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For Moa & Susanna


To the Interitus girls,

Writing with you both has made me a better storyteller.

You're the best!
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“Grandda’,” the young boy asked, pushing his blanket back impatiently and gathering his stuffed toy horse up in his arms. “You tell me a story?”

Lyle lifted his head, looking away from the knife and half-carved wooden block in his hands. A small, tired smile slipped over his lips, and he gave a gentle nod. It was already a long way past the boy’s bedtime, but he could hardly blame him for being restless. The heat had set in, and the thick air remained uncomfortable long after the sun had set.

Pushing himself up from his chair, Lyle moved over to his grandson’s bed, fixing the blanket neatly across the end before he sat down. The bed was low and it made his joints ache to sit on the soft mattress, but the boy would only complain if he remained on the other side of the room for the story.

“Which story would you like?”

The boy thought for a moment, nuzzling the horse’s soft flank as he blinked sleepily.

“Ships!” the boy answered finally, sitting up.

Reaching out and leaning across the bed, he gently pushed his grandson back down onto the mattress and brushed his dark brown hair away from his eyes. If he was going to tell him a story, the boy could at least pretend to try to sleep.

“You had that one last time, Brae,” he reminded him.

“It’s my favourite.”

Lyle rolled his eyes. He was sure that he’d told Braedon the story of the ships the last half-dozen times. Just like his son, Braedon’s father, his grandson never tired of hearing the tale of their past.

“Alright,” he answered with a slow nod.

He leaned away from Braedon, placing his knife and the block of half-whittled wood down on the floor before looking back at his grandson. With his son, Halden, working long hours so often, it was a regular arrangement that he put Braedon to bed. Lyle didn’t mind. In fact, he rather enjoyed it. The young boy was almost as enthralled with his stories as his own children used to be. Though they were both grown now, no longer needing stories at bedtime, when they even came home at all.

“Long, long ago, Os-Veruh was a beautiful and rich planet,” Lyle began, smiling back at the grin spreading across Braedon’s face. “The Veniche people lived in one place, they had everything they could ever want, even if they sometimes complained that they didn’t.”

Braedon rolled onto his side, knees drawn up towards his chest as he hugged the horse tightly and turned it in his arms so that the toy could hear the story better.

“Men fought for more, to see more of the skies. So they spent years building big ships that could float on air instead of water.”

“Grandda’, you forgot the men who look up!” Braedon whined.

Frowning, Lyle shook his head.

“I was getting to it,” he answered. “Os-Veruh had everything, from men who examined the deepest oceans, to those who looked at the furthest stars in the night sky. One day, one of the sky watchers saw something. He saw a shooting star heading towards Os-Veruh. The Veniche people panicked. No one knew whether the meteor would hit the planet or sail past, but the sky watcher said it would collide with them, and they had to believe him.

“The big sky ships were almost ready, and all the people argued and fought over who would be allowed onto them. Men argued using their power and their money, claiming that those things made them more worthy of saving. Others asserted their intelligence and skill, saying that those things should be what mattered.”

“Like Gianna?” Braedon asked.

“What?” Lyle asked, thrown from the rhythm of his story by Braedon’s sudden question. In the times he’d told his grandson the story, he’d never asked that before.

“With the med’cine.”

Lyle reached up and scratched his cheek. He had to admit, he didn’t know. He’d never stopped to think about which skills would have been prized above others back then. He could only imagine that the people on the ships would have needed medicines and medics to administer them.

“I guess,” he agreed finally. “Yes, probably.”

“Good, I want to save her.”

A quiet chuckle came out in a breath as Braedon nodded resolutely and settled himself back against the pillow. Lyle blinked, the interruption having dragged his thoughts from the flow of the story.

“Where was I?”

“The arguments.”

“Oh, yes, I was,” Lyle agreed. “The arguments and battles over who had places on the ships continued until the final days, and then one year before the meteor was set to hit the planet, the ships took off with as many people as they could carry.”

“Into the sky to search for new places,” Braedon said with an enthusiastic nod against his pillow.

“That’s right. The ships went in all directions. Each ship carried a machine that could talk to the others even over millions of miles. If one ship found another planet, they could tell everyone else.”

“But the meteor didn’t hit us!”

Lyle frowned, pursing his lips as he looked down at his grandson. Halden and Georgianna, his own children, had not jumped ahead in the story every chance they could. Then again, it could have been that he just didn’t remember. It had been a long time ago. Halden with his bright green eyes and dark hair like his own, Georgianna with her honey-gold curls that were always in a mess. He missed them as children, hanging on his every word like Braedon did now.

“No, it didn’t,” he said. “The meteor went straight past Os-Veruh, colliding with the planet that circled between Os-Veruh and the sun. That planet was destroyed, broken into thousands of pieces which would become meteors of their own.

“The Veniche who remained on Os-Veruh were relieved, and celebrated that they had been saved. However, as the days and months passed, they realised that things were not the same. They were travelling closer to the sun than they had before. They realised that the other planet had been keeping them away from the sun. The people began to suffer: some were killed and others driven mad by the heat. Some people fled north where the heat was less, hiding inside their buildings and creating tunnels under the ground to escape the sun.

“Next came the freeze as the planet moved further from the sun again. The snow froze everything it touched, and people ran south to escape as much of the blizzards as they could.”

“I don’t like the freeze,” Braedon complained in a small voice.

“No, many didn’t,” he answered. “But families banded together, set on helping each other through the worst of it.”

“Tribes! Tribes!” Braedon chanted, his dislike of the freeze forgotten as he pushed himself up.

Lyle reached out and settled the boy back down before he continued.

“Yes, Brae. All across the land, families joined together to share their skills, forming tribes who travelled together.

“The Kahle, one of the biggest tribes, had two settling grounds, Adlai in the north for the heat, and Nyvalau down south for the freeze. The Kahle built up these grounds, creating sturdy homes and even tunnels in Adlai to escape the sun.”

Braedon was getting sleepy, Lyle could tell. After looking after the boy for most of the heat while his father went off to find work, he was getting pretty good at telling when the youngster was ready to doze off. The tight ball he’d curled his body into loosened a little, and lifting his weight from the bed for a moment, Lyle tugged the blanket out from underneath him and draped it over Braedon.

“It was decided by the elders of each tribe that a ledger would be kept,” he continued, setting back into his spot at the end of the bed. “When people joined in love, when children were born and people died it was written down, so that, like the Veniche before them, they could remember the past.”

“Grandda’,” Braedon mumbled. “Who has our ledger?”

Lyle smiled.

“I do, Brae,” he explained. “I’ll show it to you tomorrow.”

“Okay,” the child yawned. “Finish the story.”

Lyle wasn’t entirely used to being ordered around in the telling of his bedtime stories, especially not by four-year-olds. However, being his only grandchild, he let Braedon off with a lot of things he knew he shouldn’t.

“For generations, they lived this way. Travelling between the two grounds, the Veniche people lived in peace.”

Braedon rolled himself further onto his stomach, burying his face into his pillow.

“Then the Adveni came,” he mumbled through the material.

“Yes, Braedon,” Lyle said as he got up from the bed. Leaning over Braedon, he smoothed the blanket across his grandson’s small body and kissed him gently on his temple. “And then the Adveni came.”






  [image: The Quarter Run]

 
He made each turning the same as he had the last time. He’d been warned against it and told to take a different route through the buildings on each journey, but he liked the routine of a well-trodden path. He liked knowing exactly where the blind spots were on a journey and where he had to be extra careful. The sprawling training grounds were best avoided entirely. There were too many eager young Adveni who wanted their first capture. He knew the routes that caused the least problems, so while it made it easier for others to follow, he took those every time.

High above, the sun made a slow progression towards the horizon. In the Adveni quarter, the polished stones of the buildings shone like the sun themselves in the suffocating heat. The buildings’ occupants were as deadly as the close, mid-heat sun. Perhaps more so, as it didn’t take days for an Adveni to kill. It took moments, minutes, or hours… depending on their wishes.

Sweat clung to his skin, his shirt plastered against his back. At his wrists and neck, the skin was already turning pink, and he could only count himself lucky that he knew a good medic to ease the burning flesh when he returned home.

The building stood halfway along the perfectly laid Adveni road. It was easy to spot amongst the other buildings. The design was similar, its colours uniform with the rest of the street, but this building was larger, more impressive, and slightly more terrifying for what waited inside.

He lengthened his stride, making brisk progress down the road towards the building. He wouldn’t be going inside, he never did, but it wouldn’t change the fact that he didn’t have long. Pass offs had to be made quickly and without fuss. With their situation, they couldn’t risk being caught.

He was almost opposite the building before he could look up into one of the front windows, able to spot the sky-blue shirt hanging behind the glass. He smiled, stuffing his hands into his pockets as he turned towards the house, making his way through the gap between the buildings.

The contact he’d been coming to see was a drysta, a slave to an Adveni, so he wasn’t able to venture far from his owner’s house. The drysta was already outside by the time he rounded the back corner of the house. He stood against the wall, a cigarette hanging from his fingers, and a fresh bruise blackening his cheek. A collar shone around his neck and numerous small scars snaked out from underneath it. He glanced up. At the sight of his visitor, he grinned.

“I wasn’t sure you’d make it.”

“When have I ever let you down?”

The drysta tilted his head to the side as he rubbed his hand against his shoulder, ash dropping from the end of the cigarette and sprinkling down into the grass.

“You got anything for me?”

A brief shake of his contact’s head as he leaned forward, glancing through the back door which stood open just enough to warn them of an approach.

“No, he’s been in a particularly bad mood,” he said, pointing towards his eye. “I’ve been keeping a…”

The low thud of a footstep cut him off, and the drysta quickly stood up straight, turning to peer in through the gap. They both listened, expecting the steps to fade into the other sounds of the house, but they came closer, and seemed to multiply.

“Go!”

He didn’t need to be told twice. Turning on his heel, he made his way back around the corner to the gap between the buildings. The door was wrenched open so hard that it smacked into the wall. Though he knew that only one Adveni lived in the house, he heard at least four men pour out through the door.

“Who was here?”

The drysta’s howl of pain seared through the air as the only answer.

Breaking into a run, he didn’t need to look behind him to know he was being followed. The drum of footsteps evened out into a constant beat against the pavement. If it had been any other situation, he might have laughed that the Adveni were so well trained that they couldn’t even run out of unison.

Another scream of pain echoed between the high walls. Even through the percussion of footfalls, he could hear the drysta claiming he didn’t know anything, that it had been no one. He rounded the corner, guilt following at every turn.

The wide street was the worst place to run from an Adveni. He knew that if even one of them chose to stop running and aim a weapon, he would be dead or captured in an instant. He had to get into some of the narrower streets, or somewhere he could try to lose them, instead of listening to them slowly close the gap.

Launching himself around a corner, his shoulder collided with the wall. His shirt caught on a rough patch of brick, tearing through the material and scraping the flesh beneath as he pushed off the wall and sprinted along the thin alley.

A shot smacked into the pavement by his foot, bouncing away in the glare of the evening sunlight. It was a warning shot, an order to stop. The next one would not miss.

He couldn’t be taken in alive. He knew too much. He’d never fully considered his ability to withstand Adveni torture, but he wasn’t about to risk finding out. At least he’d learned something from the shot: they were firing metal, not copaq bullets. They were aiming to kill.

The road was taking him further through the Adveni dwelling quarter. There were so many roads to take. He didn’t usually come this far into the quarter. He hadn’t memorised the routes. Tall buildings obscured his view and disorientated him. The footsteps were getting closer as he hurled himself into an alleyway. High walls threw him into the shadows.

Blinded by the harsh sun as he came out into the next street, he squeezed his eyes closed. He didn’t care where he put his feet as long as it was away from the Adveni behind him. He blinked and shook his head. The glare of the sun on his left blazed across his eyes. He was heading north, further from the city, he knew that now.

A shot nicked his shoulder with a sizzling burn. He gritted his teeth and pushed harder. For a moment, the briefest soaring moment, he gained some ground. He ducked into the next alley he came across. His eyes widened at the sight of a metal fence at the opposite end. A bark of gruff laughter followed him along the tunnel. Through the blood pounding in his ears, he could hear that the footsteps had slowed. There was no use in running. They’d caught their prey.

Through the bars of the fence, he could see the open plains of the northern land. He’d reached the outer ridge of the quarter. There would be no protection, and given time, the heat would be as ruthless as the Adveni behind him. There was nothing for it. Time was not to be argued with, and he had run out of it.

He didn’t break stride as he hurtled down the alley. It was no different from jumping onto a horse, right? Hands up, swing your leg over, and hope you went high enough. There was no stirrup. It would be a big leap. The Adveni realised what he was doing. Two of them pelted after him as the other took aim. He didn’t slow as he ran straight at the fence. Grasping the top, he launched himself up, the top bar of the metal digging into his stomach as he swung his leg over. The shot blew off the heel of his boot as he swung his other leg over the fence. Pushing himself up from a stumbled landing, he set off running from the Adveni, into the merciless sun.
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The eastern Mykahnol pillar loomed over Lyndbury Compound, onyx bricks towering into the sky, sending a long shadow sprawling over the large, oppressive building. The sun had barely hoisted itself above the mountains, but the sky was already such a clear, bright blue that it could only mean another blistering day.

Georgianna Lennox brushed her long, blonde hair away from her neck, sweeping it high onto her head: a mess of waves and curls that she tied haphazardly into a knot with a ribbon. The dirt track from the end of the tunnel to the gates was already giving off waves of heat under her leather boots. The dense, heavy air stuck her clothes to her skin. Grasping her leather bag to her side, her brown-eyed gaze settled on the building up ahead. She let out a deep sigh, and trudged towards the gates.

She had promised to spend the day below ground helping the Belsa rebels with any medical emergencies that came in. However, she’d not even reached the hidden tunnels before her tsentyl device had beeped, informing her of an emergency within the compound walls. Changing her route, she’d made her way through the eastern tunnel instead, heading out of the city. There were multiple entrances along the line, but most Veniche people didn’t use this particular tunnel, driven off by the knowledge of what waited at the other end.

The Adveni had built it when they first claimed dominion: a large compound they had named Lyndbury. While criminals of the Veniche tribes used to be marked for what they were and sent on their way to live alone, far from those they would rob or hurt, the Adveni had a different method. Instead of sending the criminals away, they would lock them up, keeping them all together in the compound.

The creation of Lyndbury had sent outrage spiralling through the people. Who were the Adveni to lock a man in a single place, especially through the volatile seasons of Os-Veruh? At times, Georgianna could almost understand it. A man who committed murder should be kept away from others and not given any opportunity to commit his crime elsewhere. However, the Adveni did not offer that. Instead of keeping criminals away from other people, they locked them all in a building together, and let them do as they pleased so long as they never left the compound walls.

One group of Adveni had been tasked with guarding the compound. Specially trained and working with ruthless efficiency, the Guards of Lyndbury were infamous within the city. The Veniche of the city described the inmates as being “buryd alive”, after the compound’s name, Lyndbury: though your life was over and there was no escape, your body remained alive.

The Veniche people might not have considered it so bad if the Adveni were fairer about it, punishing those who committed crimes the Veniche agreed with, but the common opinion was that the Adveni punished crimes without understanding them. They didn’t look at the starving family of a thief, nor did they care for the claims of five other victims when they said the man a woman stabbed to fend off an attack had also attacked them. There was no justice, only punishment. Even those who refused to bow to Adveni rule and register themselves were labelled as criminals and sent to the compound. Those sorts, however, never stayed inside the walls for long. Instead they were sold off in the drysta yard as slaves to whichever Adveni would pay the highest price.

Georgianna hated going there. She detested the sight of the inmates burned by the sun when the Adveni forced them outside into a fenced yard while the sun was high. She abhorred looking at the women, locked in the cell block with morally lacking men who had not seen a woman in so long that their urges overcame them. She heard her brother’s pleas that she stay away, that the Adveni would, at some point decide she was no longer useful and lock her in there as well. Whenever the tsentyl communication device she had been given lit up, however, she answered it, because she knew that no one else would. The Adveni didn’t care if a Veniche man died in the block in a fight over food. The body would lie in the block until count if the Adveni wanted. It was only her continued service that meant that someone saw fit to call for a medic at all.

Turning towards the compound, Georgianna brushed an errant lock of hair out of her face, and walked the last couple of hundred yards towards the high metal gates looming in front of her.

Inside the gate, two Adveni men stood watching for her approach. She was not even ten feet from the metal fencing before one of them pushed the gate forward to allow her entrance.

“In the block,” one of the men explained bluntly. “Edtroka will take you.”

Georgianna glanced at the other guard and nodded politely. Without so much as a word, the guard, Edtroka, turned and began walking away with long, purposeful strides, leaving Georgianna to hurry to keep up in his wake.

Georgianna had met Edtroka many times before. He was the first guard to take her through the routine of being let into the block. He showed her the items she would not be permitted to take inside and showed her how to work the Adveni tsentyl device that would let her inform them that she was ready to leave. His Veuric at that time had been broken and difficult to understand. Over the two years since her first visit, however, his use of the language had improved dramatically. Unfortunately, Georgianna could not say the same for her Adtvenis.

“Do you know what happened?” she asked, struggling to keep pace with him.

“Fight,” he answered, his thick Adveni accent clear through the Veuric words. “We found him this morning.”

“And what are his injuries?”

Edtroka turned his head, glancing down at her with what she could only imagine was derision, though it could have been amusement, the way his brow quirked like that. Edtroka was always slightly odd. He wasn’t cruel or insulting to her like the other guards would be, but he had never shown her any obvious kindness either, only unreadable expressions that he never explained, even when she asked.

“I thought you were the medic.”

“Well, I am!” she answered. “But surely you’ve seen his injuries if you called me?”

The guard shrugged, and she wondered if he had not seen the injuries on the prisoner, not paid enough attention, or not cared enough to remember what he’d seen. He didn’t pause as he led her through the drysta yard towards the doors, and though the sun was now high enough to make being outside uncomfortable in mid-heat, the Veniche people set to be sold as dreta were lined up along one side, a group of Adveni looking at them with interest.

The Adveni were easy enough to spot even though in face and shape they resembled the Veniche in almost every way. Yet most Adveni stood almost a head taller than the average Veniche, and were also built better, with broader shoulders and longer legs, making them faster and stronger. It hadn’t taken long for the rumours to begin circulating through the tribes that the Adveni bred differently to them. Unlike the Veniche, who paired most commonly for love, the Adveni were put to numerous tests. If their tletonise—the Adveni way of referring to what the Veniche people knew to be the aspects of a person passed on to their children—did not pass these tests, they were forbidden from creating offspring. Georgianna had often heard the term they used for people with undesirable genetic qualities: Zsraykil.

Most Veniche didn’t spend a lot of quality time speaking to Adveni, not when they didn’t have to, but they all knew that the Adveni considered most, if not all of them Zsraykil.

The strength and skill of the Adveni was also due to their extensive training. Georgianna had heard, from a friend who, in the ways these things happened, had heard it from another friend who knew someone, that the Adveni were trained in combat from childhood upwards, until they were ready to take their nsiloq and become an adult.

Georgianna had been trained to fight too. Life on the trail could be hard and attacks from outcasts and animals were not uncommon. However, Georgianna was certain that the Adveni’s combat training had probably gone further than a lesson from their father, a lesson which included instructing them to aim for the face if the attacker was female, to go for the groin if male, and if an animal, to run as fast as your legs could carry you, preferably screaming to get the attention of people nearby.

One drysta at the end of the line, a man in his early twenties, caught her eye and opened his mouth to call out. Georgianna quickly shook her head as she strode behind Edtroka, though she longed to run and gather him in her arms. Letting the guards know that they recognised each other would not be a good idea: not when she knew that he had been a Belsa, and not when she knew that the Adveni had already killed his brother Alec for the same reason. She couldn’t bring herself to remember that name, not now. If they discovered Landon’s affiliation, he would not be heading for a life as one of the dreta, he would be heading for execution. The idea of being sold as an Adveni slave like that, like cattle, disgusted her, but she simply turned her head and looked in the other direction. The good she could do was not in stopping the system; it was in making sure that those within the system had basic care. She was a medic, not a revolutionary.

Once they were through the heavy metal doors that led into the compound, the guard Edtroka patted her down and had her empty out her bag onto a sturdy table. He looked through each item. Deeming that none of the objects were dangerous, or intended to be passed on to prisoners, he allowed Georgianna to pack everything haphazardly back into her bag.

The corridors through the compound were wide with clear visibility. Where corridors intersected, they opened into wide, curving mouths, offering little cover. For all the things she could fault about the Adveni, their knowledge of attack theory was not among them: within the compound there was nowhere to hide.

Inside were three blocks: one for those who would become dreta, personal slaves to whichever Adveni had enough money to purchase them, and two for the compound inmates. Georgianna was rarely asked to the compound to visit the dreta block. The Veniche inside were given far better care than the other inmates, in order to be in peak health for their new owners.

Georgianna had learned very early on that the compound inmates were sent into the block and left to fend for themselves. The only time guards went into the block was each morning and evening to carry out a mandatory count. During her time in the compound, she had heard many horror stories about men killed in fights after count and left in the middle of the block until the count the next morning or evening. Most of the time, when fights broke out in the block, there was no point in calling a medic because by the time she’d been contacted, the man was past saving.

The only time prisoners were allowed out of the block was once every other day when they were allowed into a yard kept solely for the permanent inmates. Personally, Georgianna was sure most of the inmates would have preferred to be kept indoors instead of being sent out into the burning heat, but they did not get much choice in the matter. It wasn’t called being buryd for nothing.

As they approached the thick, red, metal door, Georgianna hitched her bag a little higher onto her shoulder and glanced at the guard. He seemed completely uninterested in her, and for a moment, Georgianna felt the familiar fear that once she was inside, she would not be getting out.

The guard, Edtroka, pulled out a device and placed it against the lock on the door. She had seen it on every trip into the compound, and yet still had no understanding of its mechanics. He turned it, and a buzzing sounded from the lock. Next, he brought up a polished black card and placed it against a reader. Lines of a brighter blue than Georgianna had ever seen in the natural world slid across the panel from the spot where the card connected, and slowly, the door creaked and slid open.

“You know how to get out?” Edtroka asked.

She nodded. He asked her the same question every time he walked her to the block. Georgianna couldn’t help wondering whether it was something he had to ask, whether he had once found himself locked inside, or if he just thought her stupid.

“I have my tsentyl.”

Edtroka nodded for her to go in, and as soon as she had stepped through the opening, the door began sliding closed. It shut with a rusty groan.
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It was almost an hour before Georgianna sighed, slumping back on her heels. She reached up, about to rub her fingers wearily into her eyes when she realised that they were covered in blood. Pushing herself up, she stepped to the basin in the corner of the cell, twisting the tap until tepid water spurted angrily from the spout beneath.

“Med, what you doing?” Owain, one of the inmates, asked from his spot on the other side of the bars.

She scrubbed the stains from her hands, thinking of what to say. Owain had been rather vocal throughout, always asking questions, telling her the story of how it had happened. The prisoner, Jace, currently sprawled across the flimsy mattress, had gotten into a disagreement with Vajra and Ta Dao, two of the more powerful men within the compound. Though the guards ruled the compound, these men ran the block once the doors were closed. Jace had apparently refused to bow to one of their strict rules and his injuries were their punishment for his disobedience.

As soon as the lock had fallen into place after count, they’d come for Jace. They’d hurt him just enough so that it would be a long, painful death before he was found the next morning. Jace had not died before count thanks to the quiet help of a couple of the inmates, Owain included. However, from Owain’s constant quiet chatter, Georgianna had realised that most likely, those who had helped Jace might be the next to receive a visit once the block door slid closed.

Once her hands were clean, she turned to look at Owain, frowning when she saw his hopeful gaze.

“There’s nothing more for me to do,” she answered. “I’ve done all I can for the wounds, but he was left too long. Infection has gotten in. I only have two options now, to give him drugs to make it easier, or see if he can fight it off.”

Owain glanced both ways as Georgianna dried her hands on her trousers. For a moment, Owain watched Jace, a frown knitting his brow as he finally nodded.

“Give him the drugs,” he said slowly.

“You don’t…”

“Just give him the drugs!”

Owain’s voice was stronger, rougher, and she knew better than to argue. While Owain had been kind to her during her visit, she had no doubts that he knew how to deal with those who weren’t helping his friend. He had the look of a man who had been in the compound for a while. He probably knew what happened to those who couldn’t fight off infection within these walls.

Finally, Georgianna nodded, crouching and digging into her bag for the small bag of pills she hated using most.
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Walking towards the end of the cellblock, the door didn’t budge as Georgianna pressed her thumb and middle finger to opposite sides of her tsentyl. Holding it tightly until the cube shuddered, the feeling of a wave travelled up her arm. She didn’t know how it worked, or what the odd sensation proved, but she knew that it sent a signal to the Adveni on the other side of the door, telling them that she was ready to be let out. Sure enough, only moments passed before the thick red door began sliding open. Throwing a look over her shoulder, Georgianna caught the gaze of a beautiful blonde woman sitting on one of the upper levels, her legs dangling over the side. With her arms on one of the railing bars, her chin resting on her hands, she gave Georgianna a brief nod and smile. She’d been watching the entire thing from entrance to end. Any time she glanced out of Jace’s cell, she had spotted the blonde in her position, her bright blue eyes watching from above, like a guard in the tunnels waiting for something.

She pursed her lips, blinked, and turned back to the waiting guard.

“You do your thing?” Edtroka asked.

Georgianna frowned and stepped out of the block.

“No,” she answered as the door slid closed behind her and Edtroka came to her side. “He’s dead.”
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It was almost sun-high by the time Georgianna left the compound, once again searched by the guard to make sure she was not taking anything out of the blocks. No matter how many times she visited, the guards still didn’t trust her not to break their rules. It didn’t surprise her. They barely trusted any Veniche, and she wasn’t really any different.

Walking back towards the tunnel entrance, she shrugged off her outer shirt, splattered with blood, and stuffed it unceremoniously into her bag. She knew the dangers of going bare-skinned under the sun, but as she was only going a short distance, she didn’t see the danger in being a little more comfortable. There was next to no breeze, even outside the city, leaving the heat to lie dormant, baking from above and radiating out of the hard ground in visible waves.

It was a welcome relief when she stepped over the threshold and began descending into the tunnel, leaving the direct rays behind her and disappearing into the shadowed underground. The tunnel was deserted this far east, and as pity for those held fast in the compound began creeping up on her, Georgianna shook it off and began humming a tune her mother used to sing while doing chores. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to feel pity for the poor souls buryd, but pity would do them little good, and it would only make continuing on after the death of a patient that much harder.

By the time she reached the main line, she was singing softly under her breath, letting her arms swing back and forth as she walked. After a moment’s pause, instead of turning right to travel north towards Belsa territory, she took the left turn onto the main line, joining the flow of people heading down underneath the Oprust district.

Up ahead, two Adveni in full military gear walked side by side, large copaq guns at their backs. While the men were walking slowly, far more slowly than the pace most in the tunnels would choose, nobody moved to slip past them and hurry onward. Even Georgianna found herself slowing her steps to keep a safe distance behind. It may not have been a crime to overtake and walk in the large space they had created before them, but nobody wanted to risk angering Agrah Adveni when it could be avoided by hanging back.

As the Veniche had learned in the first wave of attacks, the Adveni were a highly militaristic race. Trained from childhood to fight and work for a common goal, they joined one of the branches of their military once they had proven themselves by receiving their nsiloq mark, a painful design drawn into the skin over their ribs.

There were the Agrah, who fought best on land at close quarters with their enemy. The Nyrahby fought from the air in small ships fitted with powerful weapons. Those who commanded the bigger ships that travelled between worlds were classed as Tzelik, and then there were the Tsevstakre, the most dangerous of all. The Tsevstakre were the Adveni elite, their best trained and most skilled, ruthless killers. Georgianna considered herself lucky that she met any of them but rarely.

She slowed her steps further, letting people overtake her and slipping seamlessly back into the crowd. She couldn’t risk taking an exit into hidden tunnels anywhere near an Adveni, let alone two attack-ready Agrah. She didn’t plan on going back to the compound just yet. Giving such a wide berth to the Adveni, it took twice as long to reach the entrance to the Junkyard, home of the Carae. She took one last glance around before she began moving to the other side of the tunnel, finally walking along the wall before a single step sideways had her disappear through a hidden opening into a dimly lit tunnel.

The tunnel into the Junkyard was slim, just wide enough for a single person to walk comfortably. There were only two entrances to the Junkyard, one in the south-east and one in the west, both ending in these bottlenecked tunnels, preventing a swarm of attackers from any direction. It was a long walk through the small tunnel. The ground, uneven and off kilter, was difficult to navigate unless you walked it every day and knew the places to step. It wouldn’t have been the first time that Georgianna had returned from the Junkyard with skinned knees and bruised elbows when she had relaxed and tripped on a hidden rock.

The Carae, like the Belsa, stationed guards in the tunnels that led out towards the main lines. However, unlike the Belsa, a Carae was more likely to shoot you on sight before giving you a chance to identify yourself, so when Georgianna felt she might be getting close, she raised her arms above her head and crossed her wrists, walking forward in slow and cautious steps.

Her effort to appear submissive and of no danger proved useless as a low buzzing sound culminating in five beeps rang out from her pocket. Before she knew it, a gun was placed at the back of her head, its muzzle pressing firmly against her skull. Georgianna jumped; she had no idea how she’d managed to walk past someone, and she’d not heard anyone following behind her.

Standing squarely and keeping her gaze ahead, she kept her wrists crossed above her.

“Get it out!”

She hesitated before she brought her right hand down, digging into her pocket and pulling out the tsentyl. Pressing her thumb to the panel on the cube, she let the low pulse hum out and swiped it open.

“What’s it say?”

Glancing down, she realised she couldn’t look down that far without moving her head, so instead brought the tsentyl up before her, the blue writing glaring out brightly through the darkness.

“Oh, look: Marshall Casey is top of the Adveni kill list,” she answered. “What a surprise.”

For a moment, there was silence, and figuring that the daily alert of the “Veniche at Large” list was nothing a Carae guard would be too surprised about, Georgianna slid the tsentyl back to cube form and carefully slipped it back into her pocket before her hand resumed its position above her head.

“Should know better, Georgianna!” the voice came from behind her again. “I could’ve shot your pretty head off without you ever realising.”

She wanted to turn to see who was talking to her, but while the voice seemed to be amused at her predicament, she couldn’t fully believe they wouldn’t shoot her if she made a wrong move, not until she knew who it was anyway.

“Well, I do like giving you boys some target practice. Would you prefer it if I ran?”

The man chuckled, his amusement bouncing off the close walls of the tunnel. Despite herself, she smirked.

“Nah, you’re alright. Guys might kill me if I shot the only pretty medic we got left to make them really feel better.”

Georgianna coughed a short burst of laughter and shook her head a little.

“Aww, Taye, that’s sweet.”

The muzzle of the gun left the back of her head as the man began laughing. Sure enough, in amongst the laughter, there was the sound of the gun being slipped into a holster. She turned around, coming face to face, or more chest, with a tall, slim, dirty-blonde-haired man.

“How’d you know it was me?” Taye asked, pouting mockingly at her.

“How many other Carae would suggest I start giving sexual favours for medicine?”

Taye rocked his head from side to side and the gaze of his hazel eyes travelled a very obvious trail down her body.

“I’d go with, I dunno, all of them?” he suggested. “Though, admittedly, most of them would probably just think it, not say it out loud.”

“Well, how kind of them to keep their filthy thoughts to themselves, unlike someone I know.”

Georgianna tried to give him a disappointed glare, but failed when a smirk curved her lips. Reaching out, she slid a hand over Taye’s shoulder and pulled herself up to give him a tight hug.

“How’ve you been doing?” she asked against his shoulder, holding the embrace a moment longer before she let him go and Taye’s arms slid away from her waist.

Taye shrugged his lithe shoulders and stuffed his hands into his pockets.

“You been this week?” he asked.

She knew she couldn’t lie to him, not when he was always so kind to her, but Taye’s hope, she knew, would slowly destroy him. Finally, she nodded.

“Just come from there.”

Taye’s eyes lit up through the darkness, and he reached out, grabbing Georgianna’s shoulders and bending his head down to get a good look at her.

“How is she? Did you see her?”

“She’s…” Georgianna paused, taking a deep breath as she looked back at Taye’s hopeful face. “She’s there. I didn’t speak to her, but she looked the same as before.”

Taye let out a relieved sigh and brought his hands up, cupping her face, fingers lost in the waves of her hair.

“You are my ship, Gianna!” he told her gently. “I swear, I don’t think I’d be able to stay back if you couldn’t tell me how she’s doing.”

Georgianna brought her hand up, resting her fingers over Taye’s hand, curled around her jaw.

“Taye…” she murmured. “Nyah was buryd. You can’t keep obsessing.”

He shook his head violently and pulled his hands back from her face.

“No, she wasn’t. She made a mistake! She’ll be let out, and then things will be the way they were meant to. We’ll be joined, I promised her!”

It was stupid to argue with Taye, Georgianna knew that. She’d tried telling him that he should move on, that the likelihood was that Nyah would be sold before she was released, a beautiful girl like she was, but Taye wouldn’t hear of it. Any time the compound was brought up, he would get angry and start suggesting they find a way to get her out. Georgianna didn’t want Taye to end his life on an impossible task. Sometimes she feared that he would commit some horrible crime just so that he could be buryd with her.

“Alright, Taye, okay! I believe you,” Georgianna placated. “Let’s, uh… You got time to take me down?”

Taye was still distracted, but he nodded just the same and waved her onward.

They walked in silence until they reached the Junkyard, passing by the tents and other motley shelters the Carae used for their homes within the tunnels. Taye called to one of the tents and a bleary-faced woman tugged the opening back, a blanket clutched to her chest.

“Got a sale. Will you take over guard until I get back?”

She didn’t look happy about it, but she nodded and disappeared back into the tent to get dressed.

“What do you need?” Taye asked once they stood outside the fenced Junkyard entrance.

“Dressings, bandages, stitching thread, and a couple of needles, whatever you’ve got really.”

“Wait here, I’ll be right back,” he murmured, unlocking the chains holding the fence closed and disappearing in amongst the stacks of supplies.

Georgianna knew from experience, when Taye had taken her into the stacks once before, that there was no rhyme nor reason as to how the supplies were stacked. Things were grouped together, so hopefully all the medical supplies would be in one place, but there was no method on how to find a particular stack. Georgianna suggested that perhaps that was in order to make it harder to rob from the Junkyard, but Taye had said that most likely it was because the guys who set stuff up in there were smoking something at the time.

Taking a seat against the fencing, Georgianna reorganised her bag to get ready for the new supplies. While Taye had said he’d be right back, it wasn’t odd for him to take at least twenty minutes. Not only did Taye have to find his way through the maze of stacks, but also select the right supplies. Thankfully, these days, Taye knew exactly what she needed, so it didn’t take nearly as long as it did the first few times she had come down to stock up.

When Taye returned, Georgianna had reorganised her bag twice and begun scrubbing the blood from her shirt with a bar of wrapped soap. She looked up from her position on the floor, hands covered in a thin lather of pink-stained foam, and grinned at Taye’s laden arms.

“I grabbed you a bag of those Adveni drugs you liked last time,” he told her quietly, lowering himself onto the ground next to her as Georgianna unscrewed the lid of her cantina and poured some water over her hands and the shirt to wash off the suds.

“Where do you get those?” Georgianna asked.

Taye smirked devilishly, taking Georgianna’s bag and beginning to slot the supplies into it.

“I have my sources.”

Georgianna laughed lightly and shook her head. Trust a Carae to keep his secrets. Don’t reveal your sources, or something along those lines. It was like the Carae wrote the rule book on dirty dealings.

“I got a deal for you.” he announced finally, holding up the last paper packet and waving it teasingly.

Turning away from the shirt, her fingers tangled in it as she wrung the water out onto the floor beside her legs, Georgianna raised an eyebrow. From the name scrawled across the packet, Georgianna knew it was the one holding the Adveni drugs.

“I can pay for them, Taye.”

“You will,” he answered. “Just not in coin.”

Georgianna didn’t like the sound of that. She dealt in coin with the Carae because their deals were often things you really didn’t want to get involved in. She’d known Taye a long time. He was Kahle, and they’d travelled together since they were kids, but he’d joined up with the Carae and she knew there were things they asked you to do that most people wouldn’t agree with.

“I dunno, Taye…”

“Oh, come on, Gianna. For me, please? It’s… It’s not your kind of illegal!”

The desperation in his voice and the use of the nickname her family used for her almost immediately thawed her. Since Taye had joined the Carae, he had kept his distance most of the time, having explained once that he didn’t want everyone in the Carae knowing that they were close. Apparently, being close to someone meant you held things over them, things that could be used for Carae purposes, and Taye didn’t want that for Georgianna.

Everyone had an opinion on the Carae, even people who’d never dealt with them. Her own father had commented on them from time to time, grumbling about them being a band of criminals. He said that if they had been in a tribe, they would have been outcast for their actions. Coming from every tribe and background, often when they had no other way to make money, the Carae had formed their own tribe, like the Belsa. Only, unlike the Belsa, the Carae seemed more interested in money than freedom, and were therefore looked on slightly less favourably by Veniche, and more favourably by Adveni.

However, as he claimed it wasn’t “her type of illegal”, she knew it was illegal by most standards, most importantly, Adveni. Georgianna did quite a lot of things that were, by Adveni standards, illegal, though she didn’t find them morally wrong.

“What is it?” she asked finally.

“Just a delivery.”

“Of?”

“It’s… It’s for Nyah,”

Georgianna let out a groan and shifted her body, looking away from him.

“Taye, they search me!” she complained. “Even if I wanted to…”

“You can, Gianna! I know you can! You have before!”

Georgianna stared blankly at the ground. He was right, of course. She’d made deliveries into the compound before when people were desperate: messages and small objects that meant nothing to the Adveni. Reaching up, Georgianna rubbed her wet hand over her face and groaned.

“I can’t promise anything. But I’ll consider it.”

“‘Gian…”

Georgianna shook her head even as Taye clutched at her hand. She pulled it back from his grasp.

“No, no Gianna-ing me, Taye Rann!” she said. “I’ll think about it, but if it’s dangerous, you owe me another packet!”

“You agree and get it in to Nyah, I’ll give you five packets.”

“Yeah, yeah, deliver them to me in Lyndbury!” Georgianna complained as she got to her feet.

This was going to be a mistake, she just knew it.
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Already late for her promised appointment with the Belsa, Georgianna hurried along the tunnel towards the underground settlement. The guard in the black line, leading in from one of the wider tunnels, had stopped and searched her thoroughly as she’d passed. She’d called in Georgianna’s arrival via a tampered Adveni radio, and even after having received the all-clear, had been dubious about letting her past. It was only when she mentioned Lacie, the Belsa marshall’s adopted daughter, that the guard had apologised for the inconvenience and sent her on her way.

The Belsa had been around almost as long as the Adveni had been in power. Forced into servitude by the invading race, many Veniche had tried to fight to reclaim their freedom and their planet, Os-Veruh. As more people died in the continued fighting, it no longer became an option to stay within their tribes. Those who fought joined together, tribal rivalries pushed aside to rebel against their conquerors. Even a decade after the arrival of the Adveni, the Belsa received new rebels each season. Veniche men and women who arrived in the city of Adlai and wanted to fight, or who needed protection that their tribe could not offer.

The darkness was strangely comforting, and it wasn’t odd for Georgianna to feel safer in the dark tunnels than she did above ground. Up there, everyone could see her and could question her. Down on the lines, the people who needed to know her already did, and those that didn’t know her didn’t ask questions. No one asked unnecessary questions down here. It was safer if they didn’t know the answer.

By the time the lamps began filtering light across the worn tunnel floor, Georgianna was in her stride. Moving swiftly and purposefully through the settlements, she smiled and greeted those she knew and nodded curtly to those she didn’t. Though well-known, she would not dare insult those that she didn’t recognise by snubbing them. The Belsa demanded respect; she knew that, especially as she wasn’t officially one of them. She didn’t train or stand guard. She was never sent out to scout Adveni movements. She was, to most of them, just one of the medics who occasionally patched them up.

The old tunnel car stood at the end of one of the collapsed lines, its sliding door held open by a broken knife blade wedged into the bottom of the metal run. From inside, a light flickered, and as she came closer, she could hear the low murmur of voices.

She barely paused between banging her fist on the metal shell of the car and heaving herself up through the open doorway. Standing up straight, she glanced both ways down the car until her gaze settled on the two men inside. One of them was already looking at her. His cold eyes narrowed for a moment, refocusing before a smile parted his thin lips, bringing a softer look to his square jaw.

“Marshall Casey!” she greeted with a cheerful wave, stepping further into the car.

Glancing briefly at the other man, the marshall pushed himself to his feet.

“Beck!” he corrected in a low, gruff voice.

Georgianna laughed.

“But you are the marshall! Always will be.”

Beck rolled his eyes as he lifted a large hand and patted her cheek, plastering her wavy hair to her tanned skin.

“Whatever you say,” he agreed with a reluctant shake of his head. “Looking for Lacie?”

She nodded, turning to look at the rest of the car. One portion was cornered off, a thick burlap sheet hanging from where it had been nailed into the ceiling some time before. Behind it, she knew stood a bed lashed together from old car seats and a trunk of clothes that belonged to Beck’s adopted daughter, Lacie. Unlike the other times Georgianna had climbed into the car looking for her, the sixteen-year-old had yet to stick her face out from behind the makeshift wall.

Georgianna had once asked why Beck didn’t have his own section cornered off; it was his home after all. Lacie had explained in his stead that the Belsa marshall rarely slept long, and even when he did, he felt guilty keeping space to himself that he didn’t need. Instead, he would sleep on the chairs used as his work space, covered only in a tattered blanket if Lacie saw fit to throw one over him.

“She’s gone already, said she was heading over Medics’ Way,” Beck explained.

Georgianna knew that she should be surprised, but she couldn’t say she was. Lacie spent a lot of her time in Medics’ Way, especially recently. The arrival of a young man with injuries he had suffered from his Adveni owner had sparked interest in the sixteen-year-old.

Glancing past Beck, she looked at the other man in the car. His lips were split into a broad smirk, revealing a line of white yet uneven teeth.

“Alright, George?” he asked.

“Morning, Wrench.”

Wrench shifted the strap of his weapon against his chest and glanced at Beck. Wrench was a large man, easily a head and a half taller than Georgianna and half again as broad. Beneath a tattered shirt, his chest heaved and he let out a slow, resigned breath. He reached up and rubbed his hand over his hair, cut so short against his scalp, that against his dark skin, he almost looked bald in the low light.

“We about done, Marshall?”

Beck nodded.

“Guess I should go make sure Lacie doesn’t kill anyone,” Georgianna teased, stepping back towards the door.

“Go easy on her,” Beck chastised.

She nodded. It was the same advice Beck gave her every time she came to collect Lacie. Each time, she rolled her eyes and told Beck she wouldn’t promise, though he knew from experience that Georgianna was one of the more easy-going people to help Lacie in her hopes of becoming a medic.

She’d already jumped down from the train car, heading out towards Medics’ Way when she heard the crunch of his boots. Glancing over her shoulder, she smiled when she saw Wrench jogging down the line to catch her up.

“Everything alright, Wrench?”

“Oh it’s nothing,” he sighed as he fell into step with her. “Si was meant to take over the shift before sun up. Never showed.”

“Do you know why?”

“Marshall says he ain’t seen him, but thought I’d head over to Medics’ with you and ask Jaid.”

“Well, if anyone would know…” Georgianna left the suggestion hanging in the air. She knew Si’s wife Jaid much better than she knew Si himself. He did sometimes stop by Medics’ Way when he was off duty. He was always kind to her, Georgianna liked him.

“You coming from Zanetti’s?”

“Compound.”

Wrench wrinkled his bulbous nose into a grimace at the mention of the compound, but it was quickly replaced with a smirk.

“He was pretty sour when he got called in to take over the shift down Guard’s Sight,” he answered. “Figured you may have been keeping him up last night.”

“He been bragging?” she asked, shaking her head.

Wrench cocked his head to the side.

“Were you expecting him to keep your virtue intact?”

It was clear from his tone that he already knew that the answer was no. Keiran Zanetti may not have been the type to go shouting his business around the tunnels. However, that didn’t mean he hid things, especially when it came to women, and especially not from Wrench. She knew the two had grown up together within the Nerrin tribe and their friendship remained strong, even after Keiran had been promoted to sergeant above Wrench.

When she didn’t answer, they fell into a comfortable silence, their footsteps keeping them company on the walk to Medics’ Way. She felt bad for the guys on guard duty. It couldn’t be easy, sitting on your own in a tunnel for hours on end, with nothing for company except the darkness and the familiar rest of a weapon on your back. The guards were necessary, she knew that. They couldn’t leave the entrances from the main tunnels unguarded, not when sweeps of the main tunnels by the Adveni were so regular.

The entrances into the deeper tunnels were hard to find from the outer passageways, even when people knew where they were. Branching from the walls of the main lines, yet hidden by bricks built up to look like any other section of wall, the smaller tunnels had remained remarkably private. However, sometimes people stumbled in and needed to be turned back. It was, admittedly, only luck that the people finding their way in by accident had never been Adveni. The guards would also help if the unthinkable did happen. Georgianna knew how far an echo could carry within the tunnels; the sound of gunfire would alert those down the line to the problem.

Luckily, apart from Si’s mysterious absence, the day seemed calm in the Belsa tunnels. Beck probably would have said something if someone had been taken down to the Way for treatment. Though, she supposed she wouldn’t really know the state of Medics’ Way until she got there.

“It sure is odd,” Wrench mused. “Si not showing up like that. Not like him at all.”

Georgianna shook her head. She’d been working for the Belsa long enough to know that they rarely missed shifts, and Si was no exception.

“No, it’s not.”
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Medics’ Way, while still part of Belsa territory, was almost counted as a separate area of the tunnels. To get there from the main Belsa encampment involved going through another check point and into a less protected region. Not many civilians dared go into Belsa territory—not if they didn’t have to, so the Way had become a neutral area to allow them safe passage for treatment if they couldn’t find a medic out in the camps. Out of all the tunnels, Georgianna easily spent the most time there.

A wide tunnel running north-west to south-east, Medics’ Way used to hold one of the busier paths underneath the city. The actual section used for treatment was only short—a section of tunnel that had been blocked off by a cave-in a couple of years before, burying three tunnel cars.

The tunnel cars, now in various states of dilapidation since the arrival of the Adveni, had previously been used to ferry people and trade through the larger underground tunnels in the city. Pulled by horses, the large metal shells stood on thick wheels that rolled them along the line. When her father’s work had been more productive, he had used the tunnel cars to move larger furniture from one place to another. Lyle Lennox didn’t make many larger pieces for trade anymore, his body not being what it used to, but Georgianna remembered sitting just inside the sliding door, watching the people pass her by as her father led the horses along.

Since the arrival of the Adveni, all the cars had fallen into disuse and disrepair as a mode of transportation. With the air attacks and fighting above ground, many Veniche people had needed somewhere to hide from the onslaught of the conquering Adveni. They had taken to the tunnels, and the cars had been pulled into disused areas, to be used as shelter and storage. Those rebelling against the Adveni had quickly been referred to as “Belsa”, which Georgianna understood to be an Adtvenis word for “rat”. Despite the insult the Adveni placed upon the word, the rebels stood behind it, and within the space of a single heat, Belsa had been scrawled all over the city as a warning that the Veniche would continue to fight against the invasion.

Sticking her head in through the doorway of the first car, but not climbing up, Georgianna waved to Jaid, one of the other medics, noting that her cropped auburn hair was sticking up in every direction above Jaid’s thin, pointed face. As usual when working on the Way, Jaid had set herself up in the car they used for simple injuries, where people could be treated before being sent home. She could always tell how busy Jaid had been during a shift by how spiky her hair had become. The older woman had a habit of running her fingers through it and twisting short locks around her fingers while she thought. Her moss-green smock was stained and two buttons at the hip had come undone. Apparently, it had been an incredibly busy shift. Jumping up from her position on the floor, Jaid came towards them and thrust out a sheaf of papers.

“You on for a while, Georgianna?”

“Yeah, planned to be here all day, but I got a call and…”

“It’s alright,” Jaid interrupted. “But I’ve got to head out for a few hours. Si’s not come home.”

She squeezed Georgianna’s shoulder briefly and disappeared back into the car.

Georgianna glanced at Wrench, raising an eyebrow.

“So you’ve not seen him?” he asked, stepping forward to look into the car.

Jaid reappeared at the doorway, tugging a jacket onto her shoulders.

“You’ve not seen him either?”

Wrench frowned and shook his head.

“He didn’t show up for guard’s.”

Jaid looked between the two of them as she chewed on her bottom lip. Reaching up, Wrench held his hand out for Jaid to grasp as she jumped down from the car.

“Don’t worry,” he assured her. “I’m sure it’s nothing. He probably just forgot, you know how guard shifts are being changed all the time.”

“Si doesn’t forget things like that.”

“Not usually, but if you’re really worried, I’ll help you look.”

“Really?”

“Of course. Come on, let’s go.”

The sigh that slipped past Jaid’s lips was not believable as relief, not while her eyes darted from Georgianna to Wrench and back again. Georgianna wasn’t sure that she trusted the casual calm in Wrench’s expression either, though he was far more convincing than Jaid.

“Good luck,” she murmured.

She watched as Wrench and Jaid set off down the line, two hurried steps of Jaid’s to match every one of Wrench’s long strides. Shaking her head, she turned and ambled down the Way towards the last car where she suspected she would find Lacie Cormack.
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Georgianna grasped the side of the open door and hauled herself up into the car at the end of Medic’s Way. Inside, patients who needed more permanent care could get more peace than the comings and goings of the other cars. The lamps were turned low, and it took her a moment to locate the slim girl kneeling on the floor at the end of the car. She was bent over an unconscious man on a bed.

Georgianna held the papers under a nearby lamp and flipped through to the man’s notes, reading them quickly. Out of all the protocols required on Medics’ Way, the notes were the one Georgianna found hardest to complete. She was great at working in an emergency and even figuring out what to do if they didn’t have the correct supplies, but by the time she remembered to make her notes for the next medic on shift, she’d usually forgotten what she’d done throughout the day. Luckily, where she failed, Lacie was brilliant at keeping track. Maybe it was a natural attention to detail, or perhaps an effect of living with Beck, who had notes everywhere. Either way, the girl was a wonder at helping her keep everything up to date.

“He spiked another fever,” Lacie muttered, her wide blue eyes fixed on Georgianna through the murk of the low lamplight. “Miss Oaks gave him something to help him sleep.”

Georgianna lifted her head, glancing away from the notes for a second. Lacie’s round face gazed fretfully at her, her long, red hair pulled back and braided down between her tiny shoulders. The girl was much smaller than most of her age, with a slim, angular frame.

“How does he feel now?”

For a moment, Lacie hesitated. Her hand hovered above his forehead for a few seconds before she pushed back a fringe of unkept curls and placed the back against his pale skin. Georgianna found it sweet how Lacie could now dress wounds with relative ease yet still felt nervous checking a temperature.

“A bit better,” she murmured, looking to Georgianna for confirmation.

She made her way over and, careful not to place her hand down too quickly and risk waking him, she pressed her skin against his own.

“Yeah, feels like it’s going down,” she agreed.

She glanced at the wound Lacie was redressing, a nsiloq mark half uncovered, red and sore. Georgianna frowned. She felt a twinge of sadness every time she saw the young man, Jacob. From what she knew, Jacob had been sold as a drysta, a slave to an Adveni, not long after the Adveni arrival, and as a young teenager had been submitted to systematic abuse. She had seen a lot of torture over the years, she had healed a lot of different wounds, but this young man was different.

Jacob Stone was barely twenty-one years old, and yet he’d been beaten, whipped, and given five different nsiloq marks, a pattern drawn into the flesh by a laser of Adveni design. Every Adveni had a nsiloq, a test to prove themselves ready for adulthood. Georgianna knew it hurt more than anything, and she couldn’t imagine how the young man had endured five before he snapped and made a run for his freedom.

It wasn’t common for Veniche to be given a mark, not that Georgianna had seen. She’d heard stories whispered amongst the Belsa that the Adveni sometimes used the nsiloq to torture on an invisible setting. It caused the same pain and brought the same screamed confessions, but left no trace of ever being used.

That was not the case with Jacob. Every design stood bright on his flesh. Swerving lines of blue over his calf, a geometric pattern in red on the front of his shoulder, circles and spikes in red and blue on his torso, stretched over his ribs. The red designs reminded her of burned flesh when it scarred. The blue marks, on the other hand, shone in his skin. The nsiloq laser didn’t put ink into the skin the way Veniche marks did. It was molecular, or so she had been told during one of her shifts behind the bar at Crisco, where she worked, by a particularly drunk Adveni. The laser targeted the cells and changed their design, creating a change of colour in the skin. She hadn’t really understood, not having had the technology to study the building blocks of the body, but she couldn’t deny that the effect was beautiful. Well, it was beautiful when it wasn’t forced on a young drysta because his owner wanted to hear him scream.

Reaching out, she kept her hand against Lacie’s, stopping the girl from re-bandaging the most recent mark. Against his almost ghost-like flesh, the design was an angry, dark red, the lowest setting on the nsiloq laser. The design was shaky, unlike the smooth lines of an Adveni nsiloq, and it was clear that Jacob had been held down while it was administered, probably writhing and begging to be released. Georgianna frowned and leaned closer. It wasn’t bleeding; the laser didn’t produce blood, but it was certainly causing the young man a lot of pain, even weeks after its application.

“Leave it open a while,” she instructed.

“But, but it hurts him!” Lacie complained, looking desperately up at the older woman. Georgianna released Lacie’s hand and rubbed her fingers into her eyes.

She wanted to be kind to Jacob and leave Lacie to wrap the wound, she wanted to be nice to all the patients that came through the Way, but she knew that even if she had to be the bad guy, it would help them more in the end.

“Just a short while, I promise.”

Lacie frowned, looking between Georgianna and the unconscious Jacob before nodding and undoing the bandage she’d been wrapping over the mark.

Checking behind her to make sure there wasn’t a patient in the bed, Georgianna slid down onto it, dumping her bag next to her and slipping the strap from her shoulder. Lacie had been with her, training to be a medic, for almost a year. Most Veniche started training for their profession by their twelfth birthday, but Lacie’s capture by the Adveni and her years spent as a drysta meant that, by Veniche traditions, she was a long way behind.

Beck Casey, the leader and marshall of the Belsa, had found Lacie, fourteen at the time, beaten half to death and starving in a back alley of the Oprust district. It had taken quite a bit of coercion, Georgianna had heard, getting Lacie to trust him enough to carry her down to the Way for treatment. Since that day he’d treated the girl like she was his own, and from what Georgianna saw between them, Lacie loved him as a father in return.

While the going had been tough in the beginning, earning the trust of a skittish young woman, she could not have asked for a more attentive student. Then again, it wasn’t as if she had taken a student before. She didn’t know exactly how well Lacie should be doing at this point. She’d been only sixteen when the Adveni invaded, only recently accepted as an adult within the Kahle herself, not in the position to take on a new trainee. Now, at twenty-six, Georgianna had yet to take on a new medic. She didn’t feel safe bringing a young student down to the Belsa territory with her, and she couldn’t have expected the student’s parents to be okay with her affiliations: not until Beck had asked her to help Lacie in exchange for a few coins a week.

They managed about twenty minutes before Lacie broke down and begged that they dress Jacob’s wound. Georgianna, unable to watch the forlorn look on the girl’s innocent face any longer, nodded and allowed Lacie to redress the nsiloq mark. She didn’t know what dressing or keeping it open would do, it wasn’t often that she treated nsiloq marks. The Adveni had their own medics, their own systems, not to mention that they’d been dealing with the marks for decades, maybe even longer.

When the Adveni had arrived on Os-Veruh, in their big, impressive ships and with their fancy technology, it had been like something out of the stories her father used to tell her as a child. Almost everyone knew the story of the meteor and the floating ships, how they left before Os-Veruh’s seasons changed. As her father also told stories about talking coyotes and bears, however, she had begun to wonder about the truth in the history as it had been described to her. Her father said that the story had been passed from one generation to the next for over five hundred years, but even as a child Georgianna had known far too much about how a story changed with each telling.

It had been just after her sixteenth birthday when they arrived. Scouts from within the Kahle tribe had travelled ahead to check the trail as they did every season, and returned with news that there were large shining clouds above Adlai. The tribe had travelled onward, wanting to see the phenomenon. When they arrived, it had seemed like all of her father’s stories had come true. The Adveni, as they called themselves, used to call Os-Veruh home. Having found another planet to inhabit after leaving in one of the ships, they had flourished, but the desire to return to their home planet had always been great. Scouts had been sent, and upon seeing that their home world remained, they had come back, and they planned to stay.

Now—looking at the injuries of the young man across from her, seeing the suffering of the people within the compound every time she visited, forced to live by the foreigners’ laws and serve their whims, living in the tattered remains of what had once been a challenging but understandable life for a Veniche—Georgianna wished they had never returned at all.
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Sitting in front of a patient from the camps who had come in after a robbery, Georgianna had finished stitching the wound closed and smeared the yellow paste of the lutiner flower sparingly over it to speed recovery.

Unfortunately, robberies and attacks were more common now than they used to be, especially in the camps, where the Adveni presence was less pronounced. It wasn’t as easy to hunt while in one place with so many others. The trail had been much easier for hunting, and by the time the different tribes reached Adlai for the heat, they had enough stores to keep most families relatively comfortable. There had always been robberies of course, by those who moved alone instead of with a tribe, or those who had been banished for committing a crime, but these days they seemed to happen every other day—more often in fact. As times became harder, more people began only looking out for themselves.

“I hope it’s okay that I came down,” Kael said quietly.

Georgianna glanced up from the bandage as she wound it tightly around his arm.

“Of course it is.”

“I wouldn’t normally. Keep to myself, you know? Don’t like a lot of trouble, but this wouldn’t stop bleeding and…”

Tying one end of the bandage to the other, Georgianna patted him lightly on the shoulder.

“There’s no need to explain,” she smiled. “You needed help.”

Kael nodded as she turned away to note down his visit.

Georgianna had left Lacie in the end car with a collection of hyliha leaves while she treated him. While the leaves weren’t useful for much more than easing a heat rash, Georgianna had given them to the young girl to practise making paste out of the herbs that could be collected. Hyliha trees grew everywhere, having adapted to the planet’s altered seasons, so the leaves were ideal for practising on before moving on to some of the rarer, more useful substances.

“I don’t have much,” he mumbled shyly as Georgianna scribbled her notes.

Looking up, Georgianna glanced over her shoulder at the man and finally turned around to face him:

“Kael, don’t…”

“I will make good!” he interjected before Georgianna could speak further. “I have some pelts drying. I’ll bring one down!”

“That is far too much for a simple cut, especially when you already lost so much in gaining the wound.”

Kael stared down at his knees, dragging his teeth over his lip worriedly. She sighed. She hated taking from people who couldn’t afford it. However, it wasn’t her supplies that she was using up down here. While she was happy to do the work for a bowl of stew or some other kindness that families could afford, the Belsa needed things they could use.

“Look,” she blurted quickly. “I’m going to have to see you in a couple days anyway, to make sure that’s healing the way it should, and take out the stitches. So, how about we trade then?”

Kael looked up, finally meeting her gaze. He nodded gratefully.

Georgianna returned to the last car once Kael had said his goodbyes and set off along the tunnel. She looked in to find Lacie keeping watch over Jacob, making her own notes in a small book. Either Lacie hadn’t realised, or the two were keeping an easy silence, but Jacob was awake.

“How’re you feeling?” Georgianna asked, moving further inside.

Lacie lifted her head, her gaze shifting to Georgianna before she looked at Jacob. He was curled in the corner of his bed, looking far younger than he was. The moment Georgianna had spoken, however, his expression contorted in panic. His wide brown eyes darted around the car, and he quickly pushed himself up. Pressing his back against the end of the bed, he hunched over his knees, pulling them tight to his chest.

She took a step back, chewing on her bottom lip. Even Lacie, who had been the closest to Jacob since his arrival, moved away from him, giving the terrified young man as much space as she could.

“I’m sorry, Jacob. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Jacob shook his head violently, but didn’t say a word.

With a single glance from Lacie, she took another step back.

“I’ll… I’ll be in the other car if you need me.”

Lacie placed her notes next to her knee, but she didn’t even look at Jacob or Georgianna again. She stared at her feet, hands clasped in her lap, perfectly still.

Georgianna climbed down from the car, wishing that every injury was as easily cured as Kael’s.
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Jaid took over on Medics’ Way again in the late evening, having had no luck in locating her husband, Si. Georgianna could see the worry on her face and had offered to cover the next shift, but Jaid would have none of it. She claimed working on the Way would keep her mind busy, but Georgianna was sure that the moment Jaid was alone she would be imagining all the worst things that could possibly have happened to him. Then again, Keinah, the only other regular medic, wasn’t in any state to go very far, with her pregnancy so far along. No doubt, if Jaid needed, she would be able to call on the mother-to-be.

Once all the notes had been handed over and the current states of patients explained, Georgianna walked with Lacie back into Belsa territory, leaving the girl a couple of hundred yards from the car she shared with Marshall Casey. She didn’t need to walk the girl back; enough Belsa knew exactly who Lacie was that she would get help if she ever needed it, but she enjoyed the walk. The young girl was sweet and quiet, but always had interesting opinions on things when you got her talking.

Turning away from the tunnel leading to the marshall’s car, Georgianna headed west through a smaller tunnel off the main encampment, away from the main bustle of people coming and going. It wasn’t a long walk, which, after being out and about all day, was a relief. Georgianna had always been active, but some days it became a bit much, running all over the place.

Despite her work as a medic, helping people didn’t pay much more than trade and favours. Most nights, once she’d finished whatever she happened to have on that day, she headed over to the Rion, an Adveni district filled with bars and restaurants. The Adveni were more accustomed to having purpose-built places to eat and drink, so they allowed a few Veniche to work in their establishments, pouring drinks and delivering food. Today, however, Georgianna wasn’t expected to be at Crisco so she headed through the Belsa tunnels to one of the other places where she spent some of her evenings.

The shack, made of sheet metal stolen from an Adveni construction site, was held together with rope and strategically placed bricks. Despite its ramshackle appearance, it was surprisingly sturdy, something Georgianna had found out by accident when she tripped and fell into one of the walls.

Approaching the side where a thick canvas sheet covered the opening, Georgianna reached out and smacked her hand against the nearest section of metal.

“Are you decent?” she asked, shifting her weight. “Or alone?”

There was silence for a moment, in which Georgianna considered peeking inside. There was always a chance that he wasn’t there. It wouldn’t have been the first time she’d found the shack empty. Though before she had the chance to peer inside, or turn and walk away, the canvas was pulled back at an angle and a cheeky grin appeared in the opening.

“Have you ever known me to be either?” it asked.

A large hand came out through the gap and tangled itself in amongst the hair at the nape of her neck, pulling her in.

Georgianna barely had time to look around to confirm the answer to either of her questions before soft, warm lips found her own, drawing her up to meet them. She smiled against the kiss, her own hands seeking out the gentle slope of his waist before she carefully pulled herself back.

The lamp was lit, and it sent flickering light over Keiran’s stubbled jaw and smooth skin. He looked down at her, grinning that charming, cocky smirk that had first made her notice him. He was so self-assured, with such easy going charm, that it was almost impossible not to like him.

“You’re dressed, I’m disappointed,” Georgianna chuckled.

A raised eyebrow met her comment, his smirk broadening as he teased his fingers through her long hair.

“Easily solvable!” he answered.

Leaning forward, Keiran placed a kiss gently against Georgianna’s temple before he released her and turned around, retreating the couple of steps over to his bed and falling down onto it. Picking up a piece of paper from the upturned crate by his bed, he folded it a couple times and slotted it into his pocket before reaching out for her to join him. Georgianna indulged him happily, placing her bag down on the bed as she eased her boots from her feet and clambered over him to the other side of the bed. Placing herself against the wall, her legs resting over Keiran’s, Georgianna reached out and tugged her bag toward her.

“Save any lives today, Med?” Keiran asked, resting his arms over her shins, one hand sliding her trousers up a little so that his thumb could gently stroke her ankle.

Georgianna shook her head.

“I was called to the compound,” she explained. “Vtensu left it so long that by the time I got there, it was too late.”

Keiran frowned a little, but shrugged.

“Better dead than buryd!” he answered.

Lifting her head, Georgianna glanced at him. His grey-blue eyes and tanned face, worn with work and age, still held the amusement and cheer that so many Belsa had lost somewhere along the way. He looked relaxed, as if he didn’t have a care in the world, as if maybe the Adveni hadn’t invaded and they were just two people in the mid-heat of Adlai. Looking at him like this, it was hard to believe that their world had changed so much, that Keiran had once been a hunter with the Nerrin tribe, that she’d nearly finished her training. Back then, she’d not even thought about Keiran Zanetti; she’d barely known him.

Keiran, four years older than she was, was thirty. Had things been like they were before, he could have expected to have been joined by now. He didn’t talk much about the old days though, except to regale her with stories of hunting with Eli Talassi, the Belsa everyone now knew as Wrench. She was sure that Keiran didn’t like what had happened to their world any more than anybody else did. Yet he wasn’t secretive that he was glad their joining traditions had fallen by the wayside in all the turmoil.

Thinking about it, Georgianna had to admit that she wasn’t upset either at not being hounded to find a partner to continue the Kahle lines. She felt happy with the way things were between her and Keiran, something that would not have been looked on kindly if she were expected to join.

“You saying you wouldn’t come break down Lyndbury if I were caught?” she asked, smirking at him.

“Oh, I’d come to Lyndbury,” he answered, pushing himself up to lean forward and kiss her again. “I’d be first in line to purchase myself a George drysta.”

Georgianna reached out and smacked him as he fell back against the cushion, laughing.

“That’s not funny, Zanetti!” she chastised.

Georgianna suddenly wasn’t sure that they should be joking about the compound, not after her trip over there and her conversation with Taye. Glancing at her bag, she thought about the packet of Adveni drugs Taye had given her. It felt wrong to have them. She’d not even agreed to make the delivery, and the drugs came with too many strings attached.

“I’d treat you well!” Keiran smirked. “You’d hardly have to get out of bed in the morning.”

She gave him a disapproving glare, but Keiran grinned back at her and gave her ankle a squeeze.

“In fact, I think I’d demand that you never got out of bed.”

“I’m sure you would,” she answered.

Silence stretched out between them. Georgianna watched as he turned his gaze onto the ceiling, tucking his hand beneath his head.

“I saw Taye today,” she said finally, slumping onto her side next to him and propping herself up on her elbow.

“Taye…” he murmured. “He’s Carae, right?”

Georgianna nodded, reaching between them and picking at a loose thread in the blanket.

“We knew each other as kids.”

“Oh yeah, he’s the one with the girl in the compound.”

Georgianna glanced over at him. She didn’t remember telling Keiran about Nyah. They didn’t generally share their lives much. He had his friends and she had hers. Apart from the people they both knew within the Belsa, she wasn’t even sure how much their lives intersected. Though, with the Carae supplying the Belsa pretty regularly, it wasn’t surprising that Keiran might know Taye. Maybe he’d even known Nyah before she was arrested.

“So, what did he ask for? A way to turn back time? A mass breakout of Lyndbury for his little girlfriend?”

Staring down at the blanket, Georgianna grazed her teeth across her bottom lip. Keiran frowned, his pale blue eyes narrowing.

“George, you’ve got to be kidding!” he chastised. “What is it?”

“Just a delivery,” she answered. “He wants me to take a packet in for Nyah.”

Keiran’s expression said it all. His lips pursed into a thin line and a crease formed above his straight nose as his brow knitted together.

“He’s worried about her,” Georgianna lamented. “It’s been months.”

“It could be years for all he can do about it,” Keiran answered dismissively. “He should let it go.”

“You don’t think I’ve told him that? He loves her.”

Keiran scoffed, but didn’t answer. Georgianna pushed herself up further and looked down at him. She shouldn’t be angry at Keiran. She knew it was who he was. He didn’t want love and joining the way Taye did, but in Georgianna’s opinion, he didn’t have to be so cavalier about it.

“I’m worried about him, Keiran,” she explained. “He’s becoming more erratic. He wants Nyah out, and I think… I think if things don’t change soon, he’ll do something without thinking.”

Turning his head to look at her, Keiran’s eyes narrowed.

“What do you expect me to do about it?”

Georgianna shook her head. She didn’t expect anything from Keiran. He’d never been close to Taye, and it wasn’t like he owed her anything. The two of them were having fun, they both agreed that.

“Nothing, I’m just… I’m just worried about him doing something stupid.”

Keiran frowned and went back to staring at the ceiling. He reached up, running his hand over his short, dark hair.

“As long as you don’t do anything stupid, like getting caught sneaking stuff into Lyndbury,” he agreed. “I do prefer you being a free woman. You getting yourself buryd would free up far too much of my time.”

Georgianna laughed and leaned closer to him, resting her arm across his waist and tangling her fingers in his shirt. She felt silly, being upset that he wasn’t taking it seriously. They’d both been perfectly clear about what they wanted, and serious didn’t come into it.

“I’m sure you’d find someone to keep you busy soon enough.”

“You’re right, I would, but that doesn’t mean I’d like it.”

Giggling, Georgianna rolled herself onto her front and rested her head on her arms. She didn’t exactly know what to say to that. He was clearly still under the belief that if she made this delivery, she would be making a mistake. Truthfully, Georgianna thought making the delivery was a mistake too, but she also didn’t want her friend getting himself into trouble.

Georgianna tried to wriggle herself further into the mattress, one of the luxuries of staying so long in one place to live out the mid-heat. When the thought came to her, however, Georgianna suddenly pushed herself up. She’d only known Keiran for a month or so; they’d never talked about what they would do for the freeze.

“Will you be travelling?” she asked, looking down at him.

Their traditions, their survival from the days before had become unreliable of late. Some wanted to escape the Adveni and the freeze and move south, but others believed that their work in Adlai was too important. Not to mention that the Adveni were rather particular about the Veniche to whom they gave travel permits.

“Nah,” he answered. “I’ll stay here. No use in travelling anymore.”

Georgianna raised an eyebrow.

“I’ll tell that to the snow when it’s covered every entrance to the tunnels.”

Keiran, chuckling a little, reached out and slid one arm under Georgianna’s waist, tugging her towards him until she laid against his chest. Georgianna squeaked in amusement, but didn’t try to fight him off.

“Which means I get to hibernate in here,” he said.

Georgianna frowned and placed her hands against Keiran’s chest, pushing herself up.

She’d not made the trip in six years, and she missed it. Every year she planned to go, she thought about going to get a permit, but each year something came up. Braedon’s mother had been pregnant with him, Braedon was too young to travel if they didn’t have help. Something came up every year. But Georgianna didn’t want to miss the journey again.

“I’m going to try travelling,” she answered.

For a moment, Keiran looked up at her, his pale eyes narrowed thoughtfully as he watched her face, perhaps waiting for a smirk to part her lips or a laugh to echo through the shack. In the light, his eyes were a cool blue, but here, with nothing but the lamp, they looked more grey than anything. When no answer came from Georgianna, he licked across his bottom lip.

“They won’t let you go,” he answered plainly. “Not many medics are willing to go into Lyndbury. Plus, it isn’t as if any Belsa can go. It’s not like we can go and request passes from the Adveni. You imagine Casey going up there?”

Any hope left in Georgianna’s face slipped away. She’d thought she would go because people would need help on the trail. They always got injured one way or another, but what about in Adlai? With the Adveni around they weren’t going to let every Veniche just waltz on off down south. The people left behind would need care too, perhaps more so than those on the trail because they’d be suffering out the freeze.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” she said finally, lowering herself back down onto his chest.

“Wow, George, don’t sound so happy about it!” Keiran scoffed.

Georgianna shook her head and glanced up at him.

“I didn’t mean…”

Keiran pulled his hands back from her body and wedged them underneath his head as he stared up at the ceiling. Even if it hadn’t been his plan to convince Georgianna to stay, he seemed a little angry that she wasn’t more enthusiastic about it.

Georgianna frowned and rested her cheek against his shoulder, staring blankly down his chest. Her fingers, caught in his shirt, pushed the material up just enough that her thumb could slide effortlessly back and forth across his skin.

“I was only thinking about it,” Georgianna murmured.

Keiran’s chest rose and fell with slow, deep breaths, but Georgianna didn’t dare move. She didn’t want to get them into an even more awkward conversation than they were already in. His hand came out from underneath his head and wound into her hair, tugging her head gently back until she could look up at him. Shifting his body a little further down the bed, Keiran smiled.

“Well, I suppose I should make the most of now, just in case,” he answered.

Then, without another awkward word between them, his lips were on hers, and all thoughts of travelling south were forgotten.
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Leaving the tunnels, the morning sun was already high, radiating constant, sticky heat. Despite the fact that Georgianna knew she would be more comfortable in a short-sleeved shirt, one which allowed her skin to breathe, she had pulled on a thin smock that covered her from neck to wrists to protect her from the sun’s rays. The walk from the last tunnel exit over to the camps was long, and she couldn’t risk too much exposure, not in the mid-heat sun.

On either side of the beaten path leading out of the city and into the camps, buildings were being erected under Adveni supervision. Veniche of every race and tribe queued for hours in the early morning to get a place on one of the construction crews. Construction was high-paying work and places were limited and heavily controlled. Anyone with even the slightest mark against their registration was turned away, regardless of their skill.

Crossing her arms over her chest, Georgianna continued down the beaten path to the camps. They built up slowly: first the odd, outlying building, before these became more frequent until you were in the middle of a sea of houses and other small buildings.

While they were officially called “The Veniche Camps”, they were actually split into a number of smaller encampments that bled into each other as space became sparse. The Kahle, one of the largest tribes that used Adlai as a settling ground, were in the north and spread out towards the west, furthest from the city.

The Nerrin had taken over the south-west, and while the east held relatively neutral grounds to allow safe passage between the camps for all, there were a number of smaller tribes and nomad settlers who had taken up their own private space.

Near the main road through the camps, a woman was hanging out laundry while five children played in front of the house. From the fact that the children were all the same age yet looked absolutely nothing alike, Georgianna could only assume that this woman had been asked to look after children by other families while they went to work.

Further in, back from the path, a man was skinning a kill, the thick hairs of the pelt still dirty from the hunt. Beside him, a large dog lay chewing on one of the deer’s leg bones, paying no attention to the large amount of meat only a few feet away. Georgianna chewed on her bottom lip, watching out of the corner of her eye and taking note of the surrounding buildings. Having not been home in a few days, she didn’t want to take a large amount of meat if her family were stocked already, but it was useful to know who had meat in, just in case. Most people probably wouldn’t trade such a large kill so easily, but her medical supplies could prove a worthy trade if they didn’t know someone within their own tribe. Unfortunately, medics had been one of the hardest hit during the invasion, going in to help those injured and then being killed or captured by the Adveni. Luckily for Georgianna, she had been young and inexperienced, mostly kept back to treat the smaller wounds of those who managed to return from the fighting.

Georgianna walked though the neutral safety area and, passing between the buildings, into the Kahle encampments. With every home she passed, and every person outside who greeted her as if she were their own child or sibling, Georgianna felt the familiarity of home. Even before the Adveni had arrived and pushed the Veniche further out of the city by raising prices for land, the Kahle had camped in these spots. Their homes had been destroyed in the first attacks, but that sense of place could not be broken. So when the Kahle moved north to Adlai to resettle during the heat, they returned to the same area they always had. Georgianna was sure that her bed at home was still in the same place it had been when she was a child.

“Gianna!” a voice called, little feet rushing forward until a small body collided with her legs, wrapping its thin arms tight around them.

Georgianna almost lost her balance from the impact. Looking down, she smiled broadly at the ruffled brown mop of hair and the thin, smiling face hidden beneath it. She bent down and wrapped both arms around Braedon’s waist to lift him up against her body.

The young boy immediately wrapped his arms around her neck. Curling his short legs as far around her body as he could reach.

“You’re not meant to be learning, are you?” Georgianna asked, glancing at the boy suspiciously through the corner of her eye.

Braedon lifted his head and shook it vehemently.

“No, Grandda’ was tradin’, Miss Kadey lookin’ after me!”

“Well, alright,” Georgianna answered, glancing off to see Kadey Lane standing in her doorway.

Lifting a hand and waving to Kadey, Georgianna began walking back towards their home, Braedon in her arms.

“Where’s your da’?” Georgianna asked.

Braedon shrugged, which only meant one thing: her brother had a job from an Adveni. The only reason Halden wouldn’t share something with his son was because it involved things Halden thought Braedon was too young to know.

It was a short walk from where Braedon had collided with her to their house. On the front doorstep, Georgianna’s father sat with a hide across his lap, a thin knife in his hand which he was using to cut away the extra patches of fat and muscle.

Braedon, having grown up around such things, showed no disgust or queasiness at the sight, but instead began wriggling in Georgianna’s grasp until she finally put him down and the young boy could go running a little lopsidedly back towards his grandfather.

“Aren’t you meant to be with Kadey?” her father asked as the young boy ran into his eye line.

“Gianna got me!” Braedon exclaimed, pointing back at her.

Georgianna’s father lifted his head, smiling brightly at the sight of his youngest. Putting the hide aside, he got to his feet. Quickening her step, Georgianna moved over towards her father who placed his hands on either side of her face and kissed her forehead gently.

“My girl,” he murmured, smiling down at her for a moment before the hand from one cheek was gone and quickly came back with a light smack upside the head.

“Ow!” Georgianna complained, stepping back and reaching up to rub her head. “What was that…”

“You come home far too little!” he claimed, pointing at her. “Anyone would think I have no daughter, just sons!”

“Son, Da’, you only have one!”

“Sons run off and sleep in odd places, not daughters!” he claimed, narrowing his eyes at her.

Georgianna had received this talk many times before, and even though she was twenty-six years old, more than capable of looking after herself, she still frowned and chewed her lip at her father’s disapproval.

“You sorry?” he asked.

“Yes, Da’,” Georgianna mumbled.

Her father nodded slowly.

“Good!” he answered. “Now, help with the stew, will you?”

Georgianna rolled her eyes as soon as her father wasn’t looking, a motion that made Braedon giggle and cover his mouth. Georgianna smirked and winked at him, ruffling his hair as she dumped her bag on the ground and climbed past her father, who was taking his seat in the doorway again.

The house was cooler than it was outside. All the windows and doors were flung open to let what little breeze could be found circulate through the small rooms. In the back of the house, two large doors stood open, leading out onto a small patch of dried grass. Just past the doors, vapour swirling up into the air, a large pot stood above a small fire holding the stew her father had been talking about. Georgianna watched the boiling bubbles for a moment and moved over to the trunk in the corner of the kitchen. She lifted the lid and took one of the spoons from its place in the trunk. The lid dropped with a snap, and Georgianna dipped the spoon into the stew and sucked the juice from the back of the metal. It was decent enough, but the quality of the Lennox family cooking had definitely dropped off since her mother’s death.

Lifting the lid and removing the tray that lay across the top of the trunk, she placed it on the rough-hewn wooden table that took up most of the simple kitchen. The kitchen wasn’t used much anymore, the different pots and utensils that her mother had made such good use of during her life, abandoned. Her father preferred to make simple meals in large quantity so that they would last for a number of days.

She dug through the contents of the trunk, finally finding what she was looking for. Down near the bottom, clearly not used all that often by her father and brother, a small cloth satchel held a number of paper packets filled with spices. Her mother had been obsessed with collecting spices. Whenever the Kahle camped near another tribe, she would insist on going over with some trade in the hopes of finding something the Kahle couldn’t find on their trail.

Georgianna took each packet out in turn, carefully opening each one and sniffing it tentatively. She had never had the flare for cooking her mother had, no matter how much her mother had tried teaching her. Georgianna wasn’t good at automatically knowing which kind of spice a dish needed to really bring out the flavour, nor did she know how to counteract things when they went wrong. While Georgianna was a good medic, she was not good at reviving injured food.

She tested a number of spices and herbs, sprinkling them over the stew in turn. She closed each packet just as carefully as she’d opened it and placed them back in the satchel, going to the stew and stirring it carefully. Lifting the spoon, she sucked on the back thoughtfully, wondering what it was her mother would have done. There was something wrong with it: it was full and tasted of the meat, but there was something missing, some flavour that, as a child, would have had Georgianna initially wrinkling her nose.

Blinking for a moment, she wondered if it could really be that easy? She reached into the trunk and pulled out a dark green cantina. Opening it, she sniffed and immediately wrinkled her nose. Dark berry wine. That was it. She liked the taste of the wine, and she had certainly become more accustomed to it as she got older, but there was still that slightly acidic smell that she had never fully gotten used to.

She stood over the stew for a moment, wondering how much she was supposed to put in: too much and it would overpower everything; too little and what was the point? Grimacing as she tipped the cantina, she waited for three healthy glugs to spill from the mouth before she brought it away, replacing the cap and returning it to the trunk.

Her third tasting yielded better results. While it still didn’t taste like her mother’s—she was pretty sure nothing ever would—at least it tasted of more than meat and root vegetables. She stirred the concoction once more before placing the spoon to the side and returning to the front porch, leaning over her father’s shoulders and kissing his cheek.

“You smell like your mother,” her father commented with a fond smile.

“Of dark berry wine?” Georgianna asked.

For a moment, her father pondered the idea, before he slowly nodded.

“I think that may have been part of it.”

Georgianna climbed past her father and slumped down onto the dry earth near his feet. Braedon, who had been playing with a couple of carved wooden horses from Halden’s childhood, picked up his toys and rushed over, wriggling himself into Georgianna’s lap so that she could wrap her arms around his waist and rest her chin on top of his head.

“How’ve you been Da’?” she asked.

Her father shrugged. He looked older than he used to, far older than he should have looked. Georgianna could remember her father scooping both her and Halden up under his arms, carrying them through camp when they misbehaved. He wasn’t a giant, but he had seemed that way, the way he held command. His dark hair, the same as her brother’s, was now heavily sprinkled with grey, his beard going the same way. Yet his bright green eyes still sparkled with the energy of a much younger man. Despite his strength and skill with a weapon, Lyle Lennox had become a carver, taking wood and whittling it away to create useful objects. For his joining present to Georgianna’s mother, he’d made an entire cooking set, large enough for a family of six.

Taking one of the small wooden horses from Braedon, Georgianna galloped it across the boy’s knees and up his arm until she nuzzled it into his neck, neighing playfully. Braedon giggled and tried to wriggle away until Georgianna handed him back the toy.

Georgianna turned back to her father and frowned.

“Beck says hi,” she told him with a careful smile.

It was odd to think that her father had been friends with Beck, knowing the man now as the marshall of the Belsa. But apparently, when they were young, Beck Casey and Lyle Lennox had been thick as thieves. Beck had trained as a hunter and scout, Lyle as a carver and carpenter, but the two remained close whenever they were in camps. Now, however, the two barely saw each other.

“Of course he does, lazy bastard can’t get over here himself,” her father chuckled. “How’s that girl of his doing?”

“Lacie is great,” Georgianna nodded enthusiastically. “She’s a really fast learner.”

“Good. It’s about time you had an apprentice,” he claimed, pointing the knife he was using to clean the hide at her. “No good letting those talents go to waste.”

Nodding, Georgianna reached out and pulled her bag towards her. While her father hadn’t originally been happy to know she was visiting the Belsa to help out, knowing how badly the Adveni wanted them eradicated, he had slowly come around to the idea as long as Beck was looking after her. When Georgianna had brought back news that Beck had a young girl living with him, a girl the marshall was treating like his own daughter, Lyle Lennox had been over the moon. He wouldn’t tell Georgianna why, of course. He said it was none of her business unless Beck decided to tell her on his own, and that she was not to ask him about it.

“I still need to meet that girl,” her father announced thoughtfully, scratching the edge of his knife against his jaw. “Beck’s a good man, a loyal Kahle, but those tunnels are no place for a young girl.”

He looked pointedly at Georgianna and nodded very suddenly:

“You’ll bring her here! Lots of people to help out this way, you could call it work!”

“She’s wanted, Da’,” Georgianna lamented. “A drysta runaway.”

Her father tilted his head to the side and dug the knife a little further into the hide as he tried to think up a reasonable solution. After a minute, he finally huffed, which Georgianna knew to take that he’d not been able to think of one. No doubt it was annoying him. He wanted to meet his friend’s daughter.

“You know, you could always come down to the tunnels with me,” she suggested. Glancing beneath her eyelashes at her father, Georgianna quickly occupied herself with opening her bag, like her suggestion had been perfectly innocent.

“And risk being hauled off as a Belsa?” he asked. “Who will look after your nephew when I’m buryd, huh?”

Georgianna opened her mouth to argue but quickly closed it again, knowing it wouldn’t do any good. It wasn’t the first time she’d tried to convince her father to visit the tunnels and Beck. Scooping Braedon off her lap and onto the dried grass, she carefully got to her feet.

“I’m going to check on the stew.”
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Braedon was sprawled on Georgianna’s lap asleep by the time his father returned home from work. Splattered with paint, Halden flopped straight onto the floor next to his sister and son. He rolled to the side, kissed Georgianna’s cheek in greeting, and immediately slumped onto his back again. Georgianna didn’t blame him. While she had spent a relatively relaxed afternoon with Braedon and her father, Halden had been working for the Adveni, probably ordered to work faster and harder every step of the way.

Georgianna carefully prised herself out from underneath Braedon, adjusting the boy to sleep on his father before she slipped out to the kitchen and ladled Halden a generous portion of stew. It was a little cold, her father having put out the fire beneath it an hour or so before, but Halden was grateful when Georgianna handed it to him and he took his first mouthful. As Georgianna curled up at her father’s side, Halden told them that he’d been working on one of the new buildings.

The older Lennox continued to whittle, refusing to tell them what he was making.

“Wood is a living thing, my little Gianna,” he used to tell her. “And like all living things, you can’t tell them what they should be. You can only help them find what suits them best.”

She had never really known what he had meant when she was a child, but it sounded very profound, so she’d never questioned him. Now, she thought she understood a little better. Just as she had decided for herself that she wanted to be a medic, and her parents had used their skills to help her along, Halden had decided that he wanted to work with horses. It had also been their parents’ acceptance of not forcing other living beings into what they might want that had stopped them from questioning the news that their eldest son would not join with a woman. Instead, at the age of nineteen, Halden Lennox had claimed that he was in love. Nobody had even known he had dated before.

His name was Nequiel. He was a nomad who had come to the Kahle to sell a foal. As Halden was working with the tribe’s horses, it had been Halden who had to look over the foal to see whether it was bred well enough to bring into the Kahle stock.

It had been Georgianna who first knew of Halden’s infatuation with the nomad, who had stuck around longer than had probably been considered necessary after the foal had been given the clearance to be bought. Halden told his younger sister while travelling south towards Nyvalau. Georgianna, admittedly, didn’t understand. She knew there were men who joined with other men, but at the age of thirteen, she wasn’t entirely sure why. Watching her brother with Nequiel, however, she quickly learned that it wasn’t about finding someone suitable to join with, someone you could live with. It was about joining with the person you couldn’t live without.

Watching Halden with Braedon now, Georgianna knew that this was why she hadn’t joined, why she couldn’t see herself joining any time soon, because she had not found that person she could not bear to be parted from. There was a sadness every time Halden looked at his son because, by blood, Braedon wasn’t actually his, and looked far more like his biological father. The boy’s mop of brown hair was blacker than Halden’s, the olive hue of his skin darker than her brother’s, and his eyes were the bright reddish brown that had been so distinctive in his father. The boy, almost five years old, was actually Nequiel’s son by blood. Nequiel had been asked to father a child when he officially joined the Kahle. The Adveni had wiped out a lot of the Kahle, and the elders wanted to ensure that their blood continued.

A woman named Heather, widowed by the war, begged the elders to let her be the one chosen. Her husband had always wanted children, and they’d simply never had the good fortune to conceive a child. It had been decided that, should the coupling be successful, the child would remain predominantly with their mother, but both Nequiel, and Halden, who by this time was joined with Nequiel for all under the sun and moon, would also be parents to the child.

The baby boy was brought into the world in the middle of the freeze. While Georgianna did everything she could, Heather succumbed to cold and, having lost so much blood, did not survive the birth.

Braedon, named for the wild flowers that grew within the heather, came into the Lennox home, and was immediately accepted as family despite not being any blood relation. As a gesture to his place with them, he was given the name Lennox instead of Yinah, Nequiel’s family name.

It had been almost three years since Nequiel was captured by the Adveni, a trade with an Adveni that went wrong. When Nequiel could not deliver the items promised, the Adveni claimed he was a criminal and a traitor, and he was executed in the square for all to see. Halden had stood among the crowd, held back by three Kahle men who kept tight hold on him the entire time.

As the last of the sun disappeared behind the horizon, the lengthening shadows melted into the night’s darkness, held at bay only by the oil lamp’s flickering glow. Halden finally peeled himself from the thick woollen blanket on the floor and lifted Braedon into his arms.

“I’m going to put him to bed,” he explained, carrying Braedon from the small family space.

Her father lifted his head and gave a brief nod before returning to his whittling. A low, melodic hum slipped past his lips into the air. Georgianna leaned against him, her cheek against his shoulder as she watched the knife’s progression over the surface of the wood.

Her father’s humming was threatening to send Georgianna off to sleep herself, so she sat up straight, shaking out the cloudy tendrils of sleep, and clambered up. Placing her hand on his shoulder, she gave it a brief squeeze before following her brother.

The house was built of thick beams of wood that held the structure while a sandstone mix made up the walls. The family space stood at the front of the house on the right-hand side, her father’s room on the left. Behind those were two rooms once occupied by Georgianna and Halden, and now by Braedon as well. Mostly, Halden shared a room with Braedon, though Georgianna had often told her brother that she would share with the young boy, seeing as she wasn’t home every night. Whether it was through convenience, or because he didn’t want to be separated from his son, Halden had refused her offer, meaning that mostly, the last room stood empty, waiting for her return.

Even after all the work gone into making the house, the sandstone was still rough in places, and tickled her fingers when she ran them across the surface. The thin corridor out towards the kitchen was dark except for the light flickering through the doorway to the family room. Through the open front door, the continued bustle of activity from nearby houses filtered in. A little way away, she could hear a group of men playing musical instruments, singing an old song she had heard as a child. Despite the fire having been put out, the breeze from the back doors out of the kitchen wafted the smell of stew through the thin corridor, making Georgianna’s stomach rumble appreciatively. Wrapping her arms around her stomach, as if the sound would be enough to rouse her young nephew, she rested her shoulder against the doorframe, watching in fond silence as Halden tucked Braedon into his bed.

“I should take advantage of you being here,” Halden teased as he came back to the doorway and slipped past her into the corridor. “Make you do it.”

Georgianna’s whisper of a giggle still sounded far too loud so close to the slumbering child, and so she reached in, hooking her finger around the door and pulling it towards the frame.

“I entertained him all afternoon, thank you very much,” Georgianna defended. “Including stopping him from putting a whole host of new spices into the stew, namely dirt.”

Halden snorted, his green eyes lit like gemstones pressed in his tanned skin. Instead of returning to sit with their father, he pushed open the door to Georgianna’s room, ducking his head to get through the low doorway. Slumping heavily down onto the bed, he rested against the wall, patting the mattress next to him. It was a thin bed, just wide enough for one person to sleep comfortably, but Georgianna made her way around to the other side and perched on the edge next to him, shoulder to shoulder. She rested back against the wall.

“You’ve been alright?” he asked.

She glanced at him. His eyes were closed. Even knowing that he wouldn’t see it, she nodded.

“I’m okay.”

“Doesn’t sound it.”

Turning her head, Georgianna was surprised to find Halden’s eyes narrowed at her, a curious suspicion etched into his face. Lifting her feet from the floor, she laid her legs down the mattress next to his.

“It’s nothing,” she answered.

Halden reached out, taking Georgianna’s hand and turning it palm up to face him. Pressing his index finger into the centre of her palm, he moved swiftly on to each of her fingers in turn, pressing them down with his own. He moved idly back and forth between her fingers, quick patterns that made little sense. Georgianna narrowed her eyes, but before she could pull her hand away, or even protest, he pushed her little finger back until a spasm of pain shot up her arm.

Georgianna squeaked, tugging on her arm to free it from his grasp, but Halden kept a tight hold, returning to his pattern of gentle taps. He used to do this as a child. Older than Georgianna, and much stronger, when she wouldn’t tell him something, he would play the game. She never knew when a strong push was coming, and waiting for it with each gentle tap only made the pain worse when it came.

“Alright, alright!”

Halden glanced at her, a devilish smirk across his lips as his finger hovered above her own. He raised an eyebrow, waiting.

“Let go then,” Georgianna said.

“Not until you tell me.”

“Vtensu.”

Halden beamed at her despite the Adveni insult.

“A friend wants a favour,” Georgianna admitted. “Taye, he wants something delivered to Nyah.”

“I thought Nyah was…”

“Buryd, yeah.”

Halden’s smirk promptly vanished to be replaced with a worried frown. He knew Taye and Nyah. While Taye was closer to Georgianna’s age, and Nyah a good few years younger than them both, it was impossible not to know them within the tribe, especially when Taye and Georgianna had been close friends as children.

“What’s he expecting?” Halden asked.

Georgianna paused, her gaze set on her hand, still clasped within her brother’s. She sighed and shrugged.

“I don’t think it’s much, just a note, but… but it’s still risky.”

“I doubt risk is factoring much to him right now, is it?”

She shook her head. She didn’t want to upset Halden by bringing up Nequiel, but having never been in their position, she couldn’t imagine how it felt to be separated from someone you felt so completely bound to.

“Did you ever try?” she asked. “To get messages to Nequiel?”

Georgianna could see the tightening in her brother’s jaw immediately, the way his face hardened into a mask she saw so rarely.

“Once,” Halden answered. “A few days before he was brought to the square.”

Shifting her position, Georgianna sat up a little straighter, watching Halden.

“You never asked me to…”

“And risk you being caught?” he asked. “No, I couldn’t put you in that position.”

“Then how?”

“A cook. He promised to pass it to one of the men who collected the food each day.”

“Did he get it?”

“I don’t know. The cook passed it on, but whether it got to Nequiel, I’ll never know.”

“You don’t think I should try?”

Halden sat up straight, turning to look properly at her. Keeping hold of her hand, he enclosed it in both of his own, resting them in his lap.

“I’m not saying that, Gianna,” he murmured. “To hear from Nyah, for Taye, would be worth more than anything else in the world. I would have given anything to hear from Quiel in those last few days. But remember that it is your risk. I didn’t understand just how much I had asked, and Taye does not realise either. We become blinded by a connection like that. This must be your decision. You are a smart girl; you will make the correct choice.”

Georgianna turned towards him and rested her temple against her brother’s chest. Keeping a tight hold on her hand with one of his own, the other came up to rest on the back of her neck, holding her against him as he dipped his head and kissed her scalp.

“No matter what you decide, little sister,” he whispered. “You must do one thing for me.”

Georgianna didn’t move, her breath whispering across the hairs on her arm.

“What’s that?” she asked.

Halden grinned against her hair.

“Don’t tell Da’.”
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Despite the lack of windows in Georgianna’s bedroom, the morning light streamed through the open door. She rolled onto her front, burying her face into her pillow in the hopes of blocking out the offensive rays, but movement throughout the house and even outside chased her dreams further and further away. From the kitchen, she could hear Braedon asking Halden what he would be doing while her brother tried to get ready to leave.

In the tunnels, when she stayed below, it was easier to keep consciousness at bay despite the bustle of movement and everyday business. While the murk of the constant shadows remained, it was easier to push distractions aside, but not here. Sure enough, Georgianna had only just set her feet on the floor when Braedon ran past her bedroom with a racket disproportionate to his small size.

“Grandda’, grandda’!” he called. “Da’ says you take me tradin’!”

Her father’s low rumbling laugh echoed through the small home as Georgianna pushed herself from her bed and padding over to the trunk that held the majority of her belongings.

“Did he really?” her father’s voice echoed. “Well, I guess if your da’ says so, it must be so.”

Lifting the trunk lid, Georgianna rummaged through her clothes, pulling out a dress. Tugging her shirt from her body and over her head, she tossed it onto the mattress and swung the dress around her, slipping her arms into the long sleeves and wrapping the material around her body, buttoning the inside together before pulling the leather belt around her waist to tie at the side.

By the time she emerged from her room with a change of clothes already tucked under her arm, her brother was almost out the door, turning back to give her a quick pat on the cheek and a thoughtful gaze. Georgianna returned a weak smile, clapping her hand on top of Halden’s for a moment before he left.

“Gianna, you coming tradin’ with us?” Braedon asked, already dressed in clothes that were a little too big for him.

Georgianna pouted back at him, crouching down in the light of the open doorway.

“Afraid not, Brae. I have to go do my own work.”

“Med’cines,” Braedon nodded knowledgeably.

“That’s it,” she said.

Glancing up from Braedon’s shining face, Georgianna smiled sadly at her father. He smiled back, though it wasn’t a true smile. His green eyes remained distant, and there was a forced look to his expression.

“You’ll return soon, my Gianna?” he asked.

Georgianna leaned closer and kissed her father on the cheek.

“Soon as I can.”

He held her face in his hands.

“Soon as the sun allows,” he told her before the moment was over and he lightly swatted the back of her arm to get her moving.

Georgianna collected her bag from the front room, stuffing in the change of clothes, and stepped out into the glaring morning sun. Heading south through the camps, she wove a winding path through the houses. Even though the camps of the different tribes bled into each other in an uneven pattern, Georgianna had walked the path so many times that she knew immediately when she had stepped into Nerrin territory. She didn’t feel fear at the different tribe, not like she used to, but her father had always told her that it was best to tread with caution when dealing outside your own. These days, Georgianna supposed that related more to the Adveni than it did to the other tribes, but unlike the Kahle, the Nerrin had no reason to protect her should anything happen while she was on their ground.

Still, despite the difference, people were cheerful and friendly when they recognised her. A decade of treating their wounds and helping when none of their own medics were available had given her a good reputation. Her father also had a good reputation. Since before the Adveni arrival, her father had been known as an expert craftsman, and trading in Adlai amongst the other tribes had been good for as long as Georgianna could remember.

“Georgianna!”

Georgianna glanced around to see her friend, Liliah, seated against the wall of her home, a leather hide across her lap. Across the hide, balanced precariously on her legs, a number of small paper packets lay open, each one holding a small mound of coloured powder. Careful not to knock any of them, Georgianna approached Liliah and sat down beside her.

“Hi,” she said. “How are you?”

“Can’t complain,” Liliah chimed. “I missed you yesterday.”

Georgianna frowned. For a moment, the worry that perhaps she had missed a shift at the bar fluttered through her stomach. She’d been sure she was free, otherwise she would have chosen another day to come home.

“Yesterday?” Georgianna repeated. “I wasn’t working.”

Liliah laughed; a bright, cheerful laugh that suited her face perfectly. The girl was one of the prettiest women Georgianna had ever known. With a beautiful figure, dark ringlets fell over her shoulders as naturally as water slipped from a cliff. Bright blue eyes sparkled with mischief in her olive skin.

“Yes, I know,” she answered. “Doesn’t mean I didn’t miss you.”

Patting Georgianna’s knee affectionately, Liliah collected up one of the packets in her lap. She shook the paper gently to smooth out the mound of lilac powder, and began folding the paper around it in quick, intricate motions.

“You worried me for a second there,” Georgianna scolded.

“You? Worry? Like that’s even possible.”

Georgianna let out a breath of laughter as she reached out and carefully picked up one of the papers. Copying Liliah’s motion, she shook the paper, grimacing when a small sprinkling slipped over the edge and dusted her dress. She quickly tipped it the other way a little, gathering the powder in the centre of the paper and began folding it carefully, without any of the skill or speed at which Liliah’s hands worked.

“I was with my family.”

“Oh, so you weren’t with…”

Georgianna narrowed her eyes as she looked back at Liliah. The brunette had a keen ear for gossip. Georgianna often had no idea where she’d heard it.

“Was I with who?” Georgianna asked suspiciously.

Liliah bent the last fold in the paper, tucking the pointed corner under one of the other edges. She leaned forward a little, glancing both ways past Georgianna. Georgianna followed her gaze, wondering why she was being so secretive about it. Possibly her family didn’t approve of the Belsa. It wouldn’t be surprising. There were those who felt that things would go a lot more smoothly with the Adveni if people stopped fighting them.

“Keiran!”

“How do you kno…” Georgianna cut herself off a moment too late. She’d given herself away, and Liliah squeaked in happiness and wriggled where she sat, her corkscrew curls bouncing on her slim shoulders.

“I knew it,” she trilled triumphantly, settling back against the wall again and collecting up another powder-covered paper.

Georgianna frowned and turned her own paper, making another fold.

“How do you know about that?”

Liliah quickly waved her hand dismissively, turning the paper around and around in her fingers.

“Oh, no matter about that, I just can’t believe you didn’t tell me!” Liliah lamented. “Nerrin and a Belsa, you are doing well, George!”

Georgianna glared at her as soon as the word Belsa slipped from the other girl’s lips. They were safer out here than they would have been at the bar they worked in together in the Rion district, an area almost exclusively Adveni. Though that still didn’t mean they were safe discussing the Belsa so openly, not when the Adveni paid good money for information. Some people were desperate enough to sell over lifelong friends.

“It’s not serious,” Georgianna assured her. “We’re just…”

“Joining!” Liliah interrupted with a laugh. “In the way your parents don’t approve of!”

Georgianna tried to look indignant at the suggestion, but failed miserably.

“Yes, alright!”

Liliah looked like her head was going to explode from giddiness. Or maybe her smile would simply get too wide for her face and the top half of her head would fall off with a wet slap onto the warm ground.

“We’re having fun, okay? It’s not… It’s not anything. He’s still seeing other girls.”

The chances of Liliah’s head splitting into two promptly disappeared as her smile faltered and she looked at Georgianna in surprise and suspicion. Georgianna had known Liliah for a few years. The girl was about as traditional as they came. She had been with her partner Qiyan for almost five years and the only reason they hadn’t joined was because… well, Georgianna wasn’t sure of the reason, but she knew it was the plan, as Liliah had told her many times.

“Why do you let him?” Liliah asked finally.

Georgianna shrugged.

“Because, well, he’s great and all, but… I dunno. I’m not ready to be all serious about it. I’d rather enjoy spending time with him when I can, than not see him at all because he chooses someone else.”

“That is the most stupid thing I’ve ever heard!” Liliah exclaimed. “If I was you, I’d tell him to choose and choose fast! He can’t be so selfish! Life’s too short, George, you know that better than anyone!”

Georgianna stared as Liliah went back to her packets as if that was the end of the conversation, folding papers with rapid precision. She knew Liliah was traditional, but those were her own beliefs, not Georgianna’s, and certainly not Keiran’s. It actually hadn’t really occurred to Georgianna until now that Liliah would know Keiran. They were both Nerrin, and Georgianna wondered whether perhaps she should have asked Liliah about him earlier. No. There was no point in asking because there was nothing she needed to know. She didn’t need to know about Keiran’s past because they were just having fun.

Having seen the effect that losing Nyah was having on Taye, and what losing Nequiel had done to her brother, Georgianna was more certain than ever that she wasn’t ready to settle into a relationship. The pain Taye was feeling seemed unbearable, his desolation at being able to do nothing sending him into a frenzy. Georgianna hadn’t stopped worrying about what Taye would do if something didn’t change soon, and right now it wasn’t something she wanted to open herself up to by trying to make things more serious with Keiran.

“Anyway,” Georgianna breathed after a minute of awkward silence. “I was hoping to get some herbs from you. I used up my last batch.”

Liliah’s accommodating smile slid onto her lips as if the conversation had never happened. She placed the newly folded packet in amongst the open papers and grasped the edges of the hide, holding it taut and lifting it carefully from her lap. She got to her feet.

“What do you need?” she asked.

Georgianna held the half-folded packet in her lap, chewing on her bottom lip and staring blankly at the dry earth.

“Same as last time, if you have it.”

“Lijiam, Gwetua, and Goas, right?”

Thinking about it for a moment, Georgianna finally nodded.

“Yeah, I think that was it,” she agreed. “Though, if you have more of the Gwetua, I use it quite a lot.”

Liliah nodded and pushed open the door into the house, already taking a step inside before Georgianna looked up.

“Oh, if you have any unground, could you grab me some hyliha?”

Liliah looked at her curiously. Hyliha wasn’t all that useful, not when you had better remedies.

“Lacie is practising.”

She nodded and disappeared into the house. Georgianna watched two children at the house across from them playing, drawing symbols in the earth with sticks. Folding the paper absently, trapping the powder within the folds, Georgianna smiled. She supposed it might be nice, being settled. Not until she was older, and not while things were so dangerous, but maybe someday.

“I don’t have much Goas,” Liliah said, appearing at her side. “But Qiyan is out hunting today and he usually brings me back things, so can I bring some in a few days?”

Dropping the packet she’d been folding down with the rest, Georgianna nodded gratefully as she opened her bag and tugged out a small leather purse. Pulling open the strings, she tipped out the coins and counted them out, swapping them with Liliah for the packets of herbs, one much larger than the rest, the hyliha.

“Whenever is fine,” she agreed.

Settling down into her position against the wall, Liliah lifted the hide and draped it across her legs again, careful not to spill any of the loose powder. Georgianna stashed the packets into a pocket in her bag so that they wouldn’t pierce and spill herbs through her supplies.

“I’ll catch up with you later,” she said. “Got to see if anyone needs anything before I head back into the city.”

“Stay safe, George,” Liliah said.

Georgianna nodded. Liliah waved Georgianna off before returning to her packets of herb powders, leaving Georgianna to wander through the camps, checking to see if anyone needed any treatment as she made her way back into the city.
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The overnight shift in Medics’ Way had been quiet, which Georgianna had been grateful for. After spending the day out in the camps, and the evening serving drinks at Crisco, Georgianna had been exhausted. Being a medic had been her dream since she was a child, but after the arrival of the Adveni, it had not been enough to live on. While the Veniche often dealt in trade, the Adveni system revolved around money, and not many Veniche had enough money to afford medical treatment when they most needed it.

She had taken the bar job during the freeze a few years before. After a large number of Veniche had moved south to escape the worst of the blizzards, there had not been enough people for Georgianna to make her way in trade. Greunn, the owner of the bar, had been sceptical at first, but settled on giving her a shot, believing that her pretty face (for a Veniche, anyway) would help sell his drinks. She hadn’t been sure how she felt about being looked on in that way by Adveni, but had decided that as long as they kept their hands to themselves, she could deal with their eyes and lewd comments well enough.

Georgianna took over from Keinah in the early morning hours. Keinah was huge, her stomach swollen with the coming birth of her second child. She didn’t take many shifts on the Way anymore because the child could arrive any day, but she’d explained that Jaid had been getting increasingly frantic as, after three days’ missing, they had still been unable to locate her husband, Si. While Georgianna had wanted to ask more, it was clear that Keinah was desperate for some sleep, so she’d let her go.

Jaid showed up mid-morning, looking like she had not slept a wink in days. Georgianna asked her about Si, but with no news on her missing husband, the older woman didn’t seem up to talking about it. While packing her things into her bag, Georgianna offered to stay, though Jaid would hear none of it. There were a couple of Belsa out looking for Si, and Jaid wanted to ensure that she was in a place where people knew how to find her if he showed up.

Unfortunately, Georgianna partly knew how Jaid felt. While she’d never had a husband go missing, the days before they discovered her mother’s fate had been much the same. There was nothing to do but to keep looking and hoping. Her father had been unwilling to accept that anything had happened to his beloved wife, and so it had been Georgianna, eighteen years old at the time, who went to the Adveni registration buildings after the fifth day.

She’d been killed in a fight in the Oprust district, among Veniche fighting to keep their trade lands. She’d not been involved. Georgianna knew her mother didn’t have a fighting bone in her body, but she’d been killed none the less, caught by an Adveni Agrah’s stray bullet. Her body had been disposed of before Georgianna made the trip to the registration buildings, so nothing was left but the possessions she’d had on her. There were a few dresses, finished for trade, a bag filled with cloth for new designs, and her joining ring, slipped from her cold finger. Georgianna still had that ring, buried in the trunk at their family home, but she didn’t dare put it on for fear of losing it.

However, a mother lost almost a decade before would hold no comfort for Jaid, so Georgianna slipped away, heading out of the Way and south through the tunnels to the Carae. From the things her brother had told her about Nequiel’s last days, to Jaid’s current desolation over her lost husband, Georgianna knew that she had to tell Taye her decision sooner rather than later.

Taye had managed to secure himself a spot deep in the Carae tunnels, furthest away from the main lines. There weren’t many of the old tunnel cars down this way since most of the tunnels were far too narrow to have held them. Instead, members of the Carae used whatever they could salvage and scavenge to create their homes, much like Keiran had done for his shack in Belsa territory.

Taye had built a place for himself and Nyah at the end of a narrow tunnel, using the walls of the tunnel and attaching heavy sacking across the front. Georgianna let out a whistle as she neared the entrance to Taye’s home, covering her eyes in mock worry as she pulled the canvas to the side, making a show of groping along the wall. Taye groaned out a laugh, and Georgianna could hear him moving on a mattress. Peeking through her fingers, she let out a sigh of relief to see that he was, thankfully, fully dressed.

“Nothing you haven’t seen before, Gianna,” Taye said, shifting the lamp from its precarious stance on the mattress and onto the floor.

“We were nine!” Georgianna exclaimed, shaking her head.

Stepping further in and letting the canvas fall back into place behind her, Georgianna stood in the centre of the makeshift room, ignoring Taye’s laughter as she clutched her bag in front of her, her fingers absently tracing the medic symbol stitched into the front.

Taye looked up at her, his smile faltering. He let out a sigh and looked away from her.

“You won’t do it, will you?” he asked.

“I will.”

It took a moment for the words to sink in, and Georgianna wondered if Taye had been preparing himself for the worst since he’d asked her about it. He stared at her, but once he grasped her answer properly, he leapt up, gathering Georgianna in a tight hug that lifted her off her feet.

“Alright, alright,” Georgianna complained, batting her hands against his shoulders.

Taye set her back down. He had one of the biggest smiles Georgianna had seen on her friend in a long time.

“Really?”

Georgianna nodded. She couldn’t deny him this, not when she knew how much it would mean.

“I can’t promise when it will be, Taye. I go as often as I can, but with the Way, and Crisco, it’s mainly when they send me an alert.”

Taye waved his hand. It was clear he wasn’t worried about when the packet would be delivered, just that it would be.

“It is small, right?” Georgianna asked.

“Yes, I promise, you’ll have no problems, I’m sure of it,” Taye said, grasping her shoulders.

As he released her and turned away, a small shudder of happiness ran visibly through him. Kneeling on the edge of the mattress, he leaned over and dug his hand in behind it, finally tugging out a cloth bag, seemingly from inside the stuffing. Opening the bag in his lap, he searched through it, pulling out a paper packet.

He was right: it was small, no bigger than one of the packets of herbs Liliah had given her. Should she want to, she could keep it in her bag with the herb packets. From the look of it, there would be no difference to the Adveni. It would only be if they chose to open each packet to check the contents that she would have a problem.

Taye held it up, letting Georgianna take it and tuck it away while he pulled some coins out and closed up the cloth bag, stuffing it back into the hiding space.

Pushing himself to his feet, he picked up the oil lamp and snuffed it out, plunging them into darkness.

“Come on,” he said cheerfully, tugging back the canvas. “I’m going to buy you lunch.”
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Nothing had been able to put Taye out of his good mood, not even when a customer had cornered him at the Trade Inn and accused him of cutting his smoking leaves with something else. Taye remained resolutely calm, explaining that he would exchange the foinah leaves for another batch if the man wanted. Georgianna had traded with Taye on many occasions, but it wasn’t often that she saw other deals. Taye was very careful about this, which was probably why he’d stayed under the Adveni radar for so long. His father hadn’t been happy about Taye’s decision to join the Carae. Taye had two younger brothers who he didn’t want being dragged into it, but despite his father’s refusal to see him, Georgianna knew that Taye passed money to them through his uncle whenever he could.

Having slipped back into the tunnels as the sun set, the two parted ways, Taye returning to the Carae to collect supplies, Georgianna to Medic’s Way. It wasn’t her turn for a shift, but with Jaid so worried about Si, she decided that if she could take a shift, she would. Jaid was grateful, and immediately set off to continue her search for her husband.

Things in the Way were quiet. Jacob, the escaped drysta, had been given a book by Lacie, and while he barely spoke when Lacie wasn’t around, he was surprisingly comforting company on a long shift.

Georgianna had been dozing when Keinah showed up. Apparently her baby had been kicking so ferociously that sleep was not an option. Georgianna had squeaked in excitement when Keinah let her feel the spot where tiny feet pressed through the skin, and had finally agreed to leave Keinah on the Way.

The shack was quiet and dark when Georgianna got there, pulling the tarpaulin aside. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dark, but seeing that Keiran was alone, she stepped further in, sitting on the edge of the bed and leaning over him.

Placing a gentle kiss against his bare shoulder, Georgianna smiled as Keiran rolled onto his back, cracking one eye open to look up at her.

“Hey,” he murmured, reaching up and rubbing the heel of his hand into his eyes.

“Hi,” Georgianna whispered. “Mind if I stay with you?”

Keiran smiled sleepily and shook his head, groping out until he found the edge of the blanket, flinging it back. Georgianna undressed quickly, clambering over him and settling down on the mattress.

“Good day?” he asked.

“Kind of. I saw Taye.”

Tugging the blanket over her, Georgianna wriggled her body into Keiran’s warm skin. He slid his arm underneath her body, tugging her in against him.

“Did you make a decision?”

Georgianna nodded against his shoulder, her fingers skating absently across his stomach.

“I’m going to take the delivery to Nyah.”

A burst of low laughter rumbled through him, tensing Keiran’s stomach beneath her fingers before he rolled towards her, wrapping his other arm around her waist.

“Of course you are,” he answered. “I’m just surprised it took you this long.”

Georgianna frowned at his mockery, but it was nice that he’d known which decision she would make. Yes, he teased her for being so predictable, but half the time, she didn’t think he was actually listening to her, seeming more interested in getting her clothes off. To know that he did sometimes pay attention and care about what she was saying felt reassuring.

She would have said something about it, but before she had even opened her mouth, he let out deep snore. Too late.
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A hand thumped on the side of the metal shack, rousing Georgianna from sleep. With a moan of protest, she stretched her body out, toes just peeking from underneath the blankets draped across her legs, flung away from her body in the stuffy heat. Even through her shifting dreams, she didn’t feel like she’d been asleep long.

Sleep claimed her once again as she relaxed back into the mattress, nuzzling her cheek against Keiran’s neck and the warmth of his skin. She was just slipping back off when two more blows sounded.

“Hey, come on, get up. Keiran, I know you’re in there!”

Georgianna answered the man outside with an unintelligible grumble and a smack of her hand against Keiran’s stomach. It was his shack.

Opening one eye as Keiran let out a pained breath at her attack and swore quietly, Georgianna glanced through the shadows, trying to gauge the time. It was impossible. This far away from the main encampment, they didn’t always have the lights lit, plunging them into a perpetual gloom.

“What is it?” Keiran grumbled, not even lifting his head from the pillow.

There was a static rustle of the tarpaulin being pulled back and Wrench stepped in. It wasn’t unusual at this time of year for blankets and sheets to be abandoned in the middle of the night, kicked and flung away from the skin as sleeping inhabitants tried desperately to find a little relief from the overbearing heat. As Georgianna’s gaze met Wrench’s, she shifted to shield the most intimate parts of her body from view while she reached out, groping around her hips for a handful of blanket, tugging it further up her body.

Wrench glanced down to the blanket before he had the decency to turn his head and stare at the wall. His manners, however, did not stretch far enough to conceal the grin that told Georgianna exactly how much he had seen. A blush burned through her cheeks though she couldn’t hide an embarrassed smile as she buried her face into Keiran’s neck.

“Good night?” Wrench asked.

“Wrench, stop standing there like a horny virgin,” Keiran grumbled.

Unlike Georgianna, he made no effort to cover himself up. Wrench and Keiran had known each other for long enough to have seen it all before.

“What do you want?”

Wrench glanced towards them before averting his gaze again, nodding his head sideways in Georgianna’s direction.

“Came to get you, Med,” Wrench said.

“Me?”

“Got a situation down the Way.”

While it wasn’t the first time someone had burst in on them early in the morning, it was certainly the first time the person coming in had not been looking for Keiran. Generally, people didn’t know that she stayed there, so anyone coming to the shack was looking for the Belsa sergeant. Yet Wrench was aware of her fondness for the man lying next to her, so he would have known where to look. The other medics knew about her home in the camps with her family, but that was a two-hour walk—too far to travel in an emergency. It was much easier to find Jaid or Keinah who lived with their partners in the nearby tunnels.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

She sat up, holding the blankets against her chest as she carefully manoeuvred herself over Keiran, who groaned as her elbow hit his stomach.

“Found Si,” Wrench explained, giving her a hard look.

Georgianna pursed her lips into a frown.

“And?” she urged, glancing up at Wrench.

“Not entirely sure, he’s rambling something bad,” Wrench explained. “But from what Jaid says, he’s been gone more than three days, and from the looks o’ the burns, he’s been out in the sun for most of it.”

“Shit,” Keiran groaned, pushing himself up onto his elbows.

Georgianna echoed Keiran’s moan as she waved her hand towards Wrench. He was shifting his weight anxiously back and forth, but quickly turned his back as Georgianna began reaching for her clothes.

Someone who had been out in the sun more than a few hours without proper protection would most likely be suffering in some way or another, but three days was sure to have caused lasting damage.

“Who’s down there?” she asked.

“Just Jaid at the moment. I was on guard down the black line and she was bringing him past, asked me to get you and meet her there.”

“I thought Keinah was…”

“Jaid sent her off,” Wrench interrupted. “Didn’t want her close if he gets upset.”

“If Si’s been out there that long, we might need to restrain him,” she agreed.

Behind her, Keiran was moving about, wrestling his way into his trousers. Georgianna threw his shirt over her shoulder.

“What was he doing out there for three days?” he asked.

“Don’t really know,” Wrench answered. “Most of the stuff coming out of him as she took him down there was nonsense. Jaid said he’d gone over the Adveni quarters on a regular job, but never came back. Figuring something happened over that way.”

“Why would he be in the Adveni quarters? What kind of job takes a Belsa over there?” Georgianna asked. “Seems a bit of a dangerous place to send one of you guys.”

“You’d have to ask whoever gave him the job,” Keiran said quickly, getting to his feet and stepping past her, reaching for the tyllenich rifle. “Lots of jobs go down without the rest of us knowing, best way to stay safe if someone’s caught.”

Georgianna nodded. That made a good deal of sense. She got to her feet and grabbed up her bag, slinging the strap over her shoulder.

“Come on then, let’s go,” Keiran nodded.

Wrench pushed back the tarpaulin, waiting somewhat impatiently until Georgianna had slipped out of the shack. The two Belsa followed in her wake.
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They hadn’t even made the turning onto the Way when the first scream came echoing down the tunnel. Glancing at Keiran and Wrench, Georgianna broke into a run, holding her bag tight against her hip. Behind her,Wrench and Keiran’s boots pounded into the tunnel floor. Another female cry was followed by an angry shout.

Skidding to a stop outside the first car, Georgianna launched herself inside, falling forward in her haste. But the sight that met her stopped her in her tracks.

Jaid sat on one of the makeshift beds, her back braced against the wall as her husband Si leaned over her. Her arms were stretched out, hands pressed against her husband Si’s chest, but this wasn’t enough to stop the knife that was being pressed against her throat. She was shaking her head, words streaming so fast from her lips that they were almost unintelligible. Si, however, obviously understood what she had been trying to say as he shook his head, his long, ratted hair slapping against his reddened, raw skin.

“You’re lying!” Si growled.

“I’m not, I’m not!” Jaid cried, tears streaming down her face. “You’re my husband, Si. I love you. I would never sell you out to them!”

Wrench pushed past to grab Si. Turning his head, Si’s eyes widened in fury as he pointed the knife at Wrench for a moment before returning it to his wife’s throat.

“Stay back!” he screamed. “I’ll do it, I will!”

Georgianna grabbed Wrench’s muscled arm with both hands, yanking him backwards with all her might. Wrench stumbled back into Keiran who braced him, both hands on his shoulders.

“George,” he murmured, glancing between Georgianna and Si.

Georgianna could guess what Keiran was thinking. It wouldn’t be too difficult for the two of them to restrain the Belsa. The risk was whether they could do it before Si slashed at Jaid’s throat, one Georgianna wasn’t willing to take. Even if Si didn’t do any lasting damage, he would never forgive himself for hurting Jaid in a moment of madness.

Georgianna shook her head. She slowly reached up, lifting her bag over her head and lowering it to the floor. She kept her gaze locked on Si’s panicked, bloodshot eyes.

“Si,” she whispered.

Jaid gasped at the pressure of the knife against her skin. A drop of red blood slipped smoothly down the metal blade and dripped into her lap.

“Si, look at me!” Georgianna said, a little louder this time. “Si, you don’t want to hurt Jaid.”

“Sold me out! Told them I’d be there,” Si rattled, his gaze flicking around the car too fast for Georgianna to spot what he was focussing on.

Lifting her hands and keeping them open towards Si, Georgianna watched him as calmly as she could, trying to keep the panic and fear out of her face. She could feel her blood pulsing through her ears, but she shook her head.

“Why would she do that, Si?” she asked.

Glancing to the side, Georgianna waved Keiran and Wrench back again. The two men had been inching forward. Reassured that they were staying put, Georgianna turned back to Si.

“Why, Si?” she asked again. “Jaid loves you, you know that. She wouldn’t have done anything to harm you.”

“You’re lying! Someone told!” he cried desperately. “It was safe. We were safe and then…”

“And then what, Si? What happened?” Wrench asked, his voice gentler than Georgianna had ever heard it. “Tell us. Maybe we can help.”

Si looked to Wrench, and for a moment the knife came away from Jaid’s throat allowing her to gulp in large breaths until sobs overtook her, choking. He hesitated, the knife hovering an inch away from Jaid’s neck as he watched Wrench suspiciously.

“No help,” he muttered, shaking his head. “No help. No one to know.”

“Si, you’re hurt,” Georgianna urged. “Let me help you. You’ll feel so much better. Please, just… just give me the knife so I can help you.”

Si’s reaction was instant. He leapt back away from them, swiping the knife fruitlessly.

Keiran and Wrench didn’t wait any longer. They surged forward past Georgianna, past Jaid, towards Si and the knife. As soon as they were past Jaid, Georgianna reached forward and tugged Jaid from the bed. Jaid let out a choking sob and buried her face against Georgianna’s shoulder, holding herself tightly against her.

Si let out an angry scream, slashing the knife as Keiran and Wrench closed in. Keiran swore loudly, his hand coming to his arm as blood sprayed across the floor of the car. Georgianna choked back a cry and hugged Jaid all the tighter. Wrench and Keiran wrestled Si to the ground with a heavy thump, the knife clattering away underneath one of the beds.

It took another few minutes for Wrench and Keiran to secure Si, Wrench kneeling across Si’s shins and Keiran pinning his arms above his head. Keiran was still bleeding, blood dribbling down his arm and soaking through his shirt from a slice near his elbow.

Georgianna let go of Jaid, handing her a cloth to wipe off her face as she placed a small dressing against the cut underneath her jaw. Jaid gave a weak smile and held the dressing in place for a moment before pulling it away to check how bad the injury was. From the look of it, it had stopped bleeding already; it would probably just sting for a day or so.

They didn’t use the restraints often as there was rarely a need for them. Georgianna couldn’t remember the last time she’d used them, though she knew exactly which box to open to find the long ropes. Jaid took one of them, helping Wrench to attach the cuffs around Si’s ankles, tears sliding down her cheeks throughout. Keiran held Si’s hands in place as Georgianna attached the cuffs around his wrists. Keiran let out a huff and rubbed the slash in his arm once he’d secured the ropes to the bed.

Grabbing up a larger dressing from one of the crates, Georgianna moved to Keiran, slipping the dressing through his cut shirt onto the wound and holding it in place with a bandage wrapped tightly around his arm. He might need a stitch or two, but she’d be able to look at it more closely once they’d calmed Si down and treated his burns.

“No!” Si screeched, tugging against his bonds. “No, Alec! Got to get Alec!”

Georgianna froze. Her fingers remained tangled in the bandage around Keiran’s arm where she’d been trying to tuck the end underneath. Her gaze shot to meet Jaid’s. Jaid looked back at her, confused. Georgianna looked away.

“What?”

“Get off me!”

Si pulled at the bonds, rocking his hips one way to the other in an attempt to throw Wrench off him. It was no use, the bonds holding him down were strong enough as it was without the fact Si had been out in the sun for three days, probably without much to eat or drink.

“Get Alec! He’ll tell you! He’ll tell you they sold me out!”

A pain tightened in her chest as she held back a dry sob. She’d fought so hard to forget, and now here Si was, bringing him up like he would walk through the door any minute.

Georgianna didn’t know what to do. She knew that there was no chance of giving Si what he wanted. She returned to her bag, opening it up and taking out a couple of small cloth bags, opening each until she found the ones she needed. She took out a pale yellow pill and dropped the rest of the packets. Moving to stand next to Keiran, she looked down at Si.

“Si, I need to give you a pill. It’s medicine, it’ll help,” she told him softly. “We’ll sort your burns and I’ll send these guys to get Alec for you, alright?”

Her voice cracked around his name.

Si looked at the pill in her hand and shook his head violently, his cheeks slapping against his arms. Keiran frowned at her for a moment, questions in his gaze that he didn’t put voice to. He shook his head, moving forward and grasping Si’s chin, prising his mouth open. Si’s protests slipped into an unintelligible gurgle of sounds as he struggled against Keiran’s hold.

Georgianna dropped the pill into Si’s mouth and pinched his nose hard as Keiran let Si close his mouth, holding his hand over it until he saw the motion of swallowing move down Si’s throat. Si began coughing, shaking his head again. Grabbing up a cantina of water, Georgianna returned to Si, placing the spout near the man’s lips.

“Water, Si,” she said.

Si reluctantly accepted the water, gulping down a half-dozen mouthfuls before he began spluttering and Georgianna pulled the cantina back, screwing the lid in place. There was nothing to do but wait and sure enough, within minutes Si had begun to relax.

“You’ll get Alec,” he murmured. “Get Alec, he’ll tell you.”

Leaning over Si, Georgianna nodded.

“We will, Si. We’ll get Alec. He’ll be here.”

She felt horrible lying to him, but she could see no other way out. Whatever had happened to Si, the sun had made him delusional. Maybe, for the moment, it was better to play on his delusions and keep him calm than to tell him the truth and risk his anger.

Georgianna checked that Jaid was okay before they set to work. She was definitely shaken, and Georgianna couldn’t imagine the pain the other woman felt knowing that her husband believed her to have sold him out in some way, but Jaid was a hard worker, and quickly assured Georgianna that she was fine before setting about treating the burns on Si’s arms.

“Jaid, do you know what happened?” Wrench asked, taking a seat on the bed opposite.

Jaid shook her head, glancing over towards Wrench for a moment before turning her attention back to her husband. She collected up some dressings and placed them next to her before grabbing a jar of pale blue powder and pouring a large amount into a clay bowl.

“Every ten days or so, Si goes off on some job the marshall gives him,” she explained. “He won’t tell me where it is or what he’s doing, just that it’s really important. The last time he came back, he said he had some great news and he had to tell the marshall straight away.”

“What was it?” Keiran asked, looking up from where he’d been peeking underneath the dressing around his arm.

“He wouldn’t say,” Jaid answered. “He said it could change things, but he needed more time and information before he would know for sure.”

“So, what changed?” Georgianna asked.

“I don’t know. He went off that evening and everything seemed fine. When he wasn’t back, I just assumed he had other jobs. Wrench and I went around to check for him when I got off shift in the morning when you showed up, George, but we couldn’t find him. And then… that night Marshall Casey came down asking if I’d seen him, saying he hadn’t shown up for his duties nor checked in with him.”

Georgianna glanced at Wrench. He’d told Beck about Si not showing up. Had Beck known where Si was all along? Surely he would have known where to send people looking for him?

“When nobody had seen him, I began to panic. I found him in one of the northern tunnels, rambling to himself.”

Jaid took the cantina Georgianna had used to give Si water and poured a small amount into the powder. Returning the cantina, she began stirring the mixture into a thick paste which would be used to take the heat from Si’s burns.

“Saying?”

Georgianna glanced at Keiran. He was watching Jaid curiously but his gaze kept flickering to Si’s face. Si wasn’t one of the Belsa under Keiran’s command, but Georgianna could only assume he was curious as to this special job and why he hadn’t been told about it.

“Something about taking them down,” Jaid answered, brushing the back of her hand across her eyes. “That taking them down would give us an opening.”

“Take what down? The Adveni?” Wrench asked.

“I don’t know, I don’t think so, or at least it didn’t sound like it. It sounded, the way he was muttering about it, like something that would help against the Adveni, a target to destroy.”

“He didn’t say anything else?”

Jaid frowned and shook her head.

“That was when he started claiming I sold him out. He was so angry I barely got him back to the Way.”

“And Alec?” Wrench asked.

“Belsa,” Keiran explained. “Alec Cartwright.”

Wrench rubbed the back of his thick neck, glancing at Si.

Georgianna shook her head and stepped over to Jaid.

“It’ll be okay. He’ll be calmer when he wakes up,” Georgianna assured her.

Jaid glanced at Georgianna, a sadness in her eyes that showed she already knew how much damage had been done. There were no medicines they knew of to reverse completely the effects that being left out in the mid-heat sun could have on a person.

“I know,” Jaid whispered, putting down the bowl. Leaning down, she kissed her husband’s forehead, her lips lingering against his raw skin.

“But he’ll never be my Si again.”
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Georgianna had been right to some extent. After waking up from the sedative, with his burns treated and having got some relief, Si was much calmer than he had been before. However, he was still muttering to himself when Beck came down to the Way to check on how things were going.

“You mind giving me a moment?” he asked, glancing around at the different faces in the small car.

They trooped from the car, all except Keiran moving a dozen steps or so away from the opening. Keiran stayed next to the metal shell, his expression twisted in curiosity. Jaid shifted her weight anxiously back and forth between her feet, and when the marshall appeared at the opening, she was the first to leap forward toward the car. She didn’t pause to speak to Beck as she pulled herself past him, vanishing inside.

“Anything?” Keiran asked.

Beck shook his head and jumped down.

“Nothing helpful,” he answered. “Maybe after a couple of days, once he’s settled, he’ll be more forthcoming.”

“So he stays here?”

Glancing into the car again, Beck nodded.

“I’ll station someone at the end of the Way. With the other end blocked, there won’t be anywhere for him to go.”

Georgianna clambered into the car whilst Beck ushered Keiran and Wrench a little further down the tunnel.

Si kept on muttering about Alec, asking where his friend was, and Georgianna could only continue with the lie, telling Si that Alec was out on orders from Beck, but he’d be back soon.

She felt awful about it. Si was her colleague’s husband, she didn’t want to lie to him any more than she would have her own friends. While she knew that it was better to tell the truth, the truth would only hurt him. Georgianna had asked Jaid about it, but she’d agreed: until Si was better, they wouldn’t tell him anything.

Georgianna had stitched the gash on Keiran’s arm before bandaging it again. It hadn’t been long before he and Wrench both had to get back on duty, leaving Jaid and Georgianna to watch over Si for the rest of the day. Georgianna knew she could have left, that Si would be more than safe in Jaid’s capable and loving hands, but she didn’t want to leave the woman alone, not when she knew there was a chance Jaid might need someone to talk to.

It was only when Lacie came down to the Way that Georgianna finally excused herself to head out. Lacie could keep Jaid company while the woman was unwilling to leave her husband, and Jaid would help Lacie if any emergencies came in.

Wandering through the Belsa territory, Georgianna made her way to the guard’s sight, coming up slowly to find Keiran sitting against the wall, his Tyllenich rifle resting across his lap. He glanced up, giving her a tired grin.

“How’s he doing?” he asked, shifting the rifle off to the side and patting the space next to him. Georgianna stepped over and pressed her back against the wall, sliding down to sit beside him.

“He’s…”

Georgianna sighed. Bringing her knees up towards her chest, she turned to look at him, resting her temple on her arms. Si had been agitated after the marshall had spoken to him, not to mention that Jaid had been rather indignant at being asked to leave.

“He’s still muttering, still thinks Alec will be down to see him any minute.”

“You didn’t tell him?”

“Couldn’t,” Georgianna explained. “The moment I even tried he got all freaked out, saying we’d sold him out. I had to change mid-sentence, telling him that Alec was on duty.”

“Didn’t know he even knew Cartwright,” Keiran admitted.

“All Kahle. Alec and my brother were good friends, back before all this.”

“Shit.”

Georgianna nodded.

Alec Cartwright had been another of those difficult disappearances. From what Georgianna knew, which was little, he’d been out on orders from Beck with another Belsa, Ashoke. The two of them had been scouting a building out and next thing anyone knew, Ashoke was dead and nobody saw Alec again. With a pass to get into the compound, Georgianna had kept an eye out for him, but with each trip, her heart sank and her guilt rose a little more. It looked more unlikely that any of them would see Alec Cartwright again. After a few weeks people stopped looking, his friends stopped expecting him to come back. Even his brother Landon gave up. Georgianna gave up on ever hearing his voice or seeing that look in his eyes when he believed she was being reckless. Alec Cartwright was dead. Now they just had to find a way to tell Si.

“Did you know him?”

Keiran’s tongue swept out, wetting his bottom lip before he shook his head.

“Not really,” he answered. “I mean, suns, it was two years ago. We may have had duties a couple times, but we weren’t friends or anything.”

Keiran was blunt, but Georgianna didn’t blame him: deaths were common, especially among the Belsa. If Keiran let every one of them get to him, he’d probably never pull himself out of bed. Better to care about the people he was actually close to, she supposed.

“Look, I’ve been thinking.”

Georgianna lifted her head and looked back at Keiran. He was staring at the wall opposite, his gaze occasionally flickering down the tunnel.

“What?”

He placed the rifle down next to him on the ground. Leaning forward, he rested his elbows against his knees, clasping his hands together.

“After Si and all,” he said slowly, “are you sure you should be taking that delivery?”

Georgianna stared past him down the tunnel, not sure what she was supposed to say. She’d agreed to take the packet into the compound for Taye and when she’d told Keiran, he hadn’t said it was a bad idea. If anything, he’d been amused that it had taken her so long to say yes, as if it was clear that this was the only option she would choose.

“I don’t…”

“Si was almost caught doing something, George,” Keiran interrupted. “He had to hide out for three days. If you get caught, you’ll already be in the compound. It’ll be a short trip.”

“I promised, Keiran.”

“I know, but he’d have to understand. Things change.”

“Not for him.”

Keiran let out a frustrated huff, wringing his hands tighter together. Georgianna was at a loss, she’d never seen Keiran worried, not about something personal. He had always been so carefree and charming, almost cocky even.

“It’s only small,” Georgianna assured him. “I can hide it under my clothes, it’ll be nothing.”

She let out a breath, leaning towards him. Resting her elbow on his shoulder, she gave him a bright smile.

“It’s adorable that you worry,” she murmured.

Keiran glanced at her and rolled his eyes.

“Yeah, tell me that when we’re sneaking stuff in to you.”

“Better make it alcohol when it’s me,” Georgianna teased. “This thing is tiny. No way there is actually more than a note inside telling Nyah that he loves her.”

Keiran’s eyes narrowed as he looked back at her. He sat up straight, and Georgianna’s arm slipped from his shoulder as he turned to face her a little better.

“Why don’t you just open it and memorise the note?”

“I can’t do that.”

“Why not? It’d be safer.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, Georgianna frowned back at him. The Adveni couldn’t read minds, she didn’t think even they had a machine for that. Still, the idea of reading a personal message from Taye made her feel dirty.

“It’s not mine. I can’t open and read Taye’s private words to her. It wouldn’t be the same.”

“Seriously?”

Georgianna shook her head, her nose wrinkled in disgust.

“Fine,” she argued. “What if it’s dirty?”

Keiran’s grin slid easily across his lips. In a single moment, all the worry and argument had melted away, replaced with a dirty smirk and a suggestive glance.

“Well, then you bring it to me and I’ll read it,” he answered, waggling his eyebrows.

Georgianna reached out and smacked him. If he thought she was letting him read Taye’s dirty messages to Nyah, he was going to be sadly mistaken. At her attack, Keiran laughed, grasping her wrist before she could pull away.

“Then again, I’m sure I could come up with much filthier things,” he wagered.

Pulling back in an attempt to free her wrist from his grasp, Georgianna rolled her eyes. Keiran’s grip tightened a little and he tugged her closer. Shifting her weight against the hard ground sent a spasm of pain through her leg, but as he grinned as her, she couldn’t bring herself to pull away.

“I’m sure you could.”

“Come over tonight, I’ll prove it.”

Georgianna frowned.

“I have work.”

“After?”

“Will you still be awake? You passed out pretty quick last night.”

Keiran nodded as he leaned in, settling a soft kiss against her lips.

“Promise,” he mumbled.

“Alright,” Georgianna agreed. “But if you’re sleeping, I’m throwing cold water on you.”

His laughter washed over her skin, sending an excited tremble through her. Giving him one last, lingering kiss, she pushed herself to her feet, freeing herself from Keiran’s grasp.

The way Keiran could turn the tables on her so quickly was unsettling. She was sure that he knew how quickly he could twist her around to his way of thinking, especially when it meant being close to him. She enjoyed his company and never found herself getting bored, even when they disagreed.

As she stepped over his legs, Keiran reached up and caught her wrist.

“Think about it, alright, George?” he asked. “The note?”

Her mind was already made up. Georgianna knew that she couldn’t back down from her promise now, especially not after Taye had been so happy that she’d said yes. Though, the way Keiran’s gaze searched her face so earnestly, all trace of the dirty humour and the promise of pleasure gone from his eyes, she found her resolve faltering. Gulping back the rising lump in her throat, she nodded, and walked away before he could twist her further to his will.
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It was a week before Georgianna was scheduled to visit the compound again, and no new emergencies came through to her tsentyl. Each day leading up to the regular visit, she could feel her stomach fall a little further, her heart rise a little higher in her chest. She didn’t tell anyone that she was getting worried that this would go wrong, that maybe this time she’d be caught. Each time she’d passed things into the compound before it had been messages, lines she could remember by heart from loved ones of those who had been buryd. She didn’t want to admit that maybe Keiran had been right, that she was risking too much for Taye. Though each time she thought about leaving the package behind, Taye’s face appeared behind her closed eyelids with the knowledge that his fear for Nyah would lead him to do something far more stupid than try to slip an innocent package into the compound.

Georgianna hadn’t opened the packet Taye had given her over a week before. Even as she walked the tunnel to the east, the slim, flat packet stuck to the underside of her breast, she didn’t dare look to see what was inside. She couldn’t betray Taye by looking at something that was obviously so personal and important that he could no longer keep it in his possession. Georgianna wanted to convince herself that the packet was nothing but a message of love, a promise of continued devotion, but there was something that fell from side to side when she tipped it that stopped her from believing this.

Despite the object being slim and light enough to conceal beneath her shirt, with each step Georgianna became more aware of its presence against her skin. The closer she came to leaving the eastern tunnel, the heavier and more obvious it felt. She stopped twice within the tunnel, and once again on the steps leading out onto the path, slipping her hand up beneath her shirt to ensure that the glue paste was holding it securely to her skin. There could be no leaving it behind so close to the compound. Even if she could have peeled it from her skin, she had nowhere to put the packet that the Adveni guards would not find.

As she was admitted through the gates of the compound, Georgianna’s heart fixed itself in her throat, making it hard to speak even as the guard asked her simple questions. It was Edtroka again, his deep eyes continually suspicious under his dark cropped hair. Georgianna followed him inside and emptied her bag like every other trip, trying to make easy conversation with the man though she had to think carefully about every word.

When his hands found her body, smoothing his palms over her skin through her clothes, checking for hidden weapons or items, Georgianna could barely breathe, sure that Edtroka would feel her heart pounding through her chest or one of the sharp corners of the paper packet. It was only once he deemed that she was safe to go in that Georgianna finally let out a relieved breath.

The walk through the corridor to the block seemed to take forever, and when the door of the block finally slid closed behind her, Georgianna’s eyes instantly began scanning through the masses for that familiar face she needed to see.

Men came up to her for help, an infection here, a cut that needed stitches there, and with each patient, Georgianna wished that Nyah would come to her. She’d not seen the blonde, and like the trip over to the compound, each passing minute was making her anxiety to find Nyah that much worse.

She only had a couple of hours. Two hours to see whoever she could get to before she was expected to leave again. Time was ticking away and Georgianna’s hands were slowly becoming unsteady as she searched desperately for her friend’s girl.

Still, Nyah did not show her face.

Her tsentyl beeped, a warning that she only had a few minutes before she was expected to be by the door. Grabbing a slim, tall man by the arm as he passed, Georgianna looked at him desperately.

“Where’s Nyah?” she asked.

The man stared back at her blankly.

“Nyah!” Georgianna repeated quickly. “She’s short, maybe twenty-two? Blonde hair, pretty, in here for an attack on an Adveni!”

“Oh,” the man replied, lifting his head in acknowledgement. “She was taken, maybe two days ago.”

Georgianna stared at the man, her eyes wide as her frantic mind tried to figure out if Taye had been right that her punishment would not be permanent, if Nyah had really been freed for her crime.

“She was freed?” she demanded, she still holding his elbow.

The man let out a rough laugh and shook his head. He stuffed one grimy hand into his pocket, seemingly uncaring that Georgianna still had a hold of his arm. He dragged the other hand through a mess of long, matted hair.

“Nope,” he answered. “Sold. Fetched a hefty price too from what I hear.”

Georgianna’s mouth dropped open and for a moment, there was nothing she could do but stare at the man in shock. She couldn’t see how Nyah would have been sold. She had been in the compound for months, there was no reason they would have sold her so suddenly.

“Oi! Medic!”

The authoritative voice rang clearly across the block and all around, men and women alike hurried back towards their cells, away from Georgianna. Even the man she’d been holding on to wrenched his arm from her grasp and rushed back to a barred cell.

Georgianna, still stunned, turned her head to see the guard, Edtroka, standing in the block doorway, looking annoyed. Running with small, uncertain steps, Georgianna glanced desperately around the block, hoping for some proof that what the man had said wasn’t true. Hoping she would see Nyah up on one of the balconies, or peeking her head out of a cell.

There was nothing, only a sea of curious faces who watched as Georgianna gathered up her bag and returned to the block door.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled to Edtroka, slipping past him and out into the corridor.

“You should be more careful with your time, Med!” Edtroka warned her as he returned her to the table.

As Edtroka rechecked her bag and felt his way across her body to ensure that she wasn’t sneaking items out of the compound, Georgianna’s heart once again rose into her throat. She didn’t breathe in, though her body screamed for oxygen, terrified that a single breath would give away the packet beneath her shirt. Edtroka found nothing. She followed him mutely as she was escorted out of the compound and down to the gates, and was left to return to the city in the burning sun. So distracted was Georgianna that she almost walked straight past the tunnel entrance before she remembered to turn and go inside.

Once in the tunnel’s dark shade, she took a seat on the bottom step, leaning forward and resting her head in her hands. She let out a wracked sob, pushing all the air from her body, letting relief flood in and fill the spaces left behind. Blood thudded through her ears, pulsing past her temples under trembling fingers.

She had said that it would be alright. She had promised herself that there would be little risk. It was only as she’d been standing there, watching Edtroka search her bag, feeling his sweeping check over her hips and down the small of her back, that she realised just how close she had come. One wrong rustle of material, and she would have been walking back into the block. One sharp edge of the packet, and she would never see her family again. One wrong word, and she would be sold as a drysta… Just like Nyah.

There was no way she couldn’t tell Taye what she knew, that Nyah was out of the compound, but sold as a drysta to an Adveni. There was no way she would be able to lie and tell him that Nyah loved the packet and sent back promises of continuing love. If she told him those things, Taye would still believe that Nyah would one day be released. He would ask Georgianna to keep checking on Nyah and her growing guilt would stop her ever wanting to see her friend.

Georgianna blinked. In the shock, she’d completely forgotten about the packet glued to her body. Reaching under her shirt, Georgianna tugged the packet from the underside of her breast, hissing as the paste pulled painfully on her skin.

With the packet in her fingers, Georgianna wondered if she should return it to Taye untouched. Whether she should leave it closed so that he could keep his privacy with Nyah. However, curiosity got the better of her, and sadness at Nyah’s situation made her unwilling to fight the urge. She carefully opened up the packet and tipped the contents gently out into her hand.

It was less than she thought had been inside, but the single item unfortunately meant that much more. In her hand, a perfectly woven grass joining ring lay against her palm. Yellow from the sun and being disconnected from the earth, the grass had grown delicate and brittle. Georgianna could only wonder how long Taye had kept the ring in his possession, hoping for Nyah’s return to him. The grass ring was only symbolic, used for the ceremony. Afterward it would be replaced with one made of silver. The grass was used to show that everything, all natural elements from the grass to the sky, would know of their joining. It was an old tradition, one that had mostly gone out of fashion since the Adveni had arrived, but the meaning was clear just the same.

As Georgianna turned the ring over in her fingers, she looked at the other item that had been in the packet. On a small, torn piece of paper, in Taye’s almost illegible handwriting, he’d scrawled a Kahle promise.


 
I love you above all others.

Under sun and moon, you will be the only one.

My ship to carry my heart

I join myself to you for now and ever more.


 
Georgianna remembered the promise word for word, even before she’d finished reading the first line. It had been used in every ceremony she had ever attended, including that of her brother to Nequiel. In the darkness of the tunnel, alone and holding a joining ring that did not belong to her, a ring that might never be placed on the finger of the person it was intended for, and thinking of all the rings that now lay cold on lost partners’ hands, Georgianna wanted to cry.
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She was unsure how long she sat on the steps leading down into the east tunnel, but when a group of five Adveni came down the steps behind her, Georgianna leapt to her feet to get out of their way, keeping the grass ring and the paper slip concealed tight in her fist.

Marching amongst the Adveni men, Edtroka looked at her with an odd expression. Cold and calculating, in the moment his gaze met hers through the shadows, Georgianna feared that he knew exactly why she had been sitting on the steps. Stepping a little further away, but unable to break the guard’s gaze, Georgianna watched him until he finally turned away, making a crack in Adtvenis that had the other men laughing.

They barely looked back as they disappeared down the tunnel, and though Georgianna knew most of them would barely think to check for her presence behind them, she waited a full ten minutes before she made her own way back into the city.

When she came to the place where the eastern tunnel intersected with the main line, Georgianna paused. She wasn’t sure what to do, whether to head south and find Taye to tell him what she knew about Nyah, or to go north and seek council from Beck or one of the other Belsa. In her heart, she knew that Taye deserved to know the truth as soon as possible, but the fear that he would try to do something was now stronger than ever. She knew that if Taye decided to try to free Nyah, there would be no words that could put him off finding out who had bought her.

Georgianna wondered if it might have been easier if Nyah was gone, if they’d never known what had happened to her. There wouldn’t be a chance of freeing her and Taye would have been able to move through his grief, like her father had done, like her brother had. Georgianna knew that the chance of merely seeing Nyah again was enough to fuel him, and there would be nothing she could do to stop it.

Unable to stand at the intersection all day deciding what to do, Georgianna made her turning and began a slow progression through the throngs of people.

The man standing guard was nobody Georgianna knew, and she was submitted to a search and a call-in before she was allowed passage. In the Belsa tunnels, her footsteps slowed the closer she came. Having lost friends, lost her mother; she knew the pain of not knowing what had happened to them and the devastation when the truth was revealed. It was torture, one that Taye would now feel sooner than Georgianna would ever have wanted for him. 
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Georgianna walked through the Belsa encampment, merely nodding to those who greeted her. She paused at the tunnel turning that led to Beck’s car, but while she knew the marshall would know what to do, Georgianna continued on without making the turn. She didn’t know what she would say to Taye, let alone explaining the situation to the head of the Belsa, a man who hadn’t known Taye or Nyah since their childhood within the Kahle. From the turning, her feet moved automatically through the tunnels, leading her onward until she reached the familiar canvas opening of Keiran’s shack.

She smacked her hand on the metal a few times and waited for a reply, but when none came, she frowned. She’d not thought about the chance that Keiran might not be available, that he may have had Belsa duty, or errands of his own. Tugging the canvas back, Georgianna lowered her head to look through. The lamp wasn’t lit, the shadows broken only by the low light that filtered through the gap she had opened up.

Slipping through the opening, Georgianna placed her bag down in the corner. Taking the grass joining ring and paper from her pocket, Georgianna looked down at them for a few moments before sighing. She tucked the ring and slip of paper back into the paper packet, carefully closing it and slipping it into one of the small pockets on the side of her bag. She stood for a moment, staring at the bag and the hole the ring was trying to burn through it into her mind.

Georgianna sighed and slipped off her boots, before climbing onto the bed and burying her face into the pillow. It smelled like Keiran, the soft clean smell of his hair, what little he hadn’t cut off. Curling her arms around the pillow, Georgianna stared at the darkness until she fell asleep.

The soft pressure of a hand in the small of her back, the gentle caress of lips against her cheek weren’t quite enough to rouse her from sleep. In her dreams, a butterfly found in the midst of the wash beat its wings against her cheek as it fluttered around her head. Georgianna turned to look for it, but was surprised with the sight of a southern coyote making its way towards her on all fours.

“George,” it whispered, its lips bared just enough for the sound to hiss past bared teeth.

It sounded too soft for the yote, and the curious way it looked at her was puzzling. In fact, as the yote held her gaze, Georgianna had to glance behind her to make sure there wasn’t something far more tempting that the animal was looking for.

“George, come on.”

Georgianna turned away from the yote, about to start running when the voice slipped through her dream again, rousing her a little more. The butterfly was back, its wings against her temple now, and as Georgianna’s eyes fluttered at the feeling, the butterfly was gone, replaced with the soft flickering of lamplight on an upturned crate in the shack.

Keiran sat on the side of the bed, his body bent low over her, lips right where the butterfly had beaten its wings. Georgianna reached up and rubbed the heel of her hand into her eyes.

“Hi,” she murmured, rolling a little further onto her side and looking sleepily up at him.

“Hi yourself.”

“Sorry,” Georgianna muttered. “I must’ve…”

“Hey, don’t apologise to me. Not every day I come back from orders to find a beautiful girl in my bed.”

Leaning closer to her, Keiran’s lips travelled in a series of kisses across her skin, finally pressing with soft pressure against the corner of Georgianna’s lips. She turned her head, capturing him in a gentle kiss as he used his thumb to push a lock of tangled hair from her cheek. Opening her eyes, Georgianna fixed her brown-eyed gaze onto Keiran’s blue and reached up, trailing a single finger along his jaw and grinning a soft smile up at him.

“Really? You should tell those other girls to step up their game then, they’re making it far too difficult for you.”

“Damn right.” Keiran chuckled and sat up. “You could give them lessons.”

Georgianna rolled onto her back and slowly pushed herself up from the mattress, drawing her knees up towards her and leaning over them, rubbing her hands across her eyes again.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“Late,” he answered. “Wrench was late showing up, said he had errands.”

She nodded slowly, the memory of why she’d come here in the first place coming back to her like the first streams of the wash.

“Not that I mind, but why are you camped out in my bed?” Keiran asked.

“I…”

Frowning, she covered her face with her hands and flopped backwards onto the mattress again. “I went to the compound,” she admitted through the gap between her hands.

He remained silent for a minute, and though she could feel him moving around, she didn’t move her hands from her face. As the pressure from the spot next to her on the bed disappeared, Georgianna finally spread her fingers and glanced at him.

Tugging his shirt over his head, Keiran threw it down into the corner and kicked off his boots before returning.

“If you tell me the sight of mangy inmates made you think of me, I might kick you out.”

He slipped down onto the bed, turning onto his side and lying so close that her arm pressed against his bare chest. Georgianna glanced down, quickly looking away and staring up at the ceiling through her fingers. By this point, she didn’t know why she was covering her face, it wasn’t shielding her from anything, but she kept them there just the same.

“I’m hiding,” she admitted.

Keiran chuckled and reached up to her face, poking the back of her hands.

“I can see that, and a good job you’re doing too. But why?”

She looked at him and rolled her eyes.

“I’m hiding from Taye,” she answered.

“Ah! Yes, of course! Taye!” Keiran murmured as if the answer was obvious to nobody but Georgianna, which most likely it wasn’t. He watched her curiously for a moment, but when Georgianna didn’t respond, his trademark smirk slipped back into place. “His girlfriend not like the present?”

“She wasn’t there.”

Keiran’s tongue darted out and swiped across his bottom lip before he spoke.

“Freed?” he asked carefully.

“Sold.”

Keiran’s frown was a little too measured for Georgianna. She knew he didn’t really care about Taye or Nyah. He didn’t know either of them that well and Georgianna was sure that he was only trying to look worried for her sake. In some ways, she wished he’d not even tried, seeing as the result didn’t look sincere this close up.

“That sucks,” he answered finally.

“It’s a nightmare,” she almost cried, closing her fingers to cover her eyes. “I have to tell Taye, and he’ll… He’ll want to go after her. He’ll get himself killed!”

Silence settled like the first snowflakes of the freeze, slowly blanketing them. Neither moved, perhaps worried of what they would find beneath the beautifully perfect, glittering silence. So, for a while, they simply lay that way.

It was just as Georgianna was wondering if they would speak again before falling asleep in this position that the tips of Keiran’s fingers prised in between her hands, gently pulling back one and then the other.

“George,” he murmured. “If he wants to go after her, you can’t stop him. You shouldn’t try.”

“I shouldn’t try?”

“Try to stop him and he’ll hate you.”

“Maybe he should! Maybe he needs someone to hate for this, and if it’s me…”

“One more selfless act and I’m officially signing you up for martyrdom.” Keiran murmured mockingly.

“Ha ha!” she mumbled, moving to roll away from him.

He placed his hand on her shoulder and forced her to remain on her back. Looking down at her, he quirked an eyebrow, fixing her with an even stare.

“Seriously, George, you did the guy a favour. You tried delivering the thing.”

“Ring.”

“What?”

“It was a ring,” she said slowly. “Inside the packet he wanted me to give her. A joining ring.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t change the fact that she wasn’t there. Tell him. Then you can come hide in my bed when you’re not all guilt-ridden over something you had no hand in.”

“You know you’re an ass, right?”

Keiran nodded as his gaze left hers, watching his own fingers leading a winding trail over her collarbone and along her arm. He reached around her waist, the tips of his fingers just slipping in between her flesh and the mattress.

“I’m sure I am, but you wouldn’t be saying that if I wasn’t right.”

“Maybe.”

Leaning over her, he smiled just before he settled his lips against hers. For a moment, Georgianna considered not responding. She was still mad that he suggested she do nothing. However, his soft insistence overcame her and she found herself lifting her head to return the pressure.

“Are you ready to admit that I’m right?” he asked against her flesh, lips curving into a broad smirk.

Georgianna shook her head.

“I should try harder then.”

“Yes, you should,” she murmured.

His hand tightened on her waist, tugging her body up towards his, bringing a sigh from Georgianna. No doubt she would feel bad that she’d distracted herself from Taye and Nyah’s problems, but for now there was probably little she could do anyway. Her palms slid across his stomach, fingertips slipping under the waistband of his trousers, pushing them further down his hips. Keiran smiled a knowing, almost predatory grin as he grasped the edge of her shirt, leading it up her body, watching it reveal expanses of bare flesh.

As Keiran had suggested, she would tell Taye and try to push back the guilt. Now wasn’t a time to feel guilty. She couldn’t go looking for Taye at this time of night. So instead she lifted her shoulders, letting Keiran pull her shirt over her head before his lips returned to her body, following the same path as his fingertips. She arched her body up to meet him as his hands, then lips, soothed her flesh in smooth strokes followed by fluttering kisses, across her breasts and down her stomach. She reached between their bodies to undo his trousers, then slid her hands to the small of his back, using her foot to urge the material down his legs.

It wasn’t her fault that Nyah had been sold. She had not had a hand in Nyah’s capture. She had done nothing but try to help a friend make a delivery. She couldn’t be blamed for it.

Keiran slid her trousers from her hips, taking her underwear with them in a single, fluid motion. Slipping her hands over his shoulders, she pulled him against her, drawing in a desperate breath as his hand slipped between their bodies. Her body followed his fingers like a magnet drawn up to the softest touch, begging for more. He smiled down at her, his amusement painfully obvious when her hips rocked up to meet him, physical urge forgoing rational thought.

She hooked one leg around his hips, heel pressed into the back of his thigh as she pulled him more forcibly against her. Forgetting whether Taye would be angry or upset, she decided that, for now, she could do something that she would not feel bad about, and leave the guilt for tomorrow.
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Georgianna woke before Keiran the next morning. She didn’t have any pressing business except for telling Taye what she had found out in the compound, which she didn’t want to do, but she still clambered carefully out of the bed without waking Keiran and dressed herself. No doubt, if she woke Keiran, he would try to convince her to stay longer and, with the knowledge of the pain she was about to bring down on Taye, she knew it wouldn’t take much convincing before she was back under the covers.

Tripping as she pulled on her boots, Georgianna turned and stared at Keiran for a moment, making sure he wasn’t stirring from the noise. It was easier to leave when Keiran was asleep, even when she wasn’t worried about him tempting her back to bed. There was an awkward moment in the mornings, whenever she was getting ready to leave, Keiran talking to her, when she realised that she would rather stay and spend time with him. So, whenever possible, she preferred to skip out while he was still asleep. She could tell herself that it was better this way.

She slipped through the canvas opening. After a quick check in at Medics’ Way to ensure that there were no emergencies, Georgianna left Belsa territory and walked slowly through the main tunnels.

Every time she saw a blonde head of hair, she glanced to make sure that she wasn’t wrong, that maybe Nyah had been let go. Each look held only disappointment, and before Georgianna had managed to come up with a reason why she shouldn’t tell Taye, she was inside the Carae tunnels, making her way carefully across the uneven tunnel ground.

“Stop there!”

The man walking towards her was not Taye. In fact, Georgianna didn’t think she’d ever met this particular Carae before. He didn’t look particularly happy about the fact he actually had to talk to someone either, looking her up and down with a scowl evident even through the gloom.

“Who’re you?” he asked.

“I’m looking for Taye,” Georgianna answered, trying for a polite smile, but the result a worried grimace.

“That’s who you’re looking for, not who you are.”

Georgianna blinked and shook her head quickly.

“Sorry, yeah, I’m George,” she answered. “Lennox.”

“Well, George Lennox, Taye ain’t here.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, Georgianna frowned and looked sceptically back at the man. He didn’t seem particularly believable at the moment, too quick to turn her away. She didn’t want to call him a liar, but she also didn’t want to walk away without proof that she wouldn’t be able to see Taye.

“Do you know where he is?” she asked.

“Where a man goes is his own business.”

“Okay, can you tell me who will know where he is?”

“I know,” the guard answered with a smirk. “It’s just none of my business.”

Georgianna was getting annoyed. She knew he was only doing his job, but she was already having trouble working out how she would tell Taye about Nyah, let alone having to argue with a guard to get the chance to try to actually do it.

“Will you stop with the fucking mind games?” Georgianna snapped. “It’s my business, alright?”

“What makes you think it’s your business?”

He pressed his fists against his hips, his elbows jutting out across the tunnel. Through the small gap, there would be no way for Georgianna to get past without knocking him. Though, chances were, the man was in a bad enough mood that he might try to shoot her just for trying it.

“Will you stop being a Vtensu and just tell me?” Georgianna demanded, glaring back at him. “It’s important I find him as soon as possible. It’s about Nyah.”

The guard’s smirk vanished and after a moment thinking about it, he nodded. Georgianna hadn’t wanted to use Nyah’s name that way, but she’d been a member of the Carae, and from what Georgianna knew, she’d been a relatively friendly face amongst them. From the guard’s instant drop in attitude, it seemed like Taye wasn’t the only one missing her presence around their section of the tunnels.

“He’s down Oprust,” the guard answered. “Had a deal with some guy.”

“Oppression City is a big place. Can you narrow it down?”

She tried to keep the annoyance at being jerked around out of her voice now that he was actually helping her.

“The Trade Inn, I think.”

“Thanks!”

She returned quickly to the main tunnel, taking the first exit she came to, out into the Oprust district.
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The Oprust district in the south-west of the city had always been neutral, used as a trade centre between the different tribes, who would set up stalls of meat and skins from hunting kills they didn’t need themselves. Different herbs and plants people had gathered from the different areas of the trails were dried and crushed down into powders with different purposes. Blankets, clothes and household objects made with the people’s various skills were traded for necessities.

In the very south of the district, families brought livestock to trade. A single sheep wrangled for a flock of chickens saved from coyotes, or a horse foal for a couple of dog pups. Different tribes were known for their different skills and specialities, and while every tribe could get by on its own, Oprust trading was always an excitement because people knew that they could get the best.

When the Adveni arrived, they’d set up buildings, large metal monstrosities that held the different elements of their science. The buildings, or factories as they called them, created food and drinks on a mass scale as was rumoured to have been common practice centuries before, weaponry and special clothing that protected the body from firearms injuries.

In one factory, the Adveni had begun instructing the Veniche on electricity, an invisible force that powered the lights down below in the tunnels and the buildings in the Adveni-controlled areas. In another, they harvested water from the local rivers, purifying it before sending it through large constructed pipes that separated off into each Adveni-made building.

It wasn’t long before the district was renamed by the Veniche. While formally still called the Oprust district, amongst themselves, the Veniche named it Oppression City, a place where, when driven to desperation, A Ven might get work from the Adveni. The work was horrendous manual labour. Workers were forced into cramped areas amongst loud machines, and the money it paid was hardly worth what you had to go through to get it. Yet when a family was starving, Oppression City was often its only hope without resorting to illegal or compromising measures.

The market was still set up each day, but cramped into a single street. It was flooded with people trying to get to the stalls and attempt a decent trade. As such, it had become a haven for thieves and other criminals, who took advantage of those trying to get by. As the thieves moved in and business was forced to be done faster within the market, up popped those who wanted to trick and scam. Dried, crushed lemongrass replaced the rarer quinati, which cured aches and gave off the same smell as the lemongrass. Other such substitutions made trading for good products difficult.

Georgianna used to shop in the Oprust for supplies. It was easy and she liked giving the business to those who needed it, but the more dangerous trading became, the more she relied on the Carae and people she knew for her medical needs. Sure, the Carae may have charged her more, and they also took advantage by selling the mind-altering substances that people became so dependent on over time, but at least she knew what she was getting, especially by dealing with Taye, who she knew would never knock her over for a scammed sale.

The Trade Inn was one of the few remaining bright spots in Oppression City. Before the Adveni it had been used as a place to get specially made delicacies, sweets that most couldn’t make. Yet, as time wore on, and less people had the ease to spend money on such luxuries, they slowly began selling other food. It became a place for workers in the district to stop in and get a meal on their short breaks.

One of Georgianna’s reasons for liking the Trade Inn was that Oz, the owner, had worked in one of the Adveni alcohol factories for a time and now brewed the stuff in the back room, selling it at a much cheaper price. Many complained that the alcohol Oz brewed was akin to the oil used to clean the machines in the factories, but from how much business the place received, it seemed no one cared enough about that to turn it down.

Taye was sat at one of the back tables when Georgianna walked in. A watered-down wheat beer sat in front of him despite the time not really being appropriate for drinking. Before him, a man was hunched close, his hand jangling with coins whenever he moved. Taye leaned in too, obviously arguing with the man, but as the man got up to leave, Taye made no effort to stop him.

Georgianna quickly busied herself at the counter as the man passed, giving Taye enough time to pocket something that had been placed on the table, before she went over and slipped in opposite him.

“Georgianna!” He seemed surprised at her arrival. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you.”

He didn’t answer, but drank a mouthful of his beer and placed the glass back on the table. She shifted her bag onto the chair next to her and rested her elbows on the wooden table top.

“I went to the compound.”

Taye’s interest was piqued. He leaned across the table, almost knocking over his beer in his hurry to wrap his fingers around her wrist, pulling her hand towards him.

“Did you get it to her?” he asked. “What did she say?”

Georgianna gulped. This was the moment she’d been afraid of. She didn’t know how to say it. She didn’t know whether she should be blunt and simply tell him, or if she should calm him down and explain slowly. Carefully, Georgianna reached into the side pocket of her bag with the hand Taye wasn’t clutching between his own, and pulled out the small packet.

Taye’s gaze shot to it and his excited expression faded instantly to one of confusion.

“Gianna…”

“Taye, I…”

“But we had a…”

“She wasn’t there.”

Staring at her in shock and confusion, he released her hand.

“Nyah was…”

Georgianna paused. Taye’s face was so readable, always had been. She wondered how in the world he got through sales with a face as clear as a sign post. Yet, there it was, staring at her, waiting for her to admit what she knew.

“She was sold. Three days ago.”

He was on his feet almost before she realised what was going on. Leaping up, she grabbed him by the arm, forcing him back towards his seat. Perched on the edge of his chair, looking ready to jump up again at any moment, he glanced between Georgianna and the packet still lying on the table.

“To who?”

She shook her head and released his arm, letting him slide farther back.

“I don’t know. I was told by an inmate.”

“They could be lying!”

“Why would someone lie about that?”

Taye frowned at the table.

“I don’t know.”

She watched as he slipped into silence, head bowed, one finger slowly tracing the rim of his glass. For the first time in a long time, she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. His mouth curved into a determined frown, and she pursed her own lips together, wondering what to say. She couldn’t tell him that the idea of finding Nyah and freeing her was ridiculous. It would be catastrophic if he wasn’t already thinking it. On the other hand, he would be angry if she suggested he was doing the right thing in leaving it be if he were already planning an attack. So Georgianna stayed quiet.

“Who would know where she is?” Taye asked, not looking up.

Georgianna furrowed her brow and shrugged.

“The guards at the compound, I guess. Apart from that…”

“You’re allowed in there, maybe they’d…”

Her mouth dropped open as she realised what Taye was suggesting. She could still see the look Edtroka had given her, as if he was suspicious of something. There was no way he would not realise something more was going on if she started asking questions.

“Taye! Do you know what you’re asking of me?” Georgianna replied, glancing over her shoulder to make sure nobody was around them.

“To be a friend, Georgianna!” Taye snapped back under his breath.

Georgianna’s nose wrinkled as a snarl threatened to hiss through her teeth.

“Friend?” she repeated. “And when you have this information, you’re not going to go straight after Nyah? If anything happens to her, they’ll suspect me immediately!”

“So?”

“So I don’t want to be buryd, Taye!”

Taye pushed his chair back sharply, stood up, and leaned over the table.

“You have it so sweet. You’re allowed into the compound, a decent living in that bar. You need to remember whose side you’re on!”

Georgianna could do nothing but stare open mouthed as Taye got up from his chair. She thought about how she helped the Belsa, that she was a good daughter to her father and a good sister to Halden. She helped her friends and did what she needed to in order to live. How was she on the Adveni side? She detested what they were doing in that compound, how they pulled families apart with their drysta yard.

No, she had to believe that Taye was just angry, that he was upset about Nyah and he was looking for the easiest outlet. That had to be it. Georgianna was positive that she wasn’t helping the Adveni any more than Taye was.

Taye stepped around the table, snatching up the packet and pocketing it. For a moment, Georgianna thought he was going to leave her there without another word, leaving them both angry with each other, but as she stared stubbornly at the other wall, Taye leaned over her.

“I’m getting Nyah out! You can either help me or not, but I’m getting her out.”

Georgianna didn’t have a chance to reply before he was gone from the Inn. She sat at the table with Taye’s abandoned beer, staring through the grimy window long after the door had slammed closed behind him.
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“That self-indulgent, selfish vtensu!”

Keiran had worn a shallow rut in the dry earth as he paced continually back and forth, boot prints merging into one another. Dust clouds puffed out as each foot landed, but Georgianna had grown tired of watching them settle amongst the dry grass since Keiran had begun ranting. A rolled cigarette was hanging from his fingers, ash gathering on the end as he forgot to flick it away while he paced. Georgianna watched him silently from her position on the wall, her heels knocking against the brick as she swung her legs. She’d tried telling him not to be angry, tried slipping her arms around his waist and telling him to forget it, but she was as good at calming Keiran down as she was with Taye. The more she tried to change the subject, the more it came back to Taye and his—in Keiran’s opinion—ridiculous demands.

Georgianna had been closing down the bar for the night, sweeping the floor while Liliah and Penn put the glasses away and restocked the bottles behind the bar. As she reached the front of the building, she’d been caught by surprise to see Keiran leaning against the building opposite, a bottle of wheat beer hanging from one hand, a cigarette from the other. Glancing back towards Penn and Liliah, Georgianna had signalled to Keiran that she just needed a few more minutes before she locked the door behind her, carrying the broom back out towards the back of the bar. Seeing as Georgianna had offered to finish up many times for Liliah in the past so that she could get home to her partner Qiyan, Liliah had grinned broadly and quickly ushered Georgianna out of the side door towards the Belsa.

He hadn’t planned much, but he’d brought a couple of bottles of wheat beer, and with the promise that he didn’t have to be on duty until later the next day, they’d decided to spend a little of their time together outside the tunnels. They headed to the park that the Adveni had cornered off next to the Rion district.

The park was nice enough, with plants organised in straight lines and low walls cutting it off from the road. Once they’d hopped over the wall, Keiran had brought out the bottles, opening both and handing one to Georgianna before asking about her day.

She had started explaining about Taye’s reaction, and almost immediately Keiran had been up off the wall, his beer abandoned as he began pacing, throwing out questions that Georgianna was sure he already knew the answer to, making comments she was already painfully aware of. However, now he’d started, she wasn’t sure how to stop him. Every time she tried, he would find a way back to his annoyance with the younger Carae man.

“What does he think you’ll do? Walk up to the first Adveni and start demanding to know the location of his little girlfriend?”

“I don’t know. And he didn’t demand anything, he just…”

“He insinuated you were fucking grutt if you didn’t help him break half a dozen laws,” Keiran cut her off matter of factly.

Georgianna raised an eyebrow, watching him with a small smile. She was grateful that he was standing up for her, even if it was only the two of them listening, but his lecturing her on law-breaking was, admittedly, a little funny.

“Because you’re such a good, upstanding Veniche,” she commented sarcastically. “Shall we check that one with the Adveni? Maybe there has been a mistake over that pesky law of being a Belsa meaning an instant death sentence.”

Keiran rolled his eyes as he glanced at her and brought his cigarette up to his lips, inhaling a large breath of the sweet-smelling smoke. He finally flicked the gathering ash off the end, and Georgianna watched as it flittered through the air into the dry grass.

“That’s not the same,” Keiran dismissed her before pointing his cigarette at her. “And it’s not like you can claim complete innocence either.”

Laughing, Georgianna brought her knees up to her chest and perched her heels on the edge of the wall, wrapping her arms around her legs. Resting her chin on her knees, she nodded her head in determination.

“I certainly can, thank you very much!” she claimed happily. “I am just a medic. A nice, wants-to-help-others medic who always follows the rules.”

Keiran paused in his pacing, watching her for a moment before turning and stepping up to stand before her. With the cigarette still perched loosely between his fingers, he leaned over, placing his hands against the brick on either side of her body, smirking at her.

“You, Miss George, are anything but innocent.” His hand moved closer to her, his thumb stroking gently back and forth against her hip.

“That’s not a very nice thing to say.” Georgianna tried to look moody, but failed. She grinned instead.

“Nice, no,” he replied, cocking his head to the side as he considered it. “But true, yes. I don’t think there is a person alive who’d think you were innocent if they knew the truth about you.”

“Oh?”

“If the Adveni found out that you help the Belsa, you’re not an innocent young medic anymore. If your boss at the bar finds out you swipe a bottle or two practically every shift you work, you’re not the sweet, cheerful barmaid.”

Georgianna opened her mouth to argue. She didn’t swipe alcohol nearly as often as he was making out, but just because she didn’t do it every night, it didn’t mean she didn’t do it at all. Seeing as his point was relatively valid, she pouted at him, nodding for him to continue.

He leaned in closer towards her, his lips just shy of brushing her skin as he spoke. Georgianna shivered, his breath flowing over her lips and past her cheek.

“And let’s not forget your da’ and how innocent he’d see you if I were to tell him just how much you like it when I…”

“Alright!” she yielded, placing her hands on his shoulders and pushing him sharply away from her body. “Let’s just agree right now that you are never meeting my father!”

Keiran laughed as he grinned triumphantly and took another drag of his cigarette.

“Agreed.”

She nodded.

“So, I know you’re already un-innocent,” Keiran said slowly, the amusement from his voice gone in an instant as he took a seat next to her. “But that doesn’t mean you have to be stupid. He’s asking too much, George.”

The smile faded and she let out a huff. She should have known better than to think they were off that conversation. Staring out across the grass of the park, she couldn’t think what to do. She didn’t want to hurt Taye by saying no, but the risk of getting caught had been weighing on her long before Keiran had put it so bluntly.

“I just hate seeing him miss her like this.”

“Yeah? How much is your family going to miss you? I mean, forget the things you do for the Belsa, and how much time I’d have on my hands if you weren’t turning up in my bed when you’re bored, what would your da’ be like if you were caught? Or your brother…”

Keiran paused and she glanced at him. His brow was furrowed, his tongue darting out to wet his lips.

“Halden,” she confirmed.

His expression immediately loosened and he nodded.

“That’s it! What are they going to do if you get locked up?”

Georgianna frowned. She hadn’t really thought about how it would affect her family. She worried about things happening to them, but it was never the other way around. They’d already lost her mother to the Adveni and Halden had lost Nequiel. Neither her father nor brother would be happy if anything happened to her. She would be inconsolable if anything happened to Halden, Braedon, or her father. She would go to the ends of the world for them, put herself in the line of five bears if it even gave one of them a slim chance of getting away unharmed. The way she saw it, she had been selfish to even consider leaving them to such sorrow.

The more she thought about it, staring out across the dry, yellowed grass, the words her father had constantly driven into her began replaying in her head. The same words her mother had told her as a child. The Kahle were family. It didn’t matter that they were not all connected by blood; they were family because they chose to be. They looked after each other. They cared like family and so that made them one. She couldn’t leave Taye to his sorrow and heartache any more than she could abandon Halden. Nyah was her sister, and Taye her brother, both by choice. If it were Halden in the compound or sold on, Georgianna knew she would not stop until he was safe, until he was free, so how could she expect Taye to leave Nyah to her fate?

“You’re right,” she exclaimed, nodding her head.

Keiran leaned back and let out a sigh, a thin stream of sweet smoke billowing up into the warm air. She pursed her lips, watching as he stared up at the sky. From the look of relief on his face, he obviously thought he’d convinced her, and he had.

“I have to help him.”

He sat up much faster than he leaned back and turned his head, glaring down at her.

“What?”

“I have to help,” she repeated. “If it were Halden, I would want help getting him out. So how can I not expect the same of Taye?”

“George, that wasn’t what I…”

She cut him off, reaching out and placing her hand over his, resting it in his lap.

“I know it isn’t what you meant, but it’s what I have to do. You won’t change my mind on this.”

Keiran groaned and untangled his hand from hers, reaching up and rubbing his fingers over his face. For a moment, he frowned up at the stars, his gaze darting amongst them before he finally looked at her, giving her a resolute glare.

“You’re going to be the death of me.”
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The next few days after her discussions with Taye and Keiran, Georgianna hardly had any time to think about what she might be able to do to help Nyah. There had been a fight between some Belsa and a number of Adveni trying to push their control further into the Camps, which ended up with three dead and two injured men who needed almost constant care on the Way.

She hardly found the time to go back home, let alone go down to the Carae grounds to look for Taye. She could, in the end, only hope that Taye hadn’t rushed off to do anything stupid without waiting for her.

The tunnels were sweltering, a constant mist of sweat dampening the dry heat that emanated from the earth. Georgianna had finally convinced Jaid to take some time off from watching over Si. Getting Jaid to leave the Way was a good sign, but it also meant Georgianna had to stay in case anybody came in for help, and to keep a general eye on the patients they already had in, Si included.

In the furthest car from the entrance to Medics’ Way, Georgianna sat cross-legged on one of the makeshift beds, a pile of freshly washed dressings next to her, one wound tightly around her hand. Across the car, Jacob was sitting up in bed. Lacie perched on the end of the mattress, a leather bag in her lap and a selection of small wooden tiles in her hand. It was nice, watching the two of them. While they never really spoke about anything very serious, the two kept up an almost constant stream of cheerful chatter.

“How can you say you prefer the wash?” Jacob asked in disbelief. “Everything is so… wet.”

Lacie let out a laugh, a high giggle that chimed like the metal bells that hung from caravans on the trail. Georgianna smiled down at her knees. Lacie was much more cheerful than when she first came to the Belsa, a tiny, thin, battered girl in Beck’s arms. Georgianna had hardly ever heard the girl laugh. There was usually a sadness to her that she had barely asked about, past needing to know her injuries.

Jacob, too, was much happier in Lacie’s presence. When others were around, even Georgianna, the young man was quiet and withdrawn, pulling himself back into the corner any time anyone came near him. Yet with Lacie he seemed like any other man of his age, almost rambunctious while talking with the younger girl.

“But freeze is so cold!” Lacie complained, a wide grin across her lips making her complaint almost impossible to take seriously.

“Snow!” Jacob answered quickly. “Snow is so much more fun than water.”

Lacie shook her head quickly and crossed her arms over her chest in determination. Jacob, seemingly ignoring the girl’s silent defiance, placed one of the wooden tiles onto the pile.

“Only three to go,” he teased, reaching out to take the small leather bag from her and selecting a new tile.

Georgianna looked up just in time to see Lacie pout in frustration as she turned her attention back to her own tiles, moving them one at a time from one hand to the other.

“Well, I only have two to go,” Lacie quipped.

Jacob looked at her, a competitive glint in his eye, and chuckled.

“I never liked snow,” Lacie admitted, flicking through the rest of her tiles. “Maybe it would have been different if I had brothers and sisters.”

Jacob, holding his tiles up in front of his face to shield them from being looked at by his opponent, furrowed his brow.

“I guess my sisters made it more fun,” he said slowly. “Dessie loved the snow, even as a tiny girl. She liked caking it onto me like a coat so I was a walking snowman.”

Georgianna smiled as another bell-filled giggle spilled from Lacie’s lips.

Shifting her position on the bed as she placed the tightly wound dressing into the linen pack, she glanced over at the couple, smiling for a moment. It was nice that the two of them had each other. Even while the young man was unconscious, Lacie had taken it upon herself to tend to his every wound and to make sure that he was always comfortable. She was sure that even if she hadn’t been in Medics’ Way all the time, Lacie would have found reasons to come check on him.

She wondered whether it had been curiosity on the young girl’s part, knowing that this man had been through the same things she had, felt the same pains and in some cases, worse. She wondered if he was a little slice of salvation for the redhead. If he could get past his injuries, maybe Lacie could as well? Up until now, Georgianna hadn’t dared ask the young man anything too stressful, but as she watched, she realised that here was her perfect opportunity.

“Jake,” Georgianna opened cautiously, placing the dressings aside and leaning forward.

Jacob looked up from his tiles in surprise, glancing over towards Georgianna with wide brown eyes. Beneath his mop of curly, dark hair, he looked so childlike, so innocent, that Georgianna wanted to scoop him into a tight hug and never let him go. On the other hand, it made asking her question so much more difficult.

“Yeah?” he asked.

Lacie was watching from beneath a fan of fair eyelashes, keeping her head down towards her lap though her gaze darted between Jacob and Georgianna. Georgianna shifted her legs out, placing her feet on the ground.

“I was wondering,” she continued, “How did you escape?”

For a moment, Jacob simply stared at her. There was no shock on his face, no anger, just a quiet sort of expectation, like he’d known the question would come and it was only a matter of when, and from whom. Georgianna blinked, wondering if he’d already been asked by others and he was checking off each person and how long it would take them. If that was the case, Georgianna could only hope she’d lasted longer than others.

“George,” Lacie complained quietly. “That’s… That’s not… He’s still healing.”

Georgianna frowned and pushed herself back, opening her mouth to apologise. Lacie was right. Jacob was still healing from his wounds, was still sent into fevers from the continued pain of the Nsiloq mark branded into his skin. However, before Georgianna could spill a single word of apology, Jacob reached out, sliding his hand cautiously over Lacie’s and squeezing her slim fingers in his own.

“It’s alright,” he whispered.

Georgianna and Lacie both stared at the hand in Lacie’s lap, grasping the girl’s pale flesh. Yes, Jacob had been friendly and cheerful towards the girl, but he was still incredibly skittish about being touched by anyone, including Lacie. It was why they changed his dressings while he slept, because everyone on the Way knew how much anxiety it gave him to have people close. Lacie’s mouth dropped open, her expression doing nothing to hide the fact that the gesture was as shocking to her as it was to Georgianna.

It only took a second, a single second of them both staring at his hand, for Jacob to quickly tug his arm back, breaking the connection. He buried both his hands into his lap, staring at his knees for a moment.

“What do you want to know?” he asked quietly.

“Jake, you don’t have to,” Lacie urged.

“No, it’s okay.”

Georgianna gazed apologetically at Lacie for a moment before turning her attention back to Jacob. She wanted to move closer to him to hear better but she didn’t dare for fear of making him retreat further into himself. Instead, she grasped the edge of the bed, holding herself in place.

“I have a friend who has been sold,” Georgianna explained. “I want to know how it happens, where you go. I know this is hard, Jacob, and I don’t want you suffering, but… any information you can give me might be useful.”

“Are you planning something?” he asked, not meeting her gaze.

Georgianna tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. She couldn’t tell them that yes, she was planning on helping to break a drysta away from her owner. However, she also didn’t feel right lying about it, especially when Jacob was offering her more than he probably wanted to give.

“For the moment it’s just information.”

That much was the truth at least. She couldn’t plan anything if she didn’t have the information. Maybe Jacob’s story would prove that it was practically impossible, that his escape had been a rare fluke that relied on luck and nothing more. Maybe she would find out that planning was useless.

Jacob rocked himself forward for a moment, staring intently at his knees before he finally pushed himself up straight, moving himself into the corner of his bed. He pushed his body back, bracing his feet against the bed until the walls pressed so hard against his skin that his flesh flattened to the metal. Georgianna frowned. This was too painful for him. She should stop it. She opened her mouth.

“When I was caught I was sent to the compound,” Jacob said in a fast murmur. “I was there for a week when a guard came into the block. Even back then we knew it was strange. They didn’t come in unless…”

“Unless for count,” Georgianna nodded.

Jacob nodded.

“I’d been hiding in a cell with a couple of others. We were young so we were trying to protect ourselves from… others,” he continued. “With a guard on the block, we all had to come out. He selected five of us from a list and we were taken to the Yard.”

“Jake…” Lacie moaned.

This time, Jacob didn’t reach for the redhead, even as she buried her face into her hands, the tiles spilling from her fingers onto the bed.

Guilt flooded through her. She had known this would be difficult for Jacob but she hadn’t fully known how difficult it would be for Lacie. Their stories were so similar. Hearing his struggle had to be the same for the girl. Pushing herself quickly off the bed, Georgianna moved over to Jacob’s. Jacob, without even looking up, curled his legs tighter to his chest, but relaxed a little as she, instead of coming towards him, looped an arm around Lacie’s shoulders and murmured apologies into her ear.

“I wasn’t sold the first day, so I was kept in the other block, where they keep the people who will be sold,” Jacob explained. “The next day, a man bid on me.”

“How old were you?” Georgianna asked, brushing her hand gently over Lacie’s hair.

“Fourteen.”

“And when he bought you, what happened?”

“You’re taken to be registered,” Lacie answered. “There’s a room. They take you in and an Adveni takes a sample of blood.”

Almost at the exact same time, Lacie and Jacob raised their left thumb and held it there for a moment. Georgianna hugged Lacie a little tighter to her.

“They take information on you,” Jacob explained. “Name, age, tribe, everything. It all gets put into a… a…”

He held his hands a little way out in front of him, one hand flat, facing up, the other drawing like a pencil on paper.

“On a tsentyl?” Georgianna asked.

Jacob nodded.

“The information goes to their… their… main thing, and it’s kept.”

“Same as if you register yourself,” Georgianna explained. “I had to go in and register with my family.”

Jacob did nothing but nod again.

“So what happened, you know, after that?”

Jacob shrugged, his gaze not shifting from his knees. Wrapping his arms around his legs, he looked like a small child, not a young man. Georgianna wondered if he’d always looked young, curled back into the corner, trying to save himself from his owner’s rage.

“Whatever they want,” he answered. “After they’ve registered you, you’re theirs, they can do anything.”

Lacie untangled herself from Georgianna’s arm and set about methodically putting all the tiles into a neat stack in her hands. Each tile facing the same direction and the right way up.

“The cinystalq?” Georgianna asked.

Cinystalq collars were an Adveni design used on dreta. Clamped around the neck, the collar could not only track a person’s movements, but also issue punishment in the form of painful shocks travelling through the body. From what Georgianna knew, they were difficult to remove. Doing it wrong could end up killing the wearer as the energy inside escaped into the body when the connection was broken.

A couple of years before, it had been thought impossible. It was only when a Belsa turned up, collar in hand, that they realised that the impossible was actually doable with a little training and care.

Jacob shook his head, his lips pursed. It looked like he was thinking about it, but when he answered, it was clear he’d already known what to say, just that it was harder to say it.

“Personal choice. They are expensive, so most Adveni don’t bother unless they are having… problems.”

Georgianna pressed her lips into a thin line as she considered his answer. It was good news in a way. Knowing that most Adveni who purchased a Veniche as a drysta wouldn’t bother with a cinystalq.

As she thought about it, Georgianna hadn’t even realised that Jacob was rubbing his hand back and forth over the side of his neck where a long burn had healed not long before. Now, against his skin, a thin white line curved from just beneath his ear and disappeared under the neck of his shirt.

“How did you get away?” Georgianna asked.

His fingers paused halfway down his neck, and Jacob glanced off to the side, a curl of dark brown hair falling in front of his eyes before he impatiently pushed it away.

“My owner didn’t pay a lot of attention to me.”

Georgianna’s gaze crept to the scars she could see on Jacob’s arms, long faded marks mixed with newer, angrier reds. From the look of him, Jacob’s owner had paid a lot of attention to the young man, and none of it in the way anyone would like. However, looking at him, Georgianna didn’t dare disagree.

“It was only when he was bored that I became worthy of notice.” His voice was barely more than a whisper. “It was… it was almost okay at first, but then… After the last time, I knew I’d not last and so I ran when he was asleep. I figured I’d get far enough and the collar would kill me, but someone found me and they got the collar off.”

“Are they so open with security? Why doesn’t everyone run?”

“Some are.”

Georgianna looked down in surprise as Lacie spoke instead of Jacob. She was looking at the tiles, flipping through them, though it had been unmistakably her voice.

“At first they keep you locked away, all doors and windows shut. After a while, you stop thinking about running except when it gets really bad,” she continued. “But then, you’re scared of what will happen and…”

“And you stay put,” Jacob finished when it seemed Lacie had lost her will to continue.

Georgianna nodded slowly. From the sounds of it, Nyah would still be the type of drysta locked away, kept on a tight leash while she became accustomed to her new position. Unfortunately, that also meant that, most likely, she would be kept close to the Adveni who had bought her. It would be difficult for her to get away for any length of time.

“Jacob, when you were sold… do you remember who did it?”

Jacob frowned, and for the first time since he’d began speaking about what had happened to him, his gaze met Georgianna’s. His eyes were narrowed, but Georgianna was sure it wasn’t in anger, it was confusion.

“Who bought me?”

“No, who sold you from the compound? Are there specific guards, or do they all do it?” she asked.

“Oh.” He looked back down at the bed. “There are a few who deal, but the one who sold me? His name was Edtroka.”

Georgianna’s mouth dropped open as she stared at Jacob, and though he looked like he wanted to find out what was so surprising about that name, he didn’t ask. Edtroka couldn’t have been his favourite person. She didn’t want to have to explain to him that she knew the man who had sold him to an Adveni who would torment and beat him for almost six years.

“Thank you, Jake, for telling me.”

Jacob nodded gently but didn’t speak again. When she stood up, Jacob shifted and lay on his side, curled into a ball at the far end of the mattress. He held his pillow squashed in his arms. Georgianna considered suggesting to Lacie that they should give him some time alone, but Lacie had already moved, stretching out her arm, entwining her fingers with Jacob’s.

No words passed between them as Georgianna collected her things and left the two alone. She felt horrible for asking Jacob and Lacie to relive what had obviously been the most horrific of times for them, but as she took a final glance back at the pair curled on the bed, she couldn’t help but feel that maybe talking about it had actually been the best thing she could have done for them. Maybe talking about things they had kept to themselves for so long had given them the chance to begin to move on.
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Georgianna’s conversation with Jacob and Lacie remained in her head for two days. In some ways, getting Nyah out seemed more possible than it had before, as the story that cinystalq collars were placed on every drysta at the moment of purchase had been proved a myth. However, knowing that a drysta would be more heavily controlled while they became accustomed to their new situation made the idea of breaking her out any time soon look virtually impossible.

Still, even though it had been days since her argument with Taye, Georgianna had yet to approach him about helping out. She knew that the longer she left it, the more likely it was that Taye would do something reckless, but Georgianna also didn’t want to go to him with a half-baked idea that would wash away at the lightest touch. She needed something positive, something they could work with, like who it was who had bought Nyah in the first place.

She had meant to go to the compound the next day, feigning that she had her days mixed up, but as things usually went, she’d been caught up with other responsibilities, one of which included looking after Braedon while her father went down to the Oprust district and Halden worked. Her nephew had been more than happy to spend the morning with her, especially as it meant going to various sections of the camps to make small trades. Georgianna had been a little worried about taking her nephew with her, but Braedon had been fascinated with the different places and people. He was thrilled when his aunt, someone who was usually seen as someone to entertain him, had been asked to stitch up a rather ugly-looking wound on an equally ugly-looking man, something Georgianna was grateful Braedon had not commented on.

Having left the family home early that morning to get back into the centre of the city before sun up, Georgianna made her way through the tunnels towards the east of the city, taking the familiar lines until she could come up out of the entrance a few hundred metres from the entrance to the compound.

Getting through the gates was a rather regular affair, though with Edtroka not standing guard, it had been up to Georgianna to ask whether he was on duty.

“Dreta,” the guard had grumbled at her, handing back her bag, now checked for contraband, for Georgianna to take inside.

Georgianna gave a small, polite nod and instead of taking the first door into the compound, walked down a bricked path that led along the side of the high walls.

Between the wall and the fenced cage surrounding the compound, the thin path felt more like a tunnel than anything else. Georgianna could only guess at the reason they’d made it so narrow, but as she saw the crowd of people gathered in the yard at the end, she wondered whether it was to prevent a quick getaway should anything happen. Only so many people could get through the fenced corridor at a time, not to mention that at the other end they would face guards with heavy copaq weapons. Her father had once told her that, should you wish to fight off a large number with only a few men, leaving them no entrance or retreat but a small corridor meant only so many could attack at any one time. Looking at the swarm of Adveni and the number of Veniche lined up to be sold, she decided that was a useful thing to keep in mind here.

It took a while to locate Edtroka. She’d first made her way respectfully through the crowd to the other end of the yard, letting Adveni bump and push her around and apologising to them each time they did. When she could not see Edtroka standing guard near the dreta waiting to be sold, she instead stood near the high wall of the compound, looking out through the sea of people. She finally spotted Edtroka. He was talking to a man with a pompous, self-important expression on his face. Edtroka was nodding politely, but even through the stiff, polite smile, Georgianna could see that he was not enjoying the conversation.

Georgianna slipped through the crowd, once again apologising to anyone who barged into her, until she reached Edtroka’s side. She held her distance a few yards away, giving the two men the space to continue their conversation. It only took a minute or two before Edtroka held the side of his fist to the middle of his chest in the Adveni mark of respect, and the other man turned to walk swiftly away.

“Guard Edtroka?” Georgianna asked cautiously, stepping forward.

Edtroka turned, the forced smile on his lips fading for a moment, to be replaced by a look of amusement. Georgianna looked at him, surprised that his expression would not be one of annoyance, especially seeing as he’d seemed almost incapable of fully hiding his contempt from someone who was clearly his superior. Edtroka stepped forward and nodded to her.

“Med,” he answered, his head cocked to the side. “Don’t see you here often. You do know I’m not allowed to sell to you, right?”

Georgianna gazed back at him in surprise. The only time she’d seen Edtroka for long enough to hold an actual conversation, he’d been stiff and surly. Today he seemed practically happy to see her.

Not entirely sure how to respond, she faltered, glancing up towards the area where Veniche were waiting to be sold as dreta. There was such a stark contrast among them, young and old, male and female, defiant to downright terrified. She couldn’t look at Edtroka, his gaze was too piercing for her liking, as if he could see what she was thinking, what she was planning.

“I was hoping you’d be able to give me some information,” she said. “On a sale.”

His gaze flickered over to the soon-to-be dreta and the Adveni guarding them. Georgianna suspected that he was about to tell her that he wasn’t allowed, that giving over information like that was considered dangerous. However, when he looked back at her, he nodded for her to go on, holding one hand out and curling his fingers over his palm to ask for the details.

Georgianna was stunned. She’d expected to be drilled with questions about why she wanted such information, but instead she was being treated like an equal to this man. At least, for the moment. With no idea how long the pleasure would last, she quickly adjusted the strap across her shoulder and glanced around them to see if anyone was listening.

“Her name is Nyah Wolfe, she was Kahle,” she continued. “Twenty-three, blonde.”

Edtroka nodded, his lips curved into a momentary frown before he shrugged.

“Gone eight days,” he answered. “Maybe nine, this heat makes it hard to remember.”

She nodded enthusiastically.

“That’s right. She was in the block for an assault.”

Edtroka let out a laugh, a gruff sound that didn’t suit his face. Georgianna looked at him properly. His eyes, the mottled brown of yapoque leaves after they had been dried for smoking, held more warmth than she’d noticed before, and his features were almost delicate. High, curved cheekbones on a slim face above a pointed jaw and a straight nose led the gaze directly down to the bow of his lips. She blinked and glanced down, forgetting about his face as she realised he had about five methods of killing her strapped to his uniform that didn’t include his bare hands. Her gaze settled on his slim fingers, capable of killing a person with ease.

“She wa…”

“E'Troke!”

The voice came out of the crowd and despite the difference in the pronunciation of his name, Edtroka turned his head towards the sound. As Georgianna fell back a step, not wanting to get caught in the middle of a conversation between two Adveni, she wondered whether the difference in pronunciation was because she’d been saying it wrong. Yes, Edtroka had introduced himself as such, but Georgianna knew that there were certain pronunciations Veuric tongues never got right when it came to Adtvenis words. Maybe Edtroka’s name was one of them, so he’d just given up trying.

“Tzanlomne,” Edtroka greeted the newcomer with another fixed, polite smile.

The man was short compared to most Adveni, almost a head shorter than Edtroka, but with dark features to rival the taller man and a wider stance, he seemed to demand as much respect as the guard. Georgianna averted her gaze, but unfortunately not fast enough.

“That one, how much?”

Edtroka looked over his shoulder at Georgianna and shook his head.

“She’s a medic, not drysta.”

The man, Tzanlomne, snorted in derision and rolled his eyes. Edtroka’s word meant little as he reached out, grasping Georgianna’s chin in a grip so tight that she thought his fingers might crush straight through her jaw. She jerked backward away from him, but his grip was too tight, holding her still with one hand while he waved the other dismissively.

“I don’t care what she was, E'Troke,” he answered. “I care what you will sell her for. She’d make a nice addition.”

Tzanlomne barely looked at Edtroka. He turned her head this way and that, his gaze travelling over every inch of her face. He reached out and tugged the ribbon from her hair, watching as it fell in a tumble of messy blonde waves over her shoulders.

“I won’t, and she wouldn’t,” Edtroka snarled through gritted teeth.

She struggled against him. Grasping his wrist, she tried to pull his grasp away from her face. Tzanlomne’s grin of approval slid into a sneer. He grasped her hair in a tight fist, yanking her head back.

Georgianna yelped and her ribbon sailed silently to the ground.

“Now, E'Troke, I have my ways, you might as well be part of the…”

Edtroka cut him off by snapping something in such rapid Adtvenis that even if Georgianna had known more than a few names and swearwords, she still wouldn’t have understood. It was no more than a few sentences, but the snarl on Edtroka’s lips, or perhaps the words that hissed forth, were enough to make Tzanlomne narrow his eyes and turn his attention away from his new potential toy.

She could barely see Edtroka from the way she was held, but she felt the extra fingers in her hair as Edtroka pried Tzanlomne’s hand from her. Tzanlomne released her and Georgianna hurried back a few steps. She rubbed her fingers over her skin, glancing to Edtroka to find his face twisted into a murderous mask. Tzanlomne took a step back, and when Edtroka’s expression didn’t soften, he turned, stalking away through the crowd.

Georgianna watched with cautious curiosity as Edtroka glared after Tzanlomne. She didn’t dare ask him what had been said in Adtvenis though she was dying to know what had transpired between the two Adveni men. Once Tzanlomne had disappeared into the crowd, Edtroka turned back to her, the frown still present on his pursed lips.

“Everything alright?”

Edtroka gave a dismissive wave of his hand.

“Vtensu varsonnir!” Edtroka answered without any more explanation.

It was an insult, one Georgianna had learned a few years before. Vtensu could be used in a number of ways, but as an expletive, it was very similar to the insult ‘bastard’. Varsonnir, however, was specific. You had to listen carefully, as a Veniche anyway, to hear the difference from Volsonnar, the name for the Adveni leader much like the Elder of a tribe. Varsonnir, on the other hand, was reserved for someone who thought they were more important than they were.

From Edtroka’s insult, Tzanlomne was a self-important bastard, and Georgianna found herself grinning.

“Well, thank you,” she muttered.

“For?” Edtroka asked, looking at her in surprise.

“For not selling me.”

He laughed again, the same gruff burst that in Georgianna’s opinion didn’t suit him.

Glancing over his shoulder in the direction Tzanlomne had disappeared, Edtroka reached out and took hold of her elbow.

Georgianna tugged her elbow back away from him. She didn’t feel as safe as she had before. The man had cared little whether she was legally for sale, and if other Adveni were the same, what would it take for Edtroka to turn a blind eye and accept the payment? She was in the compound already, it wouldn’t be difficult for him to create some charge that stripped her of her legal registration as a free Veniche.

Edtroka’s grasp, while not as tight or restricting as Tzanlomne’s, was just as unbreakable. He kept hold of her arm and began leading her through the crowd towards the compound doors.

“Even if you were up for sale, he would not have you,” Edtroka told her with a wicked grin. “I would be in front of him in the queue.”

“Is… Is that a compliment?”

“Perhaps.”

Georgianna couldn’t help but notice the glances she received as she was half-tugged towards the walls of the prison. Maybe it was because she wasn’t out here often, or because she was being held onto by a guard of the compound, but she received more than a couple of curious looks before they slipped through the door and into the cool relief of the compound corridor.

The shadows that flung themselves through the corridor stunned her into blindness once the door swung closed with a bang. She blinked rapidly as she was tugged along. Edtroka seemingly had no problem with the sudden shade, or knew the corridors too well to need sight to navigate them. Surging forward, he turned them down a slimmer corridor that ended in an open door. With her sight slowly returning, she glanced over her shoulder, any exit now out of sight.

Fear surged through her as she wondered whether Edtroka’s protection of her in the yard had more to do with his own desires. Had she asked about a drysta’s whereabouts to an Adveni who’d been looking for a reason to keep her in the compound? Was that where he was taking her now?

As they proceeded through the open door, Edtroka made no effort to close it behind them. Instead he released Georgianna’s elbow and marched across the small room, collecting up a jacket. Georgianna stood just inside the doorway watching him, her hands clenched before her. She wondered whether he was retrieving the device that opened the block door, or perhaps a pair of binding cuffs before he took her back to the yard. He dug into one of the pockets of the jacket, and pulled out a tsentyl, swiping his thumb casually across it.

She didn’t feel any more reassured, wondering if he was registering her capture. Glancing over her shoulder through the open door, Georgianna wondered how far she could run before the guard would catch her.

She’d never reach the gates, and even if she did, Edtroka could easily send a message to make sure the other guards knew not to let her pass.

“The girl, she related?” he asked, barely glancing up from the device as it opened onto his palm.

“Who?” Georgianna asked in surprise, looking at him again.

Edtroka glanced up, raising an eyebrow.

“You wanted information on a sale, right?”

She blinked, staring at him for a moment before she realised what he was talking about. The run in with Tzanlomne had driven Nyah from her mind. Now the memory was back, she nodded.

“Nyah.”

Edtroka nodded, but didn’t look up as he moved his thumb over the tsentyl again.

“Not by blood,” Georgianna answered. “I grew up with her and a friend, though. I just…”

Lifting his head, Edtroka fixed Georgianna with a hard glare, one that immediately told her that she was not to argue with him.

“You just want to make sure she is safe.”

Georgianna paused, taking a slow deep breath before she nodded.

“That’s right.”

“Maarqyn,” he answered. “She was bought by Maarqyn Guinnyr.”

“Maarqyn,” Georgianna repeated. “Who is he?”

Edtroka shook his head as he slid the tsentyl closed and stuffed it back into the pocket of his jacket. Slinging the item over the back of a chair, Edtroka perched himself on the edge of the table, watching her like a hawk hunting for prey.

“No one you should be pressing for information, Med,” he said. “My advice: find out your friend is okay from a distance and then leave be. Your pretty neck will be the better for it.”

Georgianna’s eyes widened as she looked back at Edtroka. She didn’t want to think that Maarqyn was really that dangerous, or that he would hurt Nyah. She knew better than most that only a small number of dreta got through unscathed. Even if they weren’t physical wounds like Jacob’s, they were always there.

“Thank… Thank you for telling me.”

A shudder moved down her spine when Edtroka’s gaze didn’t falter from her face. She took a step back and his lips flickered into a momentary grin.

“No need to thank me.”

She didn’t like the sound of that. Taking another small step back, she was again wondering how far she could run when Edtroka shrugged, almost chuckling.

“Dreta owners are public record. I could have sent you into the city to find out from them, but they ask more questions and… well… not a problem.”

Georgianna froze. Had she really just worked herself up over nothing? Every look, every motion, she’d thought meant something else. She almost didn’t know what to do now. She’d worked this whole thing up in her head as such a problem when, as it turned out, it was almost as if it were a common occurrence.

Edtroka pushed himself quickly up from the edge of the table. Georgianna didn’t think anything of it until a hand clapped onto her shoulder, making her jump. She turned her head, looking up at one of the other guards.

“What you doing here?” he asked. “E'Troke?”

“I’m guessing she’s looking to be let onto the block,” he suggested. “Got turned around, right, Med?”

Looking between the two guards in surprise, Georgianna hesitated for a moment.

“Yes, Volsonne,” she answered, glancing at Edtroka with a cautious smile.

“I’m going that way anyway,” Edtroka said, patting the guard on the front of his shoulder as he passed through the doorway into the corridor. “I’ll take her.”

The guard shrugged and removed his hand from Georgianna’s shoulder.

“Thought you’d have known better, Medic,” he warned.

Georgianna nodded.

“Yeah, me too,” Georgianna replied.

She followed Edtroka down the corridor, wondering why, if it was all public record, Edtroka had lied to the other guard. However, the guard was right about one thing. When it came to the compound and asking about things that went on within it, she really should have known better.






  [image: 18 - Into the Northern Quarters]

 
“Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Georgianna asked, looking over her shoulder for what felt like the hundredth time.

Taye nodded, though she didn’t think he seemed all that sure about it, the way he kept looking around. She frowned, chewing on her lip as she stared down the street, the houses melting into each other.

“It was the eighteenth?”

“Yes, Gianna, will you give it a rest already?” Taye hissed irritably. “I know where I’m going.”

Frowning and gritting her teeth, Georgianna resisted the urge to roll her eyes. It was fine him telling her not to worry, but he wasn’t the one who had asked the questions about Nyah, and to an Adveni no less. If something happened, who did Taye think they would suspect? She had done her part, she was doing it. She’d found out who Nyah had been sold to, Taye couldn’t ask more of her than that.

She remained silent, even though she itched to get a straight answer from him. Crossing her arms over her chest, her fingers drummed against her skin. Silence stretched between them like rubber, threatening to snap.

Who knew how long they would have before an Adveni spotted them and asked them what they were even doing in this district? Taye had brought some ‘product’ with him, an insurance plan so that, should they be asked, he could say he was delivering a purchase. He’d even memorised the street name of a client so that he could lie convincingly. However, the best option was that they were able to come, see the house, and then move away without being seen.

“Who did you say gave you this?”

Taye turned his head to glare at her in disbelief, a huff of indignation whistling through his teeth.

“Suns girl, you don’t give up, do you?”

She shook her head.

“I think I have a right to be worried,” she grumbled, stuffing her hands into her pockets. “We’re in Adveni territory, Taye. Or had you forgotten with all these nice buildings?”

The buildings were nice, almost annoyingly so. It was just that little bit harder to hate the Adveni when you were surrounded by their technology. Georgianna didn’t venture into the Adveni sections of the city very often apart from the Rion, but even there the bright lights bouncing off smooth, polished surfaces were hard to ignore. Everything was sleek and well made, smooth lines and sharp corners. It all looked very… technical.

Out in their housing quarter things were a little simpler. The buildings were less focused, but beautiful just the same. Two and three-storey buildings sprawled across larger areas of land in the wealthy areas, tall blocks that housed dozens of dwellings for those who were not as high on the pay scale.

The biggest building they had seen so far, a little way in past the beginning of the dwellings, had been a two-storey complex that spread like a lake, sprawling further than Georgianna could see. The pale yellow stone shining in the sunlight made it almost blinding. Outside there had been no signs in Veuric as to what it was. Unfortunately, Taye didn’t know.

“It was just a guy I do a deal with,” Taye sighed finally. “I promised him a couple extra doses if he found out where this Vtensu lived.”

“Doses?” she shrieked. Taye glanced fearfully at her, so she lowered her voice. “Please tell me the guy was at least not taking while he agreed.”

Taye waved his hand, a smug grin on his face.

“You want to take issue with my sources, Gianna, you might want to return the Adveni stuff I get you.”

Georgianna clutched her bag against her hip and pressed her lips together as Taye laughed.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

Georgianna had dosed a couple of times, though not for a while. It was a slippery slope. The euphoric sensation the powder gave when smeared onto the temples was thrilling, and she could understand why some chose to do it more often. However, she’d also seen the effects of dosing over a long period, so she made sure to keep her own use to a minimum.

“Remember Taye, we’re just looking!” Georgianna reminded him forcefully.

Taye glanced at her, turning his head and glaring for a moment, his steps slowing as he seemed to consider whether to answer her or not. Not, it turned out, won the argument and he quickened his steps along the road, crossing his arms defensively over his chest. Georgianna immediately lengthened her stride to catch up with him.

“Taye! We’re just looking… right?”

“Yes!” Taye snapped, not looking back this time. “Just looking. So stop, alright?”

“You’re just… you’re not filling me with a lot of confidence here.”

Taye stopped, turning on his heel to move in front of her. Georgianna wavered for a moment mid-step, quickly righting herself and coming to a stop in front of him.

“What do you expect?” he demanded.

Georgianna frowned and shrugged. She didn’t know what she expected from Taye. He’d been so anxious since the moment she had told him that she knew who had bought Nyah. No, that was wrong, he had been this way since Nyah was taken. There were times when he was cheerful, but mostly, he wasn’t the same guy that she had known before. Even after the Adveni arrived, Taye had always been happy and confident, yet these days Georgianna hardly recognised him.

“I know you’re worried about her, but…”

“Yes, I am, but, can we just talk about something else?”

Georgianna sighed and nodded. Maybe it was best.

“Like?”

Taye turned away from her, starting off down the road again, though Georgianna couldn’t work out how Taye could keep his head straight in this maze. The roads twisted and turned and she had no idea how many turnings they’d taken onto different streets. Taye, apparently, was keeping track, because he was walking with the determination of someone who knew exactly where they were going.

Georgianna hurried to keep up, a few long strides before she fell into step with him. Taye was naturally tall and long legged, so it meant Georgianna had to push every step to stay close. Luckily, however, she was used to walking next to her father and brother, both a good head taller than her.

“I dunno, how’s your da’?” he asked.

Smiling and giving him a careless shrug, Georgianna glanced sideways up at Taye.

“He’s alright,” she answered. “I think he likes having Braedon around to keep him company when he’s at home.”

“Yeah, he’s what, four now?”

“Almost five,” she answered. “And exactly like Halden.”

Taye glanced at her and raised an eyebrow. Taye knew Braedon was not theirs by blood, but he didn’t comment on it.

“Well, out of the people to be like, Halden’s a good one,” he said. “How is Halden doing, anyway?”

Georgianna’s grin faded and she looked down at the floor, watching the smooth path pass beneath her feet.

“He’s… surviving.”

“Aren’t we all?”

“Some better than others.”

Taye rocked his head from side to side.

Georgianna brought her hands from her pockets and clasped them in front of her, idly picking at a notch in her thumb nail.

“I dunno, he seems fine, work and all, but I don’t think he’s even trying to move on.”

“Should he?” Taye asked. “He was joined, that’s not an easy thing to get past.”

Georgianna nodded. She knew she couldn’t expect Halden to move on from Nequiel, not when his death had been so horrific. Yet like Taye, her brother was no longer the same person she had grown up with. He was quieter, more reserved, and less willing to talk about anything important. As selfish and as stupid as it was with everything Halden had been through, Georgianna missed her brother.

“It’s not like Nyah,” she said slowly. “Nequiel is gone.”

“You say that like my missing Nyah is worse,” Taye answered. “I still have hope that I can see her, maybe even get her back one day. Halden doesn’t.”

Taye looked sideways at her, raising an eyebrow as Georgianna glanced up at him.

“We don’t all flit easily onto someone new.”

Georgianna opened her mouth in indignation. She’d never been in Taye’s situation, or Halden’s. She’d never even considered joining with someone, not past a silly teenage fantasy.

“I don’t…”

“Oh yes you do,” Taye cut her off. “You think your brother likes that Keiran?”

“He doesn’t…”

“Yeah, he knows,” Taye confirmed. “You’re not half as secretive as you think you are. They know you’re seeing someone, someone who doesn’t treat you the way you deserve.”

Georgianna harrumphed at his suggestion and shook her head.

“He’s nice to me!” Georgianna argued. “And it’s not like I’ve been begging him to join and he’s saying no. I’m not ready for that either.”

“That doesn’t mean your family like it. They want you settled with a decent guy.”

“Settled is…”

“Safe?”

“Boring.”

Taye laughed and rolled his eyes. Georgianna looked away.

“Well, boring or not, Keiran is not who I would suggest doing it with.”

“Oh, and I suppose you have a host of guys for me to choose from?” she asked. “There is nothing wrong with Keiran. He’s Nerrin, he’s a Belsa!”

“He’s a Vtensu!”

Georgianna reached out and smacked Taye. He stepped away, rubbing his arm.

“I’ll tell your uncle what you said if you don’t shut your mouth.”

“Tell him. He’ll agree with me,” Taye argued.

“He’s…”

“Oh, admit it Gianna, you like him because he’s handsome, not because he’s a good guy.”

“He is a good guy!” Georgianna exclaimed.

“No, he’s not. If he was, he wouldn’t be running round with other girls.”

“How do you…?”

“Everyone in the tunnels knows he has a different girl most nights,” Taye answered with a hard look. “You’re more often than most, but there are others.”

“You think I don’t know that?”

“Then why put up with it?”

Georgianna stopped, glaring at Taye in annoyance. Though, it did occur to her for a moment that maybe she was more annoyed that so many people apparently knew the ins and outs of her private life. Liliah, Wrench, Taye, and apparently her family. Now, Taye was making out that everyone in the tunnels knew as well. The Belsa, the Carae, her sex life was apparently common knowledge.

She was probably worrying about it too much. Taye was over-exaggerating. He had to be.

“The last one was better,” he said suddenly.

“The last what?”

“Boyfriend.”

“What boyfriend? I wasn’t…”

Taye uncrossed his arms from over his chest, clicking his fingers together as he waved his hand around, as if that would help him remember.

“Al… Al… Alec?”

Georgianna looked at Taye in surprise. As surprised as she was that Taye knew about Keiran, it was even more of a shock that he knew about Alec.

“Alec was never my boyfriend,” Georgianna said.

Taye opened his mouth, ready to reply, but Georgianna held up her hand, cutting him off.

“Plus, you can like him all you want,” she muttered. “He’s dead, so there’s no point talking about it.”

Taye looked away quickly. Whether he’d not known about Alec’s death, or he’d simply not thought about it before bringing it up, a slight colour rose on his cheeks and he stuffed his hands into his pockets. Georgianna felt a little bad. She hadn’t meant to bring it up quite so bluntly, but it was the truth, Alec was dead and there was nothing that could be done. Like Nequiel, people simply had to find a way to move on.

Alec had been fun to hang out with, and they certainly found each other attractive and enjoyable enough to keep going back, but they had both known what it was. She wasn’t looking for a relationship, and Alec was trying to forget the loss of one. She had asked him about her once, his wife, but he simply said that she was gone and that was that, conversation over.

That was the thing about Alec: everyone knew he was a great guy, that he was a skilled fighter and had impeccable morals, but he was hard to actually know on any intimate level. His unwavering belief in his hatred of the Adveni, which admittedly he had good cause for, made it difficult to talk to him about anything regarding them, including her work at the compound. Alec had made his opinions on her working there abundantly clear: it was a bad idea and she shouldn’t go back because one day she would get caught up in it.

When Georgianna refused, the argument had not been pretty. It was, unfortunately, one of the most honest conversations they ever had, yet it had turned into a shouting match which ended in her storming out. She didn’t need some guy she fooled around with telling her who she should and shouldn’t help.

She’d been stubborn, refusing to go back and apologise, even though she really did think Alec was a decent guy. However, before the stubbornness had even begun to fade, she’d learned that he was missing. She’d looked for him, she’d checked the compound and she’d listened in on conversations between the Belsa, but in the end, they’d agreed that death was the only logical explanation for his disappearance.

For a while, Taye and Georgianna walked in silence, Taye watching the buildings pass around them, Georgianna watching her feet. She tried not to think of Alec too often, even though she knew that his death had not been her fault. He was a Belsa: short life expectancy was almost a given. Despite her difficulty in getting to know him, he had been a decent friend if nothing more.

Georgianna still hadn’t told Si about Alec, though she suspected that Jaid might have explained it to him. She hated pretending that Alec was alive, as if he would walk in at any moment, having come off guard duty to visit his friend. Hearing Si speak about Alec as if he were still around had been much harder than she’d thought. It had been two years, but it still caught her breath when he was brought up so casually by Si, by Keiran, and now by Taye.

“I think that’s it,” Taye suddenly announced, lifting his hand to point at a house coming up on their right.

Georgianna slowed her steps, trying not to stare. She glanced around at the other houses, scanning across them until she came to the one Taye had pointed at. For a moment she paused, her gaze washing over everything she could take in before she quickly looked away to the other side of the street.

“You’re sure?” she asked.

Taye looked around too, but his gaze locked back onto the house pretty quickly. It looked much the same as the others, a little bigger than those next to it, but the same style and general appearance. Slowing their steps even more, Georgianna scuffed her foot idly against the pavement, looking this way and that but always landing on the same spot.

“Yeah, this is the eighteenth,” he answered after a moment. “I’m sure of it.”

She looked away, not wanting to be seen staring, but when she looked back, Taye was already two steps ahead of her, moving across the road towards the house. Squeaking in horror, Georgianna lurched forward and grabbed Taye’s arm, tugging him back.

“Taye!” she hissed under her breath, looking up at him furiously.

Taye, however, wasn’t listening. His gaze never wavered from the window at the front of the house, which was flung open. Georgianna followed his gaze and gasped as she saw a blonde figure there, looking out of the house.

Her face was partially masked by her long blonde hair, the clothes not her own but those given to her, but it was Nyah. Georgianna paused, unable to tug Taye along any more as he stared at the woman he would have been joined to. His mouth opened, his chest heaved, and a groan issued from his mouth.

Georgianna kept a tight hold on his arm, especially when a deep voice echoed out of the house.

“Nyah!”

Nyah flinched, her hair flying back as she turned towards the voice and disappeared back into the house. This time, Georgianna moaned as well: for the briefest moment before she disappeared, clamped securely around Nyah’s throat, a cinystalq collar had glinted back at them in the mid-heat sun.
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The house dripped in shadows, the flickering light from the oil lamp dancing in dappled spots across the corridor through the open doorway. Georgianna sat on the floor, her back against the corner of the doorframe, watching the specks and flames of light across the sandstone. It had been a long time since she’d heard one of her father’s stories, but the moment he’d begun telling it, Georgianna could remember it in its entirety.

Halden was out, working long hours again, so the task of putting Braedon to bed had fallen to her own father, as did storytelling. As Georgianna was home so infrequently compared to her brother and father, Braedon had quickly demanded that Georgianna be the one to tell him a story, but she had managed to talk him out of it. Her tales were far too dull, and didn’t always have happy endings. It was better to have a tale from his Grandda’, who was experienced in such things. Her father had scowled and smacked the back of her arm for passing the job onto him, but she’d noticed the small smile as he tucked Braedon in, and the look of fond surprise when he moved to sit down and noticed her perched outside the door to listen too.

It was the one about the coyote who found himself trapped in a deep hole. He needed to learn to be nice to those who were different if they were to help him find a way out. Braedon had complained and whined when he couldn’t have the ship story, which was apparently his favourite, but Georgianna knew all too well that the coyote story was the best. It was the longest, which meant you got to stay up longer. For twenty-six years, she had neglected to tell her father that particular reason for requesting it as a child.

She’d considered going back to the tunnels with Taye after their trip into the Adveni quarters, but after seeing Nyah, with the collar fastened around her neck, Georgianna felt the longing for the familiarity of home. Taye was so separated from everyone he considered family, and so she found herself making the long trek through the camps, looking forward to the safe and protected feeling when her father gathered her into his arms.

“Holding on to the head of the snake, they began lowering his long body into the hole.”

Georgianna giggled, quickly covering her mouth so as not to disturb the story. She’d never considered as a child, just how odd it would look for a bear to lower a snake into a hole so that a coyote could climb up the animal like a rope. Her father’s stories, except for the ships, had always been a little strange, and it hadn’t been until she got older that she realised the life lessons in them all.

Resting her head back against the frame, Georgianna closed her eyes, listening to the low rumble of her father’s voice. In fact, she had almost drifted off herself when he stepped over her legs, nudging her shoulder so that he could pull the door closed. Georgianna got to her feet, following him back into the front room where she slumped down onto the thick rug. It was bare in places, and there were some stains that just wouldn’t come out, but it was still more comfortable than the bare floor.

Her father took a seat on his whittling stool, collecting up his knife and a half-finished piece, glancing over at his daughter lying flat on her back staring up at the ceiling.

“You will need your own stories soon, my Gianna,” he said.

Georgianna let out an amused breath, shaking her head.

“Hardly.”

“No, you will. When you are ready to tell them.”

She turned her head, her cheek pressed against the coarse fibres of the wool. Her father didn’t look up, his knife making smooth strokes against the wood, slivers coming off against the blade, floating down onto the floor.

“I don’t think that will be for a while, Da’,” she replied. “I don’t even know if that’s what I want.”

Her father gave a low hum of laughter, and though he didn’t look up, she could see the amusement sparkling in his eyes through the lamplight.

“You’re still a sapling.”

“I’m twenty-six.”

“And still a sapling,” he said. “Your mother was the same.”

Rolling onto her side, Georgianna curled her arm underneath her head, using it as a pillow. Brushing a curl of hair away from her face, she grinned at him.

“She was, what, twenty-one when you had Halden?”

He thought about it for a moment, nodding his head.

“Yes, I suppose she would have been.”

“That’s hardly the same.”

Her father lifted his head, his gaze locking onto her. Leaning to the side, he placed the block down on the floor, resting the knife on top of it, and rested his elbows onto his knees.

“I always knew what I wanted,” he explained. “I wanted a family and a steady life. Your mother, she didn’t know. She was free and adventurous.”

Without warning, her father let out a sad laugh. What had seemed so happy in his eyes only moments before filled with a desolate longing.

“She called me her tether.”

Georgianna blinked as unexpected moisture began collecting in the corners of her eyes. She wasn’t sure whether it was the memory of her mother, who she had missed for such a long time, or the sight of her father missing her so deeply, but even blinking couldn’t keep the tears at bay. Reaching up, she swiped the heel of her hand across her eyes.

“You may not know what you want now, my girl, but one day you will find your tether and it will all fall into place.”

She shook her head, the tears gathering faster than she could brush them away. Blurring her vision, she felt the first drop slip along her lashes and drip down onto her cheek, rolling towards her ear. She pushed herself up, crossing her legs and leaning forward into her lap.

“I don’t want that.” She looked down at her feet. “Not when I can see how much it hurts when it’s gone.”

She heard a slow sigh. Without looking up, she could imagine his look of puzzled concern, brow furrowed, adding even more lines to his worn, tanned skin.

“Nyah was sold.”

“The Wolfe girl? She used to follow you kids around like a pup.”

Georgianna nodded, staring at her fingers while she dug at a crack in her thumbnail. She’d not remembered that, the way Nyah had always followed them around. It probably looked different to her father, the eight-year-old children being trailed by this five-year-old little blonde girl. Taye had adored her, even then, though it had been different that long ago.

“She was arrested a few months ago, and we found out that she was sold as a drysta. Taye’s devastated.”

“Yes, I can imagine he would be. His mother wagered their joining by the time you were, oh, fifteen?”

Georgianna breathed a breath of bittersweet laughter. If anyone had had the traditional plan of joining, it had been Taye and Nyah. They’d been friends longer than any of them could remember, and that bond had grown into something unbreakable as naturally as the grass grew after the wash.

“I’ve never felt that way.”

“Who says you should have? You’re still a sa….”

“Please stop calling me a sapling, Da’!” Georgianna pleaded. “I’m not a sapling.”

Her father frowned back at her, clasping his hands in his lap. He hunched further over his knees, considering her for a moment before he spoke.

“When you were young, I told you that you couldn’t force wood to be a certain way.”

Georgianna nodded.

“Well, wood also cannot tell you what it wants to be when it doesn’t know itself,” he explained. “You are still becoming who you want to be; you cannot be what someone else needs as well.”

It was Georgianna’s turn to frown. She wasn’t entirely sure that she knew what he was talking about. She thought she had it, but she didn’t feel any better about herself, or about what was happening to Taye and Nyah. For an inspirational talk, she wasn’t feeling all that inspired. She felt more depressed than ever.

“You are still growing, Gianna,” he smiled. “Emotionally, at least. I don’t think you’re ever going to be tall.”

She couldn’t help herself, a laugh slipped forth, and she smiled a wet grin back at her father.

“Mum was the same?”

“She grew so unexpectedly,” he beamed. “Maybe that will be how it is for you, that you will meet the man and… it is a man, right?”

Georgianna’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Yes, Da’.”

“Okay then,” he nodded. “Well, maybe you’ll meet him and you’ll… feel grown.”

She remembered her father’s stories being more eloquent than this. Or, at least, easier to follow. He sounded so profound and wise when she was a child, though maybe he wasn’t as sure about how to deal with a daughter who didn’t dream of her joining the way other girls did. She had been running after medics, asking them to show her injuries, or climbing trees and getting lost on the trail.

“If Mum had been sold…” Georgianna cut herself off. Even the thought of that was horrifying to her.

“I would have walked off the edge of the world to get her back.”

Georgianna pushed herself up onto her knees, shuffling across the floor to kneel between her father’s legs. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she buried her face against his chest. He wrapped a strong arm around her shoulders, holding her against him as tightly as when he’d been able to pick her up in one arm and carry her through their camp. With Taye’s desperation for a plan and Keiran’s objections to carrying one out at all both vying for attention in her mind, her father’s words were exactly what she needed to hear.

Georgianna sniffed, her final tears brushed away by his shirt.

“So would I.”
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The Rion district was alight with Adveni electricity by the time Georgianna trudged through their streets. While the district was controlled by Adveni, Veniche huddled on street corners, waiting for an Adveni who might give them a second glance.

On one corner were the Olcinyty, who would sell their bodies for an Adveni’s pleasure at the right price. On the next, a couple of Carae who would sell the Adveni their pleasure in substances the Adveni did not know how to create from Os-Veruh’s plants.

Georgianna travelled past them all, before turning down an alleyway to go in through the side door of a bar. Closing the door behind her, she moved through the back corridor to a small room assigned to the workers. She placed her bag on one of the shelves against the wall, and pulled out a ribbon to tie her hair in a knot high on her head.

Leaving the small room, she passed along the corridor that led out to the bar. Greunn, the Adveni owner of the bar looked out of his office as she passed, clucking his tongue against his teeth.

“Late.”

She gave him an apologetic smile.

“I’m so sorry. I was on my way, but there was an emergency.”

He didn’t look convinced. He raised an eyebrow, scratching his jaw.

“Always is,” he grumbled.

Georgianna’s smile faltered as he turned away, grasping the door handle to his office.

“Docking wages, maybe that’ll teach you.”

Nodding respectfully at his back, she slipped past Greunn and headed out towards the bar. It happened to be the third time he’d told her such a thing, so she wasn’t too worried.

Lifting the thick wedge of wood that closed the bar off from the customers, Georgianna slipped past. She closed the wedge behind her and turned around, straightening the front of her shirt as she went.

“You’re late,” a man chuckled from his seat on the other side of the counter.

Glancing at him, her eyes widened in surprise. It was Edtroka, a drink in front of him, his dark gaze fixed on her. He looked different without his guard uniform, less scary in some ways, but odd in others. She had never seen him in anything less than a perfectly kept Adveni uniform. Sitting in front of the bar, he looked almost, dare she say it, normal.

“Has someone been telling tales on me?” she asked, glancing down the bar at Liliah, who had clearly been listening in on the exchange. She looked at Georgianna and swiped her finger swiftly across her lips. Penn, on the other hand, washing out glasses, grinned sheepishly down into the suds.

“Glad to see you take timekeeping more seriously when you work for me.”

“I, Volsonne, do not work for you,” Georgianna insisted. “I work to keep those prisoners alive.”

“And yet you run every time I send you a message,” he sighed. “Must be my irresistible charm. I should have that looked at. You don’t happen to know a medic who can give me something, do you?”

Georgianna giggled involuntarily as she shook her head. She couldn’t quite believe he was talking to her this way, though their exchange when she’d asked for details on Nyah should probably have alerted her to the fact there was a side to Edtroka of which she saw little. She wondered how he was with his friends, how he behaved around Adveni women. She could imagine, what with the way he was now and the way he looked, that he would be rather popular.

“Maybe some sort of sedative,” she suggested. “It would certainly keep that ego under control.”

Edtroka cocked his head to the side, considering her words. After a moment, he nodded slowly.

“That would certainly work. Wouldn’t be half as entertaining as what I had in mind though.”

“Well, I do try to tell my patients the downsides of any medication,” she told him. “Now, would you like another drink?”

Georgianna was kept relatively busy with customers after delivering Edtroka’s fresh drink, and when there weren’t people at the bar waiting, there were tables to clean and glasses to collect. She didn’t get much of a chance to talk to Edtroka again, especially not while there were other Adveni in close proximity, and the guard kept a steely silence.

Penn apologised to Georgianna for telling the Adveni that she was late, but Georgianna dismissed the apology and told Penn that there was nothing to be sorry about. He had only been telling the truth after all.

Liliah, however, seemed much more interested in why Georgianna had been late, not to mention her banter with the Adveni, even though he was still sat at the bar behind them. As the two of them found themselves reaching for the same bottle of dark berry wine, Liliah finally found her chance.

“There’s nothing to tell,” Georgianna assured her. “I was out in the camps visiting my Da’ and I ran late.”

“So you weren’t with…”

Georgianna glanced at Liliah as she took the bottle of wine from her and began pouring some into a glass.

“With who? Keiran?”

“Unless there’s another?”

Giving her friend a scandalised look, Georgianna rolled her eyes.

“What exactly do you take me for? There’s no one else, and I wasn’t with Keiran. I was at home.”

She turned quickly away from Liliah, delivering the glass of wine to the customer with a respectful bow of her head. Liliah gathered a brewed beer and the glass of wine she’d poured, and took them to her own customer before returning to Georgianna.

“Did something happen?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips. “Did he do something?”

“Suns, Lil’, what makes you think that? He didn’t do anything.”

“Every time I’ve seen you recently, you’ve either been working, or you’ve been with him, now you’re going home instead,” Liliah answered as if it were the most obvious thing on the planet. “Girls get their hearts broken and they run home to their Da’.”

Liliah offered her a triumphant smile, leaving Georgianna to stare dumbfounded as the brunette walked off to collect some glasses from a table left vacated by customers. Georgianna didn’t like it; she didn’t like that Liliah thought Keiran had done something wrong when he hadn’t. It wasn’t her involvement with Keiran that had meant she’d gone home. She’d wanted to talk to her father about Taye and Nyah, though that did open up questions on how she would tell Keiran that she wasn’t heeding his advice about the whole situation.

“He didn’t do anything, Lil’,” Georgianna said quietly as she returned to the bar. “Things are fine. At least, I think they are.”

“You think?” Liliah asked.

Georgianna frowned, scratching behind her ear as she tried to think of what to say. She couldn’t tell Liliah about Taye. It wouldn’t be fair to force that sort of secret on her.

“I don’t agree with him on something,” she admitted, “and I don’t know if he’s going to be upset about it.”

“Why would he be upset? After all, aren’t you two just… friends?”

“Yes, we are, but this is different.”

“Why?”

Resting her elbow against the bar, in front of all the bottles positioned neatly in their rows, she thought of how to explain without actually explaining. Liliah knew Georgianna worked down the Way whenever she could, but telling her that she was involved in the escape of a drysta was too dangerous.

“It’s about my sister’s job,” she said, making sure to pronounce every syllable correctly. “It’s not the safest job.”

Liliah stared back at her in blank confusion. Liliah knew that Georgianna didn’t have a sister, and she opened her mouth twice before the light of understanding flickered in her eyes.

“Okay,” she answered, pausing for a moment. “So why would he be upset? It’s nothing to do with him, right?”

“No, it’s not, but he’s being… I don’t know, he’s… he doesn’t want her to get hurt.”

Liliah could not stop a small squeak of laughter. Looking at Georgianna, she offered an apologetic expression that didn’t quite look sincere as the smile pressed against her lips. Georgianna looked back at her in surprise, raising an eyebrow as she tried to work out what was so amusing.

“Sounds like he’s protective, if you ask me,” she beamed.

“So?”

“So, it’s not like a man who’s ‘just having fun’ to be protective of his friend’s sister, is it?” Liliah asked. “Sounds like he’s not simply taking advantage anymore.”

“Who said he was taking advantage?”

“Isn’t he?”

“No, he’s not, Lil’. He’s not tricking me or promising me things he won’t deliver. I knew what I was getting into.”

“Short term, yes,” Liliah answered. “But long term?”

Georgianna tucked an errant lock of hair behind her ear and crossed her arms. Seeing the look on Georgianna’s face, Liliah held her hands up.

“Alright, alright, forget it,” she said. “So you disagree. What’s the problem?”

Liliah shrugged as she collected up a couple of glasses from the bar and handed them over to Penn. Georgianna grabbed a cloth, absently wiping the same spot on the bar.

“I don’t want to fight with him.”

“Well, there’s your problem.”

“Where?”

“You don’t want to fight. You never do. You keep doing something while it feels good and then run away as soon as there’s a problem. Isn’t that why you stopped seeing the other guy, because you fought and you didn’t like what he said?”

Georgianna’s brow furrowed and she shrugged.

“You don’t stick around to see if something will work. You just move on to the next thing that feels good. You think Qiyan and I never fight?”

Liliah gave a sudden bitter laugh and shook her head, using the glass in her hand and gesturing with it. She moved her hand so violently that, for a moment, Georgianna thought the glass might be flung out of Liliah’s slim fingers and shatter into a thousand pieces.

“We fight all the time, but we stick at it because we love each other,” Liliah said. “Suns, we fight over this place, but he knows it brings food in.”

Georgianna wasn’t entirely sure where Liliah was going with this. If she was trying to convince Georgianna that she should talk to Keiran, even though it might make him angry, telling her how much she fought with her fiancé wasn’t the right way to go about it.

“You know what’s best about the fighting?” Liliah asked suddenly.

Georgianna frowned.

“Nothing?”

“The sex,” Liliah answered. “Angry-fight sex, or after-fight sex, it’s brilliant.”

From his place at the bar, Edtroka snorted with laughter. Both girls turned quickly to look at him, their eyes wide in surprise and embarrassment that he’d been listening to their conversation. Still chuckling, Edtroka raised one hand.

“Oh, don’t mind me,” he said through a smirk.

Georgianna glared at him before turning back to Liliah, lowering her voice significantly.

“So what? You’re saying I should tell Keiran about… my sister’s job? So I can have angry sex?” she asked.

“No,” Liliah answered bluntly. “I’m saying that if you’re not willing to tell him something just because it might cause a fight, if you won’t stick around for the bad, how can you ever expect him to stick around and fight for you?”

Liliah was called away by a customer before Georgianna managed to think of a suitable response. Even as the night progressed she couldn’t find a comeback to prove Liliah wrong. The problem was, the longer it took for her to think of an argument to the brunette’s point, the more she thought that actually, Liliah might not be wrong after all.
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It was late by the time Georgianna finally finished at Crisco and made her way from the Rion district. It felt like stone blocks had attached themselves to her hands and feet, making the walk through the streets long and laborious. While it usually only took a short time to walk the stretch to the nearest safe tunnel entrance, Georgianna felt like she’d been walking for hours before she could finally slip down into the lit main line. Even then, down in the tunnels, in the quiet of the night, it felt like too long a time until she could make the turning unseen into the stretch of Belsa-controlled passages.

The guard recognised Georgianna before she even realised he was there, and proceeded to ramble and panic about a problem down Medics’ Way. Georgianna didn’t stop to find out what the problem was. The fact that a guard was still on post was enough to tell her the Belsa hadn’t been discovered, and despite the aching in her legs, she set off at a run down the tunnel.

Coming into Medics’ Way, Georgianna expected chaos. The way the guard had told her about it made it sound like it was a big problem. However, apart from a pained groaning echoing from one of the cars, all seemed relatively quiet. Still, Georgianna kept hurrying down towards the car, hauling herself up and dropping her bag to the side of the door.

Jaid had her back to her, her short dark hair mussed from being woken up in a rush. Georgianna moved further into the car, trying to see what was going on.

“Wrench?”

Wrench was lying on the bed before her. His dark skin was beaded with sweat, his breath, too fast for Georgianna’s liking, came in quick pants that left no space for anything else. His trousers had been left intact but his shirt, always tattered at best, was torn from neck to hem, lying open across the bed to show a large, purple and red angry welt across his barrelled chest.

“George!” Jaid cried, stepping back from Wrench’s side and reaching into a bucket, pulling out a cloth and wringing it, using it to clean an oozing wound. “Where have you been?”

“Work,” Georgianna answered, stepping closer to Wrench and placing the back of her hand across his stomach to gauge his temperature. “What happened?”

The taught skin across Wrench’s skin was searing hot, radiating out from a weeping wound of burned flesh. Georgianna didn’t even need to hear Jaid’s answer before she knew exactly what had happened.

“Copaq. He came in an hour ago, I’ve not been able to stop the sweats, and nothing will take the pain away.”

Georgianna frowned and moved to her bag. Flipping it open, she dug through it until she found a small, linen bag. She tugged it out, pulling the drawstring open and taking out a shiny, lilac pill.

The copaq didn’t injure like a normal gun. Instead of firing a metal bullet, a copaq, whether one of the small hand weapons or a larger rifle, projected a gel pellet which, though hard when shot, splattered across the skin upon contact. When the gel hit, it sent out a number of electrical charges as it reacted with the skin, slowly fading away as the chemical inside the gel was used up. Even after scraping the gel from the skin, the damage had been done. The Adveni used them mainly on capture missions because the electrical charges shooting through the body made it impossible to run. Unfortunately, healing the injuries was also made difficult, as the Veniche had little with which to counteract the chemical.

“What’s that?” Jaid asked as she dabbed the damp cloth against the welt.

Wrench let out a pained cry.

“Drugs. They’re Adveni.”

“Where did you get Adveni medicine?” Jaid asked suspiciously.

“Compound,” Georgianna explained, stepping past Jaid. “Here, Wrench, swallow this.”

“It won’t help.”

Georgianna and Jaid spun around, the wet cloth slipping from Jaid’s fingers to the floor with a wet slap. Jacob was leaning into the car, his curly hair dishevelled from sleep.

“Jacob, go back to…”

“No, wait.” Georgianna interrupted. “Jake, what won’t work?”

Jacob swung his legs up into the car with surprising agility for someone who had so many healing injuries. He came and looked down at Wrench.

“The cloth, it won’t help. Neither will your drugs. They design it that way.”

“Then what will?” Jaid snapped.

From Jacob’s time as a drysta, Georgianna wondered whether he had more experience with the wounds the weapons created. She didn’t want to think about how Jacob would know about copaq weapons.

“Something cold,” he said. “Wrapped in hyliha leaves.”

“What?”

“It can be anything cold, but the hyliha is what does it. And you should make him drink that water, not wash him with it.”

Georgianna looked at Jaid in confusion. Hyliha leaves weren’t often used for anything important, so why would they work when apparently nothing else would? Jaid didn’t seem too pleased with Jacob’s assessment, and Georgianna was sure that given the choice, she would tell him to go back to the car he currently called home. The man was only twenty-one. He had been fourteen when he was taken by the Adveni. At most, he had three years’ training, not enough to know about different medicines, even if he’d been training as a medic. With all his injuries and the things he had suffered, Georgianna had never even thought to ask him.

“I don’t have any hyliha leaves,” Jaid answered after a moment, crouching to collect the cloth from the floor.

Georgianna watched as Jaid shook off the cloth and dunked it back into the water, wringing it out and moving back to Wrench’s side. Frowning, she glanced back and forth between the three people in the train car, daring them to defy her. During her training, Georgianna had been taught that hyliha was only useful if you had nothing else. It could be used to sooth irritation and to cool the burning of heat, but there were other things that worked better. Hyliha was only used as a last resort until you could get your hands on something better.

Georgianna glanced down at the pill in her hand. She didn’t know what to think. They’d treated men with copaq wounds before and the pill always took away some of the pain. Not all of it, but at least some. Stepping to the side, Georgianna picked up a canteen and shook it. Water sloshed inside the metal, and she moved over to Wrench’s side.

“Swallow this,” she urged, dropping the pill into his open mouth and carefully moving the canteen to his lips.

Wrench swallowed, small sips at first, but within seconds he was reaching for the canteen, grasping it and tipping more water down his throat. Georgianna stared in surprise before her gaze darted to Jacob. He was watching silently, his fingers wound in the material of his shirt. He said the pills wouldn’t help, but here Wrench was, gulping down water like he was already feeling better. Georgianna’s mouth dropped open as a realisation hit her. When she had been healing copaq wounds before, it hadn’t been the pills that were helping; it was the water they used to wash it down.

She pulled the canteen away and dunked it back into the bucket.

“George, what are you…”

“He’s right!” Georgianna cried, bringing the canteen back to Wrench’s lips and letting him take hold like an infant at bottle. “The water! I… We need hyliha!”

“George, I already told him, we don’t have any!” Even Georgianna could hear the edge of desperation in her voice.

“No,” Georgianna answered, a smile on her lips. “But Lacie does!”

“What?”

“Lacie has hyliha leaves! I gave them to her for grinding practice!”

Georgianna signalled to Jacob.

“Give him as much water as he can drink.” She turned to Jaid. “I’m going to get Lacie!”

Georgianna was already slipping past them, jumping down out of the train car as Jaid’s desperate cry for her to come back followed, not fast enough to catch her and drag her back inside.

Sprinting down the tunnels, Georgianna turned through the passageways, a stitch burning in her side by the time she reached Beck’s car. She felt energised and awake, the weight in her legs dissipated in her desperation to help Wrench, and elated at a new method of treating his wounds. Leaping up into the car, Georgianna tripped and stumbled forward, straight into a pile of crates stacked against the wall.

The crash echoed and reverberated as Georgianna slid down the wall, landing with a thump against the floor. Before she could right herself, she glanced up to find a gun barrel had been levelled at her chest.

For a second, she stared down the barrel of the weapon before a relieved and admittedly frustrated sigh came from behind it.

“George?” Beck asked, rubbing his hand over his face and blinking to make sure he was right in his assessment. “What the hell you thinking, waking a man like that?”

“Lacie,” Georgianna gasped. “I need Lacie.”

“Huh? Why?”

Lacie’s bleary voice slipped from behind the canvas hanging and out into the main area of the car. Georgianna glanced over her shoulder as the hanging was pulled to the side, Lacie’s mussed hair falling over her face, a shirt large enough for a full grown man hanging down to her thighs.

“Lace!” Georgianna cried.

“George?”

“I need those hyliha leaves. The ones I gave you for practice.”

Lacie blinked and stared back at her sleepily.

“I finished,” Lacie answered, stepping out further into the car.

Georgianna let out a cry of frustration, having hoped that the leaves were still intact. She glanced up at Beck, who looked more than a little confused. The man reached up and rubbed his hand roughly across the back of his neck, surveying the scene cautiously. Georgianna felt awful for waking him up, she knew from Lacie how little sleep he managed to get, but right now it was necessary.

“Where are they?” Georgianna asked.

Lacie stepped over Georgianna’s legs, moving to the other side of the car and collecting up a wooden box. Georgianna clambered to her feet and accepted the box from her, opening it to find the pale green powder, as perfect as if a skilled herber had done it.

She didn’t know if it would work, whether it would be able to do anything for Wrench in this form, but she had to try. If it didn’t work, she could always run and try to find some hyliha in the camps, but who knew how long that would take, especially seeing as she would have to wait until morning.

“George, what the hell is going on?” Beck asked, placing the gun back onto a blanket crumpled beside his chair.

“Wrench has been hit with a copaq,” Georgianna explained. “Jaid was following normal procedure, but Jacob came in and…”

“Jacob?”

“The guy down Medics’,” Lacie explained.

“Yeah, well Jacob said hyliha leaves really help!” Georgianna finished, brandishing the box.

“Should I…”

Georgianna quickly shook her head as Lacie offered to come back. While Georgianna knew that this was a good opportunity for Lacie to learn, she highly doubted Wrench would want to be surrounded by people when he was injured. Not to mention that Beck would probably have something to say about Georgianna dragging the girl off in the middle of the night.

“Stay here, I’ll tell you how it goes.”

Out of the car before she even thought to thank them, Georgianna called back an apology for waking them. She was soon sprinting back through the tunnels.

The change in Wrench’s condition was marked by the time Georgianna pulled herself back into the car. Despite not being gone more than thirty minutes, his breathing had improved and he was not sweating nearly as much.

“Did you get it?” Jacob asked, pausing with his hand and the canteen dunked into the bucket.

“Not exactly,” Georgianna explained. “Lacie had already ground it. It’s been dried and crushed, but…”

“What about a paste?” Jaid asked. “Put some in a bowl with some water? The water’s not cold, but it’s decent.”

Georgianna and Jaid both looked at Jacob expectantly. It was his cure after all. However, he simply stared back in surprise. Then he shrugged.

“No harm in trying.”

Opening the box and grabbing up a bowl, Georgianna tipped a generous amount of the powder in and went to the bucket. Taking the canteen from Jacob, she poured a small amount into a well in the centre of the mound, letting the granules of the powder float in and around the cool water. She handed the canteen back and swilled the bowl, digging her finger into the power and beginning to mix. It smelled just like hyliha trees in the rain, their large leaves working perfectly for protection from sudden downpours during the wash. After a few minutes mixing in most of the granules, Georgianna had the bowl filled with a thick green paste. She stepped to Jaid’s side, nodding to the older woman. Jaid pulled the cloth away, holding it tightly in her hands as Georgianna began slathering the paste onto Wrench’s side.

The man groaned loudly, startling both of them, but then a relieved hiss slipped through his teeth, and he laid his head back against the bed.

“Kid’s a genius,” he moaned, closing his eyes. “Tha’s… tha’s amazing.”

He didn’t stay conscious long, his breathing slowing and his body releasing the tension that had been held within it. By the time he was fully unconscious, Georgianna wasn’t nearly as worried as she might have been. The hyliha seemed to be doing its job and Wrench was beginning to look much better, if that was possible so soon after being hit.
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Once Wrench had passed out, his copaq wound slathered in hyliha paste, and as much water as he could safely drink in his stomach, Jaid had sighed and slumped back against the wall. The woman, stubborn as she was, having been dealing with Adveni-made wounds for a decade, refused to thank Jacob for his input.

“We’ll see how he’s doing in the morning,” she insisted. “Better not to get our hopes up too high.”

It wasn’t long before Jaid left to go back to her husband, currently being watched over by a guard she’d dragged from duty. Georgianna had grinned in amusement, not only wondering what Beck would think about one of his guards being pulled off duty, but also what the guard themselves had thought about being used as a glorified babysitter. She decided it was best not to comment though. If Jaid hadn’t been there, who knew what would have happened. Georgianna also doubted that any Belsa would comment on it so soon after Jaid had partially lost her husband to the madness of the heat thanks to a Belsa mission nobody knew the details of.

With Wrench passed out on the bed, Georgianna cleared away the bucket and cloth. She closed the wooden box of hyliha powder and tucked it into the top of her bag. She would ask Lacie to make another batch, knowing now how useful it could be. She’d probably test a few other things, but as hyliha was so readily available throughout most of the year, it seemed an incredibly useful trick to know.

Taking a seat on one of the beds, Georgianna pulled out a journal from her bag, its horse-hide cover no longer crinkling in protest the way it used to, worn and supple with years of use. Her brother had given it to her as a present when she chose to take her training as a medic, a place for her to record all she had learned. The inside paper had been changed out three times since she had received the gift. Once when Georgianna was fifteen and the book had been so full of notes that she couldn’t fit any more into it, not even around the edges where she scribbled tiny things to remember. Georgianna had spent an entire freeze down in Nyvalau organising and rewriting the notes in order.

The next time had been when she completed her training and now, once again the book was full. Georgianna had separated the journal into different sections, one for procedures, one for supplies and their uses, a section for things Georgianna wanted to learn how to do, and one for everything else. Flicking through to the supplies section, she noted down hyliha’s use for copaq wounds before she found the section on copaq wounds and added hyliha, circling it a couple of times.

Georgianna looked up, her gaze landing on Jacob who was swirling his finger around in the hyliha paste, leaning against the wall. Moving herself to the end of the bed, Georgianna smiled at Jacob and nodded to the space next to her. He considered for a moment before he walked slowly over, perching himself delicately on the edge.

“How did you know about the hyliha, Jake?” she asked, closing her journal and replacing it into her bag. “Have you…”

“Not with a copaq,” Jacob answered, cutting her off, though he didn’t look up from the paste. “The cinystalq has the same sort of charge as a copaq.”

Georgianna glanced at the burn on Jacob’s neck, a white scar running down from beneath his ear until it disappeared under his shirt.

“Will his be like that?” Georgianna asked, nodding towards his neck.

Jacob rested the bowl in his lap and reached up, covering the wound protectively.

“No,” he answered. “This wasn’t nearly as bad before they removed the collar.”

“It wasn’t made by them removing it?”

“That made it worse,” he explained. “But I already uh… I had a number of burns there from… from Uyinagh.”

“Is that,” Georgianna paused. “Was that your owner?”

Jacob nodded.

“They can give you shocks through the collar. If you do something that displeases them.”

Georgianna frowned gently and carefully reached out. Jacob flinched, cowering a little as she came closer. She took her time, moving forward to take the bowl from his lap. The young man became as still as a statue until she moved a little further away.

“Do you mind?” Georgianna asked, holding the bowl up towards him.

Jacob kept his head down, but he glanced at her curiously. Georgianna indicated his wound.

“It’s older, but maybe this will still work for you.”

Staying still for a moment or two, Jacob finally nodded. Georgianna carefully scooped up some of the paste on two fingers and placing the bowl between them, she used her other hand to reach out and gently brush the hair back from Jacob’s neck before she smeared the paste over the wound. The entire time Georgianna was touching him, Jacob remained as still as if he had been made out of the stone his name spoke of.

“I don’t know anyone who has been through the things you have,” Georgianna lamented quietly as she scraped the last of the paste from her fingers into the bowl, taking a dressing and placing it carefully onto his neck. Gently, as to not restrict his breathing, she wrapped a thin bandage loosely around his neck to keep it in place.

Jacob didn’t say anything.

Finally pulling back, Georgianna held out the bowl for him to take. Jacob took it, a small smile flitting across his lips.

“So, when you got those wounds,” Georgianna said slowly. “How did you know about the hyliha?”

The smile, so small and inconspicuous at first, split into a broader grin. He seemed proud, something she had never seen in Jacob before. The only time she’d seen him smile was when he was playing Erpal with Lacie. This was more measured. It wasn’t a sudden smile of enjoyment, but of memories.

“I was training as a herber,” Jacob answered, finally turning his head to look at her.

“Really?”

Jacob nodded.

“That’s great. You know, we’ve been looking for someone to help out,” Georgianna suggested suddenly. “Maybe once you’re feeling better, once you’re up to it, you could take the job?”

Dropping his head immediately, Jacob looked like the young boy again, so scared and unsure of himself. He dipped his finger back into the paste and began drawing patterns into it, smearing it against the bowl.

“I only trained for three years,” he answered. “I’m not…”

“You’re more than what we have, Jake, and I know a couple of people in the camps. I could bring them here, maybe make a deal for training.”

“I… I don’t know where my parents…”

Georgianna shook her head. The usual arrangement for training was that parents would accept someone to train in exchange for another family accepting their own child for training. Either that or payments in trade were made every season. Georgianna’s parents had paid highly in furniture for Georgianna to be trained as a medic. Not to mention that her father took in two boys to train in carving and carpentry.

“I’ll do it,” Georgianna declared. “I’ll take a trainee so that you can train.”

Jacob’s shy nature seemed to vanish for a second as he stared at her, open mouthed, his eyes wide in surprise.

“You’d do that?” he asked.

Georgianna smiled and nodded.

“Of course I would,” she answered.

“What are you doing?”

Georgianna turned in surprise as Keiran climbed into the car. Smiling brightly, Georgianna got to her feet and moved over to him.

Keiran looked down at Wrench in concern for a few moments until he realised Georgianna was next to him. Turning his head, he pressed a soft, slightly absent kiss against her lips, quickly turning back to Wrench.

“What happened to him?”

“Hit with a copaq,” Georgianna explained, reaching up and touching her fingers to Keiran’s arm.

“He okay?”

“He’s going to be fine. Turns out, we’ve got a pretty great herber here.”

Keiran threw a glance over to Jacob, who, at the appearance of someone new, had retreated into himself again, keeping his attention on the bowl in his lap. Georgianna gave Keiran’s arm another squeeze.

“You alright?” she asked. “What you doing here so late?”

Keiran frowned distractedly, his tongue swiping out to wet his bottom lip. Georgianna wondered why he was even awake at this time. She knew he hadn’t been on duty, they’d discussed it the night before, so why wasn’t he asleep?

“I had to go meet a friend,” he answered. “Heard about Wrench as I was coming back into the tunnels.”

“Bit of a late meeting,” Georgianna said with a snort.

Keiran’s gaze flickered over to Wrench and he remained silent for a moment, as if he didn’t want to comment on why he had been out so late. Georgianna frowned and quickly looked away. She was pretty sure she knew who he’d been meeting. Well, not who, but at least what kind of meeting it had been… most likely one that didn’t involve a lot of words. If that was the case, it wasn’t really surprising he was coming back so late. Georgianna moved over to Wrench and placed the back of her hand against his forehead. His temperature had come down drastically since they’d put the paste on and given him the water. Jacob really did know his stuff.

“He’ll be fine,” she reiterated. “Jacob gave us a new method which is working far better than our usual.”

Keiran nodded.

“That’s good!” he answered. “You know how he got shot in the first place?”

“Cornered on a scout.”

Georgianna, Keiran, and Jacob all looked at Wrench in surprise as he groaned the words, his eyes fluttering open. He reached up, rubbing his hand delicately over his face, and his lips curved into a smile.

“Hey,” Georgianna muttered, brushing her hand over Wrench’s forehead again. “How’re you feeling there, hero?”

“Like I was trampled by a horse,” Wrench answered. “But better. That kid’s a genius.”

Georgianna glanced over her shoulder at Jacob, smiling at the young man. Back to staring at his knees, Georgianna saw Jacob grin briefly.

“You were on a scout?” Keiran asked.

“Yeah.”

“Why didn’t I know about it?” he asked, frowning as he took a seat on the edge of Wrench’s bed, down by his feet.

“Casey’s orders,” Wrench explained in a gruff voice. “Needed a couple of guys to see what was going on at that new building.”

“The one on the way to the Camps?” Georgianna asked. “What is it?”

“Dunno,” Wrench answered. “I was hit before we had a chance to get a decent look.”

She frowned. What was it that would be so important in an unfinished building that Beck would want people scouting it out? The Adveni erected dozens of buildings every year and hardly any of them were ever scouted. Well, as far as she knew, anyway. Perhaps Beck sent scouts to each of them, but usually there were no problems?

“Well, your temperature has come way down,” Georgianna explained. “You want to try sitting up for me?”

Wrench nodded, but it was a difficult process getting the man upright. In the end, Keiran had to get up off the bed and take hold of Wrench’s hand, placing his other arm behind the man’s shoulder to help him sit up.

“Aww, you two look so cute together,” Georgianna mocked, bringing another small smile from Jacob in the corner.

Keiran and Wrench glanced at each other before looking at Georgianna, Keiran quickly moving away as Wrench adjusted his position on the bed, leaving room at the end for Keiran to take a seat again.

“Fuck off, George,” Keiran scoffed under his breath, leaning back against the wall.

“No, it’s adorable that you worry,” she assured him.

“Only ‘cause Casey’ll have his ass if I keel over,” Wrench chuckled, quickly regretting it and holding his hand to his injury.

Georgianna rolled her eyes as she took a seat, perched on the edge of the bed next to Wrench’s legs. She took a rough count of his pulse. He already looked so much better. The sweat was gone and his breathing much more even. The hyliha was definitely working better than anything Georgianna could have done.

“Hey,” Keiran piped up from behind her. “What happened down the dwellings? I haven’t seen you.”

Wrench gave Georgianna a curious look, and Georgianna knew immediately that despite the fact Keiran and Wrench were friends, not to mention Keiran being Wrench’s superior, Keiran had not told his friend about Georgianna being tangled up in a drysta escape attempt.

Georgianna waited a few more seconds, keeping a track of how many thumps of blood she felt passing beneath the skin before she finally released Wrench and noted down the number on the papers Jaid had set up.

“We saw her,” Georgianna explained. “She’s got a collar on. Taye wasn’t happy.”

“Yeah I bet,” Keiran grumbled.

“Who we talking about?” Wrench asked.

“Pretty thing. Carae that used to sell down Rion,” Keiran answered. “What’s her name?”

“Nyah,” Georgianna offered.

“Oh yeah, I remember her.”

“She was sold, her boyfriend wants to get her out.”

“And she’s got a collar?” Wrench asked, sucking in a breath. “Tough break.”

Georgianna frowned and nodded, looking absently down at the notes for a few moments before she glanced back up at Wrench.

“Weren’t you the one who got Lach’s off?” Georgianna asked.

“And mine,” Jacob piped up.

All three looked at him. When he realised they were all watching him, a deep pink blush rose almost immediately into Jacob’s cheeks. He kept his gaze fixed on Georgianna instead of the two men he didn’t know properly.

“Well, he did,” he assured them.

“Yeah, I’ve done a couple,” Wrench confirmed.

Georgianna pushed herself off the bed, chewing on her bottom lip as she began pacing. Since discovering that Nyah had been given a cinystalq, she’d assumed it would be much more difficult to get her away from Maarqyn. The whole point of a cinystalq collar was that it could be tracked to a location. They’d need it off before they even considered bringing her back to Belsa or Carae territory. However, if Wrench could disable it and get it off, maybe it would be easier than they thought. Wrench was a good friend of Keiran’s, and the fact that Keiran was his superior would mean convincing him to remove a drysta collar would be much easier.

“How long does it take?” Georgianna asked.

Wrench shrugged.

“Depends. It’s difficult and quite precise, so I’d need to see it.”

“But you can do it?”

“Can, yes,” Wrench answered sceptically, narrowing his eyes.

“What does that mean?”

“Will you do it?” Keiran asked, reaching out and slipping his arm around Georgianna’s waist, pulling her a little closer.

Wrench gazed at them, glancing occasionally over to Jacob before he sighed and threw his hand up on the side that hadn’t been hit.

“Well, I guess I owe you now, huh Med?” he answered.

It was only because she was sitting on Keiran’s other side, and his arm was wrapped around her, not because she would have hurt Wrench, that Georgianna didn’t leap into his lap and throw her arms around his neck. Suddenly, getting Nyah out didn’t seem quite as impossible as it had before.

“I take it this means that you’re not done helping your friend,” Keiran suggested.

She shook her head.

“I have to help him.”

He nodded as if he’d expected as much. He knew who she was, that she couldn’t stand to see people needing help and doing nothing about it. It was who she’d been when she met him, and it was still who she was now.

The first time they’d met, she’d helped him even though she wasn’t supposed to be working. The fact that it had been her fault he needed treatment in the first place was neither here nor there. He should claim some of the responsibility there since he’d been the one sneakily trying to grab a feel of her ass and had accidentally grabbed hold of the knife in her belt. Still she felt bad that she’d forgotten to make him aware of the weapon in the first place.

Keiran pushed himself up a little and pressed a kiss gently against her temple, brushing her hair out of the way. Yes, he knew who she was. She helped Wrench, she helped the Belsa, and she would help Taye now that she knew that they might be able to pull it off without all being carted into the compound as criminals.
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Heat still rose in chest-tightening waves, even after the sun had set. Out of the city and away from the towering buildings the Adveni had erected in its centre, there was nothing to shield the ground from the baking rays, leaving it to expel the heat throughout the night once the sun had disappeared over the horizon. Georgianna lay on the ground, her head resting on Keiran’s shin as he cleaned a pistol in his lap. Wrench, still a little sore from his injury, but doing better than anyone would have expected after a copaq wound, was sipping dark berry wine, swirling the liquid around in the bottle every time he lowered it.

They’d decided on a spot outside the city to talk to Taye. While the tunnels would have been acceptable, Wrench had been antsy to get out of Medics’ Way and Georgianna had been cooped up underground most of the day. This wasn’t the type of thing you could discuss in the Oprust district, not knowing who would turn you over to the Adveni for a few coins. So they had left instructions for Taye and headed south out of the city, a good half-hour’s walk towards Keiluck Forest. They had considered going as far as the forest, but even to the wary Belsa it seemed over-cautious to walk two hours out of the city in both directions just for a conversation. Instead, they had chosen to meet under the southern Mykahnol pillar, knowing that most gave the towers as wide a berth as possible whenever they could.

The Mykahnol pillars weren’t actually dangerous. If anything, the towers themselves were a safety measure. However, no Veniche living in Adlai could think of the pillars without thinking of the device that they were installed to control. Aimed at the centre of Adlai, at the centre of every city in fact, the Mykahnol weapon was more destructive than any that the Veniche had ever seen before the Adveni arrived. It was capable of wiping out a city in a single blast and, if the Adveni were to be believed, without the pillars reigning in its power, the force of the blast would continue until it consumed the whole of Os-Veruh. The four pillars, installed equidistantly around Adlai, provided some kind of electrical lasso, or unseen force that held in the blast.

No Veniche person had proof that the destruction would continue without end if the pillars were not in place, but many had seen the pillars contain a Mykahnol blast, Georgianna included.

It had been near the end of the fighting, when most people were giving in to Adveni rule. Many fled south, hoping that they would be able to find their own small corner to live out their days. However, as they neared Nyvalau, the weapon was detonated. Even from two days’ travel away Georgianna had seen the blast, a humungous cloud that rose into the air like a field mushroom, the crackle of electric green lightning flashing in a sphere below it. They’d sheltered for three days, waiting out the aftermath that was sure to come, but when no such force hit them, they continued south only to find that their entire southern lands had been levelled, a great canyon in its place where some began to rebuild their lost Freeze homes.

From the information skittering through the different tribes, the Mykahnol was the last resort of the Adveni. Should they choose to leave Os-Veruh for good, they would detonate every Mykahnol as they left, destroying everything they had ever built on the planet in the fast-growing cities. The pillars weren’t something people talked of often, not wanting to think about what would happen if the Adveni made good on their threats. However, staring up at this one , as it towered ominously, silhouetted against the sky, Georgianna wondered if the force of the blast would continue past their world if the pillars were not in place. Perhaps it was not for Veniche protection and survival that they had been put in place, but for that of the Adveni.

Keiran had picked up some bottles of dark berry wine. Though Georgianna thought it was best they all remained sober while they sorted out a plan, Keiran and Wrench had talked her down because surely liquid was good while out in the heat. She had tried to explain that actually, berry wine made the heat’s effects on the body worse, but before she’d even finished talking, Wrench had one of the bottles open and was drinking large, unhealthy mouthfuls. So, she had instead resorted to staring up at the pillar as they waited for Taye to arrive.

“Took me a long time to find you guys!”

Georgianna lifted her head, spotting Taye walking towards them. His lightweight jacket had been shrugged off and he carried it instead, swinging it from one hand.

“Well, didn’t want to make it too easy by sitting right on the path next to a giant erection,” Keiran answered sarcastically, glancing first at the pillar and then off to his left where the path was trodden into the ground not ten feet from where they had camped out.

Taye threw a glare in Keiran’s direction before coming over and slumping down next to Wrench. Wrench, far more cheerful now he’d drunk a decent amount of berry wine, offered the bottle. Taye looked at it sceptically before he shrugged and took it, glugging down a mouthful as he reached into his pocket and tossed Wrench a small linen pouch.

The other opened it and peering in, let out a laugh.

“Oh, brilliant!” he cheered, lifting the pouch and taking a deep sniff. “Yapoque?”

“Foinah,” Taye corrected, glancing at Keiran. “Your usual, right?”

Georgianna turned her head, glancing up at Keiran as he looked at Taye in surprise. She blushed and quickly looked away. She’d told Taye that Keiran smoked cigarettes made from foinah leaves when he could get it. Of course, they were harder to get than yapoque, but better.

“Uh, yeah,” Keiran answered. “Thanks man.”

Taye shrugged and took another mouthful of the wine, glancing sideways at Wrench. Georgianna didn’t know how well the two knew each other, she was even sure that Taye didn’t know Keiran that well. He knew him enough to know his name and a few other choice pieces of information, gathering from their conversation in the Adveni dwelling quarters, but whether the two had ever actually held a conversation, she didn’t know.

“So, how’re things going?” Taye asked awkwardly.

Leaning forward, he placed the bottle between them as Georgianna pushed herself up off the ground, turning around to face the centre of their little circle. Crossing her legs, she sat comfortably next to Keiran, his arm brushing against hers as he continued cleaning out the pistol. After Wrench’s injury, he’d been unwilling to travel so far without it.

“Wrench was hit by a copaq,” Keiran announced, as if that explained how they were doing.

“Fuck, man, you alright?” Taye asked, glancing to Wrench.

Wrench nodded, a cigarette paper on the ground in front of him as he sprinkled the foinah into it.

“Yeah, thanks to Med here,” he answered. “And that kid, Jake.”

“Jake?”

“Escaped drysta,” Georgianna explained. “Was in a pretty bad state when he was found, but turns out the guy is a herber, knew enough to change the way we treat those things.”

“Ah, well, that’s good then.”

Wrench and Georgianna nodded. For a minute there was silence, no one really knowing what to say. It wasn’t like this was any ordinary meeting. How were any of them supposed just to blurt out a plan to free a drysta?

“So, your girl’s been sold, huh?”

Georgianna looked at Wrench in surprised amusement. Apparently, that was how it was done. Taye looked at the ground between his legs, nodding to nobody in particular.

“I found out he’s military,” Taye answered, glancing to Georgianna. “Maarqyn.”

“They’re all military,” Keiran answered. “Hence their… their… dickishness!”

Georgianna snorted.

“Coming from someone who could be considered to be involved in a Veniche military organisation…” she suggested, leaving her comment hanging in the air between them.

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t brought up saluting and bowing to Casey’s every demand, now was I?” he asked, grinning back at Georgianna.

“Okay, so he’s military,” Wrench interrupted. “Makes sense about the collar then.”

Taye picked up the pouch of foinah leaves and began dealing out portions for three cigarettes into papers, evening them out before he dropped the pouch onto the ground in front of him.

“He’s some kind of commander,” he explained.

“So, we’re gonna need a solid plan with backups,” Keiran agreed.

“What do you suggest?” Georgianna asked.

Out of the four of them, Keiran had the most experience in these sorts of things, closely followed by Wrench. The two had been in the Nerrin together. From what Georgianna knew, both from Keiran and from Liliah, who had taken the opportunity to tell Georgianna about their tribal days, the two men had been hunters, meaning that they had a lot of experience in planning attacks, even if those attacks had been against animals. Once the Adveni arrived, it was only natural that the two joined the Belsa, though Georgianna also knew a lot of hunters who had preferred to keep their heads down and avoid joining the rebel group. More recently, however, a hunter had come to mean something completely different to most people. A hunter was an Adveni whose job it was to track down Veniche who had escaped punishment for a crime. From the Adveni perspective, Keiran and Wrench were no longer hunters, they were very important prey.

“She’s got a collar on, right?” Wrench reconfirmed. “We’re gonna need somewhere to get rid of it. Can’t risk one of those coming into Belsa, not for anything.”

“She’ll be coming to the Carae!” Taye corrected fiercely, looking up from the papers in his lap.

“You want one of those collars in the Carae?” Keiran asked, raising an eyebrow as he looked over at Taye. “Good luck keeping the Adveni off your ass, you do that.”

“Where she’s going isn’t the point,” Georgianna interjected. “Wrench is right. We need somewhere else, somewhere we can remove the collar before she goes underground.”

“Where?” Taye asked.

“Oppression City,” Wrench suggested. “Busy as hell, especially if we get it at the right time. Even the Adveni will have trouble getting through quickly.”

“Alright,” Keiran agreed slowly. “Wrench, can you find a place? I would suggest the Trade, they’re always willing to help, but Oz won’t appreciate an Adveni battalion bearing down on his ass. Get somewhere central enough that it’ll hold the Adveni up.”

“Doesn’t that mean we’ll be held up?” Georgianna asked in concern.

Keiran glanced at her, his tongue flicking out to wet his lips.

“Well, yeah, but we ain’t got a lot of choice.”

Georgianna nodded. She didn’t exactly know a lot about battle tactics. Keiran probably knew best.

Taye leaned forward, offering one of the rolled cigarettes out to Keiran. He accepted it gratefully, holding it up in a toast to Taye before he stuck it between his lips, but he didn’t light it. Almost immediately, he plucked it from his lips and used it to point at Georgianna.

“Oh, and another thing,” he announced. “We’re doing it on a day you’re at the compound.”

“What?” Taye and Georgianna demanded at the same time.

“Why?” Georgianna asked.

“We need her!” Taye exclaimed.

Keiran dug into his pocket, pulling out a lighter, a convenience the Adveni had brought to Os-Veruh with them. Lighting his cigarette, he inhaled before bringing it down from his lips, blowing the smoke up into the dry air.

“You asked that guard about the girl,” he explained, looking at Georgianna squarely. “Minute she goes missing, you’ll be suspected of being involved. We need to make sure they got nothing on you, that you’re somewhere the Adveni can recognise you.”

“But, what if we need her?” Taye asked, holding a cigarette out to Georgianna.

“The first priority is going to be that collar,” Wrench said. “No matter who needs what. The longer that collar stays on, the more likely we’re carted off to Lyndbury to be sold with your girlfriend. I say George meets us later. We get to Oprust, we remove the collar, everything else comes after.”

“Do you think Beck could get some Belsa to help?” Georgianna asked, turning the unlit cigarette over and over in her fingers.

Wrench watched Georgianna as he sucked in a lungful of smoke and let it flow lazily past his lips.

“Jobs like this, the less people the better. More people that know, the more likely someone will talk.”

“A Belsa talk to an Adveni?” Taye asked. “Come on.”

“No, to a friend,” Keiran answered. “Guy talks to his buddy over a drink about how they’re helping break out a pretty little piece of ass from the Adveni. The friend talks to another friend. That guy tells an Adveni for a few coins.”

Georgianna wasn’t sure which Taye looked angrier about, that Keiran had proven his scepticism wrong, or that he had called Nyah a pretty little piece of ass. Even Georgianna felt a stab of annoyance at the latter. She didn’t mind jokes about him seeing other women, she didn’t even mind that it happened. But it didn’t mean he had to talk so openly about it in front of her.

“What if we don’t tell them what it’s for?” she asked. “Just a couple of guys to hang out around the place where Wrench’ll remove the collar? So they can warn you guys if Adveni show up?”

Wrench thought about it for a minute before looking at Keiran.

“She has a point. A few lookouts might be helpful, especially if this collar proves difficult.”

“Alright,” Keiran answered. “We’ll try to get some men to look out.”

Though, for some reason, he didn’t seem too happy about it, quickly taking a swig of the wine.

“George, you got some paper?” Wrench asked suddenly.

He reached out and took the bottle of berry wine from Keiran, drinking down a mouthful as Georgianna tucked the cigarette behind her ear and dug into her bag, pulling out her journal and a pencil. Placing the bottle down between them, Wrench took the journal and opened it on the back page, checking both sides before he began scribbling something down. Georgianna picked up the bottle as she watched him, sipping the wine thoughtfully.

“When can we do this?” Taye asked hopefully.

Keiran glanced at Georgianna expectantly, but she could only shrug.

“This is a list of things I’m gonna need,” Wrench explained, placing the journal down between them. “Once we have those, we can go the next time George is in the compound.”

“And I’ll meet you after,” she added, glancing at Keiran.

As Taye reached out, holding the journal open at the back page to get a good look at the list, Keiran reached out and brushed some of her hair back. Smiling, she leaned in as he placed a soft, simple kiss on her lips.

“And you’ll meet us after.”
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Despite the fact that Taye and Keiran seemed intent on not getting along with each other, they ended up having a pretty good night. Keiran had brought berry wine and a bottle of Adveni-brewed liquor that Georgianna had given him to get them significantly merry, and Taye had enough foinah leaf to last them until the early hours.

In the predawn they made their way, admittedly with some wavering along the path, back into the city, Taye peeling off when they reached the entrance to the Carae. Georgianna knew that really she should go back home. Though, seeing as she needed to speak to Beck, she accepted Keiran’s rather blunt and dirty suggestion that she come to his place instead. Wrench made the usual jokes of course, but in all reality, by the time they got back to Keiran’s shack, Georgianna was so tired that Keiran just slipped an arm around her under the blankets and pulled her close. Georgianna was asleep within moments.

Later that morning, she set about locating Beck. His tunnel car was empty and no one had seen him since they emerged from their own homes. In the end, she stopped by Medics’ Way to find Lacie in the hope that she might know where her adoptive father may have gone. Lacie informed her somewhat distractedly, as she sketched in a notebook, that Beck had been gone before she woke that morning.

The sun’s highest peak had been and gone before Georgianna found Beck, sitting with a group of men, plans lying across a couple of crates in front of them. One of them, an older man Georgianna didn’t recognise, glared suspiciously at her, but Georgianna waved him off.

“I’m not staying,” she explained. “I just, uh, need to speak to the marshall.”

Beck took hold of Georgianna’s elbow, leading her down the tunnel a hundred yards or so before he turned to her. He looked tired, lines that previously appeared and vanished depending on his expression slowly wearing their way into his skin. The circles under his eyes were darker than normal and Georgianna gazed at him in worry for a few moments, even after Beck indicated that she should start talking.

“Georgianna…” he urged, his eyes widening expectantly.

“Oh, right, yeah. I uh, I wanted to ask if there was any chance of getting a few Belsa to stand guard for us.”

Beck looked at her, puzzled as he shifted his stance, crossing his arms over his chest.

“For?”

Shuffling her feet awkwardly, she didn’t know why she felt so nervous asking this of Beck. She’d asked favours of him before and never felt this knot in the pit of her stomach. The only thing she could think of as the cause was that Beck was a friend of her father’s and she already knew that he would not be happy about what his daughter was planning to do.

“A friend’s partner was taken by the Adveni a few months ago. She was sold to a man living in the Adveni quarter and we want to get her out. We need a few men to stand guard in Oprust while we remove her collar to let us know if any Adveni are coming.”

Beck frowned as he looked down at her, pushing his lips into a thin line, his expression thoughtful. For a moment, Georgianna thought she saw a hint of anger in his face and wondered if she should say more, if she should explain that Keiran and Wrench had already agreed to help them. She considered telling him that they had a plan in place, or at least, the beginnings of one, but she quickly decided against it, standing silently as Beck considered what she’d said.

“I’m sorry, George,” he said, letting out a low sigh. “I can’t risk a number of men for the freedom of one girl. If they were discovered to be Belsa, they would face the rope.”

Georgianna sighed and looked down at her boots, but she couldn’t fault Beck on his logic. If they were discovered, the people who stood to lose the most were Wrench and Keiran. They would be executed for Belsa affiliations if it became clear the Belsa were involved. Having a group of men standing guard would make it obvious that this was a Belsa operation. Nyah would be sent back to her owner, Georgianna and Taye to the yard. The Belsa faced a much fiercer penalty.

“I understand,” Georgianna answered sadly.

She immediately felt bad that her tone was not cheerier, that she was possibly making Beck feel guilty about not being able to help. While she’d hoped he would, it would be stupid to have expected it.

“Look, if I can help in some other way…” he suggested.

“No, no, it’s okay,” she interrupted, trying her best to sound more cheerful. “I understand that you need to look after the Belsa. I was only hoping anyway.”

Beck nodded slowly. Suddenly remembering Wrench’s list, Georgianna tugged the book from her bag. She opened it to the last page and turned the book around so that Beck could see.

“Can you get any of the things on this list? Wre… We need them to get the collar off.”

Studying the list, Beck’s brow furrowed. He tapped a finger against his jaw until he pointed to two of the items on the list, one of which, Georgianna had been sure would be the hardest to find.

“I can get the absorber,” he answered. “Managed to get a couple from a raid a while ago. I’ll keep the other bits in mind.”

“That would be great, thank you!”

“When do you need them?”

“Soon as possible,” Georgianna answered shyly.

Beck nodded.

“Alright, stop by my car tomorrow, I should have them for you,” he said. “Now, I’m sorry, Georgianna, but I really need to get back.”

Georgianna nodded gratefully, closing the journal and slipping it into her bag.

“Thank you again, Marshall.”

Beck had already turned and taken a few steps back towards the other men when he waved a hand above his head dismissively.

“Beck!” he called back.

Georgianna laughed as she made her way back down the line.
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She had promised to meet Taye that afternoon in the hopes that they’d be able to find some of the items on Wrench’s list down in the Junkyard. While she had considered ripping out the list and simply giving it to Taye, she was now glad that in their slightly drunk state, she’d completely forgotten.

As she walked, she took the journal from her bag, placing marks next to the items that Beck had said he could find for them. They really were lucky that Beck thought he could get an absorber, as the likelihood of finding one in the Junkyard, or anywhere, was going to be slim.

The small device was Adveni by design and practically impossible to pronounce in Adtvenis, so it had been dubbed “absorber” by the people of Os-Veruh. It was only a small tab, the size of a coin, but when attached to a sheet of metal it absorbed the charge of a copaq weapon, or a less powerful cinystalq collar, rendering the shock administered useless. The Adveni had them attached to their shields when they fought to protect against being hit by their own weapons. Obviously none were offered to the Veniche, so the only way to get one was take down an Adveni in full combat gear. When Taye had asked Wrench, the Belsa explained that it was to do with the charge of an Adveni weapon, neutralising it by sending out an equally powerful counteractive charge.

Wrench had drawn a rough sketch on the back page of Georgianna’s journal of the collar, showing that when the collar was detached, the charge constantly flowing through it, usually administered in small doses to send a jolt of pain through the wearer, escaped and jumped into the nearest compatible substance, the neck of the person it had been fastened around. That amount of charge jumping straight into the body was enough to kill instantly, so the absorber was used to take away at least a portion of the charge. He couldn’t promise that Nyah would be completely unharmed. She might receive a burn from the overflow, but at least it wouldn’t kill her.

It was only as Wrench explained these things, how he would detach the collar and ensure that the charge went into the absorber and not Nyah, that he would need to be very careful to cut the right parts at the right time, that Georgianna fully understood how Wrench had earned his nickname.

Finding Taye in his tent, idly strumming on a guitar that Nyah had scraped money together for months to buy him, Georgianna slumped down onto the thin mattress he used as a bed.

“Beck can’t give us men for a guard,” she explained. “But he got two items off the list, including the absorber.”

Taye looked disappointed about the guard, but he couldn’t exactly be angry when Beck was offering them an absorber to use.

They made their way down to the Junkyard, though this time, instead of leaving Georgianna at the outer fencing, Taye took full responsibility for her with the guard and led her inside through the stacks.

The place was a maze, and an exciting one at that. Every way Georgianna looked there were different things to see. Every few seconds she had to stop herself from squeaking in excitement as she spotted something that she could use, and every thirty seconds or so, had to hold her tongue from asking Taye what the hell something was.

Finally coming to a break in the stacks, Taye turned to her.

“Ok, so what do we still need?”

Georgianna tugged the journal back out of her bag and opened it up. She counted down the list once before she went back to the top, glancing around her as she did.

“Ok, a silver or gold knife, a pair of hide gloves.”

“He doesn’t have gloves?” Taye asked, cocking an eyebrow in amusement.

“Burned out, apparently,” Georgianna explained. “Shows he’s done it enough times, I guess.”

“I guess,” Taye repeated. “What else?”

“Umm,” Georgianna murmured, scanning down the list. “Rubber sheeting.”

Taye nodded, glancing in each direction leading off from the gap in the stacks before he nodded more firmly. Setting off down the gap in front of them, he walked a few metres before stopping, looking at the shelves in front of him. Georgianna had to admit, it was pretty cool that they’d managed to build shelves in here. She could only imagine how it would have been if they hadn’t: piles of objects and supplies, with the thing you wanted down at the bottom. The problem, however, quickly became apparent as Taye looked up, and realised that even he wasn’t tall enough to reach the top shelf.

“Here,” Georgianna suggested, slipping the strap of her bag from her shoulder and dumping it on the floor. “Give me a leg up.”

Taye stepped away from the shelves, interlinking his fingers into a cradle, which he bent down to hold at a decent height for Georgianna to put her foot in.

“Ready?”

“Ready.”

“Alright, up!”

Georgianna was pushed into the air. Kicking out, she placed her other foot on one of the mid-level shelves, pressing more weight onto that foot and using Taye to merely keep her steady as she picked up a box and lifted it from the shelf with one hand, peering in. She quickly replaced the box and took the next one, finding that it had the knives they wanted. A little blunter than perhaps would have been useful, Georgianna glanced down at Taye.

“Solid?” she asked.

Taye shook his head, and Georgianna sighed, placing the box back on the shelf and grabbing up the next. The knives in the next box looked much sharper. Thin and small, she had no idea what they were usually used for, but she took one out and placed it on a reachable shelf before putting the box back.

“Ok, I can come down,” she said.

Taye slowly lowered her back to the ground, Georgianna walking her hands down the shelves until she could place a foot on the ground and lift her other from the cradle of Taye’s hands.

“Alright, so that’s the knife,” Georgianna said, picking up the knife from the shelf and collecting her bag from the floor.

Luckily, the gloves and the rubber sheeting were much easier to find, and didn’t involve any more lifting on Taye’s part, as he insisted on making jokes about straining his back from lifting her for that short time. The first time, Georgianna was worried that he was serious, but when he grinned, she smacked him and moved along.

Once out of the Junkyard, Taye noted down what he’d taken, paying with some coins he’d earned from selling down in Rion district. It was tough, the money the guard asked for was easily enough to have cost Taye half a month to scrape together, even without having to feed and clothe himself. Still, Taye barely batted an eyelid and Georgianna realised that it wouldn’t have mattered if it were ten times that amount, he would have figured out a way to pay.

“You should keep those,” Georgianna said, handing over the items. “Seeing as I won’t be there.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Taye said slowly. “And I think I agree with Keiran, surprisingly enough.”

“Surprisingly enough, huh?”

“Well, yeah, alright, he isn’t as bad as I thought,” he admitted. “I really do appreciate him helping.”

“So you’ll stop badgering me about finding someone better?” She raised an eyebrow at him as they made their way down the tunnel.

“Yeah,” he said before smirking. “For a month at least.”

Georgianna laughed, step in step along with Taye.

“Make it three and we have a deal.”

“Deal.”

When they reached the tunnel entrance that led back down to the main line, Georgianna paused, expecting Taye to go back. However, from the way he was looking down the tunnel, Georgianna frowned.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I was just thinking that I should go see Nyah. Try to talk to her.”

Georgianna’s eyes widened and she reached out, taking hold of Taye’s arm.

“Taye, you can’t! What if you’re caught?”

“I’m smarter than that.”

“Yeah, and Nyah was smarter than attacking an Adveni. Things happen!”

Taye didn’t look convinced, which worried her. What if she left him and he went over there on his own? As awful as it was to think, she didn’t actually trust Taye to be able to hold himself back.

“We need to tell her, so she can plan,” he insisted.

“We don’t even have a plan on how we’re getting her out of that house! What’s the point?”

“I have to see her!”

“Taye…”

“Come on, Gianna! You know she’ll need to know what we’re planning.”

Georgianna’s brow furrowed as she dug her hands into her pockets. She glanced towards the exit into the main line. Taye did have a point that Nyah would need to know about it sometime, but she still didn’t like the idea of Taye going over there alone. If he actually managed to speak to Nyah, if he saw her, would he be able to convince her to go back inside until they were ready? Would he even want to, or would he think that running that second might be better? Georgianna took a deep breath.

“Alright, but not now!”

Taye opened his mouth to argue but she placed a hand on his chest.

“No!” she insisted. “Not until we know when it’s going down and how we’re getting her out. Just a few days Taye, I promise!”

Taye finally nodded.

“Okay, but if you’ve not agreed in three days, I’m going.”

She didn’t like that ultimatum, but nodded just the same.

“I’ll see you in less than three days then.”

Taye didn’t wait for any long goodbyes. He turned away from her and walked down the tunnel back towards the Carae. Georgianna watched him until he disappeared into the darkness before she sighed and started down the thin tunnel towards the main line, for the first time in what felt like weeks, towards home.
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As it turned out, by the time it was finally decided that they would go out to the Adveni quarters with the hopes of seeing Nyah, Keiran had decided to come along as well. Because Georgianna would be at the compound when they went to get Nyah, Taye would need someone with him as a lookout. Wrench, it had been agreed, would be waiting in the Oprust district, keeping watch to check that no Adveni were on the scene and to set up the things he needed to remove the cinystalq collar.

Walking through the Adveni dwelling quarter, Georgianna looked around her every thirty seconds until Keiran snapped at her to calm down and cut it out. They weren’t doing anything now, they were just taking a look, so she didn’t need to look so worried. Georgianna had taken a trip down to Park Street, a centre of Adveni trade, going into one building after another asking if anyone had any deliveries that she could make in exchange for a few coins. Most had kicked her out pretty quickly, but finally a woman agreed that Georgianna could deliver a new tsentyl to an Adveni out in the dwelling quarter. Of course, Georgianna had been forced to give blood and the code to her own tsentyl to ensure safe delivery, but as she was perfectly happy to make the delivery, and had no intention of trying to steal the device, she happily accepted.

The walk was faster than before, no need to count houses or wonder at every junction whether they were taking the correct turning. The Adveni they were meant to deliver the tsentyl to lived right at the edge of the quarter, but instead of dropping it off when they passed, the device was still safely nestled in her bag, ready to use as an excuse if Nyah’s owner should see them.

It was lucky that Nyah had such bright, fair hair, for they saw her from a couple of hundred yards away, sat on the doorstep, a piece of Adveni armour across her lap and a device Georgianna didn’t recognise in her hand. Taye stepped forward to go to her, but Georgianna stepped in front of him.

“I’ll go,” she said firmly, earning herself surprised looks from both men.

“No, Gianna, come on,” Taye begged. “I’ve done everything you’ve asked, I’ve stayed away. Please, just let me talk to her?”

Georgianna shook her head resolutely. She felt bad, keeping Taye away from Nyah. She knew how much he wanted to see her, but she held her ground.

“George, why not just let him go?” Keiran asked.

“I asked about her in the compound. It would make sense for me to be seen. Plus, it’s for the same reason that I’ll not be here when you actually get her out: because they’d know I was involved. If anyone sees Taye talking to her, they’ll know who to look for.”

Georgianna placed her hands on her hips. She had to say she was rather impressed with her reasoning, especially when neither Keiran nor Taye could think of a reason to argue. Agreeing to wait on the turning to the next street, Georgianna walked with the men to the turning before she peeled off, crossing the street and making her way up towards the house.

She moved slowly, making a point to look at the numbers in Adtvenis written next to each door. Even turning back a few times, she finally approached Nyah.

“Excuse me?” she asked, stepping forward.

Nyah jumped and looked up.

“‘Gia…”

Georgianna gave her a quick glare and shook her head.

“Did the Adveni of this house order a tsentyl?” she asked, keeping her gaze fixed obviously on Nyah.

Nyah stared at her in confusion for a moment and finally smiled a little.

“No, he didn’t,” she answered. “But he’s not here right now. It’s just us.”

Georgianna’s expression split into a wide grin, but while she wanted to fling her arms around Nyah and hug her tightly, she restrained herself to simply reaching out and clasping Nyah’s hand.

“How are you, Nyah?”

Nyah put the armour on the step next to her, resting the device on top before getting to her feet. She gave a small smile and shrugged. Georgianna didn’t need more than that. No words would be able to explain how Nyah was coping with her current situation, certainly not “fine” or “okay”.

“And you?”

“I’m doing well,” she answered. Glancing over her shoulder for a moment, she turned back and smiled at Nyah. “Taye is here. He’s down at the next road.”

Georgianna nodded her head back in the direction where Taye and Keiran were waiting. Nyah glanced towards the house before sidestepping, looking down the street. From the longing that slipped into her expression, Georgianna knew that she had spotted Taye.

“How is he?”

“He’s fine. He misses you.”

Nyah gulped, and darted a glance at Georgianna. She got a worried expression and looked at the house again, taking a step back towards the doorway.

“Ny’,” Georgianna urged, making no move to reach the woman, but the desperation clear all the same. “We’re getting you out.”

The panicked look on Nyah’s face at those words was certainly not what she had expected. Her hand came up, touching the collar around her neck.

“No, it’s okay, we know. We saw you before. We have a plan,” Georgianna explained quickly. “We have someone who can remove that. He’s agreed to it already.”

“Really?” Nyah’s gaze fixed past Georgianna and onto Taye. “When?”

“Eight days,” Georgianna answered. “Sun-high.”

Nyah almost looked like she was lost in a daze as she nodded. Something was bothering her, though Georgianna couldn’t be sure whether it was simply the worry that something would go wrong. Glancing over her own shoulder, she spotted Taye and Keiran at the turning. Keiran looked like he was at least trying to appear natural, standing on the street corner. Taye, on the other hand, was staring in longing, shifting his weight continuously, like he might suddenly break into a sprint towards them. Georgianna quickly turned back to Nyah.

“You need to get outside. They can’t come into the house, but they’ll protect you as you run,” she continued. “Can you do that?”

Fixing her gaze onto Georgianna, Nyah nodded.

“I… I can, but Georgianna… Gianna I’m not the only one here.”

Georgianna frowned. She took a deep breath, ready to tell Nyah that no, they couldn’t get a lot of people out. However, when she opened her mouth, the words she was expecting didn’t come out.

“How many?”

“Just one other,” Nyah said. “I can’t leave him. He’s been… he’s been all I’ve had to keep me going.”

Georgianna rubbed her hand over her face roughly. She couldn’t agree to this, not without talking to Taye, Keiran and Wrench. If Nyah was wearing a collar, then she could be fairly certain that this other drysta would be as well. She wasn’t even sure whether Wrench would even be able to remove two collars in the time they had. He would probably need more supplies, maybe even another absorber. Getting one had been lucky enough. She had no idea if Beck would be able to get his hands on another.

“Nyah, I…”

Georgianna swallowed back the lump rising in her throat. Under Nyah’s desperate gaze, she frowned and glanced back at Keiran. He met her gaze, a curious expression on his face as he took a step towards them. Holding up her hand, telling him to wait, she turned back to look at the house. The man was probably inside right now. She searched the windows, almost expecting to see him watching them.

“If we can’t find the supplies, if we can’t get help…”

Nyah grabbed her arm, holding on in a vice-tight grip.

“You have to find a way,” she exclaimed in a pleading breath. “He suffers far more than I do.”

Scuffing her foot against the dry grass, Georgianna bit on her lip, trying to think of a solution. Nyah glanced at the doorway, a panicked look on her face.

“Gianna… he’s a Belsa!”
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“Absorbers are rare, George. Why under the sun would you need two?”

Georgianna stepped further into the car and perched on the edge of the seat next to Beck.

“We went to see Nyah, the girl we’re trying to help,” she explained. “She says that there is another drysta there with her.”

“That’s risky. Those collars aren’t easy to remove and doing two in one go?”

“I know, but, Beck… He’s a Belsa. I can get you his name. The Adveni is a commander called Maarqyn Guinnyr. Nyah says he’s suffering.”

Beck didn’t meet her gaze as he rubbed his hand through his hair, a heavy furrow in his brow. He shifted in his seat and leaned forward onto his knees, staring at the crate in front of him.

“I’m sorry.”

Georgianna blinked and watched him in confusion. He was sorry? She didn’t understand why he would be saying sorry to her, unless it was an abstract apology to the Belsa under Maarqyn’s control.

“I don’t…”

“I can’t help you.”

“You can’t… You’re saying no?” she spluttered.

He glanced up, disappointed but resolute.

“I have to. It’s too high a risk.”

“But he’s one of yours!”

“You don’t know that,” he sighed. “This man could be lying to seem important to your friend. You know that Belsa are not sold.”

Georgianna turned, leaning across the gap between them. She grasped his arm, looking up at him, pleading.

“Beck, please.”

“Geor…”

“Why?” Georgianna cried. “I don’t understand!”

“Because I’m fighting a war, Georgianna!” he snapped. He shook her from his arm, getting to his feet so fast that he kicked the crate away from them and into the opposite wall. “I can’t risk a dozen good men to save one. You think I want to leave him there? I have no choice.”

She was on her feet right after him.

“You do. You could help us!”

A steely glare met her.

“I need to think of the people I have here. Those absorbers are hard to get hold of, and the time it would take to remove two collars would get all of you killed. I will not lose more men than I would save over this.” His glare, if possible, hardened further. “And you will not drag them in against my orders. Are we understood?”

The silence was bitter. She had always trusted that he was doing the right thing. Not any-more. This was not the man who had snuck them from the camp and taken them to see a mother bear with cubs, even though her father had told her that it was too dangerous. This was not the man who’d sat with her parents long into the night around a campfire.

Georgianna stepped back to the door.

“Not doing everything you can to save one of your own,” she muttered, throwing a glare over her shoulder. “Only thinking of the mission?”

She snorted in derision.

“You fight the Adveni, but you know, Beck… You’re just like them.”
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“Shit!”

Georgianna leapt away from the shattered glass as it bounced across the floor. Sitting on the side of the bed, she groaned and flopped backwards.

Keiran grinned as he leaned over, picking up another wheat beer and dangling it over her head. She glanced at him and reluctantly accepted it.

“The drink ain’t gonna calm you down if you keep throwing it around like that,” Wrench said, swigging a mouthful of his own beer.

“I don’t want to calm down.”

“Well, can you throw empty bottles instead?” Keiran asked, patting her on the head. “Some of us might still want to drink those.”

“He won’t help!” she screeched, launching herself back up off the bed. Placing the new bottle down, she crouched in the middle of the small shack and began gathering up the bigger shards of glass.

“We hear you, girl. The marshall’s a bastard.”

The glance Keiran threw in Wrench’s direction at his words was surprised but thoughtful.

“He’s one of our own. We should be helping,” he added.

Georgianna placed the shards of glass on the upturned crate next to the bed. She stared down at the men lounging on the bed, and frowned. Them saying that Beck was being unreasonable was all well and good, but unless they could find a way to convince the marshall to change his mind, they wouldn’t be able to do anything. Even freeing Nyah was looking less likely. Would she be willing to leave without the Belsa held with her?

“Look, Casey not being on side is a setback, but it wasn’t like he was all giddy to help in the first place,” Keiran said dismissively.

“We only have one absorber.”

“So we find another one,” Keiran answered.

“It’ll take longer.”

“Move faster,” Wrench replied.

Georgianna wasn’t sure that they were taking her seriously. How was it that they weren’t more worried? Their plan had just fallen flat. Beck refusing to help had devastated her. She’d been so sure that he would say yes, that he would be keen to save a Belsa, one of his own. She couldn’t go back to Nyah and say that they couldn’t help the unknown man.

Wrench and Keiran had debated the identity of the Belsa, but they’d lost so many, both to the compound and the ground, that names and fates became muddled together.

“Who will I get to help Taye?” she asked finally.

“Are we not good enough anymore?” Keiran asked.

“Beck said I couldn’t drag any Belsa into it.”

Keiran and Wrench exchanged an amused glance.

“Good thing we offered then, isn’t it?”
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The dappled light from the oil lamp flickered across the roof of the tunnel above their heads. The oil was getting low, the bright flames slowly receding towards the wick. Georgianna watched the light play in the darkness, frowning.

“It doesn’t matter who it is, George,” Keiran murmured, brushing some hair away from her face.

“We still have to go back.”

She glanced at him to find a frown on his lips. He rolled further onto his side, shaking his head.

“It’s too dangerous. You’ve been there twice already.”

“But we have to tell them, they have to be ready.”

Keiran cocked his head to the side as he considered it. Turning towards him, Georgianna propped herself up on her elbow, resting her head in her hand. She wasn’t sure whether Keiran was worried about her, or the plan failing, but either way, it felt nice knowing he thought about those things. She’d been spending more and more nights with him recently, and when she wasn’t there, she missed the familiarity of having him next to her. She was quickly finding it harder to sleep when his breath wasn’t there to lull her into her dreams.

“Taye’s too jumpy,” he said slowly. “It was difficult convincing him to stay back last time, he won’t again.”

Georgianna nodded.

“We don’t tell him then.”

Keiran raised an eyebrow, his frown melting into a smile.

“You’d be a good Belsa, all secrets and sneaking around.”

“Maybe I’ve just known you too long. You’re a bad influence.”

He laughed, an infectious chuckle that soon had Georgianna giggling with him. They melted back into the bed, and as fast as the laughter had come, it was gone.

“I could do a delivery again,” Georgianna suggested.

“Too suspicious,” he answered, shaking his head. When Georgianna turned her head to look at him, he was staring at the ceiling with a faraway look. “I’ve got some contacts. Maybe I can find out Guinnyr’s schedule, get a time when he’ll be out.”

“Is it a girl?”

Keiran didn’t answer, but as Georgianna was considering whether or not to push him on the subject, the oil in the lamp finally gave out, and they were plunged into darkness.
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“Did she tell you where he was going?” Georgianna asked.

She didn’t look at him, her gaze fixed on her boots. As it had turned out, she’d been right, Keiran’s contact had been a woman. She cleaned floors in the Headquarters, and according to Keiran, had a keen ear for secrets. Georgianna appreciated the help, even if she hadn’t appreciated standing ten feet away while the woman flirted and asked when she could see Keiran again.

“Had some big-shot meeting.”

“You know who with?”

“Does it matter?”

Georgianna raised an eyebrow as she lifted her head to look at him. It was his turn to avoid her gaze, his lips set in a resolute line. She frowned.

“Who is it?”

He huffed and shoved his hands into his pockets.

“Volsonnar.”

Georgianna forgot to walk. She stood in the middle of the path, staring after him as Keiran took a few more steps before realising she was no longer with him. He turned around, curious, as she gaped.

“The Volsonnar? He’s important enough to have meetings with the leader of the Adveni?”

He hurried back to her, shushing her as her voice cracked. He slipped his hand into hers, entwining their fingers, and tugging her into a steady pace.

“We knew he was a big shot, George. Keep your…”

“Stop there!”

They froze, hand in hand on the path, not even daring to look behind them as a pair of boots approached. Keiran squeezed her hand, and she could feel the beads of sweat dripping down her wrist and between their palms.

The Adveni stepped around them, eyes narrowed and suspicious as his gaze travelled over them both.

“What are you doing out here?” the Adveni asked.

His moss green uniform was plated with dark grey armour that glinted and shone in the sunlight as he moved. Georgianna licked her lips. Agrah.

She wished they’d brought a delivery with them, or they’d told Taye so that he could have brought some product along. As it was, they didn’t have anything. She didn’t even have her medic’s bag, not that it would have made a difference. The Adveni had their own medics, they wouldn’t have called a Veniche.

“Personal call,” Keiran answered as smoothly as if it had been the truth.

The Adveni raised an eyebrow.

“You know people in this district?”

Keiran chuckled, a deep and knowing laugh. His grin spread broadly across his lips, and he nodded. He released Georgianna’s hand and slipped his arm around her waist, pulling her against him.

“Not yet. She was purchased.”

“You’re olcinyty?”

The Adveni gave her all his attention as his gaze slipped down her body. He smiled briefly, but his eyes remained cold and suspicious. Georgianna gulped as she tried not to sneer at Keiran for suggesting that she was a prostitute.

“Yes, Volsonne,” she nodded.

The Agrah didn’t look convinced, he reached behind him, digging into his pocket.

“Come on, wouldn’t you hire this if you got the chance?” Keiran suggested, hugging her a little tighter. “She’s very good.”

“And why are you here?” the Adveni asked, looking at him.

Georgianna beamed suddenly.

“We work as a pair.” She stepped between Keiran and the Adveni guard, reaching back and grasping Keiran’s hips. “Our clients have an… eclectic taste. One they’d rather keep private from the Adveni-run places.”

If the Adveni was shocked, he didn’t show it. In fact, as he looked at Keiran, his smile became almost curious. It took everything Georgianna had to keep herself from letting out her nerves by laughing.

“Can we pass, Volsonne?” she asked.

He looked back at her for a moment before nodding. As Georgianna passed him, she trailed her finger down his arm, putting on a giggle as Keiran took her hand and tugged her along.

“You made me gay?” he hissed as they rounded the corner.

Georgianna sidled up against him.

“Bisexual,” she giggled, kissing his shoulder. “And you started it by saying I was olcinyty.”

Keiran grinned, and dropped the conversation.
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Keiran wiped the sweat from his brow and flicked it from his hand into the dry dirt. They’d been outside the house for over an hour, and hadn’t seen evidence of a single person inside. Knowing that there was an Agrah patrol out, they’d switched locations four times already, including once ducking into a bush to avoid an Adveni rounding the corner.

“I’m just going to have to knock on the door,” Georgianna said, picking a twig from her hair.

“You can’t be serious.”

“We can’t stay here all day just waiting for someone to happen to come out. Plus, Maarqyn will be back soon.”

Keiran reached out to grasp her wrist, but missed as Georgianna hurried across the road towards the house. He swore under his breath and ducked back.

A panel was mounted on the wall next to the door with a dozen buttons, each marked with a different Adveni symbol. She stared at it for a few moments, finger hovering over the buttons. In the end, she banged three times on the door instead.

“Get that!”

Even though it was distant, Georgianna could hear that it was the same man who had called Nyah back from the window on their first visit. Her eyes widened in panic, and when she turned to look back at Keiran, he was shifting his weight from foot to foot, looking like he was ready to run.

She took a step back, ready to run herself, when the door opened.

Nyah’s expression mirrored Georgianna’s panic as she stepped forward, pulling the door behind her, leaving just a crack open.

“Gianna, what are you doing?” she breathed.

“We were told that your owner had a meeting.”

Nyah shook her head.

“Cancelled. He’s furious about it.”

Georgianna grimaced, but shook it off. They had to be quick.

“I had to see you. We’re doing it. Six days.”

Nyah checked through the crack of the open door.

“You can get us both out?”

“Yes,” Georgianna whispered. “You have to be ready to run, Nyah. Both of you. Can you do that?”

She nodded.

“Is Taye…”

Georgianna waved her hands, cutting Nyah off.

“He’s fine, Nyah, look, I have to go. I can’t be caught here.”

A voice echoed down the stairs, and Nyah pushed the door open again.

“Who is it?”

“Sales person, Volsonne,” she called sweetly.

“Get rid of them. Unless it’s the Volsonnar himself, get them the fuck off my land, girl.”

“Yes, Volsonne.”

Nyah glanced to Georgianna with an apologetic frown. Reaching forward, Georgianna squeezed Nyah’s hand.

“Six days, sun-high,” she reminded her in a whisper.

“CARTWRIGHT!”

Nyah almost had the door closed when Georgianna’s hand slammed into the wood, stopping her. They stared at each other as the call echoed around the house. Footsteps followed, and Georgianna stared through the gap, trying desperately to see up the stairs. Without stepping into the house, it was impossible.

Finally gathering her senses, Georgianna mouthed an apology to Nyah before hurrying away from the house, back towards Keiran. He watched her approach, falling into step with her as Georgianna didn’t even pause. He grasped her hand, pulling her into an alcove.

Georgianna’s breath was ragged. She should have known. She’d seen him in the compound, seen him standing in line to the podium in the drysta yard. That had only been a few days before Nyah had been sold.

Keiran manoeuvred her against the wall, letting her splutter and gather her breath.

“Did I hear right?” he asked finally. “Did he say…”

“Cartwright,” Georgianna breathed.

She looked up at Keiran, gulping.

“The Belsa in that house is Landon Cartwright,” she confirmed. “Alec’s little brother.”
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The day after learning the identity of the second drysta in Maarqyn’s house, Georgianna was unable to stop thinking about him, or about the brother who had left him behind. A variety of scenarios had played through her mind, of Maarqyn keeping him locked up, or of Landon being subjected to the most despicable torture while Nyah was forced to listen.

With Crisco closed until later that evening and Jaid watching over Medics’ Way, Georgianna slipped from the tunnels and her thoughts, walking the long path that led out to the camps. She was certain, yet again, that she would receive a strong word or ten from her father. Yet as she walked, she found she could not be concerned about it. It was better to meet his worries with silence than tell him into what she had got herself tangled. Georgianna could already imagine her father’s reaction. She could picture the way his eyes would bulge and the way he would keep an eerie calm as he ordered Halden and Braedon from the room. Once alone he would shout and get angry, only quietening when he had shouted himself out, a deadly calm resolution that was not to be argued with. It was smarter not to tell him.

The heat did little to keep the Veniche from the path, unlike the Adveni who were taking every opportunity to shield themselves from it. Out on the building constructions, Adveni forced to oversee their creations stripped to as little as possible in the hopes of cooling their burning skin in the breeze while the skilled Veniche workers kept themselves covered to avoid the harmful rays.

Out in the camps, trade and chores continued as usual and Georgianna was held up from her destination three times by those hoping that she would trade for medicines. By the time Georgianna reached the Lennox home, she had a supply of beans enough for three stews, and had picked up some hyliha leaves. Their seller had been most impressed with the price she offered for them.

Away from the open door, the house was dark with creeping shadows. It wasn’t until she had called twice that her brother appeared from the kitchen, a hide bag swollen with liquid dangling from his fist.

“Well, if it isn’t the girl I used to call sister,” he mocked, giving Georgianna a stern look that was more and more reminiscent of their father every day.

“I don’t know, brother. I remember you would give me far more colourful names.”

“Yes well, were Da’ here, I’m sure he would think of something colourful for you.”

“He’s not here then?”

“Luckily for you, no.”

Georgianna smiled and slipped past Halden into the kitchen. Dropping her bag into the corner and the beans into the trunk, she turned to her brother, glancing down at the hide in his hand.

“You have a foal?”

Halden didn’t use the hide for anything but foals, though he had not had one to tend for a long time, even considering that it was the wrong time of year for it.

“Yeah, got him a few days ago. Ikal was in no place to take a foal, promised him to me soon as he knew the mare was carrying.”

Georgianna’s eyes widened. Foals fetched a hefty price, and Halden reared the best. It would easily keep them fed down the trail. That was, if they were planning on making it. She had shared her wish with Keiran to go, but it only occurred to her now that she had not asked her family. While the south would be much more manageable than Adlai once the freeze set in, they may already have chosen to stay where work was more readily available.

“Come out,” Halden said, moving to the back door. “He still needs the rest of this.”

She followed him to the back door, taking a seat on the step as she watched Halden urge the bandy-legged foal back to the hide. The gentle sound of the foal suckling lulled them into silence, Halden carefully brushing the foal’s neck while Georgianna picked absently at the grass between her feet.

“What’s the excuse this time?” Halden asked, with the same smirk as Georgianna offered when she chose to mock someone.

“What excuse?”

“The one you’re going to tell Da’ to cover why you’ve not been home.”

Georgianna rolled her eyes, taking a blade of grass between her fingers and carefully pulling it into two.

“No excuse. Work.”

“It is a classic,” he answered. “But you’ve used it far too often to be considered truthful.”

It wouldn’t matter whether she really was in Medics’ Way every day and the Rion every night, she knew her father would assume something different. She had been absent too many times before with too many different excuses. Plus, she figured she could probably have been a little more secretive about her off-work hours. It was just that she had always been close to her father, especially after her mother’s death. She didn’t want to lie to him.

“How about you tell me what you’ve really been up to and I’ll help you find a suitable cover?”

Georgianna glanced up at Halden, her dismissive smile faltering. As much as she hated lying to her father, she hated keeping things from Halden even more. Halden had always been there and had always told her the truth, even when he had told her before their parents that he was in love with Nequiel. She didn’t want to lie to him, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell him that she was risking her neck after what had happened to his partner. Maybe Keiran had been right after all: she should have thought of her family before this all became so messy.

“I wasn’t lying, Hal,” Georgianna insisted slowly. “I’ve had work in the Rion, and Keinah is too big to cover the Way much anymore, so I’m covering her shifts.”

Halden looked suspicious and she knew he was trying to sniff the lies out. However, having not been underground except in the main lines, there was no way for him to know. He frowned, weighing the hide in his hand, giving the foal another distracted pat on the neck.

“Jaid also had a thing,” Georgianna added quickly. “Si got caught out in the heat. Three days. He was pretty bad, so she’s been looking after him.”

Halden’s suspicion faltered as he let the hide hang by his side. He frowned, keeping his gaze on his feet.

“That’s bad. Is he doing okay?”

Georgianna shrugged. Si had improved since his return, but Jaid had been right, he wasn’t the same man who came to check if she wanted dinner. The glimmer in his eyes had faded and the transformation was taking its toll on Jaid too. She was more serious, less likely to share a joke. Her husband had gone, and in some ways, had taken a part of her with it.

“It’ll get better,” Halden said. “Everything else is good though?”

She probably shouldn’t, not before the escape when so much could still go wrong, but Halden had been friends with Alec, the two had grown up together. Landon was a younger brother to Halden almost as much as Alec. She felt it was wrong to keep that news from him.

“Halden… I found out that, uh…”

“Out with it Gianna,” he chastised. “I promise it won’t be nearly as awkward as telling me you’d had sex.”

Georgianna grimaced, but was grateful for the intervention. He was right, there was no reason this should be awkward. She had told Halden far worse things. As he’d rightly pointed out, telling him that she had lost her virginity had been far more daunting a conversation.

“You know how I told you… I said about Nyah?”

Nodding, he gazed at her suspiciously. She looked down at her feet, scuffing her toe into the dry grass.

“I took the note into the compound.”

Halden looked back at her, silent. Georgianna wondered, if like Keiran, he had expected it of her all along.

“She had been sold, so I… I went to the house of the Adveni…”

“Oh, Gianna, what were you…”

“Landon was there.”

He frowned, but didn’t reply, his accusation dead in the air. Well, it was pretty much as she had expected. She had not exactly been a gaggle of words at the news either.

“He’s a drysta.”

“You’re sure it was him? You saw him?”

She shook her head.

“Then Gianna, you can’t be…”

“I heard his name. There is no one else, Halden.”

He didn’t answer her. He rubbed his hand over the foal’s head and down its neck. Georgianna leaned forward, resting her chin on her knees.

“What were you even doing there?”

She watched the foal instead of her brother. She couldn’t bring herself to look him in the eye as she lied.

“I was checking on Nyah, nothing more.”

“Taye made you?”

Halden’s voice was restrained, but she could hear the anger in his tone, the accusation. She shook her head.

“He wasn’t there.”

“Then who, Gianna? Who are you doing this for?”

“For myself, Halden. I want to make sure that she is safe.”

“She’s a drysta! She isn’t safe and you know it, so why go?” he demanded. “If you were caught…”

“I wasn’t.”

“That isn’t the point.”

Halden sighed. With his free hand, he reached up, scratching behind his ear, his gaze settled on something far more distant than his sister or the open doorway. Picking at a blade of grass from between her feet, Georgianna began pulling it into ever thinner strips.

“I don’t want to make you worry,” she said.

“You make me worry every time you step into those tunnels.”

She watched him as he pulled the hide from the foal. He tipped the hide, feeling the weight.

“You know why I do that.”

“Sometimes I wonder.”

“About?”

“Whether if it is more about that man you’re seeing than it is about the work. Wanting to be close to him.”

“What? No, I was there long before I met him.”

“I never said you didn’t begin it with the best intentions,” Halden assured her. “But you could do the same work out here.”

“I know, but…”

“You don’t need to associate with the Belsa, Gianna, you choose to,” he argued. “This new man, Keiran? He is more than a friend, isn’t he?”

Georgianna sat up straight again, stretching her legs out in front of her.

“No,” she answered, regretting it immediately. “I’m not sure.”

She didn’t know where the regret came from. It had lodged itself in her chest and refused to budge. Knowing that Landon was suffering had thrown her emotions into the air. She felt a responsibility to help the boy after she’d been so entangled with his brother. However, with it came guilt telling her that she shouldn’t feel so strongly about helping Landon while she was with Keiran. Had Alec been nothing more than a friend like she had always said he was, like she had always told herself he was, she wouldn’t have felt this way. She’d still not dared tell Keiran about her connection to the other Belsa, which only fuelled the guilt more.

The foal whinnied and skittered slightly on its bandy legs. Halden brought the hide back down, offering it to the young animal. It took it cautiously, gaining in confidence when it once again discovered the sustenance inside.

“You say you’re not sure if he’s a friend, but what if he ended it? Right now, said he couldn’t see you anymore because he’d found someone else.”

A spasm clenched in her stomach, and staring at the grass, Georgianna couldn’t answer him.

“Would you just move on to a new guy, or would you maybe be upset about it because you, oh, I don’t know… like him?”

Georgianna frowned and kept her gaze fixed as far from Halden as she could manage without turning away like a stubborn child. She wasn’t ready to make commitments, but Halden was right in some respects. She would be upset if Keiran suddenly cut all ties. What was worse, as she sat there, trying to think of something to say, she realised that it wasn’t the physical stuff that she would miss the most, it was everything else.

Alec had never been like that. While Liliah had once accused Keiran of using her for his own benefit, Georgianna knew that Alec had been far the worse offender. He had cared about her, she knew that, but her uses to him had outweighed the things he had given her. As she thought about it, even their arguments seemed more about his own loss than her safety. He had lost his wife to the Adveni, and no matter what Georgianna had done, he would never have let go of that.

“I should go,” Georgianna mumbled, getting to her feet.

Halden reached out and took her hand.

“Gianna,” he murmured. “Come on, don’t…”

“No, it’s… I need to look for a herber for Jake. He’s good and he can learn.”

Raising an eyebrow, Halden gazed at her. He shook his head. Georgianna wrapped her arms around him in a brief, tight hug.

“Honestly, we’re fine. I’m fine. I’ll… I’ll think about what you said.”

Think about it, she wouldn’t stop thinking about it.

“Well, come back after you’re done. I’ll keep my mouth shut,” he said, brushing her hair back behind her ear.

She nodded, giving him a small smile before she turned and went back into the house to collect her bag and set out to find someone who would willingly go down into the tunnels to train Jacob.
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“I should go, yep, definitely should go.”

Georgianna leapt up off the bed, the Way notes slipping from her knees and littering the floor. Jumping over them and colliding with one of the metal drawers she’d not completely closed, she yelped, pain shooting through her hip. Pushing the heel of her hand against her throbbing flesh, she reached for Si’s elbow, gently urging him to stay put.

“We talked about this, Si,” she breathed, another gasp as she eased her hand over the curve of her hip. “Jaid wants you to stay with me for a while.”

A damp lock of hair slapped across Si’s nose as he shook his head. Pulling his arm out of her grasp, he took a step away from her towards the open door of the tunnel car. He wrinkled his nose and snorted, dislodging the hair.

“No, no, need to get going,” he insisted. “Counting on me, expecting me.”

He took another step and picked up one of the cantinas from the shelves along the wall, wrapping both hands around it and clutching it to his chest.

“Need to take water… long walk. Jaid… Jaid says long walks need water.”

Georgianna watched him cautiously, sidestepping until she could stand in front of the open door, a barrier to dissuade Si. He’d been much better once the pain of his wounds had subsided, but they’d been right about the damage the prolonged heat had done to his mind. Of the few times she had seen him, Jaid bringing him to the Way when she was on shift, he seemed agitated and confused, but thankfully, not often violent.

“Where do you need to go, Si?” she asked. “Wouldn’t you rather stay with me?”

“Can’t.” He clutched the cantina tighter to his chest. “Need to check on him, need to make sure. My job.”

Shifting her weight from one foot to the other, Georgianna pursed her lips, her eyes narrowing.

“Your job? Is this the job Beck gave you?”

His gaze finally settled, staring at the door as he nodded. His finger drew around the mouth of the cantina, feeling the screw threads on the cap.

“What was the job? Maybe I can help?” she asked hopefully.

He shook his head violently, locks of hair slapping across his face. She stepped back, balancing on the lip of the doorway.

“No help. No one to know,” Si muttered. “My job. Casey trusting me to keep him dead.”

Georgianna lifted her foot to step back, her boot finding nothing but air beneath it as she teetered back in the open doorway. She squealed, catching Si’s attention, and grabbed the edge of the doorway, clinging on as she righted herself back inside the car. Si watched her. His finger paused in its progression around the rim, his brow raised.

“Keep him dead?” She was confused. “Beck is alive, Si.”

“I know that!” he snapped before turning away, trampling the notes on the floor with his dusty boots. He lifted the cantina on his chest, resting his chin against the rim of the mouth. “Marshalls remain marshalls, dreta remain dead.”

“Dreta?”

The breath of a word slipped through her lips. She stared at Si. Her mind raced around Si’s words. Memories fell into place. She blinked, wondering how she had missed something so obvious.

“It was Cartwright,” she whispered. “Your job, it was Cartwright!”

Si spun on his heel. The cantina slipped from his fingers. In an instant he was before her, fingers grasping her wrists.

“You…” he sneered.

Georgianna wrenched her hands back. Yet he tightened his grip, tugging her towards him.

“Si, you’re hurting me!”

“You sold me out!” he snarled, ignoring her pleas.

Georgianna trembled in his grasp. She tugged away from him fruitlessly, shaking her head.

“No. No, Si, I didn’t,” she pleaded. “I heard about Landon the other day. Please, Si, let go.”

His grip on her wrists faltered, a spasm of uncertainty, or confusion, that gave her the chance she needed. Tugging herself free, she overbalanced, landing with a thump on the floor. Her breathing was ragged. Tearing her gaze from Si’s, she glanced around the car, making sure that there was nothing within reach he could use as a weapon. As she looked back at him, she cradled her hand in her lap, rubbing her fingers against the sore skin where she knew bruises would appear.

“Saw Alec?” he asked.

Georgianna shook her head.

“No, not Alec,” she corrected. “Landon, Si. Alec’s little brother. You remember, right?”

Si glared at her, but remained silent.

“There’s another drysta in the house with him. Her name is Nyah.”

“No, no others,” Si rattled. “Only Alec dead.”

Georgianna shifted her legs out from underneath her, moving herself into a more comfortable position. Between them, the papers lay scattered and crumpled on the floor.

“Nyah was bought after you were found,” she said, her panic subsiding as Si slipped back to sit opposite her.

He buried his head into his hands, hunching over his legs, and whined into his skin, rocking his body in a rhythmic bobbing. Tentatively, she reached out and laid her hand on his knee. Si froze, still as stone, but did not push her away.

“You’re confused, Si. It wasn’t Alec you saw, it was Landon.”

Si didn’t move, didn’t even breathe as Georgianna shifted a little closer.

“He was your job? Watching out for him?”

Finally, in a motion so small that she would have missed it had she not been staring at him so intently, Si nodded.

“Be… Beck told you where he was, that he’d been captured, didn’t he?”

“Safer,” Si breathed. “Stay dead, no one looks.”

He lifted his head, peering at her through his splayed fingers.

“No one helps.”

Georgianna let out a timid breath, staring at her fingers against Si’s knee. She had taken a guess, but never actually thought she might be right, that Beck would have known about Landon.

“Do you know his owner?”

“Maarqyn,” Si breathed. “Maarqyn Guinnyr. Mean. Cruel. Vtensu.”

She pulled her hand back from Si’s knee, her thumb coming to her lips where she chewed on the nail. Something wasn’t adding up. Si had been found the day after she’d seen Landon in the compound. Si had been missing for days; there was no way that he would know where Landon Cartwright had gone. Not unless someone knew before the sale that Maarqyn would buy the young drysta.

Were there more? Belsa they believed dead who had been sold in secret? Had Si been checking on all of them, and the damage of the heat had merged them into one singular assignment? Georgianna just knew one thing for certain: Beck had lied to her about more than Landon Cartwright.
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Since her conversation with Si, Georgianna hadn’t been able to get his revelations out of her head. She avoided the Belsa encampment as much as she could. The moment Jaid had returned to take over her shift on the Way, Georgianna had excused herself, heading out into the camps. While her pride still smarted from Halden’s accusations, she figured that facing those feelings had to be better than confronting the Belsa marshall.

She couldn’t understand why Beck would be so keen on keeping these people hidden. She’d been suspicious since he told her that he wouldn’t help in Landon’s escape from Maarqyn. Now she could only wonder how many other Belsa out there had been captured instead of killed, and how many of them Beck had kept secret.

She hadn’t been able to get any more information out of Si, he was too confused and agitated by the time she tried to press him for more information. Georgianna knew that she needed more evidence before she approached one of the other Belsa about her suspicions, she couldn’t accuse Beck without proof. She realised that the only way she could do it was to wait until Landon was free. With Landon free, he would be able to tell the other Belsa what Beck had done: how Beck had left him with an Adveni to be tortured. Just a few more days, then all the lies would be out in the open.

While Halden was home—those few moments between him returning from work and Georgianna disappearing to return to it—questions bubbled silently between them. Halden didn’t dare mention Keiran or Alec, not in front of their father, and Georgianna didn’t want to share her confusion. Instead, they avoided it, and avoided each other.

Unfortunately, avoiding Halden didn’t do anything to wash his words from her head. She didn’t want her brother to see her as a child, only doing things that made her happy. However, the more she thought about it, the more difficult it became to dismiss his opinion as big-brother ramblings. Even Liliah had claimed that she only did things until they stopped feeling good, and while Georgianna wanted to argue, she wasn’t sure that her friend was wrong. She’d tried using the fact that she went into the compound, that she was helping Nyah and Landon, but in the end, those things made her feel good about herself. She was even letting others take the risk by not being the one to actually get Nyah and Landon from the house and remove their collars. She would be in the compound, safe and sound, feeling good about it all.

What was worse though, as helping Nyah and Landon had good repercussions for other people as well, was that she’d not been able to stop thinking about what they had both said about Keiran. She didn’t want to admit it, but she did really like the man, more than she’d originally intended. She’d thought she could handle the no-strings, casual thing that they had going. However, more and more, she realised that she didn’t like knowing that Keiran was seeing other women when she wasn’t around, or wondering if he liked them more than her.

She wasn’t ready for a joining ceremony, that was ridiculous, but maybe someday she would be. Hard as it was to imagine, she was suddenly very scared that when that day came, Keiran would be gone.

As such, Georgianna had done the only thing she could think of that left her some semblance of control. She avoided him. She blamed it on avoiding Beck, she told herself that it was safer this way, but the hope constantly nagged at her that surely, if she didn’t see him, if she didn’t remember how well things worked between them, then it wouldn’t be as difficult to move on.

So far, the plan had fallen flat on its face. Every time she let her mind wander, it went straight back to Keiran. Georgianna knew that she’d have to see him eventually, especially since their plan was set for the next day, but she didn’t want to have to have that conversation with him that ended in “I think it’s best that we don’t see each other anymore”. Before they had that conversation, she could at least pretend that everything was fine.

Medics’ Way had been quiet, too quiet for Georgianna’s liking. She didn’t want to see people injured, but the lack of patients to check on or tend to was giving her far too much time to think, not only about Keiran, but of everything that could go wrong the following day. With each new scenario that came to mind, she came one step closer to backing out completely.

“Hey, George!”

Georgianna turned, her arms filled with bandages she’d been reorganising. Wrench was climbing into the car, a tyllenich rifle hung over his shoulder.

“Hi Wrench, how’s things?”

Wrench dropped himself heavily onto one of the makeshift beds, adjusting the tyllenich by his side.

“Good. Nervous about tomorrow.”

She wasn’t sure whether it was a statement of his nerves or a question about hers so she simply nodded.

“Anyway, I just came to get some more of that paste.”

“The hyliha.” She nodded.

Moving to one of the lined crates, she dumped the bandages into it without bothering to organise them. She picked up the box with the hyliha powder in it, and taking one of the small cloth bags, poured in a generous amount.

“You just need to add a little cold water,” she explained, tying the strings from the bag around it and grabbing the first dressing her hand found.

Wrench nodded, placing the bag and dressing in a jacket pocket. Giving her a grateful wink, he got to his feet.

“We’re all ready for tomorrow.”

“You found another absorber?” Georgianna’s voice filled with excitement and relief. Of the things Beck had refused to help them with, the second absorber had proved the most difficult to find.

Grimacing, Wrench shook his head.

“What are you going to do?”

“The charge might last enough for two collars,” Wrench explained. “They’re designed for copaqs, which give off a stronger charge.”

“It might last?”

Wrench shrugged.

“Can’t promise. Only thing we can do, I guess, is hope for luck.”

Georgianna nodded, but it didn’t ease her fears in the slightest. Wrench moved towards the door, stopping just as he was about to jump out, and glanced back.

“See you when it’s done, George,” he said with a cheerful smile.

Once Wrench had disappeared down the tunnel, Georgianna went back to her counting. However, the task was pointless, as she never got all the way through the box before she became distracted by her thoughts, and lost count. In the end, she gave up and simply organised them by size, which she could do without distraction.

The afternoon was slow going. Jaid was meant to take over at sundown, but Georgianna was considering telling her not to bother. After all, Georgianna would need to be here in the morning because it was easier to get to the compound from the tunnels than the camps. She didn’t have a shift in the Rion district, and didn’t exactly want to go crawling into Keiran’s shack. However, knowing that she needed sleep if she was going to be alert the next morning, Georgianna decided that she would simply sleep at the back of the train car with Jacob.

The young man was practically healed. While he still had his scars and anxiety levels to rival a rabbit being chased by coyotes, he was physically fit enough to leave Medics’ Way. The problem was that he didn’t have anywhere else to go. So, instead of kicking him out, Jaid had agreed to let him stay as long as he needed, on the condition he pulled his weight.

She wasn’t sure what kind of weight that might be: he was still rather skinny and didn’t like touching other people. But as it turned out, he was good at inventory and slowly coming out with more and more information from his training as a herber. Georgianna had yet to find anyone who would take him on. Funnily enough, it wasn’t that she couldn’t match the price they were asking, or that they didn’t want an escaped drysta (she had left that part out for now), but just that they didn’t have the necessary supplies to do a good job. Despite her disappointment, she was impressed with their honesty. Some people would just have made the deal anyway, but the ones she’d asked seemed like nice people.

She hadn’t yet asked Liliah. Georgianna trusted her friend to see that Jacob would be expertly trained, but she hadn’t wanted to put that sort of pressure on her. Liliah would immediately know how Georgianna knew the young man, and once that knowledge was there between them, Liliah would have no say in whether she even wanted a secret like that.

“You avoiding me, George?”

Georgianna jumped. She glanced over and gave Keiran an anxious smile.

“No, just busy, you know.”

He pulled himself up into the train car, an amused smile on his lips. She was sure that he didn’t believe her. Even as busy as Georgianna usually was, she found time to see him. In fact, it was usually when she was busiest that she saw Keiran the most, because his shack was rather conveniently located.

“Yeah, those stocks look riveting.”

Keiran’s tongue darted out to wet his lips. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and reached up to scratch her ear. She’d never thought it would be so difficult to have a conversation with Keiran, and yet here she was, with no idea what to say.

“Just nervous, I guess,” she finally mumbled. “About tomorrow.”

He smiled, shifting the strap of his weapon from his shoulder and placing the device down on the bed. Moving over to her, he took hold of her arms.

“We’ve got everything covered,” he bent a little to look at her properly. “You just need to do your thing at the compound then meet us when it’s all done.”

She nodded, avoiding his gaze. Yet with him this close, she could see his face in her peripheral vision everywhere she looked, which only made trying to evade the awkward conversation worse. At the end of it all, she did want to keep seeing him.

Leaning forward, Keiran placed a gentle kiss against her cheek, squeezing her arms as he stepped back again. Unlike usually, when Georgianna would have leaned into him, this time, she found herself moving away. She couldn’t do this; she couldn’t keep pretending that she was fine with casual when she wasn’t. It was only making things more confusing.

“Are you coming to mine tonight?”

She frowned and chewed on the inside of her cheek.

“I don’t know.” She tried to think of a reasonable way out of it and couldn’t. “It’s not a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know, I just…”

Georgianna looked away. She went and sat on the bed, tracing her fingers carefully along the barrel of the gun he’d put down.

“What’s going on with you? I’ve not seen you for days and now you’re being all weird.”

Weird was hardly the word she’d give to it. She’d maybe been a little more emotional, but seeing as Keiran had his wonderful reputation with women, surely this wasn’t the first time a girl had realised she wasn’t happy keeping their relationship at just sex.

“I dunno, I’ve just been thinking and… and my brother said some things…”

“Your brother, huh?” He nodded in understanding as he took a seat next to her. “So, am I about to get my face beaten in or do I need to provide a grass symbol before the week is out?”

Georgianna glanced at him. So, this definitely wasn’t the first time someone had had an issue with the just-sex arrangement. Only maybe it hadn’t been the girl he’d been sleeping with, but her family that had the problem.

“I think he’s more likely to beat me up than you.”

Keiran whistled.

“Well, that’s a relief!” He mockingly brushed the back of his hand against his forehead. “Dunno what I’d do if I had to go up against a horse rearer.”

Georgianna smacked his arm.

“This isn’t funny!”

Keiran sighed. Moving a little closer to her, he slung his arm carelessly around her shoulder. Georgianna wanted to be angry at him for mocking her brother. Halden was only trying to look out for her. However, she was almost impressed that Keiran remembered what he did.

“Okay, so what did your brother say?”

She scraped her front teeth over her bottom lip as she glanced at him and away. If she was going to tell him and sound like an idiot, she might as well get it over with.

“He accused me of liking you,” she mumbled.

Keiran gave her a look of mortified shock.

“How dare he?” he mocked. Georgianna rolled her eyes. He could at least try to be serious.

“He doesn’t think you and I just having fun is…” she paused, trying to think of the right words. “He thinks I’m kidding myself. He said I was being childish because I thought you and I just having fun would work… that I should stop being with guys for fun, and instead think about the future.”

Keiran looked at her, eyes narrowed, and hummed out his thoughts for a moment.

“So he wants the grass symbol,” he answered.

“No,” Georgianna defended quickly. “He just thinks that I should… I don’t know, it’s ridiculous. But he’s wormed in and… and I don’t know.”

Keiran reached out and hooked his finger underneath Georgianna’s chin, turning her to look at him.

“You’re not happy with things the way they are now?”

When he put it like that, she didn’t know what to say. She loved how things were now between them. Not right this second, because it was awkward and embarrassing, but in the more general sense, yes, she did like what they had. She just wasn’t sure she liked that he also had the same thing with other women.

“No,” she mumbled before her eyes widened in panic. “I mean, yes, I do. I like how things are between you and me, but…”

“But…”

She looked down at her knees.

“I think I want it to be just you and me,” she murmured. “I want to…”

“You want to be together, properly,” he finished.

Finally looking up at him, she shrugged a little. Clasping her hands tightly in her lap, trying to stop herself from fidgeting, she found herself drumming her fingers nervously against the backs of her hands.

“I… maybe.”

Keiran nodded slowly. He stared past her, his tongue darting across his lips again. She held her breath, wondering whether he was about to tell her that this wasn’t what he wanted, that he couldn’t be just with her. Only, when he looked back at her, he smiled and leaned forward, pressing a kiss against her lips.

“Look, we’ve got a whole lot of shit to deal with tomorrow,” he said as he brushed a lock of wavy blonde hair back from her face. “How about, you stay at my place tonight, we free some dreta tomorrow, and then we’ll discuss what this relationship stuff entails?”

Georgianna’s mouth dropped open. Had he just agreed to it? He hadn’t walked out. He hadn’t told her that he wasn’t interested. He wanted to talk about it. Staring at him blankly, she blinked and shook her head.

“Yeah, yeah that sounds good.” She smiled.

“Good,” he answered. “And tell your brother that who you have sex with is not a conversation to have with siblings!”

He leaned forward, planting another soft kiss on her. This time, instead of being worried, instead of leaning away, Georgianna felt her lips smiling against his. She leaned into him until he pulled back.

“I’ll see you in a bit, alright?”

She nodded, not moving from her place on the bed for a few minutes, even after Keiran had left, the sound of his boots against the stones fading through the echoing tunnels. That hadn’t gone nearly as badly as she’d thought it would. Oddly enough, it made her feel a little better about the next day too. She knew where she stood, and by the end of the next day, she would have two of her friends standing there with her, almost free.
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When Georgianna awoke that morning, it was with a knot in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t think she should really be worried, they had everything planned, but knowing that just one thing going wrong could mean the whole plan falling apart, she had tossed and turned through nightmares until Keiran woke her. Each time she apologised and slowly fell back to sleep, only to be revisited by the same horror of seeing Keiran and Wrench up on the execution block in Javeknell Square, of Landon and Nyah being killed as Wrench tried to remove the collars from around their necks, of Taye being dragged off to Lyndbury by Maarqyn and other faceless Adveni.

It was still early when Georgianna gave up trying to sleep, far too early to actually get out of bed, but the knot in her stomach would not let her drift off again. Instead, she lay motionless against Keiran’s body, listening to his breathing and watching the rise and fall of his chest beneath her hand through the shadows.

By the time Keiran finally woke, she had not only suffered her nightmares, but each scenario had played itself through her conscious mind a dozen times. So Keiran’s first act of the day was not to get dressed, but to talk Georgianna through the plan again so that she could see how they would get out of it if something were to go wrong.

Georgianna was set to visit the compound late in the morning, before sun-high. At sun-high, Nyah and Landon would be ready to run. Taye and Keiran had put aside their sniping at each other long enough to figure out the quietest route through the dwelling quarter, which would also lead them closest to Oppression City where Wrench would be waiting.

Once in Oppression City with Wrench, Keiran and Taye would keep a look out while Wrench removed the collars. Only when that was done would they move onto the new location at the southern edge of the district, where they would wait for Georgianna.

Georgianna didn’t particularly like the fact that Nyah and Landon would have to travel so far with the collars still attached, nor did she like that they would be waiting for her in the same district the collars would give off as their last location. However, it was too late to change the plan now.

Taye banged on the wall of the shack not ten minutes before they had to leave. When he entered, it looked like he’d not slept a minute in days, yet he seemed alert and ready to go. Georgianna could only imagine he’d been pacing down in the Carae for hours, waiting until a decent time when he’d be able to come up to meet them.

“You ready?” he asked, looking at Keiran as he began wringing his hands, his heel bouncing against the ground.

Keiran nodded, tugging on his second boot and reaching out, grasped the strap of Georgianna’s bag to hand to her. Keiran had already tucked two small guns into his belt, where they were covered by his dark shirt. Georgianna wished that he was taking the tyllenich with him, but it would be almost impossible to hide and a coat in the mid-heat weather would only raise suspicion.

Georgianna slung her bag over her shoulder, giving Taye a quick, tight hug before turning to Keiran.

“You…”

“No,” he interrupted. “None of that ‘be careful’ crap.”

She gazed at him in surprise. He took her face in his hands, thumbs brushing gentle, rhythmic strokes across her skin.

“I’ll see you later.” he told her, with a self-assured nod.

He tipped her head up, a soft kiss that felt almost innocent as he looked down at her, his forehead against hers.

“Go save some buryd guy’s life.”

Georgianna nodded against him, squeezing his waist in her fingers for a moment. Then she left, not daring to look back.

Every step of the walk sounded like the beating of hooves in the migration, pounding and echoing through the tunnels. She kept her gaze on her feet, trying to clear her mind from what was going to be happening in the city. She needed to appear normal, couldn’t give anything away to the guards. If she showed up acting suspiciously, they’d know for certain that something was going on. The problem was, the harder she tried to think about other things, the more the plan filtered into her mind. As she walked, her only salvation became that the Adveni had no mind-reading technology, at least, not that she knew of.

When the sun finally blinded her as she stepped out of the tunnels, she shielded her face and took a deep breath. This was it. Keiran and Taye would be setting off. Wrench would be in the Oprust district making sure the coast was clear, and that he had everything set up for the cinystalq removal. Nyah and Landon were probably trying to act normally, just as she was, so nobody would suspect what was about to happen.

The compound looked more ominous than ever, a mass of dark stone against the bright backdrop of mid-heat. With every step Georgianna took towards it, her trepidation grew until she had to curl her hands into tight fists just to stop them shaking. She had to stop; she had to think about other things.

Pausing just before the gates, she closed her eyes, focusing on the first thing that came to mind. Oddly, though she’d figured her thoughts would jump to Keiran and their conversations in the thick of the night-time, the only face that came to her was that of her father. She took a deep breath. She had to calm down because her father needed her. Her brother and Braedon needed her to be flawless.

She stepped through the gates, but before she’d gone five steps, Edtroka appeared out of the guard station.

“Med,” he greeted with a formal nod.

“Morning,” Georgianna smiled forcefully. “How’s it going?”

His jaw tightened a little and he shrugged.

“There was a fight last night,” he explained emotionlessly. “We have three injured.”

She nodded, gazing up at Edtroka with narrowed eyes. Maybe he was just in a bad mood because of the fight, not that he’d have to do anything about it. Guards didn’t intervene in fights within the block. They simply let it play out until the Veniche inside either broke it up themselves or one of them ended up dead. It wasn’t like there weren’t a hundred more Veniche to take their place. She grimaced, unable to believe she’d even had the thought.

“Well, I should get in there then,” she agreed.

Following him down the path and through the heavy doors into the compound, she placed her bag on the table and let Edtroka search through it. She submitted to the usual hand check to see if she was carrying anything on her and even gave Edtroka a smile as if hoping to cheer him up. Throughout the whole ritual, Edtroka did not say a word.

“Call when you want letting out,” he finally told her as he pushed the block door open.

Georgianna nodded, she knew the routine, yet he insisted on telling her every time she visited. Stepping into the block, she looked around curiously for the men who had been injured. People were milling about in the free space within the block. Others, as she walked past, remained seated in their cells. All the cell doors were open, as they usually were, but she supposed some people just felt more comfortable in their own small space.

“Hey,” she said to a passing man. “You know where the injured guys are from the fight?”

The man glanced over his shoulder and pointed down the row of cells. Thanking him, she patted his shoulder before moving on. Walking down the length of the block, she found one of the men in a cell, looking like he was in quite a bit of pain.

“Hey, you okay?” Georgianna asked. “It’s uh, it’s Geiy, right?”

Geiy nodded, not opening his eyes until she was stood in front of him. Groaning in relief, he moved a bloody hand from his leg where a shard of metal was sticking out of the flesh.

She tried to keep her face impassive at the sight of the metal protruding from Geiy’s leg. She knew from experience that if she let on how bad the injury was, the patient would only become more scared than they undoubtedly were already.

“Geiy, I’m going to be right back, but I need to check on the others, okay?”

He grimaced and nodded, returning his hand to the wound, holding the skin as close together as he could.

As it turned out, Geiy’s injury was the most urgent so she returned to him quickly. One of the other men had little more than bruises, and the other was going to lose his thumb no matter what she did.

Geiy’s injury was mostly superficial. The metal hadn’t gone nearly as deep as she’d thought and hadn’t hit any important arteries. She cleaned out the wound, stitched it up, and gave him two pills, one to stave off infection and one for the pain. It would be difficult for Geiy to keep the wound as clean as Georgianna would have liked, but the Adveni medication would hopefully hold off infection long enough for it to heal a little.

She went to the unlucky man who would lose his thumb next. It was hanging on by so little skin that Georgianna had no choice but to cut it all the way and sew the wound closed over the stump. He was passed out by the time she’d finished, even though she’d given him a pill for the pain at the beginning. Luckily, he had a friend in the cell with him, who promised to look after him and give him the antibiotic when he awoke.

It was as Georgianna was smearing salve onto the third man’s face, the dark bruises forming under his eye and along his jaw, that she heard the conversation going on in the next cell. For a few minutes, she paid it little heed, but with nothing but the sound of her patient’s breathing to listen to, the words drifted innocently through the cell and into her consciousness.

“That’s what I heard,” a man was saying. “The guards are all riled up about it.”

“Yeah, you heard. From who?” a woman asked. “Who tells you anything, Owain?”

“Jurou. He was by the door while they were talking about it,” Owain replied.

Georgianna gave her patient a smile and a roll of her eyes as she gathered up another two fingers of salve, reaching towards his face.

“What do the Vtensu care about a drysta escape? Just more fuel for the fire,” the woman replied cynically. “Anyone who thinks they can get out is deluded.”

“You don’t get it, Nori,” Owain insisted. “It’s that girl, the blonde they sold not long ago and some other guy. Apparently the owner is some big shot.”

Georgianna’s fingers froze, not two millimetres from the man’s face, her heart giving one resounding thump before it stopped dead. She could hear the huff as all her breath left her body, her legs trembling against the flimsy matt on the bed.

Nyah.

“Well, if it’s true, she’ll be back here by sunset,” Nori answered.

Not two moments later, the woman called Nori passed in front of the cell, not even glancing in to see Georgianna frozen in shock. The Adveni knew. They knew that there was to be an attempt to get Nyah and Landon out. Georgianna swallowed the lump in her throat. She’d forgotten where she was, forgotten what she was doing until the bruised man clicked his fingers in front of her face.

She shook her head quickly, taking a deep breath as she smoothed the salve haphazardly onto the bruises and rubbed the residue off onto the side of her leg.

“You alright there, Med?” he asked.

How could they have known? There had probably been more than one blonde sold from the drysta yard, but it was too much of a coincidence that they would be escaping today. It had to be Nyah. Georgianna nodded, glancing at her patient and attempting a smile. It came out more like a grimace and she quickly grabbed up her bag.

“You’re all done. I’ve got to go!”

She was already half-running through the cell block as she dug the tsentyl from her bag and pressed her finger and thumb to opposite sides of the cube, sending the signal so that a guard would let her out of the block.

It took Edtroka a few minutes to reach the door and unlock it, something that Georgianna didn’t usually notice. Tapping her foot impatiently as she wrung her hands together in front of her body, she was barely able to force the reassuring smile onto her face as the thick metal door opened with a resounding scrape. Perhaps if she hurried, she would be able to get to Keiran and Taye in time. If she ran north from the compound towards the Adveni quarters, not returning to the tunnels, she might be able to catch them before Nyah and Landon left the house. If they couldn’t see their back-up, surely they wouldn’t run.

Submitting to the search was torture, trying to stand still and not look like she was screaming obscenities in her head. She had to get back, she had to warn them. She didn’t know how an Adveni had found out about the escape and she didn’t care: she just needed to make sure that they weren’t caught.

By the time she stepped out of the compound and into the bright sunshine, it was already past sun-high. Not by a lot, but it was definitely too late to call off the escape. They would already be on the move, Nyah and Landon would have already made a run for it. That was, if they hadn’t been caught already, the moment they stepped out of the house.

With the fear that her friends were already on their way to the compound burning through her body, she couldn’t wait until she reached the tunnels before breaking into a run.
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Her sides were in a stitch, the muscles in her legs beginning to burn as Georgianna sprinted through the tunnel back towards the main line. The rumour she’d heard in the compound had set her mind racing. Not that what she had heard between the two prisoners could really be considered a rumour. There was far too much truth to it, too much information already known. It was no hunch the Adveni guards had—they knew about the escape. They knew who was escaping, which could mean they also knew who was involved.

The tunnel travelled underneath the expanse of open ground between the city limits and the compound, and then the eastern side of the city. It ran directly beneath one of the broader streets, where a number of large Adveni buildings had been erected, holding everything from shops to military training facilities. Javeknell Square, where it ended, formed the buffer between the Adveni districts and the Veniche, a place where rebels and criminals were executed for their crimes. The Adveni made a spectacle of it, important men giving speeches about the importance of their laws. Georgianna avoided it as often as possible, as did many other Veniche, but she had seen enough to know that Javeknell Square was not where you ever wanted to end up.

With her thoughts passing to and fro within her head, Georgianna considered checking the square for any news, but she quickly dismissed the idea. Prisoners were always taken to the compound before being executed, the Adveni taking their time in asking questions and getting all the information they could before they killed someone. Belsa, especially, were kept for days or weeks at a time before being taken to the square. If they were lucky, or if they cooperated, they were given the rope, a quick death. If they held out, however, or if they were especially important, like Beck would be, they were collared.

Georgianna knew that it involved a cinystalq collar, but she’d been told that it was stronger, worse, specifically designed to make a death as long and as painful as possible. Georgianna had never seen anyone collared, but she had heard enough to know that its barbaric brutality was something she did not want to witness.

Once she hit the main tunnel and was heading north, she had to stop running. The number of people walking along the line made it impossible to run unhindered. Georgianna walked as briskly as she could, weaving in and out amongst the people, dodging into any small gap she could find to overtake those who were happy to meander at a leisurely pace.

She glanced over her shoulder continuously, chewing on her lip and the inside of her cheek as she scanned for Adveni around her. Agrah soldiers walked the lines regularly looking for those who would try to pick pockets or ambush people using the tunnels, or simply to get from one place to another, and Georgianna couldn’t risk running into one of them now, not when she could barely keep her breath on an even keel.

The first tunnel heading west was quieter than the main line, and Georgianna broke into a run. She dodged around people as she ran, occasionally bumping shoulders and tripping over her own feet. Furious calls pursued her.

The sun was blinding after the tunnels’ darkness, despite the tall, oppressive buildings. Once she stood outside one of the western tunnel entrances, sometimes known as the Camps Line, it took Georgianna a moment to gather her bearings before she set off down the street, still having to avoid the crush of bodies as she went.

What if they were already caught? What if she was running into a trap? She knew that she shouldn’t be thinking the worst, but she couldn’t stop herself asking the questions over and over, not when people she cared about were involved. Nyah and Taye would be hauled to the compound. Keiran and Wrench strung up next to Landon as a warning to those who would attempt the same.

The building Keiran and Wrench had decided on for removing the collars was further north in the district, closer to the Adveni dwelling quarters so that they could reach it quickly and get the Adveni off their tail. However, Georgianna took a sharp turn east, running along the street that ran parallel to one of the tracks leading out towards the camps. It was still early, but maybe they’d made faster work of the tracking cinystalq collars. Perhaps she was overreacting, everything had gone according to the plan and though the Adveni knew of the escape attempt, they had acted too late to catch anybody.

All along the street, Veniche were returning to work after being given a short time to get something for their lunch. Georgianna darted between them, slipping through large crowds in the hopes that the sheer number of people going about their daily business would stop anybody giving her a second look.

The building she wanted was old and rundown, the Adveni not paying enough attention to the disused buildings in the Oprust district to attempt fixing them up. Georgianna slipped down the gap between the building and its neighbour. She brought her hand down to her hip, moving her bag further behind her.

Coming to the thick wooden door in the middle of the side wall, Georgianna finally paused. With her hand on the handle, she took a few deep breaths, steadying her nerves. If Adveni were inside, if they knew enough of their plan to know whoever turned up here could be involved, she had to look like this were simply a mistake.

Georgianna took another breath, holding it behind pursed lips as she turned the handle, pushing the door carefully open. Dust from the uneven wooden floors billowed and swirled at the burst of new air, catching in her nose and making her sneeze. Then she stepped into the shadows.
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Georgianna stepped into the bare room, pushing the door closed behind her and locking out the shards of light that had thrown themselves across the floor. The glass pane in the door was so thick with dust and grime that only sparse drops of reflected sunshine sprinkled across the wooden slats.

Her heart was racing, thumping so fiercely in her chest that she could feel the pain of it below her breast, her breath coming in quick, shallow pants that she couldn’t control. The building stood far enough away from the main street so that the bustle of activity in the district was dulled to a deafening silence. Only the sound of her breath and her heart hammered through the void.

She glanced behind her towards the door before she looked around the room again. From the looks of it, nobody had been here in months. She knew Keiran had been here before, he had to have been to have told her where to go, but the layer of dust on the floor looked as undisturbed as fresh freeze snow.

She called in the quietest whisper:

“Hello?”

Slow, nervous steps led her across the bare room, further into the small, dark building. Everything was silent, nothing disturbed, and she could only hope that it meant the Adveni had at least not known about this meeting place. She was just about to turn around and head back towards the door when next to the wall, in the shadows, a movement caught her eye. It shifted, bright eyes gleaming at her through the dark, and after a moment of staring at her with a suspicious gaze, a body materialised as if out of the brickwork.

She jumped almost a foot into the air, covering her mouth with both hands as a scream threatened to spill from her lips.

“George?”

Georgianna took a step backward, then another as the man remained in shadows, a dark silhouette framed by brick. The voice was so familiar, yet impossible. She’d not spoken to Landon in a long time, but he was almost a decade younger than the man she had heard. There was no way they could sound exactly the same.

Another step and she would be at the door. She reached out, grasping through the gloom for the handle. They could see her, but they remained hidden in shadows. It was a trick, it had to be. Her fingertips hit the handle and she grabbed it, wrenching the door open. She turned away, foot already outside before he stepped towards her.

“Georgie, wait!”

“Don’t call me Georgie.”

The words came before she had to think about them, ingrained into her through years of mockery. He refused to stop using the name, even though he knew how much she hated it. Sometimes she’d wondered if he only did it to annoy her. Other times, she didn’t even have to wonder.

She didn’t dare move. She couldn’t even look at him. The lump in her throat exploded in a desperate breath of air. She wanted to scream, to run away or crumple into a ball, because there was no way in this world or the next that the man stepping towards her, staring right at her, could be Alec Cartwright.

“Lec?”

“Hi George.”

His hand settled on her, his thumb making a small, gentle circle against her shoulder blade. Her entire body trembled as a sob fought to break free, and she finally turned her head.

He was older. Seams of worry and work that had never been there before lined his face. His hair was longer, dishevelled and uneven. Either his clothes were too big, or he’d lost weight. Both his sleeves were rolled up past the elbows and across his tanned skin she could see the numerous marks of abuse in different stages of healing, many more than she had ever seen on one person, including Jacob Stone.

Still, his eyes were the same beautiful, bright, heat-sky blue they always had been. His lips curved in the same lopsided smile.

Georgianna took a hurried step backward, breaking the contact between them. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. They had never found his body, but after months of looking for him, months of asking questions of the right people, the Belsa had pronounced him dead. There was no way someone could vanish so completely.

“Alec,” Georgianna breathed, her hand still pressed to her lips, fingers trembling against her skin. “You’re… You were…”

“George…” he urged.

Georgianna took another hurried step back away from the ghost of the man before her.

“You were dead!”

It came out in a hailstorm of confusion and emotion. Alec frowned, and Georgianna wanted to hit him for not being surprised by the news that everyone believed him dead, or at least not showing it if he was. How could he not have found anyone to tell them? How could he not have let them know? In two years, nobody had known he was alive. Georgianna wanted to scream at him that the Belsa had held a fucking funeral.

“I’m not.”

Georgianna wanted to punch him even more.

“I… I thought it was Landon. I heard Cartwright, I assumed…”

Alec stared down at her, a tightening in his lip, but he didn’t say anything.

“Ho… How did you even get there?”

“It was fast, George,” he explained, stopping a few feet from her. “One minute, I’m on a scout, the next…”

“Ashoke?”

“Dead,” Alec answered immediately. “And yes, he is, I saw it.”

“You were never in the compound! I know. I looked for you! So how?”

“I was sold privately. I was in the compound for all of an hour before I was marched out again, this collar already around my neck. Ash’ killed our owner’s brother. This was… payback.”

He stepped forward again, but this time, she did not back away. He reached out, his fingers drifting down her arm in a cautious comfort. Georgianna let out a sob, and stepping forward, in a way she had not done in almost two and a half years, flung herself at him. She dropped her bag and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, every breath leaving her chest with a moaning sob of relief.

“Suns, Lec,” she gasped into his shoulder. “I… I…”

Alec’s arm wrapped tightly around her waist, holding her body up against his. Her toes only just reached the floor as she buried her face into the crook of his shoulder. His other hand came up, fingers lost in her hair as he held the back of her neck protectively.

“It’s okay. George, it’s alright,” he murmured.

Georgianna pulled back and looked up at him, her eyes wet with tears. He was worried, that much was obvious, but he was smiling. Shaking her head, Georgianna let out a low laugh. She brushed the heel of her hand across her eyes, forcing herself to calm down. As the tears were brushed away from her lashes, she caught sight of his neck. There were scars that wove like spiderwebs across his skin, but no cinystalq collar.

“I thought… I was…”

Her gaze swept across his exposed skin, looking for fresh marks. There was a tan line where the collar had blocked the sun from reaching his skin, there were older scars, but nothing that could have been less than a few days old. However Wrench did it, he was good at removing a cinystalq collar without any damage to the wearer.

“You panicked!” he answered knowingly.

Georgianna nodded.

“You knew I was involved?”

“Nyah,” he nodded. “By the time she told me, it was too late to stop you.”

Finally glancing away from him, Georgianna’s smile fell, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. Why had nobody else come out? Alec had confirmed that it was her, so why were they all still hiding? She turned herself full circle, peering at every corner in the hopes of seeing another of her friends hiding in the shadows. All too quickly, her gaze landed back on Alec, the only one with her in the small, dark building.

“Where are the others?” she asked, looking at Alec curiously.

Alec narrowed his eyes a little, his nostrils flaring as he looked down at her. It was almost as if he was surprised that she’d asked where the others were, like he hadn’t known that they were supposed to be here.

“Keiran and I left to check that the path was clear while Wrench moved on to Nyah’s collar,” he answered slowly. “He told me to come here and check that there were no Adveni about.”

All the relief Georgianna had felt at the sight of Alec was slowly slipping away. The warmth of excitement dripping from her body through her fingers and toes, leaving her body cold. While Alec was safe, the others weren’t. While they stood here hugging, the others could be in the middle of being dragged off to the compound.

Georgianna pulled away, wrapping her arms around her stomach as she rushed forward through the small building to look out of the grimy window. Not even bothering to cover her hand with her sleeve, Georgianna smeared her hand through the dirt, clearing off a small space to peer through into the alley. Apart from the distant activity on the main street, it was deserted.

“George, what’s going on?” he asked. “I thought this was the plan?”

“No,” Georgianna muttered, not turning back from the window. “No, I was meant to meet all of you here.”

Sighing, Georgianna closed her eyes, taking a breath before she turned back to Alec. He stared back at her, his eyes narrowed and his lips pressed into a thin line. Creases lined themselves between his brow as he stood resolutely still. Georgianna stepped away from the window, leaving a small beam of light shining through the patch she had cleaned away.

“The Adveni know about the escape,” she brushed the dirt from her hands. “I heard people talking at the compound. They knew too much to be guesses.”

Even through the darkness, Georgianna could see Alec’s eyes widen. Before Georgianna could even move, Alec had turned and was heading for the door. Georgianna leapt across the space towards him, reaching the door as his hand settled on the handle.

“Alec…”

“No, George, we have to go back!” he said sternly. “We…”

“And get yourself thrown back into Lyndbury?” she demanded, a vicious force to her voice that she hadn’t meant to be there. “If I’m right, every Adveni in Adlai could know who you are, ‘Lec!”

He glared down at her, and for a moment she could only think of the last time they’d spoken before his capture. They’d been angry at each other back then too, saying things they didn’t mean, or maybe did mean, but hadn’t intended to sound as bad as they had in the heat of the moment.

She watched as he took a slow breath.

“We have to go back for them,” he repeated. “Nyah has information.”

“We’ll get them, but we have to…”

He released the handle, grabbing Georgianna’s shoulders and turning her to face him. This was the part where he’d order her down, just like he’d done before, where he’d called her stupid and immature. She knew that face, she’d seen it too many times. Not just on Alec, but on her brother too.

“You don’t get it!” he said slowly. “Nyah has information I need. Maarqyn helped build the pillars, George. I’ve spent two years getting that information and Nyah has some of it!”

Georgianna’s mouth fell open, her eyes widening in surprise. With those words, she knew why Alec had never fought to be freed, why Beck had kept the secret that he was alive. Alec was gathering information for them, he had chosen this.

“George, we can destroy them!”

“You can’t!” Georgianna cried quickly. “They stop it… Without them…”

“Without them, the Adveni wouldn’t dare set off the Mykahnol. It’s their last defence! Even they can’t stop it if the pillars aren’t there.”

Georgianna didn’t know what to say. If Alec was right then destroying the pillars could make the Adveni too scared to even consider going through with their threat. They could build more, she assumed, but it would take time, time the Veniche could use to fight back.

“Information or not, Alec, you have that information too, you can’t be…”

Georgianna stopped, her jaw falling as she looked away from Alec, a thought that wouldn’t go away finally slotting into place.

“Si knew,” she said.

Alec looked quickly away from her, his mouth opening and closing but no words coming forth as he took a slow step back. Georgianna remembered that look, the way he would avoid eye contact when there was something he couldn’t say. Before his capture it had been things about his wife, details that he didn’t feel right sharing with someone he was sleeping with, like he was betraying her. Now, however, Georgianna glared back at him, knowing that he couldn’t tell her because someone had told him not to.

“Si knew about the pillars, didn’t he?” Georgianna demanded. “He was meeting with you, he kept talking about ‘taking them down’.”

Alec frowned, shaking his head quickly as if it didn’t matter. Right now, she supposed, it didn’t, but Georgianna still glared back at him, waiting for an answer. It all fit inside her head, it all made sense. Si hadn’t been able to tell Jaid where he was going because nobody knew that Alec was alive. Beck had wanted to know what Si had found out because it was information about the pillars and their destruction. Everything was fitting into place.

“I was meeting with Si,” Alec murmured finally. “Passing him the information I gathered from Maarqyn. The last time we met, Maarqyn had others in the house, they heard us. They chased him and I… I have no idea what happened.”

“Si was left out in the sun for three days,” Georgianna answered. “Jaid got him back to the tunnels, but he’s not the same.”

Alec groaned under his breath and reached up, rubbing his hand across the back of his neck. Georgianna gritted her teeth.

“So all this for some information?” she asked. “People knew you weren’t dead and they… your brother?”

“He doesn’t know.”

“He was captured!”

Alec had been a master at hiding his emotions, even when they were children, but nothing could hide the pain in his face now. His lips parted, as if he was about to speak, but there was nothing.

Stepping back, Georgianna looked down at her boots and the imprints they had made in the dust. Shaking her head, she wrapped her arms protectively around her stomach. Alec stared past her.

“And Beck said he wouldn’t help.”

“George, he has been helping!” he argued. “He sent Si to meet with me.”

“No,” she corrected. “He wouldn’t help us get you out. I asked him. It was before I knew about you, but I said Maarqyn’s name. So he knew there was a Belsa in that house. He said no.”

“He couldn’t, not if we wanted this information.”

Glancing up, Georgianna shook her head. This was ridiculous. They needed to make sure that the others were safe, not stand around discussing the lies of the Belsa commander.

“I’ll go!” she finally nodded.

Alec placed his hands on her shoulders.

“No! We both…”

“I’m less suspicious, Alec!” she argued sharply. “You’re an escaped drysta, not to mention a Belsa. I can go to see if they’re still there.”

Alec didn’t like it, she could see it in his face. Even after all this time, she could see that he was trying to think of a way to argue, to tell her something that she would have to accept. Though Alec should have known already that Georgianna was stubborn enough not to listen to him.

Finally, he released her shoulders and nodded.

“If you’re not back within the hour, I’m coming after you.”

Georgianna gave him a small smile as she returned his nod. She knew Alec would not stay put for long. He was too loyal, too caring. He wouldn’t be able to sit back and do nothing while other people got hurt. They were too similar to each other in the end.

Pressing her hand to Alec’s jaw, Georgianna pushed herself up onto her toes and planted a gentle kiss against his cheek. She would be back soon, she was sure she would. Alec had calmed her nerves, if only a little. The others would be fine. She stepped back, giving him a final smile before pulling open the door and stepping out into the sunshine.
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Stepping out of the alleyway and onto the street, she didn’t even notice it at first, the way her steps quickened the further she went. Through the Oprust markets, her gait lengthened, her stride more purposeful as she weaved through the crowds and made her way between the rows of stalls. Her gaze darted around constantly, cautious and suspicious. Any of the people in the street might be an Adveni. They could look so similar that if they tried, they would fit in perfectly. Dressed in the right clothes, any person in the market could have been posing as Veniche.

There was one thing Georgianna still couldn’t work out, and that was how they had been discovered. She couldn’t think of anyone who had known the details that would betray them. Maybe Taye had told someone, one of his friends down in the Carae who would do anything for a price. Georgianna couldn’t imagine anyone in the Belsa would have sold them out, even if they’d overheard something, but maybe it was possible.

Frowning as she turned the corner onto the correct street, Georgianna’s gaze swept through the crowd, looking for anyone who was watching the surroundings. All down the street the market was at its peak, lines of stalls covered in different wares, their vendors yelling the wares they were offering over the general craze of people wandering from one stall to the next. In amongst them, people with the odd item or two to sell set up in any space they could find, their calls to buy unable to match those of the experienced vendors. Through the crush of the market, it was impossible to spot anything out of the ordinary. Even if there were Adveni lying in wait, Georgianna wasn’t sure that she could have spotted them.

She assumed Keiran had figured she wouldn’t have been listening when he, Taye, and Wrench were making their plans. Georgianna wasn’t involved, so she hadn’t needed to pay attention. She had anyway. So, continuing down the street, she was able to recognise the two-storey building that they’d talked about.

Even as Georgianna approached, she could see the moss green sign with bronzed letters hanging in the window, but nobody ever slowed to take a look inside. The Adveni owner wanted too high a price for its use, and so the building had remained empty since it had been built. It was a perfect choice for what they’d needed. Once inside, nobody would bother them and it stood halfway down the busy market road, making it difficult to approach with a large force.

Now, standing in front of the gilded wooden door, she was glad she had paid attention as she took one last glance around what she could see of the street. Pushing the door open, she slipped inside, closing the door softly behind her and stepping further in.

One of the windows was broken, glass scattered over the floor. It was an inconspicuous place to meet, not to mention that it had a second floor, meaning that they could keep an eye out over the crowd on the street.

She couldn’t hear anything but the bustle on the street outside. Through the broken window, voices and footsteps filtered in like they were right next to her. Georgianna moved through the building towards the back, taking hold of the rail nailed into the wall beside the stairs, and took the first step upward.

The wood creaked beneath her foot, causing Georgianna to pause. What if they thought she were an Adveni and moved out? No, Taye wasn’t stupid. If Keiran and Alec had been sent out to look for Adveni, Taye would have been the one watching from the window. He would have seen her coming. He would know she wasn’t Adveni.

Each step creaked loudly, the dust muffling her footsteps doing nothing to stop the groan of the disused wood under her weight. With every step, Georgianna paused, listening for sounds from upstairs. If there were anyone here, surely she would have heard it by now? Still, she heard nothing. There was nothing for it. She jogged up the rest of the steps, coming around the banister and onto the open second floor.

Nobody.

Taye, Nyah, Keiran and Wrench were all gone, already moved on to their meeting place, she could only hope. If not, they were on their way back to the compound. She couldn’t believe that. If they’d been taken, she could only imagine that the Adveni would have left people to see if anyone else showed up.

Despite finding no one inside, Georgianna could already see that someone had been there. Smears and patches of wooden flooring gleamed in the sunlight through the dust, round marks where knees had rested, imprints of asses where they had sat perfectly still while Wrench had done his work. In a corner of one of the large glass windows, a gap had been rubbed clean to look down on the street below.

As she moved further across the floor, her steps slow and cautious, Georgianna paused as a glint shone out from one of the corners. It was only for a moment, a reflection of something, but with the rest of the room so utterly bare, she crept forward to investigate.

It wasn’t a weapon, she knew that much already. Not only would she have seen the bearer, it was too close to the ground. Stepping closer, Georgianna let out a relieved sigh as she realised what she was looking at.

She crouched, slipping her fingers around the polished, dark metal, and lifted it from the floor. The cinystalq collar was lighter than she’d have thought. They always looked so heavy, so solid, but now, with wires hanging from the broken end, it was almost delicate.

A second collar lay in the corner, its broken and mangled innards hanging out just like the first. They had to have escaped. The Adveni would have taken the two collars if they’d been caught. Nyah was free, just like Alec. She would be joined with Taye, and even if she had to live the rest of her life in hiding, she would be happy.

Georgianna couldn’t quell the smile that had slowly spread across her lips. She would return to Alec, telling him that everything was okay, if the others hadn’t reached him already. They could take the information about the pillars to the Belsa and this would all be over.

She wasn’t sure what it was that had her moving over towards the window, perhaps the chance of seeing one of them moving down the street, having only left moments before. Georgianna stepped closer to the glass, looking through the small patch that had been rubbed clean, probably by Taye or Keiran as they watched the proceedings, or Wrench while he’d been waiting for the others to arrive.

Standing up on her toes to look down at the street, Georgianna swept her gaze over the crowd in the hopes of seeing one of them, but she couldn’t see anyone she recognised, not even the familiar colour of their hair or the shape of their stance.

She was about to turn back. She would drop the collar back into the corner and return downstairs, slipping out onto the street where nobody would pay any attention to her. She would make her way through the people, back to the building where Alec was waiting. She could already picture it. Keiran would have arrived by that point, angry and worried that Georgianna hadn’t been where she was meant to be. Taye and Nyah wouldn’t be able to keep their hands from each other, the promised joining ring already on Nyah’s finger. Wrench would be badgering Alec for more information on the pillars, but Alec wouldn’t be listening, his face glowing in relief that she’d not done something stupid. She could already see it. It was so vivid, so real, that she was already leaving when she heard a cry of pain coming from the street below.

Georgianna spun back to the window. She pressed her hand against the glass as she leaned closer to look. A woman was on the ground up the street. A space grew around her as she huddled over, clutching her neck.

The space, empty of people, continued to spread. People ducked out of the way and pressed themselves against walls. Five bodies dressed in black armour tramped down the street. Georgianna turned to look the other way. Five more armoured men were moving in from the other end of the road. Their weapons were raised. They pushed people out of their way, never breaking their stride. The elite soldiers of the Tsevstakre were unmistakable and people knew to get out of their way. Whoever didn’t move was forced to. The soldiers’ unparalleled efficiency often ended in brutal results.

Georgianna didn’t even think about the fact she still held one of the collars in her hand. She turned and sprinted across the second floor. She was halfway downstairs when she knew she would never be out of the building before they spotted her. The Tsevstakre were the best, hunters of the Adveni. There was no chance of getting past them.

She turned and leaped back up the steps. Flinging herself across the room, she opened the door in the corner leading to the roof. All Adveni buildings had them. Georgianna had never really understood their use, but as she wrenched the door open, her foot on the bottom step, she heard it. Footsteps above her were coming across the roof. Edtroka had been right: Maarqyn was an important man, high enough in the Adveni ranks to order a full assault for the recapture of his escaped dreta. Two or three of the Tsevstakre would probably have done the job. They were trained well enough to make up for two or three Agrah soldiers. From what Georgianna had seen through the window, he had at least ten on the ground with more above her. It was a full scale attack under his orders.

Her breath wouldn’t come. Her throat felt tight, a large lump slowly wedging itself into place as she retreated back into the centre of the room. There was nowhere to go. She was standing in a building with the broken cinystalq collars of two escaped dreta.

She was trapped.
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Flinging the cinystalq collar across the room, Georgianna flung herself around the corner of the banister, jumping down the stairs two at a time. Already, through the window, she could see the path clearing towards the door, the Tsevstakre sweeping people away like columns of dust. She grasped the handle with both hands, wrenching it towards her. It was a risky move, but if there was the smallest chance she could duck into the crowd, she had to take it.

Sunlight hit her, a smack in the face as she stepped out into the street. She took one step, then another. But the moment her hope tricked her into thinking that she’d made it away safely, a large hand clamped down on the back of her neck.

Georgianna squealed, floundering to get a grip on the hand that held her as she was pulled out of the crowd. Before her, people were drawing back with horrified expressions on their faces. They quickly turned their backs, running like rabbits in search of their warrens when the hunters came through the brush. Only when they were far enough away did they turn to take another look, staring open-mouthed.

Shaking her head, trying to wrench herself however she could from the grasp of the man who held her, Georgianna was suddenly set upon by two more Tsevstakre. Grabbing her arms, they held her splayed for the whole market to see.

“Get inside!” a man ordered as he stepped forward. Waving his arm to the Tsevstakre on either side of the building, six men in black moved forward, filing through the door, weapons raised.

The man giving the orders stepped towards them, coming to a stop in front of Georgianna and the men holding her. Georgianna gave another squeal as her head was pulled sharply back to look up at him. He was a giant of a man, the black armour only adding more girth to his already generous bulk. She wished that all that was hidden under the armour was fat and disused muscles, but she knew better. This man was nothing if not deadly: able to kill with a snap of his wrist.

“I know you.” A slick grin slipped over his lips. “You were in the compound. A medic, if I am not mistaken.”

She gritted her teeth. The man on her right gave her arm a painful twist, forcing her to cry out. Unable to turn her head from the grasp on her neck, Georgianna could only glare at the man before her.

“You’re not,” she answered.

“And what would a medic be doing here?”

“I didn’t know the Adveni had claimed the Oprust as their territory,” Georgianna snapped back and was rewarded by another twist of her arm. “I was called.” Grimacing, she pushed her arm the other way, trying to relieve the tension. “I was told there were injured here.”

The man looked at her for a moment, lips curved into an uneven smile. His gaze drifted quite deliberately from her head to her toes before he settled on her face again.

“And you came without any supplies?” he asked in amusement. “You must be incredibly talented, Medic.”

She gritted her teeth, even as the man on her left also decided to try convincing her to answer. She squeezed her eyes tightly closed as she tried not to make a noise that would give away her pain. She hadn’t even thought about the fact she’d left her bag with Alec back at the other building.

“No one,” a voice said from behind her.

The man’s attention turned to the Tsevstakre that had just come down the stairs. Reaching past Georgianna and the others, the Tsevstakre held out two cinystalq collars for the commander to take. He reached out and grasped them with agile fingers, turning each one over in his hands. His smirk faded, his eyes narrowing and his jaw tightening.

“Take her inside,” he ordered darkly.

Tugged backward by the neck, she struggled and tried to hit out, but was held fast by the three men. The effort was fruitless. She was pulled inside, the soldiers working together to move her back until the man holding her neck could step aside and she was pressed to the wall, pinning her in place against the warm brick.

“Where did you find them?” the commander asked.

“Upstairs, Volsonne,” one of the men answered. “There is nothing else.”

The commander frowned and indicated the door. Georgianna glanced to the side and saw four more Tsevstakre coming down the stairs.

“Check every street, every building in this district. I want them found,” he barked. “If you kill them, I’ll shoot you between the eyes.”

Georgianna fixed her gaze on the floor, trying not to let them see the fear that passed through her expression. What if Taye and the others hadn’t reached Alec? What if he was still in that building, just waiting to be found? What if they came back here looking for her? She’d been so sure moments before, but now all her certainty was dripping away.

Approaching footsteps brought her gaze up onto the commander’s black armour. He brushed the two Tsevstakre aside, forcing them to step back yet keeping a grasp on Georgianna’s wrists.

“Tell me, Medic, do you know who I am?” he asked.

Georgianna paused for a moment. There was no point in lying to him, was there? Not about this.

“No,” she answered.

“My name is Maarqyn,” he explained.

Georgianna couldn’t stop it before it was too late, the flicker of recognition that widened her eyes. She quickly gritted her teeth, taking a sharp breath in. She’d never seen him. Perhaps she’d been expecting some middle-aged man, knowing his importance. He looked like a fighter, just like the others.

“Ah, so, you do know who I am,” he said, raising an eyebrow. “Well, let me ask you this then, do you know my two dreta?”

Georgianna narrowed her eyes for a moment and shook her head.

“Oh, now, I don’t think that’s true,” he suggested, stepping forward. “How about I ask that one again? Do you know Nyah? Or perhaps Alec?”

“No,” Georgianna breathed.

“Really?”

“I said no,” she answered.

Maarqyn let out a short laugh and glanced at the man on Georgianna’s left. Taking the cue, he began twisting Georgianna’s arm until she had to lean forward to relieve the pressure, her knee buckling beneath her. For a moment, Maarqyn left her there, one knee bent towards the floor, before she was tugged back up, her shoulders slammed back into the brick.

Georgianna glared at him as he held up the collars towards her. Rays of light and shadows bounced from the smooth, curved surfaces, and as Maarqyn turned them, Georgianna noticed a symbol she’d not seen when looking at them before. Three green lines intersecting near the base curved outward from each other, like the trident her father had used to fish when she was a child.

“These collars belong to my dreta,” Maarqyn hissed. “I want them back, and you will tell me what I want to know.”

“I don’t know where they are!” Georgianna cried back, pushing herself furiously away from the wall only to be whipped back into the brick again.

“We’ll see about that,” Maarqyn answered.

Glancing over his shoulder, Maarqyn frowned, then turned to the two men. He watched them almost absently for a moment before, having finally made some kind of decision, nodded.

“Take her upstairs, we’ll see what she knows!”

Georgianna squeaked in fear, but Maarqyn ignored her as he turned and walked back towards the open doorway. He stopped just inside the door to converse with one of the Tsevstakre on the street. Georgianna was sure that she saw him reach out to take something from the other soldier, but she was tugged roughly towards the stairs, and as she was turned away from them, couldn’t see what it was that Maarqyn had been handed.
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By the time Maarqyn finally came up the stairs, Georgianna’s wrists had been bound before her, and she had been forced to her knees between the two Tsevstakre. Maarqyn tapped a Cinystalq collar repeatedly into his palm as he approached, his eyes narrowed.

Georgianna watched him, trying to keep her fingers from shaking in fear. Was it her imagination, or did that collar look different to the one she’d picked up from the ground? There were no coloured wires spilling from the open ends, no damage at all as far as she could see. Her gaze flickered from the collar up to Maarqyn’s face as he stepped closer, nodding to the men on either side of her. Both men took a step away from her, leaving her on her knees in the centre of the floor. She looked helplessly at each one, but neither acknowledged her, their eyes fixed forward. One, however, had the smallest of smiles on his face.

“Are you sure you would not like to change your story?” Maarqyn asked slowly, tapping the collar harder into his palm.

“My story?” she asked.

“That you were called here as a medic,” Maarqyn replied slowly.

Georgianna paused, and slowly shook her head.

Maarqyn stepped forward and took hold of the two sides of the collar, pulling them deftly apart. Georgianna shifted on her knees, trying to move herself back, but Maarqyn was faster. Georgianna lifted her bound hands towards her neck, shaking her head.

“No, please!” she begged. “Don’t!”

Maarqyn took no heed of her pleas, swatting her hands out of the way, and clamping the collar around her neck in a single movement. A vibration rumbled through her skin, a cold shiver that travelled down her spine and settled in her stomach.

Barely pausing, Maarqyn stood up straight and reached into his pocket, pulling out a tsentyl. He swiped it open, holding it in one palm as he glanced down at Georgianna.

“Where are my dreta?” he asked.

Georgianna, touching the collar tentatively with her fingers, looked up at Maarqyn quickly and shook her head.

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

Maarqyn touched the tsentyl. The shock that travelled through her body seared like lightning collected and released on command, shooting through her body to the tips of her fingers and toes. She screamed, falling forward. Her hands hit the floor. Another shock reverberated through her skin. She slid forward onto her elbows.

“Where are they?” he asked again.

Georgianna gasped and carefully brought her head up.

“I don’t know.”

Another bolt of lightning ripped a cry from her. Maarqyn kept the shocks coming. Two, three, four, he sent one after the other in quick succession. Georgianna balled her hands into fists, gritting her teeth together. Her body shook and trembled against the dusty floor until finally the last echoes of the shock faded into the memory of pain.

“Come on, Medic,” Maarqyn sneered. “We both know you were involved.”

Georgianna carefully pushed herself up until she could look at him. For a moment, she simply stared at him, her breath rattling through her tightly clamped teeth. Maarqyn was smiling, a sick, amused smirk that didn’t reach his eyes. The tsentyl lay open in one hand, his thumb hovering over it, ready to shock her again.

“I came here because I was called,” she breathed.

“And yet you have no tsentyl to prove it, no supplies to treat an injured person?”

His thumb pressed down and Georgianna was back on the floor, writhing and screaming.

“Where are they, Medic?” Maarqyn shouted over her screams. “Tell me where Alec and Nyah are. I will let you go.”

Unlike before, now Maarqyn didn’t remove his thumb from the tsentyl. He kept it pressed to the surface, administering shock after shock to Georgianna’s trembling body. Her throat was raw from screaming. She couldn’t think, couldn’t focus on any thought other than the pain and making it stop. She clutched at the collar, trying to pull it from her neck, but it only sent the shocks through her hands instead, shooting in the opposite direction as well.

“They’re gone!” she screamed finally. “I was looking for them!”

The pain, while not gone completely, dropped instantly. Old tremors still radiated through her skin, but no new assaults came from the collar. Each breath seared in pain down her throat into her lungs as Georgianna lay on her side, staring across the dirty floor.

Maarqyn paced for a moment before he crouched down, taking hold of the collar and yanking her up from the floor.

Georgianna yelped, clutching at his wrist and trying to keep the pressure from her neck. Maarqyn pulled her close, glaring at her and ensuring she could see his thumb hovering over the tsentyl.

“Gone where?” he asked.

It was over, Georgianna knew that. There was no point in denying now, not when she had admitted that she knew about the escape.

“I don’t know,” she breathed.

Maarqyn’s thumb moved to press the charge, his fingers slipping from the collar so that he could shock her again. She shook her head desperately.

“I promise, I don’t know!” she cried. “I was meant to meet them and they weren’t here!”

She couldn’t tell them about the second meeting place, not when Alec was probably still waiting for her.

“Please! Please, I’m telling the truth! I knew about the escape, but I don’t know where they are now!”

Maarqyn stood up straight, brushing the dust from his arms. Georgianna watched him in desperation, her gaze fixed onto his face as he looked down at her in disgust. He finally glanced at the man on her left.

Holding out the tsentyl, he handed it to the Tsevstakre before rubbing his hands together.

“Keep shocking her while I see if the others found any tracks,” he stated as if telling the man to make sure his breakfast didn’t burn. “She’s going to Lyndbury anyway. They won’t care what state they get her in.”

Georgianna’s screams had begun before Maarqyn’s foot hit the first step downstairs.
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Georgianna was no longer sure whether the shakes travelling through her body were from the torture administered from the cinystalq collar, or fear at what was coming. Each press of the tsentyl sent electric agony through her, snapping and licking at every nerve, jolting each limb into spasms. She tried listening for the sound of footsteps on the stairs, but could hear nothing over her own desperate screams.

Each shock, though lasting only seconds, had effects that continued on and on. With each administration, the aftermath took longer to wear off, her hands constantly trembling against the floor. She tried to lift herself between shocks, braced against the floor on her knees and elbows, though even those didn’t hold up fully when the next shock came.

Georgianna didn’t hear anything, but one of the guards must have, because one reached out and nudged the other. The shocks stopped long enough for Georgianna’s cries to fall to a whimpering that allowed her to hear boots on the stairs.

“Volsonne?” one of the guards asked.

Glancing up just enough to see Maarqyn heading towards her, Georgianna received a kick to the stomach from the Tsevstakre Commander, sending her recoiling on her side.

“They’re gone!” he snapped furiously. “Get her downstairs. We need to sweep up here for evidence, see if we can find out who else was involved.”

Maarqyn snatched the tsentyl from one of the guards before stalking away downstairs to the other men he’d brought with him.

Dragged to her feet, Georgianna stumbled down the stairs between the two guards, hitting the wall as she found herself unable to right her steps in time to make the turn. The Tsevstakre behind her reached out, grabbing her arm and flinging her sideways, sending her down the last two steps to the dirty floor.

“Wait with her outside,” Maarqyn ordered, barely looking at them between conversing with one of the other Tsevstakre. “I need to get the others back here.”

Georgianna was pulled to her feet, dragged by her arms. She tripped and stumbled, and was finally flung against a wall outside. Sliding down it, she collapsed over her knees as a length of thick rope was attached to the binding around her wrists. He kept hold of the other end. He stepped away, holding a conversation in Adtvenis with one of the other Tsevstakre positioned outside.

Staring across the street, Georgianna watched the Veniche people staring at her, murmuring to each other. Her gaze swept dejectedly through the crowd, knowing that nobody would help her here. There would be no rebel force to surge forward and fight for her freedom. She was one person, and remembering Beck’s words about Alec, she knew that one person was not worth the risk of many. No one even knew that she’d been caught. She would be in the compound before anybody even considered organising a plan.

Her gaze had passed him by a couple of faces before Georgianna realised that the expression the face held was not one of curiosity, but horrified pain. Her breath caught in her chest. She checked the Tsevstakre, distracted in conversation, before she sought him again. He took a few moments to locate. There were so many faces staring back at her that finding the one she wanted, while her head spun and pounded in pain, took concentration she just didn’t have.

Finally she saw them, Keiran’s blue-grey eyes staring back, his teeth bared as his lips pulled back into an angry snarl. Georgianna shook her head quickly, urging him to run, but he was moving closer. Edging through the crowd, he watched the Adveni as he came closer to the wall she’d been placed against.

Georgianna tracked his movements, glancing at the Adveni guards whenever Keiran slipped behind other onlookers. In a panic as she looked back and couldn’t see him, her breath stopped, and she searched the crowd desperately.

“George.”

She jumped, the voice was so close that she expected him to be standing right next to her. However, when she looked to the side, there was nobody for at least ten feet. Even the faces in the crowd were not Keiran’s. Georgianna let out a quiet moan, resting her head back against the brick. She wanted to see him. Maybe she was hearing things. Maybe she’d never seen him at all; he was just an apparition to calm her desperate mind.

Then, inch by inch, a set of fingers edged around the corner of the building and tapped against the brick. Georgianna turned her head and looked at the two guards, but it seemed neither of them had noticed. With a moan, she pushed herself up straight.

“Keiran?” she breathed. “They knew! In the compound, they knew.”

Behind the wall, Keiran let out a growl. At the edge of the crowd, Georgianna spotted a boy watching him, his eyes narrowed curiously as his gaze flickered between Georgianna and Keiran. She gulped.

“You have to go,” she whispered. “They know there was help, I’ve not… I’ve not said who.”

She paused, her breath rattling through chattering teeth. She didn’t want to say it, she didn’t want to be left alone, but she knew that Keiran couldn’t be caught up in this. He hadn’t really wanted to be involved in the first place. He’d done it for her.

“Keiran, please go.”

Georgianna glanced again towards the guards.

“George, I…”

“My father… Please, Keiran, you have to tell him.”

Glancing around the wall again, Keiran paused a moment longer, his gaze locking with Georgianna’s. His expression was pained, angry, and Georgianna wondered who exactly he was angry at, whether it was the Adveni, or Taye for getting them involved in this in the first place. Perhaps he was angry at her for getting caught. She was certainly angry enough at herself.

“Go,” she urged.

“No, I could get…”

“Keiran!” she breathed.

Keiran ducked back behind the wall far enough that only his hand remained, fingertips pressed so hard against the brick that they turned white. She turned her head and looked forward, taking a glance out of the corner of her eye at the guards. They were both watching Maarqyn as he stepped out of the doorway, giving orders to four men on where to search.

“I’m going to the compound,” Georgianna breathed. “You’d be killed. Go, please.”

She didn’t dare look towards the corner again. She didn’t dare risk that one of the guards might notice.

“We’ll get you back,” the whisper came. “I’ll get you out, I promise.”

Georgianna was tugged sideways along the wall, a quick and vicious snap of the rope binding her. The guards were staring at her. For a moment Georgianna feared that they had heard the last of the conversation. However, their glares remained on her, not one of them looking towards the alleyway Keiran had hidden himself in. She realised that she was the one they wanted.

One of the Tsevstakre came forward, hauling her to her feet with a grumble in Adtvenis.

They turned, dragging her along behind them like an animal being led to slaughter. She chanced a look behind her. Keiran, and the fingers around the edge of the wall, were gone.

Hanging her head, she was glad that the Tsevstakre hadn’t spotted Keiran, that he had managed to get away, but she had never felt so alone and helpless. While Alec and Nyah were free, each corner turning them to safety, she was being dragged to the compound with Maarqyn, the very man they had escaped. Every step leading her to being buryd alive.
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“You know, Med,” Maarqyn taunted as they finally began climbing the steps out of the tunnels. “I am now two dreta short.”

Georgianna glanced at him, narrowing her eyes. He watched her, a crooked curve of his lip growing in amusement.

“Yes,” Georgianna answered.

His grasp tightened painfully around her arm, his step slowing as he tugged her body closer to his. Transferring his grasp into his other hand, Maarqyn’s fingers trailed across the small of her back, sending a shudder of revulsion through her.

“Seeing as you so kindly helped bring about my current situation,” he murmured into her ear. “Maybe you would like to help me rectify it? What do you say, my little bird?”

A coarse and vicious chuckle spilled past his lips, sending a wash of warm breath over Georgianna’s skin. She gritted her teeth, focusing on her feet as they passed over the sun-baked ground.

She didn’t want to think about the fact that Maarqyn might see fit to buy her from the compound. She wanted to believe that she would be staying in the compound, a convicted criminal to be kept locked up, not somebody’s slave, not Maarqyn’s plaything. Though the knowledge quickly resurfaced that Nyah had committed a crime and been sold, the same as Alec, a man who would have been sent to his death. Maarqyn was powerful. It seemed that when he wanted something, he made sure that he got it. How else would he have been able to buy Alec privately before anyone even knew that he’d been captured, or purchase Nyah after an assault on an Adveni. For Maarqyn, most likely, Georgianna’s situation was nothing more than something to be laughed at, Adveni rules to be brushed aside as if it were nothing at all.

The fingers, that had been so tauntingly gentle at the base of her spine, knotted into her hair, giving a swift yank that pulled a surprised cry from her, tugging her head back.

“I asked you a question, Ven!” he hissed. “Would you like to rectify my problem?”

Georgianna gasped through gritted teeth, glancing at him through the corner of her eye.

“No.”

He released her hair by shoving her head forward, making her stumble a step. He kept a tight hold on her arm, preventing her from falling to her knees. When she looked back at him, his expression was livid.

“After I’m through with you, little bird, you will do anything I choose.”

He didn’t speak again and Georgianna made no effort to dissuade him from his decision. There was no point. Maarqyn was decided. Georgianna was to pay for the loss of his two dreta and no matter how hard she argued, it would do no good.

Like the dead, the buryd didn’t get an opinion.
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The cell Georgianna was pushed into was one of three that stood alone from the other blocks. Built next to each other, one wall of bars opened up the cell to light from a thin corridor that Georgianna knew from experience led out towards the yard.

A couple of times when visiting the compound, she had been led to these cells instead of the block. A fight had broken out in the yard, meaning that these cells were the closest place an inmate could be locked and left until she arrived. The cell she’d been put in, the furthest from the yard, had a dull, brown bloodstain on the concrete, a large pool where she remembered she’d been unable to stop the bleeding in time.

There had been next to no discussion or ceremony before she was shoved into the cell, the barred door slamming closed behind her. For a few minutes she had stood against the bars, listening to the conversation between Maarqyn and the Adveni guard. They continued speaking in Adtvenis as they walked away and despite being unable to understand more than a few words of the discussion, she listened until their voices faded down the corridor.

After that, when the only sounds were the distant movements of the block and yard, Georgianna took a seat on the edge of the bed, twisting her wrists within the ropes in the hope of scratching the skin beneath the rough binds. Each time she tried, almost able to get her fingers underneath the rope, it only scratched the skin on the other wrist. She gave up, resting her elbows on her knees and lowering her head into her hands.

Her fingers traced the rounded edge of the cinystalq collar still clamped around her neck. She twisted it, searching for the ridge that indicated the join in the metal. When she was sure she’d twisted it all the way around at least twice, she finally left off. The collar was made to such perfection that the join was indistinguishable from the rest of the device. Next, her thumb swept along the smooth surface, searching out a marking that she had seen on Nyah and Alec’s collars. She couldn’t find it and, unsure whether she felt relief at that fact, she sighed.

She had never seen an inmate of the compound with a collar clamped around their neck. From what Jacob had said, the collars were expensive, and as the inmates wouldn’t be going anywhere, the guards probably saw little point. However, the fact that they’d not removed it already terrified her. What if, like Alec, she would be sold within hours of her capture? Would Maarqyn be able to organise her sale so fast? He had done so with a Belsa. It wouldn’t be surprising if purchasing a medic was well within his grasp.

Closing her eyes, she wanted to picture her father’s face. She wanted to see Keiran or her brother, some image that would give her comfort. Instead, the only face that she could picture was Maarqyn’s, leering over her in the hot sun. She shook her head. She rubbed the heels of her hands into her eyes, but over and over, Maarqyn’s eyes were the ones that glared back at her.

When she finally opened her eyes, a pair of black, heavy boots stood in the corner of her vision. Slowly, she lifted her head, her gaze locking onto the dark expression of the guard, Edtroka.

Georgianna opened her mouth, but she couldn’t think of a single thing to say to him. She didn’t know why she wanted to apologise. He was an Adveni, a guard to the compound that would be her prison until they saw fit to sell her on.

“Edtro…”

“It’s Guard Grystch,” he answered coolly.

Georgianna looked down at her knees.

The door slid open, the metal grinding against the concrete. She flinched, but didn’t move as Edtroka stepped into the cell, closing the door behind him. For a moment he simply stood staring down, but finally he reached into his pocket and pulled out a tsentyl. He swiped it open and Georgianna finally looked up at him.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered.

“Sorry?” he asked, letting out a snort of derision. “Apologies are a little late, Ven, after the crime has been committed.”

“No, I mean…” Georgianna shook her head. “To you. You think badly of me.”

“My opinion of your actions are neither relevant nor warranting apology.”

With the tsentyl lying open on his palm, Edtroka glanced between Georgianna and the device, his expression not softening any.

“You admit that you were a part of the escape by two dreta from their Adveni owner?” he asked.

Georgianna nodded slowly.

“Who were you acting with?”

“No one.”

Edtroka let out an impatient breath, grasping the tsentyl tightly in his hand as his gaze fixed, unwavering on her. Georgianna, unable to stand the way he looked at her, broke the gaze and stared at the wall. Edtroka snorted lightly and lifted the tsentyl.

“The trackers in the cinystalq collars worn by the dreta Alec Cartwright and Nyah Wolfe, owned by Commander Maarqyn Guinnyr, began moving at sun-high,” Edtroka commented slowly. “A time in which you were inside this very compound.”

Chewing on her bottom lip, Georgianna fixed her gaze on a single brick in the wall. She didn’t want to answer him, she didn’t want to risk that anything she said might give them a hint as to who else was involved, even though they clearly already knew that there were others.

Edtroka crouched suddenly, smacking the flimsy mattress next to Georgianna’s leg.

“Med!” he snapped.

Georgianna looked back at him, sitting up straight and putting as much distance as she could between them.

“You won’t help yourself by keeping their names,” he told her.

“There is no benefit to me giving you names,” she answered. “Not for me. We both know that I will rot in this prison or be sold to an Adveni.”

Edtroka watched her for a moment, his expression that of a hunter staring down his prey. Finally, when Georgianna did nothing but look back at him, he pushed himself to his feet. He began pacing, tsentyl in one hand and the other coming up to run his fingers over his short hair.

“You were useful, Med!” he murmured finally, a sadness to his voice that Georgianna had not expected.

She blinked, chewing on her bottom lip. The other guards would have been crueller than Edtroka was now, but she almost wished she could have had one of them asking the questions.

“Will I be sold?” she asked quietly.

Edtroka glanced at her, his jaw tightening before he quickly looked away and continued pacing.

“I have no control over that.”

“That’s not what I hear,” she whispered. “I was told you are one of the guards that sells on the yard. You stopped my sale to that man before.”

“Because you were not an inmate!” Edtroka snapped. “My control over the dreta on the yard is limited, Med. My influence does not stretch as far as Maarqyn or other volsonnae.”

“But you could organise a sale before that?” she begged. “You could do it privately. Please Edtroka, do not sell me to him!”

Edtroka lunged forward in a motion Georgianna could only describe as a predator moving in for a kill. He didn’t hesitate. Every movement of his body was fluid and skilled. He reached down, grasping her face by the jaw and tightening his hold under her chin, pulling her seamlessly to her feet.

Whatever humour had once lit the guard’s eyes at their banter was gone. Cold eyes narrowed and the almost delicate features of his face contorted in fury.

“Whatever you expect of me, Med, you will forget it,” he ordered in a venom-filled snarl.

Georgianna flinched, unable to turn her face from his tight grasp. While Edtroka had often seemed cold and surly, she had never seen him with as much anger as his voice held. She realised in that moment how deeply she had insulted him by asking for his help. Being on relatively friendly terms with a medic allowed into the compound to treat inmates did not extend to him helping a prisoner.

“I’m… I’m sorry,” she stammered, gazing desperately up at him. “I didn’t…”

“You would do well to get used to the idea of Maarqyn owning you,” he sneered. “He pays a hefty price, far more than you are worth.”

Georgianna’s legs hit the side of the bed before she even fully realised that he had released her. The force at which he flung her back sent her onto the thin mattress with a heavy bump, her head only just missing the wall as she rocked back.

“Confirm you are Georgianna Lennox, Kahle Tribe.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

Edtroka pressed something on the tsentyl.

“You were involved in the escape of two, legally owned dreta.”

Georgianna paused.

“Yes.”

Another tap of the device.

“You will not name other conspirators in this crime?”

Georgianna didn’t even need to answer before Edtroka pressed something on the tsentyl. She shook her head just the same.

“You will remain as an inmate of Lyndbury Compound unless it is seen fit to sell you,” he informed her emotionlessly. “Get up.”

Georgianna carefully got to her feet. Reaching into his pocket, Edtroka tugged out a small knife like device. He grabbed her wrist and slotted the end of the item into the bind holding the rope fastened around her wrists. Turning it twice in one direction, then once in the other, the binding slid open and off into his hand. Edtroka unwound the rope from her wrists, wrapping it around his palm.

He stepped closer to her, his hand coming up towards her. Georgianna flinched, eager to step away from him, but with the backs of her calves pressed against the bed there was nowhere to go. Edtroka curled his index finger, hooking it underneath her chin and pushing her head back with a jerk. Georgianna kept her face towards the ceiling, but looked down at him through her lashes as he leaned forward, a breath between them as he twisted the collar around her neck.

“Stay still,” he said.

Georgianna didn’t dare move. She had seen the burns those who had once worn collars had been scarred with. Having only known those who had the collar removed by Wrench or another Veniche who had the skill to get the device off without killing the wearer, Georgianna had never seen one removed properly by an Adveni. Edtroka moved the device this way and that, one hand still holding the tsentyl, which he pressed instructions into with his thumb. His dark eyes narrowed in concentration, finally void of anger as he focussed on the task at hand. His lips set themselves into a thin line, his cheek pulled in as his jaw moved, chewing on the inside flesh. Finally, after what seemed like an age of watching his face through her lashes, Georgianna heard the cinystalq emit a sharp whistle and click open. She hadn’t felt a thing.

Edtroka stepped back, turning the collar in his fingers almost absently.

“Inmates are expected to be ready for count at sunrise and sunset,” he ordered, turning and unlocking the cell door.

He pushed the door open, standing to the side as he allowed Georgianna from the cell. The door slammed behind her and Edtroka’s hand slipped around her arm, holding tightly onto her elbow as he led her through the corridor down towards the block. The heavy door she knew so well was fast approaching. Georgianna glanced at the guard she had felt she might have been able to be almost friends with.

“If you have injured,” Georgianna muttered hopefully. “I can still help. With supplies, I can…”

“You are an inmate, not a medic,” Edtroka answered. “You should get used to that.”

He placed the odd-looking key into the lock and turned it. He exchanged the key for the black card and Georgianna watched as it intricately etched itself with blue lines when pressed to the device next to the door. The door creaked open, and finally, Edtroka stepped back.

Georgianna could feel at least a dozen sets of eyes on her as she looked one final time at the Adveni guard. His expression, cold and distant, gave no impression that they had ever known each other at all. Her hopes of keeping any semblance of her old life slipped away.

Georgianna stepped into the block for the first time without her medic bag hung from her shoulder. Without a tsentyl to request her release, the door closed behind her.
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Each day became like the last, a slow monotony that did not change nor falter. Every day the guards came in twice to do the inmate count, every other day they let them out into the yard. Past that, there were only the events between the four walls of the block, which luckily were few and far between.

Georgianna learned quickly that there was a certain hierarchy within the compound walls, and that the best way to survive was to stay as far under the radar as possible. A pair of brothers, Ta-Dao and Vajra, had asserted their dominance. Ruthless and efficient, the men acted like the elders of a tribe, though Georgianna had heard that they had previously been outcasts, travelling alone before the arrival of the Adveni.

Hearing the stories, Georgianna heeded the warnings to stay off their radar, to make herself as invisible and inconsequential as she could. Keeping a low profile, however, was harder than it seemed when she already had a reputation.

While Edtroka had told her the truth when they last spoke, that she was no longer a medic, but an inmate of the compound, within the walls of the block the other inmates were not so keen to forget that she had ever been of service to them. She was not called by the guards to help prisoners, or soon-to-be dreta, but the other prisoners were quick to call on her expertise when needed.

There wasn’t much Georgianna could do. Without supplies, she couldn’t sew wounds or even treat a virus. There was nothing to be done but to patch things up as best she could and hope the guards would pay enough attention during count to give injured prisoners the treatment they needed, a hope that was often dashed.

Since the day he walked her into the block, Edtroka had refused to look at her. Each day during count she would watch him, waiting to catch his eye. However, even when he was the one reading off their names, he turned his head the moment he reached her. The other guards were not nearly so affected. In fact, a few of them seemed genuinely amused that the medic who made such an effort to visit the compound was now one of their permanent residents. She received more than one taunt or amused smirk as they passed her on count, or as the prisoners were led out towards the yard.

She waited in constant fear that this would be the day she’d be taken back for more questioning, that they would demand Nyah and Alec’s whereabouts, or the people who had helped free them. It never came. The longer she remained in the compound, the more sure Georgianna became that Maarqyn wanted to question her himself, that he was waiting until he owned her and he could torment her in any way he pleased.

Every night, once the doors had been locked after count and most inmates returned to their cells, she lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling, trying to figure out what she had missed. Someone had to have betrayed them. That was the only answer she could come up with that made any sense. There was no way the Adveni could have known without being told. She had wondered once or twice whether Nyah and Alec had been talking and Maarqyn had overheard them, but why would Maarqyn have let them run if he already knew? Was it an attempt to capture more Belsa? Whatever roads her thoughts took her down, they never led to any answers.

The days were slowly getting shorter, the heat not quite as unbearable as it had been before. The air, previously so dry and unforgiving, began holding the promise of wind, maybe even rain. While the other inmates were praising the relief the cooling weather brought, Georgianna could not help but feel depression as the heat began coming to an end.

Every year around this time, before the Adveni anyway, the Kahle would be getting ready to leave Adlai, travelling south to Nyvalau where they would live out the freeze. Since the Adveni had arrived, fewer people travelled. Most were forced to suffer the harsh northern blizzards in Adlai. The lucky few who were allowed to travel petitioned for passes from the powerful Adveni volsonnae.

Georgianna loved the trail. She adored the cities, yes, but there was something about waking up in a different place each morning, seeing the expanses of the land. Trapped in the compound, despite being on the edge of the city, that land only seemed that much further away than it did when working in the centre of Adlai. She couldn’t help but wonder whether her family would try to make the journey. There was nothing keeping them here; she would be buryd whether they went on the trail or not, but not knowing whether they were already packing to move on was pulling Georgianna down a little more each day. Even though she couldn’t see them—and she hadn’t seen them nearly as often as she should have when she had the chance—she had liked knowing that they were close.

Only one thing kept Georgianna’s spirits up each day, that in the weeks since their escape, Nyah and Alec had yet to be caught. Georgianna didn’t recognise a single face among the new inmates brought into the compound each week. Whenever the doors opened to bring a new inmate into the block, Georgianna breathed a silent sigh of relief that she did not know the person standing before her. Wherever they were, Taye, Keiran and Wrench had gone undetected, and Nyah and Alec were free.
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“Medic! Hey, Medic!”

Georgianna pushed herself up off the bunk, running her hand through her hair as she stepped out of the cell she had claimed as her own, moving to the edge of the upper-level balcony. It had taken a lot to gain her own cell, but her medic skills, as limited as they were without supplies, had been enough to bargain with. She leaned over the balcony to see Dhiren, one of the other prisoners, looking up at her hopefully.

“How many times?” she asked, her eyes widening in accusation.

Dhiren thought about it for a moment, or at least pretended to, before he shrugged his shoulders and grinned lopsidedly.

“Please, George,” he whined.

She rolled her eyes and stood straight. Barely glancing back into her cell, she made her way along the upper walkway towards the steps. She didn’t have much, only a few bits and pieces other inmates had given her for medicinal purposes. She didn’t think anyone would bother trying to search it in the hopes of finding anything. There were others in the block who would have much more interesting things than she did, having been here a lot longer.

Coming to the bottom of the stairs, she was greeted by Dhiren, who took hold of her wrist and began tugging her through the block. She tripped but caught herself, falling into step beside him.

“What did you do this time?” she asked, glancing sideways at him. “Or is this another ‘request’?”

Georgianna couldn’t see any bruises on his face, nor the evidence of blood pouring from a wound. However, Dhiren wasn’t exactly one to come to her to help someone else. Not many of the inmates trusted him enough to send him to fetch her, except maybe Ta-Dao or Vajra.

“Kinda personal,” Dhiren explained, leading her around the corner towards the next row of cells.

She had met the famed brothers once since her permanent arrival into the block. Vajra, having decided that he liked the idea of controlling the flow of medical care within the block, however limited it was without supplies, had sent for Georgianna. While the message had been relayed to her as a request, the look on the inmate’s face made it incredibly clear to her that this was not the sort of request you denied. In fact, it was best to consider any “request” made by either brother as an order, given with a smile that would quickly disappear if you refused. Georgianna still worried that her single occupancy cell had been influenced by the brothers. Though, if it had been, they had not demanded repayment.

Once Georgianna had reached his cell and they had exchanged the briefest of pleasantries, he had offered her protection and luxuries in return for her answering to him and his brother, Ta-Dao.

Georgianna had declined as politely as she could. She could tell that, despite the fixed smile on Vajra’s face, he didn’t approve of her answer. There was no doubt in Georgianna’s mind that it was only a matter of time before he made the request again.

Dhiren, she knew from other prisoners, was clasped within the hands of the brothers, though Georgianna couldn’t exactly see why. He was a bulky, well-built man, but from what Georgianna had seen of him when he came to her in the hopes of her treating a wound, Dhiren was naturally funny and kind. Unfortunately, his reputation for carrying out the punishments from the brothers made him vastly disliked amongst the other prisoners. Georgianna hadn’t asked him how he had come by his situation, but when she had taken the chance of asking another inmate, she had been greeted by a perplexed stare. There were no rumours to be heard of. Whatever had happened between Dhiren and the brothers, nobody outside the little circle knew about it, and Dhiren was not telling.

There were easily a hundred Veniche in their block, though Georgianna had never taken the time to count the number of cells. She already knew that some people shared, whether through choice or by force. Dhiren however, she knew, had his own cell in one of the corners of the block.

Dhiren stepped aside, letting Georgianna enter first. She took a few steps in, turned, then jumped in surprise when she saw that Dhiren had taken no time at all to drop his trousers. He stood before her bare from the waist down.

She was a medic, she was used to seeing people naked, but the ease with which he did it, when any inmate could walk by, had caught her off guard. Blinking, she looked away for a moment.

“Are you shy?” he asked, amusement ringing through his voice, his head cocked to the side.

Georgianna looked back at him and snorted.

“I’ve seen much worse on much better,” she claimed, earning a chuckle from Dhiren.

The cut on his upper thigh wasn’t bleeding too heavily, and even as Dhiren took a seat on the bed, letting Georgianna sit next to him for a better look, it didn’t seem to be causing him a lot of pain.

She grabbed a cloth from the basin, drenching it with tepid water and gently cleaning the wound. Dhiren did grimace as she pulled the cloth across the slice of flesh, but other than that he seemed relatively comfortable. She frowned. The wound was relatively shallow, but what was puzzling her was why it was so straight. She couldn’t imagine someone making such a straight, even wound with a glancing attack, and if it had been more premeditated than that, it would have been deeper.

“How did you do this?” she asked.

Wringing the blood from the cloth, she rinsed it through and returned to him, taking a seat. She looked at him suspiciously, only then glancing towards his trousers. There was no slash in them that she’d noticed.

“Usual way,” he answered, looking at her with an expression that clearly told her not to ask.

She pursed her lips, but shook her head, cleaning the wound off again before wringing out the cloth a final time.

Glancing at the wound, she chewed her bottom lip. Blood had oozed up to the surface, creating a thin but vibrant line, yet there it stayed, not forced up by more blood. From what she could see, it was a simple cut that would need little more than cleaning as it healed.

“Do you have anything I can wrap it with?” she asked finally.

Dhiren glanced around, leaning over and reaching under the bunk, pulling out a ratted shirt. There was a long slash running through one of the arms of the shirt, and looking at Dhiren now, she could see the scar where the slash had gone through flesh as well.

“Knife?”

They weren’t allowed knives, nor any weapons within the block, but Georgianna knew that many prisoners had been able to fashion something, if only to protect themselves. Even Georgianna had managed to trade treatment for a thin metal knife that she kept hidden in her cell or tucked into her clothes.

Dhiren reached under his blanket, pulling out a knife and holding it handle first towards Georgianna. Taking it, she flinched when she realised it had blood on it. Not a lot, but it wasn’t old. Whoever had injured Dhiren, he’d managed to inflict some pain himself.

Georgianna used the knife to cut a deep nic in the edge of the shirt. Then, grabbing each side, she tore a strip from all the way along the bottom, finally using the knife to cut through the other hem. It wasn’t the best, and certainly not clean enough, but it was the best she had in here and she hoped it would be okay on a shallow wound.

“That was a good shirt, too,” Dhiren lamented, shaking his head and taking back the knife.

She glanced at him as she sat down, sliding her fingers under his knee just enough to get him to lift his leg from the bed. She lay the strip over the wound, tugging the rest of it underneath his leg so that she could tie the ends together.

“When you sleep, take that off, it’ll heal better with some air,” she explained, picking up Dhiren’s trousers and tossing them over his lap.

He gave her a nod and lifted his closed fist to his chest in a mock Adveni salute.

“Will do, Med.” He rolled his eyes at the glare Georgianna threw his way. “George.”

She placed the knife on the bed next to him, tapped his knee and stepped out of the cell, moving back through the block.

Inmates glanced at her as she passed, but as she’d most recently been seen with Dhiren, she wasn’t all that surprised. She gave people small, reassuring smiles, but didn’t linger as she returned to her cell, climbing the steps to the upper level and along the walkway.

She didn’t notice it at first, stepping into the cell. Taking a seat, she didn’t notice anything different until she slumped down onto her side and the sound of rustling paper crinkled beneath her head.

She sat up immediately, and seeing nothing on the mattress, she wondered if she had imagined it or if it had come from one of the cells close by. But as she went to brush her hair back behind her ear a note slipped from between the locks of wavy hair.

Picking it up from the mattress, she turned it over in her fingers. A small wax seal covered a small fold, holding the paper closed, and while it was nothing fancy, just a couple of drips of candle wax, she could only wonder where an inmate had gotten a candle, not to mention why a note should be so important as to seal it. Had they placed the note in the wrong cell? She turned it over again. In rough, slim handwriting, a letter G was scrawled near the bottom corner.

It wasn’t difficult to open without tearing it. The wax came away without a fuss. When she pressed it back, wondering if it had been a secure way to seal it, the wax didn’t stick to the paper again.

She brought her legs up and tucked them underneath her, leaning back against the wall as she carefully unfolded the note. As each fold came up blank, she began to worry. Surely, she thought, if someone had gone to the effort of putting it on paper and leaving for her to find, it had to be something important that needed explanation. Finally, as she opened the last fold, the paper laying flat between her hands, she found three short lines scrawled onto the paper in the same thin handwriting as had been on the front.

She stared down at the paper in her hands. She recognised it now, at least she thought she did. The paper was the same as in her notebook. On one corner, where the sheet had been torn out, she saw a small scribble of her own handwriting.

Chewing on her bottom lip, the paper in her lap, Georgianna’s desolation slowly melted away at the sight of those words. His last words to her. His promise, unbroken.


 
I have too much time on my hands.

Be ready.

      K.
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The polished metal table glimmered under the light of the saelveh orb placed in its centre. With the lights turned low, the sphere bathed the murky room in a dull violet glow. He sat on a chair in front of the low table, arms crossed over his chest, an impatient scowl furrowing his brow.

She was late, as usual. They had arranged the meeting for hours before and yet he still sat waiting, growing more frustrated by the minute. Sometimes he wondered if she had any regard for his time, for his efforts.

With a grumble, he pushed himself up, rubbing the backs of his thighs where the unyielding metal had pressed his flesh. Throwing one last irritated glance over his shoulder at the orb, he stomped into the bedroom, his heavy boots thumping with every step. The bathroom door already stood open and he stared into the plate mirror.

The sun had set and his skin looked sallow and grey in the moonlight coming through the open window, but he didn’t move to turn on the lights. She would only be annoyed if she showed up to be immediately blinded. The window didn’t attract much of a breeze, even though the Veniche claimed that the heat was finally at its end.

He huffed and splashed some water onto his face, running his wet fingers through his hair. He wondered why he put himself through this. Every time it was the same. He never gained the confidence he had hoped for from their meeting. Doubtless this latest meeting would be no different.

From the living room, a jingle that reminded him of the Veniche travelling bells reached his ears, jolting him up from the basin. He hurried through the bedroom to be greeted by the sight of a woman standing in the middle of the room. She watched him expectantly, peering at him down her thin nose.

“You’re late,” he said, stepping around the door frame and circling the backs of the chairs.

“Yes, I’m sure I am.” She offered no explanation, nor any appearance of apology.

“Yet you called this meeting.”

“If you would like a full run-down of my day…?”

She left the suggestion hanging in the air. When he didn’t answer, she snorted in derision and turned away, taking a step away from him. He winced, looking away.

“Step to the left.”

She turned on her heel, glancing at him before looking down.

“Am I in the chair again?”

“The table.”

She took a careful step to the side, her shin sliding seamlessly through the polished metal. Placing her hands on her hips, she stared at him while the orb pulsed and shimmered, lilac and crystal-blue waves cresting over its surface.

“Well?”

“Well what?” he asked. “You contacted me, Olless.”

He met her lavender gaze and crossed his arms over his chest, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. She scowled at him.

“Because I thought you had information.”

He thought for a moment.

“It’s getting worse,” he said finally.

“What is?”

“Everything.”

“Are they moving forwards?”

“Not yet, but attacks are coming. Patrols have increased and there’s talk of revoking travel passes.”

Olless frowned and turned away from him again. Despite his warning, she walked straight through the table and the saelveh orb that created her appearance for their meeting. He winced at the sight but held his tongue. No matter how many times they met like this, he couldn’t get used to the way she moved through solid objects.

“You can’t slow it?”

He shook his head.

“They are itching for the fight,” he said. “Everyone can sense it.”

“And they can’t be persuaded to back down?”

“Can you?”

She looked over her shoulder at him, revealing a sly grin and the arch of a perfectly shaped eyebrow.

“You know it isn’t that simple. There are rules that have been broken. The preparation has already begun.”

“I can’t do anything here.”

“Because your father is such a nobody?”

He scoffed.

“If you think he would step back, or ignore an assault simply because I ask, Olless, you are even more of a vtensu than…”

“Use that word again and I will cut this communication this instant.”

Rolling his eyes, he sneered back at her.

“Well, it was a ridiculous suggestion.”

She shook her head in a wave of red hair, striding back through the table. He slid down onto the edge of a chair.

“We are not ready to move, there are too many elements in play. You know this.”

“That, Olless, is your duty, not mine.”

“If you gave me more information, perhaps?” she suggested. “Your cryptic messages do not help your cause. You say the Belsa will attempt an attack, or that the Adveni will destroy them, but what proof do you have?”

“There is none.”

“And yet you claim they move.”

He rubbed his hand across his face in frustration. She grinned in triumph.

“There was… There was one thing,” he murmured.

“Yes?”

“Two dreta escaped.”

“Hardly something of note,” she drawled. “But since you think it important, how?”

“They were organised and had people waiting. The thing is, there are rumours that they took information with them.”

Her grin slipped into curiosity. She turned her head this way and that, and in that moment, he knew that she was not seeing the surroundings he’d brought her into.

“What information?”

“Unknown, but they belonged to Maarqyn Guinnyr. He took up the Tsevstakre commander position after Jolq was killed.”

Olless looked practically giddy at the news. Her smile burst too wide across her face and she leaned over him, her semi-translucent face inches from his.

“Well, I would suggest that you find these dreta and ensure that we know what they know before anyone else does.”

He leaned back in his chair, putting as much distance between them as possible.

“There is no chance that I can get near them. They’ve gone underground… quite literally.”

“You know the location of the Belsa?”

“Somewhat.”

“Yet they haven’t been rooted out yet?”

“The commanders are planning it, but those tunnels are a maze,” he explained. “They won’t move until they have every exit blocked. Until then, they are hoping the Belsa are ignorant enough to believe that they remain undiscovered.”

“You have to get in there.”

He was on his feet faster than she could back away from him. The projection of her hair swished through his chest.

“You are kidding, right?”

“We need those dreta!”

“Impossible!”

“Nothing is im…”

“This is!”

“We need to know what they know.”

He sank back into the chair, rubbing his hands across his knees. Olless remained silent, a projected sentry to his thoughts. Finally, he lifted his head.

“There is one way.”

“I’m listening.”

“There was a capture during their escape, a medic.”

“You think this medic knows them well enough to get the information?”

He nodded, a plan alight in his eyes.

“I know she does.”
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The sharp intake of breath did not register as Georgianna awoke with a jolt. For the briefest moment, the nightmare that had plagued her filled her every thought and she didn’t realise that the surprised gasp had not been her own. However, a shift of weight on her bed and a warm hand against her skin brought her back to her senses.

The lamps had been extinguished in the prison block yet through the dank grey of the night, Georgianna could see the man hovering over her. He perched on the edge of her bed, his hand frozen against her stomach.

His long, lank hair was pulled back in a tight braid that hung between his shoulders, brown eyes gleaming. Leaning over her, he pushed his hand harder against her skin, her shirt rumpled just under her breast. His fingers slipped under the material and his lips pulled back into a predatory snarl as he shifted his weight, holding her against the bed.

Georgianna screamed, forgetting reason as she kicked and hit out. The man, a prisoner she had seen around the block but never actually spoken to, bared his teeth and clambered onto the bed. Wrestling Georgianna against the mattress, he pinned her thighs with his legs.

“Shhhh!”

She gnashed her teeth as his hand came down against her lips. Thrashing beneath him, she stared fearfully up at him with wide, brown eyes, thrusting against his chest.

“Get off!”

She wriggled, trying to find any way of upsetting his balance and toppling him onto the cell floor. Squealing and thrashing, she squeezed her eyes shut and hit out, catching him in the shoulder and bringing forth a grunt of pain.

Without warning, a large hand clamped down on the man’s neck and hauled him off. Georgianna opened her eyes. Squirming up the bed, she sat up. The newcomer, Dhiren, was glaring at her attacker as he held him captive.

“Vtensu!” Dhiren snarled at him. “You’re fucking filth, Hallun.”

Struggling to free himself from the hold on his neck, Hallun could barely turn his head to look at the other man. Dhiren was stocky, and tall too. Despite how hard Hallun struggled, it was clear that he stood little chance of freeing himself.

“Get off, Yote!” he sneered.

“You calling me a coyote, Hallun? Nothing more than a dog?”

There was a whisper of amusement in Dhiren’s voice. Georgianna stared back at them, too scared to move, but she could almost believe that the second man might be enjoying himself. It wasn’t the first time Georgianna had heard Dhiren called a yote within the Lyndbury Compound walls. The other prisoners saw him as a savage attack dog, only controlled by the brothers who ran the block.

Since her incarceration for her involvement in the escape of two dreta, slaves to Adveni owners, Georgianna had learned the way things worked in the compound. Having visited the compound regularly as a medic, she knew that the guards rarely entered the prison blocks, but she quickly realised that there was a strict hierarchy within the block walls. The laws within the block were to be followed unless inmates wanted to suffer at the hands of those in charge when the guards were not around. Dhiren, fortunately for her, had a high place in the hierarchy, second only to the brothers, Ta-Dao and Vajra.

Tugging Hallun towards the door of the cell, Dhiren stopped short as he realised that the way had been blocked. Georgianna sat up a little straighter, wrapping her arms protectively around her stomach at the sight of Ta-Dao.

“Dhi?” he murmured.

Ta-Dao’s stance in the doorway, the way he lifted his hand and rubbed it blearily over his face, gave the impression of a man who had been woken by the commotion and stumbled into it by accident. However, even in the dark, Georgianna could see his alert gaze dart from Dhiren, over Georgianna, before finally settling on Hallun.

“What’s going on here?”

“This vtensu thought it was alright to sneak into the med’s cell and…”

“And you saw it as appropriate to fight her battles for her?” Ta-Dao taunted.

Dhiren hesitated. He glanced at her before a grim frown tightened his lips. Georgianna pushed herself further against the wall. Ta-Dao had given up all pretence of having been woken by the commotion. The way Dhiren looked at the man who controlled his fate felt wrong, as if there was something he had just figured out that she had not been told. Ta-Dao had reached the cell a little too quickly.

“Would you have me leave her here?”

Ta-Dao rested his elbow against the cell bars and lifted a single finger to place it idly against his lip as if in thought. The motion was meaningless. He had the answer worked out. The only question was whether this pause was for Dhiren’s benefit or hers.

“We have offered the medic protection already, have we not?” he asked.

Dhiren’s expression hardened, his brow creasing as he let out a snort.

“Yes,” he said. “But that doesn’t m…”

“And the medic turned us down, didn’t she?”

Dhiren glanced at Georgianna, his expression livid.

“Yes.”

Ta-Dao pushed himself off the bars and grasped his hands together. He was clearly enjoying his position of dominance over the other inmate. He was having trouble keeping the gleeful smirk off his face. Hallun, too, seemed much more relaxed and, as Georgianna looked from one to the other, she realised what she had missed.

She wondered if Ta-Dao had noticed the ease with which Dhiren spoke to her, unlike the other prisoners, who kept their distance. Perhaps he had spotted them enjoying time together in the yard. Either way, she knew that Ta-Dao had guessed that Dhiren would come to her aid if she were ever attacked.

“Well, I see no reason to intervene,” Ta-Dao said.

Georgianna’s hands trembled. Would Hallun retreat after Dhiren was forced to let him go? Or would he see it as permission to do whatever he wanted? What if other inmates heard the commotion? She’d screamed. It wouldn’t have been surprising for other inmates to be woken. If they knew that the brothers had no intention of stopping an attack, would Hallun simply be the first of the inmates who would want to take their turn?

Dhiren, however, showed no sign of releasing Hallun. If anything, his grasp tightened on the man’s neck. The inmate winced and tried to wriggle from the vice grip.

“Dhi…” Ta-Dao warned, the previously jovial smirk replaced with a hardened grimace.

Hallun was released with a shove. Ta-Dao’s grin returned in full splendour and he gave an approving nod. Turning to leave the cell, Ta-Dao was almost past the bars before he glanced at Georgianna, a predatory gleam in his eye. She froze, knowing in that moment that he had planned every moment of this, that he had every intention of letting the scenario play out.

She didn’t have anything to offer. Hallun had proved that he could pin her down and that she was not strong enough to fight him off by herself. She glanced at his expectant expression before looking fearfully at Dhiren. The brothers controlled his every move. He didn’t have a choice. Despite surviving this long in the block without their help, as it turned out, she didn’t have any choice either.

“Alright!” she cried. “I’ll do it! Ta-Dao, come back!”

His face appeared around the bars before the last word left her lips.

“I’m sorry?”

Georgianna stared at her knees, bringing them up to her chest and wrapping her arms tightly around her legs.

“I said I’ll do it. I want protection.”

The frown was instant, his brow furrowed.

“The world does not turn on wants, Medic.”

“I’ll answer to you. I’ll… I’ll not help anyone without your permission. Whatever you want. Please.”

She knew that Ta-Dao and his brother, Vajra, could take whatever they wanted from her in exchange for their protection. They’d offered it many times since her arrival in the compound and she’d always refused. She supposed it had only been a matter of time before they tipped the scales in their favour. Now that she was in a worse position than ever, her desperation had pushed her straight into their hands.

Ta-Dao’s frown disappeared.

“I’m glad to hear that, Medic,” he said cheerfully. “Why don’t you come by in the morning and we’ll discuss your… arrangement.”

Georgianna’s eyes widened as he turned to walk away. With Hallun standing in her cell looking confused, and Dhiren uncertain as to what he was supposed to do, Georgianna launched herself along the bed.

“Ta-Dao!” she cried. “You can’t…”

He turned back, an innocent expression of surprise on his face.

“Oh, yes,” he nodded. “Dhiren, take care of that, will you?”

He waved his hand absently in Hallun’s direction, as if the man were a mess to be cleared away.

Hallun took a step back as the man advanced. Panic laid itself over every inch of his face and he swung out. It wasn’t enough. Dhiren blocked the attack with ease. Sweeping his arm out, he turned the smaller man until his back slammed into the wall. The inmate’s throat was easy for Dhiren’s skilled grasp to find. Georgianna remained frozen in place as Hallun was dragged from the cell and hauled over the balcony railing.

A cry knotted in her throat. The thud echoed from the floor below.
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Even as a flurry of motion began sounding around the block the next morning, Georgianna didn’t move from her place, curled in the corner of her bed. She couldn’t move. She was sure that the moment she appeared from her cell, it would be expected that she go to see Ta-Dao and Vajra. She wasn’t ready for that yet. She wasn’t ready to see Ta-Dao’s triumphant smile as he claimed his price for her protection.

Other inmates were moving around the block, some passing her cell. They each glanced in with expressions of varying degrees of pity and hatred as their gaze met hers. Most had heard the commotion and heard her crying out for Ta-Dao’s protection. They had probably jolted at the thud of Hallun’s body hitting the ground. They knew that, like Dhiren, their medic was now in the brothers’ grasp. She would act as ordered, even if that meant leaving someone to die in pain.

The women looked more sympathetic. They knew the fear in her voice as she’d screamed for help. Maybe they had been that woman screaming in the past. She didn’t know whether someone had come to help them the way Dhiren had rescued her, but she doubted it.

Slipping her hand beneath the wilted pillow, Georgianna ran her finger along the edge of a piece of folded paper, a note that Keiran had managed to pass into the compound. Her relationship with Belsa sergeant Keiran Zanetti had been complicated to say the least. They had both agreed that they didn’t want anything serious, and neither was ready for the Veniche tradition of joining, but the longer she had spent with him, the more she had realised just how much she liked him. The fact he’d helped organise the escape of two of her friends from their Adveni owner had only strengthened their connection. One of the things Georgianna felt worst about was that before she’d been caught during the escape, Keiran had already agreed to have a discussion about what their relationship meant to them.

No one had admitted to putting his note in her cell, and no free Veniche had stepped onto the block since her arrival. When Georgianna lay alone in her cell, wracked by nightmares of Maarqyn buying her as a drysta, or of spending the rest of her life in this hole, the note felt like her only comfort.

She pulled it free from its hiding place and unfolded it. The paper was crumpled, the writing faded. Repeated readings and keeping it close at all times was taking its toll.



 
I have too much time on my hands.

Be ready.

      K.


 
It had been weeks since its arrival, left on her pillow while she helped Dhiren with an injury. Keiran had said that she should be ready and given the impression that he was working to get her out, but she’d not received any more information. In each quiet moment, she prayed that whatever he was planning would happen soon, but the longer she waited, the more she feared that something had already gone wrong. Had a note with instructions she was meant to follow not been delivered? Had Keiran been captured? Was he dead? If he’d been captured, was it because he had been found to be a member of the Veniche rebel group, the Belsa? That alone was a crime punishable by death. Or was it because he had tried to help her?

The walkway groaned outside her cell. Georgianna folded the note and shoved it back under her pillow. She still clung to it, waiting for the next look of pity or thinly veiled disgust.

“He’s not coming back.”

Dhiren stood in the doorway, rubbing his jaw thoughtfully. Georgianna twitched and grasped the note tighter.

“I know that.”

He nodded and stepped into the cell, taking a seat on the foot of her bed. Georgianna pushed herself up, pressing her back against the wall and bringing her knees up to her chest. She wound her arms around her legs, pressing the note against her shin.

“You haven’t slept.”

She didn’t know what to say to him. She couldn’t go back on her word to Ta-Dao without consequences. Would Dhiren be the one to carry it out? She looked back at her knees.

He pushed himself back, laying his legs out across the bed, his boots waving casually in the air, looking thoroughly unconcerned about her fear of going to sleep again. Yet he didn’t know that her fear had been there long before Hallun had entered her cell. Maarqyn constantly crept through her dreams and when he appeared, her loved ones usually ended up dead.

Up until a few months before, Georgianna had not known the name Maarqyn Guinnyr. Commander of the elite branch of Adveni military, the Tsevstakre, Maarqyn was a cruel, important man who had owned two dreta, Alec Cartwright and Nyah Wolfe. While helping her friends escape their slavery, Maarqyn had cornered Georgianna in an abandoned shop where their broken cinystalq collars were found. Under the torture of electrical shocks from a new cinystalq that he clamped around her neck, Georgianna had admitted that she’d been involved in planning the escape, and she had been arrested and sent to the compound.

Maarqyn had been very clear about his intentions before she’d been delivered into the compound. Seeing as she had helped in the escape of his two dreta, she would be the one to make up for his loss. He had promised her that he would buy her the moment she was put up for sale as a slave herself. Since she’d walked through the door into the block, she hadn’t been able to stop wondering when that day would come. She had spent every day hoping that it would be put off just a little longer.

“What… What will happen now?”

“You mean with Ta-Dao and Vajra?”

Georgianna picked at a loose thread on her shirt.

“Yeah.”

“They’ll tell you what they want from you and you’ll do it,” he explained bluntly. “You’ll regret it if you don’t.”

“They’ll hurt me?” she asked, glancing up just in time to see him nod. “For how long?”

He leaned his head back against the brick, a sad resolution settling onto his face.

“You won’t be sold, George,” he murmured. “They will make sure of that.”

“They can really do that?”

He nodded.

“Words in the right guard’s ear, offering the right price. The guards will listen to them. You’ll be worth far more within this block than they could make on your sale.”

Georgianna sighed, closing her eyes. While the fear of being sold to Maarqyn had haunted her every thought since the block door had slid closed behind her, the knowledge that she would never leave the compound proved far more depressing.

Her life would be one long wait for orders. She would never see her friends or family. After both losing their partners, her father, Lyle, and her brother, Halden, would lose a daughter and sister. Her nephew, Braedon, only five years old, would lose his only aunt. She would never see him grow up. She would never know if Nyah and Alec made good use of their freedom. She would be well and truly buryd alive. Not quite living, not yet dead.

“Dhiren,” Georgianna began. “How did you… I mean, why did you agree to work for them?”

A soft sigh left his lips and he leaned forwards, resting his arms across his knees. He glanced at Georgianna before turning his attention back onto his boots.

“I didn’t have much of a choice.”

“But you’re… You could have defended yourself,” she argued. “You don’t need their protection like…”

“Like me” almost slipped from her lips, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it. Dhiren tilted his head to the side and carefully stretched out his jaw, a click sounding from one of the joints.

“I did from the Adveni,” he admitted. “When I was captured, I knew that it would only be so long before I was given the rope. Vajra approached me. He said he would keep me from being executed if I worked for them.”

He gave a dismissive shrug.

He was older than her, perhaps by five or six years. She had often wondered about him, curious about what he’d done to get put into the compound, but she had never dared ask. He’d never been anything but kind and cheerful to her, but the opinions of the other inmates had often weighed on her mind.

She’d heard stories when she used to come into the compound on her medic visits, but it was only when she arrived as an inmate herself that the other inmates really began to talk. They told her everything she wanted to know. There were different stories, but the one she heard most often was that the brothers had been captured after the massacre of an Adveni transport almost six years before. Ta-Dao, the elder brother, and Vajra, the younger, had been informed that they would never leave the compound unless they were being put into the ground.

Funnily, there were no common rumours about Dhiren’s incarceration. Every person who spoke about it gave a different story, varying from the questionable to the downright insane. His story, according to most, was far more exciting than the brothers because he never talked about it. Georgianna wondered if anyone had bothered to ask him.

“What… What did you do?”

Dhiren’s eyes narrowed and he tugged at each of his sleeves in turn, covering up a little more skin. She wondered whether she had stepped too far. If she was wrong about people being afraid to ask him about his crime, he might not look at her the same way again. He didn’t speak to many of the other inmates and from what Georgianna had seen, he didn’t even speak to the brothers unless he had to. He watched her for a few moments, a calculating expression on his square face.

“Murder. Three Adveni.”

In an instant, the cautious look in his eyes was gone and he smiled proudly, almost childishly—a teenager boasting of his first hunting kill.

“That they caught me for,” he added under his breath.

She turned further towards him, ready to hear more of the story.

“I didn’t want to work for them,” Dhiren said instead. “I only do it because I have to.”

Georgianna sighed, nodding in agreement. She could understand why Dhiren would believe that working for the brothers was the lesser of two evils. For her, it was protection in the block. For Dhiren, it was his life.

“There’s a rumour going round, you know?”

Georgianna waved for him to continue.

“They say that you helped two dreta escape,” he said, secretive amusement in his voice.

She glared at him. He was mocking her.

“That is hardly a rumour. Plus, why would I be interested in my own capture? I already know why they put me in here.”

“The rumour is that the owner is looking to buy you,” he answered. “Some big shot.”

Georgianna froze.

“True then?”

“He said that I would replace his loss,” she explained. “Though, I guess I don’t have to worry about that now.”

“No,” he agreed. “Now you can see the bright side.”

Personally, at that moment, she wasn’t sure which fate she would prefer. Maarqyn sent shivers of fear down to her very bones, but staying in the compound didn’t sound like an appealing alternative the way Dhiren described it. She didn’t want to be a slave to a pair of ruthless brothers any more than she wanted to be a slave to an Adveni. She stared at the wall, thumbing the note clutched in her hand, feeling Keiran’s promise to save her from all of it slipping further away.
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The sound of metal scraping against stone made Dhiren lift his head. His soft humming that had permeated the air stopped abruptly and his hands stilled against his knees. For the briefest of moments there was utter silence apart from the whine of the door. Barters between inmates froze mid-transaction. Games and conversations that filled the time in the block paused. The moment the door fell silent, the cells erupted back into a flurry of activity. Footsteps thundered along the walkways as the boom of heavy military boots came marching through the door.

“Count,” Dhiren whispered as an identical bark came from below.

Getting to his feet, he turned and held out his hand. She hesitated, but took it and allowed him to pull her to her feet. The note was still clutched in her other hand, but it was too late to hide it. She tucked it into the waistband of her trousers under the ruse of straightening her shirt and followed him from her cell.

They hurried along the walkway, Dhiren’s hand leaving hers as they stepped onto the spiral staircase at the end of the cells. Grasping the handrail to steady her steps, other inmates bustling behind her, Georgianna let her gaze sweep over the inmates and guards collecting below.

Lyndbury Compound stood away from the city, built just after the Adveni’s arrival on Os-Veruh. Two inmate blocks were filled with prisoners and a third was for those who were destined to become dreta—slaves to Adveni owners. Georgianna had seen the conditions within the compound many times since she volunteered to enter as a medic, but nothing had prepared her for the way it had felt when the block door slammed closed on her as an inmate. The guards entered the block for count and when they forced the inmates out onto a yard for exercise, but cared little for the cruelty that went on between prisoners within the block walls once the doors had closed.

The guards had assumed their positions, spread evenly along the centre of the wide corridor between two rows of cells. One of the guards, a tall, wiry woman, was looking into the conspicuous space surrounding Hallun’s broken body. At the barred fronts of the cells, prisoners lined up, shoulder to shoulder, facing the guards and waiting for the parade to begin.

Count was completed twice a day, once just after sunrise, the other just after sunset. Every day after the morning count, five inmates would be taken out of the block to collect rations for the day. When they returned, the rations were handed over to the brothers to organise distribution. If an inmate had angered the brothers, it didn’t always mean a beating between counts, it could mean that they didn’t eat and suffered the slow decay of starvation instead.

Spotting Vajra and Ta-Dao in their usual position at the centre of the opposite line, Georgianna grasped Dhiren’s arm and steered him along the back of the line closest to them. She didn’t want to be anywhere near them, even though she knew her time was now running out. When he found a wide-enough gap, he slipped in to face forwards with the rest. She stepped in next to him, her shoulder against his arm, fingers brushing the backs of his knuckles. 

There were two lines of guards, a dozen sentries, while a thirteenth carried out the count. Georgianna stared at the sand-mix concrete in front of her feet as the last inmates slid into line, some shoving shoulders in order to make room. It was the same parade every day, the names of inmates read out in alphabetical order, the shout of prisoners responding when their name was called, and the incriminating silence when a body lay in wait for collection.

The guard taking count that morning ambled slowly across the block, waiting to make sure that everyone was in place before he began. He was a shrewd-looking Adveni, with mouse-brown hair cropped close to his wide head. His uniform was too tight in places, bulges of flesh appearing at the neck and waist as he moved. Every inmate fell silent when he drew out a tsentyl, having decided that they were all present. He began reading down the list on a tsentyl in a monotonous tone.

Georgianna’s gaze drifted as the guard made his way through the list of names. There was a similar line of inmates facing her from in front of the cells opposite. When she came to Ta-Dao and Vajra, she quickly looked away. Vajra had his gaze fixed upon her. Despite Ta-Dao coming to make the deal the night before, it had been Vajra who had shown interest in her since she had been in the compound.

Avoiding Vajra’s expectant smirk as he leaned to the side and whispered to his brother, Georgianna found herself looking at the familiar face of the guard, Edtroka.

She’d once been on friendly terms with him, or at least, as friendly as a compound guard would ever be with a Veniche. However, whatever semblance of friendship she had managed to build with him had promptly been destroyed upon her incarceration. He’d refused to listen to her pleas that he protect her from a sale to Maarqyn. Now, no doubt, he would have no objections to the brothers’ plan of keeping her within the compound. Since she had stepped into the block as an inmate, Edtroka had refused to so much as look at her, no matter how hard she tried to catch him at a good moment.

He stood ten feet down the line, looking at nothing in particular. His large, tanned hands were clasped behind his back, his uniform perfectly pressed and not a short dark hair out of place. From what Georgianna could see, he was the same guard she had met on her first trips into the compound: cold and dedicated, a guard who didn’t care for her one drop.

She didn’t know what kept her looking at him for so long. She knew that he would pay her no attention, but it felt oddly comforting to see a face she had known before she was captured. She had known a few of the inmates through her trips into the compound, but it wasn’t the same. Edtroka had no reason to be nice to her yet in the past he had been.

When Edtroka’s head turned suddenly, Georgianna’s eyes widened. Dhiren’s elbow shot into her side as the guard’s bark travelled out through the block again.

“Lennox!”

Georgianna quickly turned to the guard taking count, blinking a few times as she shook herself out of her shock. She could see Ta-Dao chuckling behind the guard, and her throat felt as tight as if the brothers were trying to squeeze the very life out of her.

“Ye…” she squeaked before clearing her throat. “Yes.”

The guard gave her a look of unadulterated loathing at her apparent incompetence at even answering to her own name and Georgianna quickly lowered her head. Edtroka’s dark gaze was still on her, a twitch at the corner of his lip.

She couldn’t look away and the guard made no effort to do so. A cold fear flooded her stomach, rising into her chest. Suddenly, she was all too aware of the note tucked into her clothing, the sharp corners pressing against her skin. Had Keiran attempted something? Had he been caught and was Edtroka the one who had questioned him? Did he know that they’d been planning her escape? Someone had told an Adveni about Nyah and Alec’s escape from Maarqyn. Had they told them of this attempt too?

There was a moment of silence as the guard came to the end of the list. The inmates watched and waited to see whether they would be questioned or given instructions and the guards kept their positions along the lines. The guard who had taken count looked over them, pausing at Hallun’s body, and then nodded. 

Hesitantly, inmates began shuffling out of line. Most of the guards made their way back towards the door, while two near the far end stepped forwards, heaving Hallun up into their arms and manoeuvring their way towards the door, his body hanging limply between them.

Dhiren turned to her, touching the back of her shoulder. It was time. She had been present at count and the brothers would be expecting her. Georgianna gave him the smallest of nods.

“I guess I should go and see them.”

“Probably a good idea. You’ll learn soon enough that they aren’t patient.”

Georgianna paused, looking over at him.

“How long have you been here?”

“Uhh…” Dhiren hummed. “Two years? I was brought in just as people were moving south. I made my deal within the month.”

Georgianna glanced towards the cells opposite them. Vajra had his arms crossed over his chest, his fingers drumming on his arm as he glared at her, waiting.

“There’s no way out of it?” she whispered.

He let out a huff of amusement, or perhaps bitterness, and turned away from her.

“Death?”

“That’s reassuring.”

Dhiren stared past her towards the doorway with a deep and thoughtful frown. Georgianna glanced over her shoulder, following his gaze. Edtroka was handing over a crate of food to one of the inmates. Dhiren’s frown was gone as fast as it came, and he shrugged, a bitter smile returning to his lips.

“Well, if there’s another way, I haven’t found it.”

“Lennox!”

Georgianna jumped as her name rang out again. All around her, inmates froze. Usually, after count, the guards filed out and left the prisoners to their own devices. They didn’t call out prisoners’ names. The inmates who were to collect the food knew to go to the door. The only time the guards questioned them was to discover what had happened to a deceased inmate, and even then they didn’t always bother to ask. Sometimes, like today, they simply heaved up the body and carried it out.

Did they know that Georgianna had been involved in Hallun’s death? She knew that they had methods of watching the prisoners within the block. She looked for the voice. Most of the guards had left, a few still stood by the door while the food was handed over. When she spied Edtroka, however, he had stepped away from the door and was staring at her expectantly.

Dhiren didn’t say anything. Instead, he simply patted her twice on the shoulder, squeezing the joint ever so briefly. With the smallest of smiles, he released her and walked away.

Across the block, Ta-Dao and Vajra muttered to each other under their breath, curiosity and annoyance twisting their features. Georgianna stepped towards Edtroka.

“Yes?” she asked.

“Come with me,” he ordered. “You’re leaving.”

She didn’t have time to question him or protest. He reached out, clamping a tight grasp on her upper arm, and marched her down between the cells, through the heavy red door and out of the cell block.
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Edtroka kept a tight hold on her elbow and led her away from the guards on the other side of the door. Inmates from the different cell blocks were collecting food rations, stacking the crates on top of one another to make as few trips as possible. Georgianna didn’t try to free her arm from the Adveni guard’s grasp. She walked beside him, watching the side of his face for any indication of what was happening.

A unit of the Adveni elite military, the Tsevstakre, had caught her with two broken cinystalq slave collars. They had arrested and held Veniche people for much less. There wasn’t a chance that she would be freed. She knew that, and yet sparks of hope flickered through her.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

He didn’t answer.

“Please, Edtr… Guard Grystch. What’s… Am I being sold?”

He continued to ignore her as they turned into another wide corridor, weaving their way through the compound. She felt lost. While she remembered certain areas of the prison like the layout of her own home, there were others that were unfamiliar.

As they made another turn, Georgianna spotted a door at the end of the corridor that she remembered well. The heavy double doors with windows fixed into the tops led out to the drysta yard, the place where the Adveni bought their slaves. Before being captured, Georgianna had avoided the drysta yard whenever possible. She hated to see the Ven sold off like cattle, to watch Adveni bidding on them the same way Veniche people bid on the pelts of a hunting kill.

When the Adveni arrived on Os-Veruh, just over a decade earlier, a war had broken out between the invading Adveni and the Veniche who had always occupied the volatile planet. The Adveni, who had fled in search of a new home when a meteor threatened to destroy the planet, had now returned, determined to reclaim their homeland. All too quickly, the Adveni proved their dominance in war and technology against the Veniche, and their laws were put in place before they claimed that the war had been won. Prisoner compounds were erected to hold Veniche criminals, drysta yards put in place for those who would be sold. While most of the fighting had died out except for small bands of resistance fighters like the Belsa, the cruelty of the Adveni towards the Veniche only became more prominent.

Her breath was coming faster as they neared those doors. All thoughts of being freed vanished and a cold dread settled in her stomach. She wasn’t ready. She couldn’t stand on that podium and watch as the Adveni scrutinised everything about her body to determine her worth. She wasn’t prepared to see Maarqyn’s thrilled smirk from the crowd.

They passed the door for the drysta block, the separate prison cells for those who would be going onto the yard. Georgianna glanced at it, losing her footing and stumbling into Edtroka. He stopped next to a dull, grey door further on. Glaring at her with his eyes narrowed in warning, he released her elbow and unlocked the door. Georgianna wrapped both arms around her stomach.

The grey door slid open, revealing a small, tiled room. Edtroka stepped back, waving for Georgianna to proceed. She stepped forwards. She’d never seen this room before. Along the far wall, a line of five metal shower heads sprouted from the tiles with a dial underneath each one. A series of grates were evenly spaced through the centre of the uneven floor. Next to the door, a low stone bench had been set into the wall. Resting on it was a towel, some Adveni products for washing and a simple beige smock.

She turned to Edtroka. The silent question lingered between them. Rather than answer, Edtroka raised one eyebrow and waved her forwards before crossing his arms over his chest.

“You’re not even going to close the door?”

“Can’t leave you alone.”

His voice was cold and flat, but Georgianna was certain she saw expectation and amusement in his eyes. She loathed him at that moment, far more than she loathed Maarqyn. To be sold was bad enough, but he was teasing her, heightening her fear by not telling her what was going on. Worse still, she was to be humiliated beforehand.

Over the weeks in the compound she had become accustomed to the lack of privacy. Washing with water from the basin in her cell was a difficult task to complete with any semblance of dignity. The cells opened up to the rest of the block, but even then she had been able to find ways to hide her body from those who would peer through the bars.

Spite raged through her. She had always felt moderately comfortable with her own body. During the early years of her life with the Kahle tribe, it had been impossible to keep her body entirely private, especially on the trail as they’d moved north and south to escape Os-Veruh’s volatile seasons. However, being forced to undress and shower in front of a man who hadn’t so much as looked at her in weeks made her want to scream in indignation.

Grabbing the bottom of her shirt, she tore it up over her head, wringing it in her hands. She glared at Edtroka, silently daring him to find out what would happen if he tried to do anything further. He didn’t move. He watched her with an expression of cool indifference.

Georgianna remembered the note tucked into her waistband just in time, and slipped her hand behind her back. Pulling the note free, she turned away from Edtroka and bought the note around to her stomach, stuffing it into the shirt and placing it down on the bench. She finished undressing and gathered up the products that had been left for her.

She read the Adtvenis label on the first bottle three times before she turned around, thrusting the offending product out to him. He almost laughed, she could see it. A guttural sound slipped out and he couldn’t hold back his grin as he stepped further into the room.

“Tuulriy,” he said. “For your hair.”

His self-important smirk at her inability to understand Adtvenis made her want to punch him in the face.

Turning away from him, she stepped over to the metal head in the corner. She placed each bottle down in turn before looking up at the head. They had showers out in the Veniche camps. They didn’t look like this one, but she figured it couldn’t be too hard to work.

With a force that showed her anger far more than her urge to work the shower, she thumped the dial with the heel of her hand.

Nothing happened.

Growling under her breath, able to imagine the look of smug enjoyment on Edtroka’s face, she grasped the dial and turned it sharply to the right.

Georgianna screamed as a blast of cold water rained down in a sudden gush. She leapt back. Behind her, Edtroka forgot all restraint and snorted with laughter.

“Turn it further.”

She didn’t trust herself to look back at him without spewing a slew of obscenities. Reaching around the spray of water to turn the dial, the icy water abated to a pleasant warm spray.

The faster this humiliation was over, the better, and so Georgianna washed and dried off again as quickly as she could manage before she picked up the cotton smock. Her nose wrinkled in distaste at the short dress, but she tugged it over her head.

Once she was ready, or as ready as Edtroka deemed necessary, he grabbed her old clothes, pulling a small cloth bag from his pocket and shoving them inside. Her heart pumping, she checked the floor and bench quickly and surreptitiously to make sure the note hadn’t fallen free. It must be still in there. Then she followed him out, waiting for Edtroka to lock the door.

The drysta yard doors were still closed at the end of the corridor and, turning towards them, Georgianna was not entirely sure that she would be able to walk through them without screaming or vomiting. The taste of bile was already rising in her throat, but there was no turning back. She either had to go out into that yard, or back into the block with the brothers and their deal.

She took one step, then another, but Edtroka grabbed her arm, pulling her back.

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “You’re not going there.”

“What?”

He wasn’t even paying attention to her when she looked back. He was searching for something, and he released her arm, reaching to the small of his back.

“What do you mean?” she repeated. “Where am I going?”

“You’ve already been sold.”

He tugged free a pair of binding cuffs. Panic flooded through her. She ignored the orders Edtroka had given upon her entrance to the compound, forgetting that he was supposed to be Guard Grystch, that he wouldn’t do her any favours. She grabbed his shirt and pulled him forwards.

“No. Please don’t do this, Edtroka. Don’t sell me to Maarqyn.”

He didn’t bark at her or push her away. He calmly took hold of her wrists, prying her fingers emotionlessly from his uniform.

“Please, I’m begging you!”

He didn’t comfort her. He remained unmoved as he fastened the binding around one wrist and then the other. He didn’t answer as she pleaded with him all along the corridor. The man she could perhaps have called a friend at one point didn’t speak as he pushed open the door and led her out into the bright sun that would shine down on a life lived in slavery.
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Georgianna had expected Edtroka to lead her through the tunnels beneath the city. Even though the network of underground tunnels didn’t lead as far as the Adveni dwelling quarter in the north-east, she thought that he would want to avoid the long walk through the heat sun. Instead, he turned her away from the tunnel entrance, walking away from the compound and out into the open ground between the prison and the city.

It was still burning hot, but the season’s heat was slowly abating. It was becoming more comfortable each day. High walls had blocked out the gradual change in the air from the compound yard, letting it cook in the continual beating of the sun’s rays. Out in the open air, however, Georgianna could feel the breeze and the promise of rain. She took a deep breath. She was leaving one prison to walk into another. She might as well make the most of her few minutes in the open, for she knew that Maarqyn would not be offering her space alone any time soon.

As they walked, the compound walls slowly bled into the horizon behind them. She kept pace with Edtroka’s long strides, even after he released her arm. The bag of her belongings hung from his wrist, swinging back and forth with his stride. If Georgianna wasn’t mistaken, he was having fun.

She’d not said anything to him since passing the gates. Despite her fear, she hadn’t wanted to cause him problems by acting too familiar. If she got him into trouble, the chances of him helping her would be quashed to nothing. But now that no one could overhear them, she hurried forwards a couple of steps.

“Edtroka,” she urged, placing her bound hands against his chest. “Please, I am begging you. Tell Maarqyn I was sold, do something. You can stop this, I know you can.”

Edtroka barely wavered. He sidestepped and lengthened his stride. She turned and hurried after him.

“Please! You know me.”

“Even if I wanted to, it’s already done,” he answered emotionlessly.

Kicking a stone and sending it bouncing away, he stuffed his hands into his pockets.

“Undo it, then?”

He shrugged. There wasn’t any trace of cruelty in his face, but there wasn’t much compassion to be found either.

“Even if I could… I don’t want to.”

Georgianna cried in frustration. It was probably Edtroka’s plan, or perhaps his orders, to keep her on her toes. He might have been ordered by Maarqyn to amplify her fears of what was happening to her. Unfortunately, she doubted the commander was above such petty cruelty.

If that was, in fact, his plan, he was doing a good job. Though she was already sure that Maarqyn had been the one to buy her, the fact that it hadn’t been said put her on edge.

“You know, if you hope to get along in your new life, you should learn to hold your tongue a little better,” Edtroka mused.

“And if I don’t want to ‘get along’?”

She had no intention of making Maarqyn’s life easy. If he wanted her to be the ideal little drysta, he would have to do far more than make a few idle threats.

Even as she thought it, she realised that she was thinking too highly of herself. She’d already broken under Maarqyn’s torture once. She had no doubt that he would have ways of getting her to do whatever he wanted.

“Unfortunately, Med, you don’t really have much of a choice in what you want, do you?”

Ta-Dao had said the same thing. Georgianna had been sure that she understood him, but now she was wondering whether he was right after all. The world did turn on wants as far as she could see. It revolved on the wants of conquering armies and the will of important men. Unfortunately, it did not turn on the wants of a Veniche medic.

As they walked along in the hot sun, Georgianna couldn’t stop worrying about Keiran’s plan. If he still intended to save her from the compound, what would happen when he made a move only to find her already gone? Her childhood friend Taye had been lucky as he’d not had a plan to free Nyah from the compound. After Nyah’s incarceration for defending herself against an Adveni, her boyfriend Taye had become obsessed with getting her back, and would stop at nothing to secure her freedom, even if it meant living in hiding. Nyah’s sale had turned out to be beneficial for hatching their escape plan. Keiran wouldn’t be so lucky. She wouldn’t be so lucky, not when Maarqyn had already lost two dreta. This time he would be on his guard.

Her wrists were sore from the binding cuffs, her neck and legs slowly turning pink in the sun. Sweat beaded across her forehead and she was finding it harder to keep her head clear. Had this been a request from her owner as well? By bringing her through the sun, she would be weak and unable to resist by the time she arrived.

From what she knew of the Adveni, Maarqyn Guinnyr was an important man. The Tsevstakre were the elite fighters of the Adveni and Maarqyn held rank above most, if not all of them.

“Edtroka…”

He jerked his head.

“Where do you fit in when it comes to the Adveni?”

His brow furrowed.

“There are ranks, right? That’s what you call them. People who are more important than others. Where do you fit in?”

Edtroka walked on in silence for a moment and Georgianna sighed, thinking that he wasn’t going to answer.

“Why do you ask?”

“Because I really don’t want to think about where I’m going,” she answered honestly.

Edtroka gave her a small smile.

“I am Tsevstakre,” he said. “I took the guard position because there is less to do in the city these days.”

Georgianna’s mouth dropped open. She had known that the guards went through training for their position, but she had never considered that it was not their original purpose. Now that she thought about it, it made sense. The Adveni were all trained to join a military branch of their society. It was how they were brought up. She heard that they believed the strict disciplines of military life made for good, efficient workers.

“So you’re important?”

He let out a derisive snort.

“Tsevstakre may be the best at what they do, but in the end we are still soldiers and little more. Unless we move on to command, we will continue to be seen as such.”

“You don’t want to command?”

Edtroka shook his head.

“Do I not make a good guard?”

He glanced at her with an amused grin, and despite herself, Georgianna smiled back.
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The buildings around her were unfamiliar. She hadn’t spent a lot of time in the dwelling quarters of the Adveni, but when she had, she had been going to Maarqyn’s house to check on Nyah. None of the buildings they passed looked like those she had seen with Taye and Keiran. It was likely that Edtroka knew shortcuts, but it unnerved her that she hadn’t recognised a single structure.

Digging into his pocket as they walked along a wide, straight road, Edtroka pulled out a tanned leather wallet and opened it up, extracting a metal card with a series of markings. It was similar to the one he used to open doors within the compound, except that this one was shining bronze instead of black. He took a path leading to a towering building.

Georgianna looked up and down the street. Something was wrong. She had seen Maarqyn’s house, she knew what it looked like. This monstrous tower was not it.

“This isn’t Maarqyn’s house.”

Edtroka stopped and turned back to her.

“This isn’t it!” she repeated. “I saw his house. It’s this big square thing—but not this big.”

He walked back down the path to her, slipping his wallet into his back pocket. He grasped the bindings around her wrist. Georgianna struggled, but Edtroka only grinned and tugged her along the path.

“Medic,” he said slowly. “Whoever said Commander Guinnyr is the one who bought you?”
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Edtroka’s mockery outside was one thing, but after following him up three flights of stairs, she still couldn’t think of another Adveni who would have known enough about her arrest and incarceration to purchase her before she put a single foot into the drysta yard. That wasn’t even considering that private sales had to be expensive. While the dreta in the yard were sold like cattle, they fetched a high price. A private sale would have to be far more expensive, not to mention needing the connections to pull it off.

At each floor, she counted four different doors, each one numbered in Adtvenis. Edtroka passed each without even looking at the numbers. He clearly knew exactly where he was going.

“If it wasn’t Maarqyn…” Georgianna cut herself off quickly as Edtroka glared at her over his shoulder.

He walked to the end of the corridor with long purposeful strides as he turned the bronze key over and over in his fingers. They came to a door with the number thirteen on it, or was that seventeen? Georgianna had always had a problem with the threes and sevens in Adtvenis. There was hardly anything between them, only an emphasis on a single curve. She narrowed her eyes as she stepped up behind him. It was a three.

Edtroka slid the key into the reader, cursing under his breath when it became stuck and he had to tug it out and slide it in again. Shoving the key with the heel of his palm, a low buzz finally emanated from the door and he pushed it open.

There was no chance of running, even if her wrists hadn’t been bound. She was feeling woozy from the long walk, the heat and the climb. She doubted she would get to the top of the stairs before he caught up. A resigned sigh slipped past her lips and she stepped into the doorway.

“So,” she asked. “Some volsonne gave you the key to his place so that you could deliver me personally?”

Edtroka’s laugh was loud and guttural, a bark that disappeared as quickly as it had come. He walked further into the home and tossed his jacket and Georgianna’s clothes bag onto a table next to the wall.

“Does this look like volsonnae living to you?” he asked. “You said so yourself. You’ve seen the commander’s place. He’s important, but even he ain’t the volsonnar.”

Edtroka rubbed his hand across the back of his neck as he moved further through the living room.

“Ships, Med, will you close the door already?”

She shot a final glance down the corridor, back towards the stairs, before she pushed the door closed. As it clicked into place, it let out a high-pitched buzz. She carefully turned the handle and tugged. It didn’t budge.

“You know, I did enjoy watching you in the showers,” Edtroka admitted suddenly. “My own personal drysta. If I’d wanted to, I could have stepped in. You should be happy I have some manners.”

Georgianna spun around so fast that she almost lost her balance. She grasped the side of the table, staring back at him. Edtroka beamed, thoroughly self-satisfied as he tossed his wallet onto a low metal table in the centre of the room and slipped down onto a sofa.

“You…”

Edtroka’s eyes widened in mockery, putting on a shocked expression. She could imagine that she probably looked rather funny to him, staring back at him like a fish about to be gutted.

“Seriously?” she asked again. “You?”

“Me.”

“Wha… How…” Georgianna stopped.

She wasn’t going to Maarqyn. She wasn’t being delivered to a volsonne she had never met. Edtroka was her owner. He had freed her from the compound. Having refused to as much as look at her since her capture, he had bought her.

“Why?”

“Maarqyn wasn’t first in the queue.”

She remembered Edtroka telling her that no other Adveni would be first in the queue if she were to be offered for sale. A man had enquired as to her price, but she’d not been in the yard as a drysta then, rather as a free medic. Edtroka had been angry when the man had tried to convince him to sell her anyway.

“Will you stop looking at me like that? You’re making me uncomfortable.”

“Will you be serious with me for one second? You’re making me want to punch you,” she snapped back.

She was impressed with herself when his eyes widened in surprise. Lifting his hand, he waved to a chair that stood against the wall. Georgianna grit her teeth and approached the plush chair, perching on the edge and resting her bound hands in her lap.

“Why did you buy me?”

He shrugged.

“I was compensated quite well for your purchase.”

“Was it Maarqyn?”

Edtroka moved closer to her, sliding a small device from his pocket. He nodded to her wrists and held his hand out. She moved closer and rested her hands in his.

The binding snapped open after a moment of fiddling the device around in the lock. Placing the binding and the device on the table, he got to his feet.

“Look, I don’t know about you, but I’ve been up all night,” he told her. “Can you cook?”

“Moderately.”

“Great. Make something out of whatever you can find in there.”

“Will you just…”

“Med!” he snapped. “Will you just listen to what I’m telling you? That’s Lesson Number One. You have quite a few to learn before I even consider introducing you to your benefactor.”

His mood changed so suddenly that Georgianna didn’t dare speak. She wondered whether she’d been too familiar with him. After all, Edtroka was still an Adveni. He was still a guard of Lyndbury Compound and a Tsevstakre to boot. Whether he treated her well or not, Edtroka Grystch was no longer the guard who would sometimes be nice to her. He was not an almost-friend anymore.

He was her owner.
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The sofa in Edtroka’s living room was comfortable. Softer than Georgianna was used to—a flimsy mattress atop the metal bunks within the compound—it gave her the feeling she was sinking into it, almost as if caught in a bog, but it was still such an improvement that she didn’t mind the sinking sensation too much.

However, she was worried that Edtroka didn’t have anywhere permanent for her to stay. While he had an extra room, the door remained locked, and Georgianna had not gathered the courage to ask whether she would always be sleeping on his sofa. This only added to her fear that Edtroka was housing her temporarily before she was moved to her real owner. Though Edtroka had signed the paperwork, he’d already told her that he had been compensated for her purchase.

Having taken a few days off work to help her settle into her place as a drysta, Edtroka was expected to be back at the compound that afternoon. Georgianna sat in the corner of the sofa, still wrapped in a blanket despite the heat the sun sent in through the large windows. She wondered what she would be expected to do with her time while he was at work. He might want her to clean and cook, but in this small apartment, that wouldn’t take much time. Edtroka’s shifts were long, spanning two counts at the compound. Would he leave her locked in the apartment every time he went to work? So far, he had not mentioned putting a cinystalq collar on her, but she was beginning to consider the collar as a preferable alternative to being locked within the apartment all day and night, itching to speak to someone other than the Adveni. When she had tried to ask him of his plans, he reminded her that his plans were not her business, and then changed the subject.

Everything set her on edge. Edtroka’s mood swings were more pronounced now that she saw him all day. It was just the two of them in the small apartment and Edtroka oscillated in a seemingly aimless manner between cheerful and eager to teach her Adveni culture, to furious at her when she asked the wrong question. He’d walked away from more questions than she could remember and he gave her no warning of which topics were off limits.

He’d taught her a few more of her lessons, as he called them. She was to be polite at all times. She wasn’t to speak to another Adveni unless specifically asked to do so. She was to do as he asked without question or delay.

When Edtroka appeared from his bedroom, already impeccably dressed, he walked straight past her into the kitchen. Georgianna untangled herself from the blanket and leaned to the side to watch his back. The uniform could not be comfortable in the heat. It was flexible enough, but it was clear that plating was hidden within it for protection, and she doubted it would allow for air flow.

“Get up,” Edtroka called over his shoulder, startling her. “We’re going out.”

Georgianna folded the blanket and placed the pillow on top of it. She hurried into the bathroom to wash and dress, selecting some clothes that Edtroka had picked out for her. She was quite surprised to find that they fitted rather well. Taking a little more time with her hair in an attempt to look respectable, another of his requests, she braided it over her shoulder.

There was a trace of a frown when she looked at herself in the mirror. Looking clean and tidy like this, she could see her mother in her own face. No matter the weather, or what she’d been doing, her mother had always looked neat and well put together. Her hair was always braided, and she had spent hours showing Georgianna how to do it herself. Braids that circled from temple to the nape of her neck, swoops of hair that caught the eye. Georgianna’s nimble fingers, trained for medicine, were quite good at it, but she hardly ever used it any more.

She hurried back to Edtroka, hoping that he would be kept in a reasonable mood by her attention to his lessons.

He led her from the building, walking down the street with brisk steps while Georgianna hurried a step behind.

“Where are we going?”

“Javeknell.”

He didn’t answer any further, lulling them both into silence. She chewed on her lip, wondering why he was bothering to take her to the square if he would be delivering her back to the apartment before his shift. That was, if he planned on taking her back there. Perhaps he was planning on handing her over to another Adveni, the one who had compensated him.

“Edtroka?”

“Hmm?”

Georgianna hurried a few steps to catch up to him again. If he was going to hand her over to someone else, she doubted he would talk about it. He’d been cagey about the reason behind her purchase since the first day.

“What should I do while you’re at the compound?”

Edtroka glanced over his shoulder. He pushed out his bottom lip and looked away.

“We’ll think of something.”
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“Stay quiet and remember what I told you.”

Edtroka spoke before Georgianna realised there was anything amiss. She glanced at him, and he nodded ahead of them, a cautious furrow to his brow.

Up ahead, two Adveni were approaching. Not entirely sure what to do, Georgianna remembered the rules and slowed her own steps to walk a half step behind him, the submissive drysta.

It was another dozen steps before she could make out the Adveni approaching them. One was a woman, with dark hair and the same calculating stare that Edtroka adopted when he was angry. For her, it seemed to be a natural expression and Georgianna hoped that she never had to see this woman angry. The man with her, however, Georgianna recognised immediately. Maarqyn Guinnyr stepped forwards and when he noticed Georgianna watching him, he smirked.

“Commander,” Edtroka greeted formally with the side of his fist to his chest. “Ehnisque.”

The woman stared unabashed at Georgianna, even as she nodded towards Edtroka.

“E'Troke.”

Georgianna shrank back further. Maarqyn advanced.

“E'Troke,” he greeted. “Your drysta sure does walk slowly. I’d teach her to keep up if I were you.”

“I have errands,” Edtroka replied, lifting his bag momentarily from his shoulder. “Nothing that I cannot take my time over.”

“You have not put a collar on her.”

They were speaking in Veuric for her benefit, she realised. It was a chance for Maarqyn to taunt her, even if he was here for another reason. The bottom dropped out of her stomach as she wondered whether he was here to collect her.

“Well, it would have made this easier,” Maarqyn mused when Edtroka didn’t answer him.

“Less fun,” the woman named Ehnisque added. Maarqyn smiled in approval.

“What is it you’d like, Commander?”

“I would like to speak to the medic. I would have done so before if you hadn’t gone behind backs to reward yourself.”

“Well, speak then.”

Maarqyn was not a difficult man to read. His annoyance at Edtroka’s dismissal of his insult was plastered over his face. He gritted his teeth, his nostrils flared, and he glared at Edtroka for a moment longer before rounding on Georgianna.

“You know my dreta, Alec and Nyah,” he began. “I want to know where they are. They belong to me and I want them returned.”

Georgianna faltered. Edtroka kept his gaze resolutely forward, staring at a spot of nothingness between Maarqyn and the woman. Up until his escape, everyone—including Alec’s brother, Landon—had believed Alec Cartwright dead, executed for connections with the Belsa. With the help of Si Oakes, another Belsa, Alec had lived as a drysta in secret, spying on Maarqyn and passing information back to the Belsa marshall, Beck Casey. Since learning that he was alive, Georgianna had discovered that Alec believed he had a way to disable the pillars surrounding Adlai, part of a device called the mykahnol, which could wipe their city off the face of Os-Veruh.

“I know them,” she answered, turning back to Maarqyn. There was no point in lying. Maarqyn had forced her connection to Alec and Nyah out of her on the day of the escape.

“You know their location?”

“No.”

“Liar. Vtensu Ven,” the woman hissed.

“Tsev,” Maarqyn warned without taking his gaze off Georgianna.

The woman fell silent.

“Medic,” he continued. “We both know that you had more to do with the escape than you let on and we also both know that I will not give up.”

Georgianna scuffed one foot against the ground.

“Why don’t you tell me where I can find Alec? Or, I may decide that your pain is a far more motivating reason for honesty.”

“Commander…”

“Quiet, E'Troke.”

Edtroka’s hands tightened into fists, but he stayed silent.

“Medic.”

“I don’t know.”

Maarqyn reached into the pocket of his coat so casually that for a moment, she thought he was reaching for a tsentyl or some other inconspicuous object. Instead, he withdrew a collar. Georgianna blanched and took a step back.

“You know something, I know you do.”

“I promise…”

“Be careful with the lies that follow that promise, Medic.”

Maarqyn was not bluffing. He would carry out his threat of putting a collar on her, he had done so before. She would have to convince him, but she couldn’t sell out Alec and Nyah, not when she had lost so much to secure their freedom.

Watching him tap the collar against his palm, Georgianna reached up and rubbed the side of her neck. She remembered the lightning pain that had shot through her body. She could feel the way it made everything else irrelevant, how it made you want to do anything to make it stop.

“They were supposed to run south,” Georgianna said in a flurry. “Nyah’s family had already moved south. We planned for them to meet further down the trail.”

“LIAR!”

The baton came out of nowhere, smacking into the side of her knee and knocking her to the ground. Maarqyn towered over her, collar in one hand and baton in the other. Crouching before her, he dropped the collar and grabbed her by the neck, lifting her from the ground.

“Commander, release her,” Edtroka ordered sharply. Maarqyn ignored him.

“Do you know what I do to those who lie to me?”

Georgianna gasped, scrabbling at his wrist.

“Alec was seen. He was spotted in the theft of some electrical equipment.”

“He was meant to run,” Georgianna screeched in return, not breaking her panicked gaze from Maarqyn’s furious glare. “I was in the compound, I don’t know if the plan changed.”

Searing pain shot through her head as the baton was brought down against her cheek. Georgianna squealed and shielded her face. The baton smacked into her knuckles twice before Maarqyn released her neck. She collapsed on the ground. Looking up, she saw Edtroka wrestling with the commander, his own glare a murderous match to Maarqyn’s. Edtroka finally shoved the commander away.

“I would remind you that this girl belongs to me!” Edtroka snarled. “And you are beyond your station to touch her.”

“I will do as I choose, Grystch,” Maarqyn hissed back. “You may have bought the girl under the table, but I could take her whenever I wish. Do you really think you would fare well against my allies?”

Edtroka’s glare became a smirk as he glanced at Ehnisque.

“I suppose that includes you, am I right?”

“Yes, dessiq, you are,” she nodded.

Georgianna was surprised to find that there was little venom in the woman’s voice, despite the Adtvenis word that she had to assume was an insult. The Adveni woman was calm and collected. Perhaps she found the altercation amusing. Peeling herself from the ground, Georgianna cradled her battered hand and retreated a few steps behind Edtroka.

“Well, I suggest that you make your move, Maarqyn. We shall see who regrets their actions.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” the woman hissed, her calm demeanour cracking. “Not over a Ven.”

“Try me,” Edtroka answered.

Maarqyn was sizing Edtroka up, and when the younger man didn’t falter under the scrutinising stare, he stepped back. He didn’t say anything more, except for a brief order in Adtvenis to the woman. They both walked away, the woman throwing a look over her shoulder before hurrying after the commander.

Edtroka was still for a few moments. When the two Adveni turned a corner further down the street, he looked at Georgianna.

“Come here.”

Georgianna took a tentative step forwards, wincing as Edtroka brushed his fingers against her bruised cheek.

“Are you okay?”

“It hurts, but I’m alright.”

Edtroka nodded.

“Good,” he said absently. “Then let’s get going, or we’ll be late.”
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Georgianna kept a wary watch as they walked into the centre of the city. The people on the streets were about their daily business and Maarqyn was nowhere to be seen. She stayed a step behind Edtroka the entire journey, though he occasionally looked back at her and chuckled. 

“What are you laughing at?” she asked.

Edtroka glanced over his shoulder, his amusement evident.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you look respectable before.”

“Excuse me?”

He slowed his step so that she could catch up to him, but she stayed behind. He shook his head.

“Your hair is neat, you’re clean. Apart from that mark on your cheek, I might call you an ideal drysta,” he said, grinning.

“I’m glad I’m pleasing,” Georgianna replied, touching her cheek tentatively.

“So pleasing it’s unnerving. You can walk next to me, you know.”

Despite his mockery, Georgianna kept her position behind him, not daring to step forwards to join him with other Adveni around.

Javeknell Square was busy when they arrived. Veniche who dared venture further into Adveni territory received a better price on wares, and had set up stalls. Adveni moved to and fro, some using the square as a shortcut to another district, others milling around stalls and shop windows.

Edtroka led them over to a stall of spices, though he barely looked at the items before he moved on to the next. Georgianna followed and watched him with narrowed eyes. He only had a short time before he was expected to be at the compound, and he didn’t seem particularly interested in the items he was looking at. He ambled from one to another without a noticeable care in the world.

“You know, if you’re looking for something, I know the Oprust District. I could get a better…”

“No,” he answered. “We stay.”

She fell silent immediately, not about to push her point. Edtroka had made it very clear that she was not to disagree with him in public. While voicing a suggestion may not have been out of place, arguing his decision would certainly raise eyebrows amongst the other Adveni. Clasping her hands together, Georgianna followed him, but her effort to remain calm vanished as a hand latched onto her elbow, making her squeal in surprise.

Whirling around on her heel, the man before her brought another cry to her lips. He shouldn’t be here.

Too late, she glanced over her shoulder. Edtroka was already moving towards them. Her breath caught in her chest as she stared up at her brother. He shouldn’t have made himself known. Edtroka wouldn’t appreciate her being grabbed in public, making him look like he didn’t have control of her. It wouldn’t matter that Halden was her sibling.

She wanted to fling her arms around Halden’s shoulders and hold on until he hugged her so tight that she couldn’t breathe. She wanted to hear him say that it was alright. Instead, she stood rooted to the spot, terrified even to blink in case he should disappear in a haze of fantasy.

“You took your time,” Edtroka greeted emotionlessly.

“My apologies,” Halden replied, a hard edge to his voice that Georgianna rarely heard. He bowed his head.

Georgianna glanced between them. Her owner and her brother were talking as if they’d been expecting each other and yet she couldn’t remember whether Halden had even known that Edtroka existed. She didn’t speak about the compound with her family, and certainly never about Edtroka. Her father had already disliked that she went there; he would have hated knowing that his only daughter was on friendly terms with an Adveni.

“What’s…?”

“You know the arrangement?” Edtroka cut her off. “She is to be back here when I finish my shift. Sunrise. Are we clear?”

“What is…?”

“Perfectly,” Halden agreed. “I will make sure of it.”

“Hal…”

Edtroka glanced at her, his expression cold and distant. Even when he was angry, Georgianna could always see recognition in his eyes. It was as if the memory of happier times were still fighting to get through. Here, there was nothing, just the cold glare of an Adveni. He turned and walked away without another word.

Before Georgianna had the time to decide whether she should have been running after him, Halden wrapped his arms around her waist and practically lifted her from the ground.

“Suns, Gianna,” he murmured.

Georgianna hesitated for the briefest moment before looping her arms around his shoulders. Tears gathered in her eyes and she buried her face into the crook of his shoulder. An Adveni bumped into them and told them to get out of the way.

Halden wasn’t ready to let go of her completely. He kept a tight hold of her hand and kissed her forehead. Brushing his thumb over the wound on her cheek, he glared at Edtroka’s retreating back over her shoulder and then set off at a fast past, dragging her out of the square.
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Georgianna kept checking over her shoulder as they left the square and moved amongst the buildings. Halden wove through people on a wide street, heading towards the Oprust District. She couldn’t see anyone following them, but it didn’t help shake the suspicion that something was wrong. It didn’t make sense that Edtroka would just hand her over to her brother. A niggling in the back of her mind reminded her that it didn’t have to be an Adveni following them. Edtroka, or even Maarqyn could easily have employed someone to follow her undetected, to lead them to Alec and Nyah. She hurried along behind Halden, not pausing to ask the questions she longed to ask, not while she was still unsure whether they were alone.

They turned onto a smaller street, then another, their twisting path leading deeper into the Oprust District and further from the strong Adveni presence in the square. At least here, an Adveni would be easier to spot. Georgianna hoped that if she kept a sharp enough eye out, she would be able to spot a familiar face. Buildings piled against each other, stone up against wood. Small alleyways led off the streets, doors at their ends accessed the backs of buildings that faced onto the next street.

“The Adveni have gone nuts,” Halden hissed over his shoulder. “Since you were captured, they’ve become even worse than before. They’re in the camps all the time now. It’s a mess, Gianna.”

“But what’s that got to do with me?”

“It means we have to…”

Finally, after another check over her shoulder, when she was sure that there was not an Adveni in sight, Georgianna gave a forceful tug on her brother’s arm, wrenching her hand from his grasp.

“Hal!” she ordered, bringing her brother to a sudden stop. “Will you tell me what’s going on?”

Halden looked almost as nervous as she did, and he checked over both their shoulders before he answered.

“Soon, Gianna, we’re late.”

She didn’t budge.

“No, Hal. Not soon, now! You just said that things were much worse. What kind of deal did you sign into? What are we late for?”

He didn’t answer her. Reaching out, he slipped his hand into hers and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Georgianna frowned in return, but didn’t stop him as he urged her to continue.

Edtroka had said that he wanted her back in the square at sunrise, and while she’d been confused, Halden had seemed perfectly content with the arrangement. She gritted her teeth in impatient anxiety. What had Halden promised Edtroka? Had her family provided the compensation Edtroka had spoken of? A shudder ran through her shoulders as a thought came to her. Her family could not afford the kind of compensation that Edtroka would have asked, so it had to have been something else they had promised. There were other things the Adveni wanted, things Halden might know. She couldn’t imagine that her brother would sell out others in exchange for her safety, not without being pushed over the edge of desperation.

Like Taye had been.

Georgianna could barely breathe as they turned into the large street that ran the length of the Oprust district. Halden guided her through the crowds going about their business, trading from stalls and shops. Travelling through the Oprust district was the quickest path to the Veniche Camps, but instead of heading across the street and taking one of the smaller roads out of the city, Halden turned left and led her along the road. They stopped just outside the small, run-down Trade Inn.

The door squeaked in protest as he pushed it open, the bottom corner grinding against the stone floor. Georgianna followed him with narrowed eyes. If he had wanted to talk to her, there were better places, places where she could also see her father and Braedon. Her chest ached at the thought of them and she wondered if it had been her father’s desperation, not Halden’s, which had led to this deal. Perhaps it was them that they were late to meet with.

The Trade Inn was filled with people, very few chairs remaining unoccupied. Groups of men sat around large tables, paying each other no attention as they devoured their food and sipped on drinks. A melody of chatter, spoons in bowls and cups on tables was accompanied by the clanging and scraping of pots on the stone fireplace at the back. The middle-aged man behind the counter occasionally added the odd groan or swearword to the mix.

Halden pulled her through the tables. The door, jammed on the stone floor, allowed a waft of warm air to enter. After a moment, one grumbling patron got up from his seat to push it closed, even though the air would be all the staler for it, a mingling of sweat, meat, and home-brewed wheat beer.

Her heart thumped painfully beneath her breast. She was so caught up trying to work out how Halden had made a deal with Edtroka and what he’d promised him that she walked straight into Halden’s back when he stopped. She wavered for a moment and he stepped out of the way, releasing her hand.

“Hi George.”

She froze. She knew that voice.

In front of her, at a table with two seats waiting for them, stood Keiran Zanetti.
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Keiran pushed the chair out of the way, easing himself out from between the tables. There was a hesitation to him that she had never seen before, not when it came to her, anyway. He’d always been so confident and charming. This anxious expression didn’t suit him. His hair was a little longer and the stubble of a growing beard was more pronounced on his jaw, but his eyes were the same pale blue that shone for her in the darkness. And his smile, now he’d found it, sent shivers down her legs into her toes.

She remembered the last conversation she’d had with Halden about Keiran. He’d been annoyed at her because she refused to acknowledge the relationship they had. Yet now he had an accepting smile on his lips. Whatever worries he’d had about their relationship were gone. She could only imagine that her family had blamed the Belsa and Keiran for her arrest and she couldn’t think of a way that Keiran would have been able to convince them otherwise. That was, unless Halden had not been the one to bargain the deal with Edtroka? She stepped forwards.

She’d been waiting to see him. Every day in the compound, especially since his note had arrived, she had thought of seeing him again. Keiran reached out first, his fingers on her jaw, gently brushing the bruise on her cheekbone. He drew her forwards and placed a soft kiss on her forehead, her temple, her cheek and then the corner of her lips. She turned towards him then, settling her lips against his tender flesh. His fingers disappeared into her hair, holding the nape of her neck as he urged her up to him, sharing breath, sharing longing.

His lips tasted of wheat beer and yapoque smoke. He’d been worried. She could imagine him standing outside the Trade Inn, smoking while he waited before coming inside to get a drink. The taste of him was sweet against her tongue.

His skin was smooth and warm, just the way she remembered it. His fingertips pressed into the small of her back, pulling her closer. She gripped his arms and clung on, hoping she hadn’t been imagining it all, scared he might evaporate into the smoke of his cigarettes.

Next to them, Halden cleared his throat.

Georgianna pulled back. Maybe Keiran had done enough to earn Halden’s approval, but she doubted anything was enough for an extended display of affection. The problem was she wasn’t ready to put any space between them. Weeks of thinking of him, wondering whether he was safe, if he really was going to help her, had built up into a pit of longing that had not yet been filled.

The tip of her nose bumped against his and he placed another soft kiss at the corner of her lips. She slid her hands up to his shoulders and pulled herself against him, her cheek against his as she hugged him tightly. Keiran’s arms wound around her waist, kissing her temple again.

When he moved back, the anxious expression was gone, replaced by critical examination. His gaze swept across her face, down her neck and back to the injury on her cheek.

“He hurt you.”

She shook her head. His thumb brushed against her cheek again and behind his frown, she could see his jaw tightening. Georgianna grasped his wrist.

“No,” she assured him. “It wasn’t him.”

“Who then? He’s had you for days,” Halden insisted. “I’m no medic, but I know that mark is new.”

She avoided looking at either of them.

“It doesn’t matter, it was nothing.”

Although, it didn’t feel like nothing, not when Maarqyn was promising to take her away from Edtroka and make her tell him where Alec and Nyah were hiding. Still, Halden had looked so pleased to see her and they had made this deal happen, whatever it was they had promised. She couldn’t burden them any more than that.

Keiran rounded on Halden as they manoeuvred around the table and took a seat.

“You’re late.”

“Next time, make your own damned appointments, then,” Halden answered with a triumphant smirk, rocking onto the back legs of his chair. “Not that I’m not happy to see my sister, but I don’t know why you were so adamant that you not go.”

Keiran moved closer to her, his thigh pressed against hers.

“How do you think that’d look? It made more sense that it was you.”

“Will one of you tell me what’s going on?” Georgianna asked in growing frustration. The thrill of seeing her brother and Keiran was wearing off and she was back to feeling anxious. “How did you do this?”

She shifted to look at Keiran. He rubbed his jaw and looked at her brother instead. Georgianna followed his gaze, but Halden simply grinned and shook his head. Whatever had been done, it had been Keiran who did it.

“Alright,” Keiran huffed, leaning forwards to rest his elbow on the table, shielding them from the rest of the café. “I made a deal.”

“How?”

Keiran licked his bottom lip. There was something odd about him. Keiran, while private, had never hidden his triumphs from her. If anything constituted a triumph, surely freeing someone from the compound did. After things going wrong with Alec’s and Nyah’s escape, the fact she was sitting here was amazing. So why did he look so worried?

“I knew there was no chance of getting you out of the compound by force,” he explained quietly. “And if you were sold, it would be a long time before you were let out, with or without a collar. I told Halden what had happened, like you asked, and when I suggested getting you back, we agreed that I would speak to Liliah.”

Georgianna blinked in surprise.

“Liliah? Why?”

Halden pushed himself further back on the chair, wavering precariously in a way he had been constantly reprimanded for as a child. He held on to the edge of the table, knuckles pale against the wood.

“She worked with you in that bar,” Halden said. “She saw you with Adveni. She was the only person I could think of who might know someone who could help you.”

“And she did, George,” Keiran interjected. “Liliah explained that she’d seen you talking to a guard, someone you seemed on good terms with. It took us a while to figure out which guard it was, but once we did, we approached him.”

Liliah had been rather amused by Georgianna’s conversation with Edtroka when he’d visited her in Crisco. Not many Adveni stuck around to chat to the Veniche behind the bar, let alone teasing them the way he had.

“So, you offered him money to buy me?”

Keiran took a swig from his drink before he answered.

“Something like that.”

“What was it?” she asked.

Keiran shook his head.

“It doesn’t matter, George. It’s already done. Just be happy.”

Georgianna wasn’t sure. She stared across the café, thinking that it all seemed too good to be true. Had this been her own plan, she would have been sure that it would all fall apart. However, from the sounds of it, nothing had gone wrong. Edtroka had helped them. He’d helped her.

She’d thought that Edtroka acting so cold to her in the compound before buying her was simply a tactic of keeping himself distant, so that no one would suspect that he was making a deal under the table. She might have understood it if he’d wanted her the way Maarqyn did, if he thought she had information, but why go to all that effort for Keiran and Halden, two men he didn’t know?

She shook herself and stopped trying to pick the deal apart. It had already worked. She was here. She had to let the questions go.

“So, what happens now?”

“Now you…”

“Actually,” Halden interrupted. “Grystch said that he wants her back at sunrise.”

“That wasn’t what we agreed.”

“Don’t ask me. Take it up with him. He asked if I knew the arrangement and said he wants her at the end of his shift, back in Javeknell.”

Keiran let out a huff of annoyance and slumped back in his chair. Rubbing his hand across his face, he hissed through his teeth in frustration.

“I should get you down to Medic’s Way now then.”

Georgianna frowned. She appreciated everything Keiran had done and knew that the price he had paid could not have been cheap. She couldn’t begin to imagine the things he’d had to do to get the money together, but she also knew that she couldn’t go ambling off to Medic’s Way as if nothing had happened.

“I can’t.”

Keiran raised his eyebrow in a silent question that she didn’t need asked out loud. Whether Keiran would understand it or not didn’t matter. Before she went anywhere with him, before she thought about the Belsa or the life she now found herself in, before any of it, there was someone she needed to see.
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Halden left them outside the Trade Inn with an embrace and a promise that he would see her soon, as well as a warning that she should keep herself safe above all else. Having lost a morning’s work to meet her, Halden had at least to show his face if he were to salvage the day.

She and Keiran left the Oprust district, heading out towards the camps. For the first part of the walk, they remained quiet. There were a thousand questions that she wanted to ask him, but—beyond Keiran confirming that the others were safe, a question he brushed off with a grunt—she kept them to herself. Somehow, it didn’t seem like the right time. It was all so much to take in and she didn’t dare rush it for fear that the whole day would crumble around her and prove to be nothing more than a drysta’s desperate dream.

Keiran didn’t talk much and she wondered whether he didn’t know what to say, or if he was giving her time for everything to sink in. Either way, she was grateful for the quiet. He kept his distance as they walked under the harsh glare of the sun and the watchful eyes of those they passed. Nothing more than the brush of his hand against hers. Georgianna kept her gaze on the path ahead, but her heart raced with tingles of longing and fear at each contact.

The first time they passed an Adveni in the camps, Georgianna gawked until Keiran tugged her away. Halden had mentioned that the Adveni had increased their presence, and she’d seen Adveni out in the camps before, but this was different. In the years before, Adveni would pass through the camps, but rarely stay long. This soldier just stood there on the corner and, as they walked further, she spotted more and more of them. Just as they lost sight of the last, a new one would become visible ahead. Each wore full uniform and was loaded with weaponry. After the first, she was smart enough to keep her gaze fixed on the ground.

Her house was quiet as they approached. The door stood open, but even a dozen steps from the threshold, she could hear no signs of life inside. For a moment, she feared that her father was out. The open door meant that he wouldn’t have ventured far, but there was no way of knowing in which direction he would have gone.

She stepped into the shadows, fingers brushing the doorframe as she craned her neck to look into the kitchen. Her breath came in quick gasps from the nerves she had not expected. Halden would have told her if something had happened, but her father’s disappointment and disapproval was weighing on her. She had always promised him that she would be careful, that working for the Belsa would not put her in danger. Now, here she was, no longer a young girl who had broken something she wasn’t supposed to have been playing with, but a grown woman who could still not find her own way out of the mess she had created.

At the sound of their footsteps, the door to Braedon and Halden’s bedroom was pulled tentatively open. Wide, cautious eyes peered back at her before a small body lunged forwards.

Georgianna crouched, gathering her nephew, Braedon, into her arms. She hugged him tightly against her and pressed her hand to the back of his head when he buried his face into her neck. At the sound of sniffing, however, she pulled back. His expression was not one of elation at seeing her, but of sadness. Tears brimmed along his lashes and his bottom lip trembled ominously.

“Brae?” she whispered, cupping his face. “Brae, what’s wrong?”

“Grandda’ mad at me,” he sniffed, and pushed past her hands to shield himself against her body.

She slid down onto her knees and held Braedon as he sobbed. Keiran frowned above them, but as she opened her mouth, Keiran forced a grin and stepped forwards. He grasped Braedon by the waist, lifting the young boy up to rest on his hip.

“I’ve been told you have a foal out back.”

Braedon rubbed the side of his hand under his nose and nodded.

“I’ve not seen one in so long. Would you mind showing me?”

Keiran didn’t wait for an answer. He carried Braedon down the hall as if he’d lived in the house his entire life. He left Georgianna kneeling by the doorway, fear flooding into her stomach. She had never seen Braedon scared of his grandfather. Even when she had been on the receiving end of her father’s anger, she’d never been truly scared of him.

Peeling herself from the floor, she braced herself by the door. The sunlight only reached so far into the house so that, even as she stepped into the family room, she couldn’t see her father immediately.

He was on the other side of the room, sitting against the wall, chin against his chest, hands clasped around an object in his lap.

“Da’?” she asked.

From the jerk of his head and the clench of his fingers, she knew he had heard her, but he didn’t lift his head as she moved closer.

“Cruel spirits,” he groaned and shifted towards the corner, away from her.

She was close enough to touch him, though as she looked down, she paused. He was clutching a toy that he had carved for her as a child. It was a wolf in mid-stride, one of the toys she had loved most dearly.

Tears filled her eyes in that instant and she wished Halden had warned her that their father had taken her capture so hard.

She moved tentatively around the chair, laying her hand on top of his, and leaned close to kiss his forehead. His body jerked. Even through the shadows and beneath his clothes, she could see that he had lost weight. She wondered how long he’d been this way and why Halden had not told him about the plan in order to keep his spirits up. Maybe he had, but her father had been too depressed to believe him.

“It’s me, Da’,” she whispered. “It’s Gianna. Your Gianna. I’m here.”

Lifting his head, he stared at her and blinked. His eyes, dulled from the sparkling green she always remembered, were filled with longing, but also brimming with loathing for the spirit that tormented him.

“You can smack the backs of my legs,” she told him, giving him a watery smile. “I deserve it, but I’m here now.”

“Gianna,” he finally breathed. “My girl.”

She nodded.

Zello, the wolf, clattered to the floor and strong arms wrapped around her, pulling her into an embrace that crushed her ribs. She wriggled her arms free of his grasp and hugged him. Normally, she might have pulled back. The ferocity of her father’s embraces could become restricting, sometimes painful, but this time she didn’t move. She let herself be crushed against his barrel chest and inhaled the scent of woodchips in his shirt. She clutched him tighter as she felt his body convulsing with his silent sobs.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

He didn’t answer except to cup the back of her head with his hand, stroking gently from crown to neck and catching tangles of hair in his fingers. She didn’t know how long they stayed there. Neither was willing to break the embrace, or to break the silence of their relief. It was only when she heard footsteps in the hall that she finally opened her eyes and turned to see Braedon appear in the doorway. Keiran stood behind him and gave her a brief smile as she peeled herself away from her father.

“Foal seems in good shape,” he announced in a casual tone that did not mask his discomfort.

Georgianna let out a contented sigh as she sat back on her heels. She wondered whether he had met her father when he came to tell them about her capture. He clearly knew Halden, but had he ventured far enough to visit her family home? For all his insistence that he was not one for joining with another person, he was certainly acting like the dutiful boyfriend, here to meet the family. She figured that it all had to be incredibly awkward for him.

“You did this.”

Her father was on his feet. His hand rested on her head for a moment, unwilling maybe to break the connection. All too soon, the comforting touch was gone and he was advancing on Keiran.

Whatever struggles her father had suffered since her incarceration, any loss of strength or virility that age had taken from him over the years was unnoticeable as he crossed the room. His hands balled into fists. Georgianna remembered him looking as big as a giant when she was young, the look he had about him now. Whether it was actual fear or simply the desire not to fight her father, Keiran shrank back from the man advancing towards him.

“Vtensu Belsa,” he growled. “You think your cause is so important and everyone else be damned. I told her not to help you. I told her it would be her neck, but no…”

More than anything else, Keiran looked shocked. Shocked and confused. His gaze darted between them and he clenched his fists before relaxing them again.

“It’s not like…”

Keiran stifled a growl as he was grabbed by the collar, hauled forwards. He grasped the hand at his throat, clinging on. But he didn’t fight back.

“Da’, stop!” Georgianna screeched, jumping to her feet.

“I’ll tell you exactly what it’s like, son. Your kind used my daughter and discarded her.”

“Da’, come on, it’s not Keir…”

“You stay quiet, girl!” he snapped. “I’m warning you.”

“Sir, I didn’t…”

Her father lifted his fist and Keiran fell silent, glancing between the fist and Lyle Lennox’s furious glare. Georgianna leapt towards them, grabbing onto her father’s arm with both hands.

“Stop it! Stop it! He didn’t do anything! He got me out, Da’!”

Her father faltered, even if it was only while he tried to disentangle Georgianna from his arm. Her fingers slipped, but when a loud wail came from the doorway, she stopped trying to hold her father back. Braedon was hugging the doorframe, tears gushing down his face. He didn’t understand what was happening. He only knew Keiran as the man who had been interested in the foal outside. It didn’t make sense to the young boy that his grandfather wanted to harm the cheerful man.

Georgianna forgot about her father and Keiran and, leaping towards Braedon, she lifted him up into her arms. She held him against her, his clammy cheek against her own as she rounded on her father.

“You’re scaring him!”

Those words did the job that she had been unable to do with force. He winced, his glare softening as he looked at Braedon. His fingers twitched and released Keiran, though he threw another warning glance his way. Keiran did what could only be considered sensible and moved towards the door.

“Keiran got me out,” Georgianna repeated. “He made a deal. Him and Halden. You should be thanking him, Da’, not trying to break his neck.”

“A deal? What kind of deal? You’re not free?”

“Not fully,” she murmured, grimacing. “Keiran and Halden organised for a guard to buy me. I’m… I’m a drysta now.”

He didn’t speak at first. Moving forwards, he grasped Braedon around the waist and pulled him into his arms. After hugging him tightly for a few moments, murmuring into his ear to placate him, he set him down.

“You should get your things packed. We’ve lost some time, but if we move fast, we can catch up.”

She stared at her father.

“What?”

“We’re going south!” Braedon chirped. His cheeks were still wet with tears, but he was beaming.

“Da’, no, I can’t.”

“You will. It’ll be better for you, being away from here, away from them. Now, go. We can set off in the morning.”

“I don’t think you understand,” Keiran said. “George can’t leave the city. She’s a drysta, owned by an Adveni.”

“I know what ‘drysta’ means.”

“Well, then you’ll know that they’re not about to let her go traipsing off south. You won’t be travelling; you’ll be on the run!”

Braedon’s excitement at the idea of travelling was quickly replaced by an expression of concern that Georgianna felt should never be seen on such a young boy. His gaze darted between them, waiting for one of them to tell him what they were doing.

“I can’t go,” Georgianna murmured slowly. “But… but maybe you should. You can get out of the city. No one will be looking for you. It would be safer for all of you.”

“I’ve not made that trip without you in twenty-seven years, my girl,” he answered as he crouched and picked up the toy wolf. He turned it over in his fingers, a fond smile creeping into his expression. “The first time, you were already in your mother’s belly, and I’ve not made that trip without you or your brother since. I don’t plan on starting now.”

Georgianna wanted to argue and convince him. While in the compound, she had been depressed at the thought of her family travelling without her, but she didn’t want them to stay simply because she couldn’t go. If they left quickly and made good time, they could catch up with the others who had decided to make the trip. They had no marks against their registrations; they would be allowed the permissions to travel. The arrival of the Adveni had never prevented them going south.

She wanted to convince her father to go, but without being able to assure him that she would be safe, she couldn’t. Without being able even to reassure herself that she could survive without her family, she feared that her father would now never make the trip again.
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Georgianna yawned and stretched. Her muscles ached in protest as she leaned forwards and rubbed her hands vigorously over her face. Behind her, she heard a chuckle and fingers swept down her waist to her bare hip.

“You can sleep, you know,” Keiran suggested.

He massaged her hip in gentle, absent motions as she shook her head and stifled another yawn. The lamp flickered from its place on the upturned crate, the flame desperately lapping up the oil from the string wick. It was running low and it wouldn’t be long before it gave out. Still, Georgianna didn’t want to waste time on sleep.

“No, I want to hear what’s been happening around here.”

Returning to the comfort of the mattress, she curled up against him. Her hand found an easy resting place on his stomach and she began drawing idle patterns against his skin. They had spent most of the afternoon and evening with her family and, despite Keiran’s visibly growing discomfort, he hadn’t complained or suggested doing anything else. It had been her suggestion to leave once Halden had put Braedon to bed. Her father had been disappointed and reluctant to release her from their parting embrace, but they’d finally made their way back to the city, ducking into the tunnels at the first entrance.

Keiran had been stoic with her father, even after the older man had apologised for blaming Keiran for her incarceration. Questions her father had asked him—about everything from his position within the Belsa to his family situation—were answered with noncommittal, short sentences. He’d admitted that he was Nerrin, but that was the most information he’d disclosed about his personal life. It had only been then that Georgianna realised she knew nothing about Keiran’s family. She hadn’t wanted to ask him in front of her father, not while the two were still on shaky ground, but it had piqued her interest in the Belsa sergeant’s history.

Still, he remained silent at her request, nothing but a slight smirk and a squeeze of her hip in response.

“Come on, I told you all about Lyndbury and Edtroka,” she urged.

“Yes, the rambunctious tales of George in the compound. I don’t think I can match their excitement.”

His eyes glinted in sarcastic amusement as she smacked him on the stomach. Coiling more tightly against him in a mess of hair and limbs, Georgianna pressed her lips against his shoulder.

“Please?”

Keiran grasped her thigh and pulled her leg across his lap.

“Things haven’t changed, George.”

Running her finger absently across his chest and down to his stomach, she frowned against his skin.

“You’re sure Beck is alright with me being here, right?” she asked.

He gave her a well-rehearsed smile and nodded.

“I spoke to Casey before coming to meet you. As long as you didn’t have a collar, and you changed clothes…”

“Changed clothes?”

He waved it off.

“Yeah, something about tracking devices.”

Georgianna lifted her head and looked down at the crumpled pile of clothes on the floor. She’d changed her clothes at home, exchanging the ones Edtroka had bought for her own.

“I would have noticed.”

“Not necessarily, if it was small.”

Blinking, she chewed on her bottom lip. While she’d changed clothes at home, she’d packed the ones Edtroka had bought her into a bag.

“Where’s the bag?” she asked. “What if there was one of those tracking things? I bought the bag with…”

“I gave it to the guard when we came in,” he said gently, as if he’d been expecting the question. “He was handing it off to Casey to be checked.”

Georgianna slumped back down against him and nodded. Apparently, they had thought of everything. Keiran slid his hands beneath his head and closed his eyes, but Georgianna’s mind was still too full of questions to try to sleep.

“What happened with the information Alec got from Maarqyn?”

He gave a derisive snort, but when Georgianna lifted her head, he was staring at the ceiling. She was getting annoyed at him keeping information from her. Maybe he thought it was best, that the less she knew, the less she could be coerced into sharing with the Adveni. Perhaps he was right, but she still wanted to know that Alec and Nyah were alright. She needed to know that Alec hadn’t been under that man’s control for two years for nothing.

“Maarqyn said that Alec was spotted.”

Keiran looked worried for a moment before he was able to mask it in a smile of indifference.

“When did you see him?”

Georgianna lifted her hand to show the bruising across the back of her fingers. It had luckily only started to come up more clearly after they’d left the house. Her father had already been angry enough about the mark on her cheek.

“This morning. He knew Edtroka had bought me. He wanted information.”

“That was it?”

She placed her hand back against his stomach and gently drummed her fingers against the muscles. She hadn’t wanted to worry her father or Halden, but since Keiran had made the deal with Edtroka, he had a right to know.

“He wanted to buy me,” she admitted. “He said so before I even went into the compound. Edtroka had to make the sale privately so that he couldn’t be outbid. Maarqyn’s pretty angry about it.”

“Yeah, I bet he is.”

There was a distance to his voice that caught her attention. She paused, wondering whether to ask if he knew something he wasn’t saying, but she shook it off. With how little he’d told her, she doubted this would be any different.

“So they’re safe?” she asked. “Alec and Nyah?”

“They’re fine. Alec returned here and Taye took his girlfriend out to the camps.”

“They didn’t stay with the Carae?”

“Apparently not.”

“And Alec’s just gone back to the Belsa like nothing happened?”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

Georgianna didn’t want to be angry at him, but his noncommittal answers were frustrating her. She pushed herself up and glared down at him.

“Well, what about the information he had? Has that done anything? Has the escape changed anything?”

“It did something, alright. Their escape brought the Adveni down on everyone’s asses harder than ever. Good choice, the Tsevstakre commander’s dreta.”

Frowning, she stared past him.

“What was he after anyway?”

“Who?”

“Alec. With the theft?”

“Theft?”

“The one when he was spotted. Why did Beck agree to let him go?”

“Benefit outweighs risk,” he mumbled. “Funny, but that was how he was caught and became a drysta in the first place.”

“Did they get what they wanted?”

“Don’t know. I’ve not been involved.”

“You haven’t?”

“Not my speciality. Wrench has been in on it. Apparently all his time spent working with Adveni technology like the cinystalq gives him the perfect background.”

Eli Talassi, known to most people as “Wrench”, was a good friend of Keiran’s. They’d grown up together, but Georgianna hadn’t really known him until she met Keiran, and it was only when he agreed to help in Alec and Nyah’s escape that she really trusted him. Wrench had a reputation of being good with technology, and the fact he was able to remove cinystalq collars without killing the wearer was a very helpful skill. Apparently, that skill was now being transferred to working on the pillars surrounding one of the Adveni’s worst weapons, the Mykahnol, a bomb capable of wiping out their entire planet if it wasn’t contained.

When she’d first seen Alec again, he’d told her that even the Adveni couldn’t stop the Mykahnol if the pillars weren’t in place, that they wouldn’t set it off without their own protection. She wondered if that was what they were planning. Though she didn’t feel comfortable sharing that with Keiran. He’d hardly told her anything and, from his voice, she wasn’t sure that he liked Alec all that much. She didn’t want to be vain, but she couldn’t help but wonder if Keiran had found out about her romantic past with Alec. She and Alec had never been serious, and they had butted heads more often than anything else, but having known Alec since childhood, Georgianna wouldn’t have been surprised if Keiran felt threatened by her connection to the other man.

“So, you’ve had all this time since I was taken to the compound and you weren’t even involved in the excitement?” she asked, grinning. “What have you been doing with your time, you lazy vtensu?”

Keiran growled under his breath, making her giggle. The worry about the pillars was forgotten in an instant. He moved quickly and before Georgianna could think of fighting him off, he’d sat up and pushed her forwards, forcing her face down onto the mattress. He pinned both her wrists above her head and planted his leg across the backs of her knees. He knew how to surprise her. He’d been a hunter when with the Nerrin, as well as now being a Belsa, but those facts slipped into the background, almost forgotten. His effortless charm and cocky personality sometimes caused her to forget that he was also a skilled fighter.

Spluttering from a face full of pillow, Georgianna turned her head.

“Seems you didn’t have as much time on your hands while I was away, after all,” she teased. “Good to know that you’ve been enjoying yourself.”

His broad grin faltered and his grip loosened. Without a word, he moved back and lay on his side next to her. Georgianna frowned, wondering what she’d said wrong.

“I do remember that I promised you a conversation, you know,” he said.

Her lips parted. She stared back at him and brought her arms down, propping her head on her hands. She’d been confused before being taken to the compound, and she’d spent a lot of time thinking about their relationship in her hours alone. She had wanted more from Keiran, something she’d not considered with anyone before. He had promised that they would talk once Alec and Nyah’s escape was done, but she’d been captured. Anyway, that had been before she’d become a drysta. Even though Keiran had orchestrated her release, she couldn’t expect him to tie himself to her now. He would grow frustrated and move on. Even if it didn’t happen now, it would someday.

“I know,” she murmured. “But you don’t need to now. You’ve done too much already. I can’t expect you to…”

Keiran cut her off with a soft, insistent kiss. He held her against him, his fingers entwined in her hair. When he finally pulled back, he was so close that even in the low lamp light, she could see every line of his lips, every fleck of blue and grey in his eyes.

“Do you think I help organise the freedom of every pretty girl I know?”

“You’d probably be very busy.”

His thumb absently traced her jaw as his gaze searched her face.

“I’ve not been with anyone since you were caught,” he admitted. “I promised you that conversation and I still intend to have it. Whether you’re a medic or a drysta.”

“Really?”

She wasn’t sure she believed him. She was sure he meant it now, but what about months down the line when he couldn’t see her? If Edtroka went back on the deal, there was nothing to stop him from selling her back into the compound. If she went back in there with Ta-Dao and Vajra, she wasn’t sure she’d ever come out. That would mean Maarqyn might have his way and manage to take her away. She’d probably never see Keiran again.

“I’m not promising joining or anything,” he said, pushing her back so that he hovered over her. “But I want to be with you.”

Georgianna coaxed him down to her, gentle kisses that drew him in until neither of them could breathe. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, slid her fingers into his hair, sighed against his lips. Even if it wouldn’t last forever, she was happy to have him now. Someone to care about. Someone to forget about all the bad things with. She wasn’t a drysta when she was with him. She wasn’t a victim or a criminal. She was just George.

When they came up for air, Keiran rested his forehead against hers, keeping his eyes closed. Her breath fluttered his short eyelashes.

“I should get you back to Edtroka before he decides not to let me have you again.”

Georgianna shook her head and hooked her leg over his hip. She held him against her and smiled against his skin. He wasn’t any more ready for her to go than she was to leave. As he shuddered against her touch, she knew he could be persuaded to delay.

“We still have time.”
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Despite the early hour, the tunnels were full of activity as Keiran and Georgianna walked back towards the square. To get to the exit closest to the square meant travelling through the entirety of the Belsa encampment from Keiran’s small shack, and they were stopped more than once by people who recognised her. They’d barely stepped out of the shack when Keiran had slipped his hand into hers, a small gesture on his part, but one that meant much more to her. In the entire time they’d known each other, he had never displayed affection in such a way, preferring to keep it private. Somehow, it was easier to go back to Edtroka and that life knowing that Keiran was here and hadn’t forgotten about her.

“Gianna?”

Georgianna spun on her heel. So few people called her Gianna, especially down here. She was George to the Belsa if they knew her name at all. The only people who knew her as Gianna were family and family friends, one of whom was walking towards them.

He looked haggard, far more so than usual. Like her father, the few months she had been away had taken their toll. Unlike her father, however, she was sure that it had not been her disappearance that had done the damage.

“Hello Beck.”

“Oh, Georgianna, it really is you!” he sighed gratefully. “A guard reported from his duty that you’d come in late last night, but I wasn’t sure whether to believe him.”

The hug he enveloped her in was loose and awkward. Georgianna gripped Keiran’s hand behind her back and forced a smile until he pulled back.

“You’ve seen Lyle?”

“My father is fine, thank you,” she nodded.

Beck glanced from Georgianna to Keiran, his brow tightening in concern. She had never been so short with him, not even when he refused to help them with Nyah’s escape. There was a chance that he didn’t realise how much she knew about his agreement to tell everyone that Alec was dead, but she wasn’t ready to forgive him.

Beck licked the corner of his lips and stuffed his hands into his pockets.

“Zanetti,” he said suddenly.

Keiran stood up straighter.

“You mind if I have a moment alone with the medic?”

Keiran squeezed her hand and moved off further down the tunnel, leaving her alone with the Belsa marshall, someone she had once called uncle. It seemed far too long ago.

“I have your bag of clothes,” he said, slipping a strap from his shoulder and holding out the small canvas bag. Georgianna took it, the bottom brushing the ground as the strap hung from her fingers.

“Was everything okay?”

“Everything was fine,” he nodded. “But enough about that. Are you okay, Gianna?”

“Please don’t call me that.”

He looked hurt by the slight, especially since he had known her as long as anyone else who used that name.

“George.”

“I’m fine.”

“You were buryd, George. I doubt that constitutes as fine.”

She shrugged and looked away.

“Well, I’m out now.”

“No, you’re a drysta, if what Zanetti told me is accurate.”

“You don’t have to remind me. I know what I am.”

His eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Rubbing the back of his neck, Beck sighed.

“You’re angry with me. Why, because I didn’t offer help for that escape? Is that it? You blame me for your capture because if I’d offered those men, you wouldn’t have been caught?”

“You think I’m that petty?” she asked quickly.

“No, no, of course I don’t.”

“Why did you lie about Alec?”

Beck groaned and turned away from her. Georgianna grabbed his arm, wrenching him back.

“No, you don’t get to turn away from me. You owe me this, Beck. You owe Landon. He went off to slavery believing his brother was dead.”

“Look what happened when people knew he was alive, George,” he answered. He sounded tired. “A rescue attempt that landed you in Lyndbury. You’re all lucky that no one was killed for it.”

“You lied to us, to his own brother. Maybe if we’d known…”

“What? You would have let him stay with his owner?” he snorted. “Knowing what he was going through, you would have left him there?”

“Why did you allow it?”

“Because he asked me to!”

Georgianna jumped back at the ferocity with which he spat the words. Alec had said something along the same lines, but she’d been sure that Alec had been trying to protect Beck. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Beck nodded.

“Alec begged me to say that he was dead. He wanted to stay with that Adveni. He wanted revenge.”

“And you let him?”

“You know better than most how much Alec has lost over the years, all at the hands of the Adveni: his wife, his best friend… his child.”

Georgianna’s eyes widened in shock. Beck nodded.

“She was pregnant when she died.”

She couldn’t meet his gaze. She couldn’t believe how little she knew. Alec had never told her.

“Look, George, if you’re angry at me for lying to you, I get that, but don’t let it change things.”

“I don’t…”

“Lacie misses you.”

Her anger ebbed at the mention of Lacie, Beck’s adopted daughter. She missed the young girl as well. Lacie had become a constant in her life and she knew how hard it was for the teenager to trust others after all she’d been though. She didn’t want her anger at Beck to drive a wedge between them.

“Is she alright?”

Beck smiled.

“She’s fine. Keinah has been training her… when she can get down the Way, of course. Lacie loves her little boy.”

“Keinah had the baby?”

“Almost two months ago now. She named him Rayne. Lacie is besotted.”

Georgianna couldn’t help it, she laughed.

“Look, I didn’t ask to see you just to chat.”

She knew that the reprieve could not last long. She sighed and nodded.

“What is it?”

“Zanetti explained that Halden made a deal with this Adveni.”

Georgianna stared at him for a moment too long. She knew that it hadn’t been her brother to make the deal with Edtroka, yet Keiran had lied to Beck about it. She gulped and nodded.

“I’m going back to him now.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“What do you mean?”

“You could stay in the tunnels, you don’t have to go back there, George.”

Staring down at her boots, Georgianna nodded slowly. She knew that Beck was trying to suggest what he thought she wanted to hear. Once she knew about Alec, she couldn’t believe that Beck had let him stay with Maarqyn. Now, however, she couldn’t accept his protection, she couldn’t go into hiding, not when her family were still out in the camps.

“Keiran and Halden think he’ll let me out again. I’d rather stay there and know that my family don’t have to hide with me.”

Beck sighed and nodded, though from his expression, she could see that there was more.

“What, Beck?”

“You’re a drysta now,” Beck said slowly. “You have… access.”

“You want me to spy?”

He stayed silent for a moment and her anger returned. He knew that she was angry about Alec and yet he was asking the same of her.

“Yes.”

“Why?” Georgianna asked. “My owner is just a guard. He’s not in control of things. I don’t think…”

“He let you go, George. He has let you go off for time on your own. I don’t know what it is, but as soon as I heard you were coming down here, I couldn’t help wondering if something was going on. Why let a drysta so recently purchased wander around the city? And without a collar?”

Georgianna frowned and resisted the urge to glance over her shoulder at Keiran. He had been the one to make the deal, but what if there was something else? Someone had told the Adveni about Nyah and Alec’s escape. What if they were hoping that by letting her have time to herself, they would discover other plans?

“Are you planning on faking my death as well?”

The sting of her words was evident on his face. He paused before placing a hand on her shoulder.

“Georgianna, know that I care about you. I lied because I had to, not because I wanted to keep things from you,” he said, bending his head to look into her eyes. “I’ve known your father longer than I can remember. He is one of my closest friends and I would never forgive myself if something happened to you because of something I asked. The moment anything happens that puts you at risk, I will come in to get you myself.”

Georgianna nodded slowly. She was angry that he had lied, but she was beginning to understand why he had. He’d known Alec as long as he’d known her. Her brother had been friends with Alec as a child and while Alec’s younger brother Landon had been much younger than them, he’d been a constant. Beck had been like an uncle to them all and she wondered whether he’d been suffering from the lies as much as anyone else.

“I don’t think Edtr… the guard, knows anything.”

“If he doesn’t, it will be your choice what we do, whether we help get you away from him, or…”

“He’s been kind to me.”

Beck nodded towards the bruise on her cheek, which, from Keiran’s description, was now dark purple.

“That wasn’t him. It was Maarqyn, Alec’s owner. He wanted to know where his dreta were.”

“You…”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“I was going to ask if you were alright,” Beck assured her.

“It was just a blow. It’ll be fine, but I should be getting back. My owner wants me in the square at sunrise.”

Beck leaned in for another brief hug. This time Georgianna returned it, albeit somewhat awkwardly. Beck had changed since the arrival of the Adveni. He was no longer the cheerful, somewhat cheeky man she remembered from her childhood. She couldn’t remember him hugging her since that time.

“Be careful. No matter what.”

She pulled back from him.

“You too.”

Georgianna turned away, taking a few steps towards where Keiran stood waiting before she turned back.

“Tell Lacie I miss her too.”

Beck smiled.

“I will.”

Keiran pushed himself off the tunnel wall, giving her a brief smile. Slipping her hand back into his, they set off along the tunnel. They remained quiet for a good distance before he finally looked at her.

“So, what did the marshall want?”

Georgianna opened her mouth, but paused. Keiran had helped her, he had made a deal with Edtroka to get her out of the compound and to keep her away from Maarqyn. He had arranged free time for her so that, while her life would be vastly different, she could restore some semblance of her former life. She should have been grateful and forthcoming about the conversation. Surely Keiran would be happy to know that she was helping the Belsa. He might have found ways to help her, but he’d been so cagey about what the Belsa were doing, and the exact details of the deal he’d arranged with Edtroka, that she held her tongue.

“Nothing,” she answered. “He just wanted to know that I’m okay, that Edtroka is treating me well.”

Keiran stared ahead with vacant eyes as she fell silent again. She trusted Keiran, she knew that he was a good man and a good Belsa, but not knowing how the Adveni had found out about the escape, not knowing who the leak was and who they had access to, meant that Georgianna didn’t feel safe sharing Beck’s request with anyone, not even the man who had saved her life.
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They had to run in order to make it to Javeknell Square. Long shadows were slowly receding, the pink edges of the sky fading to pale blue. All along the edges of the square, Veniche were setting up stalls. Yet for the most part, it was quiet in the early hours.

Georgianna kept her silence though she itched to tell Keiran what Beck had really asked of her. Maybe it would be easier if she had someone to talk to about it. It wasn’t like she would be able to tell Halden or her father. They would be furious that Beck was leading her back into Belsa business when she had already lost so much. While her father never visited the tunnels anymore, she was sure that he would have something to say to his old friend if he found out what had been asked of his daughter.

Edtroka stood at the north-east corner of the square, a frown evident even from far away. Georgianna hurried towards him, giving an apologetic smile as they came up in front of him, though it was not her he was looking at.

“I believe I made the terms of our deal quite clear, Zanetti,” he said, glaring at Keiran.

“Bringing her back after a day was not part of the arrangement.”

“The arrangement was that whenever I required her, she would be with me,” Edtroka growled. “I required her at sunrise. Therefore, that is the deal.”

Keiran didn’t answer him and Georgianna could feel that, even though it was about her, she wasn’t a part of it.

“Now, are we clear, or do we need to revise this deal?”

When Keiran glanced at her, Georgianna could see the worry in his eyes. He nodded all the same and, after kissing her forehead and murmuring a goodbye in her ear, he was gone.

Edtroka barely paused before waving her onwards.

“I trust you had a pleasant day.” He had abandoned the commanding tone after Keiran left. When he looked at her, she could see his lopsided smile.

“I did,” she said. “Thank you for letting me go.”

“This may surprise you, but I do understand the psychological benefits of allowing people some of what they crave.”

“The psychological benefits?”

“You had been away from your family for a while, you must have missed them.”

“I did.”

“And don’t you feel better, happier, for having seen them?”

Georgianna smiled.

“Much better.”

“Perhaps more contented to remain as my drysta?”

She nodded.

“See. Psychological benefits.”

“So you did this for me?”

Edtroka laughed and rolled his eyes.

“I did it for me. You being slightly more contented with your situation will make my life much easier.”

She wasn’t entirely sure what to make of his statement. If he wanted his life to be easier, he never would have bought her in the first place. In her understanding, he’d been paid for it, but whether that price had made up for the change in his life, she couldn’t be sure.

“I was at the evening count,” he announced suddenly.

Georgianna frowned in confusion.

“The brothers are not happy. Apparently they’ve been causing quite a stir since their new toy was sold out from under them.”

She grimaced and Edtroka glanced at her out the corner of his eye.

“You never told me that the brothers had wanted to keep you within the block.”

“They wanted to stop me from helping inmates.”

Edtroka hummed thoughtfully.

“Yes, I can see how that would be beneficial to their little power struggle.”

“People die in that block, Edtroka.”

“I know that.”

“It’s hardly a ‘little power struggle’.”

He laughed.

“They will never get out of that block. Whatever power they think they control, it is limited to four walls. In the scheme of things, it is very little.”

Thinking of it like that, she supposed that he was right. The brothers may have had control of the block, but that was it. It was pathetic. They fought so hard and did despicable acts to control a large room that they had no chance of leaving. She was sure that Edtroka saw it the same way.

“Will you tell me something? I want an honest answer.”

“Have I been lying to you?”

Georgianna frowned and glared at him.

“Well, no, but you’ve not exactly been forthcoming with information. No one has.”

He shrugged.

“Why did you agree to buy me? At first I thought it was orders, that Maarqyn had demanded it, but why agree to make a deal with my brother and Keiran?”

She could see that he wasn’t completely comfortable with answering her. He didn’t meet her gaze and he shoved his hands into his pockets, hunching his shoulders.

“It wasn’t illegal, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“It wasn’t?”

“They offered a decent price and your crime was minimal. If not for Maarqyn’s involvement, you would have been on the yard to be sold much sooner.”

“He wanted me kept in the compound?”

He turned further away.

“No, I did.”

She couldn’t think of what to say to that.

“I know what Maarqyn does to his dreta and others under his command. I… I didn’t want that for you, so I stalled.”

“He listened?”

“No,” Edtroka grumbled. “But even for a man like the commander, there are channels to go through. I am not so easily overturned. I know how to use the system to my advantage. Before he had managed to secure your appearance on the yard, I had made my deal with Zanetti and I bought you.”

“You are a surprising man, Edtroka.”

Edtroka finally looked at her and the hairs on the back of her neck stood up under the effect of his penetrating stare.

“I hope so.”
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“So, how does this work?”

Edtroka had barely stripped off his jacket. She’d been thinking about it for most of the trip back to the small apartment, but she’d figured that he would not want to talk about their arrangement out in the open, especially not in the Adveni quarter, where others might question him.

He threw his jacket over the nearest chair. Georgianna picked up the jacket immediately, and folded it properly, earning a rather surprised and amused look from him.

“This?”

“The arrangement.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the bronze card he used to open the door. Turning it over in his fingers a few times, he stepped forwards and held it out for her. She took it cautiously, also turning it over in her fingers.

“You are to keep this on you at all times,” he began. “If I send you a message, you are to return. Do you still have your tsentyl?”

In all the surprises of the day, Georgianna had completely forgotten about the medic bag she’d left with the Belsa before her arrest. She had no idea where it was now. For all she knew, it could have been emptied and the supplies sold off. Somehow, she doubted Lacie would have allowed that to happen.

“I think so.”

“Well, tell me as soon as possible. If not, I’ll have to get you a new one.”

“Alright.”

“You answer every message immediately. When with me, you will act the part of my drysta, but when you are away, you can continue your life pretty much as normal.”

“I can do whatever I like?”

“For the most part.”

“What does that mean?”

“Well, you cannot leave the city. If I find out you have left the city, even just for a stroll, I will revoke this arrangement.”

“I underst…”

“And if I even suspect that you are involved in anything unlawful,” he interrupted, the stern look on his face returning. “I will send you back to the compound.”

“You wouldn…”

Edtroka was before her in a second, his hands grasping her shoulders, and his dark gaze boring into her eyes.

“Med,” he warned. “If I discover that you are involved with the Belsa, or in any other plans against the Adveni… I will sell you to Maarqyn myself.”

There was silence.

“Sit down.”

He disappeared into the bathroom before she could question him. When he returned, he had a small square box with him, which he placed on the table. Tugging the table closer to where she sat, he took a seat on the edge, his legs on either side of hers. The paste within smelled sweet but unfamiliar. Georgianna flinched as he moved to dab it around her eye. He smiled and curled his finger under her chin.

“Who knew the medic would be such a wimp when it came to getting help herself?” he mumbled.

Georgianna rolled her eyes, but stayed still. She let him spread the paste in a thin coating around her eye and across her cheek. Then he took her hands and began smearing it across the backs of her fingers.

“Thanks.”

“What can I say? I like my drysta pretty, not bruised.”

His attention was on her hands as she looked at him, watching the way his brow furrowed slightly as he worked. He’d helped her. He had stood up to Maarqyn for her, even though the man was his superior. Maarqyn could really damage him, but he’d done it anyway. She didn’t want him to think that he’d done it for nothing.

“I wasn’t lying.”

“Hmm?”

“About Alec,” she explained. “To Maarqyn. I wasn’t lying. I honestly don’t know where he is.”

“I know.”

“You do?”

Edtroka shrugged and smeared the last of the paste off onto his trousers. It soaked in almost instantly, the yellow paste disappearing in the material. Even though the work was done, he didn’t release her hand. His finger and thumb met where they curled around her wrist. She could feel his pulse against her fingertips. It felt steady and solid, the same rhythm as any Veniche.

“Even if you had known the plan; you were caught,” he answered after a moment. “They would have been stupid not to change their plans after that.”

“You think that they’d assume I’d talk?”

“It is not an insult. Many people crack under the pressure, or they say whatever is asked to save themselves.”

“I’m not like that,” Georgianna argued.

Edtroka smiled, looking up to meet her gaze.

“Perhaps not.”

She gulped, unable to look at him even as he released her wrist and moved the table away from her. He collected up the box and was just placing the lid back on it when Georgianna looked up.

“Edtroka,”

“Hmm?”

“What does ‘dessiq’ mean?”

She’d heard the woman say it and had assumed it was an insult, but the woman had been disappointed with Edtroka’s response, angry perhaps? The woman was pretty and, knowing that Edtroka was a Tsevstakre as well as a prison guard, Georgianna wondered if the two had worked together, or perhaps had been something more in the past.

Edtroka took a measured breath and clicked the lid into place.

“Dessiq is a term of endearment,” he explained, his voice low and deflated as he walked off to his bedroom. “It means brother.”

Georgianna stared after him, her mouth hanging open, but no words formed. He disappeared through the door. Beyond the wall she could hear him opening cupboards, but he said no more. Georgianna doubted that he would offer further explanation without prompting, which she wasn’t ready to do. His moods turned easily and she didn’t want to offend him by pressing him with personal questions. She didn’t know anything about his family, he’d never revealed anything about his life prior to arrival on Os-Veruh. But was this woman really his blood relative, or was “dessiq” a name used by comrades who felt like family, as some of the Kahle addressed her?

Either way, Georgianna knew that he had done more for her than she’d realised. Whether blood-related or not, he had gone against someone who considered him family in some sense. However, when he returned, she couldn’t bring herself to thank him.
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“It’s no wonder they caught you,” Edtroka announced as he spread a selection of cards across the table. “You can’t lie to save your life.”

Georgianna stared at the cards in her hands and pulled her bottom lip between her teeth.

“I can,” she defended.

Edtroka leaned back into the sofa, beaming at her.

“With words, yes, but not with your face.”

“I’m meant to lie with my face?”

She looked up from her cards, and taking a good look at the ones he had placed down on the table, she scowled and put her cards down before her. She still wasn’t certain on the rules of the game, but she was pretty sure that he’d just won again.

Edtroka didn’t have to be back at work until the following morning, at which time he said she would be free to go back into the city if she chose. For the evening, however, after they’d eaten dinner, he had decided to teach her an Adveni card game.

“Did you never lie to your parents?”

Faltering, Georgianna picked at a thread coming off her shirt. She didn’t feel entirely comfortable talking about her family with him. He’d allowed her time away from him, for which she was grateful, but she wasn’t sure that she wanted the two parts of her life to blend together. It was safer keeping them separate.

“About what?”

“Suns, I don’t know. Where you were the night before, why you scored badly on a test.”

“We didn’t have those.”

“Fine. What about men? You never lied about who you were with?” he asked, pausing for a moment. “What about Zanetti? Did you lie about him?”

Georgianna knew that she was supposed to hate him. Beck had asked her to spy on Edtroka and that would be easier if she kept him at arm’s length. She was supposed to be acting like a good drysta, remembering the lessons he had taught her and then using him to gain information for the Belsa.

Instead, she grinned.

“If I lie about you, will it make you happy?”

Edtroka laughed.

“Oh, Med,” he sighed. “It would make me incredibly happy, but it would be pointless. They would know you’re lying. You can see it on your face. You don’t look at people when you lie to them.”

“What’s that got to do with it?”

“You’ve got to be able to stare someone straight in the eye, make them trust you and then punch them in the stomach.”

She thought about it for a full thirty seconds and still she didn’t know what he was talking about.

“I have to what?”

“Figuratively. You need to stop looking away, as if lying will hurt them and you feel bad about it.”

Georgianna picked at the thread again.

“And stop fidgeting too. It’s another thing that gives you away.”

“It’s a lot to remember. Half the time when you ask me these things, I’m trying to remember which card means what.”

Leaning forwards, Edtroka collected up the cards and began lining them up face down to start the game again.

The truth was, it wasn’t just her confusion at the Adveni game that had her fidgeting and nervous. Beck’s request whirred around in her mind, floating to the surface every time she looked at the Adveni before her. Was he planning something by letting her go, as Beck had suggested? She hardly knew anything about him, but she was sure he wouldn’t tell her much, even if she asked.

“Why did you come back?” she asked, reaching out and turning a card a quarter turn, the first dead card. She selected a card for herself and held it in both hands. “The Adveni.”

“To Os-Veruh?”

She nodded. Edtroka turned another dead card and chose his own.

“I don’t know. Power? Greed? Nostalgia?”

“You were nostalgic for a planet you’d never been to?”

“Me personally? No, not in the slightest. I didn’t actually want to come.”

“Why did you then?” Georgianna asked, her hand hovering over a card as she glanced up at him.

“Because I am a soldier, not a commander. I do what they tell me to.”

“You couldn’t have stayed on Ovtenlaist?”

“I could have,” he murmured. “I didn’t.”

Georgianna was about to kill the card when she moved and turned one on the other side of the table. Edtroka laughed and shook his head.

She wasn’t angry that he hadn’t answered her question properly. There probably wasn’t much information to be learnt from decisions made over a decade before. Edtroka seemed not to know the answer, anyway. Maybe she’d been right when she spoke to Beck. Edtroka was a guard, he didn’t know anything important, though the questions still formed in her head.

“What would happen if the pillars weren’t here?”

Edtroka’s hand was halfway to a card when he stopped, pulling back. Georgianna froze. She hadn’t meant to ask him. The words were out of her mouth before she thought to stop them, but they were too late to take them back.

“Why do you ask?”

She couldn’t tell him about the information Alec had told her. She wasn’t even sure how much information he had gained from Maarqyn. It could all amount to nothing. Though, if what Edtroka said was true, she had to stop worrying about whether the lie would hurt him, or if the answer would hurt her. She met his dark gaze and shrugged.

“Curiosity. It’s always been one of those conversations people have out in the camps. What would happen if the pillars weren’t there? We wonder whether the Adveni would retreat without their protection.”

“It’s not something else?” he pushed.

“No.”

With five dead cards on the table, Edtroka turned the sixth face-up so that they could both see the painted face, a sun card. He selected his third card and turned it over in his fingers, seemingly unaware that he was showing Georgianna the face with every turn. She looked away. While she didn’t want him to think she was lying, she didn’t want to cheat either. She held her own cards against her chest, focussing on her hands, trying not to fidget with them.

“It wouldn’t cause a retreat,” he answered finally, setting the card properly into his hand. “If anything, it would bring down stricter rules, harsher punishments.”

“Even if they just broke, or something?”

He nodded.

Georgianna chewed the inside of her cheek as she killed another of the cards and selected her three final cards. Edtroka didn’t pause before doing the same. He took another glance at her, his suspicion slowly abating when she didn’t press the point any further.

“That man yesterday, he was your brother, right?”

Her fear over blending the new role in her life with everything she had been before rose inside her. She didn’t want to discuss Halden, or any of her family. She didn’t want to risk bringing harm to them if Edtroka became unhappy with her. However, she’d asked him personal questions, asked him for information she knew she shouldn’t. He would only find it suspicious if she didn’t share anything of herself in return.

“Yes,” she said. “His name is Halden.”

Nodding, Edtroka fanned the cards out in his hand, but he didn’t comment. Georgianna held back a sigh of relief and plucked out one of her cards. She lowered it next to one of the dead cards and turned them both face up, taking glances at Edtroka, waiting for him to say something. When he didn’t, when he awakened one of the dead cards with one of his own, she finally pushed herself forwards in her chair.

“Do you have any brothers?”

He stroked the tip of his finger along the edge of his cards.

“No. Well, no brothers. I have two sisters.”

Crossing her legs and leaning back into the cushions on the sofa, she laid her cards in her lap and grasped her ankles.

“Are you the oldest?”

“Middle,” he explained.

“Are they here too?”

Edtroka took a slow breath. He stared too intently at his cards, as if they would give him an answer to something he wasn’t willing to say.

“The oldest is.”

“You don’t sound happy about that,” she suggested, to which he shrugged.

“We don’t get on.”

Georgianna grimaced and picked up her cards again.

“What about the younger one?”

“Dead.”

He didn’t speak after that. After apologies and a respectful silence, Georgianna tried to prod him with questions about the rest of his family and why he had joined the Tsevstakre. After a while, however, she gave up, playing the game in silence, only to lose twice more. Whatever information Beck wanted her to get from Edtroka, she was going to have to find it herself.
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Most of the cabinets were locked. No matter what she tried, she could not get them open. She knew that one contained weaponry and Edtroka’s Tsevstakre uniform, so she hadn’t even tried to get into that one, but she tried each of the others, hoping that they would contain information she could use.

It felt worse than she’d thought it would, betraying him like this. Edtroka was an Adveni. She knew that she shouldn’t feel guilty for trying to find information against them, but after he’d been so kind to her, had saved her from Maarqyn and the brothers and given her a semblance of freedom, she felt like she owed him.

So far, she had found nothing of use. There were books and papers, but from what she could read with her limited knowledge of Adtvenis, they were not about anything of interest. She found objects that she neither recognised nor knew how to operate, so she left them alone.

Edtroka was out. He’d been called to a meeting and left her alone in the apartment. Previously, when he had left the house, he had sent her into the city or locked her in the bedroom, but not this time. He had given her free reign of the apartment and even left the previously locked room open, so that was where she started.

Placing a large book back in its place, Georgianna crouched and began flipping through the books on the lower shelves. A roll of paper of much finer quality than she was used to was held together with a leather strap. She lifted her head, listening carefully for any sounds of approach, and undid the buckle. The leather was attached to one edge of the paper and as Georgianna rolled it out across the floor, she realised that it was a map. It took a moment to recognise it. She’d never seen the city laid out in this way, not to mention that all the locations were labelled in Adtvenis. It was a map of Adlai.

Adlai had always been one of the bigger cities. While tribes travelled separately to avoid the worst of Os-Veruh’s volatile seasons, they often came to Adlai to live out the heat months. When the Adveni arrived, Adlai became what they called the capital city. Georgianna had been in the city for the last couple of years as work had been easier to find than it was on the trail to their southern cities.

Every street and alley on the map was marked with names that the Veniche never used. Sitting on the floor before it, she turned the map the other way around, laying it so that north faced away from her. It was easier to see now, the way the camps stood slightly apart from the rest of the city. A symbol drawn in the east represented Lyndbury Compound. Even the four Mykahnol pillars were marked by triangles with a line spearing through their centre, pointing into the city.

Georgianna froze, staring at the symbol on the western pillar. The name for the Mykahnol weapon was the same as for the pillars. Perhaps if she could find that symbol somewhere she knew a pillar didn’t stand, she would know the location of the weapon. The Adveni had always been protective of its location, not wanting to jeopardise security. No Veniche she knew had any idea what the Mykahnol even looked like. A location would help the Belsa in a way she’d never imagined.

She was scanning the layout of the Oprust District when she spotted it, a dotted line in green and gold. It led north through the district along one of the wider streets and, after a brief passage through the northern part of the city, the line snaked into the Adveni dwelling quarters.

Georgianna frowned. Another line branched off, this time in gold and blue, starting at the edge of the dwelling quarter and leading into the city. Tracing it down, her finger rested just beneath Javeknell square. They were paths from one spot to another and Georgianna realised that the gold and blue path led directly to a tunnel entrance.

The place where the line ended within the Oprust District looked similar to all the others. Roads intersected, alleys led into dead ends and small landmarks were marked with symbols for their use. She didn’t recognise many of them, but there was one for food and drink that she had seen before. It was the same three symbols in a line she had seen marked on the sign outside Crisco. She focussed on the layout of the streets around it. It was the Trade Inn, and it stood just down the road from where the paths ended…

Where she had been caught.

Now she looked closer. The start of one of the paths in the dwelling quarter looked similar to where she knew Maarqyn’s house stood. A dread settled in her chest. It wasn’t a nameless Adveni who knew of the escape; it was Edtroka. He had known the specifics of the escape. He had directed the other Tsevstakre to their location.

Georgianna grasped the other papers that had been stored on the shelf beneath the map. She rifled through them, trying to find something, anything, that she could read and understand. Perhaps the name of the person who had given them the information, the traitor within the Belsa. Edtroka might be back at any moment and who knew whether he would leave this room unlocked again? Maybe he was planning on getting rid of this information and he’d simply forgotten to lock the room before going out? Perhaps he had thought that Georgianna wouldn’t think to go through his things. Maybe he trusted her?

She was a couple of pages past something when she realised what she had seen. Staring at the page in front of her for a moment, her eyes narrowed. She must have imagined it, or been mistaken. Carefully, she went back two pages. There it was. She had not been imagining it: it was her name. She recognised the Adtvenis. Georgianna Lennox, Kahle. It was written in exactly the same way her registration had been written. The same as when Greun gave her a paper with the details of her wages.

Georgianna gulped. There were five other lines beside her own, all with the same layout, a name and a classification. There were two Kahle, two Nerrin and two designated as dreta. It didn’t take long to translate the names. She knew the letters well enough and she knew the names, even while hoping that she was wrong. Hope faded into dread. She wasn’t wrong. Along with her, Taye, Wrench, Alec, Nyah and Keiran were all listed. Everyone involved in the escape.

It wasn’t luck that they had known she was involved. Edtroka had her name, he had all their names. He had Keiran’s name.

Maybe if Edtroka hadn’t said his name in the square, if she’d believed that Halden had been the one to make the deal and Keiran had only pointed him towards it, she could have questioned the hole that opened up in her stomach. She could have called it a mistake or blind luck that Keiran had not been captured. But she couldn’t. Edtroka had said Keiran’s name in front of her only a few days before. Keiran had admitted that he was the one to approach Edtroka and make the deal. Edtroka knew him and despite his name being on the list before her, Keiran Zanetti had not been arrested.

Georgianna rolled the map and buckled the leather strap. She shoved the papers back into their place. The map wouldn’t fit. Since taking it from the shelf, something had dislodged, and now, when she tried to fit the map into place, the paper bent.

Throwing the map down, she began scrabbling through the items on the shelf, trying to fix them back into place. The books were still stood as they had been and the papers beneath had been put back properly. She gave one of the books a violent shove in frustration and was rewarded by a clunk. The sphere dropped off the edge of the shelf and rolled a short way across the carpet. It sat there glittering. Placing the map back in place and finding that it now fit perfectly, she reached out and picked up the sphere.

It was heavy, far heavier than she would have expected. Its shining surface was the colour of the night sky before a red sunrise, a mottled deep purple that shone in places and swallowed light in others. Georgianna stared at it, even as the light within it began shifting. The light melted into the shadows, the colour swirling and changing, becoming lighter, a lilac sunrise.

“What the fuck do you think you are doing?”

Edtroka’s deadly snarl startled her and in her haste to scramble to her feet, she dropped the sphere. It thunked on the floor, where Edtroka grabbed it up.

Holding it in one hand, he brandished it at her.

“TELL ME!” he roared.

There was fury in his eyes and for a split second, Georgianna thought that she saw a wide-eyed panic she had never seen in the Adveni before. He advanced on her, brandishing the heavy sphere.

“I was just… just…”

“You never touch this, do you understand?”

His voice was a poison she knew could kill her in seconds. In all the times Edtroka had been angry at her, she had never feared him harming her. She did now.

“I didn…”

“Don’t…”

“I’m sor…”

The slap knocked the word right out of her lips and rattled her teeth. Pain radiated from her cheek and Georgianna covered her face with both hands, shielding herself from a further attack. A beeping pulsed through the room. She peeked through her fingers, but Edtroka had walked away.

The tsentyl slid open easily in his hand, bright blue writing appearing across the flat surface. He stared at it with a look of suspicious disbelief.

“You knew…” he murmured.

“Sorry?”

Edtroka was on his feet, the tsentyl clattering against the table as he dropped it. The sphere thudded on the floor. Georgianna stepped back, but she was trapped in the small room. There was nowhere to run.

“I don’t…”

“DON’T LIE TO ME!”

The door hit the wall with a crash as he hit it with the side of his fist. He was across the room in two steps, his fingers buried into her shoulder, tugging her forwards. Georgianna struggled. He was too strong.

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

Edtroka pulled her out of the room and towards the table. He grabbed up the tsentyl, turning it so that she could see it. She looked up at him in confusion. He clicked a few buttons on the tsentyl and translated the text into Veuric.


 
MYKAHNOL, WEST. Failure to respond.

MYKAHNOL, SOUTH. Failure to respond.

All available military to report immediately.

Capture: A.M.N

 
“What do you know?” he demanded, tossing the tsentyl onto the sofa and kicking the table away from him.

Georgianna shook her head furiously.

“Nothing, I…”

“You know something. Why would you have asked me about them if…”

“I swear! Edtroka, please, I didn’t know.”

He let out a growl of frustration and shoved her towards his bedroom. Georgianna stumbled, catching herself against the doorframe, but he was there again, pushing her inside.

“Edtro…”

“Stop! Just stop!” he snapped. “Whatever you’re doing, whatever you know, you will stop it, do you understand?”

Georgianna turned, but he slammed the door behind him. She wasn’t even able to grasp the handle before the lock turned, trapping her inside. She tugged at the handle anyway.

“Edtroka,” she called. “Edtroka, please. I swear, I didn’t know!”

No answer came. She stood behind the door, still grasping the handle, waiting for the lock to turn. It didn’t.

She sat on the corner of the bed and listened as Edtroka moved around the apartment. She heard him leave, slamming the door on his way out. Her breath was the only sound to keep her company. She was unable to focus on anything except wondering if the information Alec had taken from Maarqyn had been worth something after all, or whether it had just made everything worse.
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The sun was rising by the time Edtroka returned, stomping through the apartment, muttering constantly under his breath. Georgianna was woken by the slam of the door. She scrambled up from her position on the bed and quickly rearranged the covers. Edtroka’s room was surprisingly nice, though sparse. Everything had a purpose, but was well designed at the same time. The only odd aspect was that he didn’t seem to own a single personal item. There were no pictures of his family, no mementos of his childhood. She knew that the Adveni focused on family less than the Veniche did, but she’d still expected something to point to the young boy he’d once been.

Georgianna perched on the edge of the bed, hands clasped tightly in her lap, and waited. From the clattering around the apartment, she couldn’t imagine that Edtroka was in a good mood, and she didn’t want to anger him further by begging to be released. She could hear him putting the table back in its place, the shrill tones of him opening the locked cabinet he had told her not to go near. Wringing her hands in her lap, she chewed on her lip, swallowing the lump that had been rising in her throat.

There had been nothing to do but worry while he was gone. She’d worried that Alec had been caught, that the Adveni had sent a full assault at the Belsa, or that they had taken out their frustration on the innocent people of the camps. The tsentyl had shown that the western pillar was one of the two that weren’t responding. It stood on the far side of the camps, a short walk from the outer rim of houses. It was further south than her own home, but there was no guarantee that the Adveni wouldn’t have fanned out in order to get the answers they wanted.

She’d also spent hours wondering about the list of names she had seen and why Edtroka could have made a deal with a man he’d known had been involved in the escape. She wracked her brain for any excuse, any way that she could believe that Keiran was not a traitor. It was selfish, but she didn’t want to believe it. If Keiran was a traitor then it meant that she had introduced him to the plan to free Nyah and Alec. She had orchestrated her own incarceration through a selfish desire to be close to someone. She didn’t want to believe that she had been that blind, that stupid, just because he thought she was pretty.

The door smacked the wall when Edtroka finally pushed it open. He took her in for a moment, his eyes narrowed and suspicious. She gulped, but said nothing.

She remembered that stare, that expression of anger and disappointment. It was the same way he had looked at her when she’d been taken into the compound. Then, he had told her that he was no longer Edtroka to her, that he was Guard Grystch. Would it be the same now that she had betrayed him by searching through his things, now that he thought she’d been involved with the failure of the pillars? Would he be just her owner now, treating her like any other drysta? Her fingers went instinctively to her neck, wondering if he would put a cinystalq collar on her to ensure good behaviour.

“Nothing,” he said bluntly, marching past her towards the small bathroom adjoining his room.

Turning to watch him as he pulled off his jacket and approached the basin, she leaned forwards over her knees, wondering if she should say something.

“The work was good,” he murmured, perhaps more to himself than her. “Two pillars disconnected. Wires slashed and burned. It’ll take months to repair them. Whoever did it knew the designs of the pillars. Something someone would only know if they had knowledge from an Adveni who had dealings with them, wouldn’t you say?”

She didn’t know whether to answer him or not. He was already furious at her for lying to him and looking through his belongings. She could imagine that it wouldn’t be long before he started demanding to know what she had been looking at, or who she had been talking to. Did he know that Alec had stolen information about the pillars from Maarqyn, or was he taking a guess because it was the most logical conclusion? As the silence stretched out, she figured that not saying anything at all was better than saying the wrong thing.

“Your friends will be in…”

A thump at the door cut him off. He lifted his head, glancing to her, and tossed the cloth into the basin. He stormed towards her. Georgianna squealed as he grabbed her by the arm, dragging her into the bathroom. He shoved her away from him. Catching herself against the basin, she turned quickly.

“You don’t move. You don’t speak. Am I understood?”

She nodded.

Edtroka closed the door behind him and, striding across the bedroom, closed that door with a snap as well. Georgianna tiptoed to the door, pressing her ear up against the wood. It wasn’t locked. She knew that she could easily get to the bedroom door, but she didn’t dare incur any further anger from him. He’d already threatened to sell her to the compound, or to Maarqyn, if she remained involved with the Belsa. She couldn’t take that risk, not now.

The front door was opened so quietly that she only realised he had done so from his reaction. It was hard to hear through the two doors, but she could just about make out a few of the words.

There was no introduction, other than Edtroka asking the person what they were doing there. There was a mumbled response that she couldn’t make out, then someone slammed something against the wall.

Edtroka snapped. Though the words were impossible to make out, his anger was clear.

Georgianna released the door handle and lowered herself onto her knees. Bracing her hands on the floor, she leaned down to get her ear as close to the gap at the bottom of the door as she could. It didn’t help much. There was still another closed door between her and the conversation.

“She knew nothing.”

The voices were too garbled. She couldn’t even tell who was talking half the time. They were discussing the pillars and she thought she heard someone asking about her knowledge of the information, but apart from that, it was impossible to tell.

Edtroka laughed. She could tell it was him. It was a gruff and throaty bark of laughter that seemed to vibrate. The other man said something in return, he sounded concerned, and Edtroka’s response dripped with disdain.

“When I am satisfied.”

She wondered if he’d raised his voice to make his point.

There was a scuffle, a grunt of pain, and a thud as one of them hit the wall.

“Alright, alright.”

“You do as we discussed. Then, perhaps.”

There were footsteps, fading away quickly. The door slammed.

Georgianna scrambled to her feet, backing away from the door. Sure enough, moments later, the bedroom door opened, and then the bathroom door. Edtroka stared at her.

He didn’t say anything. His glaring accusation was enough. Turning away, he left the door open and stormed back through the bedroom. Georgianna grimaced and wrapped her arms protectively around her stomach, but followed him just the same.

She’d heard mention of ‘seeing her’ and ‘she’. It was logical that she was the one they had been talking about. Who else would they have been referring to? An inmate in the compound, maybe, but then why would they have come to Edtroka’s home right after he returned from the search?

Hovering by the bedroom door, Georgianna watched Edtroka clatter around in the kitchen, muttering under his breath. She stepped forwards and upon hearing him properly, she realised that no matter how closely she listened, she wouldn’t understand his muttering any more than the small number of words she’d heard in the conversation. He was murmuring in low, rapid Adtvenis. Georgianna stopped, staring at the front door as questions sprang into her mind.

From what she could tell, it had been someone wanting to speak to her. The only person she could imagine turning up at Edtroka’s door was Maarqyn. She already knew that it had been Keiran who organised for Edtroka to purchase her, but Maarqyn had made his annoyance quite clear. He wanted access to her to find out about Alec and Nyah. If Alec had been involved in whatever was going on with the pillars, then perhaps the commander was more eager than ever to discover what she knew. However, no matter the terms of the arrangement, no matter why someone would believe she had information—if it had been Maarqyn at the door, why had they been speaking in Veuric?
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Edtroka didn’t speak to her for the rest of the day. He went out, he came back and did some work at the big table next to the door. Georgianna hovered and contemplated asking him about the mysterious visit, but each time she opened her mouth she thought better of it and went back to her thoughts. He didn’t thank her when she made dinner for him. He disappeared into his room early, leaving Georgianna to toss and turn on the sofa all night long.

Georgianna had been awake for hours when his bedroom door finally opened. Edtroka was dressed in Tsevstakre uniform, the black plating emphasising every muscle. She curled her body into a tighter ball on the sofa, but Edtroka paid her little mind as he opened cabinets, looking for something.

“Get up. Make yourself presentable.”

Pushing the blanket back, she got to her feet, careful not to make any sudden movements that might accidentally anger him. From the tight line of his lips and the knit of his brow, he already looked like he was in a foul mood.

By the time she was ready, Edtroka was waiting by the front door, the bronze key in his fingers. He turned it over and over, a habit of his that she had noted, and waved her out of the door.

“You are not to leave my side, am I understood?”

“Where are…” Georgianna paused at the flash of anger in his gaze. “Yes.”

“I have not put a collar on you, but if you even look like you are going to run, I will restrain you by other means.”

He looked back at her. She hurried down the stairs after him.

“You will not like those means. Do not make me use them.”

“I won’t.”
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The streets were busy when they reached the centre of the city. Edtroka took hold of her arm, weaving them through the crowds. There seemed to be a large number of people heading in the same direction, yet she saw a couple of Veniche slipping through in the other direction, fear emanating from them.

“Where are we going?”

Edtroka didn’t answer her except to tighten his grasp on her arm.

The street opened up, the crowd filtering out into the large square. Georgianna bit her bottom lip. The crowd were gathering at the other end of the open space. None of the stalls had been set up. Over the heads of the crowd, two posts rose from the execution podium, waiting. Green lightning crackled around the hoop on top of each post.

She tried to pull back, but Edtroka stared down at her with such ferocity that she shrank under his glare. She allowed herself meekly to be pulled along by him, more closely as others bustled past. In the centre of the growing crowd, Edtroka came to a halt, ensuring that she was standing a step in front of him so that he could see her at all times.

Two Adveni climbed the steps to the podium, approaching the posts. Each wore dark, heavy gloves, carrying the same blue binding that Edtroka had used around her wrists. They attached a length of binding to each post, laying the binding across the podium floor, where it flickered and twitched with electricity like an injured snake.

“Edtroka,”

His cheek brushed against her hair as he bent over her, lips next to her ear.

“You think that they don’t know who was responsible for what happened to those pillars?” he asked quietly. “They know. Maarqyn knows that Cartwright stole the information.”

Georgianna froze, unable to move and unable to tear her gaze from the commotion on the other side of the podium. Five Adveni surrounded a struggling man. Edtroka didn’t back away. She could feel his breath washing over her cheek, much more relaxed than her own panicked gasps. Had they caught Alec? Was he the man struggling amongst the Adveni? She spotted a flash of dark hair and cried out.

“Maarqyn is determined to send a message to his drysta,” Edtroka murmured. “By any means necessary.”

Georgianna had seen that phrase before. It had been on the message about the pillars. Capture orders. It had just been letters—A.M.N—but now she understood what they meant.

The Adveni were stepping back, opening up their ranks around the man. He wasn’t struggling anymore. A collar was clamped securely around his neck. He was begging the stern and sour-faced Adveni next to him, who didn’t bother to look at him.

Landon Cartwright ascended the steps.

“But… but he didn’t… he’s…”

“Maarqyn doesn’t care if he’s guilty. He is a message and the way to make sure that a message is heard properly is to make it personal.”

The two Adveni in heavy gloves lifted the binding. Landon was positioned in the centre of the podium, between the posts. Only then did she notice that this was not a normal cinystalq collar. There were two hoops coming off it, allowing the bindings to be connected. One at a time, the gloved Adveni connected the bindings to each side of the collar around Landon’s neck. Landon trembled and Georgianna thought that she could see tears creeping down his cheeks.

“They can’t do this,” she whispered.

She longed to run to Landon, to gather him up in her arms and protect him. She remembered him as a baby, had held him and entertained him. He was Alec’s little brother.

He was only twenty-one years old.

Edtroka twisted his grip on her arm, reminding her with a painful spasm that she would not be going anywhere. He hadn’t brought her here to intervene.

“Do you know how a collaring works?”

She moaned in protest. Edtroka stepped closer, his chest pressed against her back as his grasp found her other arm, holding her against him.

“The cinystalq creates a barrier, much like the Mykahnol. Nothing can pass it,” he murmured into her ear.

Georgianna couldn’t take her gaze from Landon. She wanted nothing more than to turn away but it wasn’t Edtroka’s grasp that held her in place. The young man was about to be killed and she didn’t want him to be alone. She wanted someone to be there for him, even if he never saw her. She couldn’t turn away as he was murdered. She would be just as bad as the Adveni who revelled in his death.

“Then, it begins sending out an electrical current, down into the body. The brain is protected by the barrier and so the wearer stays aware of the pain longer, is kept alive longer.”

She was aware of her breath rattling through her clenched teeth. Tracks of warm tears slid down her cheeks. One of the Adveni on the podium was talking, but Georgianna could only hear Edtroka’s voice in her ear.

“The organs are burned out, they begin to fail, and yet the person does not black out.”

“Stop, please stop.”

“No,” Edtroka insisted. “You are the medic. You know how beneficial it is for a person to lose consciousness when their injuries are that severe.”

Her hands were trembling. Landon’s first cry was more of a splutter, trying to resist the screams that wanted to get out. Georgianna remembered that pain, the way it shuddered and flashed into every nerve. Yet she knew the strength of the shocks that Maarqyn had administered to her were nothing compared to those currently coursing through Landon Cartwright. His body was trembling, yet he stayed on his feet.

Even Edtroka’s words in her ear couldn’t drown out Landon’s first scream as it echoed across the square. All around her Adveni were cheering the execution on, some taking bets on how long it would take for the boy to die. Georgianna choked on her own breath. She lurched forwards, but Edtroka dragged her back up, forcing her to look at the boy she once knew.

Landon slipped to his knees, his hair damp with sweat. A dark streak appeared and spread down his trouser leg. His hands braced him against the podium.

All the time he kept on screaming.

She had been weak. She’d avoided the square when someone was being collared. Even when it had been Nequiel, her brother’s partner, she had stayed away. Now she could feel her brother’s pain while watching it. She could imagine the way he had screamed and begged for it to stop. She could feel his burning anger as others cheered the torture on. Landon’s body appeared little more than a trembling wreck. His screams had abated to a series of moaning, spluttering coughs. He spat blood onto the floor before him, the remnants dribbling down his chin.

All Georgianna could hope for was that Alec was not here to see this. She prayed that Beck had been smart enough to stop him from coming, whatever obscenities she was sure Alec would have spewed, the punches he would have thrown. She hoped that Alec never had to know how much his brother had suffered in his place.

Landon’s trembling faded into a series of sudden jerks. Between each jerk, he lay still as stone. His mouth hung open, his eyes rolled into the back of his head. One of the Adveni moved forwards, and with his hand still gloved, he pressed a device to the side of Landon’s neck.

“The sentence has been carried out.”

All around them Adveni cheered as Georgianna finally found her voice and let out a desolate cry. It was mirrored by one last scream of pain, only this came from the back of the crowd.

“Why?” she pleaded. “Why would you force me to watch this?”

Edtroka’s grasp on her arms loosened and he turned her around to face him.

“This is what will happen to you if you are involved in the rebellion, Georgianna,” he murmured, lifting her chin so that her gaze met his. Tears dripped steadily from her eyelashes and she did nothing to stop them. Despite everything, there was no cruelty in Edtroka’s face. “And I will be able to do nothing to stop it. If you know something, you should save yourself. You should tell me now.”

Georgianna wrenched herself from his grasp, looking for something, anything that she could focus on besides Edtroka’s dark eyes. Through the crowd, her gaze was caught by a struggling group off to the side. Alec was being pulled, kicking and cursing from the back of the crowd. A heavy hood masked his features, but she knew his face too well. Wrench tugged on his arm and, as Alec continued to fight, another man joined them to drag him away.

She looked fearfully around the crowd. She expected to see uniformed Adveni storming towards the commotion, but the sound must have been drowned out by the glee of the onlookers. Maarqyn, it seemed, had missed his chance.

She couldn’t let this happen to Alec. She would rather never see anyone she loved ever again than watch them go through this.

“No,” she said, finally looking up at Edtroka. “There’s nothing.”
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Edtroka retreated to his bedroom the moment they returned. He didn’t ask her to make dinner, nor did he offer her any when he made his own. She didn’t think she would have been able to eat anyway. Her stomach had tightened in grief and pain. They went to sleep in a steely silence. She didn’t sleep, not much anyway. Each time she tried, Landon’s screams pierced her dreams and Alec struggled against her to reach him. Maarqyn followed them through the shadows. She woke multiple times, tangled in blankets and dripping with sweat. After a while she stopped trying and spent the last few hours staring at the door to the locked room.

The next morning, when Edtroka left for work, Georgianna only knew he had gone because he had to pass the sofa where she was sleeping to leave the apartment. He didn’t so much as say goodbye.

When she looked in the mirror, she saw that where Edtroka had struck her, a large dark bruise matched the yellowing one that Maarqyn had left. She didn’t know what was so important about the sphere he had caught her holding, but she didn’t want to incur his anger again by asking about it. Up until finding her with the heavy sphere he’d been nice to her and promised not to hurt her unless she deserved it. He’d even treated the wound she received from Maarqyn. Catching her going through his things had obviously made something snap within him, and Georgianna was determined not to let it happen again. Her only comfort was that he knew she’d not been involved with the disconnection of the pillars. She’d been with him when the attack report came in, and he seemed to have accepted that she didn’t know the information Alec had escaped with.

In an effort to make sure that the next time she saw him he might be less angry, she’d done everything she could think of to make the apartment nice for him. The shift Edtroka was on would last until sunrise and so, with the bronze key in hand, the apartment clean behind her, Georgianna set out into the city. He had told her to collect her tsentyl and she was determined not to give him any other reason for deserving his anger.

It felt odd, walking alone. It was only as she turned the corner away from the building that she realised she had not been out unaccompanied since leaving the compound. Everywhere she’d gone, she’d been with someone, whether with Edtroka or someone she knew.

Her feet made a steady drumming against the pavement, pulling her into her thoughts. She turned to look over her shoulder a few times, certain that she could feel a gaze on the back of her head. However, there was never anybody there. She had to admit that she almost hoped Keiran would be close, keeping a safe distance but watching over her. No, she couldn’t think that way. She couldn’t rely on him whilst she didn’t know why his name had been on that list.

The fear that kept running through her mind was that the price Keiran had paid for her release was not in money but information. If so, what had he handed over for the deal he had spoken about? As much as she hated to admit it, especially while Landon’s screams still echoed in her ears, she knew that Edtroka was smart. Even if Keiran had offered Edtroka information in exchange for her freedom, the Adveni had no reason to trust the word of a Belsa.

The longer she thought about it, the more she convinced herself that it had to have been Keiran who handed over the information on the escape. He’d made sure everyone was gone before the Adveni arrived, but the collars were left, giving credit to his information. It wasn’t his fault the Adveni were too slow. She even remembered Alec telling her that Keiran had left the building early to make sure that no Adveni were coming.

Now, he’d handed over something else, more information perhaps. Was it only a matter of time before Alec was captured? Would the Adveni be suspiciously aware of where he could be captured?

Sunlight streamed down, but Georgianna folded her hands into her armpits. It was wrong for it to be this hot while she felt so cold, so numb. Landon’s body had been taken off the podium before the majority of the crowd had dispersed. Georgianna could picture the grave it would have been thrown into, left to rot without the proper service and ceremony. He would not be marked for his family to remember. His body would not give back to the earth the way the Veniche were supposed to.

She heard the sound of them before she saw them, boots against concrete. They were following her from a distance. Georgianna considered not looking around. She didn’t want to appear guilty and looking over her shoulder would only make her seem worried, but as the boots came closer, she glanced back.

Maarqyn was closing in, a wry smile already on his lips. The woman, Ehnisque, was close behind, keeping a few steps behind her commander. As Georgianna glanced down the streets turning off the road she was on, she realised that two other soldiers were holding a comfortable distance to each side. They were trying to look nonchalant but failing miserably, their gaze flickering to her every few seconds. Whatever Maarqyn wanted, he had come prepared. There was only one street where she couldn’t see any Adveni watching and waiting, but though Georgianna’s legs itched to run, her feet seemed stuck to the floor. So she stood, numbly waiting as Maarqyn came within a few feet of her.

“Medic,” he greeted. His nod to her could almost be classed as respectful, but Georgianna didn’t imagine that it was anything of the sort.

She clenched her hands in front of her, remembering that Edtroka wanted her to be polite at all times. Somehow, she didn’t think that calling her owner’s superior a vicious bastard would qualify.

“Good afternoon, Volsonne,” she said instead.

The Adveni surrounded her. They kept their positions, far enough away not to overhear, but close enough to react if necessary. Maarqyn had called her ‘little bird’ once and now he had her well and truly caged.

“I see that your owner has, for all his faults, at least taught you manners.”

The smile she tried to force didn’t quite form the way she had wanted it to.

“Can I help you, Commander?”

Maarqyn’s fingers twitched against a pocket in his jacket and, fearing what was kept inside, Georgianna stepped back.

“I was surprised that it took you so long to move, Medic,” he answered casually. “When I saw Grystch leaving so early in the day, I figured that it would be mere minutes before Belsa slithered out of the woodwork, ready to collect you the way they did my Nyah.”

Georgianna didn’t dare answer him for fear of giving something away. She looked at the ground.

“Instead, you wait hours,” he continued, the grin growing broader. “And you have no collar. It seems that your owner is not sufficiently prepared.”

“My owner trusts that I will return.”

“Yes, I’m sure he does. Perhaps I am better trained in not trusting a Veniche simply because she has a pretty face.”

Georgianna took another step back. Maarqyn waited a moment, then took a step forwards, closing the gap again.

“With no collar, how would Grystch track you should you go missing, I wonder? Would you care to test out such a theory?”

“Master Guinnyr, is there some way in which I can help you?” Georgianna pressed.

She didn’t like the direction this conversation was heading. The way Maarqyn was determined not to let her move more than a step away chilled her bones. He had brought Tsevstakre with him. He was prepared.

“I believe you already know how you can help me,” he said. “I want to know where Alec and Nyah are.”

Ehnisque had moved in, standing only a step behind Maarqyn. Her tsentyl was in her hand and she tapped the edge against her leg in a slow rhythm. Georgianna watched the tsentyl for a few moments, taking a deep breath before she glanced up at Maarqyn.

“I have told you all that I know. I do not know where either of them are.”

“Medic, we have already established that coercion works well in making you tell me what you know,” Maarqyn taunted. “Why not save yourself the trouble and tell me.”

“I believe my owner has already established that you have no right to harm me, Volsonne.”

Ehnisque scoffed, her sneer baring her teeth. She stepped forwards, for the first time moving in front of Maarqyn. Georgianna had to admit that she was surprised the commander would allow such a move, but he stepped back, giving the woman room.

“Your owner cares only for himself, Ven,” she sneered. “You would do better to learn that now. I do not know what he sees in you, why he would risk his reputation in taking from Commander Guinnyr, but the moment he is done, he will discard you.”

Georgianna gulped, trying not to shy away from the woman. Ehnisque’s sneer disappeared, to be replaced by a charming smile, one that reminded her so much of Edtroka.

“Does he tell you he loves you?”

“No, it’s not…”

“Giving you time to settle in, no doubt,” she interrupted. “He will ask more of you soon enough, Ven. Edtroka never takes something he has no use for and I can’t imagine you have any other use than lying on your back. You will be used and discarded, mark my words. Commander Maarqyn can give you a good home, protection—if you tell him what you know.”

“I don’t know anything!” Georgianna cried, looking past the woman’s shoulder at Maarqyn. “I swear it. I have told you all that I know. I was part of the escape, yes, but I was captured before I knew anything more.”

Maarqyn brushed Ehnisque out of the way with as little regard as he would give a Veniche. She stumbled, but straightened up and stood behind him with her hands clasped behind her back, the smile still etched on her lips.

“Medic, you know my position,” he said with a surprising softness to his voice. He reminded her of a vicious animal that looked innocent before pouncing. “You know that I do not let things stop me from getting what I want. My position is superior to that of your owner. Should I wish to, I could take you out from under him.”

He laughed and glanced over his shoulder at Ehnisque.

“While he is still trying to enjoy you if needs be,” he chuckled. “The longer you make me wait, Med, the more I will make sure I enjoy you. Are we clear?”

Georgianna shuddered at the thought. Edtroka had made no move to take advantage of her the way she knew so many Adveni did of their female slaves. Nyah hadn’t said anything about Maarqyn’s actions but it wouldn’t have surprised Georgianna if this man had taken what he claimed to be his.

“Yes,” she answered. “I understand.”

“You would do well to convince Grystch that this would go much better if he were to hand you over himself.”

She stared at the ground. She couldn’t look at him, couldn’t bear to see that cruel smirk.

Maarqyn stepped forwards and brushed the hair back from her neck. He patted her on the shoulder the way one would belittle a child.

“I’ll see you soon, little bird.”

Georgianna remained rooted to the spot as she listened to their retreating footsteps. She didn’t dare move, or even look to see whether the two Adveni waiting down the side roads had disappeared as well. Edtroka had said that the endearment Ehnisque had used for him meant brother but, to Georgianna, she sounded more like a scorned lover, discarded for someone else. She’d never seen Edtroka with a woman, but from the way Ehnisque spoke, it sounded like he simply used people before throwing them away.

If so, what was he using her for? He’d made no advances on her. He had made jokes but had never begun to suggest that they were anything more than that. Maybe the woman was right and Edtroka was just biding his time.

Then, of course, there was Maarqyn, who seemed so determined to prove that he could have anything he wanted yet didn’t take it. Being a commander, someone stationed so highly over Edtroka, surely no one would question his decision to buy her from Edtroka. To the commander, probably, Edtroka should be thrilled that he could help his superior in such a way. So why did Maarqyn keep talking and not act? What card did Edtroka hold that was keeping Maarqyn at bay, making him so reluctant to act while he had the chance?
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It had taken three detours, including a long double-back, to get to Medic’s Way. She’d been so nervous that Maarqyn, or perhaps Edtroka, was following her, that she’d taken every evasion method she could think of. She’d ducked through shortcuts, she’d travelled down into the tunnels and come back up only to descend once again. She’d paused and tied her boot for a full five minutes. She hadn’t spotted any familiar faces watching her, but it didn’t lessen her nerves.

She had passed the entrance to the Belsa tunnels twice before she finally slipped inside, following the narrow tunnel all the way to Medic’s Way. Its familiarity hit her immediately as she approached the first car. The smells and sounds were all the same as she remembered them. It didn’t sound like much was going on. She couldn’t hear any shouts of pain or demands for dressings and, as she pulled herself up into the car, the only person in view was a small red-headed girl who turned to look at her.

“George!” she cried, dropping the book in her lap and flinging herself across the car.

Georgianna enveloped Lacie in a tight hug, holding the back of her head and grinning into her hair.

“Hey!”

“Oh, George, I was so worried about you. Beck said that you were a drysta and…”

“It’s alright, Lacie, I’m fine.”

Lacie pulled back, her eyes wet with happy tears which she swiped away with a brush of her thumb. Georgianna spotted the beginnings of a frown as Lacie saw the marks on her cheeks, but she didn’t comment on them. Instead she fixed a beaming smile in place and led her further into the car.

“You’re back?”

“Not exactly,” Georgianna admitted. “I am still a drysta and so I will have to go back, but… my owner is nice. He’s allowed me free time. I will be able to see you sometimes.”

The young girl didn’t look like she believed her. Swiping a lock of hair behind her ear, she changed her mind almost immediately and tugged it forwards again, twisting it in her fingers. Georgianna reached out and took her hand, giving her a gentle smile.

“Why don’t you tell me what’s been going on here? I hear you’ve become quite the baby fan.”

“Who told you that?”

“Beck seemed quite enamoured by it. Possibly thinking about when he’ll be a grandda’ or something.”

A blush crept up Lacie’s cheeks though, despite her embarrassment, she smiled tenderly.

“He’s great,” she murmured.

“Beck?” Georgianna asked. “Or the baby?”

Lacie beamed at her and ran her fingers through her hair.

“Well, I meant the baby, but Beck’s great too.”

The smile faded and Lacie lowered herself onto one of the small beds.

“He said you were mad at him.”

Georgianna bit back another joke. Something in the girl’s expression alerted her. She sighed, taking a seat opposite.

“It’s complicated,” she answered. “Beck… Well, he lied to me and it’s going to take some getting used to.”

“Why did he lie?”

“Well, apparently someone asked him to. He thought he was protecting us, I guess.”

Lacie leaned forwards and rested her chin on her palm.

“So it was either lie to you, or break a promise to someone else?”

“When you put it like that…”

Lacie’s smile was more than a little triumphant. Georgianna grinned and shook her head.

“I wasn’t really mad anyway,” she exclaimed. “More disappointed and hurt.”

Lacie gave a single nod and pushed herself forwards on the bed.

“Are you sticking around now?”

Georgianna glanced around, chewing on her lip.

“I was actually looking for my bag.”

“Bag?”

“My leather one that I have my supplies in.”

Lacie paused. She looked up and down the train car, her brow furrowed. Finally she shook her head.

“I’ve not seen it.”

Georgianna rubbed her hand across the back of her neck, wondering what the hell could have happened to it. Her tsentyl was in that bag and Edtroka had been quite clear that she should locate it. After receiving the silent treatment for the last day, she didn’t want to have to go back and tell him that she couldn’t find it and would need a new one if their arrangement was to continue.

“That… Crap! I knew I left it here. Maybe someone took it.”

“Oh!” 

Lacie jumped to her feet. Georgianna expected her to run off somewhere, but she simply stared at her.

“Yes?”

“The sergeant took it.”

Georgianna stared at her, open mouthed.

“You know, the attractive one that came around sometimes.”

“You… You mean Keiran?” Georgianna asked. “Zanetti?”

Lacie pointed at her and nodded.

“That’s the one.”

Georgianna laughed, covering her mouth. It wasn’t that Lacie hadn’t known his name, but more that she’d described him purely as “the attractive one”. Though, the moment the amusement faded, worry returned. How could she go to Keiran when she hadn’t even been able to ask Edtroka about his name on the map? Maybe it would be easier talking to Keiran? She doubted it. If Keiran was involved, then he’d already lied to her about it. Why would he tell the truth now—unless she threatened him? She wasn’t sure what she could expect of him, not after knowing that he’d made a deal to free her from the compound.

“Oh. Right.”

Lacie was confused. She took her seat on the bed, watching Georgianna.

“Did you have a fight?”

“No, nothing like that.”

That wasn’t true, though Keiran didn’t know that they were fighting. Georgianna wasn’t entirely sure herself. All she knew was that something was going on. His name had been on that list and yet Edtroka hadn’t arrested him, despite clearly knowing who he was. There had been other names on the list. Taye and Wrench had both known the plan, but as far as Georgianna knew, Edtroka hadn’t come face to face with either of them.

Lacie frowned and fidgeted on the edge of the bed but didn’t say anything. Georgianna picked at a thread in a nearby blanket, willing herself to leave. She wanted to stay. It was simple here. There were injuries and she fixed them. That was how it was supposed to be. She didn’t have to question whether the injury was supposed to be fixed, whether the patient was really hurt or not. It was clear; nobody needed to lie.

“Is anyone else here?” Georgianna asked finally. If Lacie had been left on her own, it was a good excuse not to find Keiran for the moment and so put off dealing with what she knew.

“Just me.”

“And Jacob?” Georgianna pushed with a wry smile.

Lacie stared back at her blankly.

“No, Jacob’s not here.”

“What? Did they find him somewhere else to live?”

“Oh, no,” Lacie said. “He still stays in the end car, but he’s out at the moment. In the camps, I think.”

“Camps? Why?”

Lacie shrugged with a smile.

“He’s training. Your friend Liliah is helping him.”

Georgianna blinked. She’d been considering asking Liliah for her help with Jacob. The young man had been training to be a herber, yet she’d been unable to find someone to train him, knowing that he was a drysta runaway. She knew how much Liliah had on her plate, so had been reluctant to impose on her friend.

“How did that…”

“Keiran did it.”

Staring at Lacie, who was looking at her like this was the most normal arrangement in the world, Georgianna opened and closed her mouth.

She didn’t know what to think. On seeing his name on that list, Georgianna had assumed that something was going on, that he’d struck a deal, maybe sold them out in exchange for keeping himself safe. Maybe he’d been revealed as a Belsa and this was his way of staying out of a collar. A hundred thoughts had run through her head, each more horrid than the last. Yet he had struck a deal to help get her out of the compound, he had helped Jacob get training, a boy he only knew because of her. He’d said he wanted to be with her.

She got to her feet.

“I should go get my bag from Keiran,” she said.

Lacie nodded, seemingly unworried about being left alone like she used to be.

“I’ll try to come back and see you again before I have to leave.”

“It would be nice to have you around again.”

Stepping forwards, Georgianna cupped Lacie’s face in her hands, giving the girl a warm smile.

“You’re doing wonderfully.”

The smile in return was bashful and the blush was creeping back into the redhead’s cheeks.

Georgianna retreated and, after one last lingering look around, jumped down from the car to go and find Keiran.
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Georgianna hurried along the tunnel to where Keiran’s shack stood against the wall. It was small and held together in such a way that it was lucky it didn’t have to survive the elements. She didn’t want to lose her confidence on the walk over, so she’d run most of the way, desperate to get there and get the whole mess figured out. Keiran would have an explanation. He would tell her why Edtroka had ignored his involvement in the escape and it would all make sense. No one who had been that good to her could be selling out the Belsa.

The closer Georgianna got to Keiran’s shack, the more her resolve wavered. She knew that she had to go, if for no other reason than to collect her bag, but she worried that if they began talking, everything would come spilling out. Up ahead, the sheet metal the shack was built of reflected the torches spaced along the tunnel. She passed two other homes built against the walls and came to a stop next to the tarpaulin Keiran used to cover the opening.

She stood and stared at the tarpaulin. It hung perfectly still in front of her and, beyond the thin sheeting, she couldn’t hear any movement within. He could be asleep, it wouldn’t have surprised her. The Belsa kept odd hours and she wouldn’t be shocked to find that Keiran had been on guards’ the night before. Guards were needed throughout the day and night and, while the majority were up and about during the day, someone was generally sleeping in the homes down in the tunnels.

Taking a resigned breath, Georgianna pushed the tarpaulin aside. The inside of the shack was dark, the lamp on the upturned crate, unlit. Blinking a few times as her sight adjusted, she stepped towards the bed. It was empty, as was the rest of the small home. Whatever Keiran was up to, he wasn’t doing it here.

She sat on the edge of the mattress, resting her head in her hands. It shouldn’t be so difficult. If Keiran was a traitor, she should be able to confront him. It wasn’t just her that he was betraying, it was the Belsa, the Veniche. She owed it to them to confront him. But what if she was wrong? His name on that map could have meant anything. The longer she thought about it, the more her certainty slipped away.

There was no reason for staying if he wasn’t here. She got to her feet with the intention of finding her bag and returning to Medic’s Way. She was here now. If she couldn’t do any good talking to Keiran, she could at least help out down there. Glancing around, Georgianna located her bag in the corner. It was closed, and upon inspecting the contents, she realised that no one had touched it since Keiran had placed it there. Had he been so sure that she would return that he’d not even offered the medical supplies inside to the medics he knew?

Deep in the bag, under a supply of dressings, Georgianna’s fingers brushed against a smooth cube. She pulled it out and found that it was flashing blue. Someone had tried to contact her. She swiped it open and the screen lit up, alerting her to a number of messages. Most of them were general alerts sent out by the Adveni, but there were a few personal notes as well. All of them were out of date. Funnily enough, one was from Edtroka.


 
Medic needed at Lyndbury. 

Come immed


 
The message cut off mid-word. It was dated in the middle of her time in the compound, and Georgianna realised that Edtroka had begun to write out the message before remembering that she was already in the block as an inmate. Why he’d sent the message instead of deleting it, she could only imagine was a mistake, but it made her smile.

She closed up the cube and stuffed it into the bag. She slung the strap over her shoulder and pushed the tarpaulin aside to leave.

He was standing there, his arms crossed over his chest.

“Hey, George.”

Georgianna stepped forwards cautiously. He looked better than the last time she had seen him, but she knew he wouldn’t be. A tentative smile pulled at the corner of her lips and, despite never having felt awkward around him before, she stuffed her hands into her pockets.

“Hello Alec.”
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“Yes, well, from what I could tell, he never did like having things taken away from him,” Alec said with a cold grin.

It was hard not to stare. She’d seen him twice since they’d been told of his death. Though she knew he was alive and relatively well, there was something about seeing him here, back where she knew him best, that sent happy shivers through her bones. She felt guilty for it, knowing everything he had lost, but she couldn’t help herself.

“He wanted to buy me.”

Horror and fury flashed across Alec’s face, but he controlled himself quickly. He looked away from her, though she could see the tightening of his jaw.

“And you say that Zanetti arranged otherwise?”

“With Halden, yes.”

Alec gave a distracted nod and stuffed his hands into his pockets.

“Lec, is there something…”

“Not here, Georgie.”

“I’ve asked you time and time again not to call me that.”

“Of all the things you could argue about with me, you choose your name?”

“Well, it’s the one argument I know I won’t lose because you’re too stubborn to listen to me.”

“I’m stubborn?” he asked incredulously. “This coming from the girl who…”

“I don’t need a lesson in my past failures.”

She was surprised to see a flicker of an honest smile cross his face.

“No, I suppose you don’t,” he nodded. “Well, here we are.”

Georgianna looked up at the tunnel car they’d been approaching. Lamplight flickered through the open side door and Alec took her hand to help her inside. He climbed up behind her and went immediately to an unmade bunk. There were five bunks set up inside the small tunnel car, and boxes and bags everywhere she looked. She’d never seen a car so full of stuff, not even Beck’s. Three of the bunks were empty, Alec slumped onto the fourth, and the fifth held a familiar face.

“Wrench!”

Wrench had propped himself up against the wall and he flung an arm out to invite her to join him. She slid down next to him and he threw an arm around her shoulders, pulling her in against his side.

“Hey,” he breathed into her hair. “Damn good to see you, Med.”

“You too.”

She had seen him the day before, but she doubted Wrench knew that. He’d been focused on getting Alec away from the square. She still couldn’t believe that Alec had been allowed to go. No good could have come from him seeing what was done to Landon.

“How you holding up?”

Wrench released her and she shrugged.

“I’m alright. You know.”

“I can imagine.”

He nodded with a frown and patted her on the knee. He glanced over at Alec, and she was sure she saw Alec shake his head, not making eye contact with either of them. Georgianna glanced between them and ignored the uneasy feeling in her stomach.

Alec took too much pleasure in punching a lumpy-looking pillow into an acceptable state before slipping it behind him. He stretched out along the bed, his foot tapping an unsteady rhythm.

“So, you guys are sharing?”

Alec gave a cold, bitter laugh as he leaned over to take off his boots, dropping them in the middle of the floor.

“That’s the thing about being dead for two years,” he said. “They get rid of your stuff. Eli was good enough to move some things around and let me crash here with the guys.”

It always sounded odd to her when people called Wrench ‘Eli’. Ever since meeting him she’d only ever known him by his nickname. She nodded, fighting back the frown that surfaced as she thought about his name on the list in Edtroka’s apartment.

“It’s a bit cramped,” Wrench admitted, attempting a smile that looked too much like a grimace to be believed.

“Yeah,” Alec sneered. “At least some people get to go wandering off for some space.”

Wrench stared down at his knees. Georgianna watched them carefully.

“You’re not allowed to leave?” she asked. She wasn’t surprised after the day before.

“Casey thinks it’s too dangerous for me to be about.”

“Maarqyn’s desperate to find you,” Georgianna replied. “He cornered me when I was on my way here. Keeps making threats.”

“That was Casey’s reasoning. He’s told all guards to use force if they see me trying to leave, thinks I’ll go after Maarqyn myself after…”

Georgianna moaned.

“After Landon,” she breathed. “I’m so sorry, Alec. I saw you there, I was forced to watch, but I couldn’t get away. I…”

She was across the car in moments, wrapping both arms around Alec’s shoulders. He didn’t return her hug, becoming solid as stone, merely lifting his hand to pat her arm awkwardly. He didn’t say a word.

Georgianna sat down on the corner of the bunk, glancing over at Wrench. He was staring resolutely at his knees, but there was a sadness about him that she didn’t think had anything to do with Alec’s brother. It seemed deeper than that, personal somehow, though she couldn’t put her finger on it. Wrench hadn’t known Landon. At least, she didn’t think he had. Landon had hung around the Belsa for a while before he was taken by the Adveni, but Wrench hadn’t grown up with him.

“George, look, I wanted to talk to you,” Alec said.

Wrench threw a suspicious look their way and looked away again when he realised that she was watching him. He reached under his pillow and drew out a stack of papers, flipping through them.

“George, you need to run.”

She drew her legs up onto the bed, tucking her heels in beneath her.

“What are you talking about?”

Alec pulled out four sheets of paper, better quality than the Veniche could make. Lamplight flickered across their glossy surface. They were Adveni.

“What are those?”

“Permissions,” he said. “For you, Halden, Brae and your dad.”

“How did you get those?”

“A friend,” Alec said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “It doesn’t matter. If you leave tomorrow, you can get away. I know you can. Your dad knows those trails better than anyone.”

“You can’t be serious, Alec?”

“The Adveni only just revoked travelling permissions. You can still slip through.”

“You know I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m a drysta, Alec. I can’t run.”

“That’s exactly why you should,” he argued, a vicious edge to his voice. “You don’t deserve that life.”

“You don’t underst…”

“I lived like that for two years, George! I understand perfectly.”

Georgianna shook her head. She fiddled with the strap of her bag and straightened the leather across her chest.

“Edtroka isn’t like Maarqyn.”

“Don’t kid yourself. He’ll do to you what Maarqyn did to me… and to Nyah.”

“Look, Alec, the only reason Maarqyn is…”

She fell silent. She couldn’t blame that on Alec, not when he already had so much on his shoulders. He had to know that the reason Landon had been killed was to try to lure him out. He wasn’t stupid enough to think that his little brother had actually done something sufficiently extreme to merit being collared.

“What? Come on, say it!”

She didn’t know whether he was itching for a fight, whether his anger was winning over grief, but the way he snapped unnerved her.

“No, no, it doesn’t matter.”

“They’re all the same. It’s only a matter of time and I’m not going to wait around until it happens. You can leave tomorrow and we’ll catch you up.”

“I can’t!”

“We’re all going, Georgianna,” he begged. “Nyah and Taye are coming. We’ll be safe away from the city.”

“Keiran too?” she asked.

Alec looked away from her, rubbing his hand against his jaw. Georgianna’s gaze flickered between Alec and Wrench, who had stopped reading. He was staring at the paper but his eyes didn’t move. His fingers twitched.

“He’s not…”

“He’s not what, Alec?” she demanded. “Don’t tell me, you’ve decided that you don’t trust him? That’s just like you. Why this time? For getting me out?”

Despite her fear about Keiran’s loyalties, Georgianna felt that she had to stick up for him, especially as Wrench had stayed suspiciously silent. That annoyed her more than anything. Wrench and Keiran were good friends, why wasn’t Wrench sticking up for him?

“Are you involved in this?” she asked him.

“Yes, but you don’t…”

“So what, you guys are all running off? Have you even told Keiran? After all he did for you? And for me?”

“We haven’t told him because he’s already gone!”

The words were out of Alec’s mouth so fast that Georgianna couldn’t be sure that she’d heard them right. Wrench rolled up the papers and smacked them against the side of his thigh. Alec stared at the wall. She waited. She waited for one of them to explain, but they didn’t move.

“What are you talking about?”

Neither said a word. They didn’t even look at her. Georgianna was growing more frustrated by the second.

“What?” she snapped. “Wrench?”

Wrench took a deep breath before he looked at her. He looked as lost as she felt. The cheerful, carefree man she knew was gone, replaced with a man broken by betrayal. He licked his lips and scratched the back of his head.

“He’s gone, George,” he said quietly.

“Gone where?”

He shrugged. A pit formed in the bottom of Georgianna’s stomach as the silence stretched out between them. She leaned forwards, trying to catch Alec’s eye, but he refused to budge. Wrench coughed.

“No one knows. Keiran left the tunnels with you the other day… and hasn’t been seen since.”
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“Can I ask you something?”

Edtroka lifted his head and fixed Georgianna with a curious stare. He’d been quiet since Landon’s execution. In the times when he stayed in the same room as her, he’d been sullen and thoughtful. He’d not snapped at her again, but he apparently had no intention of talking to her either. He didn’t show any indication that he’d forgotten about finding her holding the sphere, nor about the pillars.

“I don’t want you to be mad at me again,” she mumbled, moving forwards in her seat.

“Did you do something for me to be angry?”

“Well, not since… before.”

“What is it?”

“When I found that sphere in the other room.”

Edtroka’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t comment.

“I found a map and some names.”

“You were going through my belongings.”

“I didn’t…” There was no point in lying. If she wanted answers, she would have to tell him the truth. “Yes, I was.”

He rubbed his face with both hands and let out a heavy sigh, but he didn’t say a word.

“There were names with the map. Mine was among them, along with Alec and Nyah, Maarqyn’s dreta.”

“I know which names were on the list.”

“Keiran’s name was on the list.”

“So?”

She leaned forwards, watching his face for any indication that he knew what she was talking about. There was nothing. He looked as blank as if she’d been speaking in riddles.

“So if you knew that he was involved in the escape, why wasn’t he arrested?”

Edtroka sat back against the cushions and stared back at her, unabashed.

“I was under the impression that you were the only Veniche found in possession of cinystalq collars.”

“Well, yes, but…”

“Would you like me to trawl the city arresting every Veniche I find?”

“No, but…”

“So, what are you suggesting?”

“That you already knew him!” Georgianna shrieked.

Edtroka’s eyebrow twitched.

“Keep your voice down,” he ordered sternly.

She looked up at the ceiling and then at the walls. There were other Adveni in the apartments surrounding them. Most likely, he simply didn’t want his neighbours overhearing him argue with his drysta, nothing more. His vanity annoyed her.

“You made a deal with someone who you knew was involved in the escape. Why didn’t you arrest him?”

“Do you wish I had?”

He had a faint smile on his lips, though far from reassuring her, he seemed to be mocking her.

“Of course I don’t, but I don’t understand why.”

“I had no evidence.”

Georgianna was on her feet, halfway to the door into the other room before Edtroka leapt in front of her, blocking the way. He glared down at her and she knew that she wouldn’t be getting her hands on that map again.

“You have maps of the routes we took in there,” she challenged him. “Guards in the compound knew about the escape; prisoners overheard them talking about it. You have the name of every person involved in that escape. Veniche have been killed for less.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“Landon Cartwright was killed for less!”

“I don’t know what you want me to tell you.”

“Tell me why you did nothing!”

Edtroka shook his head.

“You have already admitted to not wanting him arrested, so what does it matter?”

“Because I have to know if he’s the one who told you about the escape,” she cried desperately. “He’s gone. No one has seen him in days.”

He stepped away from her then. Running his fingers through his short hair, he took a tentative seat on the sofa. The nod he gave was noncommittal and he picked up a book from the table, opening it to a random page. Georgianna waited. She watched him and waited for him to give her an answer.

“Well?”

He looked up innocently. She wanted to punch him.

“Well what?”

“Suns! Why didn’t you arrest him? Is he giving information to the Adveni?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It does to me!”

 “Didn’t you just say that he’s gone?”

“Yes, but…”

Georgianna paused. He was brushing this off too easily.

“Do you… do you know where Keiran is?” she asked. “Is he in the compound? Is that why you’re not answering me, because you did arrest him?”

“Georgianna, we should not be talking about this.”

“No. This is not a topic you can just shut off because you say so!” she snapped back. “Where is he?”

“You don’t need to know.”

“Vtensu!”

Edtroka jumped up, his hand reaching for her throat. Just before he grabbed her, however, he faltered and pulled back.

“Tell me.”

He chewed the inside of his cheek. He turned on his heel and came around again. He opened his mouth to speak three times before sound emerged.

“Fine, yes, he’s gone.”

“To the compound?”

“No, no, I didn’t mean that.”

“Then where?”

Georgianna placed her hand against his arm and he looked down at her in exasperation.

“He left the city on my orders.”

“Your orders? Why?”

“It was the deal,” Edtroka said as he returned to the sofa. He slumped onto it. “I buy you out of the compound and he makes this trip.”

“And you kept him from being arrested?”

“Yes.”

Georgianna slid down onto the chair opposite him and buried her face in her hands. This was it. It was all she still needed to know. The fact that an Adveni had prevented Keiran’s arrest and let him go free said everything she’d been trying to deny to herself. She wondered if Edtroka had found out who was involved after the escape, or if Keiran had lied. No, the Adveni, or at least Edtroka, had known that he was involved and had protected him.

“He betrayed them, betrayed me.”

“Georgianna, you don’t know the full story.”

“What I know is enough. Keiran’s a traitor. How long has he been selling information?”

She could feel him watching her, even as she stared at her feet. Her hair fell in a wavy curtain over her face, but through the strands, she could feel his gaze, resigned and steady.

“I can explain everything in time but, for the moment, I need you to trust me on this.”

She lifted her head and swept her hair from her eyes. Edtroka had his hands clasped between his knees.

“It’s too late for that.”

His eyes narrowed and anger flashed across his face.

“What did you do?”

“Nothing,” she murmured, “but the others, they already suspect him.”

“You need to convince them.”

Edtroka got to his feet and moved around the table in a fluid movement. Sliding down onto the arm of the chair, he grasped her shoulder and turned her to look at him.

“Even if I tried, I don’t know if I could. He left without a word. He deserted and…”

The grasp on her shoulder became painfully tight. Georgianna winced and tried to pull back but he held her still.

“You need to convince the Belsa of his innocence. Tell them anything, but make sure they believe it!”

“But…”

“That’s an order!” he snapped, shoving her backwards.

Georgianna hit the side of the chair with a thump, covering her face with her hands to shield herself from his anger. She stared back at him between her fingers, feeling the same fear as when he’d found her with the sphere. But no blow came. Edtroka was on his feet again, pacing. She slowly dropped her hands, but he didn’t relax.

“What if they don’t believe me?” 

“Then when he returns he will be killed,” Edtroka said coldly. “Are you willing to take that chance? The Adveni are not the only ones who kill on mere suspicion of guilt.” 

She longed to disagree and tell him that the Belsa wouldn’t kill someone without absolute certainty. She wanted to ask him further questions, to find out why it was so important to Edtroka that Keiran keep his place in the Belsa. She could only imagine that it was so that the Adveni could continue to receive information, but then, why hadn’t they known about the plan to destroy the pillars? Keiran hadn’t been involved in carrying out the orders but he’d certainly known about it. Why had he told them about the escape of two dreta, but not about a plan that the Belsa thought might cripple Adveni control?

She opened her mouth several times, but always faltered and fell silent. Edtroka seemed oblivious to her presence. It was like he’d completely forgotten that she was even there.

What confused her most was that Edtroka had told her that she was to have nothing to do with the rebellion against the Adveni yet now he was telling her to go to the Belsa and convince them of the loyalty of one of their own. He’d known all along that she had been close to some of the Belsa and yet he’d never asked her about it and had protected her from Maarqyn. He’d bought her from the compound when really he should have been telling them to collar her.

She didn’t want to betray the Belsa. She didn’t want to convince them of Keiran’s innocence while she questioned it herself. Alec knew her, he would be sure to spot the lie, yet she couldn’t think of what else to tell him while she knew so little. Why had Keiran been passing information? How had all of this even started? She couldn’t tell the Belsa anything concrete until she knew more. While she didn’t want to believe that Beck would allow the murder of a man because of a suspicion, she knew that he had lied to everyone for two years about Alec. What if Edtroka was right? If she didn’t convince them, Keiran would be dead before they ever learned the truth.

She didn’t care about Edtroka’s orders. His word meant very little whilst he still refused to tell her what was going on. The only person who could tell her the truth was Keiran, and she wouldn’t be able to talk to him if the Belsa found out what he’d done. She would have to make sure that Alec believed her just long enough for her to tell Keiran what she knew. If he refused to tell her, she could reveal what she knew to Beck. If he told her the truth; well, she would work that out when she got there. 

“Alright,” she finally murmured. Even then, as he paced back and forth, she didn’t think Edtroka heard her.
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Despite promising Edtroka that she would convince the Belsa of Keiran’s innocence, Georgianna didn’t head to the tunnels after he left for the compound the next day. She walked west, skirting the city to reduce the chance of running into anyone she knew. She needed time to think, to convince herself that she was doing the right thing in delaying the inevitable. Alec and Wrench already suspected that Keiran was a traitor. By not telling the Belsa about it, she was putting more people at risk.

If Keiran was a traitor, she wondered why he’d been trying to keep her out of danger. It had been at his insistence that she’d been in the compound at the time of the escape, even when she and Taye had argued against it. Had he demanded it because he’d known where people would be arrested and he’d wanted her out of the way?

What was confusing her, however, was why no one else had been arrested? By the time the Adveni arrived, she had been the only one left and she was never supposed to be there. If Keiran had sold them out, it didn’t make sense that the Adveni hadn’t arrived until after they’d left. The questions went round and round in her head, but she wasn’t able to come up with any suitable answers.

Georgianna trudged through the Veniche camps, doing her best to take paths that were less likely to cross with Adveni patrols. She weaved around the backs of houses, through the tall, dry grass, and stayed off the roads as much as possible, though she wasn’t sure why. The Adveni had no reason to question her.

Approaching her home from the rear, Georgianna hopped the low fence at the back. The foal, which had been small and bandy-legged the last time she had seen it, had more than doubled in size. It watched her from where it was tethered to the fence, a rope harness looping around its muzzle and neck. She didn’t want to spook the animal, so she edged around it to the door into the kitchen.

She had to stop herself from crashing straight into the half-full pot of stew cooling on the doorstep. Moving it to the side, Georgianna moved through the house, following her father’s voice. They were in the living room. Braedon sat on her father’s lap while Halden counted out some coins.

“Hi,” she said, stepping through the doorway.

“Gianna!” Halden beamed.

Braedon leapt from his grandfather’s lap and bounded across the room to greet her. After hugs all around, Georgianna settled onto the floor next to her brother.

“How are you?” her father asked.

“I’m…”

“What is it?” 

Georgianna blinked. She’d barely gotten a word out before her father was certain that something was wrong. Was she really that transparent? She wasn’t going to be able to lie to the Belsa if people could see through her lies so fast.

“I wanted to convince you to go south,” she admitted.

Halden frowned and placed down the coins in his hand. Braedon, not caring for the conversation, gathered the pile in his small hands and began stacking them haphazardly.

“Not this again, Gianna.”

“Da’, please, listen to me.”

“No, I won’t hear of it unless you are coming with us.”

“You know I can’t.”

“Then this conversation is over.”

Georgianna leaned forwards, tugging the permission papers from her pocket. Alec had insisted that she take them, though she’d left one in her bag. No matter what anyone said, she knew that there was no way she could go with them, especially not now.

“I have papers for you. All you need to do is get past the patrols. Say you left before permissions were cut off. Da’, please, it will be good for you. For all of you.”

“Gianna…”

“Come on, why not?” she demanded. “I can’t go, you know that, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t. You can get trade on the trail. Halden can maybe get some new foals to train up, and Braedon… he’s not made the trip, Da’, he shouldn’t lose out.”

“And there’s no way for you?” Halden asked quietly.

Georgianna laid her hand on his and shook her head.

“If I came you’d be in danger the entire way. Any Adveni we came across would be suspicious. We wouldn’t be able to join up with a tribe, it would be too dangerous.”

“I don’t know why we’re even discussing this. I said no,” her father interjected.

She shuffled across the floor on her knees. Grasping his hands, she stared up at him with desperate eyes. Everything was so messy. She knew that she couldn’t remain in the middle of it all while she was so worried about her family. The further they were from this, the better, even if she couldn’t be with them.

After seeing what Maarqyn had done to Landon, she didn’t want there to be even the slightest chance that he would try to convince her to cooperate by doing the same to her family.

“Da’, please, I’m begging you,” she whispered. “You say that you won’t take the trip without me and I know it’s because you want to protect me.”

Tears gathered along her lashes. It was killing her, asking them to leave. She knew that she would regret it the minute they left, but it was better for everyone.

“You’ve always protected me, Da’, but now you need to think about yourself. You need to protect this whole family and the best thing for that is for you to go. Knowing that you are all safe is all I care about. Please, for me.”

He watched her, and Georgianna could see his resolve melting away. He no longer looked determined but sad and resigned. He kissed each of her hands in turn.

“Alright,” he murmured. “Alright, we’ll go.”

“You will?”

“Are you sure that you’ll be safe?”

Georgianna nodded, hoping that, for once in her life, someone wouldn’t see through the lie.

“I promise.”
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Georgianna couldn’t remember the last time she’d packed for the trail, but it had a comforting familiarity, even though she wasn’t going this time. Her father began packing up the essentials while Halden harnessed the young horse outside. It did not appreciate having a cart attached to the harness and a chorus of snorts and stamping interspersed with obscenities from Halden drifted through the open windows. Braedon was more excited than anyone and so was completely useless. He moved items from bag to bag until her father gave up and ordered him outside to play, muttering under his breath about children being more of a hindrance than a help when it came to packing.

Georgianna packed away her own belongings into trunks that would stay in the house. She took out everything expensive or of personal value and filled a bag to take with her for safekeeping. She had agreed to check in on the house as often as possible and her father had gone to see Kadey Lane, who often looked after Braedon while Halden was at work. She only lived a few houses away and would be able to keep an eye on the place the rest of the time.

It took all day to pack the things they would need for the trail, even though they were taking much less than usual. Her father checked the cart and tightened some of the bolts. They all hauled bags and loaded the cart up as the sun set.

Her father suggested that they wait until morning before leaving but Halden disagreed, saying that there would be fewer patrols through the night. The Adveni knew the risks outside of the city almost as well as the Veniche; they wouldn’t expect people to travel without light. Plus, Braedon would be asleep, so they’d probably get further without as much fuss. It was this fact that finally convinced her father of the plan.

When it finally came time for them to leave, with Braedon already asleep atop two large bags in the back of the cart, Georgianna hurried them as much as she could. She wasn’t sure that her resolve would hold if they dragged out the goodbyes. She kissed Braedon on the top of his head and tucked the blanket a little tighter around him. Hugging Halden as tightly as she could, she promised him that she would stay safe if he did the same. Finally she came to her father, who insisted on listing everything she should be worried about. He also told her every place he figured that they would be stopping so that, if she ever needed, she could follow after them. Georgianna knew that she wouldn’t remember more than two or three of the locations, but she listened and blinked back tears.

He cradled her face in his hands and kissed her forehead. He didn’t speak as he wiped the tears away from her eyes with his thumbs. Georgianna buried her face against his chest and hugged him tightly.

“You make sure that man of yours looks after you, my girl,” he whispered into her hair.

Georgianna sniffed and nodded, feeling all the worse for not telling him what she knew about Keiran and Edtroka.

“I love you.”

“I love you too.”

“Stay safe.”

“You too.”

She watched their slow disappearance down between the houses, away from the roads. The horse, Halden leading it by a thick rope, threw up its head and whinnied in the predawn. After they had melted into the darkness, Georgianna sat in the doorway and sobbed, feeling more alone than she had ever felt in her cell in Lyndbury.
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The “G” looked correct. She didn’t have Keiran’s note from the compound with her and she could only go on her memory of how it had looked. It looked shaky where she had tried too hard to get it right but she figured that she could pass it off as being written in a rush. She could only hope that neither Alec nor Wrench were experts in Keiran’s handwriting. It was only as she wrote the first letter “a” in her name that she realised he had never called her by her full name. She quickly changed it to an e and hoped nobody would notice. Maybe they wouldn’t even ask to see the note she had faked and would instead take her word for it.

The sun had risen fully by the time she made her way through the tunnels, her bag of precious belongings on her back. She walked the length of three cut-off tunnels before she found the one Alec had led her to. The door of the car was pulled closed. A sliver of a gap let a dim flicker of lamplight through and Georgianna knocked quietly, hoping that she wouldn’t be waking anyone.

She waited, wondering if she should knock again when the door finally slid open, revealing a half-naked Belsa rubbing his hand against his eyes.

“Someone order a medic?” he asked over his shoulder, giving Georgianna a sleepy smile.

A rustle of movement came from inside and the man didn’t say anything else before disappearing. From the end of the car, she heard a thump as he fell back into his bunk.

Alec appeared at the doorway, pulling a shirt on, his trousers still undone. Georgianna grinned and raised an eyebrow. Ruffling his fingers through his hair, Alec hopped down from the car and slid the door closed behind him.

“Sorry for waking you.”

“Nah, it’s alright,” he said. “Been sleeping far too much these days. Not much else to do.”

Without thinking, Georgianna reached out and picked a thread off his shirt, dropping it to the floor. Alec rubbed his hands vigorously over his face, stretching out his jaw. She liked remembering him this way, back when it had all been fun between them, without the lies and suspicion. It had been a time when the most serious discussion between them had been about her work for the compound and the danger he thought it held. Back when she could cut him off with a kiss or a cheeky joke. That time had gone for them but seeing him waking up, it was easy to remember.

“What’s going on?”

“Was coming back from the camps and thought I’d stop in.”

“Seeing your family?”

She walked away from the car. Alec followed and when she took a seat on the tunnel floor, he sat close enough so that his thigh pressed against hers.

“They left,” she explained. “Went south. I gave them the permissions you gave me.”

“I wish you’d have gone with them.”

“I know, Alec,” she sighed. Despite the reasons she had given Alec and her family, she knew that he’d only been thinking of the best for her. He was annoyingly good like that. “But you know why I can’t. I can’t put them at risk like that. They’re safer without me.”

Whether he knew that it was too late to argue or he simply didn’t want to upset her, Alec grinned.

“Everyone’s safer when you’re not around, George,” he chuckled, bumping his shoulder against hers. “I still remember that time you fell from that tree, and took me and Halden with you.”

Despite how hollow she’d felt since she caught the last glimpse of her family disappearing in amongst the houses, Georgianna found herself laughing.

“Suns, I remember that.”

“Surprised you didn’t knock the memory out, how hard you hit your head. I thought Lyle was going to beat both of us for getting you up there.”

They looked up as the door to the car opened again and Wrench appeared in the doorway. He glanced both ways before spotting them. Hopping out, he slid the door closed and walked over to join them.

“Alright?” he asked.

“Yeah, fine,” Alec said.

“Actually, there was something I wanted to tell you both,” Georgianna interjected. “I saw Liliah on my way to see my family. She gave me a note from Keiran.”

“She did?”

Alec was sceptical. She could hear it, even in those two words. Georgianna nodded enthusiastically. She shuffled forwards and reached for her back pocket, though she didn’t pull out the note.

“He was out in the camps, checking up on Jacob.”

“The kid in Medics’?” Wrench asked. “The herber?”

She felt horrible that she would have to pull Liliah and Jacob into her lie. She felt even worse that she would be asking Jacob to lie to Lacie. They had bonded and she could imagine how difficult that was for two people who had been through as much as they had. Still, she resigned herself to stopping in on Jacob and making sure he could corroborate her story.

“That’s the one,” Georgianna answered, glad that she’d thought out every detail of the story. “Keiran asked Liliah to help Jacob out with training. Anyway, there were a group going out of the city to hunt, get some hides and meat in before freeze comes. They had permissions for a couple of days. He’s gone with them.”

“And he left a message with some herber?” Alec snorted.

“She’s my friend,” Georgianna insisted, dropping her hands back into her lap. “He left a note with her to get to me. She just hadn’t had time to bring it down here.”

“I dunno, George. The Adveni cut off the permissions. I don’t buy it.”

“I have the note…”

Her hand went to her back pocket again but Alec shook his head.

“I don’t doubt it,” he said. “I just think he lied to save his skin. Leave a note so that no one follows after him. By the time we realise, he’s already far enough away.”

“Why bother?” Georgianna demanded. “It’s not like Beck can spare a bunch of guys to go off looking for him. If he’d wanted to leave, he would have. Why didn’t he go weeks ago?”

“I…”

Alec fell silent and stared past Wrench at the opposite wall of the tunnel. Wrench shifted his weight back and forth between his feet, a thoughtful look on his face.

“He went with Nerrin?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Why didn’t he ask me to go? Keiran and I always used to team up for hunts.”

Georgianna paused. She’d not thought of that. She’d known that they’d both been hunters and they had been friends. She should have remembered.

“Only one pass left,” she lied. “Plus, I don’t think he had much time. Last-minute thing, otherwise I’m sure he would have come back to talk to Beck and to tell his other girlfriends that he’d be unavailable.”

She gave them a self-mocking grin, which was a lot easier to fake when Wrench snorted. His smile faded all too quickly for her liking.

Neither of them had an answer after that and though Georgianna wasn’t sure whether they believed her or not, she was positive that she had at least managed to make them question their certainty on the situation. She had bought Keiran a day or two, at least. Hopefully, when he returned, she would have a chance to talk to him before he returned to the tunnels. If she didn’t intercept him before his return, her story would fall flat. She could only hope that whatever Edtroka had asked of him, Keiran would need to report back before returning home. If they caught her in the lie, no doubt they would question what he had really been doing and, not knowing that herself, she couldn’t tell how bad the fallout would be.

The shrill beep of her tsentyl dragged them from their silence, making Georgianna jump. She pulled the device from her bag, swiping it open while Alec and Wrench watched. The blue writing shone through the gloom. Georgianna groaned.

“It’s Edtroka. He wants me back right away.”

Wrench nodded, but Alec frowned deeply and looked away. His gesture annoyed her. She couldn’t see why a man who had faked his own death and suffered Maarqyn for two years was so angry about her agreeing to stay with Edtroka. From her perspective, Edtroka was ten times easier to deal with than Maarqyn had been. If it hadn’t been for them, he would still be in Maarqyn’s house with no way out. Then again, if what Alec had told her was true, he was as trapped in the tunnels as he had been under Maarqyn. Maybe he was just frustrated and looking for anything on which to vent his anger.

As she said her goodbyes and made for the exit, Georgianna wondered how long it would take for Alec to make his second break for freedom.
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When she returned, Edtroka asked if the Belsa had believed her but demanded nothing more of her. He was in the apartment for bare moments before going out, leaving her wondering why he’d called her back in the first place if that was all he’d wanted to know. By the time he returned, he had forgotten why he called her back as well and seemed surprised to see her when he stumbled through his front door, bringing the strong stench of alcohol with him.

The next day his hangover was substantial. He emerged from his room late that morning and immediately slumped onto the sofa, tugging her blanket over his body. Georgianna wasn’t sure whether to be horrified at his proximity or not. The memory of Ehnisque telling her that it would only be a matter of time before Edtroka asked more of her came back to her, and she brought her legs up close to her body.

The first of the rain spotted against the window and Edtroka praised his day off in a voice as dreary as the weather. Georgianna sat with her knees against her chest at the other end of the sofa, watching him and wondering whether she should try questioning him again. He had asked her to lie to her friends. He had to know that she would want to know why.

Instead she rested her head against the cushions and watched him. He was taking up three quarters of the sofa, his feet pressed against her hip underneath the blanket. It was only as her gaze drifted across his dozing face that she realised that this was the first time she had seen him this way. Even when he’d had time off before, he’d still been impeccably dressed and smart. Now, his short hair was ruffled with sleep and he hadn’t even bothered to put on a shirt. She felt glad that he’d at least bothered with trousers.

Georgianna licked nervously across her bottom lip as her gaze wandered. Holding the blanket against her, she shifted in her seat, causing the material to slip from his shoulder and down his chest. Edtroka didn’t stir and she waited a few minutes before daring to move again. It hadn’t slid down far enough for what she wanted to see, but she didn’t want him to realise what she was doing. She tugged the blanket carefully, moving this way and that as if she were attempting nothing more than to find a comfortable position. Finally a design in varying shades of green crept into view.

She’d seen a number of Nsiloq marks, designs drawn into the flesh of the Adveni, but never Edtroka’s. Every Adveni had one; it was taken as a test of being ready for adulthood. She didn’t know why she was so curious about it, but knowing that he’d chosen the design made her want to see it. His arm draped over his body and blocked some of it. From what she could see, it was a circle, with curved barbs spiking from both the inner and outer edge. At the compass points, large branches curved outwards before driving into the centre, just missing each other. There were no distinct edges, not like the scarred and raw designs on Jacob Stone. The skin melted from a pale, tanned brown to bright green as if his body had been designed that way.

“Don’t want one, do you?”

Georgianna jumped in surprise to find that Edtroka was looking at her with a sleepy smile. He draped his arm along the back of the cushions to give her a better look. Without even thinking, she leaned over him and brushed her fingers along the green skin.

“It’s beautiful,” she murmured. “How painful is it?”

“Hurt like nothing I’ve ever experienced,” he admitted. “Like the bottom layers of skin are being ripped out through the upper layers, but it doesn’t hurt anymore.”

“How long did it hurt for?”

“Hours, if that.”

Georgianna remembered the pain that Jacob had been in when he’d come to the Way. His skin had been burning through the Nsiloq marks and he’d received them long before he made a break from his owner.

“What is it?” Edtroka asked.

“I… I don’t know if I should tell you.”

Pushing himself up, Edtroka gave her more space on the sofa, though he kept his legs along the cushions next to her. Georgianna stretched out more.

“I know about your connections, Georgianna. I think we’ve established that much. Let’s say that whatever is said in the next, uh… hour is free game.”

She wasn’t sure if she believed him. There was no way to tell whether he would pass on her secrets or not. Even if he wasn’t angry, there was no telling that he wouldn’t pass on the information. However, there was nothing to lose. She didn’t have to tell him Jacob’s name. He knew that she was a medic, anyway. It probably wouldn’t surprise him that she’d seen Veniche tortured in such a way.

“I know someone, a Veniche,” she said. “He has Nsiloqs, three of them, but they still hurt, even months after he received them. If yours stopped hurting hours after application, why is he still in pain?”

“The Nsiqo who applied them didn’t finish the job.”

There was no trace of suspicion in his voice. He didn’t push her for an explanation, nor look like he wanted to. He shrugged and absently scratched the design on his ribs.

“What do you need to do to finish it?”

“They go over the design with a device, it… uh… well, it sets it, I guess.”

Georgianna nodded absently. She had never known the exact story behind Jacob’s marks. He was so quiet and she hadn’t wanted to make him relive his torture. However, she was now relatively sure that whoever had placed the marks on Jacob had not used the device Edtroka spoke of. When the intention was torture, they wouldn’t have given him relief.

“Do you think it so barbaric?” he asked as he noticed the frown. “Surely our methods are no more barbaric than yours.”

“What are you talking about?”

Edtroka brushed his fingers over his collar bone.

“You forget that I’ve seen the people that go into that compound. The Veniche criminal marks are well known. At least the Nsiloqs are taken willingly. Tell me, how many does it take to pin a man down while you carve out his flesh?”

“But that’s different.”

“How?” he asked. “The Veniche condemn the compound and the Adveni for its use yet your own people will permanently disfigure a person for a single crime.”

“We look at the reason they did it,” Georgianna cried, a surge of protective pride bubbling up inside her.

“Does the reason matter?”

“Of course it does.”

“Why?”

“What if a woman and her children are starving? They steal to feed themselves. That’s completely different to a person stealing simply because they can.”

He was awake now. No more lounging and quietly waiting out his hangover. Edtroka sat upright, his eyes bright and alert as he leaned towards her.

“Not to the person they stole from.”

“What?”

“Say you steal some coins from me,” he suggested slowly. “It doesn’t matter to me whether your family are starving or not, I’m still out of those coins, more likely to starve myself. Therefore, to me, it is still a crime.”

Georgianna glared at him. She wanted to be angry at him for insulting her race’s beliefs. However, she felt even more furious because his logic actually made sense.

“What about a rapist or murderer?” he continued. “Does it matter whether they have some condition that means they cannot control themselves? Should that be counted by your laws? They still hurt someone else. They still inflicted that person with an event they will never be able to forget.”

“I…”

“There is little difference between our laws, Ven,” he said. “Your race punishes in the same way as ours. The only difference is that you claim your punishment in flesh; we, in freedom.”

“What about traitors?” Georgianna asked in a surge of defiant anger. “How do you punish those?”

Edtroka paused. His gaze flickered away from her.

“With death.”

“And yet it is only when they are traitors against you that you act. When the betrayal falls in your favour, the traitor is not punished, they’re given rewards.”

“I don’t…”

“Keiran!” Georgianna snapped. “You won’t tell me what he’s done, or what he’s doing now.”

“Because you don’t need to know.”

“You said it,” she replied triumphantly. “It doesn’t matter whether he does it to save himself or simply because he can. The victim still exists, therefore the crime does.”

“You’ve taken that at its base level.”

“Well, I’m the victim. According to you I can take it however I want.”

“That’s not…”

“I am the one who was captured, Edtroka. I was kept in that compound, my freedom taken.”

“You did commit a crime.”

“But you wouldn’t have known about it without Keiran’s crime, so I want to know his.”

“That’s not the way it works,” Edtroka grumbled.

Georgianna clambered over Edtroka’s legs, taking the blanket with her. Holding it around her shoulders, she stared out the window, watching the splattering rain. Keiran would be out there somewhere, fulfilling a job for Edtroka, but still free. Her family would be travelling, probably pressing on while the rain was still light. Alec would be down in the tunnels, still mourning his brother’s death, still questioning Keiran’s loyalty. If he found out that she had lied, he would question hers as well. She would be a traitor, all for Keiran’s crime. She rounded on Edtroka.

“Perhaps I should ask Maarqyn,” she suggested. “See who he thinks deserves the punishment?”

Edtroka laughed and crossed his arms over his chest. He gave her a look of such smug satisfaction that her blood boiled.

“You helped in the escape of his dreta,” he said. “What makes you think that he’d believe in your innocence simply because someone else is guilty?”

“I can turn my crime around,” she answered. “Keiran passed information to redeem his crime of being part of the escape. I can easily do the same. If I tell Maarqyn where Alec and Nyah are, or where another Belsa is… say, Keiran, my crime should be forgiven.”

Perched on the edge of the sofa, Edtroka surveyed her.

“What is it you’re after?”

“The truth. How did Keiran get away with being part of the escape?”

Edtroka rubbed his hands over his face and growled under his breath.

“You need to drop this.”

“No, not until you tell me.”

“I told you, stop.”

She stepped towards him, gritting her teeth as she glared down at him.

“I’m not bluffing, Edtroka.”

Edtroka was up from the sofa in a heartbeat.

“Do you think that vtensu will treat you well if you give him what he wants?” he demanded. “He won’t. He will assume you know more. He will never stop trying to get information from you, by any means necessary. You will die revealing your innermost secrets.”

Georgianna shuddered at the thought of the secrets Maarqyn could pull from her, but she couldn’t back down, not when she was so close.

“Says the man who handed over information on the escape, who meant I was caught.”

“Yes!” Edtroka snapped, though Georgianna was surprised to find that there was a hint of pain to his voice. “Yes, I told Maarqyn about the escape, I had no choice.”

He slipped back down onto the sofa and looked up at her.

“Zanetti told me about the escape, he told me who it was and how they would do it. I had to tell Maarqyn because if he found out I knew and did nothing, everything I’ve been working for would be lost. The lives of two dreta are nothing to…”

“And me?”

“I never wanted you involved. Zanetti and I agreed on that point. I suggested that he find a way to keep you away from it all and he agreed to ensure you that were at the compound. When you left that day, I couldn’t stop you, I couldn’t let anyone know that I knew you were involved. I could only hope that you wouldn’t go running after them.”

Georgianna perched on the edge of the table.

“Why couldn’t you have kept it quiet? Maarqyn never would have known that you knew.”

“Maarqyn is a powerful man, Georgianna. You know this. He suspects that I have more connections than he is aware of.”

“Keiran.”

“He is one of my contacts, yes.”

Georgianna ground her teeth, not wanting to ask the question that she knew she had to.

“For how long?”

Edtroka licked his lip. Funnily enough, it reminded her of Keiran, of the way he would lick his lips before answering a question when thinking of an answer that wouldn’t upset her. Maybe Edtroka was thinking of the best way to package his lie.

“How long has Keiran been a traitor to his own people?” Georgianna demanded loudly.

“You don’t understand. Zanetti isn’t the traitor here.” He stared past her, his gaze fixed on a blank, distant nothingness. “I am.”
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Two days turned into three and there had still been no word from Keiran. Edtroka promised her that they would know everything as soon as Keiran returned, but the time when he was supposed to return to the city had come and gone without news. Georgianna was becoming more and more frustrated, especially when Edtroka outright refused to contact him to check if everything was alright. Apparently it was too dangerous, but actually, she figured, the danger had been in sending him in the first place.

She hadn’t been able to get Edtroka’s admission out of her head for a single waking minute. He was the traitor, but working against the Adveni. He’d not explained much, as he thought that the news would be better served once he had the information he needed from Keiran, but all that did was make her thoughts worse. Was he working towards removing the Adveni from Os-Veruh entirely, or did he simply want equal rights for the Veniche? Why did he even care?

Worst of all, she didn’t feel right returning to the Belsa. She had already lied to them enough. How could she continue the lie now that she knew so much? Keiran was helping them, but it was how Edtroka and he planned to go about it that worried her. They had kept it a secret. Alec already distrusted Keiran. She could only imagine how angry Alec would be if he found out that Keiran had been the one to sell them out, resulting in Landon’s death.

When Edtroka had to go on a shift at the compound, Georgianna grabbed her medic’s bag and headed out to the camps. She couldn’t help Keiran or the Belsa, but she could help others without such crushing guilt. She went to her family home, checked with Kadey that everything had been quiet and set about wandering in amongst the houses.

The ground was spongy after the rain. Grass that had been dry and fragile had regained its colour and beads of water clung to her leather boots. The cool air was refreshing and she wasn’t the only one out and about enjoying it.

“Gianna?”

Georgianna turned towards the voice, a smile bursting over her face at the sight of Nyah. She was standing in the doorway of a small home, looking better than she had in a long time. Like the grass, colour had returned to her face, reminding Georgianna of the brash and happy girl she had known before.

She glanced at the house with a smile of recognition. It was Tian’s home, Taye’s uncle. She’d not seen Taye since her capture, but she wondered whether he had finally given in to his father’s demands that if he wanted to be a part of their family, he leave the Carae. She wouldn’t have been surprised if the move had been under Nyah’s influence. Like Alec, she would have to keep herself hidden, and she’d never been as at home in the tunnels as Taye had.

“Nyah, how are you?” Georgianna asked, approaching.

Nyah grasped her hands, looking at her for a moment before the smile disappeared from her lips.

“Oh, Gianna, I’m so sorry!” she cried, enveloping Georgianna in a tight embrace. “I never meant for… I just couldn’t believe it when Keiran said.”

Shifting in the embrace so that she could still breathe, she patted Nyah’s back awkwardly.

“It’s fine,” she answered. “It was my fault. I should never have been there.”

“No, it wasn’t your fault at all. It was mine. I should never have gone along with it. I knew how dangerous it was.”

She took the opportunity to grasp Nyah’s shoulders and push the younger woman back. She gave her a stern stare.

“Nyah, you did nothing wrong. It was our choice to help get you out. You never deserved to be there, neither did Alec.”

She didn’t look convinced. Georgianna wondered whether she was about to burst into a new round of apologies for a whole other set of events. Instead, Nyah stared awkwardly past her, scuffing her foot against the doorstep.

“Are… are things alright?” she asked carefully.

“You mean with Edtroka?”

Nyah looked at her in surprise.

“That was the Adveni who bought you, the guard?”

Georgianna checked around them. She couldn’t see anyone close enough to overhear their conversation, but it made her nervous none the less.

“Do you mind if we go inside? Is Tian here?”

Stepping back and waving her inside, Nyah closed the door behind them, leading her through into the kitchen. She hadn’t seen Tian Raye’s home before. The last time she remembered Taye living in an actual house instead of in the tunnels, he’d been with his parents. She could see elements that reminded her of her childhood in everything. She stopped at a wood carving of a wolf, realising that her father had made it.

A sudden pain of longing gripped her and she wondered about her family, whether they were safe and travelling well. She ran her fingers delicately over the nose of the carved wolf.

“You were bought by the guard?” Nyah prompted again, taking a seat at the table.

Georgianna followed Nyah and slipped into one of the seats opposite her.

“Didn’t they tell you? Keiran and Halden made a deal.”

“No one told me anything, apart from Taye saying that you were out,” Nyah said. “I’ve not seen any of them much. Alec would make the trip out here occasionally, but not since his brother…”

She rested her chin in her hand, frowning deeply.

“I’ve not even been able to see him to tell him how sorry I am. I knew Landon, even though I’d not seen him in a while.”

“Why can’t you see him? Alec, I mean.”

“Taye’s worried. He thinks I’ll be caught. I swear I’ve been locked in this house for…”

Her eyes widened in horror and she grasped Georgianna’s hands.

“Oh, Gianna, I didn’t mean… I’m sorry. I can’t compare this to…”

“Nyah,” Georgianna warned, rolling her eyes. “You can be annoyed, you know. You were locked away far worse than I was.”

Nyah nodded slowly.

“I guess that I just thought things would be different. I thought I’d have my life back. Instead I’m in this house, day after day.”

“At least Taye isn’t Maarqyn. He loves you.”

She nodded and ran her finger around a knot in the wood.

“The guard, does he treat you well?”

Georgianna picked at her fingernail. With everything she knew about Edtroka, and about Keiran, she didn’t really want to talk about either of them. She didn’t know where to start.

“Yes, he’s fine,” she said. “Much better than Maarqyn, I imagine.”

“Volsonne Guinnyr did have a… a way of getting his point across.”

Leaning closer, she reached out and placed her hand on top of Nyah’s. Her friend would hardly meet her eye and, since mentioning the commander, most of the colour had drained from her face.

“What happened there?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary, for an Adveni, I suppose,” she murmured. “He was… I don’t know. I mean there were times when he was almost nice, though it usually came with wanting something.”

“Alec speaks of him like he’s the worst of the lot of them.”

“Alec got the shouting and the violence,” Nyah admitted. “It was different for me.”

“He didn’t…”

Nyah nodded.

“Suns, Nyah,” Georgianna whispered. “I’m sorry. I wondered, but… I mean, I know you must not be alright, but does… does Taye know?”

Nyah looked at her with a sudden fire and defiance that Georgianna had not seen in a long time. She had always been someone to get what she wanted and Georgianna knew the young blonde had made a decent living for the Carae, but she’d never seen her so determined.

“No, and he’s not going to,” she said firmly. “Even Alec doesn’t… not really. He has his suspicions, but I don’t want pity, Gianna.”

“No, no, I’m sorry.”

“The annoying thing is Alec won’t listen to the information I overheard because of it.”

“Maarqyn talked about work in front of you?”

“Not often, but there were a few times. I overheard a conversation he was having with a woman. They were discussing the Volsonnar or, at least, his name came up. Then, they were talking about a dtyosyn.”

“Dtyosyn?”

“It’s Adtvenis for traitor,” Nyah explained. “I heard Maarqyn use it on Alec enough times that I thought they were talking about him, but they weren’t. The woman, she called the person they were discussing ‘brother’. I figured that it had to be another Adveni.”

Georgianna jumped to her feet, knocking the chair over.

“And Alec didn’t believe you?”

Nyah watched her in shock for a moment before she shook her head.

“Alec is…” she dropped her head. “He’s sure that there is a traitor in the Belsa, someone who’s selling information. He thinks that it’s why you were caught. He said that even if what I heard were true, he wouldn’t risk telling the Belsa anything right now.”

She couldn’t breathe. A hole in the bottom of her stomach opened up and began sucking out her insides. Both sides were sure that they had a traitor and Maarqyn seemed positive he knew who it was. The woman Nyah had overheard had to have been Ehnisque. Had Edtroka’s purchase of her confirmed their suspicions?

What was worse, she knew now that Alec had never believed her story about Keiran. Had he, like Maarqyn, been waiting for his suspicions to be confirmed? However bad she had felt about lying to her friends, she realised now that Alec had never trusted her. He probably thought she was a traitor too. What would happen when Keiran returned and he told them a different story to her lie?

“I’ve got to go,” Georgianna mumbled, picking up the chair and shoving it under the table with a bang.

“Gianna?”

“I’m sorry,” she called, flying towards the door. “I’ll come back, but… but I think Alec is about to ruin everything.”
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Her sides seized, sending spasms of pain through her. With every footstep, another jolt wrenched through her stomach. She couldn’t move fast enough. She couldn’t get enough people out of her way. Through the camps and down into the tunnels, Georgianna ran as fast as she could, panic growing with every step. If Alec hadn’t believed her, she had to make sure that she saw him before Keiran returned.

She didn’t care that she’d been questioning Keiran’s loyalties herself. Even with Edtroka still keeping the details of his plan a secret from her, she knew that she couldn’t let it all go down in flames. If she could only explain, get Alec to hold off long enough, he would see that Keiran wasn’t a traitor; that he was trying to do more than they possibly could alone. Even Alec’s own blind bias against the Adveni couldn’t sway the entire Belsa. Though she had been angry at Beck before, she knew that he would listen and see reason. But her legs couldn’t move fast enough to keep up with her racing thoughts.

She would leave a note for Keiran, telling him that it was urgent he found her. Then, she could find Alec and try to stop him from making a huge mistake. If he didn’t listen, Beck would have to be her last call.

She dodged around the people travelling the main lines. Without pausing, she ducked into the Belsa tunnels and sprinted along the line. A light directed at her face brought her skidding to a halt. It was the light from a rifle sight and it blinded her. Georgianna huffed and lifted her hands high above her head, crossing her wrists.

“I need to get past.”

“Hold up a second,” the guard replied.

“No, I can’t, I need to get in now,” she panted.

The guard walked closer and though he dropped the rifle slightly once he had a clearer look at her face, he didn’t move to put it away.

“Afraid I can’t, Medic.”

“What?”

“I got orders.”

“What are you talking about?”

Her voice cracked as her throat tightened in fear.

“Been told that you’re not to enter.”

She couldn’t breathe. She could barely think straight. There was no reason that she shouldn’t have been allowed access to the tunnels. Beck had asked her to find information on Edtroka for them, so he couldn’t have written her off.

Her stomach clenched. She lowered her hands, pressing them against her abdomen. There was only one thing that could have made Beck send out orders like this: something was going on inside that they didn’t want her involved with. Something personal. Something, perhaps, involving Keiran.

She looked over her shoulder, taking a step away from the guard. She could run to find another entrance, but Beck wouldn’t have told this guard alone not to let her pass. Any line she tried would be the same. She needed to get inside and explain.

It was stupid, being stuck here. She didn’t know how severe the orders Beck had given were, but he had also told her that he’d never forgive himself if anything happened to her because of him.

She straightened up.

“If you’re going to stop me, you’re going to have to shoot me.”

“Come on, Med, don’t do this.”

“Let me past or shoot me.”

Beck wouldn’t have given orders for her to be shot, she knew that much. Restrained maybe, but not shot. He had known her since she was born. Whatever he had asked of the guards, she was relatively sure that killing her was not an option. Georgianna stepped forwards.

Sure enough, he didn’t raise his rifle.

She swung, knocking the rifle sideways as the guard wrestled with the idea of whether to threaten to shoot her or not. Georgianna didn’t pause. Launching herself along the tunnel, the gloom swallowing her as an echo chased her between the walls.

“Marshall, this is the black line. Lennox is in the tunnels. I couldn’t stop her.”

Georgianna took the first turning she found. The black line was one of the largest tunnels out of the Belsa encampment and easily the most populated. Keiran’s shack was on the other side, further east, and she didn’t want to be held up again. The smaller tunnels were thankfully quiet. Georgianna ran full pelt through the dark, bouncing off walls and ricocheting around corners.

Before long, footsteps came up behind her, the thud of heavy boots hitting stone. At one point, she thought she saw the light of a rifle splash against her feet but she didn’t look back to see.

Keiran’s shack was in sight. Through the low light she could see the sheen of sheet metal. There were people gathered on the far side. A shoulder peeked out from where the tarpaulin covered the entrance. Georgianna skidded to a stop. A groan of pain echoed down the tunnel.

Keiran was in there. She was too late. He’d returned before she could tell him the story, before he’d seen Edtroka and had been warned that people suspected him. She’d let him walk in, unaware, and now she might be too late.

Slipping her bag from her shoulder, she placed it down silently, nudging it against the wall with her foot. She crept a few steps forwards to peer around the side of the shack, wondering if she could get the jump on them. She didn’t have the fighting skill to fend any of them off, but if she caught them by surprise, she might be able to get past. Georgianna took a deep breath and launched herself forwards.

Strong arms wrapped around her waist before she’d reached the first man. They lifted her off the ground, holding her kicking and screaming in mid-air. She had been so determined to reach the shack, to reach Keiran and Alec, that she hadn’t cared whether Beck would send people after her once she had passed the guard. She continued to scream, kick and claw, trying to pry herself out of the grasp of her unknown assailant.

“George, come on, stop.”

“Wrench, let me go!” she howled.

A thud preceded another pained cry that rattled from the shack.

Her nails left dark welts in Wrench’s skin. She smacked her head back against his jaw. He still didn’t let her go.

“How can you… You can’t let them do this!”

“Please,” he groaned. “Stop!”

She could hear the pain in his voice, but she didn’t care. She didn’t know how Wrench could stand by and let them do this, how he could hold her back from stopping it.

Falling limp in his arms, Georgianna felt his grasp loosen a little. She hung from his arms, tears gathering along her lashes. She panted and pushed herself back up. Wriggling around in his grasp, she turned to face him. This was hurting him, it was all over his face, but he was determined.

“Please, Eli,” she whispered. “You’re wrong about him.”

He shook his head.

Georgianna steeled herself and pushed her foot off the ground. Driving her knee upwards, she slammed it between his legs. Wrench seemed to realise what was about to happen but didn’t let go. He howled and staggered backwards. Hunched over, he couldn’t grasp Georgianna as she flung herself away from him towards the shack.

The men surrounding the entrance had heard the commotion she’d caused and turned towards her. They steeled themselves as she flung herself at them in a barrage of limbs and blonde hair.

“KEIRAN!”

Georgianna screamed and swore as two of the men grabbed her by the arms and pulled her back from the shack. Her kicks drove into shins, her fists smacked against arms and chests, but she couldn’t get free. Wrench, gathering himself, grabbed her around the middle again, but it was too late, the tarpaulin was being tugged back.

“KEIRAN!” Georgianna screamed again.

“What is she doing here?”

Alec stepped out from beneath the tarpaulin.

“I told you to keep her away.”

“Tried,” Wrench coughed.

“What did you do?” Georgianna spat. “Alec, what did you do?”

He looked everywhere but at her. His jaw tightened as he glared past her. Without a word, he shook his head and turned away. Georgianna wrestled against the men holding her. The tarpaulin was pulled back again. Light flickered out into the tunnel and a man was shoved forwards.

Keiran hit the ground with a thud. He took a rattling breath and coughed up a mixture of saliva and blood onto the tunnel floor. Bruises covered every inch of flesh she could see. His shirt had been torn down the back. Dirt and boot treads were pressed into his arms. Georgianna’s heart was ripped through her chest as she sobbed.

“Keiran, Keiran, I’m sorry. I tried!”

“I’d keep quiet if I were you,” Alec warned. “You’re…”

“Don’t talk to me!” Georgianna growled murderously. “Don’t you fucking talk to me.”

A boot collided with Keiran’s side.

“Up! Get up, vtensu!”

“George…” Keiran coughed.

“I said, get up!”

A man stepped forwards. Pulling his rifle from his back, he shoved it forwards, slamming the butt into the back of Keiran’s head. His chin hit the ground with a crack, bringing another grunt. Blood stained a patch of the floor.

His shirt fell open across the back of his shoulder as he pushed himself up. Any fight Georgianna had in her was snatched away in a single moment. Blood was smeared across his skin, oozing from a series of gouges in his flesh. Salt was dissolving in the blood, but she could see the white lines where they’d buried it in his flesh. These men, Alec included, had carved a criminal symbol into Keiran’s shoulder. It was a banishment mark any Veniche would recognise, but she’d never actually seen it on a person.

Grutt.

It was usually scrawled on walls, an accusation carved into a house. The person who lived there sold information, they betrayed their own, they were worse than the Adveni. Seeing that mark, no one would ever treat Keiran the same again.

Tell me, how many does it take to pin a man down while you carve out his flesh? 

Georgianna covered her mouth, staring at the mark. She’d never considered it before. She’d been told about the marks, even seen one or two before the Adveni arrived, but she’d never stopped to think about the way they must have howled and cried in pain. How men with expressions of loathing and anger would pin them down while one approached with a knife.

It took a long time for Keiran to push himself to his feet. Swift kicks to the ribs from the surrounding Belsa only crumpled him down again. His energy to fight was gone. Finally on his feet, he wavered as he looked at her.

Her breath caught in her throat. She pulled against the men holding her, trying to reach him and tell him that it would be alright. She would make sure that it was alright. Wrench and the other man tugged her back even further while the others surrounded Keiran.

Two men grasped his arms and began leading him down the tunnel.

“Where are you taking him?”

“He’s being taken up top,” Wrench murmured from behind her, his grasp finally loosening enough that she could catch her breath. She didn’t. “We can’t have traitors down here, George.”

“You’re banishing him?”

Wrench was silent for a long moment as Keiran and the other men disappeared from sight.

“No,” he muttered. “They’re killing him.”
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When the sound of footsteps finally faded, Wrench released Georgianna’s arm and stepped away from her. He crouched down, burying his face in his hands. 

“Casey’ll want her out, Wrench,” the other Belsa said. Georgianna looked at him and realised that she didn’t even know his name.

Wrench nodded, but he didn’t look up and made no move to help eject her from Belsa territory. Georgianna bit her lip, staring at the huddled man who had been her friend, and Keiran’s.

The Belsa did not release her. He grasped her arm as tight as he had when she’d kicked and screamed. If they managed to get her past the guard, she wouldn’t have a chance of stopping what was about to happen. She’d not trusted Keiran, she’d thought him a traitor, but she couldn’t let them kill him.

Georgianna curled her hands into fists, trying to think of a plan. She needed to stop thinking about Keiran’s cries and the sick look of satisfaction on Alec’s face. Alec’s twisted look of triumph wouldn’t go away. Before Georgianna could properly think about what she was doing, she’d lifted one of her hands.

“Bitch!” the Belsa howled, releasing Georgianna and cradling his nose.

Georgianna didn’t wait. Her entire hand throbbed in pain, but she didn’t care. She shoved him with both hands and sprinted away down the tunnel, a string of obscenities following her. 

Wrench had said that Keiran would be held in the tunnels for a few more hours. It was too dangerous to take him up top in the middle of the day. So, instead of heading after them, she sprinted in the opposite direction. If anyone could stop what was about to happen, it needed to be someone who actually had some power.

Her hands were trembling, her knees threatening to buckle underneath her. Exhaustion was taking its toll, but fear and anger were proving to be rather an impressive stimulant. She’d always known that people could do incredible things when pushed to the limit, but they always crashed afterwards. She feared that if she stopped for a moment, she would too. She needed to keep going. She needed to stop Keiran's killers.

The lamp was lit inside and, as Georgianna approached, she could hear the chatter of people. Usually, upon hearing that Beck had company, she would have turned away or at least waited for a lull in the conversation before making her presence known. Not this time. She launched herself up into the car, much to the surprise of Beck and the pair sitting opposite him.

“We need to talk.”

“Georgianna, this isn’t a good time,” Beck answered calmly.

“This is the only time.”

His eyes narrowed. He tapped his toe five times before he took a deep breath.

“Wait outside,” he ordered.

“No.”

“George!”

“No!” she snapped. “You can’t order me around like a child, Beck.”

He growled under his breath, glaring at her.

“Tarin, Rouel, can you leave us please?”

Rouel and Tarin got to their feet with solemn nods. Rouel collected a rifle from the ground as he passed her. Tarin patted her shoulder. When she met his gaze, she could see pity in his eyes. They knew exactly why she was here. She wondered if all the Belsa knew what had happened in that shack.

Once the last boot had left the car, Beck turned his attention on her again.

“Well, get it over with,” he huffed.

He leaned back in his seat, crossing his arms over his chest. It was clear that he was angry, but he looked calm and collected. Georgianna wanted to scream at him for taking this so lightly.

“Did you give the order?” she demanded through gritted teeth.

“I give many orders.”

“Keiran!” she snapped. “They’re going to kill him.”

Beck watched her for a long moment. She couldn’t stand it, the accusatory glare in his eyes. She began pacing. He looked like he was watching an animal, trying to predict its actions before he moved.

“I gave the order, yes,” he said. “He is a traitor, Georgianna.”

“He’s not!”

“We have proof.”

“Even if you did…”

“We do.”

“ If you did,” she shouted over him, “that doesn’t deserve death.”

“What would you recommend we do?” Beck asked, waving his hand towards the seat opposite him. “Keiran Zanetti knows how we work, he knows our location. Would you suggest that I leave him to sell that information to the Adveni as well?”

“If he were truly a traitor, he would have sold that information already,” she said, ignoring his offer to sit down.

“Who is to say he hasn’t?” he asked. “Anyway, the Adveni would do far worse to him if he kept that information from them after finding out about his banishment.”

“You hate the Adveni so much, yet you’re killing a man simply on an accusation, just like they do.”

“Careful, girl,” Beck growled. “Your part in this is still in question. It is your father’s connection that has kept you from being questioned.”

“What?”

Beck pointed to the seat again more forcefully. It was no longer a request, it was an order.

“You lied about Zanetti’s absence. You told Cartwright and Talassi that he was out on a hunting trip. When he returned, he knew nothing of this trip you spoke of. His story was quite different, in fact. So the question now is whether you lied on a whim to protect your boyfriend, or whether you were involved in his betrayal.”

She slid into the chair obediently. The idea that they thought she was betraying them chilled her to the bone, yet she couldn’t deny it. She had lied to them. She had kept information on Keiran’s dealings a secret.

She had known that they might suspect her, but she had never imagined what would actually happen if they did. The Belsa handled things quietly; they didn’t make a show of punishments. Maybe Keiran wasn’t the first they’d dealt with in this manner. She’d just never known about it.

They already suspected her. Beck and Alec were questioning her loyalty over her lie. There were only two options. She could tell them the truth, the most sensible option, though she had no idea how Beck would react. Or, she could…

“He was helping me,” she said suddenly. “Keiran, he… he was helping me with Edtroka. I had some information and I asked him to verify it.”

Beck’s lips tightened into a thin line and he shifted in his seat.

“What information would that be?”

Fear pulsed like electricity through her body, making it hard to think. After seeing what Alec and those other men had done to Keiran, knowing that Beck had ordered it, she couldn’t trust him with the truth. She had so far been protected by her father’s connection with Beck, but she doubted that would be the case if she admitted to betraying the Belsa on the whim of an Adveni, a story for which she realised she had absolutely no proof.

She had no idea what to say. Edtroka had been waiting for Keiran’s return before telling her anything. She had no idea what they had planned in an effort to break the control of the Adveni.

“Lyndbury,” she blurted.

“Excuse me?”

“We can destroy Lyndbury. Think about it, the Adveni control us through fear, and Lyndbury is a big part of that. If we can destroy it, maybe more people will start fighting back.”

“George, what would make you think that we hadn’t considered this before?”

“But you didn’t have what I do,” she argued. “Edtroka, my owner, he’s a guard. I have information from him.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about this? We had an arrangement.”

Georgianna glared back at him. Anger pulsed through her. It was easy to remember the things he had done: he’d lied about Alec; he’d refused them help; he’d given the order to kill Keiran.

“I didn’t know who I could trust.”

“Says the one who lied to us?”

“I had to!” Georgianna snapped, back on her feet again. “Keiran was verifying some information for me and I didn’t trust the Belsa, not after you let me rot in that prison!”

“George…”

His expression softened and Georgianna knew that he had realised she had never forgiven him. Pain lingered in his expression and he didn’t look at her again.

“Can you do it?” he asked quietly. “Bring down Lyndbury?”

She steeled herself.

“I don’t know. Keiran was finding out if some of my information from Edtroka was valid.”

“I can’t…”

“If you want anything from me, you will overturn that order.”

“Georgianna, I can’t, not without proof.” 

“Then give me the time to get it for you,” she answered with far more confidence than she felt. She got up, strode around the table and knelt down next to him, grasping his arm. “Tell them to hold off, no one is to touch him again. I will prove that he is not a traitor.”

Beck hesitated then nodded. 

“And one more thing,” she added. “I need to talk to Keiran right away. Alone.”

“I won’t give you…”

“You don’t and I won’t do a thing for you,” Georgianna hissed. “I don’t trust a single one of you right now. You can have a guard outside but I need absolute privacy.”

Beck didn’t look happy about it, but after a moment, he nodded.

“I’ll hold his order for three days, Georgianna. If you don’t bring us a solid plan, his execution will go ahead, but until then he will be kept here.”

“And no one will touch him.”

“No one will touch him.”

Georgianna got to her feet.

“Take me to him.”
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A number of large crates and bags had been stacked up outside the tunnel car. Even as they approached, two guards stood laughing and talking about how much damage they’d gotten in. It took Beck coughing loudly to distract them. They both fell silent at the sight of the marshall approaching with the woman who had fought so hard to get to the traitor. Despite the deal he had just struck, Beck did not admonish them for their amusement.

Beck went to the door first, sliding it open. He took in the sight before him for a moment before waving to someone further in. Georgianna stood impatiently behind him, shifting her weight back and forth and fiddling with the strap of her bag. She’d made Beck walk with her to the shack to collect it. She knew that she would need the supplies inside when she saw Keiran.

When a man stepped towards them, she froze. Alec looked down at them, his gaze flickering between them. He ruffled his fingers through his hair and leaned against the door frame as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

“Marshall,” he greeted.

“Cartwright, I need you to clear out for a while.”

Under Alec’s gaze, Georgianna felt hatred bubble up from her stomach. She clenched her fists. After everything Alec had been through, after all Maarqyn had done to him, she wouldn’t have thought that he could do that to another person. Condemning a man to death was bad enough, but they’d humiliated and hurt him for their own amusement first. He claimed that all Adveni were the same. She wondered whether he’d been around them too long and if cruelty was all he knew now.

“Marshall, with all respect, that isn’t a good idea.”

“Good idea or not, I’m allowing it. You’ll stay…”

“No!” she said quickly. “Not him. Keep one of the others. I don’t want him here.”

Rounding on her, Beck gave her a belittling look.

“Georgianna, I have accepted your story for now and I have allowed you this visit, but do not think that you have the right to tell me how to organise my men.”

“Your murderers,” Georgianna hissed as she stepped past him and climbed up into the car.

She turned and watched Alec climb down from the car. If Beck thought that Alec could stand by the door and listen in, they were wrong. They’d made their deal and she was going to make sure they stuck to it. Maybe Edtroka had taught her something after all. Any deviation from a deal makes it a different agreement. She didn’t want to give anyone an excuse to renegotiate this one.

Alec and Beck exchanged brief, quiet words. Even though they kept their voices down, it was clear that Alec didn’t like what he was being told. But Beck was firm and Alec gave her a look of confusion and fury before pulling the door closed behind them.

She could barely look. Even as she moved further into the car, she couldn’t bring herself to look at what they had done to him, what she had helped to do. If it wasn’t for her, Edtroka would never have sent Keiran out of the city. Keiran wouldn’t have owed Edtroka a dangerous favour. The Belsa would never have known that she’d lied for him. He had saved her and she had made everything worse.

He was curled up in the corner, knees up to his chest, his cheek resting on his arms. He looked small, far smaller than she knew him to be. She stepped forwards.

“What we on, round five?” Keiran chuckled darkly, followed by a series of coughs. “Anyone would think you hated me for some other reason, Cartwright. Did I take something of yours while you were busy playing the Adveni pet?”

She wasn’t sure whether she was happy that he’d not lost his cockiness. Taunting Alec about his imprisonment could not have done him any favours, but she found herself swelling with pride that he had not given in.

“It’s not Alec.”

Keiran whipped around to look at her, though from the way he cringed in pain, he regretted it instantly. His breath rattled through his teeth and he turned away from her.

“What are you doing here, George?”

“Not happy to see me?”

She crouched next to him, sliding her bag from her shoulder.

“You shouldn’t be involved in this.”

“I’m already involved. It was my fault.”

He shook his head gently and gave another coughing laugh.

“No, no, I’m not letting you take my glory. You had no part in this.”

“Well, I’m not going anywhere.”

“Better you than that lot.”

“I could get one of your other girls if you’d prefer?”

Her fingers traced carefully down the side of his face. He tried to grin, but the pain quickly turned it into a deep grimace.

“No, you’ll do fine,” he sighed.

Georgianna slid down to sit in front of him, slipping her fingers amongst his.

“Are you alright?”

“You mean, apart from the fact they’re going to kill me?”

She winced.

“Beck has agreed to hold off for a few days.”

Keiran coughed, blood splattering his palm. He spat out one of his back teeth onto the floor.

“How did you manage that?”

Georgianna pulled her bag towards her, opening it up. She was here, she might as well make him more comfortable. He was going to be down here for a while. A small cantina sat at the bottom of the bag and she pulled it out, setting it into her lap with a thick cloth. 

“Move forwards,” she murmured. “I’ll clear the salt out of that mark. Maybe it will be able to heal.”

He shuffled forwards, allowing her to kneel behind him.

“Edtroka told me what was going on.”

“He did?”

Keiran howled the first time the cloth touched his skin. He gritted his teeth, loud breaths hissing through the gaps.

“I’m so sorry, Keiran,” she whispered. “This never would have happened if you hadn’t had to get me out.”

“Don’t be stupid,” he moaned. “I was working with Edtroka before I met you. It was only a matter of time.” 

“Don’t say that.”

“George…” he breathed. “I’m sorry. I never wanted you caught up in this. I was never supposed to…”

“Shh, we can still get you out of this.”

Keiran shook his head, another pained moan slipping past his lips. Had he given up already? The fight seemed to have gone from his voice again. He seemed resigned, as if he’d been thinking about this for a long time.

“Did you do it?” she asked. “What Edtroka wanted?”

“I contacted them. They’re coming,” he whispered.

“That was what he sent you for, to contact someone?”

“People,” he corrected. “They were here be… before.”

“Like the Adveni?”

“Yes. Exactly.”

“But why?” she asked. “Why did you need to go out of the city for that?”

“The Adveni broke a pact,” Keiran explained. “They were never supposed to come here.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

Keiran shook his head.

“Just tell Edtroka. He’ll know what it means. He can explain. Tell him I made contact and all the details are in place. I left the orb where he told me.”

Georgianna stared at the back of his head. None of it made sense, but she couldn’t demand more of him, not when he was in trouble. She needed to focus on a way of helping him, not worry about Edtroka’s deal. She checked that the door was still closed.

“I told Beck that you were helping me with a plan to destroy the compound.”

She poured some more of the sweet solution onto the cloth and placed it against the wound, carefully sliding it across his skin, wiping away the salt in the wound. Keiran gasped.

“We don’t have a way to do that,” he muttered. “George, you need to tell Beck that you were lying. Say I forced you, or threatened you. He’ll let you off. He likes you.”

“No!”

He reached back and grasped her wrist, pulling her closer.

“George, please!”

She moved around him, touching his chin and forcing him to look at her. There was no way she was going to leave him here to die. He was trying to help all of them.

“Keiran, no, I’m not letting you die for this.”

He was scared, she could see it. The things he wasn’t saying were etched into his face. In that moment Georgianna realised she had never seen him truly scared before. He had been angry and determined when he’d watched her taken away, but not scared.

“We have nothing on the compound. It can’t be done.”

She wished that Edtroka and Keiran had told her more and given her something she could use. It was too late now. She’d already lied to Alec and Wrench, now to Beck. If she admitted she was lying about the compound, they would never trust her again. Keiran’s sentence would be carried out. She would be banished – if they didn’t kill her as well.

“Maybe if Edtroka…”

Keiran clung to her wrist, bowing his head to look at her, a stern warning in his eyes.

“No, he won’t help you.”

“He helped you. You must trust him if you were willing to risk everything to make that deal.”

“That deal was one thing, just a contact, but destroying the compound? It’s too dangerous for him to do alone.”

“He won’t be alone.”

“But he will. He’ll be the only one to stand against his race,” he said. “Edtroka is walking a very thin line. There are people who already suspect him.”

“Maarqyn, I know.”

“Exactly,” Keiran said slowly. “Maarqyn is sure that Edtroka is a traitor. Why do you think Edtroka asked me to leave the city instead of him? He didn’t want to leave it to me, but he couldn’t risk it.”

Georgianna took a small tin from her bag and opened it to reveal a yellow balm. She’d scooped some out of the box Edtroka had used for her bruises, figuring that it would come in useful. She dipped her fingers into the balm and brought them to Keiran’s face. His eye twitched, but he didn’t comment or pull away.

“This is what I don’t understand,” she murmured as she soothed the paste across his skin. “Edtroka said that Maarqyn is suspicious of him, and Maarqyn has made multiple comments about taking me away from him, but if he’s so certain that Edtroka is a traitor, why hasn’t he done anything?”

“He doesn’t have enough proof.”

Georgianna scoffed and rolled her eyes.

“Like the Adveni ever care about proof!”

Keiran smiled at her. It was faint, and he winced in pain, but it was there. 

“They do when the person they’re accusing is the Volsonnar’s son.”






  [image: 28 - Swirling in Secrets]

 
“Time, George.”

“Just one more minute.”

“You said that five minutes ago. I’ve given you your visit. Let’s go.”

Georgianna packed the supplies into her bag with slow and careful movements. Beck would be angry that she was dragging it out, but she wasn’t ready to leave. Alec was outside the door, waiting. Yet she had to go. Edtroka had sent a message on her tsentyl that she return. She should have set off the moment she got it, but didn’t want to leave Keiran here alone.

Beck shifted his weight and began tapping his foot. Gritting her teeth, she placed the last of her supplies into her bag. She slung the strap over her shoulder and grasped Keiran’s hand.

“I’ll see you soon, I promise.”

His smile expressed disbelief, but he didn’t say anything, for which she was grateful. She had a hard enough time believing it herself.

“You know where to find me.”

When she leaned in to kiss him goodbye, Keiran pulled away, his gaze darting to Beck. He shook his head, though pain and regret marred every inch of his face. She gave his hand a gentle squeeze and got to her feet.

In the time it took her to cross the tunnel car, Keiran had curled his body back against the wall, staring at nothing, silent. She jumped down, followed by Beck.

“You two,” he ordered the two guards standing against the tunnel wall. “One inside, one out. You’re not to touch him.”

“Marshall?”

“You heard. Keep him here, but unless he makes a move to run, you don’t touch him. Of course, if he tries to run… shoot him in the head.”

“What?”

Beck only had to look at her to make her fall silent.

“Cartwright, escort the medic back to the guards.”

She didn’t think she’d ever heard Beck call her anything other than her name. Sometimes she called him Marshall, mainly because she knew it annoyed him, but he’d always used her name. She stared at the ground, avoiding the furious glare Alec was probably sending her way.

In all her time helping the Belsa, she had never been ordered out of their territory. Fear clutched at her chest, making it difficult to breathe. What if they didn’t allow her back in? She choked back the fear that once she was out of the Belsa tunnels, Beck would ignore their deal and carry out Keiran’s sentence. What if all this had just been a way to make her leave quietly?

“You have three days,” Beck snapped, walking away.

The two guards gave her dirty looks as they moved into position, and Georgianna waited until Beck’s footsteps had stopped echoing along the line before she moved. She didn’t trust them not to hurt Keiran again. She didn’t even trust Beck, not really, not now, but she had no other choice. It wasn’t as if she could sit here and make sure.

Georgianna didn’t wait for Alec as she set off down the tunnel. He walked a few steps behind her, remaining silent until they were out of earshot of the guards. Once they turned the corner, he lurched forwards and grabbed her arm.

She growled and tugged her arm from his grasp.

“Don’t touch me.”

“Georgie, what are you doing?”

Whether he used the name out of habit or in order to purposefully wind her up, Georgianna didn’t know, but she sneered and stomped down the tunnel anyway. She was already angry enough at him.

“Georgianna!”

“No,” she snapped. “You don’t get to ‘Georgianna’ me and talk to me like you know better!”

He grabbed her arm again—this time ready for her to try to shake him off—and, keeping a tight grasp, he forced her against the wall. She wrestled against him, but he avoided the knee she drove in his direction. He sought her gaze no matter how hard she tried to avoid him.

“What are you doing?” he demanded again. “Lying for a traitor? Making up stories of taking down the compound?”

“He’s not a traitor,” she hissed.

“Stop. Just stop. He was caught. Beck already knows you lied about where he was. You’re making things worse.”

“Worse?” she demanded. “You’re going to kill him, Alec, how is there anything worse?”

“It could be you!”

She snorted and shook her head. She’d not really thought about Keiran’s taunt to Alec when she first arrived but Alec’s determination to keep her out of it pulled it back into her mind.

“Is that really it?” she asked. “Is that why you’re so desperate to prove him a traitor? Because of me? Because I’m sleeping with him and not you?”

Alec scoffed.

“You’re a lot of things, Georgianna, but I never thought you were vain enough to believe that.”

The twist in her gut was a mixture of humiliation and disappointment at how easily he had dismissed the idea, as if he already knew she would never have been good enough for him.

“Then what? What is it that makes you hate him so much?”

“HE WAS THERE!”

Georgianna shrank against the wall as he roared. His hands left her in an instant, flung up, burying into his hair, tugging at his clothes. All of a sudden, he couldn’t be still. His face twisted in fury and aggression and, when he returned, his fist slammed into the rock next to her head. She flinched but, despite every nerve telling her to run, she couldn’t move.

“He was there when I was captured,” he spat. “Me and Ashoke. He was there.”

“What?”

“Zanetti was my sergeant. He gave the orders. We were scouting out a new building and we became surrounded. He left us there to die!”

His fist hit the wall again. She sucked the inside of her lip between her teeth, watching him, waiting for the next outburst, but it didn’t come. He was so close that she could smell the soap on his skin. She could see each of the tiny scars making a web across his neck. Scars he blamed on Keiran. A life he should never have had.

“I didn’t…”

“I didn’t do this for revenge, George, or because I want you.”

She cringed away from his words. She felt so stupid for saying it now. It was ridiculous, and if Alec hadn’t been so furious about Keiran, she never would have even wondered if she was the reason. It had all seemed too personal, too close for comfort, and now she knew why.

“I did this because we’ve been watching him for two years.”

“What?”

“Si was watching him, gathering proof of what he is.”

“Si?”

“Well, I couldn’t exactly follow him around, could I?”

She gulped.

“Si saw things. Things Zanetti lied about to others, places he shouldn’t be. We were waiting for proof and then Si was…”

Shaking her head, she let out a sigh. Si had spent three days out in the sun, hiding from a group of Adveni who spotted him talking to Alec. The heat had driven him half-mad. 

“Beck wouldn’t be able to take anything he said as proof,” she agreed. “Not in his condition.”

Alec nodded.

“This is why you need to stop lying. You’re not protecting a man who made a mistake or who has been wrongly accused. You’re lying to protect a traitor. He’s been doing this for years.”

Things were getting too confusing. It was hard to keep up with all the stories and lies. Edtroka and Keiran keeping secrets, then Alec taking those secrets and twisting them into stories of his own. She needed to figure out what was real. She’d have to ask Edtroka and not drop it until she got an answer, no matter how angry he became.

“No one will blame you,” he urged. “I can take you to Beck now. He’ll understand.”

His voice was soft, caring, and she felt herself slipping. No matter what Edtroka had told her, if Alec was telling the truth, Keiran’s betrayal had led to Alec’s capture and Ashoke’s death. She wanted to find out the truth, but she didn’t know if she could handle it any better than the lies and secrets. Maybe her father had been right: she should have never gotten involved.

“It’s alright,” he murmured. “You’re doing the right thing.”

Though he never touched her, it felt as if he’d punched her in the stomach and sent a zap through a cinystalq at the same time. She felt her stomach clench and when she looked at him his expression was belittling, like he’d expected her to crumble all along.

“The right thing?”

“Yes.”

“To let you kill him is the right thing?”

“George…”

“No,” she hissed. “No, you have no proof. You said it yourself.”

“You are my proof, Gianna. I know you’re lying for him…”

“You don’t know anything.”

She shoved him away from her. He stumbled back a step and as he righted himself, Georgianna pushed herself away from the wall, clutching her bag in front of her. She wanted a barrier between them. She stepped away from him, down the tunnel.

“If you thought I’d support you in killing him, you obviously don’t know me at all,” she breathed.

He came after her, but for every slow step, she took two. She stumbled backwards, away from him, trying to put a larger gap between them. The gap between them was far larger than she’d ever thought there would be and, though she was the one running away, he was the one who had created that divide. He wasn’t the same person she used to know. Had he always been like this? Had she just been too blind to see it?

“I do know you,” he begged. “You know I do.”

“No, Alec. You don’t…” she said, defeated. She turned away from him. “And maybe you never did.”
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Georgianna scratched her arm through the itchy sleeve of the shirt Edtroka had bought for her. Apparently he’d bought it at one of the Adveni stores and she couldn’t help but think that the itchy material was intentional. The Adveni believed in making themselves stronger through suffering, or something like that. If that was it, then Edtroka had to be a much stronger person than she was, for he seemed quite cheerful in his smart clothes.

She’d tried to talk to him about Keiran, to explain what was happening and describe her deal with Beck, but he wasn’t interested. He’d called her back for a purpose and everything else would have to wait. Even after they had left the apartment and had time to talk, he still told her to drop the conversation. Instead they’d spent the walk in silence.

From what she could tell, the function was important. It didn’t surprise her that he had been invited, not since Keiran had told her about Edtroka’s family. Sure enough, when people spoke to him, he was treated with far more respect than she assumed was afforded to a guard. He had said it himself: until he took a command, he was a soldier and little more. Yet, here he was, talking to the important volsonnae of Adveni society as if they were his equals.

There were a number of faces she recognised, even if she had no idea who they were or what they did. In amongst them, dreta stood docile behind their owners. They didn’t talk, they barely moved, they just watched. She did the same, trying not to fidget or look out of place while Edtroka spoke to others.

The building was one Georgianna had never set foot in before. It was plain, but the simplicity of its design made it all the more striking, especially with so many well-dressed Adveni mingling around. It reminded her of Edtroka’s apartment, but on a much grander scale. Everything he owned seemed functional and there was never any clutter around. She wondered if that was another part of their training.

At first, Georgianna had tried to listen to Edtroka’s conversations, but now, after two hours, she’d given up. All the conversations were in such rapid and complicated Adtvenis that she didn’t have a hope of following with any kind of real comprehension. She understood words and short phrases but the meaning was pretty much lost. Frequently, she wished that, like Nyah, she had taken the time to learn more Adtvenis. The longer she stood politely behind Edtroka, the more she took on the vacant look of the other dreta. She wondered whether they’d been to so many of these events that they knew to give up paying attention the moment they stepped inside.

Instead she spent her time wringing her hands and trying not to think about Keiran and Alec. The more she thought about them, the harder it was to stand still and not scream at Edtroka to listen to her. He’d been waiting for Keiran to get back from his trip, from making contact with whoever it was he’d been sent to talk to, yet he showed no interest in the information she tried to give him.

In amongst the important Adveni, Georgianna felt small and insignificant. Perhaps Keiran had been right and Edtroka wasn’t going to help her. He was only interested in protecting his own lies.

There had been a few comments about her. A new drysta was probably a topic of conversation in the way Veniche discussed new clothing. There had been one man who clapped Edtroka on the shoulder in congratulations for managing to find a pretty one, hoping he made good use of her. Edtroka had laughed and assured him that she had many uses, but when he looked back at Georgianna, he’d rolled his eyes in a way that made it hard for her not to giggle.

The only time anyone actually spoke to her was when Edtroka asked her to fetch a drink. Each time he did so, the demeaning tone in his voice became more evident, though he never snapped at her like some of the other Adveni who had personal dreta with them. She’d seen one young Veniche kicked in the shin when he took too long to return and, when he dropped the drink as a result, he received another kick, much to the mirth of the surrounding Adveni. Georgianna made sure to offer him a kind smile the next time she passed him.

As Edtroka discussed something involving the compound with a rotund, middle-aged man, Georgianna found her gaze drifting around the room. She still had no idea what the function was actually for. She watched the men and women discussing business and their lives. She gazed at the dreta waiting patiently, hoping that it would soon be time to leave. The Adveni in the room were getting progressively drunker and as they did, bolder. Tucking a lock of hair behind her ear, Georgianna glanced over her shoulder, her eyes widening when her gaze met Maarqyn’s. He was talking to two women but his gaze never wavered from her face. The moment he realised she was watching, he smirked wickedly.

She didn’t hold his gaze for long. She turned back to stare at Edtroka’s shoulder, but each time she checked, Maarqyn was still staring at her, even as one of women with him touched his arm and leaned in to speak into his ear.

“Georgianna.”

Georgianna jumped at the unexpected address and looked up at Edtroka. He wasn’t even looking at her this time. A glass was thrust towards her.

“Drink.”

She took the glass from him and gave a curt nod to the back of his head before making her way through the people. A number of Veniche, all dressed in identical pale blue uniforms, were working tirelessly behind the bar. It only took a few moments before one of them approached her.

“Edtroka Grystch,” she told them.

The woman didn’t need any further explanation, and poured the drink within moments.

“Perhaps you should consider changing that to water.”

The woman appeared next to her, leaning onto the bar. Her long dark hair was coiled up to sit in a perfect knot at the nape of her neck. Georgianna recognised Ehnisque immediately.

“I’m sorry?”

“Edtroka’s drink. You wouldn’t want him getting too drunk, would you? No doubt he’ll be in the mood for more than just looking.”

Georgianna glanced down at the drink next to her. She desperately wanted to tell the woman that if Ehnisque wanted to meet Edtroka’s sexual needs, she was more than welcome. However, remembering that Edtroka had told her to speak as little as possible, that most of the Adveni at the function would have no time for a Veniche, she held her tongue.

“Oh, don’t worry, I’m sure you won’t have to suffer him for much longer. Daddy’s boy always has his toys taken away before long.”

Ehnisque leaned towards her and, though Georgianna wanted to step away, to put some space between them, she stood rigid. Keiran had told her that Edtroka was the Volsonnar’s son, which put her owner in a very important position. However, this woman seemed to look at him as a lesser man. While family wasn’t as important to them, Edtroka’s connections were enough to keep him safe, and Georgianna wondered if he had done something particularly nasty to this woman to incur such open disdain.

“The commander will treat you well.”

“Volsonne Guinnyr?” Georgianna asked politely.

“Once Edtroka realises his mistake in sidestepping the commander, he will take steps to rectify it. You will be sold, have no doubt. You should consider enamouring the commander to you now to make the transition easier on yourself.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

Ehnisque smiled and took Edtroka’s drink. She lifted it and took a sniff, a wrinkle of her nose telling her that she didn’t like the drink in question. She drank a mouthful of it anyway.

“This isn’t the first time my brother has made a move for his personal gain that he would later regret. Once he realises what he has done and how much he angered the commander in purchasing you, he will make the necessary corrections.”

Georgianna glanced over at Edtroka, still wrapped up in conversation with the same Adveni. Even from here, she could see that the conversation bored him. He looked perfectly polite, but his back was a little too rigid. He was, without a doubt, speaking to someone superior to him. She gulped, worried by how well she could read him. She’d become too involved, instead of using him to gain information the way Beck had wanted.

“Is he really your brother?”

“Yes.”

“By blood?” 

“Yes. Edtroka is my younger brother.”

So, this woman was also the child of the Volsonnar. That scared Georgianna. Maarqyn may have been worried about accusing Edtroka due to his father’s power, but with another of the Volsonnar’s children behind him, one who believed her own brother to be a traitor, Edtroka was in a more precarious situation than she had realised.

“Yet you don’t like him?”

“My feelings for my brother are none of your business, Ven,” she growled.

Georgianna didn’t dare look at her. She’d spoken too much as it was. Yet, she didn’t dare turn away from the Adveni. She wrung her hands together, gritting her teeth.

“Keep my words in mind,” Ehnisque said finally. “You do not want to be on the wrong side of Commander Guinnyr. I’m sure that your friend would tell you the same.”

There were only two people that she could have meant, two people that she had claimed she’d not seen since the escape. From what Nyah had told her, Maarqyn was not a man to cross if you could help it. He handed out punishment easily and brutally, and not just pain. Georgianna gulped and looked away from Ehnisque until the Adveni had disappeared back into the crowd.

Ehnisque left Edtroka’s drink half-empty on the bar. Georgianna longed to grab the glass and gulp down the rest before anyone saw her, but she sighed and turned back to the bar, ordering another to take to Edtroka. She was sure that a drunk drysta would not be looked on kindly by the Volsonnae of Adveni society. Also, she couldn’t be sure that she wasn’t still being watched, as Maarqyn waited for her to make a mistake that could cost her everything.
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Edtroka had been talking to the same woman for the last half hour and Georgianna was caught between boredom and impatience. Her legs were tired and she found herself wishing that Edtroka would finish his drink just to give her something to do. The woman he was talking to was beautiful in a way that caught her off guard. Her features were almost too perfect, and she was made up impeccably. There wasn’t a single strand of hair out of place, whereas Georgianna had spent the entire evening repeatedly tucking the same lock of hair behind her ear.

What Georgianna had been surprisingly annoyed about was that, while with this woman, Edtroka had lost the polite, stiff look he’d had while talking to the others in the room. Instead, he was relaxed and, even though she couldn’t understand the conversation, she could see that he was being perfectly charming and engaging. The woman hung on his every word and he was revelling in it. Georgianna wasn’t sure which she was more annoyed about, the fact that Edtroka was clearly interested in this woman, or that she cared that he was.

She admonished herself for thinking about it. She was supposed to be focussing on Keiran. Beck had given her three days to prove that Keiran had been helping her and that they had a plan for taking down the compound. Standing around at this function was wasting time. All she’d done all evening was wait to collect drinks for Edtroka and listen to him talk. She wanted to catch Edtroka’s attention and beg him to leave, even though she knew he wouldn’t be happy about it. So instead she stayed quiet and continued to worry.

She took a step back, closing the gap between herself and a group of three older Adveni. They were speaking in hushed tones. Even standing as close as she was, she could barely hear them. Glancing over her shoulder to ensure she wasn’t going to bump into anybody, she bit her tongue and let her gaze wander over the room. She had little interest in listening to Edtroka flirt, but she didn’t dare stray too far.

The group’s conversation was mostly lost on her since they spoke quickly and quietly. A small man with a stain on his shirt was waving his hands as he spoke. From their tone, she could hear that they were talking about something important and they were worried. One of the men tried to keep his voice low, but every time he became enthusiastic, or concerned about something, his deep voice boomed over that of his colleagues. He was discussing the Mykahnol.

It wasn’t surprising. The destruction of the pillars was not something they’d had to deal with since building them. The fact they’d revoked Veniche travelling permissions and increased security was enough to talk about, but there was another word that sparked their worry as well, a word Georgianna was not familiar with: Cahlven. Whenever they said it, they dropped their voices significantly and practically whispered. Even the man with the booming voice didn’t utter the word any louder than a murmur. It was repeated several times before Georgianna heard it properly.

It didn’t sound like anything she’d heard of. In her opinion, it didn’t even sound like an Adtvenis word. The Adveni language was often coarse and sharp. This one sounded soft, far more like Veuric than anything, but it was no word she knew.

The woman Edtroka had been talking to walked away, her dress flowing out behind her. She waved over her shoulder and Georgianna stood up a little straighter as Edtroka turned to her. His smile faded and she found herself annoyed at him again.

Knowing that her brief time away was over, she stepped back into Edtroka’s shadow.

“Not much longer,” he told her in a low voice. “Are you alright?”

She nodded, rolling her eyes. He had to know that she was bored, standing around with nobody speaking her language.

“Can I ask you,” she began, glancing at the men again. “What does ‘Cahlven’ mea…”

Edtroka stepped forwards, grasping her arm and yanking her towards him. Georgianna squealed in surprise.

“You never mention that word again,” he growled viciously under his breath. “You understand?”

She could understand Edtroka’s mood swings when she did something wrong, when she broke one of his rules. Now, however, she was flummoxed.

“But, I just…”

“I will make you shut your mouth if you force me.”

Georgianna pulled against his grasp.

“Perhaps if you told me what’s going on instead of getting me to lie for you, I’d know what to ask about,” Georgianna snapped back without thinking.

Edtroka released her with a small shove.

“Get my jacket. We’re leaving now.”

Georgianna glared at him, heat flushing her cheeks. He glowered back, flexing his hands into fists. She longed to argue with him, but his rule about disagreeing with him in public was clear in her mind. Who knew what he would do if she showed him disrespect in front of his superiors.

“Yes, Volsonne,” she hissed bitterly.

Stepping around him, Georgianna was seething. Despite the secrets she had kept for him, the lies he had demanded she tell, he wouldn’t answer a question about a single word. It had been stupid to snap at him, especially here, but her frustration was reaching breaking point. After spending hours listening to conversations she didn’t understand, instead of finding a way to help Keiran, she wasn’t feeling particularly friendly towards her owner. 

She shook her head, glancing over her shoulder to see that Edtroka had already walked away from her. He was saying his goodbyes to someone important. No doubt it was someone far more important than her or Keiran. Gritting her teeth, she jerked to a stop as a man appeared in front of her.

Maarqyn blocked her path. She obviously knew he was here, she’d seen him watching her earlier in the night but, after the conversation with Ehnisque, she’d assumed that he would keep his distance.

His smile was broad and surprisingly honest, unlike the usual sneers she received from him. His gaze flickered from her to Edtroka. A lump formed in her throat. She glanced over her shoulder. She couldn’t give him any reason to be angry with her here, no matter if she was annoyed. While Edtroka’s rules were stern, she knew that he would at least consider helping Keiran. Maarqyn would not. She’d threatened Edtroka that she would ask Maarqyn about traitors, but it had been an empty threat. She wanted nothing to do with him. The best thing was to be polite and go around him, as with any other Adveni. She sidestepped and nodded in apology.

He grabbed her wrist as she passed. Georgianna stopped, waiting for an insult, or a demand about Alec’s whereabouts, but he wasn’t watching her anymore.

“Disagreement?” he asked quietly.

How would Nyah have handled this? She couldn’t imagine having to deal with him day in and day out. Edtroka’s temper was scary, but he usually came around. Maarqyn, she had come to realise, didn’t stop until he got what he wanted and he didn’t worry about how he came to get it. She gulped.

“Nothing I didn’t deserve, Volsonne.”

Maarqyn gave a low laugh and she tried to squirm away as his thumb began stroking back and forth against her wrist. It took everything Georgianna had not to grimace at the touch. Her skin crawled.

“I’m sure you deserve much more if you’d only ask for it.”

The reflex to gag was too strong. A small, strangled noise slipped from her throat and she quickly swallowed. After everything he had done to Alec and Nyah, she couldn’t imagine how bad things would have to be for her to ask Maarqyn for something better. Had he done that to Nyah? Broken her down until she begged for his kindness? The idea of kindness from this man sent shudders of revulsion through her.

He was gone as quickly as he appeared. He slipped through the crowd as easily as if he were avoiding trees in a forest. She watched his back until his shirt was indistinguishable from the others in the crowd.

Georgianna forced herself to move again. He had a way of catching her off guard every time she saw him and with each meeting, the pit of fear in her stomach grew and gave her the feeling of being hollowed out. She didn’t feel like a person when she was in his presence. She felt like a toy, a doll he wanted to break apart.

As she waited for Edtroka’s jacket to be retrieved by another Veniche in pale blue, Georgianna checked over her shoulder every few seconds, waiting for Maarqyn to reappear behind her. He’d been so close, the more she thought about it, she realised that he must have heard everything that passed between her and Edtroka.

Which meant that he knew Edtroka had asked her to lie for him. Would Maarqyn think that it referred to him? To Alec, maybe? Worse than showing disrespect to Edtroka in public, had she just questioned his loyalty to the Adveni in front of the man who already suspected him of being a traitor and who simply needed the proof to act? Had she just given him the proof he wanted so that now all he needed was to get it out of her?
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“Who were you to make such a claim?”

“They were going to kill him, I had to do something!”

Edtroka threw his jacket through the doorway into his bedroom. Georgianna was quietly relieved. Watching him gesture and fling his hands around in annoyance was getting distracting while the jacket flashed back and forth. She sat on the edge of the chair, as she had done for the last hour, listening to him rant and rave about the stupidity of the Belsa.

He’d been pleased enough with the message from Keiran that the contact he’d been asked to make had agreed to what Edtroka had said. She’d sat there, waiting for him to explain what was going on, like he’d promised he would. However, he remained silent.

It was when she realised that he had no intention of explaining his plans that she had finally admitted what had happened since Keiran’s return, describing his capture, Beck ordering his death as a traitor and how she’d managed to secure him three days’ grace before the orders were carried out. Edtroka had stared at her in mounting disbelief, but had not said anything until she told him that she’d lied and told Beck that they were trying to bring down the compound. As she’d expected, he was not as impressed about that news.

“So I am to give up my position in order to save your boyfriend, is that right?”

“He’s been helping you. How can you be so cavalier?” she demanded. “He wouldn’t be in this mess if it wasn’t for you.”

“He knew the risks.”

“How will you continue with your big plan if he’s not around?”

“I will make do.”

“He has three days!” she cried. “You have to stop this!”

“Why? Zanetti is in no position to end this war,” he sneered.

“Is that really all you care about?”

He began pacing between the sofa and the table. Georgianna drew her legs up to her chest, out of the way.

“Why should I care for more?”

“Because he’s a good man! The Belsa are good men and…”

“Do you really expect the Belsa to drive the Adveni from this planet? They’ve been trying for a decade and their biggest accomplishment is disconnecting two of the towers from a single Mykahnol.”

Shaking his head, he began flinging his hands around again. Georgianna leaned further back in her chair to avoid getting smacked in the face by an errant gesture.

“The Belsa have neither the firepower, nor the understanding of war to cripple the control of the Adveni over this planet.”

“So why have you been working with Keiran, if you thought we had no chance.”

“Because having the Belsa on side was a good strategic move. This is a bigger war than you know.”

Georgianna brought her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.

“Because you won’t tell me!”

She rested her forehead on her knees and stared at her thighs. She couldn’t watch him pace any more. Listening to him rant was bad enough. She didn’t know what he expected her to do. Had he assumed, like Alec, that she’d just let Keiran die?

“He was making contact with allies. Those who stand a chance of driving the Adveni back.”

“That pact, right?” Georgianna asked.

“Yes. I see Zanetti did not leave you completely in the dark.”

“More than I can say for you.”

“There was no point in telling you. Until we knew whether the Cahlven would even…”

Georgianna lifted her head.

“The Cahlven?”

Edtroka looked at her, but instead of being angry, instead of telling her to drop it, he nodded.

“So that word, it’s a… it’s a people?”

“A race of people, yes. It was they who the pact was made with.”

“That’s why you were angry when I mentioned them?”

“Yes, it’s… complicated.”

Personally, she hated it when people used complicated as an excuse. It was rarely complicated. As she’d learned from her father, telling someone that something was complicated really meant that you didn’t want to talk about it.

“That’s what Keiran said,” she confirmed. “He also told me who you are.”

His eyes narrowed.

“What do you mean? You know who I am.”

“Son of the Volsonnar?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “You never told me that.”

“It’s not important.”

“You are the son of the most powerful man on this planet. The leader’s own son has dissented. How is that not important?”

“Georgianna, you have to understand that I have no protection from that man. I do not get privileges from his position.”

“Maarqyn won’t touch you.”

“They fear my father’s retribution. They tarnish his reputation if they accuse his blood. They fear that he will protect me, but he won’t. I’ve been playing on that fear to protect myself.”

“So use it to help us.”

“The moment I move against the compound, my protection will be gone. I will be hunted far more ferociously than any Veniche.”

“The Belsa will help you. Keiran said the Cahlven are coming. He said he got through. It won’t be long.”

“It will be too long,” he said. “The Tsevstakre know where the Belsa are. They have been waiting, ensuring that everything is set so that they capture every single person involved. Once they do, it’s all over.”

“What?”

“If I betray them, they will make that move. Trust me. I know how Maarqyn’s mind works. I’ve served beneath that man since the day I took my Nsiloq. My capture and execution would be his crowning glory.”

Edtroka slumped down onto the sofa. Licking her bottom lip, Georgianna twirled a lock of hair absently around her finger. She couldn’t go back to Beck and tell them that she had lied, not again. She could say that the information she’d asked Keiran to check had turned out to be false, but Beck would want proof that Keiran wasn’t a traitor. He would need something else and she couldn’t think what else to give him. Telling him about the Cahlven was an option, but if he decided that another race joining the fight was even worse, Keiran could be in an even more perilous situation. Who knew if these Cahlven would leave again after the war was done. What if the Adveni won against them? It might only make things worse.

“If the Cahlven are coming, it will only be so long before they know anyway,” she murmured finally. “So, what if we can get more Veniche to fight?”

“The Belsa have been trying to get more people to fight for ten years, what makes you think more will come now?”

“We give them a reason.”

His eyes narrowed.

“What exactly are you suggesting?”

“There are three things most Veniche fear above all others,” she said. “Execution, the cinystalq, and the compound.”

“So?”

“So, we destroy all three.”

The look of exasperation he gave her would have been comical if she hadn’t been serious.

“You’ve gone from wanting to take down the compound to wanting to take down all three?”

Georgianna shuffled forwards on her seat and grasped his hands, tugging him forwards.

“Think about it. If they don’t have those to fear, they might fight.”

“It doesn’t matter how many Veniche you get to fight, Georgianna, they will not win this war.”

“Then why are you even trying if the Adveni can’t be defeated?”

“I never said that they could not be defeated. I am saying that the Veniche will not be the ones to do it, the Cahlven will.”

Georgianna smiled. She felt alive and confident. There was a chance that it would all go wrong, that they would make things worse, but for the moment, it was the best plan they had.

“Well,” she said. “Why don’t we give them a head start?”
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“They left Os-Veruh the same time we did,” he explained. “There were dozens of groups, all around the planet, all wanting to get away safely. The Cahlven were from another part of the planet and we’d never gotten along, fighting over territory and over who deserved what.”

Georgianna rested her cheek on her arm, watching him the way she used to watch her father when he told her stories as a child.

“Nothing changed after we left. Every liveable planet we found was fought over. Both the Adveni and the Cahlven have lost billions of lives in these wars.”

“What about the other groups?”

“A few survived, but not many,” Edtroka admitted. “Most ran out of food or power before they found a sustainable planet.”

“And did those who found planets not contact them?” Georgianna asked. “In the stories we were told as kids, the ships had machines, like tsentyls, so they could talk to each other.”

“It was a long time ago, so I don’t have first-hand knowledge,” Edtroka chuckled. “All I know are the stories I was told. Adveni stories…”

She didn’t know what that was supposed to mean.

“Okay, I understand all that,” she said. “But if the Adveni and the Cahlven have been at war for so long, why would you contact them?”

Edtroka stared down at the orb in his hands. He had been passing it back and forth between his palms since he’d explained its function. It was like a tsentyl, but the person was right there to talk to. Georgianna realised quickly that she would need to see it to understand. That, he answered, was not possible now that the suspicion surrounding him was so great.

“Os-Veruh is the first planet we’ve taken over in a long time.” His voice was low, so quiet that Georgianna had to move closer to hear him. “The last time was long before I was born. I’d only ever seen planets that we’d been in control of for a long time. My father had to travel and visit these places, so sometimes he took me along, my sisters too. It wasn’t like it is here. The people there had settled, they’d… they’d stopped fighting. I honestly believed that we were doing a good thing in taking them over, that we’d made their lives better.”

He shrugged, and Georgianna tentatively laid her hand on his knee.

“Then you came here?”

“There was a truce with the Cahlven from long ago. Both sides made the agreement that while any other sustainable planet was fair game, Os-Veruh was off limits.”

“Why?”

“No idea,” he said. “Nostalgia, maybe. Perhaps it was just to keep some neutral ground.”

“But the Adveni broke the pact.”

“I still don’t know why the commanders decided on it. Nobody does, not the real reason. We were told the propaganda that the Cahlven were making a move, that we were protecting Os-Veruh from them.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Not in the slightest. It was only after we’d arrived that we saw what was really going on. We could have offered aid, made your people equals, but instead…”

“Instead you took over.”

“Yes.”

“So you contacted the Cahlven?”

“About two Freezes ago.”

“Why did you wait so long?”

He glanced at her and she could see the loathing in his face. She didn’t know who he hated more at that point, the commanders of the Adveni for all they’d done, or himself for going along with it.

“Honestly? I thought it would get better. I thought that once the fighting stopped, we’d start working with you, helping you with technology and working systems.”

“Don’t they have dreta on the other planets?”

“Some do, but nothing like here,” he explained. “It’s the same system as it is here. Dreta are bought out of the compounds as if we were rewarding those who turn themselves around. This gives them a way to work and have some freedom while they pay for their crimes. Here…”

“It’s different.”

“And it’s not changing,” Edtroka agreed. “After seven years, there was no change. Commanders were abusing their positions, taking whatever they wanted. It had filtered down, and every Adveni I knew, men I had been friends with since childhood, truly believed that they were better than the Veniche, that you all deserved what had happened.”

Georgianna bit her tongue. Edtroka wasn’t the enemy here, but she couldn’t stop herself from wondering why it had taken him seven years to reach this conclusion. Adveni had been abusing their power since the moment they arrived.

“So you contacted the Cahlven…” she prompted.

“It wasn’t easy. Contact with the Cahlven is strictly forbidden without the proper permissions. It’s the worst form of treachery, but there was no one else. I tried speaking to my superiors, I… I even went to Maarqyn at one point. I was laughed at. I probably would have been killed then and there if it wasn’t for my father’s position.”

He placed the orb onto the table.

“I used my connections to obtain the secure methods of contact, but I needed a second. To stop unauthorised contact, they make it so that you need a second person to open a channel.”

Edtroka glanced at her. For a moment, he looked like he was going to say something more, but he shook his head and looked down at his knees.

“That’s how I met Zanetti,” he said finally.

“He was the second?”

“I couldn’t use an Adveni. I didn’t know who I could trust, so… so I…”

“You what?” she asked.

“I blackmailed him.”

“Excuse me?”

Turning in his seat, Edtroka faced her and Georgianna wasn’t sure whether he was trying to look apologetic or not. He actually looked rather pleased with himself.

“There was a mission. Four Belsa were out on a scout. The commander knew about it and my unit was sent in. I was meant to watch the perimeter and tell the other guys when I saw movement. I came across Keiran. No one else was with us and I… I told him I’d let him go if he did me one favour.”

“He agreed?”

“Not at first, but the three other men in his group were in trouble. I couldn’t get to two of them, they were boxed in, but I could redirect my men right around the third. I believe you know him: Eli Talassi. I did it as a show of faith. Zanetti ordered Talassi over a radio to pull back to their regroup point. He told him which route to take, to get past every man in our unit. To this day, the commander doesn’t know that there were other men in that unit except for…”

Georgianna leaned back in the sofa, the pieces clicking into place. Edtroka probably didn’t realise that she’d heard this story before. He would assume that Keiran was too ashamed to tell her, or too scared that she would tell someone else what he’d done.

“Except Alec and Ashoke.”

“That’s… that’s right,” he mumbled.

She stared past him. She’d known that Alec thought Keiran was responsible for his capture. This was why he was so sure that Keiran had been working for the Adveni. She couldn’t imagine how he’d react if he discovered that Keiran had been working with Edtroka. The man owned her. Alec would probably see it as some sort of attack to lure him out. Both Keiran and Edtroka had been there as Alec was dragged away and now they had pulled her into it.

“So he helped you?” she asked.

She didn’t feel right asking him about Alec. Whether Edtroka had known about Alec’s sale to Maarqyn wasn’t the point. What was one more slave to him? It wouldn’t change anything. He couldn’t have known that Alec would suspect Keiran for years after that. He’d probably assumed that Alec had been killed along with Ashoke.

“He did.”

“Okay, so skip ahead a bit. Why didn’t the Cahlven come?”

“I was angry about it for a long time,” he said after a moment’s pause. “They were taking so long and I had to go back to my life like nothing had happened. Then Olless got the saelveh orb to me, which is a safer method of contact. She said that the Cahlven were planning multiple attacks. They would send soldiers not just here, but also to take other Adveni reserves, ensuring that there would be no way for the Adveni to retaliate.”

Georgianna nodded. Her mind was spinning with all the information. Edtroka was right: the Veniche had no chance of winning this fight. It wasn’t just about them; it was about five hundred years of hatred.

“That’s why Zanetti was out of the city. He was relaying information to Olless for me.”

“But you’ve contacted her before, why couldn’t you do it?”

“Because since my last contact with her, I’ve been watched almost constantly.”

“Why, what changed?”

Edtroka grinned.

“I bought you.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. Was Maarqyn really that obsessed with getting his payback?

“Look, I need to know what information your friends got away with. I need to know exactly what Zanetti found out from Olless. If Maarqyn was suspicious of me, maybe he moved reserves. If they overheard something, I have to know if this is going to work.”

Georgianna knew that she couldn’t be a messenger for something this big. She needed the proof that Keiran wasn’t a traitor and the Belsa needed to know that an attack was coming.

“Alright, but I can’t do this alone.”

“I don’t understand.”

She got to her feet, glancing at the orb on the table.

“It’s time you spoke to the Belsa directly.”
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The tyllenich rifle swayed in and out of her vision as the Belsa guard ambled along beside her. She’d tried to tell him that it wasn’t necessary, but he was adamant. The marshall had made the orders clear: she was not allowed into Belsa territory without an escort.

The order upset and amused her. Beck had known her a long time and it seemed she had lost his trust even to walk from a guard to his car. After knowing him her entire life, she had betrayed him, leaving a constant guilt in her stomach. Yet, she found it funny at the same time. It wasn’t as if she would be able to take down two guards, break Keiran out of his temporary incarceration and flee the Belsa territory. Not on her own, and Alec had made it perfectly clear that she was on her own.

If it had been possible to organise an escape from the Belsa a month ago, it wasn’t now. Every person they passed was armed, even while going about their daily business. There was tension in the air and it wouldn’t be long before someone started firing by mistake. Georgianna had been dubious about telling Beck everything. She had considered turning back a number of times. Seeing the Belsa teetering on the edge of panic only steadied her resolve. Edtroka was right. They needed help. They would not win this war alone.

Beck sat in the doorway to his car as they approached, a bottle of wheat beer hanging from his fingers and a cigarette perched on his lip. Two fingers massaged a spot on his temple until he heard their footsteps. He plucked the cigarette from his lips and nodded to the escorting guard.

“Thanks for the walk. The chat was fantastic,” Georgianna said with a broad grin.

The guard shot her a look like she might just be mad, and walked away.

“You give me an armed escort, now? Even Edtroka doesn’t do that.”

Beck coughed, shaking his head. He drank a mouthful of his beer and placed the bottle aside, tapping the space next to him.

“You have that proof for me?”

“Kind of.”

She wanted to hate him. She wanted to make snide remarks. However, Beck looked tired and a part of her still remembered the man who had entertained her as a child. He had seemed as much of a giant as her father and had always made her feel like nothing was impossible. That illusion had been shattered long ago. Looking at him like this, stressed and alone, she wondered if he truly had lost that man he used to be, or if it was just that there was no one left to entertain.

Sitting down next to him, she inhaled a breath of the sweet smoke from his cigarette. It made her throat tickle and she waved the plume of smoke away from her face.

“I didn’t bring proof,” she admitted. “Not the type you wanted, but I brought you the truth.”

The sad resignation in his eyes told her that he had suspected that she’d been lying. She wasn’t surprised. Edtroka had told her she was a horrible liar.

“What is it?”

“Keiran did betray you.”

Beck nodded and pushed the beer aside.

“He was working with an Adveni, giving them information, helping them.”

“And you knew this when you lied?”

She swallowed and watched her feet as she swung them back and forth.

“I knew some of it,” she admitted. “I knew that an Adveni was protecting him, keeping him out of the compound, but I didn’t know why.”

He didn’t respond to that. He drew in a drag on his cigarette and sent the smoke out of the doorway.

“He was helping Edtroka, my owner.”

Twisting towards her, Beck propped one leg up in the doorway. He rested his elbow on his knee and began massaging his temple again.

“You wanted to save Keiran,” he said, weighing each word on his tongue. “What has changed?”

“Nothing changed. I still think he deserves to be freed.”

“You just admitted that he was a traitor and that you lied for him.”

“I said he betrayed you. I did not say he was traitor.”

“Is there a difference?” he snapped.

She’d been thinking of what she would say for the entire journey. She’d not slept the night before thinking about it. How could she convince Beck to trust an Adveni? How would she explain everything Edtroka had told her? Why should they trust a man who had witnessed and done nothing about the atrocities of the last decade? There was only one thing for it. She just had to tell him the truth and hope.

“The Adveni didn’t tell us everything,” she began slowly, gathering confidence with each word. “There is another race out there, one that left here when the Adveni did. There was a truce not to touch this planet and the Adveni broke it. Keiran betrayed the Belsa in order to contact them. He’s been helping my owner to get in contact with these people. They’re coming, Beck. They can help us fight.”

She explained about the Cahlven and their constant wars with the Adveni over territory. She told him that Edtroka had blackmailed Keiran into helping him, and why it had to be Keiran who travelled out of the city. Beck listened as she told him why Edtroka needed to talk with Nyah and Alec because they might have overheard information about movements of reserve Adveni troops. The only part she didn’t tell him, that she didn’t think she could admit to anyone, was that Edtroka had been there with Keiran when Alec and Ashoke had been taken by Maarqyn.

“Why should we trust these Cahlven?” Beck asked finally. He didn’t look convinced.

“We shouldn’t, not yet,” she said. “But we can’t fight the Adveni off on our own. We’ve been trying since they arrived and we’re still…”

She waved her hand around to indicate the tunnel. There weren’t enough of them, they didn’t have the technology. The Adveni would crush them the moment they made a significant move.

“But we’ve got to try, right?” she continued.

“And in doing so, we need to trust your owner, an Adveni, who has helped in the sale of hundreds of Veniche?”

Georgianna grimaced.

“His background doesn’t really add credit to the story, does it?”

Beck didn’t need to answer her to tell her she was right.

“A meeting, that’s all he wants. Edtroka wants to meet with Alec and Nyah to see if they have the information he needs. They were owned by an important commander and he thinks they’ll have overheard things.”

“I can’t force them to that meeting, George.”

“No, but you can at least talk to Alec. He doesn’t trust me right now.”

“Do you blame him?”

The question caught her off guard and she stared at the tunnel wall for a few moments, trying to think of an answer.

“After everything I risked in getting him out,” she breathed. “Maybe I do.”

Whether it was the answer he’d been expecting or not, Beck kept his opinion to himself, which she was grateful for. She knew she couldn’t be angry at Alec for hating the Adveni after everything he’d been through, and she didn’t even really blame him for distrusting Keiran. However, the fact he didn’t trust her, that he still saw her as some stupid girl who couldn’t think for herself, she could be angry about that.

“I’ll talk to him for you, but I won’t make any promises.”

“Will you meet with Edtroka?” she asked. “If we can destroy the compound, it could encourage more to fight.”

“We thought that about the pillars, that if they were gone it would drive them back.”

“They haven’t fixed them yet,” Georgianna muttered. “They have increased patrols, revoked passes. That has to take up a lot of their soldiers. Maybe this is the perfect time to attack.”

Beck rubbed both hands over his face and dropped them into his lap. He stared at the ground before them. He looked more tired than ever.

“It will have to be somewhere away from here.”

“Of course. It isn’t like Edtroka could come down here anyway.”

“You find a place and I’ll keep it in mind.”

“And Keiran?”

A stray drop of beer landed on Beck’s chin as he lifted the bottle. He wiped it away with his thumb and avoided her gaze. It was only then that she realised she’d never seen Beck drink before. She gazed at him, wondering what it was that had driven him to it now. She didn’t dare ask, worried that the answer might be her.

“I can’t let him go, not until this is sorted,” he said. “But I will extend our deal. He will be kept here, not harmed and…”

“And I get an armed escort everywhere?”

Beck shook his head.

“I was going to say that I will allow you to visit him. I will let you pass from now on.”

“Will he be able to come to the meeting? Edtroka needs information.”

“No, I can’t allow that. I will let you visit him beforehand. You can pass the information your Adveni needs.”

Georgianna got to her feet.

“I should go now then.”

Beck placed the bottle next to the car wall and got to his feet, flicking the butt of the cigarette down the tunnel.

“I’ll take you. I should visit Lacie, anyway.”

His hand found the small of her back as they walked and he eased her around people the way he’d done earlier in her life. Back then, his hand would rest on the back of her neck. He would joke that he steered her like he would a horse. Georgianna found that she didn’t mind the contact so much now. For the first time since finding out that Alec was alive, she felt that Beck might truly be on her side.
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The rain had begun again and Edtroka became increasingly sullen as they made the long walk. Georgianna, on the other hand enjoyed their journey around the edge of the city, even though she dreaded what waited at the other end. The Veniche in the camps gave them suspicious looks as they passed, a group of children scattered and disappeared into their homes. Edtroka stood out for his height, and even though the Agrah patrols through the camps were more common than ever, a lone Adveni walking amongst them with a Veniche at his side still sent people running.

“Tell me again why we’ve walked halfway to nowhere,” he grumbled as they approached the house, shaking his head and sending water flying in every direction. She thought he resembled a dog at that moment, but she didn’t say anything.

“Because this was the only place everyone would agree to,” she answered. “And I wasn’t about to make yet another journey back and forth just to be told no.”

She glanced up at him. Explaining everything had been the only way to convince Beck to a meeting, let alone to bring escaped dreta out into the open with an Adveni in attendance.

“Plus, I promised to check on the house.”

“Where’s your brother?”

Georgianna pushed the door open.

“They left,” she said. “Went south.”

Edtroka ducked through the doorway after her but before she could take two steps, he had grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her back against him. Georgianna yelped in surprise. With one arm around her, Edtroka drew a copaq weapon and aimed it in front of them.

“See, I told you the Adveni would come armed,” Alec’s snide tone carried down the hallway. “And look, he immediately uses a Veniche as a shield.”

Georgianna grimaced and slipped from Edtroka’s grasp.

“Quit it, ‘Lec,” she said. “Edtroka, it’s alright, it’s them.”

Edtroka holstered his copaq and followed, though his hand still hovered close to his weapon. She could understand why he was nervous.

Beck sat at the kitchen table, watching the rain. For someone about to discuss working with an enemy, he looked relaxed and familiar in her family home. Nyah sat on the edge of her chair next to Beck, and smiled the moment Georgianna entered. Taye paced in frustration behind her.

“Where’s Zanetti?” Edtroka asked.

“As if we were going to bring that…”

“Cartwright!” Beck cut in sharply. “We could not bring him. You understand that we could not give you an ally in a meeting such as this.”

“If you think four on one is a match,” Edtroka scoffed.

“I’ve taken on Adveni twice your size,” Alec sneered.

Edtroka stared back at him and scratched his neck.

“Yes and probably half my speed,” he said. “Well, I suppose I could put a collar on you to make you behave.”

Alec’s hand went to his rifle. But before he could even draw, Edtroka had the copaq pointed at his head.

“Why don’t you put that down?”

“Not a chance.”

Beck was on his feet and had a gun pointed at Edtroka. Even Taye had pulled a hunting knife. Georgianna jumped forwards.

“Alright!” she snapped. “Will everyone give it a rest?”

“You promised us a safe meeting, George,” Beck insisted. “When he is armed, that can’t happen.”

“I’m not giving up my weapon when you look ready to shoot me in the head,” Edtroka warned.

“Everyone should give up their weapons,” Nyah suggested. “Lay all of them on the table.”

The men glared at each other, but they put the guns in the centre of the table, Beck first, then after a few seconds, Edtroka followed suit. Beck looked at Alec, who eventually threw his rifle down as well. Nyah had to prod Taye to give up his knife, but even he relented in the end. Georgianna dumped her bag by the wall.

“I still don’t see the point in all this,” Alec said, resuming his place against the wall.

“The point is that you have information,” Edtroka answered. “Information I could use.”

“Why would I tell you anything? You’re just like the rest, working in the compound, buying dreta…”

“Is that the problem, that I bought a drysta? Or is it that you were not the one to help get her out after she helped save your skin?”

“Excuse me…” Georgianna pressed.

“I wouldn’t help you in a hundred years. Who knows what you’ve done to her.”

“What I do with my drysta is none of your…”

“So you admit it? You’ve hurt her.”

“Actually she’s quite enjoying…”

“Stop, both of you!” Georgianna snapped, glaring from one to the other. “Can you not act like adults for five seconds?”

“George is right,” Taye said. “We’re never going to get anywhere if you two don’t stop bitching at each other.”

“He’s here to help us,” she told Alec sternly before turning to Edtroka. “And you’re not helping, trying to wind him up.”

With a brief smile, Edtroka stepped past her and took a seat opposite Beck.

“I can help you with the compound,” he said. “If I am told what I need to know and you release Zanetti, I will help you.”

“We don’t need his…”

“Cartwright, be quiet.”

Beck shifted in his seat and stared at Edtroka.

“How many men would you need?”

“Two. There are three blocks in the compound, two for inmates and one for dreta. For maximum effect, we would need to blow all three.”

“How many casualties are we talking about?”

“If an inmate is too close to the charge, they will be harmed, not to mention that the guards on duty will use lethal force once they realise what is happening.”

“That many civilian casualties is unacc…”

“Is war,” Edtroka corrected. “If you want prime targets, you must take prime risks.”

Beck’s jaw tightened and he glanced at Georgianna.

“Zanetti doesn’t go.”

“No, I already said that Zanetti is to be…”

“He will be released but he will not go with you. I won’t set it up for you to run.”

Edtroka drummed his fingers against the wood, watching Beck. Georgianna wished she knew what he was thinking. There weren’t any other Belsa he trusted, not that she knew of anyway, and it wasn’t like they could hold some kind of parade for him to pick people out.

“I’ll take Talassi then,” he said finally. “And Cartwright.”

“How do you know about Wrench?” Alec asked.

“Alec, really?” Georgianna asked.

Edtroka gave them a satisfied look and leaned back in his chair. He was too tall for it and his knees pressed against the underside of the table. Still, he looked calm and relaxed.

“Wrench, as you call him, is good with technology. Zanetti told me about his work with the collars. If he can do that, he obviously has steady hands, which is needed for what we’ll be doing,” he explained. “As for Cartwright here, he’s the perfect cover. These men will need to be put into the compound for supposed crimes. There’s nothing supposed about Cartwright’s escape. Not to mention that I like to know what I’m getting and I can already see that he loathes me. He’ll be predictable.”

He glanced over his shoulder at Georgianna.

“Plus, he’ll be far too worried about the fate of my drysta here, should he double-cross me.”

The way Alec had looked at her lately, she wasn’t sure that Edtroka was right about that.

“Say we help you,” Alec said quietly, surprisingly not arguing his own involvement in the plan. “What do you want?”

“Information. You lived with the Tsevstakre commander for two years, you overheard things. We already know that you learned how to dismantle the pillars safely, but what else?”

“There was nothing else.”

“I don’t think that’s true,” Edtroka said. “I’m not sure you knew what you heard, or how important it was, but I am sure you heard things.”

“Do you think I’m an idiot? We didn’t hear anything.”

Georgianna watched Nyah. She was staring at the table, clutching the wood so tightly that her knuckles had turned white. Beck and Taye both watched the argument brewing between Edtroka and Alec, oblivious to her anxiety, but Georgianna kept her gaze fixed on the young blonde. She knew that Nyah hadn’t wanted Taye ever to know what had happened to her by Maarqyn’s hand and she considered telling Nyah that it didn’t matter. Edtroka already knew that Maarqyn suspected him. He didn’t need Nyah’s admission on that.

“How do you know?” Edtroka demanded. “You don’t know half the words I’m going to tell you, words that have no meaning for you but are everything to the people I’m helping.”

“I told you, there was nothing. Maarqyn was careful. He never spoke of…”

“He never said anything in front of you,” Nyah corrected.

“Ny?”

Taye crouched next to her, but the moment he laid his hand over hers, she pulled away.

“Alec, he never spoke in front of you because he knew what you were. He said things sometimes when you weren’t around. You never tried to learn Adtvenis, you thought it was vile to even try, but I know quite a lot. I never told you, or Maarqyn. I didn’t want him knowing that I could understand him.”

It was as if everyone in the room had been struck dumb. They stared at Nyah, some in interest and some, like Alec, in pure shock. Nyah hadn’t been with Maarqyn for long and yet she might have overheard more than even Georgianna had realised. 

Edtroka turned slowly in his chair, the first to move. He reached carefully into his pocket, aware that Beck’s hand hovered close to his weapon on the table. But Edtroka pulled out a piece of paper and placed it down between them.

“Was it about one of these places?” he asked.

Nyah didn’t even look at the note. She shook her head.

“It wasn’t about a place. It was about things… people.”

“Cahlven?”

“Yes,” Nyah said. “It was about them and us.”

“Us?” Beck asked. “The Belsa?”

“The dreta.”

“What did he say?” Edtroka interjected.

Nyah lifted her head and gazed at Edtroka. For a moment, Georgianna wasn’t sure whether she would answer. Edtroka had been the one to sell her out of the compound and into Maarqyn’s hands. Wouldn’t she despise him for that?

“He said that the cinystalq collars have an override, a failsafe,” she said. “Should an attack come, they would activate the failsafe, killing all dreta in an instant. The Veniche would assume that it was the Cahlven.”

Georgianna chewed on her lip. This was a big setback. If Maarqyn thought the attack on the compound had anything to do with the Cahlven, he might activate the failsafe. Everyone would be terrified. They would never dare to fight with enemies on all sides. So that was that. However, when she looked across at Edtroka, she saw he was grinning.

“What?” Georgianna asked. “Edtroka?”

“Like he cares that thousands of dreta could be killed,” Alec snarled. “This won’t change anything to him.”

“Actually, it changes everything.”

He was still smiling, a broad and satisfied grin. Every eye was on Edtroka as he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned further back in his chair.

“If there is an override to kill every person wearing a collar,” he said smugly. “That means there is also an override to release everyone wearing one.”
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The mark on Keiran’s shoulder was angry red, the area around it, inflamed and tender. Georgianna barely touched it before he flinched and recoiled from her. His bruises were fading, and she made him wash out his mouth with salt water three times in an attempt to clean out the gap where his tooth had been. He’d even been given a change of clothes and a blanket and pillow for the bare tunnel car he was being kept in.

The two guards outside the car had perked up. They no longer threw murderous glances in her direction when she approached, nor did they insist on checking through her bag for things that might help Keiran escape. She assumed that Beck had spoken to them, had assured them that he trusted her and that Keiran was only being kept there for a few more days before being released.

Alec had not stood guard over Keiran again after the first day, for which she was glad. No matter what Beck had told the others, Georgianna wasn’t sure that any words would be able to stop Alec from shooting Keiran in the head if he wound him up tight enough.

Keiran seemed more cheerful, more like himself than when she’d seen him four days earlier. Even after she’d told him that Beck had agreed to meet with Edtroka, Keiran had been sceptical and pessimistic. Now that he knew the meeting had gone as planned, he had relaxed and even asked when he might gain his freedom, something he hadn’t hoped for only days before.

“Wrench came to see me yesterday,” he said.

Georgianna covered the mark with a dressing and took a seat next to him. The floor was uncomfortable and uneven in the small car and she couldn’t imagine that he actually got any sleep in here. Keiran winced as he leaned back against the wall.

“Yeah? Was it okay?”

He ate a mouthful of the stew she’d brought for him before he answered.

“He’s still angry with me. I guess he’s upset I didn’t tell him what I was doing.”

“Why didn’t you?”

Picking up her own bowl of stew, she eased closer to him and jabbed the spoon aimlessly into the mixture. She wasn’t surprised that Wrench was still angry, especially since he’d been dragged into Edtroka’s plan without being asked whether he wanted to be involved or not.

“Guess I didn’t want him to get hurt,” he admitted. “Known him long as I can remember. He’s the closest thing I got to a brother.”

It wasn’t the right time to ask, she knew that, but her curiosity got the better of her. He was always so dismissive about his life before the Adveni, like none of it had mattered. That was when he said anything at all.

“What about your family?” she asked. “Did you ever know them?”

He stabbed at a lump in his stew, breaking it apart with the end of his spoon. Hunching over his knees, he stared at the floor between his feet and scratched the back of his neck.

“Yeah, I knew them.”

Georgianna waited for him to continue, but silence stretched out between them, heavy and suffocating. He knew all about her family and her life yet seemed unwilling to share his own. He’d told her that he wanted to be with her, to share everything with her and yet she wasn’t sure he had any intention of including his past with that. She wondered if it had been because of Edtroka. He’d said that he didn’t want Wrench to be hurt and she couldn’t help but ask herself if that was why he’d kept her at arm’s length for so long as well.

“Are they, I mean, did something happen?”

“Don’t know.” He shrugged and ate a mouthful of stew. “They left.”

“Left?”

“Yeah, I was… suns, I don’t know. I think I was twelve.”

“What do you mean, they left?”

“Just that. One day they said that they were leaving, joining another tribe.”

“You didn’t go with them?”

“I had my training with the Nerrin,” he mumbled around a chunk of meat. “And they made it clear that their plans didn’t involve me.”

“What?” Georgianna screeched, louder than she’d intended. “How could they?”

“George, we don’t all have happy families who tell bedtime stories.”

She shrank away from him, turning her gaze onto her stew. She didn’t feel much like eating yet she clung to the bowl for support as Keiran mocked what he assumed was her perfect family. He’d been so impassive and distant around her father. At the time she’d assumed it was because her father had threatened him, but now she could see a different side to it. She could see that Keiran may have scooped Braedon up so as not to be present at a reunion he had never had the chance to experience with his own family. She dropped the spoon into her bowl.

“I didn’t mean…”

“No, I know what you meant, but my family weren’t like that, not with me.”

“So they just left for no reason?”

“My mother set up training for my sister with this other tribe. No one in the Nerrin was looking to take on at the time. They couldn’t stand the idea of parting with her, so they parted with me.”

“That’s… I can’t…”

“Hey, it’s alright. I got by.”

Keiran began eating his stew with more vigour. The conversation was over. She had trouble accepting it, but each time she opened her mouth, she subdued the impulse. Grabbing her spoon, she kept eating. She didn’t want to upset him and it wasn’t as if he could walk away from her.

“Beck said that you’ll be going with him when this all goes down,” she said when she had no more stew to distract herself with.

“That doesn’t surprise me. Keep an eye on the traitor, right?”

“It’s not that.”

He raised an eyebrow, but didn’t argue the point.

“It makes sense to separate you and Edtroka. You both know a great deal.”

“So if one of us is killed, you still have the other,” he finished.

“I didn’t mean…”

“They’re right. It’s the best strategy.”

“Beck will come down and explain the plan. I’ve not really been involved.”

She had been kept separate from the plans to destroy the square and deactivate the cinystalq system. According to Edtroka, it was a safety measure, to make sure that no one knew the entire plan. By keeping them all separate, it meant that nobody could reveal everything if one of them was captured and questioned. It sounded like a sensible idea, but it didn’t quell her fear of what Maarqyn would do to someone while trying to get the answers he would believe they had.

“Where will you be when it goes down?”

“With Edtroka.”

Keiran placed his bowl aside but didn’t release it. He kept a tight hold on the pottery, staring at it, as if steadying himself.

“You’re going into the compound?”

“Yes.”

“And whose idea was that?” he demanded sharply.

Georgianna grimaced. He shifted away from her, breaking the comforting contact of their legs pressed against each other in the low light.

“Edtroka’s. I’m going with him, Alec and Wrench.”

“You’re taking Cartwright straight into the compound? Why not just sell him back right now?”

“I don’t…”

“The deal I made with Edtroka to get you out is what landed me here, George, and you’re just waltzing back into the compound? Taking Wrench and Alec with you?”

He got to his feet and went to the door. He banged his fist against the metal and tapped his foot impatiently until it was pulled back.

“Get the Marshall down here.”

“Excuse…”

“I said do it!” Keiran snapped, pulling the door shut again and turning away before the guard had a chance to argue further.

“Keiran, Beck doesn’t have control over this. Edtroka made specific demands over who would go into the compound.”

“Well, he can change them.”

“Are you serious? Why would he?”

“He’s not taking you back in there.”

“Why?”

“You’re a medic.”

“So?”

“So, you’re not a Belsa.”

“Why does that matter?”

“Because you’re not strong enough for this, George!”

She stood up, gathering up the bowls and her bag, and moved towards him.

His narrowed eyes looked dull grey in the low light. The muscles in his jaw clenched and he crossed his arms defensively over his chest.

“I kept your secrets, Keiran,” she mumbled, staring down at the smeared remnants of stew. “I stopped Beck from killing you. I dealt with Maarqyn. I sent my family away.”

She gathered courage with every word and the silence gave her the answers she needed. It didn’t matter that those things required strength. He still wanted her out of this. From the way he was looking down at her, as if she were a child who should be kept safe, she could see that he thought she should run, just like Alec had wanted her to. It didn’t matter how much she did to help them; they would always see her as a stupid little girl who shouldn’t be involved in such dangerous plans. Tears of indignation welled up in her eyes. But tears would not help her. He would only be more convinced than ever that she wasn’t strong enough to be involved.

“I’m doing this. Edtroka asked for me. He thinks I’m strong enough.”

“George, I…”

“Save it,” she cut in. “You didn’t trust me over your plans with Edtroka. I don’t know why I thought you’d trust me now.”

Georgianna slid the door open and jumped down from the car before he could reply. She handed the bowls to the guard and stomped off down the tunnel. She didn’t know how it had come to this, that an Adveni trusted her more than any Veniche, yet the further she walked, the more she wanted to prove just how wrong everyone was.
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Wrench twisted his hands in the binding cuffs continuously and complained under his breath. Alec remained silent as Edtroka nudged them between the shoulders with his rifle, pushing them forwards in halting steps across the bare ground towards the compound gates. Georgianna trailed a respectable two steps behind. She’d dressed in the smock she had been given upon leaving the compound, her hair tied in a neat knot at the base of her skull. She looked like a perfect, submissive slave.

The rain had stopped for the moment but the dappled ground told a story of recent showers. Above them, dark clouds swirled amongst the rays of the heat-end sun, trying to decide whether to release their burden. Georgianna rubbed her palms off on her dress, though it wasn’t the weather that had left her feeling clammy and cold.

The gates opened as they neared the compound. Two uniformed guards stepped into view, watching their approach curiously. Wrench fidgeted with the bindings and glanced over his shoulder at his Adveni escort. Alec steeled himself, his lips pressed into such a tight line that they almost disappeared. His eyes narrowed in disdain and resolve.

“Early morning hunt, E'Troke?” one asked, scoffing.

“Guinnyr’s escaped drysta, and this one was caught handing over false registration papers.”

Georgianna stared at the ground behind Edtroka’s boots, not daring to lift her head even to see their expressions for fear they’d take an interest in her presence. She couldn’t have them see that she was trembling, though she hoped they would assume that Edtroka was a cruel owner and nothing more.

“I’ll contact the commander,” a woman said.

“No,” Edtroka interrupted. “I’ll do it. Not about to let you get the credit, now am I, Safnya?”

There was a pause before Edtroka stepped forwards while she imagined that the woman was weighing her options. Georgianna followed, watching the boots of the guards pass through the edge of her vision. She clasped her hands in front of her, trying to still her shivers.

Behind them, the guards erupted into immediate chatter. While the woman, Safnya, sneered and commented in annoyance, the other was quick to shut her up. The gate ground closed, locking them inside.

Within the compound, Edtroka led them through the corridors at a merciless pace. Alec opened his mouth to speak once but Edtroka turned and glared at him so ferociously that the Belsa took a step back in surprise. For the first time that day, Georgianna found herself grinning.

Just as they turned towards their goal, another guard rounded the corner and, this time, even Edtroka jumped.

“E’Troke, what’s going on?”

“Transport of prisoners. Taking them to the holding cells for a minute while I work out where to place them.”

The guard examined Alec, Wrench and then Georgianna.

“What about her? She’s a drysta.”

Edtroka glanced over his shoulder at her.

“Yes, mine.”

When the guard’s gaze didn’t leave her, the full force of her shivering returned. The guard stepped forwards, but Edtroka grasped his elbow.

“Is there a problem?”

“The bag. She needs to be searched.”

Edtroka chuckled.

“Qayna, she is my drysta. Do you seriously believe I would give her anything she could use to stab me in my sleep?”

Qayna hesitated.

“The girl used to be a medic. I’m going to be stuck here sorting these two out and then I have to kiss the ass of our self-important commander until he decides what to do with his escaped drysta. I figured she could deal with some of the prisoners while I am here.”

Qayna didn’t look pleased, but he wrenched his arm from Edtroka’s grasp and stalked off down the corridor.

Edtroka ushered them into one of the holding cells and ordered Wrench and Alec to stand with their backs to the left-hand wall. Georgianna frowned, wondering why that was so important, but when Alec glanced at Wrench and nodded his head backwards she spotted a small black box in the corner with a disk of glass at the front on the wall. It was one of the observation devices the Adveni had throughout the compound. It was high up in the corner of the cell and, from that angle, would have a view of nothing but the backs of their heads and their shoulders.

Edtroka released the bindings around their wrists and remained close to them, interspersing whispered instructions with loud threats of serious pain in case one of the other guards came to check on them.

“There are cameras pointing down each row of cells… If you don’t tell me what I need to know… one in each corner of the block. Go to the other end of the row… I don’t hear you speaking… Place the charge in the centre of the back wall, keeping your back towards the corner. It’ll block the view.”

For good measure, Edtroka backhanded Alec and, despite the vicious glare on the Belsa’s face, he didn’t fight back.

“The commander will be here within the hour… You need to get back to the other side of the block to avoid the blast… He can decide what the hell to do with you… I’m setting thirty minutes on each charge, it’ll give me time to place the others.”

Georgianna stood in the doorway, her gaze flickering down the corridor.

“Drysta…”

Edtroka had grasped her by the shoulder and yanked her forwards before she realised he’d been talking to her.

“Suns, you can’t do a thing I tell you,” he complained in exasperation. “Take these.”

He held out the binding cuffs and Georgianna dipped her hand into the side pocket of her bag. The oval pod pressed against her fingers, and she lifted it from the bag, passing it to Edtroka as she took the cuffs from him. He shoved her backwards into the wall.

“Ventsu!” Wrench shouted, launching himself at Edtroka.

He had Wrench by the throat in seconds. As Wrench grappled against the Adveni, Georgianna watched the pod disappear up his shirt sleeve. 

It was like watching the tricks that a Kahle entertainer used to perform when she was young.

Shoved against the wall, Wrench rubbed his neck and gave the smallest of nods.

Edtroka took out his tsentyl and swiped it open. From where she stood, clutching the bindings in both hands, Georgianna could see the writing on the screen. Edtroka clicked through it at speed.

“Your names are Alec Cartwright and Eli Talassi?”

“Yes,” Alec answered.

“You are of Kahle and Nerrin tribe?”

“Yes.”

“You accept the charges of taking part in the removal of Adveni property and the destruction of Adveni technology?”

“Yes.”

Despite the questions, Edtroka was not inputting their information into his tsentyl. Instead, he tapped away until a string of numbers became visible on the screen. Through Wrench’s shirt, Georgianna could see a flash of light from the bulge of the pod.

Edtroka took three pods from her as she handed the bindings back to him. Clutching her bag to her hip, she followed them along the corridor and remained a few feet away as Edtroka opened up the first block door. Alec threw a worried glance her way before the two Belsa disappeared inside.

“You remember how to set it up?” Edtroka asked quietly as they walked the short distance to the next door.

“Press and twist the top until the four sides spread,” she answered.

“Then?”

“I remove the needle.”

“Then?”

“Then?” Georgianna squeaked. She couldn’t remember him telling her anything else. He’d shown her how to open up the pod, pressing and twisting the button in the rounded end. He’d also shown her how to remove the thin needle, but she couldn’t remember anything other than that.

“Then you get away,” Edtroka insisted.

She let out a breath. He touched her elbow and gave her a rare, reassuring smile.

“Right.”

The second door loomed before them. Edtroka slowed and checked behind them. Clutching her bag to her hip, she shifted her weight back and forth. He pressed the onyx card to the reader. Bright blue lines appeared across the smooth surface, reminding her of a time when this trip had been much simpler. The red, metal door squealed against the concrete as it was opened. Edtroka took hold of her elbow, holding her back.

“Drop your bag, let things fall out. It’ll cover the pod.”

She trembled as she nodded.

“I’ll be back at this door in twenty minutes.”

“What if I can’t do it?”

Keiran was right: she didn’t belong here. So much was depending on her getting this right, and yet she couldn’t even stop herself from shaking. How was she supposed to set off a pod when she could barely keep her hands still? She wanted to run. She wanted to tell Edtroka that she couldn’t do this, that it was just too much.

Despite seeing the panic in her eyes as he searched her face, he smiled.

“Then you drop it the first chance you get and get back here.”

Georgianna nodded. She wasn’t ready but she took a deep breath and stepped into the enclosure she had never thought she would enter again.
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Whispers followed her as she walked through the block, between two rows of cells. Only a few of the inmates hid their comments behind their hands and even fewer bothered to lower their voices. Most blurted their surprise loudly to their neighbours, especially those she had helped in the past. Some wondered whether she had been delivered back to the compound permanently, but the brighter among them noticed her bag and suggested that she was back to performing medical visits. No one greeted her personally, which was okay by her.

Tucking a loose lock of hair behind her ear, Georgianna grasped her smock and tugged it further down. She took a moment to glance into each cell, looking for people who needed treatment, but her feet were moving faster than she intended. Keeping up a natural appearance was getting more difficult by the second and she had nobody to help her now, nobody to rely on. If she failed, the plan failed. Maybe Edtroka wouldn’t care but the Belsa would. Keiran and Alec would.

Edtroka had told her to drop her bag and so she lifted the strap over her head, allowing it to hang precariously on her shoulder. She came to the end of the row, where a broad space ran between the cells and the outer wall. Turning on the spot, Georgianna glanced at each corner and moved towards the next row.

Another turn, looking over her shoulder as she bashed her bag into the wall. The strap slipped from her shoulder. The contents spilled across the cold concrete, rolling and bouncing into a wide space. Her entire body trembled as she flung herself down onto her knees. Gathering the contents towards her, she dug into the side pocket for the pod.

She couldn’t find it. It wasn’t there. Georgianna fumbled and prodded, but there was nothing inside the pocket except air. Throwing her bag down at her side, she began sweeping her belongings towards her knees. She had herbs and dressings, a small packet of pills, but no pod. Georgianna tore her bag open, hoping she’d left the pod in one of the inside pockets. It had all been so careful. They’d spent time practicing how to activate the pods and looking at the best locations to put them. Edtroka had shown them a diagram and told them exactly where to run if anything went wrong. All that practice, all that planning, and now she’d lost the only thing she’d had to do! Keiran was right. Alec was right. She shouldn’t be here. Her fingers trembled harder than ever. What if she couldn’t find it and it went off in her bag?

Her hands dug through the contents, but it wasn’t there. She pulled more out onto the floor. Slumping back onto her heels, she let out a sob.

She saw the boot before she saw the pod, the toe resting on the device’s warm grey metal. Georgianna looked up in wide-eyed terror until she saw his smile.

“Alright, Med?”

“Dhiren,” she breathed. “Suns, you scared me.”

“I have that effect.”

Stuffing her things by the handful back into her bag, Georgianna kept the pod in the corner of her vision.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“The guard bought me. Grystch. He has a shift here, so he said I could visit as a medic, like before.”

Her hand was on the last of the herb packets before she remembered. She’d dropped the bag on purpose. It was supposed to be covering the pod. She glanced at it as Dhiren bent down.

“No!” she squealed.

He paused, his fingers inches from the oval pod. Georgianna moved forwards, but Dhiren had already grasped the pod and stood up. She leapt forwards to grab it, but he held it out of her reach, turning it over in his fingers.

“What is this?”

“Nothing, it’s nothing!”

He grinned.

“You’re a horrible liar.”

“Give it back.”

“No,” he teased. “Not until you tell me what it is.”

His arm was raised, putting the pod in clear view of the cameras. Georgianna lunged. She had no idea how often the guards would be looking at the cameras within the block, nor whether they could hear as well as see, but she couldn’t risk their plan on an assumption.

“Give it here, Vtensu,” she squealed, clamouring for it. “They can’t see it!”

“They?” Dhiren held her back easily with one hand. Georgianna snatched at empty air.

“The cameras,” she hissed.

His gaze flew to the camera in the corner, and he lowered the pod, concealing it in his palm, but still keeping it out of her reach.

“What is it?” he hissed back.

Fury and fear shook through her in equal measure. Time was ticking away. Dhiren would know if she lied. She’d never been a good liar, Edtroka had said so. Her brother saw through her every time she tried. Even Dhiren could see it.

“George…”

“It’s…”

She stopped. What was it? What could she say that he would believe?

“What?”

Another flailing attempt to grab the pod was just as fruitless.

“Give it here, Dhiren, it’s a fucking bomb!”

Whatever Dhiren had been expecting her to say, that was not it. He dropped the pod into her waiting hands so fast that Georgianna almost dropped it herself. With a tight grasp on the metal bulb, she glanced to the cameras and back to Dhiren.

“What are you doing with a bomb?” he demanded.

“Quiet, will you?”

Dhiren grasped her wrist, but upon looking at the pod again, moved his hand to her elbow.

“Georgianna…”

She didn’t have long. Their bodies were shielding the pod from the cameras. It was the perfect time. Georgianna jammed her thumb into the top of the pod. Dhiren leapt backwards.

“What are you doing?”

“Dhiren, get back here,” Georgianna hissed.

He stayed exactly where he was. Looking up, Georgianna glared furiously at him.

“Get—back—here,” she ordered.

Dhiren stared at her. His eyes were as round as the heat sun and his mouth dropped open. Finally, he gulped and stepped forwards.

“I’m blowing a hole in this wall,” she explained quietly, fixing her hold on the pod.

The device measured the length of her hand and felt cool against her skin. Under the electric lights of the block, it glowed a pretty peach colour. A series of markings ringed one end. She hadn’t even thought to ask what they meant. They were set deep into the metal and were the only things marring the egg-shaped pod’s absolute smoothness.

Cupping the wide bottom in one hand, Georgianna twisted her thumb in the hole she had created. A low hiss came from the pod as it had when they’d been practising and slowly, the four sides opened up. It reminded her of a flower opening its petals to the sun. Dhiren watched it as if it were about to start spitting venom.

“What are you doing?”

The centre of the pod, which had remained a clear rod while they’d been practicing, was now glowing the dark purple of lutiner hanging fruit. Turning her thumb in the hole, Georgianna held her breath, waiting for the click. There. She heard it. It was locked.

“We’re taking down the compound,” she breathed.

“You’re creating a hole in a wall. That won’t do anything. What about the fence?”

“Taken care of,” Georgianna said as she crouched, placing the pod next to the wall. From what Edtroka had said, if it was right against the wall, the cameras wouldn’t spot it unless someone adjusted their focus.

Slipping down onto her knees, Georgianna turned the pod around until she found the thin needle running through the rod. At least this part would be easier for her than Alec and Wrench. With her thin fingers, it was easier to grasp the pin without touching the glowing centre. She prised it out, and tossed it behind her.

“You need to explain this, Med.”

Georgianna grabbed the last handful of herb packets. She shoved them into her bag and tossed the strap over her shoulder. Grabbing Dhiren by the arm, she pulled him down the corridor of cells.

“There is a group working on it,” she said. “Just stay away from there until it goes off. Then run. The fence will be down.”

Dhiren didn’t look very confident. She squeezed his arm.

“I promise.”

“From what I remember, Med, your promises are not worth much.”

Ta-Dao stood before them, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. Keeping a tight grasp on Dhiren’s arm, Georgianna’s fingers trembled against his skin. There had been many worries in preparing the escape: setting the pod, Alec and Wrench being trapped in the block, Edtroka being caught, Maarqyn. Those were the things she had worried about. Any fleeting thought of the brothers had been quickly pushed aside. There were worse things to be scared of. Now, however, she couldn’t think of a single one of them.

“What did you do this time, Medic?” Ta-Dao asked, stepping closer. “To be delivered back to us?”

“She’s not,” Dhiren said. “Just on a visit, isn’t that right?”

“Yes.”

She couldn’t make her voice cooperate. She wanted to sound positive, unafraid, but it gave her away with its crack and squeak.

Ta-Dao ran his fingers through his hair, pulling it back to reveal two furrows of baldness driving through his hairline. His eyes were lit up with excitement, and Georgianna cringed.

“No. No, I don’t think that’s it at all. You see, we made a bargain, you and I. Even Dhi here was there to hear it.”

“I had no choice.”

“In your sale, no, I doubt you did,” he mused. “But you owe a debt, Medic, and I would hate to have to hurt you because you refuse to pay. Who would help the other inmates if you had no hands to do so?”

He looked so innocent, even as the threat came easily from his lips. Vajra wasn’t as skilled at hiding his malice behind a kind, inviting smile as his brother. Under her fingers, she could feel Dhiren’s arm trembling. Though, from his gritted teeth and the tightening of his fists, she knew that it was not fear making him shake.

There was no escape. She was locked in this block until Edtroka came to get her. She was supposed to be by the door but she doubted Ta-Dao would simply leave her alone. They were not nearly far enough away from the pod. She didn’t know how strong the blast would be. If it was going to break through the thick wall, she couldn’t imagine it would be small. She looked back at Ta-Dao.

“You’re right,” she said, earning herself a furious look from Dhiren. “I still owe a debt, and it’s time I paid.”

Ta-Dao’s smile faltered for a moment, confusion and suspicion flicking through his face. He nodded just the same.

“Let’s go to your cell. We can discuss it further.”

The grin was back and he nodded, turning to lead the way. Georgianna kept her grasp on Dhiren’s arm and followed.
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“What are you doing?” Dhiren hissed into her ear.

He slowed his steps and tugged her back, putting a few more feet between them and Ta-Dao. Georgianna didn’t think the brothers would appreciate any delay in her cooperation, not after she’d already evaded them once, but she was glad of the distance. Ta-Dao made her skin crawl in the same way Maarqyn did.

“We need to be away from that pod,” she breathed back. “Their cells are the other side of the block. I’ll talk to them, play along, and then we’ll be out.”

“George, they won’t…”

“Hurry up!” Ta-Dao ordered. “Suns, Dhiren, anyone would think you didn’t want to help us anymore.”

She glanced at Dhiren and shook her head, quickening her step to catch up. It wasn’t worth arguing about now. She couldn’t tell Ta-Dao the truth about why she was here and his cell would be good protection. It was also close to the door. She could wait for Edtroka there and then excuse herself when he called for her.

Counting back, she tried to work out how much time they had before the pod would activate. Edtroka had set the timer so that all of the devices would go off at once but already she couldn’t remember how long it had been. She was meant to be at the block door so that they could walk away before the charges went off, maintaining their innocence. Alec and Wrench would run with the other inmates, meeting up with them further north. She hoped that it wouldn’t take long to fake a deal with the brothers, though. If they saw through her as quickly as Edtroka and Dhiren had, it wouldn’t be easy.

Vajra leaned against his cell door, using a blade to scratch dirt out from beneath his fingernails. He looked so similar to his brother, the same dark, intelligent eyes and peppered hair slicked back against his scalp. He was bigger and broader than his younger brother, but she had little doubt that they both knew how to inflict the maximum damage. Even their smiles were the same though Vajra seemed more malicious. His pretence of nonchalance was not as well-honed as Ta-Dao’s. Georgianna shuddered and stepped closer to Dhiren.

“Sometimes I wonder about you,” Vajra announced, not looking up from his fingers. “You know the medic has returned to us and yet I have to hear it from Owain?”

“I guess I don’t need to earn your favour like he does,” Dhiren sneered. “How many beatings is he trying to work off from your gratitude?”

Vajra gave a laugh like the rumble of thunder. He looked up and smeared the dirt from his knife onto the side of his thumb.

“I don’t remember,” he said. “How many executions are you working off?”

Georgianna had known that Dhiren wasn’t happy with his situation within the compound, and that he had only agreed to it in order to save himself. Yet she had always seen Ta-Dao treat Dhiren with a twisted sort of kindness. Vajra, on the other hand, showed no such understanding. The two despised each other and, judging from their sneers, they had no trouble showing it. She supposed that as long as Dhiren did what he was told, the older brother really didn’t care whether he liked it or not.

Ta-Dao nodded towards the cell, almost polite as he held his hand out for her to enter ahead of him. Georgianna stepped forwards, sliding carefully past Vajra. Dhiren didn’t wait for an invitation before following her in. Slumping down onto the bed, he grinned at the brothers as he propped his boots up on a blanket.

“Tell me, Medic,” Ta-Dao began. “How exactly did you pass the message to the guards?”

Georgianna looked up in surprise.

“I’m sorry?”

“Your sale. It came at a very opportune moment for you. Another day and we would have been able to put our offer forwards.”

“I didn’t,” she murmured. “The sale had already gone through, I didn’t even know about it.”

Vajra used the point of the knife to pick a piece of food out from between his teeth.

“You want us to believe that on the very morning you agreed to our protection, a sale just happened to go through?” he asked. “Some vtensu who’s never met you just picked your name from a pot?”

He raised an eyebrow and shared a grin of disbelief with his brother.

“It… It wasn’t like that.”

“Oh, so they’d met you before and fallen in love?” he mocked. “No offence, Medic, but you are not the prettiest girl I’ve seen pass through these walls. That, coupled with your smart mouth. If I were them, I’d not have wasted the coin.”

“Hey!” Dhiren snapped. “Give her a break.”

“I give her nothing!” Vajra barked back, pointing the knife at him. “Remember who holds your leash, Yote!”

Dhiren looked ready to kill but he held his tongue and his fists. Georgianna pressed her back against the wall, clutching her bag to her side. Her fingers trembled and goose bumps erupted down her arms.

“Medic, I asked you a question. How did you do it?”

“I told you, I didn’t.”

“Now, be honest. You don’t want to know what happens to those who lie to us.”

She gulped. Maarqyn had used those words when he wanted information about Alec’s whereabouts. He had told her that it would be better for her, that he would make things better for her. She wished she’d listened to Alec and Keiran about not coming here.

“It was Edt… It was Grystch,” she said. “He bought me. Maybe he saw the commotion and knew he’d miss his chance if he didn’t…”

Beeping rang from inside her bag. Edtroka was messaging her, telling her to get to the door. Georgianna clutched the front of her bag, trying to muffle the sound. Ta-Dao’s eyes narrowed.

“Grystch is changeable,” Vajra insisted. “We will make him an offer. He can buy another toy.”

“Why would you want to?” she asked. “You said it yourself: you’d want your money back if you were him.”

“Because…”

He was cut off by the block door squealing against the concrete. Footsteps scattered in all directions outside the cell. Ta-Dao slipped past his brother and watched the door. Dhiren leaned across to the wall for a better look. Georgianna froze as Vajra’s knife came under her chin. He glared down at her, scraping the blade against the underside of her jaw. She gritted her teeth, her jaw quivering. Dhiren sat as still as stone.

“Grystch,” Ta-Dao announced.

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his gaze flickering between his brother and the door.

“Good. We’ll be able to make our offer in person,” Vajra replied.

Georgianna gulped, regretting it when the blade slid against her neck.

“Be smart,” Dhiren insisted. “Grystch won’t accept your deal. Let her go.”

“He’s coming.”

Ta-Dao slipped back into the cell and Dhiren sat up a little straighter. Vajra pressed the blade a little harder against her skin.

“You stay quiet, you understand?”

She nodded. He slid the knife into his belt and turned away from her. She was trapped in the cell. There was no way to pass Vajra and keep out of his reach. If he spread his arms wide enough, his fingertips could probably brush both walls. There was only one way out, and he was blocking it.

“That way, Grystch,” she heard an inmate say. “She’s with the brothers.”

Edtroka rounded the corner, his jaw clenched. His gaze flitted over the scene, briefly pausing on Georgianna, before he crossed his arms over his chest.

“Lennox, get out here. I gave you a time, I expect you to stick to it.”

She wouldn’t have been able to hear the panic in his voice had it been anyone else. He hid it well, beneath layers of annoyance and disdain, yet she could hear a hitch in his throat. She opened her mouth but, remembering Vajra’s order, stayed silent. Edtroka’s fingers twitched against his arm and he turned his attention to the others.

“Is there something I’m missing?” he demanded of the brothers.

“No,” Vajra answered, as brashly as if he were talking to another inmate. “But we’ve been missing a medic. We hear that it’s your fault.”

“I’ll make sure to send the next one into this block then. This one, however, is not on the table.”

Edtroka stepped forwards into the cell. Extending his hand towards her, he stopped when Vajra’s knife came down on his wrist. His eyes widened and then narrowed, knitting his dark brow low over his eyes.

“You want to take that off me.”

“I don’t think I do.”

She’d never heard anyone talk to a guard the way Vajra did, yet Edtroka didn’t move to restrain Vajra, or draw his gun. Georgianna glanced past them, out of the cell. They couldn’t risk more Adveni coming into the block, investigating gunfire. Edtroka had said that before. This had to be done quietly, but she was all too aware that their time was ticking away.

“I allow you a lot. If you want that to continue, you will step back,” Edtroka said, keeping his voice even. “You’ve already forced me to step into this rat hole longer than I must.”

“You see, the medic owes us.”

“Lucky her, I’ll ensure she receives a thorough de-fleaing treatment after the next time you wish her to be of service.”

Edtroka’s voice was stiff and his fingers twitched back towards his weapon. Georgianna sidestepped along the wall.

“Vajra, let it go,” Dhiren insisted.

“Stay out of this.”

“He’s right. You should let it go,” Edtroka said. “The medic is leaving.”

A shrill squeal, unlike any Georgianna had ever heard, emanated from the tsentyl in Edtroka’s front pocket. It was so high-pitched, it screamed in her ears and made her shudder, though it wasn’t all that loud. They threw their hands over their ears, cringing away from the sound.

“What is that?” Vajra demanded, pointing his knife at Edtroka.

Edtroka’s cool restraint was forgotten as he slapped his hand over his pocket, panic clear on his face. Their time had run out. The countdown he’d put on the pods had come to an end. Shoving Vajra into the wall, he grasped Georgianna’s wrist and pushed her onto the bed.

She landed on Dhiren’s lap and Edtroka threw himself onto her as the world around them exploded.
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Brick rained down as the walls rumbled and vibrated. Dhiren’s arms snaked around her stomach, holding her against him. Edtroka jolted and grunted against her shoulder. Trapped between them, Georgianna squeezed her eyes shut and bit down on her lip. She couldn’t move. All she could do was breathe and wait for the tremors to come to an end. Shrieks and yells echoed in every direction. Someone close by howled in pain. The walkways groaned with the weight of people running towards the stairs.

“I think that’s…”

Dhiren’s words were cut off as another explosion rocked the compound. Georgianna gasped, pressing her face against Edtroka’s chest. She clutched at his waist, pulling him closer. His fingers knotted into her hair, holding her against him, his other hand propping himself up. His breath felt hot and damp on her cheek.

“One more,” he mumbled against her ear.

She had been sure that he’d said that all the pods would detonate at the same time, but he’d also planned on them being out of the compound by the time they started going off. The first two had been close, most likely the two for the inmate blocks. Georgianna nodded against his chest.

When the third blast went off further away, she still felt the vibrations travel through the bed beneath them. The ceiling above groaned and a chunk of the sandmix concrete fell. It dropped through the air and hit her leg. Georgianna shrieked. The pain was instant as a sharp edge sliced into her calf. 

Edtroka flinched and pulled his ear away from her cry, but didn’t seem fazed by the damage the explosions had done.

“That’s it,” he said, pushing himself up. “That’s all of them.”

Blood was dripping down his shoulder. She could see a blood-smeared piece of brick on the floor by his feet. Debris littered the ground. As Edtroka moved towards the door, she spotted another bloody wound across the small of his back.

Inmates sprinted for the hole in the wall, or to find cover. Panic was contagious and they had all caught it.

“You alright, Med?”

Dhiren’s breath flowed down between her shoulders. She wasn’t sure whether she was alright or not. Still, she nodded, and peeled herself from his body. Gingerly, she placed her foot on the floor. A spasm of pain shot up from her calf into her thigh. Whimpering, she supported herself on her other foot and reached to pull Dhiren to his feet.

“Dao?” Vajra asked, jumping forwards. “Dao!”

Vajra crouched over his brother who half-lay in the doorway. Ta-Dao was howling in pain, hunched over his leg in a pool of blood. The splintered end of a bone had sliced through his thigh. Edtroka threw his arm in front of Georgianna, pushing her back against the wall. 

“We have to…”

“No!”

Vajra was on his feet, pointing Edtroka’s own gun back at him. Edtroka slapped his hand down to where the holster should have been, his lips parting in surprise. It lay on the floor, half hidden beneath a piece of brick. Georgianna covered her mouth with her hands as Vajra stepped forward. He kept the copaq aimed between Edtroka’s eyes and pressed the tip of his knife under Edtroka’s Adam’s apple, forcing his head back away from the blade.

“You’re not going anywhere until you help him.”

“Vajra, don’t be stupid, he can’t…”

Vajra’s eyes narrowed. He glanced at Dhiren and back to Edtroka. He stepped back into the doorway, blocking their path. 

“You can’t help,” he sneered. “But she can.”

Georgianna shrank back as he pointed the copaq at her chest. Edtroka moved forwards. Vajra’s aim didn’t flinch as he slashed the knife at Edtroka’s arm, forcing him back. He moved further into the cell, forcing them into the corner. The knife came up under her chin. He beckoned Georgianna forwards with the gun, keeping the knife against her.

“You fix him up, Med,” he ordered. “Fix him up so we can get out of here.”

“If you don’t move now, you’re not getting anywhere!” Edtroka snapped. “You think the other guards are just going to wait around until everyone’s escaped? They’ll be swarming in here any second to block those holes!”

Shoved down next to Ta-Dao, Georgianna cried into her teeth as pain shot through her leg. Vajra paced in front of the doorway.

“Well, then you’re going to have to get us out, aren’t you?”

Georgianna didn’t know what to do. There was no way that she’d be able to mend the break, not without opening the leg up further. She didn’t have any of the equipment she needed for that, and it took at least two people. She’d never done this sort of thing on her own. Usually Jade or Keinah was with her, taking the lead. Even with Dhiren or Edtroka helping her, it wasn’t the type of thing to be fixed in a few minutes.

“I… I can’t,” she whispered, more to herself than any of the others.

A knife pressed against her throat before she could take another breath.

“Yes—you—can,” he hissed, keeping the others covered with the copaq while he held a knife against her throat. “And you will, unless you want to see that guard gutted like a deer after hunting?”

Dhiren edged forwards.

“Med, what do you need?”

She couldn’t think. She couldn’t breathe with the knife against her throat. It was too much. They were meant to be getting out of here. The Adveni were going to come. Maarqyn was going to come.

“Med?”

Dhiren reached across Ta-Dao’s body towards her. He curled his finger under her chin and turned her face to look at him.

“What do you need?” he asked again.

She didn’t know how he could be so calm. He should have run. She didn’t know why he hadn’t run, but he was here, and he was asking her a question to which she should know the answer. She did know the answer. She couldn’t fix Ta-Dao’s leg but she could fix it in place.

“Splints,” she whispered. “I need… I need wood or metal.”

He moved back from her then. The moment he did, all she could think about was the blade against her neck and how, at any moment, with any wrong move, she would be dead. What had to be done was slipping away. She wasn’t ready to die.

“I can’t do this with that knife there.”

Glancing up and meeting Vajra’s gaze, she gulped. Swallowing pressed her skin against the blade. She let out a sob.

“Please.”

Vajra glanced at his brother, saw the heavy sweat across his brow, and then pulled the knife away. She let out a sigh of relief, but Vajra kept the gun aimed at Edtroka.

“Do it, or he dies,” he said. Then, looking at Edtroka: “If you move… I kill her.”

Edtroka looked down at her for a moment and held up his hands.

Dhiren stomped and kicked at the side of the bunk. It was built into the wall but the edges were straight and made of metal. When one edge came off, he began wrenching against it as Georgianna tore Ta-Dao’s trousers away from the wound.

“This is going to hurt.”

Ta-Dao screamed and howled as she straightened out his leg. He swore and spat threats as she pushed the bone back into his leg. Blood streamed from the wound faster than ever. Georgianna couldn’t bring herself to apologise or murmur words of encouragement. She straightened the leg as much as possible and tore off the bottom of the thin blanket on the bed. She tied it tight, even though she knew it wouldn’t be enough to stop the blood from soaking through.

Dhiren handed her two bits of metal from the side of the bed. Placing them on either side of the leg, she tore off two more strips of blanket and fastened them to the leg to keep it straight.

“What the hell?”

Georgianna froze at the sound of his voice. Alec stood in the doorway, his face flushed and blood dripping down his neck. Georgianna leapt to her feet.

“You were meant to be gone!”

“Get back!”

Vajra shoved her away from the door, toppling her into Dhiren. Edtroka, it seemed, had found his opportunity. He hunched over and threw his weight into Vajra, trapping him against the bars. Vajra growled and slashed out with the knife, catching Edtroka across the arm. A shot rang out, brick sprayed from the wall.

Georgianna lurched forwards but Dhiren grabbed her and hauled her back, keeping her out of the way of the blade.

“Stop!” she screamed. “Let go!”

Dhiren threw her backwards against the wall, blocking her in.

It was a flurry of limbs as the two men grappled for control. They both had a hold on the knife and Edtroka hissed as the blade sliced through his palm, unable to control the grip. Edtroka had managed to grab Vajra’s wrist, keeping the copaq aimed high above them. He pulled back, swinging blindly in a punch that knocked Vajra sideways into Alec and Wrench. Vajra used them to push off, launching himself forwards again. His shoulder caught Edtroka in the stomach and he jeered triumphantly as they slammed into the wall.

They all leapt for the copaq as it slipped from Vajra’s hand and clattered onto the floor between them.
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Hands were everywhere. Georgianna cried out as an elbow hit her in the face. Before she could even try to snatch the gun out of whoever’s hand it was in, an arm snaked around her waist and pulled her out of the fray.

It was Alec. He hauled her up as she kicked and hit back at him, dragging her out of the cell. Wrench seemed to be the only person who hadn’t launched himself into the fight, though he was nursing a deep cut across his face.

“Come on!” Alec shouted above the din. “Come on, leave them!”

“No!”

Georgianna kicked backwards against his shin. His hold only tightened, his chest pressed against her back.

“Don’t be stupid,” he snarled.

Grasping the cell bars with both hands, she fought to keep hold as Alec tried to tug her away. Her fingers were slippery with Ta-Dao’s blood and she wriggled against him, shoving her heel back against his knee.

“Get off, Alec.”

Dhiren grunted and a moment later, his knuckles met Vajra’s jaw with a slap.

“Get back, both of you!”

Dhiren was triumphant. He had the gun and pointed it into Edtroka’s face, forcing the Adveni back as he scrambled to his feet. Vajra, sporting a split lip and a nasty slash to his shoulder, eased himself up to sit on the bed. Edtroka spat blood onto the floor. Shifting the gun back and forth between Vajra and Edtroka, Dhiren moved out from the corner. He manoeuvred himself past Edtroka, giving him as wide a berth as he could in the close quarters. Using the copaq, he directed the guard back into the corner of the cell.

“You should have gone,” Dhiren snarled. “They’ll be here any moment.”

“They won’t come in,” Edtroka gasped. “There aren’t enough of them. They’ll be guarding the holes to minimise escape until reinforcements arrive. I helped set up their security protocols. Without me, you’ll never get out of here.”

From the bed, Vajra began laughing. His howls of joy echoed off the walls around them, turning into an army cackling at the guard’s position. He got to his feet, moving to stand between Dhiren and his brother.

“We have your key card, guard,” he sneered. “We can get out that door and through the inside. We don’t need you.”

“No! No you can’t!” Georgianna screamed.

“Stop, George, come on!” Alec urged. “The Adveni deserves it. Let them kill it.”

There was hatred in his voice. It dripped with disgust and revenge. However much Edtroka had helped them, for Alec, it had never been enough. The fact he’d called him an “it” was enough to make her blood boil. The Adveni had been treating them as inferiors for a decade, but Alec was just as cruel. She lifted both her feet from the floor, grasping the bars in front of her, she leaned forwards away from Alec and shoved her heels back into his knees.

He crumpled to the floor, snatching for her and managing to grab her shirt as she rolled away from him. She leapt up, darting between Vajra and Dhiren, blocking the path between the gun and its target.

“Take me!” she said, turning to Vajra. “That was what you wanted, right? We’ll get Ta-Dao out of the compound and I won’t leave.”

It took Vajra a few seconds to stop laughing. Dhiren’s glare hardened and she could see why so many of the inmates had feared him. He’d already killed three Adveni, he’d admitted as much. Now that she stood here, she wasn’t sure that Dhiren wouldn’t kill her in order to get at Edtroka, to get revenge for his years inside the compound. Tears welled up in her eyes as she looked away from him, turning instead to Vajra, the man who pulled the strings. His face twisted in vicious distrust.

“Why should I believe you?”

“I promise,” she begged. The tears wouldn’t stop. The faster she tried to blink them away, the worse it became. “Please. I’ll never leave. I’ll do whatever you want. Let him live.”

“George, what are you doing?” Wrench demanded.

“George, stop!” Alec yelled. “He’s not worth it.”

“He is more valuable than I’ll ever be!” she screamed back, her voice cracking. “You can’t do this without him!”

Keiran had told her that she wasn’t strong enough, but she knew now that he was wrong. Strength had nothing to do with it. It didn’t matter if she was strong or not. What mattered was how useful she was and, when it came to war, she wasn’t useful, not in the way Edtroka would be.

Dhiren remained cold and quiet. He wouldn’t look at her. His lips were pulled back into a snarl. He stared at Edtroka. He looked detached and cold, and she didn’t doubt that killing one of the men that had put him here would amuse him.

“No!” “Shoot him!” “Stop!”

Everyone was yelling, screaming different orders at Dhiren. He shook his head.

“Do it…”

She barely heard his plea above the shouting. Edtroka’s voice, desperate and scared.

“Please.”

He was against the wall. Blood had spread down his arm, dripping from his fingertips and soaking through his shirt. His skin was pale. There was another slash across his stomach. She stepped towards him.

“Edtroka?”

“Dhiren… I promised…”

“Dhiren doesn’t do what you want,” Vajra sneered. “He owes us.”

She backed away from him, shielding Edtroka from his aim. Ta-Dao jeered from his position against the bars, a slimy smile of vicious satisfaction. Vajra came up behind Dhiren’s shoulder.

“The girl wants to stay with us, so she stays,” he said.

He stepped past Dhiren, further into the cell, coming up next to Georgianna and trailing the tip of the knife down her cheek. The blade was sticky with blood, Edtroka’s blood, and she shook so hard that she felt sick.

“You like her, right? Let this filth die here and we’ll give you a taste. You know we reward those who are good to us.”

Edtroka gulped. His entire left side was shaking. His gaze never wavered from Dhiren’s face. A thousand curses sprang to Georgianna’s mind, yet she couldn’t move. 

Barely a flicker of a smile. A bang. The bullet hit Vajra between his eyes.

Georgianna screamed as blood splattered over her face. She wasn’t sure whether it was shock or relief that brought the sound from her throat. Vajra slumped down. His eyes were still open, his jaw slack. Ta-Dao screeched and struggled, trying to get to his feet.

“I’ll kill you!”

Dhiren stood over him, his face calm and determined. The gun hung from his fingers. He looked comfortable, as if he’d been designed especially to hold it.

Ta-Dao hit his leg against the bars as he clambered up. Cries of pain mingled with the long string of obscenities spewing from his lips. Dhiren cocked his head to the side, looking at him like a coyote would look at a particularly difficult prey. He stepped forwards. Pity flickered across his face.

Georgianna was grabbed around the middle. Edtroka picked her up and hauled her past them. She didn’t fight, but let him drag her through the cell. Alec’s fury had turned his face a blotchy red. Wrench had to clap him on the shoulder to get his attention. The two men moved along the cells towards the other end of the block, looking into each cell as they passed.

“You better fucking kill me, Yote!” Ta-Dao snarled, grasping the bars and hauling himself up to balance precariously on one leg.

“No,” Dhiren said. “I’m not going to kill you.”

“I’ll come for you, Grutt! You don’t kill me now, I’ll hunt you down.”

Dhiren’s bark of laughter was cold and merciless.

“Happy recovery, Dao.”

A second bang cracked through the air as Dhiren shot Ta-Dao’s other leg.
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Ta-Dao’s screams followed them through the block, chasing them, hunting them down. Alec and Wrench had a head start, but Edtroka called them back and set off at a run towards the other wall. Dragging Georgianna away from the hole, he led them back through the lines of cells. One hand grasped her at the wrist, the other, furiously digging into his pocket.

“How we getting out?” Dhiren asked.

“Through,” was all Edtroka shouted in return.

“Vtensu!” Alec snapped, turning away from the hole at the last second, veering down the next alley between the cells. He yelped and swore as copaq gel splattered the floor in front of the hole, right where his foot had just been.

Pain seared through Georgianna’s leg with every step. She tripped and swerved, her injured leg crumpling underneath her. Edtroka slammed into the metal door. He hit the card into the reader, swearing in rapid Adtvenis. She looked away from him, spotting Dhiren at the back, aiming the gun down the row towards the hole in the block wall, waiting.

“Come on!”

The door squealed open. They piled through it, Edtroka leading the way, and sprinted along the corridor, flattening themselves against the wall at the last second as guards in black armour ran past the intersection in front of them without even looking in the escapees’ direction. The guards knew where the breach was, and it was on the opposite side of the compound.

Edtroka held up his hand, warning the others to stay put as he moved forwards. He readjusted his shirt but nothing could hide the slashes and injuries beneath it. When he waved for them to follow, they didn’t hesitate. Dhiren shoved the copaq into Edtroka’s hand as he went.

The compound was alive with screams and gunfire. Georgianna didn’t dare look over her shoulder to confirm what she already knew—that those who hadn’t been quick enough were now being slaughtered instead of captured. She stumbled as pain shot through her leg again and Alec was at her side in an instant, looping one arm around her waist and holding her against him.

“I got you,” he whispered in her ear.

Now was not the time to be angry at him for trying to leave Edtroka for dead. She couldn’t make it much further without help and she wasn’t sure that Edtroka would last much longer on his own, let alone with her weight as well.

The doors leading out of the compound to the gate were already open. She wanted to laugh in relief. Up ahead she could see the gates, unmanned. In the back of her mind, a thought niggled that this was too good to be true, but she was fast losing energy and any luck that came their way was welcome.

They were out in the open before the guards appeared—two of them, less than twenty feet away, their weapons already raised. They found their targets with almost impossible speed.

Alec threw Georgianna to the ground before the crack of the first shot, the bullet sailing over their heads as they hit the ground. With a face full of dust, she shook where she lay. She lifted her head in time to see Dhiren leap over her, a homemade knife in his hand. Edtroka fired shots back at the guards, who jumped away from the bullets, looking for cover.

Edtroka kept firing as he tugged a knife from his belt. He swerved and ducked between the guard’s bullets, pushing the guards back towards the gate.

“Move!” he yelled over the racket.

Alec was caught between advancing and hitting the deck. He didn’t have a weapon on him, Georgianna knew that. Wrench, too, looked like he wanted to join the fight unarmed. Pushing herself up, she grabbed Alec’s arm to scramble the rest of the way, urging him forwards. They couldn’t fight this. 

Dhiren and Edtroka moved on instinct. She had seen it many times, watching coyotes move in on prey. They had the lesser weapons, and Edtroka was injured, yet they had a predatory grace that was unmatched by the Adveni guards. Gunfire sprayed the through the air as the guards began to panic. Dust billowed in small clouds as bullets ricocheted off the ground around Dhiren’s quick feet.

Closer, faster, the two predators pushed the guards back. The large weapons weren’t as useful in close quarters and Dhiren had used their moment of panic to close in. They couldn’t aim properly this close, they were used to people running away instead of heading towards them. Dhiren jumped over the path of a bullet and swooped under the long barrel of the tyllenich, leaving a long, red slash behind him. The guard howled and spluttered. His rifle dipped and a shot hit the ground by Georgianna’s feet. She screamed and jumped back. Alec grabbed her hand and pulled her closer to the fence.

Her father had told her that cornered animals were dangerous, that their desperation made them deadly. When the Kahle hunters went out, they were quick to drop their prey without getting too close. Killing at a distance was easier and the two men before her knew it. They went for the difficult kill because desperation drove them forwards. They all knew they’d be dead if they stayed back.

Dhiren moved faster than the guards could keep track of. His fists and homemade knife did a better job than the copaq ever would have. He slashed and grappled with the ferocity of a cornered bear. Seeing it, Georgianna wasn’t surprised that it had taken a number of Adveni to bring him into the compound.

Edtroka was smarter. Using shots from the copaq to move the guards into a better position for him and Dhiren, he hit one guard in the knee and the other in the foot, crumpling them. His fighting was clean. No movement was wasted, and he drove the guard towards the gates with swipes that found their mark every time. Blood from his injuries splattered the ground with every step.

Alec pushed Georgianna in a wide berth around the fighting while Wrench watched their backs. They shouted orders to each other in a shorthand that she didn’t understand. She gasped with each movement their two comrades made against the guards. A punch to the side, a kick to the knee—she never knew how Dhiren managed to get behind the guard, but he found his target with a single movement. Dhiren buried his fist in the guard’s hair, holding his head back. The knife appeared and disappeared in a blur across his neck.

The guard’s body hit the floor before Dhiren had even straightened up.

Edtroka had the other guard by the throat, forcing him to his knees. For a fleeting moment Georgianna considered asking him to be merciful, but Alec’s tight grasp on her and Dhiren’s wicked grin made her hold her tongue. There was no mercy, not in this war. Maybe there never had been.

The crack echoed, even in the open. She felt like it was vibrating through her. She couldn’t move as Alec tried to drag her along the fence to the gates. Her legs wouldn’t move.

Dhiren hauled one of the guards up over his shoulder.

“What are you doing?”

“Leaving a message,” was all he said.

They stripped every weapon they could find from the two guards while Georgianna leaned against the gate, trying to slow her breathing. It wasn’t working. Each time she tried, her breath caught in her throat and brought forth a sob. She wasn’t this person. She wasn’t a soldier. She could barely look at the two dead Adveni.

She’d seen bodies before, too many to count, but what she’d never seen was the pure, vicious glee that she’d seen on Dhiren’s face as he cut the guard’s throat. There was death all around her, following her, and she just kept running away.

As they closed the gates, Dhiren propped the guards up against them, leaning against each other, their heads pulled back at a grotesque angle. Alec laughed. Georgianna wanted to be sick.

“Come on,” Edtroka said quickly. “Stop messing about Dhiren. They’ll get your little message.”

Alec looped his arm around Georgianna’s waist again, pulling her off the fence.

“Come on, Gianna,” he murmured. “It’s over.”

She lifted her head and met his gentle gaze. She had no idea how he was still able to look so good and proper after laughing at Dhiren’s display. After he’d done what he had to Keiran, but she leaned against him just the same. While she wasn’t sure of everything he was, she knew he was strong and she could use some of that strength right now.

“No,” she answered, swallowing the bile in her throat. “This is nowhere near over. This is just the beginning.”
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“We should be heading back to the city!” Alec insisted again.

“To what end?” Edtroka snapped back, barely looking over his shoulder.

Alec shifted his grip on Georgianna’s waist, holding her tighter against him.

“To help!”

“Every Adveni in range will be swarming down on Adlai if the others succeeded,” Edtroka said. “The best thing we can do is keep moving.”

They’d been heading north-east for two hours. The adrenaline that had been pumping through their bodies, keeping them going, had abated. They had slowed to a trudge across the open ground. Dhiren had handed the rifle over to Wrench, claiming that he wasn’t good with those “big-ass weapons”. He’d twirled his home-made knife in his hand until Edtroka became frustrated and handed him a proper one. To Alec he gave a copaq, which was grudgingly accepted. Georgianna remained the only one unarmed, though she didn’t mind. Her medics’ bag bumping against her hip was the only help she needed.

“Why are we going north?” Wrench asked, quickening his step to catch up to Edtroka.

Wrench, unlike Alec, seemed almost impressed with Edtroka and the way he’d fought the guard at the compound. There was a curious smile on his lips, bordering on awe whenever he glanced at Dhiren ambling along beside them.

“What?”

“Well, Freeze is coming. Surely it would be better to go south?”

“They’d be expecting that.”

Wrench shrugged and returned to his silence.

Georgianna rested her temple against Alec’s shoulder. She was exhausted and her leg throbbed with every step. She wasn’t sure who she agreed with. A part of her wanted to go back to the city, to see if they could help, but there was another part of her, dragged down by pain and exhaustion, that just wanted to find a quiet place to sleep.

Rain began to spatter the ground around them. Drops hit their arms and dribbled down their necks. Even though the rain was warm in the setting sun, she shivered.

“What if they didn’t succeed?” she asked quietly. “What if they were captured?”

Edtroka glanced over his shoulder. A grimace marred his features as he looked at her, but it was replaced with cool indifference within moments.

“Then there is nothing we can do for them.”

“Wait a minute!” Alec said. “You’re saying we’re just leaving them there to be collared?”

Edtroka’s jaw tightened.

“Like my brother?” he added.

Edtroka turned quickly, grabbing Alec’s shirt.

“I just abandoned my entire family,” he hissed. “My people, my way of life. I left it all behind. If you want to go back so much, go. I’m not stopping you. But I will not throw my life away for another of your little rescue missions. I want to win a war, do you understand that?”

He shoved Alec away from him. Georgianna stumbled with Alec, clinging on for balance. She expected for him to argue and snap at the Adveni like he had done at practically every word out of Edtroka’s mouth. Alec had lost his entire family too, only, unlike Edtroka, it hadn’t been by choice. However, as Alec straightened up, he didn’t answer. He gritted his teeth, adjusted the strap of the rifle hanging over his shoulder and fell into step behind the others.

It was as she watched Edtroka, hearing everything he had left behind, that Georgianna realised they’d been fighting such a small battle up until now. Even when the Adveni first arrived, they had fought to protect themselves, not to cause the other side enough damage to make them retreat. Since then it had been nothing more than small acts of revenge. Edtroka and the Cahlven were looking at something much bigger. They were looking to wage a real war like the Veniche had never seen.

She supposed that Edtroka thought of the others as necessary casualties and she began to feel sick again.

“I need to stop,” she said, pressing her hand hard against her stomach.

“No, we can’t stop here.”

She could feel the churning, the lump in her throat that said it was coming. She’d managed to hold it back before, adrenaline fighting the battle for her. Not anymore.

“I’m going…”

She lurched forwards. Vomit splattered across the dusty earth. Hunched over and heaving, she slipped down onto her knees and braced herself as another surge of bile came forth.

Alec was the only one who didn’t jump back clear of the splatter. He came to her side, crouched next to her and rubbed between her shoulder blades.

“Gianna, it’s okay. Get it up.”

She closed her eyes, trying to catch her breath. The image of Vajra collapsing arose in her mind, a red hole between his eyebrows. She heard Ta-Dao’s screams as they ran, his legs broken and useless. She saw the face of the guard as Dhiren slit his throat. She heaved again.

When the contents of her stomach were emptied onto the ground, Georgianna slumped back onto her heels, breathing hard. Alec wrapped his arms around her shoulders, pulling her against him. Opening up her bag, she dug blindly and pulled out a canteen of water. She unscrewed the top and swilled her mouth out, spitting the acrid taste of bile onto the dirt. A few more mouthfuls and she felt a little better, a little more herself. Alec brushed the hair away from the back of her neck, letting the breeze brush her skin. Georgianna nodded gratefully to him.

Edtroka looked ever so slightly horrified as he stared at her. She let out a strangled laugh.

“What? You can handle death and fighting without a pause, but you can’t see a girl be sick?” she asked, sniffing as her nose threatened to start running.

Edtroka, to his credit, awkwardly averted his gaze.

“We should keep moving,” Dhiren announced.

“Will you give her a minute?” Alec demanded.

Georgianna shook her head.

“No, no, I’m alright.”

Alec helped her to her feet and took the bag from her shoulder, slinging it over his own. He pulled her close again and, avoiding the vomit, they continued walking.

Another half hour and Larinahl Forest loomed in front of them. In the heat, when they used to camp in Adlai, hunters would make the trek to Larinahl to hunt the long-coat bears. She didn’t know the last time she had been this far north. Most of the plants she used for medicine could be collected from Keiluck, a much shorter walk south of Adlai.

However, as they came closer, Edtroka veered west and led them outside the tree line.

“We’re not going through?” Wrench asked. “There’s better cover in there. If anyone was following, they’d never find us.”

“Uh-huh,” Edtroka answered, distracted.

Dhiren and Alec shared a glance but said nothing.

“Edtroka…” Georgianna called. Still, he didn’t turn around. “Hey, Tsev!”

The use of his rank caught his attention, though also made the others look around. He looked at her, surprised at the interruption.

“What are we doing?” she asked. “Wrench already said that cover is better in the forest. We have two good hunters…”

“Three,” Dhiren interjected.

“We have three good hunters, who know this forest. We can go in.”

Edtroka glanced around at the others and back to the forest. He scratched his cheek and nodded, as if it were already obvious.

“Oh, we are,” he said. “I just need to find the right place.”

“There’s a right place to enter a forest?” Alec mumbled under his breath. She considered scolding him, but the bemusement in his voice held her back. It wasn’t annoyance, like every other time he spoke to Edtroka, so she smiled at him instead.

“Apparently so. Did Maarqyn not teach you that?”

But the scowl on his face held little anger.

After forty minutes of traipsing along the edge of the forest, their mocking and amusement at Edtroka’s insistence had long since faded away. Even Dhiren, who had seemed giddy at freedom, trudged behind them, huffing occasionally.

“Aha!”

Edtroka launched himself forwards and slapped the tree in front of them. He turned, with his hand on the bark, looking gleeful.

“It’s a tree,” Alec muttered. “Congratulations. Not like we haven’t passed a hundred already.”

Dhiren, however, nodded towards it.

“It’s marked, look.”

Sure enough, beneath Edtroka’s hand, a mark had been carved into the bark on the trunk. Taking a couple of steps forwards, she was able to see the mark properly. It was a crude drawing of Edtroka’s Nsiloq.

“Why did you mark the tree?” she asked.

“So I know where I’m going,” he answered her and surged forwards into the forest.

Sunlight played amongst the leaves, chasing them through the gaps until it dappled across the ground. The trees were tall, their branches fighting for sunlight. Dhiren jumped a couple of times, but his fingertips could barely brush the bottom branches. Alone, there would be no way to get up them to safety. The bark was smooth and tough, not good for climbing.

“Did you tell the others this route?” Wrench asked.

“No, but we’re not staying.”

“We’re not?”

“No. Just got to… Ah, found it!”

Edtroka pointed up and Georgianna realised that, unlike her, Edtroka had not been staring up into the trees out of interest. He’d been searching them.

Up above them, in a particularly tall hyliha tree, half a dozen large sacks hung from branches. Alec was the first to start laughing, surprised at how much planning Edtroka had put into this. Then they were all chuckling as Edtroka helped Dhiren climb up into the branches.

“Took me almost two years to get all this out here,” Edtroka admitted, watching Dhiren crawl along the branch.

Once each of the packs had been lowered, they sat against the tree trunks and opened them. Edtroka had thought of everything. There were enough weapons to keep a dozen Adveni happily armed—weapons they recognised and even some they didn’t. Three of the bundles were filled with clothes, for both hot and cold weather. There were some smaller bundles which Edtroka told them were tents, small but effective. One pack, the largest, was filled with Adveni packet food.

Edtroka pulled out a pale leather pouch from the food pack and handed it to Georgianna like it was her birthday. She smiled in confusion. Why would he have hidden something for her?

“Open it,” he said, once he realised she’d just been staring at it.

Georgianna untied the leather straps. It unrolled down her legs and her mouth dropped open. Inside, a complete Adveni medical kit was fitted into the leather. Each item had its place, each place was neatly labelled. She had bought Adveni medicine before but it was expensive. This one pouch held more medicine than she could have afforded in her lifetime.

“I would ask if you like it but, actually, I think a better question is whether you can stitch me up?”

He grinned at her and Georgianna nodded. She pulled out one of the vials and held it up into a shaft of sunlight.

“With this stuff… I can stitch you up and it won’t even hurt!”

Edtroka patted her knee.

“Good. Well, let’s get going then. We don’t have much time.”
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Edtroka had hidden another tsentyl in amongst the stash of supplies. Extracting his own, he laid them in his lap and tapped into both, one with each hand. Georgianna tried to watch, but as Alec was cleaning debris out of the wound on her leg at the time, she was too distracted to see what he was up to. The moment she realised that Edtroka was copying things into the new device was when he laid the old tsentyl on the ground and smashed his heel into it as hard as he could.

“Come on, yours next,” he said, holding out his hand towards her.

“I’m sorry?”

“Tsentyls can be tracked,” he explained. “It’s the same as the signal on a cinystalq collar. Why do you think I never put one on you?”

“Because you’re nice?”

Alec snorted, but quickly busied himself with the dressing he was placing on her leg.

“I didn’t want you tracked if I could help it. Cracking a tsentyl signal is hard work, but no doubt the Volsonnae will be doing so now, especially after all the footage of us fleeing.”

Georgianna sighed and leaned back against the tree trunk, staring up into the branches.

“So there’s no hope of them not knowing you were involved?” she asked.

He shook his head and waved his hand for the tsentyl. He didn’t seem all that upset about it, but she couldn’t imagine the thoughts that were going through his head. His family would know that he was a traitor. No longer would it be just the suspicions his sister, Ehnisque, had about him.

Handing over the tsentyl, Edtroka swiped it open and dropped it onto the ground. He didn’t even click through the notifications before destroying it under his heel.

“So, why do you have a new one if it can be tracked?” Wrench asked.

“Because I need the contact. I kept this device secret. It was confiscated from a prisoner.”

“Classy,” Dhiren chuckled. Edtroka’s grin was sarcastic and he rolled his eyes.

“Well, it cannot be connected to me, but I can still send out a message if needed. Not to mention that it has the map to where we’re going.”

Alec pulled her boot back up her calf and patted her gently on the knee before taking a seat next to Wrench. He collected up one of the packets of food they’d opened and sniffed it tentatively before digging his fingers in, using them to spoon it into his mouth.

“You’ve had all this planned for a long time, haven’t you?”

When Edtroka took a seat, he did so close to her, his hip pressed against hers. Alec chewed his food in thoughtful silence, his gaze drifting across them more than once.

“From the moment I contacted them. I knew that if I ever needed an out, I needed to be prepared.”

“How long did you say this stuff’s been out here?” Alec asked. His gaze turned suspicious as he looked down at the packet in his hand.

“I changed out the food every couple of months, but the rest, about two years.”

“It’s a lot of stuff just for you.”

Edtroka shrugged, but didn’t answer.

“Come on,” Dhiren announced as silence threatened to swallow them. “We should get moving, right?”

They loaded themselves up with the supplies. The heavier bundles of weapons were divided first, with clothes, food and a selection of other items shoved on top. Georgianna frowned and gritted her teeth when she was given decidedly less than everyone else, but she didn’t voice her annoyance. Alec helped her adjust the sack across her shoulders, fastening the rope over her chest before tying it to a metal hoop at the bottom of the sack. It pulled painfully on her shoulder, and he looked thoughtful at her grimace, but said nothing.

When all the sacks were secure, Edtroka set off in the lead through the forest. The wide spaces between the tall trees made for easy passage, but they were all jumpy, especially as twigs and leaves rustled and cracked underfoot.

“Think we should hunt?” Dhiren asked an hour later, as yet another deer bounded off through the trees. “We’ll need fresh food.”

“You wanna carry a carcass as well as all this?” Wrench asked, adjusting the sack against his shoulder. A rifle hung on his other shoulder, swinging with every step.

“We’ll be close enough to a forest to hunt when we stop further north,” Edtroka explained.

“Where exactly are we going?” 

“We’ll come out of here on the northern border of the forest,” he said. “From there, we head north-west. We should get to Nyquonat around sunrise, the day after tomorrow.”

“Nyquonat? Seriously?” Alec scoffed. “That place hasn’t been used in decades.”

“Speak for yourself,” Dhiren interjected. “Your tribes stuck to their own precious trails. You never knew the things the rest of the landscape had to offer.”

“You’re saying people still went that far?” Georgianna asked.

“Oh, absolutely. Great trade up there. Every year I got enough bear to make a killing in Adlai.” 

“Killing,” Wrench chuckled. “I bet you did.”

“And what do you know of it?”

Wrench glanced over his shoulder, and the caution came back into his eyes at the sight of Dhiren’s annoyance. They’d all seen how easily he could take a life if he wanted. He had seemed amused by it. Even Georgianna, who knew him, had been terrified at that moment.

“Well, you were in the compound,” Alec said coolly. “I was there, what, an hour, and I heard a dozen rumours about you.”

Georgianna met Dhiren’s glance.

“Murder, three Adveni,” she said, remembering Dhiren’s explanation of his incarceration. “That they caught him for.”

“Three,” Edtroka snorted. “Yeah, right.”

He turned and walked backwards between the trees. The tsentyl communication device hung from his hand, but he didn’t even look at it. Georgianna had the feeling that he’d walked the trail through the forest many times to figure out the best route. 

“That’s what my papers say,” Dhiren answered, and Georgianna was surprised to find that he didn’t sound defensive, but teasing. “Why, do you not believe me, Grystch?”

“No, I just don’t believe the people who caught you could be so stupid,” Edtroka said. “You were on the radar long before you were caught. The killings were always the same. You left a trail two-dozen bodies’ long. And that’s the ones they heard about in Adlai. I’m sure there were more.”

Dhiren’s expression of pride once again reminded Georgianna of a child who had been praised for his first kill. Only, it was becoming increasingly apparent that Dhiren’s experience outstripped that of every person there. Everyone perhaps, except Edtroka.

“And how many Veniche did you kill before that?” Alec asked bluntly.

“Worried I’ll knife you in your sleep?” Dhiren laughed. “I was a hunter, not a murderer.”

“Then why weren’t you with a tribe?”

“Because I didn’t want to be. I had everything I needed. I was never a people person.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“Do the others know where we’re going?” Georgianna asked loudly, cutting them off.

“They have a different route,” Edtroka said and, from his small smile, she could tell he too was grateful for the change in conversation. “But yes, they will meet us there.”

“And then the Cahlven?”

He nodded.
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They had left the northern border of the forest hours before. The sun had set and, while they were all stiff, tired and grumpy, they kept trudging across the open ground through the dark. Georgianna didn’t think that she’d ever been this far north. When they were younger, some of the hunters had gone on week-long hunting trips and brought back great quantities of meat and hide. But there had been no reason for her to go along with them.

The ground was different up here. It was still hard and warm, but different plants grew, and it was clear they had received a great deal more rain than they did in Adlai. Scattered trees and brush littered the landscape, which they had to navigate through in the dark. Georgianna tripped more than once. It was uncomfortably clear that the others had far more experience off the normal trails than she did.

Dhiren led them down into a small canyon just after sunrise, where they ate and slept for a few hours, despite Edtroka’s protests. He was eager for them to get going again and, seeing Georgianna continually yawning as they climbed out of the canyon, took her sack of supplies. She protested that she could continue, but truthfully, she was relieved. Her leg was in enough throbbing pain without adding the extra weight of a heavy bag.

Clouds dominated the sky and frequent rain soaked through their clothes. Even Dhiren was sullen and quiet by the time the sun finally set. The low-hanging clouds blocked out the stars, forcing them to walk in the pitch dark. They each tried to follow in Edtroka’s footsteps, staying in single file, but their exhaustion was making concentration difficult.

It was only as the corners of the sky turned pink that they all began laughing and groaning in relief. The ridge they’d been following had come to an end and a steep hill led down into a wide valley. Their weariness evaporated with every step. Mountains towered out of the horizon at the other end of a valley in which Nyquonat sprawled beneath them.
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Nyquonat Lake stretched all the way to the bottom of the mountains. Their sore feet were cooled by the clear water as they sat on rocks, dangling them into the shallows. Dhiren asked Edtroka for wire or twine, which the Adveni pulled from one of the sacks and handed over. While the rest of them stripped down to as little as was considered modest and washed off in the shallows, Dhiren sat on his rock, toes waggling in the water, and wove the wire into a mesh.

Trees and lush, green grass bordered the lake, spreading out into a wide forest on one side. Further around the lakeside, Georgianna pointed out small collections of rudimentary houses, which Dhiren explained were for the free use of those who came this far north. Despite the suggestion that they move further around the lake and use a couple of them, Edtroka was adamant that they stay where they were.

Helped by Alec and Wrench, Edtroka set up the tents. Watching them from where she was sorting through the supplies, Georgianna deduced that the work would have gone much faster if Wrench and Alec had left Edtroka to do it alone, but she continued to grin as they repeatedly got it wrong.

By the time they were set up, with weapons and supplies hidden in the back of every tent, Dhiren had caught half a dozen fish using his wire net. He held each one by the tail and smacked its head against a rock. Then he laid them out and skilfully gutted them without fuss, humming a tune under his breath.

Instead of helping with a fire and cooking the fish, Georgianna crawled into the mouth of one of the tents and slept.
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When she woke, the moon was smiling low in the sky. Someone had covered her in a couple of jackets and propped another beneath her head. A plate of chopped fish had been placed on the ground next to her and, through the opening of the tent, she could see Edtroka sitting by the lake, tapping on the tsentyl.

She sat up and brushed her hair out of her face. Stretching, she glanced behind her, surprised to find Alec on his side, curled up next to the supplies. She laid a jacket over his shoulders and a second over his hips. Crawling out of the tent, she grabbed the plate and headed over to Edtroka.

“Have you slept?” she asked, taking a seat next to him.

“I will,” he said. “I want to get this done and I didn’t want to leave us undefended.”

“Is everyone else asleep?”

“For the moment, yes. Cartwright finally gave up trying to keep an eye on me about an hour ago.”

“He’s not keeping an eye on you.”

“Oh no?” he asked, laughter ringing through his voice. “You notice that he chose to crawl over you, instead of using the free tent.”

Georgianna glanced over her shoulder and, sure enough, there was an open tent at the end, with nothing in it but supplies and air.

“He’s…”

“Protective,” Edtroka finished with a smile.

Georgianna wasn’t sure whether Edtroka’s smile was because he approved of Alec’s actions, or because he was amused by the thought that Alec thought he could protect her from the Adveni. The Belsa had hardly kept his opinions of Edtroka to himself. He’d been open in his assumption that the Adveni had hurt her since she’d been sold to him, an assumption that Edtroka had not corrected. Georgianna picked up a small cube of fish. It flaked in her fingers. She dropped it into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully.

“Do you think the others made it?”

“Their journey was longer than ours,” he said. “I purposefully sent them on a wider route to get here.”

“Why?”

“Because a large number of people heading north would have drawn too much attention. They headed west before doubling back.”

“That didn’t answer my question.”

Edtroka placed the tsentyl down on the ground between them and rested his elbows on his knees.

“I can’t say whether they made it,” he admitted. “To get into the systems that allowed me to find out would be to give away the use of this tsentyl.”

“Wouldn’t the messages do that?”

“I’m careful.”

“So careful that you broke into an Adveni compound and blew holes in it.”

He grinned broadly.

“Exactly.”
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Dhiren was the first to spot the strangers. He hushed Georgianna’s and Edtroka’s conversation with an urgent gesture as he leaped to his feet, knife in hand. Wrench was still asleep in the furthest tent and Edtroka nudged Georgianna to go and wake him. Alec and Edtroka raised their weapons and the three men crept silently up to the tree line, waiting for the strangers’ approach. Georgianna woke Wrench, took a copaq, and returned. None of them scoffed or pushed her aside when she raised the weapon beside them.

The people coming towards them had weapons too and were wary in their approach down the same hill they had descended that morning. Georgianna could see a couple of the group turning to check behind them.

“Twenty,” Edtroka whispered.

“Twenty?” Alec hissed in surprise.

“Wrench, Dhiren, you cover the left. Cartwright and I will take the right. George, fire straight into the middle.”

Dhiren huffed and pulled a copaq from the back of his trousers, though he kept the knife in his hand.

“What if they’re friends?” Georgianna asked.

“Then don’t fire,” Alec chuckled under his breath.

The closer they came, the harder her fingers trembled against the copaq. She’d been taught how to fire one during the war and Edtroka had given her another rudimentary lesson after she’d finished eating, but she wasn’t sure she could hit anything. Even her lessons with a bow as a child had mostly been useless.

The group moved closer and one of them pointed to the tents on the shore of the lake. A single person started jogging ahead of the group and, as the others raised their weapons, Wrench lowered his.

Before any of them could stop him, he pursed his lips and let out a low, five-note whistle. It carried across the space between them. The jogging man stopped in his tracks. The whistle he sent back was similar but ended on a higher note. Wrench beamed.

“Keiran,” he shouted. “Over here.”

“You fucking idiot!” Edtroka snapped, but Wrench wasn’t listening. He brushed the Adveni off and strode out of the tree line. Georgianna barely hesitated before following him.

“Suns, buddy, you have no idea how good it is to see you!” Keiran called. “Thought we were going in circles.”

“Well, your orientation always was awful.”

The moment they met, the two hugged tightly, slapping shoulders and laughing like they did this every day. Georgianna hung back a few steps, watching the faces that began to emerge through the twilight, lighting up in recognition.

There were half a dozen Belsa with them, including Jaid and a confused looking Si. Taye spoke over his shoulder to a few Carae, Nyah tucked in under his arm. Georgianna even recognised a few people from the camps. Apparently they hadn’t simply headed out of the city; they’d gathered people as they went.

She was so busy scanning the faces of the newcomers that she didn’t realise that Keiran and Wrench had broken apart until Keiran kissed her temple. His hand slid across the small of her back. Glancing up, she gave him a weak smile. It didn’t matter what he’d said before. She didn’t care that he’d thought she wasn’t strong enough to handle Edtroka’s assignment. He was here and seeing him alive, laughing and cheerful was enough.

“Ny?”

Alec bumped her shoulder as he moved past them. He grabbed Nyah from under Taye’s arm and hugged her tightly. Taye stepped back away from them, a deep scowl on his lips. Alec laughed into Nyah’s hair and held her face with both hands. Taye walked past them silently, quickly immersing himself in a hushed conversation with two other Carae.

“Is that…”

“The guy from the compound, yeah,” Alec answered quietly. “Dhiren.”

Georgianna followed Nyah’s gaze. Dhiren ambled over, a few steps behind Edtroka, turning his knife casually in his hand. He beamed at them, a smile that was not returned by the young blonde. 

“You found us alright, then?”

Edtroka clapped Keiran on the shoulder, earning a pained hiss from the Belsa. Keiran moved out of range of the Adveni’s hand. For a moment, Edtroka looked confused, but Georgianna quickly shook her head. He smiled at Keiran as if nothing had happened.

“Had to go a bit further west than expected,” Keiran said.

“You eaten?”

“Caught a couple rabbits yesterday morning, but I think everyone’s about ready to drop.”

Alec and Wrench had already begun leading the others over towards the shoreline. Comments about food and sleep passed back and forth with excitement. Georgianna spotted more than one curious and fearful look in Edtroka’s direction, but either he didn’t notice or didn’t care. Dhiren bounded back towards the lake, fishing net in hand. He looked so much like a dog that Georgianna forgot about the worried stares and laughed.

“How did it go?” Edtroka asked.

“Everything went as planned. Pods did a good job of destroying the podium in the square, and Taye said the collars went down alright.”

“The failsafe worked?”

“Just as you said it would, but things were pretty hectic. Even if any dreta managed to get away from their owners, I don’t know how far they got.”

“And Casey? I thought he was heading up with you?”

Keiran shook his head.

“He wouldn’t go.”

“What?” Georgianna demanded.

“Not without Lacie. He headed back into the tunnels. I’m sorry, but I don’t know if he got out.”

“Vtensu!”

Without another word, Edtroka stalked back towards the lake, people scattering out of his way.
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Edtroka, Keiran, and Dhiren went into the forest in the middle of the night. Georgianna watched from the mouth of a tent as Dhiren disappeared amongst the trees with bounding steps. He’d become progressively more cheerful since they had left the compound. He hardly seemed to be the same person he had been before. Surrounded by new people, people who didn’t know where he’d been or why, he was quietly charming and helpful. He spent most of the evening catching fish for the weary travellers.

Most of the new arrivals were cramped into the tents, trying to get some much-needed sleep. Georgianna moved to the rocks on the lake shore, dipping her toes into the water as she scrubbed Ta-Dao’s blood from her shirt.

Dim light reflected from the water’s surface, framing a shadow at her left shoulder. He stood still for a moment, watching her, and then took a seat, leaving a wide canyon of space between them. She barely glanced up as she rubbed the soap bar against the stain.

“Have you come to apologise?” Georgianna asked.

“Excuse me?”

Alec turned a copaq over in his fingers absently, staring across the water with the stern expression he wore when he was deep in thought.

“Or admit you were wrong, perhaps?”

“I have nothing to apologise for, George. I did nothing wrong.”

“You told me to leave Edtroka in the compound. You tried to kill Keiran!”

He placed the copaq down on the rock between them, clasping his hands in his lap as he leaned forwards. His unkempt hair flicked across his forehead in the breeze, the ends just brushing his eyebrows as they knitted together.

“I thought we were okay,” he mumbled. “You barely left my side on the way up here.”

“Because I had no other choice,” Georgianna said. “I could hardly walk. That doesn’t mean it’s forgotten.”

She scrubbed harder at the stain, but it wasn’t coming out. It had dulled since leaving the compound, since they had left Ta-Dao to his fate in the compound, or death, but she couldn’t imagine that it would ever disappear entirely.

“Look, I did what I had to. I won’t apologise for trying to keep you alive.”

“Trying to keep me alive? What, at their expense?”

She balled her hands into fists, her nails leaving crescent grooves in the soft soap. Pink suds had stained her fingers. She stared at the stain on her shirt. If Alec had had his way, it would have been Edtroka’s blood she couldn’t remove from her clothing. It would have been his death that she were carrying with her, stained into her fingers. They would have headed back into the city. They might all have been dead by now.

“ They kept us alive, Alec,” she said quietly. “Edtroka kept me from Maarqyn, Keiran helped you and Nyah escape. Without them…”

“At what cost?” he demanded. “You talk about Zanetti like he’s so perfect.”

“I know he’s not perfect. I know he was in…”

Georgianna shut her mouth as quickly as she had opened it, gritting her teeth and staring resolutely across the water. Alec already blamed Keiran for his capture. Bringing it up now would only make things worse. She took a steadying breath.

“I know they’re not perfect, but they are fighting with us. They’ve done more for the Belsa than anyone… even you.”

“I’m not saying this because of the Belsa, Gianna,” he murmured. “I care about you and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“And you think killing the people who helped me get out of the compound is a good way to protect me?”

“I see the way you look at him!” Alec snapped. His fingers hovered over the copaq for a moment, but he balled his hand into a fist and shoved it back into his lap without picking up the weapon.

“Keiran and I are together; of course I look at him differently.”

Alec shook his head, reaching up and tugging his hair back from his forehead. He pulled at it in frustration and heaved out a resigned sigh.

“Not Keiran,” he said slowly. “Grystch. This isn’t just about him helping the Belsa.”

Georgianna forgot her steely glare at the water as she looked at him in surprise. Her knee knocked the copaq off the rock as she turned to face him, scrunching the shirt in her fists.

“What are you talking about? I do not have a way of looking at Edtroka.”

His hands beat an unsteady rhythm against his knee. Georgianna was reminded of Edtroka telling her that she fidgeted when she lied. Somehow, she knew that Alec’s uncontrolled movement wasn’t about lies; it was because he had something he didn’t want to say.

“George, this is a man who bought you, who used you to get information from the Belsa. Yet you were willing to spend the rest of your life with those murderers to protect him.”

“He’s more important than I am. He’s…”

“He’s important to you.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but she couldn’t tell him that he was wrong. Edtroka was important to her. Licking her bottom lip nervously, she stayed quiet. She could see where he was going with this conversation and yet she couldn’t deny it.

Alec leaned across the gap and brushed her hair back from her face. He tucked it behind her ear, his fingertips playing against the curve of her jaw.

“I’ve known you all your life,” he murmured. “I know you, Georgie.”

Despite herself, she smiled weakly at the nickname. She hated it and thought it made her sound like a child. Alec made her feel like she would always be a child. They’d been children together, but she didn’t think they’d grown up together. Alec didn’t seem to think she’d grown up at all.

Back in the tunnels she had claimed that he didn’t know her, but now he was creeping in, the same way he always did. His words wormed under her skin and she began to think that maybe he had been right all along. He might have been right in the past over her trips into the compound. And there could be some truth to her reliance on Edtroka.

“I don’t want you to get hurt by this… guy.”

“I’m with Keiran,” she breathed.

“Yet you were willing to sacrifice yourself for Grystch,” he said, pulling back.

His gaze searched her face and Georgianna held herself resolutely still. Whatever Alec said, she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of thinking he was right, even if a small voice told her that he was. Alec chuckled under his breath and looked out over the water.

“Give me the silent treatment all you want, but you can’t tell me that you see him as just your owner,” he said.

The jealousy she had felt at seeing Edtroka talking to the beautiful Adveni woman lingered in the back of her mind. A sense of loyalty clung to her. He had told Keiran to keep her away from Alec and Nyah’s escape to protect her. He had kept her from Maarqyn. He came into the block to find her when he should have run. He had begged Dhiren to act to ensure that she didn’t spend her life with Ta-Dao and Vajra. Ever since meeting him, he had been protecting her and Georgianna couldn’t see him as “just her owner”.

“He’s not,” she said quietly, turning back to the shirt. “Edtroka is… He’s not my owner, Alec.”

“He can’t be more than that,” he insisted. When she glanced at him, he shook his head and moved closer, placing his hand between her shoulder blades. “Not because he’s an Adveni, but because he is who he is.”

“Don’t pretend you don’t hate him for being an Adveni.”

“I won’t, but that’s not it this time. You heard how he talks about war, about life. He is willing to take the risks necessary to win this war. He risks people’s lives as if they were nothing more than a number and one day that risk might be you.”

“I…”

“He will, George,” he said. “You deserve better. You deserve the person who would risk everything for you, not risk you for everything.”

She leaned towards him, biting back her breath as she rested her head against his shoulder. He squeezed her shoulder and placed his other hand on her knee.

“Are you saying this so I’ll forgive you?” she asked.

Alec laughed.

“Oh, you’ll forgive me no matter what I say,” he teased. “You’re a better person than I am.”

Georgianna let out a snort of laughter.

A cough came from behind them, making them both jump. When they turned around, Edtroka was standing a few feet away, watching them with curious amusement. Her blood rushed directly to her face, her cheeks burning as pink as the suds on her fingers.

“Casey’s here,” was all he said.

Dropping the shirt on the rock next to her, Georgianna leapt to her feet and hurried past him, desperate never to know how much of their conversation he had overheard.
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Beck had been busy before leaving Adlai. Whether it had been his intention to bring as many people with him as possible, or it had simply worked out that way was unclear, but he had brought at least four-dozen Veniche north to Nyquonat. Edtroka alone seemed cautious about such a large influx of people and insisted on spreading the group further into the forest in the hope of hiding their numbers.

The congregation of people around the lake was far too many for the tents they had brought with them, so Dhiren pointed groups towards the houses further around the shore. In small groups, people began trudging along the tree line, disappearing into small, bare shacks, while others moved into the shade of the trees to create shelter for themselves.

The sunlight glittered on the water’s surface and waves of heat warped the image into a mirage that Georgianna could barely believe was real. Practically everyone she loved was in one place, safe. Only her family were missing. She didn’t want to upset those who considered their escape a success, so she had retreated into the shadows of the trees, watching from afar while guilt and homesickness pawed at her chest.

Jacob, Lacie and Liliah sat on the shore, a large tarpaulin spread between them. They gathered all their supplies and organised them into piles, joking and laughing the entire time. Georgianna had never seen the young runaways so animated. Liliah, with her cheerful and caring disposition, was a good influence on them.

“George?”

She leapt away from the tree trunk she’d been leaning on at the sound of her name. Covering her heart with her hand, she looked around. Even though Edtroka had told her last night that Beck had arrived, she’d not seen him until now. She’d been told that he was helping to organise the others, helping them find places to stay and making sure that everyone had care if they needed it. From the look of him, he’d not found time to care for himself.

Georgianna stared open-mouthed as he moved through the trees towards her. A large burn spread down the side of his face and neck, fanning out over his shoulder. Tendrils of raw flesh licked down the front of his chest beneath a tattered shirt. A large patch of hair was missing behind his ear.

“Suns, Beck,” she whispered.

He glanced at his shoulder and shrugged, giving her a half-smile that looked gruesome beneath the raw skin.

“What happened?”

“I’m fine,” he insisted. “I went to help get people out and the Adveni started burning out the tunnels.”

“They what?”

“Look, it doesn’t matter. It’s not why I came to find you.”

“But your skin… Has someone looked at it?”

“Lacie took a look the morning after we left.”

“It looks bad. I can go and get my kit and…”

“Will you hold on for one second? I’m trying to tell you something,” he snapped, but there was no anger or annoyance in his voice and he raised an eyebrow as he glared at her. She shrank under his stare and smiled apologetically.

“Sorry.”

“Some of the Belsa weren’t willing to come this way,” he explained. “They’ve gone south.”

“Okay?”

Beck moved closer and leaned against the tree trunk next to her.

“I sent a message down to your da’,” he said. “Telling him what’s happened, that we’re going north. I couldn’t say whether you were safe, but…”

Her mouth dropped open. She stared past him into the shadows of the trees.

“You what?”

“I thought you’d want him to know.”

“Are you kidding?” she demanded. “He’s going to come right back up here.”

“And?”

“And I don’t want him anywhere near this. I don’t want any of them near it.”

“I’m sorry, George. I thought…”

“Suns,” she breathed, burying her face in her hands. “What am I going to do? I promised them I’d stay safe and…”

“And there is nothing you can do about it now,” he said gently, laying a hand on her shoulder. “If they come, they come. We’ll deal with it then.”

Georgianna nodded as she let out a sigh. He was right. There was nothing they could do about it. In the days since they’d moved north, the others had moved south. There would be at least a week between them. She didn’t think anyone would be happy to leave, not when they were waiting on the arrival of the Cahlven.

Edtroka had assured them that it would be a matter of days before the Adveni began searching north instead of south, but there were many who had already grown anxious about how exposed they were. Should the Adveni come, they did not know the land this far north well enough to escape. Luckily, however, the land was so scarcely populated that hunting and fishing were easy sport.

They stood silently for a minute. Georgianna slowly calmed herself down by breathing deeply. Beck watched the people moving back and forth, closer to the water’s edge. He didn’t say how he felt about their current location, nor the imminent arrival of another race to their planet. He reached up to scratch at his wound and, without even thinking, Georgianna knocked his hand away. He grumbled and glared at her. She smiled back.

“Come on, I’ll find you something for that burn,” she said, pushing herself away from the tree.

Beck followed her down to the tents, watching as she crawled inside and dug out her bag and the medical kit Edtroka had given her. It was going to take her a while to learn all the names of the medicines and their uses, but she also had her own supplies. Knowing that she had a qualified herber a shout away also calmed her nerves.

Sitting in the mouth of the tent, Georgianna dabbed the burn with a wet cloth, bringing forth hisses and groans of pain from Beck. He’d managed to keep the wound relatively clean, but it would have been better if he’d let Lacie deal with it properly when it happened. Three days was a long time for a burn like this to go untreated and being out in the heat-end sun couldn’t have helped.

Georgianna ripped down a handful of large leaves from a nearby tree and washed them in the water before smearing them with ointment and laying them over the affected skin. Without bandaging half his face, there was little she could do, but she managed to cover most of the patches across his neck, shoulder and chest. As she dabbed the ointment carefully onto his face, Beck grimaced and she had to bat his hand away more than once.

“You’re worse than a child,” she scolded with a fond smile as she wrapped bandages over the leaves to keep them in place.

“Thank you for this,” he answered, patting her knee.

“Keep it covered for now. I’ll check it tomorrow and put some more ointment on. And you should sleep on your left side so you don’t stick to the floor.”

Beck chuckled as he grasped her shoulder to haul himself to his feet.

“Beck.”

“Yeah?”

He turned and looked down at her, his brow rising and wrinkling his forehead.

“Do you think they’re okay, my family?”

His hand was halfway to his neck before he remembered the dressings and let it drop back to his side. He stared past her into the trees and sighed.

“I think your da’ is capable and smart,” he said finally. “If anyone can avoid trouble, he can.”

Georgianna nodded, even though she wasn’t sure whether he thought that they were okay or not. She wanted to think that he believed they were fine, but the Adveni had burned out the tunnels, they had scoured the camps. Who could say whether their anger at the Belsa attack had pressed that far south?

“Zanetti did a good thing,” Beck said idly, letting his gaze rove over the houses further around the lake. “Grystch did a good thing.”

He didn’t wait for her response before he ambled over to join Lacie, taking a seat next to her and slinging an arm around her shoulder. Lacie looked at the dressings curiously and glanced over her shoulder, beaming at Georgianna where she sat in the tent mouth. She waved before turning back to Beck and resting her head against his uninjured shoulder.

Georgianna packed her supplies away slowly, watching the others laughing and talking down by the lake. Every worry she’d had about Keiran and Edtroka melted away. It didn’t matter how they had gotten to this point. The lies and secrets no longer mattered. Beck was right. They’d done a good thing. That was what was worth remembering. That was all she needed to worry about: the good things. For today, at least.
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Indigo night chased the sun from the sky while the curved moon, fatter than the days before, watched the chase from just above the horizon. Some people set up camp with the meagre provisions they had brought with them while others disappeared into the forest to get a better feel for their surroundings. A few men had set themselves up with comfortable positions on the edge of the lake where they wove more nets and created traps out of fallen branches and rope.

Georgianna lay on her back next to Keiran, scrunching her fingers into the springy grass. Her leg no longer hurt, though it would take longer for it to heal properly. Jaid had frowned at the rudimentary repair, but when Georgianna had explained that Alec had done it, her frown had softened into a caring smile.

Since their arrival with Beck, Alec had spent most of his time with Si. Georgianna hadn’t spoken to Jaid’s husband since before her incarceration, but the older woman had been quick to explain that Alec had been the first to offer help with his care. Si enjoyed Alec’s company, he was calmer when the other Belsa was around and Jaid was grateful for the rest.

Georgianna didn’t know if Alec felt guilty for Si’s current condition. Si had been out getting information from Alec when he’d been chased by the Adveni and forced to live in the mid-heat sun for three days. He had calmed down significantly since he’d been found, but he wasn’t the man he’d once been.

When she bent her leg to scratch at the dressing, her hand was batted away. Keiran tutted at her.

“For a medic, you’re a horrible patient.”

“So I’ve been told,” she said, scratching the skin next to the dressing.

He propped himself up on his elbow, leaning over her. Georgianna laid her leg back on the ground and gave him a triumphant smile. Shaking his head, he kissed her cheek.

“Where did you go before?” she asked.

Keiran’s brow knitted and tiny wrinkles appeared in the bridge of his nose. Reaching up, she ran her finger over the creased flesh until he relaxed.

“When?”

“When you went into the forest with Dhiren and Edtroka.”

“Well, I went into the forest.”

“Haa haa.”

He grinned mockingly and brushed hair off her face, watching his fingers get lost in the curls. Georgianna waited for a moment, wondering if he would give her a real answer. He didn’t.

“Keiran?” she prompted again.

He sighed.

“Edtroka wanted to contact Olless. Dhiren and I were… protection.”

“Protection? From what?”

“From who,” he corrected.

Georgianna’s brow rose against her forehead and she rolled onto her side towards him, taking the opportunity to look across the lake. They’d moved further around the shore to have some privacy, but she could still see the tents. One of the tents had been pulled closed, and she could only guess that Edtroka was inside.

“Who would he need protection from?” she asked, turning back to Keiran.

“Everyone?” he suggested. “Let’s face it, George, he’s still an Adveni surrounded by Veniche.”

“But they know he helped us.”

“Yes, and I have a scar on my back that says that some of those guys won’t wait for you to explain that in small words they can understand.”

Frowning, Georgianna glanced across the lake again. She had noticed how some people avoided Edtroka. They wouldn’t as much as look at him. She’d heard him mentioned a few times, but each time it was as ‘the Adveni’ or ‘it’. No matter what Edtroka had done, to some of the people camping with them, he was still the enemy.

“Well, it’s not like he can’t take care of himself,” she said after a brief silence. “You should have seen him, Keiran. Getting out of that compound, fighting those guards, he was… flawless.”

She wanted to say that his skill had been beautiful. Watching him and Dhiren fight had been beautiful and terrifying. Their bodies were made for fighting in the same way her fingers were made for medicine. However, after Alec’s warning, Georgianna didn’t want to say anything that Edtroka did was beautiful. She wanted things to be normal again, not more confusing.

“Which is why he wanted protection,” Keiran explained.

“I’m not following.”

“Edtroka’s on shaky ground right now. If he puts one foot out of place, there’s nothing to stop Beck from turning this entire camp against him. He could have five guys jump him, but the moment he throws a punch, he’s just another Adveni.”

Georgianna wished she could believe that the Veniche staying with them would be more sensible than that, but she couldn’t. Alec had seen how much Edtroka had done for them, yet she knew the moment her owner put a foot wrong, he would go back to being a monster in her friend’s eyes. In all honesty, she didn’t think Alec had actually stopped viewing him as a monster. Instead, he seemed to be waiting for Edtroka to decide that this rebellion had been a mistake and return to his friends, handing them all over when he did.

“What about the Cahlven?” she asked. “Do people believe they’ll help us?”

“I don’t think most of them know what to think right now. In ten years, we’ve heard nothing about these people. Suddenly they’re going to rescue us? Even I’m not completely convinced.”

“You’re not?”

“No, of course I’m not.” Keiran shook his head and stared past her across the lake. “Why didn’t they come before? The Adveni broke this pact just by arriving here, let alone all the things they’ve done since.”

Georgianna nodded and stared at a stain on his shirt. Letting out a heavy sigh, she chewed on her lip and tried to put her thoughts into words. She wanted to believe that Edtroka was right, that the Cahlven would be able to beat the Adveni back, but she couldn’t make herself. The alien race would give them an advantage, a stronger force to fight with, but deep down she knew that this war would be much bigger—and much more complicated—than Edtroka had led them to think.

“We could still run,” Keiran suggested, laying his head on his arm and grinning at her. “Find a spot out of the way and wait it all out?”

She laughed, even though she knew there wasn’t a chance of them ever doing that.

“We could find your family,” he added.

All the humour was gone from his voice. His smile faded as if it had never been there. His blue eyes searched her face and Georgianna found she couldn’t laugh anymore. She couldn’t pretend, or daydream about leaving all the fighting behind.

“Would you really do that if I asked?”

His gaze flickered away from her and he shrugged.

“Maybe, yeah,” he said. “It would be a hell of a lot easier than this.”

“Than what?”

“Everything, I guess. I wouldn’t have to worry whether I’m going to be strung up as a traitor because Beck changed his mind. Or wonder if Edtroka will stick to our deal. Or feel guilty that I pulled you into all of this.”

“You didn’t pull me into this, Keiran.”

“I didn’t?” he scoffed.

“No,” she insisted. “It was my choice to help Nyah.”

“Yeah, you are a bit of an idiot, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, like you’re the mind of the century.”

He grinned and pushed himself forwards. His lips found hers and he pushed her back against the grass. His fingertips danced up her side and buried into her hair. An appreciative moan vibrated against her lips as her hands found his waist, holding him against her.

Georgianna didn’t care that anyone could have looked across the lake and seen them. All her worries about Alec’s warning melted in the heat of Keiran’s skin and their flurry of kisses. His tongue trailed across her bottom lip and she could forget that he had lied to her. Forget that he had kept secrets.

A warm wash of breath sailed over her skin as he pulled back a fraction of an inch. He rested his forehead against hers and she nudged him so that she could kiss the tip of his nose.

“Edtroka said that Cartwright’s been keeping a close watch on you,” he said.

She slumped her head back against the grass and groaned.

“Alec still doesn’t trust him, which I shouldn’t be surprised about, but I wish he’d stop acting like Edtroka is going to drag me off.”

Keiran chuckled. His lips brushed against her cheekbone, trailing towards her ear.

“Think I can take his spot in that tent? I’ll protect you from the bad Adveni.”

She hit his shoulder even though she was laughing.

“He’s used to sharing with Wrench,” Keiran continued. “He won’t be lonely.”

“I don’t want you two fighting. You know he was only being cruel because he thought you were betraying them.”

A frown pulled at his lips faster than he could sweep it away and pretend it hadn’t existed. Moving away from her, he reached over his shoulder and Georgianna could imagine that his fingers found the mark carved into his flesh.

“He stays away from me and I’ll not start anything.”

“You need to work together.”

“ That,” he said carefully, “will not happen.”

“Please?”

“No, George. I understand he’s your friend, and you want to forgive him for what he did, but I can’t.”

“I never said I wanted you to forgive him now.”

“Good, because it’s not happening.”

“Keiran…”

He got to his feet, shoving his hands into his pockets. Georgianna sat up and brushed her hair away from her face, looking up at him. He stared across the lake and scuffed his foot against the grass.

“Things might change.”

“No, they won’t,” Keiran said briskly. He crouched next to her, resting his arms on his knees. “That mark’s gonna be with me the rest of my life. I won’t forgive him for that. Not now, not ever.”

“Keiran, you said it yourself. He blames you for being taken by Maarqyn. You think that’s any easier to forgive?”

The annoyance in Keiran’s expression faded into grim understanding. He nodded slowly to himself and pushed himself up again.

“I don’t know.” He refused to look at her. Kicking a stone into the water, he shook his head. “Why don’t you tell me when you manage it? Then I’ll I know how difficult it is.”

“I never said I blamed you.”

“No, you didn’t. But you never said you understood either.”

“I stopped them from killing you.”

Keiran finally looked down at her. He snorted dismissively.

“Coming from you, George, that’s not the same thing and you know it.”

He walked away before she could call him back. Even when she tried, he just kept walking, kicking through the water that rippled against the lake shore.

She knew that she should probably chase after him and apologise, perhaps reassure him that she did forgive him for the choices he had made. Instead, she sat and watched as he passed the tent he’d suggested sharing with her. He disappeared into the tree line and didn’t come out again.
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It started as a rumble beneath her feet as she walked around the lake towards the tents an hour later. Stumbling slightly, Georgianna straightened up and looked around. Another grumble came from the earth and the lake rippled in anticipation. She hurried back towards the tents, but hadn’t even reached the first before the front was torn open and Edtroka emerged. He stared up at the sky.

The air vibrated and hummed. Georgianna followed Edtroka’s gaze and saw, in amongst the gathering clouds, a blot that became progressively larger, swallowing the stars and spreading across the sky.

People appeared from the tree line. They came out of the shelters they’d managed to create. By the light of flame torches, they watched as the night was eaten by a silver and black machine bigger than any they had ever seen.

A large, bulbous hull curved back into five spikes that looked big enough to pierce the moon to its centre. It was different to the Adveni designs. Where the Adveni Tzelik ships resembled large, sleek clouds, this looked sharp and dangerous. The vibrations grew into a heavy wind the closer it came, pushing them down to the ground with such force that Georgianna didn’t think she could lift her foot, even if she wanted to run.

“It’s them,” Edtroka shouted over the roaring wind. “It’s the Cahlven.”

Trying to resist being flattened to the soggy ground, Georgianna stared up at the ship, wondering what in the world they had done by bringing this monstrous beast down upon them.
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The ship shimmered and melted continuously against the sky above them. Edtroka had said something about cloaking devices before he’d clapped her on the shoulder and run off through the people staring up at it. They were so preoccupied with the approaching ship that they didn’t even shuffle away in fear of the Adveni in their midst. She didn’t have the faintest idea what he was talking about, but she didn’t try to follow him. The Cahlven would want to speak to Edtroka, perhaps to Beck as well. They would want the important people. It was best not to get in the way.

She took a seat in the mouth of Edtroka’s tent, watching from afar as a smaller ship descended from the monster above them. She couldn’t see what was happening down on the ground but, soon enough, the small ship returned to the breast of its mother.

Veniche fluttered back and forth beneath the large ship, not entirely sure what to do with themselves. Some retreated to their shelters as if they would be protected, while others gathered in small groups and stared at it in wonder and fear.

Along the shore, Dhiren continued to fish, occasionally throwing cautious glances above him. Alec, Taye, Wrench and Nyah sat huddled in a small group, talking in low voices while Jacob and Lacie played a tile game called Erpal among the trees.

Keiran had not returned.

Gathering one of the jackets Edtroka had left in the tent, Georgianna wrapped it around herself, protecting her body from the constant cool wind coming off the ship. She brought her knees up to her chest and rested her chin on one knee.

There was nothing to do but wait.
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“What do you think it’s like inside that thing?”

Georgianna lifted her head to find Taye standing beside her. He didn’t look at her. He stared at the ship with a curious smile.

“Shiny,” she answered. “Shiny with lots of grey, if they’re anything like the Adveni.”

“Do you think they are?”

“I don’t know.”

Taye nodded as if he were slowly working through her answer in his head. He rubbed his hands together as a chill hummed through the air. Down by the lake, Nyah had taken a seat next to Dhiren, though it didn’t look like they were talking. Taye’s gaze fixed on his girlfriend and he gave a final, resolute nod.

“Well, I hope you find out pretty fast, Gianna. Seeing as you helped bring them down upon us. Suns, you barely gave us a choice.”

Georgianna stared up at him, her mouth open and eyes wide. He glanced at her, accusation in his eyes.

A fire of anger burned in her lungs as he walked away, returning to Nyah. She opened her mouth, about to call after him and tell him that he wouldn’t have a girlfriend to return to if it wasn’t for her, but she stopped. Taye leaned over Nyah and placed a kiss on top of her head as if nothing had happened. Nyah smiled up at him with such love and devotion that Georgianna retreated further into the tent and flung the front closed to seethe alone.
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She tapped the tsentyl against her knee, rolling it up and down her leg when the rhythmic beating of the sharp corners against her skin became painful. Edtroka had been clear that the tsentyl was only to be used to contact the Cahlven, and that too much use would alert the Adveni to their location. Personally, Georgianna was sure that a ship the size of a city coming down on them would alert the Adveni far quicker than the use of a small and unimportant device.

Edtroka would be angry. He would probably yell. However, she couldn’t help the thought that if she could just get into the records, she’d be able to find what she needed. Edtroka was a Tsevstakre, not to mention the son of the Volsonnar, the things he would be allowed access to had to give her the information she was looking for. If her family had passed an Adveni check point, if they had been stopped for any reason, it would have been logged. She could find their most recent location and track them down. There was no point in staying here.

She swiped the tsentyl open, letting it set before blue writing began shimmering across the screen. The messages were all in Veuric, which surprised her until she realised that the Adveni and Cahlven would share it as a common language. They were short burst messages, nothing that interested her, culminating in a confirmation from the Cahlven that they were entering the atmosphere.

Georgianna clicked out of the messages, letting the writing light the inside of the tent. The reports had to be there somewhere. Even if Edtroka hadn’t planned on using them, he wouldn’t have cut off his access in case of an emergency. She’d never even seen most of the vast number of programs that had been installed. Most of them had Adtvenis names and, even when she opened them up, they didn’t show anything that let her know if she’d found the right one.

Nyah knew Adtvenis, she would be able to help. Taye no longer seemed to trust Georgianna if their recent conversation was anything to go by, but Nyah still might. Pulling back the flap at the front of the tent, Georgianna almost crawled straight into the pair of legs blocking the way.

“What you doing, Med?” Dhiren asked with a cheeky grin.

Georgianna slid the tsentyl behind her back and smiled up at him.

“Just going to find Nyah,” she said. She slotted the tsentyl under her shirt and tucked it into her trousers, hoping that he couldn’t see further into the tent.

Dhiren reached down and held his hand out for her. Taking it, she allowed him to help her to her feet.

“They’ve been gone a long time,” he muttered, glancing up at the ship.

“No doubt deciding all our fates.”

She slipped past him, but the moment she did, his hand went under her shirt and pulled the tsentyl free. Leaping forwards to grab for it, Dhiren held it out of her reach and waved it teasingly.

“You’re not meant to be using this.”

“How do you know what I’m supposed to do?”

“Oh, Med, I know a lot more than you think,” he grinned.

He lowered his hand a little, but as she made another snatch for the tsentyl, he lifted it again and clucked his tongue against his teeth.

“You know how difficult it was to keep you safe in that prison?” he asked. “Didn’t sleep properly for two months, and now you risk bringing the rest of the Adveni down on our asses.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Using this, E'Troke said it was bad.”

His pronunciation of Edtroka’s name surprised her. She’d only ever heard the Adveni say it that way. She frowned, wondering how he’d perfected it so well.

“No, I mean about keeping me safe.”

“Oh, that. E’Troke’s orders as well.”

“Why?”

Georgianna had all but forgotten about the tsentyl, even as Dhiren swiped it back into a cube and slotted it into his pocket.

“Who knows why the crazy vtensu does anything,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “But, he gave the orders, and they were to keep you out of trouble.”

“And you just listened?”

“Yeah. Why not? Wasn’t like I was doing anything else,” he chuckled.

“So… so that note?”

“E'Troke passed it in and was pretty specific that you couldn’t know who got it in. I had to threaten to kill a new kid if he didn’t do exactly as he was told, then sliced my leg and got you to come help.”

He looked pleased with himself. Georgianna didn’t know what to say, even though she’d had her suspicions about Dhiren’s wound at the time, seeing as it had sliced through skin, but not his trousers.

“So, who’re you contacting?”

She shook her head, pushing back the thoughts of her time within the compound.

“How do you even know I was using it?”

Dhiren chuckled. Taking the tsentyl from his pocket, he stepped past her to the mouth of the tent and held the device inside. She grimaced as she realised that the light from the screen glowed through the material.

“I wasn’t,” she muttered.

He raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms, tapping the tsentyl against his bicep. No matter how she stared at him, he just grinned back at her, waiting.

“I was hoping I could find word of my family,” she admitted in a flurry of words.

Leaping forwards, she wrenched the tsentyl from his hand and closed it into a cube, holding it tight in her fist. His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t try to take it back.

“Running out on us?”

She gritted her teeth until the pressure was painful. Looking away, she found her gaze drawn to Taye and Nyah sitting by the water’s edge. She’d still not seen Keiran since he’d assumed she didn’t forgive him for his actions.

“The Cahlven are here,” she murmured. “I won’t be missed.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Nothing,” she said quickly. “I just…”

She trailed off, scuffing her foot against the ground. Dhiren propped his hands on his hips and watched the ship above them, running his tongue back and forth over his teeth.

“How far do you think you’d get?” he asked, his tone suspiciously casual.

“What?”

“Honestly. Taking your skills into account, how far do you think you’d get travelling alone?”

“I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself, Dhiren.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” he laughed. “Ever skinned a deer?”

“Uhh, no. I’m a medic, not a hunter. Can’t be that difficult though, I know the bits I can eat.”

“What about defending yourself against a bear? They’re pretty commonplace this far north, especially now the heat’s dying.”

Georgianna’s eyes widened and she shrank back a step, glancing into the tents. There was weaponry in there, she’d be able to take enough to keep herself safe. They also had those food packets, though the supplies had seriously dwindled with all the new arrivals.

“What you gonna do if you come across Adveni?” he asked. “You’re registered as E’Troke’s drysta. No doubt they’ll have alerts out on you in the hopes of getting to him.”

“Alright, Dhiren, I get your point,” she hissed. “Like I wasn’t feeling useless enough already.”

“Med, you’re hardly useless,” he shrugged.

“Yeah, right.” 

“I’m serious.”

The glare she threw at him only made him laugh, which in turn made her feel even worse. She couldn’t even worry Dhiren. What kind of good could she ever do fighting in a war?

“I’m not a soldier.”

“Ships for that,” he said. “We got enough soldiers. I’m pretty sure that colossal eyesore is filled to the brim with them. We don’t need more soldiers.”

“They’ll have medics too.” She rolled her eyes.

“True,” he agreed with a solemn nod. “But what they don’t have are little blonde things this band of merry idiots care about so much she convinces them to have a conscience every once in a while.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

Dhiren shrugged and took a seat in the mouth of the tent, patting the space beside him. Georgianna crouched and slid in next to him.

“You think E'Troke would have broken into the compound if it wasn’t for you? Or that Marshall guy would have held off on killing Zanetti? They’re fighting a war, no matter who gets in the way. They will make the tactical decisions, the ones that get them the best advantage, even if it risks people dying.”

“Benefit outweighs risk. Yeah, Keiran said that once.”

“Exactly. You look at the personal risk and they need that.”

“Apparently they have you for that now,” she chuckled, glancing at him. The fact he’d said it meant that he looked at those sorts of things too.

“Oh, suns, no. I don’t care about these people enough to actually protect them from running headlong into disaster.”

She paused, watching him.

“Dhiren, has anyone ever told you that you’re a bit of an ass?”

He grinned.

“My point is, without people like you to listen to, these guys would either never act, or they’d act too quickly. You’re a balance.”

“I lied to them. They don’t trust me.”

“So we’re all here beside this lake by accident?”

Georgianna didn’t answer his knowing smile.

“My point is that you shouldn’t run away right now.”

“What if the Cahlven are worse than the Adveni?”

“Well, I dunno about you, but my life was already shit. Couldn’t get much worse.”

“We could all die, Dhiren. This war could destroy us.”

“I’d rather die fighting than live my life scared to take a risk.”

Before Georgianna could think of a response, the small ship detached from the larger again and started its descent towards the ground.

Dhiren got to his feet and held out a hand to help her up.

“Seems you missed your chance, Med.”

She scowled and got to her feet without taking his hand. There was no way she’d be able to get Nyah to help her and get away before the ship landed.

“Come on,” she sighed. “Let’s go see what’s going on.”
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A crowd had gathered around the ship, nervously shuffling their feet and wringing their hands. The silver side of the vessel gleamed though there were no lights to be seen, and a low, pulsating whoosh revealed a crack in its side. Those closest hurried back a few steps as a door appeared. It was pushed out a few inches before it slid sideways.

Edtroka was the first to step forwards, bowing his head to clear the doorway. He jumped down from the ship, landing with a thud. He straightened up and stepped out of the way as thin steps slid down from the opening. Glancing around at the crowd, he crossed his arms over his chest, keeping his expression unreadable.

Georgianna pushed a few steps closer. Dhiren stayed just behind her.

Beck appeared next and, if she wasn’t mistaken, he looked a little queasy. The burn scars stood out clearly against his pale skin, especially under the odd light of the ship. He descended the steps with extra care and looked visibly relieved once he had both feet on solid ground. Georgianna bit back a gasp of surprise. Keiran followed Beck down the steps, an expression of grim determination on his face.

The woman who appeared behind them was slim and angular. She surveyed the surroundings from the entrance of the ship before taking slow, measured steps down the stairs. She didn’t descend further, but remained on the lowest step, her thin, brown hands clasped together in front of her. Her clothes covered her seamlessly from ankle to neck, fitting her straight form snugly. A long, red braid of hair swooped over one shoulder and lay over her breast. Lavender eyes that were too small for her face swept over the crowd and she unclasped her hands, opening them up to the people.

“Veniche of Os-Veruh,” she greeted in a measured, polite tone. “My name is Olless, emissary of the Cahlven. I pass you my greetings from the leaders of the Cahlven, who, like the rest of our race, have longed to return to our home planet.”

A rumble of uncertainty rippled through the crowd. A few people took cautious steps back. Georgianna reached behind her and felt fingers slide into hers. She glanced back and Alec gave her a small nod and smile.

“We have spoken with two of your race, Beck Casey and Keiran Zanetti, and with the Adveni, Edtroka Grystch. A decision has been reached.”

Edtroka nodded slowly, though he didn’t move his gaze from the patch of ground before his feet. Georgianna thought that Beck looked nervous, but he didn’t say anything.

“What decision?” someone shouted from the crowd. More voices joined them, demanding answers, questioning why they hadn’t been consulted in these so called “decisions”.

Olless did not look through the crowd to find the speakers. She stared over the heads of those before her, lavender eyes blinking as she patiently waited for silence.

“The race known as the Adveni broke the treaty made with the Cahlven, in which the planet known as Os-Veruh was to remain neutral and untouched ground,” Olless continued once silence settled. “With such an action, the Adveni have made a proclamation of war. The Cahlven will fight this war, and have pledged allegiance to the Veniche and all who stand with them.”

She glanced at Edtroka, an unreadable smile curling her thin lips.

“These men have claimed responsibility and leadership for those gathered here, and have also pledged their intention to stand alongside the Cahlven in this war.”

Alec growled, tightening his grasp on her fingers, and Georgianna didn’t have to look at him to know that he was staring at Keiran, who seemed to have turned pale at Olless’ words.

“Those who wish to leave are free to do so,” she said, her thin smile broadening to show a row of slim, pearly teeth. “And to those who choose to stay and fight…Welcome to the Cahlven army.”
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“It’s been scrubbed, Volsonne. They didn’t have time to mount a defence. The Cahlven troops wiped out everything.”

“Survivors?”

The Agrah commander shifted his weight from foot to foot. The man beside him had been a soldier for near on a quarter of a century, a commander for almost ten. Maarqyn knew that he knew how to stand and report. Meetings with the Volsonnar weren’t uncommon but they were at least usually invited to sit. Not today. Today, their Volsonnar was far too angry to invite them to relax in his expensive chairs and submit their reports over a drink.

“Some,” he admitted carefully. “About a hundred managed to escape. They sent the distress signal.”

“And it’s the same with each of our bases?”

“Yes, Volsonne. The reports came in within hours of each other. The Cahlven synchronised their attacks. We have survivors from each but the bases are wastelands. We will need new locations.”

The Volsonnar leaned back in his chair and ran his fingers through his greying hair. His eyes were as shrewd and sharp as they had been a dozen years past, as calculating as the first time he had announced they would return to Os-Veruh. More wrinkles had appeared and he didn’t move as well as he once did but his stature and presence were enough to command armies. Not that he’d actually stood a physical command for some time now.

He rounded on the commander, and those sharp eyes surveyed him, taking in each breath as if looking for something to give him away. He grasped his hands in his lap and raised a thin, dark eyebrow.

“And you, Maarqyn?” the Volsonnar asked, a sharp edge to his tongue. “Would you not like to gloat?”

A flicker of cracking resolve flashed across Maarqyn’s face. He longed to gloat. This had been a long time coming and he had said as such. He lifted his chin.

“No, Volsonne. Gloating is for victories and we have won none here.”

“I’m well aware of that, Commander,” the Volsonnar snapped.

He sat forwards and swiped a long, agile finger across his tsentyl. The device lit up. It was still recording, no doubt for him to go over later. Perhaps he would spot something in the things they had told him; a pattern nobody else had been intelligent enough to see. Maarqyn knew he would find no such pattern. There was only a clear goal and they all saw it: annihilation.

The tsentyl flashed through the screens; numbers and figures winked at them from across the desk.

“I want numbers, Tzanlomne. Figures of our losses by the end of the week.”

“Yes, Volsonne.”

Maarqyn squeezed his own fingers behind his back. The Volsonnar had been furious before they’d even stepped into the office and yet he had still not mentioned the one topic they knew he craved to raise. It was only natural, after all. The Adveni diminished the ties of blood as often as possible, but there was nothing to completely disregard the bond of parentage.

“And the encampment in the north. Where are we on that?”

Maarqyn gritted his teeth and held back a growl.

“My teams have a layout of the encampment but it is well protected. Nyrahby ships are performing frequent passes. So far nothing has gotten through their shield.”

“Agrah troops from the city have been dispatched, Volsonne,” Tzanlomne said. “With their numbers they will—”

“They will do nothing,” Maarqyn cut in. “It is a blessing that the Cahlven have not yet made an attack on the city. Troops from outlying areas are still being brought in. The disarray of the Agrah on this planet has held us back from formulating an offensive with enough strength to drive the Cahlven back. That is one of their Densaii ships stationed up there. The Agrah we had in the city will not be anywhere near enough to take it, even with the Nyrahby giving support.”

“Because your Tsevstakre would have done a better job, Guinnyr?”

The Volsonnar laughed. They both turned back to him as the cruel sound rang in their ears. Maarqyn kept his face impassive, holding back a grimace.

“You claim this delay in a single attack is a blessing, Maarqyn? When we have lost a few hundred thousand troops? Oh, by all means, call it a blessing that the Veniche have not been harmed.”

“Volsonne, you know that is not—”

“Be quiet, Maarqyn, I know it is not what you meant.”

Silence settled over them. Maarqyn wrung his hands behind his back, gritting his teeth and staring over the Volsonnar’s head. Even Tzanlomne seemed smart enough to keep his silence for the time it took their leader to swipe through the screens of reports they had sent him. The Cahlven numbers were limited to a single ship but that would change now that they had succeeded in destroying Adveni reserves. Once news of it got out, no doubt the number of Veniche fighting for the Cahlven would escalate as well. The Veniche were pathetic excuses for rats, running to whoever gave them the best protection. One thing was for certain: they could not count on the Veniche for anything more beneficial than refusing to take up arms against them. They could not be relied upon to join a fight against a new invader.

“I assume Ehnisque is scouting the encampment?” the Volsonnar asked, finally.

“Returned this morning with Uyan,” Maarqyn confirmed. “They were one of the first units sent up there.”

The Volsonnar gave them a distracted nod as he stared at the wall. The muscles in his jaw tightened and his dark eyes narrowed.

“And E’Troke?” he asked. “Tell me what has happened with my son.”

Maarqyn could see the beginning of a smirk from Tzanlomne. Of course the little idiot would find this amusing. The young Grystch had been under his command—his control—and he had defected. The Volsonnar’s own son had changed sides under his watch.

“There have been no sightings of E’Troke since the destruction of Lyndbury Compound, Volsonne. However, we have the footage from the salvaged cameras and reports from the guards on duty. He was a part of the attack alongside the Veniche.”

“There is no doubt?”

“You know that I questioned E’Troke’s allegiances for some time, but even I never truly believed he would do something like this.”

“That did not answer the question.”

Tzanlomne stood silent and smug and Maarqyn wanted to tear him into pieces for his amusement.

“There is no doubt. One of the Veniche who went in with him was his own drysta.”

“A drysta you wanted for yourself, Maarqyn. If my information is correct.”

“It is correct,” he said, straightening his back and holding his head high. “The girl had information on the escape of my own dreta. I wanted to question her, nothing more.”

“And now my son uses her to liberate a prison and, I assume, help organise the other damages to the city.”

“We can only make assumptions on his connection to the Belsa, Volsonne, but yes.”

The Volsonnar shoved back his chair and rose to his feet. He turned to look out of the window, his knuckles white as he grabbed the frame. His reflection was tight and focussed and his jaw moved with the grinding of his teeth.

“I take on the mantle to continue our progression, to bring our people back to their homeland, and my own blood turns against me. He will not be the first if his betrayal is not met with retribution.”

“Volsonne?”

He turned around. The son had certainly inherited his father’s vicious glare. Maarqyn remembered the fierce and talented young man who had first joined his ranks, so desperate to prove himself against the name of his father.

“Your fear of lost loyalties led us to this problem. Had you reported your suspicions this could have been dealt with before it brought this storm down upon us.”

“I can only apologise, Volsonne.”

“You’ll need to do a lot more than that if you are to keep that title you command. You will rectify this quickly.”

The Volsonnar took his seat again and clasped his hands in his lap. He lifted his chin and took a steadying breath as he looked up at Maarqyn, though there was a knife’s edge hidden behind his teeth.

 “I want his Nsiloq mounted on my wall,” he said. “Before his treachery—and your stupidity—cause me any more problems.”
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It was the second time the Cahlven emissary, Olless, had walked out of the room without warning. She had already spoken twice to Edtroka about his anger and the language that accompanied it. When he continued to curse, calling her some vulgar Adtvenis name, she had walked out again, leaving them all waiting for her to return, and for Edtroka to calm down.

He was still swearing rapidly under his breath. Beck sat and watched, sighing, tapping his foot in an unsteady rhythm. His gaze roamed the walls and furniture as he crossed and uncrossed his arms. Keiran paced, running his fingers against the backs of the chairs. Georgianna watched him, leaning forwards onto her knees. If he felt her gaze, he didn’t show it.

It had been three weeks since Edtroka had led them in an attack against the Adveni, liberating prisoners from Lyndbury Compound and destroying some of the Adveni technology that was used against the Veniche. They had known they would need more people to fight to have any hope of driving the Adveni back, but it had taken a lot to convince Edtroka that removing the threats the Adveni held over them would give them what they needed. It had taken even longer for Beck and the other Belsa to agree to work with Edtroka.

The Cahlven had arrived not long after they moved north, away from the city. They had sworn their allegiance to the Veniche and promised to fight for Os-Veruh against the Adveni. Olless, their emissary, had been sent with troops, promising that one of the Colvohans would be dispatched once they had succeeded in wiping out Adveni reserve bases. Until the Colvohan arrived there was nothing to do but wait in the camp they had created and strategise attacks.

They had camped at Nyquonat Lake in the far north. It was pretty but becoming less habitable by the day as the cold rains preceding the Freeze set in, heralding the end of the Heat. Many had already complained that this location would not be suitable for much longer, and the ex-inmate, Dhiren, whom they had liberated from the Compound during their attack, was the only person whose spirits weren’t dampened by the weather in the small protected camp.

The Cahlven had given them less than Edtroka had anticipated, and Georgianna wasn’t surprised that he was letting out his frustration. They had taken a long time in making a decision over whether to attack the Adveni, and Edtroka’s ranting in their frequent meetings made clear that he’d expected things to move faster now that they had arrived. Well, some of them. The leader of the Cahlven had still not appeared on Os-Veruh despite frequent promises that things were moving forwards.

Edtroka slumped into a chair, finally silent, and it seemed only moments before Olless returned. She strode into the room like nothing had been amiss, as if she’d simply left to collect some information or to give an order. Her lavender eyes swept over them with interest and she laid a small orb on the table already laden with maps, lists, and diagrams.

She lifted her hand away from the orb and the colours that had been shifting through it settled and faded to the dark purple of the pre-dawn sky. Georgianna recognised the sphere immediately. She had been on the receiving end of Edtroka’s anger when he’d discovered her holding the one he owned; a device he’d been unwilling to explain at the time.

“Do you really think your shields will hold?” Edtroka asked, his frustration barely restrained. “They might be protecting us from the Nyrahby bombs but they won’t stop the Agrah from flooding the camp with troops.”

“The shields can be made solid enough that no being can pass through,” Olless replied, keeping her cool much better than Edtroka.

“Great,” Keiran said. “So the Adveni can surround us, watch us make the shields solid, and wait us out while we starve.”

Edtroka stood, pointing at Keiran and nodding. He glared at Olless but held his tongue.

“We have been given notice of the progression on the strongholds,” said Olless. “We cannot launch a full attack against the Adveni with the numbers we have.”

“And you want us to sit and wait while the Agrah move on our position?”

Beck leaned back in the chair, crossed his arms, and watched as Edtroka and Olless sniped at each other. Keiran returned to his pacing. Sitting in a chair beside Beck, Georgianna picked at her thumbnail and listened.

She didn’t know why she had been called into this meeting. She wasn’t one of the leaders who had been chosen to speak for the Veniche; those places belonged to Keiran and Beck. She wasn’t some person of great insight into the methods of war. She was a medic. Was she only here because she had been Edtroka’s drysta? Even that was a pointless reason as far as she was concerned. Edtroka ignored her whenever they stepped inside the command room, focussing his attention on those with more useful opinions. Even Keiran and Beck ignored her most of the time. Beck only paid her attention when he was frustrated with the conversation and needed a break. He would come and sit by her and talk of his adopted daughter Lacie, who was training harder than ever to become a medic like Georgianna. Keiran had either forgotten she existed or was hoping he would forget soon. They had not spoken a word to each other since he’d been named leader. Their silence had become a battle of wills, one she had almost lost near on a hundred times.

“I am the emissary. I implement the orders I am given,” Olless said. “We should bring in the Colvohan if you wish to change that.”

She waved her hand towards the orb on the table and Edtroka shot it such a fierce glare that Georgianna imagined it might crack under the weight.

“Why did they even send you if you can’t do anything?”

Olless gave him a thin-lipped smile.

“Because they thought I could keep you in your right mind, Adveni.”

Edtroka swore under his breath but then, at the look Olless gave him, growled and waved his hand dismissively. He sank back into his chair.

“Fine. Get them.”

Olless picked up the orb. Georgianna watched, edging forwards on her chair. As soon as the orb connected with skin it began to lighten. Swirls of cloudy colour stretched and slid across the surface. Maroon shifted to burning embers. Onyx waves crashed into a violet spray. It was so beautiful that Georgianna forgot what it was for. She glanced at Beck and Keiran, wondering if they found this as captivating as she did, but they both watched with impatience.

“Naltahn, First Colvohan,” Olless said, holding the orb up before her.

The orb shifted further at the sound of her voice. Thick white veins spread across its surface like branches from the trunk of a tree. They wove together and split away again, forming a canopy. The top of the orb glowed pure white before the entire design faded away. Olless set it down on the centre of the table and waited.

Georgianna tapped her feet, her gaze flickering from the orb to the others in the room. Beck and Keiran showed no discomfort in the waiting, while Edtroka maintained his frustration. Only Olless remained alert and presentable.

The bells were quiet at first, melting into the silence, then got steadily louder until a short jingle sounded. Beck got to his feet, Keiran rounded the chairs, and Edtroka moved to the edge of his seat. Olless grasped her hands before her and straightened up, her long red braid falling between her shoulders.

Georgianna was the only one who squeaked in surprise when a man appeared before them. She covered her mouth with both hands but Beck had heard her. He glanced over his shoulder and grinned. She could imagine he’d had the same reaction the first time he saw it happen.

The man before them was dressed in the same neck-to-ankle suit that Olless wore, but he had covered his in a heavy overcoat. His ash-grey hair was slicked back where it curled behind his ears and at the nape of his neck. He glanced at each of them in turn, his gaze lingering on Georgianna before striding a few steps towards her. The squeak slipped past her lips before she could stop it, a shudder running down her spine as the man walked straight through the table. The only person who didn’t blanch at the sight was Olless, though she smiled at their discomfort.

“Sir, if you wouldn’t mind taking three more steps. You are currently standing in the middle of the table and the Veniche find it disconcerting.”

He gave a curt smile as he walked out of the table and his legs connected to his body again.

“You needed me, Olless?”

“Yes, Sir. There is some disagreement over the course of action here on Os-Veruh.”

“Has something happened to change your current situation?”

“No.”

“Yes!” Edtroka said, leaning forwards.

The Colvohan turned to look at Edtroka and clasped his hands before him in the same manner as Olless. His eyes were the palest grey Georgianna had ever seen.

“Mr. Grystch, what do you believe has changed?”

“The Adveni have been amassing their troops. They’re sending Agrah here, if they’re not beyond the borders already. Before long we will be surrounded.”

“And the shields hold?”

“Yes, Sir,” Olless said before Edtroka or Keiran could argue.

“Then I do not see an issue that requires contacting me.”

Edtroka got to his feet. He was at least a head taller than the Colvohan, and Georgianna saw the bristle of annoyance that passed over the projection’s face before it faded back to a serene stare.

“If we give the Adveni time to surround us while you attack the bases then you will be looking at a slaughter the moment the shields are down. They will send every strength to wipe us out. You will have won the bases but lost Os-Veruh for good.”

Edtroka kept his temper better than he had done with Olless but there was an edge to his voice that could not be ignored. Georgianna had never met Edtroka’s father, the Volsonnar, but she wondered if that sharp and undeniable authority in his voice was something they shared. It wouldn’t surprise her if the leader of the Adveni sounded like he could cut you where you stood with just words.

The Colvohan gave Edtroka’s comment a moment to settle in.

“We are not giving the Adveni time to surround you. Aomel, Second Colvohan, is on his way to Os-Veruh with more troops and a fleet of Dalsaia as we speak. We expect him to arrive within the week. Once there, he will take command of the movements on Os-Veruh and we will begin the assault on the Adveni strongholds.”

“When was this decision made?” Edtroka demanded. “We’ve heard nothing of this.”

“Aomel’s attack on Sollnadt was the closest to Os-Veruh. The moment the assault was complete he began the journey with the troops and ships he had under his command. It was the most convenient option.”

The orb rocked as Edtroka slammed his hands down onto the table. The projection flickered and trembled.

“We were not told! We brought you to this fight, not the other way around.”

“You lacked both the provisions and the strength to bring a fight of this scale to the Adveni.” The Colvohan’s restraint was cracking, just like Olless’ had done. From what Georgianna had seen of the Cahlven, they were models of calm and organisation. Against the fire of an Adveni and the disorganisation of the Veniche, their serenity grated and splintered.

“I don’t see why you are surprised, Edtroka,” Beck said, stepping forwards. “The Adveni didn’t care for our opinions when they invaded. I don’t see why the Cahlven should be any different now that it’s their turn to conquer.”

Beck didn’t wait for a response. He gave Georgianna a grim frown as he strode past her, and then opened the door with a thwack of his hand to a plate on the wall. He disappeared around the corner and his footsteps faded along the corridor.

Georgianna turned back to the others to find that Olless had flushed pink, her eyes cast to the ground. The Colvohan stared at the doorway.

“Olless, I trust you will make the necessary arrangements for their arrival.”

“Of course, Sir,” Olless said without looking up. “I’ll have everything ready and will report any changes.”

“Ensure you do so.”

The projection flickered as the Colvohan reached for something they could not see and in an instant, vanished without another word. Georgianna stared at the space he had occupied. Olless turned to Edtroka.

“How dare you speak to the Colvohan like that?” she hissed. “You came to us because you wanted help, help we have given you. Get in line and make sure Casey does the same. I will not be shown up like this again. Do not make me regret vouching for you, Grystch.”

Edtroka rounded the table, glaring down at her, his lips pulled back in a snarl that showed his teeth. Even Georgianna leaned back in her chair away from him.

“The whole point in you coming was so that this line would be a joint decision. You named us leaders here and yet we are not informed. So perhaps you should bring the Cahlven in line, Olless, before we decide we do not want your Colvohan’s opinion on our fight.”

Olless spluttered as Edtroka swept past her. He didn’t look at any of them as he followed Beck through the door and stalked away. The air he left behind was tight and suffocating, dripping with accusation.

Standing by the table, Olless hissed and murmured, staring at the maps and diagrams they had been poring over. Keiran slunk into one of the chairs and cradled his head in his hands, staring at the floor. Georgianna thought he looked lost. He’d been given the command, and to look at him now she wasn’t sure he wanted it. She didn’t even know how it had happened. Perhaps it was because he was one of the people Olless and the Cahlven had known before their arrival. Beck held the Belsa; he was the obvious choice. So why Keiran?

Georgianna shifted and rose to her feet. She stepped towards Keiran, but as soon as she came close to him he turned further away without looking up. Gritting her teeth, Georgianna gulped. He’d walked away from her. He’d claimed she had betrayed him, even after she’d stopped Alec and the other Belsa from killing him. He thought she held his actions against him, despite everything she’d done to prove otherwise. It wasn’t up to her to fight for his attention. He needed to get over it.

Georgianna threw one last look at Olless and hurried out of the room, hoping she would at least be able to catch up with Edtroka.
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Georgianna grasped the doorway of the small transport ship before descending the steps. Though she’d visited the big ship a couple of times over the past weeks she still couldn’t get used to the sensation of her feet being stuck to the floor, as if walking through thick mud. Edtroka had said that the huge Densaii ship was used for travelling between planets. He had told her that once out of the atmosphere, gravity no longer had any control. His explanation didn’t make the sensation any nicer.

The steps receded behind her and the door slid closed, disappearing into the shell of the ship. She turned away, trying to spot Edtroka. He shouldn’t have been difficult to see, standing at least a head taller than any Veniche. She set off towards the tents they’d set up on the lake shore, bending her head against the cold wind.

The sky had been slate grey for a week. Clouds swirled overhead, darker with each passing day. While most expressed their relief at the end of the Heat—the long months where Os-Veruh travelled so close to the sun that prolonged exposure could drive a man to insanity—Edtroka had spent the last few days despairing at the impeded visibility. Sure enough, while Georgianna was sure that the Cahlven had technology to locate incoming ships and transports, the low-hanging clouds had given the Adveni an advantage over those on the ground.

Ripples rolled across the surface of the lake as low waves washed the rocky shore and a tremble ran through air and earth. Georgianna sprinted across the open ground between the tents and clutched the trunk of a tree, holding herself against it. The tremors shuddered beneath her feet, vibrating through the bark. She lifted her head and gazed up through the canopy of reddening leaves as a thousand bolts of lightning flashed across the sky, looking for a space to pierce through the shield. They spread, flickering and cracking like flames licking at a log. Georgianna squeezed her eyes shut and lowered her head, hands over her ears.

As the bomb exploded against the shield, her eyelids burned white and her ears screamed with the vibrations. The wet earth beneath her feet slid and shifted. Blinking away the red spots in her vision, Georgianna glanced up, watching for more of the artificial lightning. None came. The clouds retained their innocence.

Water washed high onto the lake shore and a group of Veniche shakily gathered their belongings as the momentary tide threatened to carry them into the lake. Georgianna steadied herself against the tree trunk, waiting for the vibrations to fade.

Despite knowing that their bombs would not pierce the Cahlven shield, the Adveni kept up a steady pace of daily attacks. Sometimes the Nyrahby sent three or four launches in the space of an hour. Whether they were hoping that a repeated onslaught would let something through, or they simply planned to keep those within the shields scared, Georgianna didn’t dare guess. It wouldn’t be the first time the Adveni had hurt people just to prove that they could.

Straightening up, Georgianna headed over to the tents, only to pause as she spotted someone further into the trees. She frowned and moved closer, and was almost at the shield border before she realised who it was.

“Alec, what are you doing out here?”

Alec jumped and turned around. He grinned, waved her forwards, then glanced through the trees again.

“What are you doing?” repeated Georgianna.

“Shh, they’ll hear you.”

She stepped forwards and Alec grabbed her hand, leading her through the trees. He stood so close that Georgianna could feel his warmth against her back and smell the rain in his hair. She gritted her teeth. A thick patch of trees separated them from a pair of voices and Alec had to point through the branches for her to pick out the speakers.

“I don’t know why you expected anything different. Conquering armies care little for the opinions of the conquered.”

Dhiren sat on a thick fallen branch turning a knife in his hands while Edtroka paced back and forth. A copaq hung from Edtroka’s fingers so casually that it might have been an extension of his hand. When he gestured, he swung it without care. While Georgianna grimaced, Dhiren didn’t seem the least bit perturbed by having the weapon so close.

“The Cahlven were not supposed to be a conquering army,” Edtroka said, his voice deflated.

“What did you expect them to be, E’Troke? Saviours? They came with the intention of staying. Otherwise, why would they care?”

“I expected to be involved in the decisions that would affect us.”

“Well, I wouldn’t know anything about that, would I?” Dhiren said. “I was never involved in any decisions that affected me.”

Georgianna turned away from their discussion, shoving both her hands against Alec’s chest.

“You shouldn’t be listening to this,” she whispered, glancing over her shoulder.

“I didn’t want to. There was no other choice.”

“Yes, and I can see how horrible it was for you.”

Dhiren smirked up at Edtroka in bitter sarcasm and Georgianna felt another stab of guilt for listening in on them. She shoved Alec again and, glaring at his grin, made her way around a trunk.

Edtroka crouched, his hand on Dhiren’s knee. The space between the two men shrank as Georgianna looked for an opening into the clearing.

“Dhiren, come on. You know it was for the best.”

“And maybe this is for the best, too,” he said. “Perhaps you will see that later.”

Alec grasped Georgianna’s arm, trying to pull her back.

“Stop!” she hissed, yanking her arm free of his grasp and tripping through the gap in the trees, bursting into the clearing. Edtroka snatched his hand back from Dhiren’s leg and stared at the eavesdroppers, his eyes wide and his mouth open. He pushed up out of his crouch and took a few steps backwards, busying himself with straightening out his shirt. Dhiren glanced at Georgianna, then Edtroka, and laughed.

“Look at that,” he said, pointing the knife between them. “A Veniche makes the big strong Tsevstakre squirm. Who would have guessed?”

Edtroka scowled and turned away from them, fitting his copaq back into his belt. A flush of blood rose up his neck, threatening to capture his cheeks. Georgianna glanced at Alec, who looked suspiciously between the two of them. Dhiren seemed to be the only one who found the comment amusing. Hurrying away from Alec, Georgianna sat down next to Dhiren on the fallen branch.

“What will happen, Edtroka? The Colvohan is already on his way. Will they send him away if we don’t agree?”

“Of course they won’t,” Dhiren said.

“What are you talking about?” Alec asked.

Dhiren glanced at Alec and pointed his knife at the ship hovering above them.

“One of the leaders of the Cahlven is on his way here. None of our exalted leaders were told until just now.”

Alec didn’t look happy about this news but, unlike Edtroka, he kept his thoughts to himself. He frowned and leaned against one of the tree trunks, folding his arms.

“As I was saying,” Dhiren continued, turning back to Edtroka, “you don’t have a decision in this. You can either accept it or you can fight against it. But if you fight they will keep you out of all further decisions.”

“You’re saying I should apologise?”

“It wouldn’t hurt.”

Georgianna grimaced and bit her lip. Edtroka snorted and sneered as his hand went back to the copaq strapped to his hip. He fingered the grip but didn’t pull it from the straps.

“So we just let them come in and take over?” Georgianna asked. “I’m with Edtroka. That’s no better than the Adveni.”

Dhiren stabbed his knife into the ground between his feet and leaned onto his knees, hands clasped together.

“That depends.”

“On what?” Alec asked.

“On how they treat us once they have control,” he said. “If they simply take over the Adveni rule, then true, it’s no better. But if they offer technology and a chance to rule alongside them?”

Alec rolled his eyes.

“And how do we know they’ll do that? If what he’s said is anything to go by,” Alec said, jabbing a thumb in Edtroka’s direction, “they have no intention of letting us have a say.”

“Well, it’ll certainly be more likely if they think they can work with us.”

“So you’re saying I should apologise,” Edtroka said again, rolling his eyes.

Dhiren didn’t answer. He looked at Edtroka unabashed until the Adveni growled and turned away.

“Fine!” he snarled, and stalked out of the clearing and into the trees. Georgianna lost sight of him within moments and Dhiren shook his head, chuckling.

“This is why I usually stay away from people.”

“You seem to have a pretty good handle on him,” Alec said, nodding in the direction Edtroka had just vanished.

Dhiren shrugged and turned instead to Georgianna. “Another lesson?”

“That’d be good. I was in that meeting on the ship all morning and did absolutely nothing.”

“Lesson?” Alec asked. “What are you teaching him?”

Georgianna stood and grinned.

“I’m not. He’s teaching me.”

Dhiren grabbed the handle of his knife and wrenched it from the soft soil. Swiping the blade across his trouser leg, he tugged another knife from his belt. Alec jumped forwards, his hands curling into fists. Tossing the knife blade over handle, Dhiren caught the blade between his fingers and, with a smug grin at Alec, offered the knife handle-first to Georgianna.

“Teaching you what?” Alec hissed. “You know you’re not supposed to be leaving the shield without an escort.”

Georgianna glanced at him, took the knife, and swept her hair back over her shoulder.

“We’re not leaving the shield,” she said. “Dhiren’s teaching me to fight.”

Frowning, Alec crossed the clearing and took the seat Dhiren had vacated. He slid his hands under his thighs and watched warily as Georgianna and Dhiren circled each other.

“Why? You’re a medic.”

“Because being a medic has protected me well so far,” she said sarcastically.

Georgianna turned the blade in her hand, gritting her teeth and watching Dhiren prowl around her. He tossed his knife from one hand to the other with a casual grace. His mocking grin was infuriating as she had barely managed to even nick him so far. She didn’t want to hurt him, but it would have been nice to know she could actually land a blow. Lunging forwards, Georgianna groaned as he once again slid away from her jab, leaving her stumbling to regain her balance.

“You’re too predictable,” he chastised. “You put all your weight into the motion and give your opponent every clue to where you’re going.”

Georgianna turned the blade around in her hand. Dhiren stopped and shook his head.

“Don’t hold it like that. You don’t have as much flexibility on the angle of the blade from there.”

Lowering her gaze, a warm blush rising into her cheeks, Georgianna adjusted her grip and returned to circling him.

“Why are you learning with knives, anyway?” Alec asked. “The Adveni aren’t going to be coming at you with knives.”

Dhiren didn’t so much as blink before he attacked. He spun his knife and jerked forwards. She jumped away from him, but with better balance than before. Dhiren pushed forwards, driving her up against a tree until his knife was at her throat. Grasping Georgianna by the front of the shirt and holding her still, he looked over his shoulder at Alec.

“Because you need to get close. If you’re going to learn to kill, you have to get close, to know you can do it.”

He patted Georgianna’s cheek and stepped back, scuffing his boots across the littered earth.

“Plus, guns are afternoon training.”

Leaning forwards, Alec frowned.

“How long have you been doing this?”

“About a week,” Georgianna said. “Not exactly a lot else to do while we’re waiting for the Cahlven.”

“But the Cahlven soldiers are giving the others training. Why didn’t you just join in with that?”

Dhiren snorted and pointed the knife at Alec.

“I know how to stand still and take orders, thanks,” he scoffed. “So does George. After your time with the commander I’d have thought you’d have had enough of that, too.”

Alec gave him a wry grin and got to his feet. Dhiren watched him pass by, moving to stand behind Georgianna. He slid his hands down to grasp her wrists, pulling her arms up into a better position.

“You want to protect your core,” he said in her ear. “Getting stabbed in the arm is better than getting stabbed in the stomach.”

Georgianna nodded, allowing him to move her around. He turned her to the side, keeping her arms close to her body. Each touch was gentle, his voice warm and familiar. She leaned back into him, remembering a time when Alec would have been the one to offer to teach her to fight, when he would have thought it was essential she knew how to protect herself from the Adveni. That felt so long ago now. Her breath caught in her throat. Standing close to Alec only reminded her that Keiran was keeping his distance. She wished Keiran was the one standing close, teaching her. The sight of him turning away from her on the ship flashed in front of her.

“You want to keep your weight balanced,” Alec said as he took hold of her hips. “If you overstretch it’ll be easy to knock you down. Get closer to them instead of extending your arm all the way.”

“That makes it easier for them to get me!”

“True, but it’s easier to run when you’re already on your feet.”

Alec stepped away from her, returning to the branch and taking a seat. Dhiren glanced at him and raised an eyebrow.

“Are we ready to go?”

Alec waved him on as Georgianna nodded in agreement. She took smaller steps now, keeping her side to Dhiren instead of facing him, the knives always in the space between them.

“Come at me!”

Georgianna faltered. She didn’t want to attack him when he was ready for it and give him a better opportunity to throw her off. She pushed forwards, keeping the weapon close to her body. At the last moment, she flicked the knife to the side and Dhiren let out a hiss. Georgianna jerked in surprise, her mouth dropping open. He didn’t pause. He grabbed her arm and yanked her back. Twisting around, the handle of his knife came in against her stomach, his lips at her ear.

“Never drop your focus. One cut doesn’t make a win. You don’t stop until they’re dead.”

“Are you hurt?”

He laughed and lifted the knife away from her, releasing her arm. She looked down at his arm and saw a trickle of blood running down to his wrist.

“Dhiren!” she squealed. “I told you we should be using dull knives!”

Dhiren chuckled and wiped his hand along his arm, smearing the blood over his skin. The slash she had given him was superficial, but it didn’t make her feel any better about it.

“I should put a dressing on it,” she said.

“I’m fine, George.”

The ground was covered in leaves but Dhiren jumped to snatch one from a low-hanging branch. He placed it over the cut and held it there, rolling his eyes. Georgianna took a seat next to Alec and used a handful of leaves from the ground to clean off the edge of the knife.

“What happened in the meeting?” Alec asked.

“The Cahlven are sending one of their leaders. They told Olless to stay here until they arrive, which Edtroka doesn’t agree with. He thinks we should fight now, as the Adveni will be sending Agrah. He says once they arrive it will be too late.”

Alec stared at her. When she didn’t say anything, he waved for her to continue. She sighed and shrugged.

“Edtroka and Beck are angry that they weren’t told the plan. Three named leaders and they were given no input.”

“E’Troke and Beck were angry,” Dhiren repeated. “What about Keiran?”

Georgianna turned the knife around in her hand and held it out to Dhiren, handle-first. He slotted it into his belt. Since they began their training, he had claimed many times that he didn’t mind a few cuts, but the sight of his blood made her unwilling to try to spill more of it. Alec was right; she was still a medic, after all.

“He didn’t say much. He just listened.”

“I doubt he cares,” Alec sneered. “He’s been hiding behind Edtroka for years, right? Now there’s someone bigger and scarier to do the job. He certainly knows how to choose the side he thinks can protect him best.”

Jumping to her feet, she spun to face Alec.

“Keiran helped free me! He helped gather information against the Adveni and he helped Edtroka in contacting the Cahlven. We weren’t getting anywhere against the Adveni, and Keiran helped change that.”

Alec flushed and bared his teeth, ready to snap back at her. Georgianna stepped further away.

“If you can take down the Adveni without help, Alec, go do it and show us all. Otherwise, stop acting like you know better.”

She turned away before either man could speak. Twigs and leaves crunched under her boots as she stalked back through the trees. Whether she was angry at Keiran or not, whether he ignored her and she him, Georgianna wasn’t going to let Alec or anyone else diminish what he had done.

Behind her, Dhiren chuckled.

“You know, Cartwright, for someone who spent years being beaten for doing something stupid like using the wrong Adtvenis term of respect, you still have a big mouth.”
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Georgianna slowed once she was clear of the trees. Certain that Alec wasn’t following her, she made her way along the edge of the lake. She wasn’t in the mood to get into a war of words with him, especially not about Keiran. Fighting wouldn’t help. It wouldn’t bring Keiran back to her.

Shelters had been erected along the shores of Lake Nyquonat in a way that made Georgianna’s heart ache. A lifetime of living on the trail with the changing seasons had left the Veniche skilled at building their shelters from day to day and it seemed that this had not been forgotten under the Adveni reign. They had returned to their old trades without question, like putting on their most comfortable clothes. Those who were skilled with building helped others in creating temporary homes and were paid with meat, clothing, or whatever was to spare.

A troop of Cahlven soldiers accompanied all hunters past the shields, though the Veniche regularly complained about their loud voices and unskilled tracking. The Cahlven didn’t seem to mind the mockery. In fact, some of the soldiers had become regulars around cook fires in the evenings, sharing stories and listening with interest.

Georgianna returned to the tents they’d set up on their arrival. The supplies Edtroka had hidden in Lurinah Forest just north of Adlai were still scattered inside, including clothes, food, weapons, and a medicine pack that he had given to her. Most of the clothes were far too big for her, but in exchange for healing injuries and illnesses amongst the other Veniche, she had managed to get some of them taken in and shortened to fit her more comfortably.

Beck sat in the mouth of a tent, cleaning a rifle with a rag. There were three other weapons on the ground next to him and it was clear he’d been here since leaving the meeting, taking out his frustration on the metal. Lacie sat on his other side, her sunset hair tied back in a neat braid. She stirred a pot of broth and chuckled at something Jacob had said to her. The dark-haired ex-drysta, Jacob Stone, had a collection of plants around him, torn up from their roots. He separated them with nimble and scarred fingers. Georgianna dropped down on the other side of the small fire, reaching out to warm her hands.

“You don’t look happy,” Lacie said.

Georgianna pouted at her.

“Boys are ridiculous.”

Lacie smiled and looked down at her knees. Beside her, Jacob quickly took a deep interest in one of the plants next to him. He spread the leaves apart and plucked off the small buds inside, one by one. Beck chuckled.

“Which one is it, this time?” he asked.

Georgianna grimaced.

“All of them. They either don’t talk or they talk too much.”

He nodded absently and flicked back a switch on the rifle, detaching the clip and setting it on his knee.

“Yes, that meeting was filled with too much talking if you ask me. Too much talking and not enough information.”

Lacie dropped something else into the pot and stirred it before turning to the piles of plants next to Jacob. He handed one to her and she repeated his motions in removing the buds as he watched with an encouraging smile. When Georgianna looked back to Beck he was observing their quiet company with an amused smile.

“Will that change now the Colvohan is coming?” she asked. “There’s no reason to keep plans secret now, is there?”

His laugh was hollow and bitter. He picked up the clip from his knee and gestured with it, waving to the shelters around them.

“When they arrive, I expect the farce of our involvement in this war will finally end. We will be shoved off to the side for our own protection, no doubt.”

“Would that be so bad?” Lacie asked.

Beck placed the clip down at his side and leaned forwards. There was such affection in his face that Georgianna wondered why he had never had a family of his own before taking Lacie in. He’d never joined, nor had any children. He had always been just Beck before the Adveni arrived.

“If we take no part in this fight, then we will owe the loss or victory entirely to the Cahlven.”

“So?” said Lacie.

“So that will put them in a position of absolute power over us. Which is no better than the situation with the Adveni, now.”

“But what if they’re nice?”

“Physical violence isn’t the only threat of power,” Jacob murmured. “Their manipulation could be quieter and cordial, but it would still make us slaves.”

Georgianna’s eyes widened. Jacob had come out of his shell since beginning to heal, but he was still quiet and private. She rarely heard him speak, especially not in front of people like Beck, who, he had once told her, scared him. Beck gave Jacob an approving nod.

“The boy has it,” he said, ignoring the rising blush on Jacob’s cheeks. “It could start out small but the power would be there. That imbalance would travel generations. They would pass their rules and force their authority by holding this win over us. ‘You’d be slaves to the Adveni if it weren’t for us, so you should let us change this rule to suit us.’ You see?”

“I guess,” Lacie said. “But will that change if we take part? We have such small numbers.”

“The numbers are not as important as you might think.”

“They’re not?”

“No,” Georgianna agreed. She dipped her finger in the broth. Before Lacie could smack her hand away she popped the finger into her mouth and sucked off the juice, grinning at the younger girl. “We have a much better knowledge of the land, of the cities. Our knowledge will help their troops. Their force is in numbers, ours in history.”

Light shot across the sky and the ground trembled beneath them. Beck dropped his rifle and grasped the handle of the pot, holding it steady. The shudders ran in ripples through the ground and lightning forked and flashed over the shield. The giant Cahlven ship looked monstrous with lightning reflected across its smooth, sharp shell. As Georgianna squeezed her eyes shut and covered her ears, the explosion rocked through her. She lifted her head and glanced at Lacie and Jacob as another flash flooded her eyes with white-hot light.

Screeching, Georgianna gave up protecting her ears and dug the heels of her hands into her eyes, shielding them with the cool black shade of her palms. Red and white spots bloomed and faded with the rippling vibrations. A deep groan grew to a rumble and she brought her hands away to see blurry rocks tumble down the mountain slope into the northern edge of the lake. The water swelled and rocked, waves crashing high on the shores.

“They’re increasing frequency,” Beck boomed over the ringing in their ears.

Jacob’s plants lay around him in disarray, forgotten in the blast. He clutched Lacie’s hand, and both trembled far harder than the earth beneath them. The young redhead looked at Georgianna as Jacob murmured into her ear. She pulled away her hand, a blush brighter than her hair colouring her cheeks. Jacob looked briefly upset by the lack of connection until he caught Georgianna watching them. His ears were pink beneath his dark curls and he looked away. Georgianna turned to Beck to find him watching them as well.

“Why are they wasting firepower?” she asked.

“No idea. They have to know they won’t get through the shields.”

“They don’t want to get through the shields,” Jacob said, his voice quiet under the lingering buzz. “They don’t care whether the bombs get through the shields as long as we also don’t go through the shields. They’re keeping us penned.”

Beck watched Jacob with interest. There was a respect in his smile as he nodded and drummed his fingers against his knee.

“Stop us from making a move. That’s a good theory, Jacob.”

The tint at the edge of Jacob’s ears spread down his neck and underneath the collar of his shirt. He didn’t look at Beck as he smiled and reached for one of the discarded plants.

Lacie grabbed the spoon and stirred the broth again. She used its handle to poke the fire underneath, raising the flames higher against the pot. Bubbles popped across the surface and the warm, tempting scent coiled into the air around them. Beck fitted the rifle together as Georgianna rested her elbows on her knees and watched the bubbling broth.

“Smells good!”

They all looked up as Dhiren approached. He had a scrap of linen wrapped around the part of his arm where she had nicked him with the knife, and a small spot of blood had seeped through. It didn’t seem to be bothering him in the slightest. He scuffed his foot against the loose dirt but made no move to sit beside them.

“Thank you,” Lacie squeaked, avoiding Dhiren’s eye.

“Olless wants us,” Dhiren said.

Beck collected up the other weapons and stashed them in the back of the tent. He zipped the front flaps closed and rose to his feet with a tired groan. He placed a kiss on top of Lacie’s head and patted her shoulder.

“Keep some warm for me, okay?”

Lacie nodded and Dhiren scuffed his foot again.

“She wants all of us.”

“All?” said Georgianna.

Dhiren waved his hand to each of them.

“All.”

Jacob and Lacie shared a worried glance. Releasing a deep sigh, expecting another hour or two of sitting and saying nothing, Georgianna grasped the handle of the pot, lifted it from the fire, and set it next to the opening of the tent. Lacie got to her feet, shook off the small sheet she’d been sitting on, and laid it, clean side down, over the pot. Jacob collected his plants and dropped them into a canvas bag before throwing them into the next tent along.

Georgianna grinned. That was Wrench’s tent. Eli Talassi—known as Wrench to most of his friends—was skilled with technology and had been the one to remove Jacob’s collar after he escaped from his owner. A few months ago, Jacob had helped them heal Wrench’s wound when he was hit by the chemical gel of a copaq bullet. She wondered whether saving each other had bonded them in some way, or if Jacob simply wanted to remain close to Lacie.

Once they were all ready to go, Dhiren led them over to the waiting transport to take them up to the ship.
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The room was bigger than the one Georgianna had been taken to for the meetings with leaders. A huge low table stood in the centre of the oval room, and chairs were fitted into the walls with tables that folded down between them. Jacob and Lacie, who had never been up into the ship, stared, in awe of everything they passed. Alec and Keiran stood facing opposite directions, silent and stubborn, while Taye shifted his weight from foot to foot.

Georgianna had been friends with Taye since childhood; they had grown up in the Kahle tribe together. However, despite Georgianna’s helping him rescue his girlfriend, Nyah, from her Adveni owner, Taye had become cold and suspicious after she’d agreed to work alongside Edtroka.

“Where’s Nyah?” Georgianna asked him.

“She wasn’t invited.”

He didn’t look at her, and she remembered the way Taye had been quick to question the Cahlven’s involvement in their fight. While they had been friends a long time, Taye seemed to have forgotten the affection they’d once had for each other, and avoided her whenever possible.

Dhiren led Georgianna over to the low table. She winced as Keiran came to stand beside her. There was only a slim gap between them but the space felt as impenetrable as the shield above. She looked down to avoid his eye, staring instead at the table. A thick powder covered its surface. Slate grey, it shimmered under the lights. Keiran reached out, picked up a handful, and let it trickle through his fingers.

A small cough brought them to attention and, under Olless’ glare, Keiran dropped the rest of the powder and brushed his hands together.

“Miss Wolfe will not be needed for this,” Olless said calmly, turning away from Keiran. “We have Mr. Cartwright. That will be enough.”

“Nyah knows more Adtvenis than Alec,” Taye said, crossing his arms over his chest.

Alec’s gaze lingered on Georgianna. He shoved his hands in his pockets and glanced at Lacie and Jacob.

“It’s better she isn’t here,” he said.

“Well, there is no reason for Lacie to be involved in whatever this is!” Beck said. “If you need something you can get from us, I will not—”

“No, I’m staying!” Lacie squawked. “I want to help!”

Beck took her elbow but Lacie pierced him with a glare and extracted herself from his grasp, turning back to the table. Raising an eyebrow in amusement at the silenced marshall, Dhiren barely concealed his grin. He turned away from Beck and waved his hand around the table.

“Beck, Keiran, and Edtroka are nominated as leaders and everyone else bar myself and him,” Dhiren nodded to Taye, “used to be dreta.”

Georgianna glanced around the table. He was right. When she looked at Edtroka, he had a smug grin as he looked down on the ex-inmate.

With no more arguments, Olless pulled out a flat white device. Every gaze was on her as she tapped in a series of commands. With a gentle whoosh, the powder flew up from the table. A few, including Georgianna, recoiled. Edtroka seemed impressed, Dhiren and Taye curious.

The powder vibrated. Sparks of light reflected off the shards and bounced in every direction. Olless typed in a few more commands and the powder shifted again. Some of it fell into deep valleys while other parts rose into tall mountains. When it finally settled, a circular spread of land lay before them in tiny metal shavings.

“It’s a map,” Alec announced.

“Correct. Mr. Flynn stands closest to our current position.” Olless reached over the map and circled the valley at the bottom of the northern mountain range in front of Dhiren’s hips. “And Mr. Stone by Adlai.”

Adlai was easily identified by the various spires and buildings, even though they were too small to make out individually.

Dhiren moved in a flash. His fist pierced through the range of mountains, knocking off their tops and sending a spray of metal powder over the landscape. He chuckled and beamed as he extracted his hand. The powder recreated the mountains instantly but the look of annoyance remained on Olless’ face.

“If you’re quite done.”

“I am!” Dhiren said, unabashed.

Olless shook her head and rolled her eyes as sniggers rippled around the table.

“You have all been asked here due to your individual expertise. Mr. Rann, as I am informed, has an extensive understanding of the tunnels beneath Adlai, due to his Carae dealings. Mr. Cartwright, Mr. Stone, Miss Cormack, and Miss Lennox have knowledge of different areas of the dwelling quarter and the places their owners used to take them.”

“I’ve got a pretty good mental map of the compound,” Dhiren said, holding up a hand. “Oh, wait.”

“You know the northern lands better than anyone here, Dhiren,” Edtroka said, though his amusement was clear. “Your knowledge could be invaluable.”

“The Adveni have increased the frequency of their attacks,” Olless continued, ignoring Dhiren’s jibes. “And our scouts inform me that there are troops of Agrah on their way to this location.”

“What a surprise,” Beck grumbled.

“Our shields can protect us from the projectiles of the Adveni ships but will not be effective against troops unless we solidify.”

“Solidify?”

Georgianna didn’t need to look up to see who had spoken. She was sure they were all thinking the same thing. They had no idea what Olless was talking about.

“Our shields have the ability to become solid. They will not allow anything to pass. We have held off from this measure so far to allow for Veniche to come and go collecting food. If we were to solidify, this would no longer be possible.”

“How long would the shields be solid for?” Dhiren asked.

“Once they are solid, they cannot be changed back without removing them completely. Unfortunately, we suspect that the Adveni commanders are aware of this.”

“So, they block us in, force us to solidify the shields, and then only have to wait until we have to remove them before destroying us completely,” Edtroka said, nodding. “It’s what I’d do.”

Alec raised an eyebrow. He didn’t say anything but Georgianna could imagine what he was thinking: of course Edtroka would do something that cruel.

“I have brought you here in the hopes of getting an idea of prime targets,” Olless said. “As you all may have heard by now, the Second Colvohan is on his way to Os-Veruh. We hope to begin our response the moment he arrives with reinforcements.”

Dhiren leaned across the map, mountaintops brushing his chest. His shirt sent a tiny landslide of powder cascading down the mountainside to collect at the bottom.

“There are four lakes near Adlai, not including Nyquonat,” he said, pointing to the valleys dipped into the land. One extended off the side of the table nearest to Lacie. “Those are the main sources of water to the city.”

Alec shook his head and grasped the edge of the table, leaning forwards.

“That won’t matter once the Freeze sets in. If we were still in the Heat, perhaps, but water will be readily available through the rain run-off and then easily collected from the snow.”

“That will save the Veniche,” Beck argued. “But would the Adveni think of it?”

Everyone turned to Edtroka. His eyes widened. “Most Adveni will have received at least a minimum of survivalist training,” he told them. “Cutting off the water would cause discomfort but would not cripple them.”

“Electricity might,” Taye said. “Cutting the power? Veniche can survive easily without that. We’ve done it for generations.”

A nod went around the table, though Edtroka and Olless looked sceptical. Georgianna wondered whether they had ever lived a life without electricity and their technological devices. Had they ever warmed themselves in a Freeze with nothing more than open fires and layers of clothes? Had they ever cooked on an open flame and relied on torches to light their way?

“Can you make Adlai bigger?” Taye asked.

Olless drew the device from her pocket and after a few clicks the powder vibrated and fell to a flat layer a few inches off the table. A couple more taps and the city of Adlai spread across the table, a perfect view from above. They took a few minutes to acquaint themselves. Georgianna reached behind Dhiren’s shoulders and tapped Edtroka’s arm before pointing to a tall square powder building.

“There’s your apartment,” she said with a grin. Edtroka smirked back at her.

“From what I’ve seen,” said Taye, “electricity lines are built into the walls along the main lines. I couldn’t tell you where each one leads but I’ve seen people down there fixing things.”

“What about buildings?” Lacie asked. “They have all their systems and records.”

Beck laid his hand on Lacie’s shoulder and beamed at her as she pointed out a large building off Javeknell Square.

“None of this matters,” Keiran cut in. “We can disable whatever we like and it’ll make no difference. As soon as the Adveni feel they’re losing, they’ll evacuate and blow the Mykahnol. We’ll lose everything and all of these targets we’ve spent our time on will be useless.”

Georgianna looked up at him. He was staring at the map but there was a blank, hollow look in his eyes. He chewed on the inside of his cheek and plunged his hands into his pockets, rocking back on his heels. His voice was raw and quiet, and now Georgianna looked closer, she realised he seemed thinner, skin pale and eyes dull. Had he not been eating since they arrived here? She glanced around the table. Was there anyone here who would have made sure he was okay after everything that had happened?

“He’s right,” Edtroka agreed. Keiran didn’t look up or acknowledge the words.

“That’s good then,” Olless said with a smug grin. “That means the device should be our first priority.”
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The last thing Georgianna remembered was her legs cramping, and sitting down. They’d been stood around the map table for hours debating the best way forwards. For every suggestion someone made there were two people who disagreed, and for every dissention there was another idea. Nobody at the table had concrete knowledge of where the Mykahnol was set up or how to disable it. Even Edtroka was clueless. The Mykahnol had never been under the control of the Tsevstakre.

In the late evening, Olless had brought in a technician called Tohma. He listened to their explanations of the Mykahnol but in the end told them that he wouldn’t know how to disable a weapon he’d never seen. They had heard rumours of what the Mykahnol looked like, and they certainly knew how it worked; but without a good look or at least some plans, nobody could know for sure.

Georgianna woke with her shoulder and neck muscles hot and aching. While she’d been sleeping, someone had laid a blanket over her. It was made of such soft material that she spent a couple of minutes stroking it; the blanket was as warm as the soft black behind her eyelids. Finally opening her eyes, she found that she was not the only one who had succumbed to exhaustion. Jacob and Lacie were asleep in adjoining chairs, Lacie’s head resting on Jacob’s shoulder. The corner of his lips touched the top of her head, and her hair fluttered with each of his gentle breaths. They too had been draped in a blanket but showed no signs of waking.

Georgianna shifted her shoulder and winced. Most of the room was empty. Only Dhiren and Edtroka remained, bent over the table. Edtroka straightened and shook his head, laying his hand against Dhiren’s shoulder. Dhiren looked back, but quickly returned his attention to the map, his jaw tight. Even from her chair, Georgianna could see that the table had been reset to the bigger map of the land instead of the detailed Adlai map Olless had created from the powder. Edtroka brushed his finger idly over the top of a hill, his dark eyes fascinated by the metal that came rolling down.

“This is far enough north that no one would think to look,” Dhiren said, waving his hand over an area Georgianna could not see. “There is water close, forest.”

Edtroka turned his attention from the hill and followed Dhiren’s hand. Resting his fist against the edge of the table, he leaned over and pointed at something.

“It’s also completely open,” he argued. “There is no protection here, Dhiren. An attack could come from any direction.”

Dhiren stood up straight and folded his arms. His foot beat a steady rhythm against the cold floor. He turned away from the table.

“Will you ever find anything safe, E’Troke?” he demanded. “Except a compound with guards and no escape?”

Edtroka gulped. He straightened and didn’t look at Dhiren as he turned away from the table and perched himself on its edge. Even leaning like this, he was as tall as the other man. He reached out to touch Dhiren’s elbow but was denied contact as Dhiren took a step away.

“Dhiren,” he murmured. “Come on. How many times will I have to explain myself?”

“It’s not your explanations I want.”

“Then what is it? I’m making these plans, aren’t I?”

There was a desperation in his voice that Georgianna placed in an instant. She’d heard him sound that way before, back in the compound when he had been begging Dhiren not to kill him. He had said he’d promised, but she had no idea what the promise had been. Before that moment, she’d not even known that Dhiren and Edtroka knew each other.

She looked at Dhiren and, as he turned away from Edtroka, searching for anything to look at besides the Adveni, his gaze landed on her. There was no smile, no familiarity in his expression. He gritted his teeth and his fingers clenched into his sleeves.

“And how many does this plan include?” he asked, looking at Edtroka again.

“Ah, good, you’re still here.”

Both men jumped and Edtroka leapt a foot from Dhiren as he pushed himself from the table and turned to Olless. She strode into the room towards them. Her hair was free from its usual braid and the top button of her suit was undone. There were no windows in the room, but Georgianna guessed that it was the middle of the night. She shifted in her seat, pushing herself a little higher. Dhiren glanced at her and looked away again.

“What is it?” Edtroka asked.

“If you don’t mind, Dhiren, I need to speak to Grystch alone.”

Dhiren’s nostrils flared as he set off. Edtroka grabbed him by the elbow.

“Whatever it is, Olless, I trust Dhiren implicitly.”

Olless frowned but didn’t say a word against this. Dhiren yanked his arm from Edtroka’s grasp and, once he had his attention, nodded in Georgianna’s direction. Georgianna’s eyes widened as Edtroka glanced at her, but he gave a small shake of his head and turned his attention onto Olless.

“Well?”

Olless shifted her weight from foot to foot and wrung her hands before her. She gazed down at the table and, when Edtroka urged her to continue, didn’t meet his gaze. Georgianna frowned. She’d never seen Olless be anything less than blunt. Even though she knew Edtroka and Beck were angry that she’d not been sharing all information, she’d never truly hidden it before.

“The First Colvohan ordered that I contact him immediately.”

“And?” said Edtroka.

“And when I did, he told me that a truce has been offered by the Volsonnar.”

“A truce?” Dhiren hissed a laugh. “You’re kidding?”

Olless shook her head. Her long hair fluttered down her back, catching the light. She looked pale behind its curtain.

“They want a meeting once the Second Colvohan arrives.”

Edtroka stepped closer and scratched his neck. He chuckled.

“Congratulations to them,” he said with a sneer. “Why would the Cahlven even consider a meeting? You said it already: your troops have knocked out the majority of their bases. You’ve already taken out their defences.”

“A truce could end this without more losses,” she said.

Olless turned away from them, her gaze sweeping over the room. She watched Jacob and Lacie for a moment, and Georgianna was sure to close her eyes just enough to feign sleep. She didn’t dare move or even breathe until she saw the swish of hair through her eyelashes as Olless turned to stare at the table.

“Are they considering it?” Dhiren asked.

“The Adveni will come to the table and Os-Veruh will be decided over without violence. Once a decision is made, all Mykahnols will be disabled and removed. But the meeting depends on one thing.”

“You really think my father will sit down and discuss terms? Land ownership?” Edtroka gave a bitter laugh and shook his head. “The Veniche will never agree to this.”

Olless nodded absently and gave a heavy sigh. Edtroka made a full circuit of the table.

“Which is why you came to tell me about it and not them, right?”

“No!” Olless screeched. “That has nothing to do with it.”

Edtroka chuckled and rolled his eyes. He perched himself on the edge of the table again, accidentally sitting on the side of a mountain. He didn’t even notice.

“What’s the catch?” Dhiren asked.

When Olless looked at him in surprise, Dhiren raised an eyebrow.

“You said that the meeting depended on something. What is it?”

Edtroka froze and stared at Olless. She looked away from both and ran her fingers through the metal powder. She took a moment to compose herself, her chest heaving in steadying breaths, before lifting her head. Edtroka pushed himself upright again.

“The Adveni will come to the table to discuss a truce if the Cahlven comply with their demands within five days.”

Dhiren’s eyes narrowed as he stepped forwards. Edtroka reached to stop him but seemed to think better of it, dropping his hand. Shuffling a little higher in her seat, Georgianna held her breath.

“What are they demanding?”

Olless gulped but she didn’t look at Dhiren. She stared at Edtroka as her jaw trembled. But when she found her voice, it was with the same cool authority that she’d displayed upon the Cahlven’s arrival to Os-Veruh.

“They demand that you be handed over to stand trial for treason.”
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The sun was rising as Georgianna jumped down from the transport steps, more surefooted than before. Bolts of peach light pierced the clouds and struck the sides of the mountains, brightening the dull rocks to copper and gold. The beams sliced into the lake, leaving swirls of indigo and teal in their wake. She jogged along the rocky shore, chewing on her bottom lip and brushing the wrinkles from her clothes. He’d not spoken to her in days and it had been over a week since she’d last seen him crawl into a tent. It would take hours to search the camp beneath the Cahlven shield and she didn’t have hours to spare.

Wrench groaned and rolled over when she shook his shoulders. He was sprawled across the tent, one foot sticking out of the opening. He grumbled into his pillow and tried to shake her off, but Georgianna slotted her hand in underneath his face, covered his mouth and nose, and held on until he spluttered and sat up.

“It’s not even light, George.”

“Where’s Keiran?”

“Hell if I know.”

Wrench flopped back down onto his pillow, groping for his blanket. Georgianna reached over his shoulder, searching for his nose again.

“Alright, alright! Gerroff! He’s been sleeping on the ship. Comes down to eat and walk. If he’s not up there, he’s probably on the shoreline.”

“Thank you, Wrench,” Georgianna said sweetly, bending over and kissing his cheek. He was still grumbling curses even after she’d left the tent.

Georgianna ran back along the shoreline. The vast Densaii ship cast a wide shadow over half of the black and bottomless lake. Two men sat on rocks next to the water’s edge, gutting fish, while six more waded up to their waists, each carrying a large net. One of them waved and Georgianna gave a nod in return, slowing to a walk.

He was sitting on a tall rock at the base of a slope where the land began to climb towards the mountains. In the shadow of the ship he seemed to have been carved from the same stone he sat on. As Georgianna came closer, she could see his fingers working through a rope, twisting and turning it with small, delicate movements. She stopped at the foot of the rock and watched him.

“And who wants a meeting now?” he said, not looking up. “First they send Cartwright, now you? Anyone would think Olless didn’t actually want me to attend.”

“I was looking for you.”

The rock was slippery. There were no crevices to get a decent footing and it was too tall for her to haul herself up by her arms. Keiran sat, eyes fixed on his rope. She circled, and found a lower rock on the other side. Climbing precariously across the gap, she fell with a thump next to him. Keiran huffed.

“So, you finally decided I was worthy of your time?”

“Worthy of my time?”

He drew his knee up to his chest and dug his heel into a crack in the rock. A half-finished net hung down towards the water, the rest of the rope coiled beside his hip.

“How long has it been since you said two words to me?”

“You could easily have spoken to me, Keiran! I’m not the one who went off to sleep on the Cahlven ship to avoid everyone.”

“Because you needed time!”

“Time?” Her voice was becoming shrill and squeaky as she turned to look closer at him. “What time did I need?”

“To figure things out. I told you I couldn’t forgive Cartwright for that mark and you… you blamed me. I know you did. What happened to him was my fault.”

“I…”

Georgianna stopped. She wanted to tell him that she didn’t blame him. She wanted to say that it didn’t matter whether he forgave Alec. There were a thousand things she wanted to tell him, but his silence—the way he’d avoided her—all crept up until she couldn’t find the words. Instead, she sighed.

“The Adveni have offered a truce if the Cahlven hand over Edtroka.”

“Truce?” he asked. “Is that possible?”

“They say the Volsonnar will meet with the Colvohan to discuss terms without violence and…” She shook her head. “That isn’t the point, Keiran. They want Edtroka to be given to them so they can put him on trial for treason.”

“Technically, he is a traitor.”

“He’ll be killed before anyone hears a single thing he says.”

Keiran stared at the rope. He wound it around his fingers into knots, fitting them into the net with perfect precision. Georgianna snarled and took hold of the rope, pulling it sharply and undoing his most recent knot with a yank. He hissed and rubbed his fingers where the rope had pulled on his skin.

“What?”

“I just told you that the Adveni will kill Edtroka if he’s handed over and you don’t say anything?”

“What am I supposed to say? I don’t know why you’re even telling me.”

He extracted the rope from her grasp and began fitting it back into place.

“I thought you might—”

“You’ve not spoken to me in weeks, Georgianna. And now you come and tell me this. Why? I would have found out from Olless or Beck. Why are you coming to me?”

Georgianna picked up the coil of rope and laid it in her lap. He watched her warily but she didn’t try to tug the net from his grasp again. Instead, she fixed the rope into small neat coils that would be easy to draw from.

“I don’t trust the others.”

“Olless?”

“Any of them. I don’t trust them not to hand him over just to bring the Adveni to the table.”

“And what? You trust me because I’ve betrayed my people before so I’ll probably do it again?”

“If you’re a traitor, Keiran, then I’m just as guilty as you are,” Georgianna said, shoving the coil off her lap and into a mess on the rock between them. “I helped Edtroka ensure your safety even before I knew what you were doing. You knew you were helping bring the Cahlven here. I didn’t. I only wanted to save you.”

Keiran stared at his knot. Drawing in a slow breath, he finally met her eye. He looked tired and drawn, his stubble growing into a full beard, his hair messy. But none of it could hide the sunken hollows of his cheeks and the dead grey in his eyes.

“It doesn’t matter what we did, Keiran,” she said, reaching across the gap and taking his hand in both of hers. “We’re here. We’re in this. Edtroka is a good man. You know it as well as I do. We can’t let them hand him over like some bargaining chip.”

When he shook his head, Georgianna feared she had lost him entirely. She pulled back, burying her face in her hands. Her breath came as a desperate sob she couldn’t hold in any longer.

“I just… I don’t know what you want me to do about it.”

She peeked at him through her fingers. His eyes were beautiful, even dulled as they were in the shadow of the ship. They watched her from beneath his furrowed brow. Georgianna searched for the flecks of blue in the mass of grey, each one a reason to trust him with the fears that had been clawing at her.

“You were named one of the leaders of the Veniche,” she whispered.

He gave a bitter laugh and rolled his eyes, turning those reasons away from her. Dropping her hands into her lap, she leaned forwards, trying to catch his gaze again.

“You have a vote, Keiran. Call for a vote on how to proceed. Even if Beck and Olless vote yes, you and Edtroka will stalemate them. If the Cahlven want to keep up this story of collaboration, they’ll have no choice but to back down.”

Keiran nodded slowly and looked down at his rope. He didn’t move to make another knot; he simply stared at it.

Georgianna leaned closer to him. It felt like so long since they had talked to each other, since they had been close. The gap between them felt bigger than ever. Her pride had stopped her from closing it before, but clinging to pride was no longer an issue for either of them. She laid her hand on his knee.

“You are going to vote ‘no’, aren’t you?”

He didn’t answer and yet she still stared at him, waiting for him to tell her that he was friends with Edtroka, that he had worked with him for two years. Of course he would vote no. The silence stretched on, only broken by the water lapping at the base of the rock.

“Keiran?”

“George! Keiran!”

Keiran turned away first and she stared in disbelief at his cheek, at the curve of his ear and the slope of his nose. Tears gathered in her eyes and she brushed them away with the side of her hand.

“Dhiren, up here!” Keiran called down.

Dhiren jogged towards the rock. Stopping at the rock base, he put a hand to his waist, pressing hard against the own flesh. His jaw looked so tight that Georgianna thought he might shatter his teeth with the pressure. She moved backwards on the rock to get a better look at him. He was pale and sweating, eyes wide. He looked as scared as she had ever seen him.

“What is it?”

She slid across the top of the rock towards him. As he glanced around, she realised he was shaking.

“Dhiren, are you alright?”

“It’s E’Troke,” he said. His voice wasn’t as solid as usual. There was no humour, no mockery. His words cracked as he looked across the lake towards the mountains. “He’s gone.”
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Keiran shoved the chair away.

“We didn’t get your help so you could bow down the moment the Adveni ask.”

“No one is saying—”

“The fact you’re even considering this truce says everything.”

Olless rolled her eyes and slid into one of the seats. She crossed her legs, her foot jiggling. She’d not been impressed that news of the offer had spread so quickly, which had only made Keiran and Beck angry that they’d not been informed in the first place.

“The offer came in and I told Grystch of its contents,” Olless said again. “As it directly affects him, I thought it best.”

At the doorway, Dhiren snorted.

Beck stepped forwards.

“It directly affects all of us, Olless,” he said. “Any offer of peace with the race who forced ours into servitude… affects us.”

“You know that wasn’t what I meant.”

“Then what did you mean?” he asked, folding his arms. “Please, enlighten us.”

Olless took a deep breath and ran her fingers through her hair. She still didn’t look her immaculate self. Georgianna threaded her fingers through her own hair, self-consciously. If Olless didn’t look good then she could only imagine she was an absolute mess.

“The message offers truce in exchange for Grystch’s life. I meant that since he is named, he should be the first to know, whatever is decided.”

“So you admit that it’s his life?” Keiran asked. “We’d be handing him over to slaughter.”

“From the Adveni track record when it comes to traitors—”

“This is ridiculous! We’re not handing him over,” Dhiren said.

Georgianna wrapped her arms around her legs and rested her chin on her knees. This wasn’t helping, and Edtroka was getting further away. She wondered if he’d truly believed they would hand him over; if he thought that he meant so little to them that his only option was to run. He probably hated all of them for this. He would hate her, too. It was only through her insistence that he’d revealed himself as a traitor to the Adveni before the Cahlven arrived. If she’d not lied to Beck and told him they were planning to destroy the compound, he’d probably still be in his home and at his job, fighting the quiet fight. He’d still be safe, instead of on the run with both sides hunting him.

“I cannot say where I would stand on Edtroka,” Beck said as he took a seat. “One life to save thousands.”

Dhiren pushed himself off the doorframe, eyes bulging.

“But the Adveni have done too much wrong here,” he continued before Dhiren could argue. “We cannot stand aside while you hold discussions about which lands they claim.”

Olless shook her head.

“It does not mean that. It means that their Volsonnar and our Colvohan will meet to discuss terms. Whether these are terms either side will accept is still in question.”

Georgianna hadn’t been able to truly see why Edtroka was so angry before. He and Beck were always talking about how frustrating it was to not get the proper information. What did it matter if they were told that the Colvohan was on his way to Os-Veruh before he left or while he was making the journey? To her, there was little difference, not much to get so worked up over.

Now she could see it. She could hear it in the words Olless used, the way she placated each worry without proving their concerns unfounded. They weren’t discussing land, they were discussing terms. It was all just a word game that made little sense.

Dhiren punched the doorframe.

“Forget the fucking meeting!” he shouted. “What is being done to find E’Troke?”

Olless got to her feet and peered curiously at him.

“Why does that matter?”

Georgianna knew Dhiren’s history. She knew the brothers of the Compound had used him to intimidate prisoners into doing what they wanted. They’d done it to her, though in her case they had sent another prisoner to hurt her and, when Dhiren came to help her, his protection had been withheld in order to sway her to their side. She could see it in him, the way he stalked forwards. She could see the fury in the way his gaze fixed unwavering on Olless. She could see the name they’d given him: Coyote.

“Why does it matter?” His words were little more than a snarl, and Olless took a step away, rounding the chair to put it between them. The obstacle didn’t hinder Dhiren in the slightest. He crept towards her, pushing the chair away with a brush of his hand.

“He made his choice,” Olless said, taking another step away. “Whether he’s gone to Adlai or has run to hide, he made that choice. There is nothing to be done but wait and see.”

Georgianna uncoiled herself from the ball she’d curled into. She set her feet on the ground and immediately felt the sensation of once again being stuck to the floor. Olless was retreating from Dhiren, weaving her way around chairs to keep him at bay. Even though she wanted to avoid Dhiren’s anger, Georgianna grabbed him by the arm.

“Dhiren, leave her alone. She got the message—she didn’t write it.”

Dhiren turned to her. He looked truly feral, teeth bared. She’d never seen him so angry, so hateful. He brushed her off, his hands balled into fists.

“He saved you. He made sure Maarqyn Guinnyr didn’t get to you and use you the way he uses all his pretty little things,” Dhiren sneered. “And what have you done for him? You should be arguing against this with all your breath!”

For the first time, Georgianna relished the feeling of being rooted in place. A shudder ran down her spine and into the tips of her fingers. She wanted to run but the floor held her steady. He came closer, waiting, watching for her mistake. Straightening up, she gulped.

“Olless is right,” she said. “She told Edtroka about the message and he made his choice. We shouldn’t take that choice from him.”

Dhiren’s face twisted in a spasm of loathing. Georgianna had never had a problem with him before. He’d always been cheerful and kind with her. Even when she had seen his skill in fighting, she had never been afraid of him. Until now. As he glared, she was sure that he hated her more than he hated any of the others. More than Olless and her infuriating rules, more than Vajra and Ta-Dao and their petty cruelty. More than the Adveni who had handed him over to that life.

She was the one who was supposed to fight for Edtroka. She was supposed to make sure they found him and brought him back. She’d been his. He’d protected her as Dhiren had said. Edtroka had gone against his family because he didn’t agree with the Adveni, but he’d been caught because of her.

He raised his hand. Buckling against the pressure, Georgianna shielded her face. A twitch ran down his arm and he bared his teeth before turning away. He brought down his hand in a heavy blow, knocking over a chair as he stalked away. He didn’t stop for anyone. Keiran moved to the door but Dhiren shoved him aside. He had disappeared down the corridor before anyone thought to try calling him back.

Georgianna squeaked as her breath returned. She covered her mouth, holding onto the sound, onto the fear it revealed. They were all staring at her with varying degrees of suspicion. Keiran’s glare was the worst. Was it anger, like Dhiren’s, or simply disappointment? She had begged him to save Edtroka, and now she’d simply let him go? No wonder he couldn’t understand.

“You need a new leader,” Georgianna said, when none of the others spoke. “You elected three and one is gone. You should elect another.”

Olless opened her mouth, but Georgianna didn’t wait to hear what the Cahlven emissary had to say. If she spoke, Georgianna didn’t hear, as she pulled herself from the sticky sensation and followed Dhiren.
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He stood as still as the trees around him, staring through the shield border. He made no motion to show he had noticed her approach, but he knew she was there, and she’d made no effort to be quiet. Twigs and dead leaves rustled beneath her boots, and her clothes had snagged on branches more than once as she followed him through the trees.

Truthfully, she was glad for her lack of skill in silent tracking. She didn’t want to surprise him. Back on the ship, he’d looked ready to punch her, and she was concerned that he might take the opportunity to do it now and blame it on being surprised.

“Go away, Med.”

Georgianna brushed a branch aside and moved to join him, stopping just short of the barrier. Only a shimmer showed its existence, like hot air rising from burning ground. It rippled and distorted the forest beyond its border. Wide patches of ground were burned on the other side, trees scarred and fallen. The Adveni had bombed around them as they searched for the limits of the shield. That was what they did. They destroyed whatever they could touch until they found the problem. She couldn’t see how the Cahlven could even consider calling a truce with people who would burn everything down, given the chance.

Dhiren didn’t move away as she stood next to him and stared out at the desolation beyond their little protective bubble. He ground his teeth, then flexed his hands, balling them into fists. She didn’t recoil.

“Do you think he’s gone back?” she asked.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t look at her. Even with only a breath of air between them, he looked completely alone, lost in whatever he thought was outside the barrier.

“You were planning a back-up before the message came in, right? A place to hide and wait out the war. Would he go there?”

Dhiren’s resolve broke with a heave of his chest. He shook his head.

“The back-up was my idea,” he said. “I had to beg him to even consider it.”

“He seemed to be on board.”

“He was humouring me.”

Georgianna frowned.

“Why, though?”

“E’Troke knew he wouldn’t be allowed to live. He knew it in that prison cell,” said Dhiren. He flexed his fingers in and out of fists. “He knew that if I didn’t kill him, the Adveni would. Better to save someone who doesn’t have a clock ticking over his head.”

Georgianna turned to him, her arm brushing the barrier. A shock ran through her body which made the hairs on her arms stand on end. She sidestepped away from the shield and rubbed her hands vigorously over her skin.

“So you think—”

“That he’s gone back to hand himself in? Yes.”

As little as Georgianna wanted to believe that Edtroka would walk willingly to his death, she knew Dhiren was right. One person didn’t win a war. Edtroka had told her it was bigger than them all. Even Alec had known that Edtroka would sacrifice people if it meant giving them a chance to win the war against the Adveni. She’d just never thought he’d martyr himself, not like this.

“Who would he go to?”

“His father.”

She drew her bottom lip between her teeth and chewed on it as she gazed past Dhiren at the trees. He turned to her, his arm grazing across the barrier edge. He shook it off with a grimace and glared.

“Why do you care?”

“What?”

“You said that we should let him go, that he made his choice,” he said. “So, why do you care?”

Meeting his gaze, Georgianna forced a half-smile.

“I said that to Olless,” she said, propping her hands on her hips. “Do you think they would have turned down the chance to finish this war quickly without more bloodshed? At the loss of just one life, they end the bloodshed by talking round a table.”

“But you just supported it.”

“I said what she wanted to hear so she’d look the other way.” Glancing over her shoulder, she peered through the trees before turning back to Dhiren. “If we’re going to stop Edtroka, we need to do it ourselves.”

Dhiren straightened up, eyes narrowing as he looked down at her. For a few seconds he simply stared. And then he grinned.

“He won’t be easy to track,” he said. “E’Troke has training. He knows the land.”

“He’ll also have the tsentyl he used on the way here.”

“How do you know?”

“He’s wanted as a traitor. He’ll need to make sure he isn’t killed before the commanders know the Cahlven are agreeing to the deal, right? You said he’d go to his father. Nobody would let him anywhere near the Volsonnar unless he organised it in advance.”

Dhiren opened and closed his mouth. He scratched the side of his neck and jaw, and huffed.

“But how would we even track that? We don’t have the technology to send him a message, let alone figure out where he is.”

Georgianna clapped Dhiren on the shoulder, giving him a broad smile.

“No, but he used that tsentyl to contact the Cahlven once they were in range,” she said. “Keiran can get the information for us.”

“Keiran, who you’ve been avoiding since we got here?” he asked. “How are you going to convince him?”

Georgianna felt like he’d let all the air out of her. She’d been winding herself up, convincing herself that they could do this, that they could help Edtroka and make sure the struggle wasn’t for nothing. But with a single question, Dhiren had unravelled everything. She’d not even considered that Keiran may not agree to her plan. In fact, for a few glorious minutes she’d managed to forget that Keiran was upset with her.

What if Dhiren was right and Keiran couldn’t be convinced? He’d been given an important position by the Cahlven, not that he seemed to be taking to leadership. If anything, he’d been much happier when no one knew what he was doing.

“I’ll figure something out,” she said, brushing aside Dhiren’s words, and her own worries. There was no room for fear within the shield. “After all, we traitors have to stick together, right?”

Dhiren’s laugh was bitter, and he turned back to the barrier, reaching out to slide his finger through the ripples.

“Right.”
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Keiran paced. Wet leaves clung to his boots, mulch gathering in the treads with every step. He glanced down at her but didn’t stop moving, back and forth, back and forth. It hadn’t been easy to get him out here, and the silence as they walked had been excruciating. Georgianna wasn’t sure how to begin. She’d sat on a log and patted the space next to her, but he didn’t sit. He just paced, and she had lost what she’d been planning to say.

She thought that maybe he would be more inclined to listen to her if she apologised. Helping Edtroka was more important than her pride. But the words still wouldn’t come.

“Did you bring me here just to stare, George?”

She shook her head and stabbed the mud between her feet with a stick.

“I need your help,” she said. “ We need your help.”

“We?”

“Dhiren and me.”

Keiran nodded and clasped his hands behind his back. He stopped pacing and looked down at her, waiting. Georgianna was reminded of sitting in front of her father as he berated her over one wrongdoing or another. It was the way he looked at her, as if he knew exactly what she was about to say.

“You’re going to leave.”

It wasn’t a question, and Keiran’s expression was blank and emotionless. His gaze swept over her face, and she wished that he’d look at her the way he used to. She longed for those nights in his shack down in the tunnels where he would memorise her face, taking in each detail as if he’d never see it again, and he needed the moment to remember. Now there was nothing.

“We need to find Edtroka.”

“You said we should let him go.”

“I lied.”

He smiled, without humour.

“Yes, I think quite a few people are beginning to realise you’re better at that than they’d expected.”

Heat burned in her cheeks. She looked away and scraped the muck from the bottom of her boot. It gave way easily, sloughing from the stick onto the ground. She sniffed and rubbed her thumb under her nose. Not all marks were as easy to remove as the dead leaves and dirt. Keiran knew that as well as she did. The Grutt mark on his shoulder that branded him as a traitor would never truly heal.

“I lied because I don’t trust the Cahlven to help Edtroka.”

“You’d be right,” he said. “Olless has no intention of finding out where he has gone.”

“We can find out. If you want no part in it after this, I’ll understand. You have a position here and you can try to change things, but please do this for me, Keiran.”

She met his gaze and he folded his arms, frowning. Taking a deep breath, he broke eye contact and stared over her head. He rolled his shoulders and stretched out his neck.

“What is it you’re asking me to do?”

“Edtroka will have the tsentyl with him. He used it to contact the Cahlven on our way here. We need to track it in order to find him. The Cahlven must have that technology.”

He swept his tongue across his bottom lip.

“And if I say no? How will you track him then?”

“We can’t.”

Keiran let out a low hum as he turned and resumed pacing, watching the ground passing beneath his feet. Georgianna waited, but the silence stretched on and he didn’t seem keen on sharing his thoughts.

“You owe me this, Keiran. You owe him. I saved your life with his help.”

Keiran stopped but didn’t look at her. He stared at the trees in front of him and she could see as he drew his drawn cheek between his teeth. His nostrils flared and he flexed his fingers against his sleeves.

“Is that how it’s going to be, then?” he asked, his voice as hollow as the look in his eyes. “Trading scores on what we owe each other?”

Georgianna flung the stick down into the leaves and forest debris.

“You tell me! Since you seem so keen on trading on what I do and who for. I talk to Alec and you think it’s a slight against you. I help you and he sees it as a personal attack. So, why don’t you tell me who is keeping score, Keiran?”

Keiran frowned at the tree. He shifted his weight and unfolded his arms, burying his hands in his pockets. Georgianna got to her feet and moved in closer. Standing behind him, she touched his elbow, sliding her hand up his arm. His skin was warm and welcoming through his shirt, but he flinched at the touch. She pulled her fingers back.

“Will you help us? Will you add another mark to my score?”

The sun began to sink behind the horizon and he still didn’t answer.
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Georgianna traipsed up the stairs, her footfalls heavy against the metal rungs. She’d never been this high into the ship before. Usually her trips were confined to the rooms on the lower levels where Olless held meetings. This time there had been no summons, no official gathering to sit through. This time, Olless would listen and Georgianna would talk.

Although the ship looked massive from the ground, it was nothing to the interior. Corridors stretched and snaked, interconnected and twisting. A great clear box rocketed up and down, through a zig-zagging staircase, carrying people and supplies through the centre. Curious gazes shot past as she continued up the stairs, only to pause at each floor to see if it was the one she wanted. With her high station, Olless had been granted a place above the barracks of the general Cahlven soldiers. Georgianna had already peered through three windows onto long rows of beds; some empty, some not. Her heart beat harder with every floor and her palms were slippery on the metal handrail. The next one. It would be the next one.

Keiran had told her how to find Olless, and she didn’t want to think about the way her heart had burned at the knowledge that he knew where the emissary slept. She focussed on his instructions: up the stairs until she’d passed the barracks and then along the corridor to the right. The door would be marked, she would recognise it.

When she finally came upon a corridor without a row of beds on the other side of the door, Georgianna pushed through and hurried along, checking each door.

The shout was nothing she had ever heard before and Georgianna spun on her heel, jumping towards the wall. The man in the black suit marched over, speaking in a tongue she didn’t understand.

“I’m sorry?”

Heavy lines came between the soldier’s brows and his lips puffed out as he glared at her.

“What you doing here?”

Georgianna glanced down the corridor and grasped her hands behind her back the way she’d seen Olless do when in front of the projection of the Colvohan.

“I’m looking for Olless,” she said.

“You not here.”

Georgianna blinked.

“I am here.”

“You not be here!”

“Do you mean I’m not meant to be here?”

He nodded vigorously.

“Olless?” she asked hopefully.

The soldier considered her for a few moments. His lower lip was thicker than could be considered natural as he pushed it far out and looked both ways down the corridor. Finally, he huffed.

“Next!” he said, pointing along the corridor. “Then, you not here.”

“Absolutely! I promise.”

Georgianna beamed at him and crossed a finger over her heart. He stared at her chest and mimicked the motion back to her like a salute.

With no time to explain the meaning behind the gesture, Georgianna hurried away down the corridor. When she looked back, the soldier was gone.

The door was marked with a small copper plaque. Olless’ name and title had been engraved in the centre in both Veuric and the Cahlven tongue. The metal gleamed in the artificial light and Georgianna guessed that it hadn’t been there long. She wondered whether Olless had commissioned it especially for the trip. It didn’t make a lot of sense that the label was written in Veuric as well, but it didn’t matter now.

Her knock echoed in the long corridor, rebounding back from all sides. She stepped close, craning to hear something on the other side of the door. Nothing. Not even muffled movements. Apart from the sound of her own fading knocks, all was silent.

Georgianna jumped a foot into the air when the door slid unexpectedly open with a soft whoosh. Straightening herself up, she attempted to smile. It fell flat and she settled for tucking her hair behind her ear.

Olless wore a long dress in a thin material that flowed out from her hips and swayed silently, swirling like water. Her hair was free of its usual braid and cascaded to her waist. Georgianna stared. Olless was beautiful in a way she never looked in her uniform. Unrestrained and relaxed.

“Miss Lennox,” Olless said, her lavender eyes surveying her as Georgianna continued to stare. “What can I do for you?”

Georgianna coughed and looked up.

“I want to talk to you about Edtroka.”

“I was under the impression that particular conversation was finished.”

Olless leaned against the doorframe, her bare shoulder malleable against the hard metal. Dark tendrils of ink spread across her pale skin like vines all the way down to the wrist. She smiled at Georgianna’s wandering gaze.

“A different mark than the Adveni,” she said, reaching up and tracing a long slim finger along one of the lines. “This one, for example, was not required as some rite of passage.”

“Why did you do it?”

“Because I liked it.”

Georgianna nodded absently and glanced both ways down the corridor. She took a step away from Olless, grasping her hands behind her back. She couldn’t let the Cahlven emissary see that her fingers were shaking.

“You wanted to speak to me about Grystch?”

“You always call him that.”

Olless gave her a smile that, for once, didn’t look polite or forced. She blinked twice, those wide eyes ever brighter under the unnatural white lights.

“Would my calling him E’Troke—or Edtroka as you Veniche pronounce it—make it easier for you?”

“No. But Grystch—”

“Is his father’s name, I know.”

“He’s not his father.”

“No,” Olless said. “But we all suffer the sins of our fathers. Having him remember that—”

“Is unfair! He’s nothing like his father.”

Georgianna strode a few steps down the corridor away from Olless. She ran her fingers through her hair, pulling it back from her face. Olless pushed herself from the doorway and followed.

“Have you ever met the Volsonnar, Miss Lennox?”

“No.”

“Then, how are you so sure that Edtroka shares none of his traits with the man?”

Georgianna turned. Olless was so angular, as if her body had been made for a singular purpose, with nothing to spare. Even the flowing dress didn’t hide that. If anything, it made her shape more impressive.

“The Volsonnar invaded Os-Veruh and ordered the enslavement of the Veniche. Edtroka fights against that very thing.”

Olless smiled broadly.

“Both very bold actions, wouldn’t you say? Perhaps even a little thoughtless?” she asked. “Both men acted without a full understanding of the ripples their actions would cause. The two are more similar than you may think. Their motives may be as different as the sky and ocean, but their actions are rock and stone.”

Georgianna turned away from her again, letting out a heavy huff. She heard the footsteps behind, following her further down the hall. She turned back.

“Are you trying to find him?”

At the other end of the corridor, Keiran’s footsteps were silent and Georgianna had to fight to keep her gaze on Olless’ face. She wondered if he was even wearing boots, for surely no one could tread so quietly. She didn’t dare look and risk Olless following her gaze.

“I must admit, I am surprised you care so much,” Olless said.

He crept forwards and Georgianna crossed her arms over her chest, glaring up at this woman who was nothing but professional as he slid along the wall like a shadow. He disappeared through the doorway Olless had left open behind her.

“Why shouldn’t I?”

“You care deeply for the man who purchased you like a prize. While he may not have made you wear one of those horrendous collars, he put the mark of slave on you just the same.”

“He did that to protect me. The Tsevstakre commander wanted to buy me. He—”

“Is that what he told you?”

Olless’ smile was too broad, her tone too sweet. Her eyes crinkled in amusement. She raised her brow and her face looked stretched and tight. Too tight, in fact, like it had been made for another person.

“A week before your purchase, Edtroka contacted me for instructions on how to proceed. He seemed wary of two slaves who had escaped from the commander’s service.”

The cold metal around her began to leech warmth from Georgianna’s skin, down through her toes and out through her fingers. Her stomach began filling with ice water, a drop for every word coming from Olless’ thin lips.

“He was worried that Mr. Cartwright and Miss Wolfe may have taken information with them. Information that, if used, might make the commander more suspicious than he already was. Edtroka had been working against his race for some time and despite his father’s position, he knew he was not untouchable.”

The cold spread down her legs, solidifying into hard ice. Even without the odd artificial gravity, Georgianna wasn’t sure she’d have been able to lift her feet to walk away now.

“He told me that there may be a way in, a method to contact these two…” Olless paused and gave her words—and the ice—time to settle before she continued. “You, Miss Lennox. He told me you might be able to make contact with them if you were freed from the compound.”

“No…”

Keiran peeked around the doorframe. He held up the device as he slipped away along the corridor.

“Your brave, honourable Edtroka Grystch purchased you on my orders. No more.”

“You’re lying.”

“You were a means to an end, Miss Lennox,” Olless said, the false kindness slipping from her voice to reveal the venom underneath. “You were useful, I grant you. You saved Keiran for us and I have allowed you into the meetings to keep their attention.”

Georgianna took a step away but Olless made no move to follow her this time.

“You are welcome in the camp and once we move on the Adveni, of course. We can always use more medics, even if they are of limited skill compared to our own. However, should you meddle in affairs above your station, I will have no trouble ensuring your presence is no longer necessary. Are we clear?”

Georgianna’s throat tightened as she tried to force a gulp.

“Perfectly.”

Olless’ pure, polite smile was back in place.

“Then good evening, Miss Lennox. I will leave it to Beck or Keiran to keep you apprised of our progress.”

Georgianna turned and ran along the corridor without returning the courtesy of a goodnight or goodbye. Her hands shook harder than ever and her breath came in shallow pants. She could only pray that Keiran would be able to get the information they needed from the device, because there was no way she was marching into war behind the Cahlven now. Dhiren was right; they’d learned how to stand still and take orders for far too long.
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The sun was barely above the horizon as they approached the Cahlven shield and the barrier to the camp. Ever since the Cahlven up in the ship had detected Nyrahby craft beyond the borders, trips outside the shield had been limited to those gathering food, and all Veniche had to be accompanied by Cahlven soldiers.

Dhiren had wanted to leave in the middle of the night, cloaking their departure in darkness. It had been Keiran who shut him down. If the Cahlven had a way of monitoring people going through the shield, he said, then passing through at night would only alert them all the quicker. At dawn, it could at least be conceivable that a party were going out to hunt. Dhiren wasn’t happy with the delay, but at least he’d agreed.

The shield shimmered before them. Rays from the rising sun bent and spread across the forest floor, dappling the leaves into fractals of colour—from a burning red sunset to the deepest indigo. Georgianna hitched her bag higher onto her shoulder and patted the knife in her belt.

“Point of no return,” Dhiren said.

Keiran reached out and touched the shield with the tip of his finger. The hairs on his arms stood up and he let the shudder run through his body, visible to all.

“Theft, disobeying orders, I think we’re already past that.”

Georgianna had to agree with Keiran. After stealing the device from Olless, packing up supplies and weapons, and disobeying the orders given to them by the Cahlven, she highly doubted that crossing through the barrier would make any difference.

She wondered if it would only be the Cahlven who were angry with them. Beck and the others might believe they were setting back the war by stopping Edtroka from handing himself over. They might think them traitors, running to save their own skin. Dhiren had never done anything questionable against the other Veniche in the camp, but his incarceration had been enough to sow the seeds of distrust amongst the others within the shield. He had told Georgianna the reason for his detention—murder, three Adveni, that they’d caught him for—but after hearing conversations between him and Edtroka, she wondered if there was something else to his past that they hadn’t told her. Dhiren had been a little too angry at Edtroka’s disappearance, but even she didn’t trust his temper enough to ask him about it and hope for an honest answer.

“Come on, we’re wasting time,” Georgianna said.

She balled her hands into fists, squeezed her eyes closed, and stepped forwards. The electricity in the shield buzzed through her. It wasn’t unlike the cinystalq, but where that had caused searing pain, this was like pushing through thick grass as it tangled around her limbs, holding her back. With another step, the sensation was gone, little more than the tingling of the current finding its escape.

Dhiren snorted loudly and she opened her eyes.

“What?”

He waved his hand in her direction.

“I’m sorry, but your hair is ridiculous.”

Georgianna spun to look at him. Both Dhiren’s and Keiran’s hair stood on end, waving lazily in the breeze. She rolled her eyes and nodded to each of them.

“You look great, too. Both of you.”

Reaching up, she realised that her own hair was just like theirs, only worse. Long strands floated aimlessly in the air and she had to rub her hands repeatedly over her head to make her hair behave. Dhiren licked his palm and slicked his back, which seemed to do the trick. Keiran merely grimaced and shook his head.

They trudged east through the remnants of forest. What hadn’t been destroyed by the Nyrahby bombs was thick and hard to pass through, and wide sections had been reduced to little more than charred debris. Dhiren had told them of a ridge that ran south a few miles east of the shield. If they could get behind it, they would be able to travel a decent distance without being spotted by the Cahlven. How they would avoid the Agrah and the Nyrahby, on the other hand, they would just have to work out as they went along.

“This would have been a lot easier with Wrench here,” Keiran grumbled.

Georgianna glanced over her shoulder. Keiran was rolling a cigarette, barely watching where he was stepping. Dhiren forged on ahead of them.

“Why?” Georgianna asked.

“He could have helped with the technology. I don’t know what you plan for me to do with this device. I can just about turn it on, but if it’s in their language, we’re screwed.”

“The bigger the party, the bigger the chance we’re spotted,” Dhiren said, brushing a branch out of his way. “I don’t particularly want to be followed and dragged back to the Cahlven’s troops before we get half a mile.”

“Yeah, well.” Keiran brushed off the comment and licked the edge of his cigarette paper as Georgianna turned away.

She quickened her step, catching up to Dhiren, and considered overtaking him. He knew where they were going better than she did, but she figured if she just walked straight he’d tell her if they needed to change direction. She didn’t want to think about the other reasons Keiran might want Wrench with them, like perhaps having someone to talk to so he could go back to ignoring her as often as possible. He was doing this for Edtroka, she knew, not because he wanted to do something for her. Personally, she wondered if it wouldn’t have been better if he’d stayed behind. With Edtroka and Keiran now missing from the Cahlven camp, the responsibilities of the Veniche would fall entirely on Beck. He’d do his best and he was a good leader but she wasn’t sure how well he’d be able to withstand the demands of Olless and the Colvohan with no one there to back him up.

Georgianna bristled at the thought of Olless and her revelations, but she couldn’t disregard the words that now spun around her mind. Even if Edtroka had bought her on Olless’ orders, he’d still done it, he’d protected her. So why did the idea of Olless ordering him to buy her sit so uneasily in her stomach?

The click of Keiran’s lighter snapped her alert. She could smell the smoke as he blew it into the air.

“Alright, what’s up with you?” he demanded.

“Who?” Dhiren asked.

“George. She’s been… off.”

“How would you know if I’ve been on or off anything?”

She pulled her bag tight against her back, grasping the straps to keep herself from fidgeting. She glared ahead, focussing on the sound of the leaves beneath her boots. With the echoes from the tree trunks, it sounded as though there were more of them walking. She checked behind but saw nothing.

“And there it is.” Keiran chuckled. “The off-ness! You were all hopeful words and pleading for me to help yesterday and now you’ve barely said a word since I got the damn machine you wanted.”

Georgianna shook her head and rolled her eyes. Dhiren appeared at her side and leaned forwards to get a good look at her face.

“Yeah, I see it. She’s pissed.”

“I’m not. Leave me alone.”

“Oh, okay. I’ll upgrade that to really pissed,” Dhiren said with a grin. He walked backwards a few steps, looking at Keiran. “You do something, Zanetti?”

“Apart from help her? No. You?”

“I’m sure I’ve always done something. But in this case, I don’t think it was me. So, who else do we have?”

“Well, there’s Cartwright…”

Keiran appeared on her other side. Both of them grinned at Georgianna and each other, waiting for her to crack. She scowled and concentrated on her feet. Let them be amused by their new game. Let her be the source of their entertainment. It seemed it was a running theme in her life, people using her for their own gains.

“Maybe she’s pissed E’Troke left without saying goodbye,” Dhiren said. “Poor abandoned little drysta.”

“Leave it alone!” Georgianna snapped.

“And we have a winner!” Dhiren cheered, clapping his hand against his thigh. “So, E’Troke pissed you off. Was it because he left?”

“No,” she said. “I mean, yes!”

Keiran raised an eyebrow, leaning towards Dhiren with a knowing smile.

“Lying.”

Dhiren nodded his agreement.

“Did he leave you locked in a compound for two years?” he asked, smiling blandly at their stares. “No? Just me? Okay… Did he kill someone?”

“He lied to me, alright?”

Dhiren snorted.

“Join the queue, lovely.”

“What did he lie about?” Keiran asked.

Georgianna scuffed her boot against the leaves and growled under her breath. She didn’t want to talk about it but they had a long way to go with little else to discuss. Keiran certainly wouldn’t want to talk about their relationship with Dhiren listening in, and truth be told she wasn’t sure she wanted to discuss it, either. No doubt, if she didn’t tell them, they’d just find other ways to torment her until she did.

“When I was talking to Olless last night she told me that Edtroka bought me because she ordered him to. He wanted me to contact Alec and Nyah.”

Keiran frowned and blew out a cloud of smoke.

“And my deal with him had nothing to do with it? I agreed to make his trip in return for getting you out, or have you forgotten that?”

Georgianna glared back at him. A crunch echoed between the trees and she glanced at their feet, brushing leaves aside in the hope of seeing twigs hidden beneath the leaves. Dhiren paused when he realised she’d stopped.

“Are you sure that’s all it was?” she asked Keiran as she turned in a circle. “That he didn’t have some other agenda?”

Keiran frowned at her. He shrugged.

“Of course he isn’t sure.”

The cigarette fell from Keiran’s fingers. The three of them spun around. The cigarette hit the ground and Dhiren and Keiran had both drawn weapons before the last word was out of Alec’s lips. He stepped out from behind a tree trunk a short way back, a smug grin on his lips. Holding up his hands to show them empty, he walked towards them.

“He didn’t care as long as he got what he wanted. Never really cared about consequences, did you?”

While Dhiren snarled and replaced the knife at his hip, Keiran launched himself across the gap. He grabbed the front of Alec’s shirt and slammed him back against the nearest tree.

“What are you doing here?”

Georgianna hovered between Keiran’s fury and Alec’s amusement. Dhiren approached and grasped Keiran by the shoulder. Shrugged off, Dhiren waved Georgianna forwards as Alec was slammed into the tree again.

“What are you doing here?” Keiran demanded again.

They pried Keiran from Alec, hauling him back. Alec brushed himself off and checked the back of his head for blood.

“I saw you packing bags and knew you were about to do something stupid, so I followed you.”

“We’re not going back,” Georgianna said.

She adjusted her stance and folded her arms. Alec grinned at her and rolled his eyes.

“Run back and report to Beck, Cartwright. Send people after us, see if we care.”

“You’re going to find the Adveni, right?”

“What do you care?”

Alec grinned and stepped forwards.

“Because if you’re going to Adlai,” he said, plucking Keiran’s battered cigarette from the leaves and holding it out to him, “then I’m coming with you.”
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Georgianna hopped on the spot. She flailed her arm to keep balance and smacked the heel of her boot against the trunk of the nearest tree. Dhiren watched with amusement but didn’t come closer or offer to help. Rocking uneasily on one foot, Georgianna upended her boot and three small stones tumbled out onto the mossy ground.

The pebbles had been bothering her for hours. As she trudged through the forest, each step shifted them under the arches of her feet and between her toes. She’d complained about the irritation twice but tried to ignore it, assuming they would find Edtroka quickly once they reached Lurinah Forest. After all, they had a map on the device Keiran had stolen for them.

Hours later and they were no closer to finding Edtroka than when they had first stepped between the tall trees. She’d finally given up, telling the others to stop. As she unlaced her boots, Keiran had taken the opportunity to prod at the Cahlven device again.

“Look closer on the map,” Alec said. “Most of them can do that, you know. Make the map look bigger.”

Keiran glanced at Alec with a raised eyebrow and shook his head, going back to the device. He slumped down on a large tree root and chewed his lip, staring at the screen. Alec approached and stood at Keiran’s shoulder, leaning over him.

Georgianna tugged her boot back on, balancing against the tree trunk. The rains had drenched the ground even beneath the cover of the leaves. After so long walking with stones under her feet she didn’t want to spend the rest of the afternoon with one wet sock.

“All the tsentyls have it,” Alec said. “You just need to change the measurements.”

Jumping to his feet, Keiran faced Alec and shoved the device at his chest.

“Here. You’re such an expert? You work it!”

Alec took the device in his hand and looked down at it. Scowling, he turned it around and glanced over at Dhiren and Georgianna.

“I can’t read the Cahlven stuff.”

Keiran smiled, and he snatched back the device.

“Oh, can’t you? Join the club.”

“So, we’re working from a map none of us can change,” Alec said, “and we’re searching an entire forest for one man? Fantastic!”

Lacing up her boot, Georgianna kept her head down and tried not to listen to the bickering. It had been four days of the same thing. Since they’d left the Cahlven, everything Keiran had done was wrong in Alec’s eyes, and everything Alec said was to wind Keiran up. When they really went for each other—which happened at least once a day—it was Dhiren who had to pull them apart. She’d tried getting between them once when Dhiren was busy hunting and wasn’t keen to try again. Her shoulder was still sore from being shoved so roughly aside that she’d toppled over. Alec and Keiran had both apologised, blaming the other, and she had decided that next time she would just let them fight it out.

Dhiren rubbed his hand over his face, glaring at the two and the growing argument. Georgianna thought that he would be used to people’s bickering, having spent so long inside the compound. But the longer the snapping continued, the less patience Dhiren had for them.

Tucking his hands into his pockets, he shuffled his feet.

“You do both realise that the person we’re looking for is a skilled hunter,” he said. “If we had any chance of finding him, your incessant fighting would let him know we’re coming and give him a chance to run.”

He rolled his eyes and, after checking that Georgianna was ready to move again, set off through the trees. She noted with a smug smile that Keiran and Alec both looked embarrassed at Dhiren’s words. Grinning at them, she followed Dhiren at a jog, catching up with his long strides.

“Dhiren, how did you meet Edtroka?” she asked.

The look he gave her was sceptical. He pulled his hands from his pockets and flexed them into fists.

“It’s just that you two obviously know each other well. You said he was making a back-up plan for your benefit. You were close, right?”

“We met during the Wash, before I was caught and sent to the compound,” he said, scuffing his boot against a clump of moss. “He told me he was against the Adveni. He knew no one would believe me if I told them. I started helping him after that.”

“So you were in contact with the Cahlven?”

Dhiren shook his head and glanced at her.

“This was before. E’Troke needed a second person to contact them, protocol or something, and that was going to be me. I was arrested before we could do it. He started working with Keiran not long after.”

The other two had caught up to them. They trudged along behind, Keiran following with his gaze still set on the device in his hands. He frowned and cursed under his breath, tapping at different parts of the screen.

“He didn’t get you out?” Georgianna asked.

“Couldn’t,” he said, though there was bitterness in his voice. Dhiren had made comments about Edtroka’s leaving him in the compound, but she’d not understood it before. She couldn’t work out why Edtroka would have had anything to do with Dhiren’s capture if they were friends.

“He couldn’t have bought you or something?”

“He convinced someone that I could be kept in the compound, made me sound like a good catch for Ta-Dao and Vajra. They put a bid in with the guards pretty quickly, otherwise I would have been executed with the crimes they had me on. They wouldn’t have let me be sold, he knew that.”

“So he left you there?”

Dhiren raised an eyebrow.

“Hey, no one questions that more than I do, Med,” he said. “Given him a lot of grief about it too, but he’s a good man.”

Behind them, Alec snorted and swiped at a branch above his head.

“Yeah? If he’s so good—on our side and all that—why don’t you just shout that it’s you?” he suggested. “Face it, that’s why you’re scared he’ll hear us coming. You’re scared he doesn’t want us to find him. You’re scared he didn’t run off for some noble cause.”

Dhiren’s bag hit the ground with a wet slap. He spun and jumped over it, mud flying up from his boots. He grabbed Alec by the throat before any of them had realised what was happening. A single swift kick around Alec’s ankle was all it took for him to go down. Dhiren landed on top of him, still holding him tight at the neck. Driving his knee into Alec’s stomach, he hovered over him, growling.

“I’m sick of your shit, Cartwright!”

Georgianna stepped forwards as Alec spluttered, but the larger man only tightened his grip on Alec’s throat, holding him still.

“If you’re so against E’Troke, why don’t you just run off back to the Cahlven?” He gave a snarling laugh. “Or better yet, your owner? Tell him what awful, traitorous Ven we are.”

Alec opened and closed his mouth. His legs jerked and he twisted in the mud. Gurgles squeezed past Dhiren’s grip but nothing more.

Dhiren looked ready to spit blood.

“E’Troke didn’t come back to Adlai because he’s stupid. He didn’t leave because he was running and he thought the south would make a nice camping spot.” Alec grappled at Dhiren’s wrist, his nails leaving gouges in the flesh. “He came to turn himself in, you idiot. That’s why he’ll run. Not because he’s a bad guy but because he doesn’t want us stopping him.”

Alec’s cheeks were pale, his lips purple. Georgianna groaned and grasped Dhiren by the shoulder. Without a second thought, he flung her backwards with his free hand. She saw a brief glimpse of his face, how flushed he was. His teeth were bared. He had that feral look about him again. She staggered backwards, scared to return to him.

“Let him go,” she begged. “Please, Dhiren, he can’t breathe!”

Even Keiran looked uncomfortable with the turn in Dhiren’s mood. His hand hovered by the gun at his hip.

“I’ll let you go if you promise not to open your mouth on the subject again,” Dhiren said.

Alec nodded frantically. Slapping his hand against Dhiren’s shoulder, he seized and jerked.

“One word from you and I’ll snap your neck before anyone thinks about putting a collar around it again.”

The gasp that rattled through Alec’s throat as Dhiren released him was sweet and painful to hear. Dhiren rose to his feet and gave a flick of his hand. Blood from Alec’s nail gouges splattered over the younger man’s face. Alec’s eyes were wet with tears but he didn’t bother to wipe his face as he scrambled to his feet, staggering as far from Dhiren as he could.

The chuckle made all of them jump. Spinning around, they stared into the trees. They heard it again; closer but not where the first sound had come from. The laugh rumbled through the spaces, making Georgianna shiver. A crunch and a squelch under boots, a rustle of leaves. The noises circled them. Gulping, her hand went to the handle of the knife in her belt. How many people were around them? Were they Veniche or Adveni? She drew the knife from her belt.

Keiran had pulled the gun from his hip. Dhiren balled his hands into fists.

“It’s been a long time since anyone threatened to kill to defend my honour,” Edtroka said as he finally stepped out of the bushes. Keiran groaned and replaced the gun in his holster as Edtroka straightened up, brushing leaves from his shoulders.

“It’s been a long time since you had any honour to defend,” Dhiren replied.

The flush of anger in Dhiren’s cheeks receded to something warmer. He crossed the gap in two strides and the embrace between them was tight and desperate. Edtroka’s hand reached to the back of Dhiren’s head; his fingers threaded into his short hair. Georgianna turned away from them, staring at the ground with wide eyes.

‘Close’ was not the right word for their relationship.

Alec rubbed his neck and glared at them. True to his promise, he didn’t say a word. Keiran put the device into a pocket on his bag and leaned against a tree.

“Could have made it a bit easier on us,” he said. “How long have you known we were here?”

Edtroka pulled back from Dhiren. He shrugged.

“Few hours.”

Dhiren growled under his breath.

“Thanks.”

Edtroka’s smile was short lived.

“Well, you’ve found me,” he said. “And now it’s time for you to leave.”
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Edtroka led them through the forest to the place where he’d camped. He said he’d arrived the day before and had been gathering his courage to send a message to the Volsonnar when he heard people coming. Not wanting to be discovered before getting in contact with his father, he’d tracked the noises until he came upon Georgianna’s group. Apparently, it had been funnier to watch them traipse around the forest than to reveal himself.

They came to a small clearing in the middle of a patch of large-trunked trees. Edtroka jumped to reach the lowest branch, where he’d hidden his things. The sack he’d brought with him was small compared to their own. Georgianna stared at the ground, shuffling her feet.

She knew what he planned on doing.

The moment they’d seen the dot on the map blinking, they’d all known Edtroka’s plan. Even Alec, with his snide comments, couldn’t have denied what it looked like. But as Edtroka was only a dot on the screen of the Cahlven device, the idea of his turning himself in remained abstract and far away. Standing there, seeing his lack of supplies and knowing he hadn’t intended on needing them—it was too real to think about. As the others spoke, she busied herself with taking off her own bag and searching through it for food.

“You’re being stupid,” Edtroka said, settling against a tree. “The Cahlven can protect all of you. You shouldn’t have come.”

Dhiren harrumphed and sat as far from Edtroka as he could in the small space between the trees. His joy at seeing the Adveni had faded with Edtroka’s explanations and before long he was sullen and quiet.

Alec and Keiran also chose to sit on opposite sides of the clearing, shaping them all in a circle. Unsurprisingly, Alec sat as far from Dhiren as he could. That did, however, put him next to Edtroka, which surprised everyone as he sat down without comment. He threw a cautious look at Dhiren and quickly began searching through his bag for supplies, following Georgianna’s example.

“You shouldn’t have left,” Dhiren said.

“Why? The Cahlven have taken control of this whole thing, you’ve seen it. My involvement was to bring them here. Now that’s done, their use for me is gone. I can’t help them by staying any more than any of you can. But if my handing myself over buys you time for a peaceful negotiation, why shouldn’t I?”

Georgianna pushed her bag away. She leaned over her knees and glared at him.

“You’re talking about it as if you’re going to be slapped on the wrist and sent back to work. You’ll be killed! That is, if they don’t decide to torture you for information first.”

“George…”

“No! Don’t say it like I don’t know what I’m talking about. Have you ever worn a cinystalq, Edtroka? Have you?”

He frowned and leaned back against the tree.

“No, I haven’t.”

“You were the one who said that Maarqyn would never just accept that I’d told him everything. Do you think your father will be any better? They’ll keep digging until you’ll tell them anything just to make it stop. You said it. You’ll die revealing your deepest secrets.”

Edtroka’s gaze flickered from Georgianna to Dhiren and back again. He lowered his eyes and stared at his boots, rubbing his hands up and down his legs.

“And if I accept that?” he asked. “I can buy you time, George. Time you desperately need.”

“We don’t, not at this cost.”

Keiran dug the point of his knife into the ground and began scratching at the wet soil.

“Don’t you think your knowledge is useful?” he asked.

Edtroka looked at him warily but Keiran didn’t lift his head. He was carving out channels in the dirt with his blade. When Edtroka opened his mouth to argue, Keiran continued.

“You know more about Adveni systems and methods than the rest of us put together. Who gives a sun’s turn about Veniche travelling habits, or which tunnel gets you to the Oprust district the fastest? Without you, we’re walking blind.” He looked up, fixing Edtroka with a stare. “Even the Cahlven are in the dark here.”

Edtroka wrapped his arms around his legs and clasped his hands, wringing his fingers.

“I don’t know where the Mykahnol is, Keiran,” he said. “I can’t help them any more than you can.”

“But you can tell them the standard responses to attacks. You can outline formations and technology.” Keiran glanced at Alec and licked his lips. “You managed to get me out of that ambush by knowing their tactics and movements.”

“What good is that if we can’t stop them from blowing the city sky high?”

“They hate Maarqyn,” Alec croaked. His voice was raw and he winced and coughed at the words. Rubbing the side of his neck tenderly, he avoided their eyes and leaned against a tree, watching the leaves. “People are scared of him but they hate him. I was with that man for two years and I saw enough of you.”

Edtroka’s eyes widened. Georgianna, on the other hand, was transfixed by Alec’s quiet words.

“You were their friend, their equal. You weren’t someone ordering them about and humiliating them when they failed. Maarqyn has few friends in the city. The only people who like him are Volsonnae, and even they are scared he’ll destroy them if they don’t lick his boots.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Edtroka said. “It just means they’ll do whatever he asks because they’re scared of what happens if they don’t.”

“But they’ll do what you ask because you ask it,” Dhiren cut in.

Their gazes met across the space between them. Neither looked away. Dhiren’s face was a model of determination, though Georgianna wasn’t sure whether his intention was to win the war, or simply to convince Edtroka against going through with his plan.

“They won’t.”

“I saw their reactions to you. From within the compound and before. They respect you. Some of them were scared you would call in daddy, but they respected you because you did a good job.”

“What’s your point?”

“Do you think your father would have made your betrayal common knowledge, knowing how it would damage his reputation?” Dhiren asked, mirroring Edtroka as he drew his knees up and bound his arms around his legs.

“Perhaps, I don’t know.”

“Then we still have a chance to get to some of the people you knew. Maybe you can get information out of them.”

Edtroka got to his feet, rubbing his hands vigorously around his face. When he realised there wasn’t enough space for him to pace, he stood still, staring down in frustration.

“So instead of walking into Adlai to give myself up and buy you all time, you want me to walk into Adlai and ask for information that may not even help?” he sneered. “Like that won’t get me caught, anyway? If I do that then I’ve not even bought you negotiation time.”

“We don’t want negotiations,” Georgianna said. “Beck doesn’t, either. The Adveni have done too much to be allowed to stay here. Olless keeps talking about it like it’s just a conversation and it doesn’t mean anything. She hasn’t been here. She hasn’t seen the extent of what they’ve done to us.”

“We want them dead or gone,” Alec agreed hoarsely. “Not sitting around a table. These negotiations are only a good idea if we can use them to keep their leaders busy while we destroy them.”

Edtroka snorted and rolled his eyes.

“You’re all talking like we can do this alone. We can’t.”

“How do you know that?” Georgianna asked. “How do you—”

A high beeping sound cut through her words. Georgianna looked around, heart thumping hard against her ribs. She knew that noise. Keiran pulled his knife from the ground and Dhiren jumped to his feet. He turned in a circle, threatening the trees before his gaze settled on Edtroka’s bag. A blue light blinked through the canvas.

“It’s my tsentyl,” Edtroka said, extracting the small black cube. “I had it set to minimum communication but I’d turned it on fully just before I heard you all.”

“If you had it off, how were we able to track it?” Alec asked.

“We had the signal from when he contacted the Cahlven,” Keiran said, patting his pocket and thrusting his knife into the dirt. Dhiren sank back to a crouch. Edtroka grinned at Keiran.

“I was wondering how you’d found me,” he said. “It makes sense. Tsentyls give off an individual signal so you can find a specific one if needed. This one isn’t registered to me so they wouldn’t have known to look for it. It would have been just another dot on a map, indistinguishable from the tsentyls of those in the Nyrahby who were busy bombing us.”

“Why did you turn it on?” Georgianna asked.

“I was getting ready to contact my father.”

He swiped the tsentyl from its cube form, letting it slot into a flat square screen in his palm. He clicked through it; the light from the screen bathed the small clearing in an eerie blue glow. Georgianna watched as he frowned and blinked. His lips parted and he let out a heavy breath that cut through the silence. Even the wind had stopped to hear the news.

“Well?” Keiran asked. “What is it?”

Edtroka was silent as he locked down the tsentyl and closed it into a cube again. He bent down and placed it into his bag, taking his seat against the tree trunk.

“E’Troke?” Dhiren pressed.

“It was a final warning for all Adveni stationed in Nyvalau to evacuate,” he said. “The Mykahnol has gone into final countdown.”

He lowered his gaze to his knees. A fist of fear grabbed hold of Georgianna’s chest, squeezing so tight she could hardly breathe.

Edtroka buried his head in his hands.

“We’re out of time.”
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The darkness had swallowed them inch by inch. Dry grass licked at their legs and the breeze tasted their hair, wafting the scent into the wind. They walked between two rows of stone teeth, disappearing from sight.

You make sure that man of yours looks after you, my girl.

He had brushed under her eyes as tears gathered along her lashes. Even though he hadn’t wanted to leave without her, he had been stronger than she was. He had accepted her advice and given in to her pleas that they would be safer. He had hugged her so tightly—the way he always did—that she couldn’t breathe against his barrelled chest.


 
Georgianna couldn’t breathe.

“But what was the benefit?” Alec asked, stabbing a bent spoon at one of the stale packets of food. “The Cahlven are north. They haven’t even shown an interest in Nyvalau.”

They’d mostly waited out the countdown in silence. Edtroka claimed that it would be an hour before the southern Veniche city was destroyed. Dhiren joked that it would become an even bigger crater than it already was but when nobody laughed he gave in to the quiet. Keiran passed Georgianna a packet of food, but she didn’t taste anything other than sand in her mouth.

There were maybe only minutes left. She’d tried counting but her thoughts kept going back to her nephew Braedon asleep on the back of the cart as they’d left her. He’d been so excited to travel for the first time. His grand-father had told him about travelling for most of his life. Braedon’s giddy joy had made him so useless in packing that they’d sent him off to play.

“It was a show of power,” Edtroka said, his voice tired and dull. “The Cahlven destroyed the Adveni bases. They were probably proving that both sides could play that game.”

“But there was nothing of value. The Cahlven were destroying reserves, troops and weapons. What were the Adveni destroying?” Alec asked.

“Veniche.” Dhiren stabbed at the ground with his knife. “The Cahlven have claimed to be siding with us against the Adveni, so the Adveni took their numbers away from them.”

Georgianna set the food packet aside, propping it carefully against her bag so that it wouldn’t spill.

“You think?”

“Or they were taking away a place to run to. They know Adlai will be the main target, so get rid of the back-ups.”

She’d told them to run. She’d begged them to. Everything had been getting so complicated that she couldn’t worry about them as well. They’d wanted her to leave with them—they’d had the papers for it—but she’d said no. They would be safer outside of Adlai. Safer without her.

They would be safer. She’d promised that they would be safe, that she would be safe.

Georgianna got to her feet and turned away from them. The trees were thick in this part of the forest; large rough trunks she couldn’t wrap her arms all the way around. The branches, heavy with leaves, blocked most of the light from the moon and stars. Knots of bushes scratched at her boots. The tangles tore at her legs and hips. She didn’t push them away. She let them tear at her. Trudging through the undergrowth, she didn’t watch where she was going, she just walked.

We’re out of time.

They were out of time. Their time was gone. They were gone.

He touched her elbow first, bringing her to a stop. He circled her in the cramped space between the trunks, his fingers drifting up her arm to her shoulder. Breath wavered in and out of her mouth, unable to pass through the tightness in her throat. His blue-grey eyes looked like the closest stars, sad that the dawn was almost upon them. He didn’t brush the tears away from under her eyes. He let them creep down her cheeks and splash from her jaw. Without a word, Keiran wrapped her in his arms, pulling her tight against his chest. Georgianna dissolved against him, along with the barrier of anger and pride that had been between them for weeks.

Breath became harder and harder to come by, each gasp like swallowing fire. Her lungs and throat and body burned and the tears came thicker, faster, hotter. Still he clung to her and let her cling to him.

Gasps became sobs that echoed in the dark.

He drew her down onto the ground, leaning against a tree trunk and cradling her against his chest. She gripped his shirt so tightly that her knuckles whitened and her fingers ached. It was a good pain; the pain of hanging on.

“You don’t know,” he whispered into her hair once the sobs had given in to the silent flood. “They might not have made it that far.”

Georgianna squeezed her eyes shut and kept hanging on.
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Cradled against Keiran’s chest, Georgianna stared at the patch where her tears had soaked through his shirt. Black gave way to moss green in a fuzzy ring. The material clung to her cheek, sticky and hot, but she stared at the blurred line and didn’t move, blinking against the soreness of her eyes.

At some point she had fallen asleep. The darkness had given way to the warm and unthinking black. He had held her, still held her, his fingers buried in her hair and his body as comforting as the quiet behind her eyes. She didn’t know whether he’d also slept, but if he hadn’t then he hadn’t complained about it.

The morning sun fought to pass the canopy of leaves above them, light winking through the gaps, disappearing with the slightest wind. Georgianna heard the soft trudge of footsteps through the moss, approaching with caution. She watched Alec’s approach out of the corner of her eyes. He stuffed his hands down into his pockets, shoulders hunched and head drooped, looking just like the boy who had once been told off alongside her brother, Halden. The scars of adulthood had taken their toll on the innocent face she had once known. The mark of the Adveni was as visible on Alec as it was invisible on her.

“You’re awake,” he murmured.

Keiran jerked beneath her and tilted his head to get a better look at her face. He gave her a tentative smile that she didn’t return.

“Hey,” he whispered. His fingers flexed in her hair, brushing the back of her neck.

Alec shuffled where he stood and scuffed his boots against the moss. He looked anywhere but at her. He swallowed and stared up at the canopy of leaves.

“We need to make a decision,” he said. “On what we’re going to do. Edtroka says he had the tsentyl on too long. If the Adveni haven’t realised already, they may do soon. We should leave.”

“Okay,” Keiran said. His chin brushed the top of her head as he nodded.

Georgianna peeled herself away from him. His shirt clung to her cheek as far as it would reach before falling back against him. He tried for another smile as he stood and took her hands, helping her up. Her body protested every movement.

“Can I have a minute?” she asked.

“Course.”

Stepping close, Keiran brushed his thumbs under her eyes and kissed each cheekbone before he strode back through the trees.

She rubbed her hands over her face, erasing the tears and the kisses. She pulled her fingers through her hair and hugged her body, trying to conjure that feeling of hanging on. There was nothing to cling to but her own flesh.

Tears began gathering again. She sniffed and tipped her head back, willing them to slide away behind her eyes so that she could hold on to them. She deserved them.

“Gianna?”

She gasped and lost the tears. Now there was just the sound of her name; the name only those who had known her as a child had used. It was a name that reminded her of her mother braiding her hair and of her father carving and telling her stories. She turned around. Alec was still standing there, still boy-like, his hair mussed and his gaze reproachful.

“Are you…” He cracked under her gaze and stared at the floor. “Are you okay?”

Georgianna took a deep breath that seared her throat. She straightened herself up. She would not look away, not now. Beneath the tears, beneath the fear and the pain, there was an anger that flared at his standing there looking so lost and forlorn. He had told her to send them away. He had tried to send her with them, getting the papers and convincing her it was best.

“No,” she said.

She walked past him without another word, picking her way through the trees and bushes, back to the clearing, leaving him alone with her anger.

Dhiren and Edtroka sat hip to hip with a small fire before them. The smell of cooked meat hung in the air as smoke coiled and bloomed above the flames. They both looked up but, upon seeing her, remained silent until she’d taken a seat. She picked up the packet of food she had left the night before and prodded it with the spoon. Dhiren reached around the fire and passed her some chunks of rabbit that had been left to cool in one of the empty pouches. She gave him her best attempt at a smile and moved her spoon to this new meal.

Alec returned a few minutes later and sat as far away from everyone as he could manage within the small space. In the flickering light, Georgianna could see thick lines of purple bruising around his neck. A flicker of guilt shot through her but as he glanced over and quickly averted his gaze to the fire, his lips pursed, and the guilt was licked away by new flames.

Dhiren drummed his fingers against his leg and frowned, before putting on a bright smile.

“Okay, so we have to leave here. We have two choices. We go back to Olless and receive a whipping for disobeying orders, or we go into Adlai and fight this thing.”

“There are five of us,” Keiran replied. “How are we supposed to fight?”

“We had small numbers to keep ourselves being spotted by the Cahlven. The same could work getting into Adlai.”

“And once we’re there?”

“We find some of Edtroka’s friends, see if we can convince them to help us,” Alec said.

Georgianna should have been surprised that Alec was open for help from Adveni, but she was focussing on chewing the meat. She thought through each bite, each movement of her jaw, anything to keep her thoughts from returning to her family. The meat was greasy and overcooked. It also tasted like sand.

“And if none of them decide to help, we have nothing and a city full of Adveni knowing we’re there,” Edtroka said.

“Why would they help us?” Keiran asked.

“You’re an idiot,” Dhiren said. “We’re not going to walk up and say, ‘Hey, we want to destroy your entire race. Could you help?’ You were playing both sides for two years and you didn’t learn how to convince people of something they didn’t want to do?”

Edtroka shoved his elbow into Dhiren’s ribs but it only made the hunter grin all the broader.

“We lie,” Alec said. “Edtroka tells them he knows the Cahlven have information on the Mykahnol. He’s worried they’ll try to destroy it, so he needs the information to change the protocol to something the Cahlven won’t be able to work.”

Dhiren chortled and leaned over to slap Alec on the shoulder. Alec flinched away from him.

“See! Cartwright’s got it. Milk the vtensu!”

“How did you learn to be so devious?” Edtroka asked.

Alec glanced at them and his worry melted into a smirk.

“I lived with Maarqyn.”

All four of them laughed. When Keiran glanced at Georgianna, he stopped and placed his hand on her thigh. She scooped up another piece of rabbit, stared at it for a moment, and dumped it back into the packet.

“We’re going to Adlai,” she said. “We’re bringing the vtensu down.”
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“She was registered, even before becoming your favourite little house pet,” Dhiren muttered, not nearly quiet enough that they didn’t hear him. Georgianna guessed he wanted them to hear so that they could talk her out of her plan to go to her family home.

“That’s got nothing to do with it,” Keiran said.

“It’s got everything to do with it. They’re after E'Troke, or had you forgotten?”

Keiran glanced over his shoulder and rolled his eyes.

“Going to the Med’s house is almost as bad as us hiding out in his apartment.” Dhiren jabbed his thumb in Edtroka’s direction. “Do you think they won’t look because it’s too obvious? Like we wouldn’t be stupid enough to try that? That’s because they’d be right. It is stupid!”

Keiran stopped in his tracks long enough for Dhiren to catch up to him. He yanked him to one side and, though Georgianna was sure that Dhiren could have Keiran flat on his back within a matter of seconds, Dhiren allowed himself to be tugged away.

“She’s lost her family, alright, give her a break,” Keiran said. Like Dhiren, he tried to keep his voice low, but with no distraction bar the sound of their footsteps, he would have had to whisper in Dhiren’s ear to stop the others from hearing completely.

“The camps will be the most inconspicuous,” Alec said loudly. “They’ll give us the most covered path into the city and we’ll have time to plan so we know we have a place to regroup if needed.”

Keiran released Dhiren and hung back to join Georgianna as she trudged behind them. He reached out to slide his hand into hers but she pulled back, giving him an apologetic smile. He nodded.

Out in front, Edtroka was stubbornly ignoring the lot of them. He stormed ahead, as if eager to get the whole thing done as fast as possible. By the end of the argument in the forest he had been the only one who favoured returning to the Cahlven. Or, at least, who favoured the others’ return to the Cahlven. He had still planned on handing himself in to prevent further bloodshed. It didn’t matter that the clock had run out on the offer the Volsonnar had made; he was sure that his appearance would convince his father to reconsider.

Georgianna watched him, wondering what he was now scheming. If Edtroka intended on throwing his life away, she feared there was nothing they could do to stop him. He might suddenly disappear or walk them headlong into an Adveni patrol to ensure his capture. No. While she wasn’t sure that Edtroka was willing to save himself, she trusted that he would do everything in his power to keep them safe. He already had. He was travelling with an escaped convict, a known Belsa, and a commander’s drysta. All three would face death if they were caught and Georgianna didn’t know what the Adveni would do with her. They knew about Edtroka’s involvement in the destruction of Lyndbury Compound and so surely they knew about her, too. She would probably be killed with the rest of them. Edtroka wouldn’t risk their lives even if he was willing to give up his own.

The rain came down in earnest as they neared the city, plastering their clothes to their skin and their hair to their faces. Dhiren shook his head every minute like a wet dog, sending water flying in every direction. They’d taken a wide route around the north of the city to reach the camps in the west, and through the sheets of grey the houses on the outer ridges came into view, dark under the slate sky.

“Now or never,” Alec said.

Dhiren didn’t look happy but he nodded just the same. Edtroka extended his already long strides, almost disappearing through the dark cloud of rain. This time Georgianna let Keiran take her hand as they set off at a run after him, bags bouncing on their backs.

Water poured from the rooftops, splattering mud. The houses spotted along the ridge became more frequent until two waterfalls of overflow splashed down on the alleyways. Edtroka ducked into a gap and let them pass. Georgianna took the lead with Keiran and Alec behind her. Edtroka and Dhiren—who were less familiar with the camps—brought up the rear, Edtroka hunching himself over to disguise his height, a trait of the Adveni.

Weaving around the backs of the houses, Georgianna ran the familiar path until she spotted the one she wanted. Releasing Keiran’s hand, she vaulted over the fence into the small patch of garden. Skidding on the wet grass, she caught herself just before she tumbled face first into the mud. It caked the bottom of her boots and the hems of her trousers, making her feel like she were wearing the large sled shoes they used for trekking across snow. Her clothes were soaked and hung heavy, splattered with dirt.

The back door of the house stood open; a large pool of rainwater spread across the kitchen floor. Alec settled his hand on Georgianna’s shoulder, urging her back. He drew his knife. Keiran and Edtroka raised their weapons and followed him inside. Dhiren nodded to Georgianna and held out his arm for her to go first. He closed the door behind him.

The large cooking pot lay on its side in the middle of the kitchen. The chairs were gone and the table-top lay in two pieces on the floor, its legs broken off. Georgianna braced and walked further inside.

The rain drummed against the walls of the small house, echoing her heartbeat and with the anger at what she was seeing. Any belongings her family had left behind were strewn through the rooms. All valuable and useful items had been stolen.

She stood in the doorway of what had once been her room. Her trunk, built by her father while her mother had still been pregnant with her, was gone. Her mattress had been split open and the grass and straw pulled out. Her clothes were ripped and trampled. The frame of her bed had been taken; there was nothing left but the splinters where they had broken it apart.

“I’m sorry, George,” Dhiren murmured from behind her.

“People here knew my father. They knew Halden. They’d probably seen Braedon every day of his life and they still—”

“I know,” was all he said. He squeezed her shoulder, sending a stream of cold rainwater from her shirt cascading down her back.

He left her alone in the doorway and followed the others through to the front room. Georgianna searched around for anything salvageable before moving on to the room her brother shared with Braedon. The sight was much the same. Furniture had been stripped and broken apart. What clothes remained were torn and useless. A rag toy of Braedon’s had been left behind untouched and she gathered it up and clutched it against her chest.

This time, there were no tears. She wandered through the house, observing the destruction of her family’s lives but not truly seeing it. Her father’s room had been turned upside down and if he had left anything of value behind, it was gone now. Georgianna clung tight to the rag doll as she thought about the bag of belongings she had taken with her to Edtroka’s apartment, now lost to her as well. The Adveni had killed her family but it had been the Veniche who wiped out almost all trace of them. She brought the doll to her nose, inhaling deeply through the worn material. She wanted nothing more than to recognise a scent, for it to bring happy memories, but there was nothing but dust and cold rain air.

The front room was the last and the worst. The furniture her father had so painstakingly made was broken or missing. The stool he’d always sat on to whittle lay in pieces in the corner. That didn’t make any sense. If they’d needed firewood in the middle of the Freeze then perhaps she could understand it; sometimes people were driven to desperation. But here they had broken things apart for no other reason than destruction. The tears that now sprung to her eyes were not drawn from sadness or loss; they were from anger.

She didn’t see the object until she sent it spinning across the floor from an absent kick of her boot. She watched it rock and lie still, the tiny eye peering up. Zello, the toy wolf her father had carved for her as a child—her favourite—lay on its side. She crouched and picked it up, turning the smooth wood over in her fingers. One of his back legs had snapped off and she figured that someone had trodden on it while moving through the room.

Her father had clutched that wolf so tightly when he had thought she wouldn’t return from the compound. Convincing him that it really was her, and not some cruel spirit sent to haunt him, had been heart-rending. Now, holding the wolf was ripping her in two.

“We should move on,” Georgianna murmured. “It’s obviously not safe here.”

To his credit, Dhiren didn’t laugh or brag about being right. Keiran moved to her, but Edtroka held him back. He shook his head and Keiran’s jaw tightened as he glanced between the two of them.

“Can… Can I stay a minute before we leave?”

“We’ll be in the kitchen.”

Edtroka ushered the others out of the front room. Back in Edtroka’s apartment, Georgianna had often wondered about the lack of personal items. Everything Edtroka owned had been functional. There was nothing that gave any hint to his family or his life before arriving on Os-Veruh. Now, standing in the rubble of her family, she understood why.

Remembering them was too painful. Edtroka’s family were still alive, most of them at least, but they were no longer a family to him. Georgianna knew she would give everything to have her family alive, even if she never saw them. But for them to think of her as a traitor? To want her dead? She wasn’t sure she would handle that any better.

She turned over items strewn across the floor, looking for anything she could salvage, things that would remind her of them. Even though her family were already gone, she couldn’t cut them from her life the way Edtroka had done. Tears of fury and desolation blurred her vision. She wanted to take everything, from the broken stool to the ripped clothes. For anyone else to have them would be wrong. For them to rot in this house, a waste. Even though she knew there was no use for them, she had still gathered an armful of items by the time she slung her bag from her shoulder and opened it to put them inside. Dhiren or Edtroka would probably call her mad but she didn’t care.

Standing, Georgianna walked back to the doorway. There was nothing left for her here. There was nothing left for any of them. The bag hung low, slapping against her calf with every step. In the corridor, she glanced through the open front door and out to the street. She froze.

Ehnisque’s dark hair was knotted tightly at the base of her skull. She looked perfect, despite the storm. Her pale skin shone through the dark rain, in stark contrast to the black of her uniform. She wasn’t as tall as her brother but she was statuesque, standing there in the rain, a small smile already on her lips.

Georgianna placed the bag down just inside the living room door. She didn’t dare look behind to check for the others in case Ehnisque saw. She couldn’t even hear their voices over the pounding of the rain. She stood still, listening and waiting, but there was only the steady beat of the rain.

Ehnisque stared at her, hands clasped calmly. She wouldn’t have come alone. Georgianna already knew that there would be little chance of escape. If she tried to run the Adveni would close in and capture her. They would catch them all.

There was only one option. She would set off the trap herself. If she walked directly into the net then they wouldn’t be able to throw it so easily over the others. They would have time if she could warn them.

It was only fair that the Adveni got the whole Lennox line, wasn’t it? She’d see her father again. He would be furious, she knew, but he would hug her and tell her it was alright.

She wanted to turn and run. She wanted to scream. She wanted to draw out the knife Dhiren had given her and prove he’d been able to teach her something.

Instead Georgianna stepped out to meet Ehnisque Grytsch in the rain.
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Ehnisque didn’t move as Georgianna walked forwards. Raindrops pounded her skin like pellets and ran down her face into her soaked clothes. She looked up at the woman. It was almost laughable. Ehnisque was dramatically taller than her. Every inch of her body screamed power and speed; it was a body made for the duty it had been given. The rain rolled off her Tsevstakre uniform as easily as it slipped down her cheeks.

“You won me a bet, Ven,” she said, her grin broadening.

“You’re welcome.”

Georgianna didn’t know where the determination was coming from, but she couldn’t let Ehnisque see her squirm. She would face her like a woman, like a warrior. Her family had been taken from her but she would protect Edtroka from his.

“You see, my men here thought that you wouldn’t be stupid enough to come here, but I knew,” Ehnisque jeered, waving her hand to two more Tsevstakre. They moved through the rain like shadows. “The silly little medic, so sentimental.”

“I hope you got something good for your win.”

“Oh, I did, Ven. I got you.”

“Well, I’m sorry I’m not more presentable for you.”

Ehnisque’s laugh sounded so much like Edtroka’s that it threw Georgianna off. She didn’t want to compare this woman to Edtroka. Although they resembled each other physically, their characters were completely different. Edtroka wanted to help people, where Ehnisque was best at destroying them, at least from what she’d seen.

“Did you do this to the house?” she asked. “A taunt to draw me out?”

Ehnisque looked past her and through the open doorway.

“While I would love to have claimed that carnage, I cannot.” She leaned closer, her dark eyes sparkling through the rain. “Though, I cannot claim to have stopped it, either. We took bets on whether you’d cry, too.”

Georgianna gulped and steeled herself against the cold and the anger that would have her body tremble. Ehnisque straightened and looked over her head at the doorway.

“Who else is in there?”

“No one.”

“You always have someone, Ven. Some pathetic man willing to hurt himself for your pretty face. Is it my brother this time or have you abandoned him?”

“You said it, Ehnisque. I’m silly and sentimental. I wanted to see my home. I came alone.”

Ehnisque motioned for the two Tsevstakre soldiers to move forwards.

“Check the house,” she said. “If there is anything more than a bug in there I want it dead or in front of me. If it’s E’Troke, I want him alive.”

Georgianna turned away from Ehnisque and watched as they advanced. They slipped towards the house, their weapons raised, moving soft and slow, silent. She gritted her teeth. If they went too far then they would find the others. They would trap them and submitting to Ehnisque would be for nothing.

“Do you really think your brother would be stupid enough to come here?” she demanded, returning Ehnisque’s cruel smirk. “After all, he was smart enough to outwit Maarqyn for years. He outwitted you, too, didn’t he? Even your father, the vtensu Volsonnar wasn’t smart enough to see his betrayal. So, if you think he’s stupid enough to come here it makes me wonder how your family ever took power.”

Ehnisque’s fist flashed forwards and there was a second where Georgianna didn’t even register the motion. Then, like thunder, the pain cracked through her. Georgianna covered her face and howled as loud as she could, doubling over in pain. She howled and swore, stamping her foot.

“You dare talk about my family like that?”

Had it been enough?

Straightening up, she dabbed her thumb under her nose and scrunched her face to test the pain. It hurt. She faced Ehnisque again. The Adveni was sneering down at her.

“Yes,” Georgianna said. “You mentioned mine.”

“Your pathetic excuse for kin are where they belong.”

Tonguing her teeth to make sure none of them were wobbling, Georgianna swiped across her lip with the back of her hand. She couldn’t taste blood, just rain and fury. She was digging her own grave. It would never be planted with grass or given a marker, but the least she could do was deny the Adveni the satisfaction of forcing her to it, kicking and screaming. She would go willingly, and take many of them into it with her.

“And soon your psychotic friends will be where they belong,” Georgianna said. “Say, how is the commander?”

“You stupid little—” Ehnisque grabbed her by the collar, pulling her forwards.

“Stupid little what, Ehnisque?” She grabbed Ehnisque’s wrist, driving her nails down into the flesh. “A stupid little Ven that he obsessed over more than he did you? And you call me pathetic.”

The Adveni drew her fist back but, before she could strike again, she glanced over Georgianna’s head and her snarl of rage turned into a grin of triumph.

“Stupid little Ven,” she said. She glanced down at her. “Did my brother not tell you that you should know your hand before you bluff?”

Georgianna jerked back, trying to look over her shoulder. Ehnisque tugged her closer.

What if they hadn’t heard her? What if those Tsevstakre were dragging them out? No, she would have been able to hear them fighting. Dhiren and Edtroka had taken on guards by themselves. They would have been able to fight the two soldiers. They would have at least tried. She knew they would. Ehnisque would have been more worried; she would have grabbed her and used her to make them stop.

She would have heard it.

“You’re too sentimental,” Ehnisque said. “That’s why you’ll never win.”

She feared it was Edtroka. He’d wanted to hand himself in to give the Cahlven time. He’d even offered to sacrifice himself within the compound. What if this was how he finally got his way? He’d had the tsentyl powered up for too long, he’d said it himself. Perhaps it had been his plan all along to ensure his capture.

Ehnisque released her. She spun around.

It wasn’t Edtroka. Two soldiers were coming out of the house and between them, not fighting or shouting but walking calmly, to meet his fate, was Keiran.

Georgianna’s heart fell further the closer he came. He stared past her at Ehnisque. She could see the same determination in his face that she had tried to use to mask her own fear. She wondered if he was scared.

“Well, well, well. What do we have here?”

“If you’re stupid enough to need—”

“Quiet!” Ehnisque snapped. “You will hold your tongue or I will cut it in two.”

She pointed at the door.

“Were there others?” she demanded. “Did you see anything?”

“There were multiple treads inside,” one of the soldiers said. “We called in for Vosqra and Dtron to move around back to try to cut them off, but nothing so far.”

“Who was there?” Ehnisque said to Keiran, her voice as sharp and cold as broken ice. “Who were you with?”

Her gaze snapped between them. Keiran’s jaw tightened and he stared right back. Georgianna held her tongue and kept it in one piece.

Ehnisque shoved Georgianna, sending her splashing down onto the soaking ground. Pain shot up her back.

“I said, who was there?”

“No one,” Keiran said. “It must have been the looters’ footprints.”

“That house has been empty for a week.” Ehnisque said. “My men have seen to that.”

Georgianna got to her feet and stood next to Keiran. The backs of his fingers brushed hers. He twitched.

“They saw you approaching the house. There were more of you. They told me there were five.”

“Maybe your men count as well as you do your job,” Georgianna said.

Ehnisque smacked her with the back of her hand. Georgianna staggered back as Ehnisque beckoned the soldiers closer.

“They do not move. They so much as sniff and you put a bullet in their knees. I need to report this to the commander.”

She turned away as the soldiers flanked them, both clamping a hand down on their arms. Ehnisque pulled a tsentyl from her pocket and swiped it open. She stabbed it forcefully with her finger, as if it had been the one to insult her, and within moments, a monotonous tone buzzed through the air.

Georgianna looked at Keiran. He pressed the back of his hand against hers and returned her gaze out of the corner of his eye. He gave a tiny almost indiscernible nod. She didn’t need to ask. He knew what she was afraid of and he knew what she wanted. He’d always known what she wanted.

Edtroka, Dhiren, and Alec were gone.






  [image: 15 - Left to Lose]

 
The cell was dark, with only slivers of light squeezing through the tiny window at the top of the back wall. The bars across the entrance were thick and so close together that there was no chance of getting an arm through the gap, let alone being able to twist and unlock the door. Ehnisque had hooded both of them the moment they left the camps and Georgianna hadn’t been able to keep up with the turns they’d taken. After entering a building, they had been shoved down a flight of stairs and they were now deep underground. Even Edtroka wouldn’t be able to blow out a wall and help them escape.

Keiran had finally stopped pacing. He sat against the wall, hands clasped in his lap. He closed his eyes and rested his head back against the wall, but he was too stiff to be asleep. Georgianna kept mobile, hopeful that her pacing might relieve some of the tension and help her to forget her fear. She ran her hand back and forth along the bars as she walked, listening for footsteps amid the random melody of fingers against metal.

“It was stupid!”

She returned to her tirade with the same fervour as the first time she’d let the words tumble from her. Keiran sighed and cracked one eye open.

“I shouted so that you would know to run,” she said. “You should have run.”

“So you’re angry with me for sacrificing myself after you… sacrificed yourself,” he said. “Don’t you think that’s a little hypocritical?”

“I wanted you to run. What benefit is there in both of us being here?”

“Alright.” He pushed himself further up. “Let’s discuss the benefit of you sacrificing yourself to a man who has already expressed interest in buying you and torturing you for information.”

“It would have given you the chance to get away.”

“And when you offered to stay with the brothers in the compound? Whose benefit was that for?”

Georgianna spun on her heel so fast that she smacked her elbow into the bars. Hissing, she cradled her elbow in her hand and glared down at him.

“That’s got nothing to do with this.”

“I think it has everything to do with it,” he said.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Let’s say it does.”

Georgianna rolled her eyes and went back to pacing.

“This isn’t getting us anywhere.”

Keiran’s laugh was brash and bitter. He flung his arms out and beamed a belittling grin.

“Look around, George! Nothing is getting us anywhere. And since you seem so intent on proving how stupid I was for giving myself up, I think I deserve the right to do the same.”

“If you think I am so stupid, why did you follow, then?” she hissed, pleased for a moment that she had the upper hand.

“Do you really need to ask that?”

She stopped, staring through the gap in the bars and not daring to look back at him. The corridor was as dark as their cell. She couldn’t even see the doors from here, just the black of the stone walls. The empty gloom looked almost comfortable, quieter than the questions and desolations running through her head.

Georgianna couldn’t ask him again why he had followed her, because she didn’t know she could bear to hear the answer. After spending weeks wondering and worrying about the gap opening up between them, she knew what he was going to say, but didn’t want to hear him say it. She didn’t deserve it; not after everything that had happened. Her family were gone because of her. She didn’t deserve the comfort of knowing Keiran had walked into this hell to protect her. If anything, that made it worse. She had lost her family and she was letting Keiran follow her to a grave.

“You’re meant to be one of the leaders, Keiran,” she whispered. “You were meant to be… you were meant to help us win and rebuild. I’ve lost everything, already.”

Keiran frowned as she turned to look at him. She could see his eyes through the darkness, bright and sad. He rubbed his hands against his thighs.

“You really think you have nothing to lose?” he asked. “What about the people losing you?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

They’d been so distant, so angry. Despite the good they’d done, she wanted to rewind it all so she could have him back again; go back to when things had been simpler. Or, at least, when it had been easier to lie. She couldn’t lie any more.

“The point is, any of the others would have received an instant death sentence. They don’t know about me.”

She looked away from him. He’d followed her because he thought she was safe. Her lungs filled with stones.

“They know.”

“What?”

“They know about you. They’ll have searched Edtroka’s apartment by now. They know you helped Alec and Nyah escape. They know that you convinced Edtroka to free me from the compound.”

She remembered how she’d felt when she saw his name on a list alongside a map that detailed their escape route whilst freeing Alec and Nyah from Maarqyn’s ownership. She’d been confused and upset. She had wanted to trust him but too many things didn’t make sense. Of course, that had been before she’d realised that Edtroka wasn’t on the Adveni’s side and that the list was to help them.

Returning to his side, Georgianna slid down onto the floor next to him. Beside her, Keiran rubbed his face and stared at his knees, heaving a sigh.

“Why didn’t you run with the others?” she asked.

Keiran licked his bottom lip as his gaze searched her face.

“Because if I’d let them take you, I’d have been right where you are.”

He reached up and brushed the hair back from her face, his eyes so close that they blurred in her vision. His breath was warm and damp against her skin. It was the most intimate they’d been since he comforted her over her family, and closer than they’d been for weeks before that.

“Nothing left to lose.”

Georgianna slid her hand into his and squeezed. She kissed the back of his fingers. She splayed their hands and kissed his palms. She lay her head on his shoulder and shared her fears with him as he pressed his lips against the top of her head.

“It’s too late now, anyway,” he murmured into her hair.

“Too late,” she agreed.
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The door at the end of the corridor hit the wall with a crash. Georgianna jumped, scrambling to her feet. Backing away from the bars at the front of their cell, she pressed against the wall, running her fingers along the brick. Footsteps echoed down the corridor and into the small cell, boots heavy on the stones. Keiran climbed to his feet beside her. He slipped his hand into hers and squeezed tightly, but it brought no reassurance.

Night had fallen. The small window at the top of the wall no longer let in any light. A bright blaze shone briefly through the open door and down the corridor but, just as quickly, it was gone as the door slammed closed behind whoever was approaching. The outlines of the bars glinted through the gloom and Keiran stood silhouetted next to her as her eyes adjusted.

She knew who was coming before he appeared. Ehnisque had mentioned contacting the commander and Georgianna only knew one Adveni commander who would care that she had returned to her family home. She gulped and gripped Keiran’s hand tighter.

Maarqyn Guinnyr strolled in front of the cell and looked inside. His dark hair was perfectly styled, his uniform without flaw. His eyes glittered and he took a long moment to look them both over, his gaze lingering on their linked hands.

“How adorable,” he drawled with a smirk.

He waved someone forwards. A soldier unlocked the cell and pushed the door inwards. It smacked against the bars, the clang of metal on metal deafening within the confines of the cell. Georgianna pressed her back harder against the stones. She’d been certain of her choice. She knew it was for the best. But that didn’t make it any easier, to stand in front of a Tsevstakre commander.

Stepping forwards, he rubbed his hands together and surveyed the two of them.

“Imagine my joy when Ehnisque called in her little capture,” he said. “She was hoping for her brother too, of course. Nothing like a little sibling rivalry to get the blood flowing.”

Maarqyn gazed at her, his smirk broadening.

“But, of course, Miss Lennox, you know all about that, don’t you? The report came in after your foray into the compound and subsequent disappearance: three others with the last name Lennox had passed through a checkpoint going south. They had the proper paperwork but we had to check. I’m sure you understand.”

Her insides became as heavy and solid as the stones at her back. The weight of her stomach almost buckled her knees and at the same time, she was completely hollow. She clung to Keiran’s hand so hard it hurt, the question already burning on her tongue. Had the Adveni stopped her family from going south? Maarqyn was surely vindictive enough to punish innocent people to compensate for those who got away from him. Maybe he had brought her family back to Adlai in the hopes of luring her out.

Georgianna wanted to burn off her tongue for even thinking something so self-obsessed.

She didn’t want to ask him. She didn’t want to ask anything of Maarqyn, least of all news he knew she would care about. But the words were bubbling in her throat, and they fell from her lips before she could stop them.

“Are they alive?”

Maarqyn clasped his hands in front of him and adjusted his stance.

“Does it matter?” he asked. “After all, you’ll never see them again. Well, maybe we can arrange something if you are under my ownership.”

Georgianna gritted her teeth as Keiran tightened his grip into fists, so tight she thought he might break her fingers.

“Perhaps we can come to an arrangement, you and I,” he said. “I might even spare this one from being collared if he agrees to behave. With Alec and Nyah gone, I could use more help.”

The growl that bubbled in Keiran’s throat never made it to his lips. He rolled his shoulders back and straightened up, glaring daggers back at the Adveni commander. Maarqyn grinned broadly.

“I must say, Medic, I was unsurprised when Ehnisque told me a man had given himself up during your capture.” He kept his gaze on Keiran. “It seems to be a talent of yours, doesn’t it? Getting men involved in your little problems. We did hear an awfully interesting story from one of the inmates within the compound. He screamed for your death quite vehemently. Seemed quite eager to tell us everything he knew, once I suggested that we might return you to him to do as he wished.”

Georgianna paled and stared at him.

“You want to give me to Ta-Dao?”

Maarqyn’s laugh was so cold that it ran straight through her.

“Give our little bird to a murderer? I think not. That would be a waste, wouldn’t it? Over far too quickly.” His eyes narrowed as he looked her over. “I have better plans for you, for both of you. I’m sure you’ll sing quite nicely if given the right incentive. Plus, the inmate was quite mad by the time we spoke to him. I think it was best for all involved that he didn’t speak any more, don’t you agree?”

Maarqyn let the question hang in the air as he turned back to the soldier outside the door and waved him forwards. The man stepped into the cell, waiting. Maarqyn turned back to Georgianna and Keiran, and surveyed them both for a few seconds before nodding.

“Take him first,” he said and even then, the glee was evident in his voice. “Let us see how much he will endure before he cooperates.”

The soldier stepped up and grasped Keiran tightly by the arm. He tugged him forwards and Keiran didn’t fight. He gripped Georgianna’s hand, stretching their arms between them as he was pulled away. His fingers slipped from hers and he didn’t look back as he was dragged from the cell. The soldier led Keiran out of sight and yet Maarqyn still watched her.

“Enjoy the show, little bird,” he whispered.

He swept from the cell, closing and locking the bars behind him.

Georgianna slumped against the wall, sliding down it. She wrapped her arms around her legs and rested her forehead on her knees. A tremor of fear wracked through her body with each ragged breath.

Further down the corridor, a door opened and there was a shuffling as Keiran was pushed inside. They didn’t close the door behind them.

She didn’t hear the questions they asked him. She couldn’t make out the threats or orders. She couldn’t even hear if he answered anything Maarqyn asked, if he told them what they wanted to know. For the rest of the night, alone in the darkness, Georgianna could only hear Keiran’s screams.
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The long chair was sticky. The thick, leathery material was an odd texture she’d not felt before, like it had been varnished and hadn’t dried. Wriggling against it, trying to get comfortable, she tugged at the blue cords which secured her wrists to the armrests. The end of one cord hung from the knot in a coil on the floor. So far, at least, it hadn’t been connected to anything.

Maarqyn stood in the corner of the new room, watching her; arms folded, drumming his fingers against his elbow. Georgianna shivered and leaned back in the chair. It propped her feet up, stretching her out. She felt exposed and no matter how she twisted and turned, no position could ease the feeling that she’d been displayed for his amusement.

Maarqyn hadn’t touched her yet. He had stood in the corner of the room, watching, as she was strapped down. He stayed perfectly still as the soldier made sure each knot was secure before leaving. He’d not even asked her any questions. Perhaps he was expecting that Keiran’s treatment had broken her, that all he had to do was wait for the cracks to start opening.

They hadn’t let her see Keiran. He’d been taken to another cell further down the corridor. A soldier stood outside each door, ready to shoot them with copaq gel if they tried to speak. The sun had risen and set, and all she had seen of Keiran was the trail of blood where they had dragged him down the corridor. She didn’t want to think about what they’d done to him. She couldn’t think about what they might do to her if she refused to cooperate.

“Where is E’Troke Grystch?”

His voice was quiet and soft but too cold to be friendly. He didn’t move from the corner of the room and he didn’t look away from her face. Georgianna shook her head, her hair sticking to her cheeks and neck.

“I don’t know.”

Maarqyn waved a hand towards the coil of blue cord on the floor.

“Technology really is ingenious, isn’t it?” he said. “With the use of such things I don’t even need to touch you to make you answer my questions.”

His boot clunked against the stone. She looked away as he came closer, and it was only then that she realised he had closed the door. When they had taken Keiran, they hadn’t seemed to care if the torture was heard outside the room. Through those hours of being unable to do anything but listen to his screaming, she thought perhaps that Maarqyn wanted her to hear. Strapped to the chair, the closure of the door now scared her more than the idea of pain. She shuddered and tried to push herself further up in the chair.

“I don’t know where he is,” she said again.

“It rarely leaves marks. No unsightly injuries to have to look at every day. Just a nice, complacent drysta who knows her place.”

“I don’t!”

Her voice dropped to a squeak and Maarqyn smiled. Placing a hand on top of her arm, he brushed his thumb back and forth against her skin and leaned over her.

“But it’s boring,” he whispered. “So impersonal.”

She squirmed under his touch.

“You see, it’s not just the memory of pain that keeps a drysta docile. It’s the memory that I gave it to them, that I alone control what happens to them. Cinystalqs are useful to a degree but there comes a time when you have to truly leave your mark on a person. Am I right?”

“I don’t know.”

He stood up straight, his grin bemused.

“You don’t know where E’Troke is? You’ve already said that. Or is it that you don’t know if I’m right? Well, that’d be no surprise, I suppose. You don’t seem like the type to mark another person, to claim them.”

“You haven’t claimed them. You can’t claim a person,” Georgianna murmured.

Clicking his tongue against his teeth, Maarqyn moved closer and took a seat on the edge of the chair, close to her knees. His slim fingers brushed the top of her thigh, up towards her waist. She jerked her leg away but had nowhere to go.

“How much you have to learn, little bird. Every time a drysta looks at a scar, they will connect it to the one who gave it to them.” He walked his fingers across her stomach and her muscles tensed. “They will think about the giver of a mark every day for the rest of their lives. Is that not claim enough?”

He lifted his hand away from her stomach and placed it on her knee again, giving it a gentle squeeze. His eyes shimmered when he smiled, wrinkles appearing at their corners. He was in his forties, probably nearing fifty, and yet there wasn’t a single grey hair on his head. She searched closer; anything to stop herself from looking at those amused eyes, or the vicious smile playing on his lips.

“While we were talking to your friend, we discovered something quite interesting,” he said, tapping his fingers against the inside of her leg. “He has a mark on his shoulder, one that the Veniche use for a traitor. What is it you call that?”

Georgianna gritted her teeth. When she didn’t answer, Maarqyn rolled his eyes and drummed his fingers harder.

“Now, now, Medic, this is hardly going to bring the downfall of your race, is it?”

“Grutt,” she said. “We call it a Grutt.”

“ Grutt. Such a vulgar term. Coarse.”

She was sure he’d known the word all along. Where was this leading? Shaking his head, Maarqyn leaned in closer.

“Do you think he’ll remember the person who gave it to him?”

Her stomach churned. Alec had given Keiran the mark, thinking him a traitor for working with Edtroka. Keiran had already said that he would never forgive Alec for marking him. She wondered if Keiran had told him that, already.

“When we searched E’Troke’s apartment for clues to his whereabouts and his plans, we found an interesting list of names,” Maarqyn continued when she didn’t answer. “Was Keiran Zanetti working with E’Troke before your capture?”

She felt sick. Her stomach rolled and clenched. Her fingers trembled and she felt heat spreading across her skin. Her gaze flickered to the cord around her wrists. It wasn’t attached to anything but what if he’d applied something to it? Something that would make her suffer with the contact. Would an Adveni venom kill her if it only touched her skin?

“Not going to tell me?”

Georgianna glared at him. Far from being angry about her refusal, Maarqyn looked practically giddy at her silence.

“Oh good,” he said, leering. “I was so hoping I would be the one to mark you, little bird.”
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Soon, Maarqyn returned. He opened the door but stayed outside as a petite woman with short, spiked blonde hair entered. She wore the familiar pale grey uniform but it had been modified and was almost unrecognisable as Adveni. It was pulled in at the waist to show off her figure without being skin-tight like the Tsevstakre uniforms. The sleeves had been cropped short and designs of blue and teal, green and deep maroon were woven over her skin. No, not over her skin; in her skin. The spirals and spikes were as much a part of her as the olive tone of her face. Even her eyes looked different; a deep red line had been painted along her lashes and her bright blue irises seemed all the more vivid for it.

She pulled a device on wheels behind her. Setting it next to the chair, she peered back at Maarqyn.

“Where would you like it, Volsonne?”

Maarqyn locked the door behind him and studied Georgianna, tapping the tips of his fingers against his bottom lip.

“Shoulder, I think. Seems fitting.”

The woman nodded and flicked a switch on the device. It hummed and shuddered for a moment and then fell silent. Georgianna shifted, her chair creaking, and looked between them. She squealed as a sharp sting shot through her arm. The woman lifted a copaq-like device. The side of it blinked red three times before going dark.

“She’ll need to be turned over,” the woman said, calm as the breeze.

Maarqyn strode across the room and made quick work of undoing the knot around Georgianna’s left wrist. He moved around the chair and paused, his hand inches from the other knot.

“If you try to fight me, I will make this worse for you. Do you understand?”

She nodded, her gaze flickering to the woman, and he undid the knot.

Rubbing her wrists against the burn of the rough cord, she watched the two Adveni and chewed the inside of her cheek. A small blotch of blood had soaked through the arm of her shirt. She touched it and winced at the sting as the woman continued to flit around the machine, pressing buttons and reading a screen.

“Get up!”

Georgianna did as she was told. Maarqyn stepped around her and leaned down to adjust the long chair. The leg rest shot out and the back fell down until it was flat and square to the ground. Only the arm rests still protruded up on either side.

“Shirt off.”

“What? No.”

Maarqyn didn’t wait for Georgianna to refuse him twice. He grasped her elbow, tugging her forwards. She thwacked her arm against his chest but he barely seemed to feel it. He manoeuvred around her flailing and gripped her shirt, tugging sharply, ripping it down one seam. Georgianna kicked him in the shin.

The back of his hand rattled her teeth and made her brain bounce inside her skull. He had hold of her, pulling the other side of the shirt free and flinging it away. He forced her forwards until her cheek pressed against the sticky leather and coiled the cord back around one of her wrists.

“Down!” he snapped.

No matter how hard she pushed against him, away from him, Maarqyn forced her against the flat chair and held her body down. Leaning over her, he was so close she could feel him smirk against her skin.

“You should do as you’re told, or I’ll have to find a more entertaining use for you in this position.”

Georgianna slumped and stopped resisting. She allowed the woman to help lay her in the correct position. Maarqyn brought the cord underneath her and wrapped it around the other wrist. Pulling tight, her hands came together until she hugged the flat of the chair as he tied down her ankles. By the time he was finished, Georgianna could barely move.

“This is Neyka. Do you know what she is?” Maarqyn asked, crouching by her side so that she could see him. She couldn’t look away.

“No.”

“She’s a Nsiqo,” he said. “She is the one who draws the Nsiloq marks when an Adveni believes they are ready to become an adult.”

“What?” Her voice was barely more than a breath as fear spiked through her, sharper than the sting in her arm.

Maarqyn pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket. There was some sort of pattern on it but she couldn’t get a good look at the detail. He passed it over his head to Neyka.

“What are the Cahlven planning?”

“I don’t know. I’m not important enough to know that.”

He barely looked away from Georgianna as he smiled.

“Begin.”
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Georgianna clung to the bars in the cell door and held herself steady. The Nsiqo had ripped her apart from the inside. Muscle and bone were torn through her skin, set alight, and replaced, still smouldering. Each touch was a round of torture in itself. The questions Maarqyn asked didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the pain. He murmured that everything would be okay and wiped the sweat from her forehead, but he didn’t offer to stop the pain. There was no bargain to be struck between them. He grinned with every fresh scream. He had claimed his prize already.

The soldier unlocked the cell but she couldn’t yet move to go inside. Her legs shook and threatened to buckle beneath her. She wondered whether she should let herself fall. The stones would be a cool relief to the fire in her skin, and lying down would steady the churning in her stomach. She needed water to put out the flames and rid the taste of bile from her mouth.

She yelped as the soldier took hold of her elbow and yanked her forwards. He shoved her inside without ceremony and locked the door. She stood, wavering, as Keiran came to her.

His face was a mess. A long cut ran from temple to jaw and was oozing blood, dribbling over his bruises. A large red bump swelled from his cheek and a clump of hair was missing behind his ear. She wanted to touch him, to reassure him, but she realised, with her fingers already halfway to his face, that she didn’t know how. She couldn’t fix what had been done to him and she couldn’t take the pain away. She couldn’t even promise that it wouldn’t happen again; that the Adveni would pay for what they had done.

“George,” he said, frowning as she flinched away from him. “Are you… what did they do?”

“I told them,” she whispered. “I told them the Colvohan is coming.”

He reached out again, this time taking her hand. Georgianna hissed, as the shirt she’d been given rubbed against raw flesh. Pain throbbed through her, carried by her blood, beating through her body. Keiran was looking at her wrists.

She hadn’t noticed until she looked down and saw for herself. Red welts glistened in the dim light. Her wrists were wet and sticky with blisters, and loose skin was peeling away where they had popped. She’d pulled against the ropes, tugging and struggling as the vapours of pain travelled through her body as easily as air. The cord had burned her and she’d not even noticed. Georgianna glanced down, wondering if she had the same at her ankles.

“It’s okay,” he assured her, careful to avoid the wounds as he brushed his thumb against the back of her hand. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I might have told them more. I don’t know, I don’t remember.”

The shirt scraped against the mark again. She whimpered and hung her head, grinding her teeth. It was no good. The pain wouldn’t go away, no matter what she did. Maarqyn had done this to her; he wouldn’t want her torment to be over so soon.

When she had asked why Jacob’s Nsiloq still hurt him, when the Adveni didn’t seem to be bothered by the marks, Edtroka had told her that they hadn’t ‘set’ the branding. Apparently there was a way for the Nsiqo to treat the Nsiloq and stop the pain. Of course they wouldn’t do that for her. They wouldn’t have given her the mark if she wasn’t forced to remember it every second, like Maarqyn wanted.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said again, leading her down to the floor.

“Did you tell them anything?”

Keiran looked down at his knees, flexed his bruised hands and shook his head. Maybe before, she might have wondered whether he was lying. She might have believed that he was avoiding her eyes so that she wouldn’t see the truth. Not this time. This time, she knew that he was telling the truth. His avoidance wasn’t because he was lying, but because he knew that she would feel worse to see the truth. He had withstood Maarqyn when she could not. He had protected the others and honoured the cause. He had shielded her, and she hadn’t been able to do the same.

He looked up, but instead of meeting her gaze, he stared at her wrists, taking the shirt sleeve between his thumb and forefinger and glaring at it hatefully, as if it were to blame for the state she was in.

“What did he do to you?” he asked in a breath.

Georgianna chewed her lip. Knowing how he’d reacted to Alec’s marking him, she didn’t want to tell him that Maarqyn had branded her. She didn’t want to see the anger and hate in him, even though she knew he already felt it. He leaned closer, sliding his hand up her arm. She flinched as his touch rustled the shirt and pulled it against her shoulder.

“Why did he tie you down, George?”

The anger was already in his voice, a fury that burned as hot as the brand on her skin. He released her arm, moving away.

“He brings you back here in a different shirt, knowing I love you and that he—”

Keiran smacked the side of his fist against the stone with a slap that made Georgianna jump. She touched the front of her shoulder and let out a breath, waiting for his anger to subside. It didn’t. His bloodshot eyes narrowed and he pushed himself upright.

“No…” Georgianna grasped his hand and pulled him back down. “No, Keiran, not that.”

She hadn’t considered what he might think of the change of clothes. She was so preoccupied with the pain and guilt, she hadn’t thought about how it would look, wincing away from his every touch.

“What, then?” he asked.

She turned, a whimper escaping. Lifting the shirt up her back was torture. Keiran slid his hands beneath the material and helped, his fingers cold against her skin.

“Careful.”

He held the material away until it could be lifted up off her shoulder.

He didn’t make her take it off; he could see well enough what had been done. She glanced at him over her shoulder as he studied the mark. He traced his finger an inch above it and she wondered whether his cold hands would be soothing.

“He said he wanted to mark me, to make me remember it every day.”

“Like Jacob,” he said.

Georgianna nodded. He drew the shirt down her back with care. When she faced him, he took her hand and kissed her fingertips, wincing at the pressure against his split lips.

“Do you think the others are okay?”

He shrugged and closed her hand in both of his, resting his chin on top. She watched him for a moment.

“Keiran?” she murmured. “The mark. What does it look like?”

When he smiled, it was sad and bitter.

“It looks beautiful.”
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Georgianna didn’t get much rest over the following days, her sleep constantly broken by flares of pain. Keiran didn’t complain, even though she woke him frequently by whispering and hissing as she peeled the shirt from her flesh.

She couldn’t be sure, but she thought she’d counted three days before the gate into the cell clanged open again. Maarqyn left it open, two soldiers standing on the other side of the bars, as he strode through to stand before them. Keiran pushed himself up and was rewarded with a kick to the stomach. He hunched over, bracing himself against the floor as he snorted and held back a groan.

“What are the others up to in the city?” Maarqyn demanded, without pleasantries.

Kneeling next to Keiran, Georgianna placed her hand against the back of his arm. Maarqyn would take one of them. He would take them and try to break them and she wanted Keiran to know she was still beside him. It had been the feverish space between dreams that brought his words back to her. It had been pain and tears that had finally made her hear them.

Knowing I love you.

It had taken horrors to bring them back together after their fight. They had both refused to budge out of pride or stubbornness, but that was gone now. There was no pride left to hold onto and no reason to try to grasp it again. She had one thing left to keep, to protect, and he was right there beside her.

Keiran straightened and his knuckles brushed against hers. He linked their little fingers as he lifted his head and looked Maarqyn in the eye.

“We don’t know.”

This was it, she knew. He would take one of them now, his grin said as much. Maarqyn reached into his pocket and drew out a collar. Georgianna flinched. He’d said he preferred personal methods over technology and yet he’d used a collar on her before to get information. Perhaps he didn’t want to mark them so much that it made them unrecognisable, leaving him no other choice.

Maarqyn tapped the collar against the side of his thigh, looking between the two of them.

Georgianna dropped her head but her gaze flickered constantly to the collar. He would put it on one of them and take that person away. The only question was, which one?

Maarqyn stepped forwards. The collar flipped open in his fingers and Georgianna squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the chill of cold metal. He’d spoken of putting a collar on her before, should he buy her as his drysta. He’d expressed his surprise that Edtroka had not applied one himself. Had he known then that Edtroka had not wanted her followed? Keiran’s fingers jerked against her own and Georgianna’s eyes flew open. The clunk of the collar echoed in the small cell. He yanked his hand away and let out a yelp of pain.

“You came into the city with them.”

A convulsion ripped through Keiran, buckling him over. He clawed at the collar, trying to yank it from his neck but it did no good.

“Stop!” she pleaded. “Stop! Please!”

Maarqyn gave her an expectant look and pressed his thumb down on the tsentyl, his grin growing broader with every shudder, every cry.

“What are the others up to?” he asked loudly. He jabbed his thumb repeatedly onto the tsentyl. “You can make this stop.”

“Please!”

Keiran’s scream echoed between the walls and re-bounded, forming a chorus of screams all around her. She buried her face in her hands. She wanted to leap onto him, to release him from this somehow, but there was no way. Tears splashed from her eyes and onto the stone floor. Even if she tried to help, it wouldn’t lessen his pain, it would only add to hers. There was only one way to stop Maarqyn. She shuddered and dragged her fingers through her hair.

“STOP!” she screamed. “Stop, I’ll tell you!”

He lifted his thumb from the tsentyl. Keiran slumped onto the floor, panting, sweat glistening on his face and soaking his shirt. Maarqyn pursed his lips and raised an eyebrow, tapping his foot against the floor.

“I’ll tell you, just don’t hurt him any more.”

“What are they doing?” he asked again.

Keiran groaned and shook his head, but Georgianna turned away from him. She looked at Maarqyn and straightened up, pushing her shoulders back. His thumb hovered over the tsentyl. For a brief moment, she considered lying to him, but what lie was there to tell? What would he believe?

She couldn’t think. Her brother’s face kept popping into her mind, her father’s voice, Braedon’s hands, so tiny when he was born. The space between the tsentyl and his thumb was getting smaller. He snorted and shifted the device to his other hand.

“Alright!” She took a deep breath as Keiran groaned and reached for her. He shook his head but she looked away. “They’re after the Mykahnol.”

Maarqyn moved his thumb away from the tsentyl and fixed her with an expectant glare. It wouldn’t be enough. He would want more. He would always want more; that was what Edtroka had said.

“They were going to try to find some Adveni to help them. Those Edtroka used to know or who didn’t like what happened in Nyvalau.”

“Where are they?”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. Keiran flinched and murmured under his breath but she couldn’t stop. The moment she stopped, his pain would return. She couldn’t let that happen. Not when he was only here because of her.

“They were at the house when Ehnisque showed up,” she said. “They ran. I don’t know where. They planned to go through the camps and into the city but that might have changed.”

“Who are these Adveni?”

“I don’t know.”

“You came all the way to Adlai not knowing what you were looking for?” he asked. “I find that hard to believe.”

“We didn’t come here for that,” she said, shuffling forwards as he lifted the tsentyl again. “We were following Edtroka. He was going to hand himself in and we… I don’t know if they found Adveni to help them.”

“What else?”

She gazed up at him, wondering what in his life could have made him so cruel. Was it really just his training or did he get pleasure from this? She shook her head.

“What else?” he demanded again.

“There’s nothing else. That’s all I know. That’s all we know, I swear.”

Maarqyn leaned over her, grasping her chin. His thumb and finger dug into her flesh, pressing hard against her jaw. She winced but made no effort to free herself.

“Let’s be sure,” he murmured.

A fresh scream. Maarqyn turned her head, forcing her to look down at Keiran writhing on the floor.

“Please! Please stop! I told you everything,” she begged, struggling in his grasp.

Maarqyn moved behind her and pressed his knee between her shoulder blades. He forced her onto all fours, only inches above Keiran, who spasmed and flailed, legs jerking, fresh gouges in his neck as he tried to claw off the collar. The screams cracked. His mouth was still open and he twitched against the ground, but no sound made it to his lips. His eyes, previously panicked and desperate, rolled back into his head. Drool crept from the corner of his lips.

Maarqyn released her and she slumped down beside Keiran. He placed his tsentyl back into his pocket, straightened up, brushed down his shirt, and left without another word. It was only as the echoes of the clanging bars died away that Georgianna could hear her own sobbing through the pumping of blood in her ears. She crawled to Keiran, lowering her ear to his mouth. Warm shallow breath tickled her cheek. Another sob broke free.

“I’m sorry, Keiran. I’m so sorry.”

Peeling herself off the ground, Georgianna sat beside him and stretched her legs out before her. She slid her hands under Keiran’s arms and pulled his head and shoulders into her lap. She brushed her fingers through his short hair and down his cheeks.

She waited out the night, clutching his hand as tightly as she dared.

Maarqyn had claimed that he enjoyed the process of branding, for the long-lasting connection. But as she cradled Keiran to her, Georgianna knew that a Nsiloq was far from the most painful mark that could be left on a person.
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“Keiran! Keiran, wake up.”

She shook him gently. He’d been mostly asleep since Maarqyn’s visit and even when awake he was sluggish and twitchy. His eyelids flickered and he looked up. The first weak rays of sun were shining through the small window and they lit Maarqyn’s face as he appeared on the other side of the bars and opened the cell gate. Georgianna gripped Keiran’s arm and kept her gaze on the ground before her.

“Your information proved most helpful, Medic,” Maarqyn said as he stepped inside.

A new collar hung from the tips of his fingers, glinting in the morning light. A shiver ran through her.

“It did?”

“Yes. We captured two traitors helping E’Troke. They have already given up everything they know, which coincides with what you told me.”

Keiran pushed himself up, his arm wobbling under his weight. He made the motion of swallowing, though Georgianna knew there would be no saliva to coat his sore throat. It had been at least five days since Maarqyn’s last visit, though she didn’t trust herself to say how long exactly. The guards sometimes brought them water and a cold mush to eat, but if she was right, the last meal had been at least a day ago. Whether Maarqyn was testing as many different forms of torture as he could devise, she didn’t dare ask, but his methods were proving effective.

Maarqyn turned the collar over in his fingers.

“They will be executed today.”

If possible, Keiran looked even paler at those words. His eyes were dull and listless as he straightened and stared back at the Adveni.

“And what does that mean for us?” he asked.

Maarqyn pointed the collar at them as his gaze flickered from one to the other.

“That,” he said, pausing and looking over their heads at the small window, “depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether you have anything else to tell me, Belsa.”

Keiran huffed and dropped his gaze. Georgianna shook her head. She had no more information but she knew it would make no difference. Maarqyn wouldn’t stop. He didn’t care whether they knew anything else, he would keep torturing them for anything he could get, even if it was only his own amusement. She didn’t dare think about what might happen when the Adveni decided they’d heard enough.

“Shall I take that as a no?” he asked.

“I told you everything,” Georgianna murmured.

Maarqyn stepped forwards and crouched before her. He pulled on a lock of her hair and twisted it around his finger.

“That is a pity,” he said. “If you had more information, I could have lobbied to keep you. As it is, I have no further use for you. I would have enjoyed the opportunity to spend more time together, but I fear I have more pressing priorities.”

He pulled his finger from her hair and patted her on the cheek. Georgianna flinched, but he didn’t come any closer. He got to his feet, looked down at the two of them for a moment, and turned on his heel. He marched back to the door and passed the collar to a waiting soldier.

She jumped to her feet.

“Wait! What does that mean? Commander? What does that mean?”

Georgianna leapt to the bars as Keiran got to his feet after her. The soldiers stepped into the cell, one after the other, four in all. Prising her grip from the metal, they shoved her back into a ragged Keiran. Taking her hand, he turned her towards him. The blue-grey of his wide eyes seemed to be the only colour in his face.

“I love you,” he murmured.

“Keiran?”

He took her face in his hands and kissed her, a simple kiss so desperate it took her breath away. A hand clamped down on her shoulder, making her squeal against Keiran’s lips. It yanked her backwards. Keiran’s chest heaved as two soldiers flanked him. Each took hold of an arm.

“Keiran?” she asked again. “What’s happening?”

The soldier restraining her kept a tight hold, his thumb pressing hard against the mark on her shoulder. She squirmed but couldn’t look away from Keiran’s face, set in grim determination. The first soldier held up the opened collar. This one, unlike Keiran’s, had a loop hooked into each side of it. She’d seen a collar like that before.

Landon Cartwright had begged before it was put on him. He had cried and asked what he’d done wrong. His protests hadn’t stopped them from putting it on, and his cries hadn’t given them pause before they attached the electrical cord, turning his pleas to screams.

Georgianna didn’t plead. She didn’t kick and scream as the soldier stepped forwards. She didn’t need to ask what she had done wrong like Landon had done; she already knew. She wasn’t useful enough to keep around. Maarqyn had other things to keep him busy.

A small jolt made the hairs on her arms stand on end. The collar was loose on her, resting on her clavicle. The soldier moved to her side and took hold of her arm. She just managed to look over her shoulder as she was dragged away from Keiran.

“I’m sorry,” she mouthed. “I love you, too.”
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The rubble of the podium had been cleared from the far end of the square. A single post was speared into the ground, with a hoop on top and a blue cord already attached. The sun shone weakly through the clouds, the sky grey and swirling. There were no stalls set up, no rowdy crowd waiting for the performance. The Adveni in the square were quiet and impatient. They stood separate, shifting their weight and glaring as she and Keiran were led through the crowd.

Keiran’s collar had been swapped for one with hoops attached. It was only as they were brought out of the building that Georgianna realised they had been kept near Javeknell Square since being taken from the camps.

Ehnisque stood next to the post dressed in her Tsevstakre uniform. Her long dark hair fell around her shoulders, rippling in the breeze. Their guards brought them to a halt in front of her.

“This one first,” Ehnisque said without pause.

Georgianna tripped as she was pushed in front of the post. Another Adveni wearing heavy black gloves stepped forwards. He picked up the end of the cord, drawing a long length through the first hoop on her collar and then again, coiling it around the metal. He did the same on the other side. The soldiers brought Keiran over and he was attached in the same manner before the free end of the cord was brought back behind them, attached to the post.

“We thought, since the Belsa was so desperate to be captured alongside you, and you told us everything we needed in order to protect him, that it was only fitting that we didn’t take you away from each other.”

“Thanks for that…” Keiran returned her sneer but his fingers trembled as he slid them into Georgianna’s. She grasped his hand tightly. She couldn’t bring any comeback to her lips. She couldn’t think of anything except the feeling of Keiran’s hand shaking in hers.

“Well, since the podium was destroyed, this might take a little longer than usual. We wouldn’t want you to have to wait.”

She chuckled as she walked away, leaving Keiran and Georgianna standing alone, tied to the post.

“You never should have come out of the house,” she whispered, squeezing his hand. “I’m sorry, Keiran.”

He stared at the ground and shook his head slowly.

“I’m sorry we were caught but I’m not sorry I’m with you.”

“Do you think the others will make it?”

Keiran looked at her then and, despite everything, there was a small smile on his lips.

“You can stop worrying about other people now, George.”

She nodded and gave him a sad smile.

“So, you don’t believe in joining, but you’re willing to die for a girl,” she said. “Would have been good to know.”

He squeezed her hand.

“I would have changed my mind on the joining,” he whispered.

Georgianna hadn’t imagined joining with anyone since she was a young girl. She’d imagined the dress she would have worn and the woven grass ring her partner would slide onto her finger for their entire tribe to see, for all under the sky to note. In her fantasies, she’d always had her hair braided with flowers, the way her mother had done it when she was a child.

Now, she and Keiran were joined only by collars and everyone in the square would hear their screams. They faced them in tattered clothes and weak from torture. She’d not thought about a joining in a long time—certainly not seriously—but she’d never imagined it would happen like this.

A rumble went through the crowd, drawing their attention. The prisoners now being led through the square warranted a far bigger guard. Each man was surrounded by six soldiers, every guard dressed in the slick black uniforms of the Tsevstakre. A short way before the post, the soldiers turned their captives to face the onlookers and forced them to their knees. Shouts of fury went up from the crowd. An open collar was handed to each captive. One of the men had his back straight, his jaw tight. He held the collar before him in both hands and, without waiting, clasped it onto his own neck.

The second man bent double, his breath rattling through his teeth. The collar shook in his hands as he hesitated. One of the soldiers drove the butt of his rifle between the man’s shoulders, forcing him to straighten up. He glanced around and shakily attached the collar.

“Lehksi Tzam, you have been charged with treason,” Ehnisque announced loudly, stepping before him. “State your crimes.”

Lehksi took a deep breath and stared back at her. He hardly flinched.

“I, Lehksi Tzam, cooperated with a traitor. I gave information that was to the detriment of my race. I betrayed my people. I accept my death.”

Georgianna couldn’t believe it. Accepting his punishment without argument was absurd. Stating his crimes so plainly, asking them to kill him? Unthinkable. He hadn’t pleaded, he hadn’t asked for mercy. He knelt still as stone, waiting as Ehnisque moved to the second man on his knees before the crowd.

“Goedt Lynec, you have been charged with treason. State your crimes.”

It took longer for Goedt to reply. He took heavy, uneven breaths and stared desperately through the crowd. Nobody came forwards. Nobody spoke.

“I, Goedt Lynec…” He choked on each word, forcing them desperately past his lips. “I cooperated with a traitor. I gave information and supplies that would aid my race’s enemies. I have…”

He gasped and rubbed his hand across the front of the collar. Tears crept into his eyes and rolled silently down onto his cheeks.

“I have betrayed my people and disgraced myself. I… I accept my… my death.”

“There are no hoops,” Keiran whispered. Georgianna glanced at each Adveni. The collars were as smooth as those the dreta wore when under the ownership of an Adveni. These were not killing collars.

The soldiers moved out of the way. Two men stepped forwards to stand on either side of Ehnisque.

“You have both been sentenced to death. May you find peace and forgiveness for your crimes.”

The soldiers raised their weapons, peering through sights on the heavy rifles.

“Fire.”

Two shots cracked through the square. The bullets speared into the collars with a bang. The metal clattered away across the concrete and smoke rose from the necks of the two dead Adveni.

Ehnisque gave a nod to the shooters, who melted back into formation. Four new soldiers moved forwards, pulling on heavy black gloves. They grasped the two men by their wrists and ankles and hauled them up, dragging them off to the side. Ehnisque smiled blandly and returned to the post.

“Why don’t you shoot us?” Georgianna asked. “Why drag this out?”

“You, Medic?” she said, snorting with laughter. “You’re not worth the bullets. And this crowd could use a little entertainment.”

She moved to the post and crouched to tap something into a panel on the side. There was no ceremony, no words of regret or promises of forgiveness. She smirked as she hit the last key and moved away. A shock zapped Georgianna from head to heel. Keiran groaned and tried to tug his hand from hers.

Ehnisque had been right; the shock wasn’t as strong as the last time a cinystalq had been clamped around her neck. Pain shot through her, tightening her chest and pushing a scream to her lips. She remembered what Edtroka had told her when Landon was executed. Their collars were the type which would cut off electricity from the brain, allowing them to stay conscious and aware. They would feel every shock. They would suffer every pain until their bodies gave out.

Georgianna’s knee buckled. She fell sideways into Keiran and clung to him as the first scream sliced through her throat.

“STOP!”

She barely managed to lift her head as her other knee threatened to give way beneath her. She could see him across the square, his dark eyes piercing as he strode through the crowd towards the podium.

Edtroka stopped in the centre, his arms spread wide. He held no weapons and he was out of uniform.

“Stop, Ehnisque. It’s me you want!” he shouted across the square. “Stop the execution.”

Ehnisque whirled around to face her brother and he straightened, staring at her.

“I demand to see the Volsonnar.”
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The sudden absence of electricity shocked Georgianna as much as the first buzz that had shot through her body. Her legs trembled as she tried to straighten up. Keiran wrapped an arm tight around her waist, holding her close and keeping himself upright. His arm shook where he gripped her and sweat glistened across his forehead.

The Adveni soldiers backed away from Edtroka, leaving him alone in the centre of the square. He stood straight and proud like Lehksi had done before he was forced to his knees. Georgianna wanted to scream for him. She wanted him to come to them and she wanted him to run. His hands were still spread to his sides and with a slow nod to his sister, he turned in a circle to show that he bore no weapons. When he faced them again, his gaze flickered to Georgianna and Keiran before settling back on his sister.

“Send the message, Ehnisque,” he said. His voice was calm, almost pleasant, yet his lips were pursed and his eyes wary.

“You do not tell me what to do, E’Troke!” Ehnisque snapped back. “You do not tell anyone what to do.”

“Then by all means ignore me, if you think our father would not be angry at you for ending this before he has the chance to question me.”

Ehnisque moved in front of them, partially blocking Georgianna’s view. Silent as shadows, a group of soldiers emerged from the crowd and took position around Edtroka. They drew weapons, but not a single rifle or copaq was raised to aim at the Volsonnar’s son. Ehnisque’s mouth fell open at the sight of the soldiers and Georgianna realised she had given no signal for them to surround her brother. Ehnisque looked just as surprised as the others in the crowd, who muttered with confusion.

“Your father has given the command to me, E’Troke.”

Maarqyn followed the soldiers from the crowd. He wore a heavy coat over his Tsevstakre uniform and a satisfied smile beneath his cruel eyes. Edtroka looked over his shoulder and watched as the commander circled around to face him. With a single nod from Maarqyn, one of the soldiers strode forwards, holstered his weapon, and patted his hands over Edtroka’s body. Edtroka did not flinch away from the search and, when it was over, he gave the soldier a cordial smile and lowered his hands.

“I was given to believe that I would be granted safe passage to my father, Volsonne,” Edtroka said as the soldier returned to his place and redrew his weapon.

“The time for that has gone.”

“Are you suggesting that he would allow you to kill me without questioning me?”

Edtroka’s voice was confident, almost arrogant. Georgianna remembered finding him in the drysta yard at the compound and hearing the self-assured way he had spoken to a man wishing to buy her. He didn’t feign politeness, and only when she learned that he was the son of the most powerful Adveni on Os-Veruh did Georgianna realise why he had been able to speak that way to those who would have been considered his superiors. He knew people were afraid of his father and therefore afraid of him.

Georgianna looked at Keiran and gripped his arm. She wrapped one hand around her collar, pulling it down on her neck. Keiran’s warm breath rose in a cloud in the cold, wet air. They could both see that Maarqyn did not fear Edtroka.

“Get my father here and I will come quietly.”

“You have already come quietly, E’Troke,” Maarqyn said. “You have no weapon and you are surrounded.”

Edtroka smiled.

“If you believe that, Volsonne,” he said.

Maarqyn’s nostrils flared.

“Ehnisque, get the Volsonnar and then start the current again.”

“No!” Edtroka’s shout was fierce as he pointed at Ehnisque. “You will get Father, but if you touch that current, Sister, you will be the first to die.”

The fire in his eyes was vicious as he glared at Maarqyn.

“I told you I would come quietly but if those two are harmed, this deal is off.”

“Why would I care for your ‘deal’?”

“Because, under the terms of my surrender, they are to be released immediately, and you would not go against my father’s orders. I am a far greater prize than two Veniche, don’t you think?”

Maarqyn’s hand flinched at his side. He took a step forwards. Edtroka was taller but also slimmer. It would probably be an even match between the two if it came to combat.

“Get the Volsonnar, Ehnisque,” Maarqyn growled.

Ehnisque pulled a tsentyl out of her uniform and swiped it open. In the centre of the square, as she began tapping in details, Maarqyn and Edtroka faced each other.

“There is no need for that.”

The man’s voice was cold and calm as he stepped out of the crowd.

“I am already here, Son.”

The crowd parted with a gasp of surprise. They cleared an even larger space than they had for Edtroka. The soldiers surrounding Edtroka and Maarqyn jumped to attention and three moved to the side to let the man pass.

He was tall, only a hair shorter than Edtroka. He had the same lean physique but he was slower and more reserved as he moved forwards. His dark hair was peppered with grey, slicked back against his head where it curled at the nape of his neck. His eyes were lighter than his children’s but he had the same penetrating gaze. There was no doubt that this was Edtroka’s father, the famed Volsonnar.

Georgianna had never met the man before. She’d never even seen him. She had no idea whether she was supposed to kneel or stand to attention and so she remained still, leaning against Keiran, who tugged her closer and gripped her wrist with his free hand.

“Father,” Edtroka said. “I had no idea an execution would be to your interest.”

“Traitors are always my interest, E’Troke,” he replied coolly. “That it is my own son who would convince others to turn against their race makes no difference.”

“I never wanted anyone to turn against the Adveni. I wanted fairness. I wanted justice.”

“And my justice is not good enough for you?”

Edtroka took a step forwards. Every soldier raised his weapon and pointed it at him. He jerked to a stop and raised his chin defiantly. Maarqyn melted away, sliding past the soldiers to stand at the inner ring of the crowd. While Georgianna was sure he thought himself important enough to control most proceedings, it was clear he had no intention of being a part of this family affair.

“Ehnisque, deesa, come here.”

His daughter moved with the tight grace of someone trying to look calm and collected. The Adveni endearment brought a smile to Ehnisque’s lips. Standing next to her father, she touched her hand to his shoulder and offered a respectful smile.

“Volsonne, you know me,” Edtroka blurted. “I would die for any of my brothers. But events have changed them. Your promise when we came here was one of peace, of progression, not oppression.”

The Volsonnar didn’t speak. He stared back at his son, emotionless. A freezing shudder ran through Georgianna at the sight of his cold reception.

“There can be peace here, father. The Cahlven will meet, you know that. The Veniche want justice. If you offer it, we can live peacefully,” he continued. His voice wavered and Georgianna could hear the crack of fear that slipped through.

The Veniche did not want peace with the Adveni, everyone knew that. The Adveni had destroyed too much and killed too many. No Veniche would ever be able to fully trust the Adveni, no matter what truce was made.

“You offered safe conduct to the Cahlven. That can still happen.”

Every word from Edtroka became more desperate in the face of his father’s silence. He took another step forwards.

“Father…”

The Volsonnar clasped his hands behind his back and straightened. Georgianna pushed herself off Keiran. Her lips parted. As the Volsonnar looked at his daughter and nodded, Georgianna wanted to scream.

Ehnisque drew her weapon in a single fluid motion. Georgianna lurched forwards.

“EDTROKA!”

And Ehnisque pulled the trigger.
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The shot rang straight through Georgianna and out into the square. Edtroka’s eyes widened in surprise and horror. His lips parted in a silent cry. The bullet hit him in the forehead.

His knees buckled, dropping down to the stones, as he crumpled to the side in a graceless arc. His head hit the ground and his hand fell outstretched towards his father, towards his sister, towards Georgianna. Blood pooled across the paving in a spreading lake. Edtroka’s eyes were still open, but his mouth was slack, his body limp.

Georgianna was screaming. It wasn’t loud enough. She wasn’t strong enough. It was only at the pull of the cord attaching her and Keiran to the execution post that she realised she had been trying to reach him. It held her firm at the neck, crushing her throat until she could hardly breathe. The screaming came in strangled and soundless retches. She had to reach him. He couldn’t be gone.

A second shot, then another and another. But Ehnisque wasn’t holding her gun out any more. She jerked and spun around. One of the Adveni soldiers slumped to the ground and his gun clattered out of his hand.

Each shot created five blasts, rebounding between the tall buildings. One cry became two, ten, a hundred, until the cacophony was all Georgianna could hear. Somewhere in there were her own screams.

Ehnisque dived into her father. They tumbled to the ground as a spray of blood gushed out behind them. The ring of soldiers raised their weapons and entered attack stance. They turned and aimed high and low, searching for the shooter. Maarqyn was down, on the ground, blood flowing from his hip. He shouted orders. Tugging against the cord, Georgianna screamed over all of them.

“Get off me!”

Keiran tightened his grip around her waist and pulled back, dragging her towards the ground. Shots came thicker, faster; a din that drowned out everything except the screaming. A storm of boots rumbled in from the opposite end of the square. Adveni scattered, the unarmed ones running. They dropped, arms over their heads, blood bursting around them. The square was flooded with liquid red, spreading and swirling like the grey sky above.

Keiran abandoned restraint and flung Georgianna to the ground, landing on top, pinning her down. Through the crush and the chaos, she could still see Edtroka’s wide eyes and his hand reaching for her.

“Edtroka!” she screamed again. “Stop!”

Everything was blurring, light spotting before her eyes. A wall of indistinguishable bodies moved into the square, each holding a weapon, firing indiscriminately. A blanket of bullets soared through the air towards them.

Edtroka’s body jerked and his blood splattered, splashing into the growing flood. Bullets struck his back and legs. The collar pulled tight on Georgianna’s throat as she tugged against it. She wriggled out from underneath Keiran and scrambled at the cord. Grasping it with both hands, she yanked so hard that it slid through her palms with a searing burn. She didn’t feel it. She had to reach him. She clawed at Keiran’s arm. He had to understand, he had to let her go to him. Scrambling to her feet, Georgianna yanked at the cord again. It didn’t budge.

The man who appeared before her was bulky and muscled. He had come from behind them, a knife in his hand. He was too short to be an Adveni but Georgianna didn’t care. She swung a punch. It didn’t matter whether she hit him or not, she just wanted to keep him away. The man swerved back and caught her by the shoulder. Georgianna let out a howl on reflex but didn’t care about the pain of the mark.

“It’s me,” he hissed in her ear, wrapping his arm around her neck. He held her back against him, grappling for a grip. She recognised the voice, even though it sounded so taut that it would snap with the slightest touch.

Keiran pushed himself up to his knees, hunching his body and covering his head with his arms. Dhiren flicked the hunting knife, severing the cord between Georgianna and Keiran, and then once again, cutting them free of the post. He released his hold and tried to push them further from the fighting.

“Run!”

“Give me a weapon!” Keiran roared over the noise, jumping to his feet. Whatever weakness he had from Maarqyn’s torture was gone. There was a red fury in his face.

“You need to run,” Dhiren repeated, shoving Georgianna. “Go!”

She stumbled away from him. The world pulsed and throbbed with noise: the thump of boots shuddered through her body; music of screams sang in her ears; a beat of gunfire drove her feet onwards.

“I’ll kill her!” she screamed back. She snatched at Dhiren’s knife.

Dhiren twisted away from Georgianna. His hand found her throat, and he pushed her aside with such force that she hit the post with a yelp.

“He’s dead, George!”

His voice cracked and she didn’t care.

Georgianna flung herself at him, knocking him backwards to the ground. She didn’t care that he was supposed to be a friend. If he was stopping her getting to Edtroka, he was no ally of hers. She grabbed his wrist and grappled for the knife. She needed to do this, he would understand that. He should understand that. They needed to pay. For Edtroka, for her family. They couldn’t live, not after this.

Screams echoed all around. The wall of men advancing into the square had spread, like rivers bursting their banks and flowing into the crowd. They came from all directions, running between the buildings and out into the open. Adveni wrestled guns from their fallen comrades. They hunched briefly, then ran.

Dhiren grabbed Georgianna and rolled her onto her back. He held her firm and she couldn’t breathe for the weight of his body. She screamed and kicked. She raked at his face with her broken nails.

Then, the knife was pressing hard into her throat and she froze. His teeth were bared and there was such fury in his eyes that she didn’t dare breathe.

“He just sacrificed himself for you, you stupid vtensu!” Dhiren roared. “I will knock you out and carry you if you do not move now!”

Tears poured down her cheeks and into her hair. The fight was leaving her as quickly as it had overcome the rest of the square. She nodded. Dhiren withdrew the knife and was up in an instant. Stretching out his hand, he yanked her to her feet and wrapped his arm over her head, pushing her down low. He drew a gun and tossed it to Keiran.

“Oprust!” he shouted. “Go!”

Gunfire rained down over their heads, bullets bouncing around their feet. A burning pain stabbed through Georgianna’s side. She screamed and set off after Keiran, her feet pounding against the concrete. A splatter of blood now followed each step, the pain throbbing with every beat of her pulse. She kept her arms over her head, not daring to look where she was running. Dhiren kept pace at her side, tugging a device from his pocket.

“I got them! Get out!” he yelled into it.

The garbled reply was barely audible over the gunfire. Dhiren pushed Georgianna sideways and jumped over a body. Friend or foe it didn’t matter; it was abandoned to the ground and the blood behind them.

Lifting the device again, Dhiren pointed it down the street ahead of them. Keiran turned and shot twice into the crowd, barely missing a step. Dhiren squeezed the device again.

“Cartwright, are they dead?”

Gunfire crackled from the device, almost as loud as the shots following them across the square.

“Two hits,” a voice roared back. “Keep going! They’re waiting.”

Georgianna glanced over her shoulder as they reached one of the streets curving off between the buildings. Above the chaos, silhouetted against the grey sky, a man stood on the rooftop of the far building, a rifle hanging from his hand.

In the centre of the square, eyes open, hand still stretched towards them, Edtroka lay motionless as the fighting raged around him.
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Scorch marks spiked from the entrance to the tunnel, where tongues of long-dead flames had licked along the ground and up the walls. Georgianna’s entire body ached—from running, and the effort of holding back the urge to scream. Dhiren set a merciless pace as he disappeared down the steps and into the black of the tunnels. In front of Keiran, Georgianna steadied herself against the wall as she descended. At the bottom, Dhiren grabbed a lamp that had been left by the wall. He held it up and pushed on, his footsteps crunching in the centre of the pool of orange light.

The stench of smoke and flames made her eyes water. It had been weeks since the Adveni sent fires burning through the tunnels, but their memory remained in every gasp of air. She drew her shirt up over her nose and mouth, her breath hot and wet against the fabric. Dhiren led them down a wide tunnel, turning his head this way and that without stopping.

“Where are we going?” Keiran panted.

“Belsa,” Dhiren said.

Keiran fell silent but for his heavy breaths as they struggled to keep up with Dhiren’s pace. Georgianna’s legs were close to buckling with almost every step, the stinging burn of the bullet shooting into her side matching the heat in her shoulder. This was coupled with the aftermath of the torture and lack of food, making her too weak to keep a steady running rhythm. Dhiren finally slowed and ran his hand along the wall. Keiran overtook him and reached for the lamp.

“I know where it is.”

Georgianna saw Dhiren’s jaw tighten, but he handed over the lamp. He drew his knife, turned it over in his hand and fell back. Keiran didn’t need to slow to find the tunnel entrance. Normally, neither would Georgianna, but she was glad that navigation wasn’t her role, today.

They slowed to a walking pace. Georgianna clutched her side and pulled her shirt down, gulping down mouthfuls of smoky air. Her throat burned with every breath. Tears ran down her cheeks and splashed onto her shirt. She was glad for the smoke, even though she knew the acrid air was not the reason the tears kept coming.

Lifting the lamp high above his head, Keiran ducked into the old Belsa entrance. In the slim tunnel, Georgianna ran her hand over the wall, letting it lead her along.

“Halt! Who is it?”

Georgianna walked into Keiran’s back as he came to a stop. Steadying herself, she brushed her thumb under her eyes. A red light blinked on Keiran’s chest and he looked down at it before lifting his head.

“Zanetti.”

The red light blinked and vanished. A man strode forwards, his legs and torso emerging into the light. He held his hands out and Keiran sobbed with laughter.

“Eli!” He embraced his closest friend and Wrench returned the hug with a tight grasp, gripping Keiran’s shirt. When he pulled back, his gaze searched Keiran’s, finding each mark that Maarqyn had given him.

He finally turned away from Keiran and looked at Georgianna, then Dhiren.

“Did it go according to plan?”

Dhiren pushed past them.

“E’Troke’s dead. Let’s get this done. Where is he?”

“I am here.”

The man who stepped out of the darkness was tall and stocky. His mousy hair was plastered to his head with sweat and his smile faded the moment he saw Dhiren. He was Cahlven, Georgianna remembered; the technician who had set up the table with the map on it. He clapped Wrench on the shoulder.

“Come on.”

The technician led them to a wider section of the tunnel. They had set up a stash of supplies on the floor and Georgianna noticed two distinct piles. Following them into the wash of light from two more lamps, she stood in the centre of the tunnel, looking around. Keiran was already wavering and Dhiren stepped forwards, helping him to sit. The technician gave Georgianna a tentative smile and indicated that she should sit, too. Georgianna slumped down and Dhiren returned to the mouth of the narrow tunnel, turning his knife over and over, his face hidden in shadow.

“You remember me?” the technician asked. “Tohma?”

“I remember.”

“Alright. I need you to stay very still.”

Georgianna nodded.

He picked up a sheet of sticky material and slid it beneath the collar, wrapping it around her neck. She stared at the wall as he drew out a knife and pried away a small section of the collar. Dropping it behind him, he moved the lamp closer, brushing her hair away and leaning close.

She stared at the lamp next to her, casting shadows in long strips across the ground. The pool of light burned orange and red, then dark red, and when Georgianna closed her eyes, she could see his face; the wide eyes that stared into nothing.

He had come for her. Sacrificed himself. She had tried to convince him of his own importance, but he had still put her safety first.

“You need to stay still,” Tohma said again.

Georgianna didn’t realise she’d moved. She lifted her hands to find them trembling. Everyone was staring at her as her breath came in sobs and tears burned across her skin. She’d not realised she was crying.

“She needs a minute,” Keiran said.

“No, she doesn’t,” Dhiren said. “Get on with it!”

Covering her mouth, she took a few steadying breaths before lifting her chin, dropping her hand into her lap.

“Dhiren, come on, give her a—”

“We’re vulnerable here,” Dhiren said. “She can cry all she likes. It isn’t going to help. Get on with it!”

Georgianna couldn’t meet Dhiren’s gaze as she hiccupped and covered her mouth again.

“I’m okay,” she whispered through her fingers. “Do it.”

Tohma cut the first wire. The first shock was little more than a tap against her skin. After that, a series of tiny zaps came in quick succession as he set about disconnecting one wire at a time. Opposite, Keiran’s fingers twitched and he grasped his knees as Wrench worked on his collar.

Tohma made quick work of the wires within the collar. Georgianna counted the time along with her breathing, trying to keep it even. She needed to focus on something, anything other than the look of fear on Edtroka’s face as his sister pulled the trigger. She’d only seen him that scared once before, when it was Dhiren who held the gun. She could hear the crack of his voice as he pleaded, told him he had promised. Exactly what had he promised? Would she ever know?

She remembered the cocky Adveni who had mocked her, claiming that she was always on time when working for him. He had been so charming and confident, and now he was gone.

“And yet you run every time I send you a message. Must be my irresistible charm. I should have that looked at. You don’t happen to know a medic who can give me something, do you?”

Georgianna sniffed and dug her nails into her palms as tears welled into her eyes.

“I am sorry,” Tohma said. “I know it hurts.”

She wanted to tell him that he had no idea how much it hurt. Her chest tightened, her stomach clenched. She could see Edtroka there; the certainty with which he had strode into the square, the arrogance in his voice as he had spoken to Maarqyn. He must have believed his father would save him, that nobody could be that merciless. Maybe he believed that his sister might flinch and remember that he was her blood. They had betrayed him.

She had betrayed him.

“I am nearly there. This last one will hurt.”

Dhiren fell to his knees and snatched Georgianna’s hand from her knee, grasping it tight in both of his own. Tohma jumped back in surprise.

“Let go,” he said. “You will not be helping her, only hurting yourself.”

He looked at Georgianna but didn’t let go of her hand. His eyes were red and raw, glowing in the lamplight. His teeth clenched so hard that his jaw shook.

“I’m counting on it,” he growled. “Do it.”

The pleading she had seen in Edtroka as the two of them had faced off in the cell was in Dhiren’s face now. There was a desperation in his eyes that Georgianna recognised, and was now becoming a part of her. Physical pain was nothing compared to the hole opening up inside her. She gripped Dhiren’s hands and nodded.

“Do it,” she repeated.

Tohma nodded and slid the knife underneath the last wire. Opposite, Keiran gave a yell and panted through his pain. Dhiren’s expression only hardened.

Lightning shot through Georgianna’s body. It rebounded off her bones; sparks joining together, gathering strength. Sparks jumped from her skin into Dhiren’s. He didn’t mirror her cries or look away. His grip only tightened, his nails digging into her flesh. The collar clattered to the floor behind her.

The echoes of the shock immediately began to disappear, one by one, but the pain didn’t fade from Dhiren’s face. If anything, it intensified. Tears slipped over his lashes and down his cheeks.

He was shaky when he got to his feet. Georgianna’s fingers slipped from his grasp, and as she panted and trembled, he walked away into the darkness without a word.

“You okay?” Tohma asked. He gave Georgianna a reassuring smile as he gathered his things.

She wasn’t sure she was okay, but she nodded all the same.

“We should get going,” Wrench said, packing his supplies carelessly into a bag.

Georgianna took a deep breath and climbed to her feet. Leaning on the wall for support, she shook each leg in turn, hoping the tingling would go before she had to move. Tohma finished packing his bag and it took a few seconds of his holding out his hand before she remembered the sticky material around her neck. She peeled it away and handed it over. It was slick with sweat and tears, but Tohma stuffed it into the bag without comment.

“We are done,” he said to Wrench with a nod, slinging the bag over his shoulder.

Keiran came forwards and pried her from the wall.

“Are you okay?” he asked. Georgianna shook her head. His smile was apologetic as he nodded.

“Come on.”

Tohma had already disappeared into the darkness before Georgianna thought to look around.

“What about Dhiren?”

“Leave him be,” Keiran said. “He’ll catch up.”

“He knows where we’re going,” Wrench said. “Don’t worry, George.”

Keiran and Wrench grabbed the two lamps. Georgianna was about to follow when she turned back. Crouching, she picked up the collar and turned it over in her fingers. As she followed the others, she swept out her foot carefully with each step until she found Keiran's collar. She let both devices hang from her hands as she moved along the tunnel. Keiran glanced at her over his shoulder a few times but didn’t comment.

When they slipped out into the wider tunnel, Georgianna lay the broken collars at the entrance. It wouldn’t matter now if anyone found them.

He had never put a collar on her. He had bought her, and under the Adveni rules he could do whatever he chose, and yet he had not hurt her. He had given her freedom. He had protected her, choosing his own death over hers.

Georgianna swiped her hand under her nose, brushing away fresh tears. She turned away from the collars and followed the others down the tunnel.
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“Been here about four days,” Wrench said as they trudged through the camps. “Been taking on troops where people are willing, letting them get behind us if they want to stay out of it. The Cahlven have their Densaii with the shield up, so people can stay safe.”

The sun was setting in the west and a drizzle painted the world around in shades of murky grey. Georgianna wrapped her arms around her stomach as she walked, staring at the ground. Wherever she looked, she could see his face. She could see the blood seeping across the earth and the jerks as stray bullets hit his body.

“The Cahlven are allowing that?” Keiran asked.

“Beck’s insistence, I think,” Wrench said. “People with kids and stuff. After word got out about Nyvalau we had quite a few begging to join the fight. The Cahlven took a ship south to the border of the destruction. Managed to pick up some large groups who wanted to come back.”

Keiran glanced at her. He opened his mouth, paused, and then closed it again. Georgianna followed the footprints in the damp earth, not really listening.

The houses around them buzzed with activity. Men in uniforms she didn’t recognise swarmed in groups down the roads. Most of them had the look of Olless: eyes slightly too far apart, small nose, lips thin and pale. When she looked closely at Tohma, stomping along beside them, she realised he was from the same stock. He glanced at her and smiled in surprise to find her watching him.

A few of the men greeted him, and before long he split off to join a group of Cahlven soldiers huddled in a doorway. Wrench waved him off and indicated that they should continue on.

Georgianna rolled her shoulders back. Without the electricity to overwhelm it, the burning had returned. She peeled the shirt from her skin and held it out.

“We’ll get something for it,” Keiran said as he fell in to walk beside her.

Wrench looked over and raised an eyebrow.

“Nsiloq,” said Keiran, answering the silent question. “Maarqyn’s idea.”

Georgianna didn’t look up. She didn’t want to see the pity in Wrench’s eyes. She didn’t think she’d be able to hear apologies from him or anyone without feeling like a liar. Edtroka had given his life. She didn’t deserve any apologies.

Wrench guided them to a small house on the corner of two slim roads. The door was already open and the smell of cooking meat wafted down the corridor, but he didn’t go in. Instead, he dumped his bag next to the wall and stretched his arms over his head. Georgianna lowered herself to the ground and leaned over her knees.

“Welcome back, Mr. Zanetti, Miss Lennox.”

Olless looked as though she thought it were a perfectly normal day. There was a small smile on her lips as she came closer. She patted Keiran on the shoulder but even as Georgianna stared at her, Olless didn’t so much as glance in her direction. Silence stretched out.

“The troops are on the way back,” she said, even though nobody had asked.

Dhiren hovered behind Olless. He tipped his head back, his face up to the rain. His cheeks were already pink and Georgianna wondered whether his eyes would be reddened, too. She stared back at the ground. She wasn’t about to ask him if he was alright. He wasn’t. None of them were.

The soldiers arrived, in dribs and drabs. Some strode in with the confidence of conquerors, while others hung their heads and trudged through in silence. When Alec appeared, flanked by Cahlven soldiers, he marched straight towards them, and Georgianna could see him checking each face. There was no joy in him. He had a rifle slung over his shoulder, longer and more formidable than any she had ever seen. He carefully propped it against the wall of the house, but as he turned and Olless stepped forwards to greet him, he moved straight past her, going instead to Dhiren, placing a hand on his arm.

“They took his body,” Alec said, gently. “We tried, but it was too late.”

Dhiren blinked and looked at him with bloodshot eyes.

“And her?” he asked. “Is she dead?”

“I don’t know. We were pushed from the square pretty quickly. I had to follow to give cover.”

Dhiren gazed at nothing, his eyes out of focus and his expression slack. He nodded and, without a word, turned and walked away.

“What are our numbers?” Olless asked, impatiently. Alec stared at the space Dhiren had left vacant and raked his short nails against his leg.

“You’d need to speak to Beck about that,” he said. “They separated to pincer the Adveni troops in the square. I couldn’t see the full assault.”

Olless huffed and glared at each of them as if her ignorance was their fault. When she reached Georgianna, she sneered and turned away with barely a glance.

“I need to make the report. Send Casey to me the moment he returns.”

“Will do, boss,” Alec said with a disdain Georgianna thought he reserved for only Adveni and Keiran.

Once Olless had left them, Alec shuffled his feet. His gaze flickered and flitted, finding insignificant patches of wall.

“I’m glad you’re alright, Zanetti,” he said, finally, without looking at Keiran.

Keiran shifted his weight as he, like Alec, looked anywhere but at the person he was addressing.

“Thanks,” he muttered. “For helping get us out.”

Alec nodded. When he finally looked at Georgianna, his gaze softened and he moved closer, with slow, cautious steps. He crouched in front of her and rested his hand on her knee. Georgianna gave it a squeeze. Tears crept into her eyes and her throat tightened. With the smallest smile, he returned the squeeze and pushed back up to his feet.

“Wrench!” The flash of dark curly hair caught Georgianna by surprise. Jacob rushed forwards, his face red from exertion. “Are you alright?”

Wrench beamed and grabbed Jacob by the arm, tugging him forwards into a hug. Georgianna braced herself for Jacob to freeze at the sudden embrace, but Jacob returned the hug, grinning as Wrench ruffled dark fingers through his hair.

“I’m good, Jake,” Wrench said. “Not a scratch. Told you.”

Jacob pulled back and breathed in deeply. He nodded and wiped his palms on the backs of his trousers. Only then did he notice Georgianna and Keiran. The smile disappeared, replaced with a stern look of concentration.

“We should get something on those,” he said.

Georgianna had never seen Jacob as anything other than shy and reserved. Even when he did speak, he usually blushed and quickly looked away. The young man before her seemed completely different, spurred into action. She didn’t want to think about what could have happened while they were away that would put that sort of urgency in him.

“Can you see to George first?” Keiran asked.

“Of course.”

Jacob studied Georgianna. She’d seen that look many times before, mostly on Jaid and Keinah when they were assessing a patient to see which injury needed the most urgent attention. Georgianna touched her hand to the top of her shoulder. Keiran nodded to her.

“Can we go somewhere private?” she asked.

Jacob pointed down the road.

“There’s a house. It’s not far.”

Keiran grasped Georgianna’s hand and helped her to her feet. She closed her eyes, head spinning at the sudden movement. Keiran kissed her on the cheek and she followed Jacob down the road.

He led her into a tiny shack. The old furniture had been pushed against the wall, replaced with boxes and bags of supplies. Jacob closed the door without needing to be asked. Georgianna drew her shirt up over her head. She clutched it to her chest and gave a small smile as a bright blush rose on Jacob’s cheeks.

“Sorry,” she murmured.

He shook his head as if the action hadn’t bothered him, but with his cheeks, ears, and neck all now a rather impressive shade of red, she quickly turned away and swept her hair over her shoulder to reveal the mark on her skin.

“Oh.”

Jacob’s voice was barely a whisper. He stepped closer, sweeping the tip of his finger around the edge of the mark. He dragged one of the boxes further from the others and patted the top. Turning to one of the bags, he opened it and dug through it. Georgianna took her seat and watched.

“My side, too.”

“There’s another?”

He leaned around her and Georgianna shook her head.

“Bullet. We were running. It’s just a graze.”

“Alright, I’ll get that next.”

Jacob began searching through one of the boxes for supplies. He drew out a couple of linen bags and laid them on the floor next to her seat.

“Where’s Lacie?” she asked.

“She stayed back. Beck wouldn’t allow her to the front, said it was too dangerous. A family took her in under the shield.”

The leaves he pulled out were bright mint-green. He grabbed a cantina of water and held it out for her. Clutching the shirt against her chest with one hand, Georgianna wedged the cantina between her knees and unscrewed the lid. The water inside was warm and stale but she gulped it down as fast as she could pour. It dribbled from the corner of her mouth and dripped onto her skin. Jacob took out a metal tin and moved behind her.

The first time he touched the mark, she yelped and almost dropped the water. He had smeared a cool balm onto his fingers, but the contact sent a searing pain down to her bones.

“Sorry,” he murmured.

“No. No, it’s fine.”

 He rubbed more balm onto the mark and each flare of pain was replaced with cold relief. She took another gulp of tepid water and dried her chin on the shirt.

“I would have thought you’d stay with Lacie,” she said as he laid one of the large hyliha leaves over the wound.

He gathered a couple of strips of material and frowned. Twisting it around his fingers, he pulled so tight that the tips turned pink.

“I wanted to help.”

He returned to his position behind and urged her to lift her arm to the side so that he could slide the material beneath. He wrapped it tightly over the wound, drawing another hiss from her. This time, he didn’t apologise.

“I didn’t want to be useless. I’ve been useless for too long.”

Georgianna turned so fast that he jumped and dropped the second strip. The blush on his cheeks deepened as he picked it up.

“You were never useless, Jacob. After everything you went through, you… You are so strong. No one should make you feel useless.”

His smile was timid and embarrassed. He gave a small shrug and urged her to turn back around so that he could place the second strip.

“I guess you have the same mark,” he said quietly. “That means you’re strong, too.”

Georgianna didn’t feel strong. She wrung her hands together and stared at the ground.

“Jacob,” she whispered.

“Yeah?”

“What is it? The mark? Keiran didn’t tell me.”

He paused, examining the strip of material. She looked over her shoulder and saw he was frowning at it.

“Jacob?”

“It’s a bird. It’s abstract, but I’m pretty sure that’s what it is.”

“A bird?” she breathed.

“Yeah,” he said, finally meeting her gaze. “In a cage.”

Georgianna couldn’t bring herself to say anything as he tied the strip in place, knotting it around the top of her shoulder. While the mark stung her skin, it was nothing compared to the scars the Adveni had left on her life. It wasn’t what they had given that would haunt her, it was what they had taken away: the people. Her mother, lost to a senseless fight in the Oprust district. Her father, brother, and nephew, devoured by the Mykahnol at Nyvalau. And Edtroka. Even the thought of his name made the hole in her stomach bigger.

She was being patched up and yet it felt more like being pulled apart from the inside out.

No matter what Jacob Stone said, she didn’t feel strong. She didn’t feel useful or worthy.

She felt nothing.
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When Georgianna awoke, she found Keiran’s arms wrapped around her waist, his hands pressed against the small of her back. His lips rested on her forehead and his breath fluttered through her hair. She wriggled in his grasp and he pulled back. His eyes were wide and alert.

“Hey,” he said.

“Is it morning?”

He nodded. Georgianna pushed herself up to a sitting position, massaging her face. Keiran propped himself on his elbows and watched.

She had been alone when she finally fell asleep. Alec had brought her a bowl of stew and shown her a place to rest. He’d told her that Beck had arrived back safely but that they’d lost a lot of men in the assault. When Georgianna had asked if they’d come to the square because they’d known Maarqyn planned to execute them, Alec fell silent. Georgianna knew the answer was yes, and that only made her feel worse. She couldn’t imagine Olless would have been happy about such a plan, since the Cahlven emissary had made it clear she held Georgianna in low regard. She wasn’t happy about it herself. How many lives now hung over her head? A dozen? A hundred? She’d thanked Alec and retreated, leaving the stew steaming in the bowl.

Hunching over, Georgianna pressed her forehead to her knees, feeling the pull of the Nsiloq in her skin. It felt less uncomfortable than the day before, but she was still all too aware of its presence. The space behind her temples throbbed painfully and she pressed her fingertips against her head, rubbing in circles.

“How are you feeling?” Keiran asked.

“Like I wish people would stop asking.”

Keiran stayed silent, and when she turned to him he was staring at the wall.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean, I just—”

“It’s alright.”

“No, it’s not. Honestly, I don’t know how I feel. Or… or I don’t want to know.”

He wouldn’t understand if she told him the truth—that she wished they had never entered the square. He had been suffering, too, and she certainly didn’t want that. But she couldn’t weigh her individual life against all the others. Any relief she felt at having survived was soon eaten away by guilt and anger.

Alec appeared at the doorway. Georgianna welcomed the interruption and got to her feet, brushing off her sides.

“Olless wants to see you both,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

Keiran touched her back as he passed her.

“Better, thanks,” he answered for them both. “Alec, thank you for yesterday.”

Alec’s smile was small and uncertain. He clapped Keiran awkwardly on the shoulder.

“You got me away from Maarqyn,” he said. “Figured I should help you do the same. Don’t want to owe you anything.”

Keiran laughed, though it didn’t sound entirely honest. He strode from the room and out into the fresh air. Alec stopped Georgianna when she moved to follow.

“George?”

“I’m fine, Alec,” she said without waiting for the question. If she allowed herself to directly face the question, she knew she wouldn’t be able to lie.

The morning light had been washed away by a new onslaught of rain which slapped against her face in hard pellets, soaking through her clothes in seconds. But it was cold and it felt good.

They found Olless in one of the houses beneath the Cahlven shield on the outskirts of the camps. Like in the building where Jacob had patched her up, most of the furniture had been shoved against the walls to make way for supplies. A large table had been set up as the kitchen centrepiece and covered with papers, diagrams and maps. Notes spread over every inch of the papers.

“Good! You’re here,” Olless said without looking up. She turned some papers over and shuffled others into piles before she looked up. “I need to know what happened after you were taken.”

Keiran dragged a chair from the corner and slumped down into it.

“We were kept in a cell, tortured, almost killed.”

Georgianna remained in the doorway. The further she could stay from Olless, the better.

“What did they want with you?”

There was no delicacy to her words, no concern that the question might upset them, or that revisiting their capture might be painful. Olless looked between them, calculated and unsympathetic.

“They wanted to know what you were up to.”

“What did you tell them?”

Keiran’s gaze flickered briefly to Georgianna before he straightened in his seat.

“We told them that the Colvohan was coming, and about Edtroka’s plans with the Mykahnol,” he said, unabashed.

“ I told them,” Georgianna corrected him. “Keiran didn’t say anything. I told them the plans.”

As hard as she tried, she couldn’t read the look Olless gave her. Maybe she was tired, or perhaps she had been expecting it, but her expression was blank as she returned Georgianna’s gaze.

“It’s of no matter,” she said. “The first of the troops arrived after you left the encampment in the north. The Colvohan returned from Nyvalau in the night.”

“And the Mykahnol? What’s the plan there?”

“There isn’t one. The inability to coordinate a full evacuation of Adlai now makes the point moot. We are certain that they will not try to detonate.”

Keiran moved forwards in his chair and rested his elbows on his knees.

“So, what is the plan?”

“With the Colvohan now on Os-Veruh, we are waiting for confirmation that the Volsonnar will still meet to discuss terms.”

“What?”

Georgianna stepped closer to the table. This was impossible. There had to have been a mistake. Perhaps it was organised before the assault. There could be no way the Cahlven would agree to a meeting after the Adveni’s actions.

“You’re still considering terms with these… monsters?”

Olless’ lavender eyes were cool and impassive.

“Of course.”

“They shot Edtroka in the head!” Georgianna cried. “His own father gave a nod and that was it.”

Rounding the table, Olless lifted her chin and looked down her thin nose.

“This is bigger than one man, Miss Lennox,” she said, emphasising each word. “We could save thousands of lives with these talks.”

“Thousands of lives you wouldn’t have known about if it weren’t for Edtroka!”

She couldn’t look at her. She wouldn’t. Spinning on her heel, Georgianna marched back to the doorway.

“Miss Lennox, we are not finished!” Olless said. “Perhaps Grystch allowed you insolence under his ownership, but I will not allow it here.”

The growl that grew from Georgianna was feral and filled with fury. She wanted something to throw at Olless. More than anything, she wanted to hurt the woman. She wanted to hurt her almost as much as she wanted to hurt Ehnisque.

“I don’t take orders from the Cahlven. You elected leaders for the Veniche. I will talk to them.”

She didn’t turn back from the door. She didn’t dare. If she looked at Olless, Georgianna feared she might try to punch her, or perhaps claw out those pretty eyes; anything to transfer a fraction of the pain crushing her from the inside.

“Keiran, talk to her!”

The chair scraped against the floor as he got to his feet.

“Which of the elected Veniche leaders will be at this meeting with the Volsonnar and the Colvohan?” he asked.

Georgianna glanced at Keiran over her shoulder. His expression remained calm, but she had known him long enough to sense when anger was bubbling under the surface. Olless spluttered, and retreated to the other side of the table. Keiran scoffed.

“Exactly!”

He didn’t wait. He strode to Georgianna’s side and took her hand, leading her from the kitchen and back out into the rain.
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Olless didn’t bother them again. When Keiran went to find Beck, Georgianna set off in search of Jacob. Troops were now regularly scouting different areas of the city, and many were returning with injuries. After being shown where most of the medical supplies were kept, Georgianna joined the Veniche and Cahlven to help out. Keeping busy allowed her to focus on something other than the events of the last week; but every time she saw a head of dark hair she did a double-take, thinking that it might be Edtroka or her brother.

Most of the Cahlven troops who returned didn’t know Georgianna, and treated her with the standard respect they gave the other medics. A few looked at her in curiosity and a vague sense of recognition. Maybe she had been pointed out by a soldier who had been in the square, or they had seen her tethered to the execution post. She didn’t know and didn’t ask. Luckily, neither did they.

Alec returned from another scouting trip late in the afternoon. One of the Cahlven medics became free before Georgianna did, but Alec waved him off and waited until she had finished splinting a man’s broken fingers before he took a seat on the box in front of her.

“How did you do this?” she asked as he lifted his shirt to reveal a large scrape down his side. He gave her an embarrassed smile.

“I slipped down a flight of stairs,” he said.

Georgianna just about held back a snort of laughter. She rolled her eyes and gathered up a salve that Jacob had told her was good for superficial wounds. The stories the young man had told her about the Cahlven medicines were astounding. With each new patient, each new injury, he was gaining confidence. She wondered whether this bubbly young man was in fact the ‘real’ Jacob, the one he’d been before he was taken.

Scooping up three fingers of the salve, she smeared it liberally over the raw flesh. Alec watched her cautiously.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

She scooped more salve onto her fingers, focussing all her concentration into making sure she covered every inch of the wound.

“George, talk to me.”

“There’s nothing to say.”

The grasp on her chin as he tilted her head back was gentle, but Georgianna wrenched away from him just the same. A flash before her eyes: the memory of Maarqyn’s holding her and making her watch Keiran’s pain. She turned away, rubbing her arm across her eyes.

“I heard you have a mark now,” he said, dropping his hands back into his lap.

Georgianna gave a bitter laugh as she returned to applying the salve.

“Am I camp gossip?”

Alec sighed and took hold of her hand, pulling it away from the treatment.

“George, please. I know what Maarqyn is like. Talk to me.”

She pushed herself up and tugged her hand from his grasp. Smearing the last of the salve across the burns on her wrist, she put the metal tin back into its box.

“I told you, there’s nothing to say.”

Alec made a great show of tugging his shirt down and straightening it against his body. He squeezed his hands in his lap.

“I’m not leaving until you talk to me.”

There had been a time when that sort of statement wouldn’t have surprised her. She would have rolled her eyes and told him that he didn’t want to hear what she had to say, because he’d only get angry when she disagreed with him. She remembered that time so well and yet it felt like a different life, back when they would have been having this conversation down in the tunnels; when they would have been discussing whether or not she should be going into the Compound to help the prisoners. He always thought it was too dangerous, that she should be staying out of the rebellion efforts. She would have tried to distract him with a kiss, or would have changed the subject.

There was none of that now. That time was gone. Those people were gone. Georgianna rubbed her hands on her trousers and stared past him.

“Maarqyn told me they saw my family.”

“What?”

“They passed a checkpoint,” she said, fighting to keep her breathing steady.

“Are they okay?”

“I don’t know. He wouldn’t tell me.”

“I’m sor—”

“Don’t.”

Turning away from him, Georgianna rearranged the contents of the box, lining up the tins and tidying the linen bags. Alec touched the side of her arm and she jerked away from him.

“You let him go into that square,” she said. “You knew what would happen and you—”

“You would have been killed,” he said.

“You paid for my life with his.”

“What was I supposed to do, George? Let you die?”

“YES!” The word was out of her mouth before she had time to think about it. But even as she saw the flush of anger in Alec’s face, she didn’t take it back. He stared down at his feet.

“Do you really think I could have stopped him?” he said. “Edtroka was ready to hand himself over before your life was on the line.”

“Like you even tried! You never cared about him. You just wanted your petty revenge on the Adveni for what Maarqyn did to you.”

“Petty?”

He stepped back, his face red. Georgianna folded her arms. He had wanted her to talk and he was going to get his wish. He could have left her alone, but he’d had to push it. He’d had to demand answers she hadn’t been ready to give.

“You think two years of torture is petty?”

“Edtroka didn’t do that to you. If you wanted revenge, you should have gone after Maarqyn.”

“What do you think I was doing?”

“You should have shot faster!” Her voice was on the verge of breaking. “You let him die! If you’d just…”

Alec’s anger deflated as Georgianna gasped for air. Her hands couldn’t brush away the tears of fury and frustration. They were flowing faster than she could control them, as the hollow in her stomach consumed her. Chest heaving, she gasped desperately for air.

“He would be here. He should be here. He saved me and I couldn’t… I couldn’t help him. I couldn’t save them. I sent them away to save them from this and they still…”

Alec reached for her but she jumped away. She couldn’t. Not now and not to him.

“They’re gone!” she said with a sob.

Georgianna launched herself past him. She pulled her coat tight around her body, trying to hold the broken pieces together. Lunging into a run as soon as she was through the door, she splashed through the rain to the only place she could think of.
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Georgianna didn’t stop running until she was standing in the doorway of her family home. Breathing hard, exertion having fought off the tears for now, she leaned against the wall and gazed down the hallway. Every door but one was open. It looked like nobody had been here since Ehnisque sent the soldiers in to search. She moved slowly through the house, but everything familiar just made her want to scream. Why had she even come here?

Her bag still stood against the wall in the corridor, Braedon’s stuffed toy sticking out of it. She tugged it free and clutched it to her chest. It wasn’t surprising that the others hadn’t returned to take her bag, even though there was medicine and food inside. It was just too dangerous to return to the house with Ehnisque’s suspecting they were somewhere within the city.

The door to her brother’s room was closed, though she couldn’t imagine the soldiers would have left the room unsearched. She placed each step gently, creeping towards the door. Pushing it open, she let out a growl as a fresh anger flared up inside her. There was a man curled up on the ripped mattress.

She knew she shouldn’t be angry. People had been displaced from their own homes by the Cahlven troops and it wasn’t surprising that they’d taken shelter in the empty buildings. But to find someone on the bed her brother had once slept in, curled up with no mind to the fact its owner was now gone, made her blood boil.

She opened her mouth to yell, to scream and tell the man to get out. But before she could make a sound, he rolled over and looked up at her. It was Dhiren.

“What are you doing here?”

He pushed himself up and shifted along the mattress, leaning against the wall. His eyes were bloodshot and a crust of sleep clung to his eyelashes. He looked away from her and brushed a thumb across one eye.

“Nothing.”

Georgianna chewed on the inside of her lip and brushed her fingers against the toy’s back. Kicking off her boots, she padded across the room and sat down on the mattress next to Dhiren. He shifted along the wall to make room.

“Don’t ask if I’m alright,” he murmured.

“Only if you don’t.”

“Deal.”

Pulling the toy to her chest, Georgianna picked at the rip in the mattress. She didn’t know what to say without asking how he was doing. She wanted to say that she was sorry but it sounded hollow, even in her head. She had seen Dhiren cheerful, bawdy and cheeky. She had seen him so viciously angry that she feared him. She had even seen him restrain his anger into bitter obedience. But she had never seen him sad.

“Dhiren,” she said.

“What?”

“You and Edtroka…”

It was an issue that had been burning in her head for a while, though she’d never considered pulling it from the flames. It was the little things, the big things, and everything in between. Was it Edtroka’s fear or his desperate pleas to Dhiren in the cell, like he was the only one he could truly count on? Or had it been the anger with which Dhiren defended Edtroka’s intentions in the forest? Had it been the way Edtroka mocked Dhiren about his skill, or the way Dhiren teased Edtroka about her? When Dhiren had asked how many people they were catering for, as they were organising supplies for a back-up plan, Georgianna wondered whether it had been out of logistics, or just plain jealousy.

“He wasn’t just a friend, was he?”

Dhiren became intensely interested in the state of his hands. He turned them over and stared at the palms. There were scars there, old ones and new. Laying her hand over his, she leaned in closer. He didn’t flinch or pull away. He simply stared, his eyes blank.

“You don’t have to tell me,” she said.

Enclosing her hand in his, he turned it over and traced the creases in her palm. His fingers were delicate as they peeled back her sleeve, revealing the blistering skin around her wrist. She wanted to ask if he was stalling to give him a chance to invent an explanation, or if the pause was his way of saying he didn’t want to tell her. She held her tongue, letting Dhiren brush the unblistered edges of the raw skin. His cheek twitched into an almost-smile and he dropped their hands back into his lap.

“I gave him so much shit about letting me rot in that compound,” he said, his lip giving the slightest tremble. “I knew he saved me from a collar but I was so angry with him. He promised me and I’d trusted him.”

Tears dripped off her chin and onto her shirt. Maybe it was as much of an answer as he was willing to give, this quiet regret. She licked a salty drop from where it hovered at the bow of her lips.

“There was a time I thought he liked me,” she said. “He was always so flirty. He teased me even before I knew him properly. I’d been so scared of him and he—”

“And he was a charming bastard,” Dhiren said, laughing. “Cocky as sin.”

“He was. He mocked me once about running whenever he called.”

Dhiren sniffed and took the rag doll from her hands. He examined it, smiling fondly. He’d told her once that he’d been a loner before he was put in the compound, that he’d never really been a tribe person. Had he ever had a toy like this? Something he treasured even though it was old and tattered? Had he ever been close to anyone before Edtroka befriended him?

“I almost denied him when he asked me to protect you in the block. It meant he cared about you. That he’d ask me— me—to be the one…” His voice cracked as he tried to force out a laugh. “It wasn’t all a lie. He cared about you, George.”

Was it resentment in his voice, or just sadness and pain? Georgianna moved to lean her head on his shoulder, but he stiffened and froze, and she sat forwards again.

“I don’t know what to do now,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“My family is gone, Edtroka’s gone. I wanted to help and I’m just making everything worse.”

Dhiren pouted and held the doll out for her to take. She crushed it to her chest and drew up her knees. Dragging his finger across the mattress between them, he nodded absently.

“I’ll leave,” he said. “Once this is done.”

“This?”

“Once I know Ehnisque is dead.”

Georgianna looked at him over her shoulder. He had rested his head back against the wall and closed his eyes. She didn’t know that revenge could make someone so content. She’d been hard on Alec about it, but there was a finality she couldn’t place—about the idea of looking down at Ehnisque’s body, at Maarqyn’s. Maybe she didn’t need to see out the war; she just needed to finish her own battles, their battles.

“You’ll go back to living alone?”

“Well, it wasn’t like I ever had a tribe.”

She smiled weakly and shrugged, though he didn’t see it.

“We could be a tribe,” she said quietly. “However dysfunctional.”

He cracked one eye open and peered at her. Behind his lowered lid, he rolled his eye and shook his head.

“You’re a simpering idiot,” he said. “But if a tribe is what you want, I suppose I can’t stop you.”

Georgianna shook her head and gave him the most self-assured smile she could muster.

“No. You can’t. You saved my life.”

“It wasn’t intentional.”

Turning to face him, Georgianna plucked his hand from his lap and pushed the doll into his grasp.

“Edtroka asked you to protect me,” she said. “And I know he’d want me to protect you, whether you like it or not.”
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Dhiren patted the small of her back as he scooted across the mattress. Georgianna wriggled her shirt back down her body and knelt once she was covered again. She’d not meant to stay overnight in the house, and Keiran was probably worried that she hadn’t returned. But it had been nice to sit in the gathering dark with Dhiren. He didn’t ask her to talk about how she felt, nor pester her for information. It was quiet and comforting, and when she fell asleep next to him, he covered her in a blanket and lay beside her through the night.

Gathering up the items from her medic bag, she made sure each lid was on securely and nothing had been spilled before putting everything away. There were still a few food packets down near the bottom. She took one for herself and tossed another over to Dhiren. They sat on the doorstep and ate in silence, scooping up the sandy mixture with their fingers.

Georgianna scraped the food off the roof of her mouth with her tongue, making a face. It wasn’t particularly pleasant to eat, but Edtroka had said it was designed specifically to deliver nutrients to the body. Dhiren ate his without complaint and nudged her in the ribs, nodding down the road. Beck was walking towards them, flanked by Keiran and Alec.

“Can still make a run for it,” Dhiren said under his breath. “I already know I can get over that back fence.”

She chuckled into her food and met his gaze. The red rims had gone from his eyes and he looked a little better than he had the day before. She doubted it was the food that made him appear less hollow. He put on a mocking smile, continuing the transformation back to his former self.

“Dhiren, Gianna,” Beck said warily as he came closer. “How are you both?”

There was the question again; the one she didn’t want to answer. She didn’t know how to. Her companion didn’t seem inclined to say anything, either, although Dhiren didn’t know Beck very well, after all. She knew that the best way to ensure the question wouldn’t come up again was to answer and get it over with. She lifted her head.

“We’re fine,” she said, trying to sound reassuring, or at least not like she was being pulled in three directions at once. “How’ve you been?”

Alec and Keiran both looked out of place standing in front of her house, shuffling their feet and looking like they would rather be anywhere else. She wondered if Beck had asked them to come, or if they’d been looking for her.

“Needed a break,” Beck said. “If you don’t mind. My home is rather—”

“Burned beyond recognition?” Dhiren offered. “In enemy territory?”

Beck’s eyes narrowed but he didn’t comment on Dhiren’s bluntness. Georgianna used the doorframe to pull herself to her feet and stepped out of the way.

“Well, the furniture is either broken or gone, but go ahead.”

He nodded his thanks and almost touched her shoulder, before thinking better of it. He slid past into the kitchen, brushing his hand along the corridor wall. Alec passed Georgianna without a word, and Keiran only paused to place a soft kiss against her temple before following.

“Have we been kicked out of your house?” Dhiren asked. “Or are we supposed to go in there?”

She rolled her eyes, reached out for his hand, and pulled him to his feet. Dhiren took a fleeting look down the road towards the outskirts of the camps—and his potential escape—and trudged through the house after her.

Keiran had already made himself comfortable on the floor, leaning against the far wall. He had placed a bag on his lap and dug out a large canister. The moment he opened it, the smell of warm stew wafted out into the air. Georgianna’s stomach grumbled and she quickly moved in to sit at his side.

“Did we miss something?” Dhiren asked. He leaned against the doorframe, tapping his foot.

“The Colvohan went to meet with the Volsonnar,” Alec said.

The frown that pulled at Beck’s face was enough to answer her question, but she asked it, anyway.

“And no Veniche were asked to go?”

“Of course not,” he said. “Since Edtroka left, they have dropped all pretence of actually caring for our opinion.”

Keiran filled the silence by drawing a collection of mismatching bowls from his bag and pouring stew into each one with a series of satisfying sploshes. Alec collected them and handed them round. Dhiren looked thrilled and put the packet of Adveni-made ‘food’ aside.

“Do we know what came of the meeting?” he asked, dunking his thumb into the stew. He sucked the juice noisily from his skin, grinning around the flesh.

Beck settled himself on the floor with the bowl in his lap, twirling a spoon absently in his fingers. Alec took a seat next to him.

“The Volsonnar claims the Adveni have been holding back,” said Beck, bitterly. “They’ve given the Cahlven the opportunity to retreat, or they will mass for war.”

“So much for good and friendly terms for peace,” said Dhiren.

“Like we’ve not been at war, already,” Alec said. “Nyvalau was just an accident, right?”

Georgianna didn’t miss the dark look that Beck threw in her direction. At any moment he would ask another question she didn’t want to answer, or he would offer condolences she couldn’t accept. She was only just holding it together and she knew she wouldn’t be able to continue if Beck forced the issue. But he stayed silent, turning his attention back to his stew.

“What about Maarqyn?” Keiran asked. “Do we know if he survived the attack in the square?”

“And Ehnisque?” Dhiren added. “Did the Volsonnar say what happened to his precious daughter, after murdering his son?”

Beck nodded.

“They both lived. Minor injuries. From Olless’ report, he was quite smug about the lack of Adveni casualties so far.”

“Yeah, because they have us to use as collateral damage,” Alec said, stabbing his spoon viciously into his bowl. “The Cahlven send us in to fight for them, saying it’s because we know the land. They don’t lose any of their own, and the Adveni obviously don’t care if they kill us all off.”

Dhiren paced slowly around the room, staring out of the window. He stepped over Keiran’s and Georgianna’s legs and pushed the door open. He lingered, placing the empty bowl on the floor and rubbing his thumb over his bottom lip.

“Dhiren?” said Georgianna. “What are you thinking?”

He didn’t turn away from the door or even acknowledge her question. He ran his fingers through his hair and tapped his foot against the wet ground just outside the door.

“Adveni casualties don’t matter,” he said. “And it doesn’t matter whether they say they’re going to go to war.”

“How can you say that?” Alec asked. “If they think this hasn’t been war so far, what are they going to do once it is?”

“I’m not sure I see your logic,” Beck added.

There was a small smile on Dhiren’s lips when he turned away from the doorway. He took his time in taking a seat, smearing his thumb through the remnants of stew in his bowl.

“ We are what matters,” he said, jabbing his dripping thumb at each of them. “The Veniche. Both sides assume that we’re siding with the Cahlven. They assume that we can’t cope alone, and so we need to hide behind one or the other. Obviously, we wouldn’t ally with the Adveni.”

“Well, they’d be right, wouldn’t they?” Georgianna said. “We don’t have the technology or the training to go it alone.”

Beck frowned and placed his bowl aside.

“We have the land. It’s been ours for generations. We know it better. We have numbers who will protect it.”

Dhiren’s thumb made a popping sound as his pulled it from between his lips and pointed it at Beck. There was a smirk of triumph on his face.

“That is exactly how we have to stop thinking!”

“You’ve lost me,” Alec said.

“Me, too,” Georgianna agreed.

Keiran slid his arm around Georgianna’s waist and pulled her closer. He’d been unusually quiet since they arrived. But, as she was about to ask if he had any thoughts himself, she realised it actually wasn’t strange for him to remain quiet in these discussions. She looked up to find him staring absently at the ceiling.

“Do you think the Adveni care if they damage this land?” Dhiren continued.

“They’ve already proven they’ll do that,” Beck said.

“Exactly. But what about the Cahlven?”

Alec raised an eyebrow but didn’t answer. Beck seemed to be waiting for Dhiren to continue, and he did.

“The Cahlven care about this land about as much as the Adveni. They have back-ups if things get too bad. They have ships they can run away on. We are the only ones who don’t have somewhere to retreat to.”

Confused, Beck rubbed his hands over his face. He looked older.

“I’m still not following why this means we have to stop thinking of this as our land.”

“Because, while we’re thinking about defending our land, we’re not thinking about doing absolutely everything we can to destroy the Adveni. And the Cahlven too, if necessary.”

They let Dhiren’s words settle in. Georgianna had to admit that she was still confused. How were they supposed to destroy the Adveni if they didn’t have the weapons or the expertise? From the way they were talking, they didn’t even have the Cahlven behind them. They would be alone.

“We need to fight dirty,” Dhiren said, when none of them answered. “Show them we’re willing to destroy as much as they are.”

“If it’s destruction you want,” Keiran said slowly, finally looking around at them, “I think I might have an idea.”
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The plan was questionable, at best. They all understood the merits of what Dhiren intended and what Keiran had proposed, but actually going through with it was more than any of them had ever imagined. They’d spent the last ten years trying to protect their lands from the Adveni.

They’d stayed in the kitchen late into the day, arguing and later compromising on the finer details, but in the end, even Beck was agreed that it was what had to be done.

It turned out that Edtroka had taught Dhiren and Keiran far better than any of them had ever realised. She could hear his skilful diplomacy in the way Dhiren turned them all round to his way of thinking. She could see his tactics in Keiran’s insistence that they all keep their roles private; so, should one of them be questioned, he or she could only reveal a small part of the picture. And while they wanted to keep the numbers small to protect themselves, it was this sense of Edtroka’s influence that helped her convince the others that they needed a few more people on board.

From Beck’s conversation with Olless, they knew that the Volsonnar had given the Colvohan one week to comply with the retreat orders, before the Adveni intended to escalate the war. With a day and a half already gone, Georgianna set off through the camps to a house she had been directed to by Alec.

She had closed every door to her family house after the others had left. They would be back soon enough, and her home was out of the way. They could meet there without fear of being overheard. But that didn’t make her any less dubious about returning. If she was going to be an active member of this plan, she knew that she would have to ignore the hollow space in her stomach. She had to focus, even though everything in that house brought her emotions painfully to the surface.

The building Alec had marked was quiet and seemingly empty. The front door stood open and the inside was dark. Cahlven soldiers passed back and forth in the street but they paid no attention to the blonde Veniche hovering awkwardly on the doorstep. She could ask one of them, she supposed. Wrench was cheerful and friendly and she didn’t doubt that he’d gotten to know some of the other soldiers.

Georgianna hit the ground as the crack of a gun rang through the air. When she lifted her head to see where the shot had come from, she found nothing. A few of the soldiers were looking around in surprise and curiosity. They didn’t seem to know where the sound had come from any better than she did. Realising that she wasn’t at risk of being hit, and that training shooters was probably commonplace for them, Georgianna rose to her feet, a deep blush creeping up her cheeks as she noticed some of the soldiers smirking at her.

Desperate to get away from their mocking smiles, she slipped into the house and hurried along the entrance corridor. Even if she only came out the other side and continued from there, she would escape those looks.

As she emerged into the room at the back of the house, she heard laughing from outside the building. She held tight to the strap of her bag and opened the back door. The sound of the gunshot suddenly made sense, as she saw the rifle. But the reason behind it was still unclear, as the shooter turned around and brushed his dark curly hair from his eyes.

Jacob grinned down at someone she couldn’t see and then looked up at her, his smile fading to polite surprise.

“George,” he said. “Hi.”

Georgianna pushed the door further and stepped out to find Wrench sitting against the wall, a weapon of his own across his lap. He looked up at her with a bright smile.

“Alright there, George?”

“I’m okay,” she said, glancing between the two of them. “What are you doing?”

Jacob looked away and fiddled with the rifle in his hands. He rested the butt on the ground and grasped the barrel, rocking it back and forth.

“Kid here wanted to learn to shoot,” Wrench said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

She looked away from them, at the holes Jacob had put in the fence. Wrench had drawn a wobbly target onto the wood and so far the young herber had only hit it once. She wanted to be angry with Wrench and tell him that it was inappropriate. Jacob had suffered enough, already. He shouldn’t be taught to shoot, so he could go off and kill people alongside the rest of the soldiers.

But the anger that bubbled up inside of her wasn’t directed at either of the men in the garden. Jacob was still young, but he had seen more than most men of his age. He deserved to be able to protect himself, and knowing how he had considered himself useless, she wasn’t about to take that away from him.

Her fury was reserved for the Adveni and what they had forced this young innocent to do in order to survive. Any questions she’d still held about the plan vanished in an instant. The Adveni deserved to pay for every ounce of pain they had given to the Veniche. They should have to pay for Jacob’s torture and the loss of her own family. They needed to be held accountable for the destruction of a way of life, and the murder of thousands of innocent people. They deserved to pay for all of it.

Georgianna hovered in the doorway and dumped her bag down next to her, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Wrench, are you on good terms with that tech?” she asked. “The Cahlven?”

“You mean Tohma?”

“Yeah.”

“Good enough,” he said, nodding and scratching the back of his head. “He’s been teaching me about some of their gear whilst I show him Adveni stuff. I mean, he knows most of it already but he likes seeing how I approach it.”

Georgianna nodded absently. They were both watching her as she chewed on her thumbnail and gazed at the holes in the wood.

“You actually want something, George, or you just worried about my social life?”

She didn’t feel particularly amused but chuckled just the same.

“I need some information on the Cahlven ship shields and I was wondering if you’d be able to introduce me. I don’t think I made the best impression when we met before.”

“He’s a good guy. He knew you were upset.”

“Why do you need to know about the shields?” Jacob asked. “It’s not like we can fly the ships. From what Tohma has said, they’re coded to react to certain individuals. Not to mention the language problem.”

“He’s right. There are biological controls on those things,” Wrench said. “Something about voice and eye checks. It’s a safeguard against tampering.”

That would be a problem, especially since the whole point of the plan was to prove to the Adveni that they were willing to fight while also letting the Cahlven know they wouldn’t just sit back and be walked over. If they needed a Cahlven soldier to work the ship, it didn’t really speak to their independence. But she wasn’t about to let the whole idea go up in smoke simply because they had to ask a favour.

“Well, maybe I can convince him into joining,” she said. “It’s only one person.”

“George, what’s going on?” Wrench asked.

“Just an idea. Dhiren and Keiran want to hurt the Adveni without getting the Cahlven involved. Well, certainly not the Colvohan.”

“What do you plan on doing?”

Jacob came closer and rested his rifle against the wall. He brushed his hair back from his face and looked up at her with curious excitement. She couldn’t send Jacob away so that she could tell Wrench and still keep Jacob in the dark. He’d been trying to prove his use. She had been the one to tell him he was important, and she couldn’t go back on that.

“We’re going to do what the Adveni have been threatening from the start,” she said, crouching down next to Wrench and urging Jacob to do the same. She lowered her voice, grinning with satisfaction.

“We’re blowing up the Mykahnol.”
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A space had been cleared in the middle of the front room. Broken furniture and discarded belongings had been pushed to the side and Dhiren and Keiran had spread out a number of maps. Some depicted the sprawling landscape from Nyvalau to Nyquonat, while others were more detailed, listing every street and landmark in Adlai. The larger of the maps had been discarded as the two men studied the Adlai map. They had placed a number of broken objects on top, even though, within the house, there was little chance of it blowing away.

Georgianna took the bowls over and handed one to each of them before she took a seat next to Keiran. Dhiren barely looked at his food. He put the bowl aside and reached for a marker stone that had been positioned on the map.

“Do they really need to be equidistant?” he asked, tossing the stone into the air and catching it.

Keiran swallowed a mouthful of food, tapped his spoon against the side of his bowl, and glanced between the other objects. As Georgianna leaned forwards, she noticed that they were placed in a circle, five points in all, not including the one Dhiren was tossing into the air. There was a sixth on the map, in the centre of the circle.

“If the information Edtroka got from Lehksi was correct, the pillars are spaced evenly,” he said. He sucked the juice from his spoon and turned it around in his fingers. Using the handle, he measured the distance between the northern pillar and the eastern one, then repeated for the space between the eastern and southern. Last, he measured from the southern pillar to the broken splinter of wood in the centre of the circle. The distances were equal.

“But that’s the pillars,” Dhiren said. “The shield might be different.”

“It’s not,” Georgianna said. “The ship needs to be at the centre of the field it covers, and apart from changing the general shape, we can’t specify the barrier.”

They both looked at her with wide eyes and slack jaws.

“Hey, I understood what Tohma told me,” she said with a grin. “He said you can determine the size of the barrier to a certain extent but you can’t fix it to specific points.”

Dhiren scowled, placed the stone back in the circle, and picked up his bowl. He ate quickly and without fuss, keeping his gaze on the map. As he chewed, he tapped his spoon against his chin.

“So, either we don’t destroy it all, or we destroy more land than needed.”

“And we still don’t know how long the affected area would be uninhabitable for,” Georgianna said. “They didn’t tell you that, right?”

“No,” Dhiren replied. “But from the tales we’ve been told about how the destruction works, it would be a while.”

Keiran looked at her.

“Did the tech say if the shield would withstand it?”

“Well, I was trying to keep the specifics to a minimum. Didn’t want to risk him talking about it. In short, I don’t know.”

“Well, there’s no point in moving forwards until we know,” said Keiran. “And don’t we need some information on how to actually detonate the thing first? At the moment, we’re not even sure if it’s possible.”

“Oh, it’s possible,” Dhiren said, pointing his spoon at the centre of the map. “Our little Adveni friend told E’Troke how to do it. The main problem we’re facing there is that we need Volsonnar approval.”

Keiran dropped his spoon back into the bowl and stared at Dhiren with narrowed eyes. He rubbed his fingers into the bridge of his nose, shaking his head.

“Why did you even let me suggest this plan whilst knowing that?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because getting the Volsonnar’s approval to detonate the Mykahnol kind of defeats the point, doesn’t it?” Georgianna said.

Keiran jabbed his thumb at her and nodded.

“You said the ship needs a Cahlven to pilot it, right?” Dhiren asked. “Something about biology?”

“That’s right.”

“Well, if this is the same, then maybe it’s that tletonise stuff E’Troke was going on about.”

Tletonise was the way Edtroka had explained how children had their parents’ eye and hair colour, that it was the code they were made by. Apparently, the Adveni only bred from ‘good’ code. Those who were found to have undesirable code were branded Zsraykil and sterilised. Georgianna had no idea what they considered bad code, but in her opinion it was disgusting that a bunch of scientists decided whether someone could have a child or not.

“That doesn’t help us,” Georgianna said.

“Maybe, maybe not. If it is tletonise, then E’Troke might have been able to work it.”

“Congratulations!” Keiran said as he leaned back onto his elbows. “How about we go collect his corpse and drag it to the Mykahnol, see what happens?”

Georgianna flinched and scratched her cheek. She didn’t want to hear Keiran labelling Edtroka as dead so casually. The hole opened up in her stomach again and she stared down at the map as Dhiren leaned closer.

“Which means Ehnisque might be able to work it,” he said.

“So what, we just go and ask her nicely?” said Georgianna.

Dhiren shrugged and collected up his bowl, scraping out the last of the food. He let his spoon hang out of his mouth, looking like a dog particularly pleased with a bone.

Keiran, on the other hand, was fixed on the map, his gaze roaming across the surface. He scratched his neck and the back of his shoulder, deep in thought.

“I might have a way,” he said.

“What is it?”

He clambered to his feet and, as Georgianna moved to follow him, he waved her back down.

“Keep working. Figure out where we want this barrier to fall and maybe bring the tech in to determine whether the shield will even do what we need. I’ll be back soon.”

He strode from the room without another word. The front door opened and closed and, when Georgianna got to her feet and ran to the window, Keiran was striding away through the rain, back towards the main body of the camp.

“Do you know what he’s thinking?” she asked Dhiren.

“I’m hoping it’s something to do with capturing Ehnisque and holding a gun to her head until she does what we want, but I doubt it,” he said, sighing.

Georgianna doubted that, too. With nothing to do but wait for Keiran to share his idea, she returned to Dhiren to help decide how much of their city they would wipe off the map.
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Georgianna closed the door against the rain, huffing and shaking off the water. She returned to the window. On the other side of the glass the sheets of rain reduced visibility to the length of her arm. The world was a wash of grey under dark clouds. It had rained all through the night, and the rising sun made little difference to the darkness spreading over her view.

“Will you sit down, please?” Dhiren said. “You’re making me twitchy.”

He was sitting against the wall, a shirt rolled up and propped behind his head. His eyes were closed and his arms and legs crossed. Georgianna rolled her eyes and returned to pacing.

“Why isn’t he back yet?”

“Without knowing where he was going or what he planned on doing, I don’t know.”

Georgianna huffed again and balled her hand into a fist, punching the side of her leg.

“Why didn’t he tell us what he was doing?” she asked. “He’s so secretive.”

Cracking one eye open, Dhiren tracked her progress back and forth in front of the window.

“The plan was to have different people know different things so that—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. So that I can’t spill all our secrets again.”

“Nobody blames you for that,” he said.

When she snorted, he opened both eyes and abandoned his idea of sleep. Sitting forwards, he grabbed the shirt and shook it out, laying it across his lap.

“Anyone could have broken, George.”

“But they didn’t,” she said, striking her leg harder. “I did.”

“What’s your point?”

She turned away from the window and leaned against the wall. Her palms were clammy as she rubbed her hands over her face.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I just feel like… oh, it doesn’t matter.”

“No, come on, tribe mate.”

When she looked at him through her fingers, he was grinning. Behind the smile, his eyes were shrewd and calculating. Georgianna sighed.

“Even before Maarqyn, before Edtroka and the compound, they always treated me like someone to be protected and looked after.”

Dhiren rubbed his jaw and rested his head in his hand, gazing up at her. He didn’t say anything, he just stared, his lips pursed and an eyebrow arched, waiting. Georgianna wiped her sweaty palms off on her trousers. She looked anywhere but at him. He just kept right on staring.

It was true. Alec had always been this way, even when she was young. She wasn’t allowed to go on hunting trips because she was too young and might get hurt. Her brother didn’t want her away from camp for too long and didn’t like it when she went to help other tribes with medicine. All of them wanted to keep her in one place so she wouldn’t hurt herself.

That was it. They didn’t do it because they thought someone else would hurt her. They did it because they thought she would hurt herself.

“I’m not a child!” she said. “And I’m not Maarqyn’s little bird, either. I don’t need to be kept in a cage, protected from everything.”

Dhiren still stared.

“Of course you’re not.”

Georgianna touched the top of her shoulder, brushing her fingers back and forth over her shirt. Maarqyn had branded her a caged bird and that was exactly how her own people were treating her. Edtroka had done it too, she realised. He’d given his life because he didn’t think she could survive outside those bars.

She shifted her weight and dragged her fingers through her hair.

“I don’t need looking after!”

“Clearly.”

“Will you stop agreeing with me?”

Dhiren’s thoughtful stare turned into a grin as she turned away from him. Leaning over his knees, he picked up one of the stones that secured the map and rolled it along his fingers.

“Alright, let’s say they treat you like a child,” he said. “How do you want them to treat you?”

Slumping down against the wall, Georgianna stared into her hands.

“I want to be their equal. I want—”

“That’s your problem.”

“What is?”

“Wanting.”

She raised an eyebrow and stared back at his crooked grin.

“What?”

“You want them to treat you differently, but have you done anything to make them treat you differently?”

“How can I? They won’t tell me anything! Keiran runs off any time he has an idea. Probably to talk to Beck or someone else he considers useful.”

“And you let him.”

His smug smile made her want to punch him, but apparently, wanting was wrong.

“So what? I stop him from leaving? Force him to tell me things?”

“No, that would just make you petulant.”

Placing the stone back on the map, Dhiren got to his feet. He held up his hand and left the room, leaving Georgianna sitting against the wall. She listened to his footsteps and the rustling from the other room, wondering if she should have followed. That would probably make her petulant, too.

When he returned, he came to stand in front of her, keeping his hand behind his back.

“You really want to fight?” he asked. “You want them to treat you differently?”

She licked her bottom lip and drew the flesh back between her teeth. She wasn’t sure she would like what Dhiren had in mind, but it had to be better than this.

“Yes.”

He brought his hand out. He had a gun, loaded and ready. For a moment all she could wonder was where he’d been keeping it.

“Stop simply wanting things to change. Change them yourself.”

Now, his smirk was a challenge. She was sure he thought she’d shrink away from it.

Getting to her feet, Georgianna looked down at the gun in his hand. Her gaze flickered up to that doubting smile.

She took the weapon, and Dhiren’s smile grew broader.

“You and I are going hunting. If I’m going to be in a tribe with you, you’re gonna be useful. You ready to break out of the cage, little bird?”

For the first time in days, the smile that came to her felt honest. She was truly excited.

“Ready.”
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The Oprust district bore some of the worst scars of the fighting. Windows had been blown out of most buildings and there wasn’t a single shop that was open for trading. The streets were so quiet that Georgianna and Dhiren had to duck from alley to alley to avoid being seen, without the crowds to hide in. The rain had settled to a constant drizzle that clung to their bodies. The Heat was truly dying. Cold winds had set in and would stay for the weeks until they froze, along with everything else on Os-Veruh.

Dhiren hadn’t told her what the goal was, and the longer they walked, the more she considered the possibility that he didn’t have one. Instead, they just kept moving and he gave her helpful tips as they went.

“I swear, he stood in there for an hour before I finally told him he wouldn’t find any fish in a Wash river,” Dhiren said, sniggering.

“You let him stand there for an hour?”

Dhiren held his hand out in front of Georgianna, bringing her to a stop at the mouth of an alley. He peered around the corner and, after a moment, waved her onwards.

“He was so determined to do it himself and, let’s face it, those Tsevstakre uniforms don’t roll up in the legs.”

Glancing sideways at him, she raised an eyebrow.

“Are you saying he’d stripped down and you were just enjoying the view?”

He rocked his head from side to side.

“That Nsiloq was pretty good to look at.”

Georgianna snorted and decided she didn’t want to know any more. She’d known that Dhiren and Edtroka had some sort of history since the moment she’d seen them fight the guards in the compound. They worked together too well, complemented each other in such a way that couldn’t be a coincidence. Even so, it was hard to think about the fact she’d lived with Edtroka and realise she knew next to nothing about his life. Now, she had offered to stay with Dhiren, and she knew nothing about him, either.

Running her hand along the brickwork as they walked along a row of shops, Georgianna glanced frequently at Dhiren, wondering. From what she’d seen of him, he was incredibly private, only sharing things when he absolutely had to. Even when she had asked him what he’d done to get thrown into the compound, he’d only told her why the Adveni had caught him. She didn’t know which tribe he’d come from, if he’d ever had one. She knew nothing about his family or even if he had any friends before Edtroka had come along. She didn’t even know how Dhiren and Edtroka had met.

She opened her mouth to ask the question but changed her mind, looking down the road, instead. Dhiren paused and looked both ways.

“What is it?”

“We’re never going to get anywhere from down here.”

Georgianna followed his gaze.

“What do you suggest?”

Rubbing his hand over his mouth, Dhiren squinted through one of the windows into a shop.

“We need to get higher.”

“I know where we can do that.”

Ducking into an alley, Georgianna led Dhiren to one of the main roads through the district. She’d always avoided this path if possible, but, as Dhiren had said back at the house, if she wanted to stop being protected, she needed to act like someone who didn’t need it. If that meant facing some uncomfortable memories, that was what she would have to do.

The gilding on the door was flaking away and the moss-green sign that was once a fixture in the window was missing. A large hole was left where the handle had once been, and the door swung open with the lightest touch. Their boots left prints in the dust across the floor and up the stairs.

Georgianna led Dhiren into the shop where she had been captured, up to the second level and to the back corner where another door led out onto the roof. He had to barge his shoulder against it a few times before it swung open with a creak, and they stepped out onto the row of flat roofs.

They walked carefully and Dhiren looked around so frequently that she thought his head might pop off. It was only as they came to the corner and turned left, clambering up onto a higher roof, that she realised they were heading towards Javeknell Square.

“How many Adveni have you killed?”

Dhiren glanced back at her.

“I’m sorry?”

“You said you were imprisoned in the compound for killing three Adveni, and Edtroka said there were a lot more bodies they could have pinned on you.”

“Oh.”

“So, how many?”

“Does it matter?”

Georgianna shifted the gun into her other hand and climbed over a ridge of wall separating two buildings.

“Don’t you remember?”

“I remember,” he said.

“Then why won’t you tell me?”

He stopped and turned to her, using the barrel of his gun to scratch his jaw.

“Because when I tell people, they only see me as a killer.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“You saw how people reacted to me back at Nyquonat just for being in the compound. Cartwright thinks I’m some kind of monster.”

“But I know you’re not,” she said. “You weren’t doing it for fun, right?”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“So, how many?”

Frowning, he glanced along the row of roofs.

“Thirty-four.”

Georgianna blinked and stared at him.

“Wow!”

He set off without another word and she was left to hurry after him, watching her feet.

Entrances to the buildings below spiked out of the rooftops the same way the entrances to the tunnels speared from the street. They passed five before reaching a corner doorway. When they stepped out from behind it, Georgianna realised she could see down into the square, where the stones, cracked and uneven, were stained with blood. They stood in silence, staring down at the same spot, right in the centre: the place Edtroka had died.

“They’ll pay for what they did to him,” she whispered.

“They can start now.”

Georgianna looked at him in surprise and he pointed down the row. She edged around the doorway and saw a soldier standing on the roof, a large rifle hanging down his back. Dhiren adjusted his grip on the gun and drew his knife.

Scanning the rooftops, she spotted at least five more soldiers stationed around the square. Dhiren stalked past her, rounding the entrance. She grabbed him by the arm and yanked him back.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

“What we came here to do.”

She peered out from behind the entrance to the building below. The soldier paced along the edge of the roof, watching the square from above.

“There are five other guards on these roofs, Dhiren. Even if we get this one, they’ll shoot the second they spot us.”

“You wanted to fight, didn’t you?”

Georgianna glared at his crooked smirk and yanked him back further.

“I wanted to fight, Dhiren. I didn’t come here to die.”

He pushed her away easily, his humour now gone. Georgianna stumbled back a step, bracing herself against the wall.

“There’s always a risk of death, George, that’s what war is,” he said, sneering. “And if you’re not going to take that risk, then maybe it’s better that people keep treating you like a child, because it’s certainly the way you’re acting.”

She didn’t wait to hear any more. Yanking the door open, she ran down the steps, not caring what she would find at the bottom. She needed to get away from the roof, away from the square, and away from Dhiren’s revenge-fuelled death wish.
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It didn’t take long for Georgianna to realise that Dhiren was following her down the steps. She checked behind at every turning to make sure no Adveni were onto them, but instead she saw Dhiren, keeping his distance and not saying a word. Part of her wanted to tell him to go back and start his revenge, since he seemed so keen on it. But she felt comforted, knowing he was at her back.

For all he had said, claiming that she should be treated like a child who needed protecting, he didn’t catch up and check the corners himself. He left it to her, and she was grateful. Perhaps this was only a small step in truly joining the fight against the Adveni, but she was glad she was able to take it on her own.

The longer she walked, heading back towards the camps, the more she realised that Dhiren may have been right. She had always known that there were risks to fighting and she’d paid the cost of that risk with her family’s lives, but she’d never walked willingly into a fight before. She didn’t even count the moment when she had faced Ehnisque outside her home. She’d been gradually giving up, and now was the time to change that. Five soldiers would not turn the tide of a war, and she didn’t regret walking away this time. Soon, though, she knew she would have to push towards the fight instead of turning her back.

Of course, that didn’t mean she was entirely ready to forgive Dhiren for calling her on it, or to overlook his reckless desire for revenge.

As they entered the camps, he fell into step at her side, slotting his weapons into his belt and pushing his hands into his pockets, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. If he was feeling bad for the things he had said, he didn’t show it. That only made Georgianna angry, and she held the silence, keeping the gun in her hand as they walked through the rain.

“Where the hell have you been?” Keiran shouted as he came running to meet them. The unbruised part of his face was pale, and a long scar sliced through the mottled purple and fading yellow down his cheek and jaw.

Tucking the gun into the back of her trousers, Georgianna glanced at Dhiren. He didn’t return the look.

“Back from what you were doing, then?” he said.

“I came back and you were both gone,” said Keiran. “No message, nothing. No one knew where you were.”

He placed his hand on the small of Georgianna’s back, urging her towards the house.

“Where the hell were you?” he asked. “I’ve been going out of my mind.”

Through the doorway and into the front room, Dhiren rubbed his hand through his hair and shook off the water. He glanced at Georgianna and quickly looked away through the window.

“Well?”

“We went to scout in the Oprust district,” Georgianna said, turning away from Dhiren and back to Keiran. She gave him a placid smile. “We were trying to work out where the shield should fall. Dhiren and I aren’t as good with these maps. We needed a proper look.”

Keiran took a step away, wringing his hands together.

“I was worried about you. I thought maybe they’d sent troops in.”

“Oh, suns, no. I’m sorry. We didn’t know when you’d be back and we figured this couldn’t wait. The sooner we have a plan and all that.”

“That was really dangerous,” he said, rounding on Dhiren. “You were heading into their territory. Was this your idea?”

Dhiren blinked with an innocent ignorance and spun his knife in his hand before tossing it down beside the maps. He brushed off Keiran’s question as casually as he brushed the rain from his hair.

“The Oprust district is too close to the target,” he said. “We’ll never be able to destroy every Adveni building in the area unless we want a high number of Veniche casualties. It looks pretty deserted down there but you never know who’s still around.”

Returning to the maps, he shifted the stones they had placed in a circle and moved them further into the centre.

“If we try to evacuate, we’ll give the Adveni the jump on what we plan to do. So, George and I were thinking that the best option is to use the Mykahnol to destroy a smaller area. It would only take out a portion of the land we wanted, but it removes the threat of the Adveni using it later.”

When he glanced up, he stared right at Keiran as if Georgianna wasn’t even in the room. She had to admit, she was glad for it. If he drew attention to her she wasn’t sure she would be able to hold up the lie as well as he did. It was so convincing she wanted to ask if that had been his plan all along. He’d known Edtroka for a long time and she was starting to think that maybe he had learned far more from the Adveni than she’d realised. Or perhaps Edtroka had learned his secrecy from Dhiren; she’d never know.

Keiran scratched the back of his shoulder where his shirt hid the mark Alec had carved into him. He glanced between them and pursed his lips, finally nodding.

“That is helpful,” he said. “But you should have told someone you were going.”

“Next time,” Dhiren replied, thumping his fist against his chest in a crude show of the Adveni salute.

“You could have asked Alec or Wrench, you didn’t need to take…”

Keiran fell silent and glanced at Georgianna. He looked away but not quick enough to hide his meaning: Dhiren didn’t need to take her with him, because she, like always, was to be left out of it and protected.

Moving to Keiran’s side, Georgianna shook off a trembling anger and settled her hand against his chest. Leaning close, she kissed a healing patch of bruising on his cheek. Her pulse throbbed painfully from her injured wrists, and her shoulder and side seared in pain as she stretched up to reach him. She kept on smiling.

“I’m fine, Keiran. See. You should stop worrying. I can help.”

When he looked down at her, his expression softened. He gave a small nod and closed the gap, kissing her with tentative passion.

“I know you can,” he murmured. “I’m sorry.”

Even as he walked away, taking a seat next to Dhiren and the maps, Georgianna loved him, but she didn’t believe him.
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Georgianna hadn’t seen the little house so full of people for a long time. Alec had brought Wrench and the Cahlven technician, Tohma, back with him. Though there were only six of them, the constant flow of discussion and interruption made for a lively room. The four walls were filled with life and yet Georgianna felt alone without her father in the corner. She could imagine him sitting quietly, listening to the conversation before interjecting some thoughtful comment.

Dhiren had remained silent, only speaking when addressed, and Georgianna knew his worry. They’d agreed that they would need to bring a Cahlven in to manage the technology, yet it was clear that Dhiren was as disillusioned with the Cahlven and their methods of war as she was. Keiran was more dynamic, which surprised Georgianna, with Alec in attendance. Instead of being sullen and resentful, he was mission-minded, responding to Alec’s questions and asking some of his own.

They were forced to lie to Tohma, telling him that the discussion was hypothetical, to be used if they had to retreat. He nodded and didn’t dispute their reasoning, but his eyes narrowed and he had watched Wrench and Alec for a long time after that with a small smile on his lips. He didn’t ask why they would need a Cahlven technician if the attack was only for a last resort.

“The shields would withstand the blast,” he said, picking up the central stone and lifting it high above the map. “The ship, on the other hand—”

“Any ship would need to be contained within the shield, right?” Wrench asked.

He nodded and rolled the stone around in his fingers.

“Exactly. It is what the shields were designed for. We can expand them to contain an extended area, but you cannot remove the ship from the field. Whichever ship was used, it would be lost in the—”

Tohma lifted his head, turning to look at the window. Keiran raised an eyebrow and leaned forwards, watching him intently.

“In the what?”

“Shh!”

Keiran blinked, his lips parting. Georgianna shuffled closer to the map, but the sound of shouting and heavy boots cut her short.

“I hear it, too,” she murmured.

Clambering to her feet, she hurried to the window and peered out, shocked at the sight before her. She grabbed her jacket and slung it around her shoulders, shoving her arms into the sleeves as she half-ran to the door.

“What’s going on?”

Georgianna didn’t turn back to see who had spoken. A flurry of shuffling and breathy curses followed her outside.

A long red braid slashed through the air as Olless stopped and turned on her heel, propping her hands on her hips. Her pale skin was flushed a deep mottled pink. At full height, she was still shorter than Beck. He was red, too, his top lip curled into a sneer.

“I told you already, I have no power to make those decisions,” Olless said.

“You were the one who named me Leader of the Veniche,” he snarled. “So you have the power to elevate people to these positions, but not to make sure their roles are met with any semblance of decency?”

Olless looked around, suddenly realising how many people had stopped to listen. She stepped closer to Beck.

“Can we talk about this in private?”

Beck snorted, glaring down at her.

“So you can promise things you can later deny?” he asked. “Do you think I don’t know how the Cahlven work?”

Olless shrank away. She took another look around, her gaze raking through the crowd. A small group of Cahlven soldiers had gathered just down the path, doing a bad job of pretending they weren’t paying attention. She signalled to one of them and made a scratch-like gesture just in front of her ear, before drawing her thumb down the centre of her chest. The man nodded and pulled something from his pocket, turning away from his friends.

“Just like the Adveni,” Beck added.

The slap of flesh on flesh cracked through the close air. Beck shook his head and lifted his hand to his cheek. Despite the red mark darkening his skin, he laughed.

“Don’t get what you want with lies and promises, so you use force,” he sneered. “If you were trying to prove yourself different, Olless, you failed.”

“How dare you?” she screeched. “We have helped you, we came here to—”

“You came here to take control! You promised that we would be involved, that we would govern ourselves alongside you and look at what has happened.”

“What is it you want?” Olless demanded. “I’ve already told you I do not have the right to—”

“Exactly!” Beck flung his arms out to his sides. “That’s exactly what you don’t have. You don’t have the right to tell me, or anyone here, what to do. You have no rights here.”

“What do you mean?”

“You left. You left us here on Os-Veruh and gave up your claim, just like the Adveni. If you want to stay here, if you want to work peacefully alongside us, you have to defer to the Veniche. It is our rights that matter here.”

Georgianna jumped as an elbow drove into her side. She looked at Alec and followed his gaze as he nodded down the path.

The man approaching them didn’t look like anyone special, and yet the group of Cahlven soldiers jumped to attention and backed away. Georgianna was reminded of the Adveni soldiers making space for the Volsonnar as he strode through the square.

He was a short man. His neck-to-ankle suit fit tight across the shoulders, accentuated by the blue lines that ran from neck to wrist. His black hair had been oiled down, gathered in a short, neat ponytail. Heavy lines were worn into his forehead but he carried them well.

“Mr. Casey,” he said, looking up at Beck as he stopped to stand by Olless. “Please take a moment to gather yourself. We can discuss this privately once you have had time to reconsider.”

Beck shifted his stance and folded his arms, glaring down at the man.

“I don’t need time to reconsider, Aomel. I’ve made my position quite clear. Either the Cahlven defer to the Veniche, or they leave.”

Aomel smiled, blinking as he looked Beck up and down. Georgianna stepped closer to Keiran. She recognised that smile. It was the same look her father had given her whenever she asked for something ridiculous or impossible. Keiran wrapped his arm around her waist and tangled his fingers in her jacket, drawing her to his side.

“That’s the Second Colvohan,” he murmured in her ear.

“Surely you must realise that your demands here are not sensible,” Aomel said after a long pause. “The Cahlven are more technologically advanced, we have better numbers, and our men are trained. A war has begun, Mr. Casey. If we were to remove ourselves from Os-Veruh, do you believe you would stand any chance in winning against a superior force such as the Adveni?”

“That doesn’t matter,” Beck said with a snarl, stretching himself up to full height. He looked impressive, glaring down at the Colvohan, but even Georgianna couldn’t follow his logic.

“It doesn’t? Wasn’t the whole point to drive the Adveni back from this planet?”

“It wouldn’t matter because there is no point in winning a war against the Adveni if we were only to take up the same position beneath the Cahlven. If you’re making decisions, we should be involved. We should be equal.”

Aomel took a long moment to share a look with Olless. He turned full circle and peered at each person who stood to listen to the argument. Georgianna cringed away from his gaze. He gave her the same feeling Maarqyn did when he stared at her, waiting for the breaking point.

“I have another meeting scheduled with the Volsonnar,” he said. “If it will placate you long enough to listen to our intentions, I will take you along.”

Beck paused just a moment but, instead of looking at anyone else, he simply stared at the Colvohan, his expression steely.

“Fine.”

“Good. Then I will send Olless with information of the time we leave,” Aomel said briskly. “Come, Olless.”

He swept past Beck without another word, heading back in the direction he had come from. Beck watched him over his shoulder. Turning away from the other Cahlven, Beck strode over, clapped Keiran on the shoulder, and marched away, further from the main camp.

“What - was - that?” Dhiren asked.

Keiran grinned, clapped Dhiren on the shoulder in the exact way Beck had just done to him, and went to the doorway.

“Nothing,” he said. “We should continue working.”

“Working on a hypothetical attack?” Tohma asked, smirking.

“Exactly.”

Georgianna stared after Beck. He swung his arms as he walked and—wasn’t that a faint whistle on the air, a bounce in his step?

Someone had just been played for a fool and, for the first time in a while, Georgianna didn’t think it was the Veniche.
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No matter how Georgianna stretched, she couldn’t reach the centre of the Nsiloq that Maarqyn had applied to her skin. She stretched her arm over her shoulder, smoothing the hyliha paste over the top of the mark. If she brought her arm up behind her back, she could just about brush the bottom of the design with the tips of her finger. But no matter how she twisted and turned, she couldn’t get to the middle and soothe the constant burning ache.

Sitting on the edge of the ripped mattress in her brother’s room, Georgianna smeared the last of the paste on her fingers over her arm, kneading it into her skin. Beck had left for the meeting with the Colvohan and the Volsonnar hours earlier, and all there had been to do was wait. Keiran and Dhiren had tried to stay busy, but even their efforts had ground to a halt, leaving them staring at the walls.

“Maybe you should ask one of the Cahlven if they have something for that.”

Georgianna lifted her head just long enough to see Alec standing in the doorway. He rested his shoulder against the frame and stared at the wall behind her head. Picking up her shirt, she covered the front of her body and hunched down over her legs.

“It’s not so bad,” she said.

Alec snorted. He walked further into the room and took a seat next to her on the bed. Holding his hand out, he waited until Georgianna picked up the small clay bowl. He smeared paste onto three fingers, swept the hair away from her shoulder, and paused before smearing the paste over her skin. Georgianna hissed and jerked under the pressure.

“Everything’s ready?” she asked.

Blades of pain followed his fingers as he covered the mark. He scooped up a little more from the bowl and held her shoulder to keep her steady.

“Just waiting on Beck,” he said. “If he comes back with what we need, we’re ready to go.”

“And we’ll go straight away?”

“Yes. Better to get the element of surprise.”

Georgianna nodded and fell back into silence until Alec squeezed her shoulder and began scraping the remnants of hyliha paste off his fingers and back into the bowl. Keeping herself low over her knees, she pulled on her shirt, adjusting it when it stuck to her shoulder.

“Alec?” she breathed.

“What?”

“How did you deal with it? You know, when your family… How did you deal with losing them?”

He took the bowl from her and placed it on the floor between his feet.

“Distraction,” he said, looking at her. She twisted the bottom of her shirt in her fingers.

“Oh,” she said. “So that’s what I was to you back then. Just a distraction? I mean, I guess I knew but—”

“No, Georgie. You weren’t just a distraction.”

She moved back onto the mattress, drawing her knees in tight to her chest. She didn’t have the heart to admonish him for the use of a nickname he knew she hated. She stared at the floor, resting her chin on her knee.

“I grew up with you,” he said. “You’re Halden’s little sister and I cared about you. But that only made it worse, I guess.”

Gulping, Georgianna gritted her teeth and sniffed.

“Worse?”

“I felt guilty every time. Like perhaps I was betraying her, or even you. I shouldn’t have used you the way I did, not when I couldn’t move on from what happened.”

“Is that why you told Beck to let people think you’d died? So you could move on?”

His nod was slow and steady.

“I did care about you, George,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper. “But I didn’t… I never should have been with you like that, letting you think that—”

“That what?” Georgianna asked, her voice cracking.

“That I loved you, or that maybe I would someday. I didn’t, not like that, and I wouldn’t have, not the way…”

She sat up straight and turned towards him, crossing her legs.

“Not what way?”

After staring at the floor for a few seconds, Alec finally lifted his head and faced her. His eyes were wide and he brushed his dark hair back from his face.

“Not the way he does.”

Her mouth dropped open and she wasn’t quick to close it again. Alec had been so virulent in his dislike of Keiran that she couldn’t hide her surprise that he’d comment on him in that way. It had been Alec who had said Keiran was using her. He told her she was naive and would go along with the lies Keiran told her. He’d been sure that Keiran wouldn’t care, that he wouldn’t love her, not the way she wanted or needed. Now it seemed he had changed his mind, but she couldn’t work out why. Had it been the moment Keiran had walked out to join her in front of Ehnisque instead of saving himself?

“Have you forgiven him?”

Alec’s grimace was thoughtful and he stared past her.

“I don’t think forgiveness is the right word. I understand what he did but I don’t think I will ever forgive him for it.”

“That’s…” Georgianna frowned as she paused, looking for the right words. Maybe there were none. “That’s a little ridiculous, Alec.”

He shrugged and met her gaze.

“Perhaps, but even if he didn’t do the right thing for me, he did it for you,” he said.

Leaning across the gap, Georgianna wrapped her arms around Alec’s body, grasping his arm as she pulled him close. He patted her elbow and rested his temple against the top of her head.

“You’ll move on, George,” he murmured. “He’ll help you move on.”

She nodded, but even with these kind words about a man he’d wanted dead not a month before, she felt the guilt more than ever. She’d let Keiran distract her—from her family and from Edtroka. If she loved him the way Alec said Keiran loved her, did that make it better, or worse?

A cough came from the doorway. Georgianna sat up and stared at Keiran. His gaze moved between the two of them, his body tight. He took a step back as Georgianna pulled away from Alec.

“Keiran, we were just talking about—”

“Beck’s back,” he said

“He is?”

Keiran didn’t look at either of them. Staring at the floor, he shuffled his feet and took a deep breath.

“There’s a problem.”

He turned away and stalked back through the house and out onto the path. Georgianna followed him at a run, Alec on her heels. Keiran didn’t look back, proceeding with his long strides, keeping Georgianna at a jog as they headed further into the camps. People had congregated along the path, muttering to each other. As Keiran came to a sudden stop, Georgianna gasped.

Three Cahlven soldiers surrounded Beck, each holding onto a thick metal chain. Shackles had been attached around Beck’s ankles and wrists, connected by a thicker chain around his waist. He held his head high as he shuffled along between the soldiers, being led by the Colvohan, Aomel.

“What’s going on?” Alec whispered.

Keiran didn’t look back. He folded his arms and adjusted his stance, keeping a murderous glare on the Colvohan.

“Beck went with Aomel to the meeting with the Volsonnar,” he said over his shoulder.

“Yeah, we know.”

“Well, Olless told me he stabbed the Volsonnar.”

Georgianna gasped. Alec let out a snort, somewhere between surprise and amusement. Keiran turned and glared at the both of them.

“The Colvohan only just got him out of there. The Adveni would have killed him,” he snarled. “The moment the Colvohan got Beck free, they arrested him.”

“That makes no sense,” Alec whispered. “Why arrest him for killing their enemy?”

“Why would Beck take a risk like that?” Georgianna added.

The look on Keiran’s face said everything he couldn’t put into words. He turned away from them, looking back to Beck.

Olless hurried past to meet the Colvohan, who ignored her completely, leaving her staring after him. Her face twisted as Beck passed her with his guard. He smirked at her and she trembled with rage.

Keiran shuffled forwards and Beck used his limited movement in the shackles to twist the chain around his waist. He gave a small nod.

“Stay here,” Keiran muttered over his shoulder.

“Keiran, what are you—” Georgianna tried to grab his arm but he was already gone, striding forwards to meet with the soldiers.

They closed ranks around Beck, but not fast enough. Keiran shoved between them, grasping Beck by the shoulders and enveloping him into a hug. Alec snorted, shaking his head. Georgianna stared.

One of the soldiers grabbed Keiran by the scruff of the neck, hauling him back and sending him tumbling into the dirt. He got to his feet, shouting curses and threats as they dragged Beck away. Sneering and muttering under his breath, Keiran stalked away into the crowd, carrying a small cloth bag dripping a thick, dark substance.
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“I’m not saying that we should forget about it,” Alec snapped. “But the Cahlven have shown their colours. They’re more interested in cooperating with the Adveni.”

“You don’t know that,” Keiran said quietly. He’d taken a seat in the corner of the room, the map of Adlai spread over his lap. Everything had now been planned, from the size of the shield to the route to the building that housed the Mykahnol. It was marked and outlined on the map draped across his legs. At Dhiren’s insistence, they’d even planned three routes out of the city to move north; not that any of them believed they’d make it that far if the Cahlven didn’t back them up.

“Dragging Beck off in chains didn’t tell you as much?” Alec asked.

Despite admitting that he understood Keiran’s logic in helping Edtroka, and his insistence that the other Belsa had Georgianna’s best interests at heart, Alec’s snide tone didn’t do much to convince Georgianna that he wasn’t taking the rebuttal personally.

“It tells me they’re angry that they were humiliated in what was supposed to be a peaceful negotiation,” Keiran said. “You think Beck wouldn’t have done the same if it had been one of us in his meeting?”

“But that’s different. Beck was our leader. We followed his orders. We never agreed to follow Cahlven orders.”

“Then what’s your point?” Dhiren asked. “You’re bitching about the Cahlven but, from where I’m stood, you’re agreeing that we should back down.”

A blotchy red blush rose until the scars on Alec’s neck stood out bright white in contrast. A web of Adveni abuse stretched across his skin for all to see. Georgianna averted her gaze to the floor.

“If we don’t have their support, we shouldn’t be doing this,” he mumbled at last.

Dhiren shook his head. Glaring at Alec, he stood square in front of him.

“I disagree,” Dhiren said with no hint of the malice that had been in his voice when he had grabbed Alec in the forest. “Not having their support is all the more reason we should go ahead and prove what we’re willing to do. Beck has already proven how far he’ll go. He stabbed the Volsonnar. We should be celebrating.”

Georgianna lay her hand on Dhiren’s shoulder, tugging him away from Alec.

“How would it even work?” she asked. “We need a shield and for that we need a ship.”

Keiran folded the map with slow, precise movements.

“Yes, the Cahlven arrested Beck. But they’re still against the Adveni. They might still be on board if we tell them the plan.”

“Without a ship, the entire plan is pointless,” Dhiren agreed. “We could try getting the technician to steal one but I don’t think it’ll work.”

Alec closed his eyes and let out a heavy sigh.

“So we’re just accepting what they’ve done to Beck?”

Picking up the map from Keiran’s lap, Georgianna ran her finger along the edge and turned it over, shaking her head. She held it up in front of Alec.

“Dhiren’s right. We’re proving what we’re willing to do. They wanted their peaceful negotiations and it hasn’t worked. They need a new plan and we have it. We can use this to negotiate Beck’s freedom.”

Georgianna wasn’t sure which made her feel proudest: that Dhiren grinned and patted her on the shoulder; that Alec nodded in agreement; or that Keiran got to his feet and took the map from her, smiling. Dhiren had told her back at Nyquonat that she was a balance. He’d said that she evened out the people who would never act and those who would act too fast. She hadn’t felt it; she thought he was ridiculous. But now, standing here with three men who she never thought would be able to stand working together, all agreeing with her—for the first time she felt that he might have been right. She wasn’t a warrior like they were but that didn’t mean she wasn’t useful to the fight.

“So what, we talk to the Colvohan?” Alec asked.

“Yes,” Dhiren said.

“Sounds like a—”

“No,” Georgianna said. “No, we talk to Olless.”

“Olless? Even she said she doesn’t have the power for that sort of decision,” Alec said, sneering.

She smirked.

“No, she doesn’t, but there is no way the Colvohan will listen to us. If it came from her, though…”

“What makes you think she’ll listen to us?” Keiran asked. “She listened to Beck and he ruined their little meeting with the Volsonnar.”

“Exactly,” she said. “She’s been made to look stupid. I bet she’ll do anything to improve her standing and our plan could be just the way to do it.”

Dhiren laughed and slung his arm around Georgianna’s shoulders.

“You know, Med, you’re pretty devious when you put your mind to it.” He chuckled, his lips next to her ear. “Reminds me of him.”
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“It’s insane,” said Olless. She shifted in her seat, pulling her long braid over her shoulder and fingering the ends. “Even if I could get the Colvohan to agree to it, it would take too long to organise. By the time we have the information we need and everything is in place, the Adveni will be in full attack mode and we’d never get a ship over the centre of the city.”

Alec stepped forwards, bending over the table. He spun the map around to face Olless and placed his finger down in the centre, marking the building that they were now certain housed the Mykahnol.

“We have the information we need,” he said. “We’ve done the planning. Wrench and I have worked on the pillars before. We know the technology we’ll be dealing with.”

“Everything is ready to go, Olless,” Keiran agreed, stepping up to join Alec.

“Don’t even need your troops,” Dhiren interjected. “All we need is a ship.”

Olless stared at Dhiren for a few moments before leaning back in her seat.

“And a pilot,” she said. “But the number of lives is not the problem here, gentlemen. You are asking us to give one of our ships to a risky mission that, however it plays out, means we lose the ship.”

Olless brushed her braid back over her shoulder. She hadn’t stopped moving as they’d explained the plan, always twisting in her seat or pacing back and forth on the other side of the table. Unlike the Olless Georgianna had seen on the Cahlven ship, she was not poised or convincing. Georgianna wondered whether it was the unfamiliar ground that had put her so on edge, or the unfamiliar people. Back on the ship, Olless had been certain that she could mould the Veniche to her wishes. After the way Olless had treated her back at Nyquonat, Georgianna wasn’t upset that the emissary had been brought rather sharply back down to the ground.

“Yes, you would lose a ship,” Georgianna said, moving to stand at Keiran’s side. “But your negotiations with the Adveni have not worked. After the attack on their Volsonnar they’ll already be organising a response. We need to strike first.”

Georgianna knew that Olless didn’t like her. She was aware that the emissary had only kept her around because of her connection to Edtroka. But that didn’t make the way Olless looked at her any easier to bear. Her nostrils flared as she sneered, her wide eyes narrowing.

“We’ve already told you we don’t need troops,” Keiran said, drawing Olless’ attention. “Your losses, compared to the Adveni’s, would be minimal. If we don’t get out in time, you would have fewer than a dozen casualties, where the Adveni would lose hundreds of trained men and women.”

“Puts you in a pretty good negotiating position,” Dhiren scoffed. Olless seemed to like that even less.

“I can’t make the decision,” she said, getting to her feet and addressing Keiran. “I’ll need you to come with me to explain.”

Keiran licked his lips and took a deep breath. Glancing along the line, he reached out and slipped his hand into Georgianna’s. He squeezed her fingers, nodded, and turned back to Olless.

“I need Cartwright to come with us.”

“Me?” Alec blurted out.

Keiran nodded again and kept his gaze on Olless.

“Cartwright knows the technology better than I do. If your Colvohan has questions, he’ll be the best person to answer them.”

Olless looked between the two of them and threw her hands out to the side.

“Fine. You will both explain.”

Alec looked pale. He gulped and straightened up.

“Okay then,” he said. “Let’s go.”
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“I don’t know how much will be useful,” Dhiren said, tugging a bag towards him. “E’Troke kept these to survive, not to fight.”

“It’s worth looking,” Georgianna said.

She grabbed the end of another bag and loosened the strap. There was no knowing what they would find inside. Edtroka had split most of the clothes and food between them when they’d travelled north from the forest to Nyquonat Lake. He’d given the weapons out for protection. He’d even handed over the medical kit to Georgianna. She couldn’t think of anything else that would be useful for them, but once Jacob had told her that their belongings had been packed away and brought back to Adlai in the Cahlven Densaii ship, she knew that she had to check.

Alec and Keiran hadn’t returned. It had been hours since they followed Olless from the house. Wrench had managed to get hold of a bag of tools and he sat against the wall, in front of an array of metal devices. Jacob sat next to Wrench, his plants forgotten as he watched and listened.

One of the small tents had been packed into a lumpy canvas bag. Georgianna set it aside and dug in again, pulling out a blanket, a few shirts, and a small leather pouch. Keeping the pouch in her lap, she also found a bag made of metal links so thin that it bent and hung like fabric. A fine chain held the bag closed, wrapped around many times. She unwound it carefully, glancing over at Dhiren.

“Do you know what this is?”

Dhiren looked up and moved to kneel beside her, shaking his head.

As the chain fell away, Dhiren took it and wrapped it around his hand, admiring the work. The metal links fell open across Georgianna’s lap like a blanket, revealing a pile of items balanced between her thighs. She picked up a disk and turned it over, recognising it immediately.

“Absorbers,” she whispered, digging them from the pile.

Dhiren looked at her, nonplussed.

“They make copaqs useless,” she said. “The Belsa called them absorbers.”

“Oh. You mean, Qol-tdro,” he said, plucking one from her hand. He balanced it on the crook of his finger and flicked it up into the air, catching it easily.

Georgianna laughed and shook her head as she gathered the last of the tabs.

“How do you do that?” she asked.

“Do what?”

Dhiren grabbed a few other items from the small pile, inspecting each one. Although she only recognised the copaq gel chambers, Georgianna had the feeling that the metal bag was the most useful thing they would find in Edtroka’s belongings.

“You pronounce things the way they do. Even the way you say Edtroka is Adtvenis.”

Cocking his head, Dhiren stared at the absorber tab in his hand. He shrugged, his absent smile exploding into a bark of laughter, but he shook his head.

“What?”

“Nothing,” he mumbled, still smiling. “E’Troke taught me the names and I guess they stuck.”

She wanted to ask Dhiren what was so funny about Edtroka’s teaching him Adtvenis, but as he turned back to dig through the bag for more hidden treasures, his smile faded, and she held her tongue. She dropped the tabs back in the metal bag and placed it at her side.

Georgianna studied the leather pouch, flicking the clasp. It opened across her thighs and she saw the small pockets fitted to the interior, just like the medical kit he’d given her in the forest. A thick leather cuff lay freely, the only thing not slotted into a compartment. She began to investigate each pocket, tucking her fingers inside. Most were empty but in the largest she found a collection of metal badges, each painted. Every one was different in shape and size, and there were a dozen in total. Laying each in her hand, she stroked a finger over the polished surfaces.

“They’re from his training,” Dhiren said, looking away from the badges. “That pouch, he… He kept important things in there. There’s some from his…”

He trailed off and Georgianna placed each badge carefully back into a pocket. She recognised them now, though not in this configuration. Some of the other Adveni soldiers wore them, particularly when they had a special one. Edtroka had kept his hidden away instead of displaying them for all to see. There were enough to impress anyone and yet they had been left to gather dust and tarnish.

Opening the next pocket, she drew out a thin leather cord. It was knotted, with old and fraying ends. Unlike everything else in the pouch, it was not Adveni-made. A coil of wire was wrapped through a hole in a wood and stone pendant.

“Important stones,” she said with a quiet snort of laughter.

Dhiren looked at her. His gaze jumped to the cord draped over her fingers and the stone in her palm. The polished gem was deep red, with flecks of black just under the surface and a coil of rich polished wood curled around it, holding it in place. It seemed as if the stone, just the sight of it, had siphoned all the blood from Dhiren’s face. He gulped and returned to the bag in front of him.

“Do you know what this is?” she asked.

He didn’t look up. His hands froze inside his bag.

“Dhiren?”

“It’s mine,” he said. “I thought I’d lost it.”

“He was keeping it for you.”

Georgianna held it out towards him, but Dhiren ignored her and rose to his feet, striding across the room to collect one of the other bags. She wound the cord around her fingers and tucked it back into the pocket she’d found it in. She kept the leather cuff, closed the pouch, and set it aside with the metal bag. The cuff was too big for her, but she kept it just the same.

It was right that she had something of Edtroka’s with her while they did this.
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“So why can’t I go?”

Jacob’s voice, usually so quiet and reserved, rang through the room. Georgianna stared down at the supplies in front of her and picked up Dhiren’s knife, feeling for notches and dents.

“You’re just a kid,” Wrench said. “I don’t want—”

“I’m an adult by every law.”

Wrench sighed as he sat down. Georgianna glanced over at them before fixing her gaze on the weapon in her lap. Like Keiran, Wrench had a worn look, his eyes hollow and mouth slack. Jacob, though, stood tall, his curly hair pushed back from his bright eyes. He folded his arms and tapped his toe.

“I’ve been learning to shoot,” he said. “You’ve been teaching me to shoot. Why do that if I can’t fight?”

“I taught you to protect yourself, not to go running off into a fight.”

“By fighting I am protecting myself. I can’t sit around and—”

“How do I look?”

Georgianna jumped to her feet and swept past Wrench and Jacob. Dhiren stood in the doorway, scuffing his boot against the floor. He stared at the wall and scratched the back of his shoulder, tugging the material at his hip, then bent his knees and straightened up again. It was the first time she’d seen him unable to keep still.

It had been her idea and she was sure that if Dhiren had his way, she would pay dearly for it. Dragging her lips between her teeth, she tried to suppress the smile that wanted to burst free.

“It’s great,” she said, quickly pursing her lips again.

He glared at her, his expression murderous, and turned away. Georgianna jumped forwards and grabbed his arm, yanking him back.

“No, come on,” she said. “That expression was perfect. Very Adveni.”

“I feel like an idiot.”

Drawing him further into the room, Georgianna looked him over again. He shuffled and adjusted his stance, rolling his eyes and staring over her head. His hair was too scruffy, his jaw unshaven, but it would do. They only needed to get past a first glance, just long enough to make an Adveni pause and doubt himself before shooting. They wouldn’t get out of this without blood, they all knew it.

“You and Keiran are the tallest. It had to be you two.”

They’d found two Tsevstakre uniforms buried in the bottom of a bag of Edtroka’s things. Dhiren had wanted to burn them, but Georgianna had told him her idea before asking him to try one of them on.

She moved closer and clicked her tongue. Dhiren’s black uniform was creased between the plates of armour that had been built into it. He’d not done up all the buttons. Having never seen Dhiren in any kind of tight clothing, she couldn’t imagine the uniform was comfortable for him. She reached up to fasten the top button, stopping short when she saw the leather cord hanging around his neck. Georgianna smiled and quickly averted her gaze, patting him on the shoulder. Dhiren fidgeted again and growled under his breath.

“E’Troke is a head taller than I am. I don’t feel right wearing it.”

Georgianna frowned and tugged at his waist, straightening the creases.

“He was a head taller than you.”

He didn’t answer.

Glancing down and busying herself with making the costume seem authentic, at least for a moment, Georgianna snorted and covered her mouth with her hand. When she looked up, Dhiren was staring at her with a scowl so hostile that it only made her laugh all the harder.

“What?”

“You rolled up the trousers.”

He propped his hands on his hips.

“What was I supposed to do? They’re too big.”

“It looks like your legs have swollen to double the size!” She grinned up at him. “And gone lumpy.”

“Well if you have a better idea…”

She stepped back and pinched her bottom lip. For the most part, the uniform looked decent on him. Keiran, too, would be able to fool an Adveni for just long enough to give them a window. But the length of the uniform was sure to cause problems. It would be obvious that the uniforms had not been made for them; not to mention the discomfort in having the extra material bunched around their ankles.

“Well?” he asked.

“Shh, I’m thinking.”

She pulled up the waist of the uniform. It ballooned around Dhiren’s stomach and chest, the plating unyielding and unsightly. It also didn’t remove the problem. The trousers were still too long.

“Take off your boots.”

Georgianna grabbed one of the knives from the pile of weaponry they’d managed to find in Edtroka’s stash. When she returned, Dhiren had taken off his boots, the uniform now extending past his toes. He flinched away as she knelt, knife in hand.

“You sure about this, Med?” he asked.

Looking up, she rolled her eyes and went to work, cutting away the excess material. She wasn’t great at making clothes, but the extra was easy to cut away and she doubted anyone would look closely enough to see the fraying edges.

“Stay still, will you?” she said as Dhiren once again shuffled, watching her. He huffed and stared at the wall, crossing his armoured arms over his chest.

She was just cutting at the second ankle when the door banged open and Keiran and Alec, sodden from head to heel, bustled into the house. Dhiren turned away and the last of the material came away in a noisy rip. Slumping back on her heels, Georgianna stretched the fabric in her fingers.

Alec looked at Dhiren, his eyes widening as his gaze travelled the length of the black uniform. He blinked, and looked away.

“The Colvohan agreed,” he said.

“He did?” Dhiren smirked and cocked his head to the side, scratching himself under the tight collar. “Surprise.”

Keiran approached Wrench and laid his hand on his friend’s shoulder. They shared a look, both grinning.

“We get one ship, one of the small ones. One pilot and Tohma.”

“I’ll let him know.”

He grabbed his gun and was out of the door, Jacob on his heels, before any of them could say anything else.

“Will it be enough?” Georgianna asked. “Do those ships—”

“It’s not ideal,” Alec said.

“It’ll be fine,” Keiran corrected. “The shields are the same, we’ll have the same area covered, and it’ll be easier to position us over the buildings.”

Alec was doubtful, but he didn’t argue with Keiran’s assessment. Dhiren smoothed his hands down the sides of the uniform and glanced to the other one, draped over the chair. Alec followed his gaze and stepped back.

“Not a chance.”

Getting to her feet, Georgianna picked up the second uniform. She stepped forwards and Alec recoiled further.

“It’s not for you,” she said, holding the uniform out to Keiran. “It’s for you.”

Keiran looked down at it. His jaw clenched, but he took the uniform just the same.

“Any advantage we can get, right?” Dhiren said.

Keiran nodded and took a deep, steadying breath. He held it up against his chest and it was clear that this one would need to be altered, too. Georgianna held a hand against his waist, holding it in place, and measured down his leg. Marking the spot with her fingers, she lifted the legs away from him. He released the uniform immediately, letting the rest of it slump to the floor at her feet. He barely looked at it as he stepped back.

“I’ve been allowed to see Beck,” he said.

“Really?” Georgianna asked. “Are they letting him go?”

“Depends on how this goes. If we come back successful, then maybe.”

“A lot riding on this then,” Dhiren said.

“You mean aside from our lives? Yeah.”

Keiran gazed through the open window and drew a cloth bag from where it had been hooked into his belt. Something dripped from the bottom, dark and thick. Georgianna grimaced. He dropped it at their feet and turned away.

“We’re leaving at sunset. I’ll be back soon as I can.”

He strode from the room and the others stared at the bag and the small dark puddle it had made on the floor.

Dhiren was the first to step forwards. He pinched the bag at a clean spot and lifted it. Something shifted inside and Georgianna wasn’t the only one who took a step back, wrinkling her nose. The smell was atrocious.

The hand slipped from the bag and hit the floor with a slap. The skin was almost grey. Blood had congealed at the open wound where it had been disconnected at the wrist.

They had known they would need the Volsonnar’s approval to engage the Mykahnol, and it seemed, thanks to Beck, they now had it.
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Georgianna held tight to the leather strap hanging from the ceiling as the ship swayed through the air. Bracing herself against the wall, she kept her gaze through the windscreen as their pilot, Jeshrom, had advised. The rocking of the ship swirled through her stomach and each lurch sent her heart into her mouth.

Jeshrom was a small woman. Sitting at the front of the Dalsaia ship, her head barely cleared the back of the seat, her thin hands only just wrapping around the controls. Her dark hair was pulled into a tight knot high on her head with the straps of her headset settled around it. A device was wired into her ear with a microphone in front of her mouth and a cord that fed down under her uniform to a pad placed over her heart. When she spoke, her voice echoed through speakers at the back of the ship even though they were all close enough to hear her clearly. Tohma sat by her side, his Cahlven uniform undone at the neck and the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He read out instructions in the Cahlven language, frequently turning to translate over his shoulder.

The Dalsaia ship they had been allocated had no seats for passengers and was so small that they had to remain standing in order to fit inside. Keiran’s arm pressed against Georgianna’s on one side, Alec’s on the other. Dhiren stood opposite with Wrench, and when Georgianna risked looking away from the landscape spreading out before them, it was to find Dhiren looking as sick as she felt. He hadn’t taken Jeshrom’s advice, instead closing his eyes and tipping his face up towards the ceiling. He gagged and grimaced with each lurch.

Tohma spoke again in the Cahlven tongue and turned to look back at them.

“We are heading south, leading into the airspace over Adlai,” he said.

“What’s to stop the Adveni from just shooting us out of the sky, again?” Georgianna asked.

Though they had been planning the assault non-stop, now that she was actually in the ship it felt like all of their foresight had been useless. Pessimism had taken root, and no matter how hard she tried to focus on the plan, there was an obsession over the ways it could go wrong.

“Bringing ship down on buildings cause much damage,” Jeshrom replied in her broken Veuric, her voice echoing from both ends of the ship. “Almost much as explosion.”

“But it’s only a small ship,” said Georgianna.

“It does not matter,” Tohma said, his Veuric much clearer than Jeshrom’s. “With the velocity of the fall, we would take out too much. We are following a scenic route with the hope that the Adveni will think we are on a scouting mission. By the time they realise the truth, it will be too late.”

Georgianna nodded to nobody and turned her attention back to the windscreen. The moment she did, the buildings rushing beneath her made her stomach heave again. Like Dhiren, she tipped her head back and closed her eyes, waiting for the nausea to pass.

“The Mykahnol is in the basement of the building,” Wrench said. “If we’re correct, it’s seven flights down from the roof.”

They all nodded. Alec and Keiran began checking their weapons.

“Everyone’s on lookout except me and Tohma.”

Opening her eyes, Georgianna glanced at Wrench across the small space. He was leaning back against the wall, hunched over to check the devices in his pockets.

They’d known it would be impossible to get in at ground level. They had no idea how many Adveni would be inside the building until Jeshrom and Tohma could scan directly down from the ship. Georgianna was starting to think that she would have preferred to go in at ground level, even if it meant she might have to stand in the ship and wait. She’d never been involved in any Belsa missions before, not like this. In Lyndbury Compound she had only had to set a single device and run. She’d not had to fight anyone. Now, she was one part of a team and, if she cracked, they would all fail.

Georgianna gulped and pushed herself back against the wall. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to push back the rising bile in her throat.

“Who set you up, Med?” Dhiren asked.

She opened her eyes and looked back at him. His face was so pale it was almost grey and yet he unwound his hand from the leather strap and stepped across the gap.

“I did,” she said.

“Figures.” He attempted a laugh that fell flat as he pressed his hand against the wall above her shoulder to steady himself.

Drawing the gun from the holster that had been set around her hips, he held it up in front of her.

“Which hand do you shoot with?” he asked.

She held up her right. Dhiren pushed himself off the wall and wavered for a moment as he calibrated to the rocking of the ship. He pulled the knife from her right hip and replaced it at the left, fitting the gun in the knife’s original spot.

“You and Alec both draw across your bodies,” she said.

He grinned back at her.

“You’ll also notice Cartwright and I don’t have breasts,” he said.

Georgianna rolled her eyes.

“You have a copaq at your back, right?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Is the handle facing your right hand?”

As her right hand was currently tangled in leather, holding her in place, Georgianna reached back with her left to check. She nodded.

“And you have your extra bullets?”

“Yes,” she said. “Why are you only asking me this?”

“Because you’re the only one who looks like you’re about to throw up all over my shoes,” Dhiren said.

Georgianna blushed and he lay his hand over her cheek.

“You ready to die?”

“Hey!” Keiran shoved Dhiren in the shoulder, sending him staggering back against the wall. “Don’t say that.”

Taking Keiran’s hand, Georgianna squeezed his fingers and gave him a tentative smile before turning back to Dhiren. It was comforting, having him there. He didn’t lie to her and tell her it would be alright, that she would be safe. Though he could be blunt and even cruel, it felt familiar and she liked it.

“I am,” she said. Dhiren nodded and avoided Keiran’s glare as he moved across the gap.

“Alright,” he said. “Now make sure you don’t.”

Reaching up, he stroked his fingers over the leather cuff around her right wrist. When he returned to his position against the wall, she rested her head against Keiran’s shoulder. He kissed the top of her head and squeezed her hand.

“You alright?” he asked. “Remember your position?”

“Yeah. I’m ready.”

Only the rumble of the engine and the whoosh of air over the ship remained as they sped over the city towards the centre and the building they had marked.

“Two minutes,” Tohma said. “Starting the scan.”

Wrench was the first to move, straightening up and stretching his shoulders. Alec was next, unwinding his wrist from the leather strap and taking a shaky step towards the panel which would open up into a door.

“What about you, Jeshrom?” Georgianna asked.

“I set shields and follow you,” she said. “When in place, connected to weapon, I control from distance.”

Tohma had undone the buckle that strapped him into the seat and tapped Jeshrom on the shoulder as he climbed back to join them.

“Once the shields are set, we will have fifteen minutes before they are impassable.”

“We’re setting them to solid?” Georgianna asked.

“Have to,” Tohma said. “If we want to make sure the blast is contained, we need the highest setting. Jesh can change it remotely, but the connection and the original order must be made from the ship.”

Georgianna wasn’t the only one who looked uncomfortable at the news, but they all knew that Jeshrom would need to get down seven flights alone if she was to get out.

The ship shuddered as it came to a halt. Tohma moved between them gracefully until he stood next to Alec by the panel door. The ship jerked and rocked harder than ever and, when Georgianna looked at Jeshrom, she had a control in each hand, manoeuvring the ship down towards the roof.

“Go,” Jeshrom said as the ship gave another ominous lurch and stopped entirely.

Tohma smacked a device on the wall and the panel slid out of place. Cold wet air rushed into the small craft as the door opened. There was no turning back.

Following Dhiren, with Keiran behind her, Georgianna took a deep breath, looked out across the Adlai skyline, and jumped.
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The impact shuddered up Georgianna’s legs and along her spine. She crouched as she landed, pressing her hand against the stone and springing back up. Racing across the roof after the others, she glanced back as Keiran thudded down behind her and was at her side within three strides. He grasped her by the elbow and pushed her along, wheeling her in front of him as they came to the door. Pressing her back against the wall, she looked up and saw the grim determination in his eyes.

Tohma crouched in front of the door, wiggling a long, thin device into the lock. He glanced at a silver cuff around his wrist and turned the rod until a small screen in the metal flashed white. When he jammed the device further into the lock, it clicked. He waited a breath, his hand on the handle as he glanced to each of them in turn.

“Ready?”

Keiran just kept staring at her.

“Ready,” the others chorused. Georgianna didn’t join them.

“I love you,” she said instead.

He smiled, squeezed her arm, and then was gone.

Drawing the gun from her holster, Georgianna waited until Tohma had extracted the device from the lock. He tucked it into a pocket on his chest and clapped Wrench on the arm. The two of them set off down the stairs after Keiran and Alec.

The others carried knives. They wanted quick and quiet kills if they could get them. Dhiren looked at the gun in Georgianna’s hand, but didn’t say a word. She was grateful.

She counted out in her head as they had planned. Ten seconds. While most had agreed that going down as a single group would be safer, Alec had insisted on scouting ahead, arguing that, should he and Keiran encounter a problem, it would give the others time to turn back. Also, if she and Dhiren were stopped, the others would be further ahead with a better chance to escape.

She wasn’t sure how much she liked the plan either way, but she nodded to Dhiren once they reached ten, and they both slipped inside.

Dhiren closed the door behind them and the two descended side by side, creeping down the first set of stairs. They gradually increased pace, dropping faster and faster until they were leaping down two steps at a time, hurtling around corners. Georgianna’s pulse thrummed, surging with every step. Whether Dhiren was hanging back for her sake, or he didn’t dare go faster, he stayed in stride as they passed the first set of doors.

One floor. Two…

She raced past doorways without giving them a second glance. Alec and Halden had taken her out hunting once, even though her brother was almost as terrible at it as she was. She remembered Alec’s advice: don’t get distracted, always look at where you want to shoot. Georgianna kept her gaze fixed ahead. She would be able to hear a door opening off her to side, but nothing other than looking would stop her foot missing a step and sending her tumbling down the stairs.

Three floors down and Dhiren had to leap over an Adveni out cold on the floor. Who had taken him out? Alec? Keiran? Georgianna’s chest clenched and ached, a scream fighting to break free. She grabbed the railing and hurled herself forwards, eager to get as far away as possible.

Four floors. Five…

They were almost there. She could hear the echoes of the others’ footsteps leading them along. Her heart pounded harder.

A door opened to their right. Georgianna leapt down the last three steps and spun around. The gun was already in her hand. It felt natural as she raised it, finding her target. The Adveni launched himself sideways into the wall, stumbling up the steps. The bullet tore off a chunk of concrete and the sound ricocheted along the stairwell.

Dhiren shoved her sideways.

“GO!”

He ran back up the stairs at the Adveni. The man scrambled to get away but Dhiren was too quick, slashing with his knife. Blood sprayed the concrete. A strangled, echoing cry—cut short as the blade jammed through the back of his neck. The Adveni slid from the knife. His fingers brushed the door handle as he fell to the floor.

Georgianna was rooted to the spot.

“I said, go!” Dhiren shouted as he leapt back down the steps. He flicked the knife and blood splattered across Georgianna’s boots.

He grabbed her by the arm and hauled her along, the way Keiran had done. Her legs felt heavy, too heavy to run at the speed Dhiren wanted from her. She tripped down the last two steps of the next flight and crashed into the wall, pain blooming through her shoulder.

Wiping the back of her hand across her mouth, Georgianna tried to focus on her breathing and the rhythm of her steps, shutting out the look of horror on the Adveni’s face. The man Dhiren had killed had been a civilian. He was just a normal guy, with no weapon and no armour. He probably worked doing reports, and hadn’t expected to be shot at in the stairwell.

Still, she had missed. She had once again proved that she didn’t belong here. Even though she had a gun instead of a knife, she still couldn’t get the kill.

“George, come on!”

Georgianna met Dhiren’s eye and fell into step beside him. This was a mistake, she knew it, but she could at least try to keep up and not put them in even more danger. She just had to focus on keeping up.

Dhiren kept a tight hold on her elbow all the way down, even swinging her around the corners. She kept pace now, racing past the sixth floor and down into the basement.

They were met by knives that were only lowered for a fraction of a second as they raced past. Finally letting go of her arm, Dhiren turned off to the left, Georgianna to the right, guarding the corridors as Wrench and Tohma went to work on the door.

Glancing over her shoulder, Georgianna saw Wrench slapping the Volsonnar’s detached hand down on the reader. It buzzed in a long low drone.

“Vtensu!” Wrench snapped. “It’s no good.”

“They made fast work of protecting it,” Dhiren said over his shoulder. “You’re up, Tech!”

Tohma shoved Wrench out of the way and dropped to his knees. The device he’d used on the roof was back in his hand. He laid a sheeting over the reader and connected it to the thin rod before inserting it into the lock.

“We’ve got to hope they haven’t had time to reconfigure the Mykahnol, or this has been for nothing,” Alec said over his shoulder.

Georgianna turned away, steadying the gun in her hand as she aimed down the corridor.

“Come on, come on, come on,” she said under her breath.

Tohma muttered to himself rapidly in his own tongue. He jerked the rod this way and that, according to the commands on his cuff. He readjusted the sheeting over the reader twice and even fitted what looked like half a cloth ball over the handle. The door continued to buzz in that low, monotonous tone.

“Come on, Tohma!” Keiran said. He crept up three steps and looked up the next flight before jumping back down. “How long?”

“Just quiet, alright?” Tohma muttered.

Hopping from foot to foot, Georgianna kept her gaze down the corridor. She longed to look over her shoulder, but stayed facing forwards.

Tohma slapped his hand down on the sheeting that covered the reader, turned the rod, and the door beeped, high and shrill. It swung open and Wrench let out a hoot before covering his mouth with both hands.

Alec waved them in before him. Georgianna walked backwards through the open door before she dared turn around.

“Suns,” Keiran whispered.

“Wow,” Alec said.

Georgianna couldn’t find the words.

The room spanned two storeys and the device in the centre stood all the way to the ceiling. Four metal pillars surrounded it, mirrors of the pillars that stood sentinel around the city. The core swirled and flickered, white flames of energy coiling around each other in a sea of blue and peach. From ceiling to floor, it burned so bright that it hurt to look at it.

She’d never known what it looked like; the weapon that killed thousands in one go, the weapon that had kept the Veniche under the control of the Adveni for so long, the weapon that might have killed her family. But there it was.
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“There are two other doors,” Wrench said, pointing. “Dhiren, George, get them.”

Bright white spots blossomed in front of Georgianna’s eyes the moment she turned away from the Mykahnol. Blinking rapidly, she looked around. It was a large circular room with tall black boxes around every wall, each one whirring and beeping. The heat from the Mykahnol was so intense, it felt as if she were standing in the mid-Heat sun. She took the door on her left, between two tall black cabinets.

She pressed down on the handle; it was locked. A small display was fitted into the wall next to the door, but, unlike at the entrance, there was no palm-print reader. The door Alec and Keiran were guarding had a similar black panel beside it, gleaming amongst the bricks in the wall. It seemed that the Adveni didn’t care about people getting out of the room; they only cared who could get into it.

Dhiren took up a position opposite her, testing the door. He watched Tohma with interest as the Cahlven technician came to stand in front of one of the pillars and began furiously typing into a screen not much bigger than a tsentyl.

“Jesh,” Tohma said, and paused. A murmur replied through his headset and he began speaking rapidly in his own tongue.

He drew the screen towards him and checked something on the cuff around his wrist, relaying the information to Jeshrom up in the ship. Georgianna could hear the replies through the device in his ear, but it was too quiet to hear what was being said. Even if she could have heard, she assumed they were speaking the Cahlven language and she wouldn’t have understood it, anyway.

Tohma glanced around, spotting Wrench and waving him over.

“We need the permission.”

Wrench grimaced as he once again drew the Volsonnar’s grey dead hand from the cloth bag. He lay it against the reader, leaving a smear of blood along the edge. The screen blazed blue and faded. On the far side, a second screen lit up and whirred in time with the boxes along the walls. It extended from the pillar, tipping up to face the ceiling. Tohma jumped to the side, peered around the core, and nodded.

“Did it work?” Alec asked.

“Yes,” Tohma said.

Wrench dropped the hand back into the bag, which he hooked through his belt. Moving around the Mykahnol, he drew the screen further from the opposite pillar and tugged it out as far out as he could, before crouching to get a look underneath.

“Putting in the transmitter,” Wrench said. Tohma relayed the information to Jeshrom.

Wrench pulled out a box the size of his palm and slid it underneath the screen. He turned and sat with his back against the pillar, his hands disappearing up and inside. Sweat was already creeping down his face and neck. Grunting, he looked over to Georgianna.

“George, come here.”

Georgianna holstered her gun and went to join him.

“I just need your hands, alright?” he said. “Get down here.”

He spread his legs as wide as he could and patted the ground between them. Georgianna knelt down. He took her hand in his and guided it up underneath the screen. Her fingers brushed hot metal.

“That’s it, just hold that as still as you can.”

He guided her other hand into position. The box was already warming with the heat of the Mykahnol. Her fingers twitched. This was no different from holding someone still while Jaid drew out an object from a wound. It was just another injury.

Wrench went to work. She couldn’t see what he was doing. The screen shone in her face until, after a snap of a wire, it flickered and changed.

The metal burned against her skin. She tipped her head back and breathed hard through her nose.

“Just one more…”

His fingers brushed against hers as he worked, and a searing pain shot through her little finger.

“Shit!” Wrench hissed. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Keep going.”

He fitted the last connection in place and tapped her elbow. She pulled back to find blood dribbling down the side of her hand. A thin slice ran from nail to the pad of her finger. She wiped it on the side of her trousers and rose to her feet, helping Wrench up.

“Transmitter is in,” he said as he pushed the screen back into place.

“I am almost past the countdown,” Tohma said. “Jesh, start the connection.”

Pressing her finger against her thigh, Georgianna returned to the door. Across from her, Dhiren was smiling.

Wrench and Tohma continued to work. The Cahlven typed with a speed Georgianna had never seen before. His gaze never wavered from the screen as Wrench moved around the pillars and the devices along the walls, prying things open here, tweaking them there.

“Sixteen-minute countdown,” Tohma said. “Are you ready, Jesh?”

“Wait,” Wrench cut in, wrestling with a sheet of panelling. “I still need to reroute the warnings.”

Alec sprang away from the door and came to Wrench’s side, pulling at the panel.

Dhiren stepped away from the door. Tohma said something in his own tongue into the headset and waited.

Keiran peered at the panel.

“Come on, guys.”

“It’s stiff,” Alec said. “Just a little more…”

“I can get my hand in,” Wrench said. “Hold the panel.”

“We’ve got to get out of here.”

Dhiren moved out of his spot by the door, already halfway across the room when they heard it.

They all froze as a gun was cocked. The machines continued to whir. The screens bleeped in perfect time, but it was like every living person was rooted to the spot. Georgianna peeked out from her space next to the door.

Ehnisque stood behind Keiran in the doorway. Her grin was broad as she took the knife from Keiran’s hand and tossed it behind her. He didn’t fight. He raised his hands to either side of his head as she drew the weapon from his hip, throwing that aside as well.

“Actually, since my brother isn’t here to create another diversion,” she said, nudging the barrel against the back of Keiran’s head, “this time, you’re not going anywhere.”
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“You really thought we would be so stupid that we wouldn’t protect this, after you told the commander that you were targeting it?” Ehnisque said, pushing Keiran forwards with the muzzle of the gun.

“Well, you did miss your brother’s treason for three years,” Dhiren said. “It was possible you were that stupid.”

Keiran glared at Dhiren, who simply shrugged, turning the knife in his hand.

Ehnisque lifted a tsentyl to her side. It was still closed into a cube and yet blue lines snaked across it as she spoke.

“Confirmed sighting. All available Tsevstakre to the basement of—”

“Wrench, keep working!” Keiran said quickly. Ehnisque pointed at them with the tsentyl.

“Stop right now or I blow his brains all over that core!”

Georgianna braced herself against the door, between the two cabinets. She covered her mouth with her hand, trying to keep her breathing quiet. She couldn’t be sure whether Ehnisque had seen her or not, but it was fear that was keeping her in place. She already had her gun out. She could fire the shot.

But she couldn’t move.

“Get to the Mykahnol,” Ehnisque said into the tsentyl. “All available Tsevstakre. Breach in progress.”

“They won’t get here in time. Or they won’t get out,” Keiran said.

Ehnisque’s cruel, mocking laugh reminded Georgianna of Maarqyn. It sounded nothing like Edtroka’s laugh. Ehnisque Grystch was nothing like her brother.

“You’ll never get that far,” she said. “You know that the commander has taken over from the Volsonnar, don’t you?” Ehnisque asked. “Your little leader did us a favour. The new Volsonnar won’t hesitate in ridding us of the little rat problem we’ve suffered for so long.”

“She can’t stop you alone, Wrench. Keep going!” Keiran said.

“I told you to stop!” Ehnisque squealed. Her voice cracked and Dhiren stepped towards her.

“You won’t be here to see him try, deesa,” he said, sneering. “You cared about your father as little as you cared about E’Troke, didn’t you?”

Ehnisque scoffed and shoved the gun against Keiran’s head with a thump.

“E’Troke was weak and stupid,” she said. “My father was a great man and his legacy will live on. The commander will reward me when I return his toys to him. Come to think of it, maybe I’ll keep you for myself. My brother seemed to enjoy you well enough.”

Dhiren’s grip tightened on the knife. His eyes narrowed to slits and he leaned back on his heel, ready to pounce. Steadying her grasp of the gun, Georgianna edged forwards. Dhiren shook his head and she froze.

“Oh, what? You think I didn’t know my brother’s tastes?” Ehnisque asked. “Men, women; it didn’t matter to him as long as they amused him. I always knew.”

Dhiren shook his head again. Georgianna couldn’t be sure whether he was telling her to stay put, or simply denying Ehnisque’s mockery. She didn’t know if there was anything she could do, anyway. Even if she sprung out from the cabinets, she would never be able to aim faster than Ehnisque, who had trained since she was a child. She would get herself shot; or, worse, one of the others.

Pressing herself back against the door, Georgianna’s elbow knocked against the handle.

“STOP!” Ehnisque screamed.

Georgianna pushed her hand against the panel and pulled down on the handle. The door swung outwards. Tohma glanced at her and quickly turned away.

“Start the countdown, Jesh,” he ordered, repeating the command in his own tongue as Ehnisque growled. A shot ricocheted off the pillar above Tohma’s head. Georgianna jumped back into the corridor. Tohma dropped to the ground but there was no blood. Ehnisque had missed.

Georgianna forced herself back against the corridor wall and took a deep breath. Her hands were shaking so hard that she could barely holster the gun. She drew the knife from her left hip and moved it to her right hand.

She took one last look at Tohma and crept along the inside of the curved corridor.

“Where are my Tsev?” Ehnisque demanded.

Georgianna turned, stomach against the wall. She leaned back as far as she dared without risking Ehnisque’s seeing her. She had to get close. Dhiren had always told her that she couldn’t be scared to get close.

Around the bend in the corridor, she could see Ehnisque’s back. Her long hair was tied in a ponytail that hung down her back. She was standing half in the doorway.

Each step took an age, each breath so loud in her head that she clamped her mouth shut and didn’t dare draw another. The handle of the knife was slick with sweat. She stood, fixed against the wall.

She told herself again and again that she could do it.

This was their war: hers and Dhiren’s. He had said that he would be out of the battle when he knew Ehnisque and her father were dead. The Volsonnar was gone; Beck had taken care of that for them. Now it was her turn. Only Maarqyn would remain. She could end it if she could just get close enough.

She could do this.

She had to do this.

Georgianna pushed away from the wall, sprinting the last few steps around the corner. She grabbed Ehnisque by the hair. The Adveni shrieked in surprise and anger.

Georgianna tugged back Ehnisque’s head and lifted the blade. She sliced deep into her throat, tearing her surprise from her. The scream was replaced by the crack of her gun. She jerked and fell to the ground.

Ehnisque’s blood poured across the stones, the way Edtroka’s had done. She lay sprawled face-down, her eyes wide; the exact shade of brown as Edtroka’s. Georgianna found her breath with a burst of nervous laughter.

She looked up. The laughter died with Ehnisque. Dhiren looked on in horror, Keiran’s blood splattered over his face.
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“So, do you have a name, Sergeant?”

“Keiran,” he said. “Most of the guys call me Zanetti.”

Georgianna looked up from the wound across his palm—the wound she had caused—and was met by deep grey-blue eyes. Despite the slice across his hand, Keiran Zanetti was still smiling and joking even though it had been the knife in her back pocket that had opened up his palm.

“George.”

“You’re going to be a hard one to forget, George the medic,” he said, flexing his fingers. “Not many of my dates actually stab me when I try to feel them up.”

She grinned and wrapped the bandage around his hand.

“Oh, so this was a date?”

“It will be when I tell the story.”


 
The knife slipped from her fingers and clattered to the floor. She stared at Dhiren, unmoving, not breathing. Blood was dripping down his face and soaking into his clothes. She didn’t dare look down.

“Zanetti?”

Alec tripped across the gap and fell down to his knees. Georgianna could see him out of the corner of her eye and yet she couldn’t look. This couldn’t be happening. Ehnisque’s blood was still warm on her skin. She could still hear the scream. She couldn’t have taken an Adveni life only for Keiran to lose his.

“Come on, Zanetti…”

Dhiren looked down first and it was only as his expression broke—a deep breath snorting out through his nose—that she risked doing the same.

In the black Tsevstakre uniform, it was difficult to see how much blood was seeping from the wound, but there was nothing to hide the hole the bullet had ripped through Keiran’s shoulder. His face was screwed up tight, as pale and grey as the stones beneath him. Georgianna jumped over Ehnisque and fell to her knees beside Alec.

“Keiran?”

“Vtensu,” he muttered through gritted teeth.

Georgianna gave another nervous laugh. She hunched over him, pressing her forehead against his cheek.

“Suns.”

“What’s going on?” Wrench demanded from his place by the panel. “He alright?”

Pushing herself up, Georgianna glanced around them. They were all staring.

“He’ll be fine. Finish working,” she said. “Alec, help Wrench and Tohma get those controls in place. Dhiren, help me.”

Alec, Wrench, and Tohma sprang into action. Alec took over holding the panel in place and Wrench began fitting something in amongst the wires while Tohma went back to relaying information to Jeshrom up in the ship.

Dhiren didn’t move. He stared at Ehnisque’s body, his jaw set.

“Dhiren!” Georgianna snapped.

He shook himself off and crouched beside her.

“Hold him still. I can’t get the bullet out here. I’ll just have to dress it.”

Snatching up her knife, slick with Ehnisque’s blood, she cut through the arm of her shirt and tore it away. Keiran cried out when she pressed it down on the wound. She murmured apologies and wedged it in under the tight uniform.

“You’ll be okay.”

“George?”

Pressing down hard on the wound, she leaned over him.

“I’m here.”

“Always good to have a medic around,” he said.

He groaned and wriggled beneath her.

“Hey, Keiran,” she whispered, leaning close. “You’re not marked.”

“What?”

“The bullet, it went through the mark.”

He chuckled, his strained amusement slipping into a moan. Blood was soaking through the makeshift dressing and even as she pressed down on the linen, it slipped against his skin.

She glanced at Dhiren.

“It’s no good, I need something to hold it down.”

“No, it’s fine,” Keiran said. “Help me up.”

“You’ll never get that far.”

Dhiren already had his arm around Keiran’s lower back, helping him kneel.

“He’ll have to,” Alec said, releasing the panel. It slapped back into place. “We’ve got to go.”

Georgianna opened her mouth to argue but was cut off as Tohma spun away from the panel.

“We are not ready. We do not have remote detonation.”

“How long?” Wrench asked.

“I do not—”

The mumbling came through the headset and Tohma fell quiet. He turned back to the panel and pressed the mouthpiece closer to his lips.

“No, Jesh…”

He said more in his own tongue and when the mumbling came back through the earpiece, he rubbed his hand roughly over his face. “Jesh…”

Keiran staggered to his feet, his good arm draped heavily around Dhiren’s shoulders. Sweat rolled in rivers from his forehead and down his cheeks and neck. He stared at Tohma.

“What is it?” he whispered.

Tohma smashed his fist against the screen. It smacked into the pillar. He turned away from the Mykahnol.

“Jesh has set the shields. We have fifteen minutes.”

“Can she get down that fast?” Wrench asked.

“She is not coming.”

“What?”

“She is staying to set the shields solid. She says we need to move.”

Georgianna grabbed Tohma’s arm as he moved to pass her out into the corridor.

“We can’t leave her!”

“She is not coming,” he said again. “We must go.”


 
[image: ***]


 
Wrench joined Alec at the front of the group as they ascended the stairs. Dhiren and Tohma wrapped their arms around Keiran’s waist, half-carrying him. Georgianna brought up the rear, her gun in one hand, knife in the other.

They paused in the stairwell and Alec checked they were ready.

“Dhiren, take the front,” Keiran said.

“What?” Dhiren raised an eyebrow and tightened his grip on Keiran’s waist.

“The uniform,” he said. “You’re wearing the uniform.”

Dhiren looked down at the altered Tsevstakre uniform. He nodded and waved for Wrench to take his place but Keiran shook his head.

“No, I can… I can do it.”

Keiran brought his arm from around Tohma’s shoulders and took a deep breath, straightening up.

“Head for the tunnels,” he said.

Alec stepped out of the way, allowing Dhiren to take the lead. Georgianna had to admit that Dhiren, with his murderous determination, looked the most Adveni of all of them, even without the uniform. He grabbed the door and shoved it open as if he’d walked the halls a hundred times, striding out into the lobby of the building.

He had taken half a dozen steps, just as Georgianna slipped around the edge of the door, when the first Adveni noticed something wasn’t right. He looked, turned away, and looked again. His hand drifted towards a copaq at his hip.

Georgianna didn’t wait. She was the first to raise a weapon.

She missed and the bullet hit the wall a few inches to the right of the soldier. The crack was not missed by anyone. Before the echo of her shot had even faded away, three more blasts had been fired, this time at them.

All too fast, the open space in front of the main doors was closing up. Ehnisque’s orders had called more soldiers to their location and they were running up the steps to confront them.

Georgianna didn’t look at where or whom she was shooting. She just aimed away from their little group. They needed to hold the Adveni back. Even Dhiren had abandoned his knife and was firing indiscriminately at the oncoming troops.

As the soldiers advanced, other Adveni were running away, diving behind furniture or simply dropping to the floor. They were all trained, but most probably hadn’t served in the military for some time. She spun and fired two shots behind her, holding them off.

Keiran fired using his uninjured arm. Alec was caught between two soldiers, gun in each hand. Dhiren bobbed and weaved in amongst all of them, always driving forwards. Georgianna reached for one of the extra clips of bullets she had brought along.

A lightning bolt, hotter and more painful than a cinystalq charge, seared into Georgianna’s back. She hit the floor with a scream, head smacking the cold stone, blood seeping into her hair. She shook until she thought her bones might snap. The gel instantly burned in blemishes like the Nsiloq and began spreading over her body.

She shook and screamed, clawing at the gel splattered across her lower back. Above her she could hear shouts. Waves of screaming rolled and crashed through her head, thunder to the lightning’s pain.

Rolling over, limbs jerking aimlessly, she saw the Adveni standing above her. He didn’t look like a soldier. The copaq hung from his hand, gel dripping from the barrel.

He pressed his foot down on her neck, the treads biting into her skin. She couldn’t breathe. Even as she grabbed at his leg, the lightning just kept on shooting through her.

He aimed the copaq at her face, a sneer curling his lip and wrinkling his nose.

The bullet tore out half his neck as it hit. He was dead before he could react, landing on top of her. Georgianna did the screaming for him.

Dhiren was there in an instant, grabbing her around the chest and hauling her out from underneath the Adveni.

He howled as a knife slashed across his back and Georgianna hit the ground. Before he could turn, a bullet hit his Adveni assailant in the back and he tumbled, his face hitting the floor with a sickening crack. Dhiren wrapped his arm around her back.

“Cop… Copaq,” she cried.

He lifted her, hooking one arm underneath her knees and hauling her up against his chest. She continued to fire at the soldiers, sending them leaping out of the way, but couldn’t see if she was actually hitting anything. The copaq gel fired jolts through her nerves, sparking across her eyes. Her skin burned and sweat soaked through her clothes.

Dhiren broke into a run and Georgianna bounced in his arms as he made for a gap between the soldiers. No matter how much she screamed or begged him to stop, he didn’t. He kept on running, jumping down the steps and sprinting along the road without a backwards glance.

Georgianna couldn’t see if any of the others were following them.
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“Dhiren, put me down.”

He had slowed to a jog, his breath fast and uneven. He was soaked with sweat and had turned a pale shade of green. He didn’t stop to even speak.

“Put – me – down!”

With a reluctant glare, Dhiren stopped and lowered her legs. He kept his arm around her back as her shaking feet found the ground. With a heavy breath, he touched his back and brought his fingers away dripping with blood.

“We have to go back,” she said.

“No.”

“Dhiren…”

“No, George. We’re not going back!” he said, pulling away from her. She trembled under her own weight and staggered to the nearest building, steadying herself against the wall.

“The others—”

“Would do exactly the same. We don’t have time. If they’re not already out, they’re gone. You have to accept that.”

“But—”

“No!” He groaned as he leaned forwards, once again touching the slash across his back. “Now, come on.”

He waved her back over to him. Staggering, Georgianna shook her head as he moved to lift her up.

“Just get this shit off me.”

Dhiren’s knife was sticky with blood. He used the blunt edge to scrape as much of the gel from her skin as he could. When he flicked the knife, blue gel and blood splattered the pavement.

He set off slow but within a dozen steps he was running again. She ran as best as could behind him, stumbling with every other step. The entrance to the tunnel came into sight around the corner. She could have cried at the sight of Wrench standing at the top of the steps. He waved them over.

“Suns, guys, you scared us,” he said, turning to look down the tunnel. “They’re here!”

Georgianna gripped Dhiren’s arm as they descended the steps into the gloom of the tunnels. Wrench waved them on and there was no pause to gather her breath or steady herself. Tohma had fished a light from his multitude of devices, joining Alec at the front of the group and leading them along. Keiran fell in behind them. His breath came as a constant moan forced out of his body with every step. Wrench wrapped his arm tight around Keiran’s waist and helped him along.

“We need to keep heading south,” Dhiren said.

“The Belsa tunnels will lead us southwest,” Alec shouted back. “And without Adveni.”

Tohma’s wrist cuff flashed almost as bright as the lamp he held. He shoved the lamp into Alec’s side and handed it off, stumbling when he tried to enter something into the cuff as he ran.

They were approaching a split. One path would lead them south, the other towards the camps through the Belsa tunnels.

Blood dripped down Georgianna’s temple and across her eye. Wiping it with the back of her hand, she grimaced at the tacky smear across her skin, a mixture of her own blood, Keiran’s, and Ehnisque’s.

“The Belsa tunnels are smaller,” she said. “If anything happens when it goes off, we’ll be trapped.”

“Risk it!” Wrench shouted. “The other goes through the Rion district and too many Adveni. We can handle rocks. We can’t go another round with Adveni like this.”

She didn’t argue as Alec glanced over his shoulder and nodded, veering off into the right hand tunnel.

Wrench was right about one thing. In their state, they wouldn’t last five minutes in another fight with the Adveni. It was a miracle they were able to run at all. Keiran looked ready to drop at any second. Georgianna’s vision was blurring and her entire left side shuddered with each step. Wrench’s fingers were bent at a strange angle and blood was trickling down Alec’s leg. Dhiren hadn’t complained, but Georgianna could see the blood soaking through the back of the Tsevstakre uniform, and wasn’t sure how he was still running. Tohma alone seemed to have avoided injury, though with the way he wobbled, she couldn’t be sure.

They needed to run faster. What if they didn’t reach the barrier in time? Jeshrom and Tohma had been clear. After fifteen minutes the barrier would be impassable. They would be trapped inside the shield when the Mykahnol went off, destroying everything it touched.

Georgianna had seen the devastation a Mykahnol could leave. Nyvalau had been reduced to a crater. There wasn’t even any hint of the buildings that had once stood there. Everything had been destroyed, rock and ash left to the elements.

As they ran, she couldn’t see a glimpse of the shield’s shimmer. She couldn’t remember if it only glowed ever so slightly blue in the sunlight. What if they were heading in the wrong direction? The tunnels twisted and turned underground and while Tohma was keeping an eye on the cuff on his wrist, he could only lead them in the general direction. They couldn’t run through rock if the tunnels forced them away from the southwest.

Keiran was flagging at the back of the group. Wrench was helping as best he could to support Keiran’s weight, but it was taking its toll. When Georgianna dared to glance away from her feet, Keiran looked like he was about to be sick. The tunnel down here was too narrow for two people to carry him. Wrench was already falling behind them, pressing his hands against Keiran’s back and pushing him along where the tunnel became too thin to walk two abreast.

Alec skidded to a stop, bringing them all to a halt.

“It’s there!” he said, spinning around. “I felt it.”

Peering through the gloom, Georgianna couldn’t see anything different about the patch of ground where Alec was pointing. Tohma stepped forwards and ran his hand through the air.

“He is correct,” he said. He walked through without hesitation.

Dhiren paused before he stepped forwards. As he passed through, Georgianna realised that she could see it—his skin tinting blue, the light rippling across his body. He took another step and as she looked to the others, the blue began to glow brighter.

“Quick!” she cried. She reached for Keiran’s hand and jumped forwards.

An uncomfortable ripple of static ran through her body. She lifted her foot and found the shield was harder to penetrate than it had been up at Nyquonat Lake. It pulled and stuck, but her body glowed as she passed through, bright as the summer sky.

Wrenching her foot free, Georgianna stumbled into Alec’s waiting arms. She turned away, plunging her hand into the shield to grab Keiran’s arm.

Keiran heaved himself through, his skin shockingly pale. He shoved and grunted his way towards them.

“It’s like mud.”

“Get through, come on!”

Air rippled through the tunnel, and it sounded as if he were pulling his body from glue. The shield was darkening. Neon deepened to dark water.

“Wrench?”

She could barely see Wrench on the other side now. Shadows smothered his features, his outline blurring behind the barrier. Before any of them could stop him, Keiran launched himself back at the shield. He hit it like running into a wall.

Keiran froze, his hand pressed against the solid blue.

“ELI!”
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“ELI! COME ON!”

Keiran pounded on the shield, now as black as the night sky. The sound of his fists hitting the solid barrier reverberated in the tunnel. Alec joined him, shoving against the shield with his shoulder.

“Come on!” Keiran cried again. “You can get through. Push!”

“It is too late,” Tohma said, his voice quiet and nervous. “It is solid. There is no changing it.”

A murmur broke through them. This time it did not come from Tohma’s headset in some undecipherable tongue; it came from the shield.

“Run.”

Keiran and Alec froze and leaned close to the shield.

“Run!”

Slamming his hand down on the black shield, Keiran’s voice cracked and broke apart.

“No, I’m not going!”

“Wrench, we’re not leaving you!” Alec shouted.

Georgianna looked back at Tohma to find him shaking his head. From what she had seen, Wrench had been closer to Tohma than any of them. He was the one who had introduced him to them, who discussed technology with him. Taking a step further away, Tohma glanced at Dhiren.

“We must go. We are not safe.”

“I said we’re not leaving!” Alec snapped.

“Run. Go!”

“The tunnels might not survive the explosion,” Tohma said. “We must.”

Looking back at Dhiren, Georgianna moved out of the way, letting him shuffle past her. They only had a few more minutes. He took a deep breath, steadied himself, and, while looking like it was the last thing in the world he wanted to do, wrapped his arms around Alec.

“Come on, Cartwright,” he said.

Alec wrestled against Dhiren’s grip, but it was half-hearted.

“I’m sorry, Wrench!” he cried into the dark. “I’m sorry.”

She watched as Dhiren half-dragged, half-carried Alec down the tunnel, his protests fading into the gloom. Creeping forwards, Georgianna lay her hand over Keiran’s against the shield.

“We have to go,” she whispered. “Keiran, you can’t save him.”

“I can’t leave him.”

“He’s already gone.”

“He’s not. He’s just…”

Keiran leaned against the shield, pressing his forehead to it. A tear rolled down the solid barrier.

“Brother,” he whispered. “My only…”

She drew him away from the shield with the same delicate urgency with which he had let her collapse into him back in the woods. He came willingly, just like she had done—the need for something to cling to overtaking the will to be strong. Wrapping her arm around his waist, he draped himself around her shoulder and they sidled away through the dark.

Each of his breaths came with a gasp, his wound forgotten for his pain.

The tunnel opened wider and she urged him into a run. The footsteps of the others pounded ahead of them, marking a rhythm.

There was no warning, no rumble or boom to announce its coming. The ground beneath them cracked and the shock of the explosion lifted them off their feet.

Georgianna stumbled into the wall of the tunnel, sending Keiran crashing into her. Before she knew what was happening, she was face first on the ground as rock tumbled down around them.
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Georgianna prised herself off the ground, arms trembling under her weight. Keiran groaned beside her. Kneeling, she looked both ways down the tunnel. A dozen feet ahead, she could see the gloomy shapes of Dhiren, Alec, and Tohma as they moaned and peeled themselves off the floor. Behind them, a tumble of rocks had caved in, blocking the tunnel.

Keiran looked back, and flopped onto the ground, screaming into the dirt. Edging closer, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and winced when he jerked and pulled away.

Climbing shakily to her feet, Georgianna pressed her hand against the crumbling wall and picked her way over the fallen rocks. Tohma’s lamp shone down the tunnel, a foot from where Alec lay on his side.

“Everyone okay?” she asked.

Alec nodded.

“I am fine,” Tohma said, rolling over and sitting up. “The shield worked.”

“Too well,” Alec grumbled.

Georgianna didn’t answer him. She crouched down beside Dhiren and reached out. He hissed and cringed away from the touch.

“Hey, Yote,” she said. He lifted his head and glared at her. She smiled in return. “I’m not dead, so you can’t be either.”

“Yeah,” he muttered, spitting dusty phlegm onto the ground.

Georgianna clambered back down the tunnel to Keiran and, though he tried to pull away, helped him to his feet. He stared at the landslide of rocks, silent and shaky. His back was drenched in blood. She took his hand and led him across the rocks to the others.

“We should get out of here.”

Tohma was already up and he helped Alec and Dhiren get to their feet. Georgianna took the lead this time, gripping Keiran’s hand. He followed in a slow trudge, his head down. Alec, Dhiren, and Tohma held the silence, traipsing along behind them.

Rays of light shone down from the entrance into the tunnel, dappled across the ground. Raindrops splashed around them as they climbed the steps up above ground. The cold rain felt good against Georgianna’s dusty, battered skin. It wasn’t the cold that had her hands trembling.

In the distance, she could hear screams and shouts. A ship rumbled and passed overhead, though none of them lifted their heads to see whether it was Adveni or Cahlven. Tohma checked his cuff and began walking towards the camps; he was almost halfway down the street before he realised they weren’t following. He returned with a cautious curiosity. Without a word, they turned and headed north, back through the city.

The shield was visible even at a distance. Inky black, it towered into the sky in a mammoth dome. It was only as they came closer that they could see it was crumbling. It was disintegrating, piece by piece, flaking off and drifting through the air with the ash and smoke.

They crept closer in silence. Georgianna pulled her hand from Keiran’s, wrapping her arms around her stomach. The street led them straight to it; the destruction they had caused. Ahead of them, buildings fell away to nothing leaving half-shells. The smell of burning filled the air, acrid and suffocating. Still they walked until they reached the edge of the ruin.

The ground fell away to a crater in the centre of the city. Ash and dust floated through the air, like snow on the wind. It whipped into them and stuck to their skin. Down and down, the hole drove straight into the ground, deeper than the canyon at Nyvalau. It fell in sharp jagged cliffs to a base of rubble. Rock and metal were piled on top of each other; spikes of beams and the dust of bricks. The sharp smooth lines of the Dalsaia was littered amongst them.

With every breath, Georgianna could taste the burn of what they had done. The Adveni had left their mark on Os-Veruh at Nyvalau and now the Veniche had marked Adlai. This destruction belonged to them.

Georgianna unwound her arms from around her stomach and looked down at her hands. Ash and dust, rain and blood; it all clung to her. She was made of destruction and death.

Keiran’s blood, Ehnisque’s. Veniche buildings and Adveni. It was all the same against her skin.

She was no medic. She didn’t feel like one, not any more.

As they looked on into the ruin, none daring to speak or perhaps even breathe, Georgianna could only think of Maarqyn. Ehnisque was in that rubble somewhere, her skin incinerated, her bones dust under the weight of the rock. Yet she felt no pleasure. Ehnisque, who had murdered her own brother, was dead, but Georgianna thought only of the man who had tortured and marked her, who was perhaps still out there.

He had said that a mark claimed a person, that they would remember who had given them the mark every day of their lives.

They had made this mark. They had made their claim.

And she didn’t think anyone would forgive them for it.
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As prison cells went, it wasn’t so bad. True, Beck had never been in a cell before, nor had he seen many before this one. But from what he’d heard from others who had been kept in Lyndbury Compound, this one seemed pretty decent.

Despite his decade-long streak of breaking the law—Adveni law, at least—it was the first time he’d been caught for any wrongdoing. Ten years of hiding in tunnels and running from the Adveni; yet it had taken the Cahlven arriving for him to be captured. It had also taken the Cahlven’s arrival for the Adveni Volsonnar to be killed, with Beck doing the deed himself. So it wasn’t all bad.

No. It was all bad. It was a mess, and only getting worse.

Beck, admittedly, could only assume that things were getting worse. He’d been locked in the cell since his attack on the Volsonnar, the leader of the Cahlven’s supposed enemy. He’d known that they wouldn’t be happy about him going off-book the way he had, but to lock him away for far more than a month? To keep in him in a cold, barred cell as the freeze settled in, not allowing him visitors or information? That, he hadn’t expected. And if this was the way they were dealing with him, how were they treating the rest of the Veniche?

When the First Colvohan—the leader of the Cahlven—had arrived on Os-Veruh, he had visited Beck in his cell and told him that this was merely a formality; a precaution while the dust settled after his attack. The new Volsonnar, Maarqyn Guinnyr, was after blood. But if the assurances were true, this was the longest settling dust Beck had ever seen, and it still didn’t answer why he’d not been allowed visitors, or why he hadn’t been told what was happening outside the shield. Surely Georgianna would have wanted to tell him how the attack on the Mykahnol had gone? If she’d survived. He didn’t know for certain if any of them had come back from the assault on the doomsday weapon which had kept the Veniche under the Adveni rule for so long.

The door at the end of the row of cells opened with a bang: metal clattering on metal. Beck sat up in his bunk and watched the shadows loom down the corridor. He scratched his chipped nails through a thick beard, and peered through the bars. What did the Cahlven would want from him this time?

The footsteps were not uniform. Unlike the usual trudge of monotonous boots, these were hurried and scuffling. A thump was followed by a groan, and two Cahlven soldiers dragged a man past his cell.

The man was bruised, and bound in chains as black as midnight. He was tall; too tall to be a Veniche, or even a Cahlven, who were somewhat smaller by nature. Beck was sure that he was at least half a head taller than him, perhaps more. And Beck was not the shortest man. Sure enough, the captive opened his mouth and spewed a stream of vicious Adtvenis. The only parts Beck understood were the swear words; he’d heard those often enough to be able to pick them out.

The man’s hair was as dark as the chains. Where it fell over his cheek, it was matted with blood from a wound along the side of his eye. His clothes were ripped and ragged, and a hint of a nsiloq showed through the gap in his shirt, the blue design melted into his ribs.

The Adveni’s obscenities were met with Cahlvenese orders the Adveni either didn’t care about, or didn’t understand. It didn’t matter either way. The Cahlven soldiers didn’t wait for him to comply before they dragged him forwards and into the first empty cell; the one beside Beck’s. So far, they had been sure to keep prisoners at the far ends of the block; too distant for conversations. Either they’d run out of cells, or they no longer cared about what Beck might learn. 

It didn’t say much for his chances of getting out any time soon.

The cell bars clanged and the soldiers locked the door. They walked back past Beck’s cell, smiling and chatting, with the Adveni man’s black chains dangling from their hands. They didn’t give Beck a second glance. The door at the end of the cell block closed behind them, and once again the long row of cells was silent.

“So, what’s your name, then?” the Adveni asked. “I’m Lehksi.”

From Lehksi’s cell, there was a shuffling and a clang of a bed being kicked, or shoved. Next came the soft thump of an ass landing on the mattress, and a pained groan. Beck rolled his eyes and twisted to sit against the wall, picking up the book he’d been given to occupy his time. He’d read it a dozen times already, but they refused to give him a new one.

“Suns, can’t believe I’m here. I mean, it was only a matter of time, you know, but it’s still hard to get used to. Well, at least they seem to have finished asking questions for now. You think they’d realise I don’t know what the Vols’ is up to, but no. Just keep asking.” Lehksi’s accent was thick with Adtvenis inflections, but his Veuric was good enough to understand easily. He’d been on Os-Veruh a long time, maybe even since the beginning, though he had looked young when they’d dragged him down the corridor. 

Beck stared at the page he’d read a dozen times. He was sure that, if pressed, he could tell someone exactly what it said, maybe even word for word. But as the Adveni kept on talking, he found he couldn’t concentrate on a single line.

“Was out on a scout. Routine thing, or so we thought. Regular scout around the outside of the shield. Look for weaknesses, unprotected spots. The shit jobs always go to the Agrah, right? Well, anyway, we thought we’d found a spot, not a person in sight, and suddenly they’re everywhere. Every one of them in Cahlven uniform, though I’m sure some of them were Veniche. Wouldn’t surprise me. Use the grunts for the low work, you know?”

Beck didn’t answer. Lehksi’s race had long been using Veniche for the work they deemed beneath them.

“Should have been more careful, really. Can barely move in the city for attacks now. Suns, the days we thought the worst that would happen would be a damn Belsa attack. It’s almost laughable now.” Lehksi gave a bitter chuckle. “You know, I’d barely been to the camps before this. Wasn’t my quadrant. I was lucky. Got assigned to the Dwellings on the other side. Tough luck, ain’t it, that I get given this detail and I end up here. So what about you?”

Beck ran a hand through his hair, which was in desperate need of cutting, though he supposed it being longer would have helped with warmth for the freeze. He closed the book and laid it down beside him on the mattress. Lehksi sure was a talker.

“Come on,” Lehksi said, after only a moment of silence. “Looks to me like we’re both gonna die down here. Might as well have a friendly person to talk to. Unless… They didn’t cut out your tongue, did they? I’ve heard of some doing that. Or they crush your vocal chords. Something that isn’t as visible if they want to trade you later. They can claim you went silent. Trauma or some shit. I dunno.”

Beck groaned and moved the book. He laid down on his bunk, staring at the ceiling.

“Still can’t believe the Veniche made such a stupid mistake, bringing the Cahlven here.”

“I don’t see how an Adveni being the one in a cage for a change is a mistake.”

Lehksi laughed, loud.

“Ah, he does talk! How’s it going?” he asked. “So, Veniche then?”

“Yeah, I am.”

“And you don’t think your current position is a mistake?” Despite Lehksi's current predicament, there was amusement in his rough voice. “Still liking the Cahlven?”

“Me being in here doesn’t mean it was a mistake.”

“Cahlven aren’t interested in your well-being. They’ll use the Veniche to deal a crushing blow to the Adveni and then they’ll turn. They only teamed with the Veniche in order to find weaknesses it took the Adveni years to find out. You guys just told them everything they needed to know to wipe you out.”

Beck’s eyes narrowed and his hands clenched into fists. He growled under his breath. “The Adveni have been trying to wipe us out for years and they never succeeded.”

Lehksi let out a crack of laughter. “We were never trying to wipe out the Veniche. We could have, if we’d wanted. Use a Mykahnol and destroy one of your settlements, and then pick off the stragglers. No, we never wanted annihilation. We needed you, and we knew it.”

“You needed us? You had a funny way of showing it.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter now, anyway. With the technology the Adveni have put into this planet, the infrastructure we’ve spent a decade building up, the Cahlven don’t have any use for Veniche. They have it all set. Come in, wipe out those who oppose them, and move on.”

“You tell yourself that if it helps you sleep.”

There was another shuffling from the Adveni’s cell, and when his voice came again, it was closer. Beck lifted his head, and saw the tips of Lehksi's long fingers stretched around the edge of the wall.

“This isn’t the first time they’ve done it, you know,” Lehksi said. “The Cahlven. We used to have this other outpost. It was much like Os-Veruh. There was some fighting when the Adveni first got there, but everything settled down, people got on with things. As I hear it, we’d been having some problems with Tletonise pairings, needed to spread it out, and the people on this planet were perfect. Another of the groups that left here. We had arrangements with them. We helped them, and they helped us build the Adveni race up a bit more.”

Beck felt rather sick from the story. He knew all about the Adveni’s mating rituals; their rules on who could procreate and who couldn’t. The idea of the Adveni using this planet full of innocent people to further their agenda, after they’d invaded, was disgusting. Lehksi, apparently, didn’t see it that way.

“The Cahlven didn’t like this. They’d been fighting us for generations, and they couldn’t let us build up. They came to the planet and completely wiped out the natives. Every single one, gone.”

Despite himself, Beck sat up and stared at the bars at the front of his cell. Lehksi’s hand had gone from around the wall, but he could imagine the Adveni sitting behind his own bars, back against the wall, maybe with his eyes closed as he told his story. Beck gulped and shuffled further down his bunk towards the bars.

“Those people who used the Cahlven shield on the Mykahnol were smart, man. I mean, we never expected that. I wasn’t there. I hear only a couple dozen got out in time. Yeah, they were smart, but not smart enough.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, now they’re thinking that this shield can protect them, that they can use the Cahlven ships to fight. Only, a shield will do nothing to protect them from Cahlven weapons.”

Beck took a deep, cautious breath. “What would protect them?”

“Cahlven Tletonise?” Lehksi said, though he didn’t sound too sure of his answer. “Their favourite weapon isn’t a bomb, you see.”

“It’s not?”

“No. The Cahlven want to stay here. They don’t want to have to rebuild everything it took the Adveni a decade to build, and the Veniche generations to set up. Bombs are messy things. They leave a lot to clean up. No, they want something they can clean up easily, something that will only do damage to the stuff they don’t need, like the Veniche.”

Beck felt sick again.

“Nothing easier than sweeping bodies into a mass grave.”

What sort of weapon would allow the Cahlven to do such a thing? And if the Adveni knew about it, why hadn’t they ever done the same? Was Lehksi telling him the truth, that the Adveni had never wanted to wipe them out? Had they intended on using Veniche for breeding once things settled? Maybe they’d given up on the idea when the fighting continued, but the Belsa had only been a small number of the Veniche race. Perhaps it had already been happening.

“You really think—”

Beck was cut off as the door at the end of the block opened and a soldier came striding down the corridor. This time, the steps were even and measured, and when the soldier passed in front of Beck’s cell, he only glanced momentarily at the Adveni next door before he turned to Beck and opened his door.

“The Colvohan has sent for you, Marshall.”

Beck got to his feet and stepped out. He moved past the soldier and turned around to get a view of Lehksi, who sat with his leg stretched out along the other side of the bars. His eyes were wide with surprise, his lips slightly parted. Their gazes met. Lehksi looked young—less than thirty years old—but he looked at Beck with the gaze of a much older, wiser man.

He climbed to his feet, gave Beck a solemn nod, and returned to his bunk, lying down on his side.

“Marshall, come,” the soldier said.

Beck took a deep breath, dragged his gaze from the young Adveni, and followed the soldier out of the cell block and deep into the bowels of the Cahlven ship.
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Georgianna’s foot sloshed into a half-frozen puddle hidden beneath a crust of snow. She swore, as rainwater and melted snow squelched around the inside of her boot.

Georgianna rounded the corner and checked over her shoulder. She couldn’t see anyone behind her, but she knew better than to assume they weren’t there. She’d heard the rhythmic thuds of footfalls crunching through the snow, the grunts of heavy breath that bloomed in clouds against the frozen air.

She ran on, pushing her wet foot to the back of her mind. She darted along the road, keeping close to the buildings and their shadows. At the next intersection she should turn west towards the camps. But she didn’t dare; not with someone following so close behind. There was a time when she wouldn’t have risked leading an Adveni into such a heavily populated Veniche area. But not now. Now, she didn’t dare make the turning because the road out to the camps was wide and unobstructed. There was nowhere to hide.

The footsteps loomed closer, louder. Georgianna sucked in each freezing breath to burn in her throat and lungs.

Pounding past the intersection, Georgianna ducked into a thin alleyway that curved between mismatched buildings, out onto the street where the market had once been. Collections of stalls stood abandoned in the middle of the road: broken, battered, and damp with mould. She darted between them, shouldering her way into the Trade Inn.

The old trading post diner had once bustled with activity at all times of day and night, but it now stood as abandoned as the stalls outside the door. The tables had been upended, chairs splintered and smashed. The place had been raided a couple of times, though nobody knew why. Perhaps it was aggression for aggression’s sake.

She skidded across the tiled floor in her wet boots, slipping between the tables. At the counter, she ducked down beneath the hatch and grabbed an upended drawer. She almost squealed in delight when she saw what was hidden beneath. A collection of discarded cutlery had been scattered across the floor, including one of the carving knives the owner Oscar would threaten patrons with when he was in a particularly bad mood. Georgianna had been confronted by him like this a few times.

Grabbing the discarded knife, she half-crawled through towards the back rooms.

There was no way she could outrun an Adveni, with their long legs and exceptional training. If she wanted this one off her trail, she had to either wipe out the trail, or wipe out the individual. With the snow falling heavy and fresh each day, there was no way she’d be able to get out of here quickly without being followed.

She ducked behind a heavy door with a broken deadbolt. The air was thick with the acidic smell of brewed liquor, and the floor was sticky with its remnants. But no brewing had been done here for months now. Oscar was long gone.

Holding the door with one hand, Georgianna clutched the knife tight with the other. She stared through the crack between the door and the frame.

The glass from the broken front door crunched and cracked beneath the Adveni’s heavy boots, his breath still clouding in front of him with every heavy pant. Georgianna gritted her teeth and drew in a gentle breath through her nose, remembering what Alec had always told her: if you tried to hold your breath, you would only end up gasping, and unable to fight when the time came. You needed to breathe if you wanted to think, and when you were up against a big brute of an Adveni, you really needed to keep thinking.

For the life of her, she couldn’t remember anything else Alec had said. There were no pretty words to help her here.

A copaq weapon hung ready from the Adveni’s hand, and he made no effort to be quiet as he approached the counter. He swiped tables to the side instead of stepping around them, he kicked broken chairs out of his way.

He opened the hatch and let it land against the counter with a deafening crack.

Georgianna took three steady breaths, counting in her head as he walked straight by the door to the back rooms.

She shoved against the door with her shoulder, pushing all her weight against it and sending it flying out and straight into the Adveni’s face. He shouted in Adtvenis and stumbled back. Georgianna rounded the door and sprang forwards, swinging her foot out to catch his ankle.

He jerked and righted himself just in time, lifting the copaq towards her.

She wanted to run, to hide behind one of the tables, or maybe scream and beg for mercy at the sight of that weapon rising up towards her. Instead, she leapt forwards. 

Get close, Georgianna. You have to get close. You can’t be scared to do this.

They weren’t training in the forests around Nyquonat Lake anymore, and it wasn’t Dhiren’s smirking expression that loomed close, taunting her when she wasn’t willing to attack for fear of hurting him. The face scowling down at her was one she had never seen before, and, one way or another, would never see again.

She slashed out with the knife, forcing the Adveni back. The blade screeched against the plated armour across his stomach, tearing through the brown uniform cover. He stepped back, aimed down at her, and fired. The copaq gel splattered across a splintered chair between their feet. Georgianna’s boot squeaked through a splotch of it. As she skidded, her heavy hood fell back, and her thick scarf slipped down to reveal her face.

Stabbing out again, Georgianna lunged forwards. The Adveni lifted his fist and swung.

The blow knocked her sideways; it was like being kicked by a wild horse. She howled and stumbled, her hip smacking into the corner of a table. The Adveni’s hand closed around a fistful of her hair, yanking her head back. 

Georgianna turned the knife in her hand as easily as tying a stitch. She swung back over her shoulder. The blade sliced through his flesh.

The soldier choked and cried out. He yanked his hand away, ripping out a lock of hair. Georgianna turned, each breath verging on the scream that wanted desperately to break free. She swung the knife, feeling as if she’d been made to do it. The blade burrowed into his neck with a sickening ease.

Another shot cracked through the air. 

The Adveni’s eyes widened, mouth dropping open. His nostrils flared and he scrabbled at his neck as he staggered backwards. Georgianna watched in muted horror as blood poured over the blade and his fingers. She jerked forwards on instinct to stop him, as he grabbed the handle and pulled the knife out.

He wavered like a drunk man, stumbling forwards and waving the knife in a stupored fury. The blade flashed through the air, and a burning sting sliced down her arm as he collapsed, and she tripped out of the way to stop him taking her down with him.

All she could hear was her breath: heavy and fast. Her pulse beat through her body until it vibrated in her skin. She stared at him, blood pooling beneath his head. She wanted to be sick; she felt like she should be sick. But even as she retched, nothing came.

Breathe, George. Just breathe.

Georgianna eased the copaq from the soldier’s hand. She patted him down and emptied his pockets. She took the cash and the spare copaq gel capsules before turning the tsentyl over in her bloodied fingers. Another breath, another jolt of nausea, as Georgianna pressed her finger and thumb on either side of the cubed device, until it shuddered and flashed blue.

She dropped the tsentyl, and it clattered away across the floor. She brushed herself off, pulled up her hood and scarf, and left without a backwards glance. 
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Snowflakes hit the window and dissolved. The pellet rain drove into the frozen ground, leaving people running to find shelter from its painful assault. Georgianna paced back and forth in the small front room her family had once called home. She grabbed the blanket from the floor and wrapped it around her again. The thin veins in the material came to life with a glowing amber, adjusting to heat her body. Rain dripped from her sodden hair and onto the blanket, soaking into the edge around her neck. Despite the synthetic warmth, tiny bumps erupted down her arms and across the back of her neck. She shivered and pulled the blanket tighter, hissing as it pulled across the cut on her arm, hastily wrapped in the scraps of a shirt.

The nsiloq mark burned in her shoulder. It had been drawn into her skin on the orders of Maarqyn Guinnyr, previous Commander of the Adveni Tsevstakre, and now Volsonnar of the Adveni force on Os-Veruh. Georgianna reached to her shoulder, brushing her fingertips around the edges, never quite touching the mark. The relief of the salve Jacob Stone had given her was wearing off again; too fast for her liking. She hitched the blanket back up and winced, wrapping her arms around her stomach and gritting her teeth against the pain. It was worth it for a little more warmth. 

She returned to the window, rubbing the corner of the blanket against the glass. The patch she cleared didn’t help much. The slate grey clouds shed their rain through the snowflakes, casting the people in shadow as they ran for safety. Safety from the rain, at least. There was no real safety to be had in Adlai. Not any more.

Georgianna leaned against the wall beside the window, drumming her foot against the floor. Raindrops cracked against the glass. Every tap of her boot was a footstep across a large vaulted lobby to a building that no longer existed. Chemical pain twitched around her body. She pushed off the wall and returned to pacing.

A shadow she hadn’t noticed before came closer. The door opened.

Georgianna turned, one hand holding the blanket around her as the other edged around her waist to the small of her back. She wrapped her fingers around the handle of the copaq. In the hallway, Keiran Zanetti rubbed his hand vigorously through his hair and over his face, smearing the water across his skin as he pushed his scarf down from his nose and mouth.

“You’re here,” he said, stepping through the doorway into the front room.

“I don’t appreciate being summoned like a drysta.”

Keiran moved closer. His eyes were the same grey as the storm clouds, and they swept over her face and down to the blanket, pausing where her elbow jutted out to the side. “Are you planning on shooting me, George?”

Once upon a time, Georgianna might have imagined that there was humour in his voice; he knew that she would never shoot him. Now, though, his speech was flat and empty of any such amusement.

“I didn’t know it was you. I thought it might be Olless.”

“I would tell her that you send your regards, but she doesn’t know I contacted you.”

Georgianna chuckled and cocked her head to the side, considering him for a moment. She pulled her hand out from behind her back and slipped it through the gap in the blanket, waggling her empty fingers. “Have you been a bad Cahlven, Keiran? Is that why you called me here?”

He stared at the window. The Cahlven jacket he’d been given looked too tight on him, yet it had been done up all the way to the collar. He looked like the perfect soldier, and though he didn’t have the face of a Cahlven, she might have just about believed it, if she had been seeing him for the first time.

“The uniform suits you,” she said, stepping back. “Looks… comfortable.”

“More comfortable than the tunnels.”

“You used to find the tunnels very comfortable, or had you forgotten?”

Keiran growled and propped his hands on his hips. His gaze darted around the room, anywhere but at her. For a moment, Georgianna thought he’d spotted something, but then he rounded on her, and the look was gone.

“The Cahlven can do more in ten days than we did in ten years from those tunnels,” he said.

Keiran stepped forwards, his gaze boring into her. He walked over to a map, discarded on the floor. He crouched, no longer paying attention to her as he brushed off the dust and peered at the map with fondness. He picked up one of the stones they’d used to mark the Mykahnol pillar, and turned it over in his fingers. He set the stone down on top of the Rion District and got to his feet.

“But then, we never considered meeting with the Adveni, did we?”

It didn’t feel like the same room where they’d all crowded around the same map, planning how they would destroy the Mykahnol bomb that was hidden in the centre of Adlai. They’d spent hours scouting possible locations for the weapon, and for where they wanted the shield to protect the rest of the city. Keiran had often sat beside her, his hand on the small of her back, or her head on his shoulder, as they ground through another hour of discussions and arguments. They’d barely left each other’s sides after what Maarqyn had done to them, after they’d whispered their devotions in the dark.

Now, she’d barely seen him in months. He looked as hollow as those weeks in Nyquonat when he’d first been named as a speaker for the Veniche. She wondered if he was eating, or if he was sleeping. But she wasn’t allowed to ask him that any more.

Keiran stared out of the window beside her. “You knew why I had to stay here, George. Someone needed to watch out for Beck.”

“And that’s all you’re doing, right?”

The muscles in his jaw tightened. “You know it is. We agreed this was for the best.”

“When they promised they’d release him.” Georgianna dropped the blanket and flung her arms wide. “Don’t put this decision on me. You know I didn’t agree to this.”

“They will release him.”

Georgianna snorted and shook her head.

“When? It’s been months. And yet he’s still in there.”

“I know how long it’s been. Do you think I’d forget?”

She wiped her hand against the window again and stared out at the rain. “I don’t know any more. You let the Cahlven throw us out from beneath the shield and label us enemies. You were there, Keiran. You helped us. Suns, you practically planned it, and you turned your back on us the moment the Cahlven offered you safety!”

Keiran shook his head. He scratched behind his ear and angled away from her. “I turned my back on you the moment my best friend died beneath that shield.”

Georgianna pushed his shoulder, bringing him back to face her. “No! You don’t get to put this on Wrench. You did this because you wanted to save yourself, just like when you agreed to help Edtroka. You knew he would keep you safer than you’d ever be, down in the Belsa tunnels.”

He glanced over his shoulder, folded his arms over his chest and turned back to face her. Georgianna stared back in defiance. “And that’s why I followed you to Maarqyn, right? For safety?”

Georgianna let out a cry. The blanket skidded through the dust as she kicked it, the veins long faded to black. She ran her fingers through her wet, tangled hair, shaking her head. “I can’t keep having the same fights with you, Keiran. We can’t keep going back to something that’s gone.”

“Gone, right.” He sneered, though his gaze was on the makeshift bandage tied around her arm, spots of blood soaking through. “Like me from your life? You have Dhiren and Alec now, so it’s not like you need me.”

“I did need you, Keiran, but you left. Alec and Dhiren didn’t. They’re the ones I can count on now. Not you, and not the Cahlven.”

“Suns, George, you can’t blame the Cahlven for this. They gave you the option to stay. You only had to say the words. You could still come back. Help them with the peace talks, they’re the only thing stopping either side from blowing everything to dust.”

His gaze darted back to the map, to the stone and along the lines of roads and buildings that no longer existed thanks to them.

Georgianna stared up at him. “Why did you even ask me to come here?”

He met her gaze. “I thought I could make you see sense. I thought maybe you’d agree to come back, that you could make a different choice.”

“Everything is different now. I can’t come back and you know it. I’ve dealt with my choice, Keiran. You should, too.”

Keiran sighed and nodded. Despite having avoided her gaze so often since arriving, now he seemed unable to look away from her face, memorising every inch. “I thought I loved you. But I guess it’s just one of the things that’s different, right?”

He turned away, rolled his shoulders back, straightened his collar. He yanked the door open, walking headlong into the storm.

Georgianna watched his shadow disappear through the window.

I thought I loved you, too.

She gathered up the blanket from the floor and placed it against the wall. She picked up the map, dislodging the stone. Since they’d been forced out from beneath the shield by the Colvohan, they’d been short on supplies. She’d search the house, see what else had been left behind by those Veniche the Cahlven had so easily displaced.

And then she’d return to her real home.
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Georgianna trudged along the slim tunnel that used to lead in to the centre of the city. Most of the main lines had been blocked when they’d set off the Mykahnol, or were too damaged from the Adveni fire attacks when the Belsa had left Adlai at the end of the heat. But some of these smaller channels were still useable, up to where the shield had pierced through the earth.

She found the oil lamp where she had left it that morning. She lit it, and held it out in front of her, jogging the rest of the way. Her entire body ached, but the others would already be worried she had been gone too long. The sooner she got back, the better.

Georgianna rounded the corner, and stopped in her tracks at the sight of three guns aimed at her face, poking from the doorway of an old train car.

“It’s me,” she said. “I’m back.”

As she came closer, she could see Dhiren’s face smirking down at her as he tucked his gun away. Alec tossed both of his weapons aside and returned to his seat. Dhiren reached down, plucked the lamp from her hand and took hold of her wrist, helping her up into their makeshift home. The moment she was inside, he let go, and rubbed his hand against his shirt, leaving a wet smear.

Georgianna slipped the bag from her shoulder and shrugged off her coat, hanging it, dripping, from the edge of the doorway.

“What happened?” Alec said.

Georgianna slumped down onto her bed. “He’s wearing a Cahlven uniform now.”

“I’m sure it’s laundry day,” Dhiren said. “But I think Alec meant…” He waved a hand at Georgianna’s arm.

“Oh.” Georgianna shook her head. “I caught a tail in the Oprust. Swapped him for a new copaq in the Trade Inn, though.”

She tugged the weapon from the back of her trousers and tossed it over to Dhiren, who grinned as he gave it a cursory examination and added it to the pile.

“So…” Alec cast a sceptical eye over Georgianna’s arm. “You went, then?”

“Yeah. I told you he sent the message.”

Alec scratched his head.

Dhiren snorted. “Sneaky bastard.” He laughed. “Cahlven uniform, you say?”

“Beck’s still alive,” Georgianna said quickly, before they could get into a discussion about Keiran’s wardrobe. “Though the Cahlven are planning something. Ten days from now in the Rion District. He thinks Beck will be there.”

“He was able to tell you all that?” Alec said. “I thought Olless was watching his every move.”

“She is. Well, listening in, at least. I don’t know what they can see. They’ve fitted him with some kind of eavesdropping device. A condition of his place there.”

“Ah, so it was another lover’s quarrel, then?” Dhiren reached across the gap and snatched the bag from the bottom of her bed. He opened it up and peered inside, pulling out one of the Cahlven blankets with a grateful grin.

“Yeah.” Georgianna said. “I bet Olless loves hearing him blame me for what happened to Wrench.”

Dhiren glanced up from the contents of the bag and stared at her. Alec snatched the bag away and empty it onto the bed. He picked out the blankets and put them aside, then began rummaging. “What else did he say?”

Georgianna put on a sickly-sweet smile and leaned forwards, patting Alec’s knee. “He asked about you, darling. He worries I’m not looking after you both, keeping you out of trouble.” Her smile faded. “And about Maarqyn. I told him we hadn’t found him yet.”

Alec moved to the edge of the bed, solemn. “Are you sure he’s alright? They’re not onto him?”

Georgianna shook her head and sighed. She couldn’t go through this again. “Alec…”

“Hey, I’m not accusing, alright? You know Zanetti and I haven’t got the best history, but we all agreed that he was the most believable to stay.” He looked between them, narrowing his eyes. “I really was asking if he was alright.”

Georgianna pursed her lips and looked back at him. When his expression didn’t waver, she nodded. “He’s okay,” she said. “It’s hard, but he’s coping.”

“Yeah, look,” Dhiren said. “He even managed to score us dinner.” He pulled out a few foil-wrapped packets of food.

Georgianna laughed and got to her feet, smacking his knee as she passed. “I’ll go get Lacie and Jacob. They should be here before you devour the whole lot of it.”

“Can’t promise anything,” he called after her.

Georgianna jumped down from the train, and headed down the tunnel to the only other car they’d been able to salvage close by. One was far too cramped for five people. A lot of the time, it was too close for her comfort with just her, Dhiren, and Alec. She’d let Jacob and Lacie have the other car, knowing how close the two were, and how much they liked the quiet. Being around Dhiren and Alec all the time wasn’t peaceful, or quiet; the two were always planning something.

But as she walked down the tunnel, picking her way across the uneven ground in the dark, Georgianna wondered about Keiran’s return to the Cahlven ship. Had he been questioned about seeing her? Asked why she’d been under the shield in the first place? She wasn’t supposed to be able to get through; they had guards. It was only luck that they’d managed to find an unsecured section where the shield passed through one of the abandoned houses. 

She wondered whether he was keeping himself safe, as he’d promised he would, or if he had been able to tell Beck what was happening and that Lacie was safe outside of the shield. Would it have been better if she’d told Lacie to stay, or that they didn’t want her here? No doubt Jacob would have stayed, as well. Two fewer mouths to feed out here would have made things easier, but she did like having them around, knowing how much danger they were all in.

Though Georgianna had told Alec and Dhiren that Keiran was coping, she wasn’t so sure. Nothing would loosen the knots in her stomach; he might be found out, and she wouldn’t see him again. She’d been trying to get used to it for two months, but she’d felt sick ever since they’d said goodbye. 
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Six, eight, ten.

Georgianna drew a line on the scrap of paper next to her thigh, dropping the pen beside her and counting out ten more copaq gel pellets. She dropped them into the bag with the rest, sifting through the box of bullets and pellets she’d emptied out of the weapons. It wasn’t fun work, but it did keep her mind busy, and it was better than sitting and staring at the walls while she waited for Dhiren and Alec to come back safely, if they came back at all. 

She had only given up on voicing her worry, as she knew it would make no difference. If she pointed out her anxiety every time they left the relative safety of their little camp, they wouldn’t be able to eat, and she was sure that Dhiren would end up going stir crazy and shouting at the lot of them. He was bad enough to deal with after one day of being stuck underground. People weren’t meant to live in tunnels, he claimed. They needed sky and space; all the things that had been missing from his time in Lyndbury Compound. Georgianna couldn’t blame him. Six weeks in that place had been more than enough for her. She couldn’t imagine being caged there for years.

And it wasn’t like any other situation would have been better. Before they had been banished from the Cahlven protection, Veniche had been expected to go on scouts with the Cahlven soldiers, showing them the lay of the land. The Cahlven uniforms were more likely to attract gunfire than anything, these days. Maybe Alec and Dhiren were safer, just the two of them.

It was lies, but she felt better for thinking them, especially when they were venturing into the Rion District with only a hint of an idea as to where Keiran had been pointing them to.

“What’s bothering you?”

Georgianna looked up, losing count of the pellets in her hand. “Sorry?”

Lacie stood with her back to the doorway, grasping the edge with both hands and pulling herself up to sit on the other side of the box of bullets. She ran her fingers through the pile. “You’re organising.”

“So?”

“So, you only do that when something’s bothering you.” Lacie glanced at her with a raised eyebrow. In that moment, she looked so much like her adoptive father, Beck, that Georgianna almost forgot that there was no blood between them.

“It needed doing,” she said, shrugging. “Where’s Jacob?”

Lacie began to pick out the smallest bullets, creating a small pile of them in one corner of the box.

“He went with Alec and Dhiren.”

Pellets bounced and rolled over the rocky floor outside the doorway. Georgianna stared at Lacie, mouth open.

“He what?”

“He went on the scout. Alec came by to say they were going, and Jake offered to go. They headed out—”

“I know when they headed out! Why… why would they take Jacob out with them?”

Lacie turned a bullet over and over in her slim fingers. “What’s the problem? Jacob’s been out on scouts with them before.”

“Not like this.”

“George. What’s wrong?”

Georgianna grimaced. “It’s just so dangerous. There are Adveni and Cahlven soldiers everywhere. I… I never… Suns, I never should have brought you two out here.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to keep you both safe, and thought this was best for that, but I was stupid. You should have stayed with the others.”

Lacie dropped the bullet back into the box and pushed it away, shifting closer to Georgianna. “That’s insane, George. You think we would have been safer with the Cahlven? Look at what they did to Beck.”

The girl watched the darkness with an intense concentration. She was barely a girl any more; she was a young woman. She had seen too much, been through too much, to be a child. She already looked years older than when they’d marched out from under the Cahlven shield, Lacie and Jacob hurrying behind them.

“Beck is still alive,” Georgianna said. “We will get him out of there, Lacie. I promise.”

Lacie nodded and gave a weak smile. She jumped down out of the doorway and picked up the lamp, crouching and gathering the pellets Georgianna had dropped. She paused and stared down at the ground. “Every time Jake goes out of the tunnels, I’m terrified he won’t come back, or that he will, but it’ll be too late to treat some injury. I find myself thinking of him being dragged away by Adveni, or by Cahlven. All the things I never said to him because I was too scared.”

Georgianna leaned forwards onto her knees and sighed. “Lacie…”

“It’s stupid. I mean, if I’m so scared of what happens when I don’t get to say these things, then I should just say them, right? I should tell him, because it’s like Beck. I didn’t get to tell him, and now I might not see him again. But then, Jacob comes back, and he’s fine, and I still don’t say things, because the fear of saying it is right there, and suddenly it’s the fear of not seeing him that feels stupid.”

“It’s not stupid.”

Lacie got to her feet, leaned over and dropped the pellets in the box. She propped her hands on her hips.

“But it’s part of being here. It’s part of being free. I can’t keep Jacob here. I wouldn’t. He deserves freedom, even if it’s the freedom to go somewhere dangerous.”

“It would be better if you were safe.”

“Yeah, it would, wouldn’t it?” Lacie laughed. “But I guess we don’t get that. Not unless we fight for it, right? And we want to fight. We want to help.”

“I know you do, but you shouldn’t have to. You and Jacob have been through enough.”

“And you haven’t? Alec hasn’t? Dhiren hasn’t?”

Lacie scowled. “That’s different.”

“No, it’s not. We chose to be here. We chose to fight just like you did. That’s what freedom is. Jacob and I… We lived under their fists. We had no choices, no actions that were all ours. Even after we got out, we still had to stay hidden away. It was like we weren’t even free. Everything had a place. Everyone had a place, and we had to fit. Now… well, I kind of like the chaos of it all. I can do anything, be anyone.”

Under the light of the oil lamp, Lacie glowed with the revelation of her freedom and what it meant to her. Her eyes were bright with ideas and possibilities. Georgianna wondered if she’d ever looked like that: so free and excited, despite the dangers.

“It’s like medicine,” Lacie said. “It’s chaotic and terrifying, but that’s why I love it. You have to change at a moment, and use whatever you can. Sure, there’s stuff you don’t know, and stuff you can’t fix, but you control the bits you know how to, and you do the best you can. It’s all anyone can do, right?”

Georgianna grinned at her. “When did you get so grown up, Lacie? You were this small, shy girl a minute ago. I was sure of it.”

Lacie shrugged. “Must have been all that time listening to Beck shouting at people, and giving reassuring talks to scared Belsa.”

Georgianna nodded. She reached out and pulled Lacie close, hugging her. There was a time when Lacie would have frozen and curled in on herself when anyone came close. Now, she returned the hug and held on to Georgianna, resting her forehead on her shoulder.

“We’ll get him back,” Georgianna said. “He can give us all a rousing speech and tell us we’re idiots.”

Lacie laughed and broke away. She climbed back up into the doorway, tugging the box of bullets back between them, and joined Georgianna with the organising.
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Dhiren slid the knife in beneath the fur, sawing carefully back and forth as he moved along the body. Georgianna had seen her father do it many times before—skinning a rabbit, preparing it for eating.—but it was different watching Dhiren, knowing what else he could do with that knife. His quick and ruthless efficiency was formidable in a fight, but somehow creepy when it came to food.

Georgianna straightened her shirt and pulled the packets of herbs towards her, thumbing through them. The salve Dhiren had helped her apply to the nsiloq in her shoulder was doing its job, but it wouldn’t last long; it never did. She scratched at the top of her mark, sighed, and glanced over at the remaining packets of Adveni dried food Edtroka had packed for them. “He didn’t like those, did he?”

Dhiren glanced up just long enough to follow her gaze before returning to his work on the rabbit.

“Not particularly. But they weren’t made to be liked. They were made for an efficient delivery of necessary nutrients. Enough to keep a soldier going out in the wilderness.”

“How very scientific of them.”

“Did you expect anything less of a race who tell you what to do, who to be, who to screw?”

Georgianna rolled her eyes. “As romantic as ever, Dhiren.” 

He grinned back. “I didn’t make the rules. I just… refused to follow them.”

Georgianna plucked out three herb packets from the selection. She opened each one in turn and pinched the powder into the small pot of bubbling water. It wouldn’t be particularly good stew, but it would be enough to keep them out of those Adveni supplements for a day longer. They had been lucky that they’d caught the rabbit. Food was scarce, these days, and as they went further into the freeze, it would only get worse.

“How did you two—”

“Screw? You’re a medic, George, surely you know that bit.”

“Suns, no! I do not need to know about… Wow. No.”

Dhiren laughed as she shook her head, trying to get the image of Dhiren and Edtroka out of her head. They were both handsome men, but she didn’t need to know about their private life. Just like she was sure that Dhiren didn’t want to know about things she did with Keiran.

Of course, that was before Keiran had stayed with the Cahlven, and before Edtroka had sacrificed himself for them. Georgianna folded up the packets of spices, staring at them and willing herself not to look at Dhiren again.

“I was going to ask how you met. I mean, it can’t have been easy, admitting you liked each other. Deciding to go against those rules.”

He shrugged. “It wasn’t really a problem. After all, it’s not like either of us could get pregnant, so genetics wasn’t an issue for their rules.”

Despite herself, Georgianna chuckled. She stifled it.

Dhiren gave a yank on the fur, separating it from the meat. “It was a business arrangement at first. Like he made with Keiran. Only, the more time we spent together, the harder the rest was to deny.”

“Who made the first move?”

Georgianna grinned and glanced over at him. Both men were brave in the face of danger, but she had no idea how either would cope with the fear of rejection. She wished she’d known Edtroka better.

He paused for a long time, staring out past the ring of light created by their lamp and fire; out into the darkness, as if he was trying to look through memories. Georgianna returned to the search through their meagre supplies, looking for something that would turn the meal from rabbit water into some kind of stew.

“I don’t know,” he said at last. “It was a lot of little things. He grabbed my ass once. Said he tripped.” Dhiren smirked at the shadows before shaking off the memory. He carved through the meat down to the centre, cracking open the ribs. The breaking of small bones echoed off the walls and low ceiling. “Why do you ask?”

“It was something Lacie said.” Georgianna dumped a few root vegetables into her lap; the last of their stash. “She said she was scared about something happening to Jacob, but that she liked the chaos of being here.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Well, she was talking about how regimented life was under the Adveni, and how she can choose what she wants now. I guess I was wondering how Edtroka overcame that.”

Dhiren reached into the rabbit with his free hand, grasping organs and cutting them free. He dumped the mush onto a dirty piece of sheeting and flicked his fingers, splattering blood. “I don’t think he did, not entirely. He wanted everything organised, controllable.”

“He loved you.”

“And I drove him insane.” Dhiren’s voice showed no emotion as he went about carving off the meat, dropping strips into the water to boil. “He was still an Adveni, no matter what he thought of their actions. He was used to things being a certain way.”

Drawing a knife from her bag, Georgianna cut the vegetables into chunks, carefully slipping each section into the water.

“Do you think that’s our strength against them?”

“What?”

“Chaos.”

He stared at her, waiting for her to continue. When she didn’t, he waved the knife. “We detonated the Mykahnol, something they probably didn’t think we’d risk. Beck was able to attack the Volsonnar.”

Dhiren nodded. “Also something they probably didn’t expect.”

“Exactly. The Cahlven and the Adveni are so regimented and organised. They act in familiar patterns. We don’t.”

“I don’t know about that,” he said. “The tribes travelled the exact same routes for centuries, right? You could probably walk that trail in your sleep.”

“And yet, the only time we’ve gotten anywhere is when we’ve done something unpredictable.”

“Yeah, and look where it got us.” Dhiren waved his knife around at the tunnel they currently called home.

“Because the Cahlven knew they couldn’t control us.”

Dhiren rolled his eyes. “You say that, but how many of us are out here, living outside of their control?”

Georgianna sighed and dumped the rest of the vegetable chunks into the water. “I guess you’re right.”

“No, no. Your argument has merit.”

“You sound like Edtroka.”

He laughed. “Perhaps. But look what happened when he realised he couldn’t control me. He left me in Lyndbury. The Adveni force control on the few in the hopes of mastering the many. The Cahlven have done the same, haven’t they? They banish us from the shield, proving to everyone else what will happen if you don’t follow the rules.”

Georgianna stirred the water and chunks of meat and vegetables, gazing into the fire. “The Adveni and Cahlven both grew up with order drilled into them, and anyone who goes against that is banished. They can’t handle things that don’t go as expected.”

Dhiren dropped the last of the meat into the pot and discarded the rest of the bones and the intact head onto the sheeting. “Okay, so say we’re right, and the Adveni and Cahlven don’t like chaos. How do we use that to win a war?”

She sighed. “That’s the thing. I haven’t figured that bit out yet. Chaos was as far as I got.”

“Well, when you figure it out, you can come tell me. We can cause a little chaos.”

“Ha. Thanks.”

“It’s either that, or we find you a nice dank prison where you can stew on it for a year or two. Perhaps there’ll even be a handsome vagabond you can drag into this whole mess.”

Georgianna rolled her eyes and scooted around the fire to sit beside him. She leaned into him and knocked her shoulder against his.

“No, thanks. I have one of those already and, to be honest, I think he’s about as much chaos as I can handle.”
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The crunch of boots on rough stone echoed as Lacie jumped down from the train car. She grasped Jacob’s hand and they disappeared into the gloom, back to the other tunnel car. Georgianna sat back on her bed, swiping her finger around the rim of her bowl, catching the few spots of stew that clung to the clay. The food hadn’t been particularly good, but it was better than a than the Adveni freeze-dried stuff which always clung to the roof of her mouth like damp sand, grainy and tasteless.

“We managed to scout all the possible locations in the area Keiran gave us,” Alec said, reaching over and taking Georgianna’s bowl. He rested his elbows on his knees and peering at her.

Georgianna glanced over at the doorway, her eyes narrowing as her gaze twitched between Alec and the space Jacob and Lacie had just vacated. They’d been back in the tunnels for hours, and Alec had said nothing of their scouting while the youngest two of their number had been present. Still, Jacob knew enough already, and Lacie wouldn’t be kept in the dark for much longer.

 “Yeah?” Georgianna said. “And what happened?”

“There are a few possible targets.”

“It’s a meeting, Alec. Not an attack.”

“Targets for us. We looked for protectable areas. After Beck’s attack on the Volsonnar, I doubt they’d come unarmed.”

“Both sides,” Dhiren said. “Neither the Cahlven or the Adveni are about to let themselves be undefended, which means it’s plausible that it’s a larger location. No little alleyways.”

“It’s Maarqyn,” Georgianna said. “Even without the previous attacks, he’s not going to be skulking about alleyways. Plus, he’s Volsonnar now. He’ll bring soldiers. Probably a lot of them.”

Alec nodded. He reached under his pillow and pulled out the map Georgianna had taken from the house. He laid it out beside him.

Dhiren sidled closer to get a good look. “And here we see the classic male posturing in the form of measuring their… entourage.” He raised an eyebrow at Georgianna. She giggled.

Alec rolled his eyes and gestured to the map. “There is one spot where we can see each of the locations.” He pointed to a building at an intersection.

Georgianna had to peer closer and trace the streets down to their names to figure out what she was looking at. “Crisco?” she asked. “Seriously? I mean, that’s great, I used to work there, I know my way around.”

“Actually, it’s the apartments above it,” Dhiren said. “We need the height to get a good look at all locations.”

“Okay, and where are those?”

Alec pointed them all out as Georgianna leaned across the gap. There were five in total, and while all lay in the same general area, each stood a good distance from Georgianna’s old workplace. She chewed on her lip and shook her head. “We won’t be able to hear a thing from any of those.”

“Alec could shoot to any of them,” Dhiren said, grinning.

Alec glared over. He frowned and readjusted his seat, scratching at his neck. Georgianna had seen how good a shot he was. He’d been one of the shooters stationed high up when the Cahlven had stormed Javeknell Square, and she and Keiran stood on the podium about to be executed. He’d been a good hunter, too. Silent and steady; able to hit from a distance with a gun or a bow. 

“I wouldn’t be shooting,” Alec said. “It wouldn’t make a difference. New people would step in, just like what happened with the Volsonnar.”

“But it’s Guinnyr,” Dhiren said. “You both want him dead.”

Georgianna nodded. “Alec’s right, Dhiren. If we shoot at them, we lose our chance to find out what’s going on. We kill a few, perhaps, but it doesn’t change anything.”

Dhiren sat up straight and stared at her. His gaze searched her face, perhaps looking for some indication that she was joking, or that she was holding back. “We had an agreement, George. Ehnisque and Maarqyn.”

“What agreement?” Alec said.

“It was before…” She glanced at Dhiren and quickly looked away. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me,” Dhiren said. “We agreed. Once Ehnisque and Maarqyn are dead, we were gone.”

Alec glanced between them. He wet his lips with the tip of his tongue and took a deep breath. “Is that true? George?”

Georgianna avoided Dhiren’s glare. She reached across the gap and took the map from between the two men. “We need a closer spot if we’re going to hear anything. From Crisco, we can scout good places and the paths that lead to them. Once we know where the meeting is, we move to the right location.”

Dhiren snatched the map back and folded it up. “What they say doesn’t matter. None of this matters. We shouldn’t be finding ways to listen in to self-important assholes. We should be using this meeting as a distraction.”

Alec frowned. “A distraction?”

“We should act. Kill that Vtensu Maarqyn once and for all, or get out of here.”

Georgianna stared down at her knees. She shuffled on her bed, pushing her back against the cold shell of the tunnel car. Above ground, the snow was settling thick and fast, no longer washed away by heavy rains. Wherever they went now, they would be leaving a trail behind them. She’d known for a while that Dhiren wanted to get out of Adlai; he’d been talking with Edtroka about it before they left Nyquonat. But she’d hoped that he would change his mind, that he’d realise why they couldn’t go.

“Who’s ‘we’?” Alec said. “There are Veniche under the shield, and those who aren’t there are still innocent in all this. We can’t all run and hide while the Adveni and Cahlven fight it out. It could be years.”

Dhiren waved an arm. “And what have all these other Veniche done for us? Why should we be saving anyone?”

“Dhiren, we can’t leave them here,” Georgianna said. “What about Keiran? What about Beck?”

Dhiren shook his head. “We need to look out for ourselves. We’re gonna starve down here before the freeze is through. You said we should be more unpredictable, and trying to save everyone is exactly what Maarqyn expects of you.”

Alec scoffed. “So we should abandon everyone because it’d be a surprise? Yeah, alright.”

“No. We need to protect ourselves. We need to fight for us for a change.”

He turned to Georgianna, staring, waiting for an answer. She knew what he expected. She could see in the way his eyes narrowed that he was waiting for her to tell Alec that he was right and that she had said she would leave once Maarqyn was gone. She remembered the way he had tried to convince Edtroka to leave and let the Adveni and Cahlven wipe each other out. They could have a decent life out in the wilds, at least for a while.

Georgianna got to her feet, avoiding Dhiren’s expectant glare. She had no doubt that Alec, opposite to Dhiren in so many ways, was expecting her to shut down Dhiren’s ideas. Of course she wouldn’t leave; there were other people to protect. Alec had spent two years as a slave to Maarqyn in order to protect others, so why couldn’t she stick around and do the same?

“I’m going to get some more salve from Jacob,” she said.

She didn’t wait for the arguments or the calls for her to come back. She jumped down from the tunnel car and hurried away into the gloom.
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Georgianna strode down the tunnel, a lamp hanging from her hand. The light pooled on the floor around her feet; it was impossible to see any further than the edges. The oil was quickly running out, and the patch of light grew smaller each time they lit the lamp. It no longer reached both walls in the wider tunnels, but here it was fine, especially as she came to the bottleneck into their little camp.

Dhiren sat on the floor with his back against the wall and a rifle laid across his lap. He turned his knife end over end in his hands, pinching the blade between finger and thumb. By the time Georgianna had returned from collecting salve from Jacob, Dhiren had already left for his shift of protecting their camp. They didn’t guard it during the day, when at least one of them would have heard someone coming, but at night it had been decided that they should keep up the old Belsa traditions.

“Hey,” she said, holding the lamp over him. “My turn. Go get some sleep.”

He didn’t look at her, and he made no move to get up. He peered past her legs, his eyes narrowing as he squinted into the darkness. Georgianna checked behind her, holding the lamp a little higher. It didn’t help much, but then she already knew nobody had been following her. Alec had been asleep and snoring lightly when she’d slipped out of the tunnel car to relieve Dhiren.

“I don’t know why you won’t admit it in front of Alec,” Dhiren said, finally looking up at her. “But we agreed to leave, George.”

Georgianna sighed and shifted her weight.

“I know. But things changed.”

“I don’t see how.”

“They just changed. I need to know what’s going on.”

Dhiren moved the rifle off his lap and propped it against the wall. He pulled up his legs and wrapped his arms loosely around his knees.

“How is that going to help? So what if you know that the Adveni plan on blowing Adlai sky high? Or that the Cahlven won’t release Casey? What will that information change for you? Will it make you feel better? We can’t stop them.”

“I don’t know. Maybe it changes nothing, or maybe it changes everything. I just know I can’t run away any more.”

Dhiren got to his feet, and stood in front of her. He took the lamp and laid it on the floor. He stepped in closer and grasped her elbows. “This is the best chance to run we’re going to get. Let everyone be distracted by this meeting. We can get out, get a good distance from Adlai while they fight among themselves. The snow will cover us, cover our tracks. There’s enough falling.”

Georgianna took hold of his arms and extracted herself from his grip. She stepped back, shaking her head. “Can you live like that, Dhiren? Always hiding?”

“We’re hiding now.”

“That’s not the same. This is temporary, just until we—”

“Until we what? Die, trying to fight an impossible war? We can’t protect anyone if we’re dead, and that’s the only way I see this going. We don’t have the numbers.”

“And everyone else?”

“They had the chance to leave and you know it. They stayed where they thought they were safe. We have to do the same.”

“We’re not safe if we don’t know what’s going on.”

Dhiren turned away from her and dug his fingers into his hair. He grabbed at the longer tendrils at the back, tugging them in frustration. He whirled around. “What do you think is going to change? Seriously, George?”

“I already said I don’t know.”

“Then why risk everything for this? It’s reckless and stupid.”

“Why did Edtroka even choose you?” Georgianna stepped away from him, shaking her head in disbelief. “He wanted to make a difference, to help people. He risked everything for this, and you… You only want to help yourself. Did you forget him so easily?”

His face was in shadow as he turned, his heaving chest blocking the light from below. But Georgianna could see the fire of fury in his eyes.

“You’re being naive,” he said. “You know nothing about what he wanted.”

“I know he gave up everything to help us start this war, to bring the Cahlven here.”

Dhiren snorted. “And look what happened.”

“He gave his life to stand up to his father.”

“Yeah, and how much did that help? Look where we are.”

Georgianna balled her hands into fists, her broken and chipped nails digging into her palms.

“We’ve made changes. We’ve helped people.”

“Oh, stop being so fucking sanctimonious. Is your ego so big that you think you can change things alone? What, you’re going to take on the Adveni and the Cahlven? Just you and Cartwright?” He shook his head and laughed. He stepped in close again, his lips pulled back in a sneer. “Or are you going to use those two kids back there? Pull them in? Get them caught, to be tortured and killed, just so you can say you did all you could?”

A shudder ran down her spine. She stepped away, but her back pressed into the wall and she had nowhere else to go as Dhiren glared down at her. Anger flared through her blood, pounding in her ears. He knew how much she had given up, how much had been taken from her, and yet he kept right on poking into the wounds.

“You know, maybe you should run,” she said. “Protect yourself, just like always. Is that why he left you in Lyndbury? Not because he couldn’t control you, but because he knew you’d run, the minute things got hard. He needed to cage you because he knew you’d be gone if he ever let you out.”

If Dhiren looked angry before, it was nothing to his expression now. His teeth ground together, his eyes narrowed to slits. He gripped his knife in one hand and the other balled into a fist. Georgianna didn’t know if he planned to hit her or cut her throat. She held her head high, staring right back at those dark eyes.

Dhiren turned away with a snarl and, without taking the lamp, stalked off through the bottleneck in the tunnel, away from their camp and out towards the rest of the world.

Giorgianna sat and guarded the tunnel, watching and waiting until Lacie came and ended the shift by bringing her some breakfast. 
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The bottom of her trousers soaked through as they trudged down the street. Drifts of snow had slipped from the rooftops to create waves that crested against the walls of the buildings, high enough to reach the knees. Alec had suggested they stay close to the buildings, deep in the shadows of the late afternoon, but the snow had made for such slow going that they’d had to risk exposing themselves to patrols by moving further out.

It had been a quiet trip, though Georgianna knew it wasn’t merely safety that kept her silent, but for the crunch of snow beneath her boots. Dhiren hadn’t returned to the tunnels, and despite her anger over his accusations, she worried that he had taken her own furious words to heart and left Adlai for good. It was pride that kept her quiet when Alec had asked where Dhiren was; she didn’t want to admit that she was the reason he’d left. She cared deeply for Dhiren, but she was not ready to apologise for the things she had said. Worse still, she wasn’t sure he deserved an apology for the accusations he had laid at her feet.

Alec adjusted the rifle hanging down his back beneath his coat. “If we can get information, the risk of changing locations will be worth it. I could stay above Crisco and keep a look out, if you wanted to take Dhiren to hide closer.”

Georgianna glanced over to find Alec watching her with a curious and thoughtful expression. She shrugged and chewed on her lip, pulling her sleeves down over her hands. They’d armed themselves as much as they could while keeping the weapons hidden. There had been a time when Georgianna would not have been included, armed with nothing more than her medic’s bag. But these days, they all knew there was safety in numbers, even if some weren’t as skilled with weapons as the others.

“If you think it’s safer for me to leave Crisco once we know where the meeting is, I could still come,” Alec said.

“Maybe.” Georgianna fell back into silence.

Alec huffed and dug his hands into his pockets, probably tightening his grip around hidden weapons. The streets were deserted and, despite their caution, they hadn’t seen a single soldier as they walked.

“You know, Dhiren might not be entirely wrong,” Alec said, after a few more minutes of silence. “About running, I mean. We could use the distraction.”

“I won’t leave everyone, Alec. I thought you understood that. I didn’t think you’d leave them, either.”

“I wouldn’t, and you know that. But it doesn’t mean he’s entirely wrong. What if we could use the distraction to get others out.”

“How? Sure, this meeting might be big. Keiran seemed to think it was. But there are thousands of Cahlven soldiers. They won’t empty the shield. We’d never get in far enough to help anyone.” She shook her head, reaching up to pull her hood further down over her face.

They came to an intersection and Georgianna spied pairs of footprints in the snow across the street; maybe five or six people, it was hard to count. She pointed them out to Alec and he half-drew one of the copaqs from his pocket, fingers tight around the handle. He waved Georgianna towards the side of the street while he peered out and crept forwards, checking in both directions.

Alec froze. He slid back a step and waited, his gaze fixed down the road. Even the clouds of hot breath in the cold air stopped. He crept forwards again, checking twice and then waving Georgianna to join him as they slipped, quickly and quietly, across the road and around the next corner. When they ducked into an alleyway, he walked backwards, swiping his foot from left to right to mask their boot prints with a fresh drift of snow.

He rounded on her and propped his hands on his hips. “What is wrong with you? Did I do something?”

Georgianna frowned and stared down at her boots. She shuffled in the snow as she shook her head. “No, but I think I did.”

“What?”

“Dhiren and I fought last night when I took over from him.”

Alec’s eyes narrowed and a large bloom of his breath billowed in the air between them. “Which is why he’s gone wandering, I suppose?”

“I think he’s gone.”

“He wouldn’t just leave, George.”

“I don’t know. It was pretty bad. He wanted to leave and I said… I told him Edtroka would have been disappointed in him, that he was only looking after himself.”

Alec paused. She could see from his face, and the way he refused to meet her gaze, that he thought she was wrong for what she’d said. But he didn’t berate her. He considered his words carefully, taking off his gloves and stashing them in his pocket.

“And what did he say?”

“He said it was my ego keeping me here, that I’m stupid for thinking we can help.”

Alec stepped closer and gritted his teeth. He leaned over, rubbing his hands up and down his thighs. His fingers were bright pink with the cold, and when he stood up straight, his face was flushed with it, too.

“It might be stupid, thinking we can help win a war, but it isn’t your ego keeping you here, George.”

“It’s not?”

“You think it is?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Well, if you ask me—”

“I wasn’t, but when has that stopped you?”

He grinned. “I’d say it was stubbornness.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re stubborn, George, you always have been. Someone tells you not to do something, and you dig your heels in. We fought so much about the Compound and, I swear, by the end I thought you were going just to spite me.”

“What’s that got to do with this?” She wasn’t entirely sure that he was wrong.

“You’re not going to run. You won’t stop until you’ve exhausted all options.”

“And what if none of them work? What if Dhiren’s right, and we should have run while we had the chance? What if all we do is hurt more people?”

Alec touched her cheek. His fingers were almost as cold as the snow around her ankles.

“We’re in a war. People are going to get hurt. But it’s better to fight, right? To try?”

Georgianna sighed and looked up at him again. “So, how do we try to get people out?”

He tapped his chin and grinned. “If only we had someone on the inside, someone who could get the word out. It’s such a shame it’s just us.”

Georgianna rolled her eyes and batted his hand from his face. She forced him to turn around and pushed him towards the other end of the alleyway.

“Come on, then. Let’s go back to the tunnels. Apparently, I have a date to go fight with.”
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The back door to the house was broken, hanging off the hinges. Georgianna eased it open, cringing as it squealed in loud protest. She kicked her boots against the wall, dislodging most of the snow, and stepped inside, pulling the door closed behind her. She shuddered, and wrapped her arms around her stomach as she shuffled through the kitchen and into the front room.

The weak sun didn’t penetrate the house, and the corridor was dim and close. She walked near to the wall, running her fingers over the bumps and ridges in the sandstone mix. Even in the gloom, she saw the silhouette that appeared in the doorway. She stopped and stared at it until the features materialised, staring back at her.

“What is it?” Keiran said.

“No, ‘Hello, George’?”

“Last time you accused me of summoning you like a drysta. Now you do the same to me?”

Keiran retreated from the doorway and Georgianna followed him into the front room. The light was a little better through the window, but not much. He still looked dim and insubstantial, like he was made of snow and smoke, about to disappear in the wind.

“It was important that I talk to you,” Georgianna said.

She unwound her arms from around her stomach, reached up, and took an earlobe between her finger and thumb, tugging gently.

Keiran nodded and raised an eyebrow. “So, out with it.”

Georgianna took a deep breath and drew her bottom lip between her teeth. She rubbed her fingers under her eyes. “Dhiren’s sick. I need my medic’s bag. It was left with the Cahlven when we were kicked out.”

His head cocked to the side as he looked down at her. A small smirk formed as he shook his head.

She nodded. Now she knew the boundaries she had to play with to tell Keiran what she needed.

“What am I meant to do about it?” he said.

Georgianna closed the gap between them: each movement slow, careful, and quiet. She touched his cheek, tracing her fingers from his temple down to his jaw. He was definitely thinner, but she couldn’t ask him whether he was eating, not while the Cahlven were listening. She wondered whether there was a team of soldiers who monitored him all day long, to decipher his conversations, to listen to his breathing, to find out if he was really asleep. Georgianna missed being near him while he slept.

“I expect you’d be able to bring it to me,” she said. Trying to sound angry was tough when all she wanted was for him tell her everything was alright.

“And why would I do that?”

His kiss was soft and insistent, drawing her up to him with a gentle pressure that pulled her in. Snow-bitten skin became a pathway for her dancing fingertips: down his jaw and neck to the warm material of his Cahlven uniform.

Georgianna laid her hands against his chest as she pulled back. She smiled up at him. “It belongs to me, Keiran. Remember?” She beamed through the gruff anger. “I deserve to have it back.”

Keiran edged away, his hands up in front of him, holding her back. His gaze drifted across the misty windows. He grasped the fastening at the top of his coat and pulled it down slowly, each notch letting out a click at it was released. He grimaced.

“You deserve nothing.” He gritted his teeth as he pulled the tab further. “You abandoned everything here. People, plans, that damned bag. You only want it now because it suits you. Just like you left me because it suited you.”

“You know that isn’t true.”

“Isn’t it? You called on me only because you needed something.” 

The last latch unlocked, and Keiran waved Georgianna back as he slid each side of the jacket carefully from his shoulders. “Why didn’t you contact Olless? Because you knew she wouldn’t give in to you like I do. Every time, George. You leave me here, wait until I’m finally getting over what you did to me, and then you drag me back in again.”

“Keiran, I—”

“No!” He drew his arm out of the sleeve and crouched, each move cautious and deliberate. “I only came to tell you not to call on me again. I won’t come. You should go. Go back to Dhiren and Alec. Goodbye, George.”

Georgianna’s eyes narrowed, but as Keiran jerked his head towards the door, she turned and marched out with loud stomping steps.

Halfway down the corridor, he caught her, pushing the door open to her brother’s old room. He followed her in, easing the door as close to closed as it would go without the latch clicking into place.

“They’ll start listening closer,” he said.

Georgianna wrapped her arms around his shoulders, locking her body around his. He hugged her tight, one arm around her waist and his free hand coming up to tangle in her hair.

“Are you okay?” he said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do this before. I only just figured out where the device is.”

“It took you that long?” She smirked. “No one commenting about you singing when you wash?” He shook his head. “I should have known.”

“I’ve missed you.” Georgianna cradled his face in her hands, drawing him down for another soft kiss.

“I’ve missed you, too. But what’s happening? They’ll soon get suspicious about how long I’m standing around, lamenting you leaving.”

She frowned. Keiran had said that they couldn’t see them, yet apparently they’d know he was standing around? Was it just because they couldn’t hear breaths of exertion?

“We want to get the Veniche out during the meeting,” Georgianna said. “Alec and I will cause a distraction.”

“We can’t.”

She grasped his Cahlven shirt; it felt prickly and coarse in her hands.

She tugged him closer. “I know it’ll be difficult, Keiran, and it’s a big risk. But we have to get people out. We—”

“No, George. You don’t understand. We can’t get people out. We can’t leave.”

“But…”

“Everyone under the shield is tracked.”

He prised her fingers from his shirt and tugged it up, revealing a small scar no wider than her fingernail on his side. She ran her finger over it, feeling the small bump under the skin.

“Can’t we remove them?”

“I don’t know the system. Maybe there’s some sort of hidden use for it.”

“You mean like the cinystalqs?”

“Exactly. Plus, it would take too long to remove them from everyone. Wherever we went, the Cahlven would be able to follow.”

Georgianna chewed on the inside of her cheek, eyes darting around the room. She curled her hands into fists, grimacing. The cinystalq collars were difficult to remove, almost impossible to do so successfully if you didn’t have the right equipment. If Keiran was right, they would be trying to do the same thing from inside the body. They might lose a lot of people if these trackers had the same sort of failsafe.

“Do they shock you? I mean, the cinystalq had that function. If this doesn’t, then maybe we—”

“George.” He pulled her back to him. “The tracking isn’t all.”

“It’s not?”

“No. It’s… I’m okay, but there are people getting sick. My access to civilians has been completely cut off. I was told it was for my own protection, so I didn’t catch whatever they have. But it’s spreading, and…”

“And what, Keiran?”

He sighed, his gaze downcast and his expression grim. Georgianna closed the gap between them and slid her hand into his. She squeezed his fingers gently, relieved when he squeezed back.

“I think the Cahlven are testing on them.”
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The warmth of Keiran’s breath was still on Georgianna’s lips as she pushed open the back door and slipped out into the garden. The snow crunched under her boots all the way the fence. She took one last look at the house. She knew Keiran would be carefully putting on his jacket, ensuring that nobody would know it had ever been taken off. She grasped top of the fence, her gloves sticking to the frozen wood, and clambered over the top landing with a light thump on the icy ground on the other side.

She should be obscuring her path and making it more difficult for the Cahlven soldiers to follow her, in case Olless decide she wanted to make it more difficult to get back in under the shield. But as her mind reeled with Keiran’s revelations, she couldn’t bring herself to brush the snow into each deep footprint behind.

Georgianna approached the abandoned house that skirted the border, and pulled open the door against the most recent drift of snow. She huffed and tugged, forcing it wide enough for her to slip through. She took off her bag and shoved it into the gap. Keiran had managed to smuggle some more supplies into her old home, along with a couple more heated blankets, making the bag bulky and hard to squeeze through. It landed with a thump on the other side, and Georgianna manoeuvred herself into position, sticking her leg into the gap first and kicking the bag further out of the way. She braced both hands against the door and wiggled through, the damp wood flaking off in her fingers. She would have the same flakes all down her back where she’d rubbed against the frame.

Georgianna picked up the bag and slung it onto her back. The cold had long since seeped into the small house, and the lack of wind didn’t make much difference to her shivers as she hurried through the building. She wondered if the snows had started down in what had once been Nyvalau. Would the southern drifts cover the multitude of sins they had blanketed in Adlai? The crater in the centre of the city was slowly filling with snow, entombing the ash of the bodies. Wrench was down there somewhere, buried under rubble and snow.

Would this crater fill with water once the wash came? Form a new lake for the centre of Adlai? The tunnels wouldn’t survive it. The slides of rocks and rubble were probably not going to stop the water from flooding through. If they stayed in Adlai, they would need to find somewhere else to live.

No. It wasn’t a question of ‘if’ any more; not after what Keiran had told her. Running from a war was understandable, but she had helped bring the Cahlven here, she had told people they would help. Instead, they were being tested on and getting sick. She couldn’t abandon them to that.

The shield was grey and almost invisible in the dark of the house. She probably wouldn’t have noticed it if she hadn’t known where it fell. She tugged her hood tighter around her head, took a deep breath and stepped into it. This shield was harder to push through than the one in Nyquonat, and Keiran had managed to tell her, through one of their feigned arguments, that the Cahlven had bolstered the shield after they’d destroyed the Mykahnol, expecting a retaliation from the Adveni. Had there had been attacks against the shield that triggered the reinforcement? Georgianna didn’t know. It felt like wading through water fully dressed and, even as she came out the other side, she felt weighted down with it. She shook herself off and dashed to the back door.

Georgianna was so caught in her thoughts, she didn’t hear the drum of footsteps over the wind until her hand was on the door handle. She froze, leaning in to the door as the steps came closer, joined by voices.

“Definitely around here.”

She gulped. The voices in the street were Veniche. The Veuric was clear and unaltered by Cahlven or Adveni accents.

“They can’t have gone far. The alarm has only just sounded.” This voice was a Cahlven.

“You sure it’s not someone heading back?” the Veniche said. It was a man, and he sounded familiar, but she didn’t dare move and try to look.

“This is not near a checkpoint,” the Cahlven said. “Orders are clear.”

Georgianna pressed herself against the door, clutching the straps of her bag, trying to think. The voices were so close now they could push against the door at any moment. But there was nowhere else to go except into the shield, which apparently now tracked people passing through. That would make visiting Keiran again much more difficult.

“People don’t like being caged, man. Probably someone getting stir crazy.”

“Cahlven would not break orders.”

“A Ven, then.”

“Veniche have been quarantined for protection. You know this, Rian.”

Georgianna’s mouth dropped open, her eyes burning wide against the cold. The man on the other side of the door was Taye. She almost pulled the door open then; she would be able to explain to Taye. Only, as he spoke again, she paused.

“Yeah, I know. Thanks. Unless they’ve been dragged into doing these patrols. Funny how you’re willing to risk exposure for soldiers, but not anyone else.”

“Your friend is still quarantined.”

“My girlfriend, yeah. Great lot of good you coming here has done.”

Georgianna let go of the handle and shifted away from the door. She had the feeling that Taye might not be as forgiving of her breaking the rules and sneaking through the shield if Nyah was quarantined with the other Veniche. They’d all risked so much to get Nyah away from Maarqyn, and now she’d been taken from him again, all thanks to Georgianna helping contact the Cahlven.

She snuck through the house, searching each room for some escape. She came across a boarded-up window: perfect. But getting the boards off would be noisy.

“Let’s check within these houses,” the Cahlven said. “The shield passes them.”

“You’re the boss.”

There was nothing for it. Georgianna grabbed the bottom board and tugged. It creaked, and every little groan of wood sounded like a siren. The nails squealed against the frame, and she was sure it was as good as an alarm to Taye and the Cahlven. But nobody came. They must have been searching one of the adjacent houses, or she was just being paranoid about how much noise the wood was making. She stood frozen for almost a minute, wooden plank in her hands, waiting.

The second plank came away easier, but with a gunshot crack of wood. This time, Georgianna didn’t wait to find out if they’d heard her. She thrust the plank as hard as she could against the dirty glass. It bounced off with barely a dent. She hit the glass twice more until a web of cracks appeared in the centre. One more hit, and the glass shattered: just as the door into the house opened behind her. She swung the bag from her back, and used it to knock out the glass from the bottom of the window. She pushed the bag through the gap and let it fall with a crunch of snow on the other side. Georgianna scrambled through the window, gritting her teeth as the points of remaining glass dragged through her clothes and into her flesh.

Taye shouted out. “Hey! Hey, in here!”

Georgianna landed in the snow and glass outside the window, and when she looked back, Taye’s eyes widened. His mouth opened and closed a few times, and then turned, sprinting back for the door.

“It’s her! She went out the window.”

Any words Georgianna might have saved for Taye, had they been alone, were lost as he ran for the door, eager to see her caught and locked away as the Cahlven were. She grabbed her bag from the wet snow and was already running as she tried to sling it over her shoulder. 

The bag bounced against her back as she ran, sharp corners digging in with every jolt. It would be better to stay out of sight, but she couldn’t pass through the shield again. Instead, she turned sharply and ran out across the road Taye and the Cahlven soldier had been walking along. She heard a shout as she whipped in between two more houses, and the crunch of snow under boots behind her. She didn’t turn back.

The snow made it difficult to run, and she had to yank each foot up higher to clear the drifts, with each step slippery and treacherous. The frozen air burned in her throat and lungs, and yet she still didn’t dare look behind. She prayed that Taye, at least, would hesitate before shooting her in the back.

The weak sun threw long shadows between the houses; nothing deep enough or dark enough to hide in. Her body screamed in protest, but she ran as hard as she could, zigzagging between the houses in the evasive pattern of a startled animal, just the way Alec had told her.

But Georgianna knew the risks only grew the further she got from the shield. She was running into Adveni controlled areas, where the enemy would be on all sides. Still, she ran, trying to hear the shouts and footfalls of the Cahlven over the pounding of blood in her ears.

The houses of the camps gave way to the taller, more robust buildings of the Oprust district. As she slipped into the thinner, darker alleyways, she finally slowed to catch her breath. She reoriented herself, pulling in gulps of freezing air. It wasn’t far to the tunnels now, and she couldn’t hear any following footsteps. She had lost them, or they’d given up on the chase. Georgianna steeled herself and crept to the end of the alleyway, checking both ways before darting across the road and into a street that would lead her to a tunnel entrance.

One thing was for certain now: there would be no way to use that path through the shield again, and if she couldn’t find another, she was cut off from Keiran for good.
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By the time Georgianna reached their little camp in the tunnels, her heart had finally stopped beating at a mile a minute. She paused, just before the curve leading to their home, and took a minute to steady her breathing and rub her hands over her face. She hoped that would be enough to convince the others that she was fine, that her thoughts and fears weren’t racing as fast as her heart had been. After a few more seconds of calming herself, she rounded the curve, holding her hands up at the familiar sight of weapons emerging from the train car.

She walked to the side of the car, paused and gave a relieved smile as she looked up to find Dhiren looking at her, reaching down to take her hand and help her up. She took it, and once up inside the car, grasped his arm, squeezing once. She hoped Dhiren would understand how happy she was to see him safe.

“So,” Dhiren said, resting his hand on her shoulder. “How did Keiran take the news?”

“The news?”

He stared at her for a full ten seconds, his gaze scrutinising. “Your diversion plan?”

Georgianna’s mouth opened in realisation. With everything she had learned—running from Taye and the Cahlven, and her loss of their connection to Keiran—she had forgotten why she’d originally gone under the shield.

She shook her head. “It’s not going to work.”

“What? Why not?” Alec asked.

She couldn’t be entirely sure, but Georgianna thought she saw satisfaction in Dhiren’s expression. She took a deep breath. Where to begin? ”The shield is tagged. A kind of message goes out when someone passes through. It tells them where the breach is. I only just got away.”

Georgianna turned her foot and showed them the long slash through her trousers, the edges crusted with blood.

“Shit.” Alec slumped forwards onto his knees, rubbing his hands over his mouth and cheeks. “It makes it difficult, but not impossible. If enough people move at the same time…”

“Hiding one person after an alarm is difficult,” Dhiren said, indicating to Georgianna’s leg. “But thousands? It’ll be a slaughter.”

Alec waved a hand. “We don’t know that they’d really kill them.”

Georgianna cringed and took a seat on the side of the bed. ”Actually, we do.”

“Okay, so we don’t like the Cahlven and we think the worst—”

“No, Alec.” She cut him off. “I know. Keiran was able to find out where the listening device was and remove it long enough for us to talk.”

Dhiren leaned in. “Well, what did he say?”

“The Cahlven have a device like the cinystalq, but it’s implanted in the body. Every Ven under the shield has one.”

Alec was on his feet: hands curled into fists, face reddening. 

“The device doesn’t shock anyone, as far as Keiran knows. But it does track them. We can’t get anyone away without removing them, and we don’t know if we need a technician to do that safely.” 

Alec threw up his hands. “So we leave them there? No better than the dreta wearing collars?” 

Georgianna grimaced. “That’s not all.”

“What else?” Dhiren said. Alec seemed too angry to speak any more. He paced in the small space, turning more than walking.

“There are people getting sick. Keiran said… He thinks that they’re testing.”

“Testing?” 

“Medical testing. Making them sick. I’m not entirely sure about the specifics, but that’s what he said. All his access to civilians has been cut off, and I overheard that most of them are quarantined unless they joined the Cahlven army. From the sounds of it, they’re calling it some kind of virus outbreak. They’re keeping the ones who joined separately to stop them catching whatever it is.”

Dhiren scowled. “Where did you hear that?”

Georgianna cringed. She should have told them that piece of news as if it had come from Keiran. But she wasn’t sure how she felt about Taye being the one to chase her down alongside the Cahlven. He must truly hate her now, to treat her like a criminal. He’d been angry before, but she’d assumed it would pass. She was wrong; but it didn’t mean she wanted Dhiren and Alec to hate him.

“The Cahlven soldier had a Ven with them when they came to inspect the breach at the shield,” she said. “They were talking.”

“Well, that solves one thing, at least,” Dhiren said, slumping down onto the bed. “No diversion and grand escape.”

Alec whipped around. “Why does it mean that? We find out they’re in an even worse situation than we thought, so we’re just going to abandon them and run off to wait it out?”

Georgianna shook her head. “Nobody said that.”

“No, but he meant it.” Alec jabbed a hand in Dhiren’s direction.

Dhiren stared back at him, a quiet challenge in his eyes.

“Well, I’m telling you it doesn’t mean that,” Georgianna said. “The diversion won’t work. Even if we could get them out past the shield, and get the trackers removed, they are sick and I don’t know if I have the medicine to make them better. We can’t travel if most of us are sick, Alec. You must see that.”

Alec’s lips twitched as he grumbled to himself. “Of course I do. But I’m not leaving them there.”

“You gonna camp them all out here in the tunnels?” Dhiren said. “Sneak ‘em out one by one like the Belsa with drysta? How much good did that do anyone? Freeze ain’t gonna stop from freezing these people to death, or starving them out.”

If looks could kill, Alec’s glare would have put Dhiren on his death bed. “No, it’ll just abandon them for its own selfish survival.”

Dhiren leaned back against the shell of the train car and watched Alec for a few seconds, sizing him up. Once again, Georgianna could only think of the name they had given him within the compound: Coyote. He moved slowly, so sure of himself, and arched an eyebrow.

“My death will not help those people,” he said. “It may seem noble to the two of you to die trying to help them, but it will do nothing except drive them further down.” Alec scoffed. Dhiren ignored him. “We got out. We lived, despite everything the Adveni and the Cahlven threw at us. If we die, we are telling them there is nothing they can do.”

Alec rolled his eyes. “That’s such crap. If you want to run, at least be honest about it. Don’t dress it up. You’re a coward, Dhiren. Admit it. You want to run and save your hide.”

Dhiren shifted forwards on the bed, lips twisting into a vicious snarl. Even Georgianna could see that he was considering the best attack, the smartest move. She leapt up between them, flinging her arms out to ensure they stayed apart.

“Stop it, both of you!” She looked between them. They still seemed ready to pounce at any moment. “You’re both acting like children.”

Dhiren shrugged. “You can talk.”

Georgianna glared at him. “Maybe I can. I never claimed to be a soldier, or even to know what I was doing half the time. I still don’t. But, Dhiren, I can’t leave my friends to suffer and die. Surely you understand that. No matter how impossible it may seem, I have to try to help them.” She turned to Alec; he was wearing a smug, self-satisfied grin. Georgianna wanted to smack it from his face. “And, you. Berating everyone who holds a slightly different opinion than your own… If we’d listened to your plans, Keiran would be dead and labelled a grutt, and none of this would have happened. We’d be under the Adveni for another hundred freezes, so don’t act so fucking superior.”

Alec stared open-mouthed at Georgianna, then cringed back like a scolded child.

For a blissful moment, both men were shocked into silence. Georgianna huffed and sat back down on the bed, hunched over her knees. She stared at the floor and took a couple of deep breaths. The glass cut in her leg was throbbing, and her panic was getting the better of her. She gripped her hands tight together.

“We only just found out about all this. As far as we know, people aren’t dying yet. We don’t need to decide this second. We need to think and come up with something we can all agree with.” She looked up. Dhiren stared out of the train car, but at least he wasn’t disagreeing. Alec nodded when she glanced at him. Georgianna nodded in return and got to her feet. “I’m going to get Lacie to look at my leg.”

Neither of them answered her, and despite the injury, neither helped her climb down out of the train. She left them alone to their silence; she couldn’t take any more fighting.
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Georgianna lingered far longer than necessary with Lacie and Jacob. Lacie had wrapped her leg, the healing process sped along by a herbal concoction of Jacob’s own devising. The young man was coming along in leaps and bounds, his confidence growing daily. Lacie was also gaining in character, no longer looking to Georgianna for instructions. She had just the right temperament for it: taking charge but in a kind and reassuring manner. She would make a great medic. It was wonderful to see but, once again, Georgianna was filled with regret for having brought them to this. Although staying under the Cahlven shield was hardly an alternative.

Georgianna returned to the train car she shared with Alec and Dhiren. She peered inside before climbing up. Alec had left Dhiren alone, and the lamp they used for their watches overnight had gone with him. She wondered whether Alec had decided to go down earlier than usual, just to put some distance between himself and the other man. She knew they respected each other’s skills, but like Alec and Keiran, some rivalries were never truly left in the past, and she doubted Alec would have forgotten how easily Dhiren took him down in the forest after he’d bad-mouthed Edtroka.

Dhiren didn’t look up as Georgianna climbed up into the car. He sat in the corner of his bed, wrapped in one of the Cahlven blankets they’d managed to take out from under the shield. The veins through it glowed amber, and Dhiren only wore a shirt and trousers beneath, instead of their usual bulky layers.

She went past him and took a tentative seat on the edge of her bed. The last of the stew sat in bowls on an upturned crate, and Georgianna took one, prodding at the food with a spoon.

It was difficult, summoning the words into her mouth. She knew she had to say them, especially after what they’d learned, but more because it was the right thing to do. She had been wrong, and cruel to him. He didn’t deserve that, just because she was scared of being without him.

More than anything, she wished Edtroka was there with them. He would have known what to do. He’d have been able to give them insights into the Adveni movements, or how they operated. She knew he hadn’t been involved in any wars with the Cahlven before, but he knew the stories and, despite embellishments, there were usually grains of truth in there, elements they could have learned from and used.

But Edtroka wasn’t there. He wasn’t there because he had saved her instead of himself, instead of Dhiren. Maybe she would never forgive herself for that, but it certainly wasn’t something she could put on Dhiren. He’d lost everything because of her, and it wasn’t surprising he wanted to leave.

“Dhiren.” She kept her voice low. “About what I said before.”

He still didn’t look up.

Georgianna groaned and put the bowl aside. She’d thought it would keep her steady, having something to hold onto. Instead, all she did was fidget with her spoon. “I never should have assumed I know what Edtroka would have thought about all of this, or of your decisions.” Dhiren inclined his head; the movement was almost too subtle to notice. He kept staring blankly ahead. “Edtroka knew you and he loved you. He was willing to run for you, and I believe that he would have left with you, if you’d asked him.”

Dhiren sucked in a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Thank you.”

“He wanted you safe. That was all he ever wanted. Maybe he went about it in the wrong way, keeping you in the compound. But I know his intentions were good.”

“Bastard.”

Georgianna chuckled and nodded.

Finally, Dhiren met her gaze. “Don’t get me wrong, George. I know why you need to stay.”

Here it was: the part she wasn’t ready to say. Apologising had been easier, knowing she was wrong and that she’d taken her fear out on Dhiren in the worst of ways. But this was scary. It was the right thing to do, she knew that now, but it didn’t make it any easier.

“I do,” she said. “But I don’t think you should.”

Dhiren frowned. “What?”

Georgianna sniffed. She grabbed her own blanket and wrapped it around herself, burying her fingers in the material and clinging on. “I think you should go. And you should take Lacie and Jacob with you.”

He leaned forwards and stared at her, placing his feet on the floor and hunching over his knees. “Why?”

“Because it was what Edtroka wanted. You being safe.”

“He wanted that for you, too. Remember?”

She shook her head. “Not in the same way, and I can’t leave Keiran.”

“Lacie and Jacob?”

It would take a lot of convincing, she knew that. Lacie wouldn’t want to leave Beck, and Jacob had made clear his desire to help ever since he’d started to learn how to shoot. Since Wrench’s death, he’d been working harder than ever; Georgianna had even found Dhiren teaching the younger man how to fight with a knife, the same way he had taught her in the forest.

She winced. “They’ve been through so much already. I can’t risk them getting hurt.”

“We’ve all been through a lot, George.”

“I know we have. But I guess I feel responsible for them. They left the shield because of me and if I die here, I want to know they got out.”

He stared down at the floor. “You said we’d be a tribe.” He laughed: sad, self-deprecating. “You promised me.”

Georgianna sniffed and nodded. “I know, and I intend to make good on that. I’ll go to this meeting, and you should use the distraction to get out of the city. When this is all done, I’ll catch up to you.”

“Unless you die here.”

“I guess, yeah.”

Dhiren leaned back, frowning. He pursed his lips and glared past her for a few moments before turning his gaze on her. “You’re seriously leaving me in charge of two children?”

Georgianna shuffled across the bed and reached over, taking Dhiren’s hand in both of hers. “Don’t be stupid.” She grinned and raised an eyebrow. “I’m seriously leaving them in charge of you.”
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Despite Georgianna’s protests, Jacob and Lacie refused to be left behind for the meeting. In a rare moment of fiery confidence, Lacie even threatened to simply follow if they were left behind. Then they would make their way to the meeting alone, suggesting with a wry smile that it would obviously be more dangerous that way.

Once all of Georgianna’s protests had been exhausted, her promises to tell them everything rebuffed, Dhiren had claimed he liked their tenacity, and agreed to it. Georgianna had flared at him, but secretly wondered if he was merely saying it to close the topic, before he packed their belongings for them and forcibly dragged them from the city. She was sure Dhiren wasn’t above knocking one of them out to ensure the other’s cooperation.

Georgianna knew Alec would like the idea even less than she did, and it was why they’d chosen a time when he was on watch to tell them of their intentions.

They sat in the tunnel car, the map spread out between them, and discussed their options. Georgianna hated to admit it, but having Lacie and Jacob with them would certainly help them cover more ground. At this point, it would only be herself and Alec, and she wasn’t confident they’d be able to get close enough, in the short time they had. 

Dhiren headed out in the early hours of the morning, as Georgianna was planning on taking over Alec’s watch. He walked down the tunnel with her, keeping a tense silence.

“Are you going hunting?” Georgianna said.

“Kind of.”

“What sort of answer is that?”

He grinned at her through the dark. “A vague one.”

“Helpful.”

“To my purposes, absolutely.”

“Seriously…”

Dhiren gripped her hand and squeezed. “I’ll be back before you’re off watch. I’m not leaving yet.”

It wasn’t particularly comforting, but Georgianna nodded and dropped the subject as they walked up to the dip in the tunnel where Alec had set up camp. Dhiren waved a hello to Alec, who handed over the rifle and patted Georgianna on the shoulder, before retreating to the camp to get some sleep. By the time Georgianna had slung the rifle onto her shoulder and turned back to Dhiren, he’d already slunk off into the shadows, out into the city for whatever he had planned.

The watch was as quiet as ever, and Georgianna wished she had sent Lacie and Jacob off earlier, telling them that they would discuss it in the morning, allowing her to get some sleep before the boring shift. She found herself flagging multiple times, jolted back to consciousness by imaginary noises. Each time she pointed the rifle into the darkness for far longer than necessary, scared that someone was waiting for her to flag again.

Did Keiran knew about her brief run-in with Taye and the Cahlven soldier? Was that why she would be unable to visit him again, even if he did find a way to message her? Would he be attending the meeting, or would be able to get a message to him without the Cahlven finding out? The questions tugged at her, but the answers didn’t look particularly hopeful.

The lamp flickered dangerously low and Georgianna didn’t know if they’d managed to find any stores of oil.

Dhiren appeared so silently out of the gloom that she didn’t manage to point the rifle at him until he was less than half a dozen feet in front of her. “Damn, Dhiren! Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

“I think you’ll find that my sneaking skills are incredibly useful when they need to be.”

He moved the lamp and took a seat beside her, hip to hip. His pockets weren’t bulging with foraged food, and he didn’t carry a bag with a kill; not that he’d been gone long enough to get out of the city to hunt properly. With the freeze setting in, it wasn’t uncommon for smaller animals to venture further into the city, but he didn’t even have one of those. 

“Where did you go?” she said. 

“Hunting.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?”

“Because it was a bust.” 

“Actually, it was quite successful.” Georgianna watched him with narrowed eyes; his aloofness could be annoying. She prodded him in the ribs when he didn’t elaborate. “I was hunting Adveni and Cahlven.” She raised an eyebrow and waited for more. “Well, I say, ‘hunting’. I guess it was more tracking.”

“And?”

Dhiren picked up the lamp and frowned at the struggling flame. ”This is a big meeting, right? Important people and all.”

“Right.”

“So, what are the chances they are going to turn up blind? Without scouting where they’re going, working out how many people they need.”

Georgianna frowned. “Pretty low?”

“Exactly.”

“But…”

“I went looking for well travelled areas, and quieter patches. I figure they wouldn’t want lowly soldiers interrupting their meeting, but they would need somewhere with multiple routes of access so they could meet in the middle, instead of having to turn their backs on each other as one leaves.”

“I’m just going to trust you on that. What did you find?”

“As luck has it, the Cahlven like doing their scouting at night, too. They were sweeping these weird sticks around this intersection.”

“Sticks?”

“Yeah. I have no idea what that’s about. But it doesn’t matter, really, does it? We know where the meeting will be.”

“That’s great. That’ll be really helpful for me and Alec.”

“Yeah.” Dhiren folded his hands neatly in his lap. “About that…”

“Dhiren, please don’t make us go through this again. I thought we’d agreed that I would meet up with you later.”

He shook his head. “It’s not about you leaving.” He paused and turned to her. “It’s about me staying.”

“What?”

“I’m not going.”

“But—”

“I know what I said before. And I still want to go at some point. Just not now.”

Georgianna wanted to throw herself on top of him and hug him until he popped. She didn’t want to admit how tightly the fear of losing him had been clutching at her, weighing on her. In the short time they’d known each other, he’d become as close a friend and she’d ever had. Seeing him leave would have been too painful.

But she just sat there, staring into the gloom of the tunnel, willing herself not to burst into tears. “This would be your best chance to go.”

He nodded and wrung his hands together. “I know.”

“Are you sure?”

“I thought a lot about it while I was out there, and about what Jake and Lacie said about helping. Even if it’s just so I have more information and know how to avoid both sides if this drags out. I think it’s best that I stay for now. Once the wash runs through, I’ll get out of Adlai.”

“The wash, huh?”

“Yeah. Wiping things clean and all that. I figure it’s appropriate.”

Georgianna chuckled and nodded. “I guess it is.”

“And you’ll come with me?”

She thought about it for a moment, but it didn’t take long to convince herself of her answer. “Yes. Yes, I’ll go.”

Georgianna rested her head on his shoulder. She let out a sigh, and it felt like at least a few of her worries were carried away with it.

Dhiren wrapped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her in tighter. “Come on. Let’s go. We can catch a few hours’ sleep before we head out to this meeting. I found some good vantage points.”

Dhiren climbed to his feet and reached down, holding Georgianna’s hand and helping her up. He took the rifle from her and slung the strap over his shoulder, whistling quietly as they made their way back to the tunnel car.

Even though he was putting himself in more danger, Dhiren seemed more relaxed now he had made his decision to stay. Georgianna didn’t comment on it, but even after she’d snuggled in under her blanket, her eyes already drooping closed, she couldn’t quite wipe the smile from her face. 
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Georgianna awoke to a hand on her shoulder, and a quiet voice in her ear.

“George. Wake up, George.”

She blinked, and peeked out from between knotted locks of hair. It was Alec, leaning over her, already dressed and ready to go. “What time is it?”

“We don’t have long,” he said. “Dhiren’s been out again. The Adveni are doing sweeps around the site.”

Georgianna yawned and hauled herself up off the mattress. She rubbed the heels of her hands into her eyes and swept her hair back, shaking her head in an attempt to rouse herself. “Why didn’t you wake me sooner?”

“Dhiren just got back. He went to get Lacie and Jacob.”

Georgianna groaned. From the disgruntled expression on Alec’s face, she knew she should have warned him about Jacob and Laci’s involvement. Not to mention that Dhiren was sticking around for a while. Hopefully, Alec wasn’t too upset about that part.

“I thought we’d get to talk before it all happened.”

Alec shrugged and shook his head. “It’s okay. We were younger than both of them when the Adveni first arrived, and Lacie is a smart girl. She’ll stay safe.”

Georgianna grabbed a pot of the hyliha paste Jacob had made for their nsiloq marks, and passed it to Alec. She pulled her shirt up her back, exposing the mark.

“Here. Cover that, will you?”

Alec dunked two fingers into the gooey paste and rubbed it into her skin. He was gentle, but it still stung like the mark was brand new. Georgianna hissed and gritted her teeth.

“Sorry,” Alec said.

“It’s fine.”

She scrambled to get dressed as quickly as possible, pulling on multiple layers and fastening them tightly around her. Georgianna hid knives in holders inside her coat, and carried a copaq at her hip. Alec watched the whole affair with a proud kind of smile that disappeared the moment Dhiren climbed up into the tunnel car and pulled Lacie up after him.

“We good to go?” Dhiren said.

“Almost.”

Dhiren was either oblivious to Alec’s distaste at the inclusion of Jacob and Lacie, or he was ignoring it. He grabbed the map and laid it out on Georgianna’s bed. “Okay. Lacie, Jacob. You’re going to be here.”

Dhiren pointed to a building a few streets away from the corner he’d scouted. It would be too far away to hear anything, maybe even to see anything.

Alec crossed his arms over his chest, hiding a satisfied grin. “It’s going to be your job to look out for incoming Adveni. I’ll do the same from the other side, watching for Cahlven, and Alec and George will go closer in to get ears on the meeting.”

“Are you sure that’s the best use for us?” Jacob said. “We’re small, we can get close.”

“No!” Alec said, pausing to calm himself. “No. Dhiren is right. George and I will get closer. You and Lacie keep look out. We have a couple of tsentyls set up. We turn them on right before we leave each other and send an alert only in an emergency. When the meeting is over, wait for it to completely clear out before we move again.”

Georgianna gripped Jacob’s arm and gave a reassuring smile. “I promise, Jake, we will tell you everything we hear. We won’t keep anything from you. You’re in this as much as we are.”

He didn’t look entirely convinced, but nodded just the same.

“Are we all clear?” Dhiren said.

They all nodded.

Georgianna glanced around; they were clearly all nervous, maybe even fearful. But that fear would keep them safe, stop them from doing anything stupid. They just needed to hear what happened at the meeting, they weren’t looking for a gunfight.

She nodded with them. “Good, then let’s go.”
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The snow fell in a silent blanket across the streets and rooftops. The group had circled wide around the meeting place to get Lacie and Jacob into position before heading further in, using the rooftops where possible to disguise their tracks. Dhiren had left them, cutting a path further out, around the other side of the meet, on the street that led out to the camps and the Cahlven shield.

They still had a while to wait, but felt it best to get in position with time to spare. The snow would smother their footsteps, and by the time they were perched on the edge of a low rooftop which overlooked the intersection, the snowfall had covered their coats, making them almost indistinguishable from the landscape.

Over the tops of the buildings, they could see the peak of the gigantic Cahlven shield rippling in the weak sunlight which filtered through the clouds. On the other side of the city, a new sight greeted them: a similar dome, but dark grey and unmissable, even under cloud cover. Georgianna and Alec shared a grim look, and turned away from it, settling in for their wait.

They heard the soldiers before they saw them. Their footsteps were regimented, crunching into the snow at a heavy beat. Alec pointed out the direction, and they both watched as three lines of troops in midnight-black uniforms marched down the road towards them. After a few minutes, more soldiers came into view along the adjoining streets and swept in to meet their leader.

Georgianna counted two dozen men, not including the first Colvohan. He was dressed in the same black as his soldiers, but he wore a long cloak over the top and, where his soldiers suffered the snow falling onto their heads and into their eyes, he had pulled up a heavy hood that threw his entire face into shadow.

“Olless isn’t there,” Alec said.

Georgianna nodded. “Where are the Adveni?”

Alec turned and looked down the other street. He shook his head. “Maarqyn likes making people wait. He thinks it makes him seem more powerful.”

Georgianna grumbled under her breath, but didn’t reply. Alec already knew what she thought of Maarqyn; he thought the same.

The First Colvohan brought his troops to a stop, and despite the freezing snow, they didn’t fidget or move around to keep warm. They stood to perfect attention, just like the Adveni soldiers Georgianna had seen over the years.

Maarqyn apparently didn’t want to keep the Cahlven waiting too long. They soon heard the similar crunch of boots in the snow from the other direction, and when the soldiers came into view, it looked like Maarqyn had brought a similar number to the First Colvohan. Georgianna didn’t doubt that both sides had counted their forces to ensure they had an equal number; it had probably been organised in advance.

Once the two sides were in front of each other, both Maarqyn and the First Colvohan raised a fist into the air. The soldiers walked backwards a few dozen spaces to the edges of the intersection without turning their backs on the other side, and stood at attention once again, facing off against each other.

Georgianna remembered once, when she was a child, the Kahle had gotten into a bitter fight with one of the other tribes. They were constantly ruining each other’s hunts, chasing hunters off lands they claimed as their own. Even water sources were fought over. The leaders of the tribe had met, and though Georgianna had been ordered by her father to remain at the camp, she’d followed Alec and her brother to the meeting place, hiding in the trees while the adults of the two tribes faced each other. Watching this meeting, she couldn’t help but think of that moment: how the two tribe leaders had made decisions that affected everyone without giving them the option to dissent. Maarqyn, now the Volsonnar of the Adveni, and the First Colvohan of the Cahlven, were not meeting to discuss small details of war, or to concede defeat. They were meeting to make a deal, and no Veniche would ever get to make a decision about their own lives again.

Georgianna gritted her teeth and leaned closer, remembering how she’d skirted as far as she could along the branches, just to hear what was being said.

“Leadership suits you, Guinnyr,” the First Colvohan said. “I am surprised it took you so long to step over those who would stop you from taking it.”

“Only as long as it took you to do away with your own competition, Naltahn.” Maarqyn’s smile was mocking, and as cold as the snow that settled around them. “Tell me, is Aomel still here?”

“We did not come here for petty arguments, Maarqyn.” Naltahn’s annoyance was clear in his face, if not in his use of Maarqyn’s given name. “We came here to negotiate the finalities of this deal.”

Alec and Georgianna shared a glance, their eyes wide. They’d known there was a possibility that the Adveni and the Cahlven would come to some kind of arrangement, but they’d never guessed that the deal was almost done already.

“You know our terms,” Maarqyn said. “The Adveni have spent a decade building up Adlai. We will not give it up.”

“Yes, and we conceded to that, as long as the Cahlven are allowed the location to the north the Veniche called Nyquonat.”

“A horrific name.” Maarqyn rolled his eyes.

“Yes, quite the mouthful. I expect we will change it soon.”

Georgianna’s skin burned, red rising up her neck and flushing her face. She didn’t know why she was so angry; it was just a name. Yet the talk of changing it made her eyes sting and water.

“There is, of course, the other matter,” Naltahn said. “The Mykahnols and their pillars.”

“The device at Nyvalau was detonated just after the Cahlven arrival, you know that.”

Georgianna’s pulse pounded in her ears, fast and unsteady.

“As for the device in Adlai yours had a hand in detonating…” Maarqyn sneered. “We will reinstall it. For our safety. You understand.”

“Then you will have no arguments to us implanting our own safeguards, I assume.”

The sound of the Mykahnol’s explosion echoed in Georgianna’s head with Keiran’s warning about the trackers implanted in the Veniche. He’d said they were like the collars. Her blood pounded in her ears as the pieces fell into place. The Cahlven’s safeguards were not hidden in the ground; they were implanted into people: her people. Keiran must have been wrong. The devices didn’t just track the Veniche people; they would make them into weapons to be used should the Adveni step out of line.

She was up from her hiding place in a second, slipping across the rooftop and back towards the door down into the building. Alec lunged for her, but too late, his fingers slipping from her coat. She could hear him shuffling, but she wasn’t paying attention; she couldn’t sit by and let them do this.

It was all so organised, so cordial, even. Marching down the stairs, Georgianna could hear her own words in her head, telling Dhiren that the Adveni and the Cahlven couldn’t handle chaos.

Georgianna pushed open the door and stormed out into the street. The soldiers turned in her direction and raised their weapons. She didn’t look at them; she didn’t give them the satisfaction of thinking they had scared her.

They didn’t scare her.

What scared her was the thought of living under these people for one second longer.

She wouldn’t do it.

Georgianna pushed back her hood and tugged her scarf down to reveal her face. She held her head high and met Maarqyn’s gaze.

“Well, well, well. My little bird. What a surprise.”
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The last time Georgianna had been this close to Maarqyn was when he’d ordered the nsiloq branded into her skin. She thought maybe it would burn, that she would be able to feel it now more than ever. But her whole body seemed to flush with anger at the sight of the man and his smug, mocking words.

Even the name he gave her—little bird—only made her stand straighter.

“I think I’ve well and truly escaped your cage now. Wouldn’t you say, Commander?”

Maarqyn considered her for a moment. “It’s Volsonnar, now.”

“Oh.” Georgianna put on a sickly sweet smile. “I’m sorry, I thought we were reminiscing.”

A door banged open behind her and Alec marched across the snow towards them, his gaze never leaving Maarqyn’s face. He came to stand beside Georgianna, his teeth grinding and his hands clenched into fists at his sides. She was half surprised he hadn’t started shooting already.

Maarqyn chuckled. “Look at this. The Belsa are once again crawling out of the woodwork. Rats, indeed!”

Naltahn watched the proceedings with a tight frown on his wide lips. “Ehnisque was right about you, little bird. You always have a man ready to sacrifice himself for you.”

“I’m here for the meeting. No sacrifice necessary. Though I do wonder how many of your soldiers would want to do the same for you.”

“All of them,” Naltahn said. “All of our soldiers would step in front of a bullet to save their commanding officer.”

“I’m sure they would. But how many would actually want to?”

Naltahn didn’t have an answer for that, and thankfully, neither did Maarqyn. He glared at Alec, who remained silent and seething.

Maarqyn waved a hand. “While this little catch-up is nice, what are you actually doing here?”

Georgianna shifted her weight, moving a few inches closer to Alec. She was glad he was beside her, but she couldn’t help but worry about how Dhiren or Lacie and Jacob would know what was going on if Maarqyn pulled a weapon, or had one of his soldiers do it.

She still had her own weapons, of course, but she had learned from Beck’s actions. Killing their leader didn’t do a damned thing; there was always someone ready to step in and take their place. Perhaps they even appreciated the move, like Ehnisque had suggested before she had died. As much as she wanted to wipe Maarqyn’s existence from Os-Veruh, she knew she couldn’t kill him, or even attempt it. Georgianna felt that she understood Maarqyn, at least a little. The same could not be said for whoever would replace him. 

“You’re making a deal, right?” she said finally. “Well, we came to take part in that.”

Maarqyn barked with laughter. He glanced around, as if to find others holding back their sniggers. But the soldiers around them were as stoic as ever, and Naltahn merely looked bored with the interruption.

“A deal? Here’s a deal for you… Maybe I claim Alec here as part of my demands, or pretty little Nyah. They belonged to me, after all, and if we are claiming what we are entitled to, that surely fits.” He stepped closer, his mirth melting into a leering snarl. He reached up and grabbed Georgianna by the chin and tugged her closer, his fingers digging into her jaw. “No one will ever forget who tamed this little planet and your people. I’ll make sure of that.”

Georgianna wrenched herself out of his grasp, keeping her hands at her sides and not rubbing her jaw like she sorely wanted.

She straightened up as Alec moved closer to her. He placed his hand at the small of her back, his fingers against the handle of the copaq. Georgianna glanced at him and gave him a small, reassuring smile before shaking her head. She turned back to Maarqyn and Naltahn. “We want Beck Casey released from the Cahlven.”

This time, it wasn’t just Maarqyn who laughed. Naltahn chuckled and shook his head, his eyes full of pity as he folded his arms. Maarqyn was more obvious about it; he threw his head back and let out another barking laugh. There was real humour in his eyes, as if he’d never heard anything so idiotic.

When silence fell over them again, Naltahn was the first to speak up. “We deal for the spoils of this planet, girl, and you come to bargain for one man? I have experienced the Veniche sentimentality too often since arriving on this land. But this was unexpected, even for that.”

“The Ven never see the bigger picture,” Maarqyn said, still shaking his head. “They only care about the personal. This girl risked everything to take Alec and my Nyah from me, even though they were single snowflakes to the freeze of the dreta system. It took an Adveni to drive them into something that actually made a difference.”

Georgianna scowled. “You don’t get to talk about Edtroka!”

“Oh, little bird, I get to do whatever I want now. Tell me, do you know what happened to your dear E’Troke after he died trying to save you? Such a Ven move. He would have done so much more than you ever could.”

Georgianna thought she was going to choke on the weight of the accusations. She stared, dumbfounded, at Maarqyn. 

A woman cried out nearby. Neither Maarqyn or Naltahn paid any notice. 

“Beck Casey,” Maarqyn said. “The Marshall of the Belsa. The man who murdered the Volsonnar and was wanted for many crimes before that. Why would we ever release him?”

Georgianna glared back at them, counting her breaths and trying not to lose her cool any further. Maarqyn thought her a ‘little bird’, Naltahn had called her ‘girl’. She was sure that neither man present would ever respect her, especially not if she showed more emotion. Even Alec, at times, thought her impulsive and stubborn, like a child.

“Excuse me, Commander,” Georgianna said, sneering his obsolete title., “But as you neither hold Beck Casey, nor have ever caught him for any of his supposed crimes, I’m not talking to you.” Maarqyn looked like she’d slapped him. His lips pulled back into a sneer. But he did, at least, keep his words to himself. Georgianna turned to Naltahn. “You made frequent assurances that Beck was only being held while the dust settled from the attack. This was called a war, after all. And in wars, people die.”

Naltahn studied her. “Miss Lennox.” He broke into a wide smile at Georgianna’s surprise over the use of her surname. “Yes. I know all about you. Mr Casey is a war criminal. There are rules to these things, and he took a weapon to a peace talk and stabbed an important man to death. That cannot go unchallenged.”

“You promised—”

“Yes, I did. Just like the Adveni promised that their occupation here would be peaceful, should the Veniche accept their rule.”

Georgianna shifted her weight and moved closer to Alec. She took a deep breath of air, so cold that it burned in her lungs. She felt stupid, naive, for even thinking that these two powerful men would care what she had to say, for thinking that maybe she could make a difference.

She glanced at Alec, still silent beside her. He was glaring at Maarqyn with such concentration and ferocity that she wondered whether he was even listening to what they were saying, or if he was too occupied imagining all the ways he could kill the man right now.

Naltahn unfolded his arms and clasped his hands before him. He glanced behind him at his soldiers, and then turned back to Georgianna. “Now, Miss Lennox. As we said, we are making deals. So, unless you have something to offer us…”

“ How about this?”

The shout came from behind Georgianna and Alec, and she forgot all about not turning her back on these men, because the voice was one she knew. The soldiers all twisted in its direction, holding their weapons high. But none moved forwards. Clearly, they had assumed nobody would dare challenge this meeting. They would be terribly punished for not securing the location properly.

Dhiren staggered out from between the buildings, one arm wrapped around a struggling woman, and the other holding a knife hard against her throat.

He dragged her further into the intersection, and Georgianna gaped in surprise.

Olless.

Her uniform was dusted with snow, and her long red hair was messier than Georgianna had ever seen it. But she was unmistakable.

How in the world had Dhiren known what was going on? He’d been stationed too far away to overhear any of the meeting. Alec dug into his pocket and drew out the cubed tsentyl. Veins of electric blue lighted the surface, pulsing with the alerts that a call was in progress. Georgianna could have hugged him.

“So?” Dhiren shouted, stopping a good distance away. “What about it, Colvohan? You want your emissary back, and we want Beck Casey.”

Naltahn had lost his calm exterior. His nostrils flared and his eyes narrowed as he glared at Dhiren. He snorted and turned away. “It is no loss.”

“Don’t bluff us,” Alec said. “It may be no loss if she died, because you could appoint another emissary in a second. You have one waiting in the wings, no doubt. But we don’t plan on killing her. We plan on taking her and squeezing out every bit of information.” Alec flashed a cold smile at Maarqyn. “I learned a lot from my owner.”

Georgianna turned back to Naltahn and Maarqyn. “Beck Casey in exchange for Olless. And a list of all Veniche in Cahlven custody. Everyone under the shield.”

Maarqyn stepped back and gave a mocking gesture to Naltahn, who had flushed a blotchy red with anger. He rolled his shoulders back. “A list will do nothing for you.”

Georgianna smiled. “Then you won’t mind handing it over. We have a tsentyl. You can transfer it directly. I’m sure you have a device on you.”

Naltahn looked between them, his silence the only control he had left. Alec moved to step forwards, mouth opening to speak, but Georgianna took his hand and shook her head. They had said all they could. No further threats would help them now.

Naltahn nodded. “Olless has the names.”

Alec jogged back to meet Dhiren and Olless, who dug into her pocket and pulled out a flat oval. Alec took it and returned to them. Naltahn connected his own device to Olless’ and placed Olless’ device on top of Alec’s. He stepped away.

Georgianna realised that he hadn’t been synchronising the information to Olless’ device; he had been locking it down so that they couldn’t get at anything other than the list of Veniche in custody.

“We will contact you with details for the return of your Marshall,” Naltahn said.

Maarqyn snorted. “Do it while he still has time left. Isn’t that right, Naltahn?”

The Colvohan didn’t reply. He turned away and swept back to his soldiers, pulling up his hood and barking orders. The soldiers moved in to form a protective cocoon around Naltahn, and the Cahlven returned down the street.

When they were out of sight, Maarqyn stepped away. “Until next time, little bird. I enjoyed negotiating with you. And Alec, you should remember more of what I taught you. Specifically, how to get information from someone. That may come in useful.”

He nodded in Olless’ direction, smirked, and turned away, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
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Alec separated off from them once the Adveni were clear, and headed off to collect Jacob and Lacie. Now the Adveni knew they had at least one tsentyl, they would be checking in on the frequencies and locations of each device. It wouldn’t be safe to use them any more, and Alec wanted them cut off as quickly as possible. He and Dhiren shut their devices down before Alec left, and so Jacob and Lacie’s tsentyls were now the only devices left connected.

Georgianna wound her arm through the crook of Olless’ elbow and led her along with Dhiren. Olless complied without any hindrance, perhaps dampened by her Colvohan’s apparent disregard for her safety.

Once they were a street away from the tunnel entrance, Georgianna pulled them to a stop. “Should we blindfold her?” Dhiren looked between Olless and Georgianna, chewing on his bottom lip.

“The Cahlven can find you,” Olless said. “So can the Adveni, most likely. Blindfolding me will only make it more difficult to walk in the tunnels. I assume that is where we are going.” She glanced at them both and rolled her eyes. “But if you insist…”

Dhiren shrugged away his coat and pulled off an overshirt. He replaced his coat and, rolling the shirt into a long rope of material, moved behind Olless. She grimaced as the makeshift blindfold covered her eyes and nose.

Dhiren put his knife away and grasped Olless by the arm, leading her at a quick and stumbling pace towards the tunnels. Georgianna considered telling him to slow down, but knowing how little he liked Olless, she didn’t want to risk his ire too much. The Cahlven was unhurt, after all.

Olless’ warnings about the difficulty of guiding a blindfolded captive turned out to be accurate. In the end, Georgianna brushed Dhiren away and told him to walk behind them. She took hold of Olless’ hands and guided them to her own waist, ensuring she had a good grip on her coat before she set off, at a funereal pace.

Before long, Alec, Lacie, and Jacob caught up with them and plodded along behind Dhiren in a strange and slow parade.

Once they had made the final turning into their little camp and were too far inside to see anything recognisable, Georgianna stopped and removed the blindfold from Olless’ head. She glanced at each of them, her face scrunching in an unreadable expression as she looked upon Lacie and Jacob at the back of their group. She turned away, and waved for Georgianna to continue.

Back at the camp, Alec hurried past them and jumped up into the tunnel car. Georgianna climbed up after him and held a hand down to Olless. The Cahlven woman looked at the hand, sneered, and clambered up by herself. Georgianna rolled her eyes. There had been a time when Olless had claimed to be their ally, and yet now she seemed to have no interest in their help.

At the far end of the tunnel car, Alec cleared off his bed and dumped the few meagre belongings on the end of Georgianna’s bed. “You. There.”

Olless marched past them and slumped down onto the bed. Five Ven stood between her and the door. “So, we just sit here? And wait for your trade?”

“Trade?” Lacie said. “What’s going on, George? What happened out there? You said we were just going to watch, and next thing we know, Alec has cut the connection and you’ve vanished from the rooftop.”

Dhiren laid his hand on Lacie’s shoulder, but his gaze remained fixed on Olless. “George confronted the Colvohan and the Volsonnar. Demanded to be included in the deal they were making.”

“Really?” Jacob said. “I bet they weren’t happy.”

“I saw Olless lingering behind, and Alec had transferred the connection to me, so I was able to hear what was going on. I decided that the Colvohan might need some… incentive.”

“Incentive for what?”

“To give us Beck,” Georgianna said. “And the lists of every Ven under the shield.”

“Beck’s coming back?” Lacie’s face brightened. “Really?”

“He didn’t seem too keen when he thought we’d kill her,” Alec said, nodding towards Olless. “But when we reminded him how much information Olless had on the Cahlven way of doing things, he agreed. They’ll be contacting us soon with information on the trade.”

Dhiren sneered. “It’s almost like your only use is your knowledge, Olless.” 

Georgianna remembered being called onto the Cahlven ship, summoned to a meeting by Olless because of the information they each held. Olless had told them that they were important, useful to the cause, and had then dismissed them as soon as she had the information the Cahlven wanted. Now the shoe on the other foot.

Olless kept quiet. She stared at her hands, clasped in her lap. Georgianna hadn’t noticed before, but she was trembling. She pushed past Dhiren and picked up one of the Cahlven blankets.

He grabbed her arm as she tried to pass again. “You care if she’s cold?”

“Yes. I do.”

Dhiren looked annoyed at the idea of making Olless comfortable, and Alec appeared to share his opinion. Georgianna ignored them both and returned to Olless, handing her the blanket.

Olless gazed at it for a moment with a small smirk and then met her eyes for the first time. “Thank you.” She wrapped the blanket around herself, holding onto the corners. “I had noticed that our inventory was depleting at an unnatural rate.”

“Your uniform doesn’t look suitable for the freeze,” Georgianna said, skirting over Keiran’s pilfering of the Cahlven stores.

“No,” she said. “Not particularly. But you must always look proper.”

Dhiren scoffed and turned away. Alec pulled Olless’ device from his pocket. He approached and held it out. “Turn it on. Get the lists we asked for.”

Olless took the device from Alec, staring up at Georgianna as she brought the device down into her lap, adjusting the blanket to drape around her shoulders. With a few taps of the small buttons around the edge, the device lit up, and a small symbol appeared in the centre and vanished again. Everyone hovered as they waited for Olless to turn the list over to them. 

She tapped at the device, her frown deepening. She shook her head and tapped in new commands, only for the device to return to blank. Olless’ fingers trembled against the device again, and this time Georgianna knew it wasn’t the cold. “What is it?”

“I can’t—”

Alec waved his arms. “He screwed us. I knew it. That bastard had no intention of giving us anything. He probably only gave us the device to track us back here.”

“No,” Olless said. “It is untraceable due to my position. But all of my permissions have been suspended, and I cannot create a way around it.”

“So we have nothing?” Jacob said.

Olless grimaced. “Not exactly. I have the lists.”

Dhiren shrugged. “Then what’s the problem?”

“They are in Cahlvenese. I cannot even use the translate function. They will be useless to you.”

Jacob walked to the doorway and jumped down out of the tunnel car. ”Getting paper,” he said, sticking his head back through the doorway. “Olless and I have a long night of transcribing ahead. Someone make dinner, I’m starving.”

Georgianna giggled at his take-charge attitude, and nodded, accepting the orders with a mock Adveni salute. She waved the others off, away from Olless.

“You heard the man. Shoo! We have dinner to make.”
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“Do you hear that?” Dhiren said.

Georgianna sat up on her bed, her brow furrowing as she strained to listen. Jacob’s pencil scratched and scribbled, the flame of the lamp sputtered alongside Olless’ tired and quiet whispers, and Alec snored in the corner, having taken over Dhiren’s bed.

Lacie had been winding and unwinding the few bandages they had left. She paused, and peered into the darkness, pulling up her legs from where they’d been dangling in the doorway.

“I don’t hear anything,” Georgianna said.

“Shh!” Dhiren clambered off the end of Georgianna’s bed; his own bunk had been taken by Alex, who had been displaced by Olless.

They listened.

Dhiren tiptoed across the car and leaned over Alec. He rested his hand over his mouth and shook his shoulder. Alec awoke with a jerk and a brief struggle under Dhiren’s grasp, but came to his senses and sat up, rubbing his eyes. Dhiren tapped his ear and pointed out of the doorway, down the tunnel.

With Olless in their little camp, they had considered posting a guard further down the tunnel. They didn’t have enough oil for two lamps through the night, and it was decided that together they could put up a more united front, which would be more useful than a thirty second warning. Right now, peering past the boys and down the dark tunnel, Georgianna wasn’t so sure that had been a smart move.

Dhiren grabbed two weapons and handed one to Alec. Georgianna gritted her teeth and grabbed a copaq of her own. She picked up a second and passed it to Lacie. The redhead’s eyes widened, but she turned the weapon around without comment and held it like a seasoned hunter. Back on Alec’s bed, Olless had paused in her translation and was watching Lacie curiously.

Jacob was halfway to his feet when Georgianna waved him back. “We got it. Keep going.”

Jacob nodded, and prodded Olless into continuing.

Alec and Dhiren had climbed down from the doorway, Dhiren taking the high aim and Alec the low. They edged further down the tunnel. As Georgianna took up a position in the doorway beside Lacie, she heard it: every few seconds there was a quiet crunch, like a footstep, getting closer.

Georgianna adjusted her grip on the copaq and leaned in closer to Lacie. “Only shoot if Alec and Dhiren go down.”

She closed her eyes, trying to focus only on what she could hear. The footsteps, slow but steady, had stopped. She could hear Jacob and Olless, and Lacie’s breath beside her, but no movement.

Then, far too loud for it to have been an accident, a three-note whistle rang down the tunnel.

Georgianna’s eyes flew open. Alec and Dhiren tensed, adjusting their grips on their weapons, ready to start firing. Lacie scrunched up her face in confusion.

It made no sense. Unless the person was a friend, they wouldn’t announce their presence in such a way. Or, were they a foe, sent to deliver news about the trade, and didn’t want to be shot?

The whistle came again, but still no footsteps. Georgianna frowned. The tune was familiar. She could remember hearing it, but not in a tunnel. It gave her a memory of the vast outdoors, and hundreds of people, and… a lake with Edtroka cursing beside her.

She dropped her copaq and jumped down from the tunnel car with a crash.

“Keiran?” She scrambled to her feet and ran past a cursing Alec and Dhiren, dodging their frantic attempts to grab her. “Keiran?”

She didn’t have to go far before his silhouette appeared in the tunnel, stepping away from the tunnel wall. His features melted into view, revealing a broad smile.

“Hey, Med.”

Georgianna crashed into him, throwing her arms around his shoulders and burying her face into the crook of his neck. She held on tight and inhaled the scent she had missed for so long. There was a chemical smell clinging to his clothes, unfamiliar and sharp, but beneath it she caught the scent of his skin, as good as she had ever known.

Keiran raised a hand from where it had been pressed against her lower back and gave a brief wave. He spoke through the waves of Georgianna’s hair. “Hi guys.” He chuckled and patted her back. “Come on, limpet. Down you go.”

Georgianna released him and sunk back onto her feet.

“What are you doing here?” Dhiren said.

Alec frowned. “Bit risky, isn’t it?”

“You kidnap a ranking Cahlven and you call me risky?”

Dhiren grinned. “Good point.”

Georgianna peered up at him and cupped his face, the tips of her fingers tracing the lines she had known so well. They were different now: cheeks more hollow than before, stubble so unkept it was practically a beard. But it was still Keiran.

“What are you doing here?” Georgianna said. “What if they’re tracking you?”

“It’s worth the risk,” he said, leaning in and kissing her forehead. “And I had to get in contact.”

“I was going to tell you, I can’t come in through the shield anymore. They have an alarm for anyone passing through.”

Keiran nodded. “I heard as much.” He glanced between them. “So, you have Olless.”

“Missing your boss?” Alec said.

Georgianna whipped around, her mouth already open and ready to tell Alec to cut it out. They knew Keiran was on their side; it had been a joint decision that he should be the one to stay, and she wasn’t going to let Alec get into all that traitor shit again. But the moment she saw his face, her anger fell away. Alec wore a childish, mocking grin, and Keiran smirked back at him.

Alec and Dhiren turned, heading back to the tunnel car. Georgianna fell in after them, only to be pulled to a stop before she’d taken two steps. She twisted, looking up at Keiran. He leaned down, this time placing a gentle kiss against her lips. The Cahlven clothes might have changed the way he smelled, and the stress had made him thinner, but nothing could change the thrill that zapped from her lips all the way to her toes as he pulled her closer. If Alec and Dhiren hadn’t been so close, she might never have moved from that spot.

“I heard you went all Veniche leader on Maarqyn and Naltahn,” Keiran said, against her lips.

“Who told you that?”

“One of the soldiers from Naltahn’s detail.”

“Proud of me?”

He chuckled. “More like seriously turned on.”

Georgianna giggled and smacked his arm, pulling away. “Let’s go before any more Cahlven soldier stories get you wound up.”

Lacie had moved further into the tunnel car, and Dhiren and Alec had climbed up, waiting for them just inside the doorway. Now there was more light, Georgianna could see that Keiran wasn’t wearing the Cahlven uniform they’d given him. He was wearing his old clothes, although they somehow looked different from the last time she’d seen them.

“No Cahlven listening in, I assume,” she said.

“Had to hide the coat. But to be honest, I doubt they’re watching me. Even if they are, they can’t tell that I’m underground.”

“They can’t?” Dhiren said.

“No. The Cahlven tracking technology only works from above, from what I can work out. They can find you on a map, but unless they’re in the vicinity with this scanner thing, they can’t get a vertical reading.”

“Good,” Alec said, nodding. “So, if Olless has got one, they won’t know to look down here?”

Keiran shrugged. “If there’s a big building above here, then not at first. But once they’re close enough, they can scan up and down.”

Olless spoke from the other end of the car. “I don’t have a tracker in me.”

Dhiren leaned back and glared at her behind Alec’s back. “Like we’d believe you.”

Alec leaned down and extended a hand first to Georgianna, and then to Keiran, helping them into the car. Keiran took a moment to look around at their close-quarter beds and Lacie, sitting quietly in the corner. His gaze settled on Jacob and Olless. She glared back at him and snorted in derision.

“Why am I not surprised?” Olless said.

Keiran took a seat on the bed that belonged to Georgianna, regarding Olless with a cold and mocking smile. “Surprised I didn’t really fall for your crap? That I’d be perfectly happy with letting you imprison as many Veniche people as you could and test on them?”

“It is lies!” Olless gripped the Cahlven device in both hands and glanced at each of them in turn as she smacked the device against her knees. “The Adveni are still winning when you believe these lies against us.”

“Lies? Really? You expect us to believe that?”

“Even Maarqyn made a comment about sickness,” Georgianna said, taking a seat beside Keiran. “I don’t know if he thought we’d understand it, or if it was just a snide remark at the Colvohan.”

Keiran turned his ire away from Olless and met Georgianna’s gaze. “What did he say?”

Georgianna looked at Lacie before she could think better of it. She hadn’t told Lacie about Beck, that he might not be the same when he came back. But she couldn’t keep it from Keiran just to spare the girl’s feelings. “When the Colvohan said we could have Beck back in the trade for Olless, Maarqyn said, ‘while he still has time left’. Like he knew he wouldn’t have much.”

Lacie gasped. “What? Is Beck—”

“Sick,” Keiran said. “And getting worse.”

“There is nothing to show that the Cahlven had anything to do with that,” Olless said. “There has been an outbreak of a virus. It’s not surprising when so many people are in tight quarters.”

Keiran leaned forwards and raised an eyebrow. “And your solution is to keep them in quarantine, all together? Cut off connection with those outside?”

Olless looked non-plussed as she stared back at him. “Of course. Stop the infection from spreading further.”

Georgianna laid a hand on Keiran’s arm and pulled him back, as he snarled and tried to get to his feet. She got up and sat on his other side, putting herself between them. Dhiren and Alec kept their distance, seemingly amused by the disagreement.

“I don’t think she’s lying,” Georgianna said.

Keiran finally stopped glaring at Olless for long enough to look at Georgianna. “No. George, you have to believe me. I managed to see some of the Ven in the quarantine before the guards found me. The people in there are marked with lines of symbols. I drew out everything I could remember, but… you have to believe me, George, the Cahlven are testing on them. This isn’t some random sickness.”

Georgianna grasped his hand. “I believe you.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I just don’t think Olless knew about it.”

Alec snorted. “How could she not? She’s their emissary, right?”

“It’s what we found out with the attack on the Compound, and the Mykahnol,” said Georgianna. “Nobody knows everything.”

“Except the Colvohan,” Dhiren said.

“Well, yes. I doubt he’d be left in the dark, especially on something like this.”

“How can we trust anything she says?” Keiran said. “She’s a good liar.”

“Excuse me!” Olless said.

Dhiren stepped forwards. “Oh, I would love for you to claim you never lied to us.”

She said nothing, and seemed to take all of their voices with her, as an uneasy silence settled over the car, broken by the scribbling of Jacob’s pencil as he got back to work on the lists. He didn’t need Olless’ instructions anymore; it looked like he had figured out some of the translation.

Jacob had drawn columns down the paper, a grid with a name on the left and then details that repeated. Georgianna frowned and shuffled to the end of the bed, picking up one of the completed sheets of paper, examining it. She turned it around to Olless. “This information. This is written in those lists?”

“Of course,” Olless said. She turned the device around to show Georgianna and pointed to rows of columns. They weren’t words the way the Veniche drew them, but symbols.

Georgianna took the device and held it in front of Keiran. “Are these the symbols you saw?”

He nodded. “Pretty much.”

“What?” Dhiren said. “What is it?”

Georgianna frowned and handed the device back to Olless. “Registrations. Just like the Adveni’s.”

“What?” Olless said. “No! This is just for information.”

Georgianna snatched up the first sheet of translation and held it up in front of her. “37, male, no infractions, no infection. Class: soldier. 23, male, no infractions, infection detected code 3. Class: civilian.”

“That doesn’t mean—”

“Find me,” Keiran said. “You can search for people on that thing, right?”

Olless slumped and sighed, glancing around the car in the hope of finding someone who might think that searching for Keiran’s records was a bad idea. No takers. She accepted the device back from Georgianna, turned it around and pressed her long index finger into one of the buttons on the side. A light shot up from, and a set of symbols illuminated in the air above the tsentyl. She fidgeted with the buttons and the symbols flashed and changed. When she found the set she wanted, Olless darted her fingers through the symbols in turn. Jacob leaned closer to get a look at the screen. Even from a distance, Georgianna could see that the information on the screen had changed from a list to a single record.

“30, male, infractions, uh…” Jacob glanced at Olless and pointed out a symbol.

Olless gave a dark grin. “Numerous,” she said, glancing at Keiran. Perhaps she expected him to cower or cringe. Instead, Keiran grinned back at her.

“No infection,” Jacob said. “Class: soldier. There are a load of other notes once you get further in. No, uh… no…”

“Family,” Olless said. “It is a code to reflect the blood connections with others. In this case, none that have been tracked into our system.”

Jacob cringed as he glanced at Keiran. “Oh,” he said, hanging his head.

Georgianna shuffled forwards. “Are we all on there?”

Olless nodded and waved the device with a sarcastic smile. “Anyone else want a go?”

“Look me up,” Georgianna said, before anyone else could interject. “I want to see what you wrote about me.”

Dhiren chuckled. “Female, no infections. Class: pain in the ass.”

Lacie giggled from behind him, earning a proud smile from Dhiren.

Olless wasted no time in bringing the symbols up again, swiping her fingers through them in quick succession. Georgianna peered closer, her eyes narrowing as the screen remained on a list. Olless paused and glanced at her.

“What?” Georgianna said. “What? Have I been removed or something? Banished from the shield, and now banished from your lists?”

Jacob leaned closer and shook his head. “No, George, you’re on here. But you’re not the only one.”

“Excuse me?”

“There is you. I can see the female sign. But there are three others, all male.”

All of the air left her body, as if she’d been punched in the stomach. She stared at the device.

“There must be some mistake,” Alec said.

Olless shook her head.

“Or the records taken before hand,” Dhiren said.

Jacob’s gaze darted between them, his brow drawn low over his eyes. “I don’t—”

Olless laid her hand on Jacob’s arm, silencing him. “These records are current,” she said. “They have been collaborated since our arrival, and only take those present into account.”

Georgianna wanted to wrench the device from Olless’ hands and hold onto it until she could see for herself that the information it held was real. But she couldn’t move. Her hands trembled so hard, the piece of paper she’d been holding slid from between her fingers and floated to the floor of the car.

Olless tapped the device, bringing up the registrations into four detailed segments. “Lyle, Halden, and Braedon Lennox are all tracked onto the ship at Adlai. They were picked up by one of our scouts to the south and they arrived five weeks ago.”
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“Are we just going to skip over the fact that George’s family are alive?” Keiran said, jumping down from the doorway.

Alec paced and shook his head. He threw a glance back at the doorway before turning away again. “No, of course we’re not. Halden has been my friend since we were children. I want him back just as much as anyone. We still need to go through with this trade for Beck. If we put in more demands now…”

Sitting in the doorway, Georgianna waved her legs back and forth and stared at her knees. She should have been happy. She should have been ecstatic that her family were alive. But she was nervous about seeing their information on a Cahlven device. Maybe it was all a trick; something cooked up by the Colvohan. Fool her into thinking her family were alive and use it to trap them, or manipulate them into something.

Dhiren remained close, his hand hanging an inch or two from her leg. There were no reassuring pats on the shoulder, or hand squeezes, but he remained close enough to be in touching distance. She liked that.

Georgianna hadn’t even found out whether they were infected or not, and now she couldn’t bring herself to ask the question.

“The deal was for Beck and the lists,” Alec said.

Keiran shrugged. “Then we change the deal.”

“And what about all the other Ven in there? Why not just change the deal for all of them?”

“How can you be so heartless? This is her family we’re talking about.”

Alec blanched and turned away from them. He rubbed his hands over his hair, scrunching it between his fingers.

As Georgianna lifted her head, she spotted the web of electrical scars over Alec’s neck, usually hidden beneath the hair. She gulped. “Alec’s right.”

“What?”

“Seriously?”

They both whipped around to stare at her, Alec as surprised as Keiran that she’d agreed with him. Keiran moved back towards her, his hands already outstretched to take hers, but Georgianna jumped to her feet and dodged out of the way. Dhiren barred Keiran’s path with his arm and shook his head, warning him off.

“If we change the demands now, the Cahlven will never trust a deal with us. We need to do as we said, keep our word.”

Alec stepped closer. “George, nobody cares what the Cahlven think of us.”

She met his gaze and attempted a smile; she was sure it came out as more of a grimace. “We need Beck. And he deserves to be free. As far as we know, my family are being treated well and are safe. Beck isn’t.”

There was a shuffle within the car behind them, but beside Dhiren leaning back to peer inside, none of them took any notice. Lacie and Jacob were in there with Olless, and while they weren’t the most trained fighters, Olless was surely smart enough to know that getting past them would not be enough to secure her escape.

“Shouldn’t we be asking for more?” Alec said. “Don’t get me wrong. I want Beck safe as much as anybody. He led us for a decade. But—”

“But what?” Keiran pressed him.

Alec sighed and crouched down, resting his elbows on his knees. He rocked back and forth, pondering. “We have Olless. She is worth a lot to the Cahlven. She has more control there than Beck would have here.” He glanced around at their sceptical expressions and groaned. “Let’s face it, guys. We get Beck back, and we’re still exactly where we are now. Stuck in a tunnel without enough supplies to even try to fight this thing. Against the Adveni, we had numbers, we had supplies. Now, we have nothing.”

Keiran waved a hand. “We also had the fact that the Adveni wanted to wipe us out completely, and were holding off to ensure they got every one of us. The Cahlven won’t wait. They’ll pick us off one by one if they have to.”

“That doesn’t change whether we have Olless or not.”

Dhiren pushed himself upright and stepped away from the tunnel car. “I’m the only one who is objective here.”

“How do you figure that?” Alex said.

“I don’t know Beck any better than anyone else under that shield. But the fact is that the Cahlven locked him away and kept him locked away, they must believe he’s a threat.”

Alec frowned and considered Dhiren for a moment. He ground his teeth and scrunched his hands into fists. “So you’re saying we should make the trade?”

“I’m saying that we must weigh up the loss of information from Olless to the information and assistance we may gain from Beck’s return.”

“Olless is like the Colvohan’s right hand,” Alec said. “She knows everything.”

“Then perhaps it is too great a loss for us. Although she’s not exactly forthcoming, is she?”

“We could pressure her…” Keiran said.

Dhiren waved his hand in Alec’s direction and grimaced. “And how well did that work from your owner, Alec?”

Keiran frowned and turned away.

“ Beck’s sick.”

Georgianna jumped and turned back to the doorway to find Lacie clambering down, with Jacob just behind her.

“What?”

Lacie crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her foot. She shifted her weight and chewed on her bottom lip. Georgianna thought she looked like Jaid in that moment, trying to figure out a particularly difficult medical problem when they’d been on Medic’s Way.

“We asked Olless to look at Beck’s records,” Lacie said. “And he’s been tested. There are notes that he’s reacting badly.”

Dhiren stepped forwards and laid a hand on Lacie’s shoulder. “Lacie, I don’t think this changes the decision the way you would hope. If Beck is indeed sick, it sways the scales of usefulness in Olless’ favour.”

“What?” Lacie wrenched herself out from underneath Dhiren’s hand, red hair flying as she turned on him, more furious than Georgianna had ever seen her.

Jacob recognised the danger and jumped to Lacie’s side, wrapping an arm around her stomach. “He’s being practical, Lace. We need to be practical.”

“But he said—”

“I know, I know.”

Jacob eased her back a few steps, but the fire didn’t leave her eyes, and her cheeks stayed as red as her hair.

Dhiren, at least, had the sense to retreat and fall silent.

“We can’t keep both,” Alec said. “If we’re going to make this trade, we need to just make it. We didn’t let Grystch trade himself, though it would have benefitted us. We shouldn’t let Beck take the fall, either.”

“Let me go,” Lacie said.

“What?”

“Let me go in Olless’ place.” Five sets of surprised eyes stared back at her. “I’m Olless’ size. It would fool them long enough to get Beck back, and then you’d still have Olless for information.”

Keiran grimaced. “We’d also have our dead bodies as soon as Beck realises we’ve handed you over to the Cahlven.”

“He’d understand.”

Jacob shook his head and held Lacie closer. “No. He wouldn’t. You’re the most important thing in the world to him.”

“They’re right,” Georgianna said. “Beck would never forgive us. It’s too dangerous.”

“But—”

“No.” Georgianna took a deep breath, steadying herself. She brushed her hair back and nodded, more to herself than any of them. “No, we’re getting Beck back. Olless will tell us nothing that can help us, and we all owe it to Beck to get him out of there.” Dhiren gave a resigned nod and climbed up into the tunnel car. “Where are you going?”

He looked back. “To get as much information as I can from Olless before we have to give her back.”
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“Are you sure you’ll be able to get back in?”

They had left the others at the car, and walked a long way down the tunnel before they took a seat and leaned against the rough wall. Keiran had immediately wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her in against him. Georgianna knew that she could have fallen asleep just as they were. Even with the news that her family were alive and under the Cahlven shield, with Keiran beside her, she was more relaxed than she’d been in months. But Keiran couldn’t stay, and so while sleep nibbled at the edges of her consciousness, she pushed it away, in the hope of spending just a little more time with him.

“Well, it depends on Olless, doesn’t it?” Keiran said.

“Maybe you should just stay, give up the ruse. We’d have you and Beck back.”

Keiran turned and kissed the top of her head. His breath washed down her cheek, warm and rhythmic. “We need someone inside, George.”

“I know. But what use would that be, if Olless just tells the Colvohan that it’s all been a lie? They’ll lock you up, just like they did with Beck.”

He chuckled and nudged her hair with his nose.

“Then you’d better send Dhiren to kidnap Olless again.”

Georgianna leaned away and twisted to look at him properly. She clambered up onto her knees and shuffled closer, taking his face in her hands.

“How long do we have to do this?” she said. “I don’t want my whole life to be this fight.”

Keiran tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and gave her a sad smile. “I don’t want it either, George, but what choice do we have?”

“We could run. Dhiren’s been wanting to for months. He’s used to living alone. He knows how to survive.”

“Before or after we invade the shield to get your family back?”

“After. Obviously.”

He smiled. “And then, once you see the Veniche who are sick… Before or after you decide you have to help them, too?”

Georgianna groaned and dropped her head to stare down at her knees. He was right. She’d not left with Dhiren because she knew she couldn’t leave the Cahlven and Adveni to claim control over the rest of the Veniche people. And that was before she knew that this sickness wasn’t just a virus outbreak, but something the Cahlven had planned.

She looked up at him. “What can we do?”

“You tell me. I was never that good at coming up with the plans. I just follow orders.”

“That’s not true. You came up with the Mykahnol plan.”

“And look where it got us.”

“Even if they hated us and banished us for it, the Cahlven at least respected us for that.”

He raised an eyebrow. “And look where it got us.”

Georgianna slumped down beside him. Keiran pulled her into his lap and wrapped his arms tight around her. “I don’t know how long before I have to go back. Every conversation we’ve had these last months has been about this war. I just… I just want to be with you, George.”

She wound her arms around his shoulders and held herself close to him, fingers tracing across the back of his neck. “You’ll be able to look for my family when you go back?”

“Of course I will.”

“But—”

Keiran found her lips. He covered them with his own and held her against him, kissing her until they were both gasping for breath. He broke away for a moment, smiling. “Stop talking. I’m going to need something to remember once I’m locked in that Cahlven cell.”
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The message came through in the early hours of the morning, and it was Dhiren who awoke them, running through the tunnel and almost tripping over their legs. He stumbled to a stop, bracing against the wall and staring in the other direction as Georgianna sat up and brushed her hair back out of the nest it had become.

“What is it?” she said.

“Olless’ thing is going nuts.”

“Olless’ thing?” Keiran said, sniggering to himself. Georgianna rolled her eyes.

“Her tsentyl,” Dhiren said, waving a hand. “Her communications device. It’s flashing and beeping and won’t shut up. It’s got your name on it, George.”

Georgianna scrambled to her feet, helped pull Keiran up off the ground, and followed Dhiren back down the tunnel to their little camp.

Everyone had congregated outside the tunnel car, shifting their weight and watching the noisy, flashing device in Olless’ hands. Olless sat in the doorway, the Cahlven blanket still wrapped around her. Only her feet, her head, and her hands poked out.

“Can’t you stop it?” Georgianna said.

Olless frowned and glared up at her. “Yes. I could have listened. I suppose politeness is not cherished when you live in an underground tunnel.” She rolled her wide eyes. “I thought it best to let you listen first hand since it has your name on it.”

Georgianna ignored the slight, though it seemed she was the only one. The others glared at Olless, sneering and muttering under their breath. Maybe it was because they’d been subjected to Olless’ patronising tone overnight, while she and Keiran had at least been able to take a break.

“Open it,” Georgianna said.

It wasn’t like a tsentyl, and it didn’t change shape, but with a push of two little buttons on the side, another display made of lights flickered up above the device. Olless swiped her finger through one, then a second.

The disembodied voice of the First Colvohan filled the small chamber in the tunnel. “Come to the place where you passed through the shield at sun high with Olless. We will bring your Marshall. You may bring two others with you. We will be watching. Bringing more will result in the trade being abandoned.”

The voice faded, along with the lights from the device, plunging them back into a silent gloom. Georgianna nodded to herself.

Alec chewed on his lip. “The shield is massive. How do we know where—”

“Your pass,” Keiran said. “He knows you were almost caught.”

“Which means he probably also knows I came to see you,” Georgianna said. “I still don’t like the idea of you going back there.”

He took her hand and squeezed. “We agreed,” he said, suddenly grinning. “Though, I suppose if you want to kidnap someone less annoying next time, I won’t hold it against you.”

Olless got to her feet in such a fluid movement it was like water rearranging itself. Dhiren jumped forwards, but she waved him away. She took off the blanket and folded it in half, and then in half again before laying it in the doorway where she had just been sitting. “During the trade, they will expect movement through the shield.” She turned to face them. “The detection of bodies passing through is limited at best and can only be detected to a segment, not a specific location. Mr Zanetti should position himself close enough that he can pass through and be considered as part of the trade by those monitoring the shield’s stability, but far enough away that the delegation coming for the trade will not see him.”

Dhiren’s mouth dropped open; he resembled a suspicious fish.

“Are you helping us?” Alec said. “You’re not going to tell them about Keiran coming here?”

Olless straightened up and stared at him. “I have not decided. But you took me for information, and this is the information I am giving you. Whether you choose to use it or not is your decision, not mine.”

She stood, hands clasped together in front of her, and let her gaze wander over each of them in turn. Georgianna fidgeted and glanced at Dhiren, Alec, and Keiran. There was something else they had to consider. “He said we can have two come with us. I’d suggest Dhiren and Alec. Lacie, Beck will only get nervous if you’re there, and he’d probably skin us alive for pelts if we gave you a gun and asked you to guard. Jacob, I assume you’d want to stay with Lacie?” Jacob nodded. Surprisingly, so did Lacie. “That’s fine. Better to have him happy to see us.”

Alec laughed and moved over to join her. “He’ll be thrilled to see you. Far more than our ugly mugs.”

Jacob gathered up the blanket Olless had left in the doorway, nodded to the Cahlven woman, and took Lacie’s hand, leading her over to the other tunnel car. Given the size of their lodging, they would soon be sharing it with Beck. That was, unless Georgianna was sent over to join them. Either way, they wouldn’t have the privacy they had grown accustomed to over the last months.

“You think we’re safe?” Alec said. “Going there, just the three of us?”

Dhiren shook his head and took up Olless’ previous position in the doorway, bringing his foot up to rest on the metal rim. He wrapped both arms around his leg and rested his chin on his knee. “It’s certainly not ideal. But then what is, these days?”

Alec nodded. “True.”

“It is what it is,” Georgianna said. “If we tried to show up with more, the Colvohan wouldn’t come to meet us, and they most likely have more surveillance around the shield to show them when we’re coming.”

“That is true,” Olless said.

“So how am I supposed to get through the shield close by if they’re watching?”

“There are houses passing through the shield all around there,” Georgianna said. “If you can get into one close by, which shouldn’t be difficult as most are abandoned, you could get from house to house and pass through.”

“Won’t they be watching the whole area?”

“They would not expect you to arrive early with a hostage in tow,” Olless said. “If you go early enough, it is probable that they are not watching the location yet. You could get into position.”

Keiran sighed and moved closer to Georgianna. “So, you’re saying I should leave now?”

“It would be preferable, yes.”

Keiran took Georgianna’s elbow and led her back a few paces away from them.

“Are you sure about this?” Georgianna said. “Should we even trust her?”

“We don’t have a choice.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Neither do I.” He leaned down and kissed her. Georgianna clung on for a few more seconds, taking deep breaths of the scent she would miss the moment he was gone. “I’ll see you again soon, okay? Trust that. Trust me.”

Georgianna buried her face in the crook of his neck and nodded. “You know I do.”

Keiran hugged her tight. He released her and moved back, clapping Alec and Dhiren both on the shoulders. “Let me know what’s going on. Soon as you know.”

Alec gripped his shoulder and smiled. “We will. Be safe.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

Before Georgianna could stop him again, get in one last kiss, or take one last breath of that scent which would have made it so much harder to let him go, he was jogging into the black of the tunnel, his footsteps fading to nothing.
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Olless looked overburdened and drowned in Dhiren’s coat, but she had expressed her gratitude for its warmth as they trekked to the shield for the meeting. Dhiren had brushed off the gratitude, but Georgianna kept a close eye on the Cahlven woman, and despite her clear dislike of walking in the snow, she kept pace with them, and didn’t look like she was considering running away. For the first ten minutes, Alec had kept a tight grip on her arm through the bulky coat, but even he appeared to have realised their hostage wasn’t going anywhere. They were heading to free her, after all.

They had not discussed again whether they trusted Olless’ information about how to pass through the shield, nor whether she might tell the Colvohan about Keiran the moment she was away from them. Georgianna didn’t want to give Olless the impression they didn’t trust her. Not that they did trust her, but maybe giving Olless the benefit of the doubt might sway her further to their side.

They reached the row of houses just before sun high; though it was hard to tell with the little sunlight they received, these days. Olless checked her device and told them the timing was relatively accurate. They stopped in the middle of the street, ensuring that whoever was surveilling them would be able to check they had stuck to the terms of the deal. Olless moved almost constantly, shuffling in position to keep herself warm, unlike the Cahlven soldiers at the meeting who had stood perfectly still. Alec and Dhiren took up positions behind them, Dhiren facing in the other direction to check for people coming in from behind them. While they were on a thin line of trusting Olless, there was no such trust for the Colvohan.

“It is time,” Olless said, pulling the device from her pocket and checking it again. “They should be here.”

Alec moved closer to her. “You think we’ve been tricked?”

“I would not be able to say.”

Georgianna moved closer to the shield, peering between the houses. “They’re coming.”

The figures were warped and wobbly through the shield, but clear enough as they appeared. The Colvohan had put specific limits on who he would allow the group to bring, but he had made no promises on the size of his back-up. He had brought a full delegation of soldiers: twenty or more, not including the two who hung back with their hostage between them.

Georgianna stepped to Olless and grabbed her arm. “Give Dhiren the coat.”

“They will have already seen me wearing it.”

“I know. But the less friendly you appear with us, the better. Right?”

Olless nodded. “Sound reasoning.”

She slipped out of the coat and handed it to Georgianna, who threw it to Dhiren. He caught it and looked rather pleased to have it back on. Georgianna took hold of Olless’ arm again, just as the delegation reached the barrier of the shield. They didn’t pass through. Georgianna blanched. If Keiran was breaching the shield, those monitoring it would see the breach, undisguised by the Colvohan’s delegation passing through.

Georgianna hurried forwards, dragging Olless with her. “Come through and bring Beck. Your soldiers can stay on that side.”

With the shield warping her vision, she couldn’t tell whether the Colvohan looked annoyed or not. But he waved the two men holding Beck forwards and, once they had joined him, stepped through the shield himself.

“Miss Lennox.” He gave a small bow. “As you can see, I have met your demands, and I see you have met ours. Let us get this over with.”

The men holding onto Beck stepped forwards, but as Olless moved to stand opposite them, Georgianna stayed where she was. She watched the Colvohan, Naltahn, and his detached expression as he stared her down.

It had been her decision to do the trade as planned, to not risk asking for more, but now that she stood here, facing the very man who controlled it all, she found herself unable to let go of Olless’ arm so easily. “Wait.” She pulled Olless back to join her. “We’re not done here.”

Naltahn’s eyes narrowed, and he lifted a hand, waving his soldiers back a step. “We sent you the terms of the deal, Miss Lennox.”

“You did.” Georgianna’s hands trembled. She struggled to keep her voice from wavering. “But you never gave us the option to reply, to tell you our demands.”

“Your demands? But you made your demands clear upon taking my emissary. The lists of the Veniche people inhabiting this territory, and the release of your Marshall, Beck Casey.”

Shifting her weight, Georgianna glanced at Olless. The Cahlven woman glared at her with such loathing that Georgianna wanted to shrink away and get the deal over as fast as possible. Still, she had started this. “That was before we saw how many are sick. Infected, right?”

Naltahn nodded. “Genetic testing. That is all. Our language does not always correspond to yours in a direct translation.”

“We want them released.”

Naltahn laughed. Humour didn’t suit him. It was the wide face; eyes too far apart; mouth a long, thin line that stretched even further when he smiled. It was all so grotesque and twisted. He shook his head and, without checking for Georgianna’s compliance, waved his soldiers and Beck forwards. “No Veniche is being kept here against their will.”

Georgianna considered backing up, taking Olless with her. But there was no point. The Colvohan had no intention of even considering their other demands. If that meant taking back Olless by force, his soldiers were up to the task.

And then she saw Beck clearly for the first time, as they moved forwards. Lacie had said he was sick, that he was infected. But he wasn’t just sick in the way Veniche usually meant it: a freeze-cold with fevers or a hacking cough. Beck wasn’t walking between the two soldiers; he was being propped up, his feet dragging through the snow. He was pale and sweating, despite the freezing temperatures.

Georgianna let go of Olless’ arm. “And those that are sick?” She indicated to Beck.

“Every person involved in the testing signed up to be a part of it, to understand themselves and their… family better. Mr Casey is suffering some side effects, nothing more.”

Beck coughed and spluttered, but couldn’t get enough energy to form words.

“Then let us see them. Let us hear from them that they wish to remain here.”

“I am afraid that would be quite impossible. Infection spreads quickly in close quarters. They have been kept separate for their protection, as well as ours.”

Georgianna waved Alec and Dhiren forwards to meet Beck, and nodded that Olless should go. Olless threw an unreadable glance at them before hurrying across the gap to her leader. She took up a position behind him, and yet she didn’t seem too pleased to be back on the Cahlven side. She shifted her feet and wrung her fingers in front of her, looking anywhere but at Naltahn.

Her expression changed from discomfort to loathing right before Georgianna’s eyes. “You would not understand people wanting to stay here, would you, Lennox? After all, you drove Zanetti to abandon you in favour of staying with the Cahlven. He understood what we could do for your people, and you refused to even consider doing something for family or friends. That was why he refuses to see you.”

Georgianna gritted her teeth and took a step away. “We’re done here.”

“Yes, I believe we are,” Naltahn said. “Come, Olless.”

Olless’ smile as she turned away was wrapped in cruelty, but it was still a smile, and Georgianna understood exactly what it meant.






  [image: 13 - Intentions of the Enemy]

 
Lacie ran halfway down the tunnel to meet them, with a bright smile that shone through the dark. She collided with Beck, throwing her arms around his neck and almost collapsing him under the force of the hug. Dhiren and Alec stumbled along with him, just about holding him up. But even in his weakened state, Beck shook them off and returned the hug, not quite able to lift Lacie from the floor the way he would have done before.

“I’ve missed you,” he said, his voice raw and cracking. He laid a hand on the back of her hair, his eyes closing and a soft smile growing as he held her close.

“Are you okay?” Lacie said, still holding tight. “They said you were sick.”

“I’m fine, sweetheart. Don’t you worry about me.”

But the moment Lacie let go of him, taking a step back to look at him properly, Beck was reaching for Alec again, using the younger man to steady himself. Lacie’s joy faded from her face like melting snow, dripping away as the realisation washed over her.

Georgianna took Beck’s place, wrapping an arm around Lacie’s shoulders and directing her back down the tunnel. “Come on. Let’s help Beck get settled, and we can talk.”

Lacie nodded and let herself be led along. But she kept her head twisted to see behind her as the others followed them down the tunnel.

Jacob was waiting for them when they reached the tunnel car and, without a word of explanation, he joined Alec and Dhiren in helping Beck. Dhiren climbed into the tunnel car first, crouching and taking both of Beck’s hands to help him up into the car.

“We’ll get a step for the door,” Lacie said, climbing up after him and shifting to his side. She led him down the car to Alec’s bed.

Beck sat with a heavy thump and gave her a sleepy, pained smile.

“You’re such a good girl to me,” he said, reaching up and touching his knuckles to her cheek. “What did I do to deserve such a good girl?”

“That list is long and exhaustive,” Alec said.

Beck gave a small breathless chuckle and leaned over his knees.

Lacie moved in front of him. “Here, lie down.”

She helped him take off his boots and the heavy coat Alec had given him for the walk. Beck lay down on his side, his eyelids drooping. 

Lacie blanched at the sight of the blood seeping through Beck’s shirt. She rounded on Georgianna, Alec, and Dhiren. “What happened?”

“He had a tracker,” Georgianna said. She squeezed Lacie’s arm. “We didn’t have a choice. We had to remove it before bringing him back here.”

“You stitched it?”

Georgianna shook her head. “Not yet. I’ve packed it for now, we didn’t want him in the cold too long. But we will.”

Lacie placed the boots at the side of the bed, even tucking the laces inside, before she returned with a Cahlven blanket and draped it over Beck. “No,” she said, firm and confident as she leaned over and kissed his cheek. “I’ll do it.”

“Let him sleep,” Georgianna said, ushering the others from the car. “Once he’s rested, we can talk.”

Jacob was first out of the tunnel car, practically jumping from foot to foot.

“I may be able to help,” he said to himself. “If I can get the right supplies. They’d be tough to find right now, and I don’t have—”

Dhiren grabbed Jacob by the arms and raised an eyebrow as the younger man froze, staring up with wide eyes. Dhiren smirked. “Kid, you wanna go hunting?”

Jacob nodded and extracted himself from Dhiren’s grasp, pelting off to the other tunnel car and leaping inside to get his things.

“That’s a good idea,” Alec said. “I’ll come with you. See if we can find some meat.”

They were quiet as they collected up their weapons and Alec took back his coat from Beck’s bedside. Georgianna watched from the doorway as the three men disappeared down the tunnel.

Lacie came to her side. “It all went okay, then?”

Georgianna put on her brightest smile. “We have Beck. That was the main goal.”

“And your family?”

Georgianna shrugged and took a seat in the doorway. It wasn’t comfortable, but sitting on her bed was too close to Beck. She didn’t want to disturb him and, right now, she didn’t even know if he knew about her family. She didn’t want him finding out that way. “The Colvohan is adamant that Beck is only sick from a bad reaction, that everyone signed up for the testing.”

“That’s shit though, right?”

“Don’t let Beck hear you talking like that.”

Lacie took a seat next to her and raised an eyebrow. “Who do you think taught me that song?”

“Which one?”

“The one with every swear word in it.”

Georgianna let out a loud laugh and covered her mouth with both hands. She whispered through her fingers. “I think he taught it to me when I was a kid. My da’ threatened to knock him out.”

Lacie giggled, but the amusement was soon replaced with concern. “It is shit, though. Right, George? That Vtensu is lying.”

She nodded. “It’s shit. I can understand a few signing up, maybe. But everyone who isn’t a soldier? If they did sign up, I can’t imagine it was without coercion. Perhaps they threatened to banish them if they didn’t do it. I don’t know.”

“And Keiran got back in?”

Georgianna nodded and sighed. “Yeah. Olless actually helped us. She made it clear she wasn’t going to say anything.”

“That’s one thing then, I guess.”

“It is.”

Lacie shuffled closer and rested her head on Georgianna’s shoulder. “We’ll get the rest of them back. Beck will get better, and we’ll come up with a plan to get the rest of them back.”

Georgianna rested her temple against the top of Lacie’s head. She had sat in this position with Halden many times. It was Halden’s head on her own, with her curled in against his side, but it was just as relaxing to be the one supporting someone else. She let out a sigh, curled her arm around Lacie and hugged her in tighter.

“We will. It’ll all be fine. You’ll see.”
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By the time Dhiren, Alec, and Jacob returned, Beck had woken and was sitting on the bed against the wall with his arm around Lacie, getting fully briefed on everything they’d been up to. When she’d told him about being a scout for the meeting between the Volsonnar and the Colvohan, Beck had glared so hard at Georgianna that she’d felt like a small child again. But when it came to his turn to speak, he’d been kind and exuded pride at Lacie’s involvement.

Dhiren took a seat on Georgianna’s bed and spread a lining sheet over his lap, dumping two dead rabbits across his legs. Georgianna grimaced and considered telling him to sit on the floor, but once Alec and Jacob had climbed inside—Jacob with his own collection of scavenged supplies—there wasn’t space in the small tunnel car to swing a dead rabbit, let alone skin one.

“Thank you, all,” Beck said. Georgianna sat with him, once again feeling like a child, waiting for him to tell them a story their parents considered too risky for young ears. He pulled the Cahlven blanket higher across his body. Even with Lacie curled in against him, he was shivering.

“The Cahlven promised that your imprisonment was only temporary,” Alec said. “We were just ensuring they stuck to it.”

Beck smiled and cocked his head to the side, considering them.

“Was it awful in there?” Georgianna said. “I… being inside Lyndbury was just…”

“I was treated well enough. Not questioned or harmed.”

“Well, beside…” Alec waved a hand in his general direction.

“Yes. Beside this. My current condition is a recent development. Maybe a month.”

Georgianna crossed her legs and turned further away from the crack of bones as Dhiren went about his work. The fact he was doing it while they talked about the sickness within the Veniche felt wrong somehow, but Beck needed his strength, and he wouldn’t get it from the little supplies they’d been able to hide away. She could only hope that Jacob’s herbs would be able to help.

“The Colvohan is adamant that the illness is related to genetic testing,” Georgianna said. “That you have just had a bad reaction.”

Beck shook his head, his gaze dropping to his knees and a deep frown furrowing beneath his unruly beard. He’d lost hair in some places, and it was clear that if they should comb his hair and beard, or cut it back, they would uncover more damage.

“Lies,” he said. “It’s all lies.”

“You’re sure?”

“Well enough.”

“How have they gotten people to agree to it?” Alec said.

Beck yawned and covered his mouth with his hand.

“Beck, we can talk about this another time,” Georgianna said, throwing a quick glance between Lacie and Jacob.

Beck shook his head. “No. We should talk now, and these two are from a small collection of the strongest people I know. They deserve to be included.”

He offered Lacie a proud smile, then shifted and disentangled himself from her, pulling the Cahlven blanket up to his neck. Lacie helped tuck it around his shoulders. When he was settled again, he sighed. “They kept me separate from everyone for a long time. Other prisoners were too far away to have any kind of conversation. Then, one night they brought in a prisoner and put him in the cell next to mine. It was an Adveni soldier who’d been caught while on a scout.”

“Shit,” Alec said, grimacing.

“He didn’t know who I was, but he quickly worked out that I was Veniche, and began to talk, telling me how stupid it was for us to have thrown in with the Cahlven.”

Alec scoffed. “Yeah, like the Adveni were any better.”

Beck smiled.

“Exactly what I told him,” he said. “But on he went, saying that the Cahlven would use us to deal a blow to the Adveni. Stuff it had taken them years to figure out.”

“Like what?” Georgianna said.

“I wasn’t sure at the time, and truthfully I’m still not sure everything he told me was entirely accurate, but…”

Alec leaned in. “What?”

Beck paused, and closed his eyes. For a minute, he was silent, and Georgianna half-expected him to start snoring. But instead, he opened his eyes again. “He claimed the Adveni needed us, and they could have wiped us out easily with the Mykahnol. But it wasn’t their intention, and their plan was always to live alongside us, to a certain extent. He claimed that this wasn’t the first time that the Cahlven have fought the Adveni over planets.”

Georgianna lifted a hand, nodding. “Edtroka told me about it. He said the Cahlven and the Adveni have been fighting for generations over resources.”

“Did he tell you what happened to them?” Beck said.

She had to think about it, but in the end, she shook her head. “I think he just said they won some, and lost some.”

“The Adveni told me that there was a place much like here, with another race the Adveni were working with. They had problems and needed people to… spread the Tletonise with, or something.”

Dhiren dragged his knife along the stomach of one of the rabbits. “They wanted to breed. Too much close breeding leads to problems. They needed brood mares.” They all looked at him in disgust. He shrugged. “Do it with horses all the time.”

Beck coughed, bringing the attention back to him. “Apparently, it was all a good deal. The Adveni gave the other race technology, helped them build. And they helped with breeding.”

Georgianna frowned. “Seriously?”

Beck shrugged. “It’s like Dhiren said. Too much close breeding leads to problems. We did it occasionally between tribes. Offer a man and a woman who had agreed to it, see if it can bring children.”

Georgianna gulped and looked down. “It was how Braedon was born,” she said.

“Exactly. How your mother joined the Kahle, Alec.”

Alec looked horrified at being informed about his parents, but remained quiet.

“So, what happened?” Lacie said.

“The Cahlven came and they wiped out the people on the planet. Every last one of them killed.”

“ What?” Georgianna covered her mouth, wincing at her outburst. “How would they even—”

“Sickness,” Beck said. “Sickness that’s encoded into their genetics. It won’t touch the Cahlven because their genetics are different. It’s… a targeted bomb.”

“But why?” Lacie said.

“Because they don’t want to damage the planet. The Veniche have spent generations building, the Adveni have spent a decade. Why ruin all that work?”

“So why aren’t we all dead?” Dhiren said. “If that’s their plan?”

“Because they’re still testing. They want a weapon they know will kill every Veniche, and that takes a lot of testing.”

Georgianna rose to her feet. “Are people dying?”

Beck shook his head and sighed. “Not yet. As far as I’m aware. They’re using low doses until they can figure out what works, and probably to keep the Veniche happy, claiming it’s just side effects. Once they have a weapon, and they’re certain they can drive the Adveni off Os-Veruh, we’ll be gone.”

Her family were under that shield. Her friends and thousands of other innocent people. Keiran was under that shield, and he wouldn’t even know what was coming. Their plan to wait it out wouldn’t work anymore.

“We have to get them out,” she said. “Right now. Before they get a bomb that works.”
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They crowded around the map, laid out on the floor of the tunnel. Debate about how to proceed had been raging for over an hour. 

“We don’t have the resources, George,” Dhiren said, tossing a handful of pebbles across the map. “Even if we had five times our numbers, we couldn’t get past the Cahlven guards. Or did you forget that they can detect people passing through the shield?”

“Well, I don’t see you coming up with a better plan.”

“Maybe because there isn’t one. There are five of us. What do you expect us to do?”

Georgianna got up off the floor. “I don’t know, alright? Is that what you want to hear? That I don’t know? I don’t have some magical plan to get us out of this. I just know we have to try. My family are in there. Other people’s families are all in there, and they’re going to die if we don’t stop it.”

Alec extended his hand to her. “George. Sit down. We’ll figure this out.”

She shook her head and turned away. “I need to be alone.”

Georgianna walked away down the tunnel, leaving the arguments behind her. She walked out of their little section of tunnel, through the larger lines partially blocked by the damage the Mykahnol had done. She knew Dhiren was right, and maybe that was why she was so upset. They had no way to fight this, no way to heal those under the shield, even if they could get them out. Beck’s fever had risen and broken twice already. In most cases, a breaking fever was a signal of recovery, but his was rising again within the day. He’d barely kept down food, and Jacob’s herbs were doing little to help. Whatever the Cahlven had done to him, it was starting to look like they were the only ones who could fix it.

Snow had drifted down the steps into the tunnel from above, and each step was slippery with ice beneath. Georgianna braced her hands against the upper steps as she climbed, brushing herself off at the top as she stepped out into the wind.

The sun had hidden itself completely behind clouds and it looked more like the late evening than the middle of the day. She pulled her coat tight around her, drew up her hood and set off through the snow, picking her way between buildings where patrols were least likely to look. From what she’d seen, the whole area was deserted. Footstep holes in the snow were almost covered over. There were glistening white roads and iced up windows as far as she could see. She wrapped her scarf over her nose and mouth, leaving nothing more than two brown eyes peeking out from beneath her hood. Even if she came across a patrol right now, she was sure they wouldn’t be able to tell whether she was friend or foe, just from the sight of her. Although the Adveni would spot her; she would always be too short to be considered one of them.

How she wished that Edtroka were with them. True, the plans he had been involved in were no less crazy, but he had a strength and a command about him that made it all seem possible, even necessary. Stomping off during an argument hardly said ‘leader’ to anyone, let alone Dhiren and Alec, and yet she couldn’t take their pessimism for one more minute. She knew how impossible it all seemed; she wasn’t stupid. But if they did nothing, they were resigned to losing, and she wasn’t willing to give in to that, not yet. She just needed something, anything, to turn it all around.

But the longer she walked in the beautiful but barren streets, through the buildings erected by the Adveni, it seemed more and more impossible that they could take them on.
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Darkness was well and truly falling by the time Georgianna returned, no more inspired. If anything, she was feeling even more lost than usual. She traipsed through the tunnels, her socks wet inside her boots and her toes screaming with the pain of the cold, wondering what she would say to Dhiren and Alec when she reached them. Even if Beck had recovered—which she didn’t even dare hope for at this point—that gave them six people; seven if they could get word to Keiran. Perhaps—though she didn’t dare hope for this, either—Keiran could get word to some of the other Veniche, like Taye, who had signed up to the Cahlven guard, and they could gather a few dozen people. But whatever she thought of, it didn’t seem enough.

She unwrapped her scarf from around her face and opened her coat, knowing that someone would pop up at any moment to see who was coming down the tunnel. But the further she got, the more worried she became when she encountered nobody: Dhiren wasn’t sitting in a crevice in the tunnel, watching with silent scrutiny; Alec didn’t challenge her with a rifle; even Jacob didn’t peer out to see who was coming. She was almost at the camp when she heard a sound that had been rather sparse of late.

They were laughing.

Georgianna shook off the last of the snow and removed her coat, her eyes narrowed in suspicion as she came across the group. They were sat around a lamp: five bodies huddled together as something was passed between them.

She stood, staring at the scene for so long she didn’t even realise there were too many of them.

“George!” Jacob jumped to his feet, beaming. He rounded the group with exuberance, and wavered as he changed course, tripping over his own feet.

“Jake? What’s going on?”

“Keiran brought us some Cahlven stuff!” Jacob waved a hand in what he probably assumed was the direction of the group, but was actually the tunnel wall. 

“Keiran?” she said, finally looking properly at the group and finding Keiran twisting his body to look up at her. “Keiran!” Georgianna hurried over, dropping her coat on the floor and falling down onto her knees on top of it. “Keiran, what are you doing here?”

“I was given permissions to leave the shield,” he said, grinning. “I convinced the Cahlven that it would do good for Veniche morale if they could have some Ven food for once. We gathered a troop, and left the shield to go hunting, and once we were past the shield, I made my excuses and came here.”

“You convinced the Cahlven? Really?”

Alec snorted. “He convinced Olless. Apparently, we’re pathetic enough now for her to agree to let Zanetti fool her bosses.”

“And bring us booze.” Dhiren held up a bottle.

Georgianna stared wide-eyed at them all.

Keiran laughed. “Hey, I did at least bring food, too. Not my fault you lot are more interested in getting sloshed.”

Her gaze flickered to Lacie and Jacob. “You let them… Are you guys drunk?”

Lacie giggled. “Jacob is. I’m…”

“She’s being responsible,” Dhiren hissed in a stage whisper, covering his lips with one finger. “Don’t want to disappoint daddy!”

“It’s not that!” Lacie said. “I just… I don’t like the taste, that’s all.”

Keiran passed the bottle to Georgianna. “George used to steal us Adveni liquor when she worked in Crisco.” He pushed it up towards Georgianna’s lips. “Only right I return the favour.”

“Well, you’re all a lot cheerier than the last time I saw you,” Georgianna said, batting Keiran away with a scowl. She took a swig of the alcohol and spluttered at the strength, and how it burned her throat. She coughed and smacked her fist against her chest. The boys all laughed. “At least this makes our complete and utter failure easier to take.”

Dhiren scowled at her. “Talk for yourself. While you were out there moping, we came up with a plan.”

“What?”

He grinned and waved for her to drink another mouthful before taking the bottle. “Drink up, little bird. Day after tomorrow, we’re breaking into another prison.”
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Georgianna touched the side of her head, grimacing at the sticky substance they’d put in her hair to make it behave. Upon leaving the Cahlven shield, Keiran had thought of everything. A mess of curly blonde hair didn’t exactly meet the regulations of the Cahlven soldiers. Once they’d sobered up, he’d gone over their strict instructions once again for Georgianna’s benefit, then returned to the shield to synchronise with the hunting party.

“Stop fidgeting,” Dhiren said out of the corner of his mouth. “You are soldier.” He hung his head low and affected his most Cahlven accent.

Georgianna nodded and tightened her grip on his arm, giving it a twist for emphasis. He hissed and looked back at her, growling under his breath and almost drawing a giggle. No. She couldn’t laugh right now. She was supposed to be serious. He was supposed to be her enemy.

The shield glimmered in front of them and, for the first time in months, they walked along the main road towards one of the official checkpoints.

A dozen feet away, five Cahlven soldiers stepped through the shield to meet them.

One raised a hand. “Halt!” 

They came to a sudden stop as two of the soldiers moved closer.

“What is happening here?” the soldier said.

Alec smiled. “We were sent on a scout.” He stood up straight and tall, towering almost a head above the Cahlven soldier. “Found these two hunting. They’re part of the group that was banished.”

Georgianna nodded. While she knew she was supposed to be playing the part of a Cahlven soldier, they’d decided that actually pretending to be Cahlven was a bad idea. There were enough Veniche signed into their guards, and it would be easier to pretend to be one of them.

“Where are your passes?”

Georgianna and Alec each dug into their pockets and pulled out a pale card with Cahlven symbols. The soldier placed them into a reader, examined the results, and handed them back.

“Take them to the transport ship. Someone will meet you on ground to take them.”

Alec nodded, pocketed his fake card, and grabbed Jacob, shoving him forwards past the soldiers. Jacob tripped and had to struggle to right himself, his hands tied behind his back with Cahlven bindings, just like Dhiren. Georgianna only realised once they were stepping through the shield that her controlling Dhiren, and Alec, handling Jacob might have been the least believable combination they could have come up with. Still, since it had worked, it didn’t seem to matter.

“You know,” Dhiren said as they walked further into the camp, “I find it insulting that you would draw more of a crowd. If I’d turned up with you in tow, the Colvohan himself would probably come down to take you into custody. You’d have a parade through the camps.”

Georgianna rolled her eyes and gave him an extra hard shove in the small of the back to keep moving.

He chuckled and righted himself easily, glancing over his shoulder at her. “Silly little bird.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“You should own it. You think I don’t know what the inmates said about me?”

“They called you Coyote.”

“I know. And instead of getting upset about it, I owned it. I took their mockery and I turned it into something to be feared.”

Georgianna moved further around his side, so that it looked like she was directing him and not the other way around. “There is nothing scary about ‘little bird’.”

He grinned at her. “Birds are the hardest animals to catch. The little ones… even worse. And let’s face it, you ain’t been caught yet.”

“Ehnisque caught me.”

“Because you let her. And you escaped from their cage, didn’t you?”

Georgianna grumbled under her breath. “I still don’t like the name.”

That only made Dhiren laugh again, but this time he stopped on his own, and Alec’s frustrated glare was not needed.

They made their way through the camps at a plausible pace, considering they had two prisoners who would be reluctant to reach their destination. The ship loomed over them, its shadow spread over everything on the ground. Its curved underside was littered with windows and multicoloured lights that flashed and twinkled at regular intervals. They were further into the camp than any of them had been in months, and there was little familiar to be found on the ground. The houses were the same shape, but they had been ransacked long before, their doors left wide, their windows broken.

Dhiren had long since shared that looting like this was why he distrusted tribes so much. No matter how Georgianna argued that people wouldn’t have done this to their tribe before, he would hear none of it, except to claim that doing it to another tribe was just as bad.

“There,” Jacob said, nudging Alec in the ribs. “Over there a quarter turn to the right, see?”

They followed his gaze, and, sure enough, Jacob had spotted exactly what they were looking for. A red star had been crudely painted on a doorway. To say it was a star was a stretch of imagination, but she imagined it was all Keiran could manage quickly, in the dark, while trying not to be seen. They adjusted their course, and Georgianna had to focus on keeping her footsteps even, and not lurching into a sprint.

They ducked into the alleyway beside the house with the red star, looking for the next marker. Dhiren stretched his arms back, waving his hands.

“Not yet,” Georgianna said. “Who knows who we’ll run into?”

“If you wait until you get me in a cell before you’ll remove these things, you and I will be having words, you hear me?”

“I have no intention of seeing you locked up, but thanks for the reminder.”

The second red star was painted on the broken slats that had once covered a window. Alec pressed ahead, as Jacob and Dhiren tried to keep their balance steady in the snow with their arms tied behind their backs and Georgianna bringing up the rear. She checked over her shoulder every few steps, each time sure that she would see someone watching them, chasing them.

There was nobody.

The final star was at the bottom of a door; it was so small that Alec almost missed it. He pushed open the door, drew a copaq from underneath his coat and aimed it inside. He checked the shadows and waved them through. While Alec looked over the rest of the house, Georgianna unfastened the bindings from Dhiren and Jacob’s wrists, pocketing them.

This house, like all the others, had been looted and emptied. The furniture had been taken for firewood, and beloved items were abandoned and broken. Georgianna leaned against the wall by the window and stared through the broken shutters.

Alec returned with an armful of supplies. Two Cahlven guard coats for Dhiren and Jacob, with passes in the pockets. Keiran had said that creating them had meant lying to Tohma about their use, but at least the information would match, which had certainly proved useful in passing through the shield. He had drawn a crude map, detailing the layout of the ship, and the quickest and quietest ways to and from the quarantined zone. He’d done all he could in making the journey to the quarantine easy, but if they wanted him to keep his cover within the shield, even just for another day, they would have to be alone from there.

Dhiren and Jacob exchanged their heavy coats for the Cahlven versions. Georgianna had been surprised to find how warm it was, despite the flimsy material, and though Dhiren didn’t comment, she could see he was similarly intrigued as he fastened the buttons. Alec stuffed their heavy coats into a bag and slung it over his shoulder. Since his pass said he’d been on the hunting trip, it was most logical that he’d have the supplies.

Once they were set, Alec faced them. “Everyone know where they’re going?”

“You’re sure we should split up?” Jacob said.

“It’s the best way, kid,” Dhiren said. “We have the tsentyls. One of us gets caught, sound the alarm and the others can make a run for it.”

Jacob nodded, steeling himself for what was to come. He’d been involved in their scouting, and he’d been on multiple hunts with Alec and Dhiren, but this was the first time he’d been at the front of it all. He looked much older than his twenty-one years, standing beside her in a Cahlven coat.

“Dhiren’ll look after you,” she said, stepping close and giving him a brief but tight one-armed hug. “If he doesn’t, I’ll let Lacie kill him.”

That seemed to perk him up a little, if nothing else.

“On the other side, then?” Alec said.

They all nodded.

“On the other side.”
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Georgianna had almost forgotten the odd sensation of being stuck in mud when moving around the Cahlven ship. As she made her way down one of the long corridors through the sleeping quarters for Cahlven soldiers, she wondered how they put up with it. Was it the same when they laid down to sleep? Feeling like they were being sucked into their beds until the mattress swallowed them whole? She didn’t want to think about it, but at least it muted her worries about someone stepping out of their bunk to see her creeping down the corridor.

To stop her thoughts, Georgianna recited the directions to the quarantine under her breath, over and over. Off the main staircase at the spiky circle symbol with a square in the middle, turn right. Along the corridor to the far end and up two more flights. Turn right. Down the corridor until the third left. Use the pass to get through the door. Into the main corridor.

She found the spiky circle with no trouble, and was pleasantly surprised to see that Keiran’s rendering of it was near perfect. The spikes even pointed in the right directions, with the right intervals. When he’d first drawn the symbols designating the floor numbers within the ship, she’d thought they were hasty and crude, but she realised now it was just his handwriting. Like the symbols on Olless’ device, these were words and letters, and he was learning to speak the language.

Georgianna slipped out into the staircase, and had to drag her feet up each step, hanging onto the bannister to haul herself up. Maybe it was her imagination, but the pull felt stronger away from the centre of the ship. Her coat felt too hot, too constricting, despite the flimsy material. She paused at the top of the first flight, undoing the buttons and letting the coat hang open for the second. She wondered whether the others were having the same problem.

As she came to the top of the second flight and took the right turn, peering around the corner to check for soldiers on watch, she had to remind herself that there would be hundreds of people flooding out. Even if the Cahlven wanted to stop them, they would have a difficult time of it. The group only had to ensure that they didn’t shut down the main exit from the central column.

When Georgianna had been here last, she’d needed to take a smaller transport craft from the ground up to the main ship. Now, a spiralling column came down from the belly of the ship to the ground. The column had dark-blue tinted windows which made everyone inside look like disembodied shadows. Georgianna joined a group heading up a zig-zagging staircase which had another going in the opposite direction, ducking and diving through it. She was glad she had people to follow, because she would have surely turned around at one of the intersections. Those living under the shield seemed to know automatically which way they were going.

She envied them, until she remembered the cost of that certainty.

The corridor ahead curved around the edge of the ship, but it was clear. Georgianna slipped along until she reached each intersection, where another corridor peeled off to spike in towards the centre of the ship like the spokes on a wheel. She checked for people, and ran past. Apparently, the paths around the outside of the ships weren’t used as often, because they were longer, and when she did see a soldier in one of the spoke corridors, he was heading in towards the centre and wouldn’t have seen her darting between the walls.

On the third intersection, Georgianna froze and pressed her back to the wall, her breath coming heavier than she would have liked. There was a high chance the doors were guarded, and she knew what she had to do, even if she didn’t like it.

She drew the copaq from inside her pocket and closed her eyes. She steadied her breathing, and turned.

Two guards stood on her side of the door: one tapping something into a device, the other peering through the window into the corridor beyond. Georgianna shot. Gel splattered across the back of the soldier’s head, and he headbutted the door as he went down, shaking so hard she heard the snap of bones over his howling. The second looked up, his gaze darting from Georgianna to his partner on the floor. He had nowhere to run without opening the door.

Georgianna aimed again.

The soldier smacked a hand against what had, until that point, looked like any other section of wall.

She fired. The gel hit him in the neck, and he went down, just like his partner.

All around the wall panel, tiny white lights pulsed, getting brighter with every flicker. The combined light rose to an intensity that burned Georgianna’s eyes.

The sirens wailed.
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The wailing went on and on, the lights on the wall panel shining so bright that spots appeared in front of Georgianna’s eyes. She crouched between the two guards, their bodies unnaturally dark as she looked away from the lights. She pulled her sleeves down over her hands and searched them both, tugging free their weapons and a card, much like the one Keiran had given her. The markings were different, but it was the one she wanted. She tucked the weapons inside her coat and pressed the card against the door.

Nothing.

Her gaze darted over the door, the walls, the ceiling and floor. There was nothing that stood out as a lock to be opened. This wasn’t like the Adveni devices, with the fittings obvious to anyone who had the right credentials. There was nothing. 

Georgianna pressed the card flat against the door, sweeping it from side to side as she moved down, covering as much of the surface as possible. She glanced at the glowing panel: the source of the wailing that would draw attention to her location. Maybe there was surveillance, and the Cahlven were already watching her. Perhaps Olless was watching her, smirking at the prospect of a quick revenge. 

She slapped the card against the glowing panel. The panel vibrated and the white lights sparked momentarily red before turning back to their shrieking white. 

Shit!

She tried again, and again, with the same result each time. She dropped the card a couple of times and had to collect it from the floor. She slapped it against every panel in the wall.

Shit, shit, shit!

It was useless, but she continued pressing the card against the panel, turning it in every direction. The lights flashed red and white continuously until Georgianna could see the colour in afterimage when she looked away. Even as she fumbled in her pocket for the tsentyl cube, she held the card on the reader.

She knew she should send the alarm. They’d agreed they would send it if one of them got caught, giving the others the chance to run. But she wasn’t caught; not really. The cage door was still open. It was just… noisy. Maybe the others could succeed where she’d failed, if only she gave them more time.

Georgianna sprinted to the next spoke corridor. Another door barred the passage, a few feet from the turning. She measured the distance from the door, and the rough height, and pressed the card against it the wall.

The panel flashed green before going dark, and within the door, a lock clicked.

Georgianna shoved her way through, her chest heaving as the door slammed behind her.

She had two options: she could leave the door the way it was, giving her a known escape route, or she could hit the panel on the other side until it wouldn’t open for anyone. It would block off her escape, but at least it would stop Cahlven soldiers from following her.

Georgianna slid the card along the wall on the far side of the door, searching for the panel. When a small segment flashed, almost indistinguishable from the rest of the wall, Georgianna took out the copaq and smashed the handle into the segment over and over. One crack was not enough; she didn’t stop until chunks of the shattered panel littered the floor.

She pushed against the door; it wouldn’t budge.

She took the tsentyl cube from her pocket, keeping her back flat against the wall, copaq in one hand as she furiously tapped in the message in with the other.


 
Smash the door panels. Only one escape.


 
She slid the tsentyl back into a cube and tucked it back into her pocket. She gripped the copaq with both hands as she made her way along the corridor.

It was filled with white metal doors. Each had a small window and an opening at waist height that could be covered over when it wasn’t in use. Georgianna peered into the first window. A man inside was curled on his bed, and even from a distance, she could see he was sick. His skin was the grey of evening clouds, with a thick sheen of sweat. His eyes were closed, and he rocked on his side, back and forth. She shouted, but he didn’t look up.

She placed her card on the lock of his door, but nothing happened.

She tried the next door, and the next, but her card did nothing. The windows revealed different scenes: some of the inhabitants lay sick in their beds, others covered their ears against the noise. A few came to the window and peered out at her, shouting, desperate to find out what was going on.

Georgianna looked up as she heard a nearby shout among the wailing. She drew the copaq and gripped tight, placing her card between her teeth as she crept to the corner.

She peered around into the next corridor. Halfway down, Alec tugged fruitlessly on a door handle, swearing at it before kicking the frame. He threw his card at the lock, but it did no good.

She relaxed her grip on the copaq and ran to meet him.

Alec whirled towards her, his own copaq raised. He recognised her and his aim fell. Again, he kicked in the direction of the door. “It’s no good. These doors all have different locks. I can’t get them open.”

Georgianna came to his side and peered through the small window into the quarantine room. She didn’t recognise anyone inside, but if he couldn’t open that door, then he wouldn’t be able to open the others.

“Let me try.”

Georgianna slapped her own card against the lock of the metal door, then slid it across the frame, off to the side where panels could be hidden. There was no reaction.

Alec pulled at the handle again.

Georgianna drew her knife from her belt and crouched beside Alec, lining up the blade with the door handle. She shoved the heel of her hand against the knife handle, trying to squeeze the knife between door and frame. The space was too tight, and the metal door too well fitted to the frame. The tip of the blade slid half an inch into the gap, but no further. She tried again—higher and then lower—but it made no difference. 

“George, this isn’t working. We don’t have time.” Alec shoved her away. “Give up. Find your family.”

Georgianna trembled, shaking her head. The sirens drilled into her, making it hard to think. She covered her ears, but it made no difference. She pressed the heels of her hands hard into her temples, but it only hurt more.

“Go! George! Now!”

She turned away from him, sprinting down the corridor, checking in through every window, meeting every curious gaze. Some of the inhabitants backed away as soon as they saw her, recognised her. She had caused this. She had abandoned them. She had brought this plague down upon them. Georgianna choked back tears, wiping them away when they spilled over.

The cacophony of noise was overwhelming. Sirens and screaming, perhaps even her own screaming inside her head. But then, in the middle of it all, breaking through like a tiny white light piercing the darkness, there was a cry Georgianna had never been able to bear.

“Da’! Turn it off!”

Georgianna turned. She didn’t care that it didn’t make sense, that there was half a corridor left to check. She took the turning and ran, following the quiet cry in among the wailing.

She crashed into Dhiren as he rounded the corner. He stumbled a few steps back and landed on his ass. Georgianna hit the wall and slumped down against it.

He looked up at her. “Where are you going?”

Georgianna jumped back to her feet and spun around, trying to get her bearings. It all felt so wrong.

She sucked in a deep breath. “HALDEN? HALDEN?”

Dhiren’s eyes widened. He jumped back up onto his feet, peering around as if she might have gone mad. He grabbed her arm. “George.”

“Check the windows. He’s here. I know they’re here. HALDEN?”

Dhiren ran down the corridor, checking the windows. “Here! George!”

She sprinted to join him, and her heart shattered at the sight through the window. Halden stood in the centre of the room with Braedon propped on his hip, pressing his ear as hard as he could to his father’s collarbone, his small hand clamped over his other ear. Her own father was staring right at her, and there was a smile she’d seen before, so long ago.

“We need to get the door open.”

“Any ideas?” Dhiren said.

“I dunno. Break it down. I’m not leaving them here.”

They threw themselves at the door with all their strength. They kicked at the hinges and smacked the handles of their copaqs into the glass.

They barely made a dent.

“No!” Georgianna slumped against the door. “ No, no, no!”

Dhiren fiddled with something, turning away from her. “George, get away from the door.”

“What?”

He moved in, and waved her family further against the back wall. They looked confused, but stepped back. Dhiren waved his finger in a spiral. Halden grabbed his father’s shoulder and they turned and crouched, heads hunched, Braedon shielded. 

Dhiren grabbed Georgianna around her middle and hauled her halfway down the corridor, even while she struggled against him.

“Dhiren, what are you—”

An explosion threw debris all over the corridor.

Halden, Braedon, and Lyle Lennox walked out of the smoke.

Georgianna prodded a finger at Dhiren. “You and I need a talk!”

“Family reunion later.” Dhiren grabbed her and held her back. “Escape now!”

“Da’?” Georgianna shouted over the sirens, ignoring Dhiren as she held out her arms to her father. “Da’, I can’t—”

Dhiren stepped in front of her. “She can’t talk right now, because she has to run, like we do.”

“Braedon can’t run,” Halden said. “And carrying him…”

Dhiren stepped up to Georgianna’s brother like he’d known him all his life. After the briefest of glances, he turned his attention onto Braedon. “Kid, you like rides?”

“Rides?” Braedon lifted his head ever so slightly. He looked up at his father.

Dhiren nodded. “See, I’m a bit of a legend at giving great rides, and I was told you like them. You want a go?”

Braedon nodded and twisted in Halden’s grip. Dhiren crouched, turning his back to them, letting Braedon climb onto him. He adjusted the boy so his legs wound tight around his waist, arms locked around his neck.

Dhiren glanced back at Braedon. “Whatever happens, kid, keep your head down and don’t let go, okay?”

“Okay.” Braedon’s voice was muffled into Dhiren’s back.

Georgianna grabbed her father’s hand.

“Alright,” Dhiren said, turning to Halden and urging him ahead. “Follow my directions. We’re getting out of here.” 
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They were so paranoid they’d been followed that they were almost at the outskirts of the Adveni dwelling quarter before they turned to head into the city. There were so many things that Georgianna wanted to say to her father, to her brother, and yet she walked silently, listening as Alec and Halden discussed anything and everything just to keep the conversation going. Jacob jumped in from time to time, and even her father shared a few words. Only Georgianna remained silent.

They paused outside the city. Alec grimaced as he pulled out a knife. 

Halden jumped away from him. “What’s that for?”

The others fell silent and stared.

Alec’s gaze darted down to Halden’s side. “The Cahlven implanted trackers. We need to remove it from you.” He glanced at Braedon before meeting Halden’s glare again. “From all of you.”

Halden leapt in front of Dhiren, with Braedon on his back. He stretched his arms back, but unable to reach Braedon, he gripped Dhiren’s waist instead. “They never touched my son.”

Georgianna felt sick. The sweet relief that the Cahlven had not implanted a tracker in Braedon was soured by the tang of bile in her throat. She was the medic. She had the training. She would have to cut into her family’s flesh.

“Here, do mine first.” Her father was already untucking his shirt.

She gulped back the bile and took a deep breath. She reached out for the knife.

Alec shook his head. His smile was pity and reassurance. He shrugged off his backpack and handed it to her. “There are dressings in there. I cut. You fix.”

She nodded, but was quickly brushed aside as Jacob took the bag and began searching through it. Instead, Georgianna clutched her father’s hand as Alec went to work.

They left two small pools of blood and two metal trackers behind them in the snow.

Dhiren carried Braedon the whole way, despite frequent offers from Halden that he take over. At one particularly insistent offer, Dhiren jumped out of Halden’s path and ran ahead, Braedon giggling against his back. They all watched in amusement as Dhiren chatted quietly and happily to Braedon, keeping him entertained for the entire journey.

Back in the tunnels, Alec wondered aloud where they would house everyone. They would need to find something more suitable for the long term. Georgianna didn’t even want to think about how they would find food for three extra mouths in the middle of the freeze. She felt stupid for thinking they’d be able to help the rest of the Veniche. What exactly would they have done, had they gotten them out? Have their entire race live in the tunnels like the rats the Adveni thought they were?

Dhiren crouched, letting Braedon off his back. He moved around behind the boy and put his hands on his shoulders. “Now, Braedon. These tunnels are tricky and scary. I think your dad is going to need help getting to where we need to go. Adults have terrible memories, and nobody knows the way. So you’re going to lead us, okay?”

“But I don’t know where I’m going.”

Dhiren turned him around and stared down at him, suspicious. “Are you sure? Because I was told you were an exceptionally bright kid. Almost magic. So, how about you lead us, and I’ll tell by my nose if we’re going in the right direction.”

Braedon’s eyes widened to saucers. “Your nose?”

“Oh, yes.” Dhiren leaned closer and snuffled theatrically into Braedon’s ear. “I have a good nose, and you smell like exactly the person we need.”

At this point, Alec might have pushed past and told him they were wasting time, or Georgianna might have rolled her eyes. But having never seen this side of Dhiren before, not to mention Braedon’s delighted expression as he waved to his father and then turned to lead Dhiren, nobody said a word. They moved on, at about a third of the speed, thanks to Braedon’s small legs.

“Are you sure we’re going in the right direction?” Halden said from somewhere near the front of their column.

Dhiren glanced over his shoulder and shushed him, tutting as he turned back to Braedon. “Suns, adults are so stupid sometimes,” he said to Braedon, loud enough that they all heard. “Of course we’re going in the right direction. Braedon here would never lead us wrong. Would you, Braedon?”

“Nope!” trilled the little voice from the front of the line.

They came to a sudden stop, almost walking straight into each other as Braedon paused, looking down the two intersections in the tunnel. He glanced up at Dhiren. “Which way?”

Dhiren leaned forwards. “Which way do you think?”

“Down here!”

Dhiren clapped his hands together and turned to Halden, shaking his head in amazement. “It’s a miracle!” He marched off after Braedon.

Halden held back a few steps, and joined Georgianna in their procession. “Where in the world did you find him?”

Georgianna beamed. “Prison,” she said, and marched on with the same enthusiasm as Dhiren.

Just before they reached their little camp, Georgianna had to flatten herself to the side of the tunnel as a streak of red hair rushed past.

Lacie threw her arms around Jacob, hugging him tight and burying her face into the curve of his neck. “I was so worried!”

Jacob wrapped his arms around Lacie’s waist, holding her close as he pressed his cheek against the top of her head.

“We took a long way back,” he said. “I’m sorry we were so long. We’re all fine.”

Georgianna ushered the others along the tunnel and out into the little enclave housing the tunnel cars, urging the others to give Jacob and Lacie some space.

Dhiren was already lifting Braedon up into the tunnel car, with Halden hot on his heels. Georgianna watched with a small smile as Dhiren stood back, offering a hand out to her brother. Halden took his hand, grabbed the frame with the other, and pulled himself up.

As he straightened up, he came face to face with Dhiren, their bodies close in the doorway. “You’re good with him. Thank you.”

Dhiren nodded. “No problem.”

He squeezed out of the way, directing Halden further into the car.

Georgianna stood in the mouth of the tunnel and folded her arms, watching as the others slipped past, heading back to the car. All that planning, all those discussions, and they’d only gotten three people out from under the Cahlven shield. The rest were still in there to be used as the Cahlven’s protection, to be tested on for their end game. Yes, she had her family out, but how much would that matter if the Cahlven killed everyone else?

Georgianna jumped as a hand came down to rest between her shoulder blades. She turned and saw her father watching her. She offered him a watery smile.

“My girl,” he said. “Oh, my darling girl.”

She turned properly to him, letting him wrap her into one of his rib-crushing hugs. The moment she embraced him, the tears fell thick and fast.

“See, this is why I didn’t push for hugs and proper greetings earlier,” he said.

Georgianna sobbed out a wet laugh and held on tighter, letting him hug the air out of her. “I thought you were dead.”

“I know. When the Cahlven picked us up, explaining that they had a ship at Adlai, I demanded to see you immediately, but—”

“But I’d been banished.”

“Yes. My once well behaved daughter had been kicked out of an army for blowing up half a city.”

Georgianna pulled back and wiped her eyes. “It wasn’t half. A tenth, at best.”

He laughed and nodded. “Well, that makes all the difference, doesn’t it?”

The tears gathered along her lashes, threatening to fall again. Her father wiped his thumbs across her face, just beneath her eyes, stopping them in their tracks.

“I’m so sorry, Da’. After we heard about Nyvalau, I just… I should have come to you.”

He shook his head. “Gianna. You have done more than I ever hoped, or ever feared. You were always stronger willed than your brother. He was happy with quiet, but you…” He smiled and held her shoulders, as if it would make her hear him better. “I am so unbelievably proud of you. Proud of you and your friends. I’m not going to lie and tell you I’m not terrified of what all this might do to you. You care so much, and I know you won’t stop until things are set right. But I could not ask for a stronger, kinder daughter.”

Georgianna flung her arms around his shoulders again. “And I couldn’t have asked for a better father. I love you so much.”

“I love you, too, my girl. I love you, too.”
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Jacob jumped down out of the tunnel car, turning and grabbing Braedon around the middle, helping him down. He was quickly followed by Halden, Dhiren, and Alec.

“He’s awake,” he said, before taking hold of Georgianna’s arm, easing her closer. “He’s started to vomit.”

Georgianna nodded and climbed in through the doorway, turning back to help her father get up the large step.

“I’m gonna work on a step,” Alec said, watching. “Halden? Bit of help?”

“Should have asked Da’,” Halden said, chuckling as he watched Braedon run off after Jacob. “But sure.”

Georgianna stood to the side and let her father pass. Beck was upright on the bed with Lacie perched on the end. Despite the grey, sickly tinge to his skin, he beamed as he saw his old friend coming towards him.

“Lyle,” he said, opening his arms. “Come here.”

Lyle raised an eyebrow and smirked. “I don’t know about that, Beck. Have you seen the state of you?”

Lyle approached the bed and leaned in to accept the loose hug. He stood up straight, glanced around and took a seat at the head of Georgianna’s flimsy bed.

For a moment, there was silence. 

“So, you brought another group here,” Lyle said, his voice deadpan. “Adveni not enough of a challenge?”

Beck laughed, which immediately turned into a hacking cough and had Lacie reaching for a bucket. He waved her off. “This coming from the guy who headed to Nyvalau only to have the whole thing blow up on him?”

“I had nothing to do with that.”

“Like you had nothing to do with the tents burning down?” Beck grinned and surveyed Lyle with mock scrutiny.

Lyle laughed. “You had as much to do with that as I did, you sneaky bastard.”

Lacie and Georgianna watched the two men tease each other with a quiet fascination. Georgianna hadn’t seen the two of them together for a long time, and was having a hard time remembering them like this. They had always been more serious. Or, at least, her father had been. She wondered how much of it had been for their benefit, and once the children were in bed, they had reverted to young and carefree men. Lacie had only ever seen Beck as the Marshall of the Belsa. Had she ever seen this truly carefree side of him?

Lyle turned his attention onto Lacie, as if Georgianna’s thoughts had alerted them to their present company. “So, you must be this daughter of his.”

Lacie blushed sunset red and nodded. Lyle reached across the gap and offered his hand to Lacie. When she took it, he clasped her small hand in his own rough palms. “I’ve been waiting a long time to see my friend with a family. Always knew he was picky. You must be a very special girl.”

“She is,” Georgianna said.

“And my own says it, too. So it must be true. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Would have been a lot sooner if your Da’ weren’t such an incompetent twit.”

“Hey!” Beck scolded, laughing.

Beck’s skin had turned from grey to ever so slightly green in the low lamplight. The energy expended in the conversation had been too much. He waved for Lacie to pass him the bucket.

“Da’. Maybe we should…”

“Pssh, girl. You think I’ve never seen him lose his lunch? And for much less than this, let me tell you.” He looked at her. “Why don’t you take Lacie? Give me and my old friend time to catch up properly?”

Lacie glanced between them, unsure, but she stood and leaned over Beck. “I’ll get you more of the herb water from Jacob. That at least eased the vomiting.”

Georgianna jumped down onto the rocky ground after Lacie, and the two of them headed over to the other tunnel car. Before they reached the doorway, they could hear raucous laughter, as well as Braedon’s chiming little giggle.

Georgianna glanced at Lacie, surprised to find her staring at her feet with a look of mild terror. She slipped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her close. “Lacie, Beck will be okay. We’ll find a way to heal him.”

Lacie looked up, and for a moment Georgianna thought she saw confusion on the girl’s face. But it was gone in an instant, and she nodded. “I know. It’s just hard seeing him like that.”

“Well, it looks like your little car is about to get a lot more cramped. Who do you want to share with? I’ll give you first pick.”

Lacie laughed and brushed Georgianna’s arm from her shoulders. “I should get that herb water,” she said, and before Georgianna could call her back, or question her further, she was jogging off to the tunnel car and climbing inside.
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Despite his initial excitement at having so many new people to fuss over him, Braedon began to cling more to his father over the course of the day. There was too much going on for him to sleep, and so Dhiren had been the one to suggest that they all clear out for a little while. Jacob and Lacie moved themselves to the other tunnel car, taking a pile of herbs and powders to catalogue. Dhiren insisted that he go hunting, with so many mouths to feed, and while Alec offered to go with him, it had been Georgianna who’d won that honour. She needed time to think, time to clear her head, and she needed to talk to Dhiren.

It was a hard trek north out of the city, and while Dhiren seemed perfectly willing to walk at half his usual speed to accommodate a small child, he didn’t extend the same courtesy to Georgianna, and forged ahead, leaving her at an almost constant half-run to keep up with his long strides.

Still, she enjoyed the silence and the crisp air of the lands outside the city. Whenever she had tried to talk to Dhiren, he was quick to shush her, or to hurry off in a different direction, looking for tracks. In the end, she had given up, at least until he’d completed a hunt.

Recently, they’d almost exclusively eaten rabbit, but Dhiren had ushered Georgianna back as he spotted a young buck not far off. Georgianna had hunkered down and shivered in the snow as Dhiren tracked and shot the animal. She only approached when he’d confirmed it was dead.

Now, thankfully, there was no way for Dhiren to get away from her. It took the both of them to strap up the sack between them, loops of thick canvas around their shoulder bearing the weight. Georgianna hadn’t seen a harness used in a long time, and she’d never worn one before. They were a lot more uncomfortable than she’d ever imagined. But at least the set-up kept Dhiren close.

“You like kids, then?” she said. “I never would have guessed.”

“Why? Because I was in prison? Because I know how to kill things? Or because I—”

“Because you were never in a tribe. You said you don’t like people.”

Dhiren snorted. “Kids aren’t people. Not that young.”

“What?”

He shrugged, and he opened his mouth to reply when they hit a dip and the buck shifted within the sack. It took them a few minutes to distribute the weight again, and they moved slower to ensure it didn’t happen again.

“People have agendas,” he said once they were moving again. “They have alliances and grudges. Kids aren’t complicated. They only have one agenda. To have fun, to enjoy themselves, or get something that will bring them enjoyment. They’re easier.”

“Not saying it’s a bad thing. Just wasn’t expecting it, that’s all.”

“Well, admittedly you’ve never seen me around a child before.”

“True.”

They walked in silence for a while, watching the blank white landscape leading up to a white horizon and cloud white sky. As loath as she was to admit it, Georgianna was relieved to be away from everyone, out with Dhiren who wouldn’t force her to be happy. She loved her family more than anything and was thrilled to see them alive, unhurt, and back with her. But with that happiness came the guilt of all the people still under the shield, the ones they hadn’t saved in lieu of getting to her family. Maybe they wouldn’t have managed to open many other doors, but it felt selfish, having only her family released, especially after the sacrifices the others had made for her. Dhiren had given up Edtroka, as unwillingly as it had been.

“You think Beck’ll make it?” Dhiren said, as they neared the outskirts of the city.

Georgianna sighed out a big cloud of warm breath which froze in the air. “I don’t know. We had no way of treating Adveni attacks before. Not properly. We still can’t set these damn nsiloqs without their technology. I can’t imagine the Cahlven viruses will be any easier. We could be working for years, using things that make the symptoms better but don’t cure anything. I just don’t know.”

He peered down at his shoes, half hidden in snow with each step.

“You think he can spread it to us?”

Georgianna gulped, and glanced at him. “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem likely.”

“Why?”

“Because the Cahlven are still testing, right? They don’t want all their test subjects catching the same illness if they don’t know if it’s lethal.”

“So the fact we’ve not all dropped dead already is a good sign?”

She laughed. “Something like that.”

“That’s good to hear, I guess.”

Georgianna paused, and gazed down at her feet, sinking into the snow and rising again with each step. They came to the most northern tunnel entrance, and since Dhiren and Alec had already confirmed there was a route that took them unimpeded back to their camp, they manoeuvred themselves sideways to take the steps, edging down one at the time, the sack swinging between them.

At the bottom of the steps, Dhiren helped Georgianna out of the straps, and fixed them around his own body, carrying the sack against his back. Georgianna helped him secure them, but when he started walking, she stopped him.

Her time to talk had come, and as scary as it was, she had to do it.

“About the sickness.”

“What?”

“I think you should go.” Dhiren stared at her through the murky darkness. “You agreed to stay while we went under the shield, and I know you said you’d go before the wash, but I think you should go now.”

“After all those arguments, you’re trying to get rid of me?”

“No, of course not. I mean… I don’t want to, but actually, yes, I think I am.”

Dhiren shifted the weight against his back. He frowned and drew the inside of his cheek between his teeth, giving him a half-hollowed look. “Why?”

“Because if I’m wrong and this sickness is going to spread, I think you should be out of the way before it does.”

“You’re giving up,” he said. “After all your, ‘we can take down the Adveni and the Cahlven’ talk?”

“I never said that.”

He shrugged, as if her words were of no consequence to his understanding of her intentions.

“So, are you giving up?”

“Actually, I’ve been thinking. Quite the opposite.”

“And you don’t want someone to help you fight?”

Georgianna shook her head. “This isn’t something you can help with, Dhiren. It’s not something I want you to help with.”

He peered at her, eyes narrowed and lips tight. “What are you planning?”

She turned away from him and stared down the tunnel. “I’m not sure yet, but I know there are only two people who can help me, and only one of them who’ll be willing.”

“George?”

She looked at him and beamed. “Come on. Let’s get back. My brother’s quite good with hunting kills, you know. He’ll be able to help with that.”

They set off along the tunnel. This time it was Georgianna who was too fast for Dhiren to catch while he carried the buck in the sack.

“George, what are you planning on doing?”

She ignored the question. It was still just fragments of an idea in her head, and she knew that the moment she tried to explain it, the notion would crumble, before she’d had the chance to figure out if it was even possible.
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Georgianna crept out of the tunnels in the early hours of the morning. Alec was on duty; something she’d made sure of before going to bed the night before. Dhiren was asleep on the floor, having given up his bed to Halden and Braedon, and Georgianna had frozen as she stepped over him, certain that he’d wake and demand to know where she was going. Alec did ask, but he was easily placated by the excuse that she wanted to check on Keiran.

The one benefit of the almost-agreement between the Cahlven and the Adveni was that it nearly eradicated the fighting within the city. Both stayed on their opposing sides, only sending small scouts to ensure the other side was holding up their end of the temporary ceasefire.

Georgianna jogged through the city streets towards the camps. It was odd, coming down here like this, without hiding, and without dressing in some disguise to get her past the guards. This time, she didn’t want to get past the guards. In fact, she was counting on them stopping her.

The sun, if it planned on making an appearance, was not yet above the horizon. Streams of pink and red stretched up from the distant ridges of earth. The second moon still lingered above the mountains in the distance, ready to turn in for the day, like the soldiers currently standing guard at the edge of the shield.

They had brought out a pot and set themselves up a cook fire, although Georgianna couldn’t smell any food. Steam billowed up from the pot, and the men crowded around it, warming their hands. As she got closer, Georgianna spotted the holes of snow scooped up from the ground. They were boiling it; not for food, but for the extra warmth of the steam.

A soldier stepped away from the group as she approached, and when Georgianna pushed back her hood, he raised his weapon.

“I want to see Olless,” Georgianna said, loud and clear.

“You do not enter.”

She smiled and tugged her sleeves down over her hands, wishing she’d made it closer to the fire and pot before being stopped. “I don’t need to go in. I need Olless. I’ll wait here.”

The soldier eyed her, but he took a device much like Olless’ out of his pocket and tapped in something before holding it up in front of his face.

A head-and-shoulders projection appeared above the device, facing the soldier. It wasn’t Olless. The soldier discussed something with the projection in their own language. They spoke in hushed, rapid voices, and at one point, the projection twisted to look at Georgianna. They spoke again for a few moments, and the projection vanished back within the device.

The soldier returned to her. “You wait here.”

Georgianna smiled and nodded. “Can I stand by your fire?”

He glared at her, but nodded and waved her over.

The other men around the fire had clearly been listening in on the conversation, as they had all fallen silent. Georgianna joined them, stretching out her hands over the steam. Only one looked amused by the situation, and he beamed at Georgianna and mimicked her in putting his hands over the steam, rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet. She met his smile, but then it disappeared, and she was left in awkward silence.

Olless took much longer than was likely necessary to arrive at the shield. As time ticked on, the soldiers relaxed a little and returned to their quiet conversations. They kept their talk in their own language, giving Georgianna no chance to join in, or to understand what they were talking about, but the low voices around her were comforting and welcome, and they gave her time to think.

She knew that this was dangerous and only had a slim chance of working. After their failure underneath the Cahlven shield, and being practically laughed out of the meeting between the Colvohan and Volsonnar before Dhiren turned up with Olless, they were running out of options. Either they ran and they let both the Adveni and the Cahlven walk all over them—possibly kill everyone—or she tried something dangerous.

None of the others would understand; they would all say she was crazy, that it wouldn’t work. But, until she tried, she would never know. One thing was certain: if her family got a hint of what she was planning, Georgianna was sure they would lock her up far better than the Cahlven had imprisoned the other Veniche.

Olless was immaculately dressed when she finally appeared at the shield. She stepped through and spoke with the soldier who jumped away from the fire to greet her. Her long red hair was back in its braid, and she looked like the perfect Cahlven again. Her face was vacant as she nodded to the soldier and turned to gaze at Georgianna.

Georgianna offered a grateful smile to the soldiers for letting her stand by the warmth of the fire, and hurried over to Olless.

“You wished to see me?” Olless said.

“Yes. Thank you for agreeing.”

“We should walk?”

Georgianna glanced at the soldiers and nodded. “Unless you’re worried I’m going to kidnap you again?” She raised an eyebrow and let a small grin curve her lips.

Olless surveyed her. “I have many weapons, Miss Lennox. And we will not go far.”

They fell into step together, trudging through the snow that was getting deeper by the day. Olless clearly had no intention of being out from under the shield any longer than necessary, or walking further than was needed. The moment she was sure they were out of earshot of any guards, with a wide berth of open space around them, she stopped. “You have your family.”

Georgianna nodded. “Yes. Thank you for telling me about them.”

“You think us heartless?”

Georgianna shrugged. “Some of you. Or, at least, your Colvohan.”

“The First Colvohan has the fate of all Cahlven on his shoulders.”

“And most of the Veniche, too, right?”

Olless stared at her. “I will not tell you more. I am Cahlven.”

Georgianna gulped and shook her head. “I don’t want you to. I just… I want permission to speak to someone.”

“Have your communications with Mr. Zanetti been disrupted?”

“It’s not him. It’s Nyah Wolfe. I know she’s in the quarantine. I need to speak to her.”

Olless stared at Georgianna, her gaze wandering over her face and down her body. Was she wary of possible concealed weapons? Or perhaps wondering if this was some kind of trick? Georgianna shifted her weight, making sure she wasn’t standing taller than Olless.

“You come now?” Olless said.

Georgianna nodded. The best she’d been hoping for was that Olless would tell her to come back in a few days’ time and would give her a list of requirements to fill.

“Then we go.”

Olless turned away and trudged back to the guard station, her head held high. Georgianna followed, keeping a respectful step behind. Olless stopped beside the soldier and said something to him in their language. When she turned back, she was holding a pair of the binding cuffs.

“You come with me,” Olless said. “And under my control. I return you here once you are finished. Do we agree?”

Georgianna allowed herself to be patted down for weapons. The others would think she was insane, allowing herself to be voluntarily bound by their enemy. But, if this was what she had to do to get what she needed, then so be it. And, oddly, she trusted Olless. She didn’t trust her to act against her own race, or even not to kill them all if it came to it, but she did trust her not to go back on her word of safe passage. At least for now, they seemed to have come to an arrangement of mutual respect and kindness.

Georgianna stretched out her hands and allowed herself to be cuffed and led back into Cahlven grounds.
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“Will I be able to speak to her alone?” Georgianna said, as Olless led her along a corridor.

Olless glanced back, her lips pursed. “Yes. I will ensure there is no monitoring, and will leave you alone.”

“Thank you, Olless. I know this may cause you problems, so I’m very grateful.”

Olless pulled out the same device she’d used in the tunnels. She brought up the projected keyboard and spent the next minute or so inspecting what looked like a map. From what Georgianna could see past her shoulder, it was a layout of the ship. She zoomed into one of the corridors, where a green light flashed among dots of red in almost every room. Next, she scanned away to an empty room and selected it, bringing up a long list of commands in the Cahlven symbols. She put the device away.

Olless paused beside a door and used a card to open it. “You will be locked in. I will fetch Miss Wolfe.”

If Olless was playing her, then it was a decent plan: make her walk into a locked cell and leave, claiming to be on the way to collect Nyah, while really going off to inform the Colvohan of her capture. She could imagine his amusement at Georgianna willingly walking into her own demise. But if she wanted to see Nyah, she really had no choice.

Georgianna stepped inside, and turned back as Olless closed the door behind her. The lock clicked into place and she was left with nothing but a small window in the door. The walls were bare of windows or decoration of any kind. There was a slim bed, a sink and toilet, and a metal table that folded down from the wall opposite the bed. It reminded her so much of Lyndbury that the fear set in straight away. She took a seat on the bed, jumped up, began pacing.

For every second that passed, Georgianna’s panic rose in her chest. She had left her family after only just getting them back, and she hadn’t told anyone what she was doing. Would they think she had run? Would they curse her and think her a coward? Would her father ever forgive her, after telling her how proud he had been?

The door opened and revealed Olless. She smiled, nodded, and pushed the door open further, allowing Nyah to step around her and enter.

Georgianna wanted to throw her arms wide and hug Nyah, but she remembered the cuffs around her wrists, and stood awkwardly, but beaming.

“You have fifteen minutes,” Olless said, and closed the door behind her.

Nyah checked behind to ensure Olless wasn’t peering through the window, then wrapped her arms around Georgianna’s waist. “George, what are you doing here?”

Georgianna wrestled her arms out from between them and patted Nyah on the waist. “I came to see you. Can we sit?”

They took seats side by side on the bed, twisting to face each other.

“Is everyone okay?” Nyah said. “We’ve been given such little information here. What’s going on?”

“Are you sick?”

“What?”

There was so much to talk about, so much to explain, and yet she didn’t have enough time for any of it. “The Cahlven have been testing on people, making them sick.”

“I’ve had some tests done, just blood work. It’s nothing dangerous. The Cahlven just want more information. I mean, some people have gotten sick afterwards, but they said it’s normal. Reactions and stuff. They’re housing us all separately to ensure nothing spreads. Apparently, viruses are kind of common in close quarters.”

“So, you’re being treated well?”

“Yes, of course, I am. What’s going on, George?”

Georgianna wrung her hands and stared down at her fingers. “I need your help.”

“My help? What can I do?”

“You have information, and… and Alec would never tell me.”

“Alec? Is he okay? I miss him so much. Don’t tell Taye, though. He wouldn’t understand. Is he okay? I know not coming under the shield must be driving him nuts.”

Georgianna stared at her. “What?”

Nyah looked nonplussed. “Taye is okay, isn’t he?”

“Taye never left the shield, Nyah. He’s working for the Cahlven. He’s a soldier in their army. He was one of a group which chased me down once when I came here.”

“No. Taye said we were going to fight. I only agreed to come here because he promised me that it’d keep me safe while he fought.”

“He is fighting. Just… for the Cahlven. He’s staying on the ship. He’s with Keiran.”

“Keiran didn’t leave, either?”

She was making a hash of this. She needed to get back onto the reason for her visit. Olless had only given them fifteen minutes; it wasn’t enough time to explain everything.

“I promise we are doing everything we can, Nyah. Keiran stayed to keep an eye on the Cahlven, to fight from the inside. I bet that’s why Taye stayed, too. So he could fight while remaining close to you.”

“You’re not lying to me, are you, George?”

Georgianna shook her head and reached across, placing her hands on Nyah’s knees. “We are doing everything we can. We want our home back, and that’s why I need your help.”

“What can I do?”

Georgianna paused. This was it. This was where her entire plan either became something, or it fell flat. “I need the codes to Maarqyn’s tsentyl.” Nyah stared at her. Georgianna wondered if she might just get up and demand to be let out of the room. “I need to contact Maarqyn directly, and privately. I need… I know you have those codes.”

Nyah chewed on her bottom lip and looked away. “Why would you ever want to contact him?”

“I know this is complicated, and it’s frustrating that I can’t explain it all right now. Just… Maarqyn is the Volsonnar now, and if we want to make a deal, it needs to be with him.”

“A deal?” Nyah jumped up from her seat. “That man is a snake, George. He’ll kill you the moment he has you.”

“I have to believe he won’t.”

“Then you’re a fool!”

Georgianna peeled herself off the bed. “Maybe I am. But I have to try.”

“I won’t give them to you.”

“Nyah, you’re the only one. Alec would never agree to it, and I’m half certain he made himself forget them out of spite. I need you to tell me.”

“Why? So you can run off and be killed?”

“If I don’t, Nyah, you’ll all be dead.” Georgianna balled her hands into fists. “If we don’t do something, the Cahlven are going to wipe out the Veniche.”

Nyah’s mouth dropped open, the anger draining from her face. “You’re lying.”

Georgianna sniffed back a sob. “I’m not. Beck is already sick, and this is what the Cahlven do. Those tests they did on you? They’re testing for common traits in the Veniche so they can target a sickness that kills all of us.”

“But why?”

“It’s a long story, but it’s to stop the Adveni growing in numbers. They’ve done it before.”

Nyah stared at the floor, nodding to herself. “Get me out of here. I’ll come back with you. I’ll get Taye, and we’ll—”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“We tried, okay? We tried to get you all out and it didn’t work. I… We don’t know how advanced the Cahlven are with this testing. If people are already dying, or if it’s contagious, we’ll all be dead.”

“So you’re running back to Maarqyn? How will that help?”

Georgianna shrugged. “I don’t know if it will, but I can’t do anything without those codes.”

She took a seat on the bed, staring at her knees. Georgianna watched, shifting her weight awkwardly as she waited for Nyah to make her decision. She’d given her all the information she could, and there was nothing else that could convince her. It was up to Nyah to decide.

A knock at the door made Nyah look up. “Do you have a pencil? Paper?”

Georgianna nodded and tried to unbutton her coat; Nyah helped her get it open.

“Inside, on the left. My left,” Georgianna said.

Nyah reached into the pocket and pulled out a short, stubby pencil, and a square of torn paper. Georgianna hadn’t wanted to risk bringing her journal, or anything else that would be bulky or found easily. Nyah went to the small fold-down table and pushed it flat. She leaned over and scribbled the codes. She folded the piece of paper and was just tucking it back into Georgianna’s pocket when the door opened and Olless stood on the other side. Nyah covered the moment with a tight hug. “Be safe, George. Just remember to be safe.”

“I will. Thank you.”

“Come, Miss Wolfe. I will return you to your room. Miss Lennox will remain here for now.”

Nyah didn’t look back as she walked out of the room, but as she turned to head down the corridor, Georgianna thought she saw a tear roll down her cheek.

Georgianna sat down and just about managed to button up her coat. There was nothing left but wait. And worry. 
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Georgianna ignored Dhiren’s suspicious glares as she dug into their belongings, searching for what she needed. He’d made frequent attempts to question her about her supposed meeting with Keiran that morning: what they’d discussed, and why she’d left without waking anyone. She informed him, in a clipped manner, that she had told Alec where she was going, and she’d wanted to leave him to sleep, since he’d been doing so much recently. Of course, when it came to discussing the actual meeting with Keiran, she’d had to lie, and, as Edtroka had once told her, she wasn’t very good at lying. She kept the answers short, and vague. She said that they’d argued again, and that Keiran wasn’t willing to risk getting rid of the monitoring systems the Cahlven had put on him the removal of the Cahlven monitoring systems in order to have a proper conversation, since the Cahlven were clearly suspicious of him. 

All of this did little to minimise Dhiren’s suspicion, and he’d practically followed her around the camp as she tried to look normal while searching for the tsentyls Dhiren or Alec had put away. She couldn’t ask them where they were, since she wasn’t supposed to be using them.

The other problem was smaller but just as difficult to shake. Braedon had taken to following Dhiren around as his new hero. He was copying the way he stood, the way he spoke, and when Dhiren questioned Georgianna about where she’d been, Braedon repeated him in a little echo.

“What are you looking for?” Dhiren said again.

Georgianna shrugged. “Who says I’m looking for anything specific? We’ve got more people here now, so it’ll be good to have a better count.”

“Like the count you did a week ago while you fretted over something or other?”

Georgianna ignored him and moved onto the next bag. She tore it open, digging her hands in, trying not to look too urgent. When her hand settled on a sharp cube, she acted natural, and slid it to one end of the bag, right in the corner. She moved on to the rest of the items, counting under her breath. Dhiren hovered, taking a seat on the bed beside the bag. He watched her with unnatural interest, until Braedon climbed up onto the bed beside him, wriggling onto his lap.

Georgianna grabbed the moment of distraction and snatched up the tsentyl, shoving it up her sleeve. She zipped the bag closed, and as she pushed it back under the bed, transferred the tsentyl to her pocket.

She then wasted another twenty minutes looking through the rest of the bags, to make her excuse look a little more credible.

“You didn’t take notes,” Dhiren said as she put the last bag away.

“What?”

Dhiren grinned, covered Braedon’s eyes with his hands, and let the small boy try to wrestle them away. “Whenever you do a count, you take notes in that little book of yours.”

“I wasn’t doing a proper count. I was just getting a look at what we have.”

“Uhuh.”

Georgianna turned away from him, grabbing her coat and jumping down from the tunnel car. Behind her, she heard the rustle of Dhiren putting Braedon aside.

“Stay with your grandpa, buddy,” he said, following her out and into the tunnel.

She didn’t slow down, whipping the coat around her shoulders and shoving in her arms. Dhiren’s footsteps were heavy and fast behind her, and despite her quick strides, he caught her easily in the gloom.

He grabbed her arm and pulled her around. “Is this about that plan of yours? Whatever you’ve been doing.”

She yanked her arm free. “It’s nothing to worry about, Dhiren.”

“Tell me. And let me decide whether I should worry.”

“I can’t.”

Dhiren rounded her like a predator stalking prey; even in the slim tunnel, he was able to move around her with silent ease. There was that look in his eye: the sense that he could get whatever he wanted if he applied enough force.

He managed to slip between her and the exit. “We’re all in this. You can’t just run off and leave us locked down here.”

“I’m not Edtroka! I’d never lock you away.”

He cocked his head to the side, inspecting her. “No. But yourself?”

“What?”

“I’ve known you long enough, little bird, and I know when you’re planning something bad, even for yourself.”

“That’s not—”

“So, while I believe you when you say you won’t lock us away, I don’t believe you won’t put yourself in a cage in some silly attempt to save us.”

He was hitting too close to home, and Georgianna tried to twist away from his accusation. She knew how guilty it would make her look, and yet she couldn’t face him. “Silly? No, I’m not—”

“E’Troke got that look,” he said. “Right after he heard his father wanted him to hand himself over, and right before he went looking for you and Zanetti.”

“I already told you, I’m not Edtroka.”

“Then tell me where you’re going.”

Georgianna sighed. “I can’t.”

He stepped back and glanced down the tunnel towards their little camp. “Your family are back there, George. Don’t make them regret whatever you’re planning.”

Without waiting for a reply, or another lie, Dhiren returned to their camp, to her family, and left her standing alone.

She stood in the tunnel for a long time, trying to convince herself to go back, to put the tsentyl away and forget about this whole business. She wanted to listen to him. It would be safer that way, but for how long? How long would it be before the Cahlven hunted them down, or the Adveni decided to spit fire through the tunnels to chase them out. They wouldn’t survive the freeze without help, and they wouldn’t be able to help Beck or any of the other Veniche under the shield. This was her only choice.

Georgianna fastened up her coat and headed out of the tunnels, up into the frozen world.

As she hurried down the street, every breath came with a cloud: a clear giveaway, even without the long trail of footsteps through the snow. For the moment, at least, the snow had stopped falling, and there was nothing new to cover her tracks. But then a trail was exactly what she was after: just not her footprints. She needed to be trackable, and she had to make sure that it didn’t lead back to the tunnels.

Georgianna walked and walked, her feet numb and her body shivering with the unmoving cold that had settled in under the clear skies. There wasn’t a cloud above, nor a rustle of wind, and yet she couldn’t see the sun through the gaps in the buildings. It was only when she stopped that she realised where her walking had brought her. She stood on the rim of the Mykahnol crater, right where she had been when they had first seen the damage they had done.

It seemed appropriate, somehow.

She dug the tsentyl from her pocket and swiped it open, then took out the scrap of paper and propped it behind the device. She removed her glove and typed; her fingers trembled so hard that it took three attempts to get the code right. The tsentyl trembled in her fingers until a voice emanated out around her. The ghosts of all those Adveni killed in the blast, of the Veniche they had lost over the years, even of Jeshrom, the Cahlven pilot who died in the ship, all rose up to meet her.

“ Who is this?”

“Volsonnar?” Georgianna said, her voice wavering. “This is Georgianna Lennox. I have a deal for you.”
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Javeknell Square was deserted and silent, covered in a thick blanket of snow: flat, smooth, and perfectly white. At the far end of the square, a mound had piled on top of the podium.

Georgianna wrapped her arms around her stomach and gazed across the white field, wondering what was hidden beneath. The last time she’d been here, it had been littered with bodies, a battle raging. She wondered who had cleared away the bodies, for there were no heaps of snow curved over shoulders and hips, no piles of dead barely masked by the elements. Had it been the Adveni who’d cleared them away, or the Cahlven? Were there still stains of blood across the cobblestones? If she stepped on that pure white carpet, would her footsteps be scarlet and ruby?

Were Edtroka’s cries for his father’s mercy still muffled down there?

Georgianna paced around the edge of the square until she could deny it no longer. Maarqyn had been specific about their meeting place, and she knew there was a chance he wouldn’t appear until she was in position. She took a deep breath, strode across the square and stood before the podium. Even the snow hadn’t completely masked the blue electric rope that had once bound her and Keiran to the post that spired up before her.

It didn’t take him long to arrive. He came with a group of soldiers and, upon seeing Georgianna, he stopped and took a long look around the rooftops.

“I’m here alone!” she shouted across the gap. “Just as I promised.”

Maarqyn signalled with his hand. Three members from each side of the group peeled off and disappeared around the sides of the buildings. Another signal, and the rest of the soldiers remained stationary while Maarqyn strode into the square.

He took little of the care Georgianna had shown while crossing the space. This confirmed that the Adveni had been involved in clearing the square after the battle. He wasn’t worried about bodies or blood. Or perhaps he just didn’t care how much blood he got on his boots; they’d probably already seen more than enough.

“Don’t be offended that I don’t trust your promises, my dear,” he said as way of greeting. “It would be a good ruse, would it not? To offer me a deal and then kill me?”

“Nobody’s going to try to kill you, Volsonne.”

“No? Is Alec not crouching on one of those rooftops with a rifle stolen from Adveni?”

“Alec doesn’t know I’m here. Nobody does.”

He frowned. “Well, that was probably rather silly of you, wasn’t it?”

“Probably.”

Maarqyn gazed down at her for a moment. “What would stop me from whisking you away right now? Ridding myself of a pesky little problem?”

Georgianna had to remember the way Edtroka had spoken to Maarqyn. She knew her owner had once feared the Commander, how he had been scared that Maarqyn knew of his traitorous actions. But even when he was at his most anxious, he had held his head up high and demanded respect. She thought that Maarqyn maybe admired him for it.

She adjusted her stance, stood up straight, and held her head high. “Nothing. There is nothing to stop you from killing me here and now, except that you’d never know about my offer.”

“You have nothing to offer me.”

Georgianna laughed, even as her chilled breath burned in her lungs. “Then why would I come?”

His eyes narrowed. He leaned forwards a fraction and gave her a cold smile. “I admit, I was curious to receive your call. I was intrigued, wondering how you’d attempt to kill me.”

“I already told you, nobody is here to kill you. We both know that another Adveni will take your place. It solves nothing.”

“And I am deserving of no more hatred than any other Adveni? I’m offended you see me as so casual an enemy, Miss Lennox.”

Georgianna shook her head and stared past his shoulder at a row of icicled windows. They glimmered and warped in the light, like the side of the Cahlven shield. “Do you want to hear my offer or not?”

“Please continue.”

She stepped back and balled her hands into fists inside her sleeves. Her fingers tingled with cold and her toes burned with the pain of it. Despite the urge to pace, or to fidget, she stood still and met his gaze. “We know what the Cahlven did to your last outpost. How they wiped out the natives.”

“What of it?”

“They plan to do the same here.”

Maarqyn met her gaze with a small smile. “And?”

“And I would have thought you’d like to prevent that. Or am I wrong about your intention to further the Adveni race? The Cahlven have already started testing. Some Veniche are getting sick, and we have no method of treatment.”

“And you, the medic…” He laughed.

“Yes, I appreciate the amusement this must give you.”

“Oh, my little bird, you have no idea.”

Georgianna stepped up to him. “I won’t let all those people be used as pawns for some grudge between two races who shouldn’t even be here.”

Maarqyn rubbed his hands together and raised an eyebrow. “What do you intend to do about it?”

Her teeth chattered, even as she tried to remain strong and sturdy in front of him. The way he looked at her caused all his past threats to flood into her memory. Every word, every leering look. He made her skin crawl, and yet he was her only hope. “I want you to do to them what they’re doing to us. I want the Adveni to create a sickness that would wipe out the Cahlven should they come in contact with it.”

“What makes you think that we haven’t tried?”

“I think you’ve been trying to get that virus into a Cahlven, maybe soldiers you took captive. They probably died too quickly, with not enough time for the virus to spread, or their sickness was discovered too fast and they were isolated. The virus was dead before it could reach other hosts.”

For the first time, she thought Maarqyn looked shocked, or perhaps confused. Maybe even both; he clearly didn’t believe what he was hearing. “And you’re suggesting…”

Georgianna smiled. “I’m suggesting you put the virus in me.” He blinked and stared at her like she’d sprouted a second head. “I am sure the Cahlven are testing viruses that only affect Veniche, and should they administer that virus to another Cahlven, it would do nothing to harm them. This was how they wiped out the last outpost you settled, correct? I am merely suggesting we reverse the roles. You want the Cahlven gone, and a virus that harms nobody but them? That’s sure to be a good deterrent. You could manipulate it to every one of your outposts. Protect them before the Cahlven even arrive.”

“And what do you get out of it?”

“We get the Cahlven to leave Os-Veruh and stop this war. We would require the Adveni’s help in protecting Veniche casualties, and so we will allow the Adveni to stay here, with certain limitations, of course. No more dreta, no more compounds. We will work with you, not beneath you. No more fighting. And in return, I will be your vessel for a virus targeted to those with Cahlven genetics.”

“You are not enough, Miss Lennox. The Cahlven could kill you and be done with it. It would need to be a widespread virus.”

She nodded. “And it will be.”

“Then why would I need you? I could take any rats off the street until it’s stable.”

“And how long would that take you, Volsonne? Even once the virus is ready. You’d need to take Ven here and there and administer it? Not to mention all the people you won’t have access to because they are held by the Cahlven. I will be your test subject. Once we are sure it is stable, and can be passed from generation to generation, I will administer doses to every Veniche.”

Maarqyn licked his thin bottom lip. “Why should I trust you?”

Georgianna shrugged and removed her glove. She held out her hand. “What do you have to lose? Either this works, and you get rid of the Cahlven from Os-Veruh for good. Or I die in the testing, and you’ve rid yourself of a pesky little problem.”

He glanced around the buildings, and when Georgianna followed his gaze, she found Adveni soldiers on rooftops all around them, having found nobody spying on them, or readying to shoot. Maarqyn nodded once and removed a thick, black glove.

He grabbed her hand and squeezed so tight that her knuckles shifted and ground together. “Miss Lennox, I believe we have a deal.”
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Maarqyn had been surprisingly open to her suggestions when it came to organising the testing. They had no idea if or where the Cahlven were surveilling, and it would only be considered suspicious if Georgianna were seen to be making regular trips out to the Dwelling Quarter. She’d also informed him that she would be leaving the tsentyl in a location far from where she was staying. She would check on it every morning, but there would be no point in trying to track her down that way. She saw the annoyance on his face as he realised she’d already thought of ways to protect herself, and that she would not be caught off guard.

He had, in turn, informed her that it would take time to find the scientists capable of such a task, not to mention getting them set up in the city. He would contact her personally when the time came for her testing to begin.

Georgianna made her way from the square, passing through the Rion District. Aside from skirting the edge on her way to other parts of the city, and their visit for the meeting between Maarqyn and the Colvohan, she realised she hadn’t been into the district for a long time, since Edtroka’s death, in fact. A memory came to her: an image of him sitting at the bar in Crisco, listening in on her conversations with Laliyah.

She left the tsentyl under the bar, right at the end, opposite where Edtroka had been that night. She also rooted around for abandoned bottles of liquor; she wasn’t going to let an opportunity like this pass her by. Having found a decent stash, she left it on the shelf next to the tsentyl to be collected and taken back to the tunnels the next morning. For now, she had somewhere to be.

Despite leaving the tunnels early that morning, an inky blackness was spreading across the sky by the time she reached the Cahlven shield. She didn’t approach the main guard station this time, but returned to the house she’d passed through many times before. She stepped through the shield, taking longer than she usually would, and even walked up and down with her arm sticking through the shield for a few passes, just to be sure.

Three soldiers—all Cahlven this time—met her at the door to the house, guns raised.

Georgianna lifted her hands above her head and crossed her wrists, showing her hands open and empty.

“What you doing here?” one of the soldiers said.

“I’m here to see the Colvohan.”

They exchanged confused looks, but didn’t drop the weapons for a moment. “You are not allowed.”

Georgianna beamed. “Oh, I know. In fact, why don’t you use that little device thing to tell him that Georgianna Lennox has been caught coming through the shield.”

“He arrest you,” another of the soldiers said.

Georgianna nodded. “That is likely, yes, but I need to talk to him. So whether I do that here, or at the ship, it doesn’t matter to me.”

Her amusement and willingness to be arrested seemed to confuse the soldiers, and they talked in their own language for a few minutes before two came to her sides, took a grasp of her coat, and led her towards the ship.

“Can I drop my hands?”

“Yes,” one said.

“No!” the other said.

Her arms were quickly tiring, and so Georgianna dropped them. The soldier who’d denied her looked furious, but he just adjusted his grasp to her elbow.

Inside the ship, they escorted Georgianna up to a small box lift that travelled up through the levels. When the doors opened, the lead guard walked straight out and marched down the corridor, blindly believing that his fellow soldiers were behind him. They were, but Georgianna found his faith in their obedience interesting.

She was led to a door with a large plaque covered in symbols she recognised but didn’t understand. The lead soldier placed his hand against a panel and spoke into a screen that flashed to life. The door opened by itself.

She was deposited in what looked like a living room, and the soldiers walked away down the corridor as the door closed behind them. Georgianna looked around in surprise.

“Miss Lennox.”

The First Colvohan, Naltahn, appeared through an open doorway and stopped, some distance away, leaving a table and chairs between them.

“Colvohan.” She nodded. “I admit, I thought I was being taken to a prison cell.”

“A possibility for afterwards.” He waved towards the table and took a seat. “But I was informed you wished to speak to me and I try to limit my visits to the incarceration levels.”

Georgianna joined him at the table and pulled out a chair. She took a cautious seat, half expecting a series of bindings to fly out from the arm rests and legs, fixing her in place.

“A drink? Food? I cannot imagine you are eating well in those tunnels.”

Georgianna nodded. “A drink would be nice. But I assure you, we eat fine. Hunting is in our blood.”

He nodded and brought a set of projected symbols up from the table. He typed something and pressed a button, causing the symbols to vanish.

“Yes, as I have come to discover. After all, you hunted and caught my Emissary. You even hunted within our ship and went away with your catch. Though not your whole catch, if I am correct?”

There was no point in lying. Not now. “You are correct. It was our intention to free all the Veniche held here.”

“As I have already informed you, we do not hold the Veniche here against their will.”

“I came here to make you a deal,” she said, leaning forwards and resting her arms on the table. “I did not come here to be lied to.” Naltahn rested his elbow on the table and stroked his chin, but did not answer. He waved for her to continue. “We know what the Cahlven did to the last Adveni outpost you fought over. You killed every native as a way to limit the Adveni expanding their numbers. Targeted disease. That’s right, isn’t it?”

Naltahn got up from his seat and walked to a panel in the wall. A small light flashed above it, and he opened the panel to reveal a shining silver tray with a jug and two glasses. He brought over the tray, laid it on the table and poured clear liquid into each glass. Naltahn slid one of the glasses across the table to Georgianna and took a sip of his own. “After a decade of suppression, you trust what the Adveni tell you?” he said, replacing his glass on the table. “Not that it is of any consequence. Cahlven actions prior to our arrival here are not up for discussion.”

“The Cahlven and Adveni wars were enough to make contacting the Cahlven the highest form of treason to the Adveni. I trust that history.”

He smiled. “Take a drink, Miss Lennox. Do not work yourself up.”

“I’m not worked up.”

Naltahn’s smile only grew, sickly wide, and Georgianna huffed and took a sip of the drink. The clear liquid was full of flavours that she had never tasted before; flavours that were sweet, light, and refreshing, followed by sharper tangs that only made her want to drink more. She stared at it for a few moments.

“Are you telling me that you came here to discuss grievances from decades ago?” Naltahn said.

Georgianna shook herself out of her thoughts about the drink. She took another quick sip before pushing the glass away. “No. I came because I know you intend the same thing here. Whatever testing you are performing on the Veniche under the shield is in preparation for this.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Why else would you refuse to release all Veniche?”

“I’m not.”

She smiled, challenging. “Then do it. Prove me wrong and release all Veniche from their isolation. Give them the medicine that will lessen the symptoms of these so-called side-effects, and let them make their own decisions. We will speak to them, and you will, and we’ll see who they believe.”

Naltahn’s calm smile slipped; he took a mouthful of his drink to cover it. Once he lowered the glass, his placid smile was back in place.

“And if I do not?”

“Then we have our answer.”

He leaned back in his seat, running his finger up and down along the glass. Georgianna watched his finger, and then looked at her own glass. The drink had been perfectly cool, but despite the warmth within the ship, there was no condensation on the glass.

“And what do you intend to do with this answer you claim to have? You have already proved you cannot remove all people from this ship by force.”

She mirrored him, leaning back in her own seat. She reached for her own glass and took a sip. “Why target the Veniche? I can only guess it’s because we are the easier target. You know the Adveni want this planet, in part, because of us. If we were to die, then perhaps their interest will be less?”

“You are learning war quickly.”

“No, I’ve been learning for ten years. I’ve been slow on the pick-up, but I’m getting there now.” He waved for her to continue. “Your real target is the Adveni. It always has been. But you don’t have access to them the way you do to us. We are the easier target. I understand that. But what if I offered you a way to ensure they leave this planet without killing every Ven you can find?”

“As far as I am aware, you have been trying to do this since their arrival, to no effect.”

“We didn’t have you.”

Naltahn’s eyes narrowed as he gazed at her.

Georgianna leaned on the table again. “Have your virus target the Adveni. You can use the Veniche as carriers for it. Isolate out Adveni genetics that leave Veniche unharmed, but would be deadly to Adveni. All the testing done would still be useful as it would allow you to protect Veniche instead of target them.” She tried to keep her voice calm, despite the excitement racing through her. “The result would be the same. The Adveni would flee to protect themselves, and you’d be able to do it all without losing your access to the knowledge we have. Unless you want to kill Veniche?”

“It would be preferable to keep the knowledge of the local population.”

“Then why not try? Why not try something that will benefit us all?”

Naltahn drummed his fingers against the side of his glass, and tongued the inside of his cheek. His smile broadened. “So, you will allow for testing on the Veniche? You will not interfere in our progress?”

Georgianna shook her head. His smile began to vanish as he watched her. “I’ll allow you to test on me. Only me. You may take blood samples in order to get a broad spectrum of genetics, but no virus will be tested on a Veniche except me.”

“You offer yourself as a subject?”

She nodded and took a sip of her drink. It really was the most interesting flavour she’d ever tasted. Maybe she’d ask for more of it during their tests, if Naltahn agreed.

“In exchange, you will cure all Veniche under the shield. Remedy them of all you have done so far. And you will give me cures for anything done to Beck Casey and my family.”

“And once testing is complete?”

“When I’m satisfied it won’t harm Veniche hosts, you can administer it to everyone willing, of which I will ensure there are many.”

Without replying, Naltahn brought up the projected symbols again. He typed something in, and within moments, the symbols were replaced with a projection of another of the Cahlven. The two conversed for a few minutes before the projection disappeared.

“Am I being collected for that prison cell, now?” Georgianna said.

Naltahn got to his feet. He shook his head and collected up the glasses, returning them and the jug to the hole in the wall. He closed the hatch, and from behind the wall, Georgianna heard a faint whoosh.

“No, Miss Lennox. The antidotes you requested are being delivered. After that, I will take you to our scientific wing, and you will be the first we draw blood from, for this new venture of ours.”
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“What the hell were you thinking?”

Alec folded his arms and drummed his foot against the rough tunnel floor, looking at her as if she were a misbehaving child. He shook his head, huffed and went back to pacing, every breath emerging as a snort of annoyance. Dhiren sat in silence against the wall, his arms wrapped around his knees and his head back against the tunnel wall.

“It’s Maarqyn.” Alec spat the name like he was trying to expel poison from his mouth. “He could have killed you right then and there.”

“But he didn’t,” Georgianna said. “He realised the value of my offer.”

“The value?” Alec shook his head in disgust. “Yeah, I bet he saw the value of having you hand yourself over for torture and death.”

“Lec. Please, just listen to what I’m telling you. I know it’s not ideal, but if this can work, we have a way of getting rid of both of them.”

“And what are the chances of that, George? One in a hundred, in a million?”

“How many people are under that shield? How many are being tested on, made sick like Beck?”

“That doesn’t mean you should hand yourself over to Maarqyn like—”

“We can’t fight them! If we even think we can, we’re being stupid. They have the numbers, the technology, everything. I know it’s risky, but it’s all we have. Look at what happened when we got my family out. We don’t have a choice.”

“We could run. Dhiren wanted to do that ages ago. Maybe we should just go?”

“And leave everyone else here? How long would we survive?”

“We could do it.”

“And the Veniche die with us. The Adveni wanted to expand their genetics with the Veniche. They wanted it on that last outpost the Cahlven destroyed. It’s probably what the Cahlven want, too. And they’ve got millions. There are ten of us if we get Keiran to run, and three of us are related. Are you really willing to be the last Veniche left?”

“Three of us?” Dhiren said.

Georgianna waved a hand. “Braedon isn’t Halden’s. He is the son of Halden’s husband. No blood relation to us.”

Dhiren nodded with the new information. Alec was silent, seething. Georgianna knew that running had only been a last-ditch suggestion; one he didn’t really believe in. But having it shot down probably didn’t sting any less.

“It’s just testing,” she said. “If nothing else, it buys us time while the Cahlven and the Adveni are distracted.”

“Distracted? By cutting you up.”

“They’re not going to cut me up. It’s blood tests and skin samples. The whole point is that I survive with these viruses inside me. That’s the only way it works.”

Alec scoffed. “Until Maarqyn has them injecting you with something that kills you because he’s fed up of waiting.”

“Then I die, and you know how to move forwards.”

He turned away from her, seemingly annoyed into silence.

“Why didn’t you tell us your plan?” Dhiren said. He stared at a blank patch of tunnel wall. He didn’t move, or turn his gaze on either of them. “Instead of telling us this plan, you stole a tsentyl and went to see both the Volsonnar and the Colvohan without giving us a chance to protect you, or to talk you out of it. You knew we wouldn’t agree with you, that we wouldn’t like this suicide mission you’ve started, but you did it anyway.”

“You wouldn’t have understood.”

He finally turned his attention onto her. “Am I stupid, George? Is Alec stupid?”

“No, of course not.”

“Then we would have understood, and you knew it. We just wouldn’t have agreed with you.”

Georgianna crouched, burying her face in her hands. They were getting nowhere. She knew Alec and Dhiren had valid points, but so did she. She had known they would be angry, or upset. She had known they would disagree or point out all the flaws: Maarqyn would kill her on the spot, the Colvohan wouldn’t believe her and would lock her in a prison cell, they would give her viruses that would kill Veniche as well as Adveni or Cahlven. She knew every downside and every risk, but Alec and Dhiren were treating her like a child who’d run in without thinking.

Maybe she’d been wrong in telling them at all. She’d thought that once she had the agreement of both sides, they’d understand how valuable this deal could be.

Dhiren got to his feet. “If you were so sure you were right, that this is a perfect plan and you’re going to be fine, why did you drag us out here to tell us?”

Georgianna looked up, chewing her lip. “What?”

Alec moved over to stand at Dhiren’s side, smirking in solidarity. “Exactly.”

“You’re confident in this plan, right?” Dhiren said.

“Yes. Well, mostly. I got through the most difficult part in convincing both sides to do it.”

“And yet you only dragged the two of us out here into the tunnel to tell us. Why?”

“We’ve always made plans together.”

Dhiren shook his head. “No. We’ve started to include Lacie and Jacob, everyone here. You didn’t want your family to know about this. But they’re included now, so maybe we should tell them?”

“No!” Georgianna jumped to her feet.

Dhiren grinned and raised an eyebrow.

“No?”

Georgianna huffed and scuffed her foot against the ground. She dug into her pocket, pulled out four marked vials and held them up.

“I got partial antidotes. It was part of the deal. A show of faith. This will lessen the symptoms of everything the Cahlven did to them. I only get the full antidotes when I take the Cahlven virus. If I tell them how I got them, they’ll never take them. They’ll think I’m dying for them.”

“And they’d not really be wrong, would they?” Alec said. “You’ve not only bet your life on trusting the Cahlven, but the lives of your family and Beck. George, do you not see how messed up this is? Why did Keiran even agree to it?”

Georgianna shrugged and pocketed the vials. “He didn’t. I didn’t go to see Keiran the other day. I went to see Nyah. I convinced Olless to let me talk to her.”

Dhiren frowned. “Nyah? Why?”

“Because she had the codes to Maarqyn’s tsentyl, and I knew Alec would never give them to me.”

“You’re damn right I wouldn’t. He’s a monster. And you’re blind if you think you can trust him to stick to some deal.”

Dhiren stepped forwards. “George, you know what happened the last time we asked one of them for mercy.”

She looked up, anger burning up into her cheeks. This was nothing like Edtroka, and the fact he would use it as some kind of display of her apparent stupidity made her want to spit a virus at him. “This isn’t mercy. I’m protecting my family and I’m using the Cahlven and the Adveni just like they’ve used us. I’m sick of being nothing more than an afterthought for their war. The Adveni destroyed Nyvalau out of spite for the Cahlven arriving here, and the Cahlven are planning our massacre even as we speak, like we’re nothing but a resource to be used. I was trying to stop it.” She sneered as she looked between them. “So, yeah, maybe this kills me. Maybe Maarqyn snaps my neck, or the Colvohan injects me with something that kills me within seconds, but it’s worth the risk, if it means the rest of the Veniche don’t have a gun pointed at their head any more. Our freedom is worth it, and I feel sorry for you if you don’t see that.”

Georgianna pushed past them and marched back down the tunnel towards the camp. Dhiren called after her, but she ignored him. She pulled the vials out of her pocket, clutching them tight in her hands. First, she wanted to make sure the partial antidotes worked. Then, maybe Alec and Dhiren would realise she wasn’t on some suicide mission, and that she actually had a plan that could succeed.






  [image: 24 - Double Speak]

 
Despite their threats, neither Dhiren nor Alec told her family, or even Beck, Lacie or Jacob. But it was tough to keep her daily trips out into the Rion District secret, especially after she’d given Beck and her family the partial antidotes to lessen any symptoms of the Cahlven testing. It wouldn’t cure them for good, but it would give them more time.

Beck’s recovery was the most noticeable. The vomiting stopped that night—though Lacie had insisted on having a good supply of the herb water Jacob had concocted on stand-by—and by the next morning, he had more energy than they’d seen from him since he’d left the Cahlven. He even suggested that he help Georgianna with the trip to gather supplies. Luckily, for Georgianna’s cover, and everyone else’s health under Beck’s deathly glare, it had been her father who’d called Beck an old man and told him to take it easy.

They’d also been delighted with the stash of liquor she’d found at Crisco.

Each day when she returned, she was met by suspicious stares from Alec, and nudges from Dhiren. Maarqyn apparently needed more time, but the Cahlven moved fast. Each day after checking on the tsentyl, Georgianna reported to the Cahlven ship to have her blood drawn and skin samples taken. Patches of her arms looked like she’d fallen to the ground on multiple occasions, the scraped skin turning red and raw in the cold weather. She could at least cover up and blame the freeze; she never would have been able to hide the testing if it were warmer.

She was also lucky that the Cahlven had more than enough people to provide samples. The Adveni would not have the same luxury and, once testing began, she would need to either tell her family what was going on, or she’d have to find a really good lie for why she needed blood samples from all of them.

Of course, she was sure that when the time came, Alec and Dhiren wouldn’t be as willing to hide the truth. As the plan began to move forwards, they would insist it was time to tell everyone what was going on.

The days began to blend together, and it was already becoming harder to lie when Beck asked what they were doing, or wondered why the Cahlven and the Adveni appeared to have stopped their fighting. Both sides were keeping up appearances with patrols and scouts to the other side, but there hadn’t been any gunfire for over a week. Even Georgianna could see how suspicious it was. She doubted it would take much to convince Maarqyn into fighting just to throw the Cahlven off the trail that something was being planned.

Georgianna stood up from the uncomfortable chair the Cahlven always made her sit in for testing and rubbed the gel into her skin, soothing the sharp sting of the scrapes on her arm. She took another scoop from the pot and eased it over her shoulder, gently stroking it over the nsiloq mark. It was almost as good as the hyliha that Jacob had made, and while the aching burn never truly faded, at least the Cahlven stuff lasted a little longer. 

She wiped her fingers on a cloth and dressed with barely a look from the scientists testing her. From the moment they said they had the samples they wanted, they barely paid her any attention. She didn’t know why they needed new samples each day. Sometimes she wondered whether it was simply the Colvohan’s way to ensure she returned, with painful tests to check on her continued willingness for the venture.

She pulled open the door and jumped back a step as two soldiers appeared on the other side. A third man stood between the two, a good head and a half taller than either, but skinnier by a long way. The young Adveni was locked in chains around his ankles, wrists and waist, his dark hair long and matted.

They shuffled past her and hustled the Adveni into the chair she had just vacated. But where Georgianna had been free to move around, the soldiers made quick work of fastening the Adveni down in the chair. She gulped and hurried out of the door, letting it swing closed behind her as she jogged around the corner, eager to be as far from them as possible.

But before she’d taken three steps around the corner, she ran into something, someone, bigger than a Cahlven, but not quite as big as an Adveni.

He caught her by the shoulders, jumping and releasing her again when Georgianna winced and squeaked in pain. “Hello, George.”

“Keiran!” She wanted to throw her arms around him and hold on forever, but he was still meant to have abandoned her. Smiling too brightly at the sight of him might be noticed on the Cahlven ship surveillance. “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

Georgianna glanced back down the corridor. “Walk me to the shield?”

Keiran didn’t look too pleased at the idea, but this wasn’t the place where they could share looks instead of words. He turned on his heel, walking back the way he’d come, back towards the central staircase. Georgianna followed a few steps behind, if for no other reason than to stop herself reaching for his hand.

They descended the stairs in silence, passing soldiers and other Cahlven. Georgianna gripped the handrail, sliding her hand down in front of her as far as she could reach. Keiran glanced back to ensure she was still behind him, and when they turned onto the next flight of stairs, he gripped the handrail as far back as was natural, the heel of his hand just brushing against her fingertips. That touch, small at it was, warmed Georgianna all the way up from her fingertips and into her chest.

Out at the bottom of the stairs, Georgianna busied herself with fastening her coat and pulling on her gloves as they walked, staring down. He stayed so close that their arms brushed together, and she cursed the number of layers between them.

“So, you came to an agreement with the Colvohan?” he said.

Georgianna nodded. “This fight was always against the Adveni. They should be the ones who get sick.”

“And the others? They agree with you doing this?”

“Not entirely. But it’s not up to them.”

He paused and licked his bottom lip. “I bet it wouldn’t matter to you who was against it. As long as you get your revenge, right?”

“This isn’t about revenge.”

“It’s not?”

“It’s about justice. It’s about protecting the Veniche.”

He glanced down at her, raising an eyebrow. “And Maarqyn? You told me that you and Dhiren had made a deal. Once he and Ehnisque were dead, you were done. After what he did to you, George?”

She straightened up. Georgianna knew what he was getting at. Their double-speak had become almost second nature. “I’ll never forgive him for what he did. But killing him won’t change anything. We need to deal with them as a whole.”

Keiran gave a bitter laugh. “ We? Right.”

Georgianna jumped ahead and spun around to face him. He wavered as he stopped; surprise was one of the only emotions he let slip through the mask.

She gazed up at him. “Yes. We.”

“And is the rest of this ‘we’ behind you in this?”

She drew her bottom lip between her teeth as her gaze wandered over his face. He was worried, like Alec and Dhiren. She wondered if he expected the Adveni to betray their deal, or the Cahlven. Or even both. She didn’t know if he even knew about the double deal. “They will be. But hey, if it kills me, at least the liquor will be flowing every morning. Maybe they’ll extend the shield into the Rion, make a real party of it.”

His eyes narrowed. He was silent for a few moments before he sighed. “Goodbye, George.”

She took a deep breath and nodded, resigned. “Goodbye, Keiran.”

He left her at the edge of the shield and walked back towards the ship. Despite all their agreements on the subtleties of their coded communication, she had never heard it sound less like ‘I love you’, and more like ‘Goodbye’.
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The room was coated in white sheeting over the old, crumbling walls. The ceiling had been covered, with large bright lights hanging through the sheeting at regular intervals. Even the floor had been covered, and Georgianna had to change out of her clothes and into a papery sheet in a curtained-off room before being allowed to enter. Luckily, for her at least, they had also set up an electric fire: a wall of red coils which glowed and sent out enough heat to make the room feel like the freeze had already gone.

A familiar folding bed was at the side of the room. Georgianna stared at the bindings around its legs while the Adveni bustled around her. The last time she’d been in a room with a bed like that, Maarqyn had ordered the nsiloq mark drawn into her shoulder. So far, since arriving, she’d not seen the Volsonnar. Instead, two Adveni walked her from the front door of the abandoned building, showing her where to get changed before returning to their hidden posts, and then the female attendant had pulled back the curtain to usher her into the white room.

There were two more Adveni, a male and female, sat at a table, at the far end of the room. Numerous vials were lined up in front of them, each labelled and filled with what looked like blood. Having made daily visits to the Cahlven already, Georgianna knew the drill. She began to roll up the sleeves on the gown.

“No,” the woman said. “On the bed. Face down.”

Georgianna glanced back at the folding bed and cringed, shuffling further away.

The Adveni looked at her and gave an awkward half-smile. “I am told you’re a medic,” she said. “Veniche, yes?” Georgianna nodded. “You brought the samples we asked for?”

“Five, yes.”

“So few?”

“The other people I’m with are my family. I was told you needed a varied sample.”

The Adveni nodded. “Having samples from blood relatives would also be useful.”

Georgianna gulped, but nodded just the same. She approached the bed, but couldn’t bring herself to touch it, let alone lie down.

The Adveni gave a reassuring smile. “My name is Akhna. You are Georgianna?”

“That’s right.”

Akhna waved over to the vials on the table. “Those are from Cahlven soldiers. Blood samples. We will use the samples you have given us to compare to the Cahlven. Unfortunately, we do need one more test.”

“What is it?”

Akhna turned around and placed her hand against the small of her back. “The spine holds fluid. And we need some.”

Georgianna jumped away from Akhna. “You’re going to cut me open and take a piece of my back?”

Akhna looked confused for a moment, but gathered herself. She perched on the side of the examination bed and laid her hands in her lap. “We will not be cutting you open. But… I will not lie. The procedure is not pleasant. We will be sending needles between the vertebrae to gather small samples of fluid. The fluid cushions the cord that sends messages from your brain down to the rest of your body. We will only be taking small amounts. It is the best way to get a complete look at Veniche tletonise.”

“No cutting?”

Akhna shook her head. “No cutting. I forget how different your medicine is to ours.”

Georgianna nodded, and gave a small, shy smile. Akhna got up off the bed and patted it with the tips of her fingers before stepping away. Georgianna took Akhna’s seat on the bed and lay down on her side. Once flat, she rolled onto her stomach, adjusting the paper gown so it didn’t twist around her body.

Akhna stepped forwards. She undid the tie at the top of the gown, and then the one halfway down Georgianna’s back, opening the flimsy material and exposing her back to the air. She pushed the gown back until it slipped down Georgianna’s sides.

Georgianna stared at the wall, as Akhna’s fingertips traced the side of the mark on her shoulders.

“This is nsiloq,” Akhna said.

Georgianna lifted her head and turned to face the other way, keeping Akhna in the corner of her vision. “Yes.”

“I admit, I looked up your registration when I was given your information.” Akhna gave Georgianna a furtive smile. “You were owned by E’Troke Grystch. He did this to you?”

Georgianna shook her head. “Guinnyr did it. To get information.”

Akhna nodded and clasped her hands in front of her. “Was it set? No pain?”

“No. It still hurts.”

Akhna pursed her lips and stared at the mark. She shook herself off and met Georgianna’s gaze again.

“Let us complete this testing, and then we’ll see what we can do about it.”

Akhna stepped away from the examination bed and walked to a cabinet by the wall. She returned with three coils of flat rope. Georgianna’s eyes widened and she scrambled to get up.

Akhna caught her by the arm. “This procedure will hurt, but it is imperative that you remain still. Any slippage of the needles, and it will damage your abilities. The bindings are for your own safety, I promise.”

Georgianna stared at the flat ropes and their fastenings. Her breaths came short and sharp, uneven. She had to do this. She couldn’t back out now.

She nodded and lay back down.

Akhna adjusted Georgianna’s arms, laying them down by her sides. She grabbed two small rolls of canvas and placed one in each of Georgianna’s hands.

“When it is painful, focus on squeezing these as hard as you can,” she said.

Georgianna nodded.

Akhna laid the straps across her shoulders, over the small of her back, and the tops of her thighs. She slung the far side of each strap in an arc, catching it as it swung under the bed, and fastened the ends together. She pulled each one so tight that they dug into the flesh. “Okay. Now struggle for me. Try to get free.”

Georgianna’s eyes narrowed as she glanced back at Akhna in the bottom of her vision. She sighed and tried to wriggle. She was able to move her shoulders a little, but the moment the coarse material hit the nsiloq mark, she screeched.

Akhna grabbed a bandage pad and placed it over the mark, wedging the bottom beneath the strap. She tightened the strap a few extra notches and called to one of her male colleagues in Adtvenis. Akhna patted the back of Georgianna’s arm and gave her an apologetic smile.

The colleague came over, holding his arms out. He held an object in both hands, keeping it straight. It was a long strip of material: soft and squishy, like flesh. It was flat on the bottom side, and rounded on the top, and looked like a large and slightly squished worm. As the Adveni came closer, Georgianna saw that it was also partially see-through. A series of clear pods were attached along the flat side of the worm, with a straight black needle running through the centre of each.

He rounded the examination bed, slipping outside Georgianna’s vision. She twitched when he lay the cold worm down her spine.

There was a squeak of wheels against the floor, and a bright, warm light flooded over the bed. There was a whirring sound, and Akhna picked up a tsentyl, and peered into it.

They spoke to each other in Adtvenis and adjusted the worm’s position. Each adjustment had Akhna staring intently at the tsentyl before she gave another instruction. When she was finally satisfied, the other Adveni rounded the table back into her eyeline.

“Are you ready?” Akhna said. “Speak. Don’t move.”

Georgianna could feel her heart racketing against her ribs, pulsing against the bed frame. She took a slow breath. “Yes.”

Akhna nodded. “Remember the grips.”

Georgianna wanted to nod, but remembered she wasn’t meant to move. “Yes.”

“Okay. We are going to start.”

She didn’t feel it at first, under the warming light. But soon the worm down her spine, which had begun cold, started to heat up. It was pleasant for a few moments before it became uncomfortably warm, like standing in the mid-heat sun for too long. Her back burned, and she gripped the rolls in her hand. The pain was strong, but bearable.

The first pinch surprised her: right at the base of her spine. She gritted her teeth as the needle slid into her skin: pushing, pushing, as if someone were trying to drive a wedge between her bones and force them apart. Her nails dug into the heel of her hand, even around the grips.

And then the next needle pinched. And the next, and the next, and the next.

She wanted to scream, but no sound came. It was as if the needles had punctured her vocal cords, or the worm had burned away her voice. All she could do was squeeze her eyes shut, stretch her mouth open, and lie motionless as her bones were prised apart.

Akhna moved in front of her, pacing and watching her tsentyl. Her footsteps were too slow, her movements glacial. The time passage felt out of sync with her steps.

She heard a knock somewhere off in the distance. More slow footsteps. Words that felt far away.

The nsiloq was nothing compared to this. Maarqyn had held out on her.

One by one, starting at the base of her spine, the needles began to recede. The pressure inside her bones lessened to nothing as they fixed themselves back into place. Each spot felt like a poker had been speared into her flesh; a long line of fiery holes down her spine. The heat of the worm was nothing compared to the needle pods.

Akhna placed the tsentyl aside and beamed at her. “You did very well. There is usually lots of screaming.”

Despite her silence, Georgianna’s throat felt raw. “I wanted to.”

Akhna lifted the worm from her back and lay it on a table. Georgianna didn’t want to look at it, but she couldn’t help herself. Within the gelatinous form of the worm, each clear pod now swirled, half-full of liquid. One of the other Adveni came over, picked it up, and hurried over to the other end of the room. Georgianna watched as they extracted the pods. She expected Akhna to release the straps, but she picked up another device that Georgianna hadn’t noticed before.

“I’m going to set your mark,” Akhna said, waving the small, handle-less copaq-like item. Georgianna recognised it now; it was the one the Nsiqo had used to make her mark.

 Georgianna stretched out her hands, one finger at a time, so she didn’t drop the grips, and waited for the pain to begin. Akhna leaned over, and the device began to whirr.

But she didn’t feel anything. There was a mild pain as the head of the device pressed against the mark, but there was none of the nsiloq’s pulling, tearing agony, when the mark had originally been burned into her.

Akhna stood, stretching her own fingers from around the device. “Finished. It should not hurt any more.”

Georgianna tried to roll her shoulder, but the straps kept her pinned down. Akhna spotted her attempts to move. She dropped the nsiloq gun on the side and came back to undo the straps.

The moment she was freed, Georgianna rolled onto her side and sat up, reaching over her shoulder. She touched the place where the nsiloq sat in her skin, but she could no longer feel it. There wasn’t even a raised edge that told her of the beginning and end of the colours. It was just skin.

She beamed at Akhna.

“Thank you so much.”

Georgianna glanced at the device as she fastened the gown ties at the back of her neck. “Akhna. I was wondering…”

“Yes?”

“Would I be able to take that? Temporarily.”

“But your mark is set. You will not need it. Unless you have another?”

Georgianna shook her head and perched on the edge of the examination bed, stretching her toes down to reach the floor. “I know someone. He was owned by an Adveni and he has quite a few marks. None were set.”

Akhna frowned and tucked her hands into her pockets. “I am correct in thinking he would not come here?”

“I doubt it.”

Akhna picked up the device and turned it over in her fingers. She nodded to herself and came to perch on the bed beside Georgianna, holding the device between them. “This is a normal nsiqol. You can create marks with it, and then set them.”

Akhna was patient and kind, answering Georgianna’s questions, pointing out the device’s functions and the dangers. It should never be used near the eyes, for one. Georgianna listened with rapt attention, and repeated everything Akhna told her, to be certain she was correct.

When Akhna finally handed it over, Georgianna beamed and placed her hand over the Adveni’s. “I’ll bring it back tomorrow.”

Akhna waved her off. “It is of no use to me, and I am sure we have too many. Keep it.”

Aside from setting Jacob’s marks, Georgianna didn’t exactly know what she’d do with a nsiqol. But she nodded anyway. “Do you need me to come back?”

Akhna stretched up and looked over at her colleagues. “No, I do not believe so. Should we need you, or when the testing is complete, we have the methods to contact you.”

Akhna got up off the bed and turned. She took Georgianna’s hand and squeezed it.

“Take care.” She turned and joined her colleagues, leaving Georgianna to make her way out alone.

She could only hope that Jacob would trust her enough to let her set his marks. But as Georgianna dressed, she realised this would mean telling them all what she’d been doing, and how she’d gotten the nsiqol in the first place.
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“I said, no!” Halden threw the journal away across the tunnel car. “This isn’t a discussion, Gianna.”

It had gone exactly the way Georgianna had feared it would. Her father and brother had barely listened to her explanation before deciding that it wasn’t a viable plan. She had tried to get the others to leave them alone, for Lacie to take Jacob to the other car to start setting his marks, but they would have none of it; they were not going to be left out. Alec and Dhiren sat on Dhiren’s old bed—now being used by her father—and listened, not helping her explain. Clearly, the time that had passed since they’d learned about her plan had not changed their opinion on it. Even Beck had remained stoic, only breaking his silence to tell Lyle Lennox to calm down, to think.

She was on her own.

“And this isn’t your decision, Hal,” Georgianna said, taking deep breaths and not meeting his gaze as she tried to cling onto what little control she had left.

“This isn’t your responsibility,” her father said, shifting to the edge of the bed, leaning over his knees. He twisted this way and that, trying to catch her eye. “You are not responsible for saving the whole Veniche race.”

“Then who is?”

“Not my daughter.”

Beck fidgeted, his gaze shifting between Lacie and Jacob. He laid his hand on Lyle’s shoulder, gripping tight and holding him firm. But still, he said nothing.

“Who is to say it would even work?” Halden continued. “As soon as they figure it out, they’ll kill the lot of us, or lock us up again.”

Georgianna threw her hands up. “Fine! Then what’s your fantastic idea? Please. I’d love to hear it.”

She twisted left and right, this time trying to meet each person’s gaze. Now they were the ones avoiding eye contact. They stared at nothing, or fixated down at their knees. 

Beck moved forwards to sit beside Lyle on the edge of the bed. He hacked out a cough that did little to clear the gravel in his voice, and then spoke. “The fact that none of us have an alternative idea is not a reason to continue with a reckless plan.”

“I don’t—”

He held up his hand, cutting her off. “Your family are understandably upset by the risk this puts on you. I would not be happy with Lacie putting herself in this position, no matter who it would help.”

When Beck met her gaze, Georgianna remembered the man in the Belsa tunnels who had listened as she’d told him lies that were meant to free Keiran. She realised now that he’d never believed her, that he’d let her go along with it only because of who she was, or who she was related to. He thought it had been luck, that she had managed to create a plan out of it all. That was how he saw this plan; they all did. She was making it up as she went along in some desperate hope of keeping them alive.

Were they all now so resigned to loss and death?

“And if it were Lacie dying?” she said.

“What?”

“If Lacie were the one who’d been tested on, and was getting sicker by the day?” She wheeled around to Halden. “Or Braedon, Hal? You wouldn’t do this for him? You wouldn’t take any chance you had?”

“Braedon isn’t sick. They never touched him.”

“Yet.”

“What are you talking about?”

“This isn’t going to stop,” Georgianna said. “The Cahlven only ended testing because of this deal. They gave me those medicines because of it. If I go back on it now, they will return to testing so that they can wipe us out. We’re the easier target. It will be Braedon. It’ll be all of us, gone.”

Dhiren jumped up. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her against him. He held her steady as she trembled, in fear or anger.

“I’ll take the Cahlven virus,” he said. “You take the Adveni.”

She could see what he was doing, how he thought this was the most acceptable compromise. It felt like a light in the dark: that he would even offer after his original anger. But the light flickered and disappeared as quickly as it had come.

“No. It wouldn’t work.”

“Why not?” Alec said.

Georgianna extracted herself from Dhiren’s grasp and took a seat beside her brother. She laid a hand on his knee. He was shaking, too. “We need to know that we can hold both viruses. That’s the whole point.” She kept her eye on Alec. “Maarqyn isn’t going to accept anyone else now. You know him. He won’t let anyone else walk in and do it. It has to be me. And if I take the Adveni virus, I have to take the Cahlven one, too.” She squeezed Halden’s knee, before leaning over and taking her father’s hand. “I know the risks. I know it’s dangerous and… and probably stupid. Better one person than all of us.”

He shook off her hand and got to his feet. “It’s not better when the one person is my daughter.”

Lyle walked past them without another word. He climbed down out of the tunnel car and disappeared into the darkness. Halden moved to go after him, but Beck waved him back. “Let me,” he said. “I doubt he can rage the way he wants to in front of either of his children right now.”

Beck groaned as he stood up. He followed Lyle through the tunnel car, grabbing one of the bottles of liquor Georgianna had collected for them. Lacie jumped up and helped him down the steps Lyle had made since being in the tunnels.

Beck patted her on the cheek before heading off. “Go help that boy.”

The others dispersed quickly. Lacie and Jacob went to try and set Jacob’s nsiloq marks, and Dhiren was quick to follow, claiming he was going to check on Braedon, asleep in the other car. Alec hovered for a few moments, then left without a word on where he was going or what for.

Georgianna leaned back against the car wall and sighed. “It has to be me.”

Halden rubbed his hands over his face. He brought them down and stared at the rough and cracked skin on the sides of his fingers. “He kept talking about you, you know.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“Who? Da’?”

“Braedon. While we were going south, and after the Cahlven picked us up. He’d always ask us what we thought you were doing.” He sighed. “What do I tell him when he starts asking me, after this? When you’re dead from one virus or another, and he’s asking me where you went.”

Georgianna stared at the back of his head, tears welling into her eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but found there were no words. She had no answer for him.

But then, she’d had no answer for herself when she’d thought her family were dead. She’d handed herself over to Ehnisque because she thought she had nothing left.

Halden got to his feet. “It’s noble, I get it. You risk your life for the rest of us, trying to find a way out of this mess. But if you’re wrong, Gianna. If this kills you, and the people under that shield are picked off one by one, then I don’t want to be one of those left behind.”
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Three weeks went by without word from the Adveni. Even the Cahlven were requesting her visits less and less. With nothing to do but wait, Georgianna made her daily trip to Crisco to check the tsentyl before turning around and going right back. Her family refused to discuss it with her, but she had heard their complaints made loudly and frequently to others. She had grown tired of their fake shock at her overhearing them, or the defiant stares that implied they wanted her to hear their feelings. Whenever she did speak up, she found that they didn’t want to talk about it, and would quickly excuse themselves.

Her protests over other topics were also ignored. When she’d dared to object to Dhiren taking Halden out hunting with him, she’d been challenged on why it was okay for her to risk herself, but not Halden. Georgianna had tried to point out that Halden was still sick and was having trouble sleeping, but she was ignored. She did feel slightly better when Dhiren kissed her temple and whispered that he had already refused to let Braedon tag along; Halden was a compromise.

Braedon had sulked the entire time they were gone and, when they returned, only briefly greeted his father before insisting on being lifted up by Dhiren. That night, Dhiren accepted their mockery with quiet calm, and Georgianna noticed how frequently he watched Halden.

In the morning, she left for Crisco. She’d told Alec that there was no point in him coming with her; she would be back soon enough. But when she pulled the tsentyl from its hiding place behind the bar, it gave a message alert. She stared at Maarqyn’s message, telling her that they were ready for her to take the injection, trying to decide whether she wished Alec had come with her or not.

She swiped open the tsentyl and read through the message twice. She closed the device and passed it back and forth between her hands, turning it over and over. She could go back to the tunnels and tell them what was happening. Maarqyn would just have to accept that she’d checked on the tsentyl later than normal. But, the more she thought about it, the less she wanted to go back and let them know what was going on. It would only cause another argument.

Georgianna put the tsentyl back under the bar and left. Instead of heading to the tunnels, she continued through the Rion District to the building the Adveni had taken over for their lab.

She paused outside the door, once again considering a return to the tunnels to tell them what was happening, but upon seeing movement on the other side of the door and the cameras on the walls, she realised she was too late. They knew she was here; there was no turning back now.

A soldier opened the door and waved her inside.

Georgianna made her way through the building, up the stairs to the upper floor. The sheeted outer chamber had been demolished, leaving behind a plain door. She knocked and, within moments, the door opened.

She jumped back a foot, her eyes widening in shock and fear. Maarqyn gave a satisfied smirk and stood back from the door, raising an eyebrow as he waited for her to enter. She pushed her shoulders back, hoping that her fear looked more like surprise, and walked past him into the room.

The sheeting had been removed from the walls and ceiling. The equipment the Adveni had been using had all been taken away, except for the examination bed and a metal box.

Akhna had been perched on the bed, but she jumped up the moment she saw Georgianna. “Hello again. How have you been feeling? Any side effects from the tests?”

She refused to look back at Maarqyn and see his reaction to Akhna’s kindness. Instead, she smiled and went to greet Akhna, placing her hand on the woman’s arm, giving a light squeeze. “I’ve been okay, thank you,” she said. “I had a few small burns, but nothing I can’t handle.”

“And your mark?”

This time, Georgianna did glance back at Maarqyn, smiling at his suspicious stare.

“It hasn’t hurt once. I can’t thank you enough for your help in setting it for me.”

“And your friend?”

She turned away from Maarqyn and nodded to Akhna.

“Good, yes. It all went perfectly.”

Was Akhna merely being nice and caring, or was she in some way manipulating the conversation for Maarqyn’s benefit? But what benefit would there be in annoying the Volsonnar?

Akhna dropped the conversation and waved Georgianna over to the bed. “We are going to give you the injection. It should only take a minute.”

Maarqyn moved further into the room. He placed his hand on top of the metal box and drummed the lid with his fingers. “And we have provided the vials to be administered to the rest of… your people.”

Her gaze swept between Akhna, Maarqyn, and the box.

“It will take a while,” Georgianna said.

His eyes narrowed and he drummed louder. “Why is that? We had a deal, little bird.”

Georgianna shrugged off her coat and let it crumple behind her on the bed. “Yes. And I need to ensure you are holding up your end. Should anything go wrong, and I die, well… I wouldn’t be administering it to anyone else, would I?”

“And how long will it take for your confidence in our medicine to be secured?”

She grimaced and scratched her cheek. “Ten days. If I am alive after ten days of this test, I will start to administer the vials.”

Maarqyn’s top lip twitched, and Georgianna knew he wanted to argue with her. But in the end, he just nodded. “Ten days, little bird. Then I expect the Cahlven to be packing up and leaving in fear for their lives.”

Georgianna smiled and slid her shirt to the side and over the top of her shoulder, offering a place for Akhna to give the injection. “I’ll invite you to the meeting. We can tell them together. A display of our new cooperation.”

Maarqyn turned to Akhna and said something in Adtvenis. His eyebrow rose and he gave a smug, cold grin.

Akhna nodded. “Yes, Volsonne,” she said in Veuric, clearly for Georgianna’s benefit, as she tapped the side of a needle and approached the bed. She wiped down Georgianna’s skin with a foul smelling cloth, squeezed the flesh, and pushed the needle into her arm. “That’s why I like her.”
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The box was heavier than she’d first imagined it would be, and it only seemed to get heavier the further she walked. Down in the tunnels with no light, let alone with a heavy box cradled in her arms, Georgianna stopped frequently, adjusting the positioning of the box each time her upper arms became sore. The arm she’d taken the injection in was throbbing constantly, but the other arm soon tired if she moved the box over.

When she finally reached the camp, she dumped the box outside one of the tunnel cars and stopped, taking deep breaths as she rubbed her sore arms and shoulders. She had considered hiding the box somewhere else, with the tsentyl perhaps, wondering whether Maarqyn had placed a method of tracking inside. Of course, there was also her family. If they knew what was inside the box, would they destroy it?

It didn’t matter, anyway. If she did die, she doubted the others would stay here long. And if her father decided to smash all the vials in the box… well, Maarqyn wouldn’t be pleased, but she assumed he would have more in storage to be used in case of any future Cahlven wars.

As she rubbed the back of her neck, a pair of feet appeared in the corner of her vision, standing in the car doorway.

“You’re back, finally.”

Georgianna looked up, giving Alec a tired smile. “Yeah. Everything alright?”

He jabbed his thumb over his shoulder. “You have a visitor.”

She glanced down at the box. Alec didn’t look all that pleased about the visitor, and she had taken a while to walk here. Maybe Maarqyn had sent someone, since he knew the general location.

No. She was being paranoid. She sighed and stepped away from the box.

“Hey, what is that?” Alec said.

Georgianna shook her head. “Later.” She climbed the steps into the tunnel car.

Keiran sat on the end of her bed, a bottle of blackberry wine in his hand. He took a swig, almost spitting it out again when he noticed her standing there. Covering his mouth with his hand, he grinned behind his fingers, then swallowed, handing the bottle over to Beck. “George!” He shuffled forwards to get to his feet. “Where’ve you been?”

She accepted his awkward kiss on the cheek and squeezed his shoulders. “What are you doing here?”

He beamed and waved a hand towards Beck and her father. “Hearing stories about you when you were a kid.”

Georgianna glared at the two of them as they sniggered like teenage girls. Beck took a swig of the wine and avoided her gaze.

“What did you tell him?” she said.

Her father tried, and failed, to feign innocence. “Nothing. Well, nothing too damning.” She glared at him. “Oh, come on, Gianna. The man has a right to know. You know, to be prepared.”

Beck smacked Lyle on the arm and shushed him. Georgianna rounded on Keiran and Alec. Keiran was perhaps a little bit drunk, while Alec looked like the only member of the group who hadn’t partaken in an afternoon of drinking.

“How long have they been like this?” she said.

Alec chuckled. “A while. You missed the Kahle songs.”

She groaned. “Thank suns for that.”

Keiran took hold of Georgianna’s arms and turned her towards him. He noticed her wince, and the amusement drained from his face. “Can we talk?”

“Yeah, let’s go.” She glanced at Alec and nodded for him to come with them.

They didn’t walk a long way; just far enough into the tunnel that they hit the first curve, out of sight from the cars.

Keiran stayed close. “I was ordered to come and get you. The Colvohan said the injections are ready.”

She hung her head and sighed. “Good timing. Anyone would think they planned it.”

“The Adveni?” Alec said.

She nodded.

Georgianna unfastened her coat and shifted it off her shoulder. She pulled down her shirt. The injection site was little more than a dot surrounded by a patch of red swelling.

Keiran brushed his fingers around the edges before pulling her shirt back up. “I can tell them I couldn’t find you, say you moved camps and I need—”

“No,” Georgianna said. “No. It’s better this way.”

Alec stepped forwards. “George, are you sure about this?”

She wasn’t sure. She didn’t trust Maarqyn or Naltahn. But she was sure of one thing: their hatred for each other. Surely, for both, destroying the other was far greater a prize than the death of one annoying Veniche.

She gave Alex a small smile and touched his cheek with her fingertips. “I’ll be back soon.”

He sighed and nodded, gathering her into a hug. “Be safe,” he whispered in her ear.

Georgianna extracted herself from his grasp and nodded to Keiran. He took her hand, drawing her further down the tunnel. She stopped and turned back to Alec. “Lec. Please hide that box from my father.”

“It’s the Adveni drug, isn’t it?” She nodded. He paused, frowning. “I’ll see you when you get back, Georgie.”

Alec turned away first, returning down the tunnel to their camp. Squeezing Keiran’s hand, she curled herself in against his side, and they set off out of the tunnels, pausing to collect the Cahlven jacket Keiran had left at the tunnel intersection.

It was only as she saw the weak sunlight piercing through the clouds that she realised she hadn’t said goodbye.
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They walked side by side down the road to the Cahlven shield. Georgianna had pulled her hand from Keiran’s as they came close, and he didn’t fight her on it. The few times he had tried to make cheerful conversation, telling her the stories her father had shared with him, she had tried to show interest, but it was clear that her heart wasn’t in it, and he soon gave up.

The silence was more comfortable, safer somehow. If she wasn’t talking, then she wouldn’t blurt out all the things she had vowed to keep to herself. She had made this decision. She had come up with this plan and not allowed anyone to dissuade her. It wouldn’t be right to dump all her misgivings on Keiran.

And yet, she thought she saw him holding back as they approached the Cahlven guards. She caught a hint of regret as they handed over their passes for inspection and were given approval to enter. She felt the last of their hope stripped away as they passed through the shield.

Once inside, Keiran’s expression changed, and still she couldn’t bring herself to ask him. He steeled himself, shoulders back and head held high. His jaw clenched and his fingers twitched.

Georgianna wrapped her arms around her stomach and focussed on the swell of each breath entering her lungs. She watched her feet against snow so compacted that her steps barely left a mark.

Had she left her mark? After everything they’d done, all they’d been through, had they even left anything to be remembered by? Would her life melt away from memory like the snow?

Keiran grabbed her arm tight and, without warning, yanked her off the main road and into an alleyway between the houses. With one look at his hardened expression, she didn’t think to question him or argue. She was numb, following the lost trail of footprints.

Once they were out of sight of people passing by, he stopped and turned to her. All thoughts of the listening device in his jacket were gone as he cupped her face in his hands, closing the gap and kissing her gently. She closed her eyes and held onto his arms, remembering it. Remembering him. He had surely left a mark on her.

“Are you sure about this?” he said.

She gave a half-hearted chuckle. “If I say no?”

She curved in to his body as he gathered her into his arms, holding her against his chest. His jacket was cold on her cheek, but quickly warmed to her. The feeling of his arms wrapped around her… It reminded her of the heat from the worm: binding and unnatural. She lifted her cheek from the jacket and stared at the material. It must have been how the Cahlven stayed warm despite the thinner clothing. 

It still felt unnatural to her; not like the normal warmth and comfort of his arms.

“You can turn back,” he said. “Nobody would judge you for not going through with this.”

Georgianna shook her head and stepped away. “I can’t. I have to do this.”

“But—”

“Too many people have been hurt because of me, because I was scared and I turned away at the last minute.”

“George, that’s ridiculous. This isn’t your fault. You didn’t hurt anyone.”

“Edtroka?” she said. “Wrench?”

He shook his head. “They weren’t your fault. I can’t let you go in there just because you think you have some kind of score to settle.”

She placed her hands on his cheeks and, like the jacket, they warmed under her touch. But this was a natural and perfect warmth; just the way she wanted to remember it.

“I have to do this. For me.”

Keiran closed his eyes and let out a gentle sigh. He nodded. “Okay. But I’m staying with you. I’m done pretending.”

She wanted to argue that someone needed to look after the Veniche under the shield; they needed to know what was going on here if she went back to the tunnels. But she didn’t have the heart for an argument.

She smiled, grasped his hand, and steeled herself like he had done. “Alright. Let’s go.”
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Olless met them at the end of the medical corridor and, before they’d even had a chance to say hello, she marched straight up and gave them the kind of death glare Georgianna only associated with Alec coming face to face with Maarqyn.

She ripped Georgianna’s hand from Keiran’s, grabbed Georgianna by the elbow and pulled her away, glaring over her shoulder at Keiran. “Stupid! Stupid and reckless.”

Georgianna gaped at Olless’ profile as she was dragged along. She didn’t know which to be more surprised by: that Olless clearly knew Keiran was still helping those in the tunnels and had still not passed the information on to the Colvohan, or that she’d seen them about to reveal their relationship and had come to ensure that their lies were not discovered. Now was not the time to ask why she had chosen to protect them, but the fact she was—that Olless’ shock and disbelief at the news of Veniche testing was not a lie—made her more confident in her plan. Everyone else thought she was making a mistake, and Olless’ protection felt oddly reassuring.

And so, Georgianna followed , letting the Cahlven woman keep hold of her elbow all the way to the door. She kept her expression blank, like Keiran had done outside the ship. As far as she was concerned, right now, Keiran was nothing to her. She was here to fulfil a deal and nothing more.

Olless led her inside, holding the door open for Georgianna to pass. When Keiran came to the doorway, she held her hand out. “You wait outside. You will remain to return Miss Lennox to the outside of the shield once we are done.”

Keiran growled under his breath. But he stepped back, taking position against the far wall of the corridor. He folded his arms and glared past Olless at Georgianna. She steeled herself under his gaze, and Olless closed the door between them.

“ Well, Miss Lennox, I hear that the testing went better than expected.”

Georgianna spun around, spotting Naltahn on the other side of the room. He was seated at a small table, with one of the communication devices in front of him. A projection was already lit above it, but all Georgianna could see in it was a reflection of the room, and of herself.

One of the Cahlven who had performed the earlier tests stood by the wall, hands clasped in front of him, staring straight ahead like a doll.

“I wouldn’t know, Colvohan,” Georgianna said. “I was given very little information.”

He waved a hand, avoiding her gaze. “There was no reason, I am sure. And I doubt you would have understood, anyway.”

“I am a medic, in case you’ve forgotten.”

Naltahn gave her a vague, belittling smile. “Of genetics?”

“Well, no.”

“And you understand the Cahlven language for complicated scientific information?”

She gritted her teeth. “No.”

His smile broadened. “Then clearly there was no need to explain it to you. You are the vessel, not the scientist.”

Georgianna unbuttoned her coat and threw it over an empty chair. “Then we might as well get on with it.”

She tugged down the shoulder of her shirt, ensuring that it was the opposite arm to the one Akhna had injected that morning. Naltahn leaned back in his chair, watching her. Olless stepped forwards and placed her hand on Georgianna’s shoulder. When she looked at her, Olless shook her head. She covered up the shoulder again, and her gaze switched between Olless and Naltahn. He looked amused, or troubled, by her assumption of where they would inject her. With his wide, unsmiling mouth, it was hard to tell.

Had she just given herself away?

No. No, she couldn’t have done. Most of the skin scrapings the scientists had taken had been from her arms. Surely the injection would go there as well.

“The injections will go here,” Olless said, pressing three fingers against Georgianna’s ribs, right under her left breast. “Closer to the heart, allowing it to be transported through the body faster.” Georgianna winced at the idea, but nodded. “You should lie down.”

The marks on her back from the worm were still visible, though now little more than dots along her spine. But she knew that they would raise suspicion. Taking a seat on the bed, she swung her legs up and lay down, flat on her back. She pulled her shirt up, crumpling it just beneath her breasts.

Olless said something in their language and waved the other scientist over. He approached, drawing out a small box from his coat pocket. He unlatched the side and opened it up to reveal a syringe and three small vials of an amber liquid.

Georgianna jumped up, twisting to look at Naltahn. She rested on her elbow and stared at him. “The antidotes,” she said. “You promised they would be delivered when I did this.”

Naltahn reached into a pocket hidden in his uniform. He drew out an identical case and laid it on the table beside the projection.

The box was far too small. It couldn’t possibly hold antidotes for more than a handful of people. Her family and Beck.

“And the people here?”

Naltahn drummed his fingers on top of the box. “Once this is done, we will begin administering the antidotes, and once complete, they will be injected with this new virus.”

Georgianna pushed herself up further. “No,” she said. “We agreed that I would take the testing, that the virus would be administered only once we were sure it was safe.”

Naltahn picked up the case and tapped the corner of it against the table. “Deals change, Miss Lennox. We have no need for waiting. Now, would you like to continue?” She wanted to rage. She wanted to get up and walk out. But the antidotes in his hand kept her still. “You will be provided with the vials to administer to all those outside of the shield.”

Georgianna scoffed. “Then I want access to the others before they leave here. I want to know that everyone is alright.”

He nodded. “That can be done, but only after the administration is complete.”

There was no way around it. Unlike the Adveni, who had no choice but to accept that she would administer the virus once she was certain it wouldn’t kill anyone, Naltahn had no such concerns, nor any reason to bow to hers. Once again, she considered getting up and walking out. But if she didn’t take the virus, it wouldn’t protect anyone under the shield from having it administered to them. All it would mean is that her father, her brother, and Beck, would not receive their antidotes.

She lay back down.

“Good,” Naltahn said. “Now, if there are no more objections, let us be done with this.”

Despite Naltahn’s words, the scientist still stood back, waiting for his orders. Olless delivered them quickly in their own language, and from the way the scientist glanced at Naltahn to check, Georgianna couldn’t be sure that the instructions were favourable. She couldn’t see Naltahn from where she was positioned, but he obviously gave the go ahead, because the scientist opened up the case again and laid it on the side of the bed next to Georgianna’s hip.

Unlike Akhna, he gave no warnings or concerns over pain. He didn’t speak at all as he uncapped the syringe and punctured the top of the vial, drawing back the plunger and filling the syringe cavity with liquid. He spread his hand across her ribs, pushing down with each of his fingers in turn, measuring out the spaces between her ribs. The injection was much the same as the one from Akhna, if in a more painful location.

He worked quickly, at least. The second two injections involved no spacing, and he punctured the skin almost in the same place each time.

Georgianna glanced at Olless. “Why not have it in a single vial?”

Olless shrugged and folded her arms. “It’s something about the virus mixing more efficiently within the bloodstream, allowing for smoother passage between people.”

Georgianna frowned and looked at the scientist as he ejected the needle from the syringe. “For transferring it to our children?”

His gaze met hers and he nodded before moving away. He still hadn’t said a word.

Georgianna blinked and pushed her curiosity aside. She raised herself up onto her elbows. “Are we done?”

Olless checked with the scientist, who nodded.

She sat up properly, adjusting her shirt to ensure none of her back would be visible. She jumped down off the bed and approached Naltahn.

He smiled—cold and emotionless—and held out the case he’d been keeping on the table. Georgianna unlatched the side and opened it up. Inside were three tiny vials and three identical syringes.

“Would you like Mr. Zanetti to be injected now?” he said.

She tried to keep her expression cool like his, but balked at the question. “Later. After all, if I get sick, you want him to be able to report back. You don’t want him dead outside your shield where you can’t track his illness, right?”

He shrugged. “It makes no matter.”

He drew out a larger case from underneath the table and held it out to her. “For your end.” There was a black handle curved around the latch; Georgianna took it. “We will expect you here soon to check on your kin.”

Georgianna nodded and lifted the case from his hands, cradling it against her body. “I’ll approach the Adveni for a meeting once everything has been finalised. We should tell them of our alliance together, don’t you think?”

Naltahn reached across the table and pressed a button on his device. The projection vanished. “I look forwards to it.”

He got up from his chair, collected the device, and swept past her without another word. He said something to Olless, then yanked open the door, pausing to meet Keiran’s gaze before stalking away down the corridor.

Georgianna didn’t know whether it was the Adveni virus, the Cahlven virus, or the knowledge that she wouldn’t be able to stop this before all the Veniche under the shield were infected. But as she collected her coat and followed Olless to the door, back to Keiran, she was already starting to feel sick.
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“Hey. Are you alright?”

Georgianna braced against Keiran’s arm and righted herself, shaking her head a little as she blinked and tried, once again, to get her eyes to adjust to the gloom in the tunnels. “I’m fine. Just tripped.”

She peered down at the floor, looking out for uneven ground or errant rocks, of which she knew there were many. But she realised, with rising panic, that she couldn’t make anything out. The ground, just like everything around her, was still blurry and dark. They’d already made the turning into the tunnel that led to their small camp, and her eyes weren’t adjusting. Even when she glanced sideways at Keiran, his features were fuzzy, as if she were looking at him through a film, or he was standing on the other side of the Cahlven shield.

Her heart pounded. Georgianna still wasn’t sure if the nausea swirling around her stomach and rising into her chest was real, or if it was her fear playing tricks on her. Despite the snow and freezing winds above ground, she felt hot and stuffy within the tunnels. Being careful not to alert suspicion from Keiran, she clung to his hand and began to undo the fastenings on her coat.

“I don’t have to go back,” he said. “Olless knows it’s a lie. I could stay with you.”

Georgianna shook her head, though instantly regretted the motion as her sight blurred further. She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. “But Naltahn doesn’t. Olless was keen to keep us apart where he might see it. We need you to go back. We have to know what’s going on in there.”

“We don’t have someone inside with the Adveni.”

Georgianna braced her hand against his arm, nestling in at his side. “No. But… I dunno. I guess I trust the Adveni more.”

“You trust the Adveni more?”

She tried to disguise her shuffling feet, feeling out the ground instead of taking proper steps. “I know it sounds weird.”

“It sounds crazy. Reckless, George. I mean, suns, it’s Maarqyn.”

“I know, I know. But, I know what to expect from him. It’s not that I trust them as much as I trust in what to expect from them. The Cahlven—”

“Are an unknown. We have ten years of experience with the Adveni.”

“Exactly.”

Keiran rested his temple against the top of her head. He extracted his hand from hers and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. He jerked up his head, pulling them to a stop. “You’re freezing.”

“What?”

Keiran turned Georgianna to face him. He placed the case of injections by his foot and cupped his hands against her cheeks. His touch felt clammy and hot. “You’re freezing cold.”

She brushed him off, shaking her head. “I’m fine. Maybe you’re just not used to it because you’ve been in that ship. They have systems keeping things warm.”

“George, I’m not kidding.” He grasped the front of her coat and pulled it around her. “It’s those injections.”

She could hear the concern in his voice, but as she gazed up at him, trying to think of a way to calm his fears, she realised she couldn’t see the concern in his face. She could barely see him at all. His face was even blurrier than before, with his grey-blue eyes indistinguishable from his skin.

Georgianna smiled and nodded. “I’m going to look after myself. Just… let’s not make a big deal of it, okay? My da’s already going to be upset that I took the injections without telling him.”

He frowned.

Or at least she thought he did.

“I’m not promising,” he said.

She sighed and reached out, grasping a few times before she found his hand. He tilted his head down. He was probably more suspicious than ever as she drew herself close again.

She started to walk, taking small and slow footsteps until Keiran took the lead, guiding her out of the tunnel and up to their train cars.

Georgianna froze, and Keiran turned back, peering at her. She wasn’t watching him, though. She stared at the tunnel cars, as the panic that had been rising in her chest now leapt up into her throat, making it hard to breathe. Her head swam, and tears sprang into her eyes, making the outline of the car even fuzzier. Light spilled out of the doorway in a bright, wavering blob of orange and yellow.

“What is it?”

“I can’t go in there.”

He stepped closer. “Of course you can. Come on, I’ll be with you. They won’t be angry. They’re just concerned. It’ll be okay.”

Georgianna wanted to pull her hand from his and hide her face. She wanted to press her fingers into her eyes and rub until the world was clear again. But she didn’t dare let go of his hand; she wasn’t sure she’d be able to find it again.

“No, Keiran. I can’t go in there because I can’t see where there is.”
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Somewhere far away, Georgianna could hear people talking, arguing. They tried to keep their voices low, but the occasional word or phrase would slip out louder than intended before they were quieted by the others.

“They’ve already blinded my daughter. What more are we supposed to wait for?”

Keiran had helped her into the tunnel car that had once been shared by Lacie and Jacob, but was now a drop point for whoever wanted to sleep. He’d covered her in Cahlven heated blankets, despite her protests that she was too hot already, and had left her alone, telling her to try to get some sleep while he went to update the others.

They were all gathered outside the tunnel car.

“No, I will not calm down! That’s my kid!”

“She is scared and sick.”

Georgianna thought that sounded like Dhiren, though his voice was low and hard to pick out. She could imagine him placing his hand on her father’s shoulder, forcing him to pay attention in the way Dhiren did so well. Despite his initial brusque nature, Dhiren could be a calming influence when he needed to be. Maybe it was because she knew how much he’d been through; when even he remained calm it meant that a situation couldn’t be that bad.

“You want to scare her more by freaking out, or getting angry?”

Clearly, her father thought Dhiren as reassuring as she did, because he barely gave a murmur in reply.

“He’s right, Lyle.”

Beck. She could pick out his voice, immediately. Or perhaps it was the use of her father’s name. “What she needs right now is peace.”

Grumbles. More shuffling of feet.

“I’ll look after her.”

Lacie.

There was a murmur of agreement, and then movement. Georgianna closed her eyes as the footsteps came closer. She didn’t want them to know she’d heard, and she certainly didn’t want a million questions about how she was feeling.

It was only a few moments before a slim, soft hand laid across her forehead. Lacie readjusted the blankets and placed another on top. Georgianna tightened her hands into fists under the covers, resisting the urge to shove them both off in favour of the cool air.

Another shuffle of movement, and Lacie perched on the edge of the bed.

The scratching of a pencil.

“How’s she doing?” Dhiren. She was certain of it.

“Her temperature is still dangerously low,” Lacie said. “But at least she’s asleep.”

Footsteps came closer. Hot breath washed over her cheek. 

“You sure about that?” Dhiren said.

Georgianna could feel them both staring at her. She groaned and opened her eyes. “Damn it, Dhiren.”

“You can see me?”

She shook her head against the pillow and shoved the blankets back. Lacie squeaked in protest.

“Anyone else would have let me pretend,” Georgianna said. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing you need to worry about,” Dhiren said. “You’re meant to be sleeping, for real.”

“I’m too uncomfortable for that.”

“Uncomfortable? How?” Lacie said.

“It’s too hot.” She wriggled and rolled onto her back. “I feel heavy and full of liquid.”

“Full of liquid?” Dhiren said. “You know you have blood in there, right?”

“Not like that. I dunno. Like I drank too much.”

“So, you feel drunk?”

She wanted to shrug, but she couldn’t make her shoulders work properly. “Yeah, I guess.”

Lying on her back turned out to not be the best idea, and she had to struggle for a minute before she was able to heave herself around onto her side. Lacie and Dhiren remained where they were; she could just about make out their shapes. But being on her side again brought a new panic. “I think I might be sick.”

“You think?” Dhiren said.

“No. I am going to be sick.”

Lacie jumped up off the bed and reached underneath, bringing out a bowl. Georgianna leaned forwards, almost rolling off the bed onto Lacie. Dhiren grabbed her by the shoulder, holding her her steady as Lacie cradled the bowl beneath. Georgianna heaved, gagged, and emptied her stomach.

Dhiren moved closer, sitting at the end of her bed. She couldn’t move her arms to brace herself, and he kept a tight grip on her shoulder as he held her still, each heave of breath and bile threatening to send her toppling off the bed.

“I think you’re right,” Dhiren said. “You might be sick.”
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The warm and comforting blackness of sleep slowly gave way to the hot and anxious knowledge of consciousness.

Dhiren and Lacie had stayed with her for hours, despite her frequent insistence that they should go and not risk infecting themselves. Lacie commissioned Jacob to make some more of the herb water he had produced for Beck. It had helped with a lot of Beck’s nausea, but it had barely reached Georgianna’s stomach before she threw it up again. Dhiren cradled her against him, helping her keep her balance when she wanted to be sick. He felt burning hot against her cold, clammy skin, but his body heat was more reassuring than the blankets.

For a few moments upon waking, Georgianna thought she had turned a corner. The air around her face once again felt fresh and cold; too cold, even. She moved to pull up the blankets, only to realise she could still feel their weight over her body, and the soft, smooth material against the back of her hand.

She opened her eyes. The tunnel car was dark and just as blurry as it had been before, with squares of fuzzy shadows spread across even fuzzier objects.

Her body felt locked in place, like she had once again been strapped down onto that examination bed. No matter how she tried to wriggle and free herself from the bindings, her body wouldn’t move enough to slip the invisible bands.

“She came back after the Adveni injection and she was fine.”

She could hear the voices outside the tunnel car, clearer than they had been before she had slept. It was Alec speaking, though he sounded resigned and tired.

“So it was the Cahlven?” Beck.

“We can’t know that. She took them right after each another. It could have been a delayed response. We don’t know how long these side effects take.”

“That’s assuming it’s side effects and not the intention.” Alec.

“You think they’d want something slow?” Beck said. “To make someone suffer like this instead of just…”

There was silence, and Georgianna could feel the weight of it on top of the blankets. Instead of just killing them. That was what Beck had meant to say. They thought this was the Cahlven’s intention, or the Adveni’s, all along.

She thought she trusted what she knew about the Adveni more than she trusted the Cahlven. But Beck was right, even if he hadn’t said it. The Adveni liked to make people suffer for their supposed crimes. Had Maarqyn played her? Given her a nice Adveni scientist to make her trust them, so she would walk willingly to her slow and painful execution?

Perhaps they’d hoped that the delayed onset of her symptoms would make her confident that the virus was safe, and she would administer it to as many Veniche as possible before they discovered the truth.

“It could be neither.” Lacie broke the silence with a voice that sounded overly hopeful. “Maybe this isn’t their fault.”

“How do you figure?” Dhiren said.

“They both gave her the injections without the knowledge of the other, right? It could be that they aren’t compatible in the same body.”

“Lacie’s right,” Jacob said. “We can’t know for certain that it’s anyone’s fault.”

Dhiren scoffed. “But we also can’t know whether it’s fatal.” 

Could her family overhear this discussion? Were they starting to understand that she might not come back from this? 

More nausea and cold sweats. Georgianna closed her eyes. She couldn’t move, she couldn’t see properly. There was nothing else to do but try to sleep while she waited for death, or life, to come and claim her.
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Georgianna rolled onto her side and groped for the blankets, tugging them tighter around her shoulders. She felt like she’d been asleep for a week, and yet, as she rubbed the corner of the blanket into her eyes, yawning deeply, she knew she could so easily fall back into that warm, dark oblivion.

She listened to the sound of a quiet rustling before opening her eyes. For a moment, the bleary crust of sleep made everything blurry, but as she blinked and the tunnel car around her came into sharp focus, everything else slotted into place and she bolted upright, making Lacie jump.

“George? Oh, suns. George!”

Before she’d had time to fully process what was going on, or even what day it was, Lacie pressed a hand to her forehead and checked her pulse, then scribbled something in a small notebook.

Georgianna sat in silence, mentally regrouping while Lacie went about her checks. When she stopped scribbling for a moment, she grasped her hand. “What day is it?”

Lacie put the book on the bed and adjusted her position. “You were in and out for about five days. The first day you were conscious, but the rest…”

“The rest, what?”

The redhead wouldn’t meet her gaze. “We couldn’t really tell if you were awake or not. You wouldn’t move. Not voluntarily, at least.”

“What do you mean, ‘not voluntarily’?”

“You would be shaking so hard that we thought you might break something, and sometimes we’d see you heaving. We had to clear vomit from your mouth to stop you from choking.”

“Shit.”

“You don’t remember any of it?”

Georgianna shook her head. “I remember not being able to move well, everything being blurry and dark, and people talking outside. And then…”

Lacie gave her a small smile. “Maybe it’s better that you don’t remember.”

“Maybe you’re right.”

“How do things look now?” Lacie held up her hand and raised three fingers. “How many?”

“Three. Things look fine now. No different to before.”

“And who am I?”

Georgianna gave her a sarcastic smile. She understood why she was being asked these questions, but surely she’d proved herself already. “You’re Jacob, right?” She waved a hand. “No, Lacie. You’re Lacie. Jacob is that cute, curly haired guy.”

Lacie blushed and nodded. “Alright, alright. I get the hint.”

Georgianna pushed the blankets back and dragged herself out of the bed; Lacie steadied her elbow to make sure she didn’t topple over. She glanced back at the bed, grimacing when she saw the state it was in. There was a significant dent in the flimsy mattress where she had been lying, and stains to the side of where her head had been.

She looked at Lacie. “And everyone else?”

Lacie kept hold of her arm. She picked up a cantina of water and handed it over. Georgianna opened the top and took a sip, almost spitting it out again. She gagged and swallowed. “What is that?”

“Herb water. Jacob made it for nausea.”

“Suns, drinking that stuff would make me want to be sick, not keep it down.”

Lacie looked away as she returned the cantina to the side. Georgianna wondered whether they’d been feeding it to her while she was unconscious, hoping the herbs would stop her from throwing up the water her body desperately needed.

“Are my clothes still here?”

Lacie let go of Georgianna’s arm. She jumped a few steps across the car, grabbed a bag and set it down on the bed. “Should all be in there. The guys have been sleeping in shifts in the other car.”

“How angry are they with me?”

Lacie’s brow furrowed. “Angry?”

“For taking both injections.”

Lacie made an ‘O’ with her mouth and nodded.

“Your dad shouted a lot. But that was before you stopped waking up. Mostly, they were just worried. We all were.”

She grinned and leaned close as Georgianna unbuttoned her shirt. “Beck threatened to shoot Keiran if he didn’t leave.”

“Excuse me?”

“They needed him to go back to the shield, check on the other Veniche to see if they were reacting the same way you were. Only, he refused to go. Wouldn’t leave you alone. It was all very romantic if you don’t count the almost dying. So, Beck threatened to shoot him.”

Georgianna snorted. “You’re right. Very romantic.”

“Hey, don’t knock it. Everyone was worried.”

Georgianna placed her hand on Lacie’s shoulder and gave her a gentle smile.

“I know, and I’m really grateful you looked after me. I would hug you, but I’m not sure I’m very huggable right now.”

“Shall I tell the others you’re awake?”

“Let me get changed first.”

Lacie took a seat on her bed, and it was only as Georgianna picked out a shirt that she noticed the redhead cradling the canteen of herb water in her lap. The moment she turned further away, she was sure she saw Lacie out of the corner of her eye, lifting the canteen to her own lips. “Has anyone else taken anything?”

“Not yet,” Lacie said. “When Keiran came back, he said a lot of the Veniche had similar fevers, but none of them were… were…”

“Locked into their own body, unable to move, see, or talk?”

“Yeah, that.”

Georgianna nodded. She stripped off her shirt and pulled on a clean one. She’d still feel horrible until she could wash, but at least they weren’t the clothes she’d been sweating in for almost a week, and she doubted the others would let her past to clean up, without an explanation first.

“So that part was the Adveni, then,” she said, more to herself than to Lacie.

“Well, we’re not sure about that, either.”

Georgianna tugged the shirt into place and replaced her trousers and underwear with fresh versions. Lacie, thankfully, kept her gaze on the doorway to ensure nobody would come in. “Yeah, I remember you saying that it wasn’t necessarily either of the injections, but the way they combined in the body.”

“Plus the fact you took them so close together.”

Georgianna nodded and turned around. Lacie put the cantina aside and got to her feet. “Okay. Let’s go tell them I’m alive, at least for now.”

She’d barely taken two steps out of the tunnel car when she was grabbed and pulled against a body. Strong arms wrapped around her, practically lifting her up into the air. Georgianna squealed and grabbed Halden’s shoulders to steady herself, returning the hug in force.

“Hal, I’m alive, but I might not stay that way if you don’t let me breathe.” She slapped the back of his shoulder in submission.

He relaxed his hug, but kept hold of her shoulders as he pulled back. “You’re okay? Really?”

She shrugged.

“I feel pretty normal. Not going to lie, but that was pretty scary.”

“Yeah, well I’m not going to lie, either. You were an idiot.”

She nodded and extracted herself from his grip. “I’ll give you that one. Is Da’ here?”

“In the car with the others.”

Georgianna let him lead her over to the other tunnel car.

He climbed in before her. “Hey. Look who’s up.”

She’d barely poked her head out from behind his back when the others were all on their feet, scrambling in the small space to get closer. Alec, Dhiren, Beck, and Jacob gave up their efforts quickly, taking seats on the bed as her father practically shoved Halden out of the way and hugged Georgianna just the way her brother had done, giving her no room to breathe.

“Stupid, stupid girl.” He kept his voice low. “You had me scared to death.”

“I’m sorry, Da’,” she said, rubbing her hand between his shoulder blades.

Somewhere around her middle, a pair of small, thin arms joined in the hug, and when she was able to pull away, she found Braedon with a faceful of her shirt. Her father released her and she bent down and kissed Braedon’s temple.

She hadn’t even stood up straight before she was accosted again, though this time it wasn’t with a tight hug, but with two warm hands laid on her cheeks. She met Keiran’s gaze and relished the gentle kiss he placed on her lips. He held her close for a few quiet, glorious moments.

“You’re here,” she said.

“So are you.”

Georgianna nodded.

“Just about.”

He turned and slid his arm around her back, gripping her waist.

She shared more hugs and quiet reassurances with the others, although Dhiren was difficult since Braedon had crawled right back into his lap. She settled on one of the beds, Keiran holding her hand on one side, while her father sat close on the other.

“Why don’t you carry on with what you were telling us, son?” her father said.

Georgianna glanced at Halden in surprise, he’d been outside before the others. Only, when she looked at her father, it was to find him leaning forwards to gaze at Keiran.

Keiran looked just as surprised as she did at the endearing title he’d been given, and he coughed and cleared his throat a few times before he spoke.

“Well, I was just saying that the fevers people are experiencing under the shield are similar to George’s. Their temperatures plummeted first and then rose over a couple of days before finally breaking. Olless said that it was the bodies attempting to fight off the inoculations.”

“Inoculations?” Dhiren said, smirking. “Look at you and your fancy Cahlven vocabulary.”

Keiran frowned at him. “Her word, not mine.”

Georgianna squeezed Keiran’s hand and leaned in a little closer. “That was it? A fever? They didn’t lose control of everything?”

He shook his head. “I wanted to ask the Cahlven doctors about it, but without telling them about the Adveni drug, I didn’t know how to bring it up.”

Beck nodded. “You did the right thing. If those who only took the Cahlven drug didn’t experience any effects, there was no reason to think they might know what was going on.”

“So, it was the Adveni?” Alec said. “Their drug was the one that did that to you?”

Lacie peeked around Jacob’s shoulder to look at him. “We still don’t know that. It could have been the combination.”

“Or the fact they were both taken in such quick succession,” Jacob said.

Alec didn’t look convinced, but he stayed quiet.

Beck shuffled forwards. “We need to take these injections. It’s essential, if this plan of George’s is going to work.”

Georgianna frowned. “We only have a few days before the meeting,” she said. “And I have to go back to the Cahlven before then to administer the Adveni drugs.”

“We can’t give them out if we don’t know what’ll happen,” Dhiren said, looking up, though his hands were still spread wide in front of Braedon as the young boy drew on them.

“You volunteering?” Keiran said.

A silence settled over them. Dhiren didn’t answer. Instead, he returned all his attention to Braedon, jerking his hands out of the way of his pen, the tense silence broken by frantic innocent giggles. It was all trust and simple pleasures. Georgianna missed that.

“I think we should split it,” she said.

“Split it?” Alec said. “What do you mean?”

She let out a heavy breath and looked around them. “There are eight who need to take the drugs. We leave Braedon out for now. Three people take the Cahlven drugs, three take the Adveni, and two people help me look after everyone. Once the side effects of each drug wears off, the next people take it, and it rotates around.”

“You’ll need help at the shield,” Lacie said. “If you want to give the Adveni drug to all of them.”

Georgianna nodded and glanced around at the others. “So, if Jacob and Lacie hold off taking the drugs for the moment, are the rest of you okay?”

None of them looked particularly pleased about it, but they each nodded just the same.

“I’ll take the Adveni one,” Alec said.

“Me, too,” Dhiren said. “I always did like a mystery.”

Beck stretched. “I’ll take the Adveni one, too. Better Lyle and Halden get a fever, what with Braedon to look after. And Keiran will need to return to the shield at some point, so better his symptoms match the Cahlven virus.”

They set to work on clearing out the tunnel cars, ensuring there were three proper beds set up in each one. Jacob prepared more of his herb water, just in case, and Lacie organised everything they’d needed to treat Georgianna, all set up and ready to be grabbed.

They only had five days before she was meant to meet with both Naltahn and Maarqyn to tell them what they’d done. If they wanted this to work, if all Veniche had to be infected with both viruses before that meeting, then every second was going to count.
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They waited until the day before the meeting to return to the Cahlven shield. Through their testing of both drugs in their own little group, they had discovered that the Adveni drug had an incubation period of roughly a day before the subject began vomiting. Luckily, none of the others experienced the same locked-in effects Georgianna had suffered, even after taking the Cahlven injection. They deduced that it was the proximity of both injections that had caused her body to shut down while it fought off two viruses at once.

Only Keiran had held off from taking the Adveni drug in the second round, knowing that he would have to go back under the Cahlven shield. He, like every other Veniche beneath the shield, would have the injection administered that day. As the meeting with the Volsonnar and the Colvohan was due to take place the next morning, the symptoms of the Adveni drug wouldn’t show themselves until it was too late.

They came to the soldier post, and waited as Keiran and Georgianna’s passes were checked by multiple guards. Unlike the last time, they didn’t seem as keen on letting her in.

The final soldier returned and shoved the pass back into her hand. “What about them?” He pointed at Lacie and Jacob.

“They’re with us,” Keiran said.

“They have no pass.”

Georgianna stepped forwards, joining Keiran. “I have to visit every Veniche being kept under this shield. I need help, which is why they’re here. If you have a problem, call Olless or your Colvohan.”

The soldier stepped away. “I will let you through today, but today only.” He peered around her to look at Lacie and Jacob.

Georgianna gave him a cold smile. “Don’t worry. We won’t be coming back.”

She waved Lacie and Jacob forwards, making sure they went through the shield first, before the soldiers had any chance to change their mind.

Georgianna pulled up her heavy hood, holding it tight around her face as she stepped through the shield. The electric static tingled against her skin, even after she’d yanked her foot free. Lacie was flattening her hair on the other side, watched by a grinning Jacob with curls that were wilder than normal. Even Georgianna had to smother a smirk as she pulled her hood back down, revealing her protected hair. Lacie harrumphed and followed behind, still trying to tame her hair.

“How are you feeling?” Georgianna stepped up to join Keiran and touched the back of his arm.

He glanced at her and nodded. “I’m good. Jake and I are powering through.”

“What about you, Lacie? You still feeling okay?”

Georgianna couldn’t be entirely sure, since the freeze wind had turned all their faces varying shades of pink with the cold, but she thought Lacie blushed as she glanced at Jacob and then quickly looked away.

“I didn’t do it yet,” Lacie said.

“Oh?”

The redhead was silent for half a dozen paces before she looked up. “I still wanted to look after everyone.”

Jacob stepped closer to Lacie’s side. “Once I’m all better, I’ll look after you.”

She smiled, and the blush only got deeper.

They dropped the subject and peered up at the Cahlven ship. They stopped at the entrance to the tall tunnel leading up into the belly of the craft, standing just far enough away from the entrance that they didn’t get in the way of the other people going in and out. Georgianna wrung her hands and pursed her lips, snorting cold breaths through her nose.

Keiran dropped any pretence of their continued arguments as he came to her side, wrapping his arm around her waist. He pulled her in against his side and kissed her temple. “We couldn’t have done this without you. This is the right thing.”

Georgianna gave a weak smile and leaned in against him. “Will they see it that way when they’re sick?”

Lacie and Jacob moved in to stand beside them. “It’s a few days of sickness for a lifetime of protection,” Jacob said. “They will understand.”

“Will they?” Georgianna said. “After all the testing from the Cahlven, will they take these injections when we can’t tell them why?”

Keiran shrugged. “Get as many as you can. If they refuse, make a note and move on. As long as they think everyone is infected, the odd one who’s uninfected won’t matter.”

Georgianna nodded and took a deep, steadying breath. He was right. As long as the majority of the Veniche had both viruses, neither the Adveni nor the Cahlven would know who was infected. Would they want to get that close and risk finding someone who was lethal to them?

They travelled into the ship in the box that ran up through the tube. Georgianna was surprised that they kept travelling up past multiple floors. Keiran stepped out into the upper portions of the ship. He walked to a panel and pressed his hand against it. A disembodied voice spoke up. “Zanetti, what is it?”

“I’ve brought the medic and two assistants to check on Veniche.”

There was a shuffling and a murmur. When the panel next spoke, the voice wasn’t the same as the original. It was familiar and female. “Have Miss Lennox, Miss Cormack, and Mr Stone place their hands against the panel one at a time until it flashes white,” Olless said. “We will update the doors required.”

“Thanks,” Keiran said, waving Georgianna forwards.

He took hold of her wrist, showing her where to put her hand. She held it to the panel for a few seconds, and a vibrating pulse ran from her palm up to the tips of her fingers, and back down to the heel of her palm. The panel flashed white.

Jacob and Lacie both took their turns. When the process was complete, Keiran turned to look at a bulbous device protruding from the ceiling. He touched a finger to his temple and brought it away again in an awkward wave.

“On you go,” Olless said through the panel. There was a short fizz of static, then silence.

Keiran directed Georgianna to a door to the side of the corridor. He waved Jacob and Lacie closer and pointed at the wall. “The lock panels are in the walls. They have a mark in the bottom left corner, so you’ll be able to find them.”

He pointed to a section of wall almost indistinguishable from the rest, and directed them to a small, circular indentation. The circle had two spokes through it: one pointing up and one pointing to the right, as if it were indicating the panel outline. Without asking, Georgianna placed her hand against the section above and right of the mark. All around the panel, lights pulsed, getting brighter. Georgianna whipped her hand away, stepping back. This was similar to when she’d last been on the ship, getting her family back. Soon, the sirens would start wailing.

But before any sound came, the lights pulsed a vibrant green and the lock in the door unlatched. Keiran pulled the door, and Georgianna felt like she could breathe again.

They filed through into the corridor. Georgianna closed the door behind them and tested to ensure it had locked. She pulled her bag around in front of her and dug inside, shifting the injection gun and the first of the vials up to the top, ready to be grabbed. Each vial easily held enough of the drug to administer to a dozen people, and they’d been given some cartridges to load into the injection gun that would insert new needles automatically, like bullets into the chamber of a copaq. Georgianna still found herself intrigued and horrified at how every piece of Adveni technology reminded her of a weapon. She was surprised the Adveni hadn’t pre-loaded the virus into the needles, ready to be fired at any Cahlven.

Perhaps they had, but those had been administered to patrolling Adveni rather than untrustworthy Veniche.

Keiran moved further down the corridor, peering in through the doors. He tested a couple, tugging hard on the handle. Each one was still locked. Surely the Colvohan had realised that they’d want to be able to talk to these people? How was this sticking to their agreement? Georgianna gritted her teeth and gazed at the door closest to her.

She moved to the door and pulled on the waist-high hatch. It flopped open, clanging as it hit the metal underneath. Behind the hatch, an open space had been left so that items could be passed through the door without opening it.

A man got to his feet and moved closer, expectant. When he saw she wasn’t holding anything, his eyes narrowed. “No food?”

Georgianna frowned. “They pass food through here? Don’t they open the doors for that?”

“No.”

“Vtensu! Have they been here giving injections?”

He nodded.

“Couple of days ago. Everyone had fevers, but they’re mostly gone now.”

“Okay. I need to give you all one more injection.”

“What, now?”

Georgianna smiled at him through the window. “No more testing. No more being held here. It’ll take a few days, but all Veniche will be released.”

The man didn’t need any more than that. He stuck his arm through the hole. Georgianna glanced around to see the location of the corridor camera, then drew out the injection gun.

“That don’t look like the ones they gave us,” he said.

“It’s not. So, don’t tell them, okay?”

He looked concerned, but didn’t remove his arm from the hole.

She pulled out the vial and removed the cap over the needle. Inserting the vial into a chamber at the side of the injection gun, she listened to it whir. It beeped, and Georgianna wiped over the man’s skin with a damp, papery cloth from inside a packet. She squeezed the flesh of his arm, placed the gun over it, and pressed down on the trigger. The needle moved slowly, piercing the flesh. The gun whirred for a moment and then drew the needle back. From within the gun, there came a little snap as the needle broke and was forced into the waste chamber.

The moment the gun left the man’s skin, he drew his arm back and waved another person in his cell forwards.

Jacob and Lacie joined her beside the door, watching as she administered the virus to the next person: a young woman who looked only a little older than Lacie. She squeaked when the needle went in, but other than that, didn’t say a word. Lacie and Jacob had already seen the guns used; they’d tested them back in the tunnels to be sure they knew how. But they needed one last observation before they felt comfortable.

They stepped away from the door.

“Keep an eye on where the cameras are, and keep your back to it,” Georgianna said. “Hide what you’re doing.”

Keiran joined them.

Georgianna turned to him. “You go ahead. Start explaining what we’re doing so we can move faster.”

He nodded and went to one of the doors, opening the hatch and speaking quietly to the people inside.

Lacie took one side of the corridor, Jacob the other, and Georgianna set off to the other end. Between the four of them, they could hopefully get through enough people before the Cahlven realised they were being betrayed.
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“You know, I still don’t know why you wanted me here,” Beck said, stuffing his hands further into his pockets and bringing his shoulders up to his ears.

Georgianna bounced up and down on the balls of her feet, hugging her coat around her as she looked over at him. “What are you talking about? Of course you should be here. You’re our leader.”

Beck snorted and raised an eyebrow. “I’ve not been a leader to the Veniche for some time now.” He didn’t look put out by the admission, nor sad. It was just a factual statement. “You should have brought Keiran with you, or Alec and Dhiren.”

Georgianna shook her head and glanced both ways down the street. “You are our leader. Everyone knows that.”

“But…”

“Beck, you’re not getting out of this, so cut it out.”

He laughed. “You do realise you just gave your apparent leader an order, right?”

Georgianna glared at him, trying not to grin and join with his laughter.

“Good point,” she said. “Doesn’t change anything, though.”

In her pocket, the tsentyl she’d collected from Crisco crackled with laughter for a few seconds before falling silent again. Wherever the others were hiding, watching over their meeting, they found her misstep as funny as Beck did, and they wanted them to know it.

Before she could chastise them for breaking the silence, or have Beck do it, the uniform trudge of boots marching down the road came thudding into their ears. Both of them peered down the street, steeling themselves as the Cahlven soldiers came into view from the west. They surrounded their Colvohan, heads held high and looking sleek and professional in their uniforms, unlike Georgianna and Beck, who were bundled in heavy coats with scarves pulled up over their noses, looking as dishevelled as usual.

In the opening to the intersection, the Cahlven soldiers came to a halt, moving apart like a flower opening for the sun. The Colvohan stepped out from the centre, with Olless following a few steps behind. Georgianna fought to hide a grimace, glad of her scarf. She had hated Olless as much as any of them—if not more—before they’d been banished from the shield. But in the recent months, she had proven herself to be decent and caring. She had lied for them, protected them, and in return, they had found a way to try to kill her.

“Miss Lennox,” Naltahn said, giving a small bow of his head. “Mr. Casey. A pleasure to see you looking so… well.”

Beck bristled, tugged down his scarf to reveal his face, and gave a tight smile.

“We should wait until the Adveni arrive,” Georgianna said, removing her own scarf.

Naltahn peered at them, like one of his scientists watching over a test subject. “Yes. What else do we have to discuss?”

Georgianna glanced at Olless and took a breath, readying herself to speak, to ask her how she had been. But she stopped before she could voice the question. It felt like a lie, a betrayal. Instead, she smiled and nodded her greeting. Olless nodded in return.

The Adveni arrived in the same manner as the Cahlven, with Maarqyn surrounded by soldiers. He also brought a second in command. Georgianna recognised his deputy, but only after a minute of staring as they made their way across the snow. She’d met him first in the Compound, where he’d asked how much Georgianna would cost. Edtroka had yelled at him. His name was Tzanlomne and, from the uniform he wore, he was a commander; the same rank as Maarqyn had been before Beck had killed the Volsonnar.

She hid a smile, wondering if he’d been a commander when Edtroka had called him a self-important bastard to his face.

“Quite a little gathering we have here,” Maarqyn said, ignoring any pleasantries. His smile was as cold and cruel as ever. “And who’d have thought it would be the little bird to bring us together?”

Georgianna looked to Beck, half expecting him to step forwards and speak, to tell them what they had done and to make their demands. But he was watching her with a proud, expectant smile, nodding her onwards. Resisting the urge to chew on her bottom lip, she glanced around the buildings instead. The others were up there, watching her, waiting for her. They were all depending on her. It didn’t matter that she’d reminded Beck that he would always be their leader. Today, it was her job.

Drawing herself up, Georgianna checked that her hood was pushed back and flat against her back. She rolled her shoulders and looked between Naltahn and Maarqyn. “We brought you here today to make a deal,” she said loudly, hoping that volume would make up for the fact her voice was threatening to crack.

Both Naltahn and Maarqyn were smiling, and she realised they both thought they had already won; that fact alone gave her more confidence than before. These men had constantly underestimated the Veniche and treated them like children, to be ordered about or saved from their own stupidity.

Georgianna stepped forwards and dug into her pockets. In one hand, she drew out the Adveni injection gun, and in the other, one of the syringes given to her by the Cahlven. She tossed them onto the compacted snow at their feet. “You have both made deals on behalf of your race,” she said, watching as their gazes locked onto the two devices, their smiles fading. “And we accepted both of those deals.”

She could see the realisation settling in, even before she opened her mouth again. Edtroka had once told her that she was a terrible liar, that he could see the lies in her face. Now, she could see their truth, the anger they tried to hide behind ordered masks.

“Colvohan, we made a deal that the Veniche would carry a virus capable of killing an Adveni, should they come in close contact with anyone infected. The virus would not harm Veniche, and there would be no more testing on Veniche people by Cahlven scientists.” She smiled and turned to Maarqyn. “Volsonnar, we made a deal with the Adveni that the Veniche would carry a virus capable of killing a Cahlven, should they come into close contact.” Beck stood beside her, not bothering to hide his glee. He encouraged her to continue. “Every Veniche in this area is now infected with both viruses. The Cahlven were most helpful in administering their own drugs, and in allowing us access to those under the shield, which gave us the time to administer the virus we were provided by the Adveni.”

“You deceitful little bitch!” said Maarqyn.

Georgianna smiled back at him. “You will not control any Veniche ever again, Commander. Nor will the Cahlven be able to use us for their own gains.”

Despite the fury in his face, Naltahn’s voice was calm. “How did you know that housing both viruses would not kill you?”

“That was a risk I took. When it didn’t kill me, we administered to everyone else.”

“When you came to the ship to check on Veniche?” Olless said.

Naltahn barely moved, but the small inclination of his head was enough for Olless to jump back a step in submission.

Georgianna met her gaze. “Yes, Olless.”

She wanted to apologise for deceiving her. Olless was the only one she felt she should be apologising to; despite the cold words between them in the past, Olless had been doing as she’d been ordered. She hadn’t known what Naltahn would do to the Veniche under the shield. But she couldn’t apologise to her. Not here, and not in front of Naltahn, who would realise Olless might have helped her in some way.

“And you expect us to… what?” Maarqyn said.

Georgianna returned her gaze to the Volsonnar. She held out her hands and shrugged. “That is up to you. We will allow both Cahlven and Adveni to remain on Os-Veruh, should they wish. However, this land is to remain neutral, under no domain but that of the Veniche. Here, you will answer to us, and leaders we appoint. You will adhere to our laws, and dismantle any weaponry, or protections, you have installed here.”

“Stay here, subservient to you?” Naltahn said.

“Not subservient. But not with any power over our laws or our people. Your people will be treated with respect, should they choose to stay, and we will allow you land to create bases.”

She faced Maarqyn, her smile turning cold to meet the fury in his eyes. “Adveni, too, will be allowed to stay with the same offer, should you decide. But not in Adlai. The Veniche will take ownership of every building and technology installed here as payment for our years of servitude beneath the Adveni. No Adveni will be allowed to own a dreta while on Os-Veruh, whether they were born on this planet or any other.”

Maarqyn’s face was mottled pale as the full realisation hit him. He had agreed to this deal of theirs. He had taken ownership of poisonous fruit, and he could either abandon it, or risk his entire race. After learning so much about the Adveni from Edtroka, she highly doubted that Maarqyn Guinnyr would be remembered fondly in their history books. The Volsonnar who lost them their home planet.

Georgianna looked between them, smiled brightly, and bowed. “We will leave an envoy here.” She pointed to a building across the street. “Once you have made a decision on how you will proceed, you should send your own to let us know, and with meeting arrangements. We will come to discuss terms in more depth.” She gave another small bow. “Good day, Gentlemen.”

Without waiting for any further questions or complaints, or perhaps insults from Maarqyn, Georgianna turned away. She nodded to Beck, who turned with her, and they made their way down the street away from the stunned leaders of the Cahlven and Adveni.

With lethal viruses pumping through her body, and two races left to pick up the pieces behind her, Georgianna felt more powerful than she’d ever felt in her life.
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The Cahlven were the first to recover from their wounded egos, sending an envoy to speak to Alec before the sun rose. Upon leaving his shift covering the building beside their meeting place—with Lacie taking over the wait for the Adveni decision—Alec passed along the news that the Cahlven would begin to release the Veniche they had been holding, and the shield would be gone by nightfall.

Georgianna tugged her hood tighter around her face, pulling up her scarf until it covered her nose and mouth. The freeze wind was bitter and burning, even in the shelter between houses outside of the shield. She wondered whether the shield would still be protecting those inside, or if the Cahlven were turfing the Veniche out of the ship as fast as possible.

The shield glittered in the bright morning sun, throwing rainbow light across the snow-covered ground. Deep paths had been carved in the regular thoroughfares, and the snow had compacted and hardened to solid white ice with waist-high walls on either side.

The Cahlven soldiers still stood guard where the path crossed through the shield. A fire had been lit on each side, and shining copper pots hung from black poles over the flames. One of the soldiers scooped up large, double fistfuls of snow and dumped them into the pots, causing new coils of steam to rise from inside. Georgianna wished she could do the same, but she doubted the soldiers would hand over any of their fire stores, and any wood scavenged from the local area would be too wet to burn. Instead, she wrapped her arms tighter around her stomach, and watched.

The bodies moving about beneath the shield were blurry, but she could see the buzz of activity as people passed back and forth, some hurrying and others ambling with large bags and crates. Despite the lack of any formal meetings, the intentions were clear: the Cahlven were packing up. They were wasting no time in their arrangements, and Georgianna wondered how many of them knew what they had done. Were they all aware that the Veniche within their ship were now deadly to them?

At the base of the shield, behind the soldiers, the blue shimmer began to ripple more prominently, and a shadow from the other side solidified and became a head and shoulders, breaking free. The Cahlven pulled himself clear of the static and reached up to rub his hand over his dark hair. He turned to one of the soldiers, and after a brief conversation, looked directly at Georgianna, as the soldier pointed in her direction.

Georgianna straightened up, surprised, as the Cahlven strode over to her, his face splitting into a wide grin. Georgianna smiled in recognition behind her scarf. Tohma looked oddly thrilled as he was blown off course by the wind, tripping as he made the last few steps over to her.

“Georgianna,” he said, ducking into the sheltered space between the houses. He gave her a happy little bow. “It has been too long since we have seen each other.”

Georgianna tugged her scarf down to reveal the rest of her face. She met his beaming smile. “It has, Tohma. How have you been?”

“Most fascinated by the progression of things here.”

Georgianna wasn’t sure whether to laugh or apologise, and yet Tohma appeared almost delighted at the turn of events.

He glanced back at the soldiers outside the shield. “I am assuming you are waiting here to see that we are releasing your kin.”

She shifted and followed his gaze; anything to stop her from having to look at his confusing enthusiasm. She liked Tohma. If things had gone differently, she would still have been working with him. She wondered whether Keiran had remained close to Tohma within the shield, or if it had been too difficult after Wrench’s death. Tohma had been closer to Wrench than any of them.

When she didn’t say anything, Tohma bounced on the balls of his feet. It was hard to tell if it was excitement, or if he was just keeping himself warm. “They are in the process,” he said. “But the weather has changed much since we arrived. It was thought best that our stores be given to your people.”

“Stores?”

“Clothing, and other necessities. Many came to the ship with so little, and the months have destroyed so much.”

Georgianna couldn’t help herself; she smiled. “That’s very kind of you, Tohma.”

“Not my decision, by any means. But I certainly agree with it. Especially if we intend to make good relationship.”

In the months since he had arrived on Os-Veruh, Tohma’s grasp of Veuriq had come along in leaps and bounds. He still held a heavy Cahlven accent, which Georgianna doubted would ever truly leave, and he was formal in his speech. But he didn’t pause between every few words any more, searching for the one he wanted.

“You’re not going, then?” she said. “We weren’t really given an answer on what the Colvohan intends.”

“The Colvohan is leaving. As will most of our number. However, some will stay.” He grinned as if he’d just been given a large and exciting present. “I am one who will stay.”

Georgianna reached out to clap him on the arm, but then pulled back. They would need to keep their distance for a while, at least until they knew the limits of the virus. “I’m glad, Tohma. I know the others will be pleased to hear you’re staying.”

Tohma nodded. “Olless, as well. She was first to volunteer to remain with the envoy.”

“She was?”

“Oh, yes. I was not present, but I hear there was quite the argument.”

“Argument? Why?”

There was something about Tohma that reminded Georgianna of a bounding animal, thrilled with everything it saw, as the freeze melted away to reveal new growth. Or a small child, trying to soak up all knowledge and experience available. As he leaned closer—apparently not as concerned about the virus as she was—his smile turned mischievous.

“The Colvohan wanted to leave immediately, but Olless fought hard. She insisted they bring other Colvohans in to debate.”

“How many are there?”

“Many. Perhaps I will be able to explain it to you, some day. But for now, you know that there was much fighting through the night. Olless won with small margin, but our Colvohan refuses to remain.”

“Okay. That’s good, right? I mean, the Colvohan is kind of a vtensu.”

Tohma tried to hide a smile behind a stern, flat expression. “But envoy cannot stay without leadership. Olless is Colvohan now.”

“Olless is a Colvohan?”

“Third, uh, Reduced. It is a lower rank, but one that will allow her to remain as leader here, able to make decisions and grow our relationship.”

Georgianna didn’t try to stop her smile. So, maybe she had betrayed Olless with her plan, but now Olless had been promoted. She could only hope that the Emissary—no, Colvohan—wouldn’t be quite as angry about it. “That’s wonderful. Perhaps we should insist on your promotion, too, Tohma.”

He chuckled, and beneath the pink of the cold, she thought she saw a darker flush of warmth in his cheeks. He looked down at his boots.

“That would be nice,” he said. “But perhaps for another day.”

She agreed with him there. After all, now they knew the Cahlven—or at least some of them—were sticking around, they would have a lot to do.
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“Well, they weren’t exactly in it for a long haul, were they,” Dhiren said, perching in the tunnel car doorway and letting Braedon crawl up into his lap. He brushed the boy’s hair back from his forehead like he’d been made for the job. “Easy to pack up and go when you haven’t set roots. I imagine it will take the Adveni a lot longer.”

Alec scoffed. “Trying to strip out everything useful, no doubt.”

Georgianna might have rolled her eyes, or chastised Alec for his lack of trust in their negotiations, but she had to admit that he was probably right. Despite their terms, she doubted Maarqyn would want to leave them with one bit of technology they could rip out and take with them. The fact that the Adveni had yet to send anyone to tell them of their decision backed up their distrust. Either the Adveni would leave, giving them as little notice as possible, or they would make the transition as difficult as they possibly could, squabbling over every little thing. Maarqyn would probably send subordinates for that part; Georgianna highly doubted that Maarqyn would be willing to lower himself to make deals with them personally again.

“Do you think they’ll stay?” Halden said. He appeared out of the tunnel car and took a seat beside Dhiren, thigh to thigh. Leaning across him, Halden wrapped his arms around Braedon’s body and lifted his sleepy son into his own lap.

Dhiren watched, impassive, as the child was lifted away from him. But when his gaze moved to Halden’s face, he twisted and was quick to look away.

“No way to know,” Beck said. “I bet they’re engaged in the same arguments over there as the Cahlven were having. Some want to stay, some intend to leave. Either way, it means packing up for them, since we said they can’t stay in Adlai.”

“And they won’t fight?” Halden said.

Beck shook his head. “They would have to be stupid to do that, knowing what they know.”

“Great, so we’re relying on the Adveni being clear-headed?” Keiran said.

Georgianna nudged an elbow into his side, but didn’t disagree with him. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her tighter in against him. He was warm from the fire, but his skin still smelled of the fresh freeze snow. She turned her face towards him, resting her head on his shoulder and closing her eyes for a moment.

“Forget the Adveni and Cahlven for a minute. What are we going to do?”

Georgianna didn’t need to open her eyes; her father’s voice was as clear as ever. She realised then that, had the viruses taken her sight, she wouldn’t have had any problem telling the people around her apart. She was thankful. They were all so different from each other, giving her a rounded view of any topic. She wished everyone could be as lucky as she was to have such a group.

“No matter what the Adveni decide, Adlai will be different,” Alec said. “I doubt many will want to stay.”

Keiran nodded. “Not to mention the great crater to walk around every day.”

“So we head South?”

Georgianna took a slow, calming breath, as she stared at the warm black behind her eyelids. “North.”

“Girl, you must be kidding,” her father said. “In the freeze?”

Lifting her head away from Keiran’s shoulder, she opened her eyes. “Nyvalau was destroyed, too.”

“George is right,” Beck said. “There is nothing waiting for us there. And by the time we got far enough south to begin building, it would be time to head north again.”

“The Cahlven are giving supplies to those leaving the ship,” Keiran said, pulling Georgianna back in against his side. “And there would be better hunting up there. Maybe heading north isn’t such a bad idea. Start building before the heat.”

Her father didn’t look too pleased about being dismissed, but he held his tongue, turning his old carving knife in his hands. He picked up the sharpening stone from his side and scraped the blade along it, making them all cringe at the sound; his own little revenge.

“So back to Nyquonat?” Alec said.

Her father continued to work on the knife, though he now moved it fast enough that the grating was low and bearable.

Beck watched, nodding to himself. “We will need most to remain here. At least for the moment. There is not enough shelter at Nyquonat, and I wouldn’t suggest leaving the Adveni or Cahlven alone down here.”

“Send builders and hunters,” her father said. “People who can build up stores for the Heat.”

They all nodded.

Dhiren set his gaze on Braedon, already fast asleep in his father’s arms, and would not turn away. Georgianna felt a deep sinking in her heart as she remembered his plans to leave. She couldn’t ask him now, not in front of all these people who might try to convince him otherwise. It was his decision to make, and she would not sway him from it, though her heart ached at the idea of him alone again. Her breath quickened at the idea of being without him.

“And any dreta who want to go,” Jacob said, pulling her from her thoughts.

For all his strides forwards, Jacob still shrank back when all eyes turned on him. He stared down at his knees, drawing them tighter to his chest as he wrapped his arms around his legs.

“Jacob is right,” Beck said before anyone could question him further. “Any who want to go should be able. We will not force anyone to remain here with Adveni who harmed them.”

Georgianna met her father’s gaze across the small fire. Even where he sat still, his expression danced in the coiling heat and smoke. She knew that he was wondering whether she would go, or remain. It wasn’t an answer she was ready to give him.

As she leaned against him, Georgianna could feel Keiran twitching, almost wrestling with himself. She turned to him, her eyes narrowing in confusion. He, like Jacob, stared at his knees.

“Alec, would you lead a hunt with me?” he said, finally. “Maybe to Kulinah? Without the supplies from the Adveni and Cahlven, we’ll need stores here, too.”

Georgianna folded herself further in against Keiran, wrapping her arms tight around his waist. The others might not have realised how difficult it would be for Keiran to ask this of Alec, but she did. Though the mark was now gone, thanks to Ehnisque’s bullet, Keiran had claimed he would never truly forgive Alec for being the one to give it to him. Maybe he’d decided that he trusted him, but forgiveness did not always follow.

“That would be good,” Alec said. “Between us, I think we’d be able to get a good party together, maybe even a wagon to bring it back?”

Keiran nodded, but said no more on the subject. He’d taken that step, and it was enough for now. Stretching up, Georgianna placed a gentle kiss against his jaw.

“You are a good, kind man,” she whispered. “I love you.”

His small smile told her he felt the same. Despite all the decisions that needed to be made within the coming days, it was a relief to know that she could be truly certain of one thing.
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The shield was thinning in patches, disintegrating before their eyes as they returned to the camps. It felt odd to be out of the tunnels, knowing they wouldn’t return at nightfall. They had packed up as much as they could, but they would need more trips to collect their supplies. Luckily, Halden and Dhiren had volunteered for the job, since Alec and Keiran would be trying to search out hunters for their trip. They weren’t planning to leave for a while, but the sooner they organised, the better. At least that was what Alec said.

Despite the fading shield, the Cahlven soldiers still stood guard at the main road. They didn’t look too happy about the arrangement, and their faces were bright with the cold, but they greeted the group cordially enough, waving for them to continue.

Stepping through the shield was easier than ever; nothing but a tickle that ran down both Georgianna’s arms underneath her coat. She adjusted the pack on her shoulders and let her father take the lead, following close behind as they headed back to their old home. She had tried to tell him that everything inside was destroyed or gone, but he wouldn’t go back on his decision.

The activity beneath the crumbling shield was much the same as when the Cahlven had first arrived in Adlai. Soldiers ran back and forth with supplies, and citizens watched with confused expressions, wondering what they were supposed to be doing. The only difference now was that most of the soldiers were wearing masks that covered their noses and mouths. They skirted wide arcs around the Veniche in their paths but, surprisingly, never asked them to move.

Georgianna placed her pack down in the front room. The door was broken, and drifts of snow sat halfway down the slim hallway. Their boots tracked wet prints throughout the house; something her mother would have chastised them for, once upon a time. Nobody cared now. Even her father didn’t have it in him to complain when he saw the state of the interior. He huffed, propped his hands on his hips, and told Braedon that his first job was to get the snow back outside where it belonged.

“Gianna?”

Georgianna spun around, almost slipping in the snow drift. She grasped the doorway and held herself upright.

“I thought that was you.”

Taye stood knee deep in the snow, a dozen feet from her. His hands were shoved deep in the pockets of a Cahlven coat that was far too big on his lanky frame. But his hat, pulled low over his eyebrows and ears, was made of pale fur and leather, and made him instantly recognisable. A dark, almost black strip of leather curved over his head from ear to ear, and she remembered stitching it into the hat when the last join had broken.

Georgianna found the lip of the doorway and stepped back out of the house to join him. He stared at the snow hiding his feet as she trudged through the undisturbed snowbank to meet him. Why he hadn’t gone to the general path, she didn’t know, and didn’t ask. She just shuffled over to meet him, carving the path for herself.

“Hi Taye.”

He lifted his head. Reaching up, he inched his fingers under the collar of his coat and scratched, looking anywhere but at her. “I…” He faltered, staring down at the snow again. “I wanted to—”

“Apologise for being such an outrageous bastard that you chased me with a gun?”

His eyes were as wide as a rabbit caught in the sight of a hunter’s bow, and he looked just as skittish as he stepped back. “Hey! That’s not fair.”

When his gaze finally lifted to meet hers, Georgianna raised an eyebrow and grinned at him. “It’s not fair you shot at me either.”

Taye pursed his lips. “I didn’t shoot at you. And I didn’t have a choice. The Cahlven weren’t letting anyone stay without joining. I couldn’t leave Nyah again.”

Georgianna laid her hands on his shoulders and squeezed. “It’s okay. I forgive you.”

He didn’t look like he believed her. Their friendship had taken a beating and was bent out of shape. But it was still there, ready to be fixed. The fact he’d come to find her proved that much.

“You know, you didn’t let me get to the apology,” he said.

Georgianna grinned at him. “I thought it would sound a bit forced after I actually saved everyone. I thought I’d save you the embarrassment.”

He didn’t return her smile, or her mockery. He grasped her wrists and held her hands against his shoulders as he looked down at her. “Seriously, Gianna. I’m sorry. I was so… I was blinded and you never deserved my anger. I love you, and I’m sorry.”

Her smile softened, melting like snow in the beginning of the wash. Sliding her hands to his chest, she pressed her palm over his heart. They were wearing too many layers for her to actually feel the pulse of life, but she knew it was there.

“You are forgiven,” she said, and after a moment of consideration, added, “as long as you don’t ever side with invading soldiers who want to kill us all again.”

Taye let out a nervous laugh and nodded. “That I can promise.”

“Good.”

Georgianna stepped away from him and broke the connection. Glancing back at the house, she wondered whether the others would be cursing her name for abandoning them to the work inside. Taye followed her gaze, retreating a step.

“Are you back at your Uncle’s?” Georgianna said before he could bolt.

Taye nodded. “Just until people start moving. Word is that people are heading north again.”

“That’s right.”

“Nyah doesn’t want to stay here. We thought it best to go, see if we can help up there.”

Georgianna smiled and tucked her hands into his pockets. “That sounds good for you both.”

“Yeah, I thought so. But, uh…”

“What is it?”

“Nyah and I were talking about… about joining.”

Georgianna snorted. “If you weren’t, I might be annoyed with you, Taye Rann. After all I went through getting that ring into the Compound.”

He chuckled and scuffed his foot under the snow. “We want to do it soon. As soon as we get to Nyquonat.”

Georgianna nodded to herself. “Wow, that is soon. I mean, it’s not when you think about it, but… that’s great.”

“Nyah wants you there,” he said. He looked away, cursing himself. When he looked at her again, his expression was pleading and hopeful. “I want you there, Gianna.”

Georgianna paused, cold breath caught in her chest. She hadn’t discussed it properly with her family yet, but she had assumed she would be staying in Adlai, at least for the time being. She didn’t want to be a leader of the Veniche. She would rather go back to being a medic and nothing more. And yet, she was known to the Cahlven and the Adveni. She was used to dealing with them now. And Beck would need help.

Still, she couldn’t dismiss that hopeful look in her childhood friend’s face. He wanted her at his joining, and she had chosen what she felt she should do when helping Edtroka, when fighting the Adveni. She wanted to be there for him and for Nyah.

And they did all deserve a little celebration.

“Then I will be there,” she said. “I may have to return to Adlai soon after, but I will be there when you join.”

Taye beamed, and all that had ever come between them was forgiven. He leaned forwards, grabbed her hand, and squeezed tight. “Thank you.”

He released her, turning and ploughing a new canyon through the snow. There was a bright and energetic bounce in his step that made Georgianna smile. She had made the right decision.
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She jogged and skidded the last dozen steps to catch up with Dhiren and his long stride. He had his head tipped back, face turned up to the weak sunlight breaking through the clouds. The icy, compacted snow of the path seemed as steady as dry rock beneath his sure-footed steps. He didn’t glance back; he only shortened his gait as she came up to walk by his side. 

She had left Halden, Braedon, and her father back at the house. Braedon was once again proving to be less than useful as he excited himself over little tasks that remained half finished, and Halden grimaced as he told Dhiren that it was probably best that he didn’t return to the tunnels with him.

Georgianna had taken the opportunity, making her excuses and then running as fast as the snow would allow to catch up. He didn’t appear surprised to find her at his side, and she wondered if he’d been expecting her to jump at the chance to talk to him alone.

But he didn’t mention it. He barely made a sound as they walked the long road back to the centre of Adlai.

“Are you leaving?” Georgianna said as they descended the steps into the tunnels. After the walk from the camps, she had given up on finding some tactful way to start the conversation.

Dhiren paused. The light from outside just reached his legs, leaving his face and body in shadow as he kicked the bottom step. Clumps of snow fell away from his boots and sloughed onto the ground.

“Dhiren?” He shoved his hands in his pockets and began to walk down the tunnel. Georgianna jogged to catch up. “Suns, Dhiren, will you answer me?”

He glanced back, chuckling. “You worried I was going to run off without telling you? That why you followed me all the way here, because you thought I was going?”

“No, of course not.”

But it had crossed her mind that he wouldn’t want to make a fuss; that he might simply leave in the middle of the night to avoid the attempts to make him stay. She had promised that when it came time for him to leave, she wouldn’t stop him, but that had been when they were fighting with the Adveni and the Cahlven. That was over now. He didn’t have to go anywhere.

She had also promised that, when it was all done, she would go with him. Surely he didn’t expect the same of her now. Things had changed.

They turned into the narrow tunnel, Dhiren leading the way as they picked through the dark. Georgianna spread her arms, brushing her fingers along the rough walls either side. It was odd that she would miss this place. So much had happened down here; so much she would rather forget. But it also held such good memories. She had met Keiran in these tunnels.

“Taye and Nyah are joining when they reach Nyquonat,” she said.

Dhiren huffed. “Good for them.”

She supposed she couldn’t ask for more emotion from him on that point. He didn’t exactly know Taye or Nyah well. “He’s asked me to be there. I won’t stay, though. At least, I don’t think I will.”

“More negotiations?”

It was Georgianna’s turn to frown as his words took a tone cooler than the snow he’d kicked off his boots. “Something like that.”

He nodded, but didn’t say anything more. His caution of the dark shadows was gone and he surged on ahead. She struggled to keep up.

“That’s why I was wondering what your plan is,” she called after him. “If you’re thinking about leaving.”

He ignored her.

The enclosed path spilled out into the wider tunnel that held their home. Lights flickered through the open doorways.

Dhiren stopped, and Georgianna grabbed his arm, wheeling him around. “You must have known I wouldn’t leave, now. Not with my family. I know what I said, Dhiren, but—”

“Shut up, will you?” Dhiren wrenched his arm out of her grasp.

He pointed at the doorways of the tunnel cars.

Georgianna frowned. The place had become so familiar to her that the lights flickering out of the doorways hadn’t phased her in the slightest. But when a shadow moved across the light, she jerked in surprise. Nobody was meant to be here.

Dhiren pulled a knife from its sheath, and Georgianna drew the copaq that had become a regular feature at her hip. They crept towards the tunnel car.

It was probably a Belsa, recently released from the Veniche and looking for something familiar. Or a dreta released with nowhere to go. But they couldn’t risk being surprised if it was an Adveni, looking for information to get revenge.

They raised their weapons.

The person flung themselves around the doorway, jumping down the steps. Georgianna jerked in surprise. Dhiren’s grip tightened around his knife.

They both relaxed at the sight of Jacob straightening up.

Only, Jacob wasn’t supposed to be here, and he looked much closer to the Jacob of old than the one they knew now. He backed up against the tunnel car. His hair was wild, his face pale, and his jaw jittered to the same beat as his gaze darted around him.

“Jake?” Georgianna said, slotting the copaq back into her belt. 

Jacob let out a gasp of recognition. She stepped towards him and laid her hand on his shoulder. He lurched away from her.

“Jake, what’s going on?”

“Lacie.”

“What about her?” Dhiren said. “I thought she was on shift, waiting for a decision from the Adveni.”

Jacob shook his head so frantically that his curls whipped into his eyes. “I went… I went to take over. It was my turn.”

Georgianna leaned closer; she couldn’t help herself. A memory so similar to this flooded into her memory before she could push it away. That time, it hadn’t been Jacob panicked and rambling in the dark. It had been Taye.

“Jake, where’s Lacie?”

He shook his head, tears gathering in the corners of his eyes.

“I’ve looked everywhere. She’s gone.”
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“Here, Jake, have a seat.”

Dhiren grasped Jacob gently by the shoulder, leading him back to the doorway and easing him down. Jacob rocked under the grip, but Dhiren did not let go, anchoring him to where he sat, stopping him from bolting. Georgianna hadn’t seen Jacob look so frantic in a long time.

She joined them, standing on Jacob’s other side as Dhiren crouched, glancing at her before turning his attention back to Jacob.

“Something bad’s happened,” Jacob said. “She wouldn’t have gone. I don’t understand. We were safe.”

“Shh.” Dhiren soothed Jacob with all the skill of a parent calming their child. His thumb rubbed back and forth across the front of Jacob’s shoulder. “Let’s start from the beginning, okay? We’ll track her down. You said she was on shift, right?”

Jacob nodded. “She was waiting for the Adveni envoy like we’d been told. I was meant to take over. I swear, I was on time. I—”

“Alright, alright.” Dhiren cut him off. “Nobody is blaming you.”

“Dhiren’s right,” Georgianna said. “We just need to know the details.”

“But what if something’s happened to her?”

A spike of fear, colder than the mid-freeze wind, lanced through Georgianna’s chest. Jacob looked up at her, waiting to hear that it would be okay, that Lacie would be okay. He expected Georgianna to tell him it was all a misunderstanding and that the Adveni had been in contact already, so there was no need for the shifts. But doubt was edging in on her. Lacie wasn’t the type to go off alone without telling anyone, and they hadn’t heard anything from the Adveni.

Still, Georgianna fixed a reassuring smile in place and stepped closer, placing her hand on Jacob’s shoulder. “We don’t need to worry yet. It’s probably all just a misunderstanding. Knowing Lacie, she’s probably helping Beck back at the camps, and you two just missed each other.”

Jacob didn’t look convinced, and neither did Dhiren. But the moment Jacob looked at him, he switched to a reassuring expression and squeezed Jacob’s shoulder. “Look, we were meant to be packing the rest of the bits here,” he said, waving to the tunnel cars. “Getting ready to take them back to the camps. How about you stay here, and—”

“No!” Jacob jumped up, freeing himself. “I have to keep looking, I have to…”

His words melted to nothing as he met Dhiren’s stern stare, but unlike the Jacob of before, he didn’t shrink away from the confrontation. Squared up like this, he seemed taller.

“Someone needs to stay in case she comes here,” Dhiren said. “You’re too worked up, and this packing needs to be done. It’ll keep you busy while George and I will head back up and check with the others. We’ll find her, and this will all be a big misunderstanding.”

Jacob hung his head. Georgianna didn’t know how long Dhiren’s reassurance would keep him down here. Dhiren clapped him on the arm, and Jacob turned to climb into the tunnel car.

Georgianna called after him. “We’ll let you know as soon as we find anything, Jake. I promise.”

He didn’t reply.

Dhiren and Georgianna dumped the bags they’d brought with them and jogged back into the small tunnel. Georgianna spread her arms and let the walls of the tunnel guide her feet, as she moved faster through the dark. She almost toppled when Dhiren grabbed her and pulled her to a sudden stop.

She turned to him. “What?”

He glanced behind, peering through the dark to ensure Jacob wasn’t following. Dhiren clearly trusted Jacob’s intentions of staying put as much as Georgianna did. But they couldn’t worry about both him and Lacie.

“You got weapons?” Dhiren said, his voice a warm whisper in the dark.

“Copaq and knife. Do you really think we’ll need them?”

“Do you really think it’s a coincidence that Lacie goes missing when the Adveni haven’t responded?”

She didn’t want to believe it. She wanted to think that Dhiren was being paranoid, or that Jacob had worked himself up over nothing. She wanted someone to lie to her and tell her it was all okay. But Dhiren’s expression was grim, and he’d never been averse to the cold truth.

“No,” she said. “No, I don’t.”

He nodded. “Then let’s go. And pray we’re both wrong.”
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“We have to tell Beck and the others about this,” Georgianna said, turning in a circle and looking around the small room. “We have to get their help.”

They’d looked everywhere they could think of without returning to the camps and alerting the others to the problem. They had both thought it was best not to worry anyone until they knew there was something to worry about. But now, Georgianna couldn’t be sure they weren’t merely putting off their return because of the implications of telling the others. Letting Beck know that they couldn’t find Lacie wouldn’t mean she was missing; it would mean she’d been taken.

There were too many suspects, too many places to check. She and Dhiren couldn’t do it alone. Perhaps if they knew where Beck was, they could find a way to avoid him while gathering the others, but Jacob wouldn’t wait much longer.

It was a futile hope that took them back to the building at the intersection where Lacie had been waiting for the Adveni envoy. She hadn’t been there before, and there was hardly any chance she would be there now. But it was another way to put off the inevitable, if only for a few more minutes. Georgianna had hoped it would give her time to figure out what to say.

It hadn’t, and now she stood in an empty room while Dhiren crouched on the floor, staring at nothing.

“It’s time, Dhiren. She’s not here. She’s not anywhere we—”

“This is Adveni.”

Georgianna’s frown deepened. She walked over to meet him. “What?”

Dhiren pointed at a patch of floor and looked up over his shoulder. “This,” he said. “It’s Adveni. I recognise it.”

“What are you talking about?”

Dhiren drew an outline with his finger, an inch from the floor. Georgianna crouched beside him, leaning closer.

The floor was damp with footprints: small, melted puddles of snow brought in on boots and shaken off with pacing. Most of the prints were flat shapes, with nothing much to them except the odd ridge of water. But this one was different; mud and snow mingled in straight shapes through the print, patterned with the thick rubber Adveni used on the soles of their boots.

“It could have been from before,” she said.

Dhiren shook his head. “Fresh. This building hasn’t been used since before the freeze set in.”

Her gaze drifted across the floor, and here and there she could spot the same pattern in the prints. They were leading out to the back of the building. “That way.”

Georgianna jumped to her feet and strode out towards the back of the building. A small corridor ran to a staircase, and at the bottom, a door was open, caught in the drifts of snow. Dhiren came to her side in the doorway.

Two sets of tracks with Adveni boot prints marched away down the alley through the fresh snow. Outside, just outside the sweep made by the bottom of the door, a much smaller set of prints traced round in circles, skidding and dragging, before they disappeared.

Georgianna stared at the snow, her eyes burning with the urge to cry. Despite the evidence, it was a truth she wasn’t ready to accept. Through a blur of tears, a glint of metal caught her eye.

She stepped out into the alleyway and crouched, brushing her fingers around the ridge of one of Lacie’s footprints. She plunged her other hand into the snow as if to steady herself and gripped the metal badge tight.

The cold burned Georgianna’s lungs and the inside of her nostrils, and her fingers felt numb against the frozen metal.

She swallowed and went back inside, moving away from the door. “We need to get the others.” She dropped the badge into her pocket and pulled her hand back.

Dhiren nodded. “Let’s go.”

Georgianna swallowed the saliva flooding into her mouth. “Go get Jacob. You’re faster than me, anyway. I’ll tell the others what’s going on.”

Dhiren stared at her; she could see a question on the tip of his tongue. It was in his eyes, too, fighting like tears to spill over. But he nodded and ushered her back to the front of the building. “Meet you at your house?”

They set out into the snow, separating at the intersection. Georgianna hurried down the road towards the camps. She passed the next junction, stopped and checked behind her. Dhiren had already made his turning. The road was clear.

She dug into her pocket and pulled out the badge. The snow had melted from it, leaving the inside of her pocket damp. Bronze detailing ran over the black badge; it was a symbol Georgianna had last seen properly on Edtroka’s old uniform. He’d worn it only once while she’d been with him, mostly preferring his guard uniform. But it was the same as the ones Keiran and Dhiren had worn the night they blew the Mykahnol.

Georgianna turned away from the road to the camps and broke into a run. She knew what had happened to Lacie. She just hoped she would get there in time.
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Georgianna gripped the tsentyl cube tight in her hand, focusing on the sharp edges and the way they dug deep into her flesh. The building had been emptied out and the testing equipment had been removed. The sheeting that had been placed over the walls and floor had gone.

Her footsteps echoed as she paced back and forth, waiting. He was taking too long, and she could only assume it was another show of power; a claim that he was still in control. She didn’t like going behind the backs of her friends, not with Lacie’s life on the line, but she knew they would not be able to hold back their anger this time. As her boots drummed into the floorboards, it was hard enough keeping her own fury at bay.

A new set of footsteps joined her own; a slow methodical beat in contrast to her uneasy rhythm. Georgianna stared at the doorway, waiting, listening for the monotonous tread of soldiers following behind.

They never came.

Maarqyn stood in the doorway, alone. He smiled a cold, smug grin as he moved further into the room. “Hello again, Georgianna. You know, I feared we wouldn’t get another chance to talk before all this was done.”

He looked older; she’d never really looked before, always eager to avoid his gaze as quickly as possible. The thin lines above his brow were more pronounced from frowning, though she found it hard to believe that Maarqyn Guinnyr ever had much time for real glee. His hair, through combed immaculately, was thinning above his temples. Even his jaw looked softer, somehow. She wondered if leadership didn’t suit him as much as he thought it would.

“No ‘little bird’?” Georgianna said, transferring the tsentyl into her other hand. “And just when I was beginning to get used to it.”

Maarqyn stepped closer. When she didn’t leap backwards away from him, his grin only broadened. “No. I have a new little bird now.”

“You took Lacie.”

Maarqyn stroked his chin and gazed around the room, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

“That was what I never understood about you Veniche. The Adveni guard our prizes, even from each other. We are possessive and jealous. A character flaw, to be sure…” He regarded her for a few drawn-out moments. “But to leave such prized fruit alone and ripe for the picking. Trusting so casually that nobody would snap it off the vine…”

“She’s not a prize!” Georgianna said. “Nor fruit, or a little bird. She’s a person.”

His eyebrows rose, driving the lines above them ever deeper.

“And yet, I find myself amused.” His tone was as cold as ever. “You didn’t mind being jealously guarded when it was E’Troke doing the guarding, did you?”

“I wasn’t his prize, either.”

“No? Curious. I always assumed he was only guarding your virtue in public.”

“Shut up!”

The tsentyl clattered across the floor as she reached behind her back, scrabbling for something more damaging.

For all her thoughts about his age, Maarqyn still had speed and strength. He crossed the space between them in two strides, grabbing her arms and yanking them away from her body.

She glared up at him. “Careful, Volsonnar. Wouldn’t want to catch something.”

A smile crept up at the corner of his lips, but he released her just the same.

She wanted to back away from him, put some space between them, but she couldn’t bear to give him the satisfaction. “You lost, Maarqyn. No matter how you see Lacie, the fact is that losers don’t get prizes. Outsmarted by a little bird. That must sting.”

“It does,” he said, nodding. “Or, I should say it did. I’m sure my new young prize will help soothe that wound.”

“You wouldn’t dare, not with the virus.”

His smile was broad and screamed of secrets. “There are cures to viruses.”

Georgianna glared at him. “We won’t let you get away with this.”

Maarqyn sneered. “The Belsa were never going to win. Not completely. You think I’d let you win? You were smart with your trick, but you will have to live with the consequences.”

“You took her to save your pride? What good will that do you? The Adveni won’t keep you as Volsonnar now. You lost their home.”

Maarqyn stared over her head, taking his time to reply. He remained so casual, even as he discussed the kidnapping and enslaving of an innocent girl.

Georgianna’s blood boiled beneath her heavy freeze coat; she should have taken it off before he arrived. She was starting to sweat, and she was sure he’d be able to smell the doubt and fire pouring out of her. But his words still surprised her.

“You know, I think you’re right, after all.”

“That we’ll win?”

Maarqyn laughed far too loudly. “Oh, no. Not that. I think you’re right that you are still my little bird. You see, when little birds get frightened, they flap and screech. And they fight when they can’t fly away. You’re flapping an awful lot right now, aren’t you? Lacie… well, she’s certainly a scared little thing, but she doesn’t flap. She doesn’t scream. She makes herself small, tries to become invisible. She reminds me of Nyah.” He smiled. “Don’t worry, little bird. I’ll find a name worthy of her soon enough.”

Her pulse was racing, beating in her ears, heavier than any footsteps. She could barely hear herself think for the loathing that drummed into every inch of her body. Lacie was innocent. She had already been through so much. She’d been the one to coax Jacob out of his shell after his torment. She’d looked after Beck and made sure he ate and slept when all that had been on his mind was the fight. She healed people and shared whatever she had with them. She had never gone looking for a war, and yet it had claimed her twice; once as a child, and again as a young woman with still so much to see of the world.

Lacie had trusted Georgianna. She’d trusted in her ridiculous scheme, and while everyone else went free, she had lost. The last dreta.

Maarqyn turned away and walked back towards the door.

“I’ll trade!” Georgianna said. He looked at her over his shoulder. Georgianna ran across the room to join him in the doorway. As she faced him, her decision, spoken without thought of the consequence, was made. “I’ll trade places with Lacie,” she said, more calmly now. “Return her and I’ll go.”

Maarqyn stepped back to her, and removed one of his gloves, taking his time. He touched her cheeks; his fingers were still cold as fresh frost. He held her chin, lifted her face.

She tried not to recoil, fighting to stay perfectly still as he looked down at her.

His lips parted. “No.”

Maarqyn released his hold. He stepped around Georgianna and walked out of the room. He headed down the corridor, pulling on his glove as he went.

Georgianna stumbled through the doorway, watching him go.

“Goodbye, little bird.”

He descended the stairs, out of her view. She heard the door open and close.

The door frame dug into her back where she leaned heavily upon it, her breath coming hard, her pulse refusing to slow. After everything, she had thought he would take her trade. She had thought he would rather win against her than take Lacie as an easy prize.

But she’d lost.

And because of her arrogance in thinking she could handle Maarqyn alone instead of bringing the others, she’d lost Lacie for good.
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Dhiren had a face of freeze thunder that rumbled all the way down to the bones. He stormed towards her and grabbed her arm, dragging her from the path and into an alcove between the houses. Even through her coat, she could feel his fingertips biting into her flesh. He plunged them into a snow drift which came up to her knees.

“I know,” Georgianna said before he could speak. “I’m sorry, okay?”

The clouds in Dhiren’s eyes only darkened. “Oh, she’s sorry! That makes lying and running off alone alright, does it? Lying and running off alone again.”

Georgianna winced against his words and tried to wrench her arm from his grip. But his hold was tight and strong.

“I’m waiting, George.”

“Waiting? For what?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps the truth. You went to Maarqyn, didn’t you?”

Her mouth dropped open. “How did you know that?”

Dhiren finally let go of her arm. “It wasn’t hard to figure out.”

Georgianna leaned to the side as if to look around the side of the building. Not that it did much good; she couldn’t get a decent view of her house, or anyone who may have been outside it. The movement caused a new wedge of snow to slip into her boot.

She shuddered. “How angry are they?”

“They’re not the ones you lied to. They don’t know. Once I realised you’d played me, I… I told them you were still looking.”

“Why’d you lie for me?”

Dhiren shrugged. “I was hoping it would be worth it. Was it?”

The wind blew a cloud in front of the sun, throwing them into a grey gloom. Georgianna shook her head as she stared up at the sky. Whatever she’d thought she’d been doing, it was now smothered by disappointment.

“Maarqyn has her,” she said, pulling the badge out of her pocket and showing it to him. “He’s not going to give her back without a fight.”

Dhiren plucked the badge from her palm and turned it over in his gloved fingers. A memory flashed across his face. “Knowledge is worth it,” he said, handing back the badge. “We know Maarqyn has her. Better than trying to search through every Adveni in Adlai.”

“But if we…”

Her voice fell away as Dhiren looked at her.

He raised an eyebrow, tilting his head. “You’re not the only one who has been making plans without sharing. Come on. They’re probably already suspicious.”

Georgianna hurried after Dhiren, grimacing as her feet squelched against the melting snow inside her boots.

The others had been busy while she’d been away, though clearly that had stopped the moment Dhiren and Jacob told them about Lacie. The front door had been repaired, the snow in the hallway swept out, and everything had been cleaned. Broken furniture and scraps of wood had been moved into the corner, kept dry for some future use.

Memories of the previous months came to her as she stood in the doorway. So many people crammed into the tiny room, all trying to come up with ideas and plans. And they had new additions now: her father was pacing in the corner, his thumb knuckle practically working a hole through his lip; her brother was with Braedon, keeping him out of the way; and Olless was stood beside Beck, her eyebrows pulled so low over her eyes that she looked hawkish. She had a mask fitted around the bottom half of her face, and every inch below the neck was covered.

Beck leapt across the gap as he saw her, grabbing her shoulder and pulling her further into the room. “Did you find anything?”

“Some, but—”

“But what?”

“You’re not going to like it.”

Beck clearly didn’t care whether he’d like it or not, and she could understand why. Any information was better than none. Georgianna looked back at Dhiren, and he waved her onward. She extracted herself from Beck’s grasp, took a seat on the floor and removed her boots, ridding herself of her wet socks before they froze around her feet. “The Volsonnar had her taken.” She extracted the badge from her pocket and held it up for Beck to take. “That’s a Tzevstakre symbol, ripped from a uniform.”

She didn’t tell them of her offer to Maarqyn. It would do them no good, and would only make her family angry. She couldn’t quite find the words, anyway.

Olless took the badge from Beck in her gloved hand and inspected it. “Smart girl.” 

Beck scowled. “What?”

She turned the badge over and indicated the three small hoops on the back.

“This was not easily removed. It would have been sewn into the uniform. I believe Miss Cormack ripped it from her kidnapper and dropped it for someone to find.”

Georgianna stared at Olless in surprise.

“There was evidence of a struggle,” Dhiren said. “We assumed it was a struggle against being taken, but… she was leaving us a clue.”

He looked more impressed by this ingenuity than he had at the idea Lacie had been fighting for her freedom.

But Beck looked ready to be sick, no matter what they told him.

Georgianna stood, keeping her feet moving in an urge to warm them up. She turned to Olless. “Will you help us?”

Olless’s mask moved as if she were about to speak, but then she froze. A surprised smile crinkled her eyes above the mask. Had she been about to say that she would speak with the Colvohan, only to remember that she was now one herself, and did not need approval to take action?

“Of course,” she said, bowing her head. “I will gather a force and we will lead an incursion to retrieve Miss Cormack.”

“No!” Alec leapt up and crossed the room in three strides.

Every eye turned on him. He shook his head violently. “No.”

“No?” Beck said. “This is not a discussion.”

Alec shifted his weight and glanced at Georgianna. “If you send a force in, he will kill her. Trust me, please. I spent years under his control.”

“Are you saying we leave her there?” Beck said. “We told the Adveni they would not be allowed dreta on Os-Veruh. You expect me to let him leave with her?”

Alec shook his head and took a small, cautious step forwards. “If we go for Lacie, he will instruct whoever is holding her to kill her before we even get close. She’s new to him, he won’t leave her alone. She will be guarded heavily. But—”

“But what?”

Beck’s voice was deadly quiet, and Georgianna knew he wasn’t even considering Alec’s suggestion yet. Alec glanced at her. Was there excitement in his eyes?

“Take Maarqyn,” he said, the words tumbling out of his mouth. “Send a force in, but attack Maarqyn.”

Keiran crept closer to the discussion. “He wouldn’t kill her then?”

“No. He knows we would want to bargain for her. There would be nothing stopping us from killing him if she’s dead.” He turned to Beck, laying his hand cautiously on his arm. “Please, Beck. Trust me in this.”

Everyone in the room leaned forwards, waiting for the response. They were all on the balls of their feet, ready to push into action. Even Olless edged closer to Beck as he stared at the floor, fighting with the options: rescue Lacie directly, or listen to Alec’s advice.

He huffed and nodded. “Go get the vtensu.”
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Georgianna found Keiran in the kitchen with Dhiren and Alec. The three of them had their heads bent together as Keiran demonstrated with quick and brief efficiency how to handle a Cahlven weapon. She wasn’t surprised to see that Dhiren had his hunting knife drawn behind his back, turning the handle over and over. While he would take the weapon, and would probably be good with it, she knew he would be wishing he could use the knife instead. Her memory of leaving the compound had faded. She had been sickened by how Dhiren and Edtroka had gutted the guards. But she no longer tried to avoid the fight at any costs.

Alec took one of the weapons, aiming out of the door. It wouldn’t be the first Cahlven weapon he’d used, but this one was for faster shooting. Keiran’s time spying on the Cahlven for them had served him well. He adjusted the end of the rifle where it pressed into Alec’s shoulder.

Dhiren spotted Georgianna watching them, and grabbed his own weapon. “I think we should get two of those Cahlven jackets, don’t you think, Alec?”

Alec turned, and dropped the end of the rifle to point at the ground. He smiled at Georgianna and followed Dhiren without a word.

Keiran put his own weapon down on the floor beside his feet. “Thought the next hunt I was going on would be for food.”

He reached out for Georgianna. She placed her hand in his and let him pull her close. He wrapped both arms around her and kissed her temple.

“I’m going to need to find somewhere to live,” he said. “Tunnels, Nyquonat, Cahlven ship. All gone.”

Georgianna leaned back against his arms. “So, you’re confident, then?”

“That I can’t live with your dad? Yeah, pretty confident.”

She shoved her hands against his chest, glaring up at him. “You know what I mean.”

Keiran nodded and gathered her close again.

“I know what you mean,” he said, into her hair.

“So, are you?”

“Confident?”

“Yeah.”

He didn’t answer, but his grip on her waist tightened and the pressure of his cheek against the top of her head became stronger. He inhaled. They remained still for a few minutes, clinging to each other. She realised it was all the answer she was going to get, and it reminded her of that carefree man she’d once met. Charming and handsome as sin itself, but not a deep conversation in sight. She missed that Keiran sometimes, but the Keiran she had now was honest and brave and so much better. She had a fondness for that first man. But this was the one she loved.

“I said I’d go to Nyquonat,” she said. “Taye and Nyah are going to join, and I said I’d be there.”

“Yeah?”

“I’ll come back. If Lacie wants to be out of Adlai, I can leave her up there, make sure they have a medic.”

Keiran’s leaned back, lifting her face. “Beck would have to go too. I doubt he’ll be letting her out of his sight once we get her back.” He considered it for a few moments. “I think I could do with a trip. Let Adlai wait.”

Georgianna nodded and leaned into a gentle kiss. “Let Adlai wait.”
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Olless appeared at the front of the trail of soldiers, her face bloodied and bruised. Part of her sleeve was burned away and there was a long rip in her trouser leg. As they came closer, Georgianna could see that many of the soldiers were sporting similar injuries. And yet, they held their heads tall, and Olless smiled. She approached Beck and stopped before his pacing, giving a small bow of her head.

“We were successful. We have not begun any lines of questioning. I leave that honour to you.”

The hours since the Cahlven departure had been torturously slow. Beck had wanted to set off for the meeting place immediately, and it had taken her father threatening him with a large knife to keep him still back at the camps. It hadn’t lasted long. Georgianna had recommended the others stay behind. They weren’t needed for this.

Once they were at the intersection, Beck had begun pacing. Georgianna wanted to believe that it had been to keep himself warm against the driving wind, but she knew it was more than that. She’d paced herself at times, though she had at least retreated inside the building to wait. Beck wouldn’t move from where he could see an approach from any direction. When he finally stopped moving and stared down the road, she had known it was time.

Olless stepped aside and the soldiers parted. Dhiren kept a stony expression as he and a Cahlven soldier led Maarqyn forwards.

Straightening up, Georgianna faced Maarqyn as if she, like Dhiren, were made of stone. She would not flinch in front of this man again. Never again.

Maarqyn was sporting a bloodied lip, a blackening eye, and who knew what other injuries. He didn’t limp, as such, but he was definitely favouring his right leg. Pride swelled in her for the Cahlven soldiers, but it was quickly punctured when she realised that Keiran and Alec were not following. Her heart sped and her breathing grew ragged beneath her scarf as she turned to Olless.

“Keiran?” she said. “Alec?”

Maarqyn coughed with his laugh as her voice threatened to crack and break.

Olless smiled behind the mask. “They took a different mission. They will be with us soon.”

“Different mission?”

The crack of knuckles against bone distracted them both. Georgianna jumped, wheeling around. Beck was pulling his fist back for another swing.

“Where is she?” he said. Maarqyn straightened himself, glaring down at Beck. His eyes narrowed, measuring up the man before him. Dhiren kicked him in the back of the leg, bringing Maarqyn to his knees. His hands were bound and he made no attempt to right himself. He kneeled tall. “ Where is she?”

Another punch, and another, and yet Maarqyn remained silent, taking each blow. His gaze moved from Beck to Georgianna, and he licked a drop of blood from his lip.

Beck had removed his gloves. His knuckles were reddening, about to split and bleed. Georgianna leapt forwards and grabbed his arm.

“Beck, we don’t know…”

He shook her off with the strength of a man half his age. Georgianna slipped back, landing on her ass in the snow.

Beck punched Maarqyn again.

“Olless?” Georgianna said, pleading. Olless watched the scene with narrowed eyes. Her race had been an enemy to the Adveni far longer than the Veniche, and she probably didn’t care one bit for a dead one, much less a Volsonnar. “We’ll never find Lacie if he kills him!”

It was all Olless needed. She nodded to two soldiers, beckoning them over to restrain Beck. They moved between Beck and Maarqyn, shepherding Beck away from their captive. Beck hollered insults at them, surprising even Georgianna with the language. The Cahlven soldiers didn’t flinch. She hoped they didn’t know exactly what he was calling them.

Maarqyn spat blood.

Georgianna was so focussed on Beck’s anger, she didn’t see Dhiren move. 

A shot rang out through the air.

Maarqyn howled in pain, crumpling into the snow.

“DHI!” Georgianna scrambled over, shoving him away from Maarqyn on his side on the ground. “How could you?”

Dhiren’s smile was as cold as any Adveni. “Easily.”

The bullet had torn a hole through the back of Maarqyn’s knee. Blood soaked into the snow.

“Don’t you help him!” Beck snarled. “Gianna, I swear if you—”

“He’ll bleed out!” she screamed back at him. “He can’t tell us anything if he’s dead.”

Georgianna tore off her scarf and crouched beside Maarqyn. She wrapped the thick wool around his knee, pulling as tight as she could, tying a tight knot above the wound. It wouldn’t hold long, but she hoped it would be enough.

Maarqyn’s laugh was wet and strangled. “And my little bird comes flapping back.”

She wanted to kick him in his teeth, but she backed away before the urge could completely overcome her. “Tell us where Lacie is. It’s the only way you’re getting out of this.”

“He’s not getting out of this,” Beck said.

Maarqyn struggled further onto his side, breathing hard as he stared at Beck through the small gap between the soldiers. “She was all alone. I told my men to bring back whoever was waiting.” He nodded his head back in Dhiren’s direction. “I expected that one. Or perhaps Cartwright. That would have been a pleasure. But imagine my surprise when they bring me a pretty little thing.”

Beck howled and scrambled against the soldiers. They wrestled hard, and Olless ordered two more forwards to restrain him.

Maarqyn coughed, spat out more blood, and then scraped his tongue against his reddened teeth. He didn’t look injured; he looked monstrous. “I ordered tests, of course. Thought we could use her to overcome the virus the Cahlven scum put in all of you.”

Georgianna’s heart beat harder. No. Lacie couldn’t be dead. He wouldn’t…

Maarqyn righted himself, wrestling back up onto his knees. He gritted his teeth hard against the pain, but held himself tall. “Did you know she hadn’t taken the drugs? Of course you didn’t. You never would have sent her there if you had, right?”

Beck finally stopped struggling against the soldiers. He stared down at Maarqyn.

“What?”

“No,” Georgianna said. “She took them. We all did.”

Maarqyn shook his head. He leaned towards Beck. “Your precious girl didn’t take the drugs. She told me so herself. She was quite forthcoming when I questioned her.”

Dhiren sneered. “Why would she tell you anything?”

Maarqyn’s gaze didn’t leave Beck for one second. He clearly knew the relationship between Beck and Lacie. Was that something else that Lacie had told him? But why? Dhiren was right. Why would Lacie tell Maarqyn anything?

Georgianna scrambled through her memories, trying to remember when Lacie had gotten sick. The more she thought about it, the less she could be sure. She just couldn’t remember.

Maarqyn was clearly enjoying the fact he had them all hanging on his every word. He remained silent, letting the questions drive them mad. He might have been on his knees, but he still had power over all of them.

He smiled and shook his head. “She told me everything I wanted to know so I wouldn’t hurt her for it. After all, she avoided taking those drugs because they might hurt her baby. She wasn’t going to lose it over such a little thing as torture.”






  [image: 40 - The Swarm]

 
Georgianna expected Beck to blow up. She braced for him to yell about how Maarqyn was lying, or to start trying to punch him again. She expected more than the howl of the wind screaming through the silence in the intersection. They stared at Maarqyn and his smug, controlling smirk. They stared at each other, wondering if what he’d said could really be true. Georgianna’s gaze went to Dhiren, and the moment their eyes met, he shook his head and raised an eyebrow. He lifted his finger to his temple and swirled it in tight circles. The message was clear: Jacob.

There were no other possibilities worth considering.

Georgianna turned back to Beck, and either he’d already come to the same conclusion, or he didn’t care about whether it was true or not.

His murderous glare was fixed as solidly as ever on Maarqyn. “Have you hurt her?” Maarqyn stared back and didn’t answer. “Where is she?” Beck said, louder.

Maarqyn shifted his weight further onto his good leg. Behind him, Dhiren’s gun twitched in his hand, the barrel knocking against his thigh.

The silence went on.

Olless moved closer and laid a hand on her arm. Drawn back away from the others, Georgianna turned to her.

“This is a waste,” Olless said through her mask. “He will not tell us what we wish to know.”

“We don’t have any other options. We have no idea where she is, or how many Adveni are there.”

Olless turned her face down to the snow. She shuffled her feet. “She may be dead already.”

Georgianna shook her head and tugged her hood tight around her face, trying to keep out the freezing wind. She was regretting giving her scarf to Maarqyn, but there hadn’t been another choice. She glanced at Maarqyn and his self-congratulatory stare. He was winning and he knew it.

“No,” Georgianna said. “No. He’d keep her alive. It tortures us far more, knowing we can’t help her. We grieve the dead, but we move on. Beck could never move on from this.”

Olless nodded and returned to the circle. Georgianna was about to follow when a noise distracted her. A metallic clang bounced from the buildings, echoing into a hundred clicks that converged from all directions.

The Cahlven soldiers moved immediately. Olless shifted and drew up her weapon, returning to Georgianna and urging her back into the intersection, protected behind Olless’ aim. The soldiers had all turned outwards, ranks broken from the block they had arrived in, forming a ring around the gathering. Only the soldiers holding Beck didn’t join the circle, though they stood straight, all on high alert.

Olless held up a hand and lifted her thumb and forefinger to the collar of her uniform. She squeezed, and a similar metallic click was returned, quiet at first but gathering into a swarm with the echoes. Even the wind paused to listen to the strange communication.

The swarm quietened temporarily, before a reply drove it back into a frenzy. Three clicks: the first short, the second long, the third short again. Olless moved back from the ring, dropping her rifle to hang down her side. She twisted a metal knot in her collar that Georgianna hadn’t noticed before.

Olless spoke in her own language, but her voice was quiet and certain. A rustling voice replied on the wind, too quiet for Georgianna to hear, even if had been in a language she could understand.

Every eye but the soldiers in the ring watched Olless as she turned and spoke again. She moved to the edge of the ring behind Beck. A swarm of clicks replied. Olless twisted the knot again and returned to Georgianna’s side.

“They are coming,” she said, pointing down the road behind Beck. Her gaze settled on Maarqyn and, around her mask, Georgianna could see the remnants of a smile. “He will not torture us much longer.”

“What?” Georgianna said. “Who’s coming?”

Olless merely pointed.

The snow had stopped falling, and from down the road, a group of Cahlven soldiers approached, led by two who looked out of place, though they wore the same jackets. She peered closer, eyes narrowing as they came closer and she could pick them out. Keiran and Alec had an easier lope than the soldiers: longer, hunter’s strides, used to the snow. They wore grim expressions and multiple injuries. Just behind them, another outlier in the group came into view. Georgianna gazed on in surprise.

Tzanlomne was not as tall as Maarqyn, nor as built for war, but he was still almost a head taller than Alec and Keiran as he lifted his chin and surveyed the surroundings. He also wore injuries, but they were minimal, and he carried them well. Clearly, unlike Maarqyn, he had complied quickly.

Georgianna resisted the urge to run to Keiran and check that his injuries were superficial. He was still walking, and that was the best answer she could hope to receive right now. She turned her attention to Maarqyn, watching as he focussed on the oncoming group and realised who was among them. He barely moved, and yet she could see the murderous distrust written into his expression.

The ring of soldiers parted, letting the newcomers into the group. They shifted and moved as one, letting the other Cahlven soldiers join them in their barricade. One by one, every second soldier turned inwards, protected from inside and out.

Alec moved closer and, after throwing a cautious look at Beck, restrained by Cahlven soldiers, turned to Maarqyn and the bloodstained snow. “Who couldn’t resist?”

Dhiren raised the hand holding the gun and waved. Alec’s gaze flickered down to the scarf and back up to Maarqyn’s paling face. “Hello, Varsonne.”

Maarqyn sneered. “Cartwright.”

Alec raised an eyebrow. “This scene is so familiar to me. And yet I bet you never thought you’d be the one on your knees.”

“You trying to protect the helpless girl and unable to do so? Yes, it is familiar, isn’t it? How is Nyah now? Back with that boyfriend of hers?”

Alec’s expression broke into narrowed eyes and reddened cheeks. He turned away and waved Tzanlomne forwards. Maarqyn’s gaze followed his kin as he moved to join them.

Alec kept his back straight and his gaze on Maarqyn. “Your Volsonnar has broken the agreement made here. He has taken a Veniche by the name of Lacie.”

Tzanlomne nodded to show he understood.

Alec glanced at Beck, but was met with a grim nod, instructing him onwards. Georgianna wondered if Beck was too angry to speak coherently with Adveni, to even consider making deals. Not that she’d known. Alec had clearly known better than to think for a second that Maarqyn would back down without sufficient force, and apparently physical force wasn’t going to cut it.

“As you can see, your Volsonnar is now a prisoner of the Veniche and the Cahlven. Your security is compromised. You are in a position to take his command.”

Georgianna tugged the collar of her coat up over her mouth, hiding the squeak of surprise that wanted to spill out. She wasn’t the only one. Maarqyn’s glare of suspicion turned to fury. He wrestled to get himself onto his feet. Dhiren shoved a gun against the back of his head, keeping him on his knees.

Alec carried on as if nothing were out of place. “I know your protocols. As Commander of the Agrah, you stand as next in line, should the Volsonnar fall.”

“He isn’t fallen,” Tzanlomne said. “It is not my command.”

Alec smiled: a cold, cruel smile that promised punishment. He looked remarkably similar to Maarqyn in that moment. “But he is compromised. And you have two options. Either you bring the Adveni forces against the Cahlven and Veniche, a race that carries blood lethal to the Adveni, risking untold casualties all for the benefit of one man…” He paused, letting the words sink in. “Or, you report that the Volsonnar is compromised. You return his prisoner to us, and the Adveni now fall under your command.”

Tzanlomne looked both terrified and excited at the prospect. Maarqyn began shouting in Adtvenis. Dhiren appeared to be considering bringing the gun down on the back of Maarqyn’s head to shut him up.

Georgianna stepped forwards and pulled her coat away from her face, ready to speak. Tzanlomne shouted back at Maarqyn. They were shouting so fast, and with so much venom, that she considered asking the soldiers to get between them instead of restraining Beck. But before she could open her mouth to voice the thought, Tzanlomne turned to Alec, his expression hardening.

“The Adveni accept no Volsonnar by the name of Maarqyn Guinnyr,” he said. “I will have your kin back to you, delivered here, by sundown.”

He glanced around the ring of Cahlven soldiers.

Olless jumped forwards, head held high, though she barely reached Tzanlomne’s chest. “Our soldiers will escort you home, Volsonne.” She gave a respectful bow.

Tzanlomne glared like he’d rather pour poison over Olless, but he nodded just the same. Olless gave the order, and a dozen soldiers moved out of the ring and waited for Tzanlomne to join them.

Just as he was passing out of the ring of soldiers, Alec stepped forwards. “Volsonne.” Tzanlomne looked back. “Maarqyn Guinnyr is a prisoner now. And, in Adveni tradition, I think he deserves a collar.”






  [image: 41 - The New Volsonnar]

 
“So, I hear you’re heading north with the others?”

Georgianna glanced at Alec and nodded, the brim of her hood flapping against her face. They had retreated to a small building, but it was still bitterly cold. The window glass had long since frozen as white as the snow outside, and they’d been forced to wedge the door open to give them a clear view down the street. 

Beck paced and grumbled under his breath, and refused to come inside. He urged the sun to move faster towards the horizon.

They suggested that Beck head back to beneath the Cahlven ship with Olless, but he would have none of it. Even Keiran had been loathe to return, but had finally followed the Cahlven soldiers—two with arms around Maarqyn, supporting his weight as they walked—back out towards the camps. Dhiren had gone, too, with a promise that he would inform Jacob of the situation and ensure that the young man would not come back to meet them. Georgianna couldn’t be sure how Beck was coping with Maarqyn’s revelation, and she didn’t want to risk his anger.

Alec had decided to stay, and Georgianna was sure that while she couldn’t trust Beck’s temper with Jacob in sight, Alec couldn’t trust his own with Maarqyn. He claimed he was staying for protection, but she didn’t believe him.

Alec popped his head through the doorway to ensure Beck hadn’t walked himself through the snow and into the ground. He retreated, pulling himself up to sit on the counter beside her. “I thought you’d be staying here. You know, keeping the Cahlven in line?”

He chuckled and bumped his shoulder against hers.

Georgianna pushed her hood back. The cold bit at her cheeks, but it was better to have sight of Alec without the fur of her hood in her eyes. “Taye and Nyah want to join when they get to Nyquonat.”

Alec stared at the doorway. “Join. Right.”

Her eyes narrowed and she turned towards him. “Yeah. Said they wanted me there, so I agreed to go. I’ll come back to Adlai when it’s done. Maybe.” He didn’t look at her. He just stared out at the snow, watching Beck pace past the doorway. “Alec, are you alright?”

He blinked, let out a heavily clouded breath, and nodded, forcing a smile. “Only maybe?”

Georgianna shrugged. “It’s a long way.”

“True.”

“You know, I thought you’d have been invited to the joining, too. You know, what with knowing Nyah and all.”

His forced smile strained and threatened to crack. He shifted where he sat and rubbed his hands up and down his thighs. “Probably not gotten to me yet. I was planning on staying here.”

The clicking noise from the oncoming Cahlven soldiers brought them both to attention. Georgianna jumped down off the counter and fitted her hood back in place. Out front, Beck had stopped pacing.

Alec pressed a knot in his collar, as Olless had done, returning the click. It sounded so much quieter up close, almost nothing in the air.

“You should come,” Georgianna said, glancing back at him. “We could all use a celebration.”

Alec nodded, but his smile was all but gone. “Celebration, yeah. I’ll think about it.”

He walked out to stand beside Beck, leaving Georgianna more confused than ever as she joined them. 

She hurried to Beck’s side and stood up straight, watching as the procession came down the road towards them. The Cahlven soldiers who had accompanied Tzanlomne earlier in the day were still there, though they now walked in front instead of surrounding him like before. Tzanlomne had brought a dozen Adveni soldiers with him, visible above the heads of the Cahlven. Even though the snow had stopped falling and they had a relatively clear view, Georgianna’s heart sped when she realised she could not see Lacie among them.

Tzanlomne brought the Adveni to a stop in the intersection, leaving a wide space between them. The Cahlven soldiers approached. One nodded to Alec as they moved to stand behind them.

When everyone had come to a halt, Tzanlomne glanced around, then moved aside. Lacie peeked out from between two Adveni soldiers, dressed in an Adveni coat and hat that was far too big for her small frame. She waited, head held low, watching them through her lashes. Her lips flickered into a cautious smile. Like any ex-drysta, she waited patiently for her permission to move.

Tzanlomne ushered the two soldiers away from her, placed a hand on the back of her shoulder, and led her across the gap.

Beck rushed to meet them. The moment he was within arms’ length, he grabbed Lacie by both shoulders, pulling her into a tight hug. Lacie wrapped her arms as far as they would reach around Beck’s frame, which was made bigger by the thick freeze clothes, and buried her face into the crook of his neck. He murmured into her ear until Lacie’s body shook with sobs.

Georgianna and Alec moved forwards to meet them. Georgianna touched Lacie’s elbow, but didn’t dare think of breaking the two apart. Lacie peered at her over Beck’s shoulder, her eyes wet with tears.

“As promised,” Tzanlomne said, his voice emotionless. “We have not harmed her.”

Beck pulled back and took Lacie’s face in his hands, inspecting every inch. “They didn’t hurt you?”

Lacie shook her head. “I’m okay.”

Beck pulled her back into the hug.

Georgianna shared a look with Alec behind Beck’s back. What should they do now? After all, they’d not had a reply from the Adveni as to how they would proceed. Nor had they discussed what would happen to Maarqyn, should Lacie be returned to them. She doubted Tzanlomne would want him back as Volsonnar, having been given the chance to elevate his own position, but she didn’t want to assume they wouldn’t fight for him to be returned in one way or another. 

Georgianna stepped in front of Beck and Lacie, clasping her gloved hands together. She was proud that her trembling hands were a reflection of nothing more than the cold. Despite having first met Tzanlomne when he tried to purchase her from Edtroka, she felt little unease facing him now. “Thank you. This can’t have been your idea of your first act as Volsonnar.”

Tzanlomne’s lip barely twitched, but it was enough for Georgianna to know her comment had amused him. She took another step forwards. “You have been busy in finding those Maarqyn trusted to hold Lacie, and in ensuring her release. But I do have to ask, Volsonne, whether you have had time to consider the Adveni position here.”

Tzanlomne’s eyes narrowed, and he glanced back at his own soldiers. When he looked back at Georgianna, it was with the same blank, emotionless expression as when he’d informed them that Lacie was unharmed. “I had been a part of those who considered the offer while under Guinnyr. But his betrayal of these terms now makes me reconsider.”

She clutched her hands tighter, waiting. A large cloud of hot breath on the cold air announced Alec’s presence. His arm pressed against hers.

“With your agreement, we would like to return to Os-Veruh,” Tzanlomne said.

“Return?” Georgianna said.

Tzanlomne nodded. “We will leave, at least temporarily. We will then send an envoy, like the Cahlven have chosen, once the wash is done. But for now, I believe that our absence from Os-Veruh is in everyone’s best interests.”

Georgianna’s voice caught in her throat. She stared at him as the realisation of it all came down upon her.

They had won. Everything they had wanted since the Adveni arrived, and they had it. Yes, the Adveni would come back, but it would be on their terms.

They had won.

She was sure she stared at him like that sixteen-year-old girl had once stared at the Adveni ships hanging in the sky.

She nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. “That’s a sensible decision, Volsonne.”

“If you are agreeable?” he said.

She expected him to be peering past her at Beck, or even checking with Alec, but Tzanlomne kept his gaze fixed on her. Georgianna straightened, determined not to shrink back from the responsibility.

“We are,” she said.

Alec nudged her elbow. When she looked at him, he stroked his thumb and finger at the sides of his neck.

Georgianna turned back to Tzanlomne. “There is the matter of your former Volsonnar.”

Tzanlomne raised a hand, pointing to the sky as if he, himself, had just remembered the topic. He waved back to one of the soldiers, who dug into their jacket and extracted a gleaming black collar.

Alec gasped. “I was joking.”

The soldier delivered the collar, handing it over to Alec. He stared at it, stunned. 

“Guinnyr broke our laws, as well as the ones set forth during that agreement,” Tzanlomne said. “We accept any punishment you deem suitable.”

Beck stepped forwards, shepherding Lacie behind him. “And if we kill him?”

Tzanlomne smiled a bland, emotionless smile. “Then may his body make crops grow.”

He bowed, pressed his fist to his chest in the traditional Adveni salute, and turned on his heel, marching away. The soldiers didn’t succumb to any Veniche pleasantries, but they saluted as one unit and followed their Volsonnar.

Georgianna watched them go. She watched them down the road until they rounded the corner and were out of sight. Still she watched, wondering if maybe this had been some trick, and they would return at any moment to tell them they’d changed their minds.

They didn’t. And it took Lacie asking to see Jacob to shake themselves from their stupor.

The Adveni were leaving. Os-Veruh was theirs again.

Except for one Adveni.

They still had to decide what to do with him.
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Two large Tzelik ships hung low to the ground above the buildings on the other side of the city and, during the long walk from the camps, Maarqyn would not take his gaze from them. Georgianna glanced back frequently, loathe to admit that she wondered what he thought about when he looked on those sleek dark ships.

The Cahlven had fixed his leg, taking out the bullet Dhiren had shot into his knee. They’d used something that would allow him to walk unaided, but she imagined he was already in a lot of pain. His face didn’t show it. 

His hands were bound behind his back, his limp severe, and yet Maarqyn still looked nothing short of the powerful commander she had first met after Alec and Nyah’s escape. He walked between the soldiers, head held high, though his limp and the icy ground made for a slow journey.

Beck and Olless led the way into Javeknell Square, an ocean of untouched snow sweeping out before them. Waves were frozen in mid-break against the remnants of the podium. Georgianna once again felt good that she’d argued against Alec’s idea that they make this an open invitation. They were not Adveni. This was not a spectacle to be cheered and jeered. They were doing what needed to be done. The Veniche and Cahlven there would be enough.

They didn’t need an audience. 

It was hard-going through the square, where the snow was up past the knees. A soldier moved in front of Maarqyn, clearing a path. They led him out to the centre of the square.

Georgianna crept closer to Dhiren. He stared at the ground, his jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed, hands stuffed deep into the pockets of his coat.

She entwined her arm around his, sliding her hand into his pocket until their gloved fingers interlocked. “Are you okay?”

Dhiren nodded, though he would not look at Maarqyn. The Cahlven soldiers had led the ex-Volsonnar to the exact place Edtroka had begged for his father’s mercy. The place that mercy had been denied.

“You don’t need to be here,” Georgianna said.

Dhiren looked at her, emotionless. “Yes, I do. And so do you. No running now, little bird. We made a deal.”

She nodded. “Ehnisque and Maarqyn, and we’re done.”

“That’s right.”

She laid her free hand on his chest, squeezed his hand inside his pocket, then extracted herself from him. He was right. This had to be done.

Keiran joined Beck and Olless. While Georgianna had expected Beck to take the lead, the Marshall led them to a position further from Maarqyn, spectators of what was to come. Cahlven soldiers lined the other side. Maarqyn now stood at the end of a tunnel of his enemies. True, he could turn and try to run, but he wouldn’t get far and he knew it. They all knew it. Perhaps it was why he stood still, waiting to accept their judgement with Adveni pride.

Georgianna dipped her hands into her own pockets, and her fingers drifted along the curve of smooth metal in one pocket, and the sharp corners in the other. She waded through the snow to stand in front of Maarqyn.

“Ever wonder why they keep sending you to do their dirty work, Little Bird?” he asked, looking down at her.

“I volunteered.”

Maarqyn chuckled and shook his head. “Not for this. You are a medic, after all.”

“I used to be, and maybe I will be again one day, but not now.”

Maarqyn glanced around at those waiting on them. “You don’t have it in you.”

“Perhaps not.”

Georgianna took her time in removing one glove and then the other. She tucked them carefully into her pocket while Maarqyn watched her every move.

Her fingertips burned with the cold. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the black collar. His eyes widened in recognition. She bent it back, opening the gap between the two edges.

It looked so innocent in her hands. The metal was as cold as the wind, not warming to her flesh. It would have been a beautiful and intelligent piece of technology and craftsmanship had it not been for its nefarious purpose.

“On your knees.”

He scoffed. “I’m not kneeling before you, before any of you.”

Georgianna met his gaze. “I will have them force you.”

He didn’t move.

She took a step back, and waved the Cahlven soldiers forwards. They rushed to Maarqyn’s sides, grabbing him by the arms and yanking him down. When that didn’t work, one of them kicked him in the back of his injured knee. He crumpled and crashed through the snow to the frozen ground below. Held still by the soldiers, Maarqyn glared vicious murder at Georgianna as she approached.

She slid the collar around his neck. His skin was hot; far hotter than she would have been comfortable with as a medic. At least it wouldn’t be an issue long enough for her to worry about an infection. A buzz of electricity sizzled through her fingertips as the ends of the collar met.

Maarqyn’s jaw clenched and he raised his chin. “Do you think I’ll beg forgiveness?”

Georgianna shook her head. “I doubt it.”

He leaned forwards as far as the Cahlven grips on his shoulders would allow. “Going to carve symbols into my skin and send me on my way, like the good Veniche do?”

“No. You’re an Adveni. You will suffer Adveni punishments.”

His bravado showed no signs of failing him. “My actions are not crimes by Adveni laws.”

Georgianna pulled her gloves back on and took another step away from him. She shrugged. “If that makes it easier, Volsonne…”

Alec came to her side. He looked down on Maarqyn without pity.

Georgianna placed her hand on Alec’s shoulder. “When Edtroka stood where you are now, there were two Adveni who helped him. They put collars on themselves and confessed their crimes.”

Maarqyn twitched and shrugged away from the Cahlven soldiers. They waited for Alec’s confirmation before they retreated to their posts. “I have committed no crimes.”

“It doesn’t matter. We thought we would do this your way. But if you have no preference—”

“You don’t have it in you! You’re weak and pathetic. You would rather risk yourself than hurt another person, or didn’t you tell them about your little offer when you realised I had the girl?”

Georgianna tried to keep her expression blank, but she was cracking. He was on his knees with a collar around his neck, but still he knew just where to press to make things hurt. She straightened up and ignored Alec’s shocked look in her direction.

“My actions are not important. But since you have nothing else—”

He sneered. “Stalling now? You won’t push that button. You don’t have the strength to hold it down while someone screams and begs for it to stop. You begged for it to stop. Do you remember that?”

Her mouth and throat were painfully dry. She remembered the cinystalq shocks as Maarqyn had questioned her about Alec and Nyah. She remembered the lightning that chased through her bones, looking for the lies. She remembered the crying and screaming.

She remembered begging him to make it stop.

She glanced at Alec and nodded. He retreated a few steps through the snow. Dark remnants of blood had been left in his footprints. She looked away.

She could not break down. Not now.

Not in front of this man. Never again.

“You’re right,” she said. “I don’t have it in me to torture a man.” He looked smug; as smug as anyone could look while on their knees with a collar around their necks. Georgianna stepped forwards to meet him and looked down at his face. “But then, when searching for justice, we Veniche look at who has been hurt the most. Who has been hurt the deepest, and without mercy or cause.”

Maarqyn’s smug expression faltered. His eyes narrowed.

Georgianna continued. “Every time you hurt me, Volsonne, there was a purpose to it. You wanted information from me, and my pain would give you the answers you wanted. I can almost understand it. But Nyah, Maarqyn? Alec? You made them suffer for fun, for no cause other than your own sadistic amusement.” Maarqyn’s gaze shot over to Alec, and his head whipped around, trying to spot Nyah. “She’s not here. We made the offer, but she declined. She didn’t need to see you suffer in order to move on. She is a better person than I am.” She leaned in closer and laid her hand on his shoulder. “Goodbye, Commander. May whatever life you go to treat you better than the way you treated others in this one.”

Georgianna lifted her hand away. She walked to Alex, not looking back. He swung the rifle from his side and placed the butt against his shoulder. He lifted the barrel to aim. She heard shuffles behind her as the Veniche, and then the Cahlven, turned away from Maarqyn, leaving him utterly alone. No one would witness his death. He didn’t deserve to have an audience. Only Alec would see what was done.

Alec gave a small nod and settled his cheek against the rifle. Georgianna returned the nod and fixed her gaze on the podium, its own crimes hidden by snow.

The shot exploded beside her. Ringing clouds replaced the cold wind in her ears and she shook her head, trying to clear them from the sky.

Alec lowered the rifle.

She could hear nothing but ringing as she turned. She wanted to trust Alec; he was the best shot of them all. But she needed to see for herself. She needed to know it was done.

Maarqyn lay on his back in the trench the Cahlven soldiers had carved through the snow. His legs were crumpled and bent beneath him. The collar lay broken beneath his neck.

Maarqyn Guinnyr was dead. Her war was done.

She was done.
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“So you’re going, too?”

Georgianna kicked into the drift of snow, a small puff rising, only to settle in the exact same spot.

Beck leaned on the wall of the abandoned house he had been staying in and watched the flurry of activity up and down the road.

“Lacie’s never travelled. Not that she can remember, anyway.”

“She went with us before.”

Beck’s eyebrows rose as he looked over at her. With most of his face hidden behind the tight scarf, they were all she could see; though she imagined he was suppressing a smile from the way the the scarf twitched on his cheeks.

“Running for our lives from the tunnels to meet up with the Cahlven,” he said. “It’s hardly the same thing.”

He frowned when Georgianna didn’t reply. “Are you upset, Gianna? Why?”

She shook her head and adjusted the scarf as it slipped down from her cheeks. She would need to tighten the loops before they set off, or she would have to keep adjusting it on the trail. “I’m not upset.”

His eyebrows rose again, and it was Beck’s turn to say nothing. She felt herself crumpling under the stare, like the little girl she had once been, standing before the same expression. Of course, usually that had been when she’d been discovered doing something she shouldn’t. That’s when she used to pray it was Beck’s voice she heard calling her back. While he was terrifying when angry, and the last decade had taught her exactly how well he handled himself, it was much better to be caught by Beck than by her father. Unless she was doing something dangerous, Beck would mostly chastise her while barely concealing a smirk.

These days it was different, but she still preferred Beck’s stern glare over her father’s.

“We said some would be staying here,” she said finally. “And now…”

Beck sighed. “Only those who wanted to stay. I think even we may have underestimated how many would want to leave Adlai and the things that happened here.”

“We should tell Olless.”

“I agree. And we will. Though I’m not sure we are talking about everyone.”

Beck’s gaze drifted away, and settled on a figure across the road. Behind the scarf, she once again imagined he was smiling, but there was a cautious sadness to him as well. “There are other people you should talk to,” he said. “I know plans have been discussed for a long time, but I wouldn’t want you caught out because you didn’t ask for them to change.”

“What?” Georgianna frowned and followed his gaze. He was watching Dhiren. Her face fell. “Oh.” She stuffed her hands further into her pockets.

Beck smiled. “Go on. I can tell Olless of our decision. We’ll think of something.”

Georgianna nodded, absent and unsure.

Her feet pushed into motion, though she wasn’t sure she was ready. She wanted to stop, or turn and run away. The last time she’d tried to talk to him about it, he’d been vague and uncertain himself. He hadn’t said he would stay, not outright. But he also hadn’t said he would go. She liked this vague limbo, where she could still believe he would change his mind, and she didn’t have to risk the knowledge that she would soon have to say goodbye.

He was on his knees by the side of a cart, a trench dug out of the snow around him. With a large hammer in one hand and a collection of nails in the other, he inserted a new spoke into the centre of the wheel and lined it up, using the hammer to drive it firmly in place.

Dhiren glanced up as she approached. He popped the nail he had been holding against the wheel between his teeth, and braced himself against the frozen ground, before clambering to his feet. “These things are going to get stuck in ruts.” He kicked the wheel. “It’ll mean carving a path through the snow before you move.”

“Not everyone can hide their supplies up trees.”

He laughed and nodded. Extracting the nail from between his teeth, he tossed the hammer and the remaining nails into the back of the cart and rubbed his hands together in a shower of dirt and splinters. “It would be useful, though wouldn’t it?”

Georgianna shuffled her feet. “We should leave some things behind. Travel with less.”

“It’d still be better if these were straight rungs. Easier travel on snow. Could make them changeable with some work. Wheels for the Heat?”

Georgianna pulled her scarf away from her face and moved in front of him. “Does this mean you’re staying?” She lowered her voice. “You changed your mind?”

Dhiren looked away, his breath clouding the air between them. He reached up, fingers fumbling with the high collar of his shirt until he wrapped them around a thin leather cord. She recognised it instantly. He’d taken it back from Edtroka’s things; a small token he had created for his lover. It was made of wood, stone, and metal, and she thought it suited them perfectly. “I figured it was best,” he said. “At least while the Cahlven are still working out how this will all work. And the Adveni will come back. Better to know what’s going on, right?”

He moved the cord back and forth, and a glint of weak sunlight bounced off the polished stone. Her gaze was drawn to it; she was almost unable to look away. But she realised it wasn’t the stone that had caught her attention. Attached to a different hoop around the cord, a small pure wood token hung around Dhiren’s neck.

Georgianna leapt forwards, grabbing the necklace before he could think to stop her. She tugged it free of his fingers and peered down at it. A small perfectly carved coyote head hung beside Edtroka’s token. It was unmistakable, and it was undeniably her father’s work.

“My da’ made this,” she said.

Dhiren extracted the necklace from her fingers and peered down at it for a fond moment before he tucked it back inside his jacket. “Yeah. Halden heard me telling the kid about it and asked him to make one.”

He stared past her shoulder, and if Georgianna wasn’t mistaken, his ears were pinker than they had been a few moments before. She tried to conceal a smirk. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with Brae.”

“So?”

Perhaps it was the blush slowly creeping up his neck, or his quick demand to know why it mattered that he was spending time with her nephew. Or maybe it was the coyote head, carved by her father. But Georgianna got the feeling that she’d been left out of something; something that other people had already picked up on. She wondered if that was why Beck had suggested she talk to him. Because he already knew the answers.

Georgianna’s smile was getting harder to control as Dhiren pouted and stared in any direction other than her face. “Dhi…” she said slowly, teasing. “Is there something going on between you and my brother?”

His ears and neck reddened even more. He leaned over the side of the cart, grabbing the hammer. If she didn’t know him so well, she might have thought he’d threaten her with it. But he swung it at the wheel, bashing the spoke he’d placed. “Nothing’s happened.”

“But you like him.”

He didn’t answer.

She could have teased him. She could have demanded answers, or made threats about not hurting her family. But instead, Georgianna beamed. She reached out and squeezed his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re staying. Really glad, Dhiren.”

He nodded, but didn’t look at her.

As she walked away, back towards the house, she wondered if he thought she would see it as replacing Edtroka, or if she would think it was too soon. Her brother’s heart was on the line, but Georgianna felt giddy with the excitement of it. Her brother was a good man who had been alone far too long in mourning. Dhiren was a good man, too. One of the best she knew, once you got past the slightly murderous aspects of his history. His rough edges would be smoothed by Halden’s gentle appreciation, and Halden would never be more fiercely protected than he would be with Dhiren.

If this was in the cards, then she approved. And if Edtroka could have had a say in it, she thought that he’d approve of Dhiren’s happiness as well.
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Tohma peered around the kitchen for the best place to set up. He crossed his legs at the ankles and, in one graceful movement, slipped from standing to sitting on the floor. Despite being in a house full of Veniche coming and going, he wore no mask over his nose and mouth, and he showed no discomfort at being in close proximity to them.

Did he know more about the viruses than they did?

Georgianna plonked down beside him, rather less gracefully.

He opened up the case he had brought with him, the petal sides unfolding onto the floor in front of them. Inside, a set of half a dozen grey units were lined up in two neat rows. Tohma picked out the one closest to him and held it out for Georgianna. He pulled another from his pocket.

It was entirely grey, with winding rivets carved into the smooth surface.

“With all Veniche moving north,” he said, “it was decided that a method of communication would be necessary.”

“We’re still not sure how long we’ll be staying up there,” Georgianna said, turning the unit over in her hands. “I may be returning soon.”

“It is of no matter. This method will be beneficial to all for a long time, no matter where you go.”

“So it’s like a tsentyl?”

Tohma stared at her with a blank expression. She pulled out the cube from her pocket and held it out on her palm.

Tohma’s eyes bulged and his mouth opened into an ‘o’. He laid the Cahlven device in his lap and plucked the tsentyl from her hand. “Oh, yes,” he said, his enthusiasm returning with force. “Yes, exactly like this.” He grinned at her. “Though with no painful side effects.”

“You promise?”

“On my own life,” he said. “And that shows you how sure I am. If I was not sure, I would promise with the life of my new Colvohan.”

Georgianna chuckled, accepted the tsentyl back from him, and slipped it back into her pocket. “Good to know.”

Returning his attention to the device in his hands, Tohma turned it over and held it out between them. Georgianna cradled her own, turning it over and around to ensure the rivets matched up with the ones on Tohma’s. She’d never taken a close look at the device Olless had in the tunnel, nor the one Naltahn had used, but she was sure they hadn’t held such clear carvings. Maybe they had been given them more clearly marked versions for ease.

Tohma squeezed the device with his finger and thumb on two small panels between the rivets on the side. Georgianna did the same, and the panels vibrated beneath her fingers. A flash of deep orange light rippled out from underneath, making the rivets shine in burning rivers across the surface.

Tohma squeezed again and lifted the device to his lips. “Georgianna Lennox.” He dropped his device into his lap and turned towards her. “Squeeze again, and then say my name.”

Georgianna squeezed, lifted the device in front of her, and took a breath as the device shuddered in her grip. “Tohma.”

Another pulse of light, green this time, rippled beneath the panel surfaces, but Tohma appeared pleased.

“What did we just do?” Georgianna said.

Tohma began to close up the box with the other devices. “We paired the zeb so that they can locate each other. I suppose it is like codes to tsentyl. Once I am in command centre, I can update connections, and send them to you with contact for Olless and other Cahlven you need.”

“Zeb?” Georgianna said. “Really? That’s what it’s called?”

She was used to the Adveni and the Cahlven having such complicated names for their technology. This was almost cute. Tohma frowned, looking puzzled. “Zeb is real name,” he said, as if trying to decide whether it was the truth or not. “Real name is complicated and mouthful. Even Cahlven call Zeb.”

She supposed it was as good an answer as she was likely to receive. She doubted she’d remember the long name, anyway.

“And I can contact anyone by squeezing these panels and saying their name?”

He shook his head and took the device from her fingers. “They are pairing panels to import data. It is this panel for contact.”

He pointed out a panel that looked to Georgianna like any other panel on the zeb in her hand, then collected up his own and held it out on his flat palm. “Say my name and hold that panel. You must keep contact until I answer.”

She placed her thumb over the panel and held it there, applying only light pressure. The panel vibrated in a steady, regular pulse. She lifted it up. “Tohma.”

In Tohma’s palm, his zeb let out a series of beeps in a happy little tune. The lights from under the panels rippled in a rainbow of colours. He placed his finger on a panel lower down on the device. “Hello Georgianna,” he said, his voice coming from beside her, and out of the device in her palm.

He beamed and pressed yet another panel. The lights and vibration faded away. 

“You’re going to need to give me a diagram for all these buttons,” she said.

Tohma chuckled and nodded. “That can be done. I will ensure you have it before you leave.”

Georgianna tucked the device into her pocket, next to the tsentyl. “You’ll definitely be here when we come back?”

“Of course. In fact, I may be part of the Dalsaia that come north.”

“North?” she said. “I thought the Cahlven were staying here?”

His eyes narrowed in suspicious confusion. “Yes. Olless discussed bringing supplies north if you required.”

“Oh, right. I didn’t know.”

“Then maybe I see you earlier than you expected.” Tohma patted a hand awkwardly on her knee before extracting himself from the floor. He picked up the box and cradled it in his arms. “I must pair these with others.”

Georgianna nodded and got to her feet. “I should get back to packing.”

Tohma shuffled his feet for a few moments. He put the box aside and enveloped her in a brief hug. Georgianna froze in surprise, and then patted the back of his shoulder. “I am glad I stay here,” he said. “With you all.”

“Me too, Tohma. I’m really glad you decided to stay.”

He beamed and collected the box, muttering to himself as he left the kitchen in search of the next person to pair a zeb with. “So much to do. So much to do.”

Georgianna patted the pocket with her new communications device, and returned to the front of the house to see what her father needed doing next. 
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Georgianna trudged through the snow, laden with a large backpack. She realised how much she had missed the days before the Adveni came. Of course, that had been before she was considered old enough to carry her fair share of the supplies on the trail. Before their horses and carts had slowly been sold off or dispatched to other purposes. And before they’d travelled north in the depth of the freeze.

Up past Lurinah forest, it was the kind of bright, fierce cold that even the sun could not touch and the wind could not make worse. But everything was still and untouched, and beautiful. The freeze sun was blinding as the rays bounced off the snow and, even behind the old, cracked goggles, Georgianna felt she may never get rid of the pinched expression of squinting too hard against the glare.

She walked behind the cart being pulled by four men. Their chatter had long since faded to wishes for horses, and then to nothing, with only their breath clouding in the frozen air. Her father had muttered under his own breath, assuring everyone that he wasn’t too old to pull the cart. He even laid a hand on the side every so often to give the impression he was helping.

Dhiren’s suggestion of rails instead of wheels had turned out to be incredibly useful, and so, in the end, even her father had given up on his help, and instead put his attention to ensuring Braedon didn’t become a nuisance.

Some groups had moved off from the main trail of people, travelling a dozen or two miles out to the side of the train in an effort to hunt. Keiran and Alec had each joined a hunt, taking their zeb to ensure they could keep in touch. Halden had been reluctant to leave Braedon for so long, as the group he joined with Alec were intending not to return to the main trail for a few days at the least. But he finally relented after much assurance from their father that his son would be fine, and that the best thing Halden could do was help find horses to train. Dhiren had gone, too, and it seemed to Georgianna that he was relieved to be away from the hoards of people and into a smaller group, out in the wilds where he was most comfortable.

In between long days of walking, Georgianna had been called upon most nights as a medic, moving about the camp. The first night, Lacie had helped her; she knew Jaid was somewhere in the trail, but she was keen to stay near Si while they were moving. But Beck had been quick to put a stop to her assistance, claiming she needed more rest. Lacie clearly hated being unable to help, but it was easier to accept it than fight Beck.

The sun was as high in the sky as it was likely to get in the mid-freeze. Georgianna fell back, away from the cart she’d been walking beside. She lifted the straps of her bag, groaning and rolling back her shoulders in relief. She adjusted her goggles and ensured her scarf was pulled high over her face.

“Beck’s now suggesting I should be taking turns in the cart,” Lacie said, appearing beside Georgianna and making her jump. Lacie had folded her arms; she sounded annoyed.

“Are you sure it’s a bad idea?” Georgianna said. “I wouldn’t mind being pulled along for a while.”

“It’s ridiculous. He’s already made sure I’m not carrying anything.”

Georgianna nodded down towards her stomach. “Probably because you’re already carrying something much more precious.”

Lacie unfolded her arms and propped her gloved hands on her hips. “This is ridiculous. People have been making this trail for hundreds of years. He’s acting like I’m the first one.”

“He’s being protective. And, you know, I think he might be pretty excited.” Even behind the scarf, Georgianna could see Lacie smile. She moved to walk closer. “I can’t believe you kept it from us for so long, Lacie. What are you now?”

Lacie watched her feet, disappearing into the snow with each step. “A third.”

“Seriously?” She nodded. “Suns. How did you…”

“I made Jake promise he wouldn’t tell. I thought, what with everything going on…”

“You thought we’d be upset? About a baby?”

“We were struggling to eat already, and then Beck was sick and I couldn’t put this on him. I couldn’t have him worry.”

Georgianna paused, frowning. “How did you hide the sickness?”

Lacie laughed. “That herb water you all hated so much? The one for the nausea? Jake’s been making it for me since I told him.”

“Suns, I think that’d make me vomit more.”

Lacie giggled. “You get used to it, and it’s good for the baby. The herbs he uses have loads of nutrients in them.”

Georgianna glanced sideways at her. “He must be excited.”

Lacie looked back and snorted. “He’s terrified. He wakes at least five times a night with things that could go wrong, things we should be planning for.”

Following Lacie’s gaze, Georgianna found Beck walking with Jacob a short way behind. From the way they were moving, and glancing frequently at each other, they were clearly having a conversation of their own. Were they also talking about the baby? 

“There are worse things to wake for,” Georgianna said.

Lacie nodded in agreement. They both remembered the way Jacob had been when he had first arrived on the Way. He barely slept, and when he finally did succumb to exhaustion, he would wake from paralysing nightmares, muffling his sobs into his pillow. And that was when it wasn’t being woken by the pain of his injuries.

“He’ll be a good father,” Lacie said.

Georgianna laid her hand on Lacie’s shoulder and squeezed tight through the many layers. “You’ll both be wonderful parents. And if you ever want the practice…” She waved towards the cart in front of them, with Braedon curled up in a Cahlven blanket, his little nose pink and peeking out from his scarf.

Lacie laughed and shook her head. “Don’t suggest that to Beck. He’ll love the idea.”

“I’ll love what idea?” 

They both jumped, glancing over their shoulders to see Beck and Jacob closing the gap between them. The parts of Lacie’s face not covered up were turning pink. “Oh, nothing, we were just joking.”

Jacob joined them, adjusting his goggles. “Joking about what?”

From the way Lacie stared in the other direction, Jacob realised his mistake and began stammering quietly, wondering how to put them off the trail.

Georgianna waved it off. “We were just joking about making the Joining a double ceremony.”

Lacie stared at her, mortified. Apparently it wasn’t a better joke than her temporary adoption of Braedon.

Beck’s eyes narrowed behind his goggles. He reached up and tugged down his scarf, revealing a pensive frown. “Why would I like that idea?”

Georgianna stared at Braedon, asleep in the cart. It was best to keep her mouth shut and not cause any more problems. 

Even behind his scarf and goggles, Jacob looked about ready to throw up from nerves.

Beck glanced around, took a light hold of Lacie’s arm and led her out of the trail path, away from the people closing in behind. He stopped a dozen feet from the trodden-in snow path, the drifts now coming up about their thighs.

Georgianna and Jacob followed.

Beck stood in front of Lacie, looking down at her. He tucked his fingers in the top of her scarf and pulled it down to reveal her nose and mouth, then lifted her goggles, settling them across her forehead. He raised his own goggles to just beneath the rim of his hood and gazed down at her.

“Do you want to join to Jacob?”

Lacie stammered, far more than Jacob had ever done. She could barely get a full word out without cutting herself off and changing track.

Beck laid his hands on her shoulders. “Lacie. There is no wrong answer.”

He was right, but it was all in the delivery, the art of giving an answer that might not be received well. Would Lacie offend Jacob if she said no? Would she make Beck angry if she said no, with the baby on the way?

“Maybe some day. But—”

“But you are young,” Beck said, “and have already been given so much to think about. You have more than enough time for that.”

“Really?”

Lacie glanced between Beck and Jacob, trying to read both their expressions. Jacob tugged down his scarf, revealing a relieved smile. “I’m not going anywhere. We have time.”

Beck nodded in Jacob’s direction. “You have a good man who loves you. And who will be a loving father to your child. That is all I could ask for you. Whether you join tomorrow, or ten years from now, or never, it doesn’t matter to me.” Lacie leapt forwards and wrapped her arms tight around Beck’s neck, stretching up out of the snow to hug him. He looped his arms around her waist and gave her a brief squeeze. “But if you don’t get some rest, I might change my mind.”

He pointed in the direction of the cart, now a good way ahead of them. Lacie gulped, and put her goggles back in place. She nodded, fixed her scarf over her nose and mouth, and reached for Jacob’s hand. “Keep me company?”

Jacob smiled and took her hand, using the other to replace his own scarf. “For as long as you’ll have me.”

They waded hand in hand through the deep drifts of snow back to the trail of snow compacted under hundreds of boots.

Georgianna watched them for a moment and then turned to Beck. “You’re going soft in your old age.”

He jabbed her shoulder with a gentle fist and shook his head, then strode back towards the trail. He looked over his shoulder. “Tell anyone, and I’ll leave you in the desert in the heat. Nobody would ever believe you then.”

Georgianna laughed, and waded through the snow back to the path. If Beck was already going soft with Lacie, then his new grandchild would wrap him around its finger.
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Every evening the moonlight filtered through the trees, turning the deep drifts of snow into a glittering canvas draped over the mountains and down into the valley below. The thick ice across the surface of the lake shone white.

The first few days after arriving had seen children kept close at their parents’ sides, like it had been for much of the last ten years. But on the fourth day, they had gathered and watched the train of mammoth Tzelik ships taking off into the sky, disappearing into the vast blue. It released a valve many of them had still been clinging to: the realisation that there would be no more tricks, no more war. It really was over.

Now, constantly under the feet of their parents, children were sent out to play further afield. Many had spent their days sliding across the lake’s smooth surface. Even Braedon had made some new friends after finally being coaxed away from his father’s side. He had been anxious at first, unwilling to go more than arms’ length onto the ice, but he was soon giggling and begging to be pulled along by some of the older children. The next morning, he pleaded to be released to play, even before finishing his breakfast.

Some people, those who had barely known an adult life before the Adveni arrived, didn’t quite know what to do with themselves. Georgianna had to admit that she was among them. There were still injuries and illnesses to see to, but they didn’t fill enough of her time to stop her from feeling useless.

Her father, on the other hand, was in his element. He spent his days organising and setting people to work. There were shelters to build and supplies to find. Keiran, Alec, and Dhiren had been set to felling dead trees wherever they could find them. Each evening they returned, exhausted but proud of themselves.

After a week, the Dalsaia had arrived, providing more supplies from the Cahlven. They didn’t stay long, but the delivery included a large selection of Cahlven alcohol. A note stuck to one of the crates wished Nyah and Taye a wonderful life together.

The furs spread beneath them were misshapen and would need proper stitching, but they were warm and soft. Georgianna accepted the bottle Keiran has managed to steal away, taking a sip of the strong liquor.

She coughed, covering her nose and mouth with her hand as she passed the bottle back to Keiran. The small sip burning her throat was enough to keep her warm for a minute. “Do you think they had a good day?”

Despite Taye and Nyah’s insistence that they wanted her at their joining, she had barely seen them since the ceremony. It seemed that everyone wanted to be included in the celebrations, even people who had never known Taye and Nyah before that day, having had so little to celebrate for so long.

“I suspect so,” Keiran said.

He shuffled closer, wrapping both arms around her waist. The bottle, hanging from his fingers, bumped against her hip and he laid his chin on her shoulder. She couldn’t see his face from this angle, but she imagined he was staring across the lake towards the celebrations still going on. 

She doubted people were still celebrating the joining they had witnessed, and she wouldn’t have been surprised if Taye and Nyah had excused themselves for some much needed alone time. But while there was still liquor, there were still celebrations to be had.

“We might have to ask Tohma for more alcohol,” she said.

She extracted the bottle from his fingers and took another sip. She brought the bottle down and cradled it in her lap.

“Why? You planning for another joining soon?”

She rubbed her hand back and forth along his arm. “No.”

He straightened, his hand moving from her waist to brace himself against the hard ground. Georgianna glanced at him with a smile before turning her attention back to the celebrations. Laughter and whispers of conversations drifted across the lake towards them, skipping across the ice like stones that bounced and flew. She hoped nobody had to hunt tomorrow, for no animal would come within a dozen leagues with all the noise they’d been making.

Keiran took the bottle from her and put it aside, digging into his pocket. When he laid his hand in her lap again, Georgianna wrapped both her hands around his, rubbing her thumbs across his knuckles.

“Are you sure about that?” he said.

Georgianna frowned. “About what?”

“About not planning any joinings.”

“Lacie and Jacob have already said no.”

He peered at her, a smile playing on his lips. “And there’s nobody else you can think of who may want to join?”

Georgianna lifted her hand and pressed her thumb against his chin, curling her finger beneath it. She moved his head in a gentle, teasing shake. “I know Dhiren said he likes Halden, but it’s a bit early, don’t you think?”

She took hold of his fist in both hands again.

“You’re right,” he said, “that is too early. At least let your brother get laid before he swears his life away.”

Georgianna glared at him. “Must you? That’s my brother you’re talking about.”

Keiran laughed and raised his hand within her grip, waving her hands in the same way she had forced him into shaking his head. He flexed his fingers beneath her grip, tempting her.

“Nobody else?” he whispered in her ear.

She froze. Staring at her hands, fingertips pink from the cold, she could feel the words playing on her lips. She could hear the mockery in her voice as she told him that she couldn’t think of anyone else, unless he was planning on making his forgiveness of Alec official.

But the mocking didn’t come, and the words weren’t really there. They were just a mirage of what might have been.

Georgianna unwrapped her hands from around his, and let his fist lay in her palms. He flexed his fingers again. She glanced at him, unsure of whether it was the alcohol that was causing the heat in her chest and throat. He nodded her towards his hand.

One by one, with trembling fingers, Georgianna peeled back his fingers.

The grass was twisted in a simple pattern and, even without touching it, she knew that the ring had not had time to dry properly.

But it was there.

A ring had been what dragged her into this whole mess in the first place. It had taken her into the compound looking for Nyah. It had signed her up to help Nyah and Alec escape, putting her on Maarqyn’s radar. A ring had started it all, and now a ring would start something else, if only she accepted it.

She couldn’t even bring herself to touch it.

She forced a mocking laugh.

“I thought you weren’t the joining kind,” she said, sure that the nerves were showing in her voice.

Keiran pressed his thumb into the centre of the ring and then held it up for her. “It doesn’t have to be that.”

“It doesn’t?”

He shook his head. “It can be anything you want.” He wrapped his arm tighter around her. “It can mean we intend to join, or that we may do some day. It can mean anything in this whole wide world, George, as long as you know that it means I love you, and I will always love you.”

Leaning in, he placed a gentle kiss against her lips. His mouth was warm and tasted of liquor and freeze air.

She took the ring from the end of his thumb and slid it onto her finger.

She’d always imagined wearing one of them at some point, probably to be removed quickly for fear of damaging the delicate grass. But she’d never imagined how natural it would feel, made just for her. With it looped around her finger, it was sturdier than she’d thought it would be. Just like their relationship. It had been pulled and stretched and bent out of shape, and yet it always came back to this. It wasn’t brittle or dry. It was fresh, and it was able to be damaged while still holding its shape. It fitted her perfectly.

Georgianna twisted against him and returned his kiss, cradling his face in her hands. Serious kisses turned into smiles and beaming giggles, far warmer than the ground beneath them. She leaned into him, resting her forehead against his.

“So?” he said in a whisper. “What does it mean?”

She closed her eyes and smiled. “It means anything we want it to mean,” Georgianna said. “It means everything.”
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