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  Amarantox Plains “Run!”


  The girl didn’t know much of the Cannibal language, but she understood that word.


  In the sky, a strange flying machine had appeared, its curved, metal belly glinting in the desert sun. Twigs of desiccated bushes trembled as the near-silent thing descended, and dust swept into the girl’s eyes and filled her nostrils. The woman gripping her hand lurched into a run, jerking the child off her feet and dragging her a few steps before abandoning her.


  The girl twisted to squint at the sky. A cone of flame erupted from the machine and pounded the parched ground a few steps away, engulfing shrubs and people alike. Screams, worse than when Brother Eli was butchered, cut through the fiery roar.


  As the familiar scent of burning flesh filled the air, the girl’s stomach cramped; she’d eaten to survive, but the smell made her want to cry. Hot embers settled around her, singeing her skin. She pressed her hands together like Mama used to.


  “Jesus loves me, this I know …” The song scratched from her throat, as dry as the dust she knelt upon, tears cooling her heated cheeks.


  Blackened cannibals lay scattered across the cracked earth, either screaming in pain, or silent in death.


  The stream of fire eased as the bird settled to the scorched soil. Several figures emerged from inside the belly of the beast.


  “Little ones to Him belong …”


  They moved toward her.


  Angels?


  They had come from the sky. But these men were green, not cream or tan like her or the cannibals. A hazy sunlit halo surrounded the nearest man’s face. When he held out his hand to her, she thought of her last meal with the fingernail still clinging to the charred flesh.


  She took his hand without hesitation.
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  Conversion Laboratory Haldanian Protectorate


  One of the insipid overhead bulbs in the Confinement Lab had developed a mild flicker, not strong enough to demand replacement, but enough to bring on the beginnings of a headache. The smell of antiseptic and the sweat of the frightened boy strapped to the lab table didn’t help matters. Tula checked the monitor for the third time. The boy’s blood pressure spiked above one-eighty. Not ideal, but within tolerances.


  “Okay, Jo Boy. You good. Good.” She looked into his frantic eyes and willed him to be calm. Preparing captives for the experience of conversion was next to impossible because the Cannibal dialects were too simple and straightforward. But Jo Boy was a quick learner, and she’d spent the last ten days building his trust.


  Tula pulled a piece of candy from her sheer lab coat pocket, an expensive treat, but one of the best motivators when it came to teaching new converts. “Is it okay?” she asked the gene tech.


  He nodded his permission and bent over the screens, his bare, green skin stretching tightly over each vertebrae.


  The equally naked adolescent on the table jerked against his restraints as the IV dripped conversion fluid into his veins. “Ow, ow, ow.”


  “I know, it hurts.” She spoke in Cannibal. Time enough for him to learn Haldanian during Integration.


  She placed her palm on his shaven head, looking for the telltale hint of yellow in his skin signifying the chloroplasts were taking hold. The jade tint of her own hand would have been vibrant if not for the sickly florescent lighting down in Confinement. She spent far too much time down here.


  “Like tattoos. You will be strong.” The only way to convince cannibals to accept conversion was to give them a choice in terms they understood. Strength. Survival. After Integration they would understand how they were making the world better.


  Jo Boy flailed against his bonds, a high-pitched squeal rising from his throat. Tula cringed, remembering her own conversion and the burn of the genetic cocktail coursing through her cells — worse than any sunburn.


  Showing him the candy, she asked, “Be still?”


  He quieted a little as she pressed the sweet into his mouth.


  A voice boomed from the door, “Sure it won’t bite?”


  Tula jumped, but didn’t turn to look at her supervisor. She could picture the scowl on his sickly green face. Had she ever seen Vitus smile?


  Vitus marched into the room and leaned over the terrified boy. “Dr. Macoby, this one has not been cleared for conversion.”


  Her attention darted to the electronic gamma pad next to the tech’s computer before looking up at her glowering supervisor. Copper strands around his neck matched beaded hoops dangling from his ears, but the adornments failed to disguise his yellowing skin. Must be due for another treatment. She didn’t dare say it out loud. Vitus was full Haldanian, born and bred, but to his shame, suffered from a medical condition called ripening. Every few weeks he underwent gene therapy to fortify his chloroplasts.


  In spite of Vitus’s looming, Tula kept her voice firm. “The Board approved his conversion this morning.”


  “Where’s the Telomerase Acquisition form?” Vitus crossed his arms. “And he seems a bit old. Did you get a Verification of Consent?”


  “He’s in the early stages of puberty, but still a child by Ordinance three-one-seven. No need for consent.” Barely. Tula had rushed Jo Boy’s conversion because getting Verification of Consent from an adult within the time allotted was nearly impossible. And non-converted prisoners were euthanized. “I have the telomerase form on my gamma pad.”


  Vitus snorted. “I’m sure he considers himself quite grown up. These mongrels breed at the first sign of a pubic hair.” He rearranged his necklaces over his own hairless chest and peered at the quaking Jo Boy. “If I don’t have the proper forms on my desk, the conversion stops. Now.”


  The tech jumped to his feet. “Sir —”


  Tula stood as well, shouldering herself between Vitus and the boy. “Don’t be an idiot, Vitus. Stopping the procedure now would kill him and waste the resources we’ve already put into him.”


  “You’ve put into him. Without permission. And I still think he needs a Verification of Consent.”


  “The Board doesn’t agree.”


  “The Board know how old he is?”


  This was an old argument. Tula retrieved her gamma pad. “He doesn’t even know how old he is. I thought our mission was to bring enlightenment to the Outside. To make the world safe again.”


  Vitus shrugged, his earrings swaying. His gaze lowered to her wrist where a shiny patch of pink scar tissue over most of her right forearm had not taken the chloroplasts during her childhood conversion. “You can’t trust a convert.”


  Tula’s face burned. The scar served as a constant reminder of her outsider roots. By force of will, she met his eyes. “You look like you could use a little therapy yourself, sir. Jo Boy should be done in another forty minutes, if you want to come back.”


  An angry flush obliterated the remaining green in Vitus’s skin. The tech covered his jolt of laughter with a cough and turned to his computer. No one liked Vitus, and it didn’t help that he thought he was too good to allow his own Conversion Team to oversee his treatments. “I want to see that paperwork before you go home today.” He pivoted on his heel and stalked from the room in a jangle of copper beads.
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  Old Order Holdout


  Amarantox Plains


  Levi stuffed his rain poncho into a sturdy leather rucksack resting on the foot of his bed, avoiding his brother-in-law’s eyes. Above his beard, Samuel’s solemn face was ruddy from working the fields, but Levi knew him well enough to detect a flush of controlled anger. “Brother Levi, you cannot go against the Ordnung.”


  Levi continued packing. “I accepted Gotte’s Wille when the cannibals carried off Papa Lapp. And found peace in my son when the Lord took Sarah from me. But I will not accept the death of my little boy when there’s a chance to cure him. You were by my side when my brothers died. When Sarah let out her last breath—” He forced himself to breathe deeply, suck back the grief. “Surely, you would not see Josef suffer so.”


  Samuel’s single-minded focus didn’t waver, even at the reminder of his sister’s death. “The Elders forbade it. You’ll be shunned.”


  “Then shun me.” Levi pushed past to retrieve his shaving kit. Samuel always asserted the Elders’ decrees came straight from God. “Too many children die before they reach Rumspringa. If it’s Gotte’s Wille that they die, let Him stop me. But don’t you try.”


  “Brother Levi, you know no one will lay a hand to stop you.”


  Levi stared past Samuel at the quilt Sarah had made while pregnant with Josef. It was true. The Old Order did not believe in violence of any sort, even in the dry years, when cannibals broke past the electric fences and carried off those who didn’t make it to the underground passages.


  Samuel continued. “This silly intuition of yours isn’t a call from God. It’s a selfish excuse to do as you wish. Leaving here, you risk falling to the cannibals. Or worse yet, the atrocities of the Blattvolk. Would you leave your son an orphan?”


  The Blattvolk. Genetic abominations who hunted humans to drag them into Hell. “The green people are far to the south. I shouldn’t run into them at all. I’ll be back by harvest.” Levi shrugged with feigned nonchalance and looked Samuel in the eye. “And if it means saving my son, then I’m willing to risk my place in Heaven.”


  Samuel gasped at the blasphemy and stiffly turned away. Levi clenched his jaw and went back to packing. After all their years as friends, Samuel should be used to his irreverence. But his long-time friend’s mind remained as closed as the Holdout’s gate.


  Levi pulled his notebook from the rucksack to make room for the shaving kit, and hesitated. Only a few blank sheets remained, but the rest of the pages were covered with sketched memories of Sarah and the past four years with Josef. He was already breaking the Ordnung by leaving the village and venturing into the world in search of a forbidden miracle. Foregoing shaving would be the least of his law breaking. He put the kit to one side and secured the strap over the notebook.


  “Won’t you at least wait until tomorrow?” Samuel didn’t turn around to ask.


  Settling his wide brimmed straw hat in place, Levi stood beside his friend. The street outside the window was dead, everyone already inside for supper. He held out a hand to shake. “I’ve already said goodbye to Josef. The new moon is tonight, and I must use the dark.”


  Samuel didn’t take his hand. “We will take care of Josef for you.”


  Levi dropped his arm. The offer was the best he could hope for. “Thank you.”


  He exited the room that he and Josef had shared in his brother-in-law’s house until the boy came down with pneumonia three weeks ago. Now, Josef was in the Ward with the other cystic fibrosis children. Beds filled with listless young bodies, malnourished and fighting for every breath. Most lived until their early twenties, but some, like Josef, became sick early in life, and from there the slope toward death grew steep. Levi meant to level that slope.


  In the front room, Samuel’s wife, Beth, left her loom to hug him goodbye in spite of her husband’s dark gaze. She pressed a fabric package into Levi’s hands. “May God be with you, Brother Levi.”


  Chest tight with gratitude, he tucked the gift beneath an arm and pushed open the light screen door to the porch. The wood frame clattered shut behind him as he descended to the street.


  A breeze lifted the evening air as the sun settled below the horizon. Word of his intent had spread quickly through the township, and now people left their supper tables to stare from windows and covered porches as he passed the weathered brick homes. Cannibal dogs, trained to kill intruders in the event of a fence breach, sensed the tension in the air, taking up a howling bark that spread across the silent village. He hoped the cannibals didn’t know what the baying chorus meant.


  He slowed as he passed the Ward. A child sang Grace, high and sweet, the piano accompaniment thrumming through an open window on the lower level. Josef would miss his nightly visit to tuck him in bed. You already said goodbye. Staring resolutely at the dusty street, Levi squared his shoulders and picked up his pace. He had to be through the gate before the perimeter lights came on.


  Only the salt trader walked without harm through the cannibal lands beyond the fence, stopping at the Holdout once a year. He claimed he paid a heavy toll of the precious mineral to the cannibals to come and go. Levi had no such leverage. He simply hoped the cover of dusk and the moonless night would allow him to safely cross the territory that roaming bands scoured for anything edible.


  After twenty minutes he reached the edge of the Holdout where a small stone outbuilding housed the gatekeeper and protected the controls for the electric fence. The generator in the methane pits kicked on, humming in preparation for perimeter lighting. High-pitched squeals echoed from the swine sheds as the animals fought over their nightly slops.


  Levi focused on the gate, designed to power on and off without lowering the charge on the rest of the fence. The only way in or out of the Holdout. The only connection to the world. The only hope for Josef.


  On the fence directly above the gate a weathered wooden sign read, The Gate is Narrow, in plain, black letters to remind those inside of their salvation. Stopping at the small stone building, he knocked and waited for Peter the Gatekeeper to answer.


  The old man took his sweet time opening the door. He’d lost both son and daughter to cannibals ages ago. “Goin’ through with it?”


  “Before the lights come on.”


  Peter put a finger over the switch box near the door. “I’ll watch you from here. Give me a hand up if the way is clear.”


  The shed was about a hundred paces from the gate, and Levi kept a sharp eye on the low greenery outside the fence, alert for any sign of hunting parties. Here and there, broad-leafed trees drooped over the landscape like umbrellas, holding their own against the waves of noxious amarantox — ideal hiding places for cannibal bands. Nothing moved in the fading light except the wind over the foliage.


  He put up a hand and waited for several heartbeats to be sure the charge was down. A shock wouldn’t be fatal, but it would put him out of commission for a few days and leave a nasty burn.


  With a tentative fingertip, he touched the metal and then freed the latch, slipping through and securing it behind him. A nearly imperceptible hum told him when the power once again flowed through the wire. His pulse roared loudly in his ears as he stepped away from the only home he’d ever known.
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  Over the last four days, between the impassible thickets of tamarisk trees and the tall sea of broad-leafed amarantox, Levi saw little in the way of edible plant life. He paused in the pale light of dawn near a stand of bull rushes at a bend in the river. Cracked and marrow-less bones, blackened by the ash of a campfire, littered the area. At the water’s edge, the vegetation had been recently crushed, and the distinct imprint of a human foot remained in the churned mud. But the ashes were cold, and Levi was hungry. Watching the camp in both wariness and morbid fascination, he dug up a few cattail roots and fled into the chest-high amarantox. He didn’t need to be far from the camp to become completely hidden behind a screen of leaves. Hopefully, the cannibals weren’t nearby.


  Not daring a cook fire, he gnawed on a fibrous root and allowed himself a few bites of goat jerky before taking off his boots. The air on his blistered feet cooled and hurt at the same time. The best thing for blisters would be a few days free of boots, but he couldn’t afford to stop. He shouldn’t take off his boots at all, in case he had to flee, but he couldn’t bear to encase his feet in leather again.


  An hour or two of rest.


  At least he had Beth’s parting gift — a mottled goat-hair blanket that served well to camouflage him. He looked back along his trail in the burgeoning daylight and was pleased to see the path he’d cut already springing back into place in the morning breeze.


  Plucking a few wide leaves from the nearby amarantox, he arranged them over the blanket before crawling beneath. The action brought back childhood memories of hiding from his father, taking an afternoon to dream and draw instead of hand-weeding the invading amarantox from the fields. Later, he and Sarah used to slip away from prying eyes and make love beneath a blanket of camouflage, much to her father’s disapproval. The Order forbade sex out of wedlock, but many broke that ordinance. Like most of the afflicted, Sarah had been forbidden to marry. But she’d wanted a child so badly. And he’d wanted to make her happy…


  Levi grimaced away the sadness. To avoid wallowing in memories, he opened his notebook and flipped to the last page. He would record his journey by sketching. A journal to pass on to his son. But so far all he’d encountered were waves of noxious amarantox. Nothing different or exciting to draw. Not that he wanted exciting; he’d settle for a boring trip all the way to the Fosselites and a boring trip back. If only he didn’t have the blisters.


  He allowed his eyes to drift closed.


  Rustling foliage startled him awake. How long had it been? Holding his breath, he didn’t twitch in the still, muggy air. If cannibals found him, he’d be roasting by dark.


  The noise continued, and his heart raced. What were they doing? It sounded like they were harvesting the amarantox seeds. Cannibals might be desperate, but they weren’t stupid. Not even pigs or goats could eat the toxic weed in any quantity.


  Whatever was moving through the weeds came closer. He shrank into as small a space as he could. This might be the end. God would punish him for thinking to circumvent His will, just like the Brethren said.


  The sound moved past into a thicket of tamarisk by the water. Branches snapped and twigs rattled.


  Unable to resist his curiosity, he pulled the blanket tight about his head and raised his eyes above the level of the foliage. A golden tan and white goat-like creature tugged at the gray-green fronds of tamarisk.


  In a flash of motion, almost too quick to see, the creature flicked long ears, launched straight into the air on stiff legs, and bounded into the weeds, followed by a second animal Levi hadn’t seen.


  His mouth widened in a silent exclamation. It hadn’t been a goat. He was familiar enough with the blocky form of the village milkers. No, this had been more graceful. Delicate, even. And he’d seen that coat once before, many years ago when the old salt trader came through with a rare hide. “A deer?”


  He pulled out his pencil and sketched madly before the image faded from his mind.
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  The Garden


  Haldanian Protectorate


  Sunlight flooded through the transparent nuvoplast walls and ceiling of the Garden, allowing children to photosynthesize without exposure to deadly ultraviolet rays. Air conditioning units kept a comfortable breeze flowing through the building. Tula urged Jo Boy toward a group of nearly naked nine-year olds sitting on the floor. Twenty bald, green heads turned his way, and he backed into Tula, his breathing rapid. His attention darted nervously between the sitting group and another class of prancing youngsters through the glass next door.


  The concept of clear walls and ceilings must be mind boggling, Tula reminded herself. Outside, single story houses reflected harsh sunlight onto the streets from mirrored walls. She didn’t remember much of her own early Integration, but new converts were always flighty. Jo Boy would require a gentle hand until he grew used to his surroundings.


  Taking Jo Boy’s hand, she managed to pull him forward and together they settled on a cushion at the outer edge of the group. Most of these children had been converted years ago. Many didn’t remember the Outside. And of course many were native Haldanians. One of Tula’s previous converts smiled at her and scootched a fraction closer before Tula shook her head and nodded toward Jo Boy. The girl stuck out her lip but stopped her approach. On future visits, Tula would socialize, but today Jo Boy needed all her attention.


  Albert, the day-teacher, caught Tula’s eye and winked before returning his attention to the kids. “Class, eyes, up here,” he said, drawing attention away from the newcomers. He held a sealed glass cloche with a single-stemmed plant inside. “What do we do if we see a plant?”


  Several hands shot into the air, and one little boy wearing a yellow friendship bracelet spoke out of turn. “Is it poison?”


  “To you, yes. What happens if you touch it?”


  “Touch it, Clay.” A little girl pushed the boy with the bracelet and he turned to slap her back.


  “Enough, children.”


  Jo Boy was older than the rest of the class, but Tula found integrating older converts into younger classes worked well, both socially and academically. His chloroplasts had greened up quite nicely, and now he needed to learn the language.


  “My dad works the Burn. He says he likes the smell. It makes him high,” another boy chirped.


  The silver beads in Albert’s short dark hair rattled as he turned to lance the little boy with a glare. “Plants won’t make you high. If you were out on the Burn, the smoke would probably kill you. At the very least, it would make you wish you were dead. Plants make our bodies think they are under attack, so our chloroplasts create poisons to fight back.”


  “What about the yuvee trees? Aren’t they plants?” This was from a girl who wore gold earrings like an adult, obviously native Haldanian. Someone with family who loved her.


  “That’s a very good question, Amaryllis. Yuvee trees are indeed plants. But they are one of the few plants we allow inside the city because they warn us of an upcoming ultraviolet flare when the leaves become pale. But even yuvee trees are only allowed to grow in designated areas. And never inside the Garden or the play yard.”


  “I can see a yuvee tree from the cafeteria when my mom takes me to lunch.”


  Jo Boy watched the interactions with wide eyes, his focus sometimes swinging to the class next door. Tula wondered how much he understood. He would be watched closely over the next few months. He needed to learn that sunlight outside of the protective glass of the Garden would harm him. Once he finished puberty, his system could endure the chemicals UV radiation caused his body to produce. Even workers on the Burn, who were acclimated to long periods of direct sunlight and exposure to foreign plants, sometimes came back with an overdose and needed therapy.


  The children had digressed into personal stories, no longer focused on the teacher. “The sun will kill you if you look right at it when the yuvee tree turns white.”


  “No, it won’t. Only if you’re outside.”


  “It’ll burn your eyes out.”


  “Okay, kids, settle down. We’re talking about plants now, not ultraviolet waves. As long as you’re in the Garden, the sun can’t hurt you. But sometimes when we go outside at night, you might find a seedling in the yard. If we see a plant, do we touch it?” the teacher asked.


  “Nooooo,” the children chimed together.


  Jo Boy jumped at the chorus and looked at Tula. She smiled in reassurance. He’d probably never seen this many children together before.


  “What do you do?” Albert crossed his arms over his chest, his silver wristbands catching the light.


  “Call a grown up,” again the children chimed as one.


  Jo Boy remained still, scanning the group in front of him.


  “Call a grown up to dispose of it properly. That’s right. Touching a plant will make our bodies very sick.”


  “What if I accidently touch one?”


  Albert shook his head in sadness. “Then you have to go to gene therapy.”


  A collective shudder rolled through the group. Even Jo Boy twitched, and Tula nodded in satisfaction. He understood some of the lesson.


  “Now, I want you all to go read the history pages I have up on your gamma pads. There will be a test tomorrow morning.” Albert dismissed the children and Tula approached with Jo Boy in tow. The man smiled broadly, his focus on Tula even as he winked at Jo Boy. “Hello, Tula.”


  “Hi, Albert. I’d like you to meet Jo Boy.”


  “Jobie. Welcome to the class.” Albert always created pet names for the new converts that inevitably became their new identity within the Protectorate. “Can you tell me one thing you learned about plants today?”


  Jo Boy glowered from beneath his naked brow line at Albert. This was going to be a tough sell.


  “Go on, Jo Boy. Use your words,” Tula encouraged.


  “Baad.”


  She wasn’t sure if the single syllable was in regard to plants or to Jo Boy’s opinion of Albert. The smiling teacher seemed to have no doubts. “Wonderful! You might be top of the class if you keep up the good work. Why don’t you go sit by Amaryllis?” He called out to the girl. “Amaryllis, please read the lesson out loud to Jobie, here.”


  As Tula watched Jo Boy slouch toward the girl, Albert sidled close enough to rub shoulders and cocked his chin her way. “You still seeing that good-for-nothing Burn Operative? What’s his name? Moo?”


  “Mo.” She laughed. “And, yes, I am.” She and Albert had gone out for some time before she met Mo, a quiet, intelligent convert whose talent was wasted as a Burn Operative.


  “I don’t know how you can stand the soot. And why hasn’t he given you any jewelry? If he expects to keep you, he’d better start putting his money where his mouth is. Mmmm. Has his mouth been here?” He tickled a finger across her bare collarbone and wiggled his brows.


  Tula giggled and pulled away. “Not in front of the kids, Albert.” Even though she’d been converted nearly twenty years ago, she still fought the urge to cover her bare breasts. Photosynthesis only worked if the chloroplasts were exposed to light, so everyday Haldanian garb consisted of merely a loincloth or fringe skirt. Some extremists didn’t even bother with that much modesty.


  “You never wear the bracelets I gave you.” Albert put on a sulky face. “And they’re not looking at us. Even Jobie has found something to occupy him.” He nodded to where the boy had his entire body spread against the transparent wall as if he could push through to the skimmer on the other side.


  “Oh, Jo Boy. No. Come here. Let’s read the lesson.” She hurried to gather the child away from the glass, glad for the distraction.


  The fact was Mo had bought her jewelry. She had a whole case of necklaces, earrings, bracelets, rings, and anklets at home, from Mo and previous lovers. No self-respecting Haldanian ever bought jewelry for themselves, and the more bangles and baubles a person wore, the more loved he was perceived to be. But she couldn’t seem to embrace the ostentatious display.


  Mo understood. He was a convert, just like her. They both respected their photosynthesis too much to cover it, even with jewelry. To do so would be an insult to the conversion technology that had saved them. Albert was native Haldanian; for him, photosynthesis was like breathing. The only time she covered her skin was in the lab, when she donned a long coat to ward off the underground chill, and the coat’s material was so thin it was virtually transparent.


  As she coaxed Jo Boy away from the glass, a call came over the com system. “Dr. Macoby, report to Confinement for briefing.”


  With a glance at Albert, she grinned and patted Jo Boy goodbye. The call meant only one thing — potential converts were on the way.
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  Amarantox Plains


  Across the river, an old road sliced a line through the dusty brown plains for as far as Levi could see. He stood at the threshold of an ancient trestle bridge spanning the wide channel between two cut banks of red-brown limestone. Water swamped the tamarisk along the shore, allowing only the gray-green tips of the fronds to sway above the current.


  Behind him, the crumbling remains of an old city lay buried in weeds. He’d had to resist the temptation to pause and explore the fallen structures — the engraved cornerstone on a brick wall, the tangle of plastic pipes hanging from a rusted metal girder, a paved stairway descending into an opening in the earth. What had life been like back then, to live without the constant awareness of the thin electric wire separating civilization from cannibalism? To travel freely from one shore to another — and farther — in a matter of hours?


  That kind of hubris had led to the rest of mankind’s demise, according to the Brethren. In the Third Fall of Man, people didn’t respect the Earth that God put into man’s care. But the Old Order remained faithful to the Ordnung, the earthly laws of God, and the Holdout was spared.


  Levi turned his back on the ruins and moved on. He didn’t have time to dally with the past. The lessons of the Days of the Prophet had been drilled into him well enough as a child.


  Until now, he’d followed the river close to the banks. When he’d come to tributaries, he’d forded them or sometimes dared an old bridge. But now he had to cross the river and break toward the stone buttes rising into the distant sky.


  Like the open asphalt roadways, this bridge would be a natural pathway for others, including cannibals. Levi hunkered near a rusty girder to survey the path ahead. Crossing the wide expanse of water without a bridge would be unwise, at best. The roiling water bobbed with debris and detritus that proved its unforgiving strength. He had no option but to cross the crumbling concrete and exposed metal.


  Muscles trembling, he hurried to the next support beam, as if sprinting from tree to tree in the apple orchard in a game of hide and seek. The pavement gaped with holes; the edges of the bridge were nothing but sagging, rusty mesh and iron rods. A few empty husks of what had once been cars littered the roadway. He wondered about the people who’d abandoned the vehicles. Had they been overtaken by cannibals? Had they become cannibals? Where had they been fleeing when they’d finally deserted the car?


  Stop thinking and move. You have a destination.


  At the center of the span, he glanced over the edge as a jumble of tamarisk branches spun past at dizzying speed. He’d never been so high in the air, and a wave of vertigo overtook him. Clutching a beam, he caught his breath and focused on the other shore. Rusty metal cut into his fingertips, but he didn’t mind. The pain helped ground him. With carefully placed steps, he slid to the next brace and the next, until he completed the crossing.


  With a final glance at the bridge, he started down the road into what appeared to be desert. No longer lush with green waves of amarantox, the hard-packed red earth had crusted like cracked pottery, fissures spreading from riverbank to horizon. Spindly stems of knapweed and a strange, rounded shrub with variegated leaves intermingled with dwarf amarantox stands.


  The sun beat upon his shoulders with an intensity that made him wonder if another sunstorm was coming, or if the penetrating heat was due to the change in landscape. The brim of his hat shadowed his eyes and the back of his neck, but the sun penetrated his clothing and parched his skin. Perhaps he should hide under the blanket until nightfall.


  Focused on the sun, he didn’t notice the whiff of smoke until he stumbled into the empty camp. Startled, he froze, eyes on the rosy coals of a small campfire. No sign of cannibals. He scanned the scraggly plants, horizon to horizon. Nothing.


  Well, if they weren’t going to bother him, he wouldn’t bother them. He turned to the buttes on the horizon, but a tiny sob and intake of breath from the brush halted him. Someone was there. Something shivered against the earth, and he realized a person knelt next to a rounded bush, auburn-haired head to the ground, dirty rags of clothing blending in better than his blanket could.


  Now was not the time or place to be a Good Samaritan. But what if God was testing him? What if someone needed help? What if it was a trap?


  A whimper came again, and he stepped toward the figure. “Do you need help?”


  With a grunting cry, the form rocked back to a squat, and he saw it was a woman, belly grotesquely swollen in pregnancy. Her pained face told him all he needed to know. Her people had abandoned her to give birth alone.


  He’d only taken three steps toward her when a change in air pressure made him pause. A swirl of dust swept the hat from his head. He looked up to find himself face to face with a hovering metal craft, silent until a roar of flame spouted from the barrel of a gun on one side.


  The woman screamed.
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  The Burn


  Haldanian Protectorate


  Tula jogged up the stairs from Confinement two at a time, headed to the duster pad outside. Heat from the tarmac slammed into her like a fist as she exited the climate controlled building, and she had to lift a hand to shield her eyes from the sudden sunlight. Two Med techs wheeled a screaming woman down the ramp on a gurney. Tula stepped aside so they could pass, assessing the prisoner’s swollen belly and shaking her head sadly. They’d keep the baby. But the woman was another matter.


  At the door to the duster, Mo gestured to one of the other techs, hand on his weapon. He saw Tula and smiled broadly. She grinned back and loped across the asphalt.


  “Hey, baby,” he said, pulling her close to his side with a one-armed embrace.


  Inside the duster, two techs urged a male prisoner to his feet. The big man sat on his knees, palms pressed together as he mumbled. A flash of dizziness passed over Tula, and she swayed.


  “Whoa,” Mo looked down at her. “You haven’t even kissed me, yet. Another Burn Op beat me to it?”


  He liked to joke that she only stayed with him for the high of his kisses. She smiled weakly at him, glad to look away from the prisoner. “I can make my own drugs if I need to, thank you very much.”


  He laughed and planted a kiss on her forehead. “Not if you never come out for air. You need me, baby.”


  “What is this?” She indicated the man in the duster. The techs had him on his feet, but he kept his hands together and his lips moving.


  “Hey, if they’re not struggling, I bring them in. I’d just as soon flash them all.”


  She shuddered, well aware of his position on cannibals. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to prove consent?”


  Mo shrugged and handed her a notebook. “That’s your job, not mine. He had this with him.”


  She frowned at the book. Paper books were primitive, but cannibals were not known for their literacy. He must have found it in some ruins. She tucked the book under her arm and stepped within reach of the prisoner. Mo gripped his gun tighter. Although he was huge for a cannibal, the captive remained incredibly docile. She spoke the Cannibal dialect, similar to, but simpler than Haldanian. “You hurt?”


  The man continued his singsong drone, looking at the ground and ignoring her.


  “He was with the mother?”


  “Standing right over her. Didn’t put up one gram of resistance. Maybe you can convert a whole family,” Mo teased.


  Tula pursed her lips in thought. A whole family? What a novel idea. She put a hand on the man’s shoulder. His singsong grew louder, the cadence familiar in a way that made her tremble. She dropped her hand and backed away. Swallowing to regain her composure, she turned to the tech. “When the mother comes out of labor, put her and the baby in the cell with him.”


  “Doctor?”


  “The baby can wait for conversion a few days. We don’t often have a chance to study cannibal family dynamics. If we can better understand them, we might lower the reversion ratio.”


  The tech raised his brows but nodded and herded the man across the tarmac. Mo grabbed her hand and pulled her the other direction. “Can you take off, now? Let the techs handle it tonight?”


  “I have two children I really ought —”


  He halted mid-step and pulled her into his arms, seizing her mouth in a kiss. The euphoric chemicals passed into her in a rush, making her head swim and her body flush with desire. He pulled back and she looked with blurred vision into his tawny eyes. “You really are high, aren’t you?” she asked.


  “Want some more?” He kissed her again, running his tongue along her gum line. She swayed in his arms. “You’re a lightweight,” he murmured against her lips.


  “Shut up and take me home.”
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  Blattvolk Prison


  Haldanian Protectorate


  Levi paced the bars of his cell, inspected the automatic toilet facility again, and paused to check on the woman from the desert lying on the cot in his cage. They’d brought her in a few moments ago, her head completely shaven, her newborn at her naked breast.


  God was surely punishing him. His people had sealed the Blattvolk out along with the rest of the world in the Days of the Prophet; their green skin the undeniable Mark of the Beast. The salt trader still brought news of them, and they were not supposed to range that far north.


  He ran a hand over his bald head and face. The first thing the Blattvolk had done was strip him and put him into a stinging shower. When he emerged, he was as hairless as a newly picked apple. Even the mustache he’d allowed to grow over the course of his journey was gone, like a reminder from God of his disobedience.


  Mercifully, they’d given him a blanket with which to cover himself. The abominations wore next to nothing, their shameful display of bare skin a distraction in and of itself. The fact that they were green only added to the atrocity.


  Night and day were the same in this basement prison. The large cement-brick room held eight cages, three of which housed prisoners. Two children in the other cages slept, but the ugly fluorescent lighting hadn’t dimmed. The cages were accessible from all four sides, containing prisoners like animals on display.


  A thin, green man emerged from the hall carrying a tray with metallic cylinders. The abomination was unclothed except for a thin loop of fabric around the waist that barely covered the genitals, and a shameful amount of jewelry at the wrists and ankles. Even the man’s short hair glinted with shiny, green glass beads.


  Levi averted his eyes to a spot above the creature’s head to avoid looking at his nudity. “You have to let me go. My child is in danger.”


  The Blattvolk didn’t respond. He set a container into the cage and said a word the woman seemed to understand. Rousing from the bed, she kept a wary eye on the visitor and edged toward the cylinder.


  “Please!” Levi approached the bars and the Blattvolk shook his head and backed a few steps from the cage.


  Extending a hand holding a cylinder, the creature offered it to Levi. He said a word Levi didn’t understand.


  Levi shook his head.


  In the far corner of the cage, the woman lifted the metal container to her nose and sniffed. Before Levi could stop her, she put her lips to the edge and tipped it. “No, wait!” Too late, he saw her throat moving as she swallowed.


  The Blattvolk nodded toward her, and Levi backed to the center of the cage. Was this how they transformed their captives? Surely it couldn’t be that easy? He watched the woman with concern.


  With a sigh, the green man set Levi’s cylinder inside the cage bars. Again, he spoke some words Levi didn’t understand, turned, and placed cylinders into the other cages before disappearing down the hallway. The children in the other cells scrambled forward and drank with gusto.


  The baby started crying and the woman offered a breast. She seemed unconcerned for her nakedness. But then, she was a cannibal. To keep his eyes averted as she cared for the child, Levi picked up his own cup. Inside was a milky substance without much of a smell. His stomach rumbled, but he set the cup down unsampled.


  He didn’t want to sleep, especially caged with a cannibal. But between his travels and all the excitement of being captured, he was exhausted. If she wanted to eat him, she had nothing but her hands and teeth to do it. Sitting on the floor facing the cot, he propped himself against the bars and arranged the blanket to cover as much of his body as possible. If he remained sitting, perhaps he would not sleep. He longed for his paper and pencil. Something to help him focus his mind on anything but his fate.


  The woman approached his rejected cylinder, her focus on him shrewd. He shrugged and gestured for her to take it. She grabbed it and returned to the cot to slurp noisily. At least her belly should be full. His eyes closed, just for a moment.


  He woke to the baby crying. The woman couldn’t quiet the infant, and she frantically paced the cage. She had the child wrapped in the other blanket, leaving herself bare, and Levi couldn’t help but notice how young she was. She was barely more than a child herself. The calluses on her feet made scuffing noises along the cement as she paced.


  “Try singing,” he said. He remembered Sarah’s sweet voice as she sang to Josef in those few days she’d been alive to hold him. His heart ached.


  The mother met his gaze and he was struck by her fierce eyes. He’d never seen a full-blooded cannibal up close. The feral intellect in her stare made him aware of just how different she was from his people.


  Still, she did seem to be trying to be a good mother.


  Rising from the floor, he held out his hands. “Let me try?”


  This caused the woman to clutch the baby tighter and back against the cage, obviously assuming he meant to harm the child.


  Tone deaf himself, Levi hummed a few bars of a common lullaby. The girl showed no recognition. No surprise there. He made a rocking motion with his arms.


  She bounced the squalling baby and glared at him.


  He wondered how often cannibals ate their young.


  Shaking off the awful thought, he sat against the bars and tried not to look at the unclothed woman sharing his cage. The problem was, there wasn’t anything else to look at. His stomach rumbled loudly.


  And then the thought occurred to him; maybe he was in Hell already.
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  Tula watched the little family on the monitor, fascinated by the dynamics of the couple. Normally, the baby would have been converted and moved to the infant Gardens — without her mother. But this was a rare opportunity to observe a real, live, nuclear family, untainted by the necessity of the protective Gardens. She’d stayed up most of the night searching the database for old psych evaluations on nuclear ties, hoping to understand their interactions and apply what she learned with future potential converts.


  The woman paced the cell, jostling the baby as the man watched. They seemed to distrust each other, and yet the huge man obviously wanted to care for the child. Was this normal cannibalistic parental interaction? She seldom dealt with adults, and never adults in a relationship.


  Maybe he just wants to eat the baby.


  She couldn’t shake the feeling the man on the monitor didn’t belong in the picture. Normally, she didn’t bother with the items prisoners had on them when they were captured. All items went to the incinerator, since such things only served to remind converts of a life they needed to forget if they were to properly integrate.


  As she watched the cell monitor, she flipped through the pages of the crude notebook, the paper dry and brittle between her fingers. Had the man made these drawings? The woman in the sketches looked nothing like the woman in the cell, and Tula wondered who she might be. Not even the Fosselites used paper any more, as far as she knew. Had he stolen the book from some ancient treasure trove in the wilderness?


  She watched the screen and skimmed the pages until it was time for the next feeding, then delivered the protein drinks to the prisoners. The children in the front cells scrambled toward her when she entered, begging for sweets.


  “How are you today, Rhomy? Did you draw something for me?” She held the treat just out of the girl’s reach, waiting for an answer.


  “Good. I’m good.” Rhomy stretched through the bars as far as she could.


  “What did you draw?” Tula pointed to the flat sheet of a child’s gamma pad on the floor of the cage. One of her exercises with potential converts was putting Haldanian words to things they drew.


  “Tula.” The girl retrieved the gamma pad and showed the crude picture of a green face to her. Rhomy had taken to color quickly, once she had learned to activate the palette, but her fine motor skills were lacking.


  “You drew me yesterday. What else can you draw?”


  The girl in the next cage produced her gamma pad as well, and clamored for attention. “I draw. I draw. Food. I draw food.”


  Tula stepped over and accepted the gamma pad. The picture clearly depicted a stylized bone with meat on it. She repressed a shudder. Training the carnivore out of the cannibal was not easy. “Can you draw sunshine?”


  The child traced a circle in the air and indicated spikes coming off it.


  “Great!” Tula handed the girl a sweet.


  Rhomy cried out, “Me!”


  “What else can you draw?”


  The girl again showed the gamma pad. “Me!” It was the same face, and Tula thought a moment.


  “Is this you?” The girl might not have many words yet, but if she was already thinking of herself in terms of a convert, she might be ready for the gift of conversion.


  Rhomy nodded, a fierce grin on her face, and held out her hand. Tula handed her a sweet. She’d have to spend some time with Rhomy, once she’d seen to the family.


  After leaving protein canisters with the children, she continued past the row of empty cages to the cell with the family. The smell of urine emanated from the cage, undoubtedly from the unswaddled baby. She’d have to get a cleanup crew in here. Why had no one thought to offer diapers? So many techs considered the prisoners animals.


  Both adults rose, the woman to the front with her hand out asking for the canister, the man back in the center of the small area. Seeing him up close instead of on a monitor reinforced how big he was, head and shoulders taller than most cannibals, who tended to be small and wiry.


  Tula handed a container to the woman and said in Haldanian, “Food.” The woman ignored her and scuttled to a far corner to set down the baby before drinking greedily. According to the techs, the man had been giving his protein drinks to the woman. Tula looked him in the eye and held up the canister. “You must be hungry.” This time she spoke Cannibal.


  He stood with arms akimbo, blanket draped over one shoulder and under the other arm to hide his body, his pale blue eyes creased into worried lines. She took a small step back at the sight of his eyes. It was like looking in a mirror. Blue eyes were rare among Haldanians, and all but non-existent among the cannibals. Mo loved her unique coloring, and for the first time she thought she understood why. Exotic. She watched the stranger’s chest rise and fall in tensely measured breaths.


  “I’m not going to hurt you. You need to eat.” She held the canister through the bars.


  The man didn’t move.


  She put the protein drink back on the tray and lifted his notebook from the surface. “You like pictures?”


  He started forward and then froze. She set the tray and the notebook on the floor outside the cage and unrolled a child’s gamma pad from the pocket of her lab coat. The device lit up when she tapped the screen. With slow, exaggerated movements, she dragged a finger over the broad surface, leaving a long curved mark. The whole time she moved, she watched the man’s face. His attention flickered between her face and her hands. Again, slowly, she lifted her finger and made circles for eyes and another larger one for a nose.


  “Would you like to try?” She brushed her palm over the screen and the lines cleared, then she lowered the sheet to the floor inside the cell.


  The female cannibal had not been interested in the activity until Tula set the gamma pad inside the cage. Now the woman dashed forward and snatched the item from the floor. Both Tula and the man watched as the woman turned it over in her hands, sniffed it, put a corner in her mouth to bite it. Luckily the nuvoplast was resistant to abuse.


  With a disgusted look at Tula the woman threw the gamma pad to the floor and approached the bars with her eye on the man’s full canister.


  “No, this is his.” Tula picked up the canister and pointed to the man.


  The woman spoke for the first time. “Hungry.”


  New prisoners felt like they were constantly hungry. The manufactured protein drinks were standard Haldanian fare - amino acids, vitamins, and minerals providing complete nutrition to a person who could create carbohydrates out of sunlight. Outsiders required many times the intake of calories, and Tula was endlessly fighting the restrictions the Conversion Department imposed on potential converts. Their theory was if the prisoner became hungry enough, they would convert. Tula maintained that a well-fed prisoner was a happy convert. The sweets she provided the prisoners came out of her own pocket money.


  The Conversion Department’s bottom line was if someone took too long to convert, they were not worth feeding.


  “What is your name?” she asked the woman.


  “Awnia. Give me.”


  “Awnia. My name is Tula.” She watched the woman’s face to see how the introduction registered.


  Focus still on the canister, the woman repeated, “Hungry.”


  On the bed, the baby started to fuss. As if remembering the child was hers, the woman backed up, lifted the infant.


  Tula turned to the man and pointed to her chest. “Tula.”


  His face flushed as his gaze wandered to her chest and then darted to the ceiling.


  “What is your name?” She couldn’t understand his excessive tension. Perhaps because he feared for the woman and child? Sticking the protein canister between the bars, Tula allowed the woman to approach and snatch it from her, but it made no difference in the man’s stance.


  She pointed to the gamma pad on the floor of the cell. “Draw.”


  The man’s blue eyes shifted to look at the gamma pad, and then as if making a decision, he pointed to his notebook.


  She considered giving him the pages. But it was against policy. Pointing to the gamma pad again, she repeated, “Draw.”


  Panting, he bent and picked up the gamma pad. Nimble fingers darted over the screen and then he turned the nuvoplast to show her. On the surface was a three-dimensionally rendered cell with a propped-open door. “Lass mich raus.”


  The language opened something within her. A fissure that ruptured and then sealed almost as quickly. Heart racing, she swallowed, throat tight. She wanted to run away, and she wasn’t sure why. The desperation of his words struck a chord in her she couldn’t ignore. She looked at the picture again. “Let you out?”


  “Aus. Frei.” He pointed to the locked door.


  “Free.” She spoke under her breath. There was no doubt now that he was the creator of the drawings in the paper notebook. I need to get him a better gamma pad.


  “Bitte. Lassen sie mich frei.”


  “You are safe in here. Safe.”


  He approached the bars and rattled off several sentences she couldn’t understand.


  At a loss, Tula looked at the woman, who was wiping the last of the protein residue from the canister with her fingers. “Awnia. What is he saying?”


  Throwing the container to the bed, Awnia put the baby to her breast and leaned back to nurse.


  “Awnia.”


  The woman focused a sleepy glare at her. “Don’t know.”


  “You don’t know what he’s saying?”


  Awnia shrugged and closed her eyes.


  Tula looked between the man and the woman with child. Meeting the prisoner’s blue-eyed visage once more, she said, “You don’t belong here at all, do you?”
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  Levi sat on the edge of the bed and looked across the room to where Awnia slumped against the bars of a different cage. Her screaming had eased into dull hiccoughs, but he was sure they would begin again as soon as she recovered her strength.


  After the Blattvolk woman had tried to talk to him, more of the plant people had come and moved Awnia to another cell. And they took away her baby. He could only guess at the atrocities they were performing on the child, and he wondered if there had been something he could’ve done to keep mother and child together.


  Short of violence, he didn’t think so. Whatever happened, he had to accept God’s will. But he would never willingly accept the Mark of the Beast.


  He paced the cage, stomach knotted with hunger, head light with fatigue. How long had he been here? The lights perpetually burned, and the cylinders arrived with what he assumed was a certain regularity — once a day? More? Another untouched canister sat inside his cell. He drank the water from the small fountain in his cell, but after four feedings, he wondered how long he’d gone without food.


  In lean years in the village, everyone went on rations. Sometimes the children who were ill, who required more calories than the village could provide, passed away as emaciated skeletons. He thought of Josef. Would his son live long enough to endure a lean year again?


  Urgency gripped him. If he had any chance at escape, he would need his strength. So far, Awnia and the children down the row did not seem altered by the drink, and Levi wondered if he dared taste it.


  No, the thought was temptation by the devil. There was no escape. No physical escape. Should he keep himself alive just so the Blattvolk could perform their unholy rituals upon him? He must strive to die pure.


  Standing, he turned away from the temptation of the canister before lowering to his knees at the edge of the bed. He knew he should pray. His only hope lay in God’s salvation. But the words would not come to his lips.


  God was punishing him.


  A soft voice behind him brought him out of his reverie. He looked over his shoulder to see the green lady who had tried to talk to him before. Her long, filmy coat did nothing to hide her nakedness underneath, and the jade curve of her breasts seemed to cast a spell on his eyes.


  It took all of his effort to look away.


  “Tula,” she said, and pointed to herself.


  She pointed to him and he knew she wanted a name. He didn’t want to give any part of himself to these people. He pointed to Awnia and made rocking motions with his arms. “Where is her baby?”


  He hadn’t lowered his voice, and Awnia looked up. At the sight of Tula, the screaming began again, the outright frantic panic of losing her child.


  Tula turned and spoke to the woman in low, gentle tones. She offered her a lump of something, but Awnia batted it away, words tumbling from her mouth over and over. “Baby … baby, baby… baby.” That word seemed universal, for Levi understood.


  Another Blattvolk, a male draped in jewelry, came into the room, and the two green people argued before he swung an arm toward the woman prisoner. A strange device in his hand must’ve held a tranquilizer, because Awnia dropped to the floor of her cell.


  The Blattvolk exchanged sharp words, and there was no mistaking the sneer on the man’s face. He stalked down the exit hallway, and Tula bent over Awnia’s slumped body. After a few moments, she sighed and returned to Levi’s cell.


  “Draw.” It was the same word she had used before with his notebook, only now she held a flat, rectangular box through the bars.


  Rising to his feet, he approached and accepted the box. A small plastic stick rested in an indentation at the top. Unlike the drawing sheet she’d given him before, this machine was like a notebook. How he longed for something to draw with. This thing seemed a perversion of his longing, the sheets wiped so effortlessly clean.


  “Whas ear name?”


  Why did she care what his name was? Would talking to her speed his descent into Hell, or slow it down? He had no desire to offer his captors anything. He kept staring at the notebook.


  The Blattvolk who called herself Tula reached between the bars and removed the pencil from the box. A series of squares appeared on the screen, and she touched the tip of the pencil to the first one.


  Levi nearly dropped the device.


  The familiar visage of Sarah’s face had appeared, each pencil stroke indelibly burned into his brain from the day he had created the drawing. She appeared to be staring off the screen toward the Blattvolk woman, a minute smile playing at the corner of her lips.


  “Sarah.” He whispered before he thought.


  “Sarah.” The Blattvolk repeated. Again she touched the pencil to the screen and another of Levi’s drawings appeared. This time, the chubby face of Josef, his fist curled against one cheek as he slept.


  “No.” He thrust the notebook at the woman. Each breath seemed to require his complete attention. He stumbled onto the cot, wrapped his hands around the back of his neck and lowered his head between his knees.


  God was a cruel deity to torture him so.
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  Vitus returned the tranquilizer to the compartment near the prison door. That woman’s screaming had disturbed him for the last four hours. He’d had enough of Tula’s little pet project. Ninety nine percent of the time adults were not viable converts, and why she insisted on wasting precious resources on these two was beyond him.


  Well, not really. She was a convert herself. She obviously had a soft spot for these pitiful excuses for human beings. And she’d pulled every trick in the book to keep these two alive after determining they were not a family unit. When he sent her the euthanization form, she dredged up some old policy stating all prisoners were granted ten days to prove worthiness for conversion.


  Absolute waste of time.


  However, her parting words a few moments ago hung over his head. “I’ll take this to the Board, Vitus. It’s unethical.”


  The Board was all about ethics. Like these animals deserved any ethics. Conversion was a privilege, not a right. If they converted every cannibal out there, humanity would end up no better than when the Botanicaust had occurred in the first place. Ungoverned greed had caused the planet’s downfall, and cannibals were nothing if not greedy. More food. More time. More space.


  No, the Conversion Department’s job was to screen potential converts and make sure only the most useful entered Haldanian society. Converts had to earn back the cost of conversion. The Board needed to recognize that. Tula kept letting marginal personalities pass conversion requirements.


  He pulled up her statistics on his computer screen. Seventeen percent reversion rate. Three percent required euthanization after conversion. Her numbers were barely within tolerances. One more failure and she’d be due for a reprimand.


  Maybe he could help that along.


  


  


  



  


  [image: 3 leaves]


  “But they’re children! You have to give me more time!” Tula blocked the door to Vitus’s office. He’d just sent her the euthanization orders for Rhomy and Nika.


  Vitus sat at his desk illuminated by a circle of light from the fiber-optic daylight emitter in the ceiling. His crystal jewelry winked flashes of color as he checked off items on his gamma pad. He didn’t bother to look up. “You’ve been spending all your energy on the new captives. We can’t keep feeding all these prisoners.”


  Guilt rose over Tula in a wave. “Rhomy is ready for conversion. She showed me a drawing of herself as a convert the other day.” Opening her gamma pad, she started filling in conversion forms for the girl.


  “If you say so.” Vitus rose. “I have a Board meeting now, Sertularia. If you’ll excuse me.”


  Tula frowned. Vitus hadn’t used her given name since he’d first taken the position as the Conversion Department Supervisor and learned she was a convert. “You’ll approve it? You never give in to a conversion so easily.”


  “Just get them off my roster.”


  A moment of hesitation might mean the end for the two children. “I’ll get both girls into gene therapy this afternoon.” She would have to give them a little more attention during their Integration sessions, but Albert would help her.


  “Make sure you get me the forms.” His words seemed like an afterthought as he pushed past her and out the door. She wondered what the Board meeting was about to have him so distracted.


  As long as the girls converted, she didn’t care. She wasn’t quite sure they trusted her enough to lie still for the gene therapy, yet. Conversion would be so much easier if sedatives didn’t interfere with the cellular uptake of chloroplasts. Then they wouldn’t have to feed the prisoners so much, and maybe Vitus would get off her back.


  But that was only a dream. She sighed and pulled up her bank balance on her gamma pad. The only way to get through to these girls would be their stomachs. She’d better take a trip to the candy maker. But first to get the forms files before Vitus changed his mind.


  As she filled out the telomerase acquisition forms, the dispatcher in Burn buzzed her com. An emergency on the Reaches required a genetic psychiatrist immediately. She sighed and pressed her tired eyes with finger and thumb. “Can’t you get Patris out there?”


  “He says he’s in the middle of a tricky Integration session. Someone needs to get out there fast. The Team Leader is threatening to put Bats down if things get any worse.”


  Bats was one of Tula’s first adolescent converts six years ago. He would be eighteen, now. If the Team Leader was threatening extermination, things must be bad. “Is this Bats’ first Burn run?”


  “He’s been at it a month. But this is his first Encounter. I’ll let them know you’re on your way.”


  Tula hurried to the skimmer yard, leaving the shadow of the Liebert building behind. The solid, concrete structure housed the offices of the Board and rose above the underground labs of the Conversion Department like a fortress. The other office buildings along the three-block walk to the skimmer yard were single-story, extruded nuvoplast, designed to allow sunlight in at every angle. Clear roofs housed a photovoltaic bacterial layer between two nuvoplast sheets, filtering out ultraviolet light and converting it to power the city. One-way, reflective privacy screens bounced sunlight back onto the paved street.


  Nearby, an open end in the fence around the city swarmed with construction crews erecting a new residential expansion. Too low to keep out cannibals, the fence served to prevent tumbleweeds from entering and seeding the city with toxic plant material. The five-mile buffer of the Burn, plus the daily patrols, kept the cannibals in the Reaches at bay.


  The full spectrum daylight tickled Tula’s skin. She spent so much time in the underground lab or under glass in the Gardens, any UV exposure made her skin itch immediately.


  Rubbing the pink scar on her arm, she thought about Bats. Even long-time converts sometimes saw something that reminded them of their past, and they regressed into pre-conversion mentality. Reversion was the technical term. Some attacked fellow Haldanians, some collapsed into tears or catatonic stupors, and others tried to escape into the desert. If she couldn’t talk Bats through this, he’d have to be put down, and she didn’t want that. But they couldn’t have converts relapsing to cannibalism, either.


  At the yard, she turned a wary eye on the sand skimmer before she signed for it. “Are you sure this thing will get me there and back?” she asked the attendant as he handed her an ignition fob. The usually clear nuvoplast body of the skimmer was milky white, a sign the photovoltaic bacteria sandwiched between the layers was not functioning.


  “There’s still enough juice in the battery for a day run. The mechanic will replace the fluid after you get back.”


  Raising her brows in doubt, Tula climbed inside and started the vehicle, listening intently to the nearly silent electromagnetic engine. She did not have time to be stuck on the Burn. If she didn’t get the girls into gene therapy today, Vitus would put the euthanization paperwork through himself.


  The skimmer felt unresponsive as she turned onto the street heading out of town, and she was about to turn around, worried the battery wouldn’t last, when she realized the last driver had left the tires in sand mode. She flicked the switch, but the skimmer’s stance remained wide and flat. Great. No street tires and no recharge. Not even the joy of full sunlight on her skin, since the milky nuvoplast diluted the intensity.


  She passed the last string of convert barracks in slow motion. It was already feeling like a long day.
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  Levi picked up the gamma pad the Blattvolk woman had left and toyed with the plastic pencil. His fingers itched to put down his thoughts on paper even as his vision swam with hunger. He didn’t feel the pangs in his gut anymore, and he hoped the end would come soon.


  One cell over, Awnia sat catatonic on the cement floor next to the cage door. Her eyes were puffy and red, her naked arms and face covered with scratches where she had torn at herself in despair. The last time the Blattvolk brought the food canisters, she hadn’t risen to claim her share.


  Of its own accord, Levi’s hand traced the lines of an infant’s face on the pad. He looked down through hazy vision and swallowed. This was not Josef. This was Awnia’s child. Did the baby even have a name? He’d never heard her speak one. Just baby.


  With deft fingers, he fleshed out the drawing, and when satisfied, he held the gamma pad against the bars toward Awnia. “Baby,” he said, his voice raw from disuse. “Baby,” he repeated before skidding the device across the floor to her. He couldn’t get her baby back, but perhaps the drawing would be of some comfort, as his drawings had been when Sarah died.


  For a few seconds, he wasn’t sure she’d heard him. Then she crawled toward the gamma pad. A small gasp escaped her lips and she grappled through the bars for the device, immediately cradling it against her breast. Rocking the gamma pad to and fro, as if it were her child, she mumbled words he didn’t understand.


  After a time, her rocking slowed. She pulled the plastic pencil from the indentation and stared at it with beetled brows. He thought she might try her hand at drawing. But she didn’t. Clenching the implement in her fist until her knuckles grew white, she locked eyes with him. Sharp words exploded from her lips, and he was glad he was not in the same cell with her. She returned to the spot on the floor next to the cage door, but her posture was no longer limp. Instead, she seemed coiled, rigid.


  When the next food canisters arrived, Awnia remained sitting until the Blattvolk man drew next to her. With lightening speed, she grabbed the man’s wrist and yanked him forward, smashing his body against the bars with a strength that belied her small size. The tray and remaining canisters clattered to the floor as the man shrieked.


  Levi lurched upright toward the bars. “No!” But there was nothing he could do.


  The Blattvolk’s green face paled as blood fountained down his naked chest. He jerked away, the pencil protruding from a spot above his collarbone. Gasping, the man shouted toward the stairs.


  The Blattvolk pulled the pointed plastic from his flesh and flung it to the floor. His gasping turned to sharp words as two other Blattvolk arrived. One carried the device used to subdue Awnia before. Within a heartbeat she was prone, eyes rolled back in her head. Opening the cell, the two newly arrived Blattvolk gripped Awnia by her arms, and dragged her from the prison room. On their way out, Levi caught a single unmistakable word.


  Euthanize.
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  Tula set one foot on the cracked, red-brown desert floor and immediately ducked back inside the skimmer. The salty tang of seared flesh mixed with the scent of flashed weeds churned her stomach, pushing bile up her throat. Unwanted memories tore through her, flashes of a past best kept forgotten. Add to that the dizzying effect of the unfiltered UV, and she wasn’t sure she’d be able to drive the skimmer back.


  She dug through the skimmer’s first aid kit for allelopathic suppression pills. The medication compromised the immune system, but helped the body resist chemicals in the bloodstream for a while.


  If only her shameful memories could be so easily suppressed.


  Staring through the windscreen at the blackened area outside, she drew a final breath of air inside the skimmer. As an afterthought, she grabbed the first aid kit before hurrying to get a briefing from the Team Leader.


  “We landed to check for survivors, and that one there was still gasping.” He tossed his head toward Bats crouched in the sand near a charred body. “He thinks he knows her. Says she asked him not to waste her once she dies. You know what that means.” The Leader glanced at the pink skin of her scar, and Tula flinched. Yes, she was a convert. But she didn’t remotely relish the thought of consuming human flesh. Or flesh of any sort, for that matter. But she was used to the insults.


  “Any survivors?” She peered inside the duster, hoping there might be more converts out of this catastrophe.


  The leader shook his head.


  Bolstering her senses against the smell of burned hair and skin, she approached Bats where he cradled the upper body of a woman in his lap. He mumbled in Cannibal dialect.


  Tula called to mind his name before Albert nicknamed him Bats. “Mbato.”


  He looked up at her with tawny, feral eyes. His pupils were fully dilated, in spite of the blinding sun — a common sign of UV overdose. Sweat beaded his olive green skin. The woman in his arms sucked in a rattling breath and he looked down again.


  “Mbato, would you like to take her with us? We can have the doctors look at her.” She knew the woman was too far gone to save, but if she could redirect Mbato’s thinking, maybe she could swerve him from reversion.


  “At least when we killed, we honored the dead.” He croaked in Haldanian. A good sign.


  Tula nodded. “We honor the dead in different ways now, remember?”


  His face twisted into a snarl. “We don’t honor them.” Spittle flew from his mouth as his eyes lanced fire. “We slaughter them without any concern for their spirits. We pretend we’re cleaning the world and then we leave their bodies to rot in the sun.”


  A shudder passed through Tula. The boy still believed in spirits. But then, who was she to judge? Sometimes she woke from slumber with the name of a half-remembered god on her lips.


  She dug a water pouch from the first aid kit, twisted off the top and put the opening against the woman’s lips. Bats’ visage eased a little.


  “Who is she?”


  Bats - Mbato - stroked what remained of the woman’s fire-frazzled hair. “Zutu. My sister. I never knew she had escaped … the flames.” He raised his face to look around at the scorched ground. Two more bodies sprawled among the smoldering shrubs.


  “We can take her with us. Take them all. They can find their final rest within the city graveyard, where you can visit them whenever you like.” Although the Haldanians didn’t officially believe in life after death, they still treated the bodies of their dead with respect. A tiny crematorium at one end of the city maintained a plot of land where families could inter the ashes of their loved ones, if they so wished.


  “That will honor her spirit?”


  “She’ll be very content there.”


  Bats hesitated a moment, then rose and lifted the woman in his arms. Tula breathed a sigh of relief, despite the sick smell in the air.
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  “I wish you’d take the pills some of the time.” Tula pushed Mo away as he drunkenly sought her lips, the resinous scent of UV intoxication wafting from his breath. The privacy screens along the walls of her nuvoplast apartment blocked the final, blinding rays of the desert sunset. She had a headache from the allelopathic suppression pills, the skimmer had quit running just outside the fence, forcing her to walk back, and she hadn’t had time to get Nika into gene therapy before the techs went home for the night.


  And then there was Awnia.


  “I thought you liked the high, baby.”


  “Not every day, Mo.”


  He swayed over to the sofa and sprawled across the cushions in a pout. “Want to tell me what’s really going on?” He might be high, but he could still read her better than any person on the planet.


  Tula sighed and flopped backwards onto the sofa next to him. “The pregnant woman you brought in a few days ago attacked Faran today. She gets euthanized in the morning.”


  “Aw, baby, I’m sorry.” He put a hand behind her neck and squeezed the muscles gently. “I wish you wouldn’t get so invested in these captives. You know most of them never make it to conversion.”


  “My patients do.” Tula sat up and glared at him. “I just need more time to get through to them. To convert them body and mind.”


  He sat forward to look straight into her eyes. His golden irises reminded her of Bats. “There’s only one of you, Tula. You need to be more selective of who you focus on.”


  “My job is to make converts, Mo. Everyone could be worthy in one way or another, given the chance.”


  Mo shook his head. “I love that about you, baby.”


  “Don’t patronize me.” Tula rose and paced to the edge of the privacy screen. “I know how you feel about the cannibals on the Burn.”


  “I was out there once, too. I just happen to be a realist. Cannibals are monsters. It’s hard to wipe the slate clean once someone’s been taught fellow humans are food.”


  “People take the easiest way out, every time. And our way is the easy way out. But we have to give the converts time to realize they no longer have to kill to survive.”


  Mo rose to get a bottle of water from the refrigerator. He popped the top and raised the bottle in a mock salute. “Once a man gets a taste for blood…” Taking a long draught of water, he left the sentence hanging.


  “You mean adults. Children forget their past easily. But an adult who makes that choice is a much stronger convert in the long run.”


  “Like that kid on the Burn today.”


  All the Burn Operatives had heard about the emergency. Bats had avoided euthanization, but he would never work the Burn or any other job requiring responsibility again. Tula’s blood pressure rose until her headache made her vision red. “Bats did nothing wrong. He showed compassion to a fellow human being.”


  “Not the way Ops sees it.”


  “Bats is a good man.”


  Mo raised his brows and swallowed another swig of water. “Baby, I don’t want to argue.”


  The pain between her eyes exploded, and Tula gritted her teeth against tears. “You know, I think I’d rather spend my time among cannibals.” She spun on her heel, grabbed her thick yellow robe, and stalked from the apartment.


  “Baby…”


  She slammed the door on his entreaty.
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  Levi sat cross-legged on his cot and stared down the empty path between the cells. The only sound echoing from the cement walls was the soft snores of the child in the cage down the aisle. The other child had been removed without a struggle before the usual delivery of food containers.


  Two down, two to go.


  Although his exhausted body demanded rest, his brain would not allow his eyes to close. His time surely must be nearing an end.


  The shuffle of feet alerted him to a visitor, and at first he thought perhaps an angel had come to give him comfort. Her yellow robe, the first real clothing he had seen since being taken captive, swished around her ankles as she paused before the sleeping child’s cage.


  After a few moments, she turned to approach him, and he recognized the woman, Tula. Not an angel. A Blattvolk, even if she had donned clothing. She grasped the bars of his cage with both hands and, with a sigh, pressed her green, tearstained cheeks against the metal. Her whispered words sounded desperate.


  Rising on unsteady legs, he pointed to Awnia’s empty cage. “Awnia?” This woman seemed to be an advocate for the young mother.


  Without warning, the Blattvolk erupted into a fresh bout of tears.


  Uncontrollable empathy washed over Levi. “Don’t cry.” His voice cracked. The words could have been for himself as easily as the Blattvolk. She shuddered with another sob.


  He strode forward with more strength than he knew he had and wrapped his hands over hers where she clung to the bars. Her fingers were as cold as the metal. A shiny pink patch of skin on her right arm contrasted sharply with the jade hue of her skin, like a small piece of humanity peeking out at him from beneath her Blattvolk exterior. “Tula, don’t cry,” he whispered, afraid of his own voice.


  At the sound of her name, she hiccoughed and met his gaze. This time he was struck by the humanity in her pale blue eyes. “Tula,” she repeated.


  She searched his eyes, and he knew what she wanted. It was such a small thing, really. Taking a sharp breath, he said, “Levi.”


  “Levi.” A smile rivaling a clear sunrise broke out on her face.


  He hoped he hadn’t just let in the devil.


  But Tula’s face was not one of temptation or evil or atrocity. Her skin might be green, but her eyes were human, and she needed compassion. Awnia had been taken away, and this woman seemed as upset about it as Levi was.


  “Are they going to kill her?”


  She seemed to understand the question, because she nodded. Pulling a hand from beneath his, she wiped her eyes on the back of her sleeve, then put her palm over his knuckles and beseeched him with her grief-reddened eyes. Her words sounded so much like “must eat,” that when she indicated his untouched canister he understood.


  Now that he had talked to her, he’d opened a whole range of action he’d sworn not to take. But eating the food here had not changed Awnia. It had not sealed her damnation. And if he had any hope of convincing this woman to let him go, he had to maintain his strength.


  In a moment of divine intuition, he felt God might want him to survive.


  At Tula’s urging, he swallowed the tepid fluid in the canister and grimaced. His body recognized it as food, but his mouth protested every drop passing over his tongue. She made a face and nodded as if she agreed about the taste. Then she pulled a closed fist out of her pocket.


  “Dessert,” she said, holding out her hand. On her palm was a clear nougat the size of his thumbnail.


  The bland drink he’d swallowed churned in his gut. Was this the agent to change him forever? She called it dessert, the finish to a meal. Would it also be the end of him?


  He searched her eyes again, and detected no guile there. His insides calmed, and he knew she meant no harm. To get out of here, he was going to have to trust her. And convince her to trust him.


  Taking the nougat between thumb and forefinger he sniffed it before touching a tentative tongue to the surface. Sweet. It was indeed dessert. “Thank you.” He put the lozenge into his mouth and allowed the sugars to dissolve. The candy tasted like hope.
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  Tula enjoyed a few minutes beneath the circle of fiber optic sunlight in her office while she updated her patient files. She’d had far too little photosynthesis, not to mention sleep, over the last few days, but she didn’t mind the exhaustion as long as she kept her converts on track.


  Rhomy and Nika were settled together in Albert’s classroom. She didn’t usually place new converts together, but Albert was the only one Tula trusted with such delicate cases. He wasn’t happy about having three new converts to deal with at once, but she played his continuing crush to get him to agree.


  She had to transfer Jobie to a different classroom, anyway. After an altercation with another boy, the rest of the children would no longer include him in their social activities. Violence would not be tolerated among converts. In her report, she glossed over the incident and filed a transfer request stating age difference as the reason for the change.


  And then there was Levi.


  Something about him drew her thoughts, even when she wasn’t with him. His language fascinated her, familiar in some words, but so different in others. And his mind was quick, not like the other Outsiders. He grasped the use of the gamma pad immediately, and had even jotted down words sharing an alphabet with Haldanian. She doubted he was a cannibal and wondered if there were more out there like him.


  But when she pulled up the portraits from his paper notebook on the gamma pad, he shut down and refused to talk.


  Today she had a video to teach him the words for different movements. Running, walking, bending. He was progressing quickly, but with only three days left to obtain Verification of Consent, she’d petitioned the Board for an extension. She hoped the language barrier would be enough to gain her a few more days to work with him, and had slipped in a referral to her own mistake assuming he was with Awnia as taking away time that could have been used for his conversion.


  She hummed while filling two protein canisters, one for herself and one for her remaining prisoner. She’d taken to sharing breakfast with him in his cell. Mo accused her of being attracted to the outsider, but she scoffed at the idea. She loved Mo, but sometimes he was as narrow-minded as Vitus.


  Tucking her gamma pad under one arm, she headed for the prison room only to be waylaid by her supervisor. “Did you get the paperwork on that prisoner?”


  Her heart lurched with hope. “Did the Board make a decision already?”


  “No need. Turns out he carries the F508 mutation on the CFTR gene.”


  “No.” Her stomach flipped over.


  “Euthanization order went in this morning. Sign off and get him transferred.” Vitus dismissed her.


  “F508 mutations are so common. It could easily be resolved with gene therapy-”


  “On a prisoner? Waste of resources. Don’t argue with me.” He held up a hand to stop her. “Sign off immediately.”


  He disappeared into his office and Tula knew it was pointless to argue with him. Conversion used enough resources without further requirements for gene therapy.


  She stared at the protein drinks in her hands. Her extension request would never be approved now. Levi would be dead by morning. A waste of resources. Unless she could prove he was worth saving.


  She tried to keep her countenance light as she continued into the prison block. No need to worry him. But she wracked her brain for reasons to recommend converting an adult carrier of Cystic Fibrosis.


  


  


  



  


  [image: 4 leaves]


  “Good morning, Levi.” Tula greeted him as usual, but her smile seemed stiff.


  “Gut morning, Tula.”


  She dropped eye contact as she handed both canisters through the bars, and he thought he detected a gleam of moisture on her lower lashes.


  He reached a gentle hand toward her. “Tula? Eye?” He’d been learning the names of body parts.


  “… okay, Levi.” She said a few more words he didn’t understand, but he had a feeling things were not okay.


  He accepted the canisters and backed away from the cell door to sit on his cot. She palmed the lock and closed the door with a click behind her before joining him on the mattress. She smelled warm, and he wished she hadn’t settled so close to him.


  At the same time, worry gnawed at his gut, and he struggled to find a way to ask her what was wrong. Sometimes communication between them seemed to click, and other times one or both of them ended up frustrated.


  In silence, they sipped the flavorless drinks.


  “Tula, eye?” he asked again, and then pointed to himself. “Levi?”


  Tula tightened her lips into a forced smile then picked up the gamma pad on the bed. Since the incident with Awnia, he’d been given a more primitive notepad. The stubby plastic pencil was better than his fingers, but not by much. Nothing like the slender utensil Awnia had turned into a weapon.


  Much to his chagrin, Tula pulled up the last sketch he’d been working on. The one he thought he’d erased. Were all of his lascivious creations still inside the device? Heat crept up his face and he reached over to take the screen from her.


  Tula didn’t let go. She rose, her deft hands bringing up another picture he thought he’d deleted.


  His heart raced with embarrassment. His father had always warned him his drawings would lead to trouble. Shaking his head, he again tried to take the notebook. “I didn’t mean for anyone to see those. Please.”


  An entire string of unintelligible words streamed from her lips, and she pressed the notebook to her breasts as she palmed the lock and exited his cell.


  “Tula, no!”


  But his words were in vain. He wondered what his sins would get him into now.
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  As she climbed the stairs out of Confinement, Tula scrolled through the memory on the gamma pad, reviewing all the drawings Levi had done since he began talking. Her patients usually made multiple drawings of her over the course of counseling, but what struck Tula about these was the way he turned color and light into something powerful. A talent some might consider genius. Especially considering he’d done it on a child’s gamma pad.


  She passed her lab and continued to the second flight into the Liebert building. Although the walls were solid concrete, the sun bored through the retrofitted nuvoplast roofing, and the unaccustomed brightness made her eyes tear as she emerged into the hallway. Only a few doors down from Confinement, Council Woman Arnica’s office stood open to indicate the head of the Conversion Committee was available.


  If Tula could convince the Board of Levi’s talent, they might listen to her plea for special consideration.


  She needed a full portfolio. His notebook from the Reaches was at her house — technically illegal, but it seemed a shame to send it to the incinerator, and now she gladly rushed home to retrieve it. She lived a few minutes walking distance, and a little direct sunlight felt good on her skin in the middle of the day. A haze of dust in the air made her nose itch and hinted at an incoming blowout. She glanced at the green yuvee tree in the square outside her apartment. No imminent UV storm.


  In her apartment, Mo lay snoring on the sofa. Burn Ops must have cancelled flights because of the impending sand storm. Levi’s notebook rested face open on her entertainment console. Even Mo had been intrigued by the portraits, the long sweep of a building and its shadow, the grotesque face of a creature with curled horns she’d researched and discovered was a goat.


  “Hey, baby. What are you doing home?” Mo rubbed his eyes and stretched his long green legs over the edge of the sofa.


  “They want to euthanize Levi in the morning, and I have to petition the Board immediately.”


  “Here I was hoping you’d come home for a nooner.”


  “It’s a matter of life and death, Mo.” She scolded, then relented. “I know you’ve missed me the last few days. As soon as I get Levi through conversion I’ll take some time off, okay?”


  Lips drawn down with disappointment, he nodded. “You’re going in front of the Board like that?”


  “Like what?” She tucked the notebook under her arm.


  “You know how judgmental they can be. Maybe some jewelry?”


  He was right. She had to look like she had connections. Her heart warmed and she bent to kiss him lightly on the lips. She’d have to make sure to give him time as soon as she could. “Thanks, Mo.”


  In the privacy of her vanity, she selected some long amber bead earrings and a pendant to match. The earrings hurt going in, the pierced holes having drawn shut from disuse. She chose a thin gold bracelet, a pair of matching anklets, and a topaz ring. In lieu of hair beads, she pulled her short bangs out of her eyes with a simple, nuvoplast clip given to her as a child by Dr. Werne, her conversion therapist. Thanks to his efforts, she’d become a genetic psychiatrist herself. The clip would be good luck.


  Taking the notebook in one hand and the gamma pad in the other, she hurried back to the living room. “This better?”


  Mo looked up from his gamma pad. “Wow.”


  The short praise was all she had time for. She headed out into the increasing wind. Privacy screens mirrored her reflection from the buildings, and she looked away from her image with embarrassment over the uncomfortable glittery weight.


  Councilwoman Arnica sat at her desk, gesturing into the air as she talked to the com screen. Her short graying hair sported silver clips above her ears, matching thick bands at her neck and wrists. The short skirt she wore was the same green tone as her skin, with decorative beads woven into the loose rayon. A matching rayon band supported her ample breasts with a strand of silver beads looped up and behind her neck.


  Tula wished she’d ditched the lab coat and changed into a nicer skirt. Too late. Arnica spotted her and gestured to come inside and sit. Tula set the notebook and the gamma pad on the edge of the desk and waited for the head of the Conversion Committee to finish her conversation.


  Arnica said goodbye, relaxed into her chair, and folded her hands in her lap. “Dr. Macoby, we don’t see you aboveground too often. What can I do for you?”


  Trembling with nerves, Tula swallowed and jumped right in. “I put in a request for an extension of term for a prisoner who is scheduled for euthanization tomorrow.”


  “Yes. Vitus pulled it this morning. Genetic mismatch, correct?”


  “I’d like to put the extension request back on the table.” Tula activated the gamma pad and offered it to the Councilwoman. “I believe the man is an artistic genius and well worth investing in. He created those on a child’s gamma pad. Imagine what he could do using a better medium?”


  Tapping through the drawings, Arnica nodded, then handed it back to Tula. “I can see why you’re flattered, Dr. Macoby. They’re lovely. But I’m sorry. We can’t justify the expenditure.”


  A flush rose in Tula’s face. She hadn’t considered the drawings to be flattery. She scrambled to open the paper notebook. “He had these with him when he arrived. The Entertainment Division would be interested in his work. They’re always looking for new ideas. Once he’s converted, he’ll earn back the cost of CFTR therapy in no time.”


  Arnica hesitated, her nose scrunched in disgust before she accepted the book with a silver ringed thumb and index finger and dropped it to the desk in front of her, the page open to the goat. She didn’t move to turn the pages. “Dr. Macoby —”


  “Look. He has a lot of drawings.” Tula boldly stepped around the desk and flipped the page. The woman in many of the drawings stared down into the face of a baby. On the next page, a group of laughing men sat in a circle on four legged chairs. As she turned pages, the councilwoman leaned closer. Tula reached the end of the notebook and faltered. “Don’t you see any value to such talent?”


  Arnica once again leaned back in her chair. “Have you learned anything about where he came from?”


  “He speaks a different dialect than I’ve encountered. Maybe a pre-Botanicaust language. But he’s learning quickly. Given more time, he’ll fit into the Protectorate.”


  “These drawings indicate a sizable community. People who are still possibly living a primitive life as farmers. The Conversion Department may be interested in making contact with them. I’m going to issue a temporary holding order on the euthanization. Find out all you can about his tribe.”


  Tula nodded furiously. More converts like Levi would be a wonderful addition to the Protectorate.


  The Councilwoman held up a palm. “You’ll have to convince Vitus to put in for a CFTR waiver and therapy request. I’ll do what I can. Then the Committee will decide how to proceed. Let’s say I give you … two weeks?” Arnica tapped some information into her data screen.


  “Thank you, Councilwoman. I’ll work non-stop.” Tula gathered the gamma pad and notebook. The way things were going with Levi, two weeks should be enough time to get Verification of Consent. The real problem would be gaining approval for the genetic waiver from Vitus.


  She wondered if her supervisor might like some more jewelry.


  [image: 3 black leaves small]


  Bruises covered Levi’s knees from the cement floor. His prayers remained unanswered, and he battled despair. Samuel’s admonitions circled his mind like vultures over a fresh kill. Was his desire to survive another selfish excuse to do as he wished? He should’ve refused the food. Water even. If he had, he’d be reunited with God, right now.


  But he wasn’t ready to die. Something inside him yearned to live.


  “Forgive me, Lord, for my impure thoughts. For my sinful desire for an abomination.” Levi’s heart wrenched. Tula seemed less and less like an abomination every day. Was this the devil’s work, pulling him closer to irreconcilable sin? Again an image of Tula came to his mind, not her curves, but the irregular pink patch on her arm.


  He gasped with enlightenment. “She was once human. A Child of God. Is her sin forgivable?”


  She was Blattvolk, every inch of her skin marked — except the right arm. Could someone be only partially Marked? Could a soul like that find salvation?


  Repressing a groan, he rose from his position on the floor. “No.” Evangelizing her wasn’t an option. The idea was against everything he’d been taught. “These people are damned. They’ve turned their backs on God.”


  Did Tula know about God? He couldn’t even talk to her. The concept of God was too big to summarize in a few days. Maybe you will be here more than a few days.


  “I have to save Josef!” The cry echoed off the cement ceiling, as if trapped in this room along with him.


  These people altered the very foundation of God’s creation. People like them had brought the Botanicaust upon the world like the people in Noah’s time had brought the flood.


  Would God offer them salvation now?


  I don’t have time, God.


  And yet, all he had right now was time.
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  At his desk, Vitus scrolled through the extension order and snarled. That convert weed had gone over his head. And Councilwoman Arnica might as well be a convert herself, always bending the rules to bring more weeds into the Protectorate. As the Haldanians expanded their boundaries, she’d insisted they negotiate new trade agreements with those repulsive Fosselites up north. Almost as disgusting as bringing cannibals into society.


  He ran a hand down the smooth green skin on one arm. He’d made the most of the Fosselite deal.


  Dr. Macoby was probably fawning and flattering that damn prisoner into signing the Verification, right now. Her use of those agave candies bordered on illegal, but if he took her down based on that, he’d have to take down the candy maker, and too many Council members enjoyed the illicit treats. The sweets were well enough for children, but adults were not so easily swayed, and he was surprised she hadn’t used sex as a lure yet.


  If only. Then he’d have an ethics case against her.


  He rolled the beads of his necklace through his fingers. What had she been doing with the prisoner? Setting down the gamma pad, he crept out of his office toward the monitor room. Multiple screens showed empty cages, but the one he was after recorded Dr. Macoby with the prisoner, sitting too close to him on the bed. She shouldn’t be inside the cell without a guard nearby. But that wasn’t enough to cut her down for good.


  He snarled at the screen. She was always wriggling through loopholes. What he needed was probably on these monitor disks or her gamma pad. He punched in the code to send the recordings to his gamma pad. If not with the man in the prison, then with one of the children she’d recently converted. Rumor was that boy had been causing trouble. Something was bound to go wrong.


  And he’d be there to make sure the rules were followed.


  [image: 3 black leaves small]


  The drawings on the gamma pad were no longer inspired, and Tula sighed in exasperation. She wondered who was trying to convert whom. Levi was fixated on his primitive belief in God, unable to see that God hadn’t saved him. Conversion was the only way to make the world safe. Maybe this was why adults were so difficult to change over.


  “The Protectorate saved me.” Taking the gamma pad from him, she accessed a case file she hadn’t looked at since obtaining her doctorate. Inside were photos of herself after conversion, as well as detailed notes by Dr. Werne. “Me.” She pointed to the girl in the photo, then to herself.


  Levi nodded. “Not you make.” He shook his head, obviously frustrated with his lack of words.


  She pointed to the picture again. “Cannibals,” she said. “Eat Tula.” Keep the concept simple.


  “Not cannibal.” He tapped his chest, asserting his separation from the cannibals for the hundredth time.


  “I know you’re not a cannibal.” Tula grimaced. “I wasn’t, either.” She swallowed rising nausea. Not for long. Searching the database, she found a photo of a duster, a goggled Burn Op grinning behind a flame gun. “Saved me. Saved you.”


  “Gefangen.” He nodded, his lips curled in disgust.


  What is gefangen? “Safe,” she put a hand to her brow and sighed with mock relief. “No cannibals. Safe.”


  Levi heaved a breath and closed his eyes in apparent frustration.


  After three days, she’d made no progress in either converting or obtaining information from Levi. She tapped the gamma pad and brought up a drawing from his paper notebook. “Levi.” She waited until his eyes opened, ready for the hardness that came into him every time she showed him these pictures. Pointing to the baby, she said, “Not safe.” Flipping through each of the pictures of people, she repeated the phrase.


  When she turned to one of the many of the woman - Sarah, he’d called her - he put his big palm flat over the screen. “Sie ist mit Gott.”


  Again with God. “She’s with God. Okay. Not safe.” She scrolled back to the drawing of a child and made a gathering motion with her arms. “Make safe.” Again she repeated it with the other pictures, then rubbed her left arm. “Make like me. Safe.”


  His head jerked up, eyes full of understanding for the first time. Trembling, he rose from the bed, and she was reminded how big he was. Her heart skipped a beat and she shrank away. But he didn’t mean her harm. He backed to the cell bars, holding both palms up as if to ward her off. “No.”


  “Levi, listen. No hungry. No cold. No cannibals. Safe. Here. Safe. They can be like me. You can be like me.”


  “No.” He clutched the bars behind him, back pressed tight to the metal.


  “Don’t be afraid.”


  He covered his ears with his hands and closed his eyes, falling to his knees on the cold, hard floor. “Vater Unser, im Himmel, geheligt werde Dein Name…”


  The words thrummed along her spine like the bass in a song, tugging deep in her gut. What was he chanting? A past she didn’t want to remember. Now it was her turn to back toward the cell door. Fumbling for the palm pad and escape, she fled up the stairs, hardly able to breathe.
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  Until this moment, Levi had thought only himself in danger from the Blattvolk. When they didn’t immediately alter him, he’d become complacent, unaware of their real intent. Of course they didn’t want just him. They wanted all his people. The Blattvolk wanted to pervert the world.


  They were after Josef. And Samuel, and Beth…


  Thoughts of offering salvation left his mind. The time for dreaming was over. When he’d fallen to his knees reciting the Lord’s Prayer, the abomination had fled, as if burned by the Word of God. These people truly were damned if the prayer affected them so.


  He had to act. But what could he do? He could go back to starving himself. Could he manage to die before they forced the Mark of the Beast upon him? Once they changed him, would his mind alter, as well? Would he then betray his people? He couldn’t let that happen.


  Would his death save the Holdout? The Blattvolk knew about his home. With their flying machines, did they even need Levi to lead them there? They’d find the village eventually.


  The cannibal dogs would be useless in the face of the flamethrowers. The tunnels his people hid inside during a fence breach would not conceal them from the Blattvolk for long. The technology available to the abominations would lead them straight to the secret entrances.


  No, his death would not stop the Blattvolk. He had to escape and warn the Brethren. They had to find a better way to hide when the Blattvolk came.


  As he had many times, Levi examined the door and lock of his cell. Tula came and went with the swipe of her hand on a flat pad near the lock. His own hand merely turned the screen red. The lock had no manual keyhole as far as he could tell.


  The cage bars were set into the cement floor and ceiling. The cot, toilet, and small sink were solidly attached, as well. The flaccid gamma pad sheet and the stubby plastic pencil were useless. All he had was the single blanket he kept wrapped around his waist. Nothing to help him escape.


  But maybe he could bluff his way. Awnia’s violence had been poorly executed, with her separated from her captors by bars. Tula had been entering the cell. If the Blattvolk thought he might harm her, then perhaps she would open the door for him.


  But what if she fought back?


  Levi paced the bars. Jesus taught to turn the other cheek, and the Brethren took that seriously, not even fighting when the cannibals found a way through the fence. God would save them, or it was His will they join Him in Heaven.


  Flexing his hands, he reminded himself that these were Blattvolk. Not real people. Jesus’s words did not apply to them. It couldn’t. In this case, he might have to use force, like rounding up livestock. Just enough to convince the Blattvolk he was serious. His people’s lives were at stake. More than that — their souls would be threatened with damnation if the Blattvolk found them. God would forgive him a little force.


  He sat on the bed, telling himself how easy it would be to overpower Tula. She was tiny. She didn’t carry any weapons. But how could he keep her from screaming? Maybe his blanket could be useful.


  He’d be careful not to hurt her. And he must avoid looking at the pink patch of humanity on her arm.
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  Tula leaned against the outside of her apartment, soaking up the afternoon sun reflecting off all the mirrored privacy screens. She dug in her pocket for the last of the candy. Her tongue had sugar burn from the previous two, but the sensation comforted her.


  Over and over, her mind played the last few moments with Levi. The prayer on his lips had opened a chasm of coalescing memories and made her nauseous. She tried not to think about the words and contemplated his look of absolute revulsion when he realized she was inviting him to convert. How could he not see the gift she was offering him? She thought they had been building a decent relationship — fostering trust and respect. But all along he’d been horrified. Of this place. Of conversion.


  She traced the edge of her scar as the sunlight tingled across the rest of her skin. How had she felt when the Haldanians invited her to convert? She could barely remember. All she knew was she’d have done anything to avoid eating any more people.


  Allowing her legs to collapse into a squat, she slumped against the wall, head spinning with thoughts and increasing UV-induced alkaloids. A familiar whistling drew her head up as Mo rounded the corner.


  “Hey, baby! What’re you doing home?” He offered her a hand to help her stand.


  “You’re home early.”


  “Duster problems. I brought us a treat.” He held up a blue baggie.


  She took it and peeked inside. Four longhorned beetles, each as large as her thumb, crawled over each other. They were a rare delicacy. Levi’s people must survive eating like this all the time.


  “Found them in a stand of tamarisk submerged by the river. There were more, but once Pib found out I had them, I had to share.” He put an arm around her shoulder and guided her into the house. Affected by the sunlight-produced chemicals, she swayed a little. “Whoa. How long you been out here? Usually you’re the one holding me up.”


  “Things went badly today at the lab.”


  He shut the door to the apartment before taking her hands to rub her fingers, his golden eyes full of sympathy she’d seen many times. “They finally take him?”


  Tula knit her brows. “No!” She pulled her hands away and walked to the sofa. She didn’t want to think about it. “I’ll find a way to make him want to convert.”


  “He said no?” Mo raised his brows.


  Burying her face in her hands, she breathed through the welling of grief rising from deep in her chest.


  “Baby, you knew converting an adult was a long shot. They’re too set in their ways.”


  “Levi’s not a cannibal!” She glared at him. “People in the Reaches can survive without eating each other.”


  “Yeah, like those Fosselite weirdos. I know.” He flopped onto the sofa next to her and swung his legs up across her lap.


  The Fosselites had survived the Botanicaust. Literally. Four hundred years ago, they’d found the secret to immortality. They would not share the formula, but they did barter enzymes for raw materials. One of the enzymes, telomerase, had revolutionized conversion by aiding the cells in reconditioning themselves during plasmid injection. Without the Fosselites, the Protectorate would still be no more than a double handful of communal nuvoplast houses. With the influx of converts, the Protectorate had expanded into new mining territories, acquired more items for trade, and converted even more outsiders.


  Tula sighed. “He’s not a Fosselite, either. Less technologically advanced. Something about him is so familiar. He’s … different. He was actually disgusted with me today, like he couldn’t bear to look at me.”


  “Whoa, baby. You got a little thing going on with that outsider?”


  “If by ‘thing’ you mean relationship, then yes. I have a relationship with all my patients. To help them convert, I have to get inside their heads. You know that.”


  “Yeah, but sounds like this guy hurt your feelings. You always get attached, but I haven’t seen you care what your patients think of you.”


  Tula pushed his legs off her lap and clomped to the refrigerator. “I do, too.” She pulled a bottle of water from inside, pausing with the open door blocking her vision of Mo. He had a point. Maybe she had lost her distance on this one. But there was more to it than hurt feelings. How could Levi be so opposed to conversion? Her green skin was a gift she’d never regretted. She had to make him see the value.


  “You aren’t objective any more. Why not assign him to another doctor?”


  “He’s scheduled to die in ten days! There’s not enough time for someone else to take over.”


  Mo shook his head. “Tula —”


  “I have to get back to the lab. There’s no time to waste.” She gulped a last swallow of water and flung the half empty container into the recycle chute. “Don’t wait up for me.”


  As she stomped out the door, Mo called, “Fine! I’m going to eat these beetles all by myself!”
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  Tula reached the Liebert building in spite of her unsteady gait. The euphoric high from the alkaloids didn’t give her any pleasure at the moment, just blurry vision and a tiny headache at the back of her skull. She planned to do as much research on pre-Botanicaust culture as possible and find similarities to cross-reference what she knew about Levi’s people.


  In her office, Vitus occupied her desk chair, his head bent over her gamma pad.


  “What are you doing in here?” She hoped her words were not as slurred as Mo’s sometimes were after a day on the Burn.


  “Dr. Macoby. So glad you could attend work today. I’m checking on your progress with that mongrel in Confinement. Seems he’s a bit opposed to cooperating.”


  “I’ve been making great strides overcoming the language barrier.”


  “Mmmm, yes, I see he has learned how to tell you how lovely your eyes are.”


  “Parts of the face are the first thing any convert learns. Facial expressions are the universal form of communication —”


  “Yes, yes, I know all that.” The multi-colored nuvoplast bangles at his wrist clicked together as he waved her off. “But the real question is have you found out where he comes from? That was your directive from Councilwoman Arnica, I believe?”


  “I have to gain his trust before he’ll tell me where his family is. Once he’s converted, I’m sure he’ll —”


  “I have yet to see reason to dedicate the resources to his conversion let alone CFTR therapy, Sertularia. Especially when you can’t even monitor the converts you have in your care right now.”


  The smug look on his face made Tula’s heart drop into the pit of her already churning stomach. “What do you mean?”


  “While you were out on your non-business related jaunt, the Garden paged you.”


  “Oh, no. Who?” She stepped forward and reached for the gamma pad still in Vitus’s clutches.


  He twitched the pad out of her reach. “All three of your latest converts have disappeared, it seems. One — Jobie — and the newest additions to the class. Rho and Nika?”


  She didn’t wait to hear any more. Turning on her heel, she fled toward the Garden.
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  If the children had left the protective nuvoplast of the classrooms, they could be unconscious or dead from the UV exposure. The high from her afternoon sunbathing disappeared in a rush of adrenaline. She ran six blocks to the Garden, her eyes scanning every mirrored alleyway for signs of the missing children.


  When she reached the building, Albert was conducting lessons as usual. She gulped air and rested her hands on her knees as the group of wide-eyed children stared at her.


  Albert didn’t need her to ask. He nodded toward the glass walls at the desert outside. “Burn Ops has lookouts scouring the fences.”


  A strangled sob escaped Tula’s lips.


  Rising from his desk, he directed the students to read from their gamma pads and cupped Tula’s arm to lead her aside. “I’m sorry, Tula. I had no idea they were conspiring to escape. The girls developed an obvious crush on Jobie from the start. They seemed content in each other’s company. I thought there were no issues.”


  “Didn’t you get the transfer request? He wasn’t supposed to be in this class anymore.”


  “He was to be moved today. That’s probably why they ran away.”


  “I should have spent more time here on their Integration.” She paced a few steps away, wrapping her arms around herself.


  “Let Burn Ops find them, then we’ll assess the damage.”


  Tears blurred Tula’s vision. “I can’t stand around and do nothing.” She barely saw the door as she exited the building with Albert calling after her.


  The multiple classrooms didn’t have privacy screens, so she could see inside at every angle. Where would three cannibal children think was safe? The Garden was in the center of the city, surrounded by a maze of mirrored walls. A skimmer whooshed past, the woman driving staring intently out the side, into the transparent walls of the classrooms.


  Glancing down the paved street, Tula saw the front edge of the skimmer yard several blocks away. The skimmer equipment rose in hulking, solid forms, perfect to hide among. She stumbled that direction, aware of every ray of energy penetrating her skin. The children must be beside themselves by now.


  She reached the yard and the attendant smiled at her, checking his gamma pad. “Another Burn emergency, Dr. Macoby? Heard the last one was a doozy. Sorry again about that skimmer pooping out on you.”


  “Have you seen any strange things around the yard today? Any signs of things not where they should be?”


  “Uh, I just came on duty. You’d have to ask Koil. Over there.” The attendant pointed to a skimmer underneath a metal frame of wires and tubes.


  She spotted the man bent over a console at the far side of the structure. “Excuse me! Koil? Some youngsters left the Garden. Have you seen any signs of them?”


  He looked up and scratched his shock of black hair. “Not that I’ve noticed. You’re welcome to look around.”


  Stumbling, she scoured the yard for any clues. She looked underneath each vehicle in the rows. Jo Boy would have led the girls here, she was sure. He’d been infatuated with the moving cars. Maybe they were inside one of the skimmers, protected from the onslaught of UV, smart enough to wait for nightfall to journey wherever they thought they were going. God, she hoped!


  No sign of the children. Her heart fell and her head spun. She couldn’t think straight with all this UV. What else might they look for?


  Food.


  Of course, food. Through the walls of the electronics store next door to the skimmer lot, she sighted a picture of the distinctive striped ribbon of candy she gave her patients. The Candy Maker’s shop.


  Head spinning, she forced herself to continue her search. Koil was looking mighty adorable with his mussed hair and smooth buttocks as he leaned inside a skimmer. Blinking hard and reminding herself it was just the sunlight, she flicked him a flirty little wave and purposefully strode toward the candy shop.


  The walls of the shop were privacy screened, and the only advertisement of wares was the picture on the sign above the door. The pungent, green scent of boiling syrup wafted from the open door.


  Mr. Schumaker wasn’t at the counter when Tula entered, so she took the liberty of looking around. They weren’t up front. Another set of privacy screens hid the rear portion of the store. “Mr. Schumaker?” she called.


  The plump and glistening candy maker appeared from the curtain covering the door to the back room. Through his chloroplasts, his face was flushed from working over the hot syrup. “Tula! How are you? Out of candy so soon?”


  “Three children ran away from the Garden this morning. Have you seen anything unusual around your store?”


  He mopped his forehead with a cloth behind the counter. “Now that you mention it, one of the crates I keep spent pines in was open this afternoon. I sealed it back up, of course.”


  Tula grasped his arm. “Take me there. Now.”


  He led her through the curtain, past a huge stove with three boiling kettles, and out the back door to a dusty yard. Several nuvoplast boxes as tall as her chest rested in one corner. “It was this one.” He pried the lid off and the scent of rotting agave struck her nostrils.


  She leaned over and peered into the crate, her eyes watering. Underneath a layer of fibrous waste, she saw the smooth line of a child’s thigh. “Rhomy?” She pulled aside the contents of the box to find Rhomy and Nika curled together beneath the vegetation. Mr. Shumaker gasped. Tula didn’t look at him as she ordered, “Call Medical. Now.”
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  Levi’s heart lurched at the sound of footsteps on the stairs. He remained on the cot, body tensed. In his mind, he’d run through possible scenarios a dozen times. They all felt horrible.


  He had to do this.


  But it wasn’t Tula. The sickly-green man Tula argued with sauntered straight to Levi’s cage. Levi’s heart picked up double time. Did they somehow discern his plans? The muscle in his jaw twitched as the man paced a full circle around the enclosure in silence. The man scowled and gloated at the same time, and a kernel of worry for Tula took root in Levi’s heart.


  “Tula?” His voice scratched from his throat.


  A malicious smile crept over the green face. The man smoothed the beads hanging from his neck and stepped closer. He said something Levi couldn’t understand.


  Levi grew truly concerned. All the Haldanian words he’d learned fled his mind. He rose, edging toward the bars. “Where is Tula?”


  Again the man spoke, his nostrils flaring. Then he laughed and pointed at the gamma pad on the floor of the cell.


  Levi picked up the pad. He offered it to the man.


  Again the man laughed. Taking the pad between thumb and forefinger, he disappeared up the stairs without another word.
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  Minutes after Tula found the girls, Burn Operatives had located Jo Boy stumbling drunkenly across the Burn. He had refused to come peaceably. The Ops had followed procedure and taken him down.


  Sitting numbly by the hospital beds where Rhomy and Nika lay unconscious, Tula kept picturing the blackened body in Bats’s arms. Jo Boy hadn’t even had someone to hold him in his last moments. The hollowness in the pit of her stomach threatened to consume her.


  Luckily, the girls were alive. Barely. Between the UV exposure and being surrounded in plant matter, their systems overflowed with alkaloids. They’d strapped each girl to a gurney. Tubes and monitors snaked every which way around them — but not the most important tube.


  “They’ll die without treatment,” Tula argued.


  The Medical Operative in charge nodded. “Policy on Reversions is no excess resources. Telomerase treatments are out of the question.”


  “So, you’re saying if these were native Haldanians, you’d help them.”


  “Of course. Their parents could foot the bill. The Conversion Department is very strict with funding.”


  Tula rubbed her face with trembling hands. She could not bear any more death. “I’ll pay the bill, then. How much?”


  The Med Op twisted one side of his mouth and shook his head. “You don’t want to know, Dr. Macoby. One of them, maybe you could afford. With two year’s salary. Both? We couldn’t allow it.”


  “You can’t let them die!” Rhomy had already been through a bout of seizures, and her brain waves were erratic.


  “Even if I were to treat them, at this point they likely have irreversible brain damage. They’d be a drain on Protectorate resources for the rest of their lives.”


  Tula’s voice trembled. “They might survive without telomerase therapy.”


  The man’s eyes shifted away. “That’s a matter for the Conversion Department.”


  She knew what he meant. Euthanization. She stroked Nika’s tiny green hand. Blisters from the plants dotted the once smooth surface of her clammy skin. “I’ll pay for Nika. I want to save at least one.”


  “This is highly unusual,” the Med Op sputtered.


  “Just do it!” Tula spun and glared at him. His gaze drifted to her scar and his lips clamped shut, but he nodded. Tula could barely breathe over the tightness in her chest. “Yes, I’m a convert, too. It doesn’t make me less Haldanian.”


  “I’ll get a gene tech in here immediately.” He scurried away without making eye contact.


  Taking Rhomy’s hand, she shuddered with repressed tears. After a few controlled inhalations, she put her fingertips to Rhomy’s tiny, naked chest. The girl’s heartbeat fluttered under her breastbone, and her breathing rose and fell almost as quickly. “I’m sorry, Rhomy.”


  Unstoppable tears ran down her cheeks. Letting Rhomy go hurt so much. But Nika was the more stable patient, the better choice to save. Tula would have given her own life to save them both.


  A female tech arrived and began setting up the telomerase cocktail. She looked between the girls and then at Tula. “Which one?”


  Tula hesitated, then lifted a trembling finger toward Nika.
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  Levi normally marked the passage of time by the arrival of his food canisters. The supply so far had barely been enough to keep away his hunger, but now his stomach growled in full complaint. The usual feeding time came and went, and still no Tula. The horrible man who’d confiscated his gamma pad had not reappeared, either, and Levi’s concern for Tula grew.


  With no gamma pad, no food, and nothing to do but pace, he curled up on the too-small cot and closed his eyes.


  He woke from a dream of chewing sweet blades of spring hay while basking in the sunlight with Tula. At the foot of his cot, she sat with her hands in her lap and her head bowed.


  “Tula!” All escape plans forgotten, he lurched upright and threw his arms around her in a relieved hug.


  Her arms slid around him in return. The warm scent of her hair, the silky texture of her skin beneath his fingers stirred him as if he were still dreaming. Her shuddering breaths against his bared shoulder smelled lightly like evergreen, reminding him who and what she was.


  Jerking away, he adjusted the blanket to hide the obvious rise in his lap. Self-disgust overrode his concern for her. He was afraid to touch her. To go through with his plan. You have to do it.


  She didn’t move from her spot. Her shoulders sagged as if in defeat, and again his compassion threatened his resolve.


  He counted his breathing. In. Out. In. Think of Josef. His courage strengthened. But not enough to act.


  “Where is your gamma pad, Levi?” Tula looked around the cell, her eyes listless.


  His head nodded toward the stairway. “Man.”


  She frowned. A sad frown. “Vitus.” Looking at her hands folded in her lap, she fell silent.


  Why are you hesitating? Now was the perfect time to act. Josef needed him. But Tula already looked wounded. Betraying her now might break his heart.


  He cleared his throat. “Vitus? Cannibal?” He didn’t know the word for bad.


  Tula barked a laugh. The sound drummed against his heart, weakening his growing determination. “Yes. Bad.” She reached over and covered Levi’s hands with hers, her eyes sincere.


  His entire body tightened for action, but he couldn’t move.


  She tightened her fingers around his. “Vitus wants Levi…”


  The rest of the words were foreign, but her face gave away her meaning. The green man intended to harm him. But he’d already figured that. All the Blattvolk wanted to harm him.


  With that thought, he twisted his hand to grasp both of hers in a vice and yanked her close, his other arm around her throat. She choked off a gasp. For a split second he loosened a bit, worried he was hurting her. Then his resolve tightened along with his arm. “Let me free,” he growled in her ear.


  Rising, he pulled her length against him. Her toes skittered across the cement floor as he all but carried her to the door. With his arm still wrapped around Tula’s neck, he released her left hand and pushed the right through the bars toward the locking pad. Her free hand scrabbled against his bicep as she struggled. “Levi, no. Levi —” she gasped, then went limp. He pressed her hand to the pad and heard the familiar click of the lock releasing.


  In awe of his own force, he stood motionless a few heartbeats, her hand hovering over the lock, palm open. His fingers almost completely covered the pink mark on her forearm. The bones beneath his fingertips were fragile in his grasp. Trembling so hard his legs barely supported him, he could barely support her weight sagging against him.


  Lowering Tula until her feet connected with the floor, he let her arm go and jerked the cell door open.


  With both hands free, she didn’t fight back. She stood and sobbed convulsively. Her head fell back against his chest, soft hair catching in the stubble on his chin. “Stop crying.” His voice was a raw, low growl in his throat.


  Why did this feel all wrong? He should be striding up the stairs, right now. But his feet remained frozen in place. “Move.”


  “Levi,” she whispered. “Levi, no. Vitus will kill you.” The same words as before. Now, he knew the meaning.


  He hadn’t realized, but he’d loosened his grip around her neck. She twisted to face him, not trying to break free. She looked up into his face with red-rimmed blue eyes and pleaded with her soul. “Please.” Her hands slid up his chest to cup his cheeks. “You are not cannibal.”


  She was right. He wasn’t this person. Swallowing, Levi let his arm drop. His breathing barely kept up with his need for air.


  He stepped backward into the cage.
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  Even after three successive Reversions on her record, the Board declined Vitus’s recommendation to remove Tula from her position. She was the best interpreter in the department. With the lure of more converts from the mongrel village dangling before them, the Board only issued a formal reprimand to go on her record.


  Vitus snapped his favorite set of beads in frustration and flung the gamma pad with the report across his desk.


  She’d thwarted him too many times. He wanted to see her suffer. The only way to get to her was through the prisoner downstairs. But after his last visit, the man seemed leery of any interaction. The weedy bitch had poisoned the captive against him.


  Well, he had her, now. The attack footage on the prison tapes was all he needed for the prisoner’s immediate extermination. This didn’t require Board approval. But just to cover his ass — and rub it in Arnica’s face — he’d make sure the Board issued the order for euthanization.


  He watched the video again as the man grabbed Tula around the neck and nearly lifted her off the floor. Vitus imagined his own arm around her neck, how hard he could squeeze while she pleaded for mercy. The prisoner had relented. But Vitus wouldn’t let her off. That bitch’s life would be living hell from here on out.
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  Torn between abandoning his escape and his unaccustomed bout of violence, Levi could not sleep. The latest food canister brought a little while ago sat untouched at the edge of his cage.


  He paced, both yearning for Tula’s return and dreading it. Surely, she had bewitched him in some way. He should pray for guidance, but his knees refused to bend. Mixed messages from God were not something he could handle today.


  The sound of movement on the stairs drew his attention. Two Blattvolk hauled in a bald, naked child and placed him in a cell at the far end of the room. They glanced Levi’s way, murmured to each other, then retreated up the stairs. The child stood in the center of his cell and stared at the bars. Then he started crying.


  “Little boy.” Levi called softly. “Little boy. Shhh. It’s okay.” It wasn’t okay. No one in this prison was okay.


  The boy sniffled and halted his sobs. He stared, dark eyed, in Levi’s direction. Levi struggled for basic words the boy might understand. If only he could give the little boy his canister. Food always made Awnia more content. Levi flinched at the memory. He hadn’t thought of Awnia in days.


  More footsteps on the stairs made him hopeful someone was bringing the child food. But instead, an entourage of Blattvolk marched down the path between the cells without a glance at the boy. At the head of the group, the bald man, Vitus, palmed the lock on Levi’s cage. In his other hand, he held the device he’d used to subdue Awnia.


  This didn’t look good.


  Two other Blattvolk entered, larger than most, but still several inches shorter than Levi. They held a set of chains between them. Levi backed against the cell wall.


  They’d finally come for him. He’d lost his chance at escape forever. Should he fight them? Being transformed with the Mark would be the worst possible fate.


  The Blattvolk jabbered too fast for Levi to understand. But he caught one word — the same word they’d used with Awnia.


  Euthanize.


  Relief flooded through him so quickly he nearly dropped to his knees. They were going to kill him. Not turn him into a monster.


  “Thank you. Thank you.” He held out his wrists without a struggle. The two Blattvolk approached warily, flicking glances at Vitus, who only scowled more deeply. They expected him to fight back. Tula must have told them about his earlier attack.


  A tiny niggle of betrayal squeezed him. He’d done as she asked and retreated back into the cell. How could she turn him in?


  The men shackled him hand and foot, then Vitus took the lead and jerked it forward, urging him out of the cell. At the stairs, Levi looked up and locked eyes with Tula. Her brows pinched as she stepped in front of the escort.


  She and Vitus argued, and when Levi’s entourage tried to pass, she blocked the way, refusing Vitus passage. Her frantic tone confirmed Levi’s suspicion, and in his core, he was glad. She hadn’t told them about his attack.


  Vitus threw back his head and laughed, and Levi recognized the word “please” on Tula’s lips. The evil man shoved her aside, causing her to lose her balance on the top step. Levi lunged forward, arms extended in case she fell.


  The Blattvolk on both sides of him shouted, and Vitus swung around. The last thing Levi saw was the stunning device aimed right between his eyes.
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  Tula sagged against the steps and sobbed. Over the last few weeks she’d lost more patients than during her entire first abysmal year as a genetic psychiatrist. Even Bats felt like a failure, since he was now forced to work at the protein production tanks instead of as a Burn Operative.


  In the morning, Levi would die, and there was nothing she could do about it. The Board had approved immediate euthanization. Violence would not be tolerated. She should have erased the video footage after he attempted to escape.


  Stupid, stupid, stupid.


  She should forget about Levi. A new little boy waited for her in Confinement. But Vitus’s words on the stairs stung. “There’s another mongrel down there waiting for you to fuck up.”


  She rose on unsteady legs and stared down the steps. Her feet would not obey her command to descend. Maybe Mo was right. She should take a leave of absence.


  Turning the other way, she proceeded to her lab. The euthanization chamber was only three doors down. Prisoners were given a real bed, a last meal of protein sludge flavored with agave syrup, and a night of solitude. She sat at her desk and pulled her gamma pad close but didn’t activate it. She knew her recent case files inside out. The only thing to do was mark Levi’s “euthanized” and close it.


  The one thing she couldn’t bear to do.


  She absently tapped the pencil on her gamma pad and stared at the only photo on her wall. Dr. Werne next to her at graduation, so proud of her, a convert, achieving her doctorate, especially so quickly. He was the reason she believed in conversion. The closest thing to family she ever had, he’d died of a stroke almost two years ago. What would he say if he was with her now?


  He’d ask what the cases had in common. She squeezed her eyes tight with the pain of thinking of them. Four deaths. Four people she’d rushed toward genetic alteration. Why did the department insist on so little time between capture and acceptance? Almost like they didn’t want new citizens. Which made sense. Not many Haldanians were as fanatic as Vitus, but even fellow converts like Mo had a hard time accepting new blood.


  She lowered her forehead onto the desk. Her job was pointless. Bats’s pathetic work at the vats had more value.


  If only native-born Haldanians had as much appreciation for the gift as she did. Conversion would put an end to cannibals. People would no longer live in terror of eat or be eaten. But it wasn’t like Levi was a cannibal. In spite of his attack on her in the cell, she believed he was peaceful. His people were probably peaceful. They’d see the value of conversion if given enough time.


  What gave the Board the right to take away someone’s life, just because they refused to be altered?


  Her fiber-optic puddle of sunlight faded to night, leaving her in darkness. The sounds of the department drifted to silence. The only one here would be the tech on duty.


  She crept to the door and peeked into the dim hall. Light streamed from the monitor room, but the rest of the doorways were closed or dark.


  Take Levi out to the Burn and let him go.


  Her heartbeat quickened until she was sure the tech could hear it. So what if she lost her job? She and Bats could work side by side in the protein factory. She’d have one less death on her conscience.


  Stepping back into the darkness of her lab, she sucked in a few deep breaths. The skimmer attendant would be gone, but she knew where he kept the ignition fobs. Levi would need clothing and a few supplies.


  Her golden robe hung in her lab closet. She grabbed it and her first aid kit, and was about to leave, then remembered his drawing pad. It was in her desk drawer, the only thing left from his arrival. Tucking it under an arm, she crossed the hall to the protein dispensary.


  The refrigerator was stocked with water bottles. She emptied a few and refilled them with protein fluid. He’d also need water. Lots of it on the Burn. She grabbed a dozen more bottles and realized she had no way to carry it all. Searching the dispensary, she found one small bag barely large enough to carry three bottles.


  She removed her lab coat and spread it across the floor. Using the notebook for a base, she stacked bottles in the middle along with the first aid kit. Then she brought the corners up and tied them together. For a handle, she knotted the sleeves at the ends and swung it over her shoulder. Awkward, but the best she could do.


  Again peering into the hall, she listened for movement from the monitor room. If Faran was on duty, he wouldn’t budge until he had to. She tiptoed to the euthanization room and looked into the window set high in the solid door. The room was pitch black.


  She swiped her hand across the locking palm pad and heard the click. Tensing, she darted a glance toward the monitor room. Nothing.


  Easing the door open, she squinted into the cell. She’d always avoided the room, and didn’t know how it was laid out. A rustle to her left told her where Levi must be. “Tula?” His voice was groggy.


  “Shhhh.” She held out a hand and moved into the room, colliding with his broad chest in four steps. “Come,” she whispered, stroking his shoulder and down his arm to take a hand.


  He followed without a sound. In the hall, she pulled the door shut, horrified at the click. No response from the monitor room. She put a finger to her lips, hoping he understood. With a hand, she gestured Levi to keep up.


  At the top of the stairs, she scanned the main hallway of the Liebert building. A few lights gleamed above privacy screens, but the hall appeared deserted. She handed Levi the robe. He could barely shove his arms into the sleeves, but it covered the bulk of his glowing, pink skin.


  They scurried down the hall and Tula stopped at the doors, surveying the street for passersby. Wind whistled down the dark passage between buildings. The jewelry store on the next street gleamed bright with lights, hopeful that passing lovers might stop to bestow gifts upon each other. But other than that, darkness dominated the business district. “Keep your robe closed and your head down.” She tugged on the thick edges of the robe, but it would not close across his chest. “Here goes nothing.”


  Likely to draw attention by dashing down the street, she looped an arm around Levi’s and strolled outside across the pavement. The three blocks to the skimmer yard felt like a million miles. Wind chilled her naked skin and tugged her hair, but Levi needed the robe far more than she did.


  Light streaming from the attendant building chilled her more deeply than the cutting wind.


  “God, no,” she groaned under her breath. Nobody should be there.


  Levi squeezed her hand and pointed toward the Burn.


  “No. You won’t get far enough.” The Burn Teams would be on him first thing in the morning. “Stay here. Stay.” She pointed to a narrow walkway between two buildings and handed him the supply bag. Eyes wary, Levi stepped into the deeper shadows.


  Putting a swing into her gait, she sauntered toward the attendant building. For all the world she wished she’d worn some jewelry. Inside, the mechanic, Koil, reclined in a chair with his sandaled feet on the desk. A gamma pad sat propped against the wall playing a movie. His eyes widened at her appearance and he dropped his feet from the desk.


  “Dr. Macoby! What are you doing out so late?”


  “I might ask you the same question. You don’t live here, do you?” She looked around with a wrinkle in her nose.


  “Oh, no. No, no, no. Batina and I had a fight.” His face broke into a sheepish grin. “My fault, of course.”


  “She’d love to hear you say that.” Tula grinned back and perched on the edge of the desk. “What’d you fight about?”


  “She works the shoe store. Brought home a new pair for me tonight and threw away my favorites.” He pointed down to his worn sandals. “Had to rescue them from the recycler.”


  “How are the new ones?”


  A flush turned his face brown beneath the chloroplasts and his gaze darted to a pair of new sandals tossed near the door. “No idea.”


  Tula smiled and clucked her tongue. She had it from here. “Boy, are you in trouble.”


  “I figure I’ll sit the night out here. She’ll be cool by morning.”


  “Koil, can I tell you a secret? The jewelry store across from Luan’s Stitchery still had their lights on a few minutes ago.”


  “You think?”


  “I think your woman gives you a gift, you’d better have something for her.”


  “Damn. You’re right. Thanks, Dr. Macoby. Oh, did you need something?”


  “I’m just out for a stroll. Saw your light on.” She stood and sauntered from the building.


  Making a point to stroll the opposite direction, she gave Koil time to disappear around the corner before running back to where she’d left Levi. He’d wandered down to the other end of the alleyway. “Levi!” she hissed.


  He hurried in her direction, a relieved look on his face. At the skimmer yard, she deposited him and the supplies in the nearest skimmer and hurried back to the wall with the ignition fobs. Crime wasn’t an issue in the Protectorate. The only reason the Conversion Department had locks was to keep the prisoners contained.


  Grabbing a key, she spotted Koil’s new sandals and took them, too. Levi needed shoes. Sorry, Koil.


  As they sped past Burn Ops toward the edge of the city, a flight team emerged from the hangar, talking and laughing, obviously high from their day on the Burn. Willing them to ignore her, Tula stepped on the accelerator. The skimmer shot past the outer fence. She clutched the steering wheel, eyes wide as they were enveloped by darkness.
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  The Reaches Levi twisted to look back at the city for the tenth time. The lights and glitter of glass houses had disappeared in a blanket of haze. He turned to face forward, peering into the darkness. In the driver’s seat, Tula gripped the steering wheel hard enough to make her knuckles gleam as she stared intently ahead. They ran with no lights. The faint blue glow from the dashboard gave off only enough light to see fantastic swirls of dust pummeling the front window, eddying along the clear sides, grasping at the vehicle as if attempting to stop the reckless flight. Every once in a while, the vehicle shuddered and swayed, from the wind or from an unseen obstacle in their path, he couldn’t tell. His stomach leapt and twisted. Not used to this kind of speed, he was thrilled and frightened at the same time.


  Earlier, in the single-room cell, after the effect of the stun wore off, he’d been ready to accept his death. He’d made his peace with God. His mind wavered from so many changes. The will to live, the will to die - how many times had he determined a course of action over the last weeks, only to be derailed at the final moment of proof? He felt like Abraham on the mountain as he prepared to sacrifice his son, relieved to have God stay his hand.


  Only Levi was not so pious. Surely, it never occurred to Abraham that God was toying with him.


  Ashamed of his thoughts, Levi dropped his head in silent prayer and beseeched the Lord to grant them safe passage.


  For hours they headed through the darkness. The storm howled louder, and small stones and other debris cracked against the sides of the vehicle. His stomach dropped out from under him as they tilted precariously, slid sideways, and righted again. He clutched the edge of his seat. “Tula?”


  “It’s okay.” She didn’t take her eyes off the front window.


  He struggled with words. Dare he break her concentration? Could she see anything? “Eye?” He pointed out the front.


  A slight shake of her head.


  She couldn’t see. He’d hoped the Blattvolk had some kind of enhanced night vision, in addition to their green skin. Could the other Blattvolk pursue them in this weather?


  Again the car lurched, and the hum of the engine rose to a whine. Tula let out a string of words Levi didn’t understand, but interpreted as frustration.


  “Should we stop?” He knew she wouldn’t understand, but the silence pressed around him until it was hard to breathe.


  “Levi free.” More words, and again, “free.”


  Then the car entered free fall.
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  The Haldanian Protectorate


  Vitus planned on being up at dawn to oversee the euthanization, but he still had two hours on his clock when the com shattered the silence in his apartment.


  “Dr. Vitus Dedecus, there’s an emergency in Confinement. Please respond immediately.”


  Groggy, he heaved a few breaths and flung back the blanket. Damn that prisoner. What had the mongrel done now? He used the lavatory and settled a few beads around his neck and at his ears. He’d wanted to look his best for the euthanization, but there was no time for primping.


  Muttering, he stepped out of the apartment. The wind ripped at his necklaces and blown sand scoured his exposed skin. “They couldn’t warn me there was a blowout?” He spit sand from his stinging lips and ducked back into his apartment to dig for a mask and wind-wrap in his equipment box. Once he had the breather secured and the stiff microfiber suit cinched at the neck and cuffs, he slipped outside, making sure to close the door tightly against the invading wind.


  Any remnant of pleasure about the upcoming euthanization was shredded to nothing by the scouring sand as he made his way to the Liebert Building. Another figure coming from the opposite direction stumbled toward the front door, but Vitus didn’t wait to see who. He lurched inside, flung off his mask, and tramped down the hallway to the stairs.


  Already in Confinement, Faran and the head of Burn Ops were in a heated argument. “…nothing, Faran.”


  Brows creased, Faran cowered at Vitus’s glare. “Sir. I don’t know how, but the prisoner is gone.”


  Vitus’s eyes narrowed. “How long ago.”


  The tech dropped his chin. “I got a call about twenty minutes ago.”


  “What do you mean, a call?”


  Behind him, a voice spoke. “I called.”


  Vitus turned to see a man holding full Burn gear. Councilwoman Arnica stood at the door shaking sand from her hair. Vitus focused on the man. “Who are you?”


  “Mo. Hymo Tryphus. I’m Tula’s - Dr. Macoby’s man. I saw her leave the city in a skimmer. It looked like she had a man with her.”


  “That weed!” Vitus exploded.


  Arnica stepped forward and skewered him with a look. “We have a hostage situation, here, Vitus.”


  “She’s no hostage. She set him free.”


  “You have no proof of that. Until things are proven otherwise, we will proceed with caution.”


  “The storm is blocking the tracking signal in the skimmer,” the head of Burn Ops said. “We have to wait until the blowout subsides to launch an air search.”


  The muscles in Vitus’s jaw clenched so hard his teeth ached. “How far could they get in this weather?”


  “No telling. They have quite a head start on us.”


  “They can’t be far. Which way did they go? Send skimmers. We can’t let her get away.”


  “Losing more equipment or men in this storm would be a waste of resources, Dr. Dedecus. They’re several hours ahead of us and could be turned around in the storm themselves.”


  Vitus refused to back down. “What do you mean several hours?” He turned his attention to the weed who claimed to be Tula’s man. “Why didn’t you report it sooner?”


  Mo stood firm, his mongrel-eyed gaze rejecting Vitus’s accusation. “I wasn’t sure of what I saw. It wasn’t until about twenty minutes ago I thought to call and make sure nothing was amiss.” He turned to his supervisor. “Sir, that’s my lady out there. I’d like to be on the first duster cleared for takeoff.”


  “Of course,” the other man agreed.


  “Hold on! This man failed to report a crime for hours, and you’re going to give him a lead in the investigation?”


  Head of Burn Ops turned a calm stare in Vitus’s direction. “I’ve heard my man’s side of the story. It’s my decision how I arrange my teams.”


  The Councilwoman stepped in before things turned any hotter. “Has anyone attempted to contact the skimmer by com?”


  Vitus gave the head of Burn Ops one last narrow-eyed glare, then spoke. “I’m her supervisor. I’ll make the call.”


  Vitus retreated to his office. He’d hoped to make the call alone, so he could let Tula know what he had planned for her, but Arnica and the head of Burn Ops followed. Mo stood outside the doorframe. Vitus shot him a sneer as he punched in com codes. The mongrel had probably helped Tula all along.


  “Dr. Sertularia Macoby, this is headquarters calling. Please respond.” He waited, half hoping she wouldn’t answer, yet disappointed when she didn’t. “Dr. Macoby, this is Dr. Vitus Dedecus. Please respond immediately.”


  “Reassure her we have rescue units standing by. Help is on the way.”


  Let her know we’re onto her, is more likely. But he did as Arnica asked. The weed couldn’t hide for long.
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  The Reaches


  Tula tried to start the skimmer again with no success. The dash lights worked, but the engine only sputtered after they’d bounced and rolled across the bottom of the gully. Thankfully, they’d landed right side up. Outside the nuvoplast windows, drifting sand settled over the skimmer as the storm howled above the ravine. Worried they might end up buried, Tula opened the door, allowing a mist of silt to eddy through the car. And with the door open, the debris couldn’t block it shut.


  She sat back in the seat and looked at Levi. “No good.”


  He shook his head, his face grim in the feeble light from the dash.


  Something skittered into the skimmer and Tula stiffened before batting it away. A leaf — that meant they were close to the Reaches, where Levi might find shelter from Protectorate aircraft. She had to get him out and away as soon as possible, but with the storm raging above them, it was too dangerous right now. The skimmer beacon would get her rescued, but Levi had to be in full hiding, preferably a few hours walk away.


  A sudden crackle from the dash caused Tula to jump as the com came to life. Levi’s attention turned toward the noise.


  “Dr. Sertularia Macoby, this is headquarters calling. Please respond.” Static overrode the voice, the signal likely affected by the storm and the ravine walls.


  Levi glanced at her. “Vitus. Bad.”


  She nodded mutely. They knew she was gone. She’d hoped for a few more hours, until the scheduled euthanization.


  “Dr. Macoby, this is Dr. Vitus Dedecus. Please respond immediately.”


  Poking her head out the open door, she squinted at the sky against the falling silt. Still too stormy to go anywhere.


  “Tula, be assured we have rescue teams standing by. We have a lock on your location, and as soon as the storm clears, we will come to your aid.” The last word was a sneer.


  She reached behind the seats, grabbed Koil’s sandals, and handed them to Levi. The bundle of water bottles was more awkward, but she pulled it onto her lap. Untying the sleeves, she unwrapped the package and showed Levi the stash.


  He caressed the cool exterior of the bottles. “Danke.” Then he spotted the notebook. He pushed the bottles aside. His eyes gleamed with unshed tears as he ran a big hand over the cover. “Danke.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  He looked into her eyes, his features clear. The crags and shadows on his face expressed what he couldn’t put into words. “Danke.”


  She nodded slowly, accepting his acknowledgment of what she’d done for him. Not the water. Not the notebook. His freedom. Possibly in return for her own.


  A tiny spark of fear rose in Tula’s breast. Vitus would have her hide over this. He might even convict her of reversion. Reversions were either euthanized or sent to the mines to work out their days in darkness.


  She opened the compartment in the dash and retrieved the emergency water pouches, adding them to Levi’s supply. She opened the first aid kit from the car and dumped the contents into the kit from her office. She wished she could do better.


  Levi needed an breathing filter to leave. An idea struck her and she selected a roll of gauze from the first aid items. She held it out to Levi. With a palm cupped over her mouth and nose, she made breathing noises and pointed outside.


  He drew his brows together in confusion.


  Climbing to her knees in her seat, she took the gauze and unrolled a portion. She draped it over his nose and mouth, forming a dust mask. It wasn’t perfect, but would have to do. They were out of time. He had to leave as soon as possible.


  She settled back into her seat, still on her knees, and let her hands collapse into her lap. Levi reached toward her, slowly, and traced the pale scar on her arm with one finger.


  She closed her eyes against a sting of tears, against the flaw in her conversion.


  “Menschlich.”


  She opened her eyes, the muscles of her face tight with grief. She had no idea what he meant. And she never would. Her time with him was done. She smiled weakly and pointed outside.


  He nodded, gathering the water bottles, first aid kit, and notebook back into the folds of her lab coat.


  Outside, dawn fought the dust clouds for dominion. The ravine cliff loomed stark against the paling sky, and Tula saw the startling outline of shrubbery along the base of the wall. The wind had subsided, as well. Maybe Levi could make it.


  They both climbed out of the skimmer, Tula’s sandaled feet sinking into the fine silt on the ravine floor. Levi’s head didn’t clear the top of the gully wall; he’d have to climb up if he wanted to see over.


  “Goodbye. Levi. Gott be with you.” She didn’t know why she invoked his god.


  The words seemed to mean a lot to him. He bent to embrace her. This was the second time they’d hugged, and she clung to him as if she didn’t intend to let go. The gauze of his mask pressed tight to her cheek. “Goodbye.” His voice was rough and gravelly.


  Righting himself, he slung the makeshift bag over his shoulder and trekked up the ravine. The gold robe made him look divine, and she hoped the bright color didn’t cause him to be spotted. Before he disappeared behind a bend, he turned one last long look over his shoulder at her. And she knew what she’d done was worth it.
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  Levi strode up the dry creek bed with as much haste as his body could muster. He needed to make some distance. Not only from the incoming Blattvolk, but also from her. What was it about her that made him want to protect her, even from her own people?


  As green as she was, her scar served as a visual reminder that she was still human. Her actions were human. He wondered what was in store for her after saving him, sure it wasn’t good. That evil man, Vitus, would likely try to hurt her.


  When he thought of Vitus pushing her on the stairs, his steps faltered.


  You can’t go back.


  Should he have invited her along?


  To where? His people would never accept her into the fold. He had nowhere to harbor an abomination, even if she was more human than he’d expected.


  He continued hiking through the dim light, made dimmer by the high sides of the gully and the dust-clogged air, glad for the mask she’d made him. Squinting against the grit, he trudged on, eyes watering. He’d get his bearings later. For now, he had to get far away. Following the cut through the plains was probably not the best way to hide, but the storm still raged above and, until it died back, there was no way he could fight the scouring wind.


  Sunrise pierced the darkness and, as if on cue, the gale eased into an unsteady sigh. The air seemed cooler without the burning wind, like the welcome arrival of a rainstorm after a heat wave. But the sky remained hazy blue. Scrabbling up the side, he scanned the horizon, turning a full circle. He had no idea which direction the city lay in. Nor the direction of home, or the Fosselite scientists he sought. To the northwest, a bank of thunderclouds blackened the horizon.


  Should he go back into the ravine, or keep walking in hope of finding shelter? Topside, he would be exposed to the Blattvolk flying machines. Yet the gulch was a direct connection to the car. He fished a water bottle from the bundle at his shoulder and sipped while squinting into the sunrise.


  The longer he waited, the more likely he was to be spotted if the Blattvolk came looking for him. The air pressed sweat against his dust-caked skin. A few sparse, wind-tattered shrubs dotted the land, but nothing significant enough to give shelter. He worried about Tula. Would she be all right until her people found her? The thought of her going back to the malice of that Vitus fellow made his jaw tighten. His fist crushed the empty water bottle as regret engulfed him, then engulfed him again for ruining the bottle. He was supposed to offer salvation. Tula deserved to be saved.


  A gust of wind sent his crushed water bottle scurrying north and lodged it against the base of an amarantox. As he bent to retrieve it, the earth began to vibrate, and small drifts of silt sifted into the ravine. A sound like grinding rock rolled in from the west, and he leapt away from the edge of the cut as muddy water churned down the gully, a jumble of debris riding at the fore. The flood shot past his feet, filling the channel almost to the top, taking anything in its path for a ride. Within a few heartbeats, the front edge disappeared around a bend, headed straight toward Tula.
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  Tula leaned into the dented skimmer and looked at the engine with despair. Why had she thought she might be able to nudge it into life? The only part she recognized was the battery, and it seemed fine.


  Coughing, she trudged to the passenger seat and picked up the half-used roll of gauze. Wrapping the makeshift mask around her face, she leaned back in the seat. The rescue team would find her soon. Levi was long gone. Why should she be in a hurry to face her punishment? Closing her eyes, she found herself on the verge of tears.


  Don’t cry. You have no water, and they may be hours away from finding you. She could only hope.


  The day dawned gray, and soon the heat and the ultraviolet would be unbearable. She was glad for the shade of the gully, but regretted not pulling the allelopathic suppression pills from the first aid kit before Levi left. How long before a duster found her? She wondered if Mo might be on the team to rescue her.


  As if thinking of him could conjure his voice, the com hissed to life and Mo’s voice crackled into the stillness. “Coordinates verified. All Burn Operatives are ordered to flash on sight. Repeat, take no prisoners. All Burn Operatives are ordered to flash on sight. Dr. Macoby is considered armed and dangerous.” The com clicked into silence.


  Tula sat straight in the seat, not daring to breathe. Were they talking about her? Was Mo talking about her? Her heart raced as if it could scramble out of the ravine without her. Flash on sight?


  This had to be a mistake. They only killed reversions, and then only if the reversion refused to comply. Did they think she’d reverted?


  She leapt out of the skimmer, legs trembling. She wouldn’t have a chance to explain herself. There would be no going to the mines for her. No working the protein production unit with Bats. Why did Mo broadcast Burn Ops directives to her com unit, if they intended to kill her and Levi on sight?


  Her chest tightened. He’d warned her. Or hoped to warn her. If they knew he’d transmitted to her, they’d punish him, too.


  She had to get away from here. Run.


  Without thinking, she tried to scramble up the side of the ravine, but only succeeded in pulling more dirt into the gully. Turning in the direction Levi had disappeared, she ran until she found a section where the earth wall had sloughed to create a natural ramp. Once out of the gulch, she looked across the desert, wondering if Levi had climbed out here, too. Silt hazed the air, but the dusters would be able to lift soon. Levi would be hiding, of course. She had no way to find him.


  Fear paralyzed her. The insides of her nostrils stung with dry dust. She had no supplies. No protection from the sun. She might as well let them find her. But burning to death sounded so horrible.


  With no options, she scanned the gully, keeping an eye on the horizon for Levi. If he’d come out here, the wind had scoured any trace of his footsteps.


  A vibration in her feet caught her attention at the same moment a wave of red mud slammed through the ravine from the west. The flow crashed into the skimmer with a horrific crack. The vehicle flipped up and over and rushed down stream, open doors catching the flow of water like a kite in the wind.


  She watched it disappear, unable to move. What if she’d been inside? A shiver seized her and she had to sit down a moment until it passed. Then another thought came to her. What if Levi had still been in the gulch?


  She jumped to her feet and looked up and down the muddy line. The water had eased its violence to a solid flow. Twigs and leaves swirled and passed quickly from sight. Covering her face, she gulped air. Maybe he climbed out in time. She had to hope.


  And she had to keep moving. Even if the flash flood had carried the skimmer far away, the Burn Teams would keep looking. She hoped they might give her a chance to explain herself if they found her. But she knew Burn Op mentality. She lived with an Op. Well, had lived with one.


  Tears filled her eyes and she fought them down. Mo. He’d be forced to betray her if he found her. Would they send him against his own woman? Did he believe she’d reverted? That thought caused more tears to escape, no matter how hard she struggled. His feelings about reversions and cannibals had always been clear.


  She wiped her cheeks. She couldn’t afford to cry. She had no water. How did the cannibals find water on this forsaken wasteland?


  The thought of cannibals made her freeze. She squinted at the sparse vegetation. What if she ran into them? Flashes of repressed memory made her bile rise and blinded her. She tripped and fell to her knees.


  A brother, screaming as a knife flashed in the sun. The smell of blood and wood smoke. Her stomach knotted as she recalled the sharpness of real hunger, the desire for the meat she was offered. The acceptance of the meat…


  Curling into a fetal position, she stared at the hard dirt under her, afraid to close her eyes lest the visions completely overtake her. Pebbles and cracked earth bit into her forehead. She focused on that pain. Forgetting the past.


  She had to stay in the now. To survive. Thanks to conversion, she’d never have to resort to … that … again.


  Taking a deep breath, she sat up. With bleary vision, she scanned the sky, the horizon. Danger lunged at her from every angle. Dusters above, cannibals behind every rock and shrub. Flash floods. The sun alone could kill her by nightfall if the air cleared of dust; right now, the haze filtered some of the ultraviolet.


  And she was alone.


  Her life had come full circle.


  A pity party won’t save your skin.


  She pulled her legs under her and peered over her shoulder at the sky. No sign of dusters. Had they found the skimmer? Would they give up?


  Not if Vitus was in charge.


  She didn’t want Vitus to win. But how could she beat him? She kept moving, keeping the gully to her left, scanning the skyline for any sign of Levi, giving tumbleweeds and yuvee trees a wide berth where they sprung from the crackled ground at irregular intervals. Her real enemy would be the sun. She could already feel the effects of the chemicals in her bloodstream. The euphoric high might not be a bad way to die.


  Sliding her gauze mask aside, she raised her face to the sky. She welcomed the mind-numbing rays. Digging into her memory, she brought up evenings with Mo, when he’d kissed her silly, sharing the chemicals from his day on the Burn. No, not a bad way to go at all.


  Something tore at her naked leg and she flinched. She’d run into a tumbleweed. Welts popped up on her skin where beads of blood oozed along scratches. Pay attention. But the sun felt so good. Find Levi.


  Focusing on the rocky edge of the ravine, she placed careful steps. She was far from drunk, but her usual reaction to the chemicals was to give in to the pleasure. She’d never had to keep a straight head before. Not until the children disappeared.


  That thought sobered her. She continued, but couldn’t help thinking she would be another casualty of the desert. Fit punishment for failing the children.


  Blinking, she wondered if the green yuvee trees had leached toward white. A UV storm would take her down, for sure. Maybe her vision was failing in all this sun.


  A glint under the low branches of a tattered amarantox caught her attention. She squatted and lowered her head to the ground to get a better look. A crushed nuvoplast water bottle. Droplets of moisture clung to the inside.


  She rose, her head spinning. “Levi!” she yelled, but her voice emerged hoarse and raw. She hadn’t realized she was so thirsty. “Levi!” A desperate shriek.


  She hoped the human figure in the distance wasn’t a hallucination. Or a cannibal.
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  There was no way he could get to Tula in time to help, even if he tried. If she was in the ravine when the water hit, she was gone. A shudder rolled through him. “Lord have mercy on her soul.”


  The water eventually lowered to a muddy trickle, leaving behind scoured clay walls and muddy debris. Removing the bright yellow robe, he scrubbed it against the edge of the ravine to disguise the color. Orange streaks of mud hid the yellow, but it still felt glaring to his eyes. He did the same with the gray blanket around his waist. The welcome cool of the damp fabric against his skin didn’t last long in the drying wind.


  The dust could take all day to settle. He looked at the sun again and decided he might as well choose a direction, wrong or not. God would lead him. Clambering to his feet, he followed the wind north. But he kept looking over his shoulder at the ravine.


  Why did he feel like he was abandoning Tula? There was nothing he could do. To the left, a pinprick flashed and disappeared on the horizon. One of the Blattvolk flying machines? Was that a figure waving? Tula. His feet moved a step that direction, then froze. What if it was a search party?


  But it was a single person. Definitely waving. She stumbled and went down, disappearing from his sight. Without thinking, he ran toward her.


  She collapsed into his arms, her breathing ragged. Strips of gauze tangled about her head but didn’t cover her mouth and nose. In one hand she held a crumpled water bottle.


  “Tula, what happened?”


  “Vitus,” she said, “wants me dead.” Her blue eyes were dilated in spite of the bright sun.


  He squeezed her tighter, his attention going to the southern horizon. A dark spot marred the hazy sky. Settling her upright, he pointed that direction. She followed his finger and gasped, drawing closer against him. “Duster.”


  He grasped her hand. They had to hide. But the expanse of the plain in all directions didn’t lend itself to hiding.


  In spite of his hopelessness, he tugged her west. The sky had a faded, dusty cast, but he thought he saw mountains that direction. Leading up to mountains would be foothills. And foothills meant a possible place to hide.


  Tula faltered, coughing, and he realized he’d been nearly dragging her. Her lips were pale and cracked with blood. Concern overwhelmed him. “You need water.”


  She gulped the offered water bottle desperately.


  Returning the empty container to his carry-sack, he glanced into the distance. The pinprick had gained definition, forming the snubbed nose and long sweep of a tail fin. The flyer followed the line of the ravine. His gut clenched and his legs shook. “We’re out of time.”


  She swayed. Her attention shifted to one of the umbrella trees with pale, almost white leaves. Sobbing, she babbled as she pointed. The frightened look on her face was worse than the sight of the flyer. He tried to keep her moving, but she collapsed to her knees, a tiny wail rising from her lips like a ghost. Dry air filled his mouth and nose and he realized he was panting as he scoured the area for ideas. They couldn’t outrun the flying machine. Was that what she was saying? Why had she pointed to the leaves? She must want to camouflage them with leaves.


  “Good idea,” he said. But to hide them both, he’d have to use the blanket as well as the robe. No time for modesty. He jerked the blanket free and plucked some pale branches from the tree. Funny. He’d never seen the leaves so white. Still, they would make a good camouflage over the rusty splotches on the robe and blanket.


  Self conscious of his nude body but desperate, he opened the first aid kit and retrieved the scissors. Poking holes in the fiber of the blanket and robe, he forced branches and leaves into the fabric.


  By the time he was satisfied with the results, the duster was close enough for him to see silhouettes through the open side.


  Tula sat on the desert floor clutching her knees against her chest, face slack and eyes glazed. She babbled the whole time he worked. He assumed she was offering directions, but since he couldn’t understand, he didn’t pay attention. He draped the blanket over himself like a cape and held out the robe toward her, leaves and branches rattling in the stiff breeze. Her eyes widened and she skittered backward. “No, no.”


  “Tula, we have to hide.”


  She shook her head vehemently. The duster sped closer. Had he and Tula been spotted?


  “Tula. Hide!” He tried to put the robe over her. She cried out and scurried away, moaning.


  What was wrong with her? The flyer was nearly upon them. He pounced on her and dragged her to a beat-up stand of amarantox. Pushing her backward to the ground, he settled on top of her to hold her still. Her struggles didn’t make covering them with the blanket and robe easy. “Tula, stay still,” he said against her cheek.


  She sobbed and relaxed her limbs, but her whole body trembled violently. Panting against his shoulder, she moaned his name.


  “Shhhh. Tula.”


  They waited. How long until the search party came their way? Beneath the blanket the air grew stuffy. The smell of evergreen filled the space, and he became embarrassingly aware of how close they were. Pressed against her skin so intimately, they might as well be making love, he couldn’t help his arousal.


  Save me from temptation…


  The drone of the duster drew nearer.


  “I’m sorry,” he murmured. His hips ached to press tighter against her. Her hands crept up his sides, gripping the small of his back. Lips against his shoulder.


  Stiffening, he said, “God, Tula, no.”


  The fabric over them rustled in a breeze, halting his protest. The humming flyer passed directly over their position.


  Seemingly unconcerned, her tongue caressed the skin at the edge of his collarbone in lazy circles. What was wrong with her?


  “Tula, we mustn’t.” The same words he’d spoken to Sarah so many times.


  The whirr of the craft faded, but he resisted the urge to move. They could still be nearby.


  She pulled his head toward her, lips against lips. The hint of wintergreen filled his mouth.


  A shiver raced to his toes as the world spun out from under him, like after drinking too much apple wine. The soft warmth of a woman seemed like a dream, smooth skin beneath his fingertips, a subtle sigh of sweet air against his cheek. His body took over, and suddenly the duster didn’t matter. The hard, dry earth beneath them didn’t matter. The only thing in his world right now was the willing woman beneath him.


  Her legs parted, encouraging his hips between them. He could hardly breathe beneath the blanket. Tasting her lips again, his head spun with drunken desire.


  Her fingers bit into the flesh of his buttocks, pulling him deeper, closer, as her heels locked his thighs in place above her.


  No turning back. Waves of mind-numbing pleasure crashed around him and he let go, primal need claiming him. The release was exquisite, lasting forever and over too soon. Palms planted against the baked earth, he lifted, allowing a cool rush of air to flutter beneath the blanket. She was so beautiful, the light turning her skin green. Green?


  His head swam as he raised his face to the horizon. What had just happened, here? She was Blattvolk. A temptress of the devil. And they were supposed to be hiding from the search party. “What have you done to me?”


  She didn’t speak, just traced his lips with her index finger. His vision wavered again. Drugs. She’d drugged him. This must be a trap.
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  Levi woke as the sky shifted from lavender to purple. The blankets lay in a heap at their feet, the robe bunched as a pillow beneath Tula’s head. She lay with her back against him, breathing deeply. His shoulder hurt from gravel digging into his flesh. His naked legs throbbed with sunburn.


  He sat up and searched the sky. No dusters. Just the looming mountains he’d seen to the north, now in stark contrast to the fading light. What had he done? His disjointed memories reminded him of his first mid-winter cider festival; the hard cider had gone to his head, and he ended up singing naughty lyrics at the hymn-sing, giggling like he was twelve instead of eighteen.


  Only this new incident involved multiple layers of sin. First, he lay with a woman out of wedlock. Again. Second, the woman was an abomination.


  He looked at her profile cradled atop the gold robe. The smooth arc of her cheek, the dark lashes against her green cheek. The smell of their lovemaking lingered on his skin.


  “God forgive me.” He lifted his face to the mountains in the distance, unable to muster a better prayer. His head pounded, and his body ached from the hard ground. He reached for the water bottles and sipped. How long would this water last? Already he was dehydrated from the hiking, the sunburn and the … activity with Tula.


  He shook his head. Even though it was a sin, his body wanted more of her. He had to continue his journey. But what about Tula? He looked over his shoulder, longing taking hold at the sight of the curve of her rump. She was beautiful and alien all at once.


  He couldn’t desert her. Even if she was a temptress. Before waking her, he pulled the blanket around himself, leaves and all. “Tula.”


  No response.


  He leaned closer to her ear. “Tula.”


  Still no response.


  This time he shouted, but still she didn’t budge. If he hadn’t been able to see her chest rise and fall, he might have thought she was dead. “Tula?” He reached out and shook her, gently. The familiar warmth of her skin under his palm made him queasy.


  When she didn’t rouse, he bit his lip and frowned. Something was wrong. Shaking her harder, he rolled her onto her back. Her jaw was slack and she breathed slightly through her mouth.


  Why wouldn’t she wake? Perhaps he hadn’t been the only one affected by the strange loss of control. Had the Blattvolk drugged them from the air, hoping they would show themselves? The thought of blaming someone else for their actions eased his mind.


  But what about Tula? He couldn’t leave her here. No matter what happened between them, she’d saved his life. At an exorbitant cost to herself. He owed her an escort to a safe place.


  After easing the robe from beneath her head, he pulled the sleeves over her arms and tied the waist, trying to keep his eyes from her breasts.


  Heaving a great breath, he lifted her in his arms and headed north.
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  The Reaches


  After two days of grueling travel they reached an outcropping. And God blessed them with an oasis of water and cattails for food. Even a muskrat den gave Levi hope for more than bugs and roots. But Tula remained unconscious.


  Two more days Levi watched over her, trickling water into her slack mouth every little while in hope some was getting into her system. Blisters dotted her jade skin in what Levi assumed was a sunburn and not some horrible disease. The thought of a plant person sunburning seemed odd, but it was his only explanation. To protect her, he built a shade tent out of cattails and kept her cool with leaf compresses.


  Still, she slept.


  This morning he woke, filled his water bottles, and gathered a few roots to resume his journey. He couldn’t stay here forever. Signs of abandoned cannibal camps dotted the waterside. The Blattvolk were looking for him. And he had to save Josef.


  Yet, he couldn’t leave Tula here unconscious. What if she never woke up? He didn’t think he could carry her and enough supplies to get to the next water source. The morning waxed into afternoon and he still hadn’t left, with or without her. He sat in the shade with his knees drawn up, looking out over the scraggly tamarisks surrounding the pool. The first few bits of cattail fluff drifted in the breeze; fall would be here soon. A turkey buzzard circled the sky in the distance, mimicking a Blattvolk aircraft. Or maybe it was the other way around. Perhaps tomorrow was a better day to leave.


  He waded out to catch water beetles for supper. Most of his days were spent searching for food for the journey, and he rationed what he found, even now. Today, a muskrat was caught in one of his traps, and he thanked God for keeping him here another day to find it. He gathered more of the pale leaves from the trees Tula had pointed to in the desert. The plant was only familiar to him as a weed they rooted out of the fields, but the leaves were large and made nice compresses. He wetted them and piled them into the lab coat sling before sloshing back to camp.


  Turning to Tula to apply new compresses, his heart leapt when he saw her eyes open. “Tula!” he cried, kneeling to see if her fever had broken.


  Her skin still burned. He raised a water bottle to her lips, but she barely managed one swallow before coughing wracked her and she again fell unconscious. Vivid memories of Josef’s sickness opened a hollowness inside Levi. He focused on changing her leaf compresses, but the cattail jelly didn’t seem to be helping. A fire was his next priority, or he’d be eating raw muskrat tonight.


  He donned his blanket around his waist and skinned the muskrat, staking the hide in the sun to dry. He didn’t know much about tanning, but the hide might come in handy later.


  Starting a fire with what looked like a miniature flame gun from the emergency kit, he spitted and roasted the tiny carcass. The scent of real meat, after so many days of the bland drink the Blattvolk gave him, was like manna. The meat would barely be a meal for one. Did Tula eat meat? She drank the Blattvolk drink with him. Maybe that was out of politeness. Plant people shouldn’t need to eat.


  But they also shouldn’t sunburn.


  He looked from the feast to the unconscious Tula. His stomach rumbled. If she was awake, he should share. With a sigh, he went to her side and urged her awake. “Tula.” He didn’t touch her. The oozing blisters looked painful. Instead, he stroked her hair, once silky between his fingers, now caked with sweat and grime.


  Her lids flickered open and his heart lifted. He hadn’t realized how alone he felt. Lifting her head again, he offered the water bottle. She looked past the bottle at her leaf-covered body and whimpered. Her hands fluttered like dying birds as she attempted to push the leaves away.


  “What is it?” Levi grabbed her wrists. “Tula?”


  “Bad.” She croaked, and her head fell back against the pillow robe.


  He looked at the wide, palmate leaves he’d dampened and placed on her body. Were these poisonous? He’d had no skin reaction picking them. But maybe her blisters weren’t a sunburn. He picked the leaves from her skin as quickly as he could. Had he made her sick this whole time?


  The thought worried him. He washed her oozing skin with clean water and debated putting the robe over her. The poultices kept the flies away as well as treated the blisters. Deciding to give the sores time to dry out, he left her uncovered and hoped the smoke from the tamarisk fire would be enough for the flies. As he turned the cooking muskrat over the flames, he couldn’t keep his eyes off her nakedness in spite of the blisters.
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  Out of darkness, Tula became aware of shivers twitching up and down her body. Even though chemical euphoria coursed through her bloodstream, the effects weren’t enough to overpower the pain. Her head ached. Her bones shot fire out her fingers and toes. Breathing hurt, her throat and lungs dry and tight.


  The sound of splashing water nearby drew her starchy eyes open. Through the filmy haze over her corneas, she saw slatted light. Although it hurt to move, she twitched her head left to see a solid rock wall. Directly above, some sort of plant matter had been woven into a shelter. Thankfully it wasn’t touching her. On her abdomen, she ran weak fingers over blistered skin. The poisons running through her system could have killed her. They still could, if her organs were damaged from the sudden shock of so many alkaloids. How could he cover her in leaves like that? And how long had she been unconscious?


  Memories of her flight with Levi crept into her consciousness. The last thing she fully recollected was the duster on the horizon. She squinted at the leafy roof, yearning for a drop of water on her parched lips. Fortunately the Protectorate hadn’t found them, or they’d be in prison. Or worse.


  Splashing again drew her attention, and she forced her head the other way. Knee deep in water, Levi placed the cap on a dripping water bottle. He limped up the slope toward her, water sluicing from his muscular legs. The sunlight made the blond re-growth of hair glint like flecks of topaz against his tawny skin. Flashes of remembered sensation tickled the pit of her stomach. Had they? The taste of his skin, the broad expanse of his back under her fingertips, the powerful feel of him between her legs couldn’t have been a dream.


  Guilt churned her already roiling stomach. To have sex with a patient — an unconverted patient, at that — went against all her training.


  But then, so did helping one escape.


  And what about Mo? Aching sadness squeezed her eyes shut, but she was too dry for tears. Mo had saved her life. What was he doing right now? What did he think of her? What would he think, if he knew about this?


  She opened her eyes, struck by the beauty of the big man crouching next to a fire. The muscles of his broad back flexed as he stirred the coals, flames shooting to life along with her lust. She shoved it down. The damn alkaloids would not control her.


  She focused on the familiar smoky scent of the fire, like Mo after a day of work. No, Mo after a day at work meant more alkaloid sharing fun. She needed to clear her head. Riding through the pungent smoke was another smell. A saliferous tang that called to mind the emergency with Bats. And the time before…


  Charred flesh.


  Turning to retch on the stone beside her, all thoughts of a lascivious nature disappeared.


  “Tula!” Levi scrambled toward her, leaning over her to press a palm to her forehead. His skin reeked of death. He lifted her head to press a water bottle to her lips and she strained to swallow. The fluid burned as it washed over her parched membranes, and she started coughing.


  “Okay, okay.” He held her steady until she settled.


  Coughing fit over, she lay back, unable to do more than lie there. But she was awake and alive.


  “Hungry?” he asked.


  “No,” she croaked. How could he think of eating with that stench all around?


  The tightness in his face eased. Moving back to the fire, he pulled something from the coals and gnawed at it. The smell of burned flesh grew stronger. In fascinated revulsion, she watched him chew and swallow bits of meat from some small creature. Reddish muscles and blackened little paws dripped juice down his chin. She’d never considered what a non-cannibal might eat in the desert. Beetles like Mo brought couldn’t be the only thing. But to eat another living creature seemed like such a shame.


  At least it isn’t human.


  He fished black globs from the coals and set them aside. Steam from the lumps released a strangely sweet and spicy scent, not unlike the agave candy she gave her patients. He held up a water bottle to the light and she saw several thumbnail sized beetles crawling around in it. Tilting it onto the fire’s hot rocks, he shook the skittering bugs out. They crackled and popped before he twitched them away from the fire with a long stick.


  He looked up and met her gaze. “…hungry?” a string of words as he asked again.


  She shook her head minutely. Beetles she could stomach, but the overpowering stench of the dead animal eradicated the desire to put anything in her mouth. Besides, she could go for days or even weeks without ingesting food, as long as she could photosynthesize. Eventually, she would need to replenish amino acids, proteins, and some minerals and vitamins. But not for a long time.


  Levi finished his meal and retreated to the lake, rinsing water over his hands. The trees on one side of the water cast long shadows over the surface. Sunset tinted Levi orange as he waded out to an immense stand of spiky foliage. The water churned muddy as he reached in up to his shoulders and jerked a few fronds from the bottom of the pond.


  Greenery in hand, he squatted at her side. If she could have cringed any farther away, she would have, but her muscles wouldn’t respond to her brain’s commands.


  He peeled the base of the leaves, layers sloughing in rings, revealing a sticky little center core he lifted toward her. “Medizin.”


  When he moved to put the thing on her shoulder she squeaked and shrank away. What was he doing? “No!”


  He frowned. “Good. Medizin.”


  “No. No. Poison. Bad. Tula no plants.” She managed to lift a warding hand, careful not to touch the frond. “Tula, no. Levi, yes. Tula, no.” How could she express that what worked for him was toxic to her?


  He looked at the slimy frond, said a few words, then the word, “water.” He made scrubbing motions with his hands on his arms and pointed to the lake.


  Did she want to wash? The effort sounded astronomical. But between the covering of leaves and the gooey sap he’d likely been spreading on her, it was a good idea. No wonder she was covered in blisters and unable to move on her own.


  She nodded.


  He slipped his hands beneath her like a baby and carried her to the water’s edge. Lowering one arm, he allowed her to slide to her feet, but the change to an upright position nearly made her pass out. She sagged against him like a rag.


  “I can’t,” she tried to say.


  “It’s okay.” He swung her into his arms again and strode into the pond until waist deep.


  Every blister on her body cried out as he lowered her into the tepid water. Whimpering, she buried her face against his chest. After the initial shock, she laid back, allowing the water to swirl around her ears and rinse the grime from her hair. The sulfurous, wet smell of the pond reminded her of a protein drink gone bad.


  She stared past him to the pale sky leached of color by the sunset, but not yet dark. The first and brightest stars glimmered like jewels and she thought of Vitus. Was he still searching? She couldn’t believe Mo had been ordered to kill her. Her entire life had been destroyed in the wink of an eye. Where could she go? Live in the sun forever?


  Without the nuvoplast housing, she’d have to acclimate to a perpetual high. Burn Operatives did it, but UV storms drove them back to the city. Plus, they received yearly telomerase treatments to regenerate the damage to their organs. She no longer had a city. And Levi was as alien to her as she was to him.


  She tilted her head farther back into the water to let the pool hide her tears.
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  As he had many times over the last three days, Levi climbed the rock bluff next to the pond to scan the surrounding desert for cannibals or Blattvolk. The sunrise bloomed red, bathing the desert the color of blood. To the east, the pond grew boggy, the vegetation thick, and past that, a dry creek bed led away, probably an outlet for an overfilled pool in the rainy season. Several hunks of rock and boulders jutted from the nearby desert floor, several larger than the rock he stood on. Along the northern plain, in front of the mountains in the horizon, a line of rough greenery snaked a path from west to east.


  Green meant water. Was that line the river where he’d been captured? He thought perhaps the jagged teeth of the ruins he had passed through could be seen on the other side of the trees.


  He stared at the shadows across the plain. So far the view was clear of people. But cannibals hid better than he beneath the blanket with Tula. He cringed at the memory. Focus on survival.


  While Tula healed, he wove himself coarse clothing from cattail fibers, and a wide hat to keep the sun off. Other plants — any plants — seemed to cause Tula pain, so he left her the robe and blanket. But she often didn’t want to cover herself, and only wore the robe during the sun’s high points. He’d finally accepted that, as a plant, she had to expose her skin to sunlight for food. The fact she didn’t have to eat made him jealous as he gnawed on cattail roots and pulled insect legs from between his teeth. What he wouldn’t give for a tender pork loin.


  But her nakedness was a thing between them. His lustful thoughts over her exposed curves caused him to spend more time away from her than with her. They spoke in simple gestures and one word sentences full of deeper meanings, often misunderstood. She pressed him to talk, learning words in his language more quickly than he learned hers.


  Josef’s plight pressed on him, but he couldn’t leave Tula helpless. The time had come to form a plan, and he dreaded the outcome. What if she expected to come with him? He couldn’t tell her no. Yet he had no place for her in his world.


  He looked west to the mountains. The Fosselites were there. With the cure for Josef. Levi had no idea what to expect when he found them. If he could find them. The salt trader sometimes talked of the men-in-the-mountain, claiming they could cure all ills. The trader was the reason Levi sought the strange scientists who had supposedly lived through the Botanicaust. Did they consider the Blattvolk abominations? If Tula were with him, would they agree to see him?


  Unable to resist, he crossed to the opposite edge of the bluff to peek down at the camp. Although he couldn’t see her through the lean-to roof, he imagined Tula sleeping, robe draped over her for warmth in the harsh night. He’d lain awake many times, knowing she was shivering as he shivered, knowing if they shared body heat, they could both sleep. But he would not open that door again. He didn’t trust himself to bundle with her when he dreamed of her every night and every day.


  With a sigh, he slowly clambered down the rock face to the pool. He rounded the bluff to see Tula emerge from the canopy and stretch, backlit by the early sunlight. The flat plane of her stomach rose in perfect symmetry with her breasts. He itched as much for a pencil as he did to feel the softness of those breasts. Thank God she continued to wear the short skirt covering her hips and thighs.


  Pulling the brim of his hat low over his eyes to keep his gaze off her, he gathered the basket he’d made to carry the water bottles and sat on a small boulder at the pool’s edge. As she did every morning, she joined him, inching her bare feet in the water. Here on the rock she chose not to wear her rubbery plastic sandals. Her little green toes spread like leaves beneath the water.


  She smiled at him, and his heart flipped. If only she wasn’t marked. Everything about her was grace and beauty. Except her jade skin. Exotic as that was, it labeled her off limits. The scabs from her blisters left small, lighter colored patches of skin where they fell off, but the mottling didn’t make her any less beautiful. She was different to begin with.


  “Tula,” he said. “Levi go.” He made a walking motion with two fingers and pointed into the distance.


  A crease appeared between her brows. She nodded slowly.


  He wished he could express his fears. He steepled his fingers against his mouth.


  “Tula okay you go.” Her lips curved into a smile. She put a hand to the sky, then the water, then the shelter. But he didn’t think the reassurance she radiated was honest.


  “Do you have anywhere to go? Any friends?” He pointed out across the horizon without actually looking.


  She followed his arm and her eyes widened. Raising a trembling arm, she pointed to the sky. “Duster!”
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  Haldanian Protectorate


  “You can’t be serious!” Vitus slammed the gamma pad onto the Councilwoman’s desk. Morning sunlight glinted from the privacy screen across the street, shooting a beam straight into Vitus’s eyes and forcing him to sit in the visitor seat.


  The Councilwoman didn’t flinch. “Dr. Dedecus, the Board is simply avoiding making any irreversible errors in judgment. Hymo has a very important point, regardless of his vested interest as her lover. Dr. Macoby has been the recipient of valuable training which shouldn’t be wasted if she has not reverted.”


  “He’s a convert weed himself. Probably helped her escape. He should have been removed from the operation the moment the search began.”


  “We would not allow her full access to Conversion Department facilities until we were sure she was not a threat to security. And, in the unlikely event we were to reinstate her full clearance, you would be required to abide by our decision.”


  “Listen to me, Councilwoman.” He rose halfway from the seat, and lowered again as the glare from across the street hit his face. “I oversee the Conversion Team and their prisoners. I personally know the difficulty in achieving conversion with these mongrels. Being a doctor does not make Tula any less of a convert. And converts revert. Even with remediation, she’s a liability to the Protectorate.”


  “I’ll take that under advisement.” Arnica dropped her attention to the gamma pad on her desk in dismissal.


  Vitus sucked a fuming breath and stormed out of the room. How could a native Haldanian be so blind? Even if reassigned to scrub protein vats or work the mines, Tula knew too much about Protectorate policy to be allowed to live.


  He left a message at the Department, and then headed to the special lab at Med Ops. Unlike those convert weeds, he’d earned the resources for his treatments. He’d hoped the previous procedure would take permanent hold, but instead, his ripening had accelerated. Probably because of all this extra stress. His remission could only be a matter of time. One of these days his chloroplasts would live forever.


  And if Tula came back, he’d be sure she never got more than a convert deserved again.
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  The Reaches


  The craft came in fast from the other side of the bluff. Tula had no time to think. They both scrambled to their feet and Levi grabbed her hand, tugging her into the lake. Up to their chests in water, they crouched in a stand of spiky green and brown foliage while the duster circled the lake. As Tula’s bare feet sank into the muddy bottom, the craft hovered over the camp on silent lifters.


  Imaginary blisters tingled across Tula’s skin as plants brushed familiarly against her limbs. She wanted to thrash the stalks away, but fought to remain calm. She’d been so careful to avoid contact until now. What would happen to her in this vegetative soup of water? All her childhood lessons about plants came to mind. Every muscle in her body quivered, but she didn’t move. Any noise or movement might give them away.


  “This is the Haldanian Protectorate. Come out with your hands up.” Without a beat to allow compliance, a spout of flame engulfed the lean-to. Amidst bits of airborne plant matter and glowing ash, the craft settled onto the stone next to the water. Two Burn Operatives hopped out and Tula gasped.


  Mo.


  He wore full Burn gear, goggles and sturdy boots, his wide loincloth hugged the tight muscles of his sun-darkened legs. Black hair spiked around his head in a sooty mess as he jogged to the settling embers of the shelter.


  The other Operative scanned the lake, the fire-tongue at the end of his gun flickering. Tula flinched. His eyes scoured the foliage. Behind him, Mo kicked at the ashes of the lean-to.


  Mo called out. “Hold.”


  “You don’t want to flash this?” The other Operative shot a gust into a stand of tamarisk. The crisscrossing branches popped and exploded in the intense heat.


  “I said hold!” Mo’s voice rose over the roar from the gun. He walked back to the duster.


  Once Mo disappeared inside, the other Operative drew closer to the edge of the burning tamarisk. His hungry gaze said it all. He was ready to flash everything. Tula cowered in the water, no longer conscious of the plant life brushing her skin.


  A hiss from the duster, and Mo’s voice came over the com speaker. “Tula, answer me if you can. The Board has approved your safe extrication. I know you’re out there! Please respond.”


  Tula sucked a sharp breath. Mo was here to save her. She didn’t have to live her life — or die miserably — in the desert. Her legs were so weak, she could barely support herself, even buoyed by water. A gentle pressure around her bicep reminded her Levi was right behind her. He needed a translation. She looked at him, her relieved smile fading to distress. What about Levi? They might be here to save her, but that didn’t mean he was safe.


  She glanced out between the stalks. The heat from the burning tamarisk caused the foliage to sway violently. She glimpsed the other Operative arguing with Mo. His voice reached out over the lake again, this time without the amplification of the com. “If you can’t answer me try to give a sign. We have orders to start flashing the place if you don’t respond.”


  She knew how things worked. If she was offered asylum, they’d still eliminate Levi. She looked back at her companion. Levi snapped stalks, looking over each one carefully. His attention darted to the duster with every cracking twig. Burning tamarisk roared to the right. The Operatives continued to argue at the water’s edge. She didn’t have much time.


  Save yourself.


  Did she want to go back to the way things were? The instinct was strong.


  Levi pushed a length of brown stalk into her hand. She looked between it and him and shook her head. What was he doing? She glanced to the Operatives.


  She couldn’t abandon Levi. Not after everything they’d been through. A lump formed low in her throat, her voice pressing to get out. But her mouth remained clamped shut.


  Mo raised his flame gun.


  They started flashing the other stand of tamarisk, sending burning fronds crackling skyward. Bits of fluff on the tops of Tula’s stand of weeds caught fire. Flames crept down the dry stalks toward her head. Levi put a stem to his lips and she saw the straw was hollow. Placing the end into the water, he blew bubbles, his gaze on her. Lips still around the end of the straw, he tilted the straw into the air and ducked beneath the surface.


  He wanted to hide under the water.


  She tested air through her straw. She had to suck, but she could breathe. A gust of hot air fanned through the weeds, and Tula saw the other Burn Operative grinning as he aimed his gun in their direction. This wouldn’t work. If they stayed here, the straws would be reduced to ash.


  If she called out, then Levi could potentially swim away. She’d watched him dive into the depths of the lake many times. He was an excellent swimmer. With the straw to breathe, he could wait out the burn operation. And if she turned herself in, maybe they’d finish flashing all that much sooner.


  She heard a whoosh of flame just before it singed the back of her hair. Levi grabbed her around the waist and launched backward into the water. Water filled her nose. She struggled, panic filling her as Levi’s powerful kicking carried them past the weeds, deeper into the lake.


  He released his grip and she flailed and sputtered. Her head broke the surface — a single gasp of air, and under again. She scrabbled at his leg as she sank, but couldn’t find a grip.


  In the city, she’d never learned to swim. Now, she clawed the water, biting the straw as if it were a lifeline, but only sucked in more water. Above her, the sunlight filtering through the lake backlit Levi’s treading feet.


  The slimy caress of weeds grappled her legs. Water burned her eyes. The light on the surface grew dimmer. Her feet hit the bottom. Thank God. She pushed off, reaching for the light, straw forgotten. Levi’s legs drew closer. She could almost touch him. Almost. She strained upward. Her momentum slowed. She thrashed, stretching for the surface as the light once again drew away.


  Her flailing twisted her end over end. Unable to right herself, she ended up head down facing weeds. Lungs about to burst, a tiny scream of bubbles escaped her lips. I’m going to die. No matter how she struggled, the surface remained out of reach. Her grasping hands shoved at weeds, tearing them from their roots, and the water buoyed her like a bit of flotsam. Through the swaying mass of leaves, she couldn’t find bottom. Sparks of light flashed around the edges of her vision.
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  Levi tread water, sucking painfully small draughts of air through the straw. Orange light flickered through the water from all angles, and the fire’s muted roar vibrated beneath the surface. Hopefully the noise covered their initial splashing. Did these Blattvolk truly intend to destroy everything in sight? Just to keep him from escaping?


  He kicked harder to keep his head from hitting the surface. Treading water at this level was difficult, and he wondered how Tula was doing. He glanced about, but didn’t see her. The pool wasn’t large enough for her to be out of his sight. Had she turned herself in? The idea curdled his stomach. The air through the straw drew even tighter. A shadow at his feet caught his attention. He glanced down and saw Tula’s face rise toward him, straining toward the light, then in wide-eyed terror, sink.


  She can’t swim.


  Panic filled him. Why had he assumed she could swim? His throat and lungs ached from straining for breath, but he sucked hard on the straw one more time and then dove. She floundered upside down among the weeds, muck from the bottom drifting around her. An explosion of bubbles erupted from her mouth at the same moment her eyes met his. He watched the involuntary intake of water as her body demanded air.


  When he reached her, she clamped her arms around his neck in a death-lock. His legs churned water and he pried at her arms with one hand as he tried to propel them toward what he hoped was the safety of the bulrushes. His vision blurred as she choked off the blood supply to his head. Trying to remain calm himself, he seized her face in one hand to turn her to look at him. Her eyes rolled back into her head and fluttered closed.


  Grasping her wrist, he powered toward the edge of the pond. No time to worry about being seen. Darkness clouded his vision as he battled the compulsion to take a breath.


  His toes churned the muddy bottom as his head shot above the surface. Air burst from his lungs, and the sudden influx of air seared his throat. Debris littered the top of the water, and Tula floated beside him, face down. He lifted her head above water and bobbed closer to shore, gasping in the charred air.


  Between the blackened stalks of water-soaked bulrushes, the shoreline crackled with orange light. Ash filtered down like snow. Black smoke obliterated the blue sky.


  A voice from shore called a command that sounded like, “Let’s go!” Levi froze. A knifing cramp between his ribs doubled him over, but he held tight to Tula’s limp body, keeping her head up. Was she breathing? Even above the surface, the air seemed sparse.


  A clatter came from the rocks and he squinted against the smoke. The resinous scent from the tamarisk singed his eyes. Through the debris-strewn light, a shadow rose and circled once, stirring the flames higher. He hoped he and Tula blended into the floating debris.


  Once the duster disappeared, Levi gasped and choked, pulling Tula into the shallows.


  The submerged stalks of the rushes made forward movement difficult. Once his footing felt secure, he paused to put his ear to Tula’s mouth, but didn’t feel air movement.


  Gripping her upper arms, he hauled up on the stony beach where their shelter had once stood. He pounded her back, instinctively cupping his hand to apply percussion treatment, as he had for Josef as a baby. Water burgeoned from her mouth and nose, but still no breath.


  Her heart beat feebly at the vein in her neck. Although his own lungs burned for want of oxygen, he lowered his mouth to hers and blew. As he gave her breath, his head spun and his pulse quickened. A tingle outlined his lips, crept up behind his eyes and into his ears.


  She inhaled and her eyes rolled about as if searching. Her breasts rose and fell with life. He dropped back onto an elbow, flooded with relief, his eyes trained on her pink nipples. This would be a great view to draw. A wave of dizziness swamped him. How could he think such a thing in this situation?


  She coughed to release more water from deep inside her lungs, curling toward him on her side. “Levi?” she croaked.


  “Here.” He collapsed onto his back and forced his vision upward to the smoke obscured heavens.
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  A gust of wind fanned nearby embers to life, shredding the cloud of tamarisk fumes over the pond. The roar of the burning trees had subsided to crackling and eventually only an occasional snap.


  Trying to clear the remaining fluids, Tula drew oxygen into her lungs as deeply as she could. Coughing bent her double until her stomach muscles cramped. She told herself that she was safe. The duster was gone. Mo was gone. Tears trickled from the corners of her eyes. Everything was gone. Lying in the aftermath of a Burn Operation, she realized she couldn’t go back to the Protectorate.


  What was she going to do now?


  You’re going to survive. You’re going to help Levi get home. Find a way to contact the Board and explain. She held onto the thought of reaching his people. Arnica had wanted her to make contact all along. Maybe the Board would be lenient once they recognized what she’d accomplished. All the peaceful converts she could offer.


  After what felt like hours, she found the strength to sit up and look around. Their safe haven was destroyed. The tamarisk stand reduced to blackened nubs. All that remained of the stalks Levi called cattails were fragile towers of crumbling ash.


  Next to her, Levi lay on his back with one arm flung up over his eyes. Grime and slimy bits of waterweed caked his skin. Looking at her own legs, she saw she, too, was contaminated. A long green tendril looped around her ankle, and she fumbled to rip it away, looking for blisters. She crawled toward the edge of the sooty water to rinse off.


  On the far edge of the lake, the basket with their empty water bottles wallowed among loose items from the first aid kit.


  Levi gained his feet while she trailed ashy boot prints to the scorched spot against the rock face where the shelter lay smoldering. Mo had kicked coals off her sandals. Close to tears, she picked them up. The fire-blackened nuvoplast had cracked but might still be wearable. Her yellow robe and the blanket peeked from beneath a sifting of ash, the flame retardant microfibers intact.


  Pulling the fabric free and shaking off the ash, she turned to see Levi staring down at the curled pages of his notebook. He squatted and brushed a fingertip over the top. The edges crumbled to dust. Lifting what was left, he carefully opened to paper darkened by fire. Then he reared back and heaved the notebook across the beach. It shattered into flakes and scattered in the desert wind.


  Face cut by anguish, he plunged into the lake. Her heart broke for him. From what she’d gathered, those drawings might have been all he had left of the woman called Sarah. She watched him churn toward the far side of the pond, his usually graceful strokes violent.


  A hermetically sealed packet of allelopathic pills bobbed a few feet from shore. She waded out to grasp the medicine. It might help her get through a few days with no shade. And maybe by then, she’d develop enough tolerance to continue.


  Draping the robe over her head, she watched Levi cut a return path across the water’s filmy surface, towing the basket behind him. He’d lost his notebook and a few weeks of freedom, but he could go back to his old, peaceful life.


  And she had time to convince him to convert.
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  As Levi gathered their scattered supplies, he prayed for guidance. Seeing his notebook’s images crumble to dust in his hands was like losing Sarah all over again.


  He upended the basket, showering water bottles onto the rock, then stalked past Tula without a glance. She called his name, but he ignored her. He couldn’t look at her without accusation. If her people hadn’t captured him, he’d be with Josef right now. Curing him. Making things right. The Blattvolk were a worse atrocity than his people understood.


  Diving back into the lake, he set out to gather packages of gauze and pills with foreign labels. His hat had been destroyed. He should have set out days ago, but he’d waited around for Tula to get better. He shoved a roll of adhesive into the basket. His debt was repaid. He needed to stop being so compassionate for others and put his son first.


  To his right, the glossy dark head of a muskrat broke the surface, looked at him, and dove again. Levi tread water. The muskrats were out of luck, as well. The pond would regenerate, but not until spring. Would they have enough food to survive the winter? He shook it off. The muskrats were the least of his concerns. But the homeless creature made him even more furious with the Blattvolk.


  At the other end of the lake, Tula stood hip deep in the water, fishing a last few packets from the first aid kit out of the lake. She stretched a little deeper, eyes wide with fear. He was impressed she would even get her feet wet after what she’d been through. A small twinge of guilt plucked his soul.


  When the loud speaker from the flyer had come on, it had sounded like they were inviting her back. But she’d hesitated. He wished he knew what they’d offered her - or threatened her with. Or more likely threatened him with. Saving him had cost her everything.


  And he resented owing a Blattvolk so much.


  He pulled back to shore and looked over the supplies, still refusing to acknowledge her. She’d filled the water bottles and placed the items she’d retrieved in a pile nearby. The water in the bottles might last two of them a day. He guessed the river might be a day and a half or two days walk. If she wanted to come, it would be a thirsty walk.


  Shoving the gear into the basket, he lifted it to his shoulder and turned north. He stared at the horizon for a heartbeat. Tula remained silent behind him. With one hand, he gestured for her to follow and set out into the plains without looking back.


  The air away from the pool was like opening an oven. His sweat evaporated before it could cool him. As the sun beat upon his head, he longed for his straw hat. The scrubby brush and amarantox dotting the plain shimmered with the bronze cast of waning autumn. Had they started the harvest? Was Josef getting enough to eat?


  “Levi, what is called —?” Tula pointed to a rock. Next to it a shiny black scorpion hid in the shadow.


  “Skorpion.” He clipped. He would have left it at that, but she squatted close to the creature and reached for it. “Danger!”


  She jerked back and continued following him. His long strides didn’t seem to stress her, and now that he’d spoken to her, she chattered at him, asking all kinds of words. Rocks. Mountains. Trees and shrubs. He answered in monosyllables, and she eventually grew quiet.


  They reached the river much sooner than he expected, just as the sun hovered full and orange over the western mountains. Tula fell behind, staring at the stretch of lazy water from a rise. He hadn’t thought about crossing, but he’d obviously have to find a bridge rather than swim.


  He ground his teeth. Again, she was slowing him down.


  Speeding his walk, he left her to gawk and pushed through a stand of tamarisk to a sandy spot next to the water. The rough handles of the basket had rubbed his shoulders raw, and he dropped it at the edge of the trees. Tula remained on the plain, but he ignored her. She could join him or not, as she liked. It wasn’t like she needed food or anything. His stomach rumbled. He had cattail roots in the basket, but he wished for another juicy muskrat. He set about bending the needle from the sewing kit into a hook, in case he found fish in the river.


  While his line drifted in the shallows of the river, Levi lay out his blanket at the edge of the thicket and rested his pack against the roots of the trees. He built a small driftwood fire, then set about filling the water bottles.


  Tula still hadn’t joined him, and he worried, but not to the point of looking for her. He glanced up the hill and had trouble spotting her in the falling light.


  His throat tightened in guilt. She didn’t deserve his poor treatment. Or to be blamed for the Blattvolk atrocities. She’d chosen to do the right thing and, deep in his soul, he knew he needed to forgive. He felt God would grant forgiveness, green skin or not. So why was he so angry?


  He turned to the thicket to fetch Tula and froze. Between the trees, a foreign face glared at him, dark eyes glittering in the firelight. He was, for a brief moment, reminded of Awnia as she thrust the pencil into the Blattvolk’s neck.


  And then a cry from behind him spun his attention the other direction to see a man wielding a long knife launch out of the branches. On instinct, Levi’s arm flew up to ward the blow, and the blade raked his arm. The momentum knocked him backward and sent the man’s blade flying.


  Excruciating pain as his shoulder landed square in the fire made him shout obscenities. The woven shirt smoldered against his skin. He tried to roll away as another person joined in with a volley of kicks to Levi’s shoulders and back. All he could do was protect his face as the man pummeled him with his fists.
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  Tula watched Levi from the rise beyond the tamarisk. She’d taken the allelopathic suppression pills before they left the pool, thankful they kept the drunkenness at bay, but the side effects made her tired. She wanted to curl up on a soft bed and rest. He hadn’t even noticed she’d fallen behind. Since the duster, he’d been snappish and reticent. She didn’t understand what he was thinking, but he obviously didn’t want her along.


  But she had nowhere else to go.


  She hung back, sitting on the dusty ground with her knees drawn up to her chest. The long line of water stretched from east to west as far as she could see. If Levi intended to cross, she had no way to follow him. And he didn’t seem inclined to teach her how to swim.


  What if he left her here, all alone? Could she survive by herself? All she carried was the robe with a nearly empty water bottle in one pocket. The remaining pills were in her other pocket. Two more doses and she’d be at the mercy of the sun unless she found shelter during the highest points of the day. The Protectorate might be a mercy — if they killed her, it would be quick and humane, not rotting alone in the sun. The scar on her arm mocked her in the orange light of sunset. She swapped her arms around her knees top to bottom, hiding the mark.


  You have a better chance of surviving than Levi. He would need to scrounge for food in a world of scarcity. To compete with savage cannibals and toxic weeds. How far was it to his people? And how had they managed to survive without resorting to cannibalism? His notebook indicated a society more stable than cannibals, but it was also a primitive tool compared to the gamma pads and dusters the Protectorate had to offer. Wouldn’t his people appreciate such innovation and ease?


  She stroked the green skin on her knee. Conversion was the last best hope for human survival. Cannibals would run out of food, eventually. And the Fosselites by all accounts weren’t truly human any more, living forever yet refusing to come out of their mountain cave. Levi hadn’t wanted conversion, but perhaps others of his people would.


  Gritting her teeth with determination, she rose and lifted a hand to her eyes to shade them from the setting sun. The orange globe sat half below the horizon already. She had to stay with him. With more time, surely he’d see that conversion was the only way. If Mo’s offer of amnesty was true, she could serve as a liaison between Levi’s people and the Protectorate. Once she’d established a rapport, she could contact the Protectorate.


  A flare of orange light and a trickle of smoke down by the tamarisk let her know Levi had started a fire. A fire tonight would be nice. The breeze on the rise had already cooled.


  She picked her way through the leaves and branches as the light faded, using Levi’s fire as a beacon. A shout froze her in her tracks. Ahead of her, the light of Levi’s fire danced between the trunks of the tamarisk, intercepted by shadows and movement.


  Cannibals.


  Dread settled into the hollow of her stomach. Every muscle in her body trembled with weakness. Cannibals had found them, and Levi was in danger. She had to save him.


  But they’re cannibals.


  She forced one foot in front of the other, mind spinning without options. Through the thicket, she saw Levi and another man roll across the sand. A smaller man drove blow after blow against Levi’s head and arms.


  Although larger than his attackers, Levi didn’t put up a fight. He curled in on himself with his hands over his head. A woman joined the fray, kicking Levi in the head and kidneys. The whites of her eyes glowed fiercely in the flickering fire. Levi squirmed and tried to twist away. His attempt to escape rolled him through the coals of the fire, and he yelled in pain.


  “Levi!” She barely heard her own voice over the woman’s savage ululations and the small man’s bellowing.


  She spotted the fire-starting wand on top of Levi’s gear just inside the thicket. Drawing on courage she didn’t know she had, she crept into the clearing and grasped the compact implement with a trembling hand. She spun to face the skirmish, a tiny flame licking from the tip of the wand. Useless. What would Mo do? Flash them.


  An idea blossomed. She turned to the tamarisk and ignited leaves and twigs. The tinder caught quickly, climbing the resinous trunks like lightning. She moved to another spot, and another.


  In the clearing, oblivious to her entrance, three cannibals held Levi spread against the ground while the fourth approached with a knife.


  Tula braced herself in front of the growing light and in as deep a voice as possible yelled, “This is the Haldanian Protectorate!”


  The group around Levi released him in a limp sprawl and swung to face her. She raised the flame wand, dialing the pitiful flame to full and made a show of looking to the sky, as if expecting a duster.


  Without hesitation, the cannibals fled.


  With her help, Levi limped out of the thicket, but he grew heavier as he leaned on her, and she eventually had to stop. She crept back to the burned out grove and searched the clearing in the dying light of the tamarisk fire. While gathering Levi’s things, she found a crude metal knife dropped by the cannibals. She kept the blade in one hand as she stumbled her way back to Levi, her eyes and ears attuned to the darkness around her. The Cannibals wouldn’t stay away long. And her bluff wouldn’t work a second time.


  With no illumination but starlight, it was difficult to determine how badly Levi was wounded. His breathing was rough, a man in stress. She offered him water, but he turned away, clenching his body into a fetal position. Did he have internal bleeding?


  With nothing left to do, she draped him with the blanket. Knife in hand, she sat beside him, arms around her legs to ward off the cold. Part way through the night, he began shivering. She removed her robe and added it to the blanket covering him.


  Still, he shivered, until she heard his teeth clacking. Helpless in the dark, she climbed beneath the blanket, adding her warmth to his. She kept the knife by her ear, and startled alert at every hint of sound. The moon never rose, and Tula didn’t sleep at all.


  When dawn broke, she slid into the cold air and looked at Levi’s face. Both eyes had swelled shut, his nose was a purple mess, and multiple contusions and abrasions covered his scalp. The shoulder peeking from beneath the blanket screamed an angry red with blisters over blisters oozing fluid.


  Rummaging through the first aid items, she found antiseptic spray, but no burn kit. The stitch kit needle was missing. She found butterfly closures that might work in place of stitches.


  “Levi,” she dropped her face close to his ear. “Levi.”


  He shivered and his eyelids trembled, only managing to become slits. “Mmmm.”


  “Levi, I help.” She held up a roll of gauze.


  “Mmmhmm.” He nodded slightly.


  “I look your…” she didn’t know the word for wounds. “Bad.”


  He sucked a shuddering breath and slid the blanket off his shoulder. “Burn,” he said.


  Tula flinched. The grass shirt over his right shoulder blade had a burned hole as big as both her palms together. The edges of the charred fabric had crusted to the blisters, and spots of blackened flesh had already sloughed away, leaving glistening sores. Even if she had a burn kit, it would not have properly treated this injury. “Oh, Levi.”


  Wracking her brain for solutions, her eyes slid over a nearby yuvee tree. The wide, pale leaves resembled helping hands in the calm morning light. Back at the pond, he’d covered her in the leaves thinking they might heal her. Would they work on him? She rose and plucked one between her thumb and forefinger, touching as little as possible.


  Returning to his side, she put the leaf in front of his face. “Levi. Good? Burn good?”


  He cracked his eyes again. He seemed to have trouble focusing, but he nodded. She gathered several more leaves, then helped him remove his shirt. Magenta bruises dotted his chest and lower back. A gash on his left arm showed a glimmer of bone near his wrist.


  He managed to remain sitting while she washed the burn with water from a bottle. He stiffened as she sprayed antiseptic and pressed the leaves to the sores. Using a swath of gauze, she held the leaves in place and then turned to his sliced arm.


  Dirt caked the jagged edges of flesh. As she picked out bits of debris, the wound dripped blood, and his face grew so pale she wondered if he was conscious. She debrided the wound as best she could, washed it with the antiseptic and pinched the flesh together to apply the butterflies. The scar would be ugly, but no major arteries had been severed.


  Satisfied with her work, she wrapped the forearm in gauze. She wished she had painkillers to help him sleep, but all she could offer was a sip of water. He swallowed obediently.


  His stomach growled. She had no food for him. She didn’t even know how to go about getting food. He lowered himself onto his left side, hugging his injured arm against his abdomen. He didn’t look in any shape to gather for himself any time soon.


  She rummaged through the pack and found the raw roots he’d gathered at the pond. Back at the camp, he’d put them into the coals to cook, but she wouldn’t risk a fire with cannibals nearby. Could he eat the roots uncooked? With the knife, she cut one open. They were tough and fibrous, and he was weak to chew.


  The sun cleared the horizon and she swallowed two suppression pills before deciding what to do. She couldn’t be drunk while caring for him. Again with the knife, she scraped at the root’s juicy inside. A pulpy white fluid gathered on the blade as fibers separated. Carefully, she deposited the pulp into a half empty water bottle. She scraped each of the roots until she couldn’t get any more.


  Her reward was a half bottle of semi-liquid she believed Levi could swallow. She gently rested a palm on his forehead, distressed at how hot his skin felt.


  “Levi, food.”


  His eyes didn’t open, although his bloodied, cracked lips tried to form words. “Water.”


  She gave him plain water. “Plants in basket. Water here.” She put the milky fluid to his mouth and he took a sip.


  His head dropped back and he smacked his tongue. “Good. Thank you.”


  “More. Food eat.” She urged him to take another sip. This time he managed a large gulp before stopping to breathe.


  The sun beat down on his exposed torso and would soon be overhead. If they were going to stay in one spot, he needed shelter. She scanned the landscape. Other than the river, the land was flat, without any hope of cover. Nearby, a triad of yuvee saplings cast a pocket of shadow, and although she hated the thought of boxing herself in with plants, she had an idea.


  Taking the blanket, she tossed it over the short trees. With a broken stick, she maneuvered the fabric into a sort of tent between the branches. It wouldn’t stand up to a wind, but it would keep the sun off.


  She helped Levi fumble upright. His eyes were still swollen shut, but once he gained his feet, he seemed sturdy. Leaning on her, he accompanied her to the tent and sat where she lowered him.


  “Sleep here. No sun,” she said.


  “Shade. Good.” He drank again, deeply, and Tula sighed with relief. But she’d used most of the water to wash him. The bottles needed filling.


  “Levi sleep.” She put her robe in his hands and urged him to lie down. “I get water.”


  He fumbled for her hand and clutched it. “Watch for cannibals. They will be near water.”


  “Yes.” She loaded the empty bottles into Levi’s basket and stepped out of the shelter, taking a good look around for indications of people. Cannibals could be hiding anywhere. Hunting.


  She hurried to the river, knife once again clutched in her hand. She thought about leaving it with Levi, but he couldn’t see to use it anyway. Avoiding the burned clearing, she wandered further downriver. Tamarisk trees grew thick along the banks, and she had to ease her way through the trunks to reach the water. Trapped between the river and the weeds, she filled bottles with brownish water. Across the channel, she saw a spiky stand of the weeds Levi harvested for roots, the fluff at the tips of the stalks drifting lazily to the sluggish water.


  Maybe there were some of the plants on this side of the river. A water bug skated by, but she was too slow to catch it. Her stomach purred at the thought of beetles. She hadn’t had protein in days. If she could catch a few bugs, she and Levi could both eat.


  Tucking the knife inside the basket, she searched the water around the base of the trees. The skating insects were too quick. She wondered how Mo found beetles when he was on the Burn. He said they were in the trees, and these were the only kind of trees she’d seen besides yuvee trees.


  She studied one of the reddish trunks. A bead of dried sap clung to the scaly, purple bark. Did beetles eat sap? A flutter above her head drew her attention. A tiny brown and grey bird darted between the branches. She’d only ever seen birds from afar, dots in the sky at the edge of the Reaches — carrion creatures cleaning up after the Burn Operatives.


  “Bird,” she whispered. Could a bird be dangerous? Like the scorpion Levi had named for her? This animal looked harmless. Maybe even friendly. The Protectorate taught that the world past the Burn was devoid of anything but toxic plants and cannibals. But that wasn’t true. She thought about the beetles Mo brought back. The agave pines the candy maker rendered into sugar. The muskrat Levi had cooked over the fire. There was more diversity out here than she’d been led to believe.


  The tiny bird landed in the crotch of a branch. Tilting its head, it turned a bright eye on her. Then it plucked something in its beak before flitting away. A shower of fuzzy seeds floated down around her head.


  Poison! Her brain shouted like the children in Albert’s class.


  She batted at seeds as they lodged in her hair. Some went up her nose and in her mouth as she sucked in panicked breaths. She choked, swallowing granules in the process. Retching, she leaned forward, grasping a trunk for support. Sticky resin coated her palm and she jerked her hand away in terror to wipe it on her skirt, but the stuff wouldn’t come off. More seeds drifted down around her, surrounding her like the cannibals who’d attacked Levi.


  Water bottles forgotten, she crashed through the trees. Before, she’d done her best not to touch the trunks, but now she shoved them aside in terror. All her years of being warned about plants crowded into her brain at once. She couldn’t get away. The floating seeds followed her. Showers of fluff rained everywhere. Sap stuck to her hands and skin as she blindly lurched from trunk to trunk, panting in dread. She finally cleared the trees and collapsed on the dry red soil, chest heaving until her vision spun out from under her.
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  Levi woke, his right shoulder throbbing in time with his heartbeat. Unable to open his eyelids enough to see anything but a slim crack of fuzzy light, he sat up. His left wrist shot bolts of pain up his arm and he fell back in agony.


  “Tula.” His voice creaked from his throat like a rusty door hinge.


  No answer. She’d gone for water — how long ago? Everything since the flying machine felt like a bad dream. Forcing one eye open a tiny bit more, he spotted the open emergency kit holding a few meager packages of gauze and a spray bottle of antiseptic. Outside the blanket tent, something moved on the rocky ground. His heart lurched. Cannibals? What if they’d already gotten Tula? Her ploy last night had worked brilliantly, but if they caught her unaware, she’d be skewered.


  He rocked forward without using his hand. Hot blood trickled across the cracked burn on his shoulder blade, tracing trails of fire along his spine. He held his breath against the agony of the bruises on his lower back as it wrapped a fist around his kidneys and clamped his belly in a vice. His heart seemed to stop and he once again collapsed. They had to get out of here, but he could barely blink without pain, let alone travel. Be a man, Levi. Get up. He trembled, building his courage to try again, but failed. He released his breath and slumped on the hard ground.


  Hadn’t he seen pills in the emergency kit? Maybe they were painkillers. He cracked an eye and managed to shuffle through the kit. No pills.


  “Tula,” he called again. How he wanted Tula. As much to be sure she was safe as for the comfort her presence provided. He felt horrible for treating her so badly after the duster incident. She’d saved him twice. And all he’d done was ogle her body and nearly kill her with leaves and drowning. He inhaled long and slow, remembering when he’d put his mouth on hers to resuscitate her at the pool.


  Eyes still shut, Levi frowned. Two times, now, he’d touched her lips with his and forgotten himself. He was prone to a woman’s influence, but with Tula he truly could not keep control. Like he was drugged. Hadn’t he even wondered that before?


  The beginning of an idea took shape in Levi’s mind. Physical contact with Tula produced something — alcohol, morphine, aphrodisiac, whatever. Would simply kissing her be enough to kill pain? More importantly, would kissing her be too much to resist … the rest? He remembered the warm evergreen scent that was all Tula, the silky texture of her skin beneath his hands. The single-minded purpose her lips gave him.


  Lord, forgive me.


  He needed to kiss her.
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  After a long time lying on the hard ground near the tamarisk thicket, Tula caught her breath and acknowledged no chemical waves were poisoning her. She looked at her sap-covered arms, seeds stuck like feathers on a bird. Why wasn’t she sick?


  Maybe the suppression pills worked better than she’d been told. Or maybe not all plants are poisonous. Had the Protectorate taught her wrong? Yuvee leaves definitely poisoned her, but that didn’t seem true of the tamarisk. The sap was uncomfortable, but she wasn’t breaking out. She wasn’t unconscious. She was just sticky and crusted with dirt in tacky patches impervious to water.


  At a loss, she retrieved the basket of water bottles and trudged back to Levi. She didn’t see any sign of cannibals, but they were out there.


  Falling to her knees beside him, she evaluated his purple, swollen eyes. “Levi?”


  He lifted his right hand and threaded his fingers through the hair at the base of her neck. With surprising strength, he pulled her down, then put his lips against hers, and her world turned upside down.


  He was in no condition to have sex. She ought to tell him no. But his lips were so gentle, so hesitant and searching. And she wanted to be with him again. To forget the world and lose herself in him and in the alkaloids rushing through her body.


  She flicked her tongue into his mouth, tasting the roughness of a split on his lip. His hand left her neck to cup her cheek, his thumb scratchy against her skin. With quiet pressure he eased her away. She rocked back onto her knees, head swimming with desire.


  Still obviously weak, he pushed to a sitting position and remained with his bruised eyes closed. Then he cracked them open and looked at her. “Medicine.”


  She stared at him through waves of desire. Her hand flew to her lips. “Medicine.” Of course. Her alkaloids. He didn’t want sex. Only the chemicals.


  He nodded contentedly. Disappointment fluttered in her breast. But he was right. They had to move.


  They packed up and Tula swung the basket over her shoulders. The bottles were heavy, but he couldn’t carry them. Every few hours, when Levi’s strength seemed to flag, she administered a kiss. They followed the river, looking for a place to cross.


  After two days, his pain was worse, and his skin burned with fever. She changed the poultices morning and night, but the cut on his arm remained swollen, stretched and gaping between the butterfly closures.


  “Bad.”


  He nodded. “Infection.”


  She sprayed the wound with the last of the antiseptic and wrapped it in the last of the gauze.


  They stopped at a cluster of cattails and Levi waded in. He’d hardly eaten anything since the cannibal attack except for one tiny fish he’d caught with the bent needle from the stitch kit, and a few longhorned beetles he’d showed her how to find in the tamarisk. Beetles were a lot harder to come by than she realized, and she’d let him eat them all, though her mouth watered at the thought of protein.


  As he waded into the cattails, she grabbed his arm. “Let me. No water. Wet. Bad.” She pointed to his arm.


  “You can’t touch plants.” He pointed in return at her hands, blistered from applications of yuvee leaves on his burned shoulder.


  Directly touching the yuvee leaves caused her blisters, but she’d been discreetly interacting with other plants while they travelled. The amarantox caused a minor reaction when touched, but neither the scraggly, finely haired weed nor the round, thorny tumbleweed appeared to affect her. The cattails would be another test.


  She pushed past him into the water and yanked at the stalks. Getting the roots up proved tougher than she imagined, and she ended up with a large number of spiky fronds with no edible parts. Her hands became chapped and sore, but she ignored the pain. No overabundance of chemicals flooded her system, and the cuts on her hands were just cuts, not an allergic reaction. A growing sense of triumph swelled within her with every root she freed.


  Once she pulled up what felt like half the river, she gave Levi the roots. He sat on the bank picking at the cut on his arm. She looked from him to the infection and frowned.


  He shook his head. “I don’t know what to do.”


  It needed to be drained and scrubbed. “I will do.”


  They set up camp in a hollow on the plain. The flame starter made things easy, and while Levi ate, Tula sterilized the knife blade and the scissors over the fire and gathered more leaves. They were out of gauze, and the yuvee seemed to be helping his burn. Maybe it would also help the cut on his arm.


  When the knife was ready, she knelt in front of him and cupped his face in her hands. “No worry,” she said, and kissed him. The swelling around his eyes had diminished, and although she closed her eyes out of habit when their lips met, she opened them to find him searching her face. She saw why Mo was enamored with her blue eyes.


  He pulled back and she clutched him tight. “Medicine, not hurt.” He needed a large dose for this. He relaxed and allowed her to linger. As the chemicals passed between them, she breathed his breath, eyes on his, her own control over the chemical euphoria sliding sideways. His right hand slid around her waist and pulled her tight against him, her naked breasts crushed to the fine hair on his chest. Desire arced from her nipples to her belly as his heartbeat thrummed against her.


  Her hands crept around his neck. Contact with his burn made him shudder, reminding her of her purpose. She was about to perform surgery, of a sort, and she needed to be clear headed. Reluctantly she broke contact, sucking his lower lip for an indulgent second before releasing altogether. He had a starry look in his eyes, pupils dilated in response to the chemicals.


  He put a thumb to her lips, his face serious. “You are so beautiful.”


  You won’t think so in a minute. She kissed his thumb and gripped his other hand with both of hers.


  She tested the wound, pressing at the swollen edges. The tang of putrefaction rose from the greasy looking fluid leaking out. Bits of white flesh glistened sickly in the bright sun. He sucked in as she prodded, and all thoughts of intimacy vanished.


  Her next kiss was purely clinical. To cut away the gangrene, she needed him completely drugged. Keeping her body tilted away, she placed her hands on both sides of his face, controlling the transfer.


  Once satisfied with his sedation, she laid him on his stomach and straddled his out-flung arm. Willing her hand to remain steady, she applied the knife to reopen the wound. His arm twitched.


  Blood and pus dribbled from his wrist. She rinsed away the fluids and then scraped away dead tissue with the back of the knife, her gag reflex vying for control. Gritting her teeth, she next used the scissors to cut away small sections and expose healthy tissue. He flopped like a fish, involuntary spasms shaking him as she worked, but he didn’t make a sound.


  Once the entire wound had been cleaned down to fresh tissue, she rinsed again. With a length of cattail fiber, she crudely bound the leaves against his skin.


  Releasing his arm, she leaned to the side to look at his face. He held the wadded blanket tight against his face.


  “Medicine?” she asked.


  He didn’t move. His chest rose and fell in panting breaths. She hoped he was unconscious.
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  Levi had slept two days now, asking for nothing but her kisses. She forced him to drink, easing his fever with cool compresses as best she could. Today she’d collected seven beetles in an empty water bottle; the calm water around the tamarisk grove teemed with the creatures. If she caught one more, that would be four each. A feast. If Levi would wake for food.


  So far she’d seen birds, a fuzzy little black creature on the bank that disappeared into the water before she managed a close look, and a glossy-backed brown frog no bigger than her thumbnail. Why did the history books teach the Botanicaust destroyed all life? A slight movement in the water near a submerged tree caught her eye and she froze.


  In a shady pool, a dull gray thing moved. She leaned closer. A big fish swayed gently in a hollow beneath the roots. Squatting in wonder, she gaped at the animal. Levi had caught a tiny fish a few days ago, but it was dead before she saw it. This fish was as long as her fingertip to elbow, and fat. The flat face looked alien, sprouting whiskers that swayed in the slight current and beady little eyes. She wondered if it could see her.


  She slowly put her hand into the water. What did a fish feel like? Hard, like beetles? She hadn’t touched the other fish, in spite of her curiosity. The fact it had been dead bothered her.


  She eased her fingers forward into the water. Could a fish hurt her? The spiny whiskers looked potentially dangerous. But Levi had never mentioned danger. She just wanted to touch its head. Another living creature that escaped the Botanicaust. When her hand slid close, the fish darted forward and latched onto her fingers.


  Tula screamed and reared back, dragging the fish out of the river with her. It’s mouth in a vice around her fingers, the fish thrashed as she floundered backwards against a wall of trunks. On instinct, she bashed her hand against the nearest tree. The fish twitched and slid flopping into a shallow basin of roots.


  Shaking, she looked at her fingers. Pinpricks of blood marked a line where the fish’s teeth had pierced her skin. The fish lay half submerged, a small trickle of blood clouding the water. Did I kill it? The thought horrified her. She picked up a floating stick and prodded the fish. It thrashed a few times and lay still.


  She had to save it. Put it back in the water. But she didn’t want to get bitten again. Grasping it by the tail, she lifted it. It was heavier than she remembered, and slimy, slipping from her grip to plop into the water at her feet. Again it flopped, as if to swim away, and then lolled to the surface sideways. The huge mouth gaped open and closed once, as if gasping for breath.


  Hands coated in slime, she grasped the fish around the middle, trying to make it swim. No response.


  She leaned against the tamarisk. The bottle holding a few beetles bumped against her leg in the water. She killed and ate beetles without a second thought. How was the fish any different? It would be a shame to leave it here to rot.


  Tucking the water bottle into the back waistband of her skirt, she used both hands to lug the fish back to camp, feeling an awful lot like a cannibal.
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  He woke yearning for her. How long had he lain here? His head spun with drugs, and he wanted another kiss more than anything. Not just the rush. He wanted the comfort of her lips, her hands against him, her firm breasts crushed between them.


  The sound of her rummaging in the pack near his head gave him comfort. He opened his eyes, wanting one look without her knowing he was awake yet.


  A dark skinned man crouched on the other side of the basket, digging through the emergency kit. Patterns of slashing scars covered his face and shoulders.


  Cannibals.


  A surge of fear shot through Levi and he rolled onto his back. Bolts of agony filled his vision with stars as he hit the burn on his shoulder. As his vision spun, he blinked to see a female cannibal standing over him, long brown hair straggling in multiple braids around her head. Symmetrical raised scars grotesquely covered her tanned cheeks and forehead. Strapped to her back, a dark skinned toddler peeked over her shoulder.


  “No!” He expected a knife at any moment, and rolled the other way, landing on his wrist. Pain shattered his consciousness again.
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  At the sound of a baby crying, the slimy fish slipped from Tula’s grip for the twentieth time. Why was a baby in the desert? Leaving the fish, she dropped to her hands and knees and crawled toward the hollow where she’d left Levi. And the knife, she realized. How could she be so careless? Smoke drifted lazily upward from the campfire, and she kicked herself for leaving it burning. Of course, if cannibals were about, they would spot the fire. She’d led them right to a helpless Levi.


  Creeping toward the camp, she prepared herself for the worst. Maybe they hadn’t killed him yet. Mo told stories of cannibals leaving their victims alive to transport them. But at this stage, Levi couldn’t even walk. They had no reason to let him live.


  Next to the fire, a woman sat cross-legged with her back to Tula, brown hair in small braids down her back. The tiny feet of a child hung off one side of her lap as she nursed. Levi lay where Tula had left him, either unconscious or dead.


  Certainly this woman didn’t travel alone? Easing forward a tiny bit more, Tula looked past a stand of amarantox. Her heart thundered in her ears, drowning out the little noises the woman sang to her child. Maybe she could rush in and overpower the woman while she was occupied with the baby.


  When she turned away from the camp, a pair of dark-skinned feet splayed across the red rock directly in front of her. The sharp tip of a spear pressed the hollow between her neck and collarbone. Her muscles seized.


  Without moving anything but her eyes, she let her sight travel up the legs and body to a man’s face. His skin was covered with light lines of keloid scarification. Tufts of kinky hair stood out around his head. He wore a loose loincloth made of some sort of skin. And the point of his spear was very sharp.


  “What are you?” Cannibal dialect, but she understood well enough.


  Dry air rasped in and out of her throat, but no words. Caught. Cannibals caught her, again. Her worst nightmares ended just like this. Remember to bluff. Don’t show weakness. “I am Haldanian Protectorate?” The words came out more of a question than a threat.


  “You a flame runna.” He cocked his head and looked her over.


  She swallowed. Her voice trembled. “No. I’m a doctor.”


  “Get up.” He pulled the spear back gesturing her to gain her feet. “Osula!”


  Next to the fire, the woman rose in a single fluid motion, baby still attached to her breast, and looked toward them. She backed up a step when she saw Tula, her eyes going to the sky. “Flame runnas?”


  “I have a … fish.” Tula pointed behind her, hoping to give the cannibals food to distract them. She didn’t know the word for fish in cannibal, only what Levi had told her in his language.


  The man tensed at her movement and glanced where she pointed. He looked at her slime and dirt crusted hands and nodded. “Get it.”


  Backing up a few steps, Tula sidled toward where she’d dropped the fish. Red dirt covered the once gray sides. She kept her eye on the cannibal as she bent to retrieve her catch.


  He twitched the spear back toward the fire, and Tula complied. At the camp, the leaves plastering Levi’s shoulder were gone, leaving the healing pink skin exposed.


  Tula dropped the fish and rushed to his side. The ground was littered with peeled cattail shoots. “Levi, did they hurt you?”


  His eyes were closed tight in pain. “Run.”


  That one word evoked a wash of helpless memories, and her entire body trembled so violently she fell to her knees beside him. She wouldn’t leave him. Her brother’s screams echoed through her memory. She turned her head to face the cannibals. “Take the fish. Just leave us alone. Take whatever you want.”


  The woman looked between Tula and Levi. Ritually scarred over her face and down her pale breasts, her expression was fierce. But she wasn’t immediately hostile. “This your man?”


  “Yes.” Tula whispered. “Please don’t hurt us.”


  The man snorted and handed a bundle of leaves to the woman. “He already dying.”


  “He is not dying!” Tula gritted. “He’s going to be fine.”


  “Brin,” the woman clipped. She nodded at Tula. “You got the green. You from the flame runnas. How come you up here?”


  Tula met the woman’s eye. “I ran away. I saved him.”


  The cannibal man held his spear loosely toward Tula. “You a healer.”


  The technicality of a medical doctor versus a psychiatric doctor would be impossible to explain to a cannibal. “Yes.”


  “You got no medicine bag.” His eyes scanned her near nakedness and Tula fought the urge to cover herself.


  “My things were in there.” She pointed to the basket, now overturned.


  The woman shook her head. She plucked a small pouch from her waist, and Tula saw her entire belt hung with such bundles. “She ain’t no healer. He got fever in his blood. What you got to trade?”


  “Trade?”


  “I got fever tea. And medicine for infection.” The woman’s eyes slid to the fire, where a tightly woven basket steamed next to the coals.


  Tula had never met a cannibal healer before. She didn’t know they existed. And they were willing to trade? What did cannibals want? “I brought fish.”


  Glancing down, the man toed the dirty carcass.


  The woman acknowledged the catch with a nod. “Good. We talk trade while we eat.”


  The man scooped up the fish and carried it to the fire. With the knife Tula had left at camp, he deftly split the body and arranged it on sticks over the coals.


  Tula’s attention wasn’t on the man or the fish. As the scent of cooking fish filled the camp, she watched the woman cover Levi’s burn with a clear salve and then plaster leaves over it. Even with the baby tied against her chest, the woman worked with such confidence, Tula didn’t say a word. All her days as a Conversion Psychiatrist, she’d never imagined witnessing such skill and compassion from a cannibal, especially for a stranger.


  Taking the steaming basket from the fire, the woman stirred it. Then she removed the leaves binding Levi’s wrist. The pain must have roused Levi, because he struggled. “Run. Tula, go.”


  She leaned forward. “Shh, Levi. She is a doctor.” She put her mouth over his.


  Red lines ran from the wound up his arm like small rivers from a lake. The woman clicked her tongue. “Takes strong medicine to fight fever once it in the blood. It gets to the heart, he dies.”


  “Can you help him?” Tula knew the woman’s words were true. She was surprised the cannibal knew so much about infection. They were supposed to be ignorant. Maybe not all of them. Their ancestors had been smart enough to survive the Botanicaust, after all.


  “I have astra root. Very potent. Very hard to find. I use it on your man, you give good trade.”


  Relief flooded Tula. “If you save him, whatever I have is yours.”
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  “Eat.” Brin pointed to the fish in Tula’s hands. They sat near the fire, Osula and Brin sucking at the fine bones of the fish with relish. Even the baby, Heide, opened her mouth every time her mother lifted her hand to take a bite. Osula put a tiny flake on the child’s tongue, and the toddler smacked with pleasure.


  They also roasted the cattail roots Tula had gathered, and Brin pulled them out of the fire with a pair of sticks. He pushed one over to Tula. “Hot.”


  The sweet smell rising from the crack in the blackened husk had a not unpleasant perfume about it. “I don’t eat plants,” she said.


  They looked at her like she was insane. She was about to tell them she didn’t need to eat, but held back. Her differences were driving a wedge between them. Instead, she sniffed the bite of fish in her hand. Although she needed protein, she couldn’t make herself sample it. Prickles popped up all over her skin as Brin watched her suspiciously.


  Between her thumb and forefinger she pinched off a nibble and put it on her tongue. Her gag reflex bent her forward, but she forced it to the back of her throat. Without chewing, she swallowed the fish. Her stomach churned.


  “You tell us about flame runnas.”


  Tula tried to explain genetic modification, and how her skin worked to make food out of sunlight. She found herself using the rhetoric she used on her patients, and some of her previous zeal re-ignited. What if she could be an emissary for change to the cannibals as well as Levi’s people? She could convince people to convert before the Burn Operatives reached them. Cannibals would make pilgrimages to the Protectorate and beg for conversion.


  The idea of photosynthesis was fantastic to the couple, and Osula asked to touch her. She lifted Tula’s hand and sniffed, her strong fingers tracing knuckles and the softer flesh up Tula’s arm in curiosity. “Sweet. Like tamarisk flowers in spring.”


  Unsure of what tamarisk flowers smelled like, Tula pulled her hand back, nervous she smelled particularly delicious. “The Protectorate seeks to make things so no one needs to eat each other anymore.”


  Osula flicked some bones into the fire. “Then why do you destroy the land and waste the dead?”


  Embarrassed, Tula couldn’t meet their eyes. She was reminded of Bats on the Burn, holding his sister, and her plea to not be wasted. She thought of all the creatures she’d discovered living in the world, among the plants, creatures destroyed right along with the plants during a burn. Would the Burn Operatives even give Outsiders a chance to beg for conversion?


  “You don’t respect the Knowing,” Brin added.


  Glad for the change of subject, Tula asked, “What’s the Knowing?”


  The couple exchanged a glance. “You don’t know the Knowing?”


  Shaking her head, Tula set the fish to one side. A frown from both the adults had her picking it back up and taking another bite before her stomach could protest again.


  “We are Knowing. These marks,” Brin pointed to the scars on his face and chest, “tell others we carry the knowledge of things. Osula is a healer. I am a water finder. Others are traders or metal shapers. All are marked. When a Knowing dies before passing to their children, the knowledge is lost. Your people don’t respect the Knowing.”


  “We … were not aware of the Knowing.” She thought back to Jo Boy, his tattoo, and how he talked about how he was responsible for finding water. She’d assumed it was merely the thirst of the desert talking. Maybe he’d been one of those who kept the knowledge. She was an expert on Outsiders, and she hadn’t even known that.


  Osula sucked pulp from a cattail root and spit a little mash onto her finger for Heide. The baby hummed and kicked her little legs in joy.


  Repulsed and fascinated at the same time, Tula wondered what the root tasted like.


  Brin leaned forward to catch Tula’s attention. “Go tell your people of the Knowing. Too many already been wasted.”


  “I can’t go back.” Saying the words aloud made Tula’s entire body go cold. That life was over forever, and her future was dubious. She flung the remainder of her fish in the fire, uncaring how she might be reprimanded. The two bites in her stomach swam around like the fish had come back to life inside her.


  “Why?” Osula’s dark contemplation penetrated Tula to the bone.


  “I rescued him and went against my people’s way.” Fresh realization of what she’d done filled her. All for the sake of a single life. How many more would Vitus condemn to death without her there to push the conversions through? She rose and brushed herself off. “I want to check on Levi.”


  The day neared sunset, and the evening breeze blew cold. Tula pulled the blanket around Levi. Sweat beaded his brow, even in the chill, and she dabbed at it with the corner of the robe.


  “I must change his poultice.” Osula stood behind her, but didn’t move toward Levi. Tula looked over her shoulder and nodded.


  Osula knelt and removed the leaves from Levi’s wrist. He whimpered in pain as she wiped away paste from his skin. Tula wanted to cry. She put her lips to Levi’s, to ease his pain. Her tears fell against his cheeks, and when she rose, it looked as if he’d been crying.


  He sighed and relaxed into Osula’s ministrations. The woman looked at Tula out of the corner of her eye. “You have the way of calming him.”


  Tula nodded, but didn’t elaborate.


  “You a healer with your people?”


  Tula considered the question. These Outsiders were more intelligent than the Protectorate gave them credit for. “I am a healer of the mind.”


  Osula raised her brows and tied off the new poultice. “Spirit healer.” She looked at Tula with a new appreciation.


  Tula didn’t correct her.
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  For three days, Osula treated Levi while Tula kept him unconscious. “You be a good match for a healer,” Osula said one night. Heide half-slept in her father’s lap, a little bubble of drool glistening in the firelight as her eyes blinked open and closed. “If you was a man, Brin might be out lucked.” The healer looked at her mate from the corner of her eye, with a smirk on her face.


  Brin took the jest in stride. “Maybe I just take you both to my blanket. You get everything you want.”


  Tula thought he might be serious until he winked at her. Osula snorted. “I make her man better and he kick your ass.”


  Brin laughed, the sound startling the baby fully awake. Heide sat up and giggled, like she’d been part of the joke. Her parents beamed at her.


  Tula laughed along with them. “You are a great healer. Thank you.”


  Osula nodded acceptance, then again glanced at Brin before directing herself at Tula. “You come with us. Get yourself marked. So you be safe. Maybe teach Heide the spirit healing?”


  Every muscle in Tula’s body seized. Tears came to her eyes. Even after their horrible stories about the Protectorate, they wanted to take her in. “I can’t teach spirit healing. It’s something my people are born with.”


  “You all got the spirit healing?” Brin raised his brows.


  Tula nodded. “Because of our skin. The sun makes medicine in our blood.”


  Osula sighed deeply. “The kisses. You give medicine in kisses.”


  “All your babies born with the gift?” Brin asked, his arms around Heide.


  A strange longing rose in Tula, a desire to feel a little body hugged against her. She’d never considered a child of her own. Children in the Protectorate were community property. Pregnancy and birth, regulated by Medical Operations, required genetic testing and modification prior to implantation in order to guarantee a viable embryo. The mother endured gestation completely under glass to prevent chemically addicted — or worse — babies. Once born, children were raised in the Gardens. Until now, her patients had always been enough to satisfy her nurturing.


  She shook the feeling off. “The green skin is poisonous to babies.”


  “Genie modifation.” Osula said, so pleased with herself, Tula didn’t have the heart to correct her pronunciation. “You get more than power to make food. You get power to make medicine.”


  “I suppose you could look at it that way. But the … medicine — too much is poison. Too much sun makes poison for adults. Our city has houses to protect us and our children from the sun.”


  “You walk in the sun.” Brin said, cocking one eyebrow.


  Tula nodded, all too aware of her mortality. She’d been full of chemicals for so long now, she barely felt the effects. Burn Operatives had genetic treatments several times a year to heal their organs. Tula didn’t have that option. Her liver and kidneys would eventually fail processing all the toxins. She wondered how long she could stay alive outside. “I will die soon.”


  Brin’s scrutiny slid to Levi where he slept, and Osula put a hand over Tula’s. Her eyes shone in the light of the fire. “For him.”


  “This is a story worth telling.” Brin said, his eyes glistening.
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  Levi flexed his burned shoulder as he watched Tula hand the baby to the cannibal woman and say a few, tearful words. Then the family disappeared from the hollow, the scarred man looking back once and raising his spear in goodbye. Tula watched them go in silence, and then began to pack their things, lost in her own thoughts.


  Awkward with his damaged arm, Levi attempted to help, but Tula shouldered the entire load. “Which way?” she asked.


  He pointed north.


  Over the next few days, the land rose slowly, until they crested a hill and a vast body of water opened up before them. No opposite bank in sight, the lake lay placid as far as they eye could see.


  “Reservoir.” Levi gasped.


  “Reservoir?” Tula repeated, shading her eyes from the sun glaring off the water.


  This had to be the reservoir the salt trader described, only four or five days southeast of the Fosselites. In spite of his aching tiredness, he swept Tula into a one-armed jig. “A landmark. I know where we are.”


  Glad to hear her laugh, he led the way west along the bank, his steps full of purpose. Toward the end of the day, the reservoir narrowed to river size. Ahead, they spotted the cage of a pre-Botanicaust bridge stretching over the water. Rusted out hunks of cars and crumbled pavement spread from shore to shore.


  Tula sucked in a loud breath. “This is from before? From Botanicaust?”


  He nodded and smiled, remembering his own awe at his first ancient ruins. Then he drew his face into serious lines. “We need to watch for cannibals. This is a likely crossing, so bands may wait in ambush.”


  Tula paused, looking up and down the river. “Levi, you heal. Next teach me swim?”


  His chest clogged. He hoped to reach the Fosselites within days, where he prayed to find a home for Tula. People she would be comfortable with, who would accept her without moral judgment. There would be no time to teach her to swim.


  But he couldn’t tell her no. “It would be an honor, Tula.”


  She smiled until her blue eyes disappeared into crescents, and he felt sick to his stomach. They’d been through so much together. But he couldn’t take her to the Holdout. No matter what he owed her, he could not repay his debt by bringing her home. She would be much happier with the Fosselites.


  The rationalization didn’t make his stomach feel any better.


  Resolved to find joy in his remaining time with her, he brazenly clasped her hand and led her across the bridge, allowing her to look through the interior of a car on the way. In the city, they explored an old building together, and she translated the dedication on an ancient cornerstone.


  Before evening fell, they were both exhausted, and set up camp against a half tumbled-down brick wall. The nights were cold, and Tula had taken to sleeping with him while he was ill, sharing body heat. Tonight he spread his blanket for himself, and Tula shook out the robe for her bed. They didn’t build a fire.


  She glanced at his bed and a sad look washed over her face before she turned away to settle into her robe. “Tula,” he said before he could change his mind. He was a grown man. Surely he could bundle with her without taking things out of bounds. He just needed to avoid those luscious lips.


  He beckoned her to his blanket. With a smile, she nodded and crawled over to join him. As he wrapped his arms around her beneath the fabric, too tired for anything but sleep, he felt at home.
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  The next day, they reached the wreckage of an enormous city, with buildings reaching skyward in imitation of the jagged mountains all around. Amarantox struggled upwards through the broken pavement. Tula followed closely as Levi picked his way between foundations piled with blown-in silt toward a mountain of broken concrete shored up on one side by rusted girders. Like a series of interconnected rivers, the roads curved and twisted amongst each other, crossing over and under as well as through. The largest spread of buckled pavement carved a straight line north through the ruins.


  Shading his eyes against the intense sun, Levi pointed along the stretch. In the distance, a tall, snow tipped peak arched toward heaven. “That way.”


  They followed the broken pavement for two days, leaving the city to climb higher into the mountains. Sheer rock walls of red stone rose around them. Nighttime temperatures dropped to freezing, and they woke with frost on the top of the blankets.


  Tula looked around, wondering how people could find food in such an austere landscape. The tamarisk disappeared, and pockets of soil that could support plant life sprouted nothing but amarantox or clusters of shrubs she didn’t recognize. A creek sometimes wandered by the road, but the gravel bottom and swift water appeared inhospitable to living creatures. The cattails had dwindled, and Levi scrounged big seeds he called acorns. Sometimes he found clusters of small black berries and made faces while he sucked the pulp from the seeds.


  “Levi, you live here?”


  He shook his head and pointed east, where the plains spread forever to the curve of the horizon.


  Frowning, Tula looked north along the road. She’d assumed he was going home. She pointed the direction they were walking. “Why go?”


  Stopping in his tracks, he sighed. The weight of the mountains seemed to press on his shoulders. “My son. Josef. He needs doctors.”


  “Josef.” Tula remembered the drawings of the laughing child. “Sick?”


  Levi nodded and began walking again.


  “No doctors Levi house?”


  “Not this kind.” He didn’t elaborate.


  They reached another city, and they turned west, following the cracked asphalt toward the mountain. Sharp rock and patchy amarantox reached for the sky. Swells of crumbling pavement climbed ever higher to the west.


  At the base of the mountain, the road narrowed and began a steep switchback climb. Parts of the street had sloughed off the mountain, leaving sheer drops to the trail below. The other side hugged the vertical rise of more rock. In one spot the path passed over a ridge with precipices on both sides.


  At a plateau, the way flattened, and a barbed metal fence guarded by a gatehouse blocked the road. Beyond, abandoned cars, bulky and square, sat in neat rows on cracked pavement.


  The gate was shut, but a hole had been cut through the fence next to the gatehouse. As they passed through, a slight whirring caught Tula’s attention and she turned to see a camera no bigger than her thumb swivel to follow them from its protected spot under the eaves.


  Tula stopped. Technology. Outside the Protectorate. She knew where they were. Stories drifted through the department about men who lived inside a mountain. The ones who traded the telomerase used in conversion. Doctors who could heal her organs. “Fosselites.”


  Levi looked back at her. “You know them?”


  Her eyes gleamed with unshed tears, but her smile was joyful. “My people trade with them. They give me healing.” She grabbed his right hand between both of hers and hugged it between her breasts, her lips trembling as if he’d just given her the best gift in the world.


  Foreboding erupted in Levi’s heart and he didn’t think about his hand so intimately pressed against her skin. The salt trader never mentioned the Fosselites were green people. “Are they … Blattvolk?”


  “No. They…” She struggled for the words. “They know many much. Live long. Before Botanicaust. Have medicine.” She smiled at him. “Me. And Josef.”


  Her excitement swelled his chest with joy. God was leading them both, it seemed. He nodded and kept hold of her hand as they approached the mountain side. The fence narrowed into a funnel lined by enormous light-posts jutting toward the sky like giant tree trunks with a cluster of leaves at the top. The line of posts closed in on a huge, gaping shaft embedded in the mountain.


  Absolute darkness swallowed the hole. Levi tugged the basket from Tula’s back, still guilty he couldn’t carry it. “Light.” He found the flame rod and let her re-shoulder the load.


  By the flickering light, they entered the passage. A thin trail passed down the center, cutting through decades or more of accumulated dirt. The walls echoed the hollow scuffle of their feet against the pavement. Air thick with dust and cobwebs clogged their nostrils. The darkness closed about them as the light from the entrance receded into the distance.


  The tunnel ended abruptly at a massive steel door sealed tight into the stone. Levi couldn’t see a handle or other means to open it from the outside, only a seam in the metal. He knocked against the surface, expecting a deep echo. Instead, the tapping reflected back to him like he’d knocked on a stone. The door must be thick.


  He put his mouth near the seam, hoping his voice would carry better than his knock. “Hello? Can anyone hear me? I’m looking for the Fosselites.”


  Tula called out, as well, in her own language.


  High in the rock above them, movement drew his attention as a cylinder swiveled to point at them. Grabbing Tula, he pushed her behind him and scanned the walls for danger, but she wriggled free and faced the cylinder, waving and shouting, “Hello!!”


  Clanking sounded from the door and the heavy portal shifted outward on silent hinges. Dim light peeked from the crack, and the door, as thick as a man was wide, opened enough to allow them in. Releasing the trigger on the flame wand, Levi stepped into the opening and let his eyes adjust.
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  Fosselite Mountain


  Three men faced Tula, clean-shaven and pale as moonlight. They wore brightly colored short pants and sleeveless shirts; fitting for the warm, humid air filling the cavern. One of the men loomed unnaturally over the rest of the group, his long, horsey face rather sad looking as he gaped at the newcomers. A second man also looked strange, with slanted, epicanthic eyes and a receding chin. Trisomy 21?


  Tula had read about such defects, but never seen any because the Protectorate rejected imperfect genomes during embryonic implantation. And cannibals with obvious defects were culled before they reached Confinement.


  The third man looked like a cannibal except for his unusually pale skin and black-rimmed glasses. The skin wasn’t so horrible; according to the Protectorate emissaries, the Fosselites didn’t go out into the sun at all. But then Tula looked into his eyes and tried not to recoil — every capillary in his sclera must have burst, rendering the whites completely blood red. These were the Fosselites? She’d heard rumors they were freaks, but she’d never taken it to be literal.


  They don’t euthanize. Options opened before her. With the Fosselites’ aid, she could safely reach Levi’s people. Maybe facilitate conversion without Protectorate participation — without Conversion Department policies.


  In silence, the trisomy man and the tall man hauled the enormous door closed with a deep and very final sounding thud. The third man pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and spoke. “Welcome. I am Dr. Kaneka.”


  “I’m Tula, and this is Levi.”


  “We did not receive word the Protectorate had sent an emissary.” Dr. Kaneka’s lips pursed with displeasure.


  Before Tula could answer, Levi babbled something excitedly.


  Dr. Kaneka stared at him in confusion. “Is he speaking German?”


  “I don’t know. We captured him weeks ago in the Reaches. But he’s not a cannibal.” Tula reassured the doctor.


  “Deutsch?” Dr. Kaneka asked Levi.


  “Ja.” Levi started another sentence, but the doctor held up a hand to stop him.


  “Fascinating. I’ve not heard German in over a hundred years. What’s he saying?”


  Tula flushed and tried to maintain eye contact as the doctor turned his bloody gaze back on her. “I don’t know.”


  He huffed, nostrils widening in contempt. “I’ll see if a translator is … available. Follow me.” He entered an enormous hall carved out of solid granite. Thirty feet overhead, weak illumination from long bulbs barely reached the concrete floor. Their echoing footsteps bounced off distant walls, dying away in the vastness of the cavern.


  His companions hung at the back of the group, gaping at her as she grasped Levi’s hand to follow the doctor. The yawning tunnel smelled of dust and disuse and the faint hint of ancient petrochemicals. Two flatbed trailers holding insectile looking, metal-bladed flying machines squatted on one side of the chamber. A blocky, old-style automobile parked nearby looked like it might still operate.


  The doctor continued a brisk pace down the concrete centerline, pausing only to point at a dust mop. “Alex.”


  “‘K.” The trisomy man wrapped thick fingers around the metal handle and began sweeping.


  “Michael, with me.” He didn’t bother to verify the larger man complied before continuing his march. The big fellow waited for Tula and Levi to move, then shambled along behind. Ahead, the doctor mumbled to himself as they walked, but Tula couldn’t make out the words.


  At the end of the three-story-high tunnel, they reached a wall. In the center of the massive barrier, two opposing four-step staircases met at the top of a small landing where a set of double doors provided egress. The doctor gestured Levi and Tula up and through. Inside, a small anteroom offered three narrow white hallways — two dark, one illuminated, each barely wide enough for two people to pass. They followed the lit corridor in silence, the walls echoing with the vague hum and clunk of machinery deep in the bowels of the earth, and the doctor’s sporadic mumblings.


  Used to the airy feel of the greenhouses, and more recently the open sky, Tula swallowed against the threatening claustrophobia. The dismal lighting and cramped hall were worse than the lab. At least the lab’s offices offered fiber-optic sunlight. Maybe the quarters are more spacious.


  They passed several rooms, and finally the doctor paused at a set of white double doors, his hand on the latch. He focused an annoyed glare at Tula. “You should have called before you arrived. Our translator won’t be ready, you know. And we don’t have accommodations prepared.”


  A new worry entered Tula’s mind. What if the Fosselites contacted the Protectorate? Neither side would want to do anything to damage trade relations. “It might be better if you don’t tell the Protectorate of my arrival just yet.”


  He looked Tula over, his focus lingering on her scarred arm and her hand joined to Levi’s. Suddenly she felt dirty. She dropped Levi’s hand, wiping the palm on her skirt.


  “You have been in the desert too long.”


  Resisting the urge to run her fingers through her hair, she said, “I … yes. I suppose I have.” She must look an absolute wreck, and for the first time in her life, longed for jewelry.


  “Perhaps you should come with me while your companion talks to the translator. We can set up a telomerase drip.”


  The idea was tempting, but she wasn’t sure what Levi might tell the translator, and this entire situation needed to be handled delicately. “I’d much rather stay with him, for now. I might be able to help with the translation. As his Conversion Psychiatrist, I managed to learn a little of his language.” It couldn’t hurt to let them know she was a doctor. Perhaps her skills could be a useful trading point.


  Dr. Kaneka’s eyebrows shot up. “He’s your patient?” His bloodshot eyes flicked over Levi again. “I didn’t realize … What can we help you with?”


  “He’s here to get a doctor for his son.”


  “Your doctors could not help him?” The condescending tilt of his eyebrow made Tula want to retort in kind. She bit her lip instead. They needed his help.


  “We couldn’t understand his language.”


  “So you brought him here. How altruistic of you. Why don’t you —” The door opened and two ginger haired women emerged. They looked like twins, except one had the moony features of trisomy 21.


  The non-trisomy woman gasped — and lunged at Tula.
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  After so many weeks together, in prison and in the desert, Levi understood Tula’s body language. He sensed she was upset, although he couldn’t understand the conversation between her and the Fosselite. She knew his son was sick, but expressing the specifics of cystic fibrosis without words was impossible. If he couldn’t communicate with Tula, how did he expect to make the Fosselites understand? This entire ordeal could be in vain. Samuel certainly believed his goals were vain. I didn’t do this for personal glory. Please, God, let me find a way.


  When the redheads appeared at the door, it was not the answer Levi hoped for.


  Tula threw her arms out to protect herself against the woman’s attack.


  Dr. Kaneka shouted over the flurry. “Michael!”


  The big, silent man at the rear of their group stepped in and put his long arms around Tula and lifted her like a doll. He charged down the lengthy hall, while Dr. Kaneka wrestled with the newcomer.


  Levi sprang for Tula, but the chaos in the narrow corridor blocked him. Fear clenched his insides as he watched the monster carry her away. “Tula!”


  Ahead, Dr. Kaneka grasped the strange woman by the wrists as she tried to chase the couple down the passage. He shouted unintelligible words at her. She struggled against him. Stay with Tula.


  Levi slid around the other redhead — a Down’s Syndrome woman in canary yellow who stood red-faced and bawling at the open door. As he passed, the small woman flung her arms around his middle and buried her face in his stomach. Her shoulders vibrated with fragile sobs.


  “Uh, it’s okay. Shh. Don’t cry.” He tried to disengage, but she clung so tightly he was afraid he might hurt her if he pried her off.


  The wild woman clawed at Dr. Kaneka’s face, knocking his glasses askew and leaving a bloody weal on one cheek. He snapped back and slapped her. As she stood stunned, he shoved her, hard, back into the room.


  Dr. Kaneka disappeared after her, leaving Levi with his sobbing companion. Craning his neck, Levi peered around the doorjamb. Circular tables filled the area, and several people were soothing the crazy lady as they held her to a chair. The faint smell of food drifted into the hall, and Levi saw more people sitting at the tables eating as if this were an everyday occurrence. Their garishly colored clothing seemed out of place against the dim gray backdrop of the granite walls.


  “Hello, can I get a hand out here?” Levi called as he plucked at the woman around his waist. Several heads turned his way. He held his arms over his head while two people came his aid. The woman wiped snot on her forearm and followed the others into the room, still shuddering breaths as she slumped into a seat.


  Levi squinted down the dim curve of the hall where Tula and the big man had disappeared. A hand around his elbow urged him into the cafeteria as a stranger babbled nonsense at him. Several curious stares met him, many with the slant-eyed gaze of Down’s Syndrome.


  Levi longed for something to wipe his naked, tear-wet chest with, but no one offered him a cloth. He looked like a cannibal, he thought as he glanced down at his crude, cattail fiber leggings.


  The doctor gestured for Levi to approach the same redhead who had attacked Tula. “Levi, Rosalee.” He didn’t bother to introduce the woman with Down’s Syndrome.


  He wants me to make nice with her? Levi glared at Dr. Kaneka and pointed back out the door. “Where is Tula?”


  Dr. Kaneka pointed to Rosalee.


  Refusing to look at the woman, Levi repeated, “Where did he take my friend?” His heart hammered so hard he felt the pulse in his temples.


  The woman named Rosalee cocked her head. “Your friend?”


  Now, Levi did turn to her. She spoke German? “Yes. Why did you attack her? Where did they take her?”


  A confused look washed over Rosalee’s face. “I don’t know.” She sat a moment, looking at him with soft, harmless eyes. “Who are you again?”


  “My name is Levi. My friend is Tula. I’ve come looking for a cure for my son.”


  “Oh, no. No, no, no. We’re still in research phase. The FDA hasn’t approved the treatment yet.”


  Levi searched his brain for meaning. “FDA?”


  Dr. Kaneka bent and said something to her. Again, her pale green eyes glazed and refocused. She spoke to the doctor, who directed her to Levi. “I’m to ask you what you’ve come for.”


  “My son has cystic fibrosis. The salt trader told me about you. That you can cure him.”


  “Salt trader?” Her eyebrows rose as if in disbelief, and she scrutinized Levi head to toe. His entire, nearly naked body flushed under her scrutiny. God wants me to be humble.


  “Please, Rosalee. The salt trader, Antonis. He carries salt from the Great Salt Lakes. Last spring your people healed him of leprosy.”


  “You have leprosy?”


  Taking a calming breath, Levi explained again, “No. My son has cystic fibrosis. Antonis said he spoke to you about a cure.”


  “Who?”


  “The salt trader your people cured.” He glanced at Dr. Kaneka for help, but the man obviously didn’t understand a word being said. The woman’s attack on Tula made a little more sense, now. He’d better keep things simple. “Can you tell Dr. Kaneka I need a cure for cystic fibrosis?”


  She frowned. “Why don’t you tell him? He’s right here.”


  Humble, Levi. Humble. “He doesn’t understand me.”


  “Doctor, this man wants medical treatment for his son. Can you look at the boy?” She still spoke in German.


  Levi interjected, “Josef’s not here. He’s too sick to travel. And Dr. Kaneka doesn’t speak German.”


  Dr. Kaneka said something to her and she giggled. She turned to Levi. “He doesn’t speak German.”


  His confidence in the capabilities of the Fosselites was quickly deteriorating. They were supposed to be a people who could cure anything, yet this woman obviously suffered from some form of dementia, and people with Down’s Syndrome surrounded them. “No, that’s why I need you.”


  “Sweetheart, I’ve heard that line a hundred times. You’re very handsome, but I’m not dating right now.” She rose from her seat. “I’m tired. I think I’ll go lie down.”


  Levi looked helplessly at Dr. Kaneka, then scanned the room for anyone else. Several people watched him with interest, but no one was the least bit disturbed by Rosalee’s behavior. She and her companion exited through another door at the other end of the room.


  Dr. Kaneka stood shaking his head. He shrugged his shoulders and said a few words Levi couldn’t understand.


  “Where is Tula?”


  “She is okay.” The doctor nodded once. That much Levi understood.


  The man gestured into the room, leading the way to a stainless steel cabinet covered with steaming food. The smells Levi had been ignoring caused his stomach to rumble audibly. Mashed potatoes, beets, salad greens, and some kind of little bird roasted golden and crispy. Dr. Kaneka handed him a plate.


  “I want to see Tula.” But Levi’s eyes wouldn’t leave the food. How long had it been since he’d had a real meal?


  “Eat.” The word was familiar from his time in the Blattvolk prison. It brought up images of the cage and the plain metal canister. This spread was no plain metal canister. “Tula … medicine,” Dr. Kaneka said.


  At least, that was what it sounded like. She had said the Fosselites could help her. And Josef. Perhaps he should relax and trust them. What if they were protecting Tula from the crazy Rosalee? He licked his lips and reached for the serving tongs.
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  Tula fought against the big man to no avail. Her captor continued down the hall and branched left into a darker corridor. “Put me down!” she ordered, but he didn’t act like he heard her. Tula’s eyes required a few minutes to adjust. The hall wasn’t completely dark. Every few dozen feet, a meager spot of light shone from what appeared to be emergency ceiling fixtures. She stopped thrashing, waiting for a better opportunity to fight back.


  The man halted and she craned her head to see around him. Tugging at the lanyard around his neck, he bent to stick a keycard in a lock. With a click, the door pivoted open. He set her on her feet inside the room. Beyond sat an exam table dangling restraining straps. Monitors and instruments on carts surrounded the table and lay on gleaming steel counters. A few portable gurneys waited along one wall, and another door led through the back wall. Three radiation suits hung from pegs near the opposite door. One cart held what looked like a telomerase drip system, much like the ones used back home for conversions. A computer and gamma pad rested on a cabinet in one corner. The man pointed to the exam table.


  She didn’t move. “No way.” What did he have planned for her? She looked around for a weapon. A scalpel lay on a steel countertop. If she made a move for it, would he stop her? She backed further into the room until she reached the cabinet. Behind her, her fingers found the scalpel. He didn’t move, just looked at his feet as he shuffled. She asked, “Why did that woman attack me?”


  The man looked up at her with sagging brown eyes and then dropped his chin to avoid her gaze. His long, horsey face was hard to read. Hard to look at, and yet she couldn’t drag her eyes away. “Do you understand me?”


  To her surprise, the man nodded. What had Dr. Kaneka called him? Michael?


  “Michael, what happened back there?”


  Michael’s shoulders raised and lowered in a shrug. He glanced at her and away again, then pointed at his mouth.


  She thought of Jo Boy, and how shy he was around new people. “You don’t talk?”


  He shook his head.


  “Can you take me back to Levi?”


  Again he shook his head. His mouth turned down into a deep frown. He pointed into the room.


  “I’m worried that woman hurt my friend. Please?”


  He didn’t look at her. His left hand crept to his temple and with the heel of his palm he pounded his own head as if in frustration.


  “Does your head hurt?”


  His brows drew together as if he might cry. He shook his head and balled his fist, dropping it to his side. Leaning out the door, he stared down the hall, as if searching for someone, then looked back at his feet.


  “Maybe there is some medicine in here to help your head.” She scanned the cabinets and cupboards.


  His eyes scrunched.


  How could she communicate with a mute? Her eye caught the gamma pad. She smiled. The interface was slightly different than she was used to, but she activated the screen and found the manual illustration mode. “Do you like to draw?”


  His shoulders rose and fell.


  She put the stylus to the screen and drew two stick figures holding hands. Her artistic skills left much to be desired, and she wished Levi was here. “See? This is me and my friend, Levi.”


  Michael nodded, but didn’t reach for the pad.


  “Can you draw a picture?” She held the gamma pad at arm’s length to him.


  His big hand rose slowly, taking the pad and the stylus. He held the unit cradled against him. After a moment, he put the stylus against the screen and drew a big stick figure next to her smaller ones.


  “Wow! Is that you?” She gushed enthusiasm, hoping to win him over.


  The long lines of his face creased in a shy smile and he met her eyes for the first time.


  “What else can you draw?”


  He erased the screen and drew again. He’s intelligent enough to know how to use the device. Maybe he could write? He turned the screen to her and she smiled. A green face with circular eyes surrounded in lashes could only be her.


  “Me. Tula.” She looked at him for confirmation.


  He smiled softly and flushed, his attention sliding to his feet once more.


  “Can you write?”


  His frame stiffened and his sagging eyes grew round. The gamma pad slipped from his fingers, clattering to the floor. Taking a step back, he shook his head rapidly as his whole body seemed to curl in on itself. He wrung his big hands against each other.


  Tula assessed his reaction. Why would he worry or lie about being able to write? She picked up the pad. Carefully clearing the screen so he could see what she did, she placed the pad back exactly as she had found it. In a low voice, she said, “Are you not supposed to write?”


  His eyebrows drew together like he might cry. With a tiny shake of his head he turned to face the hall.


  “It’s okay. I won’t tell.”


  Overhead, a com system came to life. Dr. Kaneka’s voice echoed through the room. “Michael, where are you? Report to Medlab immediately with our guest.”


  Michael flinched, then his shoulders fell as he looked at Tula. Apparently, this wasn’t the Medlab. “Can I walk this time?” she asked.


  With a shrug, he nodded.
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  Medlab looked much like the room she and Michael had just been in, except no radiation suits and only one gurney. A small woman with dark skin and close-cropped hair surveyed the screen on a diagnostic unit next to the exam chair. The sight of her white lab coat put Tula at ease until the woman turned and considered Tula with blood filled eyes like Dr. Kaneka’s.


  “You must be Tula. I’m Dr. Rice.” She extended a hand.


  Trying to not let her repulsion show, Tula forced her arm forward in a jerk to shake. “What’s going on? And what happened to Levi?”


  “I’m not sure what you mean? Michael, you can go back to your regular duties.”


  The big man shuffled his feet and gave Tula a parting glance. She smiled encouragingly at him. “Thank you for saving me.” She assumed that’s what he’d been doing, rescuing her from the crazy woman.


  Dr. Rice patted the recliner under the diagnostic unit. “Take a seat and we’ll give you a quick once over.”


  Too tense to sit, Tula moved to the unit but didn’t lower herself to the seat. “That woman back there. Why did she attack me? Is Levi all right?”


  “Rosalee is sometimes afflicted with delusions. I apologize on her behalf. Your companion will be along shortly. Dr. Kaneka said you’ve been in the desert for some time?” The woman looked Tula over, much the same way Dr. Kaneka had, and Tula tried not to squirm.


  “Our skimmer crashed. We’ve been walking for days.” Settling into the seat, Tula put her arm in the pulse-rest, but couldn’t relax. Should she tell this woman the entire story? Would they help without contacting the Protectorate?


  “I’m surprised to see a Haldanian traveling with one who is unconverted, as you call them.” Selecting options from the exam screen, Dr. Rice activated the arm of the scanner and stepped back.


  Tula imagined her skin tingling in response to the imaging radiation, although she knew her cells would not react to this low dose. “Yes, well, it’s a long story. And it’s Levi’s, too. I’d like to wait for him.” She struggled with a plausible way to ask for help without condemning them both.


  Dr. Kaneka arrived, but Levi was nowhere in sight. Remaining in the doorway, he spoke in low tones to Dr. Rice. Stuck in the chair, Tula could not move. She strained her ears to catch his words, but the scanner arm made too much noise.


  Were they going to call the Protectorate? Her heart rate had to be excessive, likely skewing the results of the scan. When the sensor cleared the edge of the chair, she pulled her arm from the pulse-rest and rose, surprised at how tired her legs were. The hum of the auto-sanitization mode reminded her of her lab and how often her patients begged for an end to the pain during conversion. She promised if she ever resumed her job as a Conversion Psychiatrist, she’d be a better listener.


  As she approached the doctors, she caught the tail end of the conversation. “… with Vitus.”


  Her entire body seized. There was only one thing left to do if they’d already told Vitus. She held her head high and steeled her voice. “Dr. Kaneka, I’d like to ask for asylum.”


  Dr. Kaneka’s bloodshot gaze speared her. He had a new scab across his left cheek. “Asylum? Now, that is an interesting turn of events. Why is it you seek asylum?”


  “The Protectorate issued an order to exterminate me, which may or may not have been suspended. And Levi does not belong to them. I won’t go back. Not after … everything.” She was too exhausted to explain. How much had Vitus already told them? She wanted nothing more than to collapse into a chair and drink a protein canister.


  “So you are what the Haldanians call a reversion?” His attention travelled to the pink scar on her arm.


  She involuntarily stepped back. Was she a reversion? She never considered herself such, but according to Protectorate protocol, she was. “I’m not trying to return to the way I was before my conversion. I disagreed with decisions the Board made regarding the treatment of prisoners. Levi in particular. I am still in support of conversion.”


  “So, you ran away with him?” Dr. Kaneka raised his black brows high over the rim of his glasses. She blinked, trying to maintain eye contact in spite of his horrid visage.


  “I only intended to save him from euthanization. As if the term makes murder any better.” Her voice trembled as she thought of all the other patients she’d neglected to stand up for. They were cannibals. Levi was different. “Levi’s not a cannibal. He’s not a threat. The Haldanian mandate of conversion should not apply to him. But because he’s a carrier of the F508 mutation, they decided he had to — to —” she stuttered, enlightenment washing over her. “His son has cystic fibrosis! That’s why he’s here!”


  Dr. Rice chimed in. “If his son is the one needing treatment, then his son should be the one here. We cannot be expected to travel the globe to cure everyone. The cost for our services is quite steep as it is.”


  “But if his son is too sick to travel, surely you could fly over there and retrieve him?”


  “We do not ‘fly over’ and retrieve people.” One side of the doctor’s lip curled upward in a sneer as she looked down her nose at Tula.


  Tula wondered what Levi intended to trade for these people’s help. What else had been in his bag when they’d captured him? The only thing she could remember was the notebook, now turned to ash. “Is he with the translator?”


  The doctors exchanged a glance Tula couldn’t read and then Levi appeared behind them, escorted by a man in a crimson tunic. His face lit up when he saw Tula and he pushed his way between the doctors to grasp both her arms. “Tula, are you okay?” He looked her up and down as if assessing the damage, for once not avoiding the nakedness of her breasts.


  “I’m good.” She leaned toward him and put her arms around his waist in a hug in spite of the crisscross of cattail twine and yuvee leaves over his back “Have him take a seat,” the black-skinned doctor pointed to the diagnostic chair.


  Tula wrapped her fingers around his and led him to the chair. “Levi, good medicine. Sit.”


  He settled back against the headrest and Dr. Rice placed his arm in the cuff. The screen immediately flashed warning lights.


  “His blood pressure is abnormally high. I’ll need to sedate him.”


  Nodding Tula, smiled encouragingly at Levi. Dr. Rice coded the chair for sedation and Tula watched Levi’s eyes blink once, twice, and remain closed.


  Dr. Kaneka cleared his throat and Tula jumped. “We will offer you both lodging for the night. Your friend has already eaten. You require methionine and lysine, I believe? Would you like us to do a nitrogen balance panel to determine any other deficiencies?”


  The thought of a protein canister sounded like manna right now. “I would appreciate that.”


  “Dr. Rice will see to you, then.” Dr. Kaneka left, and Tula turned back to an unconscious Levi.


  “Let’s get these putrid leaves off and see what we’re dealing with, shall we?” Dr. Rice pulled on protective gloves and picked up scissors before taking a seat on a round swivel stool next to the diagnostic chair. “These cannibal remedies are so hit and miss.”


  “He’s not a cannibal.” A flash of déja vu seized Tula as she spoke the familiar words.


  “Where are his people?”


  “We were in the process of discovering that when the Board ordered his — execution.” She made a conscious effort to change the word. No longer would she think of the murders in terms of euthanizing.


  The doctor twisted her chair so she could look Tula directly in the eye. “You were a doctor?”


  Tula straightened and lifted her chin a little. “I still am a doctor. A Conversion Psychiatrist.”


  “I understand. Almost all converts are children. Why were you so intent on this particular adult?” Dr. Rice tilted her head.


  Shifting her attention, Tula looked Levi up and down. Slack in sleep, his face appeared more youthful. But not a child. The golden stubble of his beard glimmered along his jaw and outlined the fullness of his lips. “He was with a woman in labor when we picked them up. He was helping her. We thought they were a family, and I was going to study cannibal family dynamics. But it turned out he didn’t even know her.” The memories were like another life. So much had happened, she’d forgotten the mystery of the Levi she’d first met.


  The doctor raised a condescending brow, and out of instinct, Tula tacked on a scientific justification. “The altruistic behavior was unusual. And he arrived with a primitive notebook full of drawings of what appeared to be a stable community. I was assigned to study him and find out if there were more Outsiders like him.”


  The doctor turned back to her work. “I see. And the Haldanians believed his people might have something to offer?”


  “A group of peaceful Outsiders, people who could still live off the land, would be a valuable asset.”


  “That they would.” The doctor pulled the cattail wrap from Levi’s wounded arm.


  Tula leaned closer. How could they see in the watery illumination from the ceiling? “Don’t you need a light? Fiber optics would be easy to run in here. You could channel full spectrum sunlight.”


  “Unfortunately, we have severe skin sensitivity to solar radiation. This is why your friend must bring his son here for our help. We cannot risk exposing ourselves to ultraviolet or other potentially damaging activity. One of the side effects of the longevity enzymes, I’m afraid.”


  “Are there a lot of side effects?” Tula thought of the red eyes.


  “There are always costs when man alters nature — his own or the world around him. Rosalee is the perfect example of the price for our longevity. Our bodies can be maintained, but our brains deteriorate. Telomerase is ineffective on brain cells.” Rice used a toe to open a bio-waste disposal unit and tossed the cattail fibers inside.


  “Oh, how awful!” Tula knitted her brow. “Are many of you effected? You and Dr. Kaneka seem fine.”


  Dr. Rice stiffened. “Oh. We’re working on some secondary enzymes. But our supply is … unsteady.” She peeled back the leaf compress. “Ugh. Look at these Mgunga leaves. What an invention.”


  Tula watched the poultice as Rice tossed it away. “We call it yuvee. It predicts incoming ultraviolet surges.”


  “Yes, yes, the fluorescence is a useful byproduct if you spend any time outside, I suppose.” Dr. Rice cinched Levi to the chair and rotated him to access his shoulder. “The Mgunga tree was engineered to fix nitrogen levels in cropland. Do-gooders trying to reduce the use of chemical fertilizers. Planted it all over the Midwest. The original species was from Africa, and lived on no precipitation. But give it a little rainfall and it explodes. Couldn’t get rid of it once it settled in. And the amarantox loves it.”


  “I was actually surprised by the variety of plants growing Outside. And the animals! I’d been led to believe nothing was left from before the Botanicaust.”


  Dr. Rice cut the binding on Levi’s chest and shook her head. “Nothing like before. I was married to a botanist before the Botanicaust. He was on the Amaranthine Team. The one that lost control of the amarantox.”


  Tula’s mind reeled. In school she’d learned the Botanicaust had been caused by climate change, in spite of scientists’ best efforts. Amarantox had simply filled a gap. “The amarantox was created on purpose?”


  “Not exactly. The plant was supposed to help us live forever. It has naturally high levels of a unique tocotrienol, which researchers attempted to enhance. They didn’t realize they’d also increased the plant’s defensive chemicals. It secretes compounds into the soil to keep competing plants from sprouting. When the drought hit, the amarantox took over and cross-bred with all the native amaranth, spreading the toxic genome throughout the continent. Crops couldn’t compete. The weed shrugged off targeted herbicides, and farmers resorted to broad-spectrum sprays, which only helped kill off the competition.”


  “Why not burn the fields? We keep the plants down that way.”


  Laughing, the doctor said, “Ah, mankind never changes. Where do you think the name Botanicaust comes from? Burning was no better than herbicides. Without vegetation to hold the soil in place, the land became a dustbowl. Until the amarantox moved back in. Needless to say, my husband was fired.” Dr. Rice set the diagnostic chair on autosurgeon to cleanse Levi’s exposed wounds then looked up. A quiver raced through Tula as she met the doctor’s blood red stare. “Your turn.”
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  Haldanian Protectorate


  Under the fiber-optic light above his desk, Vitus held out a wrist to admire the lapis bracelet and matching ring — a gift from the new psychiatric intern who wanted to make a good impression. He was flattered. He’d never been able to wear lapis because the blue made his skin appear more jaundiced.


  Today the back of his hand remained a bright malachite green, even after ten days without treatment. And it wasn’t his imagination this time. The spectrometer had confirmed chlorophyll stabilization in his sample cells this morning. The longevity research was finally taking root.


  Vitus was on the cutting edge of conversion technology — a perfect test subject because of the natural senescence of his chloroplasts. Symbiotic fungi in his body should replicate telomerase ad infinitum, freeing him of the need for treatments forever.


  And his team wondered why he never let them give him the standard telomerase treatments. He snorted. Primitive. Only a handful of people knew about the project — the highest officials in the Protectorate, and natural born, every one. Oh, how he looked forward to rubbing this in the faces of all the people who had pitied his ripening.


  Once the research was perfected, Vitus would live forever. Then he would eradicate the cannibal weeds swarming the surface of the earth.


  He tapped his access code into his vidcom. While he waited for a response, he straightened the silver chain around his neck. He’d have to hint around that he needed lapis beads to match his new bracelet.


  The vidcom image popped to life on the glossy surface of his desk — a pale face with arterial red eyes. “Dr. Dedecus.” Kaneka’s voice greeted him with the usual superior impassiveness. For once, Vitus’ smile was genuine. He didn’t like Kaneka — those eyes disturbed him — but today he felt magnanimous.


  “Kaneka. Seems the latest combination of enzymes is holding steady. I’m forwarding the spectrometer and diagnostic data now.” Vitus settled back into his chair to give the Fosselite a broader view of his magnificent skin and rubbed his chin just to show the camera a flash of his new bracelet.


  He chuckled to himself. Not only would he have chloroplasts, but immortality. Even the Fosselites were a step behind him, physically unable to accept the introduction of foreign plastids into their current longevity treatments.


  The red-eyed doctor’s scrutiny showed no appreciation. “Mmmm. The scan shows excessive production of naive T cells. I need you to come here for a bone marrow sample.”


  Vitus twitched. He hated going to that cave the Fosselites called home. Not to mention the pain of a biopsy. “I’ll have my people send you a sample.”


  “I suppose that would work.” Kaneka paused. “But I had hoped to reunite you with one of your reversions.”


  “Why?” Vitus snorted. “Those weeds are dead to me.”


  Part of the deal with the Fosselites was to send them test subjects. The higher-ups chose to be “unaware” of this part of the arrangement. Vitus didn’t care. He was in the perfect position to facilitate the project. Rather than waste conversion resources already invested, he signed the euthanization papers and then sent reversions north. It wasn’t like anyone would miss them. What the Fosselites did with them was their business. Unless they succeed with one of those weeds and don’t give the cure to me.


  He sat forward, glaring into the screen. “You’d better not break our deal, Kaneka. If you’ve discovered something new…”


  An unnerving smile twisted the corners of Kaneka’s lips. “She’s asked for asylum. We’d like to know what she is worth to you before we decide her fate.”


  For a few heartbeats, Vitus processed Kaneka’s words. He hadn’t sent any reversions in months.


  Who -? His eyes widened as he realized whom Kaneka must be talking about. Shaking, he leapt from his chair, sending it skittering back to hit the wall behind him. He leaned closer to the pale image, nostrils flaring. “That weed actually reached you?”


  “She and her companion are a bit worse for wear.”


  When the Council voted to give her a trial if she came back, Vitus had stormed from the meeting. She’d obviously reverted. His disgust with the Board made him want to vomit. But they never located her, and Vitus found joy in visualizing her tortuous death in the desert. But she lives. If the Fosselites gave her amnesty, she’d have access to the longevity treatments. “She’s a reversion. I demand her euthanization immediately.”


  “She says she is one of your Conversion Psychiatrist.”


  Vitus’s lips contorted, baring his teeth. “Don’t you dare offer her asylum! Do you hear me? She lost all rights when she reverted.”


  “Dr. Dedecus, we don’t want any trouble over this. Now or later. Perhaps we should talk to your superiors —”


  “I want her to suffer!” Flecks of spittle dotted the screen on the desk. “I’m the one in control of reversions. If she gets longevity treatments, I promise you’ll never see another test subject again!”


  “I see.” Dr. Kaneka steepled his fingers below his chin. “Well, we do need more test subjects. The ones you send keep dying.”
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  The Fosselite Mountain


  Tula opened an eye and checked on Levi from where she lay next to him on the bed. Her own room was next door, but she wanted him to wake to something familiar. His eyes moved rapidly beneath his lids, the dream grasping him firmly in its hold. His lips twitched, grimaced, relaxed. A good dream or a bad dream? She stroked the back of her hand along his jaw. Her super sensitized skin prickled at the contact of his soft stubble, but she didn’t stop. What would it be like to kiss those lips now that she was free of her UV chemicals?


  She’d forgotten how bad telomerase therapy hurt. How many children had she talked through it? Told to be strong? Too many to count. The analgesics Dr. Rice gave her didn’t do a thing. And the treatment wasn’t even a full conversion. Mo underwent this every few months, and she never remembered him complaining. How did he bear it?


  She’d managed to keep quiet as the chemicals entered her bloodstream, burning their way across her skin and into her organs and tissues. And she’d found the strength to walk herself to their appointed rooms as an escort pushed Levi’s gurney. But now, with no one but an unconscious Levi to hear her, she murmured a little song she used to sing to the children to comfort them. It wasn’t working.


  As if sensing her thoughts, Levi opened his lids, his eyes immediately finding hers. She jerked her hand away from his cheek, but he caught it, his big, warm palm grasping hers with an urgency she found disconcerting. “Tula. I thought I’d lost you.”


  She shook her head, words escaping her.


  He pulled her hand against his chest and rolled to face her, his other arm drawing her close. She gasped, ripples of sensation — not quite pain, and not quite pleasure —coursing from his sudden touch. “Tula?” He eased his grasp.


  “I’m okay,” she assured him as much as herself. She tried to recall how long new converts complained about telomerase aftereffects. A few hours? She’d worked hard to distract the children as they recovered, offering candy and games, movies and whatever entertainment seemed to ease them. Many of the younger ones wanted to be cuddled. Mo never complained at all, just sat outside and let new UV soak into his skin. Maybe she needed to go outside.


  Levi carefully traced a palm up her back to cup the back of her neck, sending intense shivers to the tips of her fingers and toes. “Did she hurt you?”


  Tula blinked. “Who?”


  “That doctor woman.”


  Dr. Rice. “No. The medicine. It makes me…” She didn’t want to say hurt. Levi’s hands did not hurt. She liked the way he touched her. But she couldn’t think of a word to use.


  Instead, she closed her eyes and nuzzled back against his hand. His breath caressed her face, and she opened her eyes to meet his. His pupils were huge, and, for a moment, they simply looked at each other. Time stretched. She tilted her chin a little, licked her lips. His eyes followed the movement, then returned to meet her gaze. A slight pressure against the back of her neck invited her toward him. His mouth met her halfway, the soft press of his lips against hers making her eyelids close.


  That day beneath the blanket in the desert rose into her memory with a clarity she didn’t think possible. She thought the passion she felt every time she looked at him was from the chemicals. But she wasn’t drugged, now. Neither was he.


  They explored each other’s mouths like a gentle question. Her hand slid across the heated skin of his torso to wrap around his waist. Lower, she felt another heat against her, asking, insisting.


  His smooth, strong muscles trembled beneath her fingertips. She’d never wanted sex so much in her life. Desire was the only thing that mattered at the moment.


  “Tula,” he breathed against her ear. She mouthed his neck, tasting salt and flesh.


  “Please, Levi.” She nipped his ear, wrapped her feet around the backs of his knees.


  He sank into her and they moaned in unison. The entire length of his body pressed into hers. He kept enough weight on his elbows to keep from crushing her, but not allow one nanometer of space between them. With a slow draw, he pulled back and plunged again. Inside her, the tension welled upward, a wave preparing to crest, and she cried out for more.


  Levi latched onto her mouth, crushing her voice, continuing his drive. Their breaths became one, and she opened her eyes to find him staring into her face, the passion in his blue eyes a force not to be denied. His hands kneaded and stroked her sides and buttocks, slid under her to clench the back of her neck.


  Her head grew light as she wrapped her legs around him, straining him closer. When she came, he trembled, a shudder taking him the same moment a groan escaped his lips, vibrating against her neck and ear with a sensual timbre that resonated perfectly with the roar of her climax.


  They lay together, breathing, for an infinite amount of time. Their combined scent filled the room. He pressed his lips against her neck, not kissing, just touching, pushing so much love and energy into her soul that only happy tears expressed her heart. She didn’t know love could be like this. No drugs. Just pure and full and right.


  When he rolled onto his back, she wasn’t ready to break contact. She rolled to her side and lay her head on his chest. His heart thudded against her cheek as he wrapped both arms around her, her top leg resting on his thigh. Never before had she felt so whole and complete.


  She wanted this to last forever.
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  Levi woke slowly, stretching beneath the blankets and then letting his body relax. His down mattress was softer than he remembered. He reached to the side in search of Josef, found a body, pulled it close. The waft of evergreen combined with the undeniable curve of a female hip jolted him fully awake. I’m not at home.


  Tula stretched, then snuggled into him, and his groin stirred.


  No, he thought, and shoved away. She didn’t wake, only whimpered, curling tighter into a fetal position. A soft song rose from her, and he propped himself on an elbow to catch the familiar tune. “Jesus loves me, this I know —”


  She was crying as she murmured the song, shivering in the throes of a dream. Levi trembled himself. How did she know that song? Grasping her upper arm, he rolled her onto her back. Her eyes shot open and she blinked, coming out of sleep, terror on her face.


  “Where did you learn that song?”


  “What?”


  “Jesus Loves Me.”


  She chewed her lip. “I … don’t know. I was little girl.”


  The quivering in his chest ceased, and his heart expanded. The name of Jesus on her lips was a sign. “You are one of us. A Child of God.”


  The tightness in his brow eased for what felt like the first time in weeks. He slipped a hand around her cheek to play with the fine hairs at the back of her neck. He would ask her to come with him. His quest for Josef paled when he thought Tula was in immediate danger. Waking, finding her safely next to him, all he wanted was to celebrate, to revel gratefully in her presence. They would not be separated again, no matter what. God meant for them to be together.


  He lay back down and pulled her against his chest. Her body fit his effortlessly, the co-mingling of their breaths like something divine. He inhaled deeply of her. She would help him get his request translated to the Fosselites. He would marry her, and hope his people could see her as he did. And if the Old Order would not accept her for the Child of God she was, he would take Josef and they would go form a life of their own. Perhaps cannibals like the ones who’d healed him would join them.


  His joy made him want to start his day, to live in happiness that he’d thought died with Sarah. He nuzzled Tula behind the ear and pushed the covers back. In response to his movement, faint light flickered on from tubes in the ceiling. Tula groaned and pulled the blanket over her head. Smiling at how cute she was, he rose and tucked the blanket firmly around her. Then he looked around the room.


  The only furniture consisted of the bed and a lone chair in one corner. On the floor next to the chair, the cattail bag he and Tula had carried across the desert spilled its contents across the tile. Over the back of the chair lay a set of brilliant green clothing. A door stood open and Levi spied a pedestal sink. He found the cannibal knife and headed to the bathroom.


  For five years he’d worn the beard prescribed for married men by the Ordnung, even after Sarah died. The beard was a shield. He hadn’t been comfortable as a single man. Now, he gawked at the stubble covering his head and face, not quite a beard, but definitely not the clean-shaven face of a single man. He glanced over his shoulder at the bed. Which was it to be? Single man, courting a Blattvolk? Or should he resume the stoic acceptance of his widower hood?


  Rolling the knife between his fingers, he surveyed his face. Regardless of the rest, the mustache had to go. A pump mounted on the wall dispensed a froth of soap he lathered onto his upper lip and then scraped the knife across the hairs. Not nearly as effective as his razor, but God knew he made the effort. In the interest of appearing more mature in his dealings with the Fosselites, he opted to keep the beard.


  A towel hung from the door of the shower stall and he looked longingly into the cubicle. A slick, stretchy substance had been molded over the wound on his arm, which no longer hurt, but he was unsure if he should get it wet. The burn on his shoulder had the same covering. With a sigh, he sponged himself off and avoided the draw of a hot shower. He donned the clothing — short pants and a sleeveless shirt, just like the Fosselites wore. Had they given him green because of Tula? The fabric was unusually fine and stretchy. The sparseness of the shorts and shirt felt more like underclothes than something to wear in public, but certainly better than a ragged mat of cattails. The slipper-shoes they’d left fit well, cradling his travel worn feet.


  His stomach yearned for breakfast. Maybe he could find food and be back before Tula woke. He opened the door and peered into a narrow hall, but saw no one. A click sounded from a small grill to one side of the door and a woman’s voice issued forth. “Levi, welcome. Please to wait for escort.” The words were stilted, as if read from a book.


  Glancing at the bed, he bit his lip. Someone would be here soon. Would see that he and Tula had slept together. Samuel’s voice rang in his head. Fornication. He had to wake her. Get her dressed. He looked around again. No clothing. Why didn’t she have any clothing?


  He shut the door and headed to the bed. “Tula. Tula, wake up.”


  She stretched, limber green arms rising above her head, blanket dipping and exposing her breasts. She blinked sleepily at him, her lips curling into a cat-like smile. “Mmm, Levi.”


  “Tula, you need to get dressed.” He plucked the edge of the blanket to cover her. The room smelled of sex.


  Her smile faded and she sat up, arms crossed over the blanket to hold it in place. “Is something wrong?”


  Realizing his forehead hurt from worry, he forced it smooth. Just pretend you are married. The Fosselites don’t know any better. He’d make it right with God in the end. “Visitors are coming.”


  A knock sounded at the door. Tula flipped back the covers, exposing her full nakedness. Levi needed to look away, but couldn’t. Every inch of him wanted her again. How could the Fosselites not desire her, too? The knock came again. “Levi, it’s Dr. Kaneka.”


  Tula bent to look under the bed and Levi’s hopes rose that she’d discarded her clothing there. When she pulled out the same miniscule skirt she’d worn the entire journey, he grimaced. Why hadn’t they given her proper clothing?


  She tied the bit of fabric about her hips and smiled at him like he was being silly before she opened the door. Dr. Kaneka stood outside, the big man who’d kidnapped Tula yesterday once again shadowing him. The doctor’s brows lifted nearly to his hairline before a mask descended. He pushed up his glasses. “Good morning.”


  Shameful heat flooded Levi as if he’d been discovered by an Elder. There was no denying they’d been together. Face the consequences. He stiffened his spine. Stepping in front of Tula, he could at the very least hide her from the big guy staring straight at her chest without even a pretense of looking at her face. “Good morning.”


  Dr. Kaneka surveyed Tula and spoke unrecognizable words. Levi fought the urge to pull the blanket from the bed and wrap her in it. She said something back, and the doctor replied. Levi was sure the man’s eyes strayed to her naked body.


  She put a hand on Levi’s arm. “He says … word-woman? … see you. She is…” Tula scrunched her eyes in thought, then made a circular motion next to her head. “Head is bad. No Haldanians.” She tottered a step backward.


  “I have to go without you?” He shook his head. “I won’t leave you alone.”


  “For Josef.”


  She was right. He had to cure Josef. “You stay in the room. Here. Okay?”
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  Levi followed Dr. Kaneka and the big man followed Levi. He wondered if the man was some sort of bodyguard. At least he hadn’t stayed behind with Tula.


  They passed several doors and stopped before one just like Levi’s. Dr. Kaneka rapped twice and opened it. Shelves of books filled the room, floor to ceiling, all sizes and colors lined up spine out. Levi stepped inside with awe. The big man eased past Levi and shambled straight to a lower bookshelf to pull out a tall, thin volume.


  “Michael, not now,” Dr. Kaneka barked. The big man’s face grew even longer as he pushed the book back in place.


  On the far side of the room, a coffee table surrounded by four plush chairs invited people to sit and enjoy reading. A head with a red ponytail popped up over the back of one chair. The woman rose to greet them and Levi stumbled. It was the crazy woman, Rosalee.


  “I promise I’ll read to you later, Michael.” She turned to Levi. Her bloodshot eyes were not nearly as startling as Dr. Kaneka’s, but Levi didn’t remember her having red eyes yesterday. “Hello, please have a seat. My name is Rosalee.” She acted like she didn’t remember him.


  He didn’t move to sit.


  “I hear you had quite a journey getting here.” Rosalee indicated the bandage on Levi’s wrist.


  He covered the bandage with his other hand, as if her stare might re-open the wound. “Between the Blattvolk and the cannibals, I’m surprised we’re still alive.”


  “The Blattvolk. Is that what you call the Haldanians? Leaf people?”


  Levi nodded, watching her closely. “You seem … better today.”


  Rosalee’s fine, pale skin flushed crimson and she darted a glance at Dr. Kaneka. “Yes, I hear I was quite rude. I apologize. I’ve had —” she glowered, “medication, now.”


  Medication to take away dementia. Maybe these people could cure Josef. But then why the Down’s Syndrome? Glancing at Dr. Kaneka, he rubbed his chin a moment. “Excuse me for asking, but your people seem to have a lot of … disabilities. Why haven’t you cured them?”


  Letting out a slumping breath, Rosalee indicated the chairs again and sat down. “You are talking about our children, I assume? The ones with Down’s Syndrome? We love them as best we can, given the circumstances.”


  Levi lowered himself to the edge of one chair, hyper conscious of Dr. Kaneka still standing near the door.


  “I’m not a scientist. But from what I understand, our longevity therapy causes changes in the fetus during gestation. Down’s Syndrome is the most survivable of the defects. Michael, here, is the result of using a surrogate.” Her eyes glazed as she frowned. “Needless to say, our reproductive cells have been permanently altered by our therapy. We have learned to accept our procreative limitations. And given our personal longevity, most believe it’s a small price to pay.”


  “So, they’re immortal, too?”


  “Oh, no. That would be a wasted effort. We’re already prone to dementia.” She flushed again. “The children are even more susceptible. No, we must choose carefully if we wish to have children, knowing we will only watch them age and die.” Her face grew so sad, Levi would have hugged her if circumstances had been different.


  “What about other birth defects? Cystic fibrosis?”


  “Ah, yes, the reason you are here. Dr. Kaneka tells me you may have a son with the disorder?”


  He nodded, hands tightly clasped, so full of anticipation he didn’t trust his voice.


  She leaned forward with her elbows on her knees, her eyes trained on Levi’s face. “They cannot remove the defective gene from his entire body. But they could possibly perform organ cloning and transplant. Dr. Kaneka believes they might be able to reconfigure the CFTR sequence in the clonal organs, depending on the severity of the abnormality. That would relieve the worst of your son’s symptoms. But the doctors need genetic samples and access to his stem cells.”


  The pit of his stomach tightened into a hard ball of hope and despair. “You’re saying you can make him better?”


  “There are over a thousand markers for cystic fibrosis. I can’t make any promises until we see him.”


  “He’s far too sick to travel.”


  “Dr. Kaneka suggested you show us on a map where your people live, and perhaps we can arrange transportation.” She tapped the surface of the coffee table and a screen lit up the center. Scrolling through several images, she halted on a series of haphazard lines and colors. “We are here.” She pointed to a dark brown splotch next to a word he didn’t recognize.


  Kaneka leaned in, and a tremor zigzagged up Levi’s spine. Like someone was stepping on his grave, his father used to say. Rolling one shoulder and stepping away from the doctor, Levi blinked at the map.


  The drawing looked nothing like the series of landmarks the trader had sketched. “I don’t know what any of this means. I came from the east.”


  “The blue lines are major rivers. The red lines are old roadways. This way is north.” She spun the chart so north was up.


  He frowned down at the diagram, trying to make sense. “After we escaped, I just knew to head north and west toward the mountains. When we reached the reservoir, I hoped it was the landmark the salt trader talked about. Oh!” He pointed to a spot where the blue line thickened. “This could be the reservoir.”


  “Escaped … what do you mean?” Rosalee looked up at him with drawn brows.


  “The Blattvolk. They’d captured me and intended … well God knows what, but Tula pulled me from my cell and we ran.”


  “Wait, Tula — your companion — is Haldanian?” Rosalee rose from her chair, her voice brittle.


  Dr. Kaneka scurried toward the door.


  “You met her yesterday. You … attacked her.” Levi put his hands up, palm out toward Rosalee, remembering Tula’s warning too late. This woman hated Haldanians. “She’s not like other Blattvolk. She’s good. She almost died to save me.”


  Rosalee put both hands over her mouth. Her eyes narrowed and she focused on Dr. Kaneka. The doctor said three or four words into the grate next to the door.


  She shouted something, and Levi rose as the sound of feet came pounding down the hall. With both hands she gripped Levi’s bicep, fingernails biting into his skin as a pair of men in red tunics appeared. Looking directly into his eyes, she said, “Don’t believe a word they say.”


  One of the men darted in and pressed a silver gun to Rosalee’s neck. Her eyes rolled back into her head and she slumped into the other man’s arms.


  “What is going on?” Levi asked as the only one in the compound who could understand him was dragged, limp, from the room.
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  Tula sat on the bed and flipped through the entertainment programs on the gamma pad. Nothing looked good, so she opened a game of chess. The hum of the mountain had become background noise, like an ever-present threat of a headache. The air, although not exactly stuffy, wasn’t truly fresh. Dr. Kaneka said they derived all their power from geothermal sources, which powered halogen lights to grow hydroponic foods. Recirculators scrubbed the air and underground springs provided all the water they would ever need. The only time a Fosselite ever went outside was for the yearly maintenance on the hidden cameras around the fortress.


  How could they stand it? Dr. Kaneka and the others had been holed up inside here over four hundred years. Centuries without seeing the sun or feeling the wind on their skin. Tula’s eyes ached from straining in the low light, and her lungs felt clogged in the heat and humidity of the cavern. She didn’t want to live forever if it meant never seeing the outside again. You’re assuming they’ll offer you asylum.


  Her heart turned over at the thought. Dr. Kaneka told her the committee was working on her request. She didn’t know how to admit she didn’t intend to stay – not without sounding like the reversion he accused her of being. She hoped they would support her mission to bring conversion to Levi’s people.


  She moved a knight on the virtual chessboard and watched the interactive program take her rook. She couldn’t focus. The gamma pad offered a lot of books, games, and some very old movies. But she was only interested in an answer. She needed allies.


  Rising, she straightened the new microfiber skirt the Fosselites had provided. The cobalt blue fabric would look marvelous in decent light. She longed for a string of beads or a bracelet, anything to prove someone loved her. But anyone who mattered was gone forever, and she had to make friends if she was going to ask for assistance.


  She entered the quiet hallway and headed toward a gathering hall they’d passed on the way to the room last night. The double doors stood open, and soft music floated out along with the scent of something unfamiliar. She paused at the threshold, looking over the empty circular tables. Clattering sounded from beyond another set of double doors. “Hello?” she called. The big room swallowed the sound.


  Approaching the other set of doors, she reached for the handle just as the door swung outward, causing her to jump back. A trisomy man carrying a large metal container glanced at her and continued past to a big metal cabinet with a clear plastic roof hovering over the center. As he moved, the unfamiliar smell wafted stronger around her and then waned. He set his load in a hollow apparently designed for the container and looked back to Tula. “It’s not time yet.”


  “Time for what?”


  “You can’t come until it’s time.”


  A woman stuck her head out the double doors. “Louie? Who is it? Oh!” She blinked at Tula. “What are you doing here?”


  The question wasn’t exactly unfriendly, but it had a wariness behind it that warned her she might not be welcome. “I’m … looking for Dr. Kaneka.”


  “I’ll let him know. Have a seat. Lunch is in an hour. Oh, wait, you don’t eat, right?”


  Tula smiled. “I do. Just not as much.”


  “Oh. How about tea?”


  “What is tea?”


  The woman winked at her, the first friendly gesture all day. “Louie, come get our visitor a cup of tea, please.”


  The man and woman disappeared behind the doors. The music stopped, and after a few moments, Louie came out with a cup of steaming liquid and set it on a table. He stared at her in what she thought was reproach. She sat and he set a spoon and a small bowl of golden fluid next to her.


  Without a word, he turned and left. So much for making friends. Alone with her “tea,” Tula sniffed the steam from the cup. Not unpleasant. She scooped a spoonful and tasted. Slightly bitter, like drinking dirty water. Wrinkling her nose, she pushed the cup away. Out of curiosity, she put the spoon into the other dish and paused as the substance resisted, stiff and thick. Lifting the spoon, she watched the viscous material string between the utensil and the dish. Maybe this was the “tea?” She pulled her index finger through a strand, pinching the sticky liquid between thumb and finger, and brought it to her nose. Sweet. Touching her finger to the tip of her tongue, she blinked in surprise before sucking her fingers clean. Sweeter than the candies she gave her kids.


  A large figure pushing a medical cart shuffled by the doors then stopped, drawing Tula’s attention. Michael stood outside, as if waiting for an invitation. She waved him to join her. He darted a look around the room, hesitated, and turned the cart toward her. His eyes were on her tea and she pushed both dishes toward him. “I’m waiting for Dr. Kaneka. Would you like some tea?”


  He shook his head, looking at her hands, not her face.


  Tula poked at the sticky stuff with the spoon. “I’ve never had tea. Do you think you could show me how to drink it?”


  Taking the spoon, he twirled it to make the glue-like stuff stop dripping and then stirred it into the cup of bitter liquid. “Oh. That’s what that’s for.” She laughed. “This is the tea?” She lifted the cup.


  He nodded, a shy smile playing about his lips.


  Tula sipped the sweetened liquid and found it much improved. She smacked her lips. “Delicious.” She preferred the sweetener alone, but didn’t want to appear ungrateful.


  The woman from the other room appeared again. “Hello, Michael. Your father is on his way.”


  He scuffed his feet and put his hands back on the cart.


  “I’d love him to stay.” Tula looked at the woman.


  “He doesn’t talk.” The woman waved him off.


  “Michael and I communicate very well.” Tula turned a bright smile his way. After her initial fear of the big man, she’d come to appreciate his protectiveness.


  A flush crept up his neck and he grinned, turning his face half to the side.


  The woman raised her brows, shrugged, and returned to the other room.


  “Come sit with me, Michael.” Tula pointed to the chair next to her.


  He remained rooted in place, hands on the cart.


  “If you want to.” She was accustomed to the shyness of cannibal prisoners. She had to approach them from the side, let them think the decision to communicate was theirs.


  Michael let go of the cart and wiped his enormous palms on his thighs, but remained standing.


  “You are supposed to be working, is that it?”


  He nodded and toyed with the keycard around his neck.


  “Well, I’m glad you could stop by and say hello. I don’t want you to get in trouble. Maybe I could sit with you at the meal later?”


  His brows rose and he snuck a look at her. The long planes of his face perpetually drooped, but she saw gratefulness. He nodded.


  Dr. Kaneka appeared at the doorway, and Michael grabbed the cart. The doctor gave him a hard glance and turned his attention to Tula. “I hope he was not bothering you?”


  “Not at all. I asked him to sit down, but he said he had work to do.” Tula waved her fingers goodbye at Michael but he was so focused on the doors, he didn’t see her.


  Dr. Kaneka pulled out a chair but did not sit. “You and the man you arrived with are close.”


  Tula flushed, knowing he meant last night. “I know it’s unethical to be intimate with patients, but he ceased being my patient the moment Vitus sentenced him to death.” She had no regrets about being with Levi.


  “How well can you communicate?” He held a gamma pad in one hand, his other resting on the back of the empty chair.


  “Rudimentary word usage and a lot of body language. Why?”


  “I have given some thought to your request for asylum.”


  Her heart lurched as she realized this was an interview, not a social visit. She had to make herself look valuable. “I am quite good at interfacing with cannibals, and in Confinement, I’m the only one Levi would talk to. And that was after a lot —”


  He waved the gamma pad to halt her. “We have no need for a Conversion Psychiatrist, but we may have another use for you.” Placing the pad on the table in front of her, he stood behind her shoulder. The photoelectric image of a brain glowed purple across the screen, tiny data points printed below. He pointed to several white spots at the center of the image deep inside the two lobes of the brain. “See these lesions in the hippocampus? Telomerase cannot pass through the blood brain barrier to heal aging cells. Our brains are vulnerable to old-age diseases like Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, and other dementia. For over four hundred years our bodies have not aged. But our brains are another matter. Our time is running out.”


  “That’s —” She didn’t know what to say. Horrible was not a strong enough word. “How can I help?”


  Kaneka pulled out the chair next to her and sat with his hands folded on the table. “When we encountered the Haldanians several decades ago, we discovered telomerase aided the uptake of chloroplasts during cell conversion. And during telomerase repair, your chloroplasts release a specific steroid which can penetrate the blood brain barrier and dissolve abnormal protein deposits and aging cells from brain tissue without harming surrounding cells.” He touched the screen to zoom in on some white spots within the center of the image. “These lesions are prior to injection of Haldanian steroids.” He changed to another image. “Here is the same brain after one week of treatment.”


  Shocked, Tula stared at the screen. Almost all the lesions had disappeared. Frowning, she asked, “Why don’t you ask the Protectorate to convert you?”


  “No!” Dr. Kaneka reeled backward in his chair, eyes wide and lip curled in revulsion. “No, conversion is not an option for us. Just as immortality is not an option for the converted. Our initial experiments to combine the technologies proved disastrous. Telomerase alone does not allow one to be immortal. The sustained amounts required for immortality cause mutations and cancer. We use a panel of enzymes and immunoreactives to control and remove mutated and apoptotic cells. The immunoreactives do not take kindly to the insertion of chloroplasts into the cell genome.” Dr. Kaneka winked and laughed, as if he’d just delivered the punch line of a joke.


  After he finished chuckling, he said, “I’m prepared to offer you asylum if you agree to aid us in further research.”


  Tula considered. “I’m not sure how I can be of assistance. My area of expertise isn’t gerontology or chemistry —”


  “You misunderstand. We are not asking for collaboration. We need chemical samples.”


  Tula sat back to gauge the expression on his bland face. “You want to use me as a test subject?” A shiver coursed from her middle, up her shoulders, and to the tips of her fingers and toes. “I hadn’t actually planned to stay —”


  “Your friend spoke to our translator this morning, and it appears he has nothing to trade. We will go to his home and provide treatment to his son in return for your cooperation. The offer is more than fair.” He stuck his hands into the pockets of his lab coat and stared at her through bloodshot eyes.


  They were willing to actually venture outside? And save Levi’s a son? It was a generous offer. Perhaps she could travel with them and meet Levi’s people first.


  Tula cleared her throat. “I’d like to talk to you about offering conversion to Levi’s people. You have the technology —” Dr. Kaneka shook his head, but Tula pushed on. “I could convince many of them of the benefits of conversion, given enough time. Perhaps once they are converted some of them will be willing to aid your research. We can all help each other.”


  Dr. Kaneka’s scrutiny raked over her like grit in a blowout, making her cringe. “We need a convert with a well established genome immediately. The only agreement we will entertain is that you remain here for testing. But I will consider putting forth the offer to his people.”


  “I’ll come back as soon as I secure some initial conversions.”


  “I told you, our time is running out. We need to begin at once.”


  She looked at the gamma pad lying before her with its purple image. She understood his urgency. But simply passing along an offer for conversion would get no results. Not if the rest of the community was anything like Levi. But if she didn’t take Kaneka’s offer, not only would there be no chance for Levi’s son, but little chance the Fosselites would offer conversion at all. How could she refuse and live with herself?
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  After a shocked instant, Levi blundered toward the exit after Rosalee and the others, only to find a man in a bright red tunic blocking his way. The man put up a calming hand and urged Levi back into the library. The crazy woman’s words hung in the air. Don’t believe a word they say.


  Levi tried to step around the man in red, but the man mimicked his moves to block him. “I want to go back to my room,” Levi said.


  “Sit. Safe.” The man’s mouth smiled, but his blood-curdled eyes stayed wide and alert.


  “I don’t want to sit. I’m worried about Tula.”


  The man remained firmly in place, his arms akimbo. Levi stood nose to nose with the man, not touching, unable to get by without physically pushing past. His insides quivered as his passive upbringing warred with his desire to protect Tula.


  The man squinted and his nostrils flared. “Sit.”


  After a moment of hesitation, Levi spun around and paced the length of the bookshelves. Although here of his own volition, he was as much a prisoner as he had been with the Blattvolk. They could do with him as they liked and there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. Thank God they hadn’t locked him in a cell. Yet.


  None of these Fosselites seemed truly sane. And they couldn’t even fix their own children. How could he be sure they could help Josef without added risk? Josef could end up with dementia, or only able to have children with Down’s Syndrome, or with some other horrible side effect. He should take Tula and go home to enjoy the time God had given him with his son.


  What seemed like hours passed, and finally Levi heard voices in the hall. Rushing to the door, he spotted Dr. Kaneka speaking to his room guard. The doctor glanced at him, said one last thing, and walked away. The sentinel turned to Levi and gestured for him to follow. Glad to be out of the library, Levi moved abreast of the guard in spite of the narrow hall. Ahead, voices murmured and dishware clinked behind a set of double doors, and the scent of food made Levi’s insides churn with hunger.


  The guard paused at the doors and swung an arm wide for Levi to precede him.


  “I need to get Tula,” Levi said.


  A familiar bubble of laughter caught his attention from the cafeteria and he caught sight of Tula already at a table with the big man who had carried her away when they’d first arrived. Two Down’s Syndrome people sat with them. Ignoring his guard, Levi rushed toward Tula, his chest light with relief.


  She looked up, her teeth a brilliant white in the deep jade of her face. Around her neck, a filament strung with feathers and baubles didn’t so much cover her as draw attention to her nipples. “Levi!” She patted the seat next to her.


  “Why didn’t they give you clothes?” he said in a low voice as he slid into the seat.


  “You like? Color is … blue?” She stretched the fabric of her new skirt over her thighs.


  He glanced at the table companions gaping at him. If she was going to fit into his world, she’d have to learn modesty. But this was not an argument to have right now. “What is that?” He pointed to her necklace.


  “Michael gave to me.” She stroked the long feathers. Levi gathered the big man sitting across the table must be Michael by the way he flushed and squirmed like a nervous child. The other two didn’t speak, just alternated between staring at Tula and ogling him.


  The rest of the room was either oblivious to the guests or working hard to contain their curiosity. Most tables had at least one Down’s Syndrome occupant, and now that Levi knew they were Fosselite children, the groupings made sense. These were family units. He furtively surveyed the occupants of his table, wondering where their parents were. Tula was completely comfortable with them, and they with her. Would her children be green? He hadn’t considered it until now.


  “Tula, let’s leave. Now. I want you to come home with me.”


  She squinted like she didn’t understand him. “House?”


  He laced his fingers with hers. “I have nothing to trade. I want to see my son. I want you to meet him. He needs a mother.”


  They stared at each other for several heartbeats before she bowed her head. “Oh, Levi.” Tears dripped into her lap. “I trade for you.”


  He ran a hand up her arm to caress away a tear. “What do you mean?”


  “Dr. Kaneka ask me to stay. To help them. They help Josef.”


  He stilled, throat tight. She wanted to stay?


  “Is good choosing. They have medicine for me.”


  Medicine. He remembered how sick she’d become outside, how excited she’d been to reach the Fosselites. The trip here had nearly killed her. “But I want you with me.”


  “Is my only way … live. Medicine for me.”


  For a long time Levi only looked at her, hand against her tear stained cheek. He wanted to burn her face into his memory forever. She could not go with him. He could not protect her outside, from the sun, the plants, the cannibals. He nodded slowly a single time, his heart cracking like ice falling from the eaves. “Gotte’s Wille be done.”
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  Tula sat cross-legged on the bed and stared at her hands while Levi watched the monitor set into the wall of her room. The image was live — a camera looking over the wide plains below the mountain — but the landscape was lifeless. This would be her only contact with the outside for the rest of her life.


  Levi had been arguing with her for ten minutes. “I can build you a house like you had in your city. A greenhouse, we call it. You’ll be protected.”


  Her hands were folded so tightly in her lap, her knuckles gleamed. The idea of travelling through cannibal territory under the sun’s UV rays made her bones ache, but she would go to be with Levi. However, there was his son to consider. “Is only way for Josef.”


  He scrubbed both hands through his short hair, as if trying to rub new ideas into his brain. “I want the cure for Josef, but not at the cost of your future. At the very least, they should put a time limit on your indenture.”


  “What is in-den-shur?”


  Instead of explaining the word, he opened the door and looked into the hall. Holding out a hand, he said, “Come with me, Tula. I want to find Dr. Kaneka. You need to talk for me.”


  Together they marched opposite the cafeteria, the direction their escort had gone after leaving them at the room several hours ago. The doors on both sides of the hall had placards next to each handle. All of them had numbers, some had names. Levi scrutinized each. They reached Medlab and Tula tugged against his hand to stop and knock. A voice inside invited them in. Tula opened the door to find Dr. Rice, her dark face pressed to a microscope.


  “Dr. Rice,” Tula greeted her.


  The woman jerked away from the microscope and looked toward her guests. “Dr. Macoby…”


  “We’re looking for Dr. Kaneka. Do you know where he is?”


  Dr. Rice pressed a few buttons on a speaker and asked for Dr. Kaneka.


  Levi bent close to Tula’s ear. “Tell her I need to talk with someone about trade.”


  Tula steeled her jaw. Was it too much to hope he had something to trade that might tempt them? If what Kaneka had explained about their brain tissue was true, a Haldanian would be a very valuable commodity to them. “Who do we talk to about trading for medicine?”


  “I am authorized to handle medical transactions. What do you need now?”


  “Levi wants to trade for his son’s treatments himself. He says the debt is his, not mine.”


  Dr. Rice raised an eyebrow and looked Levi up and down before replying. “I doubt his people could offer us anything of value. We’re quite self-sufficient here. Unless they have new technology to offer, we’re not interested.”


  Tula’s throat tightened as her last shred of hope evaporated. She looked a Levi’s feet then up to his eyes. “She says you have…” She struggled with the word for technology and pointed to several machines in the room. “Know things. New to them. To trade.”


  “They want trade in science? I don’t have science. I have food. Livestock. Wool.”


  As Tula translated, Levi kept talking. “I’ll do manual labor for you for the rest of my life. Tula cannot pay my debt. I’m responsible.”


  Tula finished translating as best she could, although she wondered if Dr. Rice was even listening anymore. The dark woman tilted her head and turned the corners of her lips up at Levi as though indulging a child. “No.”


  Levi’s eyes widened and the color drained from his face. “Ask her what else she wants. Anything I can give her.”


  Tula’s entire body broke into a heated sweat and her stomach churned. There was no other option. Pressing her lips together, she shook her head. “Levi, I do trade for you. Is done.”


  He put his hands gently on her shoulders. “You can’t. It’s not your responsibility. I’m a man, and I take care of my family.” He turned to Dr. Rice. “I take care of my family.”


  Resisting the urge to melt against him in tears, Tula put a hand on his forearm. “Josef need.”


  “Not like this. No.”


  “Levi, I stay here. I need stay. Outside bad for me,” she reiterated for herself as much as him.


  “I’ll build you a greenhouse.”


  Tula’s throat tightened around her tears. She wanted to go with him. She’d never desired someone like this before. Even if she only had a few years with him, exposed to the sun, she would choose to be with him. But there was Levi’s son to consider. “Dr. Rice, is there nothing at all he can provide in trade? Certainly you can’t produce everything you might want or need hydroponically.”


  “We don’t require anything he can offer. We offered help for his son only to make you happy. We don’t take in new people. Everyone here has to contribute.”


  Dr. Kaneka spoke from the open door. “But we don’t want there to be lingering resentments for either of you on this. If you truly wish to help him and his son, you have to make him believe you want to stay.”


  Searching the doctor’s face for any sign of pity, she said, “Levi brought up a valid point. Will I be free to go at some time in the future? Or am I enslaved to you forever?”


  The man hesitated, then smiled the same way he had when he’d made the offer. “My dear, if at the end of – say five years – should you wish to leave, we would have no quarrel with that. I shall draw up documents, if you like.”


  Five years for the life of a boy, then she could be with Levi. Completely worth it. “Levi, I stay only five … times? Here. Five - winters. Five summers.”


  “Years.” He provided, his focus shifting to Dr. Kaneka. “I don’t trust him.”


  “Is not problem. You go. You save Josef.”


  Levi’s face creased into deep lines and he pressed his fingers to his temples. She had to make this easier on him somehow. Like Dr. Kaneka said, she had to make Levi believe she wanted to stay.


  “Levi, I don’t want to go. I want to stay here.”


  His eyes widened, face lined with stress, doubt in his eyes. “I’ll bring Josef back, then we’ll stay, too. I can push a broom for them if that’s what it takes.”


  She shook her head, as much to fight off the tears as to deny him. The Fosselites would only consider him a drain on their resources, especially with a genetically inferior son. “We cannot be. You are not my kind. I am science.” She used the word he’d provided earlier.


  “Tula, you are human, in spite of your skin color. You are a Child of God, and you belong with me.” He reached one hand toward her and she used every ounce of willpower to back away. Her chest constricted as the softness in his face turned to confusion.


  Donning a mask of disdain, she said, “God? You are like cannibal. No science.” After so long defending him, the words hurt her throat. Every muscle tightened in anguish.


  Levi blanched. His outreaching hand fell to his side. “Do not deny the Lord our God.”


  Her breath caught. That was the way. She turned to the diagnostic chair so she didn’t have to look at him. “Science save me. Is only way. Not God.”


  Dr. Kaneka interjected by stepping forward with a small box he offered to Levi. “Tell him to carry this with him. When he reaches his home, he is to push this button, and it will send out a long-distance signal.”


  Tula glanced over her shoulder and spotted Dr. Rice propped on her stool with her arms crossed. The woman nodded in encouragement.


  Focusing on Levi’s chest to avoid his haunted eyes, Tula said, “Dr. Kaneka say take with you. Push … “ She didn’t know the word for button and pointed to it instead. Her hand trembled and she dropped it as quickly as she could. “When you get to Josef. They come then.”


  “Tula.” The deep emotional timbre of Levi’s voice nearly broke her.


  “You leave in morning.” Lifting her head, she strode from the room. It wasn’t until she reached her own quarters that she sagged onto the unused bed in a puddle of tears.
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  Forgive her, Lord. Inside Levi’s head, Samuel’s voice reminded him Tula was a Blattvolk. She was marked. And she’d denied God. There could be no salvation for her kind. His feet moved without consciousness as he followed a man wearing a red tunic back to his room. The passages reminded him of the underground tunnels back home, quiet and seldom used. To the right, the cafeteria. Past that, the library where he’d spoken with Rosalee. Numb to the core, he carried the beacon to his quarters, both hoping and dreading Tula would be there waiting for him. Repentant.


  His room was empty. He sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the blank white wall behind the chair. Had what they’d shared last night meant so little to her? Then again, she’d seduced him in the desert with pure, raw sex. Was he only deluding himself to justify the weakness of his flesh?


  He’d been willing to offer his entire share in the Old Order cooperative to free her. He thought about the electric fence, the methane operated farm equipment, the extraction house where the hog pancreases were produced into enzymes for the cystic fibrosis kids. Primitive technology in comparison to the Fosselites, but he’d been willing to give them anything. Perhaps there lay his sin.


  Sliding to his knees, he pressed his hands together in the comfort of the Lord’s Prayer. It had been a long time since he’d engaged in any sort of litany. The rote words did not ease him, however, and the hollowness in his chest grew from numbness to pain, then anger.


  He should have been stronger. All his life he’d been warned about the Blattvolk, and he’d allowed her to pull him into debauchery and sin. Demons could appear good if such acts achieved the greater goal of evil. She might have saved him from death, but he would have died clean.


  Penance. He needed penance. The communion service back home would be happening about this time of year. But there was no blessed water and bread here, no one to allow him to wash their feet. Levi missed it. He rocked back and forth on his knees, taking in the sharp pain on his kneecaps as if suffering might cleanse him. He needed to do something.


  Rising, he spotted a gamma pad on the small table next to the bed. Tula must have left it there earlier. Hands itching to put his feelings on paper, he picked up the device and swiped a hand across the surface. A partially played game of chess appeared on the screen. The unfinished moves of Tula’s game made him ache. Clenching his teeth, he exited the game and found the drawing program.


  He sat and stared at the blank screen. All he could think to draw was Tula. Always her smile, her blue eyes, the gentle curve of her neck and shoulder. Of its own volition, his hand created a swoop, and then the fall of the necklace she’d been wearing at lunch. Such primitive baubles for such an advanced community. But then, it had come from one of the lesser members of the society. Where would Tula rank among all the scientists?


  He needed to stop thinking of her. To focus on his goal. Josef. He tried to call to memory his son’s face, to put the child on the screen. The image would not come. How could he not remember every detail of his own child? He’d been gone so long. In the dungeon of the Blattvolk, he’d had no way to tell the passing of days except by the arrival of meals, and he’d lost count. The same as the artificial state of existence the Fosselites chose to live in here in their mountain.


  Perhaps Tula was right. She did belong here, in an artificial environment, among people who accepted her green skin. The Old Order would condemn her on sight. God was protecting her. She could not come with him, but she had provided the means to save Josef. Perhaps that was God’s intent all along. He had to trust in God’s plan.


  Sitting cross-legged on the bed, he finished the drawing of Tula.
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  In an exhausted, tear-induced doze, Tula thought she heard a soft knock on the door. If Levi came to see her now, she would break. The knock sounded again, two tiny taps. She wiped her eyes on the bedcovers and rose. Shoulders back, she prepared herself to be cold, firm. She opened the door. “Michael,” she said in a rush of air. “What are you doing here?”


  He pointed a thick finger to her tear stained cheek then looked quickly away.


  That did it. A single, heart wrenching shudder and she broke. “I have to stay.” She felt a hand pat her on the shoulder in an awkward attempt at comfort. Pulling herself together, she smiled through her tears and took his hand in hers. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to make you worry.”


  He gave a sigh that spoke of compassion far better than words would have.


  “You are a good friend, Michael. I’m glad I have you here since I’m going to be staying. Are you here to give me a tour? Maybe get me a little light?”


  She’d been without sunlight over twenty-four hours, and the low blood sugar from lack of sun made her feel a bit woozy. Or maybe it was the crying. She liked to believe it was lack of sunlight. Dr. Kaneka said they had a solution to her photosynthetic needs, and she assumed that meant whatever light source they used in the hydroponics section.


  Michael’s face fell and he dropped her hand. His brows drew together in a pained look.


  “Your father said you’d had Haldanian guests before. Maybe you could show me where they stayed?”


  Michael glanced down both sides of the hall and then nodded. He shambled out of the doorframe, looking behind to make sure Tula followed. After many forks and turns, the lighting grew sparse until they reached a metal door. The placard read “Phytogenics.” He paused with his hand on the knob, and looked at her as if asking if this was what she really wanted. She smiled in reassurance.


  He bent to use the key card on the lanyard around his neck and stepped inside. They were in the lab he’d brought her to that first day when he’d carried her away from the crazy woman. Michael pulled on a radiation suit from the far wall, and she remembered the Fosselites’ aversion to sunlight. Apparently, they had to protect themselves from the hydroponic lights, as well.


  Once he was dressed, he offered her a suit.


  She waved it away. “I’ll be okay.”


  He shook his head and pushed the suit closer.


  After a moment of hesitation, Tula acquiesced and struggled into it, although she was longing for some photosynthesis. Wearing heavy clothing was unfamiliar, and she felt trapped as she moved toward the door behind Michael.


  The first door led into a tiny antechamber with a second door directly across the way. As he opened the second door, intense light speared the room. She flinched, closing her eyes before she realized the suit and visor shielded her. With light this bright, she’d only need a couple hours or less exposure a day to fulfill her blood sugar needs.


  Michael stepped into the room and waited on the other side of the door. She peered around the corner, expecting frills of foliage. Instead, six gurneys lined up like in a triage unit, each flanked by a beeping monitor and several IV stands. Above the beds, huge halogen reflectors beamed light directly onto the patients strapped to the beds.


  Green skinned patients.


  Haldanians.


  “What…” Confusion cluttered her mind. On stiff legs, she approached the nearest bed and looked into the ravaged face of a dark haired woman. “Greta.” The name came to her lips without thinking. This was a woman who’d reverted six months ago. Not one of Tula’s, but she remembered the euthanization orders.


  Frantic, she moved to the next bed, and the next. Two of the beds held a pair of twins she’d converted over a year ago. One of her most heartbreaking failures. Vitus had warned her twins were impossible, because each twin would always remind the other of her past. But Tula had been determined to save them. After seven months of stealing excess food, attempts to escape, and episodes of violence against fellow students, the twins were sent to euthanization. Or so Tula had believed.


  She turned to Michael, who watched from the door. “How did they get here?” Her voice echoed off the visor of her suit.


  He shrugged, the fit of his suit a bit too small to allow his shoulders to fully rise.


  “I know these girls. All these people are supposed to be dead.” Inside the confines of her helmet, she struggled for air. But she couldn’t risk removing the protective clothing. “What are they doing here?” She turned to a boy with a mane of golden hair who reminded her of Levi when he’d first arrived at the Protectorate.


  Following the line of the IV, she saw the familiar telomerase setup. Behind the boy’s ear, another line snaked across the gurney to terminate at a valve. Bending closer to the boy’s head, Tula discovered the line led to a brain shunt. What had Dr. Kaneka said about Haldanian steroids? Something about the blood brain barrier. Were these “test subjects?” She jerked upright and spun to face Michael, the suit hampering her movement.


  “Is this what’s in store for me?”


  Michael didn’t meet her eyes as he shrugged once again.


  “I need to get out of here.” She hurried out into the lab, her stomach roiling. The protein drink they’d provided at lunch felt like poison in her system. Once out of the light, she ripped off her hood and gulped huge draughts of air. Recirculated air. She was trapped inside a mountain. Trapped inside the stiff fabric of the radiation suit. Every crease in her skin dripped with nervous perspiration. As she struggled to free herself from the grasp of the suit, she heard voices from the hall.


  “… VP shunt until the infection clears.” The door opened and Dr. Kaneka froze, his blood-curdled eyes wide as he assessed the scene. Another man stood behind him, his mouth hanging open.


  “Michael?” Dr. Kaneka asked. Then he sighed. “Tula.” He shook his head. “I really wish you hadn’t seen any of that.”
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  Levi tossed and turned in bed, his excessive movement continually triggering the automatic lights in the ceiling. Sitting up, he pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes. He needed rest if he was to make good time tomorrow. But hurt and anger circled his brain like a pair of turkey buzzards. Why would God let him love her, then take her away? Just like He’d taken Sarah. Was everyone Levi loved to be ripped from his life?


  The clock on the bed table read 3:12. He could only assume that meant AM. The sun would rise in a few hours. Bleary eyed, he looked around the sparse room. Resting in the chair, the new carrying pack Dr. Kaneka had provided sat upright and ready to go. Stuffed in the bottom, the blanket, robe, and sheer lab coat would be his only warmth for the journey. And his only memories of Tula. The water bottles rested in a jumble on top, filled from the tap in Levi’s bathroom. The remaining first aid items had their own exterior pocket, and the cannibal knife had another. He hoped the stiff fabric was sturdy enough to resist the blade’s edge. Everything fit nicely, with a padded, interior pouch specifically for the beacon.


  He clambered out of bed. If he could not sleep, he might as well get on with saving Josef. The slipper shoes the Fosselites had given him would not last long on his journey home, but he was happy for their protection for the time being. He dressed, downed a long drink of water from the tap, and shouldered the pack.


  Before opening the door, he looked around the room one last time to be sure he had everything. The gamma pad lay on the bedside table, and he was tempted to take it. But he’d not been invited to keep it. The sketches of Tula would be in there somewhere, even though he thought he’d erased them. Like the ones he’d erased with the Blattvolk. It didn’t matter. Let them think what they would.


  He opened the door and stepped outside to be confronted by the man in the red tunic from the library. The man didn’t even pretend to smile this time. He put the flat of his hand against Levi’s chest. “Stay.”


  “I’m ready to be on my way. To go.” Levi jostled the pack on his back for emphasis. He didn’t like the man touching him.


  The man looked between the pack and Levi, a frown on his face. He held up a finger and lifted his forearm to his mouth to speak a few words. A band around his wrist spouted Dr. Kaneka’s sleep-thick voice in return.


  With a flick of his other hand, the man indicated for Levi to follow. He strode ahead, and Levi forced his feet to keep up. Now that he was actually leaving, his legs didn’t want to cooperate. He’d been unconscious when they carried him to his room, and he had no bearings for where the outer door might be. He tried to keep track of the placards next to the doors along the way.


  As they passed open double doors, he heard crying. The red-tunic guard didn’t halt to glance inside, but Levi couldn’t help himself.


  Alone in the dim room, on a plush chair in front of a dark computer screen, the big man Tula had befriended sat hunched. Levi faltered. “Michael?”


  Ahead of Levi, the guard turned and called out. Michael looked up and Levi saw his giant fist clenched around a string of feathers and baubles.


  “Levi!” the guard barked, close enough now to clamp a hand around Levi’s arm.


  Michael held out the necklace. His long face was creased with tears. From his mouth came a moan. “Doo-aaaaa.”


  Levi began to tremble. The guard tugged on his arm while speaking into the wristband. Levi jerked free of the guard’s grasp and stepped into the room. “Tula? Is she hurt?” He gasped out, unable to take a full breath.


  Bowing his head over the necklace, Michael rocked forward and back.


  Had the big man hurt her? Levi stepped close enough to touch him. “Michael, where is Tula?” At the door, several sleepy individuals in nightshirts gathered. The guard advanced on Levi and grabbed him firmly by the backpack to propel him from the room. Levi craned his neck to look over his shoulder. “Michael!”


  Rising from the chair, Michael ambled after them.


  “Wait. I want to see Tula. I want to see Dr. Kaneka.” Levi’s demands fell on deaf ears.


  Digging in his heels, he grabbed at the nearest bystander, shouting, “Dr. Kaneka!” When he saw the Down’s Syndrome eyes, he abandoned that person for another, and another. Each person babbled unintelligibly as the guard bullied through the crowd. Where were the real Fosselites?


  More people arrived to press tighter and tighter in the narrow hallway, mumbling, seeking explanation for the chaos. The guard shouted past him, but no one seemed to heed. Then the pressure eased, and the guard no longer had him. He could still hear the man’s shouts. From behind, a big hand wrapped around Levi’s , and he found himself following Michael deeper into the compound.
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  Tula bucked against the restraints. Ultraviolet drilled into her exposed skin. They’d taken her skirt, leaving her more exposed than she’d ever felt before. She screamed again, her cries echoing off the barren walls. Bodies of fellow Haldanians twitched as if in empathy, but they remained blessedly unconscious.


  Someone in a radiation suit loomed over her. Through the visor she could make out the blood red eyes of Dr. Kaneka. “I’ll need a thumbprint, if you don’t mind.” He pressed her quivering thumb to a sensor. “And a retinal scan before the chemicals overwhelm you.” Forcing her eye to remain open with a thumb and forefinger, he scanned her eye.


  “Why are you doing this?” Her words came out mush as the chemicals flooded her system.


  “Your friend has taken the beacon and will lead us to his settlement. Our agreement still stands. I’m simply assuring there will be no legal complications if I ever need to present my findings to your Board. Dr. Dedecus has been a fine subject, but his autoimmune disease is rejecting the symbiosis.”


  “Vitus Dedecus?” She gasped, overcome by tremors.


  “I’ll be inserting symbiotic fungi into your bio system which will self replicate telomerase and make the need for drip treatment a thing of the past. Until now, the fungi have been unable to function in ultraviolet exposed individuals. I’ve developed a new resistant strain. Quite revolutionary. You will be an excellent test subject for extreme solar exposure.”


  “You’re making me immortal?”


  “Oh, no! You will live longer under full exposure than you would otherwise, but like I explained before, the telomerase alone is not a cure for mortality. I’d hoped Dr. Dedecus’s ripening would act as a natural immunoreactive, but his T-cells have become non-selective.” He calibrated the machine next to her. “Ah, well. At any rate, the fungi should reduce the cost of our steroid production one hundred fold. One step closer!”


  A cold horror settled below her breastbone. “You’re harvesting Haldanians.”


  “It is so nice to have a patient who understands the science behind my experiments.” He patted her arm. “These others are no more than cannibals.”


  “So are you!” She struggled harder against her bonds. The straps dug into her skin, rubbing it raw.


  He glanced down at her with disdain through the visor of his suit. “We are nothing of the sort. We are scientists. Would it be better to waste your prisoners? We are developing technology that will allow humanity to live forever. A few Haldanians who were scheduled to die anyway is a small price to pay.”


  “Tell that to your test subjects.”


  He bent low and looked directly into her eyes. “I just did.”
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  They stood before a door with a placard that read “Phytogenics.” The soft wail of a siren filled the empty hallways. Illuminated only by widely spaced emergency lights, Michael stood in the narrow corridor, stroking repeatedly at the center of his chest, and tried the door again.


  Levi’s heart beat so hard he felt the pressure in his eyes. Tula must be behind that door. “Who has a key?” Levi nudged.


  Michael twisted his fingers until his enormous knuckles grew painfully white. Turning first one direction, then another, he seemed to consider. Finally, he turned and rushed down the hall in the direction they’d come from. Glad for his experience hiding from cannibals in the tunnels as a child, Levi made note of how to return to this door.


  Dr. Kaneka’s voice erupted over the sound of the siren. Michael stopped at a door with only a number and pounded on it. Almost immediately, a Down’s Syndrome woman looked up at the big man, then at Levi.


  Michael made a hand motion and the woman stepped aside. Entering behind Michael, Levi again halted in shock. At a small table with an open book before her sat Rosalee.


  She blinked at the newcomers. “Michael?” She formed another question Levi didn’t understand.


  Moving quicker than usual, the big man plucked a gamma pad from a bedside table. Tip of his tongue protruding from his mouth, he slowly scrawled on the surface. He handed the pad to Rosalee.


  She scanned the screen, then considered Levi and nodded, rising to her feet. She went to a shelf holding double rows of worn books and removed one. Opening the book, she retrieved a card and held it out to Michael. The big man hugged her, snatched the card, and offered it to Levi in triumph.


  Levi accepted the card and shot a look to Rosalee. “What is going on?”


  “No time to explain. Save her. This is the key. Go, now.”


  Over the loudspeaker, Dr. Kaneka’s voice pierced the air. Rosalee’s already pale face drained of remaining color. “He’s given orders to stop you. In any way necessary. Go!” She pushed both men out the door ahead of her. The three of them rushed toward Phytogenics.


  The light tubes in the once darkened hallway flickered on. Down the corridor, a guard stood at their destination.


  Before Levi could react, Rosalee launched forward, screeching and clawing at the man. The guard threw up his hands to ward her off, stepping backward down the corridor. Michael moved in, allowing Levi access to the door.


  Levi looked between the card he held in one sweaty palm and the pad next to the door. Rosalee had called this a key, but it was nothing like the few keys he’d seen back home, where locks were only used to keep children out of dangerous areas.


  On the pad near the door handle, a red light gleamed above a slot sized the same as the card. With trembling hands, he guided the card into the slot. Nothing happened. He pushed harder, but it hit a stop at the back. He took two tries to pull the card back out. Looking over the card, he saw a triangle that might be considered an arrow.


  Next to him, the struggle between the three Fosselites was over. Rosalee lay on the cement floor, unconscious, while Michael held the guard in a bear hug. The big man’s face contorted in pain as the guard kicked and bucked against him, roaring unintelligible words.


  Trying the card again, Levi breathed a sigh of relief as the red light toggled to green and the door clicked. He twisted the knob and pushed. Inside, the scent of chemicals and evergreen burned his eyes. The room was empty. Another door across the way had a lock with a red light. Levi didn’t hesitate. He yanked the key from the pad and rushed to the next door, swinging it open so hard it slammed against the wall.


  An arm’s length away, a third doorway didn’t have a lock. Thrusting open the door, Levi threw an arm over his eyes at the sudden brilliance, then blinked to clear his tearful vision. His heart stopped at the sight before him. Green bodies sprouted tubes and wires like grotesque vines.


  “Tula!” He rushed to her side. Was this the treatment she’d been seeking? It looked beyond painful. Through slitted lids, all that showed were the whites of her eyes, and her mouth stretched in a rictus of pain. He put his hands on her face, trying to get her to look at him. Her skin burned with the heat of a hundred fevers. None of the numbers or words on the screens meant anything.


  He jerked the restraints free. Her muscles spasmed and she nearly fell off the table. He caught her in his arms and settled her to the floor. In the other room, he heard arguing, but no one appeared at the door. Tula’s scalp diodes slid off easy enough. The IV lines in her arms were trickier, but he loosed her from them, as well.


  “Tula, are you awake?”


  She didn’t respond. Her shuddering and twitching reminded him of caring for her at the lake, before he knew what sun and plants did to her. These lights must be causing a reaction in her body. And not a good one. She needed shelter.


  He pulled the knife from his pack and bashed the handle against the overhead bulb. But light still flooded the room from the other fixtures. What about these other poor people? He moved between the gurneys, smashing bulbs, one after another, plummeting the room into darkness except for the blinking lights on the monitors.


  He hurried to release the others’ restraints. Never in his life had he imagined he would be aiding the escape of abominations. But he was no longer sure the color of someone’s skin meant anything.


  Without warning, the monitor lights went out, along with every other device in the room. From the open door, only blackness.


  “Levi.” Dr. Kaneka’s voice called from the outer room, not through the speaker system.


  Scrounging in his pack, Levi located the flame rod and clicked it to life. Skirting the other beds, he found Tula’s prone figure and squatted. “Tula, can you hear me? Please, wake up.” One of the other Blattvolk groaned and thrashed.


  He had no idea what they’d been doing to her, but this could not be the medicine she’d expected. He had to get her out of here. Away from these Fosselites. He could not leave her to this. Lifting her over his shoulder, he strode to the door. Dr. Kaneka stood waiting, wielding a weak flashlight. Behind him, another man held a gun at the ready.


  Levi hesitated. “Let us by.” Farther back, shadows of more people stood in the corridor.


  Dr. Kaneka pushed up his glasses and shone the flashlight directly into Levi’s eyes. “No.”


  “I mean it.” Feeling sick to his stomach, Levi realized if he wanted to escape this place, if he wanted to save Tula, he’d have to use force. But how could he fight a man with a gun? Levi moved a step forward.


  The armed man raised the weapon to aim it directly at Levi. Dr. Kaneka barked at the man. Something about a Haldanian. The man skewed his gun to one side. They want Tula alive. Doubt washed over Levi. Maybe Tula did want whatever they were doing to her.


  A loud click sounded as emergency lights came on. The doctor’s eyes widened in horror. He stepped back, hands up to defend himself. Of the doctor’s frantic words, Levi picked out, “… Haldanians … free!”


  A glance over his shoulder revealed the other Blattvolk stumbling through the antechamber. People in the hallway erupted into shrieks of terror. Dr. Kaneka shouted what Levi thought must be orders no one heeded. The man with the gun swung the muzzle wildly, unsure what to do, but not firing.


  Pulse thundering, Levi sprinted past the doctor. A moment of regret washed him as he spotted Rosalee’s inert form slumped on the hall floor. Of Michael, there was no sign. The crowd in the corridor consisted of Fosselite children. They squealed and scrambled over each other, out of Levi’s way. Behind him, Dr. Kaneka screamed orders.


  The rest of the hall lay empty before him. Dousing the flame rod, he hurried back to the room where he’d found Michael crying. Without hesitation, he continued in the same direction and hoped it led him to the massive entrance hall. When he came to a branch in the corridor, he paused, out of breath and at a loss. Once again the siren resumed its wail. Along one hall, someone poked their head out a door, and then slammed it shut.


  Levi chose the other hall. His legs burned with the extra weight of Tula over his shoulder. The residual sting of the blister across his back made him grit his teeth, but he pressed on. Nothing looked familiar. The hall ended in metal double doors with a lock system. Levi slammed against the handles. He’d left the card in the slot in the other room.


  Lumbering back the way he’d come, he prayed silently for God to intervene. To save them both from this place. Pursuing footsteps slapped the concrete as he reached the branch in the hallway. He shot a glance behind him and saw Dr. Kaneka with the guard approaching at a dead run. Turning down the second hall, Levi pounded the floor as fast as he could. The unencumbered pair edged toward him. A gunshot echoed off the white walls and Dr. Kaneka shouted in alarm.


  Levi didn’t look back.


  By the time he reached the antechamber and the doors to the bunker, his legs trembled with exhaustion. One step at a time. The recycled air burned his lungs. As he descended the stairs, he kept one hand against the wall for balance. His vision swam with the beating of his heart. Tula’s body resisted the descent. Confused, he twisted to see someone gripping her arms. His heart threatened to explode. Pivoting to jerk her free, he lost his balance and tumbled to the bottom of the steps, landing painfully on his side. Tula flew from his grasp to crumple in a heap several feet away.


  Rolling, he saw Dr. Kaneka holding a gun pointed directly at him. The man snarled something, his hands trembling in fury. No sign of the guard. A bullet ricocheted off the concrete to Levi’s left. Flinching, Levi didn’t wait for another shot. Arms outstretched, he jack knifed up the steps to place himself between Tula and the bullets. Kaneka cried out in alarm and stumbled two steps back, missing the step on the other landing. He pin-wheeled backward, swearing. Another shot pinged off the ceiling. His cursing ceased with a sickening crunch as his head hit the pavement at the bottom.


  Time stopped.


  Blood spread across the pale concrete under the doctor’s head into a pool more black than red in the dim light. His slippered feet twitched. In horror, Levi watched the light fade from the man’s upward staring eyes. “Lord, have mercy.” He didn’t know if he asked for himself or the man he’d killed.


  I killed a man.


  Numb, he returned to Tula. She was awake, but not coherent. He helped her to her feet and stumbled them toward the massive door at the entrance of the cavern. Get her out of here. Her fevered skin felt like a branding iron.


  A door slammed. Levi spared a glance back and saw Michael at the top of the steps. The giant looked down at the prone body of Dr. Kaneka and made a strange noise before lurching down the steps and crouching by the dead doctor. Again, horror at his own actions filled Levi. The doctor had been a monster, but judgment belonged to the Lord. Killing Dr. Kaneka made Levi no better than the Fosselites.


  He clenched his jaw and turned back toward the exit. Now was not the time for self-recrimination.


  They reached the giant door and he lowered Tula to slump against a granite wall. He worked the locking bolts on the portal, then pushed against the metal with all his might. The door would not budge.


  “Lord, help me.” He strained again. Three men had greeted them when Levi arrived. How could he expect to move the door on his own? He was no Biblical Sampson. “Tula, get up. Get up! I need your help.”


  She barely opened her eyes.


  Scuffling feet alerted him to pursuers. In the dim light, three Blattvolk swayed across the expanse toward him. Behind them, Michael followed, head and shoulders taller. The Blattvolk seemed less than human, and more like the marked monsters the Old Order spoke of. With clawed hands, they reached out, unclipped nails long and curled. Their dilated pupils looked like hollow pits. Levi backed up to protect Tula.


  She’d gotten to her knees. Her voice emerged as a gasp and a croak, words he didn’t understand, but the other Blattvolk lowered their arms. Two girls — twins by the look of them — clung to each other and moaned.


  Two more Blattvolk appeared, moving toward the exit like dogs on a scent, with Michael slogging stolidly behind them. The big man set his shoulder against the enormous door and shoved. Tula spoke and the Blattvolk joined Michael, combining their strength to swing the door open. The bright light of sunrise at the end of the tunnel looked so far away, yet at the same time, blinding, after so long in the dim compound. Blattvolk swarmed down the exit tunnel, three, four, then a fifth dragging a wounded leg.


  Michael pushed Tula through the exit after them. Levi caught her arm as she stumbled, and beckoned to the big man. “Come on.”


  He shook his head.


  “You don’t have to stay.”


  Lifting a huge palm, he shaded his eyes from the light and stepped back.


  Levi let out a breath. The man couldn’t come. The light must affect him as it did the adults. Throat thick with sorrow, Levi let Tula lean against a wall and offered a hand in gratitude. “You are the best man I’ve ever met.” He didn’t know if Michael understood him, but he meant every word. “Thank you.”


  Michael looked from Levi’s hand to his face and back to his hand, and then engulfed it in a gentle clasp. He nodded toward Tula. “Doooo aaaa. Zaaaaave.”


  Then he stepped backward into the mountain.
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  Tula squinted her eyes shut when they emerged into the sunlight. Tears streamed down her face — from the light, from relief, from despair. Her body felt wracked and exuberant at the same time. What the artificial UV lights had damaged in her body, telomerase immediately healed, and all the chemicals running through her system warred with one another for dominance. She didn’t know whether to run down the mountain in joy or lie down and sleep for a year.


  Levi wouldn’t let her do either. He pulled her toward the line of metal posts leading away from the entrance. “Wait, the others.” She lifted a weak wrist to point toward the converts standing at the entrance. “They’ll be captured again.”


  Levi hesitated and then went back and took the others by the hands. In a line, they trekked past the old cars and ducked through the hole in the fence. The youngsters wanted to stop and stare at things around them, but Levi kept them moving. The sun beat down mercilessly, adding to the chemicals in her bloodstream. Tula’s vision ebbed and flowed with the hammering of her heart.


  Finally, she had to stop. She sank to the ground at the edge of the road, where a fallen boulder provided a small amount of shade, and bowed her head between her knees. If she’d had anything in her stomach, it would be coming up, right now. The young converts collapsed next to her, their hands joined. Levi retrieved a water bottle from his backpack and sucked down a long drink, then offered it to Tula. She sipped, her stomach flipping upside down. Then she offered it to each convert. The twins turned their heads and closed their eyes.


  “Water.” She’d been speaking Haldanian, but now she used Cannibal. These children had barely been Haldanian long enough to remember their assimilation.


  With reluctance, the girls sipped, then slumped into fetal positions, back to back. Two other converts sat with hands around their knees and rocked or lay belly down, clutching the earth. The boy with the shock of yellow hair continued walking. Stumbling. “Water!” Tula called. He did not look back.


  “Tula, what did they do to you?” Levi ran his hands down her arms, taking stock of her entire body like a parent looking for bumps and bruises.


  She shook her head. “Too much light. Too many chemicals.”


  “But you’re okay, now?”


  She shrugged and nodded. Whatever Dr. Kaneka had put into her system hadn’t killed her. Not yet. She had no idea what the long-term repercussions might be. But there was nothing Levi could do, so why worry him?


  Satisfied, he sat back and took another drink. “They don’t come outside. They won’t follow us.”


  “They have cameras. We’re not safe.” The need to move skittered through her, but her legs wouldn’t obey. She watched the boy disappear down a swale and wished him well.


  “What about them?” Levi pointed at the remaining converts.


  She closed her eyes, and tears seeped from the corners. She didn’t have the words to describe everything in Haldanian, let alone in Levi’s tongue. “They … they were converts. Reversions. I thought they’d been euthanized.”


  “So … they can’t go back?”


  Tula’s eyes flew open. What was going to happen to these converts? What was going to happen to her? She focused on Levi’s concerned face. He’d invited her to come home with him, but she had the feeling that didn’t apply to everyone. “They have nowhere.”


  Levi’s shoulders slumped. He pressed his mouth into a tight line but remained silent.


  “They are children.” She looked at the twins, bones showing where baby fat should be. If she remembered right, they were about eleven or twelve years old, but they looked like little old women. Even their dark hair had lost all shine, cropped close to their gaunt skulls.


  Turning toward the horizon where the plains spread for miles and miles below the mountain, Levi said, “I need to pray.” He rose and, trudged down the path toward the edge of the mountain, leaving Tula alone with her fellow converts.
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  Levi could not find the words to pray. Exhausted from making choices gone wrong, even the amazing vista below him would not come into focus. His intuition had always been a gift from God, but everything he did lately led him into more and more trouble. He’d failed to obtain a cure for Josef. He’d killed a man. And he’d allied with abominations.


  Twisting, he looked at the four Blattvolk. Five, counting Tula. Not one. Five. What was he supposed to do with five abominations? What would he tell his people? I didn’t get the forbidden genetic therapy for Josef, but here, I brought home some abominations.


  If he’d had any humor left, he would have chuckled. Instead, he stared at the tangle of green skin sprawled over the dusty red path. Tula’s once jade limbs had a strange purple undercast. Whatever the Fosselites had done to her, it was a worse atrocity than the Blattvolk conversion. Saving them was not a mistake. But he didn’t know where to go from here.


  With each blink, he saw a different picture. Abominations. People. Abominations. People. These … people … needed him. What made them evil in the eyes of God? Tula had proven herself more capable of Christ-like compassion and self-sacrifice than many Old Order. And two of the Blattvolk were barely more than children. How could God condemn children?


  The same way He’d condemned Josef. An unfamiliar heat boiled inside Levi, an ugly, helpless rage. His son’s fate was sealed. It always had been.


  He faced the skyline, fists clenched at his sides. The plains below rolled in brown and green hills until the hazy horizon swallowed the land. A few fat, white clouds cast shadows on the ground but offered no precipitation. To the north, the dark bank of a thunderhead crouched like a dog after sheep. Like death waiting for Josef. Waiting for them all.


  “I don’t understand.” Levi grated into the wind. To the rocks. The bio-altered plant life at his feet. Perhaps there was no God. God was a creation of man, not the other way around.


  Guilt washed over him in a flood and brought him to his knees on the unyielding rocky edge. No. He shook his head to clear the blasphemous thought. God had spoken to him. Many times. God wasn’t the problem. He bent until his forehead touched the earth, hands clasped before him in supplication. “Tell me what to do, God.”


  The only answer was the wind.
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  At a switchback in the road, they decided to set up camp. Tula sagged next to an ancient pipe jutting from the rock where some long ago builder had diverted a spring. Multi-colored spots swam before her eyes as she watched the fresh, cold water splash into a gully and cut down the mountain. The sun had fallen behind the peaks in the west, but the cool evening breeze couldn’t relieve the heat racing through her skin.


  She lowered her head beneath the stream and allowed the water to sluice down her hair and spine. Symbiotic fungi, Dr. Kaneka had said. Experimental. The technology would be groundbreaking. It could possibly allow her to live without the protection of nuvoplast UV screens. If the fungi didn’t kill her first.


  The other converts seemed to be recuperating. The second man had disappeared earlier this afternoon, and Tula knew Greta would leave them, too, if not for the bullet hole in her leg. The twins stayed close, possibly remembering Tula from their conversion. She tried to remember their names, but couldn’t. They’d remained silent during the walk, but now they mumbled to each other behind their hands. “It’s all right,” Tula reassured them. “You’re free now.”


  Where would they go? Although he continued to keep the group moving, Levi had remained silent on the issue. With the adult converts going their own ways, it might be of less concern than he imagined. She let her gaze travel to where he stood at the downward edge of the bend in the road, looking out over the plains. The bulging backpack rested at his feet, and the green, form-fitting, Fosselite clothing parodied the skin of the rest of the group.


  Tula approached him from behind, scuffing her bare, abraded feet to alert him. He didn’t turn or acknowledge her. The wind skittered leaves and dust over her toes. He bent and reached into the backpack, removing the palm-sized box Dr. Kaneka had given him. After staring at the object briefly, Levi hooked his arm back and hurled the beacon over the edge of the mountain. In the orange reflection of the setting sun, the box sailed straight out toward the plains, then plummeted to the red rocks far below, exploding into a hundred pieces.


  His hope for Josef. Gone.


  She wanted to comfort him. But there was no comfort. She wished she believed in his God so she could offer the platitudes of his religion. The little song she often sang to herself came to her mind, but her vocal cords were too tight to emit a sound. It wouldn’t mean anything to him, anyway. After a long period of silence, she turned to leave him alone, but he reached out an arm and pulled her against him to rest his chin on her head.


  In spite of her exhaustion, of the nearly unbearable heat in her skin, the sadness in him overwhelmed her. “My heart hurts,” she said against his chest, not knowing the word for sad.


  He only nodded against her hair and squeezed her tighter.
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  A strange repetitive sound made Levi’s eyes spring open to darkness. Clouds had rolled in with the sunset, obliterating any light from the stars and moon. The evening breeze had grown into a nighttime howl, forcing the travelers to hunker in the lee of some rocks and shrubs near the spring. But the sound of branches rattling was not what had awakened him.


  Thwok thwok thwok thwok… Dust and leaves pelted the camp from the opposite direction of the wind. Thwok thwok… He sat up. Above them, a beam of light wandered through the airborne debris, following the road.


  “Levi,” Tula clutched him beneath the blanket they shared. She struggled to sit up, weak and frail.


  The beam meandered over the curve of the switchback and caught the edge of the yellow robe where the twins slept. The children clutched each other in terror, faces raised to the sky. The light wavered, halted, returned to focus on the helpless figures of the girls.


  The unmistakable sound of a gunshot ricocheted through the air.


  Levi lurched for the children, lifting each around the waist. He twisted and rolled into the ditch. Landing on his feet, he pelted down the ravine. Behind him, the searchlight panned over the camp again. He heard Tula shouting to the other woman. Where were they?


  Glancing over his shoulder into the darkness, he yelled, “Tula!” The uneven ditch fell out beneath him, sending him flying. The girls tumbled from his grasp as his face slammed into the rock wall of the gully.


  Blinking dirt from his eyes, he rolled onto his back. Heat rolled down his forehead into his eyes. Blood. Another shot echoed against the rocks. Behind him, a mere shadow in the ambient glow of the searchlight, Tula wavered at the edge of the drop into the gully. “Tula!” he screamed again, jack knifing forward.


  The girls whimpered. Caught in the middle, he struggled to remember a word in Tula’s language. “Run! Run!” He hoped they understood.


  Gaining his feet, he scrambled back up the cut, feet splashing in the runnel of water from the spring. Tula lay gasping at the edge. Was she shot? “Tula, get up. Come on! You have to move!” Beyond the camp, the searchlight tracked the other Blattvolk woman down the mountain path. As the helpless woman hobbled through the debris filled air, the sheer lab coat billowed out behind her like a ghost. Two quick blasts from the Fosselite craft and she dropped, rolling to a stop at a cluster of scrub oak. Levi’s racing heart dropped into his stomach. He and Tula were next.


  He slung Tula over his shoulder. The light on the road left the fallen Blattvolk, wobbled, then strafed back toward the camp. Levi plunged into the ditch. This time he landed off balance and both knees nearly gave out. Arrows of fire pierced both legs as he charged down the cut. His breath tore his throat. Blinking away the blood dripping into his eyes, he tried to watch the ground, but the darkness was complete in the ditch’s depths.


  The light circled the camp before sliding into the gully. He couldn’t outrun them. His legs slowed to a trembling stumble as he felt for footing.


  “Here! Stop!” He almost missed the words over his own ragged breathing. Small hands clawed at his ankles, nearly tripping him. He dropped to his knees. A tangle of tree roots and caked earth cascaded down the wall of the ravine. At the bottom, four small hands beckoned. Shoving Tula beneath the overhang, he shimmied in after her. Silt rained down on his head. For a brief second he worried their hideout might collapse.


  The metallic scent of dry dirt filled his nostrils in the absolute blackness of the tiny cave. He hoped he was all the way inside. There was only room for him to curl his aching knees around the miscellaneous body parts already occupying the space.


  Outside, the noise of pursuit grew loud, the percussions of the Fosselite craft sending shock waves of dirt raining down onto them. Motes of light filtered into their shelter through a few gaps in the roots. Levi saw he was curled in a semi-fetal position around the twins who sat with their backs to the wall. Small as they were, they had to duck their heads to fit beneath the sharp, sloping ceiling. Draped across their knees, Tula remained unconscious. They had their arms over her, pulling her close to make room for him.


  As he lay barely able to breathe, each child reached over Tula and put a hand on him, including him in their knot of protection.
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  Limbs cramped and numb from a night of unnatural stillness, Levi rolled from the cave at the first light of morning. The Fosselite search had moved on some time ago, but none of the escapees seemed inclined to take any chances. Tula had awakened during the night, and assured him the Fosselites would not brave the sun. He hoped that was true; he could not remain in the stuffy cave any longer.


  He sucked in mouthfuls of clear, cool air. After stretching to regain mobility in his limbs, he reached beneath the root wall and helped Tula emerge into the light. The twins were more resilient, scampering out like little mice darting from a hole in the barn wall. They crouched at the entrance, scanning the sky as well as up and down the gully.


  Levi looked around and gasped. The ravine dropped off sharply a few steps from their shelter, plunging to a snaggle of rocks thirty feet below. He and Tula would have fallen to their deaths if not for the twins.


  The children knelt at the stream and scooped water into their mouths. Frail green limbs, knobby spines, sparse, close-cropped hair. His people would see them as demons. He saw two starving little girls. Girls who had risked their hiding place and their lives to save him and Tula.


  On aching knees and bruised feet, he joined them at the trickling water. He knelt downstream and scooped a drink for himself. The girls watched him. Turning to them, he pointed to his chest. “Levi.”


  Glancing at each other, the children seemed to communicate without words. Then they each introduced themselves. “Eily.” “Ana.”


  He pointed at Tula. “Tula.”


  They nodded, eyes on the woman sitting and clutching her knees at the cave entrance. Seeing that Tula had not moved, Levi crawled over. Her skin burned, yet goose pimples prickled her naked arms and legs.


  “Are you doing any better?” he asked.


  She put on a smile and nodded, but he knew she only did to keep him from worrying. But she did manage to gain her feet, to drink from the stream, to croak out a “thank you” to the twins when they each hooked an arm to help her up the gully.


  Levi watched them navigate the climb ahead. If one of them tripped and started to fall, he would be there to catch them. Three Blattvolk who were not abominations.
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  Tula huddled beneath the yellow robe Levi draped about her, but couldn’t get warm. They’d spent most of the morning climbing to the camp. Her muscles burned by the time they reached the pipe, and a shivering rain had begun. The twins had pulled the microfiber blanket over their heads in a communal hood. Levi wore only the shorts and sleeveless top the Fosselites had given him. His feet were a wreck, the slippers in bloody shreds. Stripping them off, he donned the too-small sandals Tula had given him at the outset of the journey.


  He shouldered the pack, and Tula was grateful the Fosselites hadn’t taken it last night. They still had water bottles, the knife, and whatever else Levi had procured from Dr. Kaneka. Her heart skipped a beat as she thought of the doctor, the bold red of his sclera as he’d looked down at her on the lab table with Vitus’s name on his lips.


  She swayed a bit, and Levi was immediately at her side, arm around her waist, pulling her against him. “Can you go on?”


  “We must.” She surveyed the zigzagging road behind them. “They look again tonight.”


  “How far will they chase us?”


  With a shrug, she looked into his eyes. She had no idea what kind of range the Fosselites had. Her people always went to the mountain to trade, not the other way around. The Fosselites were limited to nighttime searches, but how determined were they to catch her? “They think I go back to Protectorate to say things they do. Bad things they want … not show. “


  He nodded. “A secret.”


  “Secret.” She rolled the word around her tongue. “Yes. Dr. Kaneka say Vitus know. How many know, I not sure. People like me, never learn secret.”


  “What were they doing to you? To all of you?” He glanced at the twins.


  He seemed to have taken to them, and that made her happy. Almost as happy as being with him, no matter the circumstances. The chemical overload and untested fungi could kill her any time.


  She thought of how to phrase the information from Dr. Kaneka into Levi’s language. “Is … like cannibal. Use us to make medicine. For Fosselite head crazy.”


  Levi shuddered and pulled her closer. “They are abominations.”


  Abominations. He’d used that word many times to describe the Haldanians. Her. People who forced their ways upon others. Now, she understood the meaning. She shuddered.
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  Together, they limped onto the road and stood in a line gazing down the incline. Where Greta had fallen, only a dark spot of earth remained. The girls were oblivious to what had happened, but halted when Levi stopped at the spot and folded his hands in prayer. “God, grant her mercy. Take her into your loving care. For yours is the Kingdom, the Power, and the Glory, forever and ever. Amen.”


  Next to him, the girls followed with, “Amen.” Praying with Blattvolk. Although he’d determined he would protect these people in his care, he hadn’t actually hoped they could find salvation. He looked into two sets of sincere eyes and his heart swelled. “Suffer the little children to come unto me,” he whispered.


  They hadn’t reached the base of the mountain when the cloudy sky parted enough to allow a flash of golden sunset above the snowy peaks. Tula could barely lift her feet off the ground. The girls insisted on helping her, stumbling under her weight. Levi worried they might lose their footing and tumble down the steep path.


  Finally, he called a halt at a small plateau where the road leveled out. He’d hoped to reach another water source, but the dry mountainside yielded nothing. The few water bottles they had were nearly empty, with four of them drinking. A dry ditch pitched off the top edge of the pavement toward some overgrown footpaths cut into the hill. From his vantage, he detected the rectangular remnants of old buildings along the main trail. The way looked steep, and difficult, but perhaps they’d find water.


  But he didn’t think Tula would be strong enough to keep going. Not in the darkness. Tonight they had to stop, to hide. In the morning they could veer from the main road. For tonight, he could construct a makeshift screen out of scrub oak and yuvee to hide them from sight while they rested. “We’ll stop here.”


  The twins seemed relieved. They let go of Tula and wandered to the nearby husk of an automobile to investigate.


  Gasping for breath, Tula shook her head. “Not good.”


  “It’s almost dark. We have to rest. To find shelter from the Fosselites.”


  “Fosselites see … night like day.”


  “Don’t worry, we’ll look like brush and rocks.” He started to hack at the limbs of the shrubs with the knife.


  “They see through!”


  “Remember how we hid from the Blat … the Haldanian search party? We’ll do that again.”


  “No.” Tula seemed on the verge of tears, her voice higher, the sentences choked off as if one word required too much effort. “Is different. Fosselites search night. Have … have…” She struggled with the words.


  “Tula.” He clasped both her arms and looked into her teary eyes. The pupils were the size of dinner plates and could not focus on him. Her skin had exchanged burning heat for cold and clammy. “I will keep you safe.”


  She shook her head, gasping. Swaying in his grasp, she clutched his forearms for support. “Not safe. Fosselites see hot. Body hot. You, me, children. Need rock hide.”


  Levi thought of the red eyes of the Fosselites. How the lights were so dim inside the compound. Had the Fosselites so altered themselves they functioned differently? “We need a cave?” His heart hammered so hard his vision shook. He glanced around the plateau. There were no caves he could see. The light was fading fast.


  In panic, he grabbed Tula’s arm and shouted to the girls. “Let’s move!”
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  Since leaving the mountain, Tula had been fighting off hallucinations unlike any she’d had before. Chasms opened up before her feet, amorphous colors corkscrewed from the cloudy sky to skewer her, the rocks bulged with leering faces. Physical contact helped ground her, and she was thankful the girls anchored her on both sides.


  When Levi announced they’d stop, the twins let go, and Tula had to scrape up every microgram of willpower to keep focused. Swaying in the brutal push of a non-existent gale, she fought for breath to speak. They could not stop until they found shelter. The Fosselites had night scopes, thermographic trackers, and who knew what else. Mo had used a few such devices on the rare night mission when cannibal bands ranged too close to the edges of the Burn.


  They needed something dense to shield them. More than the leaves and twigs Levi proposed.


  Once Levi understood, he dragged her down a steep cut through the brush. The dark landscape at her feet pulsed purple in spots where some mote of setting sun penetrated the shrubbery. She blinked the illusion away. Stay alert. A pounding in her ears reminded her of the helicopter blades, and she glanced behind her, up the direction they’d come. Nothing but a yellow trail curling up the mountain like a cryptic word of warning. The pounding was only the beating of her heart.


  At her heels, the girls plowed through the brush. Levi stopped abruptly in front of her. Glad to stop, she rested her hands on her knees and half bent over. If she focused on the ground, things seemed more normal.


  Then Levi was gone. “Levi?”


  The thunk of helicopter blades started in the distance. No mistaking it. The sound chopped against the side of the mountain as if the noise alone might shake the escapees loose.


  The brush in front of her moved, and Levi poked his head up from a ditch or a hole. “Down here.”


  The twins pushed past her and over the edge of some sort of wall. She accepted Levi’s hand and lowered herself into a rectangular concrete area filled with old pipes, bits of corroded plastic, and other detritus. He led her to a huge rusty container. The hinged lid had fallen askew, leaving a metal cave. “Will this protect you?” he asked.


  She touched the three-centimeter thick walls. The metal flaked a little, but seemed intact. “Yes.”


  “Get in.” He urged her into the box. She sat with her hands wrapped around her knees. Both girls joined her, taking up the remaining room. Even so, she worried a hand or foot might show enough to alert the search parties.


  Levi squatted in front of her, a solid spot against the shadows of full night. She tried to squeeze tighter, to make more room. The beating of the helicopter grew louder. Pressing his lips to hers, he caressed her face. “Don’t move, Tula. God keep you safe.”


  It took her a moment to realize he was gone. “Levi?” At first her voice was soft, a whisper to avoid detection. Then it rose to a wail. “Levi! Leeeeeviiiiiii!”


  A small hand covered her mouth, and Tula could only sob.
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  Levi catapulted over the edge of the old foundation and crashed through the brush. He planned on being as far from Tula and the girls as possible when captured. Tula’s heart-wrenching wail cut off abruptly. He fumbled, reminded himself the girls had probably quieted her, and kept running. They’d keep each other safe.


  In the sky, two disparate lights flashed on and off the hills. They’d doubled their efforts.


  Levi doubled his.


  He dropped into another rectangular hole. Clouds blocked most of the sky, allowing only a handful of stars to give light. His feet crunched over uneven bits of old plastic and metal, but nothing large enough to shield him. He swung up over the opposite edge and hurdled a row of boulders lining what had once been a driveway.


  The searchlights reached the plateau. They circled the flat area, sometimes on, sometimes off, as if they might surprise their prey with sudden light. One light continued along the road while the other changed course toward the rotten foundations. Lowering his head, Levi plowed through the scrub oak and nearly sprawled face first on a tumble of bricks. In the darkness, the lumpy shape of a fallen chimney gave him a flare of hope.


  He searched for the hearth opening, found the depression where a fire would be laid. Only a shallow, metal-lined box. Not a real fireplace. No way to fit.


  He squinted into the darkness. Running blind would get him nowhere. But one direction was as good as another at this point. Turning left, he picked his way through the bricks. The ground beneath one foot flexed, making a metallic popping sound. Another step, and the metal popped again.


  Crouching, he felt along the surface; his hands traced the regular pattern of corrugated aluminum. Several of the houses back home had roofs like this from before the Botanicaust. Skimming fingers over the metal, he located an edge buried in dirt. If he could only get under it …


  As he searched for a grip to pry the sheet loose, he watched the searchlight meander closer. How far away could they see him? One corner of the aluminum curled upward, out of the soil and Levi strained to pull it free with all his strength, all his hope. The metal had been buried a long time, and the earth did not want to give up its hold. Slipping his hand into a pocket in the backpack, he located the knife. He forced the blade between the sheet and the dirt, loosening the curl enough to get his fingers underneath. In a shower of sand, the sheet loosed halfway.


  Glancing toward the dancing light in the sky, Levi shimmied out of the pack and dropped to the ground. He put his feet beneath the metal and kicked the plate up. The musty smell of earth and the tang of aluminum settled on him as he curled under the thin layer of aluminum. For extra coverage, he pulled the pack close to the gap at his head. An insect skittered up his calf and settled behind his knee.


  It was going to be a long night.
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  Waking cramped and cold, Tula shook her head to remember where she was — inside a tipped chest freezer. Outside her shelter, cloud-filtered light spilled into the rectangular pit with a drizzle of rain. Even the pale illumination hurt her eyes, pounding into the back of her skull. She stretched her legs and then realized the twins were gone.


  “Eily? Ana!!” She crawled into the rain. “Levi!” Had he survived the night? She rubbed her temples, unnerved she’d fallen so soundly asleep. Mercifully, the hallucinations had subsided, replaced by a dizzying headache.


  Rustling shrubbery caught her attention and she turned to see Levi emerging through the straggly limbs. “Oh, Levi!”


  He hopped down to meet her. “Tula.” His embrace circled her with comfort and peace.


  “Where are the children?”


  He glanced around. “Not with you?”


  Panic filled her. She pulled out of his arms. “Ana! Eily!”


  More rustling from the other direction. Both girls appeared, one after the other. They held a small lizard by the legs between them.


  “Food!” They chimed together, dropping the lifeless creature at Levi’s feet. Tula still couldn’t tell the girls apart.


  “Good!” Levi beamed at them and reached out to tousle the hair of the nearest girl.


  “We all made it.” Tula said, barely able to believe it.


  Levi clasped her hand and then one of the girl’s. He nodded toward the second girl. “Take Eily’s hand.” The children complied, and Eily held Tula’s other hand to form a circle. Levi dropped his chin and began to pray.


  The familiar cadence made Tula tense, fighting back memories. When he reached the final line, her lips formed the words without volition. “Forever and ever, Amen.” Shocked at herself, she jerked her hands away as if burned. Shivers tightened her skin as images pressed the edges of her awareness. “The Lord’s Prayer?”


  Levi stared at her and nodded. “Child of God.”


  He’d called her that before. He seemed happy when he said it. But she didn’t have his faith. “I do not believe in God.”


  Shaking his head, Levi frowned. “You don’t mean that.”


  Tula bit her lip. Levi needed his god. Was it such a bad thing to let him think she felt the same? She looked over the edge of the hole into the surrounding amarantox. “We need to move while sun shines.”
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  Nightmares plagued Levi’s sleep the next three days; visions of dead red eyes, pools of blood, sounds of bone cracking. Last night, in the remains of an old prairie-stone outbuilding, he’d lain on his back next to Tula and searched for God. The warmth of her body against his side reminded him why he kept going. Tula had been moved by the Spirit to speak the Lord’s Prayer, and he should be thankful, but he felt immense guilt that he only prayed out of habit. Much as he wanted forgiveness, he could not bring himself to ask. True contrition required remorse, and he was glad Dr. Kaneka was dead.


  They followed the river beneath a persistent bank of clouds. The twins ranged ahead and behind, always returning with items to eat. Tula improved. The jade tones of her skin returned to normal, smooth and flawless except for a film of travel dirt. Her feet pained her, and he’d offered her the sandals, but while they were almost too small for him, they were far too large for her. He spent one nearly sleepless night weaving cattail fronds into footwear for her and the girls. The fibers would not last long, but he’d make Tula new ones every night, if he had to.


  He would do anything for her, and that scared him. He’d felt this way about Sarah, and giving her a child had killed her. Swallowing the lump of worry, he pushed aside some low branches and reminded himself that once they reached the Holdout, she’d be safe. No one in the Old Order would lift a hand against her or the twins.


  But he and his new companions would always be shunned. He deserved to be. He was a murderer.


  He thought of Samuel turning his back to him. The pitying glances of Beth and the other women. The cruel taunts of children before mothers chided them for their rudeness.


  His far away thoughts missed a hole in the path in front of him and he stumbled. Tula linked an arm through his, keeping him upright. “Levi, you okay?”


  “Fine.” He kept walking.


  “You seem not here.” She pointed to her temple.


  “I’m worried about going back.”


  She leaned her cheek against his bicep. “It’s giving you bad dreams.”


  He exhaled a shuddering breath. Of course, she noticed his restlessness. “I killed Dr. Kaneka.” The words came out like dust — dry and settling in even the most hidden places of his soul. He wanted to pull away, to let his confession carry him to heaven.


  Tula hugged his arm tighter to her cheek. “Is it making you sad?”


  “It’s a sin. God’s Commandment. ‘Thou Shalt Not Kill.’“


  Pulling her cheek away, she maintained her grip and looked up at him. Levi stared off across the bleak horizon ahead as she said, “It’s good he died. He hurt many people.”


  He looked down into her face. She really didn’t understand. “Killing people is a sin. Murder.”


  “Murder is the word for killing people?” Although she had grasped his language better, many subtleties still eluded her.


  He nodded.


  She remained silent for a few steps as she thought. “It means to kill with … thinking first?”


  Frowning, he said, “Intent.”


  “Intent. It means you want to do killing?”


  “Yes.”


  “Did you intent to kill?”


  Air refused to fill his lungs. “I don’t know.”


  “What is the word for no intent?”


  “Accident.” The word came out a whisper. Had it been an accident? He only wanted to stop Kaneka from harming Tula. But the man fell and died.


  “Accident!” She breathed the word as if remembering a flavor. “You didn’t murder. Murder is like … euthanization.” Against his arm, she trembled. “Dr. Kaneka was a bad man. Maybe your god wanted him to die. You did accident.”


  Was she suggesting he was a hand of God? The thought was tempting. And prideful. “Then God have mercy on my soul.”


  It was the closest thing to forgiveness he could ask for.
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  Tula thought the Reservoir was the most amazing thing she’d ever seen, until they reached the dam where once-placid water tumbled thirty meters into a churned and muddy pool before roiling violently east. The roar of so much water deafened her, pounded the earth and vibrated through the soles of her feet. Even Levi seemed amazed as the four of them stood gaping.


  Finally he broke away and pointed across the flat horizon. “Only another seven or eight days.”


  For five nights now, no helicopters had come. Still, none of them slept easy. Twice they’d come across cold fire-pits where someone had obviously camped not too long ago. Tula saw no evidence of human bones, but she had no doubts these were cannibal camps.


  They moved on quickly, finding shelter where they could. The rain had stopped, and the air turned cooler with a constant breeze pushing the seed-laden amarantox low to the ground. Behind them, the white caps of the mountains gleamed like wicked teeth.


  Levi told her about his people as they walked. Electric fences to keep out cannibals, miles of fields plowed by methane-powered equipment, houses built of brick and stone. His stories were so vivid, she felt she’d been there.


  He outlined plans to build a greenhouse, so she and the girls could still get sunlight. And he talked about clothing. So much about clothing, and how she would have to become used to covering much of her body for modesty. She didn’t mind covering herself, but less sunlight left her hungry.


  Today, much to Levi’s consternation, she lowered the robe around her waist to expose her back and breasts to the warm morning rays, indulging herself in the wash of chemicals on the first sunny day since leaving the mountain. “There’s no one around to see me, Levi. And you’ve done more than look.” She teased him, enjoying the flush rising into his golden cheeks. “Plus, I can share,” she added, lifting her chin for a kiss.


  He leaned down to humor her just as one of the twins scampered up and thrust a scorpion between them. Tula recoiled. Out in the brush, the other twin’s voice rose on the wind like a warning siren. A prickle of sweat coalesced to run down Tula’s naked side. Ignoring the scorpion, she peered into the morning shadows in search of the missing twin.


  Levi slid out of the pack and dislodged the first aid box. “Where’s Ana? Did she get stung?”


  “Food.” Eily held the squirming creature out to him, her eyes lit with excitement.


  Ana stomped out from behind the head-high tamarisk. “Eeeeeiiiiiily!”


  “I pulled off the stinger.” Eily claimed without looking back at her sister.


  “I caught it!” Ana’s shriek echoed across the plain. She stood ramrod straight, her hands balled at her sides. Beneath her chloroplasts, her face was dark. Even the bushes seemed to cower at her rage.


  Turning to Tula, Levi asked, “Is she hurt?”


  High emotion was part of the reason for the twins’ euthanization order in the first place. How were they ever going to fit into Levi’s peaceful society? “A fight.”


  Levi relaxed. “Ah. Sibling rivalry. Ana, come here!” He appropriated the scorpion from Eily and passed it to Tula.


  Trembling, she gingerly pinched the tail of the squirming creature between thumb and finger. The thing appeared to have no head, just semi-hairy segments of body and tail, and arms ending in bulky pincers. Even though the tip of the tail had been broken off, the scorpion twisted in an attempt to grasp her fingers with its pincers. Could such an alien creature feel pain? To mutilate before killing something seemed so … cannibal.


  She glanced at the green-skinned girls. Levi stood between the two, mediating even though he didn’t speak their language. Fortunately, Ana no longer screamed. Would the girls hesitate to eat her or Levi should the need arise? Their cannibal natures seemed to dominate. Yet, they had altruistically helped during the initial flight, and they shared the food they caught.


  The scorpion stopped struggling and hung limp from her fingers. Had it died of shock? She turned to the pack Levi had dropped, opened the water bottle they used to store insects the girls collected, and eased the scorpion inside. To her surprise, the creature immediately grabbed the beetle already in residence.


  A shiver raced down her spine as the scorpion gnawed off bits of the twitching beetle. Morbidly entranced by the life and death struggle, she squinted through the nuvoplast. Where was this thing’s mouth, anyway? A shadow moved through the amarantox beyond the bottle.


  Tula froze. Her heart squeezed tight as she turned her attention to the foliage. Was she seeing things? The hallucinations had subsided days ago. Had the full sun exposure made her visions return? Behind her, the girls argued shrilly in spite of Levi’s calming tones. She gathered the pack and skittered toward the rest of her party. “Levi.”


  Silence descended as they all turned to her.


  “What is it?” Levi lifted the pack and shoved an arm through one strap.


  She watched the amarantox. “I think I saw … something.”


  “Where?” His voice dropped several decibels. He ushered her behind him to join the girls.


  “Maybe wind.” It had been the wind. The grotesque struggle between predator and prey inside the bottle had made her paranoid. The figure had been nothing but a play of light and shadow.


  “Let’s move.” Levi urged them forward. “Girls, no wandering. Tell them,” he directed Tula, keeping his eyes on their back trail.


  Tula translated, and the twins trotted to her side, attention darting all around them. As she followed the cracked road along the river, she felt more and more silly. Levi stayed farther back, eyeing the way behind them, jogging to catch up, then observing again.


  She called back to him, “Levi, it’s nothing. The sun makes me see things.”


  “We can’t take a chance.”


  The tense afternoon turned into dusk. When the sun cast orange light against their backs, they stopped and made camp without a fire. Levi chewed raw cattail roots, and the twins split the scorpion between them. The last of the water was gone, but the edge of the river felt too exposed. Tula told herself she wasn’t hungry and wrapped the robe around her shoulders. The fabric weighed against her sun-kissed skin, and she wished she could see her own shoulder blades to make sure the chloroplasts were all right.


  She looked at the skin on her arm. Did she imagine the green around the pink scar had faded? Perhaps Vitus’s ripening wasn’t genetic at all, but a result of the tests the Fosselites had been performing. It would serve him right.


  But then it also meant her own chloroplasts were doomed.


  She took comfort that the girls had an advocate if something happened to her. Levi had taken to them, teaching them words, praising their gathering skills, worrying if they were warm enough at night. He could even tell them apart, where Tula had trouble discerning one from the other.


  Would Levi’s vouching for them be enough? He insisted his people would not harm them, but they were “abominations.” She sucked in a lungful of air filled with the scent of river and let out a sigh. With Dr. Kaneka’s experimental cocktail running through her system, she might not live through the year, anyway.


  Then again, she could live forever.


  She drifted to sleep with thoughts of burning red eyes set in emerald green skin.


  Deep into nightfall, she woke. The acrid scent of burning tamarisk floated through the clearing. Levi’s arm tensed around her as she shifted, senses searching for the twins. “Where are Eily and Ana?” she whispered.


  “Thought they were going behind a bush.”


  “Do you smell smoke?”


  “I should go look for them.” He sat up in the darkness.


  “Don’t leave me.” She gripped his arm. The twins would not have abandoned them for their own kind, would they? Or lead cannibals back here…


  “I’m sure they’re just exploring. Hunting.” His whisper didn’t give her confidence.


  A scuff to her left made Tula’s heart jump as a small figure scuttled toward them, joined by a matching shape a second later.


  “Hunters.” One of the twins hissed.


  “Men hunters.” The other voiced.


  “What?” Levi asked.


  Tula translated.


  “We have to get off the road.” Levi rose and gathered the blanket, shoving it into the pack. Already covered in goose bumps of fright, Tula’s skin tightened in the cold night air.


  “We cross the water.” A child pulled on Tula’s hand, urging her from the clearing. “They keep going.”


  Fear choked Tula as they stood on the stony bank of the water. Pale starlight reflected ripples on the surface. The other bank might as well have been on the other side of the planet. The burble made her knees weak. “You go.”


  “They say we should swim?” Levi asked. Beside her, the pack scuffed the rock as he set it down. “I’ll take you across. Then come back for the pack.”


  The subtle splash of water ahead told her the twins had gone ahead. “Take the pack first.”


  “Tula, I’d rather lose the pack than leave you behind.”


  “I can’t.”


  “I’m not leaving you.” He gripped her bicep like a vise. The determination in his voice sharpened Tula’s fear. He wouldn’t leave her. If she didn’t swim, cannibals would eat them both.
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  She tried to pull away, but he gripped her painfully. The sound of the backpack’s zipper ripped through the quiet night. “With the empty water bottles, the pack will float with us,” he said.


  Barely cognizant of his words over the thundering of her heart, she nodded into the darkness. She had to be brave for Levi. On stiff legs, she followed his pull into the water. The edge dropped out and she squealed, then muffled herself as her feet stabilized. The current thrust against her trembling calves.


  Levi turned and hooked her hands into the back of his waistband. “Tula, don’t panic. Keep your arms away from my neck so I can breathe. But don’t let go. Try to lie still. Float. Okay?”


  She gulped air in response, fingers aching from her grip on the fragile fabric.


  He planted a kiss on her lips, both hands cupping her cheeks. “I love you. Please don’t let go.”


  He waded into the flow. As he pulled her deeper, her limbs grew stiff. Cannibals are after you. The thought urged her on. Water scrolled around her hips. Then in a rush it lifted her feet out from under her and flung her downstream. The fabric slipped in her fingers, and she clenched her hands tighter.


  The current was strong. Her head bobbed above water and she choked in a breath. Don’t let go. An eddy dropped them in a heart stopping rush downstream, burying her, and her feet thrashed uselessly. One of her hands broke free. In panic, she threw her arm around Levi’s waist. Her palm slipped against his wet skin, and her legs tangled with his. His kicking threatened to jar her loose. She wrapped both arms around his waist, pressing her face to his lower back.


  He kept stroking forward. Her grip slithered to his knees. His body twisted rhythmically as he kept stroking with his arms. The rasp of loose gravel and the lick of weeds bumped her knees, and she kicked out, but couldn’t get her legs under her. His feet bounced against the bottom twice. But the water was still deep, and she couldn’t let go of his knees without being swept downstream. Hands tangled in her hair, yanking her upward, and she clambered up his body as her lungs cried for air. His arms circled her, pulling her tight to his chest as he bobbed them into shallower water.


  Choking in great gulps, she tightened her arms around his neck. “I didn’t let go.”


  He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Thank you, God.”


  Together they slogged to shore and climbed free of the river’s grasp. As Levi led the way downstream, Tula regained her composure. “How do we find Eily and Ana?” she whispered. They could not call out to the twins. They could not stop. The cannibal hunters would surely swim over if they knew their prey had crossed. She hoped the girls managed to stay together. As self sufficient as they seemed to be, they were still just children and should not be alone.


  “They know we’re traveling this way. We’ll find each other.” Levi squeezed her hand in reassurance.


  Tula wasn’t so sure. Were the girls ahead of or behind them? She didn’t know whether to drag her feet or break into a jog. Pressure built in her throat as she fought the urge to call out.


  “Don’t fret. They run ahead, fall behind, but always manage to catch up. They’re like dogs.”


  A shot of fear quickened her already racing pulse. “What is dogs?” Something about the word “dog” frightened her.


  Levi let a laugh. “An animal. You’ll see when we reach the Holdout.”


  True to Levi’s prediction, the girls scampered down the trail behind Tula and Levi as dawn enveloped the morning star on the horizon. They flung themselves against the adults, jabbering with abandon.


  “We heard you crying in the water.”


  “You passed us on the bank.”


  “But the men hunters didn’t come.”


  “We watched.”


  “They’ll hunt the other side.”


  Tula pressed her cheeks against their hair, arms around their shoulders. “Thank you, girls. I’m so glad you’re safe.”


  Levi wrapped all three of them in a bear hug and grunted. “Safe.” He repeated the word in Cannibal and the twins beamed at him.
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  Haldanian Protectorate


  Vitus blinked itchy eyes at the unfamiliar face on the monitor and leaned forward across his desk. The fiber optic light was off, leaving the room with only the dusky light from a single fluorescent bulb overhead. “I need those injections!”


  The woman who called herself Dr. Rice nodded, her black skin and red eyes even more disturbing than Kaneka’s. “We’re working on accessing the data, but his notes are encrypted.”


  Kaneka had missed his usual checkin, and Vitus had been forced to contact the Fosselites through official channels. He was overdue for his treatment by sixteen hours, and his skin had already begun to leach of color. Plus, his eyes had developed a light sensitivity he needed to talk to the doctor about. He snorted with disgust. “What good is immortality if you can be killed falling down the stairs?”


  Dr. Rice cleared her throat. “There were … circumstances.”


  He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”


  “I believe you know this woman?” An image of Tula Macoby appeared in the data stream at the base of the screen.


  Vitus’s nostrils flared and he looked back up into Dr. Rice’s eyes. “Why?”


  “She and her companion were involved in Dr. Kaneka’s death. We are not sure how to proceed.”


  “She killed him? Where is she?” He slapped his hands against the desk, causing the screen’s image to flutter. A stabbing pain inserted itself through his right temple.


  “Escaped. We believe they are travelling back to the man’s settlement.”


  “Well, find them!”


  “We would like to. But we cannot travel by day, Dr. Dedecus. Perhaps your people would be willing to aid us, to return her to stand trial for murder …” She stared at him expectantly through the camera.


  He sat back in his chair and considered. The Board could not know he’d been aware of Tula at the Fosselite compound. But he wanted her dead. “Contact Councilwoman Arnica.” He gave her to com code to the woman’s office. “Tell her Dr. Macoby tried to steal telomerase. That she murdered Dr. Kaneka in the process, and you hold the Protectorate responsible. Do you know where they went?”


  “We have a general map location. We hope an airborne search can locate the settlement.”


  “Fine. Oh, and do not mention my name, do you understand?”
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  Amarantox Plains


  The sun had reached its zenith when Ana pointed to the sky behind him, her eyes wide and full of fear. Tula swiveled and jerked back with alarm. A fat plume of greasy yellow smoke billowed into the air, not far to the southwest.


  “Cannibals?” she asked.


  One of the girls shook her head. The other child whispered, “Flame runnas.”


  Terror plucked Tula’s heart. Levi shook his head, looking up and down the river. “They caught me near here last time.”


  He hurried them around a bend where the stream had stacked driftwood into a tangled pile. Pulling on a trunk, he freed it from the mess. “Let’s hide here.”


  Tula yanked logs free and helped create a lean-to against the pile, while the girls scattered small sticks over the support beams. Soon the four of them sat beneath the cramped shelter with crossed legs.


  “How long should we wait?” Levi asked.


  Tula pressed her lips together and shook her head. “They go back at sundown.”


  As a distraction, he pulled out a string he’d woven from cattail fibers. “Looks like we have some time, girls. Let me show you a trick.”


  With deft fingers, he twisted the string into a cat’s cradle. The girls leaned in, mesmerized, and soon started showing him string games of their own. Confined as they were, they played and laughed, and with Tula’s encouragement, the twins seemed eager to learn his language. He tried to tell a knock-knock joke, but the children didn’t understand the concept of knocking to enter a room, and they all ended up belly laughing at the confusion.


  Levi was in the middle of another joke when a wild-eyed man appeared at the lean-to entrance. Wearing nothing but dripping fur leggings, the stranger grimaced and glanced at the sky before diving into the shelter. Eily and Ana squealed, pulling back to the rough walls. The logs shifted, threatening to collapse the structure as the man squeezed amidst their legs. He smelled like wet ashes, and each breath wheezed from him as if he’d just run a marathon “Flame runnas,” he gasped. “Keep the peace.”


  Tula quaked with fear, curling into a ball as far from the cannibal as she could get in the tiny space.


  Levi looked from her to the twins. “What mean?”


  The twins watched the stranger with caution, but also glanced out to the sky and back. Ana wiped her hand across her nose and answered. “No fight. Safe until flame runna goes.”


  Levi glared at the man, then nodded once.


  In the already overcrowded shelter, they could not sit without physical contact with the stranger. He reeked of smoke and wet fur and nervous sweat. The cannibal shifted to sit cross-legged. His braided beard dripped bloody river water onto his naked chest; a bone labret pierced one side of his lower lip, and a tear in the other side bled profusely. Small blisters stretched from shoulder to the back of his wrist, likely from a duster flash he’d escaped.


  Thick silence filled the lean-to. Although the cannibal faced Levi, Tula could feel the stranger’s sidelong attention crawl over her and the twins. Every time he looked, she shuddered. Be calm. Show no fear. Like the implicit restriction against killing the Knowing, there was apparently a cannibal law regarding truce in the face of a greater enemy. After that, she assumed they were fair game.


  And this was no man of Knowing, like Osula and Brin. This was a true cannibal, one who only hours before had been hunting them. Tula’s heart raced so fast she thought it might escape her chest.


  They must prove to this man they were formidable opponents. Levi didn’t speak Cannibal. She had to take the lead.


  “How many hunters?” Her voice emerged too high. The stranger half turned from Levi to blatantly rake her up and down out of the corner of his eye. “You a flame runna.”


  Taking a steadying breath, she said, “I’ve got the Knowing. The Flame Runners don’t respect that.”


  His eyelids twitched, and he shifted to face her head on. He searched her again, looking for scars, she was sure.


  She willed her words to be firm. “Spirit Healers. Our skin don’t need the marks.” Best to include the twins in the safety net.


  He flicked a look back at the twins, then returned his focus to her. “What about him?”


  She didn’t know how to protect Levi. “My mate.” Maybe it would be enough. “How many hunters?”


  The man curled his lip in disgust. “Flame runnas took out most.” He eyed her again, then leaned forward and wrapped his hand around her wrist. “We find the rest at dark. You come for healing.”


  Tula’s chest tightened in fear. She hadn’t counted on her bluff being called.


  Levi grabbed the stranger’s hand and yanked it off Tula’s wrist. “Get your hands off her.”


  The man complied, but faced off with Levi, shoulders back as they stared each other down. Classic cannibalistic dominance move, but she noted he favored his burned arm. She had to deflect any violence. What would Osula say? “What you got to trade?”


  He didn’t answer.


  “Ain’t worth nothing to me to help you. We move on. Keep the peace.”


  Repeating his claim for sanctuary appeared to deflate his aggression a bit. He didn’t look at her, but answered. “Depend on how strong you healing.”


  Again, silence tightened around them. The twins had melded into the walls, watching the interactions with wide, cautious eyes. Levi sat with his fists clenched at the ready should the cannibal attack. But the man wouldn’t. He held his own, but didn’t seem ready to violate the pact.


  Could they simply part ways once night fell? She doubted that much luck. The Knowing had a certain responsibility among the cannibals, and she’d be breaking it if she didn’t trade her services. But if they ended up in the midst of a cannibal band …


  The cannibal rolled his injured shoulder and craned his neck to look out at the sky again. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the river. Not long until it would be safe to leave the shelter.


  Tula chewed her lips and surveyed at the man’s blisters. Then she looked at his bleeding mouth. A thin mustache straggled over his upper lip. If she kissed him, maybe he’d be drugged enough for them to escape; an open wound would exponentially magnify the effects of the chemicals. The thought of putting her mouth on his repulsed her. She tried to summon some saliva to her dry tongue and rose to her knees. “Let me show you my healing.”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Your arm is useless.” Taking a chance, she flicked a purposeful glance to Levi.


  The stranger looked between them and pursed his mouth, as if finally realizing he was outnumbered. “Keep the peace.”


  “I keep the peace.”


  He clenched his teeth, but nodded. Eyes wary, he didn’t move as she leaned in to put both hands on his cheeks.


  This close, the metallic scent of blood mixed with an oily tang on his skin made her want to vomit. She held her breath, summoning saliva to her dry mouth. He sat stiff, eyes wide open and focused on her face. Trying not to retch, she slipped her tongue between his lips, sliding along his gums and to the wound on his lip. He recoiled at her touch.


  Then the chemicals hit him. He clasped both hands around the back of her neck and opened his mouth wide.
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  In confused horror, Levi watched Tula seduce the cannibal with her kiss. She’d used the word “healing,” and Levi knew she was drugging the stranger to save them from whatever the cannibal demanded of them. But how far was she going to take it? One of the man’s hands swept up and clutched her breast.


  “Tula?” Levi’s voice was rough. His hands trembled with indecision.


  The cannibal pressed her back, and she toppled off her knees with the stranger on top of her. Levi flinched, muscles tight, but remained rooted in place. She’d kissed the man, not the other way around. She moaned — or was that a protest? Surely she wouldn’t prostitute herself to save him and the girls? She appeared to be pinned. Should he intervene?


  The hand on her breast roamed lower, hiking the edge of her robe up her thigh. She bucked, and her moan became a scream, blocked as it was by the stranger’s mouth.


  Levi’s hesitation snapped. The tension in his chest erupted in a roar of rage. Springing to his feet, his shoulders cracked against the lean-to. Logs and branches scattered like buckshot. His fingers fisted the cannibal’s greasy hair. He ripped the stranger off Tula and flung him onto the sandy bank as if bucking a hay bale.


  The newness of Levi’s rage made his vision flicker. Darkness surrounded everything but one desire — blood.


  Like a bull, he charged from the wreckage, skidded to his knees, and drove a fist into the stranger’s face. Again and again and again. All his frustration over the last few weeks found release in the sensation of his knuckles against hot blood and bone. This was what it meant to attack with intent. And it felt good.


  Crying out, the bloodied man tried to protect himself with his forearms. The savage language of cannibals streamed from his broken lips. Gibberish. Levi slammed his fist into the babbling mouth.


  Then on each side of him, the high, sweet voices of angels pierced his awareness. “Keep the peace! Keep the peace!”


  Four small, fragile hands, cool against his wrath, held his next swing in check. Panting like an animal, Levi blinked at the prone man on the sand below him. The setting sun bathed the scene in the orange light of Hell. The cannibal’s broken teeth gleamed with blood. He seemed unable to focus. With pupils so dilated they completely obscured the irises, his eyes rolled up into his head.


  “What am I doing?” Levi gasped, gulping for air.


  “Keep the peace.” Ana wrapped her arms around his bicep and urged him away from the carnage.
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  They limped north, leaving the river. Levi stalked ahead while the girls trudged in silence with Tula. She was worried about Levi. He wasn’t hurt physically, but something in him had changed. The passive man once captured by the Protectorate was gone. And she knew he despised himself.


  There’s no time for coddling. Cannibals could be on their trail, right now. Ahead, Levi halted at a dry creek bed, the golden spikes of his hair silver with moonlight. He gestured a change of direction, but didn’t wait for them to catch up.


  Ana released Tula’s hand, skipped a little ahead, and pivoted to walk backwards. Her eyes reflected the light from the moon. She’d scarcely looked away from Tula all night. “Tell me the magic.”


  Magic? Of course the girls would think that. Tula shook her head. “Not magic. My green skin makes medicine.” The child cocked her head and frowned. Tula clarified. “You know the silliness you feel in the sun? That’s medicine.”


  Ana seemed to consider, stepping absently over a rock without even looking. “That’s why you don’t sex with Levi.”


  The bluntness of her statement made Tula laugh. “Partly.”


  “I have the Knowing, too? The Spirit Healing?”


  Tula didn’t like the look in the girl’s moonlit eye. “I don’t know.” She wasn’t lying. She had no idea if the Fosselites had interfered with the girl’s chemical makeup. The children were remarkably immune to the sun’s rays. But Tula assumed that might be a developed tolerance due to their overexposure under the Fosselite lights.


  “You told we did.”


  “I was trying to keep us safe.”


  “I’m going to try.”


  Tula stopped walking. Eily stopped beside her. These girls were going to have enough trouble fitting into Levi’s community as it was. She hated to think they planned activities that would ostracize them. “Ana, promise me you won’t. The medicine is dangerous.”


  The child rejoined Tula, taking her hand. “Don’t worry. I know Levi your man.”


  Tula faltered. She’d never considered the girls might try to seduce Levi. “When the medicine wears off, that cannibal will be angry.”


  Ana glanced behind them. “Only ‘cause you didn’t sex with him.”


  Eily chimed in for the first time. “Ana, sexing puts the baby in you. Then you like Mama and can’t run.”


  The girls were silent until they reached the creek bed and looked for Levi. He sat near some shrubs, and rose when he saw them and kept moving. “Levi mad you don’t sex with him,” Ana stated.


  “No, he’s not,” Tula answered. “He’s shamed. He hurt that man. His people do not lift hands against each other. Or other people.”


  Ana nodded. “He broke the peace.”


  “More than that. With his people, you always keep the peace. They’re not cannibals. If you want to stay with us, you have to learn.”


  “What about the hunger times?” Eily asked.


  Tula skirted a clump of amarantox. “They don’t eat people. No matter what.”


  “‘Cept the dead. No wasting,” Ana said.


  “Not even the dead.”


  Both girls snorted in disbelief or disgust, she couldn’t tell. How could she teach these girls about Levi’s peaceful ways when she’d failed to convert them in the first place? They were wild and willful, and in spite of her growing affection, she worried they would never fit in. She worried she would never fit in.
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  Levi set his pack down and stretched his back. The sun cast long morning shadows, promising Tula and the girls a good day of photosynthesis. Tula stuffed her robe into his pack with a tired grin, and he didn’t admonish her nakedness. She needed her strength. They’d trudged the dry plains from sunset to sunup for four nights, keeping watch for the rising smoke of Blattvolk flame runners. This far east, he thought they might be safe.


  Ana returned from her foraging empty handed. “I see hunters. They look for a Spirit Healer.” She raised a skinny arm to point west along their back-trail.


  Levi stiffened. “Where’s Eily?”


  Eily chimed from Tula’s side. “Here.” She must have returned from the other direction.


  His heart hammered with worry. He no longer cared about violence. Only survival. They’d set a grueling pace, and the twins had probably doubled the distance during their food gathering. He squinted into the sunrise. A smudge of white hovered across the horizon. Clouds? Or the exhaust steam from the methane stack at the Holdout? “We’re not far, now. Can you keep going?” He made walking motions with two fingers. They all seemed to get along best using a mish-mash of languages, and he wanted to be sure he was understood.


  Mute nods all around.


  Everyone drank, and gulped down the desiccated chokecherries and raw insects the girls had gathered. Leaving the pack where it lay, Levi set a stride he thought they could sustain for another few hours, but his feet ached, and his eyelids drooped with exhaustion. As they drew farther east, the cloudbank on the horizon clarified into an artificial plume.


  Home.


  Levi pointed ahead. “That’s where we’re going. The gate is on the south side. No matter what, don’t touch the fence.”


  Tula reiterated it in Cannibal for the twins.


  The sun hovered directly overhead when they crested a swell, and Levi spied movement on the plain behind them — three male figures moving at a trot in spite of the limp of one man. The cannibals spotted Levi and the injured man raised an arm menacingly toward him.


  “They see us.” Tula said near his side, her voice quavering in fear.


  “Run.” Past the point of panic, he spoke low, without inflection. How could they hope to beat hardened cannibals in a sprint for the Holdout?


  Tula and the girls picked up and ran. Levi stayed a heartbeat longer, watching as the hunters descended into a swale five hundred yards away. As soon as they were out of sight, he turned and loped after the girls. The Holdout was a quarter mile away. If the cannibals caught up, he wanted to be the first to confront them. Violence be damned. Peace had a different set of rules out here.


  On the other hand, the Holdout wouldn’t let Tula or the twins inside without his presence. They may not let the Blattvolk inside at all, with or without him. But he had no other options. He kept close behind Tula.


  As they approached, the fence solidified against the pale blue sky. The metal links rose fifteen feet into the air, topped by coils of barbed wire. Inside, a gleaming white water tower marked where a cluster of houses squatted in the center of the fields. The Elders must have finally approved re-painting. How long had he been gone?


  The faint hum of electric current grew louder as they neared the perimeter. Freshly burned weeds drooped at the base of the fence line. Inside, a tractor turned a field in preparation for planting winter wheat. Levi waved furiously.


  The tractor stopped and the driver stood on the running board facing Levi’s direction. Too far to pick out features, Levi tried to remember which family claimed this portion of co-op land. A glance over his shoulder showed him the determined faces of the pursuers. From the Holdout, a bell struck its first chord of warning. Levi knew the drill. Everyone would abandon chores and retreat to the tunnels. The only ones left outside would be old Peter the Gatekeeper, and a few volunteer handlers for the dogs.


  Ahead, Tula and the twins reached the gate. Peter stood outside his stone house a hundred paces in, mouth agape.


  “Peter! It’s Levi!”


  The old man couldn’t take his eyes off Tula and the girls. Several men charged up from the village, restraining the dogs on leashes. Among them Levi saw Brother John, an Elder who had been willing to listen to Levi’s request to search for a cure, and Abe, one of Levi’s playmates in youth. The dogs lunged against their restraints, barking and yowling in anticipation.


  “Levi?” John let the dogs pull him forward a few steps.


  “Cannibals are after us! Let us in! I’ll explain later.”


  “Blattvolk!” one of the handlers yelled. In his panic, he lost hold of the beast he’d been restraining. The creature leaped forward, facing off with Levi without touching the fence. The hackles between its shoulder blades looked like the edge of a serrated knife.


  “Platz!” Levi commanded the dog to stand down. Every child in the Holdout was taught dog commands as soon as they could speak. Trained to fight cannibals, the canines could be indiscriminate in who they attacked. The dog trembled but moved back, hackles lowering a fraction. Levi peered back over his shoulder to see the pursuers huddled about twenty yards back. The hunters strafed apart, flanking the gate on both sides with the remaining cannibal facing head on.


  “You bring us abominations!” Brother Abe spit at his feet to punctuate his disgust.


  “Cannibals.” Levi pointed to the men ducking behind the amarantox. Standing as near the fence as he could without touching, he called each man by name. “Brother Abe. Brother Marcus. Brother John. By leaving us out here, you condemn us to die.”


  Peter shouted. Tula screamed. Levi spun to face her. The cannibal on the left darted in and grappled with her. Levi threw his arms around her to keep her from being pulled away. A collective gasp from the men inside the fence frightened off the attacker, and he retreated into the amarantox.


  “Please.” Levi didn’t let go of Tula. The twins crowded close, cowering against his sides. “Abe.” He looked his former schoolmate in the eye.


  “You are in the Bann.” Slowly, the men turned their backs. The dogs continued barking. Peter stared agape a moment longer before Brother John bumped him with his elbow. He shook his head and went back inside his house.


  Shunned.


  His own people refused to help him. Hope was lost. He looked down at Tula, loosed his grip about her. Only one way left to save her. “When they take me, you and the girls run. As far and fast as you can.”


  He took a long, purposeful step backward toward the amarantox. Toward the hunters. He raised his chin to glare at his brethren beyond the fence and balled his hands into fists. “May God have mercy on your souls!”


  “Levi, no!” Tula grabbed his hand and pulled. Her gaze widened and she screamed as the sound of thundering footsteps approached. The next thing he knew, he was airborne, headed face first into the electric fence.
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  Tula clutched Levi’s hand as a cannibal burst from the amarantox and tackled him. The force of the impact yanked her to the ground and tore Levi’s hand from hers. Both men tumbled into the fence. The pop of electric current, followed by the smell of seared flesh, filled the air as both men jerked and flew back off the grid.


  Scrambling on all fours to Levi’s side, she felt for a pulse. There. He was alive. But the other two cannibals were creeping forward from opposite angles. The third cannibal lay prone within an arm’s length. Ana and Eily grabbed Levi’s feet and dragged him toward the gate. They stopped shy of the wire and bounced on the balls of their feet anxiously. “They not let us in,” one of the girls said.


  “No,” Tula said on a breath. Tears filled her eyes, fell onto burn lines on Levi’s cheek.


  She traced the pink scar on her arm. No mercy for abominations.


  The men kept their backs to the fence. Across rigid shoulder blades, suspenders crossed each man like an X, barring supplicants from access. The vicious dogs drooled and barked, drowning out the twins as they clumsily recited the Lord’s Prayer. The older man, the one Levi called Brother John, adjusted his black brimmed hat and glanced over his shoulder without making eye contact. He leaned close to one of the other men and muttered.


  The girls finished their prayer and then Ana flung her arms about Tula’s waist and squeezed. Turning to her sister, she pulled her close. She looked Tula in the eye over Eily’s shoulder. “They wants a Spirit Healer. You gots to run.”


  With that, she released her sister and spun. In the blink of an eye, she lowered her head and plowed right into an oncoming cannibal. He snatched her up like a prize and tilted her upside down in a bear hug. “Gots one!” The other cannibal veered to join his partner. Together they disappeared into the amarantox, leaving their fallen comrade behind.


  “Ana!!!” Tula and Eily screamed together. They both lurched forward. Tula stopped shy of the crushed amarantox, holding tight to Eily’s hand.


  “Ana! Ana! Ana!” The child stretched toward the trail, sobbing.


  Up until now, Tula’s losses had been her own. Her job, Mo, her home. Levi’s son still had hope, in spite of the Fosselite fiasco. But losing Ana was real. Final. Tula remembered her own ordeal with the cannibals, the way Brother Eli screamed as they ate him. Her life had come full circle. The little girl she used to be flooded her mind, and her final song welled up in her chest. “Jesus loves me, this I know…”


  The music rose from her heart, her protection song, her acceptance song, her song of hope. As her tears cascaded down her face, she let the words soar to Heaven.


  A clatter of metal drew Tula’s attention to the Holdout. Brother John and another man hauled Levi toward the fence while the old man, Peter, stood outside the open gate, staring at her. His ancient blue eyes watered the crevasses of his weather-lined face. His shock of white hair stood up around his head. She wondered where his hat was.


  He reached out a gnarled hand. “Katie?”


  Tula’s heart stopped. The world swam before her eyes.


  Her name was Katie.


  “Papa?” She mouthed without sound. He looked different, yet his eyes were the same. So was the set of his mouth above a beard gone white with time. She recalled sitting on his knee at the dinner table, playing with his pocket watch while he counted the numbers circling its edge. The slow ticking movement of the second hand.


  My name is Katie. She couldn’t breathe with her chest so full of longing for the childhood she had lost.


  The men reached the gate with Levi in tow. Through the shock of her returned memories, Tula registered the others shouting Papa’s name — Peter. He moved slowly backward toward the fence, his face wracked with loss. His big-knuckled hand hovered in her direction. Tula blinked, trying to think clearly. Stars crossed her vision. If she didn’t move fast, she and Eily would be trapped outside.


  Twisting, she grabbed the child by the arm. The girl screamed Ana’s name in protest but only half resisted as Tula dragged her to the gate.


  Papa waited until she was inside, then shut the gate with a clang.
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  The men erupted. “Peter, what have you done!”


  “Activate full alarm!”


  “Watch the fence!”


  One man released his dog to charge Tula. Her childhood training returned, she shouted, “Platz!”


  The dog stopped.


  “It’s my Katie! Don’t you see? She knows the dogs!” Papa’s voice rose above the din. The alarm changed its rhythm from an ebbing and flowing wail to a blaring staccato.


  Wave after wave of memories crashed against her as the dam retaining the past crumbled. Sneaking off into a hailstorm to catch ice with her brother. A crash of lightning and the tingling jolt across the wet soil as a bolt struck the nearby fence. The frenzy of the Holdout dogs attacking her brother and cannibals alike as the invaders swarmed the opening. A shudder passed through her as she recollected the scent of cooked flesh and she crumpled to her knees, hardly able to breathe.


  In the back of her mind Tula was aware that Eily knelt with her forehead against the ground and keened.


  The men caught the loose dog but kept it within inches of Tula’s bare shoulder. Tula smelled the creature’s breath as it snarled and panted. The rest held their dogs in check, in a circle around her and Eily. Levi lay forgotten in the dirt next to the small stone house.


  Papa’s red face appeared and disappeared behind several sets of shoulders as the men blocked him from her. “Katie! My Katie!”


  She wanted to run to him, to press her face against the coarse spun cotton of his blue work shirt like she did when she was a child. But angry men blocked the way.


  “Go back into the house, Peter. Katie is dead. You accepted that long ago.”


  “What do we do with them?”


  “Put them back outside!”


  “Let the dogs have them!”


  Papa bellowed and shoved his way past the men. Tula rose to meet him, heart like a bird in her throat. He seemed so much smaller than she remembered. Reaching a knobby hand to caress her cheek, he asked, “What did they do to you?”


  Abomination. Shame flooded her, even though her mind argued against the feeling. The Protectorate had saved her, not damned her. She clutched his weathered fingers, tears clouding her vision. “Papa.”


  The siren fell to silence, and everyone froze. The dogs continued barking. A man emerged from the small stone house. “Platz!” he bellowed. The dogs ceased barking but growled low in their throats. “These two Blattvolk pose no immediate threat. Let us discuss our options like men.”


  Papa faced the man squarely, using one hand to thrust Tula protectively behind him. “My Katie has come home.”


  “Peter, this isn’t the Katie you know. Be cautious.” The man focused past Papa’s shoulder to her. “You bear the Mark of the Beast. We owe no sanctuary.”


  She felt like she was five again, being scolded for sneaking out of Sabbath. “I was very young when the cannibals stole me.” Softer than a whisper.


  “She’s a Blattvolk!” another man cried, and his dog barked.


  “Platz!”


  Eily keened Ana’s name over and over. Torn between comforting the child, wanting to check on Levi, coming face to face with her forgotten papa, and worrying about her future, Tula shook with unsteady legs. She collapsed again next to Eily.


  The man in charge raised a hand. “We will pray. Show them to the old milk house north of the orchard.” His stare bored into Tula. “If you try anything, we will loose the dogs, and no command you give will stop Gotte’s Wille.”


  Barely able to focus, Tula asked, “What about Ana? The little girl they captured?” She pointed outside the fence. “Please, we can’t leave her to the cannibals.”


  “Ananananana,” Eily held herself in a tight fetal position.


  “I know, baby. I know.” She stroked the girl’s arm.


  “We cannot expose the entire village to attack a second time.”


  Tula’s throat tightened as she recognized the truth. She stared through the linked fence into the seductively calm amarantox. The unconscious cannibal remained where he had fallen, the only sign a struggle had occurred. “What about him?”


  The man rolled a shoulder. “We’ll keep the dogs here. Never seen a cannibal hit the fence a second time.”


  “And Levi?”


  “His family will care for him.”


  Papa clasped her shoulder. “Brother John, Katie’s coming home with me.”


  “Peter, let the congregation —”


  “Come on, Katie.” He slid a hand under her arm to help her to her feet.


  “We have to bring Eily.” She tried to lift the child at the same time Papa pulled at her.


  “She can go to the milk house.”


  “I can’t leave her alone. She just watched her sister get taken by cannibals.”


  “She’s a Blattvolk, sweetheart.”


  Tula stiffened. She pulled herself from Papa’s grasp. His weathered hand contrasted with the green skin on her arm. Or was it that her skin contrasted his? She looked into his blue eyes. He was a ghost of memory — only a tiny part of who she had become. The corners of her mouth twisted into a frown so deep her throat hurt. “Papa. I’m a Blattvolk now.”


  Papa scowled. “That’s different.”


  “How?” Tula shook her head. “You can’t condemn her without condemning me.”


  “I’m not condemning her. I just want to take my daughter home.”


  “Peter,” Brother John interrupted. “You can’t take her into your home. You live in the gatehouse. We can’t allow her near the fence controls.”


  Tula didn’t look at Papa. She wasn’t his little girl any more. She couldn’t regret her conversion. “I’ll go to the milk house. With Eily.” As she rose, she pulled Eily to her feet by pure strength and added, “Please pray for us.”


  Their god was no longer hers. She barely remembered anything but singsong prayers. But she remembered forgiveness. These men should forgive her. Forgive Eily. And if it meant feigning belief to keep the girl safe, Tula would do it to the end of her days.


  Their god labels you an abomination.


  The stares of the men confirmed it. She dropped her chin to regard the dusty earth below her feet.


  Sighing, Brother John removed his hat and wiped his brow before planting the brim back on his head. “I’ll call the Brethren to order.”


  The men with dogs maintained a wide circle around them as they crossed a field and passed between the crooked limbs of heavily laden fruit trees. A few rosy orbs lay scattered along the ground among partially filled baskets. Work had obviously stopped suddenly when the alarm sounded. The air in the orchard smelled sweet. Apples. Tula closed her eyes and inhaled deep with the memory.


  They reached a weathered brick building slightly bigger than Tula’s bedroom back in the Protectorate. The slatted wooden door creaked, looking about to fall apart as a man opened it. He stood aside and pointed, his gaze above her head to avoid her nakedness. Swallowing, Tula continued inside with Eily. The door clapped shut, sealing her and Eily in darkness. With no windows, the building felt like a tomb.


  She allowed Eily to sag to the dirt floor and then joined her, pulling the child half way onto her lap. She rocked her for a while, humming Jesus Loves Me as two thumb sized spots of sunlight drifted across the floor through chinks in the ceiling. Her plans to convert Levi’s people flitted through her mind, poisoned by the return of her memory. The Blattvolk were the very definition of evil. To accept such a transformation was to deny God.


  Yet she didn’t remember denying God. She remembered being saved.


  Eventually, voices outside drew her attention. The door squeaked open and a man with a lantern entered. Tula squinted her bleary eyes against the sudden light. Behind him, a woman hovered on the threshold. Beyond, two men with dogs stood watch. The man set down the lantern. “Brought some decent clothes.” He looked at a spot beyond Tula’s head. “Don’t try anything funny.”


  The woman stepped inside and with trembling arms held out a bundle of blue fabric. She looked slightly familiar, hair completely covered by a white bonnet, dark gray dress covering everything but her hands and face. Mama? No, Mama would be much older, now. But the dress was the same.


  Gently pushing Eily from her lap, Tula rose to accept, self conscious about her nakedness. The robe had been inside the pack Levi had dropped on the plains. Eily was just as naked, small nipples barely beginning to bud into womanhood. The woman looked modestly to the side.


  “Thank you,” Tula said and allowed the blue fabric to unfold. Two dresses and the smell of sunshine. She pulled the larger one over her head, worked the hook and eye closures up the front. The man and woman seemed satisfied and started to leave. “Wait! Is Levi all right? When can I talk to Papa again?”


  They didn’t stop. The door banged shut. She was grateful they’d left the lantern. In the dusty yellow light, Tula dressed Eily like a doll. The girl didn’t resist, but she didn’t cooperate, either. Once the fabric was fastened beneath her chin, Tula took a good look and bit her lips. A Haldanian face in an Old Order dress.


  I likely look just as strange.


  A part of both worlds, yet belonging to none.
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  The Holdout Levi woke to the smell of frying ham. His stomach growled so loudly, he thought it might shake the house. Opening his eyes, he winced as pain lanced across his cheek, reminding him of the fence. The cannibals. Tula and the twins.


  He sat up, then regretted the movement as his head spun, but he didn’t allow himself to collapse. He had to blink to be sure he saw true. His old room. Sarah’s quilt bunched around his legs. Morning light leaked around the edges of the curtained window. He was home. The last few weeks had been a dream. Only they hadn’t, and he bore the burn marks on his shoulder and face to prove it.


  “Tula!” He flung the blankets off and swung his numb legs out of bed. Someone — probably Beth — had removed his shirt to treat his burns. A set of clothing waited for him on a chair near the door. He didn’t take time to dress. “Tula! Eily! Ana!” He stumbled to the kitchen where Beth stood over a huge cast iron skillet flipping eggs. She glanced his way, then quickly back to the skillet.


  Samuel sat at the far end of the long kitchen table with his Bible open before him. “Levi.” His blue eyes held no warmth.


  “Brother Samuel. What happened? Where are Tula and the girls?”


  His brother-in-law closed the Bible and rose from his chair, the wooden legs scraping loudly against the floor. “The Elders wish to see you as soon as you are proper.” His judgment raked Levi head to toe, and Levi flushed. He was nearly naked. No wonder Beth had not greeted him.


  Knowing he’d get no answers until he dressed, he hurried back to his room and shoved his feet into trousers without removing the Fosselite short pants. His legs tingled as if on fire, an aftereffect of the fence. He buttoned his shirt and hooked his suspenders before thrusting his travel worn feet into knit socks. The boots felt tight after so long without shoes, but he laced them before turning to his shaving kit. The razor burned his skin, but soon his jaw and lip were clear. Now, Samuel could have no complaint.


  Back in the common room, Samuel was gone, but Beth was elbow deep in dishwater at the kitchen sink. “I made you a plate.” She nodded to a platter loaded with fresh eggs, a flat ham steak, potatoes, and griddlecakes next to a pot of jam and lump of fresh butter. Levi almost gave in.


  “I have to know what happened to my friends.”


  He couldn’t read Beth’s face as she wiped her hands on her apron. “You’ll have to talk to the Elders. I only know what Samuel told me. They’re holding the Blattvolk in the abandoned milk house near the orchard.”


  Relief flooded him. God had saved them. Then guilt crashed down over him. “And Josef?”


  “He is well. I took him fresh milk this morning. But he misses you.”


  “I miss him.” More words stuck in his throat. He’d failed to get a cure. All he’d succeeded in doing was bringing more trouble to the Holdout. You saved Eily and Ana. The knowledge comforted him.


  “Beth.” He stepped forward but stopped short of taking her hands as he once would have. “These Blattvolk — they are not the abominations we think they are. They are people. People who were changed against their will. Not marked. They are Children of God. Tula knew the words to Jesus Loves Me before I met her. And Eily and Ana have been learning the Lord’s Prayer. They can be saved.”


  Her face softened. “You always were a dreamer. Eat. Then go see your son. Samuel and the Elders can wait.”


  As hungry as he was, he could hardly stomach food, but after a quick prayer of thanks, he wolfed down several bites and excused himself. So many things drew his attention, he didn’t know where to go first. He did as Beth suggested and strode toward the Ward, ignoring the curious stares of wives from lacy kitchen windows. The men and older children would be out in the fields. Annie Fiscer appeared at a back door and called to two small children on a swing suspended beneath an enormous shade tree. The scent of baking bread floated between the houses, mixed with the dry dust of the road. The acrid hint of the hog barn wafted his way and he smiled. He was home.


  The largest building in the Holdout, the Ward looked the same as always — a two story brick structure with row upon row of monotonous windows. A wrap-around, covered porch lined with small chairs was currently empty. The surrounding yard had turned brown with autumn. A young woman named Mary knelt at the edge of an herb bed and collected seed heads. She had her back to him, and he didn’t bother to call out a greeting as he jumped the steps to the porch and opened one of the double doors.


  Inside, the nurse greeted him with surprise. “Levi! I … didn’t expect you … so soon. Josef will be happy.” She led the way to the playroom where Josef sat at a small table wrapped in a blanket. Other children engaged in quiet activities, either together or alone, throughout the room. Laid out before Josef, several large, wooden puzzle pieces waited to be fitted together, but he only stared at them without moving. Next to him, a glass of milk looked untouched.


  “Josef.” Levi called, his heart in his throat. His joy at being home wilted into despair. The boy looked worse than he remembered. Purple smudges beneath yellowed eyes. Lips pasty and chapped. Cheeks hollow against his skull. So much like Sarah just before she died.


  Josef looked up and drew a sharp breath that started him coughing.


  Levi rushed to his side, ready for chest palpitations, but the coughing cleared.


  “Papa!” the boy cried and dropped the blanket from his shoulders to raise his arms.


  The stick-thin limbs made Levi cringe. He lifted his child against his chest and held him gently. “Son.” He buried his nose in the boy’s thin hair, hating the scent of illness but breathing deeply, anyway.


  Josef hiccoughed sobs against his shirt. “Why did you go away?”


  The question broke him. All that time apart. How could he tell his son it had all been for nothing? “I was trying to find a way to make you better. But the scientists turned out to be very bad men.”


  The voice of an older child interrupted his answer. “Mr. Kraybill? Is it true you went outside the fence?”


  He looked down into the face of a boy about twelve. The rest of the children in the room stopped their play to watch in rapt attention. “Yes. I did. And I have plenty of stories to tell all of you. But not now.” He set Josef back into his seat and pulled the blanket around his thin shoulders. “I brought some new friends I have to see. I hope you can all meet them soon.”


  Several questions flowed from children all at once. Josef refused to let go of Levi’s shirt collar. “Papa, take me with you.”


  The nurse put her hands out, palm down to quiet the crowd. “Everyone, Mr. Kraybill has to go.” Levi smiled in thanks. She didn’t smile back.


  Crouching near his son, he pried the boy’s weak fingers loose and placed them around the glass of milk. “Josef, you can’t. Drink your milk, okay? I’ll be back as soon as I can.”


  “You’ll come back?”


  “I promise. Tonight.” He planted a kiss on the child’s head and strode purposefully from the room. As soon as he resolved the situation with Tula and the girls, he would spend every moment possible with his son.
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  On the road to the abandoned milk house, the sound of a tractor coming up behind Levi made him automatically step to the side of the road. The engine revved high and loud, and he wondered how the Blattvolk made their vehicles so quiet. Maybe Tula could help redesign some of the Old Order engines. The nose of the tractor pulled into his peripheral vision and Levi waved to the driver. Brother John sat behind the wheel, with the other two preachers, the deacon, and Bishop Eldon perched on the running boards. Samuel balanced with one foot on the hitch, his ruddy face somber. They focused on Levi.


  “Brother Levi, a word.” Bishop Eldon called out. He was an old man, but his back and voice were strong.


  Much as he wanted to get to Tula, Levi halted. The men stepped off the tractor and Brother John cut the engine.


  “It’s good to see you, brothers. You won’t regret —”


  “The fate of the Blattvolk has yet to be determined,” Bishop Eldon interrupted.


  Levi frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “They are marked.”


  Dread took root in the pit of Levi’s soul. “The color of their skin does not deny them God’s love. They were but children when it was done. They were not of an age to choose.”


  “The Brethren have been praying for guidance. But the congregation must vote.”


  “On what?” Surely they didn’t mean to turn the Blattvolk out? Lowering the fence would expose the Holdout to danger with cannibals so near. The Elders would never do such a frivolous thing. Or did the Bishop mean worse?


  “I cannot say where the Lord may lead us.”


  A chill settled over Levi. “Tula could sing Jesus Loves Me before I met her. And the Twins can recite the Lord’s Prayer. They are Children of God, Brothers.”


  The men exchanged tight-lipped glances.


  Brother John put a hand on Levi’s shoulder. “Come to meeting, Levi. You’re in the Bann, but we’ll let you speak your piece.”


  They had officially banned him after he left, but there was more at stake here than his own shunning. If they meant harm to Tula or the twins… “Have you talked to Tula?” His voice wavered with emotion.


  “‘Satan masquerades as an Angel of Light.’“ Deacon Yonnie crossed his arms over his chest.


  A deep tremor shook Levi and he straightened his spine. Although the Deacon’s position was filled by a lottery guided by Gotte’s Wille, Yonnie liked being Deacon far too much in Levi’s opinion. Act within the Ordnung. Taking a breath he said, “The Apostle Paul urges us to prove all things. If you do not open your heart to the truth, you are but blind guides. ‘When the blind lead the blind, both shall fall into the pit.’“


  The men drew up in indignation.


  Levi didn’t stop. “‘Anyone who professes to be in the light and yet hates his fellow man dwells in darkness.’“


  “Do not quote scripture at us, Brother Levi, when you are in the Bann yourself,” Deacon Yonnie thundered, a vein in his forehead pulsing.


  Brother John put a hand on Yonnie’s shoulder in placation. “Brother, peace. Levi has a valid point.”


  Bishop Eldon chewed his tongue. “God instructed the Prophet to baptize the faithful during the Botanicaust. And there are other precedents to accepting outsiders into the fold.” He nodded to Brother John. John’s jaw twitched. His grandmother had been a cannibal left as a baby outside the gate. The Old Order had felt moved to take her in.


  “Not Blattvolk!” Yonnie bristled.


  The bishop raised a hand. “We must not form superficial judgments.”


  “They bear the Mark of the Beast!” Deacon Yonnie countered, and Brother Evan nodded somber agreement.


  “I will speak to her, that none may find blemish in my guidance.” Brother John stood straight and tall, never wavering in his gaze on Yonnie.


  Levi nodded gratefully. When the Elder Brethren had voted on Levi’s request to search for a cure for Josef, the split had been four to one, with Brother John his only supporter. The congregation had grumbled over that. Years ago, many had opposed John’s nomination into the lottery for a new preacher, but the Bishop had calmly insisted on the choice being God’s. The position was for life, barring excommunication. John siding with Levi had caused a lot of turmoil.


  The Bishop sighed and climbed onto the tractor with Brother John. Although the Bishop had ultimately denied Levi’s request to search for a cure, at least he’d listened to Levi’s request. Yonnie’s mouth puckered, but he clambered onto the tractor along with the others.


  Looking at Samuel, Levi asked, “And you, Brother?”


  Samuel looked over the men on the tractor, then back to Levi. “I shall walk at your side.”


  Together they cut across the field ahead of the tractor. At the orchard, men and women stopped singing and lowered long-handled fruit pickers to watch the tractor chug past. They didn’t notice Levi and Samuel slip through the field toward the milk house, and Levi was relieved.


  “There’s talk of witchcraft, Levi. That you’ve been seduced.”


  “And what do you think?”


  “I’ll see the Blattvolk first. And pray for God’s wisdom.”


  Levi sighed. What his brother-in-law meant was he’d wait to see what the Brethren said. “I will pray for that, as well.”


  At the milk house, men with dogs rested near each corner. Against cannibals, the dogs didn’t seem so awful, but with the threat directed at Tula, Levi felt ashamed. Was it hypocritical for the Old Order to condemn violence, yet train dogs to do the dirty work? He rubbed his fingers against his palms, remembering Dr. Kaneka’s death, remembering the cannibal’s bloody face. He was a changed man, and humbler for it.


  The guards greeted the party with nods but remained in place. Brother John opened the door to allow the group inside.


  “Tula!” Levi squeezed past the men.


  At the sound of his voice, she rose from the floor and hurtled into his arms. “Levi! You are all right?”


  She wore a proper dress, fastened below her chin, and Levi grinned. He located Eily, her own dress in a pool around her as she sat with her head bowed as if in prayer. “Where’s Ana?”


  Eily slumped forward, her forehead in the dirt, and began to moan.


  “Tula?” Levi looked into Tula’s suddenly teary eyes.


  “She sacrificed herself so we could run.” Tula’s voice cracked.


  Levi’s mouth went dry. He spun to the Brethren. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


  “Her action drew the cannibals away from the gate.” John gazed sadly at Eily. “And her prayer turned our heads.”


  Yonnie huffed, but said nothing. The Bishop and the others folded their hands in front of them.


  Kneeling at Eily’s side, Levi stroked the child’s frail back. Ana was gone. He couldn’t believe it. Shock swelled into anger. He glared at the men crowding the doorway. “If you had let us in when I asked, she would be alive right now.”


  Tula knelt and put a hand on Levi’s where he petted Eily. Her voice was small, but calm. “They couldn’t risk the entire village to save us. But they used the opportunity Ana provided. Don’t be angry.”


  Bowing his head, Levi held back the tears. He wanted someone to blame. But Tula was right. His anger would serve no purpose.


  He cupped Tula’s cheek. “Are you all right?”


  “They’ve not treated us unkindly. I’m glad to see you’re well.” She put her fingertips to his face near the burns from the fence. “Levi, my Papa is here.”


  “Your … Papa?”


  “At the gate. He called me Katie, and I remembered it all.” She clutched the fabric of her dress over her heart, as if afraid the memories might escape if she didn’t hold them in. “I was born here, Levi.”


  He’d suspected something like this, after she sang to him in the Fosselite compound. And it explained her quick grasp of his language while he struggled with hers. He realized she’d been speaking his language since he arrived at the milk house.


  “Just because Brother Peter thinks he sees the face of his dead daughter in an abomination does not make it true,” Deacon Yonnie spoke. “We have prayed together, and he believes he may have been mistaken.”


  Levi rose. “Gatekeeper Peter? Is her father? Has he been to see her?” Something in his eye must have frightened Yonnie, for the Deacon shuffled back so Brother John stood a shoulder in front of him.


  “We did not think it wise to open a door he closed long ago.”


  Fists clenched, Levi fought the impulse to deck someone. The last month and a half had changed him. Inside, he prayed for peace. Swallowing his frustration, he turned back to Tula. “Tu – Katie.” It would be hard to change her name in his mind, but he needed to reinforce her connections here. “Do you want to see your Papa?”


  Her eyes tightened against tears but could not keep them from spilling. She nodded vigorously. “And Mama?”


  Sickness rose in Levi’s gut. Peter had been a widower as long as Levi could remember.


  Brother John spoke. “Peter’s wife died soon after his son and daughter disappeared. He’s been alone since then.”


  Her face crumpled. Levi put his arms around her while looking back at the men. “God brought this lost lamb back to us. Do you keep her from the flock because her wool has been stained in mud?”


  “She’s a serpent spitting lies!” Brother Yonnie hissed from behind the bishop.


  “God protect us from her deceit,” Brother Evan added.


  “She’s one of us. She’s not a prisoner. I’m taking her to see her father.” Levi kept an arm around Tula as he pushed through the men gathered at the door.
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  Tula followed Levi into the daylight, nerves jittering as she passed first the Brethren, then the dogs. “What about Eily?” She resisted his pull against her shoulders. “I don’t want to leave her alone.”


  The Brethren stood outside the door, arguing in deceptively calm tones.


  Levi stopped and turned back to the milk house. “Wait here.”


  Tula twisted at her skirt nervously, watching the dogs, watching the men with the dogs. The weight of the fabric annoyed her skin. Would she get used to wearing clothing again? Levi emerged with Eily cradled in his arms.


  One of the men tried to block the door with his body. “Levi, you cannot —”


  Without regard for the obstacle, Levi bumped through the group of men. “‘Blessed is he who has regard for the weak.’ Brother Samuel, will you care for this child until a decision is reached?”


  A red-faced man standing behind the rest stiffened. The argumentative man blustered louder. “We must not allow these sinning heathens into our midst, Bishop! Have a care for your flock!”


  Levi didn’t waver in his focus on Samuel. “The Tenets of the Prophet command us to consider in Scripture if something may be sent from God. ‘The Son of Man came to seek and save the lost.’ These are lost souls, Brothers. And Eily is but an innocent child. Look within your hearts.”


  Samuel grimaced, his teeth bright above the darkness of his beard. Lifting jerky arms, he accepted Eily from Levi’s care.


  “Thank you, Samuel.”


  Samuel nodded once and turned from the group.


  The Brother who argued against them called out, “Remember the words of the Prophet! ‘And the children were Marked with Affliction, and the earth was deceived.’ If you choose to become a friend of the world, you become an enemy of God!”


  Samuel’s step faltered, then his spine stiffened and he continued away from the group.


  Levi ignored the man, taking Tula’s hand to lead her after Samuel. This time, instead of through the orchard, they cut a path across a stubbled field toward the gate. “Your father has been the gatekeeper as long as I can remember,” Levi said. “I can’t believe…” He shook his head. “I don’t even know what to call you.”


  Tula knit her brows. “I remember being Katie. But I’ve been Tula for so long…”


  Pausing, he gathered her other hand and turned her to face him. “We may be shunned forever. But I don’t know how else to keep you safe. I’m glad you’re with me.” His eyes drifted down her front. “It’s strange to see you in a dress.”


  Cocking a playful eye at him, she asked, “Would you like me out of it?”


  His smile was immediate, but faded quickly. “You know our … intimacy … would be frowned upon. For many reasons. We must be careful how we look at each other.”


  The happiness inside her heart withered. The Haldanians engaged in sexual liaisons so casually, she’d been with several lovers and never thought of monogamy, let alone marriage. But with the return of her memory, she recalled playing house as a child, and her assumption she would someday be a wife and mother.


  Another mold she no longer fit.


  She was unclean. Levi might be glad she was safe, but he couldn’t be with her here. Not if he hoped to resume life with his people.


  “I understand,” she said. The vacuum left where her heart had been made it hard to breathe.


  Nodding, Levi let go of her hands and continued to walk, the crop debris crunching beneath her calloused feet. Samuel diverged toward a smudge of houses and trees on the horizon while Levi led Tula the other direction. Concern for Eily warred with Tula’s burning desire to see Papa, all echoing with the realization of what life here at the Holdout would mean for her. Conformity, yet shunning. A place to be safe, yet never belong.


  As they approached the stone building, a man came out. He placed a wide-brimmed hat squarely on his head and crossed his arms. “I was told you were coming.”


  “T - Katie’s here to see her father.”


  “Peter’s indisposed.”


  “Papa!” Tula called, her voice weak. More than she could have imagined, she needed Papa — the comfort of his arms around her small shoulders. Her insides quivered with nerves. Levi had just rejected her. Not Papa, too? He’d let her inside the gate. He wanted to see her. “Papa?”


  No answer.


  The pain in Tula’s chest engulfed her. Tears slid unbidden down both cheeks.


  “Take her away, Levi.” The man refused to look at her.


  “I don’t want to have to force the issue. Let us pass.”


  “I won’t stop you. But he’s not here. He’s indisposed.”


  “Where?”


  “I can’t rightly say.”


  The muscles of Levi’s jaw bulged. Taking her hand, he pulled her away with a little too much force. She stumbled on the gravel road. “Sorry,” Levi mumbled, letting go of her and slowing to let her regain her balance.


  She wiped at her eyes with the backs of her wrists. If Papa wouldn’t see her, she could tend to Eily. “Can we go see Eily?”


  Levi nodded and led her toward town. She wanted to hold his hand so badly she ached, but knew better than to indulge in the familiarity. As they drew near the line of houses, more and more emptiness overwhelmed her. Longing sucked the strength from her as she scoured the brick buildings for something she recognized. Although they were all very similar — plain, rectangular brick homes with steep roofs and covered porches — none belonged in her memory. “I didn’t live here.”


  “No. Peter’s old place was one of the Englisch field homes.” He pointed across the rolling plain to a swell with a giant tree and another structure. The blades of a windmill twisted in the breeze. She couldn’t see it well enough to judge. “Past the Blecher place. You can’t see it from here.”


  Then she remembered the long walks to school with Eli. She searched for the small schoolhouse with the bell at the front door. A wooden swing-set peeked around the side of the building. She recalled a teeter-totter. And a baseball diamond. Were there children inside the school right now? She drifted toward the building, but Levi called, “This way.”


  She stopped, looked longingly at the brick wall inset with tall windows, and followed Levi. She would not be welcome there, either. She couldn’t go back. Her only direction could be forward. To keep herself and Eily safe.


  At a red brick home with a wide porch, he opened the door and led her inside. Polished wood plank floors held hand woven rag rugs, and the room they entered smelled like a combination of cooked meat and a pungent vegetal odor. Cabbage. A big wooden table — a dining table, she recalled — occupied the center of the room. Cabinets of the same wood planks as the floor circled the walls. In a corner stood a smaller table and a stack of chairs. A device she recognized as an oven with a cooktop stove. Fragments of memory made her dizzy as the names for everything returned to her.


  From a partially open accordion wall came the arguing voices of a man and a woman.


  Levi let go of her hand and headed that direction. “Samuel? Beth?”


  A woman emerged, dark purple dress covered by a black apron. Her cheeks were flushed from crying. “Levi. You should not have asked him —” She looked toward Tula. With a gasp, she clutched the neckline of her dress.


  “Beth, it’s all right. This is Tu - Katie.”


  “Katie.” The woman repeated, breathing like she’d been running. “Katie!”


  A memory tugged at Tula. “Bethy?” A …cousin?… called Bethany used to watch her and Eli when Mama went to quilting.


  “It’s not — you can’t — did you?” Beth gasped and looked like she was about to faint.


  “Get her a chair,” Tula commanded without thinking. She moved forward to take Beth’s arm and guided her to a seat.


  “Katie, you look like your mother.” Beth panted and lowered her head between her knees.


  Tula looked down at the white bonnet covering Beth’s thick hair, reminded of Mama bending to the laundry basket. “Bethy. You watched us when Mama quilted. Eli used to hide in the barn and drive you crazy with worry.”


  “Yes.”


  Samuel looked stricken. “I didn’t tell her about Peter.”


  “She is Peter’s lost daughter,” Levi replied, reinforcing a fact Samuel obviously hadn’t wanted to believe.


  Samuel shook his head. “I don’t know what to think.”


  “Trust your heart to Gotte’s Wille. He has shown you the truth in Beth’s recognition. Be not afraid to speak what’s right. ‘God speaks through the unity of His People in Scripture.’ You are one of those People, Samuel.”


  “You know I’ve never been one to oppose the Brethren.”


  “I’m not asking you to oppose them unless the Scripture tells you to. Vote your heart. And pray others do as well.”


  Beth raised her head. “We will all pray.” She stroked Tula’s hand, then clasped it with strong fingers. “Katie, please join us for supper.”


  At the human connection, tears filled Tula’s eyes. Love for this woman — her cousin — spread from that point of contact deep into her heart and through her body to the tips of her toes. She squeezed Beth’s fingers, holding back desperation. “Thank you, Bethy.” Even if the rest rejected her, Beth saw the truth.


  “Where’s Eily?” Levi asked.


  “The child is through here.” Samuel gestured. “She urinated behind Beth’s loom.” His voice grew gravelly with disgust.


  Tula’s shoulders slumped. “She didn’t know how to ask.”


  Beth shrugged. “He gets more upset than he ought. It’s not like children haven’t made messes in here before.”


  Samuel didn’t reply, but Tula wondered if his face was always so red.


  Beyond the accordion wall, a dun sofa and two hard chairs surrounded a low wood table near a fireplace. Askew on the table rested a chessboard with fallen pieces, dark wood versus light wood. Several pawns strewed the floor nearby. In one corner, an upright frame with a partially finished blanket looked undisturbed in spite of Eily’s transgression. Lacy curtains framed several large windows opened to the autumn breeze. Eily was nowhere in sight. “Eily?” Tula’s heart contracted in fear.


  “Look under the sofa.” Beth’s soft voice said.


  Curled in a ball beneath the legs of the sofa, Eily didn’t move when Tula knelt and reached to pull her free. “Eily, it’s Tula.” Threads of loose fiber stuck to the girl’s tearstained face. Tula used the edge of her skirt to wipe at Eily’s cheeks. “Eily, do you need to … shit?” Cannibal terminology felt so crude now that she was among Old Order.


  Eily shook her head. “Is Ana dead?”


  It was the first complete sentence the child had spoken in over twenty-four hours. Tula pulled her close and pressed her cheek to the child’s head, her chest fresh with ache. “Yes.”


  The girl started to sob, then clutched Tula tight about the middle. “I miss her.”


  “We all do, Eily.”


  


  


  



  


  [image: 23 leaves]


  By the time Eily calmed, dusk had fallen, and Levi begged Beth to hold supper so he could tuck Josef in for the night. Tula balked at leaving the house, at leaving a slumbering Eily, but Levi insisted she needed to make herself known. To show the Holdout she was not a threat.


  As he led her through the dusky streets toward the Ward, Tula had to remember to breathe normally. She could hardly pay attention to what he was saying as she caught sight of faces peering from house windows.


  “Not all the CF children are here. Most of them are with their families. Usually they don’t have serious problems until they reach their teens or twenties. All in all, there are only about twenty-five or thirty permanent residents at the Ward.”


  She glanced at the dozen or so houses along the street. “Thirty! How many people live in the Holdout?” In her childhood, Sabbath gatherings had been held in the larger homes, so there couldn’t be very many.


  “I think around three hundred. Counting babies and children.”


  They ascended the three steps to the porch of the quiet building. A door slammed from the house to her left, and she jumped, turning to see a dog straining against its chain in their direction. Across the wooden boards of the open porch, deep-throated growls rumbled toward them, but the creature didn’t bark. Tula felt rooted in place, gaze locked with the man-eater. Levi opened one of the double doors and tugged her inside.


  Past a nurse’s station and the dark windows of the doctor’s office, two halls stretched in opposite directions and a wide staircase rose against the back wall. Levi led Tula to the left at a brisk pace, his head turning toward each of the open doors, although he didn’t slow down.


  Many children already slept, small mounds beneath the blankets. The rooms held two or three beds each, although several only had one occupant. In one room, a mother had her back to them as she read a story to the child in bed. Tula had to double step to keep up as Levi sped past the open door.


  At the end of the hall, gaslight glowed from the open doorway. In a chair next to the window, a sallow young woman in a blue dress sat crocheting. She looked up and put her yarn aside to rise from the chair. “I thought you might come — oh!” She stumbled back a step, bumping the chair against the wall. Her hands made the sign against evil as she spotted Tula.


  “Sister Amelia, this is Katie. I’m sure you’ve heard the gossip, by now.”


  “You brought her with you.”


  “Papa?” A small boy, hardly more than a skeleton, wrestled with the blankets and managed to sit up.


  Levi perched himself on the edge of the bed. “Josef, this is the friend I was telling you about. She was captured by cannibals when she was no older than you are.”


  “She’s a Blattvolk!” The dark circles of his eyes were as large as saucers. His breath started making soft, rhythmic whistles, and Tula had to resist the urge to rush to his side to help.


  The nurse fumbled at the bedside table for an inhaler without taking her eyes off Tula in the doorway.


  “The Blattvolk saved her from the cannibals. But you know, I learned something. The Blattvolk are just people. Some of them are good. Some of them are bad.”


  “And she’s a good one?” Josef dutifully sucked on the inhaler. Tula took a relieved breath herself as the whistling eased.


  “Yes. She rescued me.”


  Tula added, “And your papa rescued me back.”


  Josef stared at her as if surprised she’d spoken, but his eyes held only curiosity. “Were you a cannibal?”


  “When I was as little as you, the cannibals broke through the fence. They … ate my brother.” Her voice cracked. Saying her memories out loud for the first time made her feel as small as the boy in the bed. “We’d snuck out of Sabbath to chase a hailstorm when the fence went out. He was hurt — by our own dogs. The cannibals ate him first.”


  She wavered on her feet, remembering the smell of cooking flesh, the hunger in her belly. She’d refused to eat then. But later…


  She had to take a backwards step to lean against the wall near the door or else fall down. Closing her eyes, she tried to shut out the memories, but that only made them worse. Sister Amelia made a small noise. Tula opened her eyes, focusing on the woman — the familiar and comforting bonnet at the back of her head, the compassion in her eyes. Levi had risen, and came to her, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder.


  Sucking in a breath, she continued her story. “I don’t know how long I was with them. The woman who protected me. I think she’d lost a child. She kept me close. When the Haldanians came — the Blattvolk — I thought they were angels.” She could still see the hazy halo of smoke around the man who had lifted her into the duster. “I thought that for a long time.”


  Sister Amelia gasped. “They’re abominations!”


  Tula drew herself up and locked eyes with the woman. “They saved me from the cannibals. The Haldanians seek to end hunger, end cannibalism, so they change people to be like plants and make food from sunlight. I would have been eaten if not for the Blattvolk. I would not be here now to see Papa again, and cousin Bethy, and whoever else might remember me from so long ago.”


  Sister Amelia’s eyes widened and she screamed and plastered herself against the window. Tula stiffened, wondering which of her words had upset the woman. Levi’s attention slid past Tula. “Eily! You were supposed to stay with Beth!”


  Tula twisted and saw Eily peering from the doorjamb behind her. She put an arm around the child and drew her against her side.


  “They gots kids, too?” Josef didn’t seem distressed.


  Levi answered. “I’d meant to introduce you to Eily later. She was a cannibal who the Blattvolk converted. She and her twin sister. But the bad scientists — not Blattvolk, the ones who live in the mountain — stole them and were doing bad things to them. And to Katie.”


  “That’s when your papa rescued us all. He carried me all the way out of the mountain.”


  “Does she eat people?”


  Eily stepped further into the room. Dirt and leaves caked one entire side of her skirt. “Eat people bad.” She spoke in Old Order. Tula beamed at her, glad Levi had taken time to teach the girls.


  Sister Amelia’s hands fluttered about her throat, but she relaxed as she looked Eily up and down.


  Levi met Tula’s gaze over Eily’s head. “She doesn’t speak very well, yet. But she knows the Lord’s Prayer.”


  “Do you like being green?” Josef asked, sitting forward.


  Eily cocked her head at the boy. She looked over her shoulder at Tula. “Boy is sick?” She spoke cannibal.


  Tula nodded. “Levi’s son. Josef.”


  Eily turned back and approached the bed. The nurse’s butterfly hands darted toward Josef and then back to her throat.


  From the pocket of her skirt, Eily produced a long thread she must have taken from Beth’s weaving. Sitting next to Josef, she wrapped the strands around her fingers and held them out. “Play.”


  The boy regarded her with solemn eyes, checked in with his father, then plucked at a string. Eily flipped her hands around and started her singsong voice with a story. Although Josef couldn’t understand, he played along, a smile darting over his face.


  Tula stepped into the room, freeing the door so the nurse could leave.


  Sister Amelia stayed and watched the game.
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  “There are a lot of sick children.” Tula’s thoughts returned to the larger problem as they left the Ward, passing room after room of sleeping children. Ten percent of the population, if Levi’s numbers were correct.


  They walked to Bethy’s in near darkness, lights from the perimeter fence a few miles away glowing against the drift of steam from the methane stacks. They each held one of Eily’s hands. Tula was glad for the connection.


  “God has beset us, though we know not why.”


  “You think God wants your children to suffer?” Tula was horrified.


  “‘Accept that which we cannot change, and turn always to the Scripture for comfort.’“


  “But you sought change.”


  Levi was silent for a few steps. “I sinned against God. I put the life of my boy above Gotte’s Wille.”


  “But maybe it is Gotte’s Wille for you to find the cure. It is curable, you know. The Haldanians can do it. When they found the flaw in your DNA, I begged them to fix —”


  “You must not talk this way.”


  “Science can make people better!”


  “God created everything according to its Kind. The green plants of the land, the birds of the air, the fish of the sea. He gave the world to us to care for, to have dominion over. But to mix the plant with the animal, the bird with the fish, that is against God’s purpose. The Blattvolk are an Abomination of Kind.”


  The air was suddenly too thick to breathe. Her chloroplasts were a part of her, a part she had long treasured. She hoped Levi might come to accept the value of her photosynthesis. The scar on her arm, hidden by the darkness, itched. “Do you really believe I’m an abomination?” she whispered.


  Levi halted. Tula turned to him, but couldn’t make out his features.


  “I’m sorry. I’m reciting dogma. You are not your body. You are your soul, and your soul is good and beautiful to God. And to me.” He raised a hand and cupped her cheek in the pale dark.


  “Levi.” A man’s voice called from Samuel and Beth’s porch. Levi jerked back the hand on Tula’s cheek as if he’d been burned. A dark form clumped down the steps toward them. “There’s been a call to meeting. At the Lundgren’s.”


  “Yes, Brother Amos.”


  “The Blattvolk are not welcome.”


  “They can stay here.” Beth’s voice emerged along with a shaft of light from the house’s open doorway. Tula gratefully pulled Eily into the warmth and comfort of the kitchen.
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  The congregation had been preparing for the evening meeting all day. Hard wooden church benches filled the downstairs of the Lundgren home, the accordion wall pulled aside to make room for women on the kitchen side and men in the sitting area. Men greeted each other with handshakes and low words, while women kissed each other on the cheeks and eyed Levi warily. There were no children at this emergency evening meeting, no tables laid with sandwiches and pies. The scent of sassafras tea wafted from an urn on the sideboard, and men filled ceramic mugs before taking seats on their side of the gathering. The women’s side seemed emptier than normal.


  Out of habit, Levi held out a hand to greet Brother Abe as he found a seat next to him. Abe looked at the offered hand and said, “May the Lord come to your help.” He turned and placed his hat beneath his bench.


  You’re in the Bann. Shunned. Of course he won’t greet you. But Levi’s heart broke.


  The Brethren didn’t often meet at night, and most members were tired from a long day of work. Men in field clothes rather than Sunday vests murmured together from their places on the benches. Women had donned proper bonnets, but wore daily work aprons. In the far corner, Levi spotted Brother Peter surrounded by Brother Yonnie and several others. The old man twisted the brim of his hat around and around in his bony hands as he nodded in response to their murmured words.


  “We apologize for the late hour,” Bishop Eldon greeted everyone as the last stragglers found their seats. “With Communion Sunday in a matter of days, and the return of Levi, we felt we needed to address our Unity in the Scripture one last time.”


  The room fell to silence as all eyes turned to the bishop. “The Elders have met with Levi and discussed his removal from the Bann. We, as your servants, do not presume to take his request upon our shoulders alone. The decision to remove him from the congregation was decided upon in unity, and the decision to bring him back must also be considered with the Scriptures and voted upon. Let us take a moment of prayer that God may guide our decisions.”


  Levi eased to his knees on the floor before his bench and silently recited the Lord’s Prayer, focusing on ‘thy will be done.’ At the end, however, he entreated God to give him the words he needed to provide for Tula and Eily. If it be your will, God. The entire house remained silent for several minutes as everyone present asked for the Lord’s guidance.


  Shuffling among the pews as people regained their seats was the only indication prayers had ended. The Bishop spoke again, his words the traditional reminder spoken at every Council Meet in review of the Ordnung. “I ask everyone gathered here to remember that adherence to rules and regulations does not promise us Salvation. True obedience comes from willing love, not fear of punishment. Our forefathers set us to review and ratify the Ordnung twice yearly, that better and more spiritual rules could be accepted and adopted, according to our times. As our Lord bid us in the book of Matthew, as the Prophet taught us during a period of great upheaval. But the principles of the Scripture are unchanging, now and forever.”


  A chorus of “amen” rumbled through the rooms.


  By unspoken agreement, a man moved to speak from a bench behind Levi. “I would ask about the Blattvolk.”


  Several deep throated “aye’s” sprouted among the men.


  The Bishop replied from his position at the accordion wall. “Let us ask Levi to speak, if that is agreeable to the congregation.”


  A rise of voices again, and several “aye’s.” The Bishop nodded to Levi.


  Levi rose to face his people — the men and women he had grown up with. The original decision to restrict seeking a cure from the outside had been a difficult discussion for many of the members here. Most had close loved ones who also suffered from the disorder, and the women in particular had gleams of hope in their eye during the Salt Trader’s story. They would want to know what Levi had found.


  “I must first begin with the decision I made to leave you in spite of the rules of the Ordnung. I freely confess that what I did was a prideful thing, born out of a desperation many of us have felt when it comes to our children. I asked God to work through me, to keep my son upon this earth so that he might be baptized and serve the Lord. Now, I recognize my reasons were selfish, and that I did not so much wish Josef to remain on this earth to serve God, but to stay with me. All I accomplished by leaving was lose precious weeks of time I could have spent with my son, whom God will take home when it is his time, regardless of what earthly measures I may apply.”


  Throughout the congregation, heads nodded.


  Levi forced back tears. “What I found on the Outside, though, was not what I expected. Blattvolk, Cannibals, Fosselites — I met both good and evil, deception and truth in all races. The cure I sought bore a steep price, far more than even our congregation anticipated. A price I would not have been aware of if God had not crossed my path with Peter’s lost daughter, Katie.”


  Whispers blew through the congregation like a dust devil. Brother Yonnie put a hand on Peter’s shoulder to urge him to keep his seat.


  “I will tell you all I learned of the Outside at another time, should any wish to know. Tonight we must consider how we will treat one of our own, a child who was taken from us long before her baptism into the faith, but who has been brought home like a lost lamb. Before you pray on my petition, I ask you to consider Katie’s. My own place in the congregation I leave in God’s hands, for I am unworthy to decide my fate. But Katie, and the child, Eily, who has yet to fully learn the Salvation of Christ, are among us, seeking refuge. Seeking salvation. Nothing happens but by Gotte’s Wille.”


  The usually silent congregation erupted with exclamations and indignation. Bishop Eldon rose and raised his hands. “Peace, Brothers and Sisters. Peace. Levi is honest in his position, which must be considered before we can decide on an action. Let those who wish to discuss the matter in Scripture do so as the Spirit moves them.”


  Brother Yonnie popped to his feet. “I would like to put before you Article Nine of the Discipline of 1865 as amended by the Prophet. ‘It is improper for a Christian to mix the creatures of God, such as the horse and donkey, by which mules arise, because the Lord God did not create such in the beginning. Nor shall man insert the Life Pattern from one creature into one of another ilk, for God created the creatures of the earth, everything in its kind.’ The Blattvolk are an Abomination of Kind, as spoken by the Prophet, and Marked by the Beast.”


  Levi was prepared for the argument, but he knew this would be only the first of many brought against Tula. “Did not the Prophet also distinguish two Marks of the Beast? The Mark of Acceptance is given to men who choose to reject God of their own free will. But, ‘unto the children the Beast placed the Mark of Affliction, that the Earth might be deceived.’ The Beast has shrouded even its mark in deception! Does our Lord Jesus Christ not ask us to judge not on appearances, but to judge correctly?”


  Brother Amos slowly rose to his feet. “Are you sure it is not your judgment that has been clouded? Your history of carnality has been forgiven but not forgotten. You arrived at our gate half clothed, in the presence of a naked woman. Do you deny you have carnal knowledge of the Blattvolk?”


  Heat swamped Levi so intensely, a sweat broke out all over his body. Amos had seen him caress Tula from Beth’s porch. History repeated itself; he’d also stood before the Brethren when Sarah became pregnant. “I am weak and sinful, I confess. I would make right my deeds by taking Katie as wife, if her father would allow.”


  Yonnie jumped to his feet. “You cannot take an outsider as wife! Article eight of the Essingen Discipline clearly states marriage shall be only in the Lord and not with the world. The Prophet demanded we turn our backs upon the world and shut our ears to the cries of the damned. The Blattvolk, Accepted or Afflicted, bear the mark of the damned.”


  Peter, still clutching his hat, wobbled to his feet next to the deacon. “My Katie is not damned. She is Afflicted. If a child falls and scrapes a knee, even if they are at fault, do we refuse to comfort them? Let me comfort my daughter. I wish to help her rise and walk with the Lord again.”


  “Now, Brother —”


  Another man spoke from the back of the room. “Did not the Lord entreat us to give succor to our enemies? Did he not command us to feed and clothe the needy, regardless of their faith, that by our actions we may be judged righteous in the eyes of the Lord?”


  Deacon Yonnie spoke again. “The Blattvolk are a different ilk. They are abominations, ineligible for reconciliation.”


  Brother John rose and cleared his throat. “I am a sinner and unworthy of Christ’s redemption. I cannot presume to know how the Lord may find, for there is only one Lawgiver and Judge. Revelations says that our people shall be drawn from every race and tribe and language.” His words, although about himself, directed shame upon Yonnie’s prideful words.


  Yonnie glowered at Brother John. “The Blattvolk are not cannibals to be turned from their ways. They are anathema to the body, the Temple of the Holy Spirit.”


  “Who among us has been so pure as to not abuse our bodies in some way? Who has not tasted too much wine, or pushed the plow past endurance, or carelessly clipped a nail so short it bled? Are these not mistreatments of the body? I shall not cast stones. The Lord will forgive me my sins, as I forgive those who sin against me.”


  The Lord’s Prayer, so central to Old Order beliefs, held the congregation silent. Forgiveness was a core value among them, and to not offer it meant God would not offer His forgiveness on Judgment Day.


  A rustling from the women’s side of the congregation drew attention, and Levi saw Beth standing with head bowed. “Brethren, I shame myself by rising. I know I am to keep my peace. But I have met the child, the one called Eily. I feel called to give my testimony. She is small and afraid. Would we not wish mercy shown to our own children if they found themselves in a strange land? That is all.” She sat, head still bowed, her face flushed. The other women whispered in each other’s ears.


  Brother Abe rose from his seat near Levi. “I forgive the Blattvolk in my heart. I pity them their choices. Their actions can be forgiven, but not pardoned.”


  Yonnie took the opportunity to drive home his opinion. “God has sent them here to test us, Brothers and Sisters. To test our obedience to His laws. Our decision to remain clean and free of the taint of the world will prove to Him we are worthy.”


  Many heads in the congregation nodded agreement.


  Levi rose, concealing his anger by keeping his head bowed in humility. “What would Christ have done with them? Physically force them back through the gate to face their deaths? Cast them to the dogs? Jesus dined with sinners, and washed the feet of his disciples. If we do less, are we worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven?” His limbs trembled as he sat again.


  On Levi’s other side, Samuel half rose, settled back to the bench, then rose again. He did not usually speak at meetings. “Brothers and Sisters, you know I did not support my brother-in-law’s pursuit of earthly intervention for my nephew. Indeed, I was among the first to vote for his excommunication. To my shame, I acted in anger and fear. I pray to God to grant me wisdom and peace to do His will. I have met the Blattvolk, offered them respite in my home. In the time of the Prophet, we allowed the Englisch to baptize into our faith. Only two generations ago, we brought in a cannibal child, and when she came of age, she accepted the faith. Pastor John is issue of her loins. These Blattvolk cannot change what has been done to them. Does the color of their skin reflect the nature of their hearts?”


  The congregation again buzzed with whispered contemplations.


  Gatekeeper Peter rose. He looked across the congregation to meet Levi’s eye. “You have spent much time with my daughter. My Katie. Do you believe she can be moved by the Holy Spirit to accept the Salvation of Christ?”


  “I cannot speculate on the condition of another person’s soul. But I believe Katie is as worthy of salvation as any of us here.”


  Peter’s eyes glossed with tears. “I would be pleased to have you as a son.”


  A rumble of dissension swept the congregation. Levi trembled with gratitude. “What of the other one? The child not of our blood?” someone called out.


  This time Bishop Eldon answered. “‘From the lips of infants and children, He has perfected praise.’ Lepers were once shunned, and Jesus was filled with compassion and reached out His hand and healed them. This Affliction is like leprosy. I would not deny a child to learn the ways of our Lord.”


  Several “amens” floated throughout the gathering.


  “What say you, Brothers and Sisters? The hour is late. Shall we vote?”


  Everyone rose, women and men.


  “Who is in favor of allowing the Blattvolk to stay and learn the ways of Christ?”


  The room vibrated with “aye.”


  “Who would see them cast to the dogs or beyond the gate?”


  A few called “aye,” but not as many.


  The bishop sighed. “We are not in unity, then. Let us adjourn until tomorrow evening, after we have had time to pray. Let not idle gossip sway your decisions, but seek Gotte’s Wille with a true and clean heart.”


  The congregation gathered hats and headed toward the doors. Many Brothers and Sisters met Levi’s gaze and nodded. The decision wasn’t made, but his heart was filled with hope.
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  Haldanian Protectorate


  Vitus leaned against the nuvoplast wall outside the Liebert Building to catch his breath. Sunrise painted long shadows along the streets, and the morning air pressed cool against his clammy skin. I should have ordered a skimmer. He filled his lungs and pressed on toward the duster hangar.


  Last night, Burn Ops had located an industrialized settlement northeast of the river. That had to be where Tula had gone, and he wanted to be there when they flashed the place. The Fosselites wanted Tula alive — to administer justice, they said, but Vitus wasn’t so sure. More and more he’d come to believe Kaneka had given her the longevity treatments, and they wanted the technology back.


  Not if he got there first.


  Rice still claimed she couldn’t access the data in Kaneka’s files, and Vitus’s treatments had ceased days ago. His blood samples showed the telomerase fungi were doing their job, but his own body had turned against him; his T-cells had gone rogue, attacking not only his chloroplasts but also his other cells as foreign objects. He’d been born with chloroplasts! The ripening had been bad enough. Now, he itched and ached and his eyes had become bloody and sensitive.


  He needed Tula more than the Fosselites did, and he intended to be there when Burn Ops found her. He’d even put up a reward to assure they would bring Tula to him before releasing her to the Fosselites. The need to take her alive soured his stomach. He’d have loved to see her burn.


  At the hangar, a duster was preparing for takeoff. He’d requisitioned his treatment team to accompany him, in case Tula needed their attention when they found her. The men met him on the tarmac, carrying medical cases. Jules put a hand on his elbow to help him and Vitus shrugged him off. “Get in the duster,” he growled.


  As he attempted to hoist himself into the vehicle, he regretted refusing the man’s help. His beads tangled on the door latch and he fumbled to free it, nearly toppling back onto the pavement. Heart racing from the exertion, he regained his balance and his dignity, and said, “Pilot, take us up immed —” He stuttered to a halt at the sight of Tula’s mongrel boyfriend. “I thought you’d been removed from burn duty.”


  The Burn Supervisor huffed up into the cabin to address Vitus. “Sir, this is only scheduled as a QC run.”


  Vitus curled his lip and turned to the pilot. “Not anymore. Clear for lift.” He plopped down in the seat behind the pilot and rearranged his tangled necklaces.
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  The Holdout


  Tula woke to a strange chorus of chirping. She rose and padded to the window to investigate. Amidst the tree branches spreading up and over the house, small birds rustled the sparse, yellowing leaves. She leaned over the sill, chest swelling in the fresh morning air.


  The rest of the house lay hushed in sleep. Eily remained curled beneath a wool blanket on the floor beneath the sofa. Tula wondered how the meeting had gone. Long into the night she’d waited, finally falling into an exhausted slumber before Levi and the others returned.


  Thankfully, she and Eily hadn’t been chased from their beds. Straightening her dress, she entered the kitchen in time to meet Samuel, dressed and ready for work. He nodded once and departed through the back door. From upstairs she heard footsteps as others readied for their day.


  In one of the cupboards, she located a ceramic mug and filled it with water from the tap. The kitchen was so strange and yet familiar at the same time. Next to the stove rested a bowl of brown eggs and a wooden breadbox. Pots and pans hung from hooks along the wall to the pantry. On the table a black leather book sat at the head, and Tula ran her fingers over the cover. The Holy Bible. These were the Scriptures these people lived by. Breathed by. This was what made Levi who he was. And where you came from.


  She opened it to a random page as Levi emerged from a hallway behind the stairs. His face lit when he saw her. “Tula. Good morning.”


  “How was the meeting?”


  “I asked your father for your hand in marriage.”


  She blinked, unsure what she had heard. “What?”


  “Once you have confirmed your Faith, of course. And we can raise Eily in the ways of the Lord.” He held her hand, but Tula couldn’t feel his grip.


  “But, I hardly… I mean, I can’t just … What if I don’t…” She was about to say believe, but wasn’t sure how Levi might react. As much as she might want to have faith, she’d seen too much of the world to be sure God had a benevolent plan. “Levi, do you truly believe everything put forth by your religion?”


  He avoided her gaze, his eyes seeking out the top of the stairs. “I try.”


  Before Tula could pursue the thought, Beth appeared at the landing, along with a young man a little older than Eily. “Good morning, Levi. Katie, this is Gideon, our son.” She urged him down the narrow staircase ahead of her. “I’ll have some breakfast ready in a short while.”


  The boy hovered at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes wide as he stared at Tula.


  “Gid, your father is waiting.”


  The boy came to himself and scurried out the same door as Samuel.


  “I’ll go lend a hand,” Levi said, one side of his mouth quirked in a chagrinned smile. The burns on his cheek had calmed from angry red to dark scab lines.


  “I’m sure they’d understand if you need a day of rest.” Beth pulled a black apron over her head and tied it behind her.


  “No, my back is strong enough. Show Tula — Katie — Sorry. Show Katie how we do breakfast.”


  “Of course.”


  Tula watched him leave, mouth dry and throat tight. She was going to stay here the rest of her life. Could she be the person Levi and the rest of the community expected her to be? Subject to domestic rules and gender roles as foreign to her as her green skin was to these people. No more Dr. Macoby. No more saving the world through conversion. No more euthanization.


  But were these people better? They refused to attempt to cure their young. Calling it Gotte’s Wille didn’t make it any less of a death sentence. Just foisted responsibility off themselves.


  Like you looked the other way during euthanization? But she hadn’t in the end. And the choice had changed her world.


  Sighing, she joined Beth at the sink where she rinsed slices of bacon before laying them out on a towel. “Pat them dry and then lay them side by side in the skillet, there.”


  Swallowing her disgust, Tula picked up a pink and white strip and dropped it into the heating pan. Eily emerged from the sitting room, nose in the air sniffing loudly. “Good morning, Eily,” Beth greeted. “Would you like to help, too?”


  Eily cocked her head at Beth and looked to Tula for translation. “You wanna help cook?” Tula asked.


  Peering between the women, the child nodded, and Beth showed her how to wash her hands. The eggs amazed Eily and Tula as Beth showed how to crack them into a skillet. “These come from … chickens?” Tula dredged up the word.


  “I’ll show you both the henhouse after breakfast.”


  Ravenous as ever, Eily had to be admonished several times about eating before the meal. “So much food,” she said, again and again. “They don’t got the hunger times. Just like you said.” She asked the name for everything in the kitchen until Tula was sure Beth might be driven mad, but the older woman continued smiling and repeating the words until Eily had the pronunciation correct.


  “You’re a fast learner, Eily. Maybe soon we can teach you your letters.”


  The men returned for breakfast as Beth pulled biscuits from the oven. They all sat together. Eily reached for a biscuit, and Levi grasped the child’s wrist. “We must pray, first.”


  Eily obediently dropped her chin to her chest and laced her fingers in front of her.


  Samuel raised his brows and nodded in approval, then cleared his throat with a reproving look at his son. The boy had been unable to take his eyes off Tula and Eily since sitting. Gid dropped his chin, but his stare crept up beneath his brows as a prayerful silence was held.


  Tula watched the gathering, too, watched Gid’s eyes dart down every time their stares connected. She tried to pray. Wanted to. Beside her, Eily stumbled through the words to the Lord’s Prayer. Levi joined her, encouraged her, corrected her. Was there truly a God listening? She wanted to believe. They wanted her to believe.


  She finished the prayer out loud with Eily. “… the Kingdom, and the Power, and the Glory, forever and ever. Amen.”


  But she couldn’t make herself believe.
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  Working next to his brother-in-law again felt strange. Hog butchering time was upon them, and the scalding pit needed to be readied. Levi was down in the hole when he heard the commotion. Screaming. A subtle change in air pressure. A familiar dull roar.


  Heart thundering in his ears, he climbed out as one of the men hollered, “The devil followed you here!”


  About a quarter mile away, back at the houses, a duster hovered above the shade trees. A plume of black smoke boiled into the air. The Holdout siren began its frantic cycle as figures ran toward the houses. The fire would make the tunnels a death trap. “Stay out of the tunnels!” Levi yelled, pelting toward the chaos. “They’ll burn everything!” How could this have happened? The Holdout had been safe from Blattvolk for centuries. The pit of his stomach ached.


  “Dr. Sertularia Argentea Macoby. Show yourself.” Levi understood the words in cannibal from his time with the girls. We led them here.


  “Tula!” he screamed as he ran, his feet still in pain from the journey, his lungs dried by smoke and dust as the home next to the Ward erupted in flames. “Josef!” The occupants of the Ward would be completely helpless, too sick to flee. The nurses were likely helping the children into the tunnels, right now.


  The autumn-dry pasture near the schoolhouse caught, and the horses panicked, screaming and raising tail to flee to the far fence and over. Children swarmed out of the school and stood gaping at the duster as their teacher urged them to run. The ancient fire truck maintained by the Holdout repeated the hoarse cry of its horn as it barreled toward the row of houses.


  Beside him, Samuel and three others kept pace, shouting for loved ones above the siren as women and children fled the other direction. One man found his wife and swept their baby from her arms to lead her and another small child toward the gatehouse.


  Levi reached the houses, craning his neck to watch the duster as the flame-tipped nozzle of its gun targeted old Mrs. Kuche tottering on the arm of her granddaughter as they exited the back door of a house. “Nooooo!” He waved his arms above his head, trying to gain the attention of the gunman. The old woman lifted a hand to make a sign against evil toward the duster. A rush of flame engulfed the women. Their dresses billowed around them as they screamed, then fell, curling in on themselves like dried leaves.


  Horror gripped Levi’s soul. The Holdout was a death trap. The only way in or out was the gate, unless they shut down the electric. He hoped Peter — or someone — thought of that.


  Just then, Tula appeared around the corner of the Ward. She carried Josef in one arm, another young child in the other. Eily and Beth followed close behind, arms full of children. Children able to walk trailed behind like ducklings. Behind them, two nurses and Brother John carried stragglers.


  On the horizon, another duster sped their way. Levi rushed to take Josef and the second child. Tula’s blue eyes watered, from tears or dust or smoke, Levi couldn’t tell. His own vision burned and filmed as acrid clouds of grit filled the air.


  “Run to the gate,” Levi shouted at the children.


  “No!” Tula cried. “No, don’t run. Surrender! They burn those who run. Find an open spot and drop. Just stay still!”


  He clutched Josef against his hip. Lord, deliver us from evil. His pride, his belief that he could circumvent Gotte’s Wille, brought this horror. The entire Holdout would pay the consequences. Collapsing next to Josef, he hugged the wheezing boy tight. “Papa, are they the bad ones?”


  “Yes, son.”


  The duster twisted in the air, and Levi saw the fierce green face of the gunman as he looked down the barrel at the children. Levi raised his hands in the air. Panting in panic, he met the stare of the Blattvolk, dark eyed and hungry as a cannibal. The Blattvolk shifted his attention to Tula and shouted gibberish over the roar of the flames.


  Tula moved forward and shouted back, gesturing to the people around her.


  The second duster arrived, kicking up swirls of fallen leaves and dirt. It circled the group and then settled to earth. Beyond, at the burning house, brave men manned the hoses of the fire truck to keep the blaze from spreading to nearby houses. Soot-stained faces kept checking back, but they continued dousing flames. Eily edged away from the group with the children.


  Several figures leapt from the open sides of the newly arrived duster. Tula shouted, “Mo!” and ran toward the Blattvolk, tripping on her skirts before hiking the fabric to expose her slim, green legs. She flung herself into one of the men’s arms. His touch was far too familiar for Levi’s liking, pulling Tula’s body close to his. When he planted a kiss directly on Tula’s lips, Levi shot to his feet. “Tula!”
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  “No!” Tula’s heart leapt in fear. One overeager Burn Op turned his gun to Levi. “Stop flashing. These people are the ones Councilwoman Arnica ordered me to find. They’re peaceful.” She prayed invoking the Councilwoman would make the flashing cease.


  The Burn Op hesitated and shouted, “We found her first, Mo. The bounty is ours.”


  “I got Vitus onboard. He’ll call the shots.”


  Tula’s legs grew weak. “Mo?”


  “Vitus offered a bounty on you. Thought I’d make sure you’re brought home alive.”


  She pressed her lips together. He was still protecting her. “Thank you. Can you have the other duster stand down?”


  His brows twitched and he glanced at a man behind him who Tula recognized as his boss, Panone. “Sir?”


  At the lip of the duster, Vitus, adorned in blue and copper beads and bangles, clung to the edge of the door. His skin had a coppery cast she’d never seen before. His eyes bored hatred into her, the sclera as red as Dr. Kaneka’s. Her skin tightened from head to toe under his stare.


  Panone spoke into the micro headset wrapped around his ear. “Stand down, men. But keep alert.”


  Vitus blustered from his perch on the vehicle. “Ordinance eighty nine dictates all Outsiders not in compliance with —”


  “Excuse me, Dr. Dedecus, but Burn Ops is my division. Policy is to offer conversion to all non-resistant Outsiders. I see no resistance here.”


  Still staring at Tula, Vitus rasped, “You can’t bring back all these people for conversion.”


  That seemed to give Panone and the others pause.


  Tula tried to still the trembling in her chest. “This is exactly what the Board wanted to find — a people still living a pre-Botanicaust way of life. This is what Councilwoman Arnica sent me to find.”


  Panone nodded. “Round up as many as you can. Bill, get on the com back to the Protectorate. Let them know what we found.”


  “And take her into custody!” Vitus thrust a trembling, beringed finger at Tula. “Someone put her in cuffs!”
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  Vitus tottered back to his seat in the duster. He grew weaker by the hour, it seemed. Damn that Kaneka, encrypting his notes so even his Fosselite assistants had trouble accessing the information. The spot where Vitus had banged his wrist this morning had blossomed into a flaming purple bruise. And to top it off, the brief exposure to the sun made his skin itch and his eyes burn. Again, he cursed the dead Fosselite.


  But he had Tula now. The power was his.


  He watched as they loaded her onto the duster. Her man refused to cuff her, and Vitus didn’t have the strength to argue. As long as he got her back to the lab for samples, he would leave well enough alone.


  She looked healthy. What he could see of her in that horrible dress, anyway. And that made him furious as well as hopeful. The Fosselites were keeping what they’d deciphered of Kaneka’s notes from him, but they wanted Tula back badly. Rice had contacted him several times since their initial interaction. He was convinced Kaneka had given her the new strain of fungi in spite of Rice’s assurances to the contrary. Seeing her unharmed reinforced his belief.


  Adjusting his necklaces to cover as much of his chest as possible, he settled back against the jump seat and watched them load the other mongrels into the hold. The duster would only hold eight or so prisoners, plus the Burn team in the cabin. The adults refused to let go of the children, and Tula convinced the Operatives to allow one adult per child on board. Not that it mattered. These kids were pale and coughing — obviously sick — and wouldn’t be fit for conversion anyway. Euthanize the whole lot of them.


  He watched Tula with sharp eyes and resisted the urge to scratch. The healthy glow of her skin brought saliva to his mouth. He would have that new fungi. And then nothing would slow him down.
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  Levi squinted through the duster window at the Blattvolk city, his heart sick to be repeating this journey. Mirrored walls glared sunlight. Streets flowed with green-skinned pedestrians and those strange, clear-sided cars like the one he and Tula had driven into the desert. In the center, a solitary, solid building hunkered next to the landing pad. The prison.


  How could Tula do this? She’d run to that Blattvolk man’s arms as if she’d planned this all along. The nurses were saying she had. Even Beth refused to acknowledge him as he offered assurances Tula was a prisoner, too.


  Not that he believed his own words. The tawny-eyed man had helped her into the duster like a princess, offering her a seat, petting her arm, smiling at her with puppy dog eyes. The rest of the Blattvolk deferred to that man, except for the scrawny fellow Levi recognized from the prison. Vitus. That was his name. Vitus sat up front and glared at Tula with hateful red eyes. He was like a cross of the worst traits from both the Blattvolk and the Fosselites rolled into one.


  Lifting his limp son into his arms, Levi allowed the Blattvolk guards to usher him down the ramp. Josef had lost consciousness at the end of the flight. Other children from the Ward were not much better. One was worse.


  Beth’s ashen face as she carried little Saul down the incline made Levi vibrate with anger. The boy had died in flight, in spite of a Blattvolk medic’s attempts to provide oxygen. At the door to the prison, Beth refused to relinquish the body to the Blattvolk technicians. “No, you can’t take him. He belongs with his parents.”


  They grabbed her arms and wrested Saul from her. Beth fell into a heap, sobbing. “Don’t touch her!” Levi said in Cannibal, but he couldn’t help her and care for Josef. The Blattvolk lifted Beth beneath the arms and carried her into a cell. Helpless bile rose into Levi’s mouth.


  Keeping his head high, Levi followed, entering the cell they opened for him. “My child needs medicine.” He looked a Blattvolk in the eye and spoke Cannibal. The green skinned man turned his attention to Josef, put his fingers to the pulse at the boy’s neck, and then held out his arms.


  Levi trembled. If Josef didn’t get medicine, he would end up like Saul. But to let him go freely into the care of a Blattvolk…


  “I come, too.”


  The Blattvolk shook his head.


  Feeling the judgment of the rest of the Old Order upon him, Levi couldn’t move. His desire to follow the Ordnung hung heavy on his shoulders. His love for his son stretched the tethers of his soul. A child in another cell started coughing. Kept coughing. Josef’s breath rattled.


  Levi handed over his son.
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  The air of the enclosed building tasted stale in spite of the venting system, like plastic and the closeness of people. Sunlight filtered through the clear roof onto the oval table where several council members had already settled for the trial. After so long in the raw sun, no amount of filtered light could make Tula feel at home. She rubbed her hands down the short skirt covering her thighs and readjusted the layer of necklaces as an Enforcer showed her to her seat in the defendant’s box. Crime was rare in the Protectorate; the box was a new addition to the Board Room, an ugly creation of extruded nuvoplast bent into a deep semi-circle.


  The Enforcer moved into position behind her. Tula smiled at him and turned to the small table inside. Her head just cleared the top edges of the nuvoplast box. A bottle of water and a gamma pad awaited her use.


  The forty Gallery chairs had already filled with curious spectators vying to see the trial in person rather than on the vid screens at home. In the front row, Bats raised two fingers in greeting as he caught Tula’s eye. Another of her converts sat next to him, nodding slightly. Scattered throughout the room, she saw scores of familiar faces. At the back wall next to other Enforcers, Mo stood with his hands clasped in front of him. His face was immobile as stone.


  Last night had turned out better than she expected with him. But he was hurting, and she couldn’t make him better. She was stunned when he wanted to support her plea to the Board. Filling the room with her successful converts had been his idea. While they would not be allowed an official say in the outcome, their show of support might sway the Board in her favor. He’d spent most of the night rallying as many allies as he could. Guilt soured her stomach that he insisted on helping her.


  The only missing key was Eily. The girl had disappeared in the chaos at the Holdout, and at the time, Tula had been glad. But now she needed her. And she worried for the child. Was she being treated fairly by the Old Order? Was she reverting to cannibal ways?


  Most of all, would the Board believe Tula’s claims against Vitus and the Fosselites without physical proof of a reversion who hadn’t been euthanized?


  At one end of the wide, oval Council table, Vitus sat in his assigned seat, conversing in whispers to cronies who came and went. Every now and then, he shot her a look, nostrils flared and lip curled. His bloodshot eyes made her shudder, and solidified her certainty of his participation in the Fosselite experiments.


  With or without Eily, Tula was determined to make him pay.


  Thankfully, Levi was alive. Mo brought word on that. Vitus had tried to initiate euthanization on Levi immediately, but Arnica put a hold on all Conversion Department activity until after the hearing.


  On the hour, Councilman Roben called the hearing to order. The nuvoplast ceiling dimmed, and a large vid screen at the back of the room flashed to life. Tula’s heart rate accelerated at the sight of Dr. Rice’s dark face and blood-red eyes. The Gallery buzzed loudly with excitement for a moment, then hushed as Roben cracked his gavel.


  “Dr. Macoby, we’ve been asked by the Fosselites to extradite you on the murder of Dr. Edward Kaneka. In light of our own multiple grievances against you, and your past exemplary service to the Protectorate, we have decided to hold the trial here.” The Councilman sat stiff in his chair, his hands folded across his lap.


  Dr. Rice’s voice ricocheted through the room, “Councilman, I repeat my protest.” A tech adjusted the volume as the doctor continued. “This woman is guilty of a heinous crime against our foremost expert on telomerase. In the interest of trade relations, we demand you turn her over to us at once.”


  “We must first complete our own investigation, as we already discussed. You are present at this trial only out of respect for our trade relationship.” Roben turned to Tula. “Now, Dr. Macoby, you are accused by the Protectorate of releasing a prisoner from Confinement without permission and of stealing and destroying Protectorate property in the form of one skimmer. We have testimony and evidence these actions were committed willingly and believe they are evidence of your reversion. What do you have to say?”


  Tula stood, resisting the urge to fiddle with her necklaces. “Sir, I do not deny my actions were voluntary. I do deny the accusation of reversion.”


  “On what grounds?”


  “The man I rescued from Confinement was not — is not — a cannibal.” She resisted the habit of calling Levi by name. Mo had pointed out that any hint of her origins or of anything other than a professional relationship with Levi might be used against her. “I believed he came from a people who survived the Botanicaust without resorting to cannibalism, which I have now proven to be correct. At Councilwoman Arnica’s request, I was working to discover his origins while he was interred here. However, before I was able to gather this information, Dr. Dedecus scheduled the subject for euthanization.”


  “Sir, I object.” Vitus’s voice rose from the Council table. “We have video footage of this man attacking Dr. Macoby, which is grounds for immediate euthanization, and she failed to report the incident.”


  “Is this true?” Roben addressed one of the attendants behind him.


  “Sir,” Tula interjected. “Levi — the man I rescued — did attempt to free himself from his cell, at one point. He does not speak any of the Cannibal dialects, and was frightened and confused. You would probably attempt to escape such a situation, as well. But he is a peaceful man, and ceased his attack when I managed to communicate safety to him. He did not hurt me, and I did not feel the need to submit a report in this situation.”


  “So, the man was to be euthanized. And rather than go through proper channels, you helped him escape.”


  “I have attempted to avert the euthanization of prisoners before without success. Because of the unique nature of this subject, I could not risk failure. I felt the need to make a physical protest of the Protectorate policy of euthanization.” This was part of the plan she and Mo had worked out last night. If freeing Levi was a conscious protest rather than an act of passion, there might be a chance she could avert the reversion charges. And hopefully change conversion policy.


  Vitus sputtered. “If Dr. Macoby truly intended her actions to be a political statement, she would have returned home after releasing the prisoner.”


  Dr. Rice chimed in from the vid speakers. “When Dr. Macoby arrived at our doors, she did not request we contact the Protectorate. In fact, she asked us not to, which made her a reversion by your own definition, and ineligible for Protectorate amnesty. I again request extradition on charges of murder.”


  The gallery buzzed in anger.


  “Dr. Dedecus, Dr. Rice, please.” Councilman Roben hushed the room with his gavel. “You will get a turn for your request.”


  Tula drew steady breaths to calm herself. “I would like to address the Fosselite charges of murder at this time, if I may.” Without waiting for permission, Tula continued. “While I was inside the Fosselite compound, I discovered several Haldanians who had been condemned as reversions and sentenced to euthanization. Only they were never given the “peaceful” death our Conversion Department promised. They were traded as experimental longevity subjects. Fosselites are harvesting them for drugs, torturing them with excessive doses of ultraviolet radiation prior to chemical extraction. They attempted to do the same to me.”


  More noise among the gallery, and several people had to be subdued by Enforcers.


  Vitus rose from his seat. “I protest! This weed — this woman is obviously a reversion. She is subverting this trial from the matter at hand.”


  “We have a contract with your thumb print and a retinal scan agreeing to experimentation, Dr. Macoby.” Dr. Rice’s voice was deceptively calm over the speakers.


  “And what about the other “test” subjects? There is a child convert at the Holdout. Eily. She was a twin supposedly euthanized on Dr. Dedecus’s orders six months ago. You’ll find her match in the DNA records.”


  “Lies! Can’t you see she set this all up?” Vitus blustered, fine beads of sweat breaking out over his chlorotic skin. “This weed had access to euthanization records. She ran to the Fosselites, knowing she would soon be discovered. But they saw through your deceitful nature.”


  “The red of your eyes, Dr. Dedecus, reminds me of my time with the Fosselites. Did you know Dr. Kaneka told me your T-cells had become non-selective? That your ripening was accelerating in spite of your treatments?”


  “My affliction is none of your concern. I was born with it, as my documentation will attest.”


  “Will your documentation also detail the special treatments you’ve been receiving? Perhaps we ought to take blood samples to look for foreign genetics.”


  “I don’t have to stand for this.” He wobbled and settled ungracefully back into his seat.


  “Dr. Kaneka told me about your “deal” — as he strapped me to a table and inserted experimental fungi into my bloodstream. I always wondered why someone who hates converts would work in the Conversion Department. Now, I know it’s so you have access to test subjects.”


  Councilwoman Arnica tapped her stylus against a gamma pad on the table. “Dr. Dedecus, I sympathize with your condition. But these are serious charges.”


  “You’re going to let that weed invade my privacy? Dr. Rice, tell them how ludicrous all this is.”


  “I warned you about allowing her to give testimony, Vitus.” Dr. Rice’s eyes settled on Tula. “We will offer fourteen units of telomerase if you hand her over to us now.”


  The gallery exploded with outcries.


  “Order! Order!” Councilman Roben’s gavel cracked uselessly against the table.


  Vitus’s outrage echoed through the crowd. “I am a citizen! A natural born Haldanian! That weed is lying! She’s obviously reverted. Why didn’t she come back to the Protectorate after releasing the prisoner? Ask her that!”


  Several Board members argued with each other, while Dr. Rice’s voice rose above the noise in the room as if she had access to the speaker volume herself. “Our offer is merely a courtesy for your cooperation. This woman is in possession of our intellectual property. We have a contract.”


  Tula’s heart hammered so hard, the world seemed to expand and contract with each beat. “My retinal image and thumb print were obtained without my permission. Without a signature, the contract means nothing.”


  Roben made a signal to the tech controlling the vid stream. “Dr. Rice, I’m afraid we have to sever communication until we have sorted things out over here.” The screen went dark. The ceiling cleared to allow full sunlight into the room once again.


  [image: 3 black leaves small]


  After the gallery emptied, Tula sat at the large table with the rest of the Board — minus Vitus, who had fainted during his vehement protests. While he was at Med Ops, they would take blood samples and prove he had been part of the experiments. Several Enforcers guarded the doors against the crowd shouting outside.


  “Dr. Macoby, we will hear the rest of your testimony now. Your state of reversion has yet to be determined, and Dr. Dedecus made a valid point. Why did you not return to the Protectorate after releasing the prisoner?”


  “Councilman, I did not attempt to return to the Protectorate because I had reason to believe I would not be given a fair trial.” Mo had told her to reveal his part in warning her, but she could not bring herself to drag him into this by name. “Burn Operation policy flashes first and looks for survivors later. And I knew there was a chance I’d be considered a reversion. I am a convert. I believe in photosynthesis. I believe in peace. But I also believe our way is not as peaceful as we claim.”


  She met each of the council members in the eye, going back to Arnica before she continued.


  “Councilwoman, you set me on a path when you asked me to establish communication with Levi — the subject I freed. My discoveries in the Reaches confirm the existence of a non-cannibal race. There may be more. Yet we attacked them and killed several without offering to parley. Burn procedure does not include talk. If we truly want peace, our Burn procedures have to change. And so will our conversion policies.”


  “How do we know they are as peaceful as you claim?” The council member next to Vitus’s vacant seat asked. A live vid feed from one of the cells in Confinement appeared on the surface of the table. Brother John sat propped against the bars with one of the children sleeping curled in his lap.


  Tula swallowed, the lump in her throat making her voice thick. “You don’t. But how can you expect to receive peace if you open with violence?”


  “If we delay to give every roving band a chance to talk, we’ll have no Burn Operatives left.”


  Several of the Board members nodded agreement.


  Arnica scrolled through her gamma pad. “The prisoner you freed tested positive for the F508 mutation, and it appears that every child currently in Confinement suffers from cystic fibrosis.” The image on the tabletop shifted to show Josef in a bed in Med Ops, surrounded by tubes and monitors. “I’m not sure we have a viable community here.”


  Prickles broke out all over Tula’s skin. “The particular population sample in Confinement is not a true representation of their genetics. The group selected for transport had just exited the medical building when the dusters arrived.”


  “But it does make them less useful to us.”


  She jerked her head to glare at the man who’d spoken. “Is the Protectorate mission to give everyone photosynthetic skin, or to facilitate peace?”


  Several Board members huffed, and several and nodded slowly.


  “The F508 mutation is treatable.” She didn’t mention Levi’s people would refuse genetic modification. “The prisoners currently in Confinement should be released back to their homes. They are no threat to anyone, and have found the means to survive without resorting to violence. We can teach them about conversion without imprisoning them.”


  Roben pursed his lips and brought up a map on the table’s surface. “We could establish a base there. Expand our patrols into the Reaches.”


  “What if we heal one of the children as a show of good will?” Arnica said.


  “No!” Tula’s voice rose louder than she intended. The Board looked at her like she was about to spring, and several Enforcers stepped toward the center of the room. “I mean, perhaps we should withhold treatment as an incentive to convert.”


  As much as she would like to see the children cured, she knew the action would only make the Holdout more resistant to conversion. The Board would not respect the spiritual nature of Old Order beliefs. At best she could hold off enforced conversion and pray the Protectorate would accept the position of the Old Order given enough time.


  “Good idea, Dr. Macoby. Children have always made the best converts.”
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  Levi paced the bars of his cell, boots echoing against the paved floor. Thank God, this time he wasn’t naked. Also unlike before, he would speak to the technicians in halting Haldanian every time they delivered the protein drinks. “The children need more.” “Can have another blanket?” “When can talk Tula?”


  The Blattvolk always responded to his requests. Except when he asked for Tula. Then they just scoffed and walked away.


  “Your Blattvolk betrayed us.” Brother John spoke from the cell next to him. The child in his care slumbered on the cot. They’d been prisoners about two days, by Levi’s guess. The Blattvolk assured him Josef was fine, although they refused to allow him to see his son. Brother John was the only Brother or Sister who would talk to him, and only to insist on Tula’s duplicity.


  “No, she’s a prisoner, like us.” Levi couldn’t look at him. After seeing her embrace the Blattvolk man, he wasn’t so sure. “You don’t know her like I do.”


  “Aye.” The single word held all the reprimand needed to make Levi flush crimson. Once again, caught in carnal knowledge of a woman. She’d never accepted his marriage proposal. He’d assumed she needed time to get used to being back among her people. Had she known the Blattvolk would come all along?


  Movement at the stairs drew his attention. A group of Blattvolk entered the room. Official-looking Blattvolk, with jewelry like that Vitus fellow wore. None of them looked like Vitus, though. Among them stood Tula, the nakedness of her breasts barely hidden by a swath of necklaces. Levi’s heart leapt along with his groin and he flushed again. Why had God given women such power over him?


  The rest of the Old Order rose, gathering children against them, watching the Blattvolk warily. Levi moved to the bars closest to the visitors.


  Tula glanced at him, her face impassive. Cold dread settled into Levi’s soul. Speaking to the entire room, Tula used Levi’s language. “The Protectorate would like to offer peace between our people.”


  After a few heartbeats of silence, Brother John spoke. “They’ll leave us in peace?”


  “They’ll leave your people in peace in return for … occupancy rights.”


  Unsure he’d heard correctly, Levi asked, “Occupancy?” He longed for her to make eye contact. To silently reassure him things were going to be all right.


  But she continued to address the group as a whole. “They want to establish a Protectorate Burn around your Holdout. To expand their territories. The Protectorate will offer protection from the cannibals. And any of your people who choose to convert will also be eligible for DNA repair.” She shot a look to the children and then to Brother John.


  “It is against the Ordnung.” The muscles of Brother John’s jaw bulged.


  “They’ll force no one to convert. The terms are quite reasonable.” Tula’s brows pinched a little in worry. She met Levi’s gaze directly for the first time. “If you don’t agree, they’ll do what they want.”


  He knew what she meant. Full conversion or death.


  Brother John sighed in submission. “We have to return to the Holdout. To consider the Scriptures and vote in unity.”


  She nodded and said something to the other Blattvolk. Then she turned back to John. “They’ll give you three days to decide.”


  They turned and disappeared up the stairs without looking back.
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  The autumn sun heated Tula’s dark lab coat across her shoulders, while the exposed skin of her arms tightened in the coolness of the breeze outside Confinement. A duster waited on the pad, loaded with dignitaries seeking a trip to the archaic settlement called the Holdout. A Protectorate Liaison building had been erected almost overnight, and Haldanians were clamoring to visit.


  Tula would not be going.


  She had to maintain her distance from Levi, although she served as a translator between the Protectorate and the Elders at the Holdout. There were those on the Board who wanted to force the issue of conversion, and she could not allow her perceived impartiality to be compromised.


  Instead, she kissed Eily and then released her to board the duster. They’d located the child walking along the fence, and Burn Ops brought her in for examination. Thank God testing proved her free of foreign fungi or other Fosselite manipulations. But her existence had cemented the verdict against Vitus and the Fosselites.


  The Protectorate dismissed Eily to return to the Holdout, if she wished. The girl did not want to live in the city, and Tula couldn’t blame her. “Ana needs to be able to find me,” she whispered after she told Tula her choice.


  Sinuses stinging with unshed tears, Tula didn’t refute the girl’s hope. “Be good for Levi.”


  “Levi is sad.” Eily pulled on Tula’s hand, her dark eyes pleading.


  “You’re both safer if I stay here.”


  Eily gave Tula a last squeeze around the waist and darted up the loading ramp. Her black Old Order bonnet flapped from its strings behind her.


  Levi is with his people, with his son, where he belongs. Tula missed him more than she thought possible. And now, Eily was gone, too.


  Jaw aching with repressed sadness, Tula waved until she could no longer see the duster. She turned back to the Conversion Department and descended the stairs into Confinement. Her access privileges had been restricted — captured cannibals were not exempt from imprisonment and euthanization, and the Board was still unsure of her loyalty — but they needed her to translate. During negotiations, she hadn’t translated the Elders’ assertion that no one would be making any conversions. Translator prerogative. She still didn’t trust the Protectorate to respect the wishes of the unconverted.


  With the new symbiotic fungi technology gleaned from Tula’s bloodstream, the Protectorate was making plans to spread even farther into unconverted territories. Burn Operatives would soon be free of the secondary medical complications of overdose. The outposts would be temporary stations, threatened by cannibals and unsafe for children who still required protection from UV radiation, but there was talk of building permanent structures once sufficient territory had undergone the Burn.


  The fungi in Vitus’s system had caused his ripening to progress and damage his chloroplasts beyond repair. With autoimmune suppressants, he would survive, but he would live out his days with skin as pink as a newborn cannibal’s. In the past, Tula might have been happy to see him euthanized, but no longer. It seemed fitting the Protectorate forced him to be a consultant in the Conversion Department due to his knowledge about Dr. Kaneka’s work. He would watch while others reaped the benefits of the Fosselite research.


  Tula reached her office and settled into the pool of fiber-optic light at her desk. The light had once been a welcome relief from the fluorescent lights in Confinement, but now it only teased her with memories of real sunlight. She adjusted her new black lab coat around her legs and reached for her gamma pad. A small box rested next to it. Attached was a card from Mo. “I know you don’t want it, but take it anyway. Love, Mo.” Inside, a plain gold ring, the color of his eyes. Closing her eyes, she sighed. She would return it as soon as her shift was over. Mo was … not Levi.


  From the cages below, the wail of a lonely cannibal child echoed from the brick walls.
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  The Holdout


  Levi stirred the thin porridge and fed another bite to his son. Josef had grown worse as winter progressed. The geothermal heat exchange units could not hold off the cold seeping into the brick houses. The Blattvolk fires had collapsed several tunnels and destroyed a lot of their food stores. The pasture fire had spread to the hog barn and killed over half their stock, which meant not enough pancreatic enzymes for the sick children. As they moved past the winter solstice, the children at the Ward began to wane from hunger.


  In the next bed, Rachel Hulse helped her son to dress; another young one succumbing too early. “Maybe next Meeting you will be well enough.” She spoke in a bright voice, but Levi heard brittleness behind the words. Her oldest son had been buried three weeks ago. Levi would have comforted her, but he didn’t have anything to give, and she likely would have rebuffed him anyway. The Blattvolk were here because of him.


  The burned out pasture near the school was now a duster pad. The Blattvolk had erected a large building nearby, out of place amidst the austere homes of the Holdout. Mirrored walls gleamed in the weak winter sunlight, and the Blattvolk could be seen parading in and out of the transparent common room half naked.


  Students were as infatuated with the mirrors as they were with the naked Blattvolk. To shield their children, the Brethren relocated classes to a home on the other side of the common, and many families didn’t let their youngsters go outside alone at all. Blattvolk strolled the streets and fields from sun-up to sundown. The Holdout had become as much tourist attraction as new territory.


  Levi’s people endured them without being overly friendly. The language barrier created a convenient wall between them. When a Blattvolk asked a question or initiated contact, the Brother or Sister would shrug and say, “No Englisch.” Levi was the only one with a smattering of Haldanian. He attempted to keep to himself, but as Eily’s guardian, it was difficult. She had become an attraction in her own right — the Blattvolk child in the Old Order dress. Tourists stood outside their home with cameras at the ready.


  In spite of Elder protests, Eily had a room on the south end of Samuel’s house, and the three adults endeavored to bring her to the Lord. She and Gid struck up a strange friendship of opposites; either ignoring one another, or giggling over some inconsequential bit of news one of the adults brought up at the supper table. Gid attended school, but Beth taught Eily her letters and numbers at home. To half of the Old Order, the child was still a Blattvolk. The other half tolerated, but didn’t welcome her.


  Scraping the last bits of porridge from the bowl, Levi had Josef lick the spoon clean, waited for a coughing spasm to ease, then wiped him clean. “I’m going to Meeting now, Josef. Rest. I love you.” Levi’s belly clenched in hunger. He’d been giving the majority of his portion to Josef.


  “I will pray, too. I love you, Papa.”


  He gave his son’s frail shoulders a final squeeze before donning his hat. Rachel wrapped her cape about her shoulders and didn’t object when Levi held the door for her, then walked at his side into the driving wind. They merged with another huddled group walking to Meeting. Ice particles made everyone’s exposed cheeks ruddy with false health. The hungry hollows below their cheekbones told the true story.


  One thing the Elders insisted upon was the privacy of Church, but that hadn’t stopped curious Blattvolk from hanging about, peeking in windows or photographing members coming and going. The congregation now held Meetings in the farthest houses or barns, away from easy interference. Men and women greeted each other with handshakes and kisses, but there was no joy in their exchanges. Things were dire. They’d held three burials this week, two children from the Ward and one elderly Sister. Several other members were on their deathbeds.


  A double handful of pies rested on the sideboard; not enough to feed the two hundred gathered, but everyone would get a taste. In the women’s section, Levi spotted Beth and Eily. The girl waved furiously at him until Beth patted her arm down. Raising a hand in greeting, he couldn’t help but notice she was the only child here plump with health. The chloroplasts. Even fully dressed she made enough calories sitting by her bedroom window. Or pacing the fence looking for Ana, as she was wont to do.


  She was lonely, of course. The other women at the Meeting gave Beth and the child an entire bench to themselves. Often he wondered if she might not have been better in the Blattvolk city. The Haldanians were prepared to accept strangers into their midst. And Tula was there…


  His mouth twitched with a grimace. His new sketchpad lacked half the pages because every time he found himself doodling Tula’s face, he would rip out the page and burn it. She’d never spoken to him since the Protectorate released the prisoners. The Brethren held weekly meetings with her and others from the city, but no messages came for him. Eily insisted she kept her distance to keep them safe, but he didn’t understand. Safe from what? Things could not get much worse.


  They could start killing or forcing conversions. Was that why Tula was protecting them? How did not speaking to him help? Maybe she does not want to accept the Ordnung. That was easier to believe.


  “Brothers and Sisters in Christ, let us pray.” Bishop Eldon stood near the large window in the kitchen, a bulky sweater covering his shoulders, a gray scarf the same hue as his beard around his neck. He’d just overcome a fight with pneumonia but insisted on preaching at Meeting.


  Levi dropped his chin and recited the rote words of the Lord’s Prayer in his mind. To do any more proved too much effort. As everyone regained their seats, Bishop Eldon raised his frail voice above the battering of the wind against the glass.


  “As we enter our third month of the occupancy of the Blattvolk, I want to praise God for the strength of our Unity. As in days of old, we must live side by side with those of the world. The Gate to Heaven is narrow, and we must walk carefully the path of the Ordnung. Today we will consider John, Chapter Ten: The Good Shepherd and His Sheep.”


  The Bishop recited the passages and expounded on the analogy of the narrow Gate. But Levi could not let go of a verse. I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them, also. They, too, will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd.


  Other sheep. He’d always been given to understand these “other sheep” were the Gentiles, shown to faith by the Apostles after Jesus’s death. But the Old Order believed in applying Scripture to their everyday lives. Tula might not want to accept the Ordnung. But the Ordnung changed as the needs of the congregation did. The only thing that remained the same was the Scripture.


  Without realizing he had done it, Levi was on his feet. He blinked as he became conscious of every eye upon him. The bishop had ceased his sermon.


  “Brother Levi?”


  “Other sheep. Jesus has other sheep.”


  “There may be other Holdouts, yes.”


  “No, sheep not of this sheep pen. Those who may still be brought out of the world. Who may repent and be saved. Cannibals, Blatt-”


  “All we may do is live by example, Brother Levi.”


  “Our example is nothing, Bishop! We are starving and suffering. Our children are dying. Why would the Blattvolk wish to live as we do? How can we be doing God’s work if we won’t even talk to them?”


  A collective gasp filled the lower rooms of the house.


  Brother Abe stood up several benches over. “The Blattvolk are damned. We must not open our lives to their influence.”


  “Not all of them are damned. We determined that at the last Council Meet. The Afflicted may still be called to Jesus. Eily has accepted Christ as her Savior. When she is of age, I have no doubt she will accept Baptism.”


  “Brother Levi, it is not our calling to separate Afflicted from Accepted. To let in one is to open ourselves to the influence of the other. Those called to Jesus will hear him.”


  “And then you will cease your blindness and accept them with open arms?” Levi’s words were a scoffing question. No matter what Bishop Eldon said, he had the answer of Eily right in front of him.


  “Brother Levi, moderate your tone. You overstep your bounds.” Deacon Yonnie rasped, his voice hoarse with a cold.


  “What if I feel called to offer God’s Word to the Blattvolk?”


  Voices rose throughout the congregation like the buzz of an angry hornet’s nest.


  “We do not proselytize. To coerce with words promotes a weak and untrue repentance.”


  “You are wrong!”


  Silence filled the house. To brazenly oppose the Elders was unheard of. Levi shocked even himself, but the first step had been taken. He sighed a deep breath and looked around at his Brothers and Sisters.


  “What if God has sent us these trials and tribulations to make us open our eyes? The Blattvolk do not ask us to give up our devotion to Christ. They have offered to heal our sons and daughters. Can we ignore the gifts God puts before us? If a sheep gives birth out of season, do we leave the lamb to freeze, just because it doesn’t fit the rules? No, the lamb is a gift, and we bring it into our home, and wrap it with blankets, and nurture it, so it can join our flock.”


  Levi met the eyes of the people who did not turn away. Some glowered, but quite a few regarded him with what he could only assume was hope. Rachel Hulse and her oldest daughter matched expressions with lips bit between their teeth as if to hold back words. Brother John stroked a finger through the ends of his beard.


  “He speaks against the Ordnung. Against God’s earthly laws!” Deacon Yonnie’s voice cracked, but he kept on. “Better to die a martyr than fall into the clutches of evil.”


  To Levi’s surprise, Samuel rose to face Yonnie. “You do not have a child in the Ward, Brother Yonnie. You do not fret that your un-Confirmed son or daughter may never see the light of Heaven.”


  “Children are exempt from the fires of Hell.”


  “Children of the Blattvolk, as well?” Crimson faced, Samuel held his ground. Levi’s heart swelled with pride and gratitude.


  Yonnie glared at Samuel. “Like the sin of Eve, the Blattvolk pass their curse on to their offspring.”


  Brother John cleared his throat. Levi held his breath, worried which side the pastor would take. “God sent Jesus Christ to atone for Adam and Eve’s sin.” He played with the fringe of his beard, eyes heavenward in thought. “Would He do any less for one like Eily?”


  Levi let out his air in a trembling sigh.


  John continued, “I would like to read from the book of Isaiah, chapter forty three. God tells Israel, ‘Forget the former things, do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new thing! Now, it springs up; do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the desert and streams in the wasteland.’“ He allowed the words to settle amongst the congregation. “Brother Levi has been called to speak. To have us consider new things. In the book of James, we are told that wisdom from above is pure and free from prejudice or hypocrisy. I am but a humble servant, unworthy to judge, but Levi’s words resonate with the forgiveness of Christ.”


  Levi lowered his head, his heartbeat rapid. Had God called him to speak? He’d been a rebel all his life. Was this any different? Was he putting his own selfish hope for Josef ahead of the congregation, yet again? “I cannot say my words are from God. I only know we face challenging times, as dire as the days of the Prophet.”


  “The Ordnung is scrutinized twice a year to allow us to address challenges like this.” Pastor John remained standing.


  “The Council Meet has passed, Brother. Unity was reached.” Bishop Eldon asserted.


  “And now, it is broken. Is there something in the Ordnung restricting re-evaluation at other times of the year?”


  The voices in the room hovered just above shouting as the congregation argued. Men stood before their benches, waiting for opportunity to voice their opinions.


  “Brothers and Sisters! Calm yourselves!” The bishop’s voice barely carried over the roar, but voices ebbed and subsided. “Brother John wishes to call another Council Meet. How many are also moved to do so?”


  More “aye’s” filled the room than Levi would have expected.


  “Then we must issue the call to Unity.”
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  Haldanian Protectorate


  Tula re-read the conversion roster and carefully set the gamma pad on her desk. Her hands trembled and she was afraid she might drop it. Nine requests for conversion? There was only one cannibal child in Confinement at the moment. This list was marked for Tula’s special attention. What had the Protectorate done?


  The com sprang to life at her desk and she jumped. “Dr. Macoby, report to Confinement.”


  She cinched the dark lab coat firmly around her waist and slipped her gamma pad into the pocket. Down in Confinement, several children sat on two bunks inside a single cage, clutching hands. They had already gone through processing, their bald heads so pale the veins looked like penciled lines through the skin. But she knew they were Old Order. They still wore their clothing — dresses with aprons, trousers with suspenders.


  Dark circles beneath their eyes and the occasional cough told her who these children were. They looked like walking skeletons.


  “What are you doing here? Where are your parents?”


  The eldest stood without releasing the hands of the children beside her. “We’ve come to be healed.”


  “The Protectorate won’t heal you without conversion. Where are your parents?” Had the Protectorate tired of waiting for volunteers that never came?


  A waif of a boy spoke behind her. “Are you Tula?”


  Tula turned. The child’s bones were about to puncture the skin of his skinny limbs. But his eyes … “Josef?” She’d only met him twice, and without his hair, he was hard to recognize.


  “It is you! Papa said you’d take good care of me. That I wasn’t to cry.”


  “There wathn’t woom on the duthter.” A small girl spoke around her thumb.


  Tula’s heart beat so fast she couldn’t breathe. Sinking to the end of the cot next to Josef, she hovered a hand over his bald head, finally stroking his back. “Are you sure he wants you to be here?”


  The older girl spoke again. “There was a call to Unity. God has shown us a new way.”
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  There was no Unity. The Order had shattered, resolving into two factions at odds with each other on only one subject: the salvation of the Blattvolk. About a quarter of the congregation had been moved by Levi’s plea. The Holdout now housed not only Old Order and Blattvolk, but also members of the New Order. Shunned by the rest of the congregation, they were led by Brother John, now named Bishop.


  Standing in an anteroom of clear nuvoplast, Levi hoped his desperation had not led others astray. He glanced at Sister Rachel as she peered through the wall at the children playing in the Garden. The circulating air smelled slightly of wintergreen, and the sun’s rays through the ceiling were surprisingly pleasant — not too hot or too cool.


  In the other room, a bald, green, spindly five-year-old walked around a circle of other green youngsters. The boy tapped another child and shouted “Goose!”


  And then he ran.


  Tears filled Levi’s eyes and he rubbed them away, not wanting to miss sight of a single step. He never thought he’d see Josef run and play again.


  While their organs regenerated, the children were vulnerable to diseases, not to mention the ultraviolet rays from the sun. Consequently, they stayed at the Protectorate, in the covered Garden, visited only by a few well-scrubbed doctors and teachers. One young teacher from the Holdout volunteered to live with the children and looked out of place with her pale face and long dress as she sat reading from her Bible.


  The children wore short pants and sleeveless tunics much like the ones the Fosselites had given Levi. The clothing was the best compromise between the two worlds. The first generation of the New Order.


  A woman entered the room, hair pinned up beneath a kerchief, a short sleeved black coat wrapped around her.


  “Tula.” His vision narrowed, closing around her like an embrace.


  Sister Rachel looked at him and then back to the children. Levi hardly realized he’d spoken aloud. How many months since he’d seen her? He still wasn’t sure where she stood with God. But he was hopeful.


  A shout rose up among the children, “Tula!” Josef abandoned the game and flew into her arms. The rest of the students followed, flocking around her like chickens. She hugged and patted each one, then said a few words and pointed to the window Levi stood behind. Josef squealed and ran to his Papa. Levi grinned, pressing fingers to the glass to meet the flat of Josef’s tiny green palm.


  Looking up, his eyes caught Tula’s and she looked away. The oldest girl spoke to her and Tula nodded and attempted to smile, but her brows were pinched in that little knot of worry he’d grown so used to.


  “Papa, look!” Josef scurried to collect a gamma pad from one of the tables. He’d been describing the neat “paper” the Blattvolk used.


  Tula looked toward the window again, holding long enough for him to mouth, “Thank you.”


  Her lips turned up into a trembling smile and she nodded. They stared a few more heartbeats. He yearned for her voice. Her touch. Did she want to talk to him? If the New Order was to integrate, would it be so bad to talk to her? Levi licked his lips. Why not? “Meet you later?”


  She hesitated, swallowed hard enough for the cords of her neck to stand out, and looked over the children pressed against the window. Then she smiled. The most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. And she nodded agreement.


  Josef pounded on the glass, eager to show off his new somersault skills.
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  Keep reading for bonus material.
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  Want to know more about the Botanicaust world? I have something special for you! Use this URL to access a secret, free read on my website. http://tamlinsey.com/secret-page


  Please consider leaving a review of Botanicaust at the retailer where you purchased your copy of the book.
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  Amarantox — a mutation of a common weed, which secretes toxins into the soil to prevent other vegetation from taking hold. Largely responsible for the Botanicaust.


  Bann, The — a roster of those being shunned within the Old Order. A punishment just shy of excommunication.


  Blattvolk — what the Old Order call Haldanians. Literally “leaf people.”


  Blow Out — a sandstorm.


  Botanicaust — an event 400 years ago during which invasive weeds wiped out most plant life on Earth, including the major food crops.


  Burn, The — a five-mile radius of scorched earth around the Haldanian Protectorate, maintained by Burn Operatives to keep both cannibals and plant life at bay.


  Cannibal — people roaming the Reaches and beyond who survive by not wasting any food opportunity.


  Confinement — the prison where captive Cannibals are kept prior to conversion.


  Convert — one who has undergone genetic therapy to insert chloroplasts, as opposed to those born with the gene.


  Days of the Prophet — what the Old Order refers to when speaking about the Botanicaust.


  Duster — a silent aircraft powered by electromagnetic engines used by Burn Ops to keep the Burn cleared.


  Flame runna — what the Cannibals call the Haldanians.


  Fosselites — a group of scientists who have found the secret to eternal life.


  Gamma pad — electronic palm pad and stylus. Various versions exist, such as a simple, indestructible one for children, and more complicated versions capable of higher computations.


  Garden — the nuvoplast houses where Haldanian children are kept until they finish puberty and can withstand ultraviolet light.


  Gotte’s Wille — God’s Will.


  Haldanian Protectorate — the government formed after the Botanicaust by the scientists who developed conversion technology. Mission statement is to offer conversion to the population of the world in an attempt to minimize humanity’s need for food.


  Holdout — the Old Order name for their protected community.


  Integration — the heavily supervised time period during which converted children acclimate to their new environment and society.


  Knowing, The — cannibals who retain certain kinds of knowledge, such as healing or locating water. They are marked by scars to keep them safe from other cannibal hunters.


  Mark of the Beast — an Old Order belief. The green skin of the Haldanians is the obvious sign that someone is marked.


  Native Haldanian — one born to parents already expressing the chloroplast genome.


  Nuvoplast — a bio plastic grown and used by Haldanians to build everything from gamma pads to sand-skimmers to the walls of their dwellings.


  Old Order — a remnant Amish society who survived the Botanicaust by erecting electric fences to protect their hand-cultivated acreage.


  Ordnung — the set of earthly rules believed to be sent by God which are followed by the Old Order.


  Reversion — a convert who regresses to cannibalistic ways. Punishable by death.


  Ripening — a once common autoimmune condition among naturally born Haldanians in which the body attempts to purge itself of chloroplasts. The faulty gene has been largely eliminated from the population, but still appears as a random mutation in one out of ten thousand births.


  Rumspringa — a time during adolescence just before a young person chooses to be baptized into the Old Order. Literally “running around.”


  Sand-skimmer — a land vehicle used by the Protectorate to cross portions of the Burn.


  Sunstorm / UV flare — a short period of time, more common in autumn and winter, when the atmosphere allows excess ultraviolet to reach the earth. Largely due to improperly tested herbicide use during the Botanicaust, which created gaps in the ozone layer.


  Telomerase — an enzyme that prevents genetic deterioration by replicating the telomere regions of DNA strands during mitosis. Used by the Fosselites to extend life indefinitely, although telomerase cannot pass the blood-brain barrier and therefore does not function on neural DNA.


  Verification of Consent — a signed document required for cannibals or other potential converts over the age of sixteen in which they express their desire and reasons for becoming a convert. Outlined in Ordinance 317 under the Protectorate Mission.


  Yuvee tree — a genetically altered tree originally introduced to “fix” nitrogen in cropland and reduce the need for chemical fertilizers. Later discovered to foretell an incoming ultraviolet flare by the rapid leaching of color from its leaves. Called mgunga tree by the Fosselites.
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