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  TAKING THE KNIFE


  


  Clumps of towering amarantox guarded either side of the trail, broad leaves limp and bronze-hued with the promise of winter, yet no less poisonous than the day they’d emerged as pointed shoots from the soil. Sefe paused for breath, squinting ahead to where the footpath dropped sharply into the ravine the tribe had been paralleling across the Tox.


  The Crossing.


  His entire twenty-six years of life he’d walked this route. Now he was reduced to using his spear as a walking stick. He was the tribe’s healer, but that meant little these days. A straggling mother and child had passed him some time ago, leaving him to bring up the rear. Even if he survived the Crossing’s roiling water, he would not reach camp until long after everyone had bedded down.


  The tribe couldn’t linger, not even for the c8alspanir healer. Summer had been hard, with uneven rainfall and frequent sunstorms, and now the rival hunters had not come for the Autumn Trade. The Hunger would be long this year. He traced a finger over one of the raised scars along his jaw. Being marked as one of the Knowing – a healer – might protect him from rival tribe attacks, but was not assurance of long life. For over a year, now, as his infirmity grew worse, he’d been training his replacement. His duty to the tribe – to take the Knife and offer himself as food, as had been done for generations – was nearly upon him.


  He trembled. Perhaps if he paused a moment, he'd find the strength to continue. Gently pushing aside a wide amarantox leaf, he spotted the drop-off and an expanse of churning river. Ferny gray-green tamarisk trembled on the high bank. Near the cliff, where he might catch a hint of breeze off the water, rested a stone slab the perfect height to sit on.


  He shuffled forward a step and tensed. A haphazard shelter of bruise-barked tamarisk logs rested near a spot of blackened earth where a fire had been.


  Hunters?


  His mouth turned dry. He should run. At least back away. Outside the trade times, hunters respected no tribal ties, and sometimes even ignored a healer's scars. He attempted to slide an unsteady foot back, but the fire in his spine locked his hips. Wobbling, he caught himself against the amarantox. Dry stalks clattered and leaves rattled to the ground around him.


  No sneaking away now.


  After a few quivering, breathless moments, he swallowed his panic and dared turn his head to look around. The camp appeared to be abandoned. He heaved a sigh. Legs threatening to collapse beneath him, he edged toward the sitting stone, his gaze on the clearing in case anything of value had been left behind.


  A small noise drew his attention as something moved against the amarantox – a flash of brilliant green and the


  


  
    

  


  
    amarantox, crouched near one corner of the shelter.
  


  


  A flame runna girl.


  His heart stopped, all thought of his pain forgotten. Flame runnas didn’t travel alone. He jerked his gaze to the cloudless, blue sky. The green-skinned people always arrived by air, torching the land and everything on it, edible or not – plant, animal, human. And then they left without gathering a thing, heedless of the waste.


  He'd survived their raids twice. Once when he was six, by sheer luck and his quick, small feet; and again at twelve, when his brother thrust him off the butte into the Black Pool. His parents had been engulfed in the fire, and Sefe’d been nearly paralyzed by a back injury. His aunt, the tribe's healer, had adopted them both, mended his spine, and kept away the Knife by teaching Sefe her art and marking him with the raised keloid scars of a healer.


  No escape this time.


  For months he’d fought his duty to the Knife, each morning waking and struggling to his feet in spite of the pain. Now flame runnas would take his duty from him. Guilt swamped him and he closed his eyes. A waste of meat. Armin, the tribe leader, would send someone back to look for him – to gather his remains for the Flesh Feast. But in this heat, much would be wasted. Breathing deeply, he awaited the drift of grit or wafting breeze that preceded an incoming flying machine.


  Moments passed. The air remained stagnant. Only the soft mutter of the river and the creaking of a nearby stand of tamarisk reached his ears. He opened his eyes, squinting in the sunlight. He'd never seen a flame runna up close. Other than her green skin, she looked like any other woman. It was said they had once been human, and seeing her made him believe it true. Abrasions and dirt covered her from head to toe. Her cropped, black hair stood in tufts about her head. The small buds of her breasts hinted at new womanhood, nipples a startling pink against the small, green swells of flesh. Her black eyes seemed enormous in her bruised face.


  A flame runna. Within his grasp. He could have vengeance and feed the tribe – yet, curiosity made him hesitate. Why was she here, alone? The girl sat a few steps from the shelter, her knees to one side and her arms awkward behind her. She looked at him with huge, fearful eyes, but didn't move.


  Hitching his breath against the pain, he lowered his spear toward her and shuffled forward. A braided rope was knotted about her wrists, its long line trailing between her and the wrist of a naked man beneath the shelter. The man's bearded pink face sagged in repose, a line of drool dripping down the bone labret in one corner of his mouth. His nose had been recently broken, but Sefe knew him well.


  "Medo." His brother. The brother who’d saved his life. The brother who'd turned hunter long ago. For years, they'd met only at the seasonal trade camp. Seeing him here, alone and vulnerable, caused Sefe’s brow to furrow. "Medo!"


  He wanted to drop to his knees. To hug his brother tight. But his back kept him standing. Why was Medo here alone, naked? Where were the other hunters? Sefe scanned the clearing again for men, but saw no one. With the butt of his spear, he prodded his brother’s foot. Medo snored. Drunk?


  "Keep the Peace."


  The girl's high voice startled him, and he stumbled, thrashing against the amarantox as he took a step back. The words were the truce exchanged between rival tribes in the face of a larger threat, usually incoming flame runnas.


  She spoke his language?


  Licking her scabbed lips, she shook her head. "Listen. I'm not a flame runna. They took me. Did their magic to make me green. But I escaped." Her voice wavered, and he was struck by her frailty.


  He nudged his brother again, harder this time. Medo had to be drunk. "Where's the pulque?" He scanned the area for a bota or jar of the potent beverage.


  "He's not drunk." The girl struggled to her knees. "I got the spirit healing."


  That gained his full attention. Spirit healing was one of the lost skills. Not even his aunt had known the secret; the ability was a myth. And a danger.


  She's lying to save herself.


  As if to see things clearer, he looked the girl up and down with narrowed eyes. Naked and green – that was hard to see past. But his healer instincts told another story. Scabs caked her knees and chin, one eye squinted from a brown and yellow bruise, and purple fingerprints spread across her thighs. She'd obviously been used hard. By Medo? His brother was impulsive, but this was baffling.


  She wasn't a woman. Srem; font-weight:boldithiighhe was prey. Her skin would make a fine trophy. And her flesh… Would she taste different? He didn't prefer the flesh of man, like some did, but there could be no wasting in a world of toxic plants and sparse game. Why had Medo kept her alive? Flame runna magic? And why was he here alone on the Tox? Perhaps this flame runna did have powers. She had cunning, if nothing else. She knew the claim of spirit healing would protect her. Killing one of the Knowing was frowned upon, a rule adhered to even by most hunters. Killing a spirit healer was especially taboo because angry spirits stuck around to infect others.


  His heart thundered as he looked from his brother to her. Her skin was free of the scars that decorated those of the Knowing. "You're not marked."


  She slanted a look down her long, green legs. "The flame runnas marked me plenty."


  He couldn't help letting his gaze follow hers. Even lacking the scars, her leaf-green skin was a sort of mark. No one had captured a flame runna before. She claimed to be human. With her hands still tied behind her back, her nipples stood out like small, glowing coals. Perhaps in his drunkenness Medo could be excused his lust.


  As if sensing his distrust, she said, "This hunter stole me from his brothers. Tried to take my power. He took too much." A twist of smugness curled her scabbed lips.


  Sefe shook his head. So like his brother. And it explained why Medo was alone on the Tox. But what had he hoped to gain? This flame runna was obviously his prisoner, spirit healer or not. Was his slumber truly due to her power? Sefe


  


  looked hard at the sleeping man. There was no sign of pulque outside the shelter. The rope connecting Medo to the flame runna coiled beneath the shelter, long enough to allow her to range the camp.


  


  Sefe pointed to the rock several steps away. "Sit there."


  She struggled to her feet, clumsy in her trusses. Once she complied, he eased to his hands and knees and stuck his head inside the low shelter. The enclosed space reeked of unwashed body and stale sex. In the dim corners, Sefe saw only Medo's discarded leather clothes and a few fish bones from a long ago meal. Not even a knife or stone large enough for a weapon. His brother traveled the Tox alone and without a weapon? Impossible. Peeling open Medo’s eye, Sefe found the pupil dilated. Filth caked the hunter’s beaded beard and hair, but other than the broken nose, he didn't seem injured.


  Backing out of the shelter on all fours, Sefe panted from the agony in his back. Thankfully, the flame runna remained sitting where he'd told her.


  "I'm called Ana."


  He didn't answer, instead closing his eyes as he found the tenacity to get to his feet again. His brother's presence made Sefe long to lie down next to him as they had as children, to find peace and rest.%L14igh


  "Spirit healing could help your pain."


  He glared at the girl. "The Knife will end my pain. And yours."


  She didn't respond.


  Summoning all his reserves, he got one foot up under him. He planted the butt of his spear firmly against the hard, red earth and used the shaft to pull himself upright. Just a little more. He could do it. He could feel her scrutiny like the morning sun on his skin.


  Once he was standing, spine bent as if the weight of death already pulled him down, he focused his pain-blurred gaze toward the flame runna. She would feed the tribe for several days. But what to do with his brother? Medo had left the tribe and joined the hunters, but Sefe could ask the tribe to accept him back. They would gladly admit a skilled fighter into the fold.


  If he ever wakes up.


  Sefe shook the doubt from his head. He was a healer. He’d find a way to wake his brother. But first he had to catch the tribe. He couldn't carry Medo. And this slip of a girl would be no help. "Get up."


  She rose from her seat on the stone with lithe compliance.


  "Go over there." He pointed to the fire pit.


  As she moved to where he indicated, he took her seat, looking out over the muddy river. Someone from the tribe would come looking for him eventually. They would want to recover what they could for the Flesh Feast. Then he’d have help carrying Medo.


  One foot on the black earth of the fire pit, the girl cocked her head to look him up and down. "You're not very old. And you're marked a healer. Why would you take the Knife?"


  "When will he wake up?"


  Her nostrils flared with hatred. "I keep him asleep."


  She had such confidence in her power. His chest tightened, urging him away from her magic. But he held his ground. "Why don't you make him free you, then?"


  "When he's dead, I'll be free."


  Sefe raised one eyebrow. "Tied to a dead man."


  The angry lines on her face ceased twitching. "I can keep you from the Knife." She advanced on him, the rope snaking around her feet as it followed her.


  He rose from his seat, and fire raced down his hips and legs. His breath faltered as he fought the pain. She was so bold, he didn't think to get his spear between them until she was too close. Stars threatened the edges of his vision as the agony overwhelmed him. Forcing himself to suck in air, he caught the scent of tamarisk flowers coming from her naked skin. The dark circles of her irises reminded him of the Black Pool, where he and Medo had escaped the flame runnas so many years ago.


  "Kiss me." Her arms were still tied behind her. She lifted her chin and thrust out her tiny breasts, as if she were a woman fully endowed.


  "What?" He swayed, rock pressed against the back of his knees, and nearly toppled as his back cramped.


  "My magic requires a kiss."


  "I… don't need… your… magic." The words emerged between panting gasps.


  Rising on her toes, she leaned forward, entering his air, filling his vision. She smelled divine. He brought his hands up between them, but he had no strength.


  Her scabbed lips pressed roughly against his mouth. How long had it been since a woman had kissed him? He experienced little desire these days with the pain consuming him. Her tongue darted out, snaked between his lips, ran over his gums. A strange tingle laced through his mouth and crept like a pleasant drunken wave into his thoughts. Then it was over, and she stepped back, black eyes regarding him calmly.


  He let out a breath he'd been holding. His entire body quivered as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The reaction in his groin rose like an old memory. He could take her right now. Push her down and do what he willed. The feel of a woman around him…


  Not a woman. A flame runna.


  Lurching to one side, away from her and his desire, he pressed his lips with his fingertips. "What is this?"


  "I told you. Spirit healing." She stood immobile, her gaze fierce.


  He lifted the tip of his spear against her chest, ready to impale her with it in place of his manhood. A trickle of crimson blossomed against her breastbone and traced a line toward her belly button. She curled backward, sucking herself away without actually moving.


  He made a noise deep in his throat. He wasn't sure if he wanted to fuck her or eat her. Maybe both. Maybe neither. Her magic had him confused. "This is a black thing."


  "How? You're standing."


  The snarl contorting his lips relaxed a fraction. He was standing, straight, his pain as distant as wisps of clouds. No remedies he knew of could work like this. His breath came short and fast, but not because of discomfort. He felt quick as a child again. The desire to leap and run around the clearing flashed through his mind. To rouse his brother and race to the river. To catch the tribe. To be a man again.


  She looked up at him through thick, black lashes. Licked her lips. "You want the magic? Then keep me safe. Keep the secret of my power, so no men may harm me to steal it. And I'll give it to you freely."


  He lowered the spear and closed the distance between them, brushing her breasts with his chest. As he looked down into her face, elation coursed through his veins like a spring flood bringing life to the Tox. He should take her, right now, just to prove he could do it.


  She cowered before him, her face scrunching in terror, and he was pleased. No one had been afraid of him in a long time.


  "It's not … good … if you take too much." Her voice had lost confidence, wavering like it had the first time she'd spoken.


  A niggle of pity shook him. He spun away from her and paced to the opening in the amarantox that led back to the foot trail. He had to think this through. He could take her for a slave. Although she was a flame runna, he thought the tribe would allow it, at least until they called a Hunger. But spirit healing – dare he court such dangerous magic, just to avoid the Knife? She’d rendered Medo completely helpless. She could do the same to him – and the rest of the tribe.


  He twisted side to side, as if limbering for a run. The pain was still there, but dull, taken by the spirits to another realm. Turning, he found her backed to the other side of the clearing, as far as the rope would allow. Tossing his spear from hand to hand, he strutted around the glade. "How long will this healing last?"


  She shrugged and tilted her head toward Medo. "Depends on how much you take."%L14igh


  A rustling in the amarantox behind him made him level his spear, legs poised for action.


  Armin, the leader of the tribe, appeared between the leaves, the status feathers at the head of his spear dripping river water. He spotted Sefe, moved forward, then noticed the girl. His eyes widened and he pulled back slightly, turning his face to the sky.


  Sefe bent and grasped the flame runna's rope, euphoric at the ease of movement. With a quick step he moved between the newcomer and the girl.


  Armin’s gaze returned to the clearing. He coiled into an aggressive crouch, then leapt toward the green skinned prisoner, his spear levelled. "Kill it now. Before more come."


  "No!" Sefe crossed his spear in front of him, ready to deflect a thrust. "She's mine to claim."


  Armin licked his narrow lips. "I thought to find you dead, so far behind." He'd long been hinting that Sefe's inability to heal himself proved it was time to take the Knife. "You've got a duty to the tribe. But first I would taste flame runna flesh."


  Sefe repeated, "She's mine to claim." His heart beat so loudly he was sure the other man could hear it.


  The bone piercings in Armin's eyebrows lifted in anticipation. He pressed his spear against Sefe's. "The tribe needs to eat. It's your duty to provide. One way or another."%L14igh


  With unaccustomed strength, Sefe drew his shoulders back and widened his stance. "The Hunger's not called. Not yet."


  Armin sneered as he assessed the girl. "Maybe the flame runna can keep up better than you. You want her to carry you?”


  Sefe knocked Armin's spear aside. The clash of the fire-hardened shafts echoed through the clearing. The status feathers on Armin’s spear trembled, and Sefe wanted nothing more than to show Armin who was stronger. The rest of the tribe would be glad to have someone finally stand up for them. With his spear's tip, he severed the rope and tugged the girl to her feet. "I can walk. Let's go."


  Armin growled. "The tribe will call a Hunger when they see her. No way to stop it."


  Sefe's boldness fluttered into indecision. Armin had a point. The tribe was close to calling a Hunger anyway. All they needed was an excuse. Even if he took her as a slave, it was only a matter of time before they would put her to the Knife. And if they killed her, the tribe could be doomed, cursed by the spirits she controlled. He looked at his brother, asleep and helpless on the Tox. Who knew what else her power might do?


  He swallowed and stared at his trophy. Her skin blazed greener than the autumn-hued amarantox leaves. He blinked as an idea settled on him. A way to save the woman.


  "Flame runna flesh is poisonous like amarantox. You can't eat her."


  Armin's face fell. His lip twitched. “How do you know?”


  “A healer understands poison.”


  The leader raised his feathered spear, this time its point directed at Sefe. "Then she's worthless. And so are you. The tribe's complaining they're hungry. I can tell them the flame runnas finally got you."


  Caught off guard, Sefe couldn’t suck in a breath. He fumbled with his spear. Armin was going to kill him?


  The leader’s chest muscles flexed as he jabbed a probing strike Sefe’s direction. Sefe pivoted, avoiding the point, knowing the next time he might not be so lucky. His own spear, used as nothing but a cane for so long, listed out of balance in his grip. In spite of the flame runna magic, he was no match for the seasoned warrior.


  Rotating to keep a circling Armin in sight, Sefe dropped the rope. He corrected his grasp on the spear’s shaft just in time to deflect another thrust. The flame runna had backed herself against the shelter, her brows furrowed as she watched the fight.


  The tribe leader darted the opposite direction in an attempt to flank him. Feet blessedly agile, Sefe whirled to face him. Still, Armin's spear tip grazed his shoulder before he could twist out of the way.


  He tried to reason with the leader. "You'd kill one of the Knowing? If the tribe finds out, they'll take you, too."


  Armin feinted and jabbed, missing Sefe's gut by a breath. "They're hungry en ithiighough not to ask too much." Probably true.


  Sefe tried another angle. "They’ll think it strange that flame runnas used a spear instead of fire."


  Armin hesitated, then thrust again. "I'll cook you up before I carry you back. You’ve got a duty."


  They circled. Out of the corner of his eye, Sefe saw the girl crouching by the shelter. "Run," he commanded. He would not give Armin the satisfaction of killing them both.


  Her voice cut through the fight. "There's a hunter in here."


  Armin jumped at the sound, nearly tripping as he backed into the amarantox. His spear tip swung toward the flame runna, and Sefe thought for a moment the man would throw it. Instead, he hesitated, shifting his attention between Sefe and the girl.


  Sefe stood stiff. He'd forgotten his brother completely. Outside the Hunger, Medo might beg family ties and return to the tribe – if Sefe vouched for him. He intended to vouch for him.


  "He knows." The flame runna's words shot through him.


  Her secret. Medo knew about her spirit healing. What would his brother do when he woke? If he men a dead man."


  Sefe to take such danger back to the tribe with them.


  The leader edged to the shelter. The girl skittered away, putting Sefe between herself and the tribe leader.


  As he pivoted to keep the other man in view, Sefe's stomach churned. The hand gripping his spear felt cold, and out of old habit, he planted the butt against the ground and leaned on it.


  With a scornful glance at Sefe, the tribe leader lowered his weapon and grabbed the hunter by the arms to drag him from the shelter. Straightening, he observed Medo a few heartbeats. "Your brother? What's wrong with him?"


  Sefe needed to claim his brother to protect him from Armin’s spear, but his lips refused to speak. The tribe would agree to take Medo back. But would he keep his tongue about the flame runna’s powers?


  Armin pricked the inert form with his spear tip. Medo moaned and rubbed a hand across his eyes.


  “He knows,” the flame runna repeated.


  Sefe raised his spear, yet couldn’t decide where to aim it. The thought of his brother at his side again made his chest ache with longing. Did Medo even want to rejoin the tribe?


  Undaunted by Sefe’s weapon, Armin cocked his head. “What’s she saying?”


  She wants Medo dead.


  If she didn’t get her revenge, would she reveal her own secret? The tribe would not kill her. Killing a spirit healer would curse them. No, they'd leave her behind to die on the Tox. Alone, but alive. And her powers would be lost to him. Could she survive the Tox alone? She’d asked for his protection...


  Medo cracked one eye, grunted, and rolled to the side. As he attempted to sit, Sefe fought for air. Medo was his last living relative. If Sefe didn’t vouch for him, his life was forfeit to Armin’s spear right now. But if Medo spoke and revealed the flame runna’s spirit healing, Sefe would lose her power. He would soon be forced to take the Knife. Don't wake up. Not yet. Sefe’s head throbbed with indecision and his throat felt dry as the Tox.


  The flame runna moved close behind him. He could feel her breath on his shoulder, and the scent of her skin enveloped him in desire. Her voice floated to his ear like a brush of wind. "He stole me once, he'll steal me again. He left his hunters and chose to be alone on the Tox. He is a dead man."


  “Ana?” Medo sat and scowled at the dirt before raising slitted eyes to look for the girl. His lids opened wide at the sight of his brother. “Sefe!”


  Armin pressed the spear against Medo’s chest until the hunter collapsed back into a prone position. “Why are you on the Tox alone, Hunter?”


  Medo’s hands groped at the spear shaft. “Armin, wait! Let me explain.”


  The leader looked at Sefe and raised his pierced brows.


  “No,” Sefe gasped, unsure who he was speaking to.


  “The flame runna has spirit healing!” Medo burst out.


  Only a half a heartbeat passed before Armin twisted, eyes full of question. The truth must have shown on Sefe’s face, for Armin grimaced and leapt over Medo to dart toward the trail. Sefe hesitated, but only an instant. Once Armin told the tribe, their fear would prevent him from keeping Ana. They might even shun him because of his brief association with her. He launched himselrem; font-weight:boldithiighf after the warrior, breaking through the amarantox in a shower of leaves. Armin had already reached the drop-off, slowing to navigate the narrow ledge down to the river.


  Sefe raced toward the ravine and tottered on the edge. Armin was halfway down the sloped shelf. In spite of Ana’s kiss, Sefe knew he’d never catch the man. He had to stop him. Pulling back his spear arm, he threw. The weapon clattered off the rock near Armin’s head. The warrior glanced back at Sefe and kept moving.


  Sefe blew out a despairing breath.


  A trickle of dirt rained onto Armin’s head, quickly becoming a shower of rocks. Throwing an arm up, the warrior cried out. A large rock hit him square on the temple, and he tumbled from the ledge. The clatter of falling debris echoed from the canyon walls, then ceased.


  Sefe shot a glance along the top of the ravine; Ana stood several paces away, directly above where Armin had fallen, hands still bound behind her. She turned to look calmly at him, and he took a reflexive step back.


  When she didn’t move, he craned his neck to look out over the rock and saw Armin splayed near the water, blood fanning across the bank from his skull to mix with the muddy flow. He straightened, unsure what to do next.


  Ana stepped forward. “Untie me.”


  Maintaining his distance, Sefe caressed the small eating knife at his belt. Medo had kept her tied for a reason. And she’d just killed his tribe leader. She was dangerous. “What did you offer my brother?”


  Her eyes tightened. “He stole what he wanted. From me and from his hunter brothers.”


  Sefe searched her face for signs of lying. To the unsuspecting, she looked human and frail. A girl-woman, who’d asked for his protection. Had offered him her power. Taking a breath, he grasped her bicep and turned her to place his knife to the rope. What did he have to lose? At worst, he’d be back where he’d started. Or unconscious, like Medo. “Do not run away.”


  The moment her wrists were free, she faced him, rubbing the chafe marks the cord had left. “You will need a weapon.”


  Did she want him to retrieve a spear so she could use it against him? With her spirit healing, he doubted she needed one. But she was right – a man should not be on the Tox without a weapon.


  With Ana close behind he clambered down the ravine to look for his spear. The river here widened, and the water mumbled against the rocks, as if complaining at being weakened. His weapon had bounced and skittered nearly into the water, and when he lifted the familiar weight his heart fell. The tip had snapped nearly in half.


  Ana danced across the rock toward Armin and grabbed the leader’s spear. Sefe’s breath caught as she steadied the shaft on one shoulder and ran toward him. But she didn’t throw it. When she reached him, she lowered the point and offered him the butt end. The status feathers, weighted with the leader’s blood, clung to the shaft. Sefe took it, and Ana smiled. He caressed the slick wood with both hands. Armin was dead. What would he tell the tribe? Tempted as he was to thrust the body into the river and say their leader had never found him, too many years of hunger prevented him.


  He tilted his neck to peer toward the top of the trail. “I’ll say he was killed in a fall.”


  “And your brother?”


  He scowled, still looking at the cliff. Medo had nearly cost him his chance at life. He had cost Armin his. Best to leave him where he lay. Like Ana said, Medo had chosen his path – alone on the Tox.


  “You let him live, and he tells.”


  Her words sliced open the truth as surely as the Knife. Anyone who found his brother, whether they killed him or not, might first learn the secret of the captive flame runna. And although the tribes were enemies most of the year, traders moved freely between them. The secret would escape.


  Medo! his heart cried in anguish. Just like it had the trade-day his brother had left with the hunters. Had left him and his tribe.


  Medo had ceased being his brother on that day. But Sefe’s feet were still heavy as he ascended the ledge. Outside the thicket, he paused. How could he do this thing? He closed his eyes and took a breath. The intake of air made his spine ignite, and he hunched, a tear leaking from one eye.


  Small fingers gripped his chin, and then her lips were against his. He wrapped an arm around her to pull her close and drank deeply of her magic. When his head began to spin, he released her. She looked up at him with her fathomless dark eyes and nodded. He knew what had to be done.


  He straightened and stepped into the clearing.


  Medo had crawled half into the firepit and now lay with one arm crooked over his eyes. He peeked from beneath his elbow at the rattle of amarantox and grinned at Sefe. “It’s good to see you, brother.”


  Sefe didn’t respond. Pulse thundering in his ears, he approached, spear tip first.


  Medo’s grin faltered. His gaze shifted to where Ana stood behind Sefe. “Brother?”


  Placing the spear’s tip to Medo's breast, Sefe pushed until the blade could sink no further. Medo bucked against the protruding weapon, eyes wide, stirring a shroud of ash about them.


  Sefe leaned hard, allowing the shaft to take his full weight. Only this was no walking stick. This was the weapon of a leader. His weapon. Sefe kept his grip until Medo’s struggles ceased. When the black dust had settled, he looked down at the pathetic, naked corpse.


  "I have attended my brother's Knife."


  With newfound energy and the strength of a warrior, Sefe began to dismantle the shelter to make a travois. He had two carcasses to transport over the Crossing. The Hunger was coming. But not today.
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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.


    Botanicaust — an event 400 years ago during which invasive weeds wiped out most plant life on Earth, including the major food crops.


    Cannibal — people who survive by not wasting any food opportunity. They do not specifically prefer human flesh, but will not waste their dead.


    Flame runna — scientists who developed photosynthetic skin for humans. The chemical reaction of photosynthesis also produces an alkaloid in the bloodstream which acts like a drug and can be passed to others through bodily fluids.


    Hunger, the — cannibal term for time of food scarcity. The Hunger generally occurs during winter months, but may be “called” at any time of year when food is required.


    Hunter — cannibals who have abandoned tribal ties and banded together to actively seek human flesh. The most dangerous group on the Tox, they have been known to ignore the scars of the Knowing.


    Knife, the — ritual suicide in which cannibals offer their bodies as sustenance for the rest of the tribe. Usually performed by the old or infirm, but sometimes forced upon healthy tribe members during the Hunger.


    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 tribes.


    Spirit healer — someone with the ability to affect the minds of others. An art feared among the cannibal tribes, and believed “lost” to their healers.


    Sunstorm— 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.


    Tox, the — the cannibal name for the vast continental plains once known as the Breadbasket of America, now consumed by amarantox and other non-edible weeds.
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  Excerpt from Tam Linsey’s Novel,


  BOTANICAUST
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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 desiccatedqOpove 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 a dead man."


  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?” Verification of Consente14igh


  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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