own room.

      The old wooden door swings open into to a small room with robin’s egg wallpaper and a shaggy gray carpet. The lone window sports a layer of frost, rendering it impossible to see outside. The K. C. tore the white curtains, the curtain rod hanging down at an angle. A small bed with a disheveled pink quilt is wedged in the corner alongside a nightstand that’s seen better days, while a vase full of fake sunflowers, petals drooping unevenly over a ring of dust that shook free, sits on the stand.

      The K. C. didn’t completely destroy our home at least, but they looked.

      “It definitely has a woman’s touch.” Colton offers a warm smile despite his unease at being in Tracker’s house. “I’m impressed.”

      “Don’t be. I didn’t decorate it. It looked better before they searched it too.” Sadie helped make this room look nice. Or at least she stood at the center of the room and pointed out where everything should go. All I did was follow her orders and pretend to show some interest in what Tracker refers to as the Great Domestic Upheaval of 2041.

      “Looks cozy and warm. Been a while since I’ve slept in an actual bed.”

      “Don’t get too comfortable. This isn’t a permanent place for you, stranger.”

      He stretches his arms over his head and looks at the flowers. “Probably not, but one night out of the cold is better than none. Good enough time to get to know each other better too.”

      The way he says it makes me uneasy.

      “Bathroom’s the door facing the stairs. Stay out of the other rooms on this floor.” I turn back to the stairs. Especially mine. “We’ll talk later, maybe.”

      If Tracker’s temper ever subsides. Something about Colton’s presence changes him into angry—crazy person. He lied to Jericho; he nearly beat this young man to death right in front of me.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He feigns a salute.

      I close the door behind me and make my way down the stairs to face my own judgment. Every step feels heavy. My legs quiver and the kitchen’s lantern flickers.

      A scuffling sound, followed by the loud clack of wood settling against snow and linoleum makes me jump.

      I wrap my thin fingers around the doorframe and peek into the kitchen.

      Tracker continues the process of setting the chairs upright against the table. From this angle, he’s threatening. Like a big black wolf waiting to pounce.

      The lingering feel of cold cement makes me shy back, hiding in the living room’s protective darkness.

      “Rags,” he says without looking at me. “Come here.”

      It’s the same tone our masters used when one of us screwed things up—a tone that promised a beating or worse. Tracker has never beaten me before. Then again, up until today, he never laid a hand on me either.

      I don’t want to go into that kitchen right now. Not while he’s still angry.

      “Rags?” He abandons the chair.

      I back away, glass cracking under a soft deer-hide boot heel.

      He stops at the doorway, a lantern’s light highlighting the wrinkles on his dark face. After several seconds, his brown eyes soften. “It’s okay, Rags. I’m not angry with you.”

      The words aren’t as reassuring as I’d like them to be.

      “I lost my temper today,” he says quietly. “I’m sorry for breaking my word.”

      He seems sincere but I’m not so sure after what I saw today.

      “I shouldn’t have let my anger get the best of me. I had no right to grab you like that or hurt you.”

      You’re damn right you had no right to. We’re supposed to be a family. Not enemies.

      He continues looking at me. “I’ll understand if you’re not comfortable living here and would rather go live with Sadie and Frank.”

      I weigh his words. He’s never offered to let me go live with Sadie. If anything, he spent the past three years keeping me from living with that woman. He wouldn’t tell me why, only that it was best that I didn’t live at the Williams’s house.

      Matthew and Jericho always taught me that forgiving someone is the best course of action on anything. People make mistakes, they’d say. Accidents happen. Only this wasn’t an accident. Tracker deliberately picked me up and threw me on the ground. How can I be sure that it won’t happen again?

      “Rags. Look at me.”

      I instinctively back away.

      “I won’t make excuses for my actions.” He looks me in the eyes. “I made a promise to keep you safe and never lay a hand on you like the people who mistreated you did, and I broke it. I overreacted, and I don’t expect you to forgive me for that. It will take a while to earn your trust back, if it even can be done, but only if you’re willing to let me try.”

      Long gone is the angry monster from earlier, replaced with a frail old man. He doesn’t move any closer than the door; he merely watches and waits.

      “Why?” The word is far more timid, like I was three years ago when I didn’t know anything but the pens. “What made you so angry?”

      His gaze drifts to the broken picture frames scattered over the floor. He makes his way across the lingering ice, kneels, and slips a soggy photograph back into its broken frame.

      For a moment he stares at the people in it.

      One is a beautiful, dark-skinned woman in a yellow sundress. Another is a young, dark-skinned child, her black hair braided and wearing a red T-shirt with a teddy bear on it and beige shorts. The third person in the picture is a much younger Tracker dressed in one of those old United States Air Force uniforms that’s been modified to sport the Kingdom’s bronze hare across the left breast pocket.

      They stand on a lakeshore. The water isn’t frozen and there’s no snow in the picture. There are green leaves on the oak trees. Vibrant green grass reaches up past their ankles. A big yellow retriever dog lounges at their feet.

      They look so happy in that picture.

      He told me it was taken down south in Edmonda close to eighteen years ago, during an unusually warm summer day. He never told me who the people with him are by name, but every time he looks at the picture, he gets this sad look in his eyes. One time, late at night, I heard him crying in the living room and telling someone he was sorry.

      “It’s complicated.” He puts the frame up on a shelf. “Just like your life in the pens.”

      The words stop short of pleading me not pursue this any further. Whatever Colton did must have been bad. Really bad.

      “All you need to know is that the young man upstairs is not to be trusted. Do not listen to him. Do not fall for his lies. He’s very good at what he does, just like that blond young man I warned you about.” He continues to stare at the picture. “Hyperion’s greatest weapons are the lies that become truth.”

      He moves to the bookcase.

      “You mean Henny?” I help collect our few remaining books.

      Tracker tenses. “Yes, Rags. Like Henrick.”

      He sighs as if he was hoping I’d never encounter him face to face.

      “I saw what you did this morning.” He shelves a book. “He could have killed you.”

      I focus on a coverless book in my hands. It’s the one with the castles, I think.

      “I deliberately told you not to go after him on your own. He’s a very dangerous young man.”

      “He was going to hurt Sadie and her baby.”

      His gaze softens and he takes the book from my hands, looking at the rip in my jacket sleeve. “That does not mean you should have done what you did. We would have kept her safe.”

      “Like Matthew?”

      Tracker sighs.

      “He would have killed her, just like Matthew.”

      “Matthew was an accident.” He’s searching for the right words. “It was a horrible, unfortunate accident.”

      “What if it wasn’t though?” Henny’s words jag at my mind.

      Tracker places the castle book on the shelf. “Matthew was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      If I tell him that Henny knew his name, both names. That there was something apparently Matthew didn’t tell me, he’ll raise his voice again.

      “It could have happened to anyone,” he says. “It happened to Matthew. Why don’t you go get cleaned up.” He looks back to the bookshelf. “He’s being buried tonight.”

      “Tracker,” I eye the castle book on the shelf, “Henny said something to me—something about Rondo being publically destroyed in four days. There’s a fence in the gully.” I flinch and stare at the book, too scared to move for fear he’ll raise his voice.

      Tracker sets another book about “sky people” beside the castle one, pausing for several long seconds. “A fence. Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he said four days?”

      I nod.

      “And here I thought this would be easy.” Tracker shakes his head and mutters the words. “I will speak to Jericho. For now, you get cleaned up and do not leave Rondo again until I say you can. Do we have an understanding?”

      “Yes sir.” I step back.

      Tracker nods. “I am not angry with you, but Rags, this is a very dangerous situation and I need you here. Henny is dangerous enough as he is. I can only imagine what Hyperion has given him to use against us.”

      “What about Colton?” I test the waters; half afraid he’ll snap at me but not remotely brave enough to tell him I know what he once was to the Kingdom.

      His lip curls into a snarl that eases when he looks at me. “I’ll figure something out for him. For now, the rules stand.”
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      I sit at the small desk in my room, bone roses perched on its lopsided surface. My toes tap against the books holding the right hind desk leg up. I nudge the roses back and forth with my fingers. Peeling wood bits collect around the newly forming groove. I don’t stop, continuing to stare at the cracked, pale-green wall.

      The pewter stag charm drags across the desk as the stone petals grind deeper into the wood. Every bone aches, my body sinking against a wooden chair. I don’t want to go. Tracker thinks I should. That it will be “good for me.”

      He doesn’t understand. This isn’t some stranger. Watching Matthew being thrown into that hole Jericho and Frank have been digging behind his cottage is going to hurt worse than Henny’s bullets ever could.

      I should be thankful. He could have been heaved by uncaring hands into a mass grave like the others will be and forgotten.

      Jericho would never let that happen. No one’s going to argue with a preacher and it’s really none of their business what’s done with the body. It’s not like they cared about Matthew anyway. He was just the boy who worked on the farmstead, sat in the first pew; occasionally lead the prayer. The boy who “traded” his soul to the devil by sympathizing with the blue-eyed witch-child.

      No one even knew he was an artist capable of painting beautiful pictures like the one in Sadie’s kitchen as well as a capable horseman. No one cared.

      The bone roses grind to a halt. My fingers tremble around the sharp petals as the first tears burn. The back of my hand wipes them away before they fall.

      Why is this so hard? Why does it hurt so badly?

      I can’t even figure out where it hurts. It’s like every emotion trips over each other, creating one big, confusing knot that I can’t find any ends to even begin unraveling.

      I should be angry. Angry at Henny. Angry at Colton. Angry at Hyperion and his damn Kingdom for taking him away. They murdered him, and I don’t even know why.

      You know why, the rustler part of me remarks. You know exactly why.

      A brother. A father. Someone’s son. Rival rustlers who encountered me once and never returned to their families. I took away their futures—made their families grieve like I am now.

      “If you knew the truth about our Matthew, you wouldn’t think so highly of him.” Henny’s words linger by my ear; the phantom lavender and hickory scents the air.

      My fingers tangle in my freshly washed hair.

      “Shut up,” I plead. “Just go away, please.”

      Henny’s words continue to taunt, torture, cement their way into an obsession I can’t break free from. He seemed so certain that their Matthew was my Matthew. He would never be anything to the Kingdom though. He wouldn’t lie to me.

      A light tapping on the door interrupts Henny’s invisible taunts.

      “Rags—” Tracker’s voice stays gentle. “It’s time to go.”

      When I don’t move from the desk, he opens the door and peers in.

      “I’ll be there in a few minutes.” My hand cups the bone roses. None of it matters right now. Not Henny. Not the fence. Nothing but the young man I’m about to bury. My friend. My brother.

      Tracker closes the door.

      A shaky breath rattles my lungs. I close my eyes and try to compose myself.

      Grabbing the bone roses, I pull the bloodstained buckskin jacket over a clean, scratchy, brown, goat-hair sweater and brush the damp hair out of my eyes.

      Tracker’s comforting hand guides me away from my room. Colton’s door remains shut, only a small sliver of flickering candlelight creeping under it to show he’s in there. I’m glad he won’t be at the funeral. He doesn’t even know one is happening tonight, even though he likely knew Matthew too.

      The kitchen is in somewhat better shape than it was. The door is secured back in its frame. We mopped up the melted snow and swept the broken dishes into several small piles. They can wait until morning.

      The sleet continues to fall, painting the yard with a thick, slushy crust. The willow is encased in ice, its branches straining and threatening to snap as the wind stirs them. Beside the cottage, light from a lantern flickers, casting a shimmering hue over our yard.

      Tracker lightly encourages me to continue walking.

      The lantern’s warm, inviting light seeps across the cottage’s siding casting shadows across the woodpile.

      Sadie greets us with a comforting hand on my other shoulder and offers her best attempt at a smile.

      Numbness overtakes the dull ache deep within my soul. Any moment now I’ll wake up in my bed like nothing happened. No more Kingdom. No Henny. Not even an Irish bastard, and definitely no Hunter either. Matthew will be on the doorstep, eager to get out for the day, and Rondo won’t be in danger.

      Only I don’t wake up.

      Lantern light coats the backyard in a sickening yellow hue. A deep gash darkens its center. Shovels lean against the wall.

      Frank and Jericho stand by a pile of freshly turned dirt. A small lantern swings back and forth on a steel pole.

      Both look over at us.

      Jericho thumbs through his worn bible, the pages nearly falling out of their binding, grim look on his face. His dark overcoat is covered in sleet, a sign he’s been out here most of the afternoon. In the somber light it looks like even the smallest gust of wind will knock him over.

      Frank stands beside him. His eyes are red. The big man’s been crying.

      Sadie and Tracker take their hands off me and step away. The weary preacher offers Sadie and me a nod, and takes his place to start the funeral.

      Sadie squeezes my shoulder.

      The rustling of fabric fills the air. I look toward the source, a tan-and-black blanket frosted in ice. It’s wrapped in such a way that no part of his body can be seen.

      Numbness settles through every muscle. My legs tremble as a soft shaking settles over me. I tighten my grip on the bone roses as it all becomes real.

      No. That can’t be him. It just can’t be. He’s not dead. That’s someone else they’re carrying. Not Matthew.

      Jericho gives a short nod to the two men and they carry him closer.

      Tracker moves to the opposite side of the grave, blanket clasped in his strong hands. Both men’s eyes meet.

      With great care and respect, they slowly lower him into the ground.

      Please, don’t. Tears chill against my flesh. A sharp breath hitches in my throat.

      The fabric rustles, followed by a soft thud. His body settles beneath the frozen earth.

      It feels like I’m being torn apart.

      Get up, Matthew. Show them you’re not dead, I whimper. Please. Don’t let them put you in the ground. Get back up. Please don’t leave me here.

      A dull, low buzzing assaults my ears. Everything shifts, the lantern light shifting and blurring. All I see is him falling. Bleeding. Dying in front of me.

      I try to step backward, run away and not look back. Flee from Rondo. Flee from the past. Run until I no longer can.

      My knees wobble and collapse into the icy slush.

      Sadie towers over me, fingers digging into my shoulders. I can’t hear what she’s saying.

      All I see is the hole in the ground. The long winter days and nights spent laughing and pretending life could be good in Rondo. The gentle kindness of not being a “witch” in his eyes. Being able to cry on his shoulder when things didn’t go well on raids or when Rondo just got to be too much. The closest thing to a best friend and big brother I ever knew, lying there under that blanket, the shovelfuls of earth being cast down on him. My friend, gone.

      The bone roses rest tight against my chest.

      Please, God, watch over him, I plead, deep down a part of me believing that he’ll hear the cry.

      I’m vaguely aware of a second set of hands touching my shoulders with Sadie’s—of Jericho standing by the grave with his bible open, lips moving as he recites the forbidden words. Our Lord’s prayer. The old Psalms.

      A loud crack shatters the buzzing before anyone can lie down in green pastures, or beside the still waters.

      The bible’s onionskin pages and leather whip up in a whirlwind.

      Jericho drops to his knees.

      Every sense sharpens, as blood rapidly stains the snow—but not my blood.

      I’m dragged to my feet and against the cottage wall in an instant. Sadie stands beside me, one hand clutching her shawl, the other on me.

      Frank and Tracker look to the dark South Ridge and help the wounded preacher across the yard.

      A second gunshot rings out, and sparks fly from the lantern’s steel pole.

      Tracker shoves Jericho at the wall, bolts, and grabs a handful of snow. Throwing the lantern door open, he dumps the snow over the flame, plunging us into complete darkness as a third gunshot deafens the air.
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      He prowls the South Ridge aboard his shadow stallion, fingers intertwined with a platinum trigger. A smirk adorns his lips.

      “You can’t run from me.”

      His words take aim at my mind.

      I cling to the frozen wall, too scared to let go. A few feet away the falling sleet pummels the ground as though the earth has cracked open with the gunshots. We huddle on its precipice. Nowhere to go. No place to hide. He’s treed us in our own territory, and there’s not a damn thing we can do about it.

      There’s rustling in front of me.

      “Damn Kingdom Corps,” Jericho hisses through clenched teeth. “Nothing’s sacred to them.”

      “Are you okay?” Sadie’s voice trembles on my left.

      “Define ‘okay.’”

      “Did he hit you anywhere else?” Tracker moves on the right.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Sadie? Frank?”

      “Bastard missed me.” Frank shuffles his feet against the ice. “Honey?”

      “No, no I’m fine.” Her voice cracks. Frank’s gentle hand touches her shawl and I hear a soft swish from her skirt as she moves away from the wall and into Frank’s safe embrace.

      “If I catch that blond-haired bastard—” He holds her close. “I swear I’m gonna—”

      “Rags? How about you?” It takes a second for Tracker’s question to register.

      “I’m . . . okay.”

      “You can’t run from me.” Henny’s words continue to rake through my mind.

      Tracker moves closer, his breathing calm, like this is little more than a raid gone sour.

      My grip tightens around the bone roses. What I wouldn’t give for even a fraction of his courage right now.

      He stops. I feel his gaze through the darkness.

      “The rifle is behind the door. Take it. Stay away from the windows.”

      Wait. What? He’s not sending me out there alone, is he?

      “Do as I say.”

      I’m glad he can’t see me shaking right now. He expects me to go out there, alone.

      Of course, he does. You’re a rustler. It’s not that far, I tell myself. Just a couple yards at most, and there’s a tree between here and there.

      Tree or no tree, a lot can happen in a few yards.

      The scope on his Damascus is equipped with night vision, and not just that old, pre-Yellowstone grainy kind. This is the kind that sharpens the image to daylight level and contains a lethal thermal-imaging mode—every Damascus has it. It’s the one mode that guarantees death and the sole reason why even if I wasn’t scared of the dark, no wise rustler raids at night when there is even a chance of a Damascus in range.

      He can see us. We can’t see him. Step away from this wall and it’s over.

      “In case it’s slipped your mind, I have a perfectly fine house we can hide in right here.” Jericho thumps a hand against the peeling blue siding.

      I nod even though no one can see me.

      “You can’t hide from him.”

      My heart sinks at Tracker’s words. I know they’re true but that doesn’t stop me from wishing he was wrong, just this once.

      “How do you figure?” Jericho growls.

      “Your windows.”

      “What about them?”

      “They’re facing the ridge. Walk past them and you’ve made this easier than it already is for him.”

      “It’s not easy for him.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “I don’t care how easy anything is for him,” Frank cuts in. “Just get us the hell out of here.”

      “Then we go to the farmhouse,” Tracker says. His gaze shifts back to me. “Go to the house, Rags.”

      He never gives orders lightly and right now mine are to walk into a set of cross hairs and get shot—this plan sucks.

      It’s just another raid, I try to tell myself. He’s just another soldier.

      Except he’s not “just another soldier.” He’s one of the Kingdom’s finest hunters and he can see me.

      I stare into the black abyss in front of me and it growls, warning me not to do this. Coarse wooden siding grates against my back. Tracker’s hand touches my shoulder and gives a firm, guiding shove into the open.

      I close my eyes as if the motion will somehow protect me. It doesn’t help. My legs buckle against the glassy surface, anticipating he’ll pull the trigger and tonight I’ll be joining Matthew.

      I clutch the bone roses, trembling so bad they almost fall from my hands.

      Henny. . . I try to focus on being in his cross hairs. Those horrible amber eyes and smirk fill my mind as he watches me.

      “You’ll ride in a blizzard but won’t walk the ten yards from here to my house in the dark.” Matthew’s words resonate deep in my mind.

      I jump and can almost see him standing there through the darkness, one hand on the doorframe, this odd little smile on his face.

      “I’d rather fall off than have the sky fall on me.” Was the reply as I stood, arms crossed by the curio cabinet. I expected a hurt look, for him to get upset.

      Instead he stepped back into our kitchen and took my hand in his with a confident smile.

      “Then let’s do something about that shall we?” His shoulder brushed mine and he led me outside into the here and now. “See? We’ll walk together. One foot in front of the other. Nothing will get you, I promise.”

      A subtle warmth brushes against my shoulder again.

      My hands fumble with the bone roses, too frightened to move. Was I hit? I didn’t hear any gunshots.

      Struggling to fight the rising panic, I stand shivering, exposed out in the open. If this happened in Hydra, or any Kingdom military establishment, I’d be dead. Giving the enemy a clear shot is the last thing you ever do.

      Henny holds back.

      The presence stops and lingers beside me, patiently waiting.

      I press my eyelids tighter together and force myself to take another step. Tears drip down my cheeks.

      “See? Not so scary now, is it?” His gentle voice whispers by my ear. It almost feels like an arm drapes around my shoulders, warmth and the smell of freshly turned earth and hay enveloping me, shielding me from Henny and the world around me. In an instant, it lifts away and the feeling’s gone.

      The wind changes, blocked by a shielding wall. I open my eyes and reach out. The wooden door’s rough surface greets my hands.

      The farmhouse. I made it to the farmhouse? Chills overpower my body. I actually made it.

      Henny didn’t shoot. Trembling more from fear than the cold, I slide my palm over the splintered wood and cling to the door knob.

      The others though. They don’t have a prayer against him.

      Get the rifle. Help cover them.

      The uneven door grinds against the floor. Dry air embraces me, ushering me away from the cold and placing a thick oak wall between me and him.

      Our rifle. I have to get the rifle. With it, we’ll be able to glimpse the ridge and see Henny’s hiding spot. I feel my way through the kitchen. One of my heels steps on a broken plate.

      Red eyes flare to life in the living room.

      My left hand sweeps the countertop for a weapon. I wrap my fingers around a metal handle, my boots scuffing the tile in retreat. Keeping the bone roses between me and them, I brandish the weapon.

      The red eyes continue to watch, pulsing, unblinking in the darkness; patient, like Wrath, the big white wolf dog the slave master kept.

      My wrist trembles.

      He stands there, muzzle wrinkled, lip peeled back, dagger teeth exposed. His eyes flash in the lantern light. No growl passes his throat. Not one muscle so much as twitches. Just those awful crimson eyes on us. Waiting for one word. The one that unleashes his hellish fury—seize.

      My hip strikes the counter’s edge. “Go away.” The words refuse to leave my lips. “Please, leave me alone.” Again, no response.

      I hurl my weapon at the eyes.

      “Ouch, mother son of a f—” Colton’s voice pierces the air. “Damn that smarts.”

      My weapon lands on the floorboards and rolls to a stop as he rubs his forehead. I quiver and shake, cold sweat beading on my flesh at the realization that Henny didn’t put the hellhound of the mines in our house—it’s only Colton and the woodstove.

      I fall to the floor, shaking viciously as sobs break down what little defenses I have left. The collected sleet drips and tangles in my hair to join the salty tears trickling down my cheeks. My wet sleeve doesn’t dry them, only works with the fringes to smear the water around.

      “Jeeze, Frost Flea. You scared me.” He grabs a lantern, lights it and places a comforting hand on my shoulder. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “H-Henny,” I manage to whimper, trembling and clutching the bone roses until a tiny trickle of blood oozes down my palm. “They’re still out there. M-my family.”

      His eyes widen. “Okay, calm down. You stay here okay? I owe you a favor, remember?”

      The tears continue to fall as Colton sets the lantern down near me and hurries through the kitchen door, into the cold and darkness.
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      I don’t know much time passes before a comforting hand finds my shoulder. The once quiet kitchen floods with a muddling of complaints and grievances about a certain “blond-haired bastard” and a word to describe the Kingdom that nearly sends Sadie up a wall.

      He didn’t shoot them. I glance up in time to see Colton shut the door behind him and lean his shoulders against it with a relieved sigh. He let us live. He had the clear advantage and yet we’re alive.

      My hands rest flat against the floor, my head bowed, sending up a heartfelt praise for whatever miracle got us all across those ten yards that should have been our last.

      I look to Colton, who offers up a comforting wink, immediately shying back when Tracker curls his lip into a warning snarl.

      We’re anything but safe though. I don’t know what Colton did to save my family out there, but we’re alive. Henny needs us alive.

      The woodstove door’s hinges shriek, spilling fiery light into the living room as Tracker stirs the coals and draws thick black curtains over the windows. His foot bumps my almighty weapon—an egg whisk—and he picks it up, examines it for a second before tucking it into his jacket pocket.

      “Rags.”

      I try not to blush, embarrassed for the both of us and look away.

      “Go bring some blankets.” His eyes turn to Colton and he bares his teeth. “You go help.”

      “Yes sir.” Colton nods and falls in step behind me.

      I hurry out of the kitchen and up the stairs, thankful that he didn’t say anything about my inability to retrieve the rifle and do as I was told. Right now, I think he’s just happy that no one got killed.

      That we’re safe for now.

      A floorboard squeaks under my boot.

      My hand traces the wall, checking and rechecking to make sure the doors are secured. They are, placing another fragile barrier between us and Henny. I feel around in the darkness shrouding the bathroom for the limited surplus of blankets we acquired over the years.

      “Jesus Christ and the twelve apostles that hurts,” Jericho’s shout rises from the living room.

      A loud slap follows. “Don’t you take that name in vain.”

      “I wouldn’t if you’d hurry up.”

      “You want to keep all of your fingers? Do you?”

      Jericho yelps again.

      “That’s what I thought. Tracker, go get me some hot water and a cloth.”

      His heavy footsteps pass by the stairs and into the kitchen. I try to ignore them, rooting around for blankets on the bathroom shelf. The bone roses shift to my left hand as I reach for the blankets with the other. Colton holds his hands out and accepts the ones I give him, following me to the living room.

      Sadie and Jericho sit on the couch while Frank holds a small candle over the preacher’s right hand. Blood stains the flesh so badly you can’t even see its pale color underneath. Sadie continues to examine the wound.

      I put the blankets on the couch and watch the woman work. Tracker soon returns with a cloth, our sewing kit, bandages, and a pan of cold water, which he sets on the woodstove to boil. He pauses, looking down at Jericho with this “I told you so” look.

      “We’re lucky that’s all he did tonight.”

      Jericho winces through a glare. “This is getting ridiculous. He’s one man, Tracker. Surely he can’t be that difficult to get rid of.”

      Tracker crosses his arms across his chest. “It’s harder than you think.”

      “Bullshit. Just put a bullet between his eyes.” He makes the clear motion with his other hand as though firing a pistol. “Problem solved.”

      Tracker shakes his head. “Again, it’s not that simple.”

      I try to focus on the wound Sadie struggles to clean up.

      “It sure as hell is. Look at us.” He motions to the group. “We’re being hunted like animals. Tell me what’s wrong with this picture.”

      “You have no idea what he’s capable of.”

      “And I don’t want to find out.” Jericho tries to lunge to his feet but Sadie stops him with a harsh tug on his wounded hand. “We need to deal with him before he kills us.”

      “I am aware.” Tracker’s eyes narrow. “But rushing into this is the quickest way to die. We have to wait.”

      I stare at him. There’s a lot I don’t get about Tracker, especially now. It’s almost like he doesn’t want to go after Henny—like he’s afraid. Even though Rondo is on the path to destruction and if we don’t act, it’s over for everyone.

      “Wait? Wait,” Jericho snaps. “Are you blind? Do you even see what’s going on here? I swear you’re—”

      “Boys.” Sadie doesn’t look up from the wound. “There’s nothing we can do tonight about it, and since you both need to live with each other until tomorrow, if you can’t say anything nice, don’t say it at all. So I don’t want to hear one more word about him tonight.”

      “We’ll discuss this in the morning.” Tracker admits defeat and retrieves the boiling water from the woodstove.

      Jericho and Frank nod, not about to get into this in front of her.

      “Good.” Sadie washes the wound and begins stitching.

      The preacher grits his teeth and tenses.

      The woodstove crackles. Tracker walks over to the small stack of blankets and takes a few in his hands. He offers one to Frank and then approaches me with another one.

      “You should sleep.” He hands me another soft blanket. “It’s been a long day.”

      I look at him, not really wanting to admit that I’m tired, cold, hungry, and just want to curl up in a ball and cry over the fact that we couldn’t even bury Matthew in peace without someone else almost being killed.

      “Go.” He tilts his chin toward the stairs. “We can take care of things here.”

      I nod and trudge upstairs. Casting a quick look back, I see Tracker once again grit his teeth at Colton, who saunters up the stairs, flashes me a smirk, and retreats to the guest room.

      The hallway closes around me, offering a rare, comforting “safe” feeling. I hate the closeness of the walls, the crowded feeling that reminds me of the hours we were given by the slave master to sleep huddled together like a litter of scared puppies before the next work cycle began.

      Tonight it’s something familiar and almost welcome. Sleeping in my room where there is a window facing the snowfield is too risky though. Choosing the somewhat tunnel-like spot just outside my bedroom door, I fold my legs under me, hug the blanket around my shoulders, and lean my back against the wall, not even bothering to remove my jacket.

      My fingertips drag over the sharp petals and the leather tether. I’d give anything for the comfort of the floor in front of the woodstove beside Matthew where it was safe, if only for a few hours.

      “I miss you,” I whisper as if Matthew can hear me. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep everyone safe, somehow. We’ll get through this.”

      The bone roses sit on my lap, pewter stag staring at me before sleep takes over.

      It’s summer in the gully. The snowdrifts ripple down the embankments—tiny, barely visible trails etch their surfaces. Melting snow trickles into the swollen stream, and trees wear thin icicles like tattered rags. Balmy, thick air settles over the gully—almost warm enough for only a sweater.

      Matthew spreads his leather jacket over the damp log and flops down beside me. He works a satchel from around his shoulders and lets it fall against the snowy ground, a smile on his face.

      “Totally worth sneaking out for.”

      I smirk. If Tracker finds out I snuck out he’ll be furious. I’m supposed to be stringing fishing nets from old bailing twine and weighting them.

      “Yeah, it is.”

      We sit simply enjoying each other’s company. A squirrel chatters from a pine tree. We can’t see her, but her forest song is beautiful and full of life. A rabbit pokes his head up through a layer of snow, tiny nose twitching as he hops out of sight.

      “Rags,” Matthew whispers with excitement. “Look over by the rapids.”

      Delicate yet powerful legs brace against the snow, heads raised and pointed muzzles focused on the stream. The melting snow dampens their ruddy hides. Leggy fawns spring past their mothers, landing in the water with playful snorts.

      Matthew retrieves the satchel. Drawing the strings open, he roots around for a small burlap bag and offers a mischievous look.

      “Let’s go say hello.”

      The fawns continue to frolic. Does raise their heads and flick their ears back and forth, rich brown eyes studying us.

      We stop.

      The deer make no move to flee.

      “Now, just like we practiced.” He pours some corn into his palm and mine. “Nice and slow.”

      The herd continues to watch, showing no fear. To the best of our knowledge, humans haven’t harvested this particular herd in a long time. Tracker and the others get frustrated by our attachment and doting over them. Deer are food, not pets, as he often says.

      But I don’t care. A happy, well-fed herd makes for an easier hunting season. And an easier hunting season means less days we go to sleep hungry.

      Matthew clucks his tongue a few times.

      Several fawns stop their frolicking and stare. We move closer until we’re within arm’s reach. One of the bolder does stretches her muzzle out, sniffing our hands like she’s done many times before during her own time as a fawn.

      She snorts and bobs her head but doesn’t flee. Her velvety muzzle investigates my hand, seeking the corn and devouring it.

      “She’s a friendly little—Rags, don’t move.” Matthew’s eyes widen, gaze fixed on something at the embankment’s top.

      “What’s wrong?”

      A fawn ambles over and playfully nibbles at the fringes on my buckskin pant legs.

      “Up there.” He slowly moves his hand toward the embankment.

      The sight of him renders me speechless.

      His hide is white, like frost. Strong, fast legs anchor his towering body to the ground, as if he’s a statue and the earth his pedestal. His fur is thick and shaggy like a lion’s mane, hanging around his arched neck. His head is large and chiseled from marble. Heavy antlers curl high into the air, beautiful like hand-blown glass, points sharper than icicles. A pair of blue eyes, dark like sapphire, peer into my soul.

      I’m too afraid to move, to blink, for fear that such a magnificent creature will vanish.

      “Look at him,” Matthew whispers. “Straight from God’s own sketchbook. In Edmonda they say if you see a white stag it means the end of the world is coming. He’ll appear to guide you through the chaos to safety and protect you. People have spent lifetimes trying to catch him, Rags. To lay even one fingertip on his pure hide. We’re blessed that he’s chosen us to appear to.”

      I’m unable to say anything in response.

      “Hey, let’s talk about this first.” A thick, heavily Edmondan Irish accent shatters the spell.

      The beautiful stag tosses his head and rears onto his haunches, pawing the air. I reach a hand toward him and touch the farmhouse hallway’s ugly sunflower yellow wall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re not thinking this through, Lionel.”

      Colton’s voice carries from the living room. Lionel? I rub the sleep from my eyes and stifle a yawn. Who’s Lionel and why is he in our house?

      “Oh, I’ve put plenty of thought into it, Fieldson,” Tracker’s cold tone responds, coupled with the click of a pistol. “I warned you never to come near my family again.”

      I push myself onto my knees, the blanket falling from my shoulders and onto the bone roses as I crawl to the stairway’s edge.

      Colton stands in the kitchen doorway, hands up, face pale, trembling.

      Tracker keeps his hand raised, his trusty silver, .45 caliber semi-automatic pistol aimed at the young man’s forehead.

      “I swear I didn’t know.”

      “I warned you,” Tracker once again says. “And I am going to make good on my threat.”

      “L-Lionel, think about this for a second.” Colton’s words tangle so deep in his accent that he’s difficult to understand. “You don’t want to—”

      “Four years I’ve waited.” Tracker’s words are full of certainty. “I didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to cross my path again.”

      Lionel? Tracker’s name is Lionel?

      I lean closer to the edge. He never said anything about that—then again, he never said he was the Kingdom’s second-in-command before either. Whatever is between these two is serious and I can’t help but think about the photograph from last night and his warning about the redhead.

      Colton slinks backward. “It’s not my fault.”

      Tracker’s eyes flash and he bares his teeth.

      “I-I can explain.”

      “Shut up.” The cold threat sends a chill down my spine. “Nothing you say will bring them back.”

      This demon is stronger, growing and feeding off Colton’s presence. It is a murderer’s tone and sends me back a few inches.

      “Just let me explain.” Colton treads into begging territory.

      The pistol barrel presses against his forehead. “I’d rather send your corpse back to Hyperion with Henrick’s.”

      I lean a shoulder against the wall, feeling the hallway’s chill.

      “Don’t do this, Lionel.” Colton’s words, for a brief fraction of a second, turn threatening. “If you pull that trigger, you’re no better than Hyperion.”

      “I’m willing to take that chance.”

      “No, you aren’t. Think of Tobar.” There is heavy hesitation in the word.

      Tracker’s hand seizes Colton’s throat. The wall rattles. He holds the redhead eye level, pistol pressing harder against the young man’s forehead.

      “How dare you say that word.”

      “He’s going to do to Rondo what he did to Tobar.” Colton struggles as Tracker’s grip tightens. “Only worse. Everyone will hear about Rondo.”

      Tobar . . . I tilt my head. Sounds like a settlement. One we’ve never raided, and it doesn’t sound like we ever will . . .

      “You have two minutes before I put this bullet in your brain, Fieldson.”

      Colton squirms. “Henny’s going to make what happened in Tobar look like a footprint in the ashes.”

      Tracker’s hand stiffens and it looks like he’s using all the restraint he has not to pull the trigger.

      “I don’t even want to be here,” Colton says. “Rondo is Henny and Hyperion’s deal, not mine. If it was my choice, I’d still be in Fort Angelus.”

      “Then why aren’t you.”

      “There is no Fort Angelus anymore.”

      An abrupt, haunting quiet falls over the entire house.

      “What?” Tracker is just as surprised as I am right now.

      “Two days ago,” Colton draws a shaky breath, “a damn rebel group, supporters from Tobar launched a full-out attack on the place. Blew up the main fuel tanks and killed all but a handful of my men. There’s nothing left.”

      Two days ago . . . A sinking feeling settles in my stomach. Matthew didn’t want me to go on that raid.

      Fort Angelus was the largest military base in the Northeast Territory. Only the capital, Adonis, could rival it. Raiding it is like holding a metal rod in a lightning storm and praying to God you’re faster than the lightning, but to destroy it, impossible. Who would even be capable of something like that?

      “That’s not possible.”

      “The hell it isn’t. One second I’m running evening inspections, telling some idiot private his bootlaces aren’t tied right, and the next I’m screaming orders trying to get the hell out of a furnace while my crossbow is splintering from the heat.”

      Tracker releases Colton and steps back. He doesn’t move the pistol. “Are you sure they were from Tobar?”

      “Hell if I know,” Colton growls. “It has Hyperion rattled though because no sooner I got out of Fort Angelus, he sent me here to negotiate Rondo’s purification so they don’t “pull a Tobar” on his precious Kingdom. I was hoping to find Matty and get him to help me sort this whole hellish mess out peacefully.”

      I shiver. It’s like he referred to Henny—like an old friend . . .

      “And why would he help you and Hyperion?”

      “Because he’s my brother and in case you’ve forgotten, he’s just as much to blame for Tobar’s screw up as I was.” The accent takes over again.

      I reach for the bone roses under the blanket and shiver. Brother? Matthew has a brother. He never told me anything about that and he sure as hell looked nothing like Colton either. Their accents are way different too. Matthew’s wasn’t Edmondan Irish. I flinch and clutch the roses to my chest, drawing a long breath.

      “You are wasting your time,” Tracker says. “Matthias is dead.”

      “What?” Colton’s eyes widen. “How?”

      “Henrick shot him.”

      “You’re kidding me. I know they had a disagreement not long ago judging by the letter Matty sent back in response to something he asked him, but Henny wouldn’t kill his best friend.”

      I clench my fists in anger. Best friend? Matthew was friends with someone like Henny? That’s . . . that’s not possible. He’d never do that to us.

      Tracker nods.

      “Old gods and goddesses,” Colton seethes, about as confused and angry as I am right now. “I know Matty’s been less than cooperative regarding this crapshoot of a settlement, but I know Henny wouldn’t, couldn’t do that to him.”

      The words make me sick.

      “If you knew the real Matthew, you wouldn’t think so highly of him.” Henny’s voice nips at my ear.

      “Well he did.” Tracker’s eyes narrow. “Matthias is dead.”

      “No,” Colton grits his teeth. “He was one of us. Henny couldn’t. You’ve got the wrong person, Lionel.”

      I press my back against the wall, trying to corral my thoughts.

      Colton is Kingdom Corps, I struggle to reassure myself. Nothing he says is the truth. It’s all lies.

      “We both know what happens when Hyperion pulls the strings, Fieldson,” Tracker says matter-of-factly. “You are wasting your time and are not welcome here.”

      Colton’s eyes drift to the pistol. “Then I’ll just have to negotiate Rondo’s peaceful surrender without Matty.”

      I skirt away from the stair’s edge as Tracker curls his lip into a snarl.

      “You’ll do no such thing, luresman.”

      “You think I’m joking?” Colton’s grass-green eyes flare with the growl. “You know what Henny can do when Hyperion gives him the tools and orders him to do it, Lionel. Hell, you taught him everything he kno—”

      Tracker whips the pistol across the redhead’s face. I flinch, eyes wide as if I was the one who was just struck.

      “You will not speak of Henrick in my house.”

      I don’t know what to think. The man I look up to as a father trained the very man who now seeks to kill us . . .

      “You won’t even have a house in a couple of days.” Colton wipes blood from his lip. “No one will. Everyone in this settlement is to die, Lionel. All because you won’t bow down and submit to his will. Henny is going to tear down every timber in this hellhole of a settlement. Every single timber. And unlike Tobar’s disaster, people will know about Rondo.”

      “Not if I kill him first.”

      “Him or me—kill either one of us and it won’t make a difference. Rondo will be purified and Hyperion will relish the glory. You need me right now.”

      “Do not play games with me, Fieldson,” Tracker snarls.

      “I’m not playing anything.” Colton meets his look with an equally frustrated one. “That’s why I’m here. I can get you and your family out of this mess alive.”

      “Like Tobar?” Tracker snaps and bares his teeth. “Get out of my house.”

      I shy away, having never seen him this angry. Not even the hothouses went to this level and that was awful.

      “Things will be different this time. I know what we—what I did wrong—”

      “I warned you about coming near my family again, Fieldson. The bullet in this pistol is the exact same one I set aside for you after Hyperion executed them in Tobar.”

      I shiver, thinking of the family in the picture and trying not to think what fate befell them.

      “Then pull the trigger,” Colton says. “But you better hope Hyperion doesn’t get his hands on her. You know what he’ll do to her, everyone in this settlement if you kill your only hope of getting out of this alive. I stopped Henny from massacring you guys last night because I don’t want a repeat of Tobar. Choice is yours, Lionel. I advise you to think carefully before you kill me.”

      I sink lower to the floor, feeling nauseous.

      The pistol trembles in Tracker’s hands. He steadies it just as quickly.

      “No,” Tracker says as he lowers the pistol, a commanding look in his eyes. “I have a better use for you. You are going to go back upstairs, and you will do exactly as I say. You will say nothing about Matthias, Henrick, or what is going to happen to Rondo. You will obtain any and all information I want about Henrick and what Hyperion has given him to work with, and if you even remotely try to pull a fast one on me, I will kill you. Dismissed.”

      Colton nods. “Fair enough.”

      The carpet rubs against my knees. Matthew’s bone roses clutched tight against my chest, I crawl back to my sleeping spot.

      Grabbing the woolen blanket, I wrench it protectively around me as his footsteps start up the stairs. I curl up on the floor and close my eyes, trying to steady my breathing and try to look like I slept through the entire exchange.

      What feels like a half hour slips by before I crawl out from under the blanket. Only the soft crackle from the woodstove drifts up from the living room. There aren’t any sounds from Colton’s room either. It’s as unsettling as it is comforting, but I’m grateful for the quiet.

      Dreary gray light filters through the thin curtains in my room. The blanket lands on the floor as I tread lightly to the center of the room, trying not to let the boards creak. Putting on my best effort at pretending I didn’t hear what I did earlier, I slip the bone roses into my jacket pocket and hurry to wash up for the morning.

      When I’m finished, I grab the hairbrush from the nightstand and quickly make a half-assed attempt at brushing the tangles from my long mahogany hair just to make it look like I had a legitimate reason for taking longer than usual to head downstairs.

      The living room looks like no one spent the night, blankets folded into neat little stacks, its former occupants having left before the incident with Colton.

      “Did you sleep well?” Tracker sits at the kitchen table, dark fingers hooked around a coffee cup.

      He fixes his weary brown eyes on me. The lines on his face deepen, his gray hair looking grayer. Shoulders hunched, he doesn’t look like the same man who would train someone like Henny and easily intimidate Colton. He’s aged years in a few days and I’m reminded of farmer Addison and how feeble he is.

      The thought terrifies me.

      “Rags?”

      “Yes?” I answer, hoping he won’t ask questions.

      “Sit down.” That commanding edge creeps into his voice.

      Here we go. He’s going to yell at me.

      “Last night,” he pauses, as though weighing his words carefully and sets the egg whisk on the table with a delicate click, “what did Colton tell you before he left the house?”

      “That he owed me a favor.” I eye the egg whisk with shame. Not the smartest weapon in the world. “For saving his life.”

      “I figured as much,” Tracker sighs. His fingers tense against the coffee cup’s pale surface and relax. “Rags, I’m going to ask you to do something for me. It’s time we move against Henrick.”

      He doesn’t look me in the eyes, brow furrowed deep in thought. “I want you to take Nigel and leave Rondo.”

      I blink. Excitement tinges every muscle at finally being allowed in this fight against Henny.

      “Ride until you find Henrick’s base. When you find it, I want you to estimate how many soldiers are there and bring the information back to me.”

      The light stress in his words makes me nervous. I get the feeling that whatever I bring back is critical to something beyond Henny, Colton, and even Rondo this time.

      “I want you to take Fieldson with you.”

      “Huh?” Now I really do give him a stupid look. He wants me to take an enemy with me. Has he lost his freaking mind? Then again, I shouldn’t talk. I refused to kill the guy in the first place.

      “I won’t be going with you.” His words are blunt. “I have urgent business with Jericho this morning regarding some new information he needs to know about—Fieldson will be able to help you find his base.”

      His eyes narrow, harboring an underlying wrath. “And Rags. If under any circumstances the young man accompanying you says or does anything to try to convince you to go with him anyplace but the bare boundaries of Henrick’s base, you are to shoot to kill. Do we have an understanding?”

      I nod.

      “Good. I’ve packed your rustling satchel already. Sadie brought you some flatbread she made yesterday for breakfast. Eat and then get going. And don’t forget that Addison’s goats need to be milked tonight.”
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      I clutch the rifle and navigate the snowfield, following a makeshift road weaving around the fallen warehouse walls. My rifle doesn’t have the range Henny’s does but holding it offers small, fragile comfort and right now I’ll take whatever I can get.

      Colton saunters behind me, grass-green eyes intently studying every move.

      Intently isn’t the right word and he doesn’t study; he roves with them like I’m rare game he’s privileged to hunt.

      Matthew never looked at me like that. His looks were always respectful; I was his family, nothing more.

      “Do you mind?” I growl when I notice him admiring my ass.

      A lopsided grin crosses his face like he’s surprised he got caught. “Heh, sorry, you remind me of someone I know.”

      Right. I can only imagine how many blue-eyed women he’s “met” in his travels.

      “It’s the rifle.”

      “What about it?” I bet it’s about the “rifle.”

      Up ahead, the snowdrifts curl against the sagging chain-link, forming the narrow corridor to the twin millows’ fork.

      “It’s just, well, you don’t ever see a woman carrying one—least of all a Damascus.”

      “Get used to it.”

      “Aye now, I never said it was a bad thing, just wasn’t what I was expecting.”

      “Oh? And just what were you expecting?” Laces? Leather? A broom? My eyes cut to him. It’s not like he hasn’t seen me carry this rifle before.

      “Honestly?” He rubs the back of his head, ruffling his shaggy ginger hair. “Some low-caliber pea shooter or a bow at best.”

      “From a guy seen carrying a crossbow in Hydra, that’s a little hypocritical.”

      “Hey now, don’t insult my crossbow. I’m quite fond of it. Just wasn’t expecting a rifle, least of all his, is all.”

      “Let me make something very clear to you, Mr. Fieldson.” I drive him back a half step with a pointed glare. “We rustlers play by a very different set of rules here. This isn’t the Kingdom and I’m not just some helpless little girl. I’m the real deal.”

      He blinks. “Sheesh, I’ll say. I take it you’ve got some skill to back that weapon up then.”

      “Why don’t you run to that farm out there and find out.”

      “No sense making a pretty little lady waste a bullet.”

      “Who said I’d be wasting it?”

      “Ouch, you’re a cold one, Frost Flea.”

      “They don’t have a bounty on me for nothing.” I slip from a warehouse wall’s safety and cover the open distance fast.

      Colton follows and slides his back against another crumbled wall. Resting his weight on his left elbow, he turns halfway toward me. His captivating grass-green eyes find my icy-blue ones.

      “Cold and cute.” He grins. “Give any thought to my offer by any chance?”

      “While a few choice jabs at the chief village asshole’s pride are a great start, and keeping my family from being shot goes a long way, that doesn’t exactly help me right now.” I turn away hoping he didn’t notice me staring.

      “All right,” he draws the word out, his accent almost alluring the more he speaks. “You’re obviously a bright young lady, and this is clearly your home, but, tell me, is it worth dying for.”

      My grip tightens on the rifle. “It’s not like we get a choice, Mr. Fieldson.”

      “It’s Colton.” He continues looking at me. “My name is Colton.” He saunters a half step closer. “And you’re wrong. Everyone gets a choice.”

      “Guess again.” I step away. A Kingdom-bred predator lurks in that accent and I’ll be damned if he haunts me like Henny does.

      “Rondo made the wrong one. And it’ll get what’s coming to it. But you don’t need me to tell you that.” He places both hands on his hips and looks at the chain-link fence. “So, did you start eavesdropping before Lionel pulled the gun on me or when he slammed me against the wall?”

      I point the rifle at him.

      “Aye, so you did hear.” Amusement weaves through his accent. “You’re a lot like him, you know . . . just the way you hold that rifle. You even look at me like he does when I catch him reading my personal mail. It’s not sexy when Henny does it though.”

      My pulse quickens and I grind my teeth together, one finger hovering against the trigger.

      “Relax, it’s a compliment,” he says. “Wow, Lionel really does have you trained like a dog.”

      “I’m not a dog.”

      “You don’t see it though,” he says, undeterred by my outburst. “You can’t see it because it’s all you’ve been taught. All you know. All he wanted you to know.” He looks away, disgusted by something. “He’s no better than Hyperion sometimes.”

      Colton staggers, wooden stock slamming against his upper shoulder. The force carries him sideways, his feet scrambling and sliding against the ice before he can get a hand up to counter the blow.

      I stand over him, rifle aimed at his forehead, trying not to tremble.

      “Unholy hell you’re a strong one.”

      “I should kill you right now, you lying son of a bitch.”

      “Don’t shoot.” Colton flinches, one hand holding him in a semi-sitting position, the other raised. “I upset you and I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry? Yeah right.” Comparing Tracker to Hyperion sounded pretty deliberate.

      “Let me explain myself.”

      “No.” My finger grazes the platinum trigger, stopping short of pulling it when he looks up at me; that same fear Tracker caused in his eyes.

      “I know his secrets.”

      A quick look at his eyes tells me he’s not lying. “You have thirty seconds.”

      I shouldn’t even give him that.

      “What you overheard is true. Here.” He removes the leather glove from his right hand, exposing a small pale skin patch shaped like a running hare just like Tracker’s. “I am Kingdom Corps. However, I’m not here to hurt you or Rondo. I’m here to make a deal, preferably without that fancy thunder stick aimed at my face.”

      “And I’m here to defend my family. Start talking.”

      “This is the problem with—wait.” He arches an eyebrow. “You’re actually considering yesterday’s offer?”

      “Hell no.” I don’t move the rifle. “But I might if you prove to be worth the time.”

      Tracker would scold me if he heard it. We don’t make “deals” with the enemy. Never have. It’s not a rustler’s nature to have outside sources that can stab you in the back.

      “Aye, you’re an aggressive, clever one. Lionel didn’t teach you that.”

      “No,” my eyes narrow, “I learned that from a preacher.”

      “You don’t say.” Colton raises an eyebrow. “But clever won’t save you from Hyperion. Henny is like an avalanche even without Hyperion’s playthings. Once he starts something, you can’t stop him and old gods and goddesses help anyone caught in his path. There is nothing you can do against him.”

      “There’s always something we can do.”

      “You really believe that, don’t you?” That sinister edge slinks into his tone.

      “Yes, I do. And if I can’t find a way to beat him, I’ll make one.”

      Easier said than done but right now, I can’t afford for him to gain any ground.

      He breaks eye contact to glance back at Rondo. Smoke still rises from the square. “You willing to bet your life on that belief, Frost Flea?”

      I turn away and begin walking. “I already have.”

      Colton gets to his feet, but doesn’t follow. He just stands there, thinking. “You know you never told me your name, right?”

      “It’s none of your business.”

      “Maybe not for this cloak and dagger stuff we’re dealing with but if I’m going to have a front row seat to the end of your world when Rondo is purified, I’d like to at least be able to tell people what your name was.”

      I stop but don’t face him. “What makes you so sure you’re going to survive to tell anyone?”

      “Check the mark, Frost Flea. My odds are better than yours when Henny roars through here.”

      “Really now? I didn’t know bullets stopped for certain marks. Mine don’t.”

      Colton curls his lip into a wry smirk. Nowhere near as threatening as Henny’s, but still holding that Kingdom-bred arrogance. He buries his hands in his jacket pockets and rocks back onto his heels. “Now I have to know your name.”

      “You’re the spy. If you were any good at it, you’d know my name by now.” After all, it’s not like he hasn’t heard it from Jericho and the others.

      “Luresman. I’m the Kingdom’s luresman, but you’ll learn.” The smirk doesn’t lessen. “I just thought it would be polite to ask you for your name before the Kingdom publically screws you and your precious Rondo over like some twenty-kik whore.”

      “Who says it won’t be the other way around?”

      “You don’t ‘screw’ the Kingdom over.” He removes his hands from his pockets. “That’s not how it works, Frost Flea. It screws you; you let it, end of story. Really thought you would know this by now judging from the state of Rondo as a whole. Impoverished isn’t even the right word for what the Kingdom’s already done to you guys.”

      “Oh yeah?” My eyes narrow. “Then consider any remotely possible deals with me off. Feel free to try your wool-pulling ways with Tracker though. I’m sure he’d love to work with you.”

      “Let’s not be too hasty.” He pales. “I’ve never actually dealt with rustlers before, well, live ones that is, but I’ve always been curious about their underground world. You know, get in their heads and see just what makes them so damn insane so I can make better, smarter deals in the future.”

      “See those clouds up there?” I point to the gray sky. “Those are storm clouds. I could just shoot you now and let you freeze to death when it snows tonight because I’m ‘so damn insane’ as you claim.”

      “But, you won’t.” He digs his boot toe into the ice, calling my bluff. “Or you might. I can’t really tell with those pretty blue eyes. But I’m willing to bet that Henny’s also been looking at them, and that’s sort of a problem for us.”

      “Define ‘us.’”

      “No, no, not you. This is a good thing for you. Problem for us, as in Kingdom us.”

      That catches my attention. “How so?”

      “It’s a boy thing.” He rolls his eyes. “But hey, I’m just the luresman. Not like I control the Kingdom’s information loops or anything.”

      “Okay, you’ve made your point. You know the Kingdom’s business. I wasn’t deaf this morning or yesterday. But if this arrangement is going to even remotely have a chance to happen, you’re going to accept my terms and be useful, or you’re going to find out why Rondo’s never been raided by the other rustlers. What’s it gonna be, Colton?”

      “You’re the boss.”

      “Good. Now hurry up. We have a lot of ground to cover. You can tell me about Henny on the way.”
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      The heavy wooden barn door sticks in the ice, and the wheel up top cracks and pops in its metal track as my shoulder crashes against the door.

      Colton watches from a snowdrift.

      On the third ram the wheel screeches free and the door carves a trail alongside the building. Squeaky, shrill eeks and awws pierce the air.

      I close the door behind us and pry thick, curtain-like cobwebs away from the lantern hanging from a wooden support post. Striking a match, it takes a few tries before the tiny flame catches on the wick, spilling precious light around in a flickering ring.

      Nigel hangs his thin head over the closest stall door. His long white-and-sorrel splashed ears twitch as a hoof clacks against the wooden wall.

      A second, less enthusiastic hawing responds and a cream-colored muzzle tries to poke over the neighboring stall door. Two fuzzy sorrel ears, hay wisps clinging to them, are all you can see of Addison’s pre-Yellowstone donkey, Jacobus.

      His protesting wakes the whole barn. The small four-member goat herd penned in the far-right corner starts bleating. A few scraggly chickens we grabbed from Hydra’s marketplace cluck from roosts in the rafters. Tracker’s tall, deer-like mare, Tamblin, drapes her dainty head over the stall door across from the boys and offers a welcoming nicker. In the dim light, her snowy hide looks yellow and long gray mane darker than it really is.

      Colton stares at the horse. “I’ll be damned.”

      “What’s wrong?” I set my wolfskin rustling satchel and the rifle beside Nigel’s stall door. “Never saw a horse before?”

      “It’s not that.” He glances at my mule. “That animal however . . .” I see his eyes drift from the mare to the donkey.

      “Is the biggest not-so mystery on the farmstead.” I grab a braided rope halter, slip it over Nigel’s head, and scratch the white, ring-like splash marking around his left eye. “It’s exactly what you think.”

      It happened before I first arrived in Rondo. No one could figure out why Tamblin kept gaining weight despite Tracker exercising her daily on raids. It didn’t take too much brainpower to figure out what really happened though—as the story goes, he went out to feed her one morning and found a baby spotted mule staring at him.

      Nigel is easily the best “accident” ever pawned off to me. He’s leggy and fast like his mother, smart like his father, and depending on the day, the most challenging creature to walk the frozen earth, since I never know if I’m getting the half horse or the half ass part until I put a harness or saddle on him.

      Raiding is in his blood though and the assurance that my “ride” isn’t going to break down fleeing from an outpost while being shot at is worth his orneriness at times. He’s also my best friend and a reminder of the good times spent training him with Matthew’s help.

      “He could not have been happy with that,” I hear Colton whisper.

      “Hell no he wasn’t happy.” I tighten the halter. “Tracker hates this mule. If I didn’t love it so damn much and he didn’t work for his keep, he’d take him to Hydra and pawn him on the black market.”

      “I would too. He’s no Xanthos, that’s for sure.”

      “Xanthos.” I pick up another halter and throw it to him trying not to think about Henny’s beautiful stallion.

      “You know.” He snatches it from the air. “That big, beautiful Friesian Henny rides and dotes over. You really can’t miss how much that animal loves an audience.”

      I turn back to Nigel and scratch his white-splashed cheek. “Don’t compare my mule to his horse.”

      “Just saying.” Colton leans against an oak support pillar and pretends to study the mule. “Want to hedge Rondo’s bets and shatter his focus? Forget the rifle, control the horse.”

      He worries the frayed rope between his fingertips. That could buy Rondo some precious time. I saw how Henny handled that animal in the square. How he seemed to care about it. I’ve never actually stolen a horse before though. Goats and chickens, yes, but a horse? No.

      Colton flips the rope around his fingers and works it over the mare’s delicate head. He leads her over to a horizontal pipe mounted on the barn wall. I look away and try not to think of the memories. That’s where I first met Matthew the day a yearling Nigel climbed halfway onto the Chevy’s hood after being spooked when he dropped a wrench he was using to change an oil filter.

      I expected him to be angry about it, but instead, he laughed and offered to teach me about horses and baby mules. We became friends that day and nothing could tell us otherwise.

      I fish around in an old plastic bucket for Nigel’s frayed brush and slip into the stall. I’d give anything to go back to those days.

      No sooner do the sparse bristles touch the mule’s sorrel-and-white patchwork spotted hide, and Colton begins muttering. His words tangle so deeply in his beautiful accent that I can’t understand them, but they’re soft, gentle, rhythmic and soothing. Like a lullaby.

      I swipe the brush over Nigel’s sorrel rump and peer around the stall door.

      Colton smiles and works a curry comb over the big white mare. Up on her spine. Down under her belly. Across her rump. Back to her withers. His feet glide across the cement. First left. Then right. He circles her, pivots back and starts again. Every movement syncs in perfect time to his “song.”

      Must be that old calming trick Matthew said he picked up in Edmonda. They have songs and dances for everything, he said. Life before Yellowstone especially.

      People from all over the world, what was left of them when things got cold and the food ran out anyway, immigrated to the only functioning port in the Kingdom for a “better” life, bringing their culture, he said. They went to the precious few open ranches that still supposedly exist to raise livestock and crops for the “good of the Kingdom.” Many set up shop at Edmonda’s heart, immortalizing the Laborer’s Star’s existence.

      He never told me how he picked up the singing trick, or why his Laborer’s Star wasn’t on his right hand like it should’ve been, but he never moved half as elegantly as Colton. I’ve never seen anyone move that gracefully.

      “Aye. ’Tis not polite to eavesdrop unless you’ve got a verse to add.” He breaks his song but not the dance.

      My brush hurries over Nigel’s white-splashed shoulder, my face flushed and I pretend I wasn’t watching. He can’t sing like Matthew could worth a damn anyway.

      “Shy one you are.” He pretends to study the worn, deep-seated western saddle beside Tamblin’s stall where he knows I can see him.

      I toss Nigel’s brush at the plastic bucket. It makes a horrible cracking noise as it strikes the rim and bounces backward, landing on the ground.

      “Really hope your aim is better than that, Frost Flea. Henny can make that shot blindfolded.”

      I seize my smaller, less elaborate blanket-like excuse for a saddle on the rack above Tracker’s.

      “Also try not to flinch next time you miss.” Colton picks up Tracker’s saddle and the mare’s leather bridle. “Henny is all over those little weaknesses.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” I drape the saddle over Nigel’s back harder than normal. The mule swivels an ear back in warning. I reach under his belly, seize the linen girth, and thread it through a slit between the small wooden pole that adds weight to the saddle and the leather. With a sharp pull, it draws tight, securing the saddle in place.

      “Just helping you out. After all, you need it.” He easily swings the large western saddle onto Tamblin’s back.

      “I don’t need your help.” I tighten Nigel’s rope bridle too fast. His rump crashes against a stall support, hooves almost trampling my rustling satchel before I can wrestle him back under control.

      “You’re wrong on that. Otherwise I’d be lying in a snowdrift with a bullet between my eyes. I know how this game works, Frost Flea. I have information you need. You have something I want. And we’ll play each other’s games to get it.”

      “So, what exactly do you want?”

      “Good, we’re actually going to bargain now. Smart choice. It really depends on what you think Rondo is worth overall.”

      I reach down, pick up the satchel, and tie it to a leather thong on Nigel’s saddle. “Right now, it’s worth the lives of a luresman and the current second-in-command.”

      “That’s a little steep.”

      “If you had any idea what we go through in Rondo, you’d see I’m being cheap.”

      He doesn’t ever worry if Frank’s team can mine enough coal to keep the hothouses running. I doubt he’s ever faced starvation when a few crops failed and there was no game to hunt in a famine season. Or watched people writhing in agony, dying from minor infections in the street because there was no medicine. He doesn’t have to gamble his life in places like Hydra just to buy one more day of survival.

      Matthew didn’t die in his arms—Henny isn’t storming his territory. He doesn’t have a death match on his hands because there are no safe places to go.

      “This place really means a lot to you, doesn’t it?” He studies my eyes and for a moment, I catch a haunted, regretful look in his own.

      “Everything in my life worth fighting for lives here.” I collect the rifle and lead Nigel to the door, pausing to put out the lantern’s flame. “And with or without your help, I will fight for them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Ten yards from the barn and the pipe gate Nigel and I jumped, the embankment rises almost completely vertical with rocks jutting from the frozen earth. Some have ragged edges. A few are splintered and flat. There is a soft-pink tint mixed into their icy crusts where many unfortunate creatures didn’t see the lethal drop.

      Nigel tenses. His hot breath counters the cold as he raises his head and lifts his hooves higher.

      I keep my heels down, knees gripping his narrow sides. My fingers clutch his sparse excuse for a mane, anchoring me to his back as his powerful hindquarters drive him forward at a light brush from my heels.

      He weaves up and around the lethal rocks, gathering his legs a few feet from the top. The cold wind pulls my hair back. The ground drops out from below us and in a short-lived moment, we soar over the embankment top before strong legs land with a smooth bounce and lope several strides. It’s not quite the pipe gate, but still counts.

      Colton whoops, standing in the stirrups, reins curled around his fingers, moving with the horse instead of against her as the mare thunders past. Ice and snow fly up in a wild, sliding stop. He spins her to face us. The reins rest across his thigh as he sits deep in the saddle, snow and ice freckling his ginger hair.

      I can’t stop staring. The way he sits on that horse isn’t the same “stick up his ass” way Henny or even Tracker does.

      Loose reins. Mischievous grass-green eyes. A cocky smile . . .

      I blink and for a brief moment I see Matthew sitting there. Tall and rugged in the saddle, the picture of the ideal cowboy. When I blink again, he’s gone, replaced by some ginger-haired foreigner who calls himself Colton.

      “Nice little backwoods mirror trick you have there.” Colton draws the mare alongside us and looks down at me. “Invisible from this side, almost impossible to climb back up if you survive the fall. That’ll cause problems for Henny.”

      “No, it won’t.” I cue Nigel into a jog and turn at a needleless pine to start up a slope webbed under gnarled millow roots.

      “Sure it will.” He steers Tamblin after us. “Certainly caused enough trouble for me when I just about fell down it.”

      “And yet, the hothouses weren’t destroyed even though you K. C. had full control of them while we were trapped in our homes.” We pass between two rusted poles that held stripped chain-link years ago. “I’d say we’re needed alive or you intend to poison us all.”

      “Okay, look. Hyperion is doing things on his terms. You Rondonians screwed up a good thing when you refused to bow down and kiss his ass like the other settlements. That’s why you were booted off the ration route. Which isn’t my fault. Hyperion likes to get his own way and because Rondo won’t humor him, it’s going to be purified of anyone who doesn’t follow him, which, I hate to say it, Frost Flea, is going to be you if we don’t get this settled quickly. I’m trying to help you.”

      I draw a long breath. “I’m not scared.”

      “Say that again in a few days when he has you and your ‘family’ tied up in the square.” Colton shakes his head. “And Henny is going right down the line, executing them one by one, forcing you to watch while the entire Kingdom listens. And then, gets to you, but you don’t get to die right away. No. You’re a rustler. You’ll be brutally tortured until Hyperion says you get to die, not one second before.”

      I try not to shiver. Just like those rustlers they caught in Hydra and skinned alive.

      No. I shake my head. Not like them. We won’t die that way. We . . . No, I won’t let it happen. My heels brush Nigel’s sides, extending the mule’s jog faster and trying to rein in the panic riding shotgun to Colton’s words. I’ll fight Henny. I’ll fight the whole Kingdom if I must. They took Matthew, but they won’t take the rest of my family.

      “It’s a cruel fact, Frost Flea. You’ve got yourself two death sentences to serve out already, and a slew of other charges against you that will easily net a third and fourth. I’d be pissing myself if I was in your boots right now.”

      “Nice to know I’m enough of a threat to warrant a ridiculous definition of overkill.”

      He frowns. “This isn’t a good thing.”

      “I never said it was. But if Hyperion feels that threatened by me then I’m totally gonna give him a reason to be scared.”

      Mentally, I’m terrified. I saw what happens to rustlers who get caught. The cheers of that crowd will haunt me until my dying day. So much blood. So many agonized screams. And the fact that I came so close to joining them that day.

      “He’s not scared of you and I wouldn’t push your luck. He’s not someone to underestimate.”

      “Neither am I.” I try not to let the fear show. “He wants a fight, he’ll damn well get one. But if you think it’ll be a quick, easy Kingdom victory, you’re dead wrong.”

      “Whatever you say . . .”

      “Fine, don’t believe me. This isn’t your problem anyway.” I stand in the stirrups as Nigel shifts to a lope.

      “It can be if you’ll let me help you.” Colton flinches, his breath a curt hiss. “You’re going the wrong way.”

      Nigel slides to a halt, throwing his head back as I spin the mule to face Colton.

      He casually rides by, pointing south toward the gully. “That way.”

      I try to hold back the embarrassment and frustrated tears threatening to unleash themselves on the ginger-haired foreigner as I cue the mule to the front, riding in silence.

      Thick maple-like trees poke through the snow like discarded matchsticks. Their distinct, flimsy willow branches shift and creak to welcome me like an old friend out on a hunting trip.

      The tangled roots stretch out to blanket the ground. It’s hard to ignore them. Not only do they thrive here but when they bloom in late summer, the entire Western Ridge and half the South Ridge weep cerulean tears.

      My left hand parts the branches, letting them slide over my gloved fingers and fall behind me. A healthy coating of ice from last night’s storm makes them less pliable and a few smaller offshoots break and fall to the ground. Even so, it creates a temporary curtain between Colton and me.

      Nigel’s hooves move at a slow jog, finding invisible grooves just wide enough to step through like he’s done countless times before. Tamblin follows at a walk. Every few steps I hear a clunk as a delicate hoof strikes a root. It’s not a soft sound, more than enough to catch my attention and make me look back to see why the big white mare is having issues.

      Colton holds the reins above her neck, fingers twitching like Sadie is giving him knitting lessons. His brow furrows in concentration.

      Tamblin’s ears flatten and her nostrils flare. This part of the forest is an unspoken hell for the tall, white horse, but I’ve never seen her this uncomfortable with anyone on her back.

      Something white flashes in the space between his gloves and her gray mane.

      Now what. The white mark vanishes as he and the horse pass the tree.

      I give Nigel’s reins a light tug.

      As they draw closer, I see it again, on a different tree. About a foot and a half above the ground. At first it looks like a natural gash like young winter bucks were rubbing antlers against the flakey bark.

      I swat another few branches away and pretend to look down where Nigel steps.

      On the trees to my right as well are ragged gashes like someone took an axe to the trunk but hesitated at the last possible second and grazed it. Some trees don’t have them at all but when I count more than ten with, all heading south of Rondo it’s clear these are manmade.

      Tamblin strikes another root. That’s the seventh time she’s done that since skirting the forest. I know the old mare can be god-awful lazy sometimes but even when I was learning on her and spent more time untangling reins than actually steering, she didn’t hit them more than four times in a single trip through.

      I listen, picking out a familiar three-beat pattern that I’ve only ever heard used at the outposts and Fort Angelus.

      K. C. Code. Specifically, the kind that usually accompanies gunshots and alarms. Oh, he’s good.

      Nigel pricks his long ears forward, sensing the heightened alarm. I loosen the reins.

      A robin starts to sing between strikes.

      Game on, Colton.

      The sound wraps around the millows. I close my eyes and listen to the airy tone of a bird that went extinct more than two years ago rise and fall. Two of them. Each chirps back and forth, holding a conversation with the little ginger-haired traitor.

      They shift from deep whistles to rich, twittering shrieks.

      I feel their faceless eyes pass over me. In my mind, I try to picture them, carefully navigating the roots for the perfect strike position. They test each one for strength and stability. Their thick combat boots grapple against the ice, rifles at the ready. Fingers just itching to pull the triggers, they stalk closer.

      Of course, there would be soldiers out here. They never left. But they need to learn to move a lot quieter than they do in this territory.

      I rest Nigel’s reins against his withers and open my eyes. His left ear swivels back but he doesn’t break stride.

      Good boy. Just like Matthew taught us a while ago. My right foot slips from its stirrup. I fidget in the saddle. Left hand flat on Nigel’s unkempt sorrel mane just beyond his withers, my right makes a convincing grab at the braided stirrup leather while my toe feels for the wooden stirrup. All I manage to do is bump the offending saddle part against the mule’s elbow.

      That’s all it has to do.

      Nigel rounds his back as his narrow head lowers. His whisk-broom tail swishes. Both long ears angle forward, muscles quivering.

      I look down at the stirrup and reach for it. My weight shifts.

      The mule surges forward.

      I jolt forward, almost completely over his neck, before immediately being thrown backward at his less-than-smooth takeoff. My ribs bruising against the saddle as I whip my right leg over his rump, lose the left stirrup and try to hang on for a few strides.

      Colton yells something lost to the wind but Nigel only moves faster.

      Branches snap and lash across my upper back, snagging my jacket fringes and trying to pull me off. Pinning an elbow against the saddle, I reach my left hand up and seize a flimsy branch.

      Ice and bark pour over me as both worn boots slam against a root. My right hand goes straight up, an unspoken command to Nigel, and grabs the branch.

      A split-second swing backward gives way to a loud, branch-breaking crack.

      My left shoulder and hip take the hit as I fall between roots. The bone roses rattle in my jacket pocket. I sit up and rest my elbows on the roots, long enough to watch Nigel hang a right and vanish into the forest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you all right, Frost Flea?” Colton dismounts and stumbles in the roots.

      “Yeah.” I slip the rifle from my shoulders and flip the safety off. “Just perfect.”

      Two beings emerge from their vantage points. Their forest-green jackets harbor fraying threads and sap stains. One’s olive trousers are covered in thistles. The other’s boots scuff beyond what a good polishing could fix.

      So much for those great K. C. standards.

      “Look at what we have here.” A light Midland Territory drawl ticks the left one’s words. “Did the wittle princess fall off her pony?”

      My eyes narrow. I stand up, turn the rifle so the silver vines show, and place my right hand on my hip. “Are you as ignorant as you seem to be stupid?”

      “Aww, how cute.” The one on the right advances. “Talking all big to the adults like she’s not afraid of us.”

      “Oh yeah, I’m shaking in my fringes.”

      “Why don’t you be a good little princess and put down that big old gun you got there,” says the Midlander.

      “Why? You scared?” I place my right foot on a root and challenge them.

      The second laughs. “Little girls don’t scare us.”

      “This one should.”

      Both K. C. advance, rifles trained on me, braying like two asses at a feed trough.

      “Stand down.” Colton jerks one foot free from the root’s snare. “That’s an order.”

      The Midlander scoffs. “We don’t answer to your authority, luresman.”

      Light hoofbeats tiptoe through the roots on the far right. My fist clenches.

      “You don’t get a choice on this, Private,” Colton raises his voice. “And I said stand down and let the lady alone.”

      “What are you gonna do about it?” The Midlander takes his cross hairs off me and adjusts them on Colton. “Tell on me?”

      “Don’t tempt me. How’s a week on the Threshing Floor sound?”

      The Midlander hesitates. “You have no authority over us.”

      “Guess again.” Colton locks eyes with the defiant soldier’s helmet. “Who do you honestly think Hyperion will believe? His established luresman sent here on an official mission? Or some nobody private who can’t even polish his boots properly?”

      A small red circle flickers just above my left breast from the second rifle. “Drop your weapon, missy.”

      “You pull that trigger and I’ll make it two weeks, Private.”

      “Oh, shut up, luresman. Your threats mean nothing.”

      Okay. Just like a raid. I can do this. Steeling my nerves, I look directly at his faceless helmet.

      “If you absolutely insist.” I raise my right hand, still clenching the fist, and kneel just enough to set my Damascus against the roots. “See, I put down the rifle.”

      “That’s a good girl.”

      “Unholy hell, Frost Flea.” Colton rubs his temples as though flustered by my clear surrender.

      My right hand rotates in a clockwise circle as though working a cramp out. Two fingers touch my lips. A shrill, short whistle pierces the air as I bring my hand down, fingers unclenching midswing.

      The rifle barrel angles off target as my boots find traction on the roots and my shoulder rams him. He falls backward as an explosive force lunges from behind the trees.

      The stocky, powerful, mule slams both front hooves between roots and dips his hindquarters in a spectacular halt. He flexes his neck around, flat teeth seizing the dazed soldier’s shoulder close to the throat, and swings him into the air as if playing with a grain sack.

      I liberate the soldier’s carbine and try not to flinch when I hear the soldier scream as the mule dashes his helpless body against the roots with enough force to easily crack the helmet.

      “Holy sh—” The Midlander swings his rifle around for a clear shot at Nigel.

      Instinct takes over. I twist to face the soldier, bringing the rifle up, and pull the trigger.

      One shot and he’s down. The twitching stops in seconds, leaving him draped over the roots like he was a victim of the forest and not me. My hands tremble. Sweat beads on my brow, the tremble turning to a full-out shaking at what I’ve done.

      “They would have killed you first,” Tracker’s stern words echo from memories to a terrified, trembling blue-eyed child holding a rifle almost too heavy for her thin arms what feels like so long ago.

      That doesn’t make this right. I force my eyes shut, trying to quell the shaking, moving my hands over the stolen carbine’s stock. The clip disengages. Both fingers relinquish their hold on the weapon. It falls into the roots with a soft clatter. My right hand comes up, waving the mule off his unfortunate target.

      Hot breath from flared nostrils drifts over my shoulder. Nigel rests his head on my shoulder, quiet as if understanding what he did was wrong too. It’s not his fault though. I asked him to do this.

      Drawing a long, shaky breath, I send up a small, silent prayer begging for forgiveness. Nigel continues to stand as if sharing in the guilt. I give his neck a soft pat. The ammo clip slides into the wolfskin satchel on Nigel’s saddle.

      “They were going to kill us both,” I whisper to the mule. “Let’s go, boy. People need us alive right now.”

      Those words don’t stave the regret gnawing at my soul. I hate this. Everything about it. Stealing. Being forced to put on the bold act of actually liking my role as a rustler and then take their lives to survive. Matthew had it right. Maybe someday, I won’t have to be a rustler anymore, and can live a quieter, gentler life.

      I retrieve the Damascus, swing it over my shoulder and do my best to pretend that nothing happened here.

      “I have a better offer.” Colton sits on a root, arms crossed, looking at the dead soldiers. “Anyone who can do what you just did shouldn’t be dinking around in some nobody wilderness settlement like Rondo. You should be sitting with us at Hyperion’s table in Adonis collecting a generous wage.”

      I swing onto the mule’s back and don’t even try to hold back the bitter scowl.

      “Seriously, Frost Flea, hey—” He hurries back to Tamblin and climbs into the saddle. “Will you just listen to me for two seconds?”

      “I don’t want his Kingdom’s riches.” I swivel back and place a hand on Nigel’s rump, frigid eyes meeting his. “I want to keep the ones I still have.”

      I don’t like the marks on these trees and I sure as hell don’t like the K. C. sniffing around this close to home. Where there are two, there are more.

      “That’s a perk to this deal. You can. I’m sure we can work out a more-than-generous bargain. You join us. Henny stops shooting at you and instead shoots alongside you. It’s win-win for both sides.”

      “Except for Rondo.”

      “Minor details, but I’m sure we can figure something out. I mean, still, Hyperion won’t change his plans for it of course, but—”

      “I’m not going to switch sides because it is in your best interest. It doesn’t work that way.”

      “But it could. I don’t think you understand what I’m offering you here . . .”

      Nigel roars to a stunted “hee-haw” as his muzzle is jerked back in anger by the reins.

      I grit my teeth. “I know exactly what you’re offering, luresman.”

      It only takes a few seconds for me to drop Nigel’s reins, grab the left jacket cuff with my right hand and pull both it and the dark-brown sweater sleeve a couple inches up past the goatskin glove. “This is what you’re offering.”

      A section of unnatural paler flesh, about an inch wide, bands the skin just above the wrist like a bracelet. Faint pink traces the scar’s edges where iron shackles rubbed from the moment I learned how to crawl as a baby until Tracker cut them off in Rondo three years ago.

      He grimaces.

      “Nice try. But you’re not getting me that easily.”

      The sleeve covers the scar before he can say anything. I face forward. “And if you or your K. C. buddies ever pull a stunt like that again, I promise it’ll be the last one you ever pull. Got that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      The gully is worse that it was yesterday. Muddy tracks blend the snow into a thick, boggy frozen swamp, and the river at its heart runs dark with oil and mud. Smoke from the industrial backhoes paints the piles of felled trees and broken branches black. It’s quiet, no animals daring to fill the gully with hope.

      I draw a sharp breath and stare up at the shiny new, ten-foot-tall, chain-link, razor-wire fence that wasn’t here a few days ago. They got this up fast. And from the looks of it, there are no breaks in it.

      Sliding from the mule’s back, I loosen the satchel’s ties and rummage for a small pair of tin snips. The rubber handles are bent and the bolt constantly needs to be tightened, but they get the job done. Twirling them around in my left hand, I approach the fence and listen for the low, steady electrical hum.

      Silence.

      I touch the rounded metal point to the chain-link, watching for even the smallest spark.

      Nothing.

      The woven metal splits as the tin snips clip through the fence, bending and twisting the sharp edges back. In less than five minutes a large-enough hole for our animals to walk through appears.

      Colton dismounts and leads the big white horse closer. He examines my handiwork, looking from the tin snips to me.

      “I’m sorry,” his words struggle through the accent. “About the Kingdom thing. I didn’t mean to upset you. I was just offering you a very possible solution to your problem. You know, something other than this suicidal mission you seem determined to go through with.”

      I drop the tin snips back into the satchel and draw the rawhide strings taut in a smooth, but tighter than normal knot. “Assuming I wasn’t an escaped Crops child for a second. Do you even know what Hyperion’s K. C. does to rustlers nowadays?”

      Those awful images come rushing back—the blood, the cheering crowd, the sheer bloodlust in the people who took joy in their cruel deaths.

      “He has them killed. But this would be different.”

      “Oh, so his men would at least slit my throat first, then skin me, hang my hide on a fence, and leave my carcass for the wolves. How thoughtful.” And terrifying. I try to fight back the fear and bury it so Colton can’t see it scares me.

      “You’re not listening to me.” He runs a hand through his ginger hair. “I am offering you protection—a chance for this all to go away. Complete and total immunity from a rustler’s or even a Crop’s fate. All sentences past and future dropped—no questions asked.”

      I lead the mule through the break in the fence, swing my leg over his back and settle in the saddle. He wades into the grimy stream water and tosses his head as it sloshes against his legs, painting the white splashes black from the oil slick.

      Colton follows on Tamblin. “I know you’re pissed at me and everyone else making your life a living hell right now. I’d be too if I was in your situation. But I’m not them. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “No, you’re just trying to gain our trust,” I growl. “And will screw us that way.”

      “It’s not like that.” He grits his teeth and draws a long breath. “If only you knew how much I am trying to help you.”

      “You want to help me, then help me find Henny’s base.”

      He sighs. “Fine, I’ll show you his base. Maybe if you see what you’re up against you’ll realize why I’m trying to help.”

      He takes the lead. Climbing the broken hill from the gully takes us deeper into the South Ridge where several large winter pines stand guard over a sunken deer trail. Their shaggy, dark-green branches form a tunnel with just enough room to ride through without brushing the frost-shielded needles. The trunks sport distinct rub marks from the winter bucks and peel where pregnant does have stripped them.

      If you listen, you can hear a mountain stream trickle through rock piles uphill. Or the faint plop of a fox jumping into a snowdrift after a rabbit.

      Colton halts the mare and points to a break in the trees. “Through there. You can see everything. Don’t say I didn’t try to warn you.”

      I dismount. Powdery, almost crystalline snow swirls across my boots at the sharp ledge jutting out from the hill. Drawing a long breath, I drop Nigel’s reins and part the branches, kneeling down and slinking out onto the ledge.

      Holy hell . . .

      Canvas military tents, thousands of them, sit pole to pole in an easy fifty circles across the entire frozen surface of a lake formed during the ashfall. From up here it looks like a huge, reinforced bulls-eye with elaborate cross hairs carved through it. The tiny paths serving as makeshift roads are uniformed and lead deeper into the circle, complete with wire gates like a complete settlement.

      This wasn’t here last week, that’s for damn sure.

      Soldiers swarm from all angles—hundreds of them. Maybe even a couple thousand or more. And trucks. There are at least fifty supply trucks moving about. The tents are so tightly placed together you can’t even sneak through them from the looks of it. Dogs, so small from this angle, bark at the sky and respond to whistles from their handlers.

      He’s built an entire city down there . . .

      At the center, black smoke rises from several open fires and something silver glints. I can’t really see what it is from here but it kind of reminds me of a metal crossbow-like contraption on large wheels from the castle book Tracker read to me. A large, metal catapult. It slowly moves into formation alongside another. And another. Five. Ten total.

      I watch their buckets drawing back. A deafening crack, followed by a loud sizzle pierces the air. In a split second, molten light rolls over the ridge, sending me scurrying back into the pines.

      Nigel rears onto his haunches, pawing the air as Tamblin shies wildly to the right. Colton sits deep in the saddle, struggling to keep the mare from bolting while I grab for the mule’s reins as the blinding light pours through the trees, making them shake and shiver.

      A sharp whistle follows. I hold an arm up to shield my eyes, bracing against the snow and trying not to get pulled off my feet. Nigel’s hooves dance and he tosses his head back, the whites of his eyes showing with loud, rattling snorts ripping from his nostrils.

      What looks like molten metal glows bright as it falls from the sky well out over the lake, glittering and spinning like fireworks at a Hydra-celebration holiday.

      This is bad. Really, really bad. Nigel stops rearing for a few seconds, tense and damp with sweat.

      “Whoa boy.” I stroke his neck. “Easy.”

      He turns his nose back, burrowing it into my elbow with a snort as if I can hide him away from the terrifying thing we all just witnessed. Keeping as calm as my rattled nerves will allow, I manage to get a leg up over his back.

      “Frost Flea?” Colton calls as the mule spins on his haunches and bolts, bucking and twisting in terror as another flash fills the sky.

      “We have to go.” Heart pounding, I work the reins like Matthew taught me, managing to hold the mule at a fast jog and weave through the pines in frantic attempt to get back to Rondo. My feet press hard against the stirrups and I struggle to settle the mule and not fall off. Colton is having even worse luck with Tamblin, the mare doing everything she can to knock him off her back and bolt.

      He holds his own, though.

      That was too close—way too close.

      Those contraptions weren’t even close to us. And that shrapnel. How did they even make it do that? It was like the metal itself was too sharp and cut through itself a million different ways all at once.

      I’ve never seen anything able to do that. No light ever felt that hot either. So much power and force behind those catapults on the ground.

      They had treads. My heart sinks. Treads make things move. If they can move, they can reach Rondo.

      And if they reach Rondo, it’s over for us.

      “To be fair, this is where I get to say, ‘I told you so.’ Now let’s go back to Rondo and negotiate a surrender.”

      If they reach Rondo . . . My thoughts drown his yammering out. They can’t reach Rondo. There’s got to be something I can do. We don’t have a prayer against those things. Or that many men.

      But how do you stop thousands of rabid wolves when you barely have a twig?

      You don’t. Those words send a shiver through me. We can’t beat something like that.

      Snowflakes tumble across our bodies. Storm clouds blacken the western horizon. Night won’t be far behind. It’s over. Henny, no, Hyperion will win. My home, my family—everything will be destroyed and purified.

      I feel the tears burning but manage to hold them back. They can’t fall. Not here, not ever. I can’t cry now.

      “Frost Flea?” His voice holds a hard edge to it. “You still with me?”

      I fix my eyes straight ahead as if he doesn’t exist.

      He keeps talking but I tune out every word. Home. I just want to go home. Maybe Tracker will take the news well. Maybe Jericho will have a plan.

      Anything but sit around and wait to die, even if it is already over.

      My face flushes, anger surging past the tears. Damn the Kingdom. Damn Henny and his men. And Hyperion can go screw himself. He and his razor-wire Kingdom.

      Colton brushes snow from his clothing. “You’re not going to talk to me now, are you?”

      Nigel jogs past him. The mule flicks both ears back and opens his mouth to bite.

      “Just because things aren’t going your way doesn’t mean you have to take it out on me, you know.” He tries to follow.

      Buy them some time . . . The rustler within refuses to just give up. I have to at least try.

      The saddle shifts and I adjust my weight for the ride home. I root through the satchel. Nigel jogs into the falling snow, one ear toward me as if understanding the nature of the clumsy plan and relaxes his pace as we enter the gully.

      “Come on. You knew this was going to happ—what the hell are you doing with that?”

      I hold the large hunting knife up, examining the serrated edges. This’ll do nicely.

      “Put that down right now. I know you’re angry and upset. But there’s no need to go to extremes here. We can talk this out rational—”

      I slam both heels against the mule’s sides. He surges into a lope.

      Colton cusses and struggles to wrangle the mare in pursuit.
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      I ride through the gully with one hand on the hunting knife’s scabbard, the other on the hilt. It’s Jericho’s blade, an ornate stag carved deep into the darkened leather, surrounded by a dark, green-and-blue embroidered, intertwining tapestry-like pattern. Stained leather fringes hang down, black beads mixed among them.

      It belonged to his father, he said once, who got it from his grandfather and so on and so forth. Jericho never did say why he gave it to me of all people two years ago. Only that it was a belated birthday gift one cold winter day.

      Today I’m thankful for it.

      “This is ridiculous.” Colton drives the mare after me. “Give me the knife. Now.”

      Nigel splashes through the stream bed, stops long enough for me to dismount and lead him through the break in the chain-link fence, and then moves into a strong lope once I’m back aboard for the forest surrounding Rondo.

      I swat aside the branches and flip my right leg over the tiring mule’s rump.

      Tamblin’s nose raises straight up as she blocks my path. Colton twists the reins around his wrists and looks down at me. He opens his mouth to speak but I dodge under the dancing mare’s arched neck and make my way to the nearest tree.

      Steel slips from its metal prison.

      He draws a sharp breath and swings from the saddle.

      I drag the blade across the thin surface in one quick slice. Sticky sap seeps down over my gloves.

      He freezes.

      The blade slices back and catches another tree. A thick, ragged mark like the ones from earlier carves into the flakey bark.

      “I’ll be damned.” He watches me move from tree to tree, my fingers parting branches and deer-hide boots slipping over the snow-covered roots. Six. Seven. Twelve.

      Millows rush by in a dance with the snowflakes.

      Sap coats steel. Bark sticks to my gloves. Twenty. Thirty. Trees on all sides begin to look the same.

      South to the gully. West to the ridges. North to the mines. Everywhere but to Rondo’s snowfield.

      I continue leaving marks on any and all trees I can reach until I’m surrounded by a natural labyrinth. Who knows how many in all I got, but the K. C. backdoor into Rondo is buried deep within.

      I wipe the flat of the blade across my thigh and return it to its scabbard, tying it to my rawhide belt. This won’t be enough to save us. My legs tremble and buckle into the snow. Both hands sink into the wet flakes. Exhaustion hangs over me. If those machines are even a few miles off course from flanking us it may buy precious little time.

      Colton sits on a root beside me.

      “I don’t understand you,” he says and gestures to the trees. “You’re up against the most sophisticated, technologically advanced military in existence and you obviously know you can’t win. And yet . . . even Henny would be hard-pressed to not be impressed by all this.”

      I look up to the darkening sky signaling late afternoon but don’t look at him. “Please just leave me alone. If you want the horse, take her and go. Go back to your Kingdom and tell them everything. I just want to be left alone with my family, in peace.”

      My eyes burn, snowflakes stick to my eyelashes. One hand reaches into my pocket and pulls out the bone roses, fingers curling around them. The other digs deep into the ice beneath the fresh snow.

      Home. I just want to go home to the farmhouse to be with them. I’ve done what I could. Got what I was told to get. Saw what I wish I never saw.

      He doesn’t get up to leave. Instead, a hand touches my shoulder and pulls back my tangled mahogany hair, a few strands at a time.

      “You remind me a lot of him you know.” His accent tumbles within the words as he plucks a twig from my hair. “He never wanted to be a soldier either. Neither of my two adopted little brothers did. One didn’t get a choice. The other? He made his own way, like you. He was still a soldier. Smart, just, not the rifle-carrying shoot-’em-up kind the other became. His heart was in the right place though.”

      Another twig lands in the snow.

      “I miss him. Right now, especially.” He looks down at me. “It could be the end of the world and he always seemed to know what to do. He was that kind of person. Always had a plan and if he didn’t, he still had something. Giving up wasn’t in his vocabulary.”

      “He sounds like a wise person,” I whisper, watching white flakes stick to tree bark.

      “He was,” Colton’s voice holds a prideful edge. “Matty was the wisest of our little mismatched ‘family.’ He knew what was going on before I even did, and I’m the luresman for old gods and goddesses’ sakes, but he was a much better one than I could ever hope to be.”

      I don’t look up; simply stay down in the snow, letting the young man pick twigs from my hair. Matthew . . . You really were one of them, weren’t you? The thought stings.

      “I miss him, now especially.” He lets my hair fall over my shoulders. “You’re very much like him though.” His fingers toy with my hair. “He wanted to save Tobar. Could’ve taken the entire Kingdom too with the way he negotiated things. But unlike you, he saw his campaign was flawed and did the smart thing by backing off from Hyperion’s territory and surrendering it before anyone knew he was involved.”

      “I’m not running away.”

      “No, but you’re fighting for a doomed settlement. Only, unlike Tobar, Rondo’s destruction will be anything but quiet. Hyperion wants everyone to know about Rondo and while there’s no saving the settlement, you could at least save yourself like he did.”

      I turn my face away in disgust. “Matthew didn’t run away.”

      He sighs. “If Matty was sitting here picking twigs from a pretty, miserable, rustler’s hair telling her the same thing, you’d think differently.”

      Snow shakes from my clothing and I plant my buckskin-clad legs in the thickening snow.

      “He’s not.”

      “No, but I am.” Colton looks up at me, hands on his thighs. “And while I don’t agree that Rondo is worth fighting for, he would have stood beside you, even if you were the only ones standing. He couldn’t save Tobar anymore than you can save Rondo but damned if the three of us didn’t regret everything we didn’t do that day.”

      I turn away. That sounds like Matthew. The one I know. He’d stand with us, K. C. or not.

      Colton stands up and steps closer. His gentle hand touches my shoulder. He draws close, the lingering diesel fuel and vanilla smell invaded by wet, decaying roots and horse sweat.

      “I’d hate for you to have those same regrets me and my little brothers had. So if you’re willing to accept it, my help is yours, Frost Flea. Don’t expect miracles. Don’t expect a win, but know that I won’t tell Henny your little wilderness secrets.”

      A part of me wants to believe his soft words are sincere. That he’s really here to help us instead of hurt us. The other part knows it’s all for show to benefit the Kingdom.

      “I know it’s hard, but I’m asking you to trust me. Unholy hell, it’s hard for me given what I’ve seen you do. But I can’t help you if you won’t meet me even a little bit of the way. I can help you understand Henny’s base. I owe my fallen brother that much.”

      He flicks snowflakes from my hair.

      “You’re smart, Frost Flea.” He allows a sad smile. “There’s no doubt in my mind that you’re also very dangerous. Henny is hunched over his little worktable right now, wracking his brain trying to figure you out because he’s never fought someone like you. Few rustlers ever live up to their bounties and reputations. You’ve exceeded them.”

      “It’s not like it matters.” Bitterness clings to the words. We’re still going to die.

      “Of course it matters,” his voice softens. Another hand takes hold of the other shoulder and he turns me to face him.

      I try to pull away but his grip tightens.

      His green eyes fix on mine and he brushes hair away from the scar with his thumb. “You’re scared though—just like he was the night before Tobar. That’s okay. Even the finest soldiers tremble when they know they might die. Hyperion and Henny don’t know that though and who am I to tell them. So don’t think that it didn’t matter because it does more than you’ll ever know.”

      My eyes drift away from his and to the ground. “Would you help me, even if there was nothing to gain for your side from this?”

      Colton’s hand guides my chin upward. A sad look replaces the soft one. “It would be criminal not to.”

      “But would you help someone like me?”

      His lip twitches upward. “I’m standing eye to eye with one of the most notorious rustlers in the world and she hasn’t put a hunting knife in my chest or shot me yet. Of course I’d help you.”

      A gust of wind stirs the branches. Nigel raises his head and flicks his ears forward. Snow continues to fall around us. I glance over at the marked trees and back to him.

      “Help me understand then. That base, what those things were—how to save my family.”

      Colton offers a confident smile. “Let’s get out of the cold, Frost Flea. I’m cold, you look cold, and I think that mule and mare are conspiring to leave us both here.”

      I wave the mule closer. He stretches his neck forward and shakes the snow from his ears with a heavy sigh. Tamblin snorts and eyes Colton warily as he takes her reins and swings up into the saddle.

      I sneak a leg over Nigel’s rump, heels brush his sides, cueing him to take us home.
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      By the time we navigate the embankment and reach the barn, snow falls so thick you can’t even see across the field. Dark black clouds cover the sky in what will be a frigid, early nightfall on Rondo. The wind gusts against the barn roof.

      Nigel stomps a hoof and greedily reaches for the hay I pitch into the feed trough. My hurried brush strokes smooth his damp hide. It’s not the best grooming he’s ever had but it gets the snow off and he’ll stay warmer tonight.

      The mule swishes his tail and turns his rump to the wall. I reach up and pat his neck, thankful he’s such a good sport about working so hard to get me from Rondo to Henny’s base and back.

      Two small metal milk cans clank against cement just inside the big barn door.

      “Aye, Frost Flea, I’ve forgotten just how much work farm critters are. Been a couple years since I’ve tried to milk anything that couldn’t slap or sue me but I managed it.”

      “I appreciate the help.” Nigel’s stall door closes and I carry his tack to the wall to put it with Tamblin’s.

      “Nah, don’t mention it. Might as well earn my keep while I’m here at least. You just about ready? Because it’s freezing out there.”

      I pull my wolfskin satchel over my shoulder with the rifle and double-check that every animal’s stall door is secured. In a storm like this, anything that gets lost out in it likely won’t be found alive.

      “It’s going to be a big storm.” I drag the milk cans to the coldest spot in the barn and set them in the snow-filled icebox until we can get them back to the storehouse. That taken care of, I snuff out the lantern’s flame, step into the cold, and close the door behind us.

      Wind blasts over the snowfield. I hunch my shoulders, trying to keep warm as the cold sneaks through my buckskin jacket. Colton breathes heavily and trudges alongside me. The warehouses’ ruins offer little defense against the falling snow.

      When we reach the farmhouse, the snow falls so thick it’s difficult to even see beyond the willow in the yard. I lean against the farmhouse door; my trembling hands fumble with the knob before the door opens into the kitchen shrouded in darkness. Warmth from a smoldering woodstove greets us, not much warmer than outside but still better than being in the wind.

      Colton hurries into the building, shaking snowflakes from his shaggy hair and stamping his boots against the floor in an effort to remove the sticky snow.

      “Sheesh, you weren’t kidding about the storm.” He runs a hand through his red hair, only managing to make it stand on end. “Henny won’t be moving anything in that weather.”

      “That’s the only thing we have going for us right now.” I shake the last bits of snow from my fringes and move into the living room. The woodstove door opens with a metal shriek. I jab at the ashes and expose a few leftover embers.

      Tracker hasn’t been home in a while from the looks of things. I reach over and pull a small fire log from a pile and feed it through the open door. Tiny flames peek from the embers and lick the wood.

      A healthy fire soon consumes it and I latch the door shut and peel the gloves from my hands. My fingers stiffen and tingle at the newfound warmth.

      Colton’s bare hands join mine. A sheepish smile, the familiar kind Matthew always offered after a long day filled with working the farmstead follows, and he crouches on the floor.

      “Lionel usually leaves you home alone like this?” He watches the flames through the tiny slits in the metal door.

      “He had business with Jericho today.” It’s not like him to be gone after dusk, though, and never like this in a snowstorm. His arthritis usually cuts everything, even important raids, short when the weather gets this bad.

      Jericho must really have something important to talk about if he’s been there long enough to let the woodstove just about go out.

      “Aye, that Jericho fella. He seems smart.” Colton nods and rubs his hands together.

      “He’s Rondo’s leader.” I stand up and drop the satchel on the couch but keep the rifle over my shoulder. “Of course he’s smart.”

      “Leader, eh?” Colton tilts his head back and stays crouched on the floor. “He seems like he knows what he’s doing.”

      “He does.”

      “Any chance he served in the K. C. at some point? He looks familiar but I can’t place him.”

      “I wouldn’t know. He was in Rondo before I got here three years ago.”

      “Three years?” He stares at me. “He reminds me of someone I saw a few times before. Not in Rondo though, but Tobar and another settlement in the Midland Territory called Lexicon. My brother knew a guy who looked like him, only his eyes weren’t brown. They were blue. Kind of like yours, but darker. Had a hellish bounty out on him for some of the rustling he managed too, but no one knows what became of him. Probably got shot by the K. C.”

      I tense. Who hasn’t served in the K. C.? It can’t be. Not Jericho too. His eyes are brown though. Definitely brown. Colton must be thinking about someone else. Jericho’s never been a rustler either. He once told us he got his limp falling off a horse but now I’m not so sure.

      “Something wrong, Frost Flea?”

      “I’m cold and my blanket’s upstairs.” The excuse rolls off my tongue. “Be right back.”

      “Can’t fault you for that. Got another one by any chance?”

      Colton sits cross-legged in front of the woodstove and doesn’t look up as I dump the blankets over the couch a few minutes later.

      “I found one for you.” A rough, crocheted blanket lands beside him.

      He picks it up and examines it. A smile crosses his lips and he tosses it around his shoulders like a cape.

      “Did you make this one?” An impish twinkle hides in his eyes as a finger traces the lopsided, flowery pattern Sadie unsuccessfully attempted to teach me years ago.

      Warmth floods my cheeks.

      “Nothing to be ashamed of,” he smirks. “I think it’s very pretty.”

      I set the rifle on one of the couch cushions beside my satchel, flop down on the couch, and draw the blanket over my lap. “I’m not good at girly stuff.”

      He laughs, a smooth, lighthearted sound that couldn’t even match Matthew’s. Both of his hands reach back, palms flat against the wooden floor and he reclines backward, looking up at me.

      “You’re funny. If it makes you feel any better, Henny once told me I have penmanship like a girl and Hyperion himself is downright embarrassed by my less-than-manly shooting abilities. Almost nineteen years old and I’d still rather sling arrows and fire bolts from my crossbow than carry a rifle.”

      I can’t hold back a smile despite everything warning me not to acknowledge this foreigner more than I have to.

      He watches the woodstove cast soft light across us both. “I missed this sort of thing back home in Edmonda. Granted, we don’t get half the brutality of the snowstorms the Northeast Territory gets but it’s still eternal winter no matter which territory you’re in and cold is still cold. Makes me really feel bad for you guys out here. You don’t have much of anything to fight back with.”

      He waves me down onto the floor with him.

      I frown and don’t budge from my perch on the couch. He’s not Matthew and it’s wrong to curl up on the floor beside someone I barely know sitting in his spot.

      “It’s warmer down here on the floor,” he says, his accent curling around the words. Firelight highlights the freckles on his boyish face and makes the thin golden chain around his neck glow. He flashes me a devious, toothy grin.

      Don’t do it. That little voice warns. The look Colton is giving me is anything but the way Matthew looked at me when he was sitting in that same spot.

      Tracker only tolerated the behavior in the first place because he knew we wouldn’t do anything and we never tried either because unlike what most of Rondo seems to think, we weren’t together like that. He trusted Matthew like a son and we were strictly friends, albeit close ones.

      Colton can’t even keep his hands to himself let alone be trusted.

      “Come on. I won’t bite, promise.” He continues to hold the “come hither” smirk like it’s no big deal. “Just want to enjoy the fire and stay warm.”

      I dig my fingers deeper into the blanket. My heart jumps, drawn in by the accent. Everything warns not to get down on the floor with him. He’s the enemy. That doesn’t seem to matter. If this morning’s conversation holds any truth, Matthew was an enemy too.

      Still though, that floor is warmer than up here on the couch.

      I slowly inch myself forward, hesitating as I slide down onto the floor, keeping the blanket between him and me like it’s some sort of force field. Try as I might though, I’m unable to stop the warmth fluttering through me at his smile, or is it from the woodstove . . .

      “So . . .” he casts me a sideways glance, “I gotta admit, Frost Flea, Rondo is painfully dreary compared to Edmonda. You ever actually see the real sky out here, or is it always cloudy, gray, and snowing?”

      “The real sky?” I blink.

      “Yeah, you know, the sky. I know you know what that is,” he smiles. “But from the way you’re looking at me, I take it you’ve never actually seen its real color.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand. It’s cloudy and gray. Nothing special.”

      He shifts closer to me and motions to the woodstove as if it’s some sort of valley we’re surveying. “Aye, that’s where you’re wrong, Frost Flea. You have this gray, lifeless canvas of a sky here in Rondo. But in Edmonda, my home settlement, the sky can turn all kinds of colors depending on what time of day it is. Sometimes it can be gray, sure, but there are days where its beauty is beyond comparison and it turns this majestic shade of light blue, sort of like your eyes.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “Course when I moved to the Northeastern Territory that all went away in favor of the clouds, but it’s nice to see a reminder of home every once in a while.”

      We sit, side by side on the hard, wooden floorboards. His smile doesn’t let up and he pushes himself upward, still looking god-awful silly with his crocheted cape.

      His grass-green eyes flash in the firelight. His hand sneaks behind me and around my midsection. I freeze, heart pounding, wanting to pull away from him and run but held there by how warm he is.

      Part of me doesn’t want to move.

      He leans closer, smelling strongly of decaying wood and diesel fuel with the barest hints of vanilla drudged up by the woodstove’s heat. I shiver in fear. His chapped lips move closer to my left ear. His chin brushes my wind-burnt flesh with the beginnings of stubble that can’t yet be seen.

      “Your eyes are even more beautiful in the firelight.” A soft purr clings to his accent. “Like the Edmondan summer sapphire sky and just as untamed.”

      This is wrong. I can’t manage the words, heart pounding, transfixed by his lethal, honey-sweet words. The bone roses jab my ribs as he moves in front of me and gently cups my chin with his steady hand.

      Those grass-green eyes invite me closer and his chapped lips linger near. His nose playfully brushes mine as he tilts his head slightly. I feel his hot breath on my flesh and in an instant, his lips ghost mine, capturing them in one gentle motion. Every muscle tenses at the sudden motion, holding me in place. The rustler within warns to pull away. He’s the enemy—one of them. But I don’t . . . can’t because I’m held in place by an invisible force that I’ve never felt before.

      What’s wrong with me? Why am I letting this happen? I’m a rustler, damn it. Rondo’s rustler. This isn’t right . . . My eyes remain wide open, fixed on him, a sharp, harsh warmth flooding my cheeks as his lips draw away from mine and a curious grin tugs at the corner of his mouth.

      With my hands trembling I manage to fumble around my belt for Jericho’s hunting knife’s scabbard and jab it broadside against Colton’s ribs in a feeble attempt at a warning. He freezes, eyes remaining gentle and fixed on me as if puzzled by something. After several long seconds, he lets go of me and leans back slightly, a curious look about him, and raises an eyebrow.

      “Aye, well that explains a lot then.” He rests one hand casually on the blanket’s edge, the other on his knee, amusement lingering in his impish eyes. “Can’t say it doesn’t surprise me though, Frost Flea. Any other settlement and you’d have your choice of suitors, likely married off with plenty of tiny rug rats by now. Not many options in Rondo though it seems.”

      “I—” The warmth continues to wash across my face as I hurriedly wipe the back of my hand across my lips, trying in vain to steel my nerves and offer a stern glare in his direction. “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Hey now.” His gaze softens and I find myself unable to look away as he runs a hand through his ginger hair. “It isn’t anything to be ashamed of. So you’ve clearly never been kissed before now.” He shrugs. “Not the worst thing in the world and had I known that beforehand, I would have at least asked first. I honestly didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable and I figured that since you’re probably going to end up dead when Rondo is purified soon anyway, why not at least show you that we at least have some soul to us and are indeed human.”

      “I . . .” This time I do look away, every part of me wanting to scream and shout at him for assuming we’re all going to die to the Kingdom.

      He sighs and reaches forward, guiding the knife back to my side. “You’re not fooling me, Frost Flea. Lionel keeps you on a tight leash because you’re a rustler and he cares about you. I get that. Believe me, I really do, but you don’t need me to tell you it’s not fair and you can’t deny that you don’t at least sometimes think that there’s something more out there for you.”

      “How dare you think you know anything about me,” I growl despite the fact that I know it’s a lie and clutch the knife’s handle harder in warning.

      He’s far from intimidated, though, and shakes his head. “I know you’re too stubborn to admit what you really want, Frost Flea. Look, I know you’re upset with me right now, and rightfully so, seeing as Lionel raised you well enough to know when to draw a knife on me. But right now, I’d really like to salvage whatever chance we still have to save your family here, so I would appreciate you putting down that knife and at least trusting me. I mean you no harm.”

      With a sigh, I return the knife to the scabbard, keeping both eyes on him. His eyes harbor truth in them and a stern honesty that he really does mean the words. Trusting him is risky, but I know if I don’t, escaping Rondo might be impossible without his help. I need him right now and can’t afford to lose him.

      “I am going to hold you to that promise, but do not think for one moment that I won’t stab you or shoot you if you dare try something like that again without asking first.”

      A smirk tugs at his lips. “For what it’s worth, Frost Flea, the fact that you still have some sense of humanity left in a savage place like Rondo is worth the effort of asking next time. There’s hope for a future for you yet.”

      I feel my face flush with embarrassment.

      The door rattles under a series of loud knocks, making us both jump.

      I offer a silent look that warns him against moving from his spot. Struggling to compose myself and pretend that an Edmondan Irishman didn’t kiss me, I grab the rifle and stalk to the kitchen.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. I grab the doorknob. What’s wrong with me? Why did I let him get that close in the first place? I should know better.

      The door creeps open, spilling harsh lantern light across the kitchen.

      “Good heavens.” A snow-covered Sadie stands with a basket hanging from her arm beside a worried-looking Frank. “It’s so dark in here.”
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      It takes every ounce of discipline to keep from lunging forward and hugging her and Frank. They’re here. Snow-covered and out in a storm they shouldn’t be out in. But they’re here. In our kitchen. And never have I been happier to see them given the events of the day.

      “Not even a candle for her.” Sadie bustles around the kitchen. She sets the oil lantern on the countertop and basket on the table, shaking her head. “If you’re not going to be home all night, at least leave a candle or something where she can find one, especially in a snowstorm.”

      A heavy layer of hostility lingers in her tone. She must still be angry at Tracker.

      Frank grunts and eyes the flickering woodstove. Mercifully, he doesn’t say it, but he sees Colton’s shadow. His dark eyes narrow and he plants a gloved hand on the countertop.

      Sadie shuffles uncomfortably and pulls a few small items wrapped in cloth from the little wicker basket, neatly setting them on the table. “I’m sorry, sweetie. How long have you been in the dark?”

      “Um, not too long. Just got home honestly.” It’s not a complete lie.

      She stops and looks at me. “He sent you out today with a storm coming?”

      “Tuesday, honey.” Frank brushes snow from her shawl. “She was down at Addison’s farm with the animals.”

      He knows I wasn’t at the farm all day. There are things rustlers do that we don’t tell Sadie about and right now in her condition she doesn’t need to know I wasn’t anywhere near Rondo for most of the day.

      “Bless your little heart.” Her dark-brown eyes briefly lose their hostility. “Settlement’s under siege and you still go down there to do your chores.”

      “Yeah. Sure is snowing hard out there though. Why are you two out in it?”

      Sadie smiles despite the fact that she looks miserably cold. “Tracker asked us to check on you. And since you two can barely feed a starving dormouse let alone yourselves, I figured I’d at least bring you something to eat.”

      She strips away her fleece-lined gloves and sets them on the table. Her trembling fingers pinch the soft cloth’s protective corners and peel them back. A small wedge of creamy white goat cheese sits under the first. Slices of wood-smoked venison are under another. Pieces of lightly toasted flatbread topped with a few fresh hothouse orchard apple slices round out the meal.

      “It’s not much,” she says. “But it’s something.”

      My stomach rumbles at the thought of something to eat. This morning’s breakfast was small at best and nowhere near as generous as what she’s brought. Rustlers may provide for and protect the settlement but we’re usually the last to eat.

      “It’s more than enough, Sadie, Frank. Thank you.”

      The rifle leans against the curio cabinet as I retrieve a few plates and chipped cups. They click against the tabletop. I motion to Sadie and Frank to sit down and wait until they both do before taking my usual chair.

      Frank begins dividing what little we have amongst three plates. Soft guilt gnaws at me, stronger than hunger. I glance at the fourth chair and back to the food.

      You know you can’t exactly let him starve, right? My inner rustler taunts as I think about Colton and try hard not to blush. Damn it all to hell and back.

      “Hang on a second.” I stand up, move to the cabinet and grab another plate.

      The burly man raises an eyebrow and watches me retreat for the living room.

      Colton sits on the floor staring at the woodstove. Firelight crosses his grass-green eyes casting him in a warm, inviting light. His bare hands limply hang over his folded knees, the K. C. hare menacing and a stern reminder that he is one of them. For a moment, I stare at him, feeling my heart flutter and face flush. His ruffled, unkempt ginger hair falls around his boyish face making him look like a lost and lonely drifting stray. From this angle, it looks like he almost belongs in a place like Rondo.

      Focus, damn it. I shake my head. Whether I like it or not, he’s under our roof and Jericho always preaches that whether you want to or not, you feed your enemies regardless, as an act of mercy, if they’re in your presence.

      No one deserves to go hungry. Food is scarce in Rondo. Here, in this house though, we share what little we have—even if you are the enemy.

      “We don’t have much but you’re welcome to join us for dinner.”

      He looks up in surprise, the blanket still draped over his shoulders. For a few seconds, he hesitates halfway to his feet and pulls the blanket away, folding it and resting it over a couch arm. A smile crosses his lips.

      I step back into the kitchen and set the plate by an empty chair before taking my place at the table. After all, he did somewhat help me with information on Henny today.

      Colton doesn’t look at Frank as he passes. The wooden chair creaks back as he takes his seat.

      “Thank you,” he whispers and glances at the door as if Tracker will storm through and beat him up again.

      Frank measures out a helping for the stranger’s plate. When he’s finished dividing everything, he takes his place in Tracker’s spot and bows his head.

      Sadie and I bow ours as well.

      “Lord, we thank you for this feast that you have bestowed upon us and for the comfort of family—” As the burly man says the prayer, I sneak a peek over at the young man struggling to figure out what exactly he should be doing. He fidgets and tries to mimic us but looks uncomfortable and confused.

      “Amen,” Frank finishes the prayer.

      “Amen,” my whisper joins Sadie’s.

      Colton’s voice doesn’t join ours but he nods. No doubt yesterday’s events in the hothouse still play on his mind when he glances at Frank and immediately shrinks back in the same way he fears Tracker.

      “You’re from Edmonda, aren’t you?” Sadie breaks a piece of flatbread apart.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he says with the same politeness Matthew always used.

      I nibble on some of the smoked venison and try to ignore his gentle accent.

      She nods. “I thought so. Laborer’s District?”

      His left hand rearranges the cheese and venison on his plate. “Trade District, ma’am. Haskin’s Vineyard, Ranch, and Forge, mostly forge.” Bitterness spills into his accent.

      Sadie stops breaking pieces and tenses.

      “Honey?” Frank glances over at her with concern.

      “I’m fine, just the baby kicking.” Her eyes soften and she tilts her head like she does when she wants to ask a question but isn’t exactly sure just how to word it. “You must be a hard worker then.”

      Colton nods. “It comes with the territory.”

      “I know.” She smiles, sadness in her voice. “I knew someone from Edmonda. Nice, polite young man. The kind of person who always did the right thing.”

      Her eyes narrow at the young redheaded man with the same intensity Tracker suffered yesterday afternoon.

      He squirms under the look and turns his attention to the goat cheese a little too quickly for my liking.

      I try not to think about the conversation this morning. Colton brought Matthew into the fight. His own brother . . . Hell, even Henny was friends with him. Our Matthew. Their Matthew. One’s a gentle farmer, my friend—the other is K. C., a traitor.

      My body slouches in the wooden chair and I struggle to focus on the food.

      Dinner ends some time later. No more talk of Edmonda, just suspicious looks to the stranger from a woman who considers me her own daughter and a gentle-hearted man who nearly helped my “father” kill the foreigner yesterday.

      Colton draws a long breath and collects his cleared plate, carrying it over to the sink. The lantern flickers. Sadie stands up and collects her and Frank’s plates. I follow suit with my own, take them from her and set them in the sink.

      No extra water either. Reaching under the sink’s crawlspace for a metal bucket, I swipe a large saucepan hanging on the wall.

      “Gotta melt snow for water to get these cleaned up.” Gloves. Where are my gloves? “Would you take this to the woodstove, please?”

      She takes the bucket from me. “Of course.”

      The woman waddles from the kitchen, flanked by an overprotective Frank.

      Damn. My brow furrows. Peeking at the woodstove, my gloves lay on the floor where I left them.

      Tucking the saucepan under my right arm, I retrieve them, slip them on, and head for the door, grabbing the doorknob and pulling it open toward me.

      Hellish force drives the wood into my shoulder and hip stronger than any wind, pushing me back and into the cabinets. My lower back strikes the counter’s edge, and the soft hide of my boots hit the puddles of melting snow, sliding every way but under me. My left elbow slams against the ground, hip crashing against the tile.

      Pain shoots through my wounded left arm where Henny struck. I roll onto my back. Fingers wrapped around the saucepan’s handle, I sweep it upward and into an axe blade, stopping it mere inches from my face.
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      He plants his filthy snow-covered boots firmly on my long mahogany hair. I look up at menacing, cat-like gray eyes, aflame by the lantern light behind Matthew’s aged, ash-handled splitting axe and a more than familiar pine-green jacket with a bronze embroidered hare.

      The blade glints, held back only by split metal. I grit my teeth, thin arms trembling under the axe’s force.

      “You traitorous son of a bitch.” At the farmhouse none-the-less.

      Hunter’s eyes narrow. The axe blade presses closer, bending my arms and hunting my blood. “What’s the matter, little witch? Scared to face judgment long overdue?”

      “Go to Hell.”

      A roaring shout fills the kitchen as Frank barrels into the kitchen and slams into Colton’s flat palm, raised in a silent, soldier-like attempt to keep the big man in the living room.

      “Lawrence.” Frank’s voice turns venomous. “You hurt her and I swear to God I’ll take that head right off your shoulders.”

      Hunter turns one gray eye on the big man, his newer-looking K. C. jacket rustling. “Really, Williams? You and I both know you don’t have it in you.”

      “I hope you made peace because you’re gonna need it.” He shoulders toward the mousy man. “Jericho warned you.”

      My arms shake. When did he get to be this strong?

      “Stay back.” Colton blocks the big man’s path. “Aye, Lawrence.” His green eyes flash as if he’s looking at a pesky animal. “It’s not nice to swing an axe at a lady.”

      “This doesn’t involve you, field rat.”

      “I’d think twice about that.” Colton’s eyes turn lethally frigid and he slips his right hand up, K. C. hare almost glowing in the lantern light. “Get that axe away from her.”

      His foot slams against the floor in the first step closer like an animal preparing to defend its territory from a rival.

      Hunter smirks. “I wouldn’t do that.”

      A snap, followed by the sickening metal clack of a bullet being slipped into a gun’s chamber fills the air. Gun? My eyes dart to the doorway where at least ten strong Rondonian men hold .22s and carbines. Behind them stand at least twenty K. C. soldiers, all with their weapons raised. Blazing torch flames flicker back and forth in the wind, dancing across their faceless helmets and rimming Hunter in crimson light.

      This could be a problem.

      “You see, we’ve been thinking and we think it’s time for some change here in Rondo.” He curls his lip into a wry smirk. “Starting with the little wanted witch-child going straight back to Hell where she belongs and a severe change of leadership. Hail Hyperion.”

      God, it looks like the whole town is out there. Where’s Jericho? I shiver at the soldiers pressing closer. Where’s Tracker?

      “Oh, you’re good.” Colton hisses and reaches for the Damascus leaning against the curio cabinet. “Here I thought you’d at least grow a pair and face us like a man. But then again, Matty, Henny, and I always knew you were a coward.”

      Hunter scowls. His arms don’t tremble and he nudges my cheek with his boot toe.

      My eyes harbor feral rage.

      “Not like he’s here to help you, field rat.” Hunter’s gray eyes lift from me to mock the young man.

      All or nothing; I’m making good on putting this asshole in his place once and for all. This time no one is going to stop me from finishing it either. I drive my heels against the cabinet and rock my knees back. In one swift motion, they slam against my chest and my shins drive upward between his legs with three years’ worth of raiding and mule riding behind them.

      Hunter screams and buckles forward. I heave the saucepan backward, away from my face. He hits the wall, axe and saucepan pinned under his wriggling body.

      I throw my knees forward, rocking into a sitting position and brace both shoulders against the wooden door. A .22 discharges as the force knocks its barrel sideways.

      The curio cabinet glass shatters and pours across the ground.

      Sadie screams. Frank shields her and retreats deeper into the living room.

      The door shudders and shakes under the force of a mobs’ angry hands battering it. I drive my feet against the floor, my boots slipping and sliding, giving up inches to the increasing force.

      I can’t hold them back. Tracker. Where are you? I need help!

      “You handle Lawrence.” Colton holds the Damascus off-center with the door. A dark look crosses his face. “I’ll try to buy you some time. Go, now, Frost Flea.”

      Hunter shakes his head and struggles to gain his bearings, tears dripping down his flushed cheeks. His boot forces the saucepan away from the axe and he gathers it to him. Those terrible gray eyes highlight his sweat-drenched brow and flushed face.

      Not in this house. My icy-blue eyes flare and I don’t even bother to brush the long mahogany hair hanging loose and wild around my face away. My chapped lips curl into a feral snarl and I launch myself at him like an angry stag defending its territory.

      A deep-seated, haunted look crosses his eyes. He swings the axe upward. The blade skims wide in clumsy hands as my entire nimble frame tackles his ribs. We roll into the table legs as the door caves and the K. C. rushes our kitchen.

      I claw his thick forest-green jacket. The tabletop crashes down around us and chairs overturn. We roll through the curio cabinet glass. Both hands grasp his jacket, everything I have forcing him into the shards. His sharp elbow cracks into my ribcage, driving the breath from my lungs and knocking me away before I can grab his throat.

      Hunter bolts across the small kitchen, eyes wide with terror and pain. Gunshots pepper our chicken-patterned wallpaper and I can’t tell if Colton is returning fire from behind the overturned table or if the K. C. have opened fire. It doesn’t sound like the Damascus.

      Sadie . . .

      Hunter flees for the living room in desperation. Like a savage, wild animal I give chase and propel myself into a lunge through the doorway. Fingers spread wide, I catch his legs and twist my body sideways.

      He goes over and hits the floor in a violent shattering of glass and wood.

      “Oh God, oh God,” Sadie shrieks from behind Frank, who holds her close, gentleness replaced by a terrifying mountain-bear stance just behind the couch.

      A sharp, boney knuckle slams against my jaw. Blinding pain sears my arm, the stitches pulling free as we hit the broadside of the couch and roll onto the unforgiving hardwood and braided rug behind the broken lamp and fractured small table.

      The hunting knife—I need that knife.

      My fingers lose their grip. Pain assaults my chest, the braided floor rug catching me. Every breath can’t happen fast enough and I struggle to get back up, the world swaying out of focus and returning just as quickly.

      The woodstove is too far away though. I’ll never get to it in time.

      He’s up in a wild panic, gasping and panting.

      Frank lunges for him and I hear a deep-throated, bellowing cry. The burly man reels back. Blood spatters the floor, pouring from his hand and torn flannel sleeve.

      “That’s right, back off, Williams.” Hunter snarls and brandishes a narrow blade slick with blood. He grabs Sadie and jerks the woman close to him.

      My breath hitches in my throat. Blood drips down over the switchblade’s dark burgundy handle. A handle my fingers have walked over for three years and dropped while fighting Henny in the square yesterday.

      “Hunter!” I push myself up, feeling every muscle protest. “You want to kill someone, you come kill me. Let her go.”

      Don’t hurt her. God, don’t let him hurt her.

      “Bold words, witch-child, but I must decline.” The mousy man rolls his eyes and brandishes the blade closer to her throat. Sadie flinches, breathing heavy, dark-brown eyes full of terror. “You see, a new age has dawned here in Rondo—”

      The blade ticks flesh just under her left ear. “The time of demonic rustlers and those who support them is long over. Long live Hyperion, ruler of this world and the next, and our salvation.”

      Fear sweeps through me. He’s going to kill them.

      No . . . My fingers scratch the bloodstained, braided rug and touch floorboards. No. No. No.

      “Frank!” Sadie screams and tries to break away.

      “You shut up.” Hunter tightens his grip. “Or I’ll do worst to you than I did that miserable preacher.”

      Jericho . . . No . . .

      A deep, rumbling growl shakes my bones. The words lash like the slave master’s whip. Flames roar in the woodstove. Shadows stretch across the wood-paneled walls and disorganized shelves.

      Get that knife away from her. Protect them.

      My fingers curl against the floorboards, gathering the thick, braided rug coils to my palms. “Get your filthy paws off my mother.”

      I wrench the rug backward and Hunter’s legs go with it.

      Frank lunges forward. A painful scream fills the room, two bodies hitting the floor in a heap. His knees hit the floor at the same time my hands seize Hunter and throw the man away from Sadie.

      “Sadie. Honey.” The big man shakes her shoulder and gathers her quivering body to his chest.

      It’s too dark to see if he got her.

      “Frank. . .” Her voice sounds so small and fragile in the shadows. She grabs for his flannel shirt and pulls herself against him, weeping and shivering.

      Please be okay.

      Frank brushes aside her curly caramel hair and looks down at her neck. “Thank God.” Onyx eyes flash up at me his relief turning to panic. “Rags! Look out!”

      Hunter’s arms catch me around the midsection. I grab his wrist, stopping the blade from piercing my heart as he spins me to face him. I brace the soles of my boots against the braided rug and wooden floor, everything I have struggling to force him back and away from my family.

      Cold steel swings over my head, held back by my shaking left hand. Blood soaks my arm where Henny got me but I don’t let go.

      “We will never bow to Hyperion.”

      We strike the ground hard and roll closer to the woodstove. I grapple for the switchblade. Blow after blow finds my body from his free hand. Bruises form with each jab but I don’t let go. Not this time.

      “Stop hitting her.” Colton’s yell roars through the living room at the same time the switchblade falls from Hunter’s hand. The traitor smirks, gray eyes looking to the heavy soldier presence flooding the room. Their carbines click and take aim.

      “Make me, field rat.”

      “You’re going to regret this, Lawrence. Oh, how you will.”

      Hunter breaks from my hold and scrambles to his feet, bolting for the kitchen and the protection of his men.

      I’m on my feet in pursuit, fingers embedded in his jacket.

      “Frost Flea, watch out!” Colton shies back, swinging the Damascus up and fending off a carbine with a warning shout. Violent pain crashes down between my shoulder blades as I twist to face my opponent, sending a wave of agony down my spine and paralyzing every muscle.

      The world shifts upward in a violent wave, my body crashing against the hardwood. For a brief moment the world spins and blurs. Sadie’s screams fade as I briefly see soldiers’ boots march by. The world goes black.
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      The stag stands behind the willow. Winter hide shaggy and purer than the snow rising past his hocks; he bobs his beautiful chiseled marble head. His warm breath hovers before his muzzle. A set of heavy antlers curves into the branches.

      They part and sprinkle snowflakes over his frosty, lion-like mane in almost complete silence. He watches me with dark-blue eyes, all the wisdom of the forest contained within a single soul. His majestic legs wade through the drifts until he stands under the thicker boughs leaving only the faintest hints of his existence among the few curtaining branches disturbed by his antlers.

      The stag tilts his muzzle upward and delicately seizes a rough piece of bark on the tree’s trunk with large, flat teeth. A single strip peels away. His attentive ears flick back and forth.

      Satisfied, he turns his regal dark-blue eyes back to me. The tree’s branches thicken around him in the soft flakes until they match his pure hide. I blink and he becomes one with the snow as if never existing.

      Fuzzy silver lines do, though. Lots of them. Horizontal and vertical across everything. They pulse and shimmer until they solidify into honeycomb-like wire mesh thicker than normal chicken wire. The snow turns to shadows. Our beautiful willow shifts into a dark wood, folding table. Sheets of paper spill over its edges and onto the floor.

      A portable wood-burning heater flickers nearby, casting shadows across the olive-green canvas walls.

      Where am I . . .

      My hands shake and curl into a scratchy, wool blanket. Straw pokes through a white cotton sheet underneath. Sweat soaks my goat-hair sweater and ruffled buckskin pants. Drenched mahogany hair clings to my face.

      Water . . .

      Thirst makes it hard to swallow. I push my tongue against the roof of my mouth. Anything to drive away the dryness and bring some relief. It only makes the problem worse.

      How did I get here? Where’s Hunter? Where’s my family?

      Heavy, throbbing pain crawls through every muscle. Bruises flare at the straw’s prickling touch. A whistling hiss slips through chapped lips. My ribs feel like someone poured hot coals on them.

      I struggle to bring the room into better focus. My battered jacket hangs from a folding chair outside the metal cage’s industrial chicken-wire web. I wince. The chicken wire stretches from a plywood floor to the tent’s ceiling. A neatly made cot sits next to the tiny heater, cedar chest tucked at its foot.

      “I’m going to kill him.” Canvas tears sideways and rattles the tiny brass loops holding it up. He sweeps into the tent, blond ponytail swinging wildly, amber eyes venomous.

      “Henny, calm down.” Colton grabs the tent flap and rips it closed behind him.

      Henny’s combat boots slam the wood with a bang rivaling a gunshot. “Out of my way, Fieldson. That son of a bitch is a dead man.”

      “Shhh.” Colton holds both hands up. “Stop yelling.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” he snarls and rips his Damascus from his shoulder. His hands rifle through the cedar chest. An ammunition clip snaps into place. “Now get out of the way.”

      “Henny.” Colton frowns. “Calm down or you’re going to do something you’ll regret.”

      “Get out of my way,” a loud, bellowing roar responds. He towers over the Irishman by a good several inches, teeth bared and amber eyes livid.

      I lay as still as possible, thankful for the wire barrier between me and them right now.

      Colton looks up at him. “I’m just as upset as you are about this whole fawking mess but if you storm out there and put a bullet in his brain you’re no better than him.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Yes,” the word rolls through his accent, “you do. And I’m not going to lose another little brother because he does something stupid so give me that gun or I’ll put you on your ass so quick you won’t even have time to pull that fancy trigger.”

      Another brother? I pretend to be asleep. Come on now . . . Is he serious? Henny is his other brother?

      Henny’s nostrils flare.

      Colton reaches into his jacket. “Don’t make me do it, ’enny. Because I will.”

      The taller young man tilts his chin upward, neck muscles rigid as Colton holds Jericho’s hunting knife just below his jaw. He holds out his free hand and makes a motion to hand it over.

      “Damn you, Fieldson.” The ebony Damascus lands in Colton’s outstretched hand. “He deserves to die and you know it.”

      “Yes.” The blade moves away from his neck and back into Colton’s jacket. “But there are better ways to handle this and you know it—so you do your job and I’ll do mine.”

      Henny curls his lip into a menacing snarl and turns away. The wooden table flips over. Papers flutter everywhere.

      “Now that was just childish.” Colton shakes his head.

      Henny scowls. “Don’t you have a purification proclamation to write for Hyperion or something?”

      I struggle to keep from shivering and drawing their attention.

      “Well, I did.” He flops down on a folding chair and sets the ebony Damascus on the ground beside what looks like the cherry stock of my Damascus poking out from under the cot and an elaborate dark-walnut recurve crossbow. “But asshole Hunter went ahead and took over the whole fawking town on his own accord. Turns out Rondo is worse off than we even imagined since just about all but a handful were quick to join the ‘Hail Hyperion’ campaign he started.”

      “This would be easier if you’d give me my rifle back.” Henny looks up from the table he uprights. “You’re a damn luresman, Colton, not a soldier.”

      “Now wait a second, Henny.” Colton drums the tabletop with his fingers. “This isn’t a bad thing. We’re supposed to purify the settlement. Lawrence did all the dirty work for us. All you have to do is march in there, take out Lawrence, and give Hyperion what he wants in a public purification ritual—a good show of strong force.”

      His gaze trails to me briefly. Damn. He knows I’m not asleep.

      “You make it sound so easy.” Henny collects his paperwork and arranges it in neat stacks. “Have you forgotten Tobar already?”

      “Henny,” Colton sighs, “you know that haunts me every chance it gets, which is why I think we can avoid a repeat of that mess. Not everyone joined up with Lawrence. There are still a few holdouts at the church.”

      The church . . . I harbor fragile hope. Maybe they’re still alive.

      “And what do you suppose I do with these holdouts?” Henny glances over at the young man. “You know what happens to those who won’t bow, Fieldson.”

      “Wait just a minute, Henny.” Colton stretches both arms above his head. “I have a bit of a plan to deal with this. It’s hedgy at best, but if all goes well, Hyperion still gets his show, Rondo still gets purified, and with some luck, you get to pay Hunter Mayfaire Lawrence back for what he did to you and Matty a few days ago tenfold.”

      “Oh yeah?” Henny slams a hand against the tabletop and leans over it with a “prove it” look.

      Arms still stretched above his head, Colton turns one finger to point at me.

      Oh hell no. I’d rather die than give in to the Kingdom. Especially with what they’ve done to my family.

      Henny frowns. “And what makes you think Ragamuffin over there is going to help you? She’s their rustler.”

      “Ragamuffin, cute.” He snorts. “She’s more of a Frost Flea to me, but to each their own.”

      Colton lowers his hands and closes his eyes with a knowing smirk. “She’s wounded, exhausted, starving, and away from her home. Rondo is about to be purified and her family is still in Rondo, likely holed up at the church where Lawrence’s men took them all. She’s also got the same reason to hate him as you do at this point. Pretty safe bet we can use her to our advantage.”

      “A lot rests on this, Fieldson.” Henny’s amber eyes narrow and look over at me. “You have six hours. Do not mess this up.”
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      The tent flap swishes open and closed as the tall, young blond man strides into the cold without his rifle. Colton leans back in his chair. Quiet settles throughout the tent and when his footsteps recede completely he drapes both arms lazily over the chair’s back.

      “Sleep well, Frost Flea?”

      I harbor a glare that feels about as threatening as a knock-kneed baby goat. My muscles throb at the effort to even get a few inches off the sweat-drenched sheet.

      “Don’t move too fast. You’ll make the headache a thousand times worse.”

      Headache? I manage only enough leverage to prop myself up on an elbow before throbbing assaults my entire skull. The world sways. Everything blurs. Tears trail down my cheeks.

      “For a rustler, you do not listen well.” He gets up and withdraws a small leather pouch from his jacket.

      The frayed strings loosen as he reaches into it and pulls out a small cylinder. Weak lantern light flickers across its glassy surface. He holds it up and taps the glass, checking something. A tiny droplet oozes from the barely noticeable needle at the top.

      Every muscle trembles in my less-than-impressive struggle backward. More chicken wire forms a wall behind me. My shaking hands sweep across the uneven cotton sheet for anything to keep him away. The woolen blanket tangles and twists.

      “Whoa, easy.” Colton holds up the vial and the little leather pouch. “Easy, easy!”

      Panic and pain swirl together, giving me barely enough strength to sit up. Both shaking hands burrow into the wire mesh. I need to get out of here.

      The metal shakes and bows but doesn’t give enough to pull away from its wood and steel frame. Like being in a livestock cage. A very strong, very sturdy livestock cage.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” He sets the needle on the table. “See? Not in my hands.” The leather pouch lands beside it. “I was just going to help get rid of that headache.”

      Don’t touch me. The words translate into muffled growls.

      “Okay then. No needles. Let’s try something else.” He reaches behind the table for a stiff leather backpack and pulls out a tin cup and a bronze flask with a K. C. hare etched on it. His steady hands unscrew the metal cap and clear liquid pours into the cup.

      Wire mesh presses against my spine and I back deeper into its protective embrace.

      For a moment, his eyes turn compassionate and he reaches into his pocket. A sharp, clinking sound soon follows, three tiny gray bone roses twisting back and forth. The pewter stag swings wildly on the tether entwined with his fingers as if trying to break free. He dangles them a few inches from the wire mesh and smirks.

      The bone roses . . .

      “Aye, that got your attention. Now, you going to calm down and listen to me for a minute, or do I have to take Matty’s nifty little keychain to Henny without giving you a chance to save your delightful little family?”

      I cling to the mesh and glare through the pain. Give them back, right now.

      “Thought so.” He wraps the bone roses securely around his left hand and pulls a flat, bronze key from his jean pocket. It slips into what sounds like a lock above the actual mesh. The cage door slides sideways.

      He sets a tin cup against the sheet where I can easily reach it and leans back outside of the cage, holding the door open a few inches.

      “It’s plain water. Drink it. It’ll at least make you more comfortable.”

      Comfortable? Yeah right. I don’t trust him or his Kingdom. He’ll probably knock me out again until Rondo is long gone and then shuffle me on a one-way trip to a public execution.

      The water glistens in the dim lantern light. My throat tightens and tongue feels so thick and raw. No. That water could be poisonous.

      “Wow you really are more stubborn than I give you credit for.” He leans against the cage’s frame. “The water’s not poisoned. Here. I’ll prove it.”

      Water pours from the flask into his cupped palm. It oozes between his fingers, coating the bone rose’s petals, making them shimmer. He scowls and adds a little more water before sipping it.

      I reach for the cup, curling my fingers around the same places he touched and drag the cup across the sheet. My free hand pinches my goat-hair sweater sleeve, pulling it taut so it won’t slip from the constant trembling.

      It envelops the tin cup’s rim and wipes completely around it a few times. Flipping my wrist over to the sleeve side that nothing touched yet, I dip it into the water until it soaks up enough to wet the material.

      I wipe the rim again a few times before I’m sure the cup is safe to drink from. It shakes, spilling a little bit over its dented rim before touching my chapped lips. Lukewarm water pours over my tongue and soothes my parched throat.

      Colton opens his mouth and holds up a finger. His brow furrows in a mixture of surprise and soldier intrigue. “Where did you learn to do that?”

      I finish the water and set the cup back down, offering only a challenging glare despite the headache.

      “Fine, don’t tell me.” He reaches back into the cage and retrieves the cup. More water pours into it. “But don’t you dare let Henny know you’re that smart.”

      My eyes follow the bone roses.

      “Traitor.” I manage to slur the word after emptying the cup again.

      “Really? I don’t see it that way. Just because you’re stuck in an enemy cage, bruised and beaten up does not mean I broke any promises or even betrayed you.”

      “I was struck down in my own house.” My voice rasps. And you stole from me.

      He grimaces. “Aye, yes, about that. I really tried to prevent them from hitting you. Didn’t go so well, obviously, mostly because you’re so damn wild, but they didn’t have much choice. They wanted to shoot you.”

      “You kidnapped me.”

      “But you’re not dead,” he says as if kidnapping young blued-eyed girls is no big deal. “Or stuck in Rondo. Bruised up, yes. Angry. I’d be surprised if you weren’t. But if you’ll just listen to me for a second . . .”

      I curl my lip into a snarl. The tin cup sweeps into the mesh.

      “Where are they?”

      He closes the door, hiding behind it like a coward. “Don’t snarl at me. I didn’t order Rondo under martial law ahead of schedule. Hunter did that.”

      “What happened to my family?” I lunge for the chicken-wire mesh. With God as my witness if they’re dead, I’ll hunt down every last K. C. member until there’s no one left in the Kingdom to hurt anyone else.

      Our eyes meet across the wire battlefield.

      “How much are you willing to risk to find out?” He snaps the bone roses against his palm, fingers hiding them like a one of those shifty Hydra street magicians. “After all, you were willing to take a hell of a beating back at that house to save them from Lawrence, who got the worst of your wrath just so you know. I wonder how far you’re really willing to go to keep them all alive and save them from purification.”

      The shaking gets worse. Rage flares alongside the pain. Wire mesh bends but doesn’t break.

      He gives the bone roses an arrogant look not too unlike Henny. The lock engages with a sinister click and the look in his eyes is downright terrifying, reminding me that he is part of their side, not ours. How could I be so foolish?

      “W-what do you want from me?”

      “You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours, Frost Flea. I’ll make you a deal you’ll like even better—time to get your family out of Rondo alive before it’s purified. Of course, I could always just leave you in that cage too and let you be skinned alive before the cheering traitors who turned to Hyperion in Rondo.”

      “Don’t hurt them.” I stop short of pleading. “Please. I’ll do what you want, just please let them live.” Tears sting my eyes, longing for my family’s safety, while terror battles deep within at the thought of dying like those people in Hydra.

      Colton smirks. “Even before the farmhouse, I knew you were a soft one, Frost Flea. See? I’m not all that bad now and really am on your side, even if you think otherwise. Besides, I’m curious myself on how great Rondo’s rustlers really are when it comes to showing off their escape skills.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I cling to the mesh, feeling terrible. “Why would you help me?”

      “I’m a negotiator, not a soldier. Let’s just say that Henny and I can’t dirty our own hands on personal matters regarding Hunter while Hyperion is watching. But a rustler trying to save her condemned family, however . . . Now that’s a broadcast. And with the entire Kingdom listening to Rondo’s purification, imagine what could happen if you actually succeeded.”

      He winks and holds up my rustling satchel. “Not that you’ll succeed, but I believe everyone gets a choice in the matter and while I know Henny wouldn’t approve, you’ve certainly convinced me that if anyone deserves that foolish chance, it’s you.”

      I close my eyes and feel the cold gnawing at me. Damn him. “Fine, I’ll do it.”

      “Nice to know you’re onboard. Henny will be pissed, but you let me worry about that. After all, I find it admirable that Rondo’s rustler is willing to trade herself for her family.”

      Before I can say another word, he’s gone, leaving only frigid snowflakes swirling across the floor as he steps into the cold.
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      “The truth hurts, doesn’t it, Ragamuffin.” I look up with a start to find Henny standing with his arms crossed and an arrogant “I told you so” smirk about him. Snow dusts his long blond hair and cinnamon flight jacket. His amber eyes cut straight through the chicken-wire barrier.

      My fingers tighten around it. He’s right there, and I can’t reach him.

      “What’s the matter? Matthew forget to mention he’s one of us? That he carried a rifle just like this one once.” He sweeps his ebony Damascus from the floor and holds it, making sure I see the elaborate golden vines.

      I growl.

      “You’re a lot like him.” The sly words taunt as he moves eye level with me. “Rebellious, angry, thinking you can change your fate—a murderer just like us.”

      The word’s barbed tone lashes harder than a whip ever could.

      Don’t show weakness. Don’t let him get to you. Stand your ground. He’s the murderer here.

      “Not so strong now, are you, Ragamuffin. Locked in a cage like a common stray. Barely able to move. Hungry. Cold. Scared.”

      I grit my teeth at the rifle in his hands. “I’m not scared.”

      “Bold words but you don’t even believe them. I see it in your eyes. That anger struggling to mask the terror.” He holds the rifle up until the barrel levels between my eyes.

      I swallow and try to control the shaking. My heart races. His finger rests against the trigger. Sweat dampens my brow. I watch the barrel and struggle to move to the man behind it.

      “I-if you’re gonna shoot, then shoot.” I hold my head higher in anticipation of the bullet that will kill me and don’t look away. If I must die tonight, I will not give him the satisfaction of screaming and pleading for my life like other rustlers.

      The rifle barrel lowers and he steps closer, nose almost touching mine through the wire mesh. His eyes capture mine as if I’m foreign territory for him to conquer. He presses a gloved hand against the mesh. The overpowering scents of hickory and lavender invade the cage around me.

      “That wouldn’t be good enough for you,” his soft voice purrs. “After all, our dear Matthew knew the true value of the Kingdom’s rarest treasures better than even its miserable excuse for a king.”

      Chills sweep through me and fuel the shivers.

      “Even if they’re tarnished by lies.” His fingers overshadow mine, calfskin pressing against bare flesh and steadying my hand. “I can let you out of that cage, Ragamuffin. Give you something to eat, a place to sleep. Maybe if you behave, even a chance for revenge on the one who took our dear, lying little brother away from us.”

      “I’ll fight you right here and now you son of a bitch.” And I’ll make sure I win too.

      Henny scoffs. “It isn’t wise to bite the hand that just offered you a small chance at freedom.”

      “It’s not smart to lie to a rustler either, murderer.” I bare my teeth and challenge his leering eyes.

      “Murderer.” He offers a frown and the word seems to touch a nerve. “The only murder I’m guilty of is one that hasn’t happened yet.”

      The blood in the snow. A horrified, scared look across Matthew’s dying hazel eyes.

      “Liar. You shot and killed him. Two bullets. He suffered because of you.”

      His teeth bare to rival mine. “I wouldn’t need two bullets to kill someone.”

      “You did Sunday.”

      The wire mesh rattles. He pins my hand harder with his own, feral rage in those amber eyes. Several strands of perfect blond hair hang loose down his pale face. If there wasn’t a barrier between us we’d finish this once and for all.

      “I fired no such shots.”

      “Tell that to your supposed brother.” The rifle in his hands catches the lantern light across its beautiful, lethal, polished stock.

      Hostility flares like the sparks from Rondo’s burning square yesterday morning.

      “I advise you not to cast blame without proof, Ragamuffin.” He drives my fingers into the mesh. Blood oozes over the metal. “Because you have no idea how wrong you are. There are a lot of twisted people in Rondo who would enjoy hearing your screams as this cage burns with you in it when we purify that miserable excuse for a settlement this morning, so think very carefully before you accuse.”

      This morning? How long have I been out? I shift my knees against the straw under me. Bales of the stuff. Enough here to make sure I never have the chance to even consider escape before those flames would turn this cage into a hellish inferno.

      “Consider yourself fortunate that I am more merciful than Hyperion could ever hope to be. And more forgiving than I should be.” He pulls his hand away and turns with a sharp look into my eyes. “I’m giving you one last chance to consider my offer to surrender and join us. And unlike that little stunt you pulled in the square, there is no retreat from Hyperion’s wrath this time. Everyone you know and love will die. Consider your own execution imminent unless I give Hyperion one good reason to spare your life. Think wisely before you choose your side.”

      I sit, the cage’s ceiling less than a few inches above my head, frozen, as he swings the Damascus over his shoulder with the same finesse he had when he first rode into Rondo. His amber eyes linger on me and I see a terrifying, defensive wrath overpower the arrogance like this is all a sick game he’s controlling and has already won.

      Your move, Ragamuffin.

      I throw my trembling body against the wire mesh again and again. The steel bracings quiver but a solid wooden frame absorbs the force and doesn’t budge. My shoulder rams the frame again. Bruises form across my shoulder and the wound from Henny’s rifle they reapplied bandages to sometime while I was out of it.

      Come on. Break damn you. The wood holds fast, if not increases in strength.

      I need to get back to Rondo. If Henny beats me to that settlement, they don’t stand a chance.

      It’s already lost, my inner rustler says. The K. C. have taken it.

      “No,” I whisper and draw back, sinking onto the cotton sheet, quivering and panting. “I can still save them.”

      Time means nothing. No way to measure it. No way to know how much has really passed. Minutes? Hours? Maybe even nothing at all since Henny strode back into the cold and hasn’t come back.

      Quiet surrounds the rippling tent as a sinister wind touches it. The pointed canvas ceiling sags under the snow’s weight. I shudder at the possibility of it caving in.

      Focus, the rustler in me warns. My hands test every inch of the mesh, struggling to find a weakness in the high-quality metal. Whoever built this put some thought into it. I can’t even find where the mesh attaches let alone how to break it.

      The lock is well protected too. Hidden somewhere above me, and while my fingers are thin enough to slip through the honeycomb mesh, I can’t get my whole hand through enough to even take a shot at picking it.

      Darkness lurks beyond the tent flap and for the first time I’m glad it’s there. Darkness means hope and so long as that hope doesn’t leave, Rondo still stands.

      The heater flickers, mocking my efforts. I cast it a weary glare and plant both hands on the sheet, exhaustion reminding me that I’m not exactly in great shape right now. Hunter did a number on me back at the farmhouse and the K. C. made it worse.

      Hunter . . .

      Hot rage sweeps through my veins. I lean against the mesh, pressing a cheek against its chilled surface and let hot, bitter tears fall. How could I let this happen?

      I’m a rustler damn it. It’s my job to protect them, and now I’m in a cage I can’t even break because it’s too damn strong. Like the shackles from the pens. Those were impossible to break.

      I fold my knees to my chest and wrap both bruised and stiff arms around them, burrowing my head against the buckskin.

      A shrill, airy whine from a violin joins my muffled cries. At first it seeps at a distance, crawling into the tent and settling around the mesh before washing back into the cold in a long, drawn out, deep exhale. The strange, high, sawing sound drifts up and down in a long, slow series, as someone draws a bow across phantom strings.

      Back and forth. Rising and dipping before dropping in a somber, eerie weeping that sweeps across the tent.

      I close my eyes and see the gully as it once was. The gentle flowing stream. The beautiful twisted roots from millows curving down around walking deer, each hoof breaking the snow on their gentle migration westward.

      Snow falls around the haunting, beautiful, sad sound caressing my raw, feral soul. My falling tears join the falling snow and I see Rondo. Not the battered and broken settlement with a burning square and trampled bodies but a stout, strong, resilient, little wilderness town that put up one hell of a fight against the Kingdom.

      Our farmhouse stands in the snow and my family with it. Frank lovingly tosses a snowball at Sadie, who adjusts her shawl and returns fire. Tracker and Jericho laugh from the cottage porch. Addison leans over his cane while Nigel kicks his heels up in the snow and tries to get Tamblin and Jacobus to join him.

      Matthew takes my hand and leads me to the dead willow. A shrill note drifts through the branches and weaves around us. He gently brings my hand up to the bark. His fingers brush the rough surface and the stripped section where the stag peeled the bark away.

      I trace the words carved deep into the trunk. The sound ripples along each letter until it reaches the first one and drops in a soft free fall before sawing back and forth in a slower note to match the powdery snow.

      Deny all knowledge, but leave no one behind. Never.

      My eyes drift away from the fragile words and to Matthew. He smiles and fades away on a receding note, replaced by the large silvery-white stag with dark-blue eyes.

      He stares into my brighter eyes so close I can almost touch him. The music rises and falls in shorter notes with the soft breeze stirring his mane. He turns and looks back at my family and back to me before bobbing his head and turning away.

      Shrill cries from the instrument sweep the snow high around him but he doesn’t bolt away. Instead he flexes his neck to look at me in a soft cue to follow.

      I step into the elegant sound. My eyes ease open to find myself back in the cage, fingertips ghosting the wire mesh just over my head where the words on the tree were seconds ago.

      Colton’s hands move away from my rustling satchel and he brings a finger to his lips in a gesture to keep quiet.

      The notes linger, each growing longer and repeating the verses. They pull back and shrill upward before fading on somber cries as if whoever is playing them is wracked with the same hopelessness and sorrow over a loss of their own.

      He drifts across the plywood floor in perfect time to the weeping notes until reaching the cage door. A sense of sadness lingers in the once devious smile. The cherrywood Damascus hangs over his shoulder along with his walnut recurve crossbow.

      A small bronze key slips into a metal lock just above the mesh. Even the invisible creak of the cage door swinging open can’t break the musician’s lament.

      Colton steps away and winks. Our little secret, the look says as he nods to the table.

      I grip the wooden frame with one hand and ease one unsteady leg from the cage. Both feet splay like a wobbly fawn. I draw a sharp breath and test each step before letting go of the cage.

      I’m out of that cage. He let me out. He actually unlocked that cage as part of his end of the deal.

      What are you waiting for? Those alluring eyes dart to the table. Let’s go.

      Nothing good ever comes from being released by the enemy. For all I know he’s going to march me to my death in the middle of this elaborate base and betray me again. It’s a risk I have to take right now.

      I grab the bone roses from his hands and hug them to my chest.

      A smile crosses his face and he tosses my wolfskin satchel to me. I loosen the rawhide drawstrings and peer inside, seeing my tin snips, Jericho’s hunting knife, and my other raiding supplies still accounted for.

      Tightening those rawhide strings and knotting them in place hasn’t felt this comforting in a long time. I grab my singed buckskin jacket and slip it over my shoulders before slipping my goatskin gloves on. The satchel swings over my shoulder and for a moment it feels like I’m raiding an established Kingdom base and not one I have almost no chance in hell of actually escaping.

      Colton holds out the cherrywood Damascus to me with a stern, warning look that says shooting anyone in this base is off-limits, but outside of it, fair game. I accept it and swing it over my shoulder. Let’s do this.
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      Pulling back the tent flap unveils a foreign world unlike even Fort Angelus. Canvas, A-framed tents take the place of cement and metal structures. They stretch, pole to pole, in both directions under what fragile light several hanging lanterns offer.

      I look left and then right. The trampled snow signals that soldiers marched through here within the last half hour. Not far from them, tire tracks hide under a crisp, new coat of snow.

      No guards. Of course there wouldn’t be guards. Henny doesn’t need them by his tent no matter how dangerous someone like me can be. The cage really was good enough. That or they’re already holding down Rondo . . .

      I shudder.

      The somber violin continues to fill this corridor with its sorrowful whine. We only get a few steps beyond Henny’s tent when stronger lantern light floods the snow like one of those alarm beams Fort Angelus kept to signal intruders if you broke into the medical supply buildings.

      I crouch down. Colton eyes me as if doubting my skills. My hand rises for silence and I slink to the light’s fringe and try for a look at what I’m up against.

      He stands with his back to us, eyes closed, a strange, elaborate mahogany violin rests under his chin, held up by his left hand. A thin bow drags across its taut strings, producing the sound at the expert command of his right. His blond hair spills down his spine and he almost looks gentle in a way.

      He’s still extremely dangerous though.

      Xanthos stands nearby, his beautiful black neck arched, ears pricked forward. The stallion listens to the soulful, unspoken words drifting through the open-faced tent and for once, he looks peaceful like the young man playing the instrument.

      It’s hard to believe the same hands crafting such sad and haunting beauty steal souls for the devil. I try not to let Henny’s words about his possible innocence too far into my soul. His rifle fits the only weapon with range enough to kill Matthew from that distance.

      Too risky. I force myself to look away. The living come first. Sticking to the shadows, I prowl away from his tent and head to the right. My boots sink into unbroken snow as close to the tents as possible, almost completely muffling each retreating footstep.

      Colton mimics the motion with a grin. Must’ve snuck out or into places before himself. Good—this could be to my advantage if he keeps playing along.

      The tents seem to bow in a distinct arc, forming the thick, dark rings in the camp’s bulls-eye-like design. I make a mental note of it and keep moving.

      Up ahead, a dark shape takes form in the dim lantern light. I freeze, one hand hovering less than an inch from a tent’s thick canvas, the other commanding Colton to halt.

      He cranes his neck for a better look.

      I squint and try to figure out what it is. Not moving. That doesn’t mean it needs to move to be threatening. Drawing slow breaths, I listen for signs of human activity.

      The sound of heavy boots crunching through the snow, coupled with their jostling carbines reaches my ears.

      Keeping to the generous shadows I advance toward the dark shape. Its thick, blocky hull barricades the entire “street” while canvas ripples in the wind. The wheel rims are packed with snow that the chains covering its tires drudged up. A supply truck . . . just my luck today.

      K. C. soldiers scurry throughout the street, moving wooden crates from one tent to the truck’s bed. The wood is branded with the embellished running hare emblem. Two soldiers stand on the truck, hefting each crate up and stacking it so they can get as much as they possibly can onboard.

      That’s not good for us. Ammunition likely. Lots of it too.

      Another K. C. plops down a crate. A soldier emerges from the tent and waves his hand to the ones by the truck that they have what they need. One hops down and slams the tailgate shut, faceless helmet nodding to his comrade.

      He hurries to the truck’s side door and climbs in. The engine sputters and turns over. A deep, brassy roar fills the street. Soldiers move from its path as the headlights flare to life and the front wheels turn.

      My pulse quickens, lungs drawing in the crisp morning air. I bolt toward the truck from the right-hand side’s shadows and grab the tailgate. Slamming my feet against the trampled ground, I propel myself up and over the metal barrier.

      “What the hell?” A soldier turns as I roll onto the wooden floor and swing my fist at him. He falls too fast to shout for help.

      Colton lands on the floorboards beside me. He gives me a thumbs-up and ducks down. Looks like he’s at least helping with the escape—for now. God only knows if he can be trusted but right now I don’t have much choice.

      The supply truck crunches over an icy road. Kingdom Corps crowd both sides. Each carbine glints under the hostile lantern light as their owners look onward in anticipation.

      I’ve never seen so many of them in one place before. Not even Rondo had this many when Henny invaded and those streets were full of them. You can’t even see the tent poles they’re so close together.

      The supply truck slows a short distance into its journey.

      I crawl over the limp soldier and pry a small piece of heavy canvas back to see what’s out front. Looks like a convoy up ahead.

      Colton joins me, green eyes studying every soldier rallying for what appears to be morning inspections from their superiors and awaiting finalized orders from Henny.

      The truck turns right and the street straightens.

      A cold knot forms in my stomach. The bulls-eye’s center, where those terrifying catapults stood yesterday is little more than a thick river flooded with mobilizing, faceless helmets.

      Machines like that don’t just up and vanish. With the thick treads, or what I glimpsed yesterday, they might be able to make it over the snowy ridges.

      “What are you doing?” Colton grabs my elbow as I rifle through my satchel for the hunting knife.

      “Investing in some life insurance.” I tie the scabbard to my woven rawhide belt and unsheathe the knife.

      He cocks an eyebrow as if I didn’t even notice I have a rifle and he’s got a crossbow. Trust me, I noticed, but that won’t do me any good if those soldiers swarm.

      The truck backfires and grinds to a crawl.

      I reach out and steady myself. Just the truck slowing. Probably bottlenecked at a gate or something.

      The crawling slows to a complete halt.

      I tighten my grip on the knife handle as the first snarls and barks reach my ears.

      Dog. Anything but a dog. Struggling to fight back terror, I lift the canvas only enough to glimpse a huge black wolf dog, teeth exposed and froth coating his wrinkled snout heading in our direction with a K. C. soldier holding its heavy chain in hand.
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      “Now or never, Frost Flea.” Colton’s eyes narrow.

      “Are you crazy? I can’t outrun a dog.”

      “Do you want to see your family again or not?”

      I work the blade’s handle under my unsteady fingers. Cold sweat dampens the back of my neck. I bite my lip, nostrils flaring as the beast heads straight for this truck.

      Soldiers move into position. The wolf dog storms past them. The soldier jerks the chain taut but the wolf dog drags him along for the ride. Its ears flatten against its skull, froth on its muzzle.

      Colton eyes the approaching animal. “You’re thirty feet from the gate,” he whispers and brushes both hands together as if clacking two flint pieces to get a spark. “Straight shot to Rondo if you clear it.”

      There’s no way . . .

      He reaches a hand out, lightly touching my shoulder, a gentle yet confident look in his eyes that offers a fragile sense of reassurance. “It’ll be all right, Frost Flea, and I’ll be right behind you, promise. I don’t like this option any more than you do right now, but I believe you can make it out of here and back to Rondo. So let’s do this.”

      Right behind me . . . I grip the knife and watch the dog slam its heavy paws into the snow. He stretches out as the truck pulls off the road. With a nod to Colton, I mentally choose my path. One shot at this. God willing, it’ll work.

      Feral terror burns through my entire being. I reach for the canvas, bend my knees, and send up a prayer for protection. The dog gathers himself and leaps for the truck.

      The canvas rips outward as the dog’s dagger teeth snap at empty air, inches from the fringes on my pant legs. My hands tremble, holding tightly to the material. Both legs swing wide up and over him. I release the canvas mid-jump, twisting around and catching a horizontal tent pole. The hunting knife stabs the snow and deep into canvas.

      Everything shakes. Snow pours over me as I swing my legs back and pull with my arms, the momentum carrying me upward to the tent’s steep A-frame.

      I clear the bar and crash onto the sagging canvas roof. Sharp breaths burn my lungs. God I’m out of practice. The tent wobbles under the added weight.

      Don’t collapse. Just don’t collapse. I don’t weigh much at all but these things are already strained as it is.

      A bullet shoots up through the snow where my hand almost plants for a better stance. Soldiers rush the tent from below.

      “Wait.” Colton shouts from behind the supply truck and brandishes his crossbow. “Don’t shoot. We need her alive.”

      More soldiers flock in all directions. The tent’s canvas shreds and sinks under me as the tent crew opens fire.

      My legs churn through the shifting snow, fighting for balance. I eye the next tent row and the razor-wire fence behind it, looking for the easiest route.

      No way in Hell . . .

      Oh yes way, the rustler in me urges as snow-covered sanctuary beckons three tents down this row where a supply truck sits trapped by the unfolding chaos.

      Both knees quiver against the canvas in a tiring fight to keep both feet from being sucked down with the collapsing roof. The unstable surface trembles and shifts underfoot. I claw back to the center where the metal frame sways and manage to get a foot on each side’s secondary support beams.

      Violent barking overpowers the shouting soldiers and uncontrolled gunfire. Snow fountains up, each bullet way too close as I make my way across the tents like walking a frozen tightrope.

      The wolf dog bolts on the ground, taking out soldiers with his brute form as he runs alongside the tent. Damn. He’s fast. I force myself to move, eyeing the trapped supply truck. If I hit it just right, I can get to the other side and then the fence.

      I swing the knife out for balance and leap.

      Cold air rushes around me in a timbre of bullets as my boots strike the supply truck’s roof hard, sending shockwaves of pain through both knees.

      The wolf dog plants all four legs onto the supply truck’s hood, jaws agape, leaping for me. He hits the metal and slides, reeling back and snapping at the fringes on my pant legs as I spring for second set of tents.

      Both legs falter, and I reach my gloved hands up and grab wildly for anything to help me get completely onto the tents. My heels strike a helmet as a soldier grabs for my legs. I stab the knife down in a desperate effort to gain some leverage. The canvas tears; the blade finding leverage behind a horizontal support pole.

      Come on. I struggle to haul myself up, but before I can, the left front pole caves, taking me with it.

      Burning pain shoots up both arms and I drive a knee into the collapsing canvas for leverage as it hits the ground and throws me into the snow. The K. C. swarms the supply truck.

      Not good. I roll under it, trying to keep the Damascus across my back from being caught in the undercarriage of the truck. The wolf dog snaps and digs into the snow, its foul breath flooding my nostrils. My hands shift the snow around in an attempt to form a barrier against him, crawling like hell for the closest tent. The truck’s wheels spin, chains rattling as the soldiers struggle to grab me.

      I make for the nearest tent, taking hold of the heavy canvas and pulling with everything I have. The nails give, landing in the snow and allowing a small break for me to sneak through. I roll into the tent and scurry to my feet.

      A soldier looks up, faceless eyes meeting my blue ones. His carbine falls with him as I lunge by, fleeing back toward the prison area. No sign of Colton. No signs of escape.

      “What in the hell is going on here?” Henny’s voice carries over the chaos. I press my back to a tent and watch the soldiers flooding the street, headed for me.

      Which way do I go? I watch Henny riding in this direction astride his beautiful stallion.

      Stallion. My eyes focus on the animal and the saddle where the young blond man stands, rifle in one hand and reins in the other. God have mercy on my soul.

      I run at him, throwing both hands up in the air and wielding the hunting knife. The stallion’s front hooves slam into the snow, its nose going straight up with a shrill squeal. In a flurry of raven mane and spooked horseflesh, the mighty animal shies.

      Henny doesn’t have time to react as the stallion leaps out from under him. I reach up, giving him a good shove. The animal goes one way and his saddle slips, sending him the other. He lands in the snow, his Damascus torn from his hands.

      Before he can shout for reinforcements I vault into the saddle and grab the reins. Xanthos leaps into a canter, slamming me against the saddle as I struggle to stay balanced. Soldiers hold their rifles ready, prepared to shoot but Henny’s frantic shouts prevent a barrage of bullets.

      I eye the wolf dog headed straight for me and the gate thirty yards beyond it.

      The powerful horse, stronger than even Tamblin, shifts under me, waiting to be put to good use. I flick the reins and stretch out across his sturdy neck. A soldier goes down, the stallion leaping over another and barreling with flared nostrils over the frantic soldiers trying to grab me and stop the horse. One grabs my leg. I pull the reins back and slam both heels into the stallion’s side. He goes up on his hindquarters and paws the air with mighty feathered hooves. Several soldiers fall to his wrath.

      “Xanthos! Whoa!” Behind us, Henny shouts and frantically whistles. I see the stallion’s ears twitch as if listening.

      “Oh no you don’t.” I drive my heels into the commandeered animal’s sides again, steering him into the street and around the supply truck convoy in a strong canter. The wolf dog snaps at Xanthos’s hooves and falls with a yelp. I look back as soldiers shout and dive out of the horse’s path. The wolf dog lies motionless in the street.

      The gates shift and crack, soldiers struggling to move the ice-crusted gates closed and fence us in. I urge Xanthos onward, feeling the powerful horse respond and lean forward.

      He gathers himself and soars over two soldiers, striking the snow with a graceful bounce and carrying me away from the camp at full gallop.
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      The Northern Territory’s frigid air sears my lungs. I clutch my buckskin jacket in desperate hope it will at least make the pain and fear go away as the horse canters through the snow.

      A wild, shrill whinny pierces the air. The stallion’s hindquarters dip under me and he spins on his haunches. The saddle slips at the abrupt halt. Before I can grab for his mane and urge him onward, he twists and whinnies into the darkness.

      Cold, snowy earth catches me and I barely manage to roll out from under his hooves as he turns and gallops back the way we came as if figuring out that I’m not his rightful master. I don’t chase him, and press on for Rondo alone.

      If the haunting, battery-powered glow washing across the valley catches up I really will be done for. Hundreds. Thousands of them organizing and blanketing the area.

      The forest is dark and uninviting. It’s early, judging by the light spilling in from the east as it highlights the gray oaks and imposing tire tracks that carve up quite a bit of open land before turning along the old Kingdom roads. Those machines are moving on Rondo and more of them are probably preparing to flank us out by Addison’s farm.

      God willing, the markings I put on those trees will buy us enough time. I’d give anything for the deer trails that begin where the Kingdom roads stop to be drifted shut and cluttered with fallen trees too.

      Thick snow weighs my legs down with each tired step. I wade uphill until a fallen oak blocks the invisible deer trails and hook an arm over it, exhaustion threatening to make this the last place I ever see. It feels like an entire territory since Henny’s base. It’s only been a few miles. Lousy stallion. Couldn’t even get me back to Rondo before betraying me.

      The satchel’s strap bites into my shoulder and feels a hundred pounds heavier than I remember. Been a long time since the Kingdom roughed me up this good.

      The sound of footsteps struggling through the snow catches my attention and sends every instinct into overdrive. Labored breathing weaves around the oaks.

      I clutch the knife and lean against the fallen tree, struggling to control my own. Damn soldiers run faster than I thought. The footsteps change course for the decaying trunk.

      Something wooden shifts as leather flaps against someone’s hip. I press my back to the fallen log. The blade sweeps back through the air and halts at his throat.

      “Unholy hell I need to teach you the word ‘hello’ sometime.” Colton holds a hand up and swings the crossbow over his shoulder. “Put it down. I’m here to help.”

      “Thought you were one of the one’s wanting to shoot me.” I look up at him and draw the knife back. He caught up fast but I’d be lying if I wasn’t happy to see him. “Why are you really helping me?”

      His eyes widen in the limited morning light.

      “An honorable, slightly insane, rustler-warrior once showed the same mercy to me.” He pants and looks over his shoulder into the retreating darkness. “And I thought I’d return the favor. Stealing a horse—nice touch.”

      Warrior . . . A smile twitches across my lips. Has a nice ring to it even if I’m really only a rustler who just wants to save my family.

      “Lousy animal bailed on me. What about Henny?”

      “On his way to officially purify Rondo. You better hurry if you want any chance.” Colton’s hand intertwines with mine. He drags me away from the fallen tree and points ahead to open ground destroyed by the Kingdom. “Lead the way, Frost Flea. Let’s get your family out of here.”

      “And where in the hell do you think we’re going to go?” Dirt piles high around uprooted trees, most of the forest leveled by Kingdom machinery. At the center rises the chain-link fence, crowned in shiny new razor wire, stretching in both directions, harboring a sinister hum of electricity.

      “Not my problem,” he says. “But figure something out. You’re the rustler.”

      We break from the forest and into the mutilated no man’s land of the gully. Where to go? Where can we go?

      Worry about that once they’re accounted for, the rustler within urges me on.

      A half mile from the old Kingdom roads we find a break in the chain-link. From the thicker poles and metal rollers mounted on a skeletal track, this was intended to be an access gate. Likely the start of a no man’s zone so no one ever wanders into this region ever again once the Kingdom is done ravaging it.

      The fence stops a few feet too short. Broken chain-link edges stick out, waiting for another roll to be spliced to them. Beside us, razor wire stretches to a wooden spool, ready to be put up. The other side looks like it came up short too.

      I shift the satchel across my shoulder with my rifle and toss a handful of snow through the broken fence to check for trip wires.

      Grinding treads and clanking gears echo over the drifted hills. A soldier shouts in the distance, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      I slip through the fence opening and wait for Colton to catch up. Henny won’t be far behind once he retrieves that horse.

      “Keep running. We’re almost home.”

      Home. The word tugs at my heart. In the distance roiling black smoke rises, making my stride hitch. It hovers like an unshakeable windblown shadow, making me run faster. Pine branches bend as I shoulder through them, feeling fear well up in my heart.

      I break from the forest atop the South Ridge and immediately throw myself to the ground behind a snowdrift, narrowly avoiding the pair of K. C. walking the ridge top. When they pass, I peer over the snowdrift, down at the sorrowful settlement.

      Fire roars from Rondo’s square, a fire larger than anything I’ve ever seen before. People, so many people gather there, moving like a fluid stream throughout the streets. My gaze drifts to the storehouse street’s entrance where several K. C. begin assembling a fence from hollow dark-blue metal panels.

      A real livestock pen, like the feedlot panels at the slaughter pens in Hydra. I nestle deeper into the snow and draw a long breath at the sheer number of K. C. surrounding Rondo. It’s like a human lasso as they stand shoulder to shoulder, facing the ridge and assembling their latest barricade. No easy way in. No way out.

      On the outskirts, the ten catapults tear up the ground and pull into position, seemingly looming over the town.

      “What’s the plan, Frost Flea?” Colton kneels beside me.

      I fix my gaze on the little white church and study the soldiers patrolling it. They drift to the snowfield and Addison’s farmstead. Damn. Pinned down there too. There are too many of them. Drawing a long breath, I reach into my rustling satchel and pull out a thick, rawhide rope I use to scale the buildings in Hydra from time to time and check to make sure my knife is sheathed on my belt.

      I turn to Colton and place the fraying rope in his hands along with my rifle, holding out my wrists, trying not to tremble at what I’m about to do.

      “Those who won’t bow to Hyperion are being held at the church right?” I manage to get the words out. “Rondo’s last rustler refuses to bow. Do it quickly.”

      “You sure about this, Frost Flea?” Colton raises an eyebrow.

      I close my eyes and hold my wrists out to him. “Just do it before I change my mind.”

      “Your funeral.” I feel the rope tighten around my wrists as he tugs the scratchy rope into position. A cold shiver goes through me and I slowly open my eyes, looking up at his. They’re gentle, if not a little unnerved, but he doesn’t look away.

      Instead, he reaches a steady hand forward and gently brushes my long hair out of my eyes, running his fingers down over the scar on my cheek. “For what it’s worth, Frost Flea, you’re the bravest rustler I’ve ever had the privilege of meeting. And I want to believe that somehow, some way, you’re going to manage to best us, though it seems unlikely under the circumstances.”

      “Yeah, well, you haven’t seen anything yet.” I wish I sounded more confident than I do. Odds are I won’t ever see him again after this as it is. Once Rondo is gone, he’ll be gone too, roving onto the next condemned settlement to see it through its demise. “Business” as usual in the Kingdom for someone like him. But “business” or not, a part of me deep down within doesn’t want to see him go. He’s not like the other K. C. No. Colton is different. Damn it all to frozen hell . . . “But, just in case things don’t go well . . .”

      If I survive this and Tracker doesn’t kill me when he finds out, I’m probably going to hate myself in the morning for this . . . Against my better judgement, I lean forward, nose brushing his as I tilt my head slightly. My chapped lips ghost his in a quick, awkwardly fleeting brush before pulling away just as fast.

      Colton stands there, eyes wide in surprise. Several seconds pass before he flashes a grin and he places a hand on his hip, clearly amused by the gesture.

      “You are one interesting little rustler, that’s for sure,” he chuckles. “From wanting to kill me to willingly stealing a kiss all in a span of a few days. Guess the odds in Rondo are worse than we think, huh.”

      “No, I . . .” Warmth floods my cheeks and I look away, the words tangling into a low, embarrassed mumble. “That’s for . . . helping me escape from Henny’s camp.”

      The hell it was, my inner rustler growls. You like him, even if you don’t want to admit it.

      I grit my teeth not wanting to admit the truth. He’s handsome, smart, and saved my life—everything I most certainly don’t need right now. I have work to do. Important work that doesn’t involve falling in love with some vagabond K. C. luresman stray, even if he is supposedly Matthew’s brother, adopted or not. He’s trouble. Trouble I can’t seem to stay away from.

      Focus, Rags. I have a family to save right now. People who are counting on me not to let them die. That comes first.

      “You’re adorable when you’re flustered, you know that?” Colton shakes his head with a smile and wraps his arms around me, pulling me into a gentle embrace. “Like I said before, there’s no shame in wanting something other than being a rustler. You may be Rondo’s rustler, but you’re still Rags, a young lady who is very much human, even if they tend to forget that. You’ll have plenty of time to think about what you want if you and your family escape Rondo.”

      I nod and glance back at Rondo as he lets me go. “Let’s get this over with, okay.”

      “All right, Frost Flea.”

      I hear the soft click as he pulls an arrow from the short, leather quiver threaded on his belt’s left side and sets it in the groove of a crossbow, my Damascus slung over his shoulder. The sharp point of an arrow aims between my shoulder blades as he gives the rope some slack.

      “Okay, between you and me, this bolt is more for show right now and looks like it’s prepped to fire. They don’t know any different down there, but don’t force me to actually have to fire it, because if I do have to pull this trigger, you will die. So try to behave until I’m not pointing a weapon at you, all right?”

      I draw a long, shaky breath. “You don’t need to tell me that twice . . .”

      “Good.” He directs me toward the slope leading down to the storehouse street and I try not to think about the mistake I’m making.
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      A Kingdom Corps soldier pauses and looks up from a bolt he tightens on one of the new livestock panels. Several others hesitate, setting down panels from a supply truck and raise their carbines at Colton and me as we walk up to the storehouse street.

      The storehouse sits, door wedged partially open as another soldier casts a sack of corn into the arms of a waiting one, who laughs and casts it into another pile to be divided among them later. Ice and snow entomb Matthew’s trusty old Chevy truck, its windows smashed in and all but stripped of parts.

      “What do we have here?” A soldier turns to Colton and I catch the faintest smirk from under his faceless helmet.

      “I caught her in the forest.” Colton gives the rope a tug for good measure. “Orders from Second-in-Command Oreson to bring her to the church.”

      The soldier beside him studies me and I offer him my strongest glare.

      Do it for your family, the rustler in me struggles to wrangle up the confidence.

      “She’s Rondo’s rustler.” Colton casts my rustling satchel at the soldier’s feet. “Now you can either let me pass or I can tell him you’re impeding on official Kingdom business.”

      The soldier hesitates but another look to Colton seems to register who he’s dealing with and he steps aside, creating a break in the human fence. One of the heavy pipe gates screeches open just wide enough for us to walk through. Colton grabs the satchel and swings it over his shoulder.

      I step through and listen as the gate closes behind us. No turning back now.

      Find them. Save them.

      My eyes fix ahead to the graded street, patrolled by hundreds of Kingdom Corps. The streetlamps flicker and I can just barely see something pine green and bronze flapping in the breeze up ahead at the square through the rising smoke of charred buildings.

      I bow my head and walk past the spot where Matthew died, feeling numb and trying to rally my confidence. The more soldiers I see, though, the harder each step becomes.

      Every gaze falls upon us. Soldiers stop their patrols to stare. Colton pays them no mind, eyes straight ahead, crossbow raised, marching me to what will surely be my death.

      We pass the boarded-up windows and broken-down porches. Past the burnt-out husks on the right side. Every step brings Rondo into clear focus. I see the people gathered in the square, dancing in the firelight of a mighty pyre built around the fountain.

      Sparks dribble from the tiers like molten snowflakes. The flames crack and split the timbers stacked and leaned against it. The lantern encased at the top radiates with golden light, partially collapsing under the heat’s assault. Smoke drifts from the husk of the collapsed buildings leveled by yesterday’s events. But on a brick building by Rondo’s slums hangs a brand-new pine-green banner, trimmed with bronze and reflecting a brilliant bronze running hare across the center.

      The mark of treason.

      I flinch as I watch several of Rondo’s thin and emaciated citizens tossing books and scraps into the fire. Children dance around their smiling mothers’ legs, cheering and playing while the Kingdom Corps looks on from the microphones arranged in a sickening reality to what’s going to happen here. I want to run up to them, warn them that what they’re doing is wrong. The Kingdom isn’t here to help us. They’re here to purify this place, and that means everyone in it.

      Colton urges me past the disgusting spectacle. Something sharp strikes me above my right eye making me shy back and almost get pierced by the crossbow bolt.

      “Bad lady,” a young emaciated boy not much more than five years old shouts and picks up another stone in his tiny hands. “Bad witch.”

      I flinch and dodge another stone when more children join in, hurling gravel and clasping each other’s tiny hands.

      “Witch, witch of Witherwood Lane,” they begin to circle and chant. “Shame, shame brought upon you. Spells, spells you’ll burn in hell.”

      The circle increases as more children join the chant. There’s dirt on their sunken faces, glee in their dark eyes, as they dance within the soot and ashes with evil grins. They trample the snow, shouting louder and louder until they’ve followed us to Witherwood Lane, circling like scavenging wolves.

      “Aye,” Colton shouts and eyes one of the little ringleaders, a shaggy brown-haired boy covered in soot. “Child, child, spry and wild. Tasty, cooked up, spiced, and mild. Dance, dance, prance, and sing. The Witherwood witch is listening.”

      Shrieking with terror the group scatters and flees for their mothers on the other side of the fire. Colton drags a foot through the snow and snorts at them as if he’s an angry goat, lip curled back into a snarl and green eyes narrowed.

      “Old gods and goddesses,” he whispers and urges me from the square. “Some days I miss Edmonda, and then something like that happens and I’m reminded why I left.”

      Witherwood Lane closes around us with a heavy K. C. presence milling about. In the distance I see the little white church, surrounded by guards and trimmed with icicles. Beyond it, more livestock gates form a barrier, cutting the farmhouse and the snowfield completely off from Rondo.

      A shrill squeal makes me jump. There’s a loud snap and a pained “hee-haw.”

      “You son-of-a-bitch creature.” Hunter’s voice carries on the wind, followed by another snap and another squeal.

      I pull hard on the rope, lunging forward as the whip comes down across Nigel’s spotted hide. Blood splashes to the ground as the young mule pulls back, flailing his hooves and flattening his ears at the mousy man wielding the whip. Several soldiers pull ropes tight around the animal’s neck in an effort to bring him back onto all four legs.

      He bares his teeth and swings his head sideways, crashing into Hunter. The man falls back, slipping in a puddle. Tamblin shies, tethered to one of the gates and lets out a squeal of terror as she collides with an agitated Jacobus, who tries everything he can to avoid the whip.

      “I’ll teach you to knock me down,” Hunter snarls and grabs a wooden block. “Come here you stupid jack—”

      “Touch my mule again and you better pray for a quick death.” I drag Colton off-balance and splay both legs, preparing to charge and defend my best friend.

      Hunter cringes, the wooden block stopping inches from Nigel’s muzzle. He turns one gray eye toward me and I see his lip curl back into a nervous smirk.

      “Well, well, well.” He places a hand on his hip, his uniform three sizes too big for him. “Aren’t you a bold one.”

      He drops the wooden block and struts until he stands before me. His shaggy brown hair is riddled with soot and he brings his cat-like gray eyes to meet my blue ones in a defiant stare.

      “Come back to say your final good-byes before we send you off to Hell with the others? What a fitting end for someone like you. I can’t wait to hear your frantic pleading and final moments.”

      “Lawrence,” Colton warns. “Leave her alone.”

      “Or what, field rat? You going to tell on me? Last time I checked, this was a purification.”

      “Purification or not, I’m still the luresman and since she won’t bow to Hyperion, I’m obligated to put her with the others. If you actually knew a damn thing about these things, you’d stop picking on animals and go work on preparing the site for Hyperion’s broadcast to take place.”

      Hunter scowls and eyes Nigel. The mule raises his head and flattens his ears, teeth bared and nostrils flared. He turns to the twin guards standing before the church doors.

      “Put her with the others,” the man spits, a sick look of glee in his eyes. “I want to watch her suffer when they’re taken from her.”

      Both K. C. leave their post and grab my arms, hauling me up onto the church’s uneven porch. The metal handle shrieks as the door creaks open. With a stern motion they throw me into the dull, candle-lit darkness. My feet slip against the crimson runner and I fall, hard onto the wooden floor, landing on my elbows as the door slams shut.
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      It takes several long seconds for my eyes to adjust to the candlelight. Hand-sanded, hollowed-out logs form the overturned pews. Seven rows on each side, absorbing the flickering light of every candle Jericho has managed to collect over the years. Curtains block the windows, preventing the outside dawn from reaching across the flimsy pine pulpit centered in front of a delicately carved millowwood cross.

      A distinct shuffling sound fills the air by the front pew as if someone is trying to get away in a hurry.

      I bite back a curse and ease myself into a sitting position. The frayed rope burns against my wrists as I work my hands through the knots. It pinches my fingers as I grit my teeth and pull them free, tossing the rope to the side.

      Metal sings through the air above my head. In a flash my hand is up, fingers weaving around the cold surface. They walk over it, pressing down and twisting as the solid-brass rod strikes my palm and halts mere inches from my skull. My eyes follow the long shaft to a heavily bandaged hand grasping it.

      “Rags?” Jericho’s weary face holds relief and worry as the candlelight flickers across his strange brown eyes, highlighting bruises and playing in his ruffled copper hair. His trench coat is ripped in several places from what must have been a violent confrontation with Hunter.

      “Yeah, it’s me.” I move the brass candleholder away and stand up to face him.

      “Rags, you’re alive.” Two people move from behind the first overturned pew. Frank keeps one hand on a terrified Sadie, who stands up from her shelter on the floor and clutches her lavender shawl, looking haggard and like she’s been praying hard through the tears. “We thought you were the K. C. come to collect us.”

      “We came to save you.”

      “Oh sweetie.” Sadie waddles past a seated Addison, who offers a gentle smile and helps her navigate the barricade he’s perched upon. “You shouldn’t have come back.”

      Her thin arms embrace me, drawing me close to her. Trembling and trying to hold back tears, I return the embrace, wanting nothing more than for this nightmare to be over. She’s safe. My family is still alive.

      “You’re so stupid sometimes.” Tears creep down her flushed cheeks. Her grip tightens and she buries her face in my shoulder. “Coming back here. You should have run away, Rags. Very far away.”

      I try to fight back the burning in my eyes. “Never, Mom. No one gets left behind. Never.”

      “I hate to break up the sweet family reunion, but we have problems. Big ones.” Colton turns his attention to the heavy footsteps moving to join Jericho from the shadows and swings the Damascus from his shoulders.

      “You.” Tracker’s gruff voice fills the church. I look up, seeing him with another brass candleholder in his strong hands, aiming it for Colton. “How dare you show your face here again.”

      “Wait.” I pull away from Sadie’s embrace, stepping in front of Colton. “He helped me escape Henny’s camp.”

      Tracker’s eyes narrow. He seizes the Damascus and wrenches it from Colton’s hands, spinning it and aiming it directly at the younger man’s forehead. The safety flips off. “Is this true?”

      “Your god as my witness, yes.” Colton pales, holding his crossbow.

      “Why? To watch her die with the rest of us?”

      “Lionel, you know me better than—”

      “Answer the damn question.” Tracker’s words harbor a venomous edge. “Did you bring her back here to offer her to Hyperion?”

      “Unholy hell no.” Colton’s jaw tightens. “She came back on her own free will. I know you hate me for Tobar. Hell, I hate myself for what happened that night to your family, but look around you. The gates. The crowd full of bloodlust. A pyre. You and I both know what happens next. Only unlike Tobar, this time, the entire world will be listening as Rondo is purified.”

      I see the rifle quiver in Tracker’s strong hands and his nostrils flare.

      “Look me in the eyes, Lionel, and tell me you’re going to stand by and let Hyperion take these people. We couldn’t prevent Tobar’s purification, but we can do something about Rondo.” His eyes fall on Sadie and me, softening. “For them. For Matty. Even for Henny. All I’m asking for is a second chance. Nothing more. Nothing less. I’ll accept if you won’t ever trust me again, but your Frost Flea there, Rondo’s last remaining rustler, she still believes in you, and her family.”

      Tracker lowers the rifle a few inches, one brown eye turning toward me. His brow furrows. A curt nod and he turns from Colton.

      “We have a job to do, Rags.”

      I nod.

      “So what’s the plan?” Jericho leans against an overturned pew. “We can’t fight them all. Not like this.”

      “We run,” Tracker says as if it’s really that easy.

      “How though?” Frank moves closer to Sadie. “There’s Kingdom Corps everywhere and there’s no way we’ll outrun their bullets. Not with those gates being constructed.”

      My eyes drift to the floor, struggling to find a way out. There are too many of them and more on the way. And they’ll never make it over the gates. Not with Sadie being pregnant. They’ll all be shot dead in seconds.

      “Maybe I can help.” Colton steps forward and takes hold of the brass candleholder in Jericho’s hands. For a moment, I see him squint, as if looking at something in the preacher’s eyes.

      Jericho curls his lip into a half-hearted snarl but doesn’t back away.

      “Okay, preacher man.” His lip curls into a smirk as if he knows something we don’t. “You’re a sly one. I know you’ve got one more impossible escape in you. Make this one count.”

      Jericho offers a slow, but assertive nod.

      Colton lets go of the candleholder and motions Frank to him. “And you, big guy with the beard. This is your first war, so put those mining skills to good use and take that candleholder over there. Hard and fast, right between the helmet and the cuff of their jackets, from the back like swinging a pick axe. Preacher man will show you how it’s done.”

      Frank collects the candleholder and takes his place beside Jericho.

      For a moment I stare. Jericho’s never murdered anyone before. But something tells me from the look in his eyes that he’s been keeping something from us. If I look closely enough, I see him favor his right leg, the one with a limp in it as if reliving an old memory. I get the feeling he wasn’t wounded standing behind a pulpit or riding a horse . . .

      “Okay.” Colton paces back and forth. He turns his green eyes on Sadie and old farmer Addison. “You two are on uniform duty. We’ll bring them down, you strip their uniforms. Take everything, dress quickly. Lionel knows how the K. C. operates their walkie talkies. Codes didn’t change. He can lead you to safety but you have to be fast.”

      He pauses in front of me. “As for you, Frost Flea. Feeling up to putting on a hell of a show for the Kingdom?”

      A shiver creeps through me and I cower back a half step. A show. As in go out there and face the entire town, likely dying by their hands.

      “She will do no such thing.” Tracker jumps to my defense. “She’s needed with us.”

      That tiny little part of me cheers and wants to run to him. My family. They need me to help them escape. Together. As a family. Someone has to help Tracker cover them just in case the K. C. wises up that these people aren’t part of their ranks.

      Colton fights back a scowl at the dark-skinned man and faces me. The crossbow leans against a pew. He places a hand on my shoulder and looks me straight in the eyes. With an almost sad smile, he brings the other hand up, catching several strands of mahogany hair and draping them back behind my ear as if they’re fine silk. His thumb brushes over my right cheek, tracing the thin, bladed scar angling across the flesh in a soft, almost loving motion.

      “You’re scared, but that’s okay. I’m scared too. But ask yourself this, if you could send one message to Hyperion. One message to the Kingdom. What would it be? This is your moment, Frost Flea. Your chance to change the world. Just like when you stood up to Henny the other day. If you had that chance, this one opportunity, wouldn’t you take it?”

      “Rags.” Tracker offers up a warning glare.

      I avert my eyes. One message. A message the entire Kingdom will hear. I look to my family. They’ll need time. Time to escape. Time I can provide.

      Colton’s eyes stare into mine, offering reassurance that I’m not facing this alone this time. That I can trust him. “One chance to help Henny and me take down the son of a bitch who stole that rifle and killed Matthew.”

      “I’ll go.” They need time. I need to know the truth.

      “Rags, no you can’t.” Sadie clutches her shawl, horrified eyes wide open.

      “I don’t have a choice, Mom.” I glance at her and close my eyes, drawing a shaky breath as Colton removes his hand from my shoulder. “I can buy us some time. Time for you all to escape Rondo.”

      “But they’ll kill you out there.” Frank shakes his head.

      A forced smile tugs at my lips and I struggle to calm my trembling voice. “It’ll be okay. I’m not scared.”

      “Rags,” Tracker steps forward and places a calloused hand on my shoulder, “if you go out there, alone, this is one fight you may not return from. I will not let you do this on your own.”

      “Me neither.” Jericho plants the candleholder against the wooden floor and stands taller. “If we’re going to send a message to the Kingdom, let’s do it right.”

      “I can think of no one better than our dear Rags to carry our message.” Addison sits atop an overturned pew, an elbow on his thin knees and chin resting in his hand like we’re all acting like children. Pre-Yellowstone wisdom sparkles in his gray eyes as he slowly stands up and hobbles around the barricade.

      “But she’s just a child—” Both Jericho and Tracker glare at the old man who pays them no mind. Addison reaches an old, gnarled hand up and touches my shoulder. Staring into the old man’s gray eyes offers some small comfort and I catch a brief, knowing wink from his left eye.

      It will be okay, the gesture says.

      “Hyperion is a dangerous man, young one. Very dangerous indeed. But even his strongest fences cannot hold the young and wild if they do not wish to be contained. Rondo may be lost, but,”—he points a bony finger at my chest—“deep down inside, its spirit burns bright and strong like a spark in the snowfield. That is one thing, young one, which Hyperion cannot take away.”

      There is no hesitation in his words. No second-guessing. Only warmth and certainty from the old, wise farmer that everything will be okay. The words stick with me, igniting something deep within and for a moment, I see him look to Jericho. The glance seems to mean something to the preacher and he steps forward and places a hand on my other shoulder.

      “I cannot support this in good conscience, Rags.” His words stay as strong as the old farmer. “But I agree with Addison. I cannot stop you from going out there and facing the Kingdom and Rondo, but know that if you choose to, we will back you up and help in any way we can.”

      Tracker frowns and looks down at the Damascus for several seconds. A soft sigh and he nods. “A half hour, Rags. Fight them for a half hour then get out by any means necessary. Jericho and I will work together to destroy Rondo during that time while Frank, Sadie, and Addison flee for the forest. We’ll regroup in the gully and then travel south.”

      I nod, feeling sick to my stomach. A half hour is a long time to fight.

      “Didn’t you say there were people, supporters of Tobar,” Jericho says. “People fighting the Kingdom. People just like us. If we find them, we might be able to join up with them and join their cause against Hyperion.”

      “Finding them won’t be easy.” Tracker shakes his head. “It’s too risky.”

      “We’ll find them,” Jericho assures him. “If we go south, we can reach Lexicon. I know people there who can help us.”

      Lexicon? I give him a confused look. Colton said Jericho reminded him of someone who roamed that area . . . I wonder.

      “Lexicon?” Even Tracker seems surprised by the word. “Isn’t that where Hyperion—”

      “Screw Hyperion.” Jericho curls his lip into a snarl. “He’s one man and I’m not afraid of him. Not anymore. We’ll go to Lexicon as a group. From there we’ll plan our next moves.”

      Addison nods. “Lexicon is a wise choice. We will make the journey together.”

      “Then it’s agreed.” Tracker nods. “Everyone know what we’re doing?”

      I nod.

      Colton places one hand on the door handle. “Okay, big guy and preacher man. Take your positions. Both sides of the door. Hard and fast after I close the door. Mom-to-be and Grandpa, be ready to move. Lionel will help you drag them into the shadows. Frost Flea,”—he meets my eyes—“you ready to raise a little hell?”
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      Colton ruffles his hair and swings his jacket open, dragging one leg and looking like he’s just survived one hell of a brawl. With a shrill whistle, he sweeps the church door open and clings to it.

      “You two idiots,” his voice cuts to the twin guards holding post on the porch. “A little help in here.”

      Both turn toward him. Jericho nods and I make my move, running up to the pulpit and bracing both legs against the floor, splay-legged and crouched as if ready to attack. Struggling to calm my racing pulse, I watch both K. C. soldiers bolt through the doors, carbines raised.

      “What’s going on in he—” A loud ringing crash rebounds throughout the entire church. He lands with a sickening thud against the floorboards.

      “What the—” The second goes down as Frank swings the candleholder, nailing him between the base of his helmet and his uniform jacket collar. Colton slams the door shut as Tracker grabs both guards and drags them into the shadows.

      I flinch at the brutality but hold my stance.

      “Good. Ready for round two.” Colton quickly counts us and leans back outside. “I need a little more help in here. You two, by the fence. In here.”

      “What’s the problem?” Another two step through the doorway. I offer a devious smirk and grasp both pews with a snort.

      “You—” Two more swift cracks follow and they both go down. Jericho breathes heavily and gives Frank a nod. Tracker moves faster, dragging them into the same corner as the others.

      “Need one more.” Colton steps outside, dragging both legs and putting on his best show. “Damn wild rustlers. You there. Yes, you with the donkey. A little help in here.”

      A tall soldier bolts through the door and nearly trips over the carpet. With a loud crash the door slams shut. Jericho shows no mercy and brings the candleholder down. The soldier goes still.

      “Move, move, move.” Colton braces his back against the door with a glance over his shoulder. “They’re coming for you guys.”

      I run to help him hold the door shut as the others quickly sort through the uniforms. Sadie wrinkles her nose as she pulls on a uniform two sizes too big for her. Frank helps her into the jacket and assists her in tying the belt in place to keep the baggy pants up before handing her a helmet with a loving nod.

      In mere minutes my family goes from captives in the church to a mismatched group of Kingdom Corps soldiers. Tracker nods and holds the Damascus, watching as the others take up arms. Seeing Sadie with a carbine, her hands trembling as if not quite sure what to do with the heavy weapon makes me want to run up to her and tell her it will be okay but I can’t. Not right now. Instead, I offer a halfhearted smile and turn to Colton.

      “Take the donkey,” Colton says. “If anyone asks, you’re taking it back to Henny’s encampment. Use it to escape once you’re out of the way. Anyone tries to stop you, Lionel, you know the codes. Do not stop for anyone or anything. All right, Frost Flea, let’s do this.”

      He picks up the rope. I hold out my wrists and try not to shiver as he twists the rope around them and draws it taut. With a reassuring smirk, he offers the rope to Tracker. Sadie and Frank take up stance on both sides of me, carbines raised. Jericho and Addison bring up the rear. Tracker takes the lead alongside Colton and the church doors swing open.

      Together we step into the gray dawn and bitter cold of Witherwood Lane. Several soldiers look up, casting curious glances that fade just as quickly. Colton snarls at them and puts on his best effort to look like five soldiers were necessary to capture me. I cast a frantic look around, seeing Nigel and Tamblin missing.

      Old Jacobus is still around, though. He brays and stomps his hooves, swishing his wispy tail and pulling on the livestock gate he’s tethered to.

      I look ahead to the fiery square glowing like the gaping maw of Hell. Two lines of soldiers, six on each side approach in uniformed sync. Sadie shivers beside me, her carbine trembling in her hands.

      Hold it together, I wish I could comfort her. But I can’t. To do so will mean death to us all. Instead, I keep my eyes fixed ahead, trying to look the face of terror and Kingdom spite.

      The cold wind toys with my long, tangled mahogany hair. Snow flurries dance across my buckskin jacket. Colton takes the lead, raising his right hand in a swift salute to the approaching soldiers and holding the crossbow with the left.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Colton growls at the soldiers.

      “We’re to bring the heathens from the church to the square for the purification, sir,” the first in the line states and returns the salute.

      Colton frowns and runs a hand through his shaggy ginger hair as if the men are inconveniencing him. “Aye, fully aware of that one, private, and good job, but this one’s been giving me the most trouble of the lot so I thought she could go first. You know, Rondo’s rustler and all.”

      “Our orders are to bring the entire group together, sir.”

      “Who gave you those orders?” Colton gestures to me. “Because my orders are to bring the rustler, alone, first.”

      “Hunter Lawrence, sir.”

      “Lawrence, eh?” Colton pretends to ponder something. “Well my orders came from Second-in-Command, Henrick Oreson and last time I checked, he outranked Lawrence. Or do you question the luresman’s knowledge of military rank and protocol?”

      The soldier hesitates and looks down at the snow. “No sir. Second-in-Command Oreson’s orders come first.”

      “I thought so.” Colton puffs up his chest and smirks. “Now, if you’ll kindly help me here, sirs, these fine soldiers with me have to dispose of that there donkey for me, Henny’s orders as well, of course and I could really use an escort for this one. You feeling up to it?”

      Their faceless helmets look upon our group. Long seconds pass and I sense Frank grip his carbine tighter.

      “Sir, yes sir.” The leader nods and waves us closer. “An honor, sir.”

      “All righty.” Colton tosses my rope to them and looks back at Tracker. “As for you lot, you have your orders. Make good on that donkey for me would you. Miserable creature isn’t even fit for a sacrifice.”

      Tracker salutes and turns to face the rest of my family for what could very well be the last time I see them alive. With a nod, he orders them and I see Jericho trot out front to untie Jacobus. The donkey fusses and pins his ears back, nearly dragging the poor preacher off-balance before Addison reaches over and seizes the old donkey’s rope halter.

      Sadie glances back, hesitating for a moment before she turns to help with the irritated donkey.

      Good luck and Godspeed, guys. The rope nearly yanks me off my feet as the soldiers take up the slack and pull me toward them. I brace my deer-hide boots against the ice but they slide and do little to prevent me from being dragged through Witherwood Lane.

      A carbine jabs between my shoulder blades and I crane my head back in defiance, unable to see my family anymore. Gritting my teeth and trying to will myself forward makes every step feel like I’m wading through a nightmare. It’s very real though—all of it is. The cold. The fierce light radiating from the molten pyre erected in the square.

      I work the bone roses from my pocket and wrap my fingers around them, keeping a tight grip on them.

      The shouts and jeers from the crowd of Rondo’s people, all dancing and rejoicing around it like the Kingdom belongs here and they to the Kingdom, flood the air. Children pick up more stones as the soldiers lead me through newly built, blood-red livestock gates separating Witherwood Lane from the square.

      It gives a rusty shriek and carves a broad line through the snow and ice. Keeping my head held high I step across it. There’s no going back now. Thirty minutes—a half hour to survive and escape. I can do this.

      Nigel shrieks and goes up on his haunches at the entrance to Rondo’s slums. They have him tethered with a double-knotted rope to a metal lamppost by a split-level house’s wooden porch. His sorrel-and-white splashed legs sweep across the ice as he bumps against Tamblin. He flattens his ears and bares his teeth, as if he knows what the wooden table near the pyre is for.

      A strong hand slams against my shoulders. My legs founder on an icy patch, going two separate ways. I hit the ground at an angle, rolling onto my side. The fire’s heat sears my back.

      The crowd cheers. Children hold stones and gravel in their tiny hands, prepared to throw them. Women sneer and clutch their tattered clothes, dancing behind the children. The men spit and show their fangs. The strong odor of rust tints the air, their gaunt faces catching the shadows. Their eyes glint in the firelight.

      Hunter’s wry smirk fills my vision as he plants both boots in a thawed puddle near the microphones. A metal baton smacks against his palm. One—two—three—four. In rhythm to the crowd moving closer until a tight circle forms around me.

      Several men pick up wooden boards and clubs in their strong hands. Frank’s miners move to the front. Ashes coat their beards. Fire hisses and a board sweeps down.

      I roll left, away from the fiery pyre. A wooden club comes down across my shoulders before I can manage to get onto my back. I try to hold back a scream as the pain radiates down my body, but fail. Sweat coats my flesh as I barely catch sight of a man with a glowing metal branding rod in his hands. He swings it back like a pickaxe, molten metal raining down at me, carrying a banner of sparks behind it. I sweep my legs up, feet catching the branding iron, the heat burning through my buckskin pants as I twist sideways. The motion rips the iron from his hands, landing with a sizzle in the snow.

      Every breath can’t happen fast enough. The world blurs as another wooden club bludgeons my right shoulder, driving me to the ground as I struggle to get up. One drives a harsh boot against my ribs and for a moment it feels like they’ll shatter.

      The crowd’s horrific cheers fill my ears, and the bone roses cut deep into my palms. Blood stains the snow a deep, crimson color. A sickening, metallic copper taste floods the back of my throat, followed by a sickening churning in my stomach. Their makeshift clubs land strike after strike across my back and right side. Somewhere in the crowd, I hear Colton’s shouts but they fall victim to the bloodlust of the crowd.

      Fight back . . . Survive . . . Another strike connects. The sensation of icy water flowing over me dulls the pain some, but that’s never a good thing. I blink, watching the blood mingle with the ashes, everything feeling so distant as the frigid puddle soothes the pain.

      The crowd spits and waves their arms. A rope is cast into the circle. The exposed gravel cuts deep into my flesh as both legs swing upward, a lasso snaring my left ankle. Cheers mix with a horrible, high-pitched ringing sound and the flames burn several shades brighter. Tears trail down my cheeks to mix with the dirty puddles. The ground moves under me. Their faces hold wrath and twist in demonic praise.

      My long mahogany hair trails around me. I cling to the bone roses, watching the crowd moving by as they drag me closer to the wooden table where Hunter stands, baton still swinging.

      I feel my eyelids droop, and for a moment, it feels like I’ve been awake for days. I’m afraid to close them, though. If I do, I won’t wake up again. But I can’t fight the falling sensation wrapping me in its cold embrace. The ground welcomes me, puddles soothing my wounds. Shivers wrack every muscle as the crowd begins to fade. Metal rubs against metal as if someone is sharpening something.

      Hoofbeats thunder through the slush in a muffled haze. A black shadow moves through the flames. Hide slick with sweat and ashes, the mighty black shadow canters to a sliding stop, showering me with gravel and melting snow. Xanthos’s feather-clad hooves slam into the water and dance around my body. I tilt my chin up, too weak to fight back through the wounds, seeing Henny’s awful amber eyes looking down at me.
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      Something is different about him. Gone is the calm, stoic nature of the young man, replaced with disgust. His rifle rests over his shoulder and he keeps one calfskin-gloved hand on the reins, the other on his thigh holster.

      The crowd scatters back several steps, giving him space. He eyes me and for a brief moment, I see a haunted look hiding in his gaze. My exposed, trembling fingers twitch as I reach with my goatskin gloves shredded by the bone roses, yet they fall short of the stallion’s heavy hooves.

      Get up, he challenges with his amber eyes.

      I can’t, I meet his gaze with my own blue eyes.

      Yes, you can. Now get up and fight back, Ragamuffin. He turns his full attention to the crowd.

      “Good evening, Rondo,” his honey soft words barely reach across the bloodthirsty crowd. The stallion takes a flighty step forward, stopping between Hunter and me, forming an almost protective horseflesh shield. “It would seem you have chosen your alliances while I was away.”

      He gestures to the microphones and the soldiers manning them.

      Get up. The entire Kingdom is listening, a voice whispers near my ear. I close my eyes and bite back a cry at the pain radiating through every part of my body. For a brief moment, I see Sadie and Frank, their future baby held safely in their arms—safe somewhere where she can grow up without fear. They fade in the firelight, their smiles joyful, replaced by Addison.

      He cannot steal your spark unless you desire him to, the old farmer says with a twinkle in his eyes before turning and walking into the white fire to be with old Jacobus. He playfully scratches the old donkey’s ear before leading him away.

      Fight for Rondo, for us, Jericho and Tracker walk through the flames. The preacher nods, his eyes holding a strange shade of dark blue as he clutches his bible.

      You are Rondo’s rustler, Rags. Tracker’s strong gaze falls upon me. Make every second count.

      “Wait,” a choked, pleading whisper full of desperation escapes my lips as I reach for them. “Please, wait. Don’t leave me here. Don’t leave.”

      They turn away and vanish in the flames.

      Come on now, I smell the sweet scent of hay and freshly turned earth and see him walking through the flames. His gentle hazel eyes fall upon me and he runs a hand through his raven hair with a smile. Show them how it’s done here in Rondo, Rags. Get up, one last time. For them. For me. Do it one last time. I know you can.

      “Tell me, citizens of Rondo, where your alliances lie. Are they with the Kingdom? Will you bow to Hyperion?”

      Get up. Agony sears every muscle—every bone feels like it’ll shatter. Matthew vanishes into the flames but the bone roses don’t, sharp petals fraying the rope binding my wrists.

      “Hail Hyperion,” shouts a man.

      For them. For us all . . . I painfully grab the rope around my wrists with my teeth and pull, sending a shockwave down my spine.

      “Hail Hyperion for evermore,” shouts a group of women. Children join in until a mighty crowd is screaming his sickening name in blasphemous praise.

      Henny forces a smile but something’s bothering him. He keeps the jittery stallion in place and shakes his head. “Surely, you have all chosen well—”

      “Screw Hyperion.” I force myself to my feet, staggering violently sideways as my left knee shakes and threatens to bend. The frayed rope works around my trembling wrists until the knot loosens. It slithers to the ground at my feet. “Him and his precious Kingdom.”

      “What’s this?” Henny turns the stallion a half step, his amber eyes falling upon me with a look of genuine admiration. “Someone who refuses to bow down and worship the king?”

      “Hell no I won’t bow.” The words rasp from my throat. A cough rattles my chest. I kick the rope to the side. Both bloody hands rest on my hips, the bone roses grinding against my left palm. Every breath burns and hitches. “And my name is Rags. Rustler of Rondo. Remember it.”

      Henny offers a hesitant smirk but I can see it in his eyes. He remembers the other day. The feel of my knife against his throat. That terror at being caught off-guard and vulnerable.

      And he respects it.

      The crowd snarls and presses closer to the stallion. A stone flicks through the air.

      I’m faster. Snatching the stone from the air inches from my face, I spin on my heel, and drop the stone harmlessly at the stallion’s feet. I narrow my blue eyes in challenge to the stunned crowd.

      “Kill her!”

      “She’s a witch!”

      “Burn her alive!”

      I wipe the blood from my chapped lips.

      “Well, Rags.” Henny keeps Xanthos on a tight rein. “It seems you have a problem with Hyperion and refuse to bow. Perhaps you don’t know what happens during a purification ceremony to those who refuse to join the Kingdom.”

      My arms fold across my chest as I try to hide a painful wince. I rock back onto my heels, watching the world spin and try to wrangle up a confident look without throwing up. Inside, I feel the frigid reality of terror wrapping around my soul looking into those damning amber eyes.

      “Wow, you really have no idea who I am, do you. Let’s get one thing straight, Blondie, this is my town. I am its rustler and if you think for one moment that I’m going to bend this knee onto that ground, then you really have no clue how things work around here.”

      Henny pauses. His eyes narrow. He tilts his chin left, eyes falling on Colton who stands by the gate to Witherwood Lane, crossbow in hand. A dark nod crosses between them and I feel his amber eyes on me once again.

      “Is that so?” Henny swings one leg over the stallion’s rump and lands with a graceful splash in a puddle. He reaches for something on his belt and casts a withering look to Hunter. “Well, rustler, it would seem Rondo’s leader has a very different view on things then.”

      Hunter pales. The baton halts its rhythmic slapping.

      “Let’s make this purification interesting, shall we?” A smirk tugs at his lips and unrestrained darkness tints his amber eyes. “Rondo’s rustler against its leader. Winner takes all. Loser forfeits his or her life.”

      Jericho’s hunting knife lands with a splash in the slush at my feet, having fallen from its scabbard while I was being dragged. Henny places a hand on his thigh holster and faces the crowd. “And if any of you dare interfere, your own life shall be forfeited.”

      People in the crowd exchange looks. I see mothers grab their children and hold them close; men lower their weapons. Cheers ebb to hesitant whispers, every eye falling on Hunter and then drifting to me.

      “Well?” Henny leads the stallion to the pyre and swings the rifle from his shoulder. For a moment, he pans the crowd. “What’s it going to be?”

      “Fight! Fight!” The crowd’s enthusiasm returns. Whistles pierce the air and many begin stamping their feet against the ground until it sounds like sleet pelting a farmhouse roof.

      I reach down, curling my fingers around the blade’s leather-wrapped handle. Firelight glints across the tempered steel to a sharp and flawless hook at the end.

      “For Rondo.” I stare at Hunter in challenge. There’s no turning back—no second chances. If I die tonight, then so be it. They cannot have them.

      A loud gunshot splits the air and I bolt toward Hunter. Adrenaline burns through every vein as I cover the ground in clumsy strides.

      Hunter’s eyes widen to the cheers and whistles of the crowd. He’s shoved into the open by Colton, who curls his lip into a wry snarl and utters an inaudible whisper that terrifies the mousy man.

      “You murdered our dear little brother, but we don’t get mad, we get one up.”

      I catch a fleeting look to Henny, who returns it with a curt nod.

      Steel clacks together, the blade parrying a blow from the baton. The flames roar around us. I hook his right leg with my left one, everything I have forcing the baton back and pulling him off-balance. He ducks and dances sideways, jabbing a strong fist hard and fast. It nails me in the ribs and sends a shock through my side.

      Cheers ring out from Rondo’s citizens. I stagger, feeling my wounded knees buckle and reach a hand out for balance but it’s not enough to prevent me from falling. Hunter’s metal baton sings through the air. My elbows quivering, the hunting knife catches the baton and prevents it from crushing my skull.

      “Give up, witch,” Hunter snarls and throws everything behind the blow.

      I peer across the knife’s blade, arms trembling. “Never.”

      My knife slips across the baton’s black surface. A strong right hook knocks his arm to the side. I’m up in an instant, forcing him backward. My quivering legs brace against the slush, sliding and tearing up gravel. Our arms lock together like two angry winter bucks. He pushes back but I hold my ground.

      Baring my teeth, I throw myself sideways, wrenching his right arm and ramming him with my left shoulder. He stumbles. Blade held high, I twist away from him. The crowd scurries out of my path, widening the circle.

      Hunter’s brow furrows and he grabs the baton. He gives it a sharp pull, slipping the metal away to reveal a wicked looking sword. It’s thinner than the knife and twice as long. Sweat coats my brow as he lunges at me, blade singing through the air.

      Where in the hell did he get a sword?

      The hunting knife rattles. Sparks flare between us. I duck and slip past him, keeping the hunting knife up.

      Burning pain catches my right hip as I feel the searing blade cut and come away slick with blood. Hunter laughs a maniacal laugh as the last of his humanity slips away. He holds the blade up before the bloodthirsty crowd.

      I place a hand over the wound, feeling hot blood dripping down my fingers. Damn that hurts. Trying to keep on my feet, I barely manage to throw myself out of the sword’s path. It strikes the ground, sending water flying high into the air.

      “You can’t win, witch.” He bears down on me with the blade. Strike after strike lands across the hunting knife, forcing me to the ground.

      “Finish her!” screams the crowd.

      Come on. My arms buckle as the hunting knife quivers and presses closer to me, forced back by the sword. There’s got to be something. Anything.

      A shrill “hee-haw” floods the air and I see Nigel go up on his haunches. The tether pulls tight, shaking the entire lamppost. He flattens his ears and stretches his muzzle forward, trying desperately to get to me. My eyes narrow, drawn to a row of quivering icicles hanging over the porch roof well within range.

      “Just like Brisby.” Hunter’s lips linger near my ear. “I’ll kill you just like I killed him.”

      Matthew . . . My blue eyes flash. Just like Matthew. A feral snarl wells past my lips. So Henny wasn’t lying. Hunter really did pull that trigger. He murdered my best friend, my family.

      “You son of a bitch.” The sword slides across the hunting knife. Blood splashes across the snow as I catch Hunter under the ribcage with my forearm, shoving him back and rocking to my feet. The world blurs and turns red. Brute strength floods every muscle. My right leg quivers and threatens to collapse as the blood from my hip soaks my pant leg but I remain on my feet.

      It doesn’t take more than a few seconds for Hunter to turn three shades paler.

      My eyes narrow. He will not get away with this. I throw every ounce of strength into swinging the hunting knife down on his blade. He skirts out of range, keeping the sword up and parrying the blows. I move to follow, a shout tearing from my throat as he kicks my right leg, hard.

      This time, I’m not able to prevent it from going out from under me. I hit the ground hard, my hunting knife soaring close to the flames and out of reach. The sword’s point stops inches from my throat. Breathing heavy I stare up at him.

      “What’s the matter, Hunter?” I pant, feeling the cuts across my palm and blood dripping from my mouth. “Afraid to stab me? You’ve always been a coward. A damn coward. But you know something? You forgot one important thing.”

      The bone roses spin through the air. Their sharp petals swing out, the stag charm sliding across my bloody palm. I clutch my fingers tight at the last second, stopping the roses and bringing them down to the scream of agony.

      “I’m not Matthew.” I slam both hands against his chest, everything I have forcing him back. Blood trails down his face and from his eyes. The sword sweeps down, embedding in the gravel. My right shoulder rams him and I throw my left hand up, swinging the bone roses once.

      The mule flicks his ears forward and rears back, pulling the lamppost off center. His rump swings wide, crashing against the porch railing before he dances away from it. The entire dwelling shakes.

      Hunter staggers back, clawing at his eyes. The bone roses sweep back and catch him under the jaw. A mighty crack floods the stunned crowd, the snow on the porch roof giving way. I dive away from him as the icicles fall.

      A pained scream pierces the air and then falls silent as he collapses. Blood pours across the snow. I wipe the back of my hand across my bleeding mouth and clutch the bone roses. Hunter lies still, pinned to the ground by several swords of ice.

      Blood drips from the bone roses and I turn to Henny, breathing heavily with a warning look that he’s next. “I am Rags, Rondo’s rustler and we will never bow to his Kingdom.”

      “Sir—” A soldier shoulders through the crowd and pushes against the gates to Witherwood Lane. “They’re gone sir.”

      “Gone?” Henny stiffens and looks to the soldier. “What do you mean gone?”

      “The church, sir.” The soldier trembles and looks up at the young blond man. “Everyone’s gone.”

      Henny’s lip curls into a snarl and he looks to me. “You . . .”

      “They all got away.” The bone roses swing around my palm as I twirl them. “Every single one. You will never have them.”

      Henny clutches his rifle.

      I ready the bone roses.

      Our eyes meet across the circle, the challenge issued. I dig my deer-hide boots into the gravel, propelling myself at him. The roses come up as he levels the rifle.

      My stride hitches and I lean back, sliding under the rifle and swing the roses up. He spins on his heels and twists sideways. The roses swing wide. We stare each other down, circling like two wolves. He holds the rifle. I clutch the roses, preparing to charge again and feeling my legs falter.

      A loud, earsplitting crack fills the air when we meet. My hands grapple for the rifle, the bone roses swinging back in a flash of molten light that reaches across the entire town and fills every corner with brilliant white light.
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      Henny and I hit the slush and roll away from each other. Screams roar from the cowering crowd as the beautiful, terrifying light consumes Rondo. I burrow both hands into the slush in an effort to keep from collapsing, struggling to catch my breath and shield my eyes.

      The light in the sky burns brighter than anything they’ve ever witnessed before and dwarfs the pyre. Rubbing my eyes I see people staring in both horror and cowering as if God himself were coming to punish them.

      The heat from the fire rolls across my spine and I catch a look at Henny, who crouches, hands on his rifle, blond hair out of its clip with the look of a man too terrified to even move, let alone issue orders. Through the light I see him raise his hand to shield his eyes, squinting and trying to follow the light.

      Another deafening bang shakes Rondo. Nigel and Tamblin rear and pull on their tethers. Xanthos screams and throws his head back. In an instant the light fades, but the explosive bang gives way to a dull rumble. Small pieces of gravel begin to tremble under my hands. The puddles ripple.

      Henny is on his feet in seconds, running to grab Xanthos before the stallion can bolt. A steady hand finds my shoulder, dragging me away from the fire. I resist at first, mesmerized by the shifting gravel and the pain flooding my wounds.

      Gravel. Movement. A dull rumble. My eyes widen as the town comes into sharper view. People speak in hushed tones. Children cling to their mothers. The Kingdom Corps soldiers exchange nervous glances.

      I reach up and grab Colton’s shoulder, using him as a support. My legs threaten to collapse.

      “We gotta go, Frost Flea.” He points to the North and East Ridges rising above Rondo. I squint. Tiny hairline cracks snake across the mountain’s snowy face. For a moment nothing happens.

      The cracks darken and sag in slow motion, rippling across the mountain’s entire side as though the mighty ridge draws a deep breath in response. The mountain slowly exhales. Hairline cracks shatter and split, breaking away. An entire snowy canvas crumbles downward, its frigid breath visible in the frigid winter air.

      From the North Ridge’s fringe, the whole way across the East Ridge, the mountain face slides. Snow rises like smoke across the ridge face.

      The trees, little more than pathetic matchsticks against the force, fold and twist under its violent wrath. The endless wall of snow gathers speed and surges downhill straight for us. Soldiers shout orders lost to the mighty, deep-throated roar overtaking the entire settlement.

      “Retreat. Retreat, damn it!” Henny swings into the saddle and fights to keep the stallion under control. The animal paws the air and squeals, ears flat against its skull and dancing around the pyre.

      Panic seizes Rondo. Its citizens scream and shove for the gates in a violent stampede. Children fall with their mothers. The Kingdom Corps opens fire. I glance over and see the terror in their eyes. The bloodlust is rapidly replaced by a sickening reality crashing down from that mountain.

      I limp alongside Colton. A man falls in front of us, pushed down by the panicking others. I hesitate, reaching down and offering him my trembling hand to help him up so that he doesn’t have to be trampled to death at least . . . and receive a harsh snarl in response.

      “Your choice.” Colton frowns and guides me away from the fallen man.

      I close my eyes with a sigh and shake my head, knowing he’s right on that. They made the choice to stay and follow Hunter. To hail Hyperion. Nothing I can possibly say or do can fix this, and even if I could, they wouldn’t change.

      Nigel shrieks and crashes to the ground, flailing his hooves and flaring his nostrils at the nightmare raining down on us. The roar grows and buildings shake around us. Gunshots fill the air and the banners snap in the rushing wind.

      I place a hand against his sweaty neck as Colton drops to the ground beside me, Jericho’s hunting knife in hand. The rope splits and he tosses it to me. I guide Nigel to his hooves, feeling the panic in the mule as he dances on sorrel-splashed legs and tries to pull away.

      Tamblin is freed next, Colton swinging onto the mare’s bare back and turning an eye to the mountain.

      “Okay boy, do it this one time without reins and a saddle.” I reach up, gather a handful of sparse mane with my left hand and drape the right over his bare back with a painful cry as the wounded hip burns. One—two—three!

      My stride bouncing in time with his, I swing a leg up and over his back. Heat radiates from his sweaty hide. I slide back and lean forward, knees clinging to him and anchoring me on. My hand swats his neck.

      He sweeps through the carnage of trampled people and screaming victims as soldiers dive for cover. Dogs bark and whine, their handlers struggling to keep the panicking Rondonians from crushing them as they surge westward for the snowfield. Witherwood Lane’s gate bends as many try to climb it to flee to safety. There are too many of them, though, and the gate holds strong, only serving to crush everyone who tries. The K. C. frantically struggles to get it open, but can’t under the force.

      Colton gallops by on Tamblin, pointing to the lesser-crowded southern gate leading to the storehouse street. I shiver. People struggle to climb it, many falling back and ramming it in hopes that maybe, just maybe they can push through, while others do clear it and realize very quickly that gates were also erected at the crossroads just below the square to keep them from hiding in alleyways.

      The big white mare slides in the slush, galloping for the gate. Her stride hitches as she bolts past Henny and Xanthos. Strong legs propel the mare into a spectacular leap. She tucks her legs under her and clears the gate and several people trying to climb over, landing with a strong bounce on the other side.

      Henny’s and my eyes meet across from the pyre’s flame. A rattling darkness descends on Rondo, frigid wind rushing from the ridges and making the animals jittery.

      “One more for me, Nigel.” I grasp his mane. “Let’s go boy. One more. Just like the pipe gate.”

      He rears onto his haunches and takes a few sideways strides in a clumsy lope. My heels dig into his sides. A man tumbles down under his hooves, but that doesn’t stop him. I try not to wince.

      The gate comes up on us fast, some people diving out of the way, but many crowding it.

      “We’re going to hate ourselves for this, Nigel.” My grip tightens. “But we don’t have a choice.”

      My heels dig into his sides, sending him at the people and the gate.

      His sorrel legs fold under his stocky frame. Ashes paint the sunburst sorrel splashes covering his narrow face and the white ring around his left eye black. His sparse mane sticks up wildly along an arched neck. With a grunt, he pricks his long sorrel-and-white ears forward as he leaps too early—front legs clearing the gate, hind legs, not so much.

      His hooves kick and twist in desperate effort to gain some leverage. I cling to him, wrapping both arms around his neck, trying not to be pulled off by people trying to use him as a ladder over the gate. Nigel fixes his eyes forward and grunts, working those powerful hindquarters like he’s done to pull plows for years.

      With a sharp jolt, the mule wriggles over the gate, stumbling as he gets all four legs underneath him on the opposite side. I try not to think about it and push myself back into a sitting position, both hands clutching his mane again.

      His long legs stretch forward, hindquarters propelling him into a spectacular gallop like the big white horse he was spawned from. I look back only to see the mighty black stallion clear the gate, Henny moving the reins and swatting the stallion’s neck with a desperate shout for the animal to move faster.

      I cue Nigel to run faster down the graded street. He’s more than happy to oblige the command. I cling to him and feel myself being pulled backward at the choppy strides before the mule stretches out into a smoother gallop after the big white mare.

      Henny glances back at the collapsing mountain, mouth agape, amber eyes determined to escape. Xanthos lifts both front legs from the snow and whinnies.

      “We’re gonna die. We’re gonna die.” Colton leans forward and looks straight ahead as the mare slides down the hill.

      I work the bone roses from under my sleeve and cling to them, shaking uncontrollably. Come on. Faster, Nigel. I don’t want to die.

      Soldiers stand frozen in place. Every helmet turns to the mountain. Their rifles tremble in their hands. A few throw down their weapons and run, shouting and trying to break the hypnotic spell cast over their comrades.

      Colton and Henny exchange looks as their horses gallop beside each other as if knowing this is their last ride together. I look to the little white church’s steeple. Rondo shakes. Its buildings sway. A terrifying, rushing snow wave drowns out the screams.

      The bell in the steeple rings out a haunting last cry for justice.

      I swat Nigel’s shoulder, threading him between the two much-taller horses and trying to keep them from slamming into the soldiers trying to cut off our escape.

      His sorrel legs stretch the farthest he’s ever stretched them into a faster gallop. We nose about as far as Tamblin’s shoulder, unable to pull ahead. I reach up, making a curt gesture for the storehouse. Our only hope is to make the South Ridge.

      I lean back, slowing the mule to a lope to give Tamblin the lead and thread him through the thick Kingdom Corps-filled street. Darkness overshadows us. Another livestock gate bars our path.

      “Come on boy.” I lean forward and feel the mule gather himself and leap. My knees cling to his slick sides and for a moment I’m suspended over him, watching the ground rush up. Nigel’s front hooves take the landing fast. I lurch forward, almost going over his neck, before reclaiming my seat as he rocks back and bolts forward.

      Tamblin surges strides in front of us, head down as if she’s running a derby. Colton leans forward, hands tangled in her mane and doesn’t look back.

      Sweat soaks the black stallion. Nostrils flare and roar almost as loud as what’s rushing downhill behind us. Henny moves the reins forward, knees hugging the saddle and ponytail flagging behind him.

      He draws the animal broadside the mule and looks down. Fear and rage wrestle for control deep within them, settling on determination.

      A hand reaches down and seizes my buckskin sleeve just above the wound he inflicted days ago. I stiffen with a shout.

      Nigel’s stride hitches, confused by the cryptic movement.

      “Let go!” I dig a heel into the poor mule’s side and frantically try to free myself as we break from Rondo.

      Nigel swings closer to the stallion.

      The young man drops the reins and grabs with the other hand. I’m lifted halfway off the mule, left leg dangling between two galloping animals.

      Terror seizes me. I scream and lean back toward the mule, throwing a punch and nailing Henny. He flinches but tightens his grip.

      Up ahead, the rising forest beckons.

      Xanthos tosses his head, the big animal tiring and losing ground. Henny kicks him harder and forces him ahead of Nigel. He leans almost completely over, letting go of my shoulder and grabbing the fringes across my jacket’s back.

      “Get up here with me.” Stern amber eyes harbor a promise that he really is going to either pull me off the mule or drop me between both thundering steeds to be trampled.

      Nigel slams against the stallion’s side, biting at the larger animal. Pain burns my leg as horseflesh pins me. The young man’s brow furrows and he makes one last effort to haul me from my mule.

      “No.” I sweep a hand up. The bone roses spin and clack. The braided leather throng slips through my thin fingers. The stag charm catches against my palm as I clench my hand, halting the roses. They sweep down.

      Henny shouts and releases me. The black stallion swings wide and almost into a group of fleeing soldiers before moving back onto the snowy trail.

      The young man hisses and holds a palm across his left eye, blood dripping down. The right one widens in horror.

      “Ragamuffin! Look out!” The command rivals a loud, thunderous crack.

      Nigel squeals and goes rigid midstride, front hooves slamming into the snow. His knees fold, his muzzle goes down, vanishing under him as his hindquarters fly up and twist sideways.

      Cold white ground slams my shoulders, driving my breath from my lungs. Heavy weight rolls over, his withers driving me into the snow as several hundred pounds of mule tumble over me.

      I shake violently, lying on the ground, staring up at the sky. Nigel brays and scrambles in frantic attempt to get back up. His long legs grab for the snow and he trembles.

      The mule manages to get all four legs back under him and crawls into a standing position. He takes a trembling step and almost goes down, favoring his left front leg. Blood pours from his left shoulder.

      I look behind me. A terrifying white ocean slams into Rondo. Screams fall to the loud, vengeful roar as the buildings collapse. The church bell tolls wildly and vanishes in a curtain of white.

      God forgive us all . . .

      Henny lands in the snow and sprints across the path. He reaches under my arms and pulls me to my feet.

      Nigel looks over at us and the rushing snow. Xanthos tosses his head and bolts deeper into the ridge, where Colton knocks two rogue soldiers to the ground and guides the mare over them.

      I look to the mule and throw both hands up, giving him the one command no rustler ever should have to give.

      Leave me behind.

      The mule tosses his head and flicks his ears. I repeat the motion. He swishes his tail and jogs a few limping steps before stopping and looking back. The third time I give the command he bolts, clumsy strides carrying him away from us.

      Henny clutches my hand and looks for anything we can use to save ourselves. After several seconds, he settles on a nearby pine tree.

      “Run.” He sprints for it, taking me with him.

      Terror floods my veins, all sense of reason fleeing. I limp after him, clinging to his hand.

      Behind us, the storehouse and Matthew’s Chevy vanish. Henny wraps an arm around me and draws me to his chest. He hooks the tree with the other.

      I cling to him like a little child, too scared to fight.

      Everything goes dark around us. Snow scalds my exposed flesh. Each frantic breath burns and labors. Horrifying force tears into the ridge and the trees, seizing my legs, bowling them out from under me and ripping me down.

      I grab for Henny. His amber eyes flash briefly and vanish in the snow. My hand slips from his. Churning snow crashes and slams my small body end over end. I frantically claw in desperation for the surface. Unlike water, snow grants little mercy. I briefly glimpse the sky before being ripped deep beneath the surface by much stronger snow.

      Please no! Help!

      The heavy darkness makes it impossible to see. My hands claw around and meet resistance, unable to best the crushing weight. Cold snow presses down from all angles and I can’t tell if I’m digging deeper or closer to freedom.

      The violent tumbling comes to an abrupt, bone-jarring stop. Thick snow renders any and all movement impossible, suffocating cold and a frigid silence pressing painfully from every direction.

      I can’t see anything. No limbs respond. My chest heaves. Each breath strains under the crushing weight. Panicky gasps struggle for even one final breath. I move my lips in the tiny pocket of darkness holding back snow from completely filling my mouth and nose, unable to hear even the softest screams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m lying in a field of endless white. Stark, pure, blinding white. Everything hurts and I can barely move.

      Shh. Don’t try to move.

      Cold snowflakes drift down and settle against my cheek. S-so cold . . .

      Just stay there. You’ll be okay.

      The white field drifts in and out of focus with the soft, Southeastern Territory-accented whispers. So much white. So cold. Is Heaven supposed to be this cold? Jericho never said. It can’t be Hell. Hell is supposed to be fiery and hot.

      It’ll be okay.

      Where am I? It looks kind of like our snowfield. But where is Rondo? Who’s speaking? Matthew?

      My blue eyes strain, seeing white in all directions. Rondo is nowhere to be seen, like it never even existed. In the distance I can kind of see the faint outlines of metal rinds and a wooden barn. That looks kind of like farmer Addison’s barn. That can’t be right. Can it? I squint, trying to bring it into better focus. It looks awfully familiar though.

      My eyes follow the trail from the snowfield to the rising steeple of a little white church, standing sentinel over the western side of Rondo. It stands with the farmhouse and cottage, overlooking a river of white to the east where the square and slums once stood. A shiver creeps through me at everyone who didn’t make it out in time. Tiny black dots move around the church, no doubt the few who did manage to make it over the gates.

      I tilt my head back and try to sit up.

      Pain stabs my chest and I don’t even get an inch from the ground before I settle against the snow, too weak to move.

      Two young men shout at each other in the distance. Their arms wave and gesture wildly, the blond one screaming at the redhead, who yells back just as loudly. The words don’t make sense, tumbling into a dull roaring in my ears.

      A warm hand touches my cheek and I briefly smell hay and upturned earth.

      My eyelids weigh heavier. I let them fall, accepting the quiet, soothing darkness that welcomes me.

      A dull clacking interrupts a dreamless sleep. Something thick and warm wraps around my body. Vibrations course under me, rolling forward and then back in time with the clacking.

      Gone is the little white church, replaced by wooden boards and cold gray light flows through the tiny cracks. Straw rustles somewhere to the left. A thick wool blanket slides from my battered and bruised body. I feel a thick bandage around my midsection, covering the wound above my hip.

      The world spins and I fight to stay sitting up. Everything sways. Am I moving or is the ground moving? It almost feels like the time between fleeing the pens and falling into the snow around Rondo. But that can’t be right. I was under the snow, likely still there, a cold, dead corpse.

      “Aye, good to see you decided to wake up finally.” Colton sits, back against the slatted boards, arms folded around his knees. “Had us worried for a bit.”

      “What happened?” The hoarse words struggle to break a whisper.

      “Rondo’s purification happened.” He draws a long breath and tries to smile. “Not the way Hyperion wanted, but people will be talking about this one for a long time. Not every day a rustler girl bests the Kingdom in the most spectacular fashion.”

      I stare down at the floorboards.

      “They escaped by the way.” He looks up at the wooden ceiling. “What little didn’t get caught up in the avalanche couldn’t find any tracks. We got caught though and I’m not gonna lie, I’d give anything to be buried under that snow instead of on this train right now.”

      A little part of me jumps with joy and relief that Sadie and the others got away. No one caught them. They’ll be okay and safe. Another little part of me shivers and I look around at my new prison.

      “Train?”

      “Yep, Frost Flea. The one train you really don’t want to end up on. Destination, Threshing Floor, aka, Hell on earth.”

      The way he says it scares me. He watches me across the fading daylight sneaking between slats.

      “If we’re fortunate, Hyperion will put a bullet in my brain and you’ll stagger off to grab an electric fence the moment we’re herded off this train. The only way out is the furnace and after what happened in Rondo, you’ll be wishing Henny didn’t feel merciful enough to dig you out of that snowdrift. Being wounded does you no favors at the Threshing Floor.”

      “He tried to save me.” The memories flash through my mind as I grabbed his jacket and huddled close to my enemy.

      “You did us both a favor by killing Hunter. Son of a bitch shouldn’t have dressed in his old K. C. uniform, spooked Xanthos, and stolen that rifle off Henny when he surprised him up on the ridge that morning. It was an ugly fight between them. Henny tried to stop that shot from being fired, but he couldn’t without being trampled to death. Hunter dropped the rifle and took cover in the rest of the advancing K. C. and well, Matty paid the price,” Colton nods. “Henny may have destroyed your life in Rondo but he’s a good guy at heart. Scared guy now too. Those fancy roses he took off you when he dug you out makes it look like he wrestled with a mountain bear. Clawed his left eye up good.”

      The bone roses . . . He took them. I look down, defeat creeping in at the overwhelming losses this week. All I had left of Matthew, now in the hands of my enemy.

      “I know you hate him and blame him for Matty, but he really didn’t do it. He tried his damnedest to stop it from happening. So while you hate him for Rondo, don’t hold Matty against him. They were close friends, adopted brothers, part of my family, and he deserves that much, even if he’s still your enemy.”

      A single tear creeps down my bruised cheek and over the thin scar. I close my eyes, a rattling sigh shaking me. My trembling hands clench the blanket and I lean against the slatted wall. “I know, Colton. It’s hard, though. And I’m scared.”

      “Me too, Frost Flea. Me too. But it’ll be okay.” Colton’s arm snakes around my midsection, making the wound Hunter landed on me flare with the others. He draws me to his side and rests his chin on my shoulder, warm against the frigid air invading the rail car. I huddle closer, thankful that I’m not alone right now. “Just gotta try not to let it get to you too much.”

      Easier said than done . . . He’s not the one with a bounty and a Crops mark on him.

      “We’ll figure something out. Not sure what that something will be, but we survived Rondo. We can get through this.”

      “I hope so . . .”

      “Hey now.” He keeps his voice soft and turns slightly to offer me a glance. “Can’t be thinking like that, all right.”

      I hold back a tired scowl. But he just . . . not even a few minutes ago said . . . oh forget it. Arguing with him right now is pointless.

      He nuzzles my neck, the light stubble around his chin tickling my skin. I sense him reach down with his free hand, grabbing the blanket and draping it around my shoulders before pulling away and casting me a confident look. “We’ll get through this, Frost Flea. Just trust me. That’s all I’m asking.”

      Trust him? I don’t exactly get a choice in the matter now do I? Right now, he’s probably just as much of a criminal as I am with odds just as bad. Something tells me the Kingdom won’t take what happened in Rondo lightly. But right now, he’s an ally I can’t afford to lose.

      I offer a silent nod and stare down at the straw.

      “By the way, your freaking mule hates trains.” He rolls his eyes. “Just thought you should know he made an ass of Henny and me. Took twenty men to get him on this train. If he’s luckier than us, Hyperion will put him to work pulling the death carts.”

      I shiver, half thankful they took the wounded mule, half afraid of just what a death cart might be. Whatever it is can’t be pleasant at all.

      Something glows through the slats. A glowing pinprick in the early evening darkness. It vanishes as quickly as it appears.

      “Frost Flea?”

      I crawl away from Colton and slip my fingers between boards, struggling to see better. Trees and hills roll gently through the wilderness.

      Something white bounds below the tracks. A stag, strong legs propelling him through the snowdrifts, curved antlers catching the wind races the train. He eyes the train once and vanishes down into a gully just as quickly.

      The pinprick returns on the horizon. A faint glow, headed south, like someone holds a lantern in hand, leading his charges into a destiny that will only be known to those privileged to see it.

      I’ll find you, somewhere, even if I have to walk the entire world until I do. I grip the sturdy boards, letting the tears fall as the lantern vanishes behind the trees and snowdrifts, the train curving on tracks headed for a terrifying place somewhere in the unknown.
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