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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Reena had heard and seen a great deal of things since the soldiers had captured her and her father. As Outlaws, they had been sentenced to die in the Arena, and she had gone into that Arena armed only with a werebane-soaked blade, a blade her father had given her. He had chosen to save her life over his own, but in the end all of them had walked out of there instead of being torn to pieces by the tigers and lions that the Governor had declared would be the cause of their death.
 
   She had wounded a tiger and its own pack had fallen upon it; the beasts had killed each other instead of the humans and she had wound up no better than before. She had incurred the wrath of the Governor himself. He had demanded that she battle as a Gladiator to save the lives of the people who had been sentenced as well and who had walked into that arena with her. She had been forced to train under the heavy hands of Hector and Kale—both of whom had sacrificed everything for her to escape, to make it to the Outpost near the mouth of the desert where she had found the sword and to the camp of Outlaws.
 
   She was supposed to be rallying them to fight against the Governor. Her father was still prisoner as were Praxis and Nemia. The soldier and priestess of Isis who had also assisted her would be killed if their part in her escape was ever discovered.
 
   Dax, the man standing there looking down at the heavy old sword, wore an expression of utter awe on his face and he hefted the sword a little higher as he said, “I was wrong—this is not Barkley’s sword.”
 
   Murmurs broke out and Reena’s heart plummeted. Barkley had created Aretula and he had crossed a desert that nobody crossed before to do it. Legend had it that there was nothing outside that desert, that the Great Wars had stripped the outlying lands of life and fertility, but lately Reena had heard many people talk of lands past the Outside, the lands that lay on the edges of the great city, past the desert. They said that there was an even greater city, and there Barkley had been a criminal. 
 
   Heidi, the woman who was trying to keep her small tribe from agreeing to go to Aretula to battle against its oppressive rule sneered out a, “Of course it is not Barkley’s, what would she be doing with Barkley’s sword?”
 
   “Shut up!” The man holding the sword roared and everyone stepped back. As quiet as he had been until now it had been easy to overlook how large and powerful he was. He fixed steely eyes on Heidi. “You forget your place woman. We took you in because your own tribe had wearied of your tongue and your laziness. Here you found a husband and a reason to be even more bitter and viperous; we have given you room to grieve but from here on out you will take on the full duties everyone else has. I am sick of you bullying and browbeating others into doing your work, and you will be courteous or you will walk a single path. Do you understand?”
 
   Everyone understood. Heidi’s face went scarlet and her expression said clearly that she was angrier than she had ever been, and she had been very angry. Reena had the sudden and almost uncontrollable urge to just kill her, to run a sword through her body and hope that nobody minded too much. This woman was dangerous; something in her guts told her so very clearly. 
 
   Dax turned back to Reena, “I know this sword. It looks like Barkley’s sword but it is not. It is another sword, one that—it was said—was the only one that ever bested Barkley. Of course you would only believe that if you believe that Barkley was not a hero, but a villain.”
 
   Heidi said, still no more quietly, “Barkley was not a villain!”
 
   In that, she had many who agreed. Reena had been to the great library however and she had heard that tale already—that Barkley had been driven across the lands because he was an outcast, not because he was the savior of the people. Even the old man, the diseased and psychotic creature who had had the sword, had told her the same thing.
 
   She said, “Dax isn’t the only one to tell this tale. I have heard it before but not the part about the sword. I heard that Barkley was a criminal, driven out of the city across the desert…”
 
   “There is no city across the desert!” Heidi shrieked the words at Reena. “You lying little fool!”
 
   Silence fell. Heidi, knowing she had gone too far, blanched and began to look around at the faces surrounding her. Nobody said anything but slowly, one by one, they began to turn their backs on her.
 
   Reena’s heart stilled in her chest then kicked back into life with an unsteady gallop that made her feel sick to her stomach. She had heard of Shunnings, but they were so rare she had never thought she’d see one!
 
   Heidi’s face contorted with rage and fear. She was being cast out and while Reena knew this day had probably been coming for a long time, she also knew that Heidi would blame her for it, and not herself. She was one of those women who could never forgive anyone, who was a burden on her tribe. Reena had no doubt she bullied others into doing her work or letting someone’s sympathy for her plight keep them from helping her with her duties while she idled away the hours. She had met people like Heidi before, but usually they were not tolerated long and sent to look for other tribes to be a part of.
 
   But being sent away was one thing, being Shunned another. Being Shunned meant being dead! It meant no Outlaw would raise a hand to help or shelter; her head ached as she realized that while this was not her fault she was the catalyst for what was happening right now.
 
   As leader of the tribe it was Lucas’s duty to mark Heidi and it was also his duty to give her whatever he felt she had earned as a member of the tribe. Those possessions would be all that stood between her and death as she was sent away and into Exile. 
 
   Reena was horrified and close to tears. The faces of many in the tribe were stony but Heidi’s children were obviously baffled and terrified. One of them grabbed the hand of the man next to him and asked him why he was doing that, turning his back like that, but he got no answer. The little boy began to wail and Reena’s blood ran cold. Were they shunning her children as well? To do so meant death! They were too young to be alone in the woods and beyond! Heidi would abandon them, she just knew it.
 
   Lucas took up a blade and went to where Heidi stood. She began to run but he caught her. Her children’s wails grew louder and Reena reached out, grabbed the two children and pulled them behind her, trying to shield them from what was about to happen.
 
   “Hold still and it will hurt less,” Lucas said firmly.
 
   Naturally, Heidi did not hold still. She bucked and fought, her nails scratching and clawing at Lucas’s face as he carved the mark of exile into her forehead. Reena stood silent, watching. If she did not have the right to turn her back, she was an outsider to this tribe so she was not allowed to participate in the shunning and she was also not allowed to turn her back and not watch either. It was up to her to bear witness; those were the laws.
 
   When the mark was finished and Lucas released Heidi she scrambled backwards, her feet kicking up dust in her wake. “You just wait and see! That girl is going to bring ruin down on all of the Outlaws in these woods!”
 
   Reena did not doubt that Heidi was absolutely right about that, after all she was an Outlaw on the run for her own life because she had escaped from the Governor’s cruel edict and the arena. Gladiators who ran were not killed mercifully, any more than Outlaws were killed mercifully. To be an outlaw gladiator — she doubted there’d ever been such a thing before and she shuddered to think what type of death awaited her back in the city.
 
   Lucas said, “Will anyone here speak for her children?”
 
   Reena looked around. The children were far too young to be exiled; it was obvious that their mother had no intention of taking them with her if she could get away with it. She was already attempting to scramble through the belongings that were nearest to the fire and Reena seriously doubted if those were hers. It was up to Lucas to decree what belongings she could take with her, but Heidi was obviously not going to let him decide what she got to take or at least she was going to try to get whatever she could before he could make that ruling.
 
   An older woman stepped forward, “I will speak for them. I will keep them with me and attempt to keep them safe. I have enough to keep them in my own household. I don’t think anyone here would deny that I do my share and I will see to it that they do theirs as well.”
 
   Lucas said, “Everyone here knows you do your share Lorna. The children are yours. That is, unless of course their mother wants to take them with her.”
 
   Heidi, scrambling for several marked packets of beef jerky, turned and glared at Lucas. Her forehead was bleeding profusely, crimson blood mingling and matting into her blonde hair. “You can keep them,” she snarled. “I hope you know you’re sending me to die.”
 
   Reena wanted to step in, to apologize for her unwitting part in this whole debacle, but she said and did nothing because there was nothing she could say or do. Lucas said, “You knew this was coming Heidi. We have warned you and warned you and warned you. We kept you here despite all of your faults, but we will no longer keep you with us. Go, you’re now exiled. None in this camp will ever turn their face to you ever again.
 
   “If they meet you in the woods you will be as a ghost. That is the law of the Shunning and you have been Shunned.”
 
   He moved towards her and removed all the items that she was holding to her chest with his hands. Heidi attempted to fight him at first but eventually it became clear to her that he was not going to stop removing the items from her grasp. Lucas said, “You came here with nothing but your children. You did not help in any way, even your husband was found lacking. It was your own fault that your husband was taken from work tribe. If you had been a better helpmate then he would never have been alone in the woods that day. It is time for you to own your own responsibility in his death and quit dragging others along with you and for seeing your grief to be a reason for us all to suffer.
 
   “Since we’re keeping your children and they will eventually grow up and become part of the tribe and hopefully at least twice as helpful as you have ever been, I am going to gift you with a single blade, the very blade that I cut the mark of exile into your head with. Use it well. That is all you will take from this camp, aside from the clothes you stand in.”
 
   Heidi gave all of them a hateful glare. Blood ran down her face and the rings around her eyes, created by shock and rage were as dark as the shadows at midnight. “I curse every last one of you.”
 
   Nobody moved. To be cursed by someone was awful, but to be cursed by someone who was Shunned was to have never been cursed at all. A shunned person did not exist and so their curse could not exist either.
 
   Heidi’s children screamed and cried and tried to follow her as she stormed out of the camp, kicking over people’s belongings as she went. Lauren held them back with her hands and arms; she held them tightly and once Heidi was gone she took them to the other side of the camp, away from the adults, so that they would have time to recover from the horrible little incident that had just occurred.
 
   The children cried on and on, like their hearts would break, but eventually those tears and sobs stopped. The rest of the tribe gathered back around Dax, who still held the sword.
 
   Dax asked, “Would you hear the tale of the Greatest City, and the criminals who once overran it?”
 
   Lucas said, “Yes, tell us about it. If there is no truth to the legend of Barkley then we would know why.”
 
   Before The Great War there were many cities upon the earth. There were twelve names known all across the globe. These were the bastions of power, of money, of civilization. These were the places where people went when they left their homes in smaller cities and towns where farmlands surrounded homes.
 
   The cities were unlike anything anyone could have ever imagined; not even the great city of Aretula could hope to hold a candle to those cities. Lights gleamed from tall poles that stood sentinel on the long streets. Some of the buildings touched the very tops of the heavens, or so it was said. People were moved about by strange machines: machines that would roll along the streets without help from any horse or other animal. There were even machines that would take people from one city to the next, flying along the heavens like a giant bird.
 
   But none of the cities got along. If five cities were friends than they were always angry with the cities who were not their friends. And thus began the Great War.
 
   After the war there was destruction and desolation. All the legends agree on this. The rain rarely fell and when it did it burned flesh, destroyed birds, making them fall dead from the sky at its touch on their wings. The snow was equally deadly, and the sun was a strange color, that is when it bothered to shine it all. The oceans were poisoned and the life that had once rolled about under its waves washed up dead on the shores. There was nothing to eat except the things that the cities had stored up, which quickly ran out despite the fact that so few people had survived the war itself. Years of battles had depleted those stores long before the weapons that they used during the war killed off most of the surrounding lands.
 
   Among the ruins rose a great army. This army was headed up by a cruel man whose only goal was to take what he could get where he could get it. Many followed him simply because there was nobody else to follow, and because with him the odds of starvation were at least slightly lower. It was said that to ride with this man’s army was to murder innocents, but to keep oneself for life.
 
   This man’s name was Barkley.
 
   Barkley was a murderer, a criminal. One day he came to a city near a great desert, a city that had managed to keep laws in place and began to live again. In this city there were men who had magical spells, who were able to create life out of the barren, chemical-laden soil and to start things growing again. Their people were fed and there was very little fighting within the city itself. It was not allowed; everyone had to work together in order to survive, and so they did.
 
   But then Barkley came bringing death and war with him. The city did not want to fight, but it would to protect itself and protect its citizens. Of all the cities that Barkley had ridden through, of all the lands that he had conquered, this was the one that he wanted. Within those walls, those men, those magicians who had discovered how to decode the books of old and , knew the spells to make things grow; they had discovered a new spell. They formed a weapon that devastated Barkley’s army. That weapon was powerful and it could cause death from a distance. It was said that fire and light were its way of killing and that, afterwards, it was forever hidden because the elders knew that a weapon that powerful would be too great a temptation.
 
   Barkley was defeated. His army was mainly destroyed and those that lived — Barkley included — were brought inside the walls of the army to meet with the man who ruled the city. Inside the city walls Barkley and his remaining followers were given a choice. They could stay as prisoners and work at hard labor to make restitution for their crimes or they could flee into the desert and attempt to find a life there. They would not be allowed to return to any of the other cities to the East, they had to go West. 
 
   Barkley refused to surrender. Instead he challenged the ruler of that great city to a dual. He demanded his sword and to be able to fight the man who sentenced him one on one.
 
   The leader of the free city was a peaceful man but he was also a smart man. He knew that unless he vanquished Barkley personally, the city would never be free of him or his oppression. They could drive him West but he would return; he was always going to be able to find people who would follow him, people who were hungry and desperate enough to do whatever it took to ensure their own survival even if it meant killing somebody else, so he agreed to the challenge.
 
   Barkley and the leader of the city met at dawn the following morning. They met in the halls of an old Arena, a place where once many years before, great men had met to battle for honor and wealth. They each were armed with a sword. Barkley’s sword had been stolen from a place called the museum, a sacred place where artifacts of the past were held so that future generations could see them. Nobody knew where the leader’s sword had come from; they only knew that it was in every way the match of Barkley’s.
 
   Barkley was indeed vanquished in that fight. He was sent West with a greatly reduced number of followers. After witnessing their leader being beaten and bloodied by a man half his size and without any of his cruelty; many of those who once followed him decided to stay within the city itself. Many of them stayed merely because they feared going West, feared the great desert. Legends had it that nothing existed on the other side of that sand.
 
   On this side of the family, the legend of Barkley is well known. Barkley was the great leader who struggled out of nothingness and through the desert and into the city that would become the one we know as Aretula.
 
   “Wait, do you mean to tell me that Barkley was a gladiator?” Reena asked.
 
   “I don’t know that he was.” Dax handed her the sword back. “All I know is that once he came here he found the arena and created the gladiators. Ever since he created the city, men have fought and died on the arena stands whether for the amusement of the crowd or because they been sentenced to do so.”
 
   Reena stared down at the sword, her fingers tracing the intricate filigree and the words carved into the blade itself. Where had this thing come from? If Barkley had stolen his from a museum where had the leader of this city, the city that may not have even ever existed, have gotten this one?
 
   She had no idea what to do with it as a weapon but she had a fairly good idea of what to do with it right then. She held it over her head, holding it very high and said, “I will ask you again. How many of you are sick of the Governor’s rule? How many of you are willing to fight? There is a war brewing within the city walls and they need our help. With our help they could overthrow the Governor. We could all be free. Will you stand here, and continue to hide like animals in the woods or will you come with me back to the city?”
 
   It was the first time she would give that speech, but not the last.
 
   **
 
   It was the next day when they found another tribe, the tribe belonging to Deal, the boy who had stood with her in the Arena, but his tribe was depressingly small. There were only eight of them in total, and four of them were women and children. The other four were men, if you counted Deal. She had to count him though; she had seen his courage in the arena and she knew she could count on him. He had made his way back into the woods and back to his tribe despite great odds and she knew that he was willing to fight.
 
   They found a large cave, one that Outlaws used frequently. Nobody had stayed in it for a long period of time because it was too close to several farms nearby. When the soldiers roamed looking for Outlaws or if they were just out and about Culling, the caves were usually the first places they checked.
 
   The soldiers were aware that the Outlaws used that cave, but they had never caught one in there yet and Reena hoped that luck held. They built a fire and everyone shared what food they had while Dax told again the story of the sword that she carried.
 
   The leader of that tribe, a scarred older man named Griffin, told them that the news that he had heard from around the farms was all bad. “The soldiers are looking for you Reena. They have been ordered to capture you on sight. As for the rest of us, if we are caught harboring you we’re also to be killed. The Governor wants your head brought back to the city and nothing else. He says that he’s no longer willing to give you any clemency at all.”
 
   “As if he ever gave me any to begin with.” Reena was angry, and she had every right to be but she knew that she should quell that now. Now was not the time for anger, now was the time for reason. If she was angry she would make a mistake; and the last thing on earth she could afford was a mistake. “Is there any news of my father?”
 
   “I heard he was taken to the Pit,” Deal said.
 
   “Are you sure?” Reena’s heart sank at the words. The Pit was a place from which very few ever escaped and those who did left it through the door of death. If her father was there, there was no way to rescue him; it was guarded by soldiers and overseers with long cruel whips and many other weapons. Her father was strong, so he was not likely to die from the work unless they were not feeding him. If the Governor had taken it into his head to punish her father for her escape, then it was quite likely that he wasn’t being fed and that his workload was far more difficult than that of the other people who worked in the Pit. Not that anyone in the Pit had an easy workload.
 
   “That is just what they say.”
 
   Reena scrutinized Deal’s face. “That is what who says?”
 
   “Talon’s parents. I visited their farm a few days ago; they are very afraid, Reena. Their son is still in the city you know; he was supposed to be your last battle but now that you’re gone the Governor is taking his anger out on him.”
 
   Reena’s spirits sank even further, something she would not have thought possible just a few seconds before. Talon was a friend, and his family had long been allies of the Outlaws. It was not his fault that he was being forced to go against her in the Arena, and he should not be punished because she escaped.
 
   Lucas asked, “Do you know where any of the other tribes are hiding?”
 
   The leader of Deal’s tribes shook his head. “No, we haven’t seen anyone. The woods are awfully quiet now, everyone is afraid. We’ve never seen the amount of soldiers that we’ve seen in the last few days. I don’t know how you escaped their gaze, even as far back in the woods as you were.”
 
   Deal added, “They’re not afraid anymore either. The superstitions used to keep them away but they don’t seem to be working. They’re more afraid of the Governor then they are of the old ghost and haunts that are supposed to be in these woods.”
 
   Reena sighed. “Then maybe we should just make them afraid again. If we do that, if we run the soldiers away then perhaps we will have a better chance of finding the other tribes.”
 
   Griffin asked, “Have you gone insane? How would you suggest we make the soldiers believe in haunts and ghosts?”
 
   Reena said, “I would suggest that we turn them into them.”
 
   There were murmurs of disbelief and then finally Lucas asked, “Do you know the punishment and the penalty for killing a soldier of the city?”
 
   Reena met his gaze with a level gaze of her own. “Do you not realize that declaring war against the city means that you will have to kill their soldiers? Why not start now? We have got to rally more people; if we do it properly though they will never know that we did it; they’ll blame the ghosts.”
 
   “Tell me how you think this can work.” It was Dax who spoke. He was leaning forward, far across the fire, his eyes intent. “It seems to me that the soldiers are all moving towards the other side of the woods; we’ve all agreed on that otherwise we never would’ve chosen this cave for the night or created a fire in order to cook. If the other tribes are nearby they should be called to us by the scent of the wood or the food, but they aren’t coming.”
 
   Reena said, “Would you come for the scent of food and fire? I would never have done that, and neither would my father. We would’ve thought it was a trap, especially in the East.”
 
   Lucas said, “The girl has a point.”
 
   Reena knew that the men had many years of fighting experience. Some of them had been soldiers before they had done whatever it was that caused them to be branded as an outlaw and sent into the lands beyond the outside. That they were listening to her at all was a very good indicator of how much they believed in the sword that she held, and just how much they wanted freedom from the oppressive rule of the Governor. But how long could she keep their respect? How long could she be there if she did not deliver any results at all? It was all fine and good to raise their spirits and their hopes with pretty speeches and powerful swords, but until there was action that could prove to them that they could win this, all she had was a collection of people who had long ago turned their back on any kind of affiliation. She needed to unite them and perhaps this would be the best way.
 
   Even as she thought about that, her stomach churned with revulsion. Could she be seriously considering killing innocent people? Whether they were soldiers or not they were still innocent, at least they not done anything to her. It didn’t matter; this was war and war sometimes called for measures far worse than the one she was contemplating.
 
   “What did you have in mind, Reena?” And with that question Griffin set in motion a plan.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Reena was up high in the trees. The mist had sprung up from the lakes beyond and night and drifted across the front section of woods. The trees here were tall but not as thickly overgrown, and she knew that they were risking much by being up in them. A simple shift in the wind could reveal their hiding places. There was nothing she could do about it at the moment. The sound of the soldiers’ horses was loud; it was rolling along at ground level and she could see Deal’s pale face peering at her under the leaves of another tree.
 
   Seven. That was the number of soldiers riding towards them. They knew that because two of the best trackers of the two tribes had gone out the night before and had gone to find the soldiers. They had come back to report how many there were, how many were on horse — all of them — and what type of supplies they were carrying. 
 
   Their plan was simple, they were going to catch the soldiers in their trap, kill them and take their supplies. Birds cried out from another tree and she turned her head ever so slightly to see Lucas stretched out along the thick limb. Of all of the men in her command, Lucas was the one who had the best chance of making things really work here: he had once been a soldier for the city. While he had renounced his loyalty to the city long ago after his wife and children were killed because of something that was perceived as his failure. That had been a long time ago. Whether or not he was still capable of doing the things that he had been capable of doing, remained to be seen. Reena was hoping that he was because if he failed, the rest of the plan would simply fall apart and they all stood a good chance of dying there.
 
   The horses entered the woods. Reena gave off a long low whistle, one intended to snap back anyone’s attention that had wandered, and to signal those behind them. Lucas dropped off the tree limb, silent as a cat and landed on the back of one of the horses. He had been aiming for the very last horse in line, but landed on the one next in line.
 
   For a moment Reena was terrified; if the soldier behind Lucas set out the alarm, Lucas would die and they would stand no chance. Lucas was faster than anyone Reena had ever seen, he twisted around with a blade flying out of his fingers so quickly that it was a simple blur in the fading afternoon sun. The blade hit the soldier in the throat, causing a long run of crimson blood to appear and run down his flesh onto his ropes. Without a sound he pitched sideways off his horse.
 
   The stallion had been trained to battle and so it just kept walking without so much as a whimper. The horse on which Lucas had landed was carrying another soldier and he was aware that something had happened, that there was something behind him, but he never got a chance to turn around. Lucas’s strong arm wrapped around his neck in a choking hold that cut off all his air and the ability to cry out for help.
 
   Two down, now there were only five and the odds were more even. In the tree next to Reena, Deal sat up and reached for the crudely made bow and arrow that he had laid beside him. He fitted an arrow into the knots and pulled back; Reena could practically see the boy holding his breath and then he let it go. The arrow flew, straight and true, taking out the second soldier in the column.
 
   The four soldiers that remained immediately began to pull themselves into a tight circle. That was what their training had always taught them and that was what the rest of the Outlaws had been planning on, had been counting on. As soon as they pulled themselves into that tight little knot more arrows flew from above. All of the soldiers fell, and the horses began to panic as a few of them were stricken lightly with the arrows.
 
   Nobody wanted to kill the horses, so the arrows that were hitting them were hitting them in spots designed to cause them to stampede. They would not get far; the Outlaws waiting deeper in the woods would see to that. Only one of the soldiers had died as a result of the arrows showering down on them; the others were on the forest floor, weapons drawn and ready to fight. 
 
   Reena and the others came down from the trees, swinging on the long improvised ropes they had made. They had smeared their bodies and faces with mud as well as their clothes, so the only thing that the soldiers saw coming at them was a long gray thing. The soldiers began to run, dropping their swords in their haste. Reena picked off one, her werebane-soaked knife cutting deep.
 
   They left one soldier alive; that was intentional. As she watched that soldier run out of the woods, Reena felt no pity for him at all. Once upon a time she had had a much softer heart, but the Governor had seen to it that she had lost that. But now the Governor was about to lose a lot more.
 
   Deal said, “Did you see that? Did you see him running Reena? We won! We beat them!”
 
   Lucas said, “Son, if you think that was winning then you are seriously in need of a lesson in what makes winning and losing.”
 
   Reena knew that whatever Lucas was wrestling with, he would not want to discuss it so she did not ask. Instead she pulled Deal away, going to the fallen soldiers so that she could help to strip them of weapons and food.
 
   Their plans seemed to work because within hours of the soldier’s death another tribe made itself known. The tribe was larger than the combined two with which Reena was already traveling. They were an even dozen grown men, and all of them were eager to fight.
 
   In the next few days they sent out scouts to the surrounding farms. The stories that they brought back were all the same. The soldier that had escaped and survived had been put to death almost immediately as punishment for his failure to capture whatever it was that had attacked him.
 
   Before he died however, he had told the story of a ghost falling from the trees and gobbling up the other men to as many people as would listen. And people were listening. The soldiers had regained their fears and superstition of the place and were now avoiding the deeper sections of the woods at all costs. It was said that the Governor was furious.
 
   They all knew that it would be foolish to take that as a victory.  Reena had a feeling that while the soldiers might be superstitious and afraid of ghosts, the Governor himself either was not or did not care how many lives were lost in his pursuit of the girl who got away.
 
   Her suspicions seemed to be proven correct a few days later when they ran into yet another tribe, one that had been decimated by the soldiers. Most of them had died and the few who remained were suspicious and hostile. They were as angry at Reena and her small band as they were at the soldiers. Reena could understand the reasons: all Outlaws were being pursued and were subject to death now, and soldiers were hunting for her so furiously they were all in even greater danger.
 
   Lucas found her later that night sitting in the lowest branches of a tree staring out towards the end of the woods, her eyes fastened on a small strip of green grass that divided the woods from the Outside. The farm of Talon’s family was to the right, and she could see smoke rising up from the small chimney on the thatched roof and hear the occasional bleat of a farm animal and her heart ached with pity and misery.
 
   Where was Talon right then? Was he being made to suffer for her escape? How can the Governor be so cruel? He had known that they knew each other, how was that possible?
 
   She was startled out of those thoughts by Lucas saying, “If you think any harder your brain might explode.”
 
   “Somehow I don’t think it’s such a bad thing if something in me explodes.”
 
   There were tears on her face and she knew she should hide them, but she did not have the energy to bother. Lucas sighed and sat down beside her, warmth from his large body comforting her.
 
   “No, maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing. You’re holding a lot in, and maybe you need to let it out. It’s obvious that it’s hurting you.”
 
   “Does it ever get any easier Lucas?”
 
   “Does what get any easier Reena?”
 
   “Killing.”
 
   “No, or at least it shouldn’t. Some will tell you that it does, that you just go numb or forgot what you’re doing. Some will tell you that you begin to see people as enemies and not as human beings. I always thought that was the most dangerous mindset of all.”
 
   “What did they find you guilty you of? What happened to make you become and Outlaw instead of a soldier?”
 
   “You’re opening a can of worms Reena. You sure you want to have them tickling around inside?”
 
   “You’ll have to tell me; I’m just being nosy I guess.”
 
   “No, you’re asking a question because you want to know the answer. Whether or not it’s your right to know, I’m going to tell you anyway.
 
   “There was a farm but on the edges of the city, right outside the walls. The people there had a very lush garden; every year they gave their percentage to the city — everyone paid tax whether they liked it or not. One year three of the children fell ill and couldn’t help to till the soil where the plants and animals were. The crops were less that year and the children needed food in order to make it through the winter, but the tax was due. A man had took some of the food in order to have enough for his children, but pretended that he had not harvested it; if he had not, they would’ve starved.
 
   “I was one of the soldiers sent to collect their tax and I saw the hidden food but didn’t say anything. I actually helped him to hide it from the other soldiers. Someone found out and reported me.”
 
   “So they murdered your wife and child?”
 
   “No, it was my word against my accuser’s and they couldn’t prove it. By the time they searched the farmer’s house, it was almost spring and what food there had been was already gone. The family was starved by then.”
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   “The man who accused me had always been jealous of my position within the ranks. I was the son of a poor farmer and he was the son of a city council member. He always thought he should have been the first to advance, and in normal circumstances he would’ve been. He had been in battle several times that year, and there were factions within the city that were fighting the army themselves that came after the Governor. I happened to be in the right place at the right time and got myself a giant promotion for it.
 
   “When he reported me that time, he reported me as a traitor. He used my family and everything else against me. My wife and child were taken and held prisoner and tortured until my wife confessed to something she had never done in an attempt to save our child from being tortured the same way.
 
   “I was dragged out into a courtyard and forced to watch as my wife and child were executed. I managed to get a hold of a sword and slay the two soldiers who were holding me, but not in time to save my wife and child. The soldiers murdered them, and later that day they went to one of the taverns to drink. They were foolish enough to go drinking at the taverns, knowing that I was running loose in the city, having escaped from the death sentence hanging over my head.
 
   “Once I had my revenge on them I headed for the woods. It was how I became an Outlaw. Your father knew all that; I’m surprised he never told you.”
 
   “My father did share with me the story of people’s lives before they came to the woods,” Reena said as she picked at a small healing scab on her right arm. “He always said people’s lives began the minute they put a foot in the forest and not before. Or at least that was the way we had to look at it. He always said if we judged people by what they had done before they came to the woods then we would never know who they would be afterwards.” 
 
   “Your father was always very intelligent that way.” Lucas reached out his hand and took hers, squeezing it hard. “My child was a girl, Reena, and she was a beautiful little thing. My only hope now is that if she had been able to grow up, she would’ve grown up to be like you. I know you don’t think you’re doing anything to help, but you don’t realize what an impact you’re having. The truth is you are changing things. You matter in this world and in the scheme of things.”
 
   More tears slid down her pale cheeks. “I’m a murderer, you don’t see that Lucas? All I’ve done is cause death and destruction and I don’t see how that’s ever going to change.”
 
   “War against the tyrant is not war against an innocent, Reena. Sometimes innocents do suffer in that battle and that’s a shame and sorrow, but that is the way things sometimes must be. Do not berate yourself or blame yourself.”
 
   His words brought little comfort. “I do not want anyone who is innocent to be hurt, that is the problem. The city is full of innocents and you know it Lucas.”
 
   “It is also full of those who are not. The ones who are will take up arms against the evil or they will hide in attempt to stay out of the way. That is the way it always happens in war and this is war Reena, do not doubt it. And do not blame yourself for the war that is coming, because it has been coming for a long time and whether you had showed up or not it still would’ve happened.”
 
   Before she knew that the words were going to come from her mouth, Reena found herself telling Lucas all of it. She told him about River and the poison in her food, about Kale and his refusal to fight her. She told him about being dressed in the bride costume and being sent out on the road by herself to go to the outpost by the mouth of the desert and the man that she had found there. She told him about the secret meetings with Praxis and she even told him about the strange longing that she always had for Praxis to kiss her every time she was around him.
 
   When she was done talking she took a long breath and said, “I’m sorry, I have no idea why I just burdened you with all of that. There’s nothing that can be done about any of it now.”
 
   “You told me because your father isn’t here and that’s who you normally talk to. Life is hard out here in the woods for our children. In some ways I’m glad my own child never had to roam them. I know that sounds harsh, but look at the way that you lived as a child, look at the way they still live. Think of Heidi’s children, and the other children here in the tribe. They don’t play as other children do: their games are not really games; they are preparation for situations which are actually going to happen one day during their lifetime.
 
   “They play “hide from soldiers” and they make up ways to escape. They are born with a death sentence hanging over their head merely because of who their parents are, and never have a chance to learn the trade or to be educated or to see the city for themselves, at least not up close. And if it is ever something they see then they see it from the back of the death cart on their way to either the Arena or Pit.”
 
   Reena said, “I would never have wanted to grow up any other way.”
 
   “You are never given the choice.”
 
   “Are you saying my father was wrong?” Her anger was showing and she knew it and she didn’t care either. Was Lucas actually saying that her father had had no right to bring her into the world?
 
   “I’m saying that it isn’t fair to the children who are born out here. It hinders them, it keeps them from learning and growing and being anything other than an Outlaw.”
 
   “Not all children who are born out here stay out here.”
 
   Both Lucas and Reena turned their heads to see Lauren, the woman who had taken Heidi’s children in standing behind them. Her light brown leather pants still bore some bloodstains from the day of the battle. She should have scraped and cleaned those hides as much as possible, but the blood simply remained. She came closer and sat down on the ground, running a hand through her wavy reddish hair as she did so.
 
   Reena noticed how Lucas stared so hard at Lauren, and she wondered if Lauren ever noticed how hard he stared at her. It was the same way that she stared at Praxis. Could Lucas want to kiss Lauren?
 
   Lauren said, “I have heard of and even seen women who would give birth and then say the baby died. It is not an uncommon thing out here and nobody questions a mother’s right to bury her child in her own way. There are some women whose children do not die, but rather are given away.
 
   “Although many on the small farms run a risk of starvation they always need children. They need them because without the children to help grow the farm’s crops and tend to the animals there would not be enough hands to keep the farm growing and going. Children eat less than other adults so they are more valuable. Farmers do not care where a child comes from and most men with a wife who has produced enough rarely notices if another babe enters the household unexpectedly or if they do, they pretend not to.”
 
   Lucas asked, “What do you think is preferable to raising children out here?”
 
   “I think anything is preferable to raising them out here. Here their death is assured and their innocence ignored. Most children of Outlaws are sentenced to the same death penalty as their parents if they are caught, but what crime do the children commit? What crime did you commit Reena to be put into the Arena?”
 
   It was not a question Reena had ever been asked before. The answer was obvious—she was an Outlaw. She was an Outlaw by birth and by action. She said so and Lauren gave her a long steady look before saying, “Do you think that fair? When you are baby in your mother’s arms, a mere infant, could you turn your back on your own parents and walk yourself into the city and declare yourself a citizen? By city laws that would’ve been what you had to do.
 
   “Do you know that by city laws a child of an outlaw may not be surrendered by the parents, it must surrender itself and it must do so before it is three days old. How can a three-day-old infant surrender itself to the city’s rule? How can a three-day-old child speak its own oath of loyalty to the city? It’s an archaic rule, it’s a law that was put in place to guarantee that no child of any Outlaw would ever find sympathy within the city.”
 
   “I had never heard of that.” Reena picked up a small rock near her foot and turned it over and over in her hands. Tiny glints of pyrite showed in the thin sliver of moonlight that was coming from the ebony sky. A small wind blew through the trees, rattling the leaves and creating a small and mournful tune.
 
   This was the place that she knew, this was home. The entire time she spent in the city she had longed to be back here. Now that she was here she was being forced to go back to the city and she didn’t want to go. Noonehad never asked her if she felt like she was being robbed of her rights when she was a child or whether she wanted to be the daughter of an Outlaw or if she wanted to be a child of the city.
 
   What would she have done if someone had asked her that question? What would she have chosen?
 
   The long sharp whistle brought them all to their feet. Lucas tilted his head to one side, listening intently and Lauren moved closer to a tree, putting her hand out to its trunk to feel if there were any vibrations running through it from the ground below. It was a way to tell if there was a large herd of animals racing towards them. In the woods the most common herd of animals racing towards someone was horses, generally horses that were mounted by soldiers.
 
   The whistle from the century, and the expressions on the faces of both Lauren and Lucas told Reena everything she needed to know. Soldiers were coming and they were probably not very far off.
 
   The soldiers were closer than they could have imagined, so close that they were on top of them before they really had time to get to the small spaces they had constructed to hide within. That had been Dax’s idea; he had suggested making small crypt-like places in the ground, burying them with tree branches and leaves so that to the passerby, they would appear as just another part of the forest floor.
 
   Reena had had no idea until she was inside the thing with the horses thundering past, how terrifying it would be inside of them. It was small, constrictive and incredibly dark. There were other bodies jammed in with hers and she could smell sweat and fear. To make matters even worse she knew that the soldiers could barely see the road, what if they swerved off of it? Would the lid-like surfaces they had constructed to place over the top of the little hiding holes be able to withstand the weight of the horses and the soldiers that they carried?
 
   Small streams of moonlight did occasionally filter through and the occasional drift of leaves or dirt fell through the cracks in the lids. It seemed to last an eternity. By the time the soldiers passed, Reena was a limp and shaking mess and she was not the only one.
 
   They began to cry out slowly, one by one all of them helping out those who were still within, while still keeping an eye open for the soldiers to return.
 
   “That worked like a charm.” Lucas seemed to be impressed by it, but Reena was less than impressed; she was still fairly terrified.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to be in one for longer than a few minutes at a time,” Lucas said. “And then we should move, and move fast. Regarding us having to move as a group, we have to move silently and fast.”
 
   All of them had escaped often from the soldiers’ notice. No one of them needed to be told to cling to to the shadows, to watch the road carefully for any signs of the soldiers and to stay concealed as much as possible. Sometimes the soldiers were wily, getting off their horses and creeping up on foot, but tonight they did not seem to be interested in doing that at all. The sound of the horses’ hooves beating against the roads could be heard for miles.
 
   “They have never been out this late at night before,” Deal said in an almost silent whisper.
 
   He was entirely correct about that. Usually when the soldiers were out at night it was in the earliest part of the evening, but the midnight hour had passed and they were still on the road, still searching. Nobody needed to point out that outlaws typically did manage to outmaneuver soldiers by employing a very simple and incredibly useful trick: they quite often traveled at night and hid during the day, while the soldiers were out and about in the forest.
 
   This was something soldiers had never caught on to; how had they known this time?
 
   During the night they would find themselves asking themselves that same question over and over again: how had they known? They made it back to their secondary camp, a quiet little place where they could all hide out. It was a place quite often used by the Outlaws and a sort of informal gathering place for all of the tribes. It was in flames.
 
   They all stood there looking at it, uncertain and frightened. They had seen the flames from a distance but they had not been willing to believe that that was their camp, that the soldiers had been able to find it and to pinpoint exactly where it was, but they had.
 
   “Someone has betrayed us,” Reena said, the words that she knew everybody was thinking. “The question now is just who?”
 
   “It could be anybody, they have many Outlaws in custody,” Lauren said, who was holding Heidi’s two children close to her in a protective manner.
 
   Dax said, “Don’t be a fool. We all know who’d be willing to betray us right now, and who would have a reason to hate us more than anybody else.”
 
   All eyes went to the two children that Lauren was holding close. Reena asked, “Why would she do it?”
 
   Lucas answered that with, “Heidi was always vindictive. We should never have taken her in, and once we did take her in and realize how she was, it was too late. She was married to one of our men, one of our best men and with child. While he was alive he managed to keep her in check as much as anyone could, but once he was gone all bets were off. Her hatred has no boundaries at this point and no place that she ever went with us is safe now. 
 
   “Was there any place that she did not know of?” Reena asked.
 
   Lauren shook her head, “No. She traveled like all of us do. She went everywhere we went. We had no secrets from her. We never had any secrets from ourselves; you know that.”
 
   Heidi’s little girl looked up at Lauren and asked, “Are we in trouble too?” Everyone gathered around, looking at the ground, ashamed of the thoughts that had been gathering in their minds. Reena had seen the hatred on more than one face and she was grateful to see it dissipating in the face of the little girl’s question. 
 
   Lucas said gruffly, “No. You are not your mother and you are not responsible for her actions.”
 
   A small wave of relief filled Reena. But it did not last long; there were many things that they would have to deal with and Heidi’s children were but a small part of that.
 
   Deal said, “We have to find a safe place. There’s no way we can all sleep in those little holes and even if we could, there’s no guarantee that the soldiers would ride right over them and not look within them.”
 
   He was only stating the truth, the truth that they had all already known and had had brought home to them while they were inside the small cavities waiting for the soldiers to pass them on the road. Nobody seemed to have any ideas though.
 
   Reena asked, “Is it possible that some of us had hiding places that we did not share with the rest of you?”
 
   Silence fell. The code of the woods was that nothing was secret and nothing was sacred. What one had, one shared. There were supposed to be no secret caches of food, nothing that one person would keep to themselves no matter their tribe or loner status. The only people who were exempt from knowing these things were the ones who had been Shunned or exiled.
 
   Finally one of the men from the last camp that they had joined up with stepped forward. “Perhaps. But if there is it was never intentional. I think most of us have some hiding places that we know of, but we don’t always travel together and a lot of us travel alone instead of in groups. As did you and your father, Reena. It is possible, so let’s start with all the places that we all know of together. We need to have a meeting and discuss this not only calmly but quickly because if we do not we will be caught out here with nowhere to go.”
 
   How had she become the leader? Reena wasn’t sure but it was obvious that she was. The whole thing was so bizarre, but it was her responsibility. She had somehow taken on that responsibility just as surely she had taken that sword that hung in a scabbard on her back, a scabbard that Lucas had carved for her from a long tree limb.
 
   “My father and I were often alone, and I’m certain that we had places that we went but nobody knew about. They were only good for two people or three at the most and we can talk about them because I suppose we assumed everyone knew of the same places. The woods are only so large, but they can be sheltering. You’re right, let’s all discuss the places that we know of as tribes and then talk about the places that we know as loners. We might be able to find a place large enough to shelter us all that way.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   There were indeed several places that they all traveled to when they were traveling in smaller groups that they did not use when they traveled as a tribe. Some of the places Heidi had never seen; most of them were too small to hide more than a few people so the tribe had never traveled there. At the moment those places were their only option so they headed off towards one of them as the night continued to darken the skies.
 
   It was a long trek; they had to avoid many of the known landmarks and go by less common ones. Heidi had always been a follower, never a tracker or a seeker, so it would have been possible that she would not have remembered the way or she would not have been able to describe the landmarks around certain camps well enough to give the soldiers details on where they were located. Be that as it may, none of them wanted to take that chance and travel the roads they typically did, so they stuck to crawling on their bellies over hills where the moonlight was the strongest and avoiding the small barely discernible paths in the woods where they would normally walk in order to get to where they were going.
 
   It was the longest night of Reena’s entire life so far and she wondered if it would ever end, if she would ever be able to sleep. Her entire body ached; she was so exhausted that her eyes were gritty and her tongue was furred over. Her fingers spasmed occasionally and her knees and lower legs had cramps that would not ease up.
 
   Three of the places they checked were either occupied with soldiers, aflame or filled in with a mound of dirt. Heidi had either heard them or seen them. It was a fact that every Outlaw knew there would come a day when they had to break off from the Tribe in order for the Tribe to survive; smaller groups were faster and easier to hide than large ones. 
 
   Lucas suggested that perhaps Heidi, who had not broken away since the birth of her children, had recalled those places as a young bride. However she had known of them, it did not matter, they were unable to be used and they were rapidly becoming more vulnerable with each passing moment.
 
   When dawn broke the tribe was at the crest of a small hill. The cave beyond it was not visible; it was a small crack in a rock wall that rose high above the tree line. They all looked at it and then at each other. This was a sacred place, one that they only used when things were at their very worst.
 
   It would fit the tribe inside its walls but going in there meant risking the wrath of the gods—they had to ask permission and offer some form of sacrifice. None ever dared enter without that.
 
   The bones inside the cave were old, darkened by years and dust. The words written on the cave wall were in a language none of them spoke or read but the pictures on the wall spoke volumes.
 
   This picture showed a great city in flames. Nobody knew who had drawn the pictures or how long they had been there, only that they had been there since Reena had been born. Liam said that the drawings were older even then his grandfather, and his grandfather before him. Whoever had painted those pictures on the walls of the caves had been a skilled artist, using materials that no one had ever seen before or since.
 
   Nobody knew if the paint used to create pictures had come from the world before the Great War or if it was something created afterward. Whatever it was had real staying power because it remained to this day.
 
   “Maybe we should separate and try some of the smaller caves.” Deal was nervous. He kept scanning the area around him and his thin chest rose and fell rapidly.
 
   “There isn’t time. The soldiers are riding hard and we can’t go any further right now.” Reena was not alone in her exhaustion; many of them were stumbling and staggering. One woman had begun to cry silent tears of misery a little while before and Reena had seen her sagging toward the earth when they finally did stop. “Besides, nobody would risk that wrath—not even Heidi. Telling the secret of this cave is akin to bringing down the greatest curse right on your own head. She would not do that and even if she did there is no sign that the soldiers have been here yet. We have to risk it.”
 
   That was the simplest truth. They had no choice. There was no other shelter to be found. Lucas had said that the tribe had never used the cave and so Heidi would not have seen it and to divulge its whereabouts, even in conversation, was to risk punishment from the gods, so there was a chance she had no way to point the soldiers to it. It was a risk they had to take, and they did.
 
   They entered the cave wearily and some of the men rolled a stone in front of the slit that was the doorway. A fire was lit because the smoke would drift out of a large hole in the back of the cave and disperse without being seen. None of them knew about the natural filters that the cave provided; they assumed it was just magic, and they were grateful for it.
 
   They had not eaten on the long march; there had been no time, but they had all made small kills and gathered a few things along the way as they had learned to do over the years.
 
   Deal had a rabbit, Lucas a brace of birds. Reena had a pocket full of herbs and ground roots weighing down her simple pack. They offered the rabbit’s fur to the cave and dusted some of the herbs across the floor and added more to the fire before they began cooking the meal.
 
   After their hunger was satisfied, everyone just picked a spot and rolled into whatever they had to sleep in or on. Reena was asleep before her head even hit the small fur she had been given, but when she awoke the next morning, that picture was the very first thing she saw: the city with flames all around it and a long column of people marching out of it, marching toward… 
 
   She frowned and leaned closer. Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the picture more intently than she ever had before. As a child the picture had always been a source of amusement, a way to while away the time while waiting for her father to return from hunting for something to look at in the cold nights. Maybe there was more to this pictures and she had thought before. Now that she knew that Barkley was not in fact a hero, maybe she should look at the painting from a  new angle. She frowned, trying to make that make sense. There was something there, what was it?.
 
   The people leaving the city were marching into the desert. The very desert that everybody said was impassable. Yet Barkley had crossed the desert, and if the old man who had possessed the sword that she now held was to be believed, there was a another city past that desert, one even greater and larger than Aretula.
 
   Reena knew that since she had grown up in the woods she hadn’t heard all the same legends that people in the city had heard. Having been to the city, having heard a lot of the legends, having seen the museum in the books, and having had so many people tell her there was another city, she began to wonder about it, to even believe it. But even the people who spoke of it in the city said it was a fable, a myth. If it had existed, there was no way to know if it still did. There was only one city in the world, and it was the one from which she had just fled. It was the one what she had declared war upon.
 
   There was a thought in the back of her head that had not yet formed, and she could not quite make it all come together into a cohesive thought, or plan. Lucas stared out of his sleeping and stood, stretching his giant frame all over. He smacked his lips a few times and scratched under his armpits, a habit that she had long since begun to equate with men. Why did they all do that? It was really gross!
 
   Lucas joined her and asked, “Have you never seen this before?”
 
   Reena replied, “Yes, many times. But there’s something about it… Something that I’ve never noticed before. Look at the people, they are leaving the city and fleeing into the desert.”
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   “So the city they are leaving is Aretula.”
 
   Lucas frowned and leaned closer to the wall of the cave. She was right; the city had changed quite a lot in the centuries that had passed, but there were still notable landmarks. Nobody had ever been able to say what happened to the original citizens or the city, where they had gone or why. The legend said that Barkley had found the city deserted, without life. If there had been people there in the city and they had left the city to go to the desert, was it possible that they had indeed traveled beyond the desert to a city on the other side?
 
   Reena was having the same thoughts. She asked, “Is it possible that two different cities simply sort of… switched places? Is it possible that the people from one city crossed the desert to go into this one and the people from this city came across the desert to live in the other one?”
 
   Lucas shook his head, “I’m not saying it is impossible, I just don’t understand why they would do that.”
 
   Lauren, who had awoken and come up behind them said, “Maybe it was the centuries between. Maybe they lived elsewhere and forgot about the cities until they found them again. Maybe it wasn’t as simple as the people from the city just walking out into the desert and found another one and vice versa.” 
 
   It did make sense. Although they had always assumed that the city was one from long before the Great War and it was, but which city was painted in the picture was something they had never wondered about. If this was indeed Aretula and its citizens had walked away, fled, and one of them had even managed to paint this picture inside the walls of this cave…was it possible that the descendants of that painter, of the people leaving the city, were alive somewhere?
 
   If so, where were they?
 
   And could they help them now?
 
   Would they help them now?
 
   Reena said, “I think if we’re ever going to be strong enough to overthrow the Governor we’re going to have to find out the answer to these questions.”
 
   Lucas said, “Reena, you must be joking. Even if that had happened, there is no way that we could cross the entire desert on the chance that there might be somebody on the other side who would be willing to help us. If there is a city over there, they have likely forgotten about Barkley years ago. Do you know how many centuries it has been since they came to this side of the desert and created the city here? Do you have any idea of how many people there would even care that there was a city on the side or that it was at war with itself?”
 
   Stubbornly she replied, “We have to try. There has got to be a way for us to do this. It isn’t enough for us to gather just the other Outlaws. There was a reason that they sent me after this sword, and I don’t think it has anything at all to do with just gathering up the rest of you.”
 
   Lauren said, “Are you saying you have been sent on a quest?”
 
   Silence fell. Quests were holy, arranged by the gods themselves, along with the fates. To be sent on a quest was something from the legends—while many young men, and even women, went off in search of things or hoping to find something, that was not the same as a god-decreed quest. A god-decreed quest was not something one could say no to.
 
   “I don’t know if that is it exactly. I just know that I was sent out here to get this sword and now I have come to this cave and …this all sounds really ridiculous.” Her heart sank. At the mention of there being a quest involved, most of them had perked right up but now they were drooping again. She saw Lucas frown, and then he spoke in his deep and mellifluous voice.
 
   “Yes,” he said. “This is a quest and we are all a part of it. You should consider yourselves blessed by the gods!”
 
   What was he doing? Was he nuts? He couldn’t say things like that! He was not done though because he continued. “The gods have seen fit to guide Reena to us and to the cave that tells us the direction we are to go in.”
 
   Dax said, “Wait, didn’t you tell us that a priestess of Isis was one of the ones who helped Reena to escape?”
 
   Reena said, “Yes. Why?”
 
   “Because perhaps they did know that you were going to find these paintings.” Dax looked around at the other people gathered around them. “We all know that Isis was the most powerful goddess of them all. All the other goddesses looked up to her and wanted to have some part of her power. We all know the stories of the gods and goddesses, how many goddesses attempted to either trick Isis into giving up her power or attempted to murder her in order to take her powers? It was said that Isis alone had the power of seeing into the future. It was said that she alone had the power to make it three sisters change their minds: those who spin, shape and cut the string that is our lives.” 
 
   Reena said, “Yes, she was a priestess and I met her in the death cart. We were both being carried off into the Arena to die. And then I had to fight for her life a second time.”
 
   “There is all the proof any of us need that this is indeed a quest,” Lucas said firmly. “If you would turn your backs on something the gods put in your path, speak now!”
 
   He was using the quest as a reason to keep them united. Reena stared at him in utter awe. No wonder he was a good leader, he could use anything he had to without fear of reprisal. He was determined not to lose his Tribe and if that meant going to war he would. If it meant traveling across the desert he would do that too.
 
   Reena knew she would never speak of the thoughts she had. What if this was not a quest but all coincidence? What if all of this was just happenstance and she got everyone with her killed?
 
   It was too late for those questions now.
 
   Lauren said, “We have small children with us. We can’t possibly go trekking into the desert, we would all die. We don’t have enough in way of supplies to make it here within the woods in the woods. We all know that the desert gives nothing and takes everything.”
 
   Lucas said, “You said yourself that many children that are on the farms do not belong to the farmers themselves.”
 
   Nobody spoke. Those who had children looked down at them and a few rested their hands on their children’s heads, a small gesture but one that had much meaning. Lauren said, “I don’t think any of us are safe if we go out on our own now. The soldiers are looking for Reena far too closely, the woods are crawling with soldiers and the governor is determined to have his due. If he has to kill every Outlaw he sees — and their innocent children, then that is what he will do.”
 
   One of the women stepped forward, her hand still on her daughter’s little head. She said, “I would rather see my daughter with a farmer, risking the hunger of the seasons than see her out here in the woods risking the wrath of the soldiers and the Governor. I know I should keep her with me; I have kept her with you perhaps far too long. Now she’ll have to remember me and that is unfair to her, but with things like they are, I think now would be the time if there ever was a time, to save our children.”
 
   There was a general murmur of assent. Most the children began to cry or cling to their parents because having been raised as the children of Outlaws, they knew just how serious this decision was, and why their parents were making it.
 
   Reena had known that she had somehow become the leader of this gathered tribe. She did not know how to handle that before and she certainly did not know how to handle it now. There were at least fifty or more Outlaws somewhere in the woods, hopefully hiding and not captured by the soldiers. Ifthey found them there wasn’t enough of them to make a difference in a war against the Governor.
 
   Reena did not believe much in fate and lately she had very little use for the gods and goddesses either. They didn’t seem fair and nothing seemed to be right. But she had to consider that perhaps this was exactly that; perhaps it was in fact nothing more than fate having her way.
 
   That frightened her a little bit because everyone knew that fate was a fickle woman. What if she changed her mind at any moment? It wasn’t so hard to try to fight it; she was put on this road and she would have to walk it. It was the reason she had the sword, and if this sword had come from across the desert and it had been what had sent Barkley fleeing West, then she would take the sword with her back across the desert in an attempt to raise forces to fight his evil descendants.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Taking the children to the farmers proved to be far more difficult than it ever had been in the past. Most the farms were highly scrutinized by the soldiers, as many of the soldiers knew that the farmers helped the Outlaws along. Many of them did it willingly although they never would’ve admitted it, but many more did not. Their crops were often targeted however, and while Outlaws made it a point to never take anything more than they needed because they knew that their taking would create starvation for the farmer and his family, the soldiers knew that they Outlaws did in fact take. 
 
   They waited until night had fallen and then they began to slip out one at a time, only the women with their children. Reena knew exactly how brave those women were being; if they were caught they would be murdered and their children right along with them. They would have no protection — their only protection was their being women.
 
   Maybe the soldiers would take pity on them and let them go, maybe not. It was a tossup, but it was the only chance those children had. The desert would not be kind to them; it would not be kind to any of them but the children would most especially suffer out there. The purpose of them taking the children to the farmers was twofold. The first, of course, was to make sure that their children were safe and the second purpose was to attempt to get things that would last out in the desert.
 
   While the women took their children, Reena met with her men and young boys and the women who were childless. None of them knew much about the desert; all they had was the tales they had been told to them as children, but Reena had long ago decided that it was those stories that would get them across that burning sand.
 
   In every legend there seems to be some small grain of truth; the trick seems to be weeding out all of the chaff, finding the common feeds and using those to sow a plan. 
 
   Lucas was the first to speak. “I’ve heard that you can in fact get water out of the desert, if you but know where to look. The elders used to say that there were plants that grew there that were deathly to the touch, that they had spikes made of silver dripping with poison. They said these plants have veins of pure water running through them and a smart man could tap them.”
 
   Dax said, “I think a few of us might have enough brains to figure out how to do that.”
 
   The mood had turned from somber to almost jovial. Reena could not puzzle out why for a moment, but then it hit her: they were just happy to be doing something—to be moving in a direction, any direction.
 
   There was another reason as well, one none of them wanted to truly comment on. Without the children they would be able to speed up, and what worries they had about their children would be assuaged by the fact that they were safer away from their parents than they were with them.
 
   Reena said, “My father told me that the desert is boiling hot in the days and cold at night. Even at the mouth that was true, at least as far as I can tell. If we travel like we usually do and try to find shelter during the day when it is the hottest, wouldn’t that be easiest on us?”
 
   Lucas said, “Yes. Those are the kind of decisions we’re going to have to make in order to make it now, in order to preserve our strength as much as possible. If it were easy to cross the desert everyone would do it. We know it has to be more than three days to the East.”
 
   “Why three days?” Lawrence’s forehead was knitted into long lines. “Perhaps it is only three days, I mean we have never been in there so we don’t know.”
 
   “We do know.” Lucas folded his arms across his chest and said quite sternly, “If it was only three days to the nearest city, we would’ve seen people. We would’ve seen smoke would’ve heard the noise, you know that. It is not inconceivable for something to travel three days in order to receive food or shelter. It is a three-day trip from the furthest part of the woods to Aretula. If there were people three days east, we would’ve seen them.”
 
   Dax pointed out, “If there were people seven days east we would’ve seen them. That is unless of course the desert is lethal enough to kill you within two or three days.”
 
   Reena replied, “The old man I met in the hut — the one that I took the sword off of. He said he got lost in the desert, he said he saw the city and walked towards it, but that it was never there.”
 
   They all looked at each other, not knowing what to say. Finally one of the women who had not gone along with the others spoke up. “I remember when I was a little kid my father was telling me about cities that will bloom in the desert and then disappear again. He’d said that they were born out of sudden fever, and sand that shaped itself and then blew away in the wind. He said it was a Devils trap.”
 
   “Then we know to avoid them.” Reena had seen the superstitious shudder going through most of the people around her. If there was ever a time to make sure that nobody had any unreasonable amount of fear going in, now is it. There was every reason to be afraid of crossing the desert: lack of water, lack of food, intense sunlight that could melt flesh off of a person’s bones. With all those things to take into consideration, there was no use in adding things that they could do nothing about. So the devil had a death trap of the desert… So be it. They would have to remain on the lookout for those shifting and false cities, that was all.
 
   Lauren had not gone with the other women. Heidi’s children had been impressed into the charge of another woman and Reena looked across the ground at Lauren, wondering why the woman had chosen not to take the children herself. She offered to shelter them; she had spoken up for them and offered them refuge when their mother was being Shunned. 
 
   Lauren’s  hair had been caught up at the nape of her neck with a soft leather tie and harsh light blue eyes held a troubled expression. The woods were silent around them. It was as if everything was hushed and still — expectant even. Reena had done everything she could to dispel the superstitious fear of those around her, but there was a sense of dread rolling up inside her that she could not control. It ate away at her defenses; it whispered in a little voice inside her head that she could not ignore.
 
   The trees were black and bare in the moonlight. The canopy of leaves that was often their shelter and their shield hung silent and unmoving. The crickets and tree frogs were also silent, they did not croak or sing and there were no splashes of water from the nearby ponds. Even the night birds had lost their voices, and that alone worried Reena more than she could’ve said.
 
   To hide her feelings she said as calmly as possible, “I think we should all go to bed now. We have to get up early tomorrow and we have to do some serious hunting. There is no way we can go into the desert without food, and for that we have to kill a deer.”
 
   Lucas asked, “Have you lost your mind girl?”
 
   Lauren added, “There haven’t been any deer in these woods in almost a decade. The only place to bag a deer is closer to the outside, and not even on the outside but within feet of the city walls.”
 
   Reena knew she was asking for trouble, but she also knew that if they went to the desert without a substantial amount of food they would never make it out on the other side. “I know that. I also know that it’s worth the risk; we have to have it.”
 
   Dax said in a mild tone, “Have you considered how long it will take to clean it, dress it, and preserve it for travel?”
 
   “Yes, I have. But there is another way besides smoking.”
 
   “Are you thinking of using the ground radish? I know the city old folks used to use it to keep meat fresh for days but that hasn’t been around in at least a decade.” The person speaking was an old timer, someone who had been an Outlaw since long before Reena had even been born.
 
   Reena turned to look at him, “Have you ever used it?”
 
   “Of course. But that was when it was available; it is not available anymore. It’s nowhere to be found, at least not in the woods.”
 
   Reena said, “Perhaps not in the woods but it is available. They burn it in the temples in the city. To get it they go to the farmers right outside the walls. The farmers that we never go to because their too close to the city, and we risk too much by going there. We already have to get closer than we would like to get a deer, so we might as well get the radish stew.”
 
   Lucas said, “Girl, you have completely lost your mind. First you want us to go get a deer within feet of the city walls and you want us to steal a radish while we’re at it that may or may not exist.”
 
   Anger made her face turn bright red. “It does exist! I have seen it!”
 
   Lucas said, “So you have seen it. That’s fine, for you. But for the rest of us we haven’t and yet were supposed to just take your word that it’s there.”
 
   Why was he bucking against her leadership? They needed the deer and they needed the radish and surely he of all people needed to know that. 
 
   She glared at him as she said, “Lucas, you of all people know that there are things in the city that can get us across that desert that we simply do not have and we cannot do without. Besides, if they are looking for us in the woods they would have no reason to look for us in the city.”
 
   Silence fell over the entire gathered tribe. Nobody had seen that coming; in truth Reena had not even noticed she was going to say it, but now that she had, it made perfect sense. If the soldiers were roaming the woods, then going into the city was their best bet. They could access the road to the desert from the city just as easily as they could from the woods and if they could get things from the city that would keep them alive crossing the desert, why not?
 
   Lauren said, “She has the right of it there.”
 
   Eventually they all agreed.
 
   **
 
   Without the children to slow them down, they made it to the city within 2 ½ days. They made better time than any of them expected, considering the massive amount of soldiers roaming the woods looking for them. As they walked they had worked on ways to disguise themselves. Some of the ideas had been so utterly laughable that they actually had all laughed, a good thing since they were also so incredibly tense that some of their words had nearly shattered like glass when they spoke.
 
   They were not in the clear yet though. The city was in sight, its tall spires and temples rising high above the clutter of rooflines. The heavy smell of incense hung over the air: rich, perfumed, and heavier than any sent most of them had ever smelled. Bells were ringing, a clashing tinkling sound that would’ve been musical or pleasing to the ear if it did not sound so much like an alarm.
 
   It took all of them longer than it should have to recognize that those bells were indeed an alarm and by the time they did they were caught up in a wave of humanity that was being pushed and shoved towards the gates. There was nothing to do but to go along and hope for the best.
 
   The guards at the gate were screaming that everybody coming through the gate show their hands. Lucas looked at Reena who looked back at him; the two of them were very well aware of the reason why the guards wanted to see everyone’s hands. Gladiators were tattooed across the palm, and he was definitely a tattooed gladiator.
 
   Reena had escaped that simply because the Governor had never thought to issue that decree towards her or maybe because the people under whose care she had landed had decided never to give her that mark; either way her palms were clear and unlined.
 
   Lucas though, if he were caught he would be killed. There was no doubt in their minds that now was the time that he would be caught. They had decided to skip bagging the deer and gathering the radish until they were on their way out. Reena had hoped to be able to catch up to Praxis or Nemia or even Hector, if any of them were still alive. She knew that any of them would be happy to supply her with the things that she would need to get across the desert, and she was equally sure that all of them knew that that was exactly where she was bound. That that was the only place she could go.
 
   Reena was regretting her foolish decision to go straight to the city first. Why had she not stopped to think about the mark on Lucas’s palms? How had she forgotten about that? It was there and glaringly obvious, nothing would wear that off, nothing ever could. Slaves were tattooed on the forearm and gladiators on the palm. The girls in the tavern were tattooed on the back and everybody who came in was checked for a mark in some way.
 
   Deal said, “I will see you guys inside. You better come and get me.”
 
   Before any of them could wonder what he meant by that, Deal began to scream and dance in a small circle. His bare feet kicked up a small cloud of dust around his slight form and he lifted his hands high above his head and yelled out, “Behold people. I am the one that was released by the great gladiator arena! I came back to do as much damage to this forsaken city as I possibly can so all of you can kiss my narrow little ass!!”
 
   The soldiers immediately chased him, while those in line and the spectators that lined the upper walls of the city began to howl laughter. Deal darted left and then right, always managing to somehow elude the soldiers’ grasp. Once he even pulled his robe up, exposed his bare buttocks and shook them at them. The laughter grew louder and Reena would’ve stood there watching forever if Lucas had not grabbed her by the shoulder and hustled her in through the gates.
 
   “They’re going to take him to the Pit.  We have to get him back!”
 
   “We will,” Dax said grimly. “Look at his father’s face—do you think you should dishonor what his son just did by getting us all caught?”
 
   Reena had no answer to that because there was no answer to that. They all moved inside the gate and then deeper inside the city, moving in small groups or alone and never looking at one another but always keeping within sight of the others.
 
   They were headed toward the temple. They needed help, they needed answers. When they arrived, they saw Nemia at the front gate dispensing flowers and water to the followers who came for them. As soon as she spotted Reena she nodded slightly and held up a finger in a fleeting gesture that meant wait.
 
   Reena did wait, they all did. When the temple doors were finally cleared, Nemia beckoned them forth and they came, still in the small groups, to the doors of the temples. 
 
   If Nemia were surprised to see so many of them it did not show. She led them inside, taking them past the bathing chambers and to the small room where they all gathered. There were so many of them the room could barely hold them all, but that was not a situation that lasted long because as soon as they were all inside, several other priestesses appeared bearing pitchers of cool water and plates of food: cheese, bread, fruit, and sliced meat.
 
   There were not enough chairs, so they all arranged themselves on the floor, all of them were hungry and tired and it showed. When Reena asked Nemia were Praxis was she said, “He will not be able to get away until later tonight. I will send word for him. Until then, you must all remain here and remain quiet. At some point we will get you all bathed and clean so that you can begin your quest.”
 
   At the word quest every person in the tribe stiffened. They exchanged glances that said exactly what they thought and the priestess saw those glances. “Yes, this is an ordained quest. The gods have seen fit to favor you; do not be afraid and know that even as your journey shall be hard it shall be rewarding.”
 
   Reena reflected bitterly that it was easy for the other girl to say that, she was not the one who was about to have to journey across the desert. She kept that thought to herself though, just as she did not ask what time Praxis would be able to come.
 
   Why was she so excited about seeing him again? Her face burned every time she remembered the kisses that they had shared here in this very room. Was he just using her? He captured her and brought her to the city and then he had helped her escape although she could not say why and she still wasn’t sure what his motives were, or who he was truly loyal to, if anyone.
 
   He was so handsome though, so strong and he seemed so brave all the time. The other soldiers would have killed her the night she had put the werebene in the cooking pot if he had not intervened. A frown creased her brow at that memory. Why was it that he alone had noticed that she had been plucking the werebene? It wasn’t a plant that was common to the people in the city — it grew deep in the woods, where most were afraid to go because they were afraid of spirits.
 
   Praxis was a puzzle, and one she was not sure she can afford to try to solve. When he came she was going to guard both her heart and her words — and her mouth. If this quest was indeed one that the gods had decided for her, this was her fate and her destiny and she would do it, but she was going to have to have help.
 
   All of the tribe bathed and were given fresh robes, Reena included. She already knew what it was like to be cleaned in those sacred chambers, but even so, after it was finished and she was back in the small room clean and fresh with her belly full of food, she could not help but feel grateful for the experience.
 
   The other priestesses had brought soft pillows and blankets for them to sleep that night; the room was crowded and mostly airless but it was still more comfortable and secure than many of the places they had been laying their heads lately, so all of them were happy to take that night and its respite regardless of what small discomforts might be involved.
 
   It was late when Praxis arrived. Reena knew he was there because Nemia shook her awake, putting a finger to her lips to remind her to be quiet. Lucas sat up immediately, his hand going for his weapon, but Reena shook her head and whispered to him that she had to go meet a friend, an ally she would help as they made their way across the desert.
 
   Praxis awaited her in her room on the other side of the Temple. Incense burned heavily. Coating the air was not just its smell but a heavy thick smoke; gray streamers of that smoke drifted around the room and Reena felt like she was about to suffocate or smother in its rich perfume.
 
   Her heartbeat accelerated when she saw Praxis standing there. His uniform was stained and dirty, and there was a bandage wrapped around his upper right arm and his face was tired and drawn.
 
   Without thinking about it she ran at him and threw herself into his arms. They came up and wrapped around her, holding her tight and she relaxed into him feeling more secure and safer than she had in a long time. She was not sure why he made her feel that way, she was anything but safe and she knew it.
 
   “I found the sword. I think I’m supposed to go across the desert with it, take it back to the city where it belongs. Is that right? Do you know there is even a city there Praxis? Why is this happening to me? What if I fail?”
 
   Praxis did not answer this question immediately; instead he held her back from his body slightly, his eyes studying her face carefully before he answered. “We are all called to do what we are called to do Reena. The gods decide, not us. I knew from the moment I met you that you were the one the prophecy spoke of, and while I am sure that is going to be hard and it will be dangerous, you have enough strength to do it.”
 
   “I’m scared.” Her lips quivered as she said the words. She had not said those words out loud ever, not even to Lucas who was rapidly becoming not just her right hand man, but her best friend. “Praxis, what if I fail? I will be leading the people that are following me straight into death in that hellhole of a wasteland.”
 
   “You won’t fail. You have to trust me on this one Reena.” His fingers stroked her hair and he leaned forward to plant a soft kiss on her forehead. Her eyes closed as she waited for him to kiss her mouth but he didn’t even though she wanted him to desperately. His muscles of his arms were hard and almost inflexible below her fingers, his mouth was full, lush, and so kissable…
 
   “You have to leave tonight.”
 
   “I can’t. We have to have supplies. We’re going to bag a deer, take it down right out there by the outside.”
 
   “Why do you need a whole dear?” Praxis asked. “Why not just take dried meat?”
 
   “Dried meat is so salty; it makes people thirsty. You’ve obviously never had to live off dried meat for days at a time.”
 
   Praxis’ lips twitched into a grin, “Actually, I have. And you’re right — it is incredibly salty. It’s how they keep it from bearing the poisons that come from meat that isn’t cured properly. But how do you plan on carrying fresh meat across the desert?”
 
   “I need ground radish. I also need water bags, filled to the brim. We can’t go back through the woods, and for the last day or two we have been cut off for most of the water sources so we’re already lacking in in those.
 
   “We need tried vegetables, and fruit. I would take cheese but it wouldn’t last under the sun; we also need other supplies and many of our members do not have shoes. The sand would burn their feet off. They’re used to walking on the floor of the woods, not the sand of the desert. Without those things we will never make it, we cannot get those things anywhere else.”
 
   Praxis said, “You are utterly correct in that. But you cannot stay the entire night here Reena. I know your people are tired, I know you’re exhausted as well but the soldiers are scouring not just the woods but the city; they are determined to find you — they are determined to wipe you from the earth. You do not understand how bad things have been since your escape.”
 
   Tears filled her eyes. Anger swelled up inside her, ballooning as fast as the sorrow that his words had brought about. “I don’t understand? I’m not the one who decided to just run away, Praxis! You and your friends engineered the whole thing! It was your decision to send me away, I never wanted to go! Now you make me feel guilty because I did? What kind of a person are you? You send me on a quest and say that it’s the gods’ decision; that it is my fate and yet you belittle me for taking it on!”
 
   “No, that is not what I am saying. I am saying that none of us realized how insane the Governor is, how single-minded. None of us knew that his anger was so great his hatred of you so high that he would have you murdered at any cost.”
 
   Reena’s anger and sorrow collapsed inward, leaving her feeling lonely and frightened. “Why does he hate me so Praxis? Surely I’m not the first person who ever escaped death in the Arena! It was as if he looked at me and decided that he wanted me dead in the worst way possible and he would not be satisfied until I am.”
 
   “Tell her.” Nemia came in so silently that neither Praxis or Reena had noticed her. She stood near the doorway, the small candle she held in her hand highlighting her loveliness, showing the pristine whiteness of her robes. “Tell her Praxis or I will.”
 
   ”Now is not the time.” A muscle in his jaw dropped and Reena stared at it, wondering what it would be like to put her fingers on that smooth jaw of his, to touch his skin and to draw his face towards hers. His scent came to her nostrils: musky, masculine, wood smoke and sweat. She wanted to nuzzle her face into his neck and smell that scent until she could keep it in her memory forever.
 
   “Now is not the time for what?” Reena asked. “It has something to do with me, so tell me. Why should I be locked out of something that pertains to me?”
 
   Praxis said, “This will not bring you better understanding and it will not help you to cross the desert either. If anything it will make it harder. Let’s not do that. When you return, and yes Reena, I do believe that you will return, I will tell you all of it. We will tell you all of it.”
 
   Annoyed and confused Reena, tried to stare him down, thinking that if she could he would eventually break and tell her whatever it was that he was attempting to hide from her, but he would not. Damn him, she fumed. Why was he withholding information from her?
 
   “I will see to it that you have everything that you need Reena.” Praxis gathered her into his arms and that time he did kiss her, a long and slow kiss that made her forget that Nemia was in the room, that he was holding back information from her that had to be important, that she was about to set out on a quest to go completely through a desert — a quest that might see her dead before she could ever return.
 
   When the kiss ended and he stepped away, Praxis said, “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. I will look forward to your return.” And with those words, he was gone.
 
   Reena stared after him. Nemia touched her arm lightly and said, “now is not the time to get the vapors over a man — especially not that one.”
 
   Reena stared at her, “And why not? Does he belong to another?”
 
   “He belongs to a cause. When a man belongs to a cause he can never belong to you. It’s a hard truth, but then you should know. Come with me — we will see if we can get you all of the things that you need to go on your quest.”
 
   Reena asked, “Do you really believe it is a quest?”
 
   “Of course it is. It was foretold years ago, don’t you know the prophecy?”
 
   Reena shook her head, “No, why don’t you tell me?”
 
   “I will, but I will tell you in front of the rest of your company. I am sure that many of them already know it, or heard it when they were young.”
 
   **
 
   The gods looked down at the struggling new world, and while many of them felt no pity for the humans on the earth below them, some did. Not all humans deserved their fate after all; for the most part humans were good and kind. The ones who had brought about the war machines and the weapons that had left the earth devastated and smoking, blackened and ruined were almost dead now, but their legacy lived on. Even now after the great war, after everything that had happened there were still some who would see death and destruction writing across the lands. Who would gladly welcome that death and destruction.
 
   The gods had long ago decided not to intervene. To let the humans live or die as they would. They felt that they no longer deserved their help, not after what they had done to the earth, not after how they had squandered the gifts that the gods and given them so freely. But many of the gods and goddesses knew that human life was frail, and short. The humans now walking the earth had never made any of the decisions that their forefathers had made. They felt that it was not right to hold those humans responsible for the decisions made long before their own lifetimes had ever begun. Among them was the mighty goddess Isis.
 
   Isis watched as did many others as many humans struggled to rebuild, to know peace and harmony in the face of great dangers and odds. Her heart was stirred by these humans and she took pity on them and began to help them at first in small ways and even larger ones.
 
   It did not take long for the humans to find out who their patron goddess was and they began to erect small temples to her. At first they were rudimentary, small little structures of falling stone built inside growth of stunted and gnarled trees. The humans sought out the places that were still beautiful and there they built, as best they could, shrines to their goddess
 
   It was their willingness to remember her that caused Isis to loan them small bits of knowledge here and there. She gave them the ability to find cold water, fresher lands, and in those who were infertile she planted the seeds of life.
 
   If any other goddess had looked down upon the humans, none of those things would’ve happened. But Isis was one of the most powerful goddesses of all and her rule was neither tyrannical or oppressive. Centuries passed and the other gods and goddesses watched without surprise as humans began to revert back to their same old tricks and habits.
 
   Soon, war began again. People still lived and people still committed murder, and did other things for which there was no rhyme or reason. The crimes were often heinous and so many of the gods and goddesses once more turned their backs, deciding that the humans were worthless, and necessary to life.
 
   Isis still did not turn her back. She watched as a man from the lowliest of origins clawed his way to the top as a soldier. Once there he began to murder his enemies and all of his superiors. It was this that brought him to the attention of the goddess. This man, this beast within a human skin, committed much crime. One of his worst crimes was in destroying every shrine to every god or goddess that he came across. He wanted to be a god, he wanted to be a mortal and to be idolized. He wanted no other gods or goddesses to go before him.
 
   Long ago the gods and goddesses had made a pact, they would not help humans below them in their wars no matter what the cost. To do so — to break the pack — would be to suffer death of their own. They had made this pact as the great war machines had destroyed the earth. The reason for the pact was simple, it was the great war god himself Mars who was captured  by the promises of the humans.
 
   He had glorified all the death in the war and he had never realized or known that when the weapons that they made, the ones that would rival the very gods themselves as they echoed and flashed across the world’s face, would also be able to bring disruption to the heavens themselves.
 
   Not even the home of the gods and goddesses were safe from those weapons. They were forced to flee, to leave behind the lands they had always known and seek refuge in the higher stratosphere in order to preserve their own life. After that, after the execution of Mars, it was agreed that they would never again interfere.
 
   Isis was greatly disturbed by this soldier, all the gods and goddesses were but the pact remained unbroken. Even as he rode across lands decimating them and bringing them to the ground, killing all who would deny him the godhood that he sought.
 
   He was mortal, but he was determined to be remembered as something more. In his madness he was convinced that if he was remembered as something of a God that he would actually become one. Even now none of  the gods and goddesses took any comfort in the fact that his soul wandered forever lost in Hades.
 
   They could not interfere and because they can see far into the future they knew that his evil would last for many centuries. He would indeed be thought of as a god — a hero and a legend. There would be none to dispute that because any who could or would have been able to do so had died at his hand long before he departed the mortal coil himself.
 
   So Isis went to the Oracle. She asked the Oracle for a prophecy, a prophecy that would not only be self -fulfilling but a favor to the goddess herself, to all the gods and goddesses that were.
 
   The Oracle looked deep into the future, further than even the gods and goddesses could see. To do so meant death, even to one as mortal as the Oracle. The Oracle was willing to sacrifice herself for this prophecy for she knew, as did all of the gods and goddesses, that they had unleashed and allowed to wander free upon the earth a plague in the form of a man.
 
   The souls who were trapped in Hades, so many of them, trapped there by the actions of that man cried out for justice and even the gods and goddesses could not ignore that cry. Nor could the Oracle. When she finally spoke her prophecy it went like this…
 
   “When there is captured an innocent and that innocent is taken to the place of the beasts and yet survives that will mark the beginning of the end of this reign of terror. The innocent shall battle, and try. And when the innocent leaves the grounds of battle only to return with the mightiest weapon, the very weapon that vanquished the evil one before, then and only then will his rule be no more.”
 
   Nemia finished speaking and Reena looked around at the faces of the tribe. This was a story they all knew, and yet  hearing it spoken by somebody else had somehow made it all come home to them. It had made it far more real. They had believed before that this was a quest, but they believed it even more now. Now they would never stop until it was finished. Reena knew that was an uncharitable thought but she could not help but wonder if the priestess and the soldier who had helped her escape were using knowledge of this prophecy to get things done, to make things happen.
 
   She supposed it did not really matter. Several of their members had slipped out and gone into the city without the priestesses seeing them go; stealth was one of their greatest assets after all, and the news that they brought back was as grim as the news that Praxis had imparted to her.
 
   The Governor was indeed furious, and almost insane with his need to kill Reena.  The populace could not understand it and were terrified and frightened of his rage and many of them were actually hoping that she was captured and killed quickly, so that things can get back to what passed for normal there in the city.
 
   They were well supplied and there seemed to be nothing else to do. It was nowhere near dawn, but they had to leave despite still being weary. The priestesses had arranged for them to be able to leave through a small door, a side entrance that was rarely used. One of the soldiers there was a friend, an ally.
 
   Reena did not want to leave even though; she was in so much danger. She refused to wonder how much of that was because she wanted to see Praxis again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Dear were indeed not far from the city walls. They were intended for the Governor, and the higher ranking officials of the government. They killed two of them quickly, but drained them and buried the parts that they could not use. They took the hides though; they had long since learned how to use smaller animal hides for clothing. The dear hide would be useful in the desert as well, as they could even use it as a tent if necessary.
 
   The packs they had been given were heavy, and the clay pots that held the ground radish and water that would keep the meat fresh were heavy as well. The water skins were full though, and the hard dried bread that was loaded with nuts, seeds, and chopped olives would keep them nourished if not completely satisfied if they ran out of meat which they were sure they would at some point.
 
   Leaving the city had been almost ridiculously easy, and anti-climactic even. Killing the dear had been almost easy as well. But once they had reached the outside, all of their senses tingled and they all knew that they were in grave danger. They had to get to the road that led to the outpost near the mouth of the desert and then into the desert without any of the roving bands of soldiers who took the road back and forth between the city and the outer lands seeing them.
 
   That was going to be almost impossible since there was no place to hide. The grass had all been cut for feed for horses and so on inside the city walls. No trees grew until one reached the woods. All of the farms that dotted the vast landscape between the first part of the outside and the second ring of what was considered to be the outside were closer together than those that were scattered nearer to the woods.
 
   All it would take was for them to be spotted by one person eager to earn a reward or eager for the reign of terror that the Governor had been engaged in lately to end.
 
   They were practically walking on tiptoes; none of them were speaking and their hands kept twitching towards their weapons no matter how many times Lucas told them to relax, to act as normal as possible in order to avoid detection.
 
   There was a small market located along the road. It was a crude open-air market similar to the ones in the city, a place where farmers could come and trade things for the other things that they needed.
 
   Deal spotted a fat cheese hanging in a wrapper as they were passing by and he said, “I wish we had told those priestesses that we wanted cheese. I never really had it until I went to the city and now I think I am very fond of it.”
 
   Lucas said, “Have you never been to the farm that belongs to Ian?”
 
   Deal said, “No, my father always said he killed first and asked questions later.”
 
   Lucas chuckled and so did Deal’s father. “It’s true, but mostly because his wife is so unfaithful. He doesn’t mind his cheese for being so worried about minding his wife. His wife does make the finest cheese.”
 
   The two men were howling laughter now and Reena gave them a bewildered look as did Deal. It had to be a grown-up thing, everyone knew that to steal cheese from a farmer meant risking a farmer’s life — that was one of the highest taxes a farmer had to pay. They had to give so many wheels of cheese a year, and if their cows ran dry then they had to replace them with crops, crops they could not afford to lose.
 
   Reena still had the boots that she had been given by Nemia and Hector. When she had fled, she had also taken with her the gorgeous white outfit, and while it was mostly in tatters the gauntlets were still lovely and workable. She took one off her wrist and handed it to Deal.
 
   “See if they won’t trade you a bit of that cheese for this,” Reena said.
 
   Lauren asked, “Won’t that draw attention to him?”
 
   Reena said, “Simply walking past the market and never even looking at the wares will draw more attention to us than if we had stopped, I think. They won’t expect us to stop, to try to trade. But people who are in a hurry and who are loaded with weapons they wouldn’t stop.”
 
   Lucas said, with admiration, “If we had had three of you in the military we would’ve won every battle.”
 
   Reena blushed. Things that her father had taught her were now standing her in good stead, but she did not like the fact that people seemed to think that she thought of the things on her own. “Father and I came through here once before, not on purpose but because we had to avoid a patrol of soldiers. He told me to pretend that I was one of the people who lived at the farms, to act as if I belonged here, and the soldiers drove right past us. Let’s hope that still works today.”
 
   It did work. The woman traded Deal a large hunk of the cheese for the gauntlet, saying that she could rework the leather and turn it into a nice gift for her husband. They stopped at a few other stalls; none of them had much to trade, but the farmers were used to trading for other foodstuffs so they offered juniper berries and other things that were both a delight and a good bargain for them.
 
   By the time they reached the end of the market they only had about seven more miles to go before they reached the mouth of the desert, but they were all highly nervous and tense. Long shadows were starting to stroke the sides of the road before they stopped and took a quick meal near a large rock that sat directly beside the road.
 
   Deal asked, “Are we stopping for the night?”
 
   Lucas said a trifle harshly, “No. We can’t afford to stop tonight. I know you are tired, we’re all tired but we must press on. They will never look for us in the desert — and even if they do it will be almost impossible for them to find us there. We have to get off this road; I feel it in my bones don’t you?”
 
   They all did. There was something coming in, and whatever it was, it was hungry and it wanted blood — theirs.
 
   A few hours later they spotted the hut, standing at the mouth of the desert. Reena shuddered all over remembering what she had found in there and she turned towards Lucas, her eyes wide with fear. “I’m terrified of walking in there and finding him still alive; they will come after us.”
 
   “Worry more about the soldiers that are only a mile behind us.”
 
   Every head turned at Lucas’s words. As soon as he said them they all strained to hear and to see and sure enough, there was a dust cloud on the road that was coming closer. It was obvious that they were being hunted down. Maybe taking the road had not been such a good idea after all, but there had been no way to go through the woods and they needed the fastest, most direct route into the desert.
 
   Reena wanted to believe that they were simply coming to the outpost to check on things there, but having seen for herself the utter desolation of the place, the way it had been so openly and pathetically deserted, she knew that this was not true. The soldiers did not go there, not anymore. They were looking for them! “Run!”
 
   They all ran. Their feet kicked up dirt, but they had no choice; they knew that they were leaving their own little plumes of dust and dirt, but they could not help it. The gods did seem to be paying attention, however, because just then a large and gusty wind blew in from the east, stirring up the dirt even further and bending what was left of the grasses in the fields.
 
   There was a stitch in Reena’s side and sweat was pouring off her entire body. Her hair, tightly braided away from her face, and her eyes stung as sweat rolled down her forehead and into them.
 
   Everyone was running, most of them were shoulder to shoulder and some were even a little ahead. They were going to make it! If they could get past those first dunes, the soldiers would never see them, and they could get lost in the desert. The soldiers would never believe that they were there — nobody went to the desert, nobody.
 
   The sand rolled out from under their feet, tripping a few of them and sending them flying onto their faces. Reena and a few others halted to stop and help those who had fallen back to their feet. They kept running but everything was different now. The air was far drier and hotter. It burned as they took it into their lungs and the heat, already high at the edges of the desert grew even more intense. There was no recourse and there was no going back. There was a large sand dune ahead, large enough for them to hide behind. Would it shelter them from the sight of the soldiers? It had to do, there was nothing else.
 
   The horses stopped coming after them. Reena sat there, confused and frightened with her body pressed into the wall of sand. Deal whispered, “I told you we should’ve kept the horses we took off the soldiers instead of tying them up out by the outside. It doesn’t look like they’re afraid of ghosts too much.”
 
   “If we had kept them they would’ve caught us. It is not easy to hide a horse you don’t know. Besides, we want them to be afraid of the woods — not the desert. We had no idea we were coming here.” 
 
   Lauren gave the young boy a smack upside his head. “Hush before they hear you.”
 
   Thelong  silence spun out. All of them wanted to lift their head up over the sand dune just to see if the soldiers were there coming after them, but none of them dared to look. Eventually they had to look. Up ahead at the outpost they could see the soldiers’ horses tied to the rail and the soldiers moving around inside the little hut. One of the soldiers yelled and came running out of one of the outbuildings and Reena sighed.
 
   “The man that had the sword told me that he had turned the soldiers into art. He said he made a garden of his art. I guess they just found them.”
 
   Lauren said, “And we shall bear the blame for that as well. We better get going before they decide to ride out this way. They’ll be smart enough to look behind the nearest biggest wall of sand they can, and that would be this one.”
 
   **
 
   They fled deeper into the desert. The wind blew sheets of sand into their faces, stinging their eyes and noses. It got into their mouth and when they did try to drink, water stuck in their throat, making it hard to swallow. It was Lauren who suggested the scarves that they had been given at the Temple. They were meant to be gifts to a priestess at a temple and the city that might or might not exist. Lauren pointed out that they were thin and pliable and would keep the sand out of their noses and mouths so they should use them for that purpose.
 
   Even with that small barrier against the misery, the sand was a constant reminder that they were no longer in familiar territory. The landscape seemed ever the same: dull. It was filled with brown, and filled with shifting sand dunes that rose and fell like ancient civilizations, rebuilding only to fall again every few moments.
 
   They had been wandering for the first three days, being sure to use the tool that Praxis had pressed into Reena’s hand. He had called it an accomplice, and said if it failed that they should follow the brightest star above, the North Star. Reena knew that star because she had been following it most of her life, but in the woods they called it the Loan Maiden.
 
   After traveling through the first night in the bitterest of colds with the sand blowing into their skins so harshly, the next day they all had small red marks on their flash. So they decided to try traveling during the day. That only lasted about three hours before all of them realized that it was utterly impossible.
 
   The desert at night was terrifying, filled with strange creatures that scuttled along the sand, their skeletal little bodies poised to strike. The first night one of them did strike at a member of their tribe. Reena had never gotten to know that man very well, but she still mourned his death as he thrashed and rolled about on the sand, his face contorted as the poison ran through his system.
 
   “It’s like werebane only in an animal’s tail instead of the plant.” That was what Lucas had said as he stood over the man looking at his still and lifeless body. “Perhaps we should pluck a few of those little creatures, get a little revenge at the same time we make a weapon against those who might need one pulled against them.”
 
   The next day after they had discovered that the desert during the day was even more abysmal, they had woken to a sunset that was spectacular. The sky was filled with Vermillion in carnelian streaks across a deep blue dome whose outer edges were tarnished gold and silver. The sun had hung in a bloated orange red ball while the moon, a phantom on the eastern edge of the sky hung next to a few pale stars.
 
   At that moment Reena realized that even a place so desolate and barren as the desert could have some beauty to it. But a few hours later, after that howling wind had cranked up and the sand had begun to blow, she was beginning to wonder if she had ever seen that beautiful sky at all.
 
   When dawn came they all slumped into the best shelter they could find. The first day out they had learned that there were no trees, very little stone and absolutely nothing to erect a tent against. Even if they did erect the tent with the poles the wind would blow it down on them. After waking up in a sweltering tangle of leather and limbs they had devised a method in which they merely rolled into the shelters and used it as both shade and camouflage.
 
   This particular night they got lucky and found a small overhanging cliff that would shelter them. They sat there, exhausted and disheartened, and watched the sunrise while they ate the last of the fresh deer meat and ground radish.
 
   “We’ve got to figure out whether or not there’s really water in those plants.” Deal patted his hands together like he was giving himself a round of applause for the suggestion.
 
   Lucas ruffled the younger man’s hair fondly. “Do you have any idea how we plan to do this son?”
 
   Deal said, “As a matter of fact, yes I do. I was thinking… Do you remember outside the temples? The way they had those little wooden things stuck into the side of the barrels?”
 
   Lucas said, “Yes, I know exactly what you’re talking about, why? Oh never mind, you are thinking we could make something similar and use it to tap into the this thing?”
 
   Deal’s grin grew wider. “I don’t think we’re going to have to make anything to fit into his cactus.” He reached into a pocket of his leather breeches and pulled out one of the small carvings. “I stole this from one of the temples.”
 
   Lauren gasped, her face going pale. “You stole something from the house of the gods and goddesses? Don’t you know what bad luck that is?”
 
   Lucas answered for Deal. “Don’t you know think we have had about enough of bad luck? Perhaps the gods placed it in his path. Without it we would all be dead, do you think that would serve the gods and goddesses?”
 
   If Lauren wanted to argue that logic, she chose not to and Reena was fairly certain she saw the woman’s lips moving in a silent prayer.
 
   Deal said, “What about the cactus right over there. It’s big enough, it’s bigger than me anyway. If any one of them have water in it should be in that one.”
 
   Dax joined in the conversation with a comment of, “Wait, how will we know if it’s drinkable?”
 
   Deal shrugged. “I was just going to drink it.”
 
   Lucas said, “Boy, you’re brave, I’ll give you that, though not very smart.”
 
   Deal managed to look both wounded and amused at the same time. “What does that mean?”
 
   Reena said, “It means if the water isn’t drinkable and you drink it, you’ll be dead.”
 
   Deal’s forehead wrinkled and his face fell at the dismal prospect of his own death. “I hadn’t thought about it that way.”
 
   Lucas said, a trifle sarcastically, “Oh? I had not noticed.”
 
   Lauren said, “To see if it’s drinkable we really do have to drink it, or find something that needs water to survive and give it to it. If it dies do we know it isn’t drinkable.”
 
   A giant blackbird with an ugly ruffle of yellow feathers around his neck had been hovering above them for days. Lucas had said that it was a carrion crow, a death eater. When the strange little scuttling insect had stung and killed one of their tribe, many of them had flown down and they had had to fight the disgusting and vile creatures off in order to keep them from carrying his body completely off and devouring it. They wound up building a cairn out of what rocks they could salvage. None of them bothered saying that it was highly possible that the birds had come back after they were gone and taken their bodies anyway, it was just comforting to know that they had kept them from it as long as they could. The birds landed with an ungainly flop, and hopped towards them.
 
   Deal made a face and waved a hand in front of his nose. The bird’s scent was strong, musky and incredibly odiferous. “Give it to that damn bird.”
 
   Lucas said, “I take it back, you might be smart after all.”
 
   Tapping into the cactus proved to be a harder feat than they all could have imagined. Its outer skin was hard, almost impenetrable and those silvery spines that clung all over it that everyone claimed to be poisonous were definitely sharp, but apparently not lethal as Lucas stung himself repeatedly and did not die.
 
   Night had completely fallen, black and almost completely devoid of starlight except for the few pale little bursts of light around the still ghostly circle of moon before they figured it out. They stripped the spines off, having discovered that they were stiff and unyielding and thinking that they might make some kind of weapon on them.
 
   The outer skin revealed an even tougher inner skin. That frustrated Lucas so much that he grabbed his little hand axe and ran at the cactus with it over his head with screams coming from his mouth. The hatchet sank into the tough inner skin and stayed there, wedged into it while he stood there looking silly and scratching his head. It took three men to remove the hatchet.
 
   Just then one of the women suggested that rather than try to cut into the very heart of the thing they simply tap into one of its upraised arms. Since they had nothing to lose and the inner skin was still resisting her efforts to break through it, they decided to give it a try. Reena took up her sword and slashed at it expecting to meet resistance strong enough to break the sword and her arm, but instead the cactus had sliced off neatly to reveal a smaller jointed section within.
 
   Deal used Lucas’s hatchet to open the small joint and stuck the spigot within. A tan, milky liquid began to spill out. Everyone took a step back, their faces creasing with revulsion that quickly turned to wonder as the liquid lightened and began to run clear and fast. Lucas gathered up some of it into a small brownstone with the depression in the middle and set it near where the bird was flapping around on the ground. Instantly it came over, stuck its head into the stone and stuck the water back with the noisy slurp that made all of them shutter.
 
   “I still don’t think this proves anything,” Lauren said as she watched the bird. “I think that disgusting thing could probably drink the worst of water and survive.”
 
   Deal said, “You are probably right but we don’t have anything else to test. If the dang thing doesn’t die I’m going to try it and see if the water is any good because, quite honestly, the water that’s been in these bags all these days has gone limp and lifeless and I would absolutely love to have something colder to drink.”
 
   The bird didn’t die. It took to its wing and flew overhead, its shadow blotting out the moon for long moments. They all watched it go and then Deal turned to the plug he placed in the cactus. He removed the plug and allowed the spigot to open once more, and once more clear water that looked and smelled like water came forth. Deal put his face close to the spigot and drank a small mouthful. He recapped it and sat down to wait; there was nothing else to be done and they all knew it.
 
   When Reena awoke the next evening the first thing she wondered was whether or not Deal was still alive. He was, and he was grinning like he had just won some huge prize. He was propped up against the rocks and his sunburned face wore a broad grin that was not only irresistible but infectious. It didn’t take them long to decide the water was worth trying and soon they all had their fill.
 
   To Reena the water tasted slightly gritty, a little alkaline, but it was refreshing and so much better than the remnants of the water they had from the city. It was extreme water and it wasn’t the freshest of waters, but at least it was water. They had been on the verge of running out, so it was a relief to know that they had a source. That is, as long as the cactus grew along their route.
 
   That put a new worry into her mind though. What if the cactus didn’t grow very far into the desert? How far did they grow into the desert and would there be more when they needed them the most? She decided there was nothing she could do about that if there weren’t any except to be prepared for that to happen. They found larger cacti that night and drained them dry, filling up the rapidly emptying water bags and as many spare containers as they could manage. There were a lot of them, and they sweated a lot during the day even as they slept. They were going to need as much hydration as they could get.
 
   The next two nights were much like every other night. They put 1 foot in front of the other, plodding along. The sand gave way below their feet, threatening to trip them and knock them to the shifting desert floor with every step. The death birds flew overhead and the moon just grew paler. The cold got worse it seemed; in some places it was deeper and the valley that they were passing through was deep, cut between what appeared to be two sand mountains with a channel between. There was no need to ask directions or to wonder if they were going in the right way, as there was only one way that they could go there.
 
   They broke free of that little bottleneck that night and morning found them staring at a ring of trees in the distance. Reena blinked twice, wondering if they had somehow managed to turn around and make a giant circle. It looked just like her woods, her homelands and when she looked over at Deal she saw that he felt the same way.
 
   Lucas said, “It isn’t the same. It looks the same but — look there, look at those trees. See how they come to an almost flat top instead of a hard point?”
 
   He was right, but if they weren’t near their own woods then where were they? Reena had begun to wonder if what they were looking at was one of the devil tracks of the desert cold, if it was all just a vision sent down by the gods to tease and provoke them.
 
   Lauren said, “It looks like the desert surrounds the entire place. Could a city be sitting in the middle of the desert and nobody know about it?”
 
   Lucas shook his head, “there are no buildings, if it was a city there would be buildings.”
 
   Reena said, “I’m going to go check it out.”
 
   Deal said, “Me too! I mean, really what is the worst thing that could happen? We could find out that there’s really nothing there except more sand? I have to at least go check it out.”
 
   They were all weary and exhausted and with every step they took toward the small green oasis they were certain that it was going to vanish. Reena was pretty sure that it would be impossible for them all to be having the same dream yet they did seem to be. As they drew closer she could hear the sounds of life coming from within the small grassy expanse: horses and voices raised in conversations and laughter, and odd tinkling clatter that might’ve been music and a few other sounds as well, including the shrieks of large birds.
 
   As they drew even closer they began to smell a delectable aroma that had to be food. Reena’s belly growled loudly and she looked around to see if anyone else had noticed the sound. All of their own bellies were answering in kind. The scent was unfamiliar and yet it was so good it drew them forward.
 
   They were all walking cautiously, their hands very close to their weapons and their eyes scanning the trees and the open spaces between them for any danger.
 
   The sand ended abruptly, just terminated at the end of a grassy mat. The grass itself was tough, springy and dark green, almost a dusty green rather than a bright and brilliant one. The trees were tall and unfolded long limbs with needles similar to the ones in her own woods, but there were also other trees, ones that none of them had ever seen before. They were almost stocky and their trunks looked as if somebody had hewed them into diamond shapes within. The trees spread out long and drooping leaves that looked like water fronds and in some plants the leaves were heart-shaped, almost like fans.
 
   They broke through the trees, which was in fact a scant covering to find themselves staring at a large encampment. Reena’s mouth fell open; she was pretty sure that she had a bruise on the bottom of her jaw from how hard it hit her breastbone.
 
   They had all seen rudimentary tents in their lives, but this was nothing like the ones they had known. They were vast, covering lots of ground. They stood higher than any man and they were richly decorated with brilliant colors: scarlet, a sunny lemon yellow, and even glowing oranges.
 
   A man came walking towards them and it was obvious by his appearance that he was somebody important. He walked with his head held high, his shoulders squared. His hair was long and black, pulled behind him and held in a simple band. The ends of that long hair drifted over his shoulder, while his robes were coarse but beautifully colored and decorated.
 
   Behind him were many other people. Most of them had the same coloring as the man walking towards them: dark hair and eyes, and all of them also wore robes similar to what he wore. On their feet they wore plain and simple sandals and Reena wondered how it was that they survived out here, in the middle of all this nothingness. And why.
 
   The leader of the tribe stopped in front of them and said, “Greetings. I am Damien, I am the leader of the Nomads. You are the first people from either city to find your way here in centuries. Most get lost in the desert long before they make it here.”
 
   Deal sputtered out, “We traveled at night so maybe the gods could not play any tricks on us. Reena said an old man told her that the devil would trick us out there in the desert, but we never saw any.”
 
   If Damien were upset about being addressed by such a young man his face did not show it; in fact he looked absolutely amused. “I often think the gods play tricks on many of us and for reasons all their own. Then again I think we often play the worst tricks on ourselves. Would you share fires and our food?”
 
   Lucas gave Reena a meaningful look and she realized that everyone from the gathered tribes of the woods was waiting for her to speak. She had forgotten once again that she was the leader of this small and ragged tribe. She stepped forward and said, “Yes, we will. You will have our complete thanks for allowing us to share with you. Also, we have some food as well that we would like to share with you.”
 
   She fumbled in her pack but Damien held out a hand and said in a gentle voice, “You do not have much to spare and you have a long way to go yet if you’re looking to cross the desert to the city beyond. We can spare you some things but you should save what you have.”
 
   Reena wanted to say that they did not want to take from this tribe, that they did not want to remove from their camp the things that they might need to actually survive, but she knew that to do so would be an insult to their hospitality.
 
   Damien led them toward the tents and the fire set up in front of the largest one. All of his people followed close behind, striking up conversations with the members of Reena’s tribe. She was a trifle uneasy from Damien’s words. She wanted to ask about those words, but it seemed they had arrived at the middle of the dinner hour and now was not the time to ask those types of questions.
 
   She was right about that because as soon as the communal meal was over, the children and women went away and only the men remained. Reena was so full she could barely breathe; she had eaten heartily of the grain and meat, as well as the green leafy vegetables that had been folded around some kind of spicy taste.
 
   Damien said to her, “I would like to know how it is that you became leader when there are those here who are older and stronger than you.”
 
   If he had asked the question any other way, any less frankly or with even so much as a hint of a smile on his face she would’ve gotten upset. The truth was she didn’t know how she had become leader, and it wasn’t something she was comfortable with. She wasn’t sure she was making any of the right decisions, or that she even had the right to make decisions.
 
   “It started because I was captured with my father. We were Outlaws and the soldiers caught us one night while they were out Culling. We were taken to the Arena to die; it is the sentence for all of my people you know. Only a weird thing happened and I accidentally killed one of the beasts in the Arena that was supposed to feed upon myself and the other people who were in the death cart with me.
 
   “When I killed that beast the other beast jumped upon it and began to eat it, leaving all of us alive. I don’t know why that was or how, but it happened. It incensed the Governor. It made him so angry that he declared me the first female gladiator and sent me into the Arena to battle for the lives of everyone who was in the death cart with me. I was to battle for my father’s life during my last battle.”
 
   Damien asked, “But you did not?”
 
   “No, I never made it to my last battle.”
 
   Damien leaned forward, his dark and expressive eyes glowing with firelight. “It has been many decades since one of my kind has been to the city from which you came, but I was under the impression that the only way to win in the Arena was either to be free or to die there.”
 
   “It is still that way.” Reena hastened to assure him of his facts and then she looked down at her hands. “One of the men who trained me killed himself on a field of battle rather than face me. Not because he feared me so, but because he did not want to see me die at his hands. When that happened many other people helped me to escape. I was given a mission, a mission to find the sword…”
 
   She pulled the sword from the scabbard and as soon as she did, all the men around the fire sat up straight. Several had been smoking long pipes, and they immediately put them out, scattering their coals across the sand and grass. They hastily put those sparks out and then they began to move closer, jostling each other like small boys as they all reached out with eager fingers to touch the sword.
 
   Even Damien seemed absolutely impressed. He said, in an almost reverent whisper, “It is the sword of Arthur.”
 
   “Is Arthur the leader of the city beyond the desert?”
 
   Damien said, “He is the leader of the city to the East, yes. Or at least — he was once, many centuries ago. That is the sword. Tell me, how did you come about it?”
 
   “I was sent to an outpost that had once belonged to the soldiers of the Governor. It sits at the mouth of the desert, right at the end of the great road. To one side was the woods, where we — the Outlaws — live.
 
   “I suppose the best way to describe it is to think of circles. The city is one circle but there are many circles outside of it: there is the outer lands which is where the farmers who grow things just for the city live, and beyond that is the outside. The farmers who lived there grow for themselves that they pay a high tax to do so. They have more freedom, but higher taxes. Beyond that is the woods. The great road cuts through everything and unlike the farmland the road divides, quite sharply the woods from the desert. I don’t know why that is but it’s true.
 
   “No one know exactly how big the woods are either; I have never heard of anybody ever going all the way to the ends of them. They are too many dangers once you get past the black trees to go any further.
 
   “Anyway, I went to the outpost, and there I found a man who had the sword. He was… Empty. I can’t think of another way to describe him. He had done something to the soldiers, I don’t know what because I would never go and look, but he said he turned them into statues, into works of art. He was going to do the same thing to me. He had the sword, he said that he was bringing it to Aretula.
 
   “He told me of the other city, he said that he was a criminal there but that he heard that if a man could cross the desert that he could be  a  god like Barkley.”
 
   Damien nodded. “We saw him roaming about in the sand. It was obvious that he had the sickness; he must’ve come through the poison glands to the southeast of here. You must avoid those lands on your way to the city. If you’re ever going to make it to the city there is much you must avoid in this desert.”
 
   “If you don’t mind me asking, why do you live out here?”
 
   Damien threw his head back and laughed. “Because here we are free. We are not bound by the laws of either of the cities that lie to both sides of us. We grew up here; our families have always been here. We know where the dangers are and we leave them be. We are happy; we know where this place is as well as the other, and we know how to leave it when necessary so that there will be plenty for us when we return.” 
 
   Reena asked, “Do you mean to say there’s other green and growing places like this in the desert?”
 
   Damien nodded. “Yes, but do not be fooled by the desert. She will put things in your path that are not really there. The devil tricks as your friend called them. We call those things mirages. They have driven many a man mad, and fooled many others.”
 
   “Thank you for telling me; how do we know the difference?”
 
   You will see things in a desert, things that could not possibly belong. Cities rising fabulous in Golden above the Sands — those are never real. This is an oasis. I know of several of them. If you want to know if they are real or not you must walk towards them but always always remember this: never leave the path you are taking to try to make it to an oasis because it is most likely a mirage.”
 
   “Is there one on the way to the city that were headed for?”
 
   “Olympus?” Damien shook his head. “No, this is the only one you will find on your journey there. If you are lucky you will find it on your way back.”
 
   Reena did not really even have to ask but she did anyway. “And if I’m not lucky?”
 
   “Then you will find nothing but sand and you will die out there.”
 
   “Well, that is very encouraging.”
 
   Damien laughed and reached out to touch her hair. Reena almost flinched away from him but at the last minute held still. She sensed that there was no danger toward herself and she was right; he merely wrapped the end of her braid around his finger and then removed his finger from the coil.
 
   She remembered something he had said and asked, “You said this is the sword that was carried by the man who beat Barkley.”
 
   Damien nodded. “Would you hear a tale?”
 
   “I would gladly hear your tale.”
 
   **
 
    The Great War had come at a time when peace had seemed so imminent that many had forgotten that war could even exist. In the wealthy countries there was utter panic as the war machine rolled across lands once rich with farmlands and life, devastating everything in its path.
 
   The cars of the panicking refugees clogged the freeways, jammed the tunnels and many died under the bright burst of the nuclear weapons—trapped in their metal shells as the end bore down on them.
 
   Some managed to escape though—and to get far enough away from the city that the blast did not kill them. Some had gotten out but not far enough and they fell victim to the sickness: they lost hair and teeth then everything else—including their very lives. Many wandered in the deserts past the giant city, doomed and desperate as they searched for a place that was not poisoned and failing.
 
   There was one land—a land rich with grain that still grew tall and non-poisoned. There were cattle there too, and water. Nobody knew why that land had escaped the curse that lay over the rest of the land and they did not care to ask why—they took it as the god’s favor and settled there.
 
   For several centuries the bloodline of the original survivors was sustained in this land, but eventually it was stripped bare and they had to move on. None of them ever forgot that bounty though, especially as they had to return to the burned out shell of the city that had once housed their ancestors.
 
   The city was overgrown now, the little life within it incredibly and sometimes horribly changed. The survivors found themselves fighting strange and unusual beasts, and sometimes things that resembled men, but were withered and mutated.
 
   After a century of attempts and much death on all sides the city was somewhat restored. The building that the citizens lived in had been repaired and many others had been torn down broken brick by broken brick.
 
   The streets had all caved in and rotted but now a new series of streets were in place. Gardens grew in the spaces that had once been home to oddly shaped constructions, places where children had played and animals had been allowed to wander free.
 
   There was Law, and the people obeyed it because it was Law that kept them safe, that kept them from being like the animals that roamed so freely along the edges of the city. Law made them civilized.
 
   The Laws were made up as they were needed and changed when they began to cause harm rather than good. It did happen, and nobody wanted that.
 
   Outside the city, beyond its farthest borders, there was still strife. Other cities had had rebirths of their own, and not all of those births had produced healthy or law abiding civilizations.
 
   When the city fell the first time it was to a man who declared himself its savior. After years of his cruel rule many people decided to flee, to find shelter and to stay alive despite the odds. 
 
   Some of these people decided to fight back, to fight for their freedom and the freedom of the people within the cities. Others decided to become exactly what the man who had taken over the city was—a ruler who ruled by force and fear.
 
   After the infighting between those people, and some were indeed women, was over the few left standing decided to let each other go their own ways. Out of the East came Barkley, a terrible man whose love for power was exceeded only by his love for death.
 
   He was a warrior in the sense that he would kill anyone indiscriminately and he managed to stay alive in every battle that he participated in. He was willing to kill the people that he commanded if he felt that they were not following his orders to the letter, and he was willing to raze every small outpost and town he came to in order to gain bodies to fill his army’s ranks and keep those soldiers fed.
 
   He had grown his reputation by conquering smaller cities and towns and using their people and resources to take down larger ones. By the time he came to the city now known as Old York, he had amassed a force that numbered in the thousands and his name struck fear into the hearts of all those who heard it, and with good reason.
 
   The ruler of the city was a learned man, a man who had spent his entire youth scouring the city for books from before the war and once he had them he had begun to insist that children read and write as well. Many of the books he had found were written in languages none spoke—or at least, not anymore. He often puzzled over those books it was said, trying desperately to figure out how to break the code that would reveal their contents to him.
 
   Old York had weapons, and a small army to protect itself if necessary, but none wanted to fight, not really. They had seen enough in their years and the day-to-day struggle to stay alive had infused them with a longing for peace. The motto of the city was, ‘Live Today For Our Children’s Tomorrow’. 
 
   When Barkley came to Old York he did not expect that aged and quiet city to fight against him. He did not expect to find in that place men who were learned beyond anything he could have imagined, men who were willing to use old magics against him if that was what it took.
 
   That was what it took and Barkely was horrified to find that he was, in fact, rather easily defeated and that the people he had forced into service were more than willing to abandon him. He had thought their loyalty assured and it had been, but only as long as he had held his sword to their necks—literally and figuratively.
 
   Once free of his rule many chose to flee back toward their homelands in the hopes of reuniting with their families and tribes. Others, knowing that Barkley had seen to it that nothing of their homelands remained, stayed in Old York—offering to work in exchange for their places there.
 
   As for Barkley he was imprisoned and that was when he issued his famous challenge. He demanded the right to die as a warrior, to fight against the ruler of York himself. He knew, because it was no secret, that the ruler was indeed an intense man whose habits leaned less toward swordplay and more toward learning. His mind was absorbed by taking care of his people through learning new and old methods of irrigation and how to build sewers so nobody would sicken and die. Swordplay was not something he had ever studied. Barkley was certain he could beat him in a battle.
 
   The day he stepped into the space designated for that battle with his sword in one hand, he had shouted to the crowd, “Watch your ruler die you dogs!” 
 
   Once again Barkley’s arrogance was proven to be just that. He was bested by a man who hated violence and refused to kill him. He did however exile him; he sent him West along with almost a thousand others, those who had stayed loyal to him and who had chosen exile over working in the city. Into the desert. Into what most thought would surely be death.
 
   Barkley had wanted to be immortalized and he had been. All across the world—in the lands that ended at the mouth of an impassable and enormous wasteland—everyone assumed he had stumbled along in the desert until he and all of his followers had died. He became the stuff of legends—the archenemy, the terrible and corrupted villain defeated by goodness and light.
 
   Reena looked up at Damien, her forehead wrinkled as she understood exactly what had happened. So the whispers were true: Barkley had not been a wandering hero intent on saving his people—he had had no people other than the ones he had commanded. He had been a criminal, a killer bent on a course of hatred and revenge.
 
   “The Arena in Aretula, he found the books there and he began to force people to fight in the Arena because…” she could not articulate what she wanted to say but Damien could.
 
   “Because he had never gotten over being defeated. Every time he went into that Arena against someone he deemed a criminal and killed them, he forgot a little bit more of that defeat. He was using the blood of others to wipe the taste out of his mouth.”
 
   “But how did he keep from killing off everyone long before the city grew?”
 
   Damien grinned at her, “You are a smart girl. That was the secret that nobody wanted known. In those days there were nomads in the desert, not just a few puny tribes like there are now, but entire great tribes of us.
 
   “Barkley, so the legend says, began to kidnap our peoples. He knew we were in the desert because many of the tribes made the grave and great mistake of helping him and his band to survive. We lost many of our numbers to him and his ambitions, to his blighted and bloody city. They added greatly to the numbers of his followers; some say we lost thousands of our people to him. 
 
   “Not all were taken Reena. Some chose the city over the desert; some chose to go and live on that land. They had heard stories of the richness of life there and wanted to see it for themselves. Even now nomads will wander into the city, but these days we are considered to be as unwelcome as Outlaws and if caught and noticed as a desert dweller those who do go to the city die at the gates. The ones lucky enough to get past the guards and into the walls eventually die a different kind of death.”
 
    “Was Aretula the city that the people of Old York lived in before they moved on?” Reena asked, her elbows scraping along the rough table’s surface as she leaned closer to Damien’s side of the table, all of her attention focused on the story he was telling.
 
   He shook his black head. “No, not at all. That city was always a place of haunts. Our ancestors called it the Lost City. It was said that when the Great War happened many cities fell, just crumbled but others were somehow …sent elsewhere. That the blast of the machines literally caused shifts in the earth’s surfaces and that some places slipped over the edges and were lost forever. Some were moved.
 
   “The city that became Aretula was never in the desert, not in the beginning, nor was it on the other side of it. Either the desert was created by the war or the city was moved. Nobody will ever know for sure—there are some things only the gods know and should know. In either case, it is not a city that belongs where it is and one day it will fall because it must.”
 
   Fear made her blood run cold. “What of the people within it?”
 
   Damien said calmly, “That is for the gods to decide too. A city built on blood and sand cannot stand Reena. Eventually the blood will cause the very sand to shift, to weaken and crumble. Everyone knows that.”
 
   Her throat closed. What good was it to overthrow the corrupt government of Aretula if it would just fall anyway? Why was she here, trying so hard to understand all these things if, in the end, they would not matter at all anyway? 
 
   Damien interpreted her expression correctly. “There are things which we cannot answer nor ask. There is a tale of the man who was called to lead his people out of a city filled with the same things that you see in the city that you are running away from, and may very well find in the city that you are running to.
 
   “That man journeyed across the great desert, at least that’s what the legends say, to take his people to safety. He was faced with a great many trials and tribulations in order to do so.. I can’t say  why you’re here, the gods who decided your destiny are not here to answer for it. Perhaps you should pray, or ask for a vision.”
 
   She could not keep the bitterness out of her voice. “I doubt that would do any good.”
 
   “How would you know if you would not try?”
 
   Reena hung her head, ashamed. “I think the gods have deserted me.”
 
   “Or perhaps they’re only testing you.”
 
   Reena did not bother pointing out that even if they were testing her or offensively deserted her: either way, she was alone in this.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   The weary tribe rested for two days in the oasis. It did not surprise Reena that a few of the women were reluctant to leave; she had heard and seen some of them sneaking out at night to go to the tents of some of the nomads. It seemed that there were quite a few more male nomads than there were women. Children were scarce as well. There were only a few in the camp. When Reena asked about that Damien replied that there had been a boom of male children born and first of they had been glad about that because they had looked at it as a blessing, but then it became apparent that the women were surrounded by men who were too old to give them children or boys too young.
 
   Two of the tribe’s women came to Reena the day that they were supposed to leave and made known their wish to stay. The nomads were gathered in a single line across from the tribe and Reena looked at Damien, asking, “How do I know if I leave them in your care they will be safe here?”
 
   Damien replied, “You have my word. A nomad never lies.”
 
   She had to take that and she did. She didn’t blame the women; they would have a hard life here in the oasis, but they would have an even harder time crossing the desert and in crossing it once again. Everyone had the right to choose and they were choosing. Or perhaps they were not, perhaps there they had brought them here.
 
   Either way when they left the oasis they left two people short. They had lost five people total of the desert in her numbers had rapidly diminished. That worried Reena more than she wanted to say, but she had to say it because Lucas had a conversation with her about it later that afternoon as he walked beside her. His take on the situation was they didn’t matter how many they had; what mattered was that at least several of them made it to the city and rally troops there.
 
   It was at that moment that Deal chose to interrupt with, “Did any of us stop to consider that perhaps the nomads might’ve had a map that would get us there?”
 
   Reena actually stopped walking. How stupid of her! The nomads knew where everything was in the desert! They had to idea where the cities were! Chagrined and angry at herself for not even considering the possibility, she turned her head to look behind her, considering whether or not a half a day’s walk they had made was worth remaking, but before she could even contemplate the decision, Lucas said, “They don’t. I did ask.”
 
   Reena turned to face him. “How do they get around without maps?”
 
   “This is their land, they don’t need maps any more than we need maps in the woods.”
 
   “I suppose that makes sense.” It did make sense and now she was feeling incredibly foolish all over again. 
 
   Lauren asked, “What do you suppose Olympus looks like? Do you think it’s just like Aretula?”
 
   Reena had no answer to that. She had only ever seen one city and she wasn’t sure if cities look differently from one another. Nobody knew and as the day wore on they amused themselves by speaking of what they thought they might find there in the city.
 
   They had taken Damien’s advice and put on far more clothes then they would’ve ever believed necessary. They were also traveling during the day because Damien had said that the section of desert that they were going through now was beset by such terrible cold at night that to travel through it would be to get lost. He had said that the wind would push them back and forth, and would in the end defeat them far more than the sun could.
 
   The nomads had horses, stubby sure-footed little things that had two small humps on their back. Damien said they were not really horses, but similar but only lived in the desert as far as he knew. He had also said that he could spare a few but not enough for everyone in the tribe to ride, so they had not taken him up on the offer. 
 
   At that moment Reena was wishing that they had though; the two days of rest and good food had improved morale among the tribe in an almost amazing way. It also made her very well aware of just how many aches and pains that she had, and right now her feet were killing her.
 
   She was also very worried because she could see the landscape changing as Damien had told them it would. The poison lands to her right, she could see the start of them just as Damien had said she would. She didn’t want to look at them but she couldn’t help it because they were oddly beautiful.
 
   Sand drifted and eddied swirling against the giant glass sculptures. Damien said that once upon a time that glass had actually been sand. He said that weapons created to kill had turned the sand into the twisted shapes that rose above the desert floor. The shapes were every color ever seen, many of the same color set the nomads wore and used in their daily lives: reds, greens and yellows, and even orange. Strange-looking birds perched on some of those huge glass creations. Sand sifted across the equally slick surface of what had to have been ground at one time.
 
   The sun hit the glass and refracted off, causing their eyes to water and burn. Damien had told them not to look at the things, to keep their heads turned away lest they grow fascinated and forget which way they were walking.
 
   Is this where the man who had had the sword had gotten lost? He had said he had turned the soldiers into art, that he was a killer in his homeland. Had he become drawn into that deadly landscape because they had called to something in his shriveled and evil soul? Reena pondered that as she resolutely turned her eyes away, and walked steadily onward.
 
   The cries of the birds within the wasteland were horrible to hear. They sent shivers up and down her spine and the spine of everyone else walking with her. She saw quite a few people making the sign that preceded prayer and she knew that they were praying to their gods and goddesses in the hopes of getting through this desert alive.
 
   They would camp tonight, and they would wait out the sifting sands that would hit them tomorrow. Damien had told them that the place that they would be at when they stopped if they walked steadily until sundown was home to a small series of cliffs that had occurred when the sand had rubbed against a giant rock face for so many years. It had been worn away into a natural sort of cave. He had said that the people often stopped there, hanging coverings over the walls of the rocks in order to keep the sand from bothering them as they slept.
 
   He had also warned them that they should stay there all day because their bodies were not used to the desert and its heat. Unlike the bodies that belonged to him and his tribe, they were used to moving about in much cooler climates. Now that they were past the first section of the desert, the night temperatures could be murderous. Later they would be able to travel again at night and sleep during the day and thus conserve their energy and water.
 
   As she walked, Reena found herself wondering what kind of life the nomads really lived. They seemed happy, content. They had plenty of food, even if what they ate was so strange and completely different from anything she ever had before. They had the luxury of being able to be free from the laws of both cities, but yet they were not hunted as Outlaws. It seemed like they had an idyllic life, despite its hardship, and she found herself wishing that she could share in that life, that she could know what it was like to live in a place where nobody would hunt you, where people laughed and sang and danced and never worried about whether or not the scent of their cooking fire would attract the attention of soldiers.
 
   What would it be like if they brought back people from the other city? Would they come across the nomads and kill them because they were strange and different? She had never wondered that before, and she wondered if Damien had considered that possibility.
 
   They finally struck camp that night near the rocks that Damien told them about. They still had the hides of the deer that they had killed at the beginning of their journey, and how long ago that seemed now! They hung them as best they could tying them into the crevices and using larger rocks to hold them down. The hides flapped about, but they were all happy to know that the caves kept he majority of the sand and wind out. 
 
   With so many of them huddled into the cave, they were a lot less likely to freeze to death. All it took was one of the men stepping outside to relieve himself to know just how fast and severely the temperatures could and did drop out there. He came back nearly frozen and shaking. They built a fire as well and ate a satisfying meal before going to sleep.
 
   For Reena, sleep did not come easily; it was filled with terrible dreams. She was back in the Arena, fighting for her life, but this time she did not win. She was riding in the death cart and the driver was a skeleton, his bony hands kept reaching into the cart and pulling out long chunks of her hair, tearing it away from her scalp. The Governor swooped down on her from above, holding the sword much like the one she had herself, and she knew that there was no way to best him.
 
   She awoke from that last dream shaking and sobbing silently. She pressed her hands to her mouth to make sure that no sounds escaped from her and she lay there staring at the fire. Could she really best the Governor? She doubted it, just as she was beginning to wonder if there was anybody in the other city who could either. And even if they could, would bringing people from that city honestly help the situation at all? What if they were worse over there in the other city? What if Olympus was even more spoiled rotten than Aretula?
 
   There was, no time to answer those questions. What was done was done; it was time to simply act. She would do her best to see to it that the Governor was overthrown because his reign was cruel and unjust, and it always had been.
 
   The city was being helmed by a madman, and his madness was affecting everybody. And everything. It had to be stopped; lying there she realized that what the governor was was the poison from a spider that lived in the woods. That particular spider would bite and then move on. For a day or two, everything would seem fine and then long red streaks would appear near the bite mark and the streaks would run all the way up the arm or leg or belly until they reached the heart and then the victim of the spider would die.
 
   The Governor was that spider and like that spider, the only way to cure its bite was to cut open the victim and pull the poison out. The only way to stop that spider from taking more victims was to kill it.
 
   **
 
   Days passed. They kept track of them because they would need to know how many days they walked between the oasis and the city. The answer was thirteen. They had been in the desert over a month already and Reena could not help but wonder and worry about her father and Talon and all the others that she was responsible for who were back in the city. Were they still alive? Was all this futile? By the time she returned to the city would changes have been wrought? Would the Governor have forgotten about her by the time she returned?
 
   Finally, they saw it. Or rather, they saw the beginning of a new land. They looked at it and then they looked at each other with utter dismay. The nomads had not told them about this and they had no idea of what to do about it.
 
   Where the desert ended there was nothing but water. Vast and reeking with the scent of salt. They all walked to the edge of it, the sand crumbling wetly below their feet and falling into the blue-green waves that lapped the shore.
 
   Deal knelt down and took a handful of water up to present to his mouth. He immediately made a face and spit it out. “It is as salty as it smells.”
 
   Lucas swore angrily. “The damn nomads lied to us! They said the city was here!”
 
   Lauren added, “Perhaps we got lost.”
 
   Reena said, “There is no way that we can make it back to the oasis without supplies. We knew that when we started out. If we are lost then we are truly lost. Because there is no…”
 
   All of the angry conversations that had risen from the tribe members cut off as abruptly as if somebody had severed a cord with a sharp blade. None of them could believe their eyes. Deal actually rubbed his grimy fist into his eyes, blinked twice and looked again. “It is not possible,” he breathed.
 
   “Yet there it is.” Dax was staring at the island floating towards them with as much wonder and bemusement as the rest of them, but there was a smile on his face, a smile that said he had an inkling of what was happening. “I don’t imagine it will be here before sunset.”
 
   Reena asked, “Do you know what it is?”
 
   Dax replied, “I think, I think it is the way to Olympus.”
 
   “It looks like..like…”
 
   “They used to call it a ship,” Dax said. “I heard about them, many years ago. They say that people used to ride about on them and that they could cross waters even larger than these.”
 
   Reena could not imagine that there could be any waters greater than those. “How do we get them to notice us?” Her voice was highest and all around her the others were staring at the oncoming ship with the same expression that was on her own face. They were lost in wonder and awe. Nothing could’ve prepared them for this.
 
   Deal said, “I guess we just wait.”
 
   Wait they did. But they did not wait long. A low mournful sound came from the ship, and even from a distance they could see the people crowded along its rails. The ship ground to a halt and a long section of what looked like wood was lowered. The tribe looked at each other, frightened and none of them really knowing what to do. As leader, Reena knew she should make a decision, but she was afraid the decision she made might be the wrong one. If she headed towards the ship they might be shot down as enemies before they ever had a chance to speak.
 
   An idea galvanized her and she walked towards the ship holding the sword high over her head. “I seek a ride to Olympus! My tribe and I have business there!”
 
   Down the gang plank came a tall woman whose hair was as red as fire but her skin looked like gold pieces. She wore an odd assemblage of clothing: a long skirt slid all the way up to her hips to show her shapely thighs, and a beaded and puffy shirt that hung off both of her shoulders to expose her broad collarbones. Long hoops dangled from her ears and there was a sword tucked into the broad belt that held her skirt to her wide hips.
 
   “My name is Myra. It’s been a long time since I saw anyone on the shores.”
 
   Reena shook all over, but she held her voice steady. “My name is Reena. I come from the woods outside of Aretula. I’m an Outlaw, all of us are. We’ve traveled a great distance but have further to go it seems. Nobody told us about the water; we must cross it — we must find Olympus.”
 
   Myra’s eyebrows arched up so high they almost touched her hairline. “Why must you find Olympus? Why is it important to you?”
 
   Reena said, “I can only tell you that it is a personal mission. I must fulfill it; I’m on a quest.”
 
   Myra tilted her head to one side, making her hoops jingle and jangle. “A quest is it? Well, never let it be said that Myra and her band did not help someone on a quest to find their way through. Have you ever seen Olympus?”
 
   “No, I haven’t. None of us have. Please, do you know of it? Does it still stand to this day?”
 
   Myra nodded. “Yes, across the section of water — about three days hence. It still stands, yes and it stands true. But why would I take criminals to the city of light?”
 
   Tears began to fall down Reena’s face. “We’re only criminals because the Governor forces us to be. I promise you, none among us will create havoc in the city. And we are not staying. I only wish to speak to the rulers there; I have the sword and it is my duty, it is my quest to ask a favor of the ruler of Olympus.”
 
   Myra’s eyes fell to the sword and she took a quick step back, her breath going inward in a quick kiss. “By the gods! That is the sword of Olympus! It has been missing for many years! How did you come about it? Did you steal it?”
 
   Anger flared up and Reena could not squash it. She also could not keep the words that came up in her throat from coming out of her mouth. “No, I fought for my own life and in doing so I won the sword. I got it from a madman, one suffering from a sickness he obtained in the desert, or at least I think he got it in the desert, but I’m also pretty sure that he had part of it within him when he left Olympus. He said he was a murderer, and he was on our side of the waters, so I have no doubt that he was in Olympus as well.”
 
   Myra’s eyebrows knitted together, “That sword was stolen. It was removed from the case where it has rested for centuries. There is a legend that says that that must happen, but nobody said that it would wind up in the hands of a mere child. How old are you?”
 
   Reena said, a trifle defensively. “I’m sixteen. But I’ve already fought in the Arena as a gladiator, I’ve gathered my tribe and I’ve begun a quest that is taking me all the way through the desert, the desert that they say nobody can pass. I’m here and I’m asking for passage to Olympus, so what difference does my age make?”
 
   Myra actually laughed at that, her smile revealed broken teeth but it did not detract from her beauty at all. “Yes, this is true. When I was sixteen I already had command of my own ship. Isn’t she a beauty?” She tilted her head towards the ship and Reena looked at it.
 
   “Yes she is beautiful. Why do people call things ‘her’? One of the nomads said the desert was a ‘her’ as well.”
 
   Myra said, “I imagine it’s because some things, like women, are both beautiful and deadly.”
 
   Reena asked, “Please, I’m not sure what I can trade you for passage for me and my tribe but whatever I have — other than the sword which I must keep — I will give you.”
 
   Myra looked down at Reena’s feet and a long smile tilted her cheekbones up even higher. “I could use a good pair of boots.”
 
   And with that, the bargain was struck.
 
   Reena took the boots off and shook them out and handed them to Myra who held them with a careless hand. “You may all board and I will take you to Olympus — I will see to it that you get there as safe and sound as possible. There are storms brewing out in the middle of the water. I will try to avoid them as much as possible. I’m assuming that none of you have ever ridden on a boat before?”
 
   The entire tribe shook its head. The people gathered at the railings of the ship, and looked down at them and waved. A few even snickered at that admission. Myra waved, and her people often said, “I don’t do coddling so if any of you get seasick, you must deal with it yourselves.”
 
   “What is seasick?” Deal asked the question that everybody was wondering.
 
   Myra had not seen Deal before, but when he stepped out from behind his father; she looked over at him and her face paled underneath her tan. Her mouth sagged open and she choked out, “Blake? Blake, is that you or am I befuddled by a ghost?”
 
   Deal said, “I’m sorry, you must be befuddled by a ghost. My name is Deal. I come from the same woods that the rest of us do; I am an Outlaw just like the rest of us are. I don’t know Blake.”
 
   Myra regained her composure so quickly that it was almost as if she had never lost it. She waved an imperious hand at the young boy and said, “Of course you don’t. How could you? Blake was born in Olympus, and stolen away many years ago. It’s a story not worth telling — at least not anymore.”
 
   Reena had a feeling that she was lying. That she had a story that was way beyond worth telling. She was not about to talk about it though and that was easy to see. Reena was not going to press her either; she was offering them passage to Olympus and she was just grateful to be going.
 
   **
 
   The next day she was doubting that gratitude. Most of the tribe was seasick. With the notable exception of Deal who took to life on the boat as if he’d been born to it, most of them were dealing with upset stomachs and nausea that would not end.
 
   At one point Lucas even exhorted her to go ahead and kill him now. His exact words were, “I don’t care if I ever see Olympus, I just want off this damn boat.”
 
   Those who were not seasick were up on the top decks, hanging off the railings and staring down, hoping for a glimpse of the fabulous key creatures that Myra and her crew swore were down there. She had them all convinced that giant striped white and black leviathans were all around the waters.
 
   Reena was fairly certain that she was lying; she also said there were creatures there that had something called tentacles. She said they could suck a man off of a boat and take him down before he could even so much as scream. She said these were all old creatures — creatures from before the Great War who had somehow managed to survive in the deepest depths of the ocean, sustaining themselves and sustaining their offspring.
 
   As they stood on the rail now, Myra said, “If you look hard enough you can tell which way the wind is blowing from the way the waves rise. It is hard to believe that once upon a time there was nothing left in these oceans, but the creatures that were far far below the depths.
 
   “It wasn’t so long ago either. Once upon a time and not so long ago, almost all the life was dead. She had green stuff floating below. That was seaweed. It’s what a lot of the animals eat, and at one point it was poisonous so the fish within died. They had no choice, but to die.”
 
   Reena said, “Nobody ever said that the people who used to inhabit the earth were smart, or compassionate.”
 
   Myra slanted her a look, “Do you not think that they were?”
 
   “How could they have been? They allowed a war that killed everything in its path.”
 
   “Yes, but how many did that? How many were just victims who got caught up in the blasts? Haven’t you ever thought of it that way?”
 
   No, actually she had not. “My father says that it was all governments. That’s why it’s important for people to maintain their freedom. That’s why we live in the woods, because if we lived in the city we would have to do as the Governor ordered and the Governor is a madman.”
 
   “Most men in power are.”
 
   “Is the man who rules Olympus a madman as well?”
 
   “No… Then again the person who rules Olympus is a woman.”
 
   Reena’s mouth fell open. “Are you serious? But women have no value, women are…”
 
   Myra asked, “Were you not a gladiator? Do you feel that you have no value?”
 
   Reena stuttered out, “Of course I have value. Yes I was a gladiator but even gladiators don’t have any worth, not really. What I mean is that where I come from women have to listen to the men unless of course they get very very rich and have their own money and that doesn’t happen too often.”
 
   Myra said, “Fortunately things in Olympus are very different. Then again Olympus has stood for many many years. It has always been the city in which people strive to be enlightened. Don’t get me wrong; there are some who are not. There are criminals in Olympus and there are those who do things that go against all the laws. I don’t want you to think that there aren’t. Don’t take yourself a pretty picture and expect to go over there and have it met.”
 
   Reena asked, “What happens to criminals in Olympus?”
 
   “They are either jailed or executed.”
 
   “So they execute people in Olympus as well?” Reena could not keep the disappointment out of her tone.
 
   “Of course they do, sometimes there is no choice. Sometimes even here on the ships people are executed.”
 
   Reena looked at her, “On the ships? Is there more than one?”
 
   “Of course. Why do you ask?”
 
   “If there are ships, then why doesn’t anyone come to our side of the world?”
 
   “Because nobody thinks that anything exists on the other side of the desert. Besides, everybody knows that to go through the desert one will be stricken with the sickness. A long time ago, many years ago people used to try to get through, but they always died; they never came back anyway.”
 
   “They went to where we live.”
 
   “Perhaps so. But after Barkley was sent West, nobody else was ever sent.”
 
   “Nobody else was ever sent? What does that mean?”
 
   “It used to be that rather than execute people who were criminals they were sent West. The ships would take them across the water and drop them at the edge of the desert. It was better than death, or at least it was a choice. Like I said the ones who went never came back. But after Barkley was sent West, it was decided that the way should be closed and that is when the great land bridge was removed.”
 
   Reena was confused; it made no sense at all. She had never heard of the land bridge and she said so. Myra replied, “At one time. You could walk across, or so they say. I don’t believe it but you hear the stories and upon occasion, when the tides are right you can see these… Well, they call them the spine of the old ancestors. It looks like a spine really, it’s a bunch of tiny islands, some of them no more than a foot or so across. Supposedly it’s what’s left of the land bridge.”
 
   Reena said, “Will you tell me about the ruler of Olympus?”
 
   Myra said, “I can’t. I’ve never met her. I only know of her from stories. It seems that she runs the city well. There is some hunger of course; there are always people who are unhappy, but she does the best she can. She is not a dictator but rather a leader. Other than that I don’t know what to tell you. I have to go anyway, they need me to help steer the ship.”
 
   Reena watched the tall woman who called herself a pirate walk along the deck of her ship. The things she had just told her were even more fantastical than the stories of giant creatures swimming below the waters. How could a woman rule an entire city? How could a bridge have existed? One that would span across an entire sea?
 
   **
 
   It was a four-day trip across the waters and Reena was up top when she finally saw land in the distance. She stared at it, slightly overwhelmed by it all. It was green — greener than any land she had ever seen. The trees were tall and full, and the birds circled the sandy beach. The grass grew high and lush and there was fine mist of fog rolling in off the ocean.
 
   She strained toward the land, eager to be off the boat and onto land again even though Myra swore up and down that anyone who ever loved the land again after being aboard a ship was either a fool or mad.
 
   She did not care if she was mad; she wanted to put her feet on something that did not pitch and roll beneath her every time she turned around. Her whole body longed for the ground below her feet.
 
   They were here, finally! Half a day’s walk from this shore lay Olympus! Her heart clenched like a closing fist, what if all of this was for nothing? Then what?
 
   It would not be for nothing…
 
   **
 
   Leaving the sandy beaches behind, they struck out through the well maintained and traveled road that led through the surrounding landscapes and toward the city itself. As soon as they broke free from the beach and the outer ring of trees they could see it: standing tall and beautiful against the blue sky.
 
   The tall spires of the buildings were decorated with pennants that flapped and waved in the breeze. There was not the smell of incidents that they had begun to associate with cities, and while they could smell the fecund soil below them they could not smell the overflowing gutter system as they drew closer.
 
   There were walls around the city, and as they drew nearer to them they all began to worry. Myra had said that Olympus welcomed all travelers as long as they had reason to be there. But what reason would they use? Would they say that they were demanding an audience with the ruler?
 
     They drew abreast of the gates, falling into line behind other travelers. Most the people ahead of them in line were farmers. None of them looked threadbare or starved like the ones in their own city. There was an atmosphere of gaiety hanging over everything. Reena saw Lauren and several of the other women looking at the children who were laughing and playing with almost envious eyes.
 
   The sight of those children made Reena think. As an outlaw child there was little room for games and, indeed, the games that they did play were games that were designed to teach them how to react as they grew older. How to survive in the woods, and how to hide from the soldiers. These children were playing nonsensical games, clapping their hands and singing little songs. None of them seemed to be very wealthy, but they all seemed to be happy.
 
   Reena had never considered what might happen if she had a child of her own one day, or if she wanted to do that, but now looking at these children she knew that she did. Or at least, she did as long as she could guarantee them a happier life than what she had had.
 
   Guilt struck her almost immediately. Was she truly unhappy with the way her father had raised her? How could she be so disloyal to him? He was her father and he had done the best he could!
 
   Still, there was a nagging little doubt that remained behind. Children should be happy; they should not be forced to live in a city where death was a casual form of entertainment, and neither should they be forced to hide in the woods and live their entire lives in fear because they were outlaws simply by birth.
 
   It was then that she began to understand that it was the entire system that was corrupt; this was further reaching than just the insane power. It wasn’t the Governor who ruled Aretula at present. This was about a system that had been set in place and left in place despite its unfairness to everybody except those who benefited from being born either wealthy or in a position of power.
 
   It was obvious that things were not completely perfect here. Once inside the walls they began to see people who were obviously poverty-stricken. Small children danced in the street holding out bowls, begging for money from passersby. Some of them were very dirty and others had obvious signs of neglect and hunger on them. The gutters here were not above ground and they didn’t slow down the streets, which would explain the absence of that smell that she had noticed. 
 
   The markets were cleaner, more contained. They seemed to have an order to them with all of the livestock and freshly killed meat to one side while those who were selling fresh breads, cheeses, and vegetables were on another side. There were jugglers in the street and dancers as well.
 
   People laughed and talked, and if there were temples she still had not seen one. That absence somehow bothered her; she kept looking around expecting to see statues of the gods and goddesses in place but there were none. There was also no arena, but there were buildings with names that she had never heard before: University, Center for light and so on and so forth.
 
   .  At the beginning of the quest this had seemed like a good idea, the only idea but now that they were here, in Olympus, Reena was at a total loss. She had no idea of where to go and neither did any of her tribe. They were all huddled together like a mini-living organism, afraid to move away from the nucleus.
 
   Reena spotted a tall building whose upper roof was engraved with the words “justice for all”. She stopped in her tracks, and Deal almost ran right into her back.
 
   “Maybe that’s where we need to go,” Reena pointed to the building with one finger. “We are here for justice after all.”
 
   Lucas said, “I’m not sure how the system works here, I don’t think any of us are. Maybe we should ask somebody.”
 
   Dax said, “That will point this out as outsiders. Do we want that?”
 
   Reena replied, “We are outsiders. That is why we are here, we need them to help us in our own lands. I don’t think there’s much sense in trying to hide that.”
 
   There really wasn’t much else they could do. There had been no way to make a plan once in Olympus because they had no knowledge of Olympus and what they had heard of it had seemed so bizarre and ludicrous, so absolutely surreal that they had not really believed it until they had arrived.
 
   Gathering up her courage Reena began to head towards the Justice Hall. The tribe followed her. All of them were aware of the looks they were getting. Their clothing marked them as foreigners. Not only that, Reena was carrying that sword on her back and while there were other people who bore arms, it seemed she was the only one who did so openly. Not that it mattered, she had nowhere to hide the thing. She was grateful however that the scabbard hid the sword itself, except for the smallest top piece of the till, the last thing on earth she needed was the enraged citizens of Olympus demanding to know where she had gotten the fabled sword.
 
   The Justice Hall had stairs, long white and sweeping that rose toward the grand marble columns that fronted the doors. They all stood at the base of the stairs looking at each other and taking deep breaths. Lucas said, “Well, I didn’t come all this way to lose my guts now folks.”
 
   He started up the stairs and they all followed him. Reena was content to walk behind Lucas; she would follow him anywhere and she wondered why it was that he was so willing to hand over leadership to her when it was so obvious that he was the one who was smartest, more capable in battle and more seasoned as well.
 
   Past the columns were giant carved marble doors. Large statues, also marble, stood about. Reena stared at one of them trying to remember where she had seen that particular statue before. She did not remember it being anywhere in Aretula but yet it seemed incredibly familiar.
 
   The statue was of a woman, her eyes hidden by a carved blindfold. Her robes revealed nothing of her big year. Her upraised hand held a pair of scales and in the other hand, held out toward the Observer, was the book.
 
   The others were looking at other statues, but this one fascinated Reena for some reason. She simply could not tear her eyes away from it.
 
   “She is justice.”
 
   Reena turned to face the young woman who had spoken to her. “I’m sorry?”
 
   The other woman smiled, “No need to be sorry. I used to spend hours staring at that statue just like you are right now. I spent most of my childhood playing on the stairs since my father is one of the judges. I was always fascinated by the statue justice because she’s the only one here who is a woman. All of the rest the statues are of men, but justice… she’s a woman. Isn’t that bizarre?”
 
   Reena didn’t know exactly what bizarre met, but she nodded her head anyway. Hoping this woman was as kind as she appeared, she blurted out, “I need to find the ruler of Olympus. I need to speak with her. How do I find her?”
 
   The woman who is talking to her had reddish–blonde hair and eyebrows that matched. She pushed her long hair away from her face with an impatient gesture and tilted her head to one side as she scrutinized Reena carefully. “Where are you from?”
 
   “Does that matter?”
 
   “I think it does.” A deep frown marred her smooth forehead. “Your speech is different, as are your clothes. Are you alone here?”
 
   Reena began to back away, panic starting to rise up. If this one was an enemy, she was already in a lot of trouble. Before she could move, the woman’s hand shot out and rested lightly on her arm. “No, please do not fear me. I think you are somebody that I have been waiting for.”
 
   “Why would you be waiting for me?”
 
   “Come with me, bring your friends. Don’t bother trying to tell me that you don’t know them; they are all dressed the same way you are and they are all staring about exactly the same way you are. You need me to take you to one of the judges; they are the only people who can get you in to see Calliope.”
 
   Calliope? Who is that? Reena asked that very question and the answer was that Calliope was the ruler of Olympus. Well, she thought, she had come this far, so there was no sense in not going any further. If seeing a judge was the only way to see Calliope then so be it. If they attempted to imprison her or order her execution, they would find out what a young girl who had already faced down the worst enemies in an arena could do.
 
   The young woman introduced herself as Helena. She said she was a judge-in-training. Reena and the others had no idea what that meant, but they had an inkling. As they walked along through the Justice Hall, Helena explained to them how the process worked. In order to get anything done and done fairly, every citizen — every person — was granted the right to be heard. If somebody felt that they were being done an injustice, they could bring their plea there to the Hall and ask to speak to one of the judges. The judges would hear their case and if they thought that they had merit, they would declare that. If they thought it had no merit they would declare that.
 
   Helena told them that a lot of time this is where arguments between people were settled. But come here and speak to the judges and the person who was in the wrong would have to make restitution to the person who was in the right. To Reena and the others it all sounded sort of odd. They were used to the swifter types of justice. In the woods they had their own system and it in the city the system was basically do as the Governor says, which was based on the arena. There was not much room in between those two options.
 
   The office to which Helena took them was wide and broad. There were several rows of seats perched in front of and facing a long wooden structure behind which sat a man in crimson and blue robes.
 
   He looked up as they entered and Helena said, “Greetings judge. I bring you those who would have you hear their case.”
 
   Reena moved forward out of instinct but Helena’s hands held her back.. Her feet stilled and she stared at the judge. His face was stern, all angles and planes. He was older, far older than most of the men in her own homeland. How was that possible? Dying young was sort of the condition of their lands.
 
   When he spoke, his voice was a deep and pleasing baritone that reminded her of her father’s voice so much that she almost burst into tears. He said, “Come forward and be heard.”
 
    Helena’s hand nudged her forward and she went, refusing to shuffle and keeping her head high. She wasn’t sure where to stop but when she saw his eyebrow creeping up slightly, she halted. 
 
   Clearing her throat she spoke, “My name is Reena. I come from the outside. By that I mean I come from the outside that is past the farms and other lands that surround the city far to the west of here. I had to cross the desert and a large water to get here and I am in dire need of speaking to Calliope.”
 
   The judge’s face had an expression of astonishmen she was sure was  as foreign to that visage as she was to this courtroom. He looked at Helena who nodded and then back at Reena and then beyond her at her gathered tribe. “Are you telling me you come from a city that lies within the lost lands?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I don’t know what the lost lands are. I only know that I lived outside of the city known as Aretula. Myra, the pirate who commands the ship Lilith found us at the edge of the desert where the great waters began. She brought us here, to Olympus. She told me that nobody believes there is life in those lands, but there is. I’m here, and there are others.”
 
   “Young lady, do you know the penalty for lying in a courtroom?”
 
   “I am not lying.” Reena’s chin lifted and her shoulders squared. “I come from exactly where I said I come from and I am here because I need help from your leader. I am on a quest and it is a quest that I cannot fail in.”
 
   The judge leaned back in his chair, his fingers resting lightly on his belly. “A quest? It has been centuries since a quest has been given or received here in this city.”
 
   Reena’s anger was starting to surface but she held it back. She could not help though the sarcasm that coated her words. “Can I suppose it is a good thing I am not from the city?”
 
   Helena nudged her elbow, a silent reprimand that Reena understood all too well. Lucas cleared his throat and Lauren fingered the small Dirk at her belt. The judge leaned forward again and spoke, “You had a long journey if what you say is true.”
 
   Tears filled Reena’s eyes. Behind the judge’s stern look was kindness; she could see it but was not sure if she could trust it. Or anyone or anything. “Yes, a very long journey. My people are tired and they are hungry. On board the ship Myra treated us well and we rested well, and for that we are eternally grateful; however, none of us had ever been on a boat before and most of my people were very ill.”
 
   “I should imagine so. Myra loves the oceans. She probably took you through a bad patch just to watch you be sick.” The judge actually laughed at that. “She’s a good person, for a pirate, but she has the oddest sense of humor of any woman I’ve ever met.”
 
   Reena felt some relief by the fact that the judge actually knew Myra. She didn’t dare comment on whether or not she thought Myra had deliberately made her tribe sick though; that might be something that they only did here and amongst each other. A lot of tribe members would joke around with each other and say things that they would never allow anyone else to say, and she was pretty certain that that was the case here.
 
   “Please sir, we need to see Calliope. There is no time to waste. Our journey here was far longer than I ever could’ve imagined. There is much going on in my homeland and there is a war. We need your help, we need help badly.”
 
   The judge leaned forward again, all his casualness forgotten. His eyes sharpened and he gave her a long and level gaze from below his bushy grey eyebrows. “If what you say is true, then I will get you the first appointment that I can with Calliope.”
 
   Emboldened by his statement Lucas stepped forward. “May I ask when that might be Sir? As Reena has said, time is growing short. We’ve been gone far too long and the journey back will be no easier.”
 
   The judge opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, Deal, who had been standing behind Lauren and several others stepped forward, his attention caught by the large stained-glass window on one side of the room. The judge’s reaction to the young boy was the same as Myra’s had been. His mouth sagged open and a look of complete shock crossed his face.
 
   “It can’t be!” He actually rubbed his eyes and took a harder look at Deal. “Come here Blake.”
 
   Deal’s father looked down at him and frowned. “Please do not order my son, Sir. Ever since we got here people have been looking at him incredibly strangely, calling him by another’s name and asking him questions that he cannot answer.”
 
   Deal’s father was a quiet man. He went by the name Oak and most of the time unless you knew he was there you would never notice him. He was strong as an ox, and incredibly fast. He was a good man in the woods because he could blend in with almost any scenery and hide from you in plain sight. He could also pick off a bird with nothing but a stone and he always seemed to know which mushrooms are poisonous and which were not. He rarely ever spoke however; it was is not his way.
 
   The judge looked at him, his face showing concentration. Finally he spoke to Oak, “What is your name?”
 
   “I am called Oak.”
 
   The man straightened his shoulders and met the judge’s eyes squarely. I am also from the lands that the rest of my tribe is from. I have journeyed here with them. This is my son, his name is Deal.”
 
   The judge looked utterly flabbergasted. He raised a hand to his forehead and wiped it hard. When he did manage to speak, his voice shook and it was obvious that that was a strange occurrence because Helena looked startled and a little afraid. “Come with me, you will see Calliope right now. I happen to know that she has nobody in the chambers at the moment.”
 
   Helena said, “But judge… That is not the way of things!”
 
   The judge gave her a hard and cold stare. “Do you doubt that these are the people that we’ve been waiting for for a very long time? Do you doubt that this is a matter of complete urgency Helena? No? Good, then I will do as I see fit.”
 
   The tribe followed the judge as he walked through a small door, his robes flapping at the back of his shoes. His shoes were what drew Reena’s gaze. She’d never seen anything like them, and it occurred to her that everyone in Olympus had those same shoes she had not paid attention to before. They fit completely over the foot, much like the rough leather shoes that she wore on her own feet most of the time. They were not sandals such as the ones worn in Aretula.
 
   The Judge led them to a set of doors, intricately carved and guarded by two sets of soldiers. One of the soldiers said, “They are bearing arms.”
 
   The judge replied, “I saw that. They are foreigners, and their customs are different.”
 
   “It matters not,” the soldier said, “They drop their arms or they remain outside.”
 
   Reena said, “I cannot drop mine, it is to go with me everywhere that I go.”
 
   “Then they will not be seeing Calliope,” the soldier said to the judge rather than Reena. That irritated her; she was standing right there. If he had something to say about her he should say it and stop pretending she was not there!
 
   The judge grabbed Deal by the arm and hauled him up in front of the soldiers. “Does he look familiar?”
 
   The soldier’s mouths all fell open. Deal squirmed and sputtered out, “Hey what is it with you people?”
 
   Oak stepped forward, “I don’t know what game you are playing with my son, but I’m not going to tell you any of you again to leave him be.”
 
   The soldiers looked at Oak, then back at Deal. The youngest of them, a young man who could barely be twenty, allowed his mouth to form a perfect round circle. The oldest of the soldiers said, “They can go in, but they must go in with guards.”
 
   The younger of the soldiers hastily stepped forward, but the older guard held up a hand to stop him. He put two fingers to his mouth and blew, a long low whistle that brought more soldiers from around a bend.
 
   He sent four of those newcomers into Calliope’s chambers with them.
 
   Going into Calliope’s chambers was almost like entering the temple. The doors opened and they walked along a red carpet. Fresh flowers sat about in small vases that were attached to the long rows of seats.
 
   At the end of the aisle stood another of the long wooden benches like the judge had sat on, but it was raised even higher and surrounded by a pure cleaning wall. Calliope sat behind it, her brown head back to the papers in front of her.
 
   The judge announced them: “Calliope, I bring you foreigners from the lost lands. Or so they claim to be. They have a story that I think you’ll find interesting, although I’m not sure we can dispense justice for them.”
 
   Her head came up and Reena found herself staring into a pair of the shrewdest brown eyes she had ever seen. Those eyes seemed to probe at every fiber of her being, to look deep within her and to weigh everything inside.
 
   Calliope’s face was lined; she was not young it all. Nor was she particularly beautiful although it was clear that she had been when she was younger. Her chin had a decided cleft and there was a scar beside her right eye as well as many lines around her eyes and mouth.
 
   Before Calliope could speak, the judge had taken ahold of both Oak and Deal and moved them forward. Reena’s hand went to her sword, but Lucas halted her. She looked over at him, confused. What was going on here? Why did Deal look so familiar to these people and why did they seem so upset to see him?
 
   The effect on Calliope was just as great. Her eyes sharpened and her hands clenched together, so tightly that the white of her knuckles showed through her age-spotted skin. She stood slightly, but then she sat back down just as abruptly.
 
   She spoke, and her voice was anything but tired or old. It was strong, and it carried well. She said, “So, you come from the lost lands. Every ruler of this land has waited their entire lifetime to see if anything ever came out of that forsaken place. I think many of us have long since forgotten that there was ever anything there. Perhaps that is for the best and yet here you are and determined to prove us wrong.”
 
   Reena stepped forward, though she did not really know what to say. If Calliope was not happy to see them that could put all of her hopes into tatters before they even ever had a chance to bloom. “Calliope, we come to you because we have to. We don’t mean to intrude upon you or your land. I don’t know what it is with Deal or Oak that frightens and stuns you and your people so, but I do say this: they are under my protection. They are of my tribe and I will not allow any harm to come to them.”
 
   She had some other things she was going to add there but Calliope’s laughter broke into her speech before she could finish it. Calliope said, “You are a mere girl! How can you protect anyone? I doubt you could even protect yourself!”
 
   Reena said calmly and very quietly, “You do not know me and you do not know what I am capable of.”
 
   That stopped Calliope’s laughter cold. Her gaze sharpened even further and she leaned forward in her seat and asked, “What is it that you want?”
 
   Reena said, “I come to ask for your help. I come to ask you to join us in war against the Governor of Aretula, the greatest and only city in our lands.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Calliope said, “There is no way I could ask my troops to go to Aretula to fight your governor. He is not our problem.”
 
   “Not now,” Lucas shot back. “But he might be if he ever discovers that there is something that lies on the other side of the desert.”
 
   “I doubt he will,” Calliope said. “Men like him are content to rule in their own small worlds. If he was anything more than a tempest in his own teapot I would be more inclined to help you.”
 
   Reena wanted to weep. All the time that they had spent struggling to get here, to meet this woman, to ask for her help and she was ignoring all of those things. She was making a decision without even considering what it might mean to them. How could she get her to see things her way? Was there even any point in trying? She had to, no matter what she had to try.
 
   Gathering her courage and stealing herself for the rejection that she was sure would come, Reena said, “Calliope we’ve come a great distance, we would not come that distance if we did not sorely need your help. I am on a quest and part of that quest was given to me because I am the one who has this.” She reached behind her back and removed the sword from the scabbard. The effects of the sword were almost as tenacious as the effect Deal seemed to have on the people. All of the soldiers moved forward, a few of them staring in open-mouthed astonishment. Calliope said sharply, “How dare you come in here with a sword that was stolen from my people and try to use it to gain my favor?”
 
   Reena replied, “I dare because I have no choice. I would not see the people who live in my lands hurt anymore by an insane man whose sole goal is to kill as many as possible in his lifetime.”
 
   Calliope shot back, “Where did you get our sword?”
 
   Reena said, “It is not your sword. It is nobody’s sword. I won it in a fight against a madman in a hut at the mouth of the desert. He was insane, driven that way because he had gotten lost in the desert, and because before he ever came to our land he was a killer in yours.”
 
   Calliope’s anger vanished like the morning sun. “Tell me about this man.”
 
   It was a command, and Reena knew it. None of the other members of her tribe were speaking and she knew that that was because they were giving her the respect that they had entrusted her with. They were proving to Calliope that she was indeed the leader and that they would stand behind her. She didn’t know if that would help any, but she was grateful for their support.
 
   Reena said, “He was mad, as I said. He told me that he wanted to come to our land, the land that you call the lost land because he had heard that some had traveled over there and became kings and gods. He was correct. 
 
   “Over there in Aretula the descendants of Barkley still rule. They have inherited his bloodlust, and they continue his tradition of the Arena.”
 
   Calliope said, “You’re going to have to explain some things to me because they are foreign to me. Your land is obviously not the same as this one. Explain to me what the Arena is.”
 
   Reena said, “Lucas here and I have both been gladiators. I was the only girl, woman, to be named as a gladiator in history.”
 
   Calliope said, “That sounds like quite a feat. You must’ve done something very brave in order to be named a gladiator.”
 
   Reena replied, “No, just very foolish. Over there the Arena is the end-all and be-all. It is entertainment for the crowd, it is how the Governor keeps people under his thumb. It is how he keeps them frightened and entertained all at the same time.”
 
   Before she knew it she was spilling out all the secrets of her land. She was talking of the arena, of the soldiers roaming the lands looking for Outlaws and why so many people were Outlaws. She told Calliope of the Culling and how her own parents had decided to be Outlaws, to be branded as traitors to the Governor rather than allow her mother to be taken to a tavern to be used by whoever had coin enough to pay for her favors.
 
   She told Calliope what it was like to live in the woods always on the move and to never have a home. She told her what it was like to lose friends, to hide in the haystacks so the soldiers never found them. She told her of Hector and Kale and their bravery. She found herself crying as she explained how angry she had been at the cowardly man whose life she had saved in the arena, and how much she had resented having to save his life when it was her father’s life that she had really wanted to save. 
 
   When she got to the part about the man in the hut who had held the sword Calliope said, “Think very hard. What did this man look like? Can you tell me what he said?”
 
   Reena began to try to describe him as best she could. What she remembered the most she told first, and then she began to try to think of the other things, but eventually she had to give up.
 
   Calliope looked over at the judge who looked back at her steadily. There was something going on here, something that Reena could not understand, but she had a feeling that it had something to do with that man and the sword, and not just them but other things as well. Calliope was too interested in this man.
 
   The judge asked, “The man of which you speak, you said he turned the soldiers into art. That he wanted to turn you into art. Did you see what he did to them?”
 
   Reena shook her head no, “No and I am glad. He was horrifying; there was something beyond madness about him. It was almost like looking into… In the desert we saw this thing in the sand it was like there was a wind tunnel sucking all the sand into it. There are poisonous creatures out there; a few of my tribe were bitten by them and they died almost instantly. These creatures were sucked in by this shifting tunnel and it was almost like there was a creature down below it waiting to eat them. When I looked at that man that is how I felt. When I saw that sand sucking down into the very earth itself and taking the poisonous creatures with it, his was the face I thought of. I know how that sounds, but I can’t explain it any better.”
 
   The judge said, “You don’t need to explain it any better. The man that you are speaking of, if I am correct and Calliope is correct, and I am sure that we are, was no great loss to this city.”
 
   Lucas said, “Myra said that once upon a time you sent people to our lands. Criminals and others. People who were murderous and power mad. You sent them there and if that man could survive who knows how many others could as well? We already know that Barkley did survive there, instead of killing him you sent him West and now all of the people of that city have to pay for your mistakes. You owe us this aid that we are seeking, whether you wish to admit it or not, it was your city’s duty to deal with Barkley and you failed to do that.”
 
   Calliope’s face was purple with rage. “How dare you? How dare you speak to me in such a manner?”
 
   Reena was afraid that Lucas had gone too far. He was right, though she was reluctant to back him up. But he had always backed her up and she was going to back him up now. She stepped forward and said in her calmest voice, “You sent them West. Your people sent out into the world dangerous criminals, and you did it in order to prove that you were merciful and good.
 
   I know you aren’t personally to blame but neither are we, but we bear the brunt of the rage that is come ot the lands because of the actions of this land.
 
   I know it sounds hard to believe and that you don’t think it’s your problem but it is.You sent them out there without ever considering that while you might have thought that those lands were lost, that they might not have been to the people within them.”
 
   “We had no way to know that there were people in those lands,” Calliope said angrily. “Besides that is a rather moot point. Before we sent Barkley West, there likely were no peoples in those lands.”
 
   Reena said, “Yes, there were. The nomads, and they are still there. Barkley and his tribe coming across the desert is one of their greatest legends and stories. They tell it to their children to remind their children why they should never follow evil men. Barkley and his followers kidnapped a great deal of the nomad’s peoples and enticed others to follow them.
 
   “Your mistake in sending Barkley to the west did indeed impact people in those lands. The lands are not lost and never have been. But they will be one day. If the prophecies are correct those lands will eventually be no more one of these days. Or at least that’s what the nomads say; I have no idea. All I do know is that Lucas is right: you helped start this, you helped build the arena whether you intended to or not.
 
   “When your ruler Arthur stood across from Barkley sword to sword and chose not to kill him, when he bested him in one-on-one combat, he instilled in Barkley a need to create a place where he could reenact those scenes over and over again, but this time with him always as the victor.
 
   “Even though Barkley is dead and long since turned to dust, his bones have scattered across the desert and everywhere else in the lands, or wherever it is the bones drift to after they crumble, despite all of that, his bloodlust lives on. His lineage still remains and none who have come from it have been kind or strong enough to break the tradition that Barkley started, the tradition that was created when your ruler challenged him to a face a dual and then let him live.”
 
   Calliope said, “I am ruler here yes. But decisions like these are not in the hands of one person. To allow one person to make those types of decisions is not only dangerous, but it gives more power than should ever be given to one person. I’m assuming you know that because of the way things run over there in the lost… I’m sorry, in your lands.”
 
   Reena nodded. Hope had begun to surface and her heart was beating faster than it had for a long time. Her hands clenched together and she had to suppress the smile that was threatening to break out across her face as she said, “Yes, I understand that exactly.”
 
   Calliope said, “I have one more question, but it is not for you Reena. It is for you, Oak.”
 
   He looked around at the others and then at Reena. She could only nod, she had no idea what it was that Calliope wanted to ask him, but she had a feeling that whatever it was Calliope’s willingness to help hinged on his answer.
 
   He stepped forward. “Yes?”
 
   Calliope asked, “Did you miss the red robin?”
 
   “I missed the red robin in the morning, and at noon. I missed the red robin in the evening and by the light of the moon.” Oak stopped, a look of puzzlement crossing his face. “I’m sorry, I don’t know where that came from.”
 
   Tears poured down the faces of both Calliope and the judge. The judge said, and it showed in his hushed voice, “That was a nursery rhyme, it was created for our son. It was not a known rhyme or one that was told or taught to anyone else. Calliope had made it up and it was a private thing between her and our child..”
 
   Oak said, “I’m sorry if I’ve offended you. I swear to you I have no idea where I learned it from. Maybe I heard it somewhere…”
 
   The judge said, “You have not offended us. Our son was taken when he was very young, younger than the boy that is your own son. He was taken by a man who was given a death sentence but escaped somehow, the man who stole the sword of Arthur and ran to the West.”
 
   Deal said, “Hey! Hey Father, does this mean that we have enough money to buy cheese now?”
 
   **
 
   The tribe was put into a large home with many bedrooms. It was near the city center and after a bath and a change of clothes Reena stood at the window of her bedroom. She chose a room whose windows looked out over the streets below rather than a room in the back which looked out over the gardens. She wanted to see how different the city was than Aretula; she wanted to see its people.
 
   Servants bustled around, bringing into the house provisions and fresh clothing for the guests. Oak and Deal were both still stunned, and while it was not easy to know if Oak was indeed their long-lost son, Deal’s resemblance to the child that their son had once been was obvious and unmistakable.
 
   There was a knock on her door and Reena said, “Come in.”
 
   Lucas entered, his feet barely making a sound on the heavy carpet. Would she ever get used to that? She had never known softness beneath her feet such as that, except for the loamy soil of the woods. It seemed odd and despite its comfort she didn’t like it.
 
   Lucas asked, “Do you think we will be able to convince them to help us?”
 
   Reena said, “We don’t have a choice. If we have wasted all this time coming here, then we have lost everything.”
 
   “I hate to say it, but using Deal and Oak as leverage is not a bad idea.”
 
   Reena turned to look at Lucas. His face had aged in the last few weeks, as had everyone’s including her own. She leaned against the window sill and asked, “Would you have allowed someone to use your child as leverage Lucas?”
 
   “Yes, I did.”
 
   “Did you find that fair?”
 
   Lucas said, “It is not just us here Reena. It is not just our tribe either. There are many many innocents out there in the city. In our lands. The Governor kills indiscriminately and he is never going to stop. His father was more just, but he was just as bloodthirsty in his own way. Until the line of Barkley is broken there will be no peace and there will be no justice there.”
 
   “Are you saying that it doesn’t matter what means we use as long as we achieve the results we would need?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Reena asked, “Lucas, can you not understand that that is how the Arena was allowed to come into being. If people would stop believing that the ends justify the means, no matter how bad the means are then perhaps things on this earth would be so much better.”
 
   Lucas said, “I can’t argue that with you, Reena because it’s true. But right now we don’t get the luxury of feeling sorry for other people or for ourselves. Right now we have to fight for what is real and what is honest and that is the people who need our help. It is time to break the stranglehold of Barkley. We have to have their help, no matter how we get it, we have to take it with us.”
 
   Reena looked away, not wanting to answer him. She picked at a small section of the windowsill before she managed to say, “There are people in the city I love. I don’t want to see them harmed, and I would do anything to save them, but I don’t know that I can use a parent’s pain and hope against them.”
 
   Her own words startled her a little. Who did she love within the city? Her father, of course but who else? Praxis? Or Talon… 
 
   Sweet and kind Talon, he had always hidden small little treats in the woods just for her. She closed her eyes tightly remembering how delighted she’d always been to follow his little clues: bent reeds near the pond’s edge, a flower tucked behind the cow’s ear and many other things that would lead her eventually to either a slice of still warm bread wrapped in an old piece of cloth or a homemade candy rolled into a leaf to keep the bugs from biting it before she could get to it.
 
   And what about the priestess, Nemia? Did she not love her to? She had never had a true friend before, at least not a friend that was a girl. In the woods girls her age were few and far between and most of them were already married, or dead. A few had even decided to leave the woods and go to the cities on their own, to make their way as a citizen or at least to try to. None of them had ever been seen again and Reena had no doubt that he might have gotten lucky and found a real life or at least a life that didn’t involve the taverns, but she was equally sure that many of those who had left of their own volition had found exactly that life and no other.
 
   She and the priestess weren’t close but they had shared a lot already. She longed to see her again, to share secrets with her and it was not something she was used to. She was not used to missing things she had never had, like close friendship.
 
   And then there was her father of course. Liam, the man who had always sheltered her and protected her and kept her safe. Had become an outlaw to protect her mother and protect his daughter as well, no matter what the cost. She had wondered where he was and she knew that that was a bad thing, a terrible thing. No matter how difficult what she was going through was, she should keep her father in mind and remember that he was going through worse things.
 
   Praxis had insisted that he would help her father as much as he could, and she did not doubt that he would. And what about that? Was praxis just as bad in his own way as the Governor? Was praxis not really in his own way helping to hold her hostage by using her father against her?
 
   What Lucas was suggesting was the same thing that everyone had done to her so far. The Governor, Praxis… All of them had kept her father from her and they had used her love for him as leverage to get her to do what they wanted her to do. It wasn’t fair and she was not going to do that to Calliope and the judge.
 
   “Lucas, have you ever considered that Lauren likes you?” Those were not the words that she had intended to say, but somehow they were the words that came out of her mouth.”
 
   Lucas flushed a bright brick red. Reena could only gawk at him, completely thunderstruck, as he began to stutter and shuffle his feet. He could not even get words out of his mouth; they stuck in his throat and when he did manage to get something past his lips it was a strangled series of guttural sounds.
 
   Reena began to laugh wholeheartedly. She couldn’t help it; it was funny. She said, “You know she likes you and you like her too! By the gods, Lucas — you are shy!”
 
   Lucas made a few more choking sounds in his throat and then he finally got out the words, “It’s not that I’m shy. I lost my wife and child and I never really wanted anyone else. It’s hard for me to tell her that I find her to be pretty and that I want to spend time with her because… Well because I haven’t done that in a long time. Stop laughing at me!”
 
   Lauren had been standing in the doorway, unseen by either of them, and just then she stepped through that doorway and said, “Lucas, you don’t have to tell me that I’m pretty. You don’t have to tell me that you care about me, at least not yet. But now that I know you like me, I can say quite freely that I like you as well.”
 
   Grown-ups. Lucas looked like he was about to faint on the floor and Lauren was standing there with her hands on her hip and a weird smile on her face like she just won some great big contest. Why were grown-ups so weird? Reena could not figure that one out and she wasn’t sure she wanted to either.
 
   “I also tend to agree with Reena on this one Lucas. It’s not fair to use somebody’s missing child as a way to make them do what you want them to do. Even if Oak is their child it’s wrong. And if they discover that he is not — it would be even worse. Think if somebody brought a woman to you and said to you, this is your child all grown up and you put your love and energy into that child, into that woman, thinking that she was your own, how would you feel if you found out the she was not? You would feel betrayed and angry and you would seek revenge.”
 
   Lucas protested, “But we never said that Oak was their child! They think he is because of the resemblance that Deal has with their son.”
 
   “Everyone has a twin, or so they say.” Lauren dusted her hands off as if that were the end of the matter. “We have to find another way to convince them. We can’t use that. We won’t. It is not fair.”
 
   Reena looked at Lauren and smiled. It was nice to know that she had an ally even if it was one she had not expected. To know that Lauren did like Lucas and that there may actually be something in their future together made her happy, but that happiness was not long lived.
 
   If they did not succeed in their mission, they would have to return to their own lands empty-handed. And none of them would live very long once they stepped foot back into the woods.
 
   **
 
   The Council was meeting. Reena and her tribe were sitting on the first row of benches. All of them were nervous, Reena most especially. She was going to have to speak today and there were literally thousands of people behind her. None of these people knew about her land and they didn’t care. As far as they were concerned that small island, that continent as they called it, was empty — devoid of life.
 
   But it wasn’t, and it wouldn’t be. Not if she could help it. Her fists curled and her pride rose up. She was the daughter of Liam. He had not raised her to be a coward and he had not raised her to stay silent in the face of injustice. He had raised her to fight back, and she had fought. She had bested people in the arena and perhaps the fights had not been fair and perhaps her wins had not even been by design but by accident, but nonetheless she had survived far worse things than this.
 
   Calliope called the Council to order. Immediately below the high bench that she sat on for more seats, also behind the tall wooden barrier. As soon as she called for the Council the door to the right in the room opened and they began to file in, men and women alike. So this was the Council; they all looked like ordinary human beings except that they all wore the same robes that Calliope and the judge wore. All of them had dour expressions on their face and all of them held small wooden hammers with black heads in their right hand as they walked onto the platform that held the bench and then took their seats.
 
   Behind Reena, the crowd was restless; she could hear whispering and snatches of conversation. She could feel the looks directed at her, her face burned as she realized that every single person in the room was looking at her, and her tribe. Were they judging them? Of course. Were they finding them lacking? Probably. 
 
   She was clean and she was dressed in clothes that came with her across the desert. She had refused to wear the new clothes that they had asked her to wear to Council today because she wanted to be different, she wanted her difference to be seen. The clothes they had offered her were made of fine linen, sewn with silk threads, and dyed with beautiful colors. She did not want to wear those, not today.
 
   Calliope began to speak. “We have before us today a tribe from what we call the lost lands. They come here to show us that not all is lost there as we had thought. There is the city there, one called Aretula. It is the city that was founded by Barkley.”
 
   At the mention of his name, boos and hisses began to ring out. In the crowd someone cried out, “Anything that came from his hands must be spoiled!”
 
   The entire Council banged their little hammers onto the surface of the barrier between them in the crowd. Instantly the crowd quieted. Calliope said, “We will hear them out and we will hear them fairly. We will not speak against them and we will not speak out as they speak. We will respect them and we will hear them. Reena, come forth.”
 
   Reena stood uncomfortably, acutely aware of how many people were staring at her. Lucas whispered, “Think of  how many people were staring at you when you were in the Arena.” Instantly she felt better. He was right, the people in the Arena were howling for her blood, these people were simply here to listen to what she had to say. Courage filled her and she kept her head high as she approached, and nodded to Calliope and the others of the Council, and then turned her back on them.
 
   She faced the people in the benches. She knew that what she had just done was against all of their traditions. She could see shock and drawn in breaths all around her. To prove her suspicions Calliope said, “It is customary to face us when one speaks Reena.”
 
   Reena said, “I am sure it is. That is the tradition here, but I am not from here. I respect you and your traditions, but I am going to speak to the people that I am asking for help. You see where I come from it is the government, the ones who make the laws who would never suffer the weight of the decisions that they make. I don’t know how that works here, but I am going to speak to the citizens of Olympus because it is their help that I am seeking; it is them that will have to bear the weight of the decisions that are made here today.
 
   “In my land there is a city as Calliope has told you. Yes it was founded by Barkley and his line still holds it. It is a city where blood is spilled daily, it is the city where justice does not prevail. The poor are starving and left without resource. Women have no rights, no rights at all. If it is decided that you should go to a tavern and be made to prostitute, that is what you do because you have no say in the matter.”
 
   Many of the women in the crowd began to mutter angrily, their shock overwritten by their rage that such a thing be allowed to happen. Reena said, “In our lands there is twice a year an event called the culling.
 
   “Children are taken from parents, wives are taken from husbands and sometimes husbands are taken from their farms, leaving their family to starve because without the men there, the women have no rights and they’re not allowed to farm alone. They have to either leave the farm to the family that the government decides to place there, or they have to beg charity from that family in the hopes of staying.
 
   “Many children are left behind. Those who choose to become Outlaws, to protect their families and their loved ones from the Culling and the Arena and the death that happens daily, face death. Not only in the woods where things are so precarious, but by the hands of the soldiers who roam the woods looking for us. If you are deemed an outlaw and you bear a child, that child is an outlaw because of its birth. A child never has the chance; they are not allowed to be surrendered to the city because they have no voice with which to speak loyalty.”
 
   There were more murmurs; people shifted angrily and their seats. She was reaching them and she knew it. She just had to figure out how to hold on and to keep them in her grasp long enough to ask for their help.
 
   “I am an Outlaw. My father and mother could not stand to have my mother taken and placed in a tavern, so they fled to the woods. Even if I wanted to declare loyalty to the Governor I could not have, so when my father and I were captured by the soldiers during a Culling, we were taken to the city and placed in the death cart because outlaws are immediately sentenced to die in the Arena.”
 
   She told him of her first fight, the accidental killing of the tiger and she told them of the long days of training. She told them of being knocked onto her face in the dirt by Hector and Kale, who were trying to save her life even as they beat her into a bloody pulp almost every single day. She told them of the night before her first fight how she had looked out the window and wondered if escape was possible. How she had been so afraid that she was going to die the next day, but more importantly that she was going to cost somebody else their own life.
 
   When she was finished talking, she drew her sword from its scabbard and held it high above her head. “This is the sort of Arthur. It came to my lands, and I do believe in the gods and I do believe in fate. I do believe that this sword came into my hand for a reason and that reason was that so I could find my way here, to all of you.
 
   “You all know what it is like to live in a city where peace and justice and rationality rain. I ask you to consider what it must be like for us to live in a city where none of those things exist.
 
   “There are those among you who think that it is not your problem and I understand that. But it is the problem of Olympus. Olympus helped to create the city, when you sent Barkley West. He took that city and he made it his own, and now all of us to live in that land must suffer the consequences of your actions.
 
   “I am asking you, I’m begging you, to help us. There is a war within the city, they are attempting to overthrow the Governor now, to break the lineage of Barkley for once and for all. To instill a new government, one that is kinder to its people. One that is like the government here in Olympus.
 
   “Won’t you help us? Won’t you come with us and fight?”
 
   For a long moment she was certain that she had won the crowd. She had won the crowd, but the Council was not the crowd. The Arena had taught her that the crowd was the most important thing to win because the crowd could sway those in power, so when the crowd began cheering and stomping their feet, she turned to the Council with a smile filled with hope on her face.
 
   That hope quickly died.
 
   She knew before they even spoke that the Council was not going to approve of a war. It was written on all of their faces. The first council member stood and said, “I say no.” Reena gave the crowd a desperate stare and saw many shocked faces looking back at her. She whipped her head back to the next Council member who also stood and said no. Down the line they went, all of them saying no and then tapping their small hammers against the top of the barrier. When the last Council member had spoken, the crowd let out a long hushed sigh, and Reena burst into tears she could not control.
 
   “Why can’t you hear reason?” Her cry was hoarse and filled with pain.
 
   Calliope said, “It is not up solely to the Council. It is up to the people as well. It is also up to me, and the judge general.” She looked at her husband who looked back at her steadily. Calliope said, “I ask you — the people of Olympus — would you dare to travel to the city within the lands that these people come from in order to help them?”
 
   A man stood up from the crowd and said, “I respect their courage. I respect their journey. But I cannot make that trip myself. I don’t know many who could, or even would. I’m not sure that we have enough soldiers to send on that long of a journey and yet still protect our borders here.”
 
   Reena turned towards Calliope who said, “Your words are true and wise Sir. Please be seated.” Reena she said, “There are many cities here on this continent. I’m sure you don’t know that, but it is true. Most of us attempt to have peace among ourselves, but there are those cities that do not wish for peace, and riding in the outlands are rogues and marauders as well.
 
   “I wish we did not need our military, but we do. And the man who has just spoken is correct. If we send our forces away to your lands, we will have no protection here. And an unprotected city is a city that will fall. Barkley taught us that and it is a lesson that we have never forgotten.”
 
   Reena said, “Surely you cannot be serious. Surely you can spare at least some; you can spare some soldiers to help us, please.”
 
   Calliope said, “I’m afraid not. We’ve got to guard our borders at this moment. We’re about to be engaged in a war all of our own as much as we don’t want that. Sending troops now would be foolish.” 
 
   “How do we know that they are not spies from one of the cities like Evergreen or Midway?” The man asking the question was old and stooped over but he was still possessed of a sharp intelligence, it showed in his face.
 
   All eyes turned towards Reena. She knew she better answer fast or she was going to be in a lot more trouble than just trying to convince these people to go battle for her in her own lands. “I have no reason to lie. When I leave here I will cross the waters. I got here by crossing the waters. You may ask the pirate Myra; she picked us up on the other shore. Have any of you ever stepped foot on the sand of my lands?”
 
   Nobody spoke until a young boy cried out, “If you put a toe on that sand over there you’ll die, everybody knows that!”
 
   Deal asked, “Do I look like I’m dead to you?”
 
   Conversation broke out among the people. Some of them were agreeing with the older man that Reena and her tribe were probably just spies sent from the nearby cities, where the cities wanted to wage war on Olympus, while others were desperate to hear of what it was like over there in what they still called the lost lands.
 
   Reena’s head ached from it all. Her fatigue and the strain and the stress was proving too much to bear. At the end of the day she was still just a young girl, a young girl who was dealing with extraordinary circumstances. The circumstances were not anything she could possibly explain or even fathom, but she was being asked to do so.
 
   “Shut up!” Her words cut through all the noise and silence fell immediately. Everyone looked at her, their mouths agape and their eyes wide. Apparently nobody here yelled, and she had to fight back the urge to giggle at the consternation that that action had caused. She did not giggle however, because things were far too serious for that. “I came here for your help. I came here to ask you to improve a situation for which you are in part responsible.
 
   “Is that not justice? Is justice not served by helping to fix what you have broken? I don’t know how things work in Olympus, but I do know that in the woods, even among Outlaws, amongst those of us that are considered criminals, there is a code of honor.
 
   “Our code status if you damage one man’s things that you must repair them. If you steal something, you are no longer welcome in a camp. If you do something that causes harm to another person or people, than you are responsible for undoing whatever did harm. You sent Barkley West and, which create our misery.
 
   “I realize that it’s been centuries, and that none of you here are responsible for the decisions that were made that day, but neither are the people of my lands. It is not our fault that you sent a criminal, a killer to take over. It was not just Barkley either was it? There were others; that is why it was so easy for him to build such a violent empire. Because those who helped him build it were violent as well. They reveled in violence, and now we have to live with their legacy.
 
   “For the rest of my life — however long that may be, I will remember this moment. I will remember the moment when I gathered up all my courage and I left my own homelands and I traveled far and wide and through much danger too, to ask for mercy from a people who have none. I came to seek help from a people so cowardly that they would unleash Barkley on the West and then sit back and sigh with relief because he has yet to return to their lands.
 
   “But you’d best hear me now. The Governor, he is mad — madder than any before him. If he ever discovers that there is a land past this desert, he will come for you. And he will bring the entire city with him. Don’t be surprised if you see some of the faces here in the courtroom today asking for your help marching towards you later.
 
   “Those who march against you will have no choice. Most of them will be innocents, forced into battle just as we are forced into the arena now. Just as we are forced to murder other human beings for the sake of the Governor’s entertainment and so that he can keep his rule. Remember that, remember that when he comes for you.” She slammed the sword back into the scabbard and added, “I have Arthur’s sword and I am taking it back with me. I am taking it back with me to fight the man who holds the sword that Barkley held the day he fought against your ruler Arthur.
 
   “I am going to hope that I defeat him. Look at me I’m a girl, and those standing with me are what are called Outlaws in my lands. The criminals, the madman sits on the throne and all who would oppose him are either murdered of forced to flee for their lives, to spend their lives in hiding.
 
   “Look at us. We are small in numbers and even in ages. Deal is not quite twelve and I’m sixteen but. We’re going to go and we’re going to fight the enemy myself because none of you will stand with us.”
 
   Most the people in the room could not meet her eyes. Men actually blushed and looked at the floor and women looked at each other with expressions on their faces that Reena could not discern.
 
   Her gathered tribe all stood, all of them knew there was no point in asking again, the die had been cast. If this was the way it was then this would be the way it would be. As they started to march out of the room, Calliope called out for Oak to wait.
 
   She came off the bench and approached him, her slight figure hurrying down the aisle. She stopped in front of him and asked, “Won’t you stay? I understand there’s a chance that you are not my son, but there are ways to find out. There are many here in the city, learned men who have a test that they can use to tell if you are not. Won’t you at least give me some closure?”
 
   Oak shook his head, “No I won’t. If you are my mother and I was stolen away from you then I’m terribly sorry. I don’t remember where I came from though, I only know that I was found wandering in the woods and I was taken in. The people who took me in and gave me a home were Outlaws; they were the same tribe that I travel with now and I will never turn my back on them.
 
   “If this ever was my home it is not now. My home is back there, where people choose to have courage to fight. I know now that we made a mistake coming here. But we had to try, we had to try for the sake of the people over there. I am not going to stay here and leave the people that I love over there suffering. I’m sorry if that causes you to suffer because that is not my intention.”
 
   Reena’s eyes filled with tears. She knew how hard that had to be. It would’ve been so tempting to stay, to declare himself the son of the ruler of this mighty city, and her husband who was an equally powerful person. Oak and Deal would’ve had the best life here, but instead they were deciding to go back, to risk death to fight side by side with her.
 
   Gratitude welled up inside of her. She did not even know what to say to that, in the face of their overwhelming courage, all she could do was wonder how when the time came she would be brave enough to die in the company of heroes such as these.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   It was not Myra that took them back to the shores of their own lands, it was a stubby man with one wooden leg and a strangely feathered hat perched on his head that guided them home.
 
   The entire time that he took them there he insisted that they were insane, that they had to be joking. He kept repeating the same thing that they had heard in the Council room: the sand was poisonous and they would die as soon as they stepped foot on it.
 
   He was a colorful little creature and even his name, Foghorn, was larger than he was that he was larger than life, so in a way it all made up for itself. He kept Reena laughing despite the seriousness of her situation and he told them tales even wilder than Myra’s. 
 
   He claimed to have sailed all the way around the entire continent on which Olympus rested. He said the earth was still round although there were places that the ocean became so wild and turbulent that a ship could not cross it. He said there were other continents, but that so far he had been afraid to stop in and see what was there.
 
   On this day he was leaning against the rail watching Deal climb the rigging into the crow’s nest with admiring eyes. “That boy is a natural sea urchin.”
 
   Impulsively Reena replied, “That’s funny because in the city they thought he was the grandson of Calliope.”
 
   Foghorn said, “Did you know that Calliope’s father and father before him were pirates?”
 
   “No, I did not.”
 
   Foghorn said, “Maybe the boy gets it from us then.”
 
   Reena turned to look at the salt-laden gray waves crashing against the bow of the ship. Sorrow had begun to set in and she was tired, more tired than she had ever been. Foghorn knew of her failed mission and also knew that she was dreading returning to her lands, even if he didn’t believe that she actually lived there.
 
   “There used to be a statue,” Foghorn said. Right at the mouth of the harbor of Olympus there was a statue many many centuries ago. Now the way I heard it was that the statue that did not originally belong there. It belonged to another country, but during the Great War a country that was fighting with that country snatched the statue up and took it to their own harbor and planted there sort of as a gesture of contempt.
 
   They called that statue the Lady of Liberty. She had a torch in one hand and it was raised up high. 
 
   “They used to say that the lady stood for justice, but not just justice: justice for people who no longer had a home because their homes had been taken away from them due to tyranny. It was a shame when she went down into the sea but we all knew it had to happen eventually. She was old and the pedestal she stood on had crumbled. They used to try to fix it but eventually the sea took it out from under her feet and she went into the sea. I have been looking for her ever since, just to see her again as silly as that sounds.”.”
 
   “I don’t imagine a giant statue would be hard to find,” Reena said. She wasn’t sure what the point of this conversation was, but really with Foghorn, there might not have been any point at all. He didn’t seem to need a reason to talk.
 
   “You might be surprised how hard it is to find things out here in these waters.” Foghorn gave off one of his wheezy chuckles and then pointed towards the bow of the boat. “If you look now you’ll see the Leviathan.”
 
   Reena looked and her heart stopped. Her fingers clutched the railing even after she began to pedal backwards and her response seemed to amuse Foghorn because he gave another one of those wheezy laughs. Reena could not help but notice that he stood a good distance back from the rail himself though.
 
   “Leviathan sure is a beauty isn’t she?”
 
   Reena had to admit that the giant, monstrous creature riding the waves below them was beautiful in its own way. It was terrifyingly long, longer even than the ship on which they were sailing, and she had a clip of terror in her heart. What if it decided to simply knock them over?
 
   Unable to keep that question to herself she asked, “Could that thing, the Leviathan, I mean, knock the boat upside down and into the water?”
 
   Foghorn laughed  and said, with a shrug a little more nonchalant than Reena would have liked. “I suppose it is possible. I mean they have been known to do it but so far I have been lucky and have never been capsized.”
 
   That hardly reassured Reena, in fact it just made things worse. The giant black and white creature rose from the ocean, water shooting out of the top of its stubby want head. Its mouth opened and she screamed, she could not help it. It had many rows of teeth, huge and crooked and she fell backwards onto the deck, her fingers scrabbling for a grip on the hardwood.
 
   Foghorn said, “It only eats people by accident.”
 
   Reena glared at him from where she lay on the rough wooden boards. “That is not comforting.”
 
   “Really? I would’ve thought you would’ve found it so.” Just then he was doused by a huge wave of seawater coming from the blowhole on top of the creature’s head. Some of the water hit Reena as well and she choked with disgust and flipped over on her belly trying to crawl away as fast as possible when it occurred to her that if that thing simply hit the ship there’d be nowhere to go anyway. She didn’t even know how to swim.
 
   By the time she made it to the mast and crawled up it. The entire crew and Deal laughed at her clinging desperately to the mast. Most the tribe thankfully was downstairs suffering from seasickness again, so she was spared their laughter.
 
   “This is not funny!” She managed to straighten her clothes and give everyone watching her a long look that meant business.
 
   Foghorn said, “Look at it this way Missy, if you live to tell this tale it will be a whale of a tale.”
 
   Reena had no idea why that was so funny, but the entire crew was howling laughter. She had to admit she was going to be almost sorry when she had to leave the ship and its strange captain.
 
   **
 
   She did have to leave the ship however; they all did. Foghorn did not want to put them out on the sand, but he had no choice although he waited to see if they would all die as soon as their feet hit the ground. When they didn’t he gave them a cheery wave and shouted, “Maybe one day I’ll get land legs, but I wouldn’t hold my breath.”
 
   They watched the boat sailing away, all of them staring after it. The trip to Olympus was over. It had not gone as they planned and now they were heading back to their homeland no better than they had been in the first place.
 
   They began the long and arduous trek toward the oasis, none of them speaking. It was Dax who finally broke the silence by saying, “Reena, I have a question for you.”
 
   Reena asked, “What is it?”
 
   He stared into the distance, at the shifting sands and the ever-present sky. The unpleasant birds circled overhead and the sun was already beating down on them so hotly that they knew they wouldn’t be able to travel much further that day.
 
   “Until you went to Olympus, could you have believed that such a place existed?”
 
   Reena said, “Of course not. How could I have imagined that it would have, I mean we’re told that we are the only place on earth left. 
 
   Dax replied, “That is my whole point. That is what we are told. Have you ever wondered why?”
 
   Lucas said, “Because that is what everybody believes.”
 
   Lauren replied, “Or maybe not. Maybe Barkley deliberately made it seem as if we were the only place left on the planet so that nobody would go wandering.”
 
   Reena said, “That makes more sense. Do you know what Foghorn told me? He told me that there are many continents and that he has not yet had the bravery to stop at any of them, but he has seen people there. He also said that not long ago he saw a ship on the water that didn’t come from Olympus’ continent. He said it didn’t belong to any of the neighboring towns and cities on that continent either; it came from a continent far to the east. He wanted to see who was on the ship but the tide wasn’t right, and they were sailing in opposite directions so you never got to.”
 
   Lucas said, “Foghorn is something of a teller of tall tales.”
 
   Deal retorted, “That is true but he is also a hell of a sailor. He actually has been everywhere he says he’s been. Inside his cabin there are stones and shells from all over the place. Not just that continent, but all of them. The only reason he’s never stopped at our continent is because everybody knows that it’s dead, that the nuclear warheads destroyed it completely and that it’s never been able to grow back.”
 
   Curious Reena asked, “What is a nuclear warhead?”
 
   Deal said, “I don’t really know. I just hear people talking about them. It was some kind of weapon that the old ones had in the Great War. It’s what destroyed the earth. That and something that had to do with hydrogen. They had magicians back then who could make things that would blow up entire cities, leave the buildings, but just wipe out the people.”
 
   Lucas said, “You should not have climb so high up into the rigging and up on the mast Deal. The sun has baked your brain. Otherwise why would you be so willing to believe such tall tales.”
 
   “Because they are true!” Deal shot him a filthy look. “It seems like my whole life I’ve been listening to the same stories and nobody ever told me to question them, but the minute we started questioning them, we found out that none of them were true. I mean think about it: a few months ago would you ever have believed that Barkley was anything besides a hero? Of course not, because that’s what you were always told.
 
   “If it can be true that Barkley crossed the desert and created the city of Aretula, then why can’t it be true that the city was destroyed by people just as cruel and vicious? That only makes sense.”
 
   Oaks said, “The boy has a point.”
 
   Everyone fell silent. Nobody had spoken to Oak about his decision to stay with the tribe despite it being obvious that he could stay in Olympus and have a good life there. Reena knew she should say something to him, tell him that his valor was appreciated and that she knew how hard his decision was, but she didn’t know how to say it. She was fairly certain that nobody did.
 
   “I saw a Leviathan.” Reena blushed when everyone turned to look at her. “It’s true! It was huge, bigger than the boat even. I thought I was going to die.”
 
   Deal said, “I saw it too. I also saw her trying to run away from it. She landed right on her bottom in the middle of the boat deck.”
 
   The tribe all began to laugh, the laughter easing the tension. It was a good thing that the tension was eased because they had a long way to go and they all knew it.
 
   **
 
   They made it back to the oasis safely and soundly and Damien met them there at the outer ring. He guided them inside without asking questions for which Reena was grateful. It was only after a huge and very welcome communal dinner that he took her to one side and began to ask her questions.
 
   Reena was slightly angry with them as she asked, “Did you know about the water? Did you know about the sea?”
 
   Damien chuckled. “Of course I did. I’ve seen it many times. It’s vast and huge and slightly frightening, it’s also entirely undrinkable, which is slightly ironic isn’t it? Surrounded by water but nothing to drink.”
 
   Reena said, “I’m glad you find it amusing. What would’ve happened if no ships had come along?”
 
   Damien waved a hand. “Oh, ships always come along. How was Olympus?”
 
   She studied his face. “Have you ever been?”
 
   “No, I see no reason to go. This is my homeland. This is my people’s land. We were here long before Barkley, long before your homeland and long before your city. My people were here before the city was even built the first time, did you know that?”
 
   Reena said, “No. I didn’t.”
 
   Damien said, “It’s true. This land, the sand and dust in this oasis — it runs through my veins. It’s where I belong. I would never leave here.”
 
   Reena looked down at the ground below her. “I used to feel the same way about the woods and I think in a way it is still home, will always be home, but now that I’ve left it, I’m wondering… Is that really my home? I suppose I am being disloyal.”
 
   Damien said, “No — not at all. You are not being at all disloyal. You have every right to wonder where your home is.”
 
   “My home is supposed to be where I grew up.”
 
   Damien said. “You might be surprised where you come from Reena. Just because you live in a place does not mean that that is where you started out.”
 
   Reena said, “would you believe that they actually thought Oak was the child that the ruler of Olympus had had stolen from her a long time ago?” Damien did not look surprised by that news.
 
   The women who had stayed with the nomads all seemed to be in good health and to be happy. Reena was happy for them, and in the short time since she had left them with the nomads they had blossomed. She had never realized before how tired most of the women who were Outlaws were. The strain of always being on the run, always being afraid took its toll and now they were relaxed enough to enjoy their lives in a way that they never would’ve been able to in the woods.
 
   Later that night she ran into one of the women dipping water from the oasis well and she asked, “Are you truly happy here? I mean the oasis is beautiful, but outside there is nothing but sand and wind.”
 
   The woman to whom she was speaking tilted the pitcher that she was fetching water in towards Reena’s mouth and gave her a long cold drink. “Outside of any place that is home there is usually nothing more than desolation. I would rather be surrounded by desolation and live free and some small amount of beauty than live in beauty that is never really free.”
 
   That took Reena completely by surprise. “But the point of being an Outlaw is to be free.”
 
   “When did you ever feel free?”
 
   The challenge was one that Reena could not answer. When had she ever felt free? Did she even know what freedom was? Those were all questions that she could not answer at the moment.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   The weary tribe reached the woods that they called home finally after months of travel. They stood there, none of them speaking. There was nothing to say. And some small part of themselves had known that this would happen. The woods were almost totally gone, burned to the ground. Smoke rose above what was left of the trees and there were bodies hanging there as a warning to other outlaws, dangling from cracked and charred limbs of once magnificent trees.
 
   With most of the trees gone the caves were visible. They had all been toppled over. The Governor must have had hundreds of men out there with heavy hammers and chattels because most of the rock faces had been desecrated and destroyed. Looking toward the sacred caves Reena felt her heart give a powerful and terrifying squeeze. The cave was also gone, they had destroyed something so sacred and they had not even cared!
 
   Beside her Lauren began to cry softly. Lucas wrapped his arms around her and rocked her like a child, his hands stroking her hair. He hushed her, but her sobs did not quiet or lesson, and nobody told her that they should. Their home was gone, destroyed beyond repair. It may never grow back again and they knew it.
 
   Deal’s eyes were surrounded by rings of white caused by the shock. He stared at the destruction and then back at the other members of the tribe, his head going back and forth between the two in an almost comedic gesture. Finally he said, “How could they have done that? Why would they have done that?”
 
   Reena said, “The Governor… He has gone even more mad than he ever was. He had to have ordered this; we have existed in the woods for hundreds of years, outside the rule of the city. No Governor has ever issued such an edict. Nobody has ever ordered the woods destroyed.”
 
   Deal began to cry. He was such a brave youngster and so tall and straight that most the time Reena forgot that he was so young, but at that moment she saw him as he was, an eleven-year-old boy who was too thin and knew far too much about the world already at his tender age. He rocked back and forth, the knobs of his spine sticking up through his skin and the heartbreakingly frail blades of his shoulders moving in and out with each horse and unrelenting sob.
 
   They all grieved. Even Lucas wept for not just the woods but for those who would have been trapped within them. Everywhere they looked they saw the carcasses of animals and people. They had been caught in the fire; either they had died from the smoke or the fire had overtaken and burnt them. Either way it was a terrible way to die, and nobody deserved it. Those unfortunate souls that had been caught and hanged before the fire had been touched by the fire after their hanging. Most of the ropes were already burned most of the way through, but still they hacked through them and released the bodies to the ground.
 
   There was no way to bury all of the dead. The best they could do was to light more fires and let that fire consume what was left of the bodies, and to say prayers as they did so.
 
   It was Oak who asked the question, “Where will we go now?”
 
   Reena looked up at them, her face streaked with dust and ash cut through by the tracks of her tears. When she smiled her teeth were a white flash in the blackness that marred her skin. “Now we go to the city. We bring the war to the Governor.”
 
   She had thought that somebody would tell her she was insane and that that was not possible. That they had lost their bid to bring in others from Olympus and were greatly outnumbered.
 
   There was death all around them. The scent and sight of it was everywhere. This was what had come of the centuries of ignoring the horrors that were being doen, of being silent in the face of tyranny.. The sight of the dead, the animals and humans alike, the burning trees, the trees that had been their homes and their shelter in their life, the smell of burning flesh and burning wood, burning grass, all of it. It was a desecration, not just of the caves. Not just of the woods, but of them, of their forefathers and their lives and they were not going to stand for it. Not anymore.
 
   Deal stood and dusted off his narrow behind. “I get first dibs on the Governor.”
 
   Lucas said, “Son, you got to stand in line for that one.”
 
   Lauren asked, “When will we start towards the city?” Reena said, “we start now.”
 
   **
 
   They came into the city as dusk was setting. The guards in the gate had grown lax, but it would not have mattered if they had simply allowed the tribe in. All of them were angry and all of them wanted retribution. The soldiers at the gates were the first to die. Reena took out the first one, Lucas took out a second, and soon there was a battle going on. The citizens who had been walking through the gate when the tribe approached turned and saw what was happening and fled. They had no idea who was coming through the gates and they did not care, all they wanted to do was get to safety.
 
   That suited Reena; she had no intention of hurting anybody she didn’t have to hurt but nobody — nobody — was going to stand between her and the Governor.
 
   Soldiers hurtled towards them and she saw Praxis in their midst. She raised her sword and ran at them, forgetting for a moment that this was the boy that she loved… The fact that she did love him had barely time to register before she was flying across the ground that separated them, her sword already swinging. She saw Praxis draw his own sword and he cut down the soldier beside him, the soldier that would’ve buried his own sword within her as she took on the soldier to the right of Praxis.
 
   Praxis shouted, “What are you doing?”
 
   “I am starting a war,” Reena shouted back
 
   Praxis said, “Well thank you for the warning.” And then they began to battle the soldiers that were attempting to murder them.
 
   Blood flew and horses whinnied and ran. Their hooves struck sparks from the stone and all around them the citizens of the city fled and attempted to find shelter. Or at least, most of them did. Some of them actually joined into the fray; Reena saw a woman using a pitcher, broken into shards to beat a soldier who was fighting another man.
 
   As more citizens saw other citizens fighting the soldiers, they grew braver and suddenly began to join in as well. It was contagious. Reena had never known just how much resentment and hatred there was of the soldiers. Praxis had however, and he quickly shed his uniform, standing there in nothing but a leather kilt and his bare chest, fighting viciously against two soldiers who were attempting to attack him.
 
   She jumped in, slicing through the arm of one soldier neatly just as he attempted to run Praxis through with his sword. The smooth stink of blood rose high in the air and the screams and cries all around her were so horrific that she just blocked them out. There was nothing else she could do. She had planned this fight, had never wanted this fight, but it was here and it was happening and there was nothing she could do to stop it now. All she could do was try to save those that she loved and to try to rid the world of the evil that it didn’t deserve to have upon it.
 
   A window in a house that overlooked the street flew up and Praxis grabbed Reena and rolled with her to one side just in time to avoid a stream of boiling hot oil that was being poured out of that window. Reena looked up but Praxis said, “Don’t. They don’t care or know who they are fighting at this point. They only know that they want to kill somebody. Stay away from there.”
 
   Looking around she could see he was right; many of the citizens had turned on each other and were fighting each other now. They were also attacking members of the tribe and the soldiers indiscriminately. It seemed that they were simply ready for a fight and now that they had one, they were not about to give it up.
 
   “Where is my father?”
 
   Praxis said, “I will take you to him; come on.”
 
   She followed him through the blood slick streets, ducking to avoid more oil being poured out of windows and pots that were being hurled down into the fighting mob below. She could not see any of the members of her tribe anymore and terror filled her heart, had she gotten them all killed? She hoped not but if she had, there was nothing she could do about it now. The fight had begun.
 
   Liam was being held that week in a small cell several feet below street level. They managed to get to it and because Praxis was a soldier who was known to the men in charge, he had no trouble convincing them to open the cell without spilling their blood, until the alarm sounded and they looked up into the street to see the fight spilling down it.
 
   The riot had grown larger, and more and more people were joining in. Praxis had no sooner opened the door to Liam’s cell then the mob began to hurtle down the stairs into the jail. One man, obviously in a frenzy stabbed the guard that had looked out the window before he could do anything except turn to Praxis with an accusatory glare on his face.
 
   Liam said, “I think we had better run if we are going to get out of here. There is another way out, up those stairs. If the mob has blocked that way, it may be our only chance.”
 
   Reena didn’t even have time to tell her father how happy she was to see him. He gripped her hand tightly though, his fingers squeezing hers as they ran. She knew that he was telling her all those things wordlessly, and that he knew exactly how she felt. Tears blurred her vision but she blinked them back; now was not the time to let her emotions get the best of her. Death was waiting around every single corner.
 
   She had no idea how things a gotten so out of hand; this is not what she had planned it all. She had not planned anything; she somehow just assumed that she could walk right into the city to the Governor without ever having to deal with all the rest of this.
 
   So much for that brilliant plan.
 
   They made it outside but the streets were filled with fighting and screaming people. Not all of them were fighting, a lot of them were simply cheering the fighting on or throwing things. Other people were looting the shops, and as they watched one man actually ripped the jeweled curtains from a litter, leaving the noble woman who was lying inside it bared to their sight. The woman, whose guards had dropped the litter and ran when they saw the mob coming, was yanked from the conveyance, her robes glittering before she vanished beneath the mob.
 
   Reena shouted, “We have to help her!”
 
   Liam shook his head, “It is too late to help her Reena.”
 
   They battled their way through the crowd and into the mouth of the small alleyway. There they had a few moments to rest and Reena turned to her father, hugging him tightly. “Oh Father,” she sobbed into his chest. “I have missed you so much. I have been so far and you will never believe the places that I’ve been; I don’t believe them myself. I never thought I would see you again.”
 
   Liam’s arms tightened around her and he said I always knew that I would see you again, my daughter. If not in this life then in the next.”
 
   Reena managed to get out, “I’m glad it wasn’t in the next life Father. I need you here in this one.”
 
   Praxis shouted a warning and pulled Reena to one side just in time to avoid the blade that was hurtling through the air towards her. It landed in the wall of the wooden building in front of which they stood. That knive’s hilt quivered, showing the strength with which it had been thrown into the wall. Reena turned in time to see their attacker; she was shocked to realize that it was Talon coming towards them, his sword drawn.
 
   Her sobs broke out of her chest. Here he was, the boy who had always been kind to her! She was so glad to see him and she held her arms out, reaching for them as she said, “Talon! There you are, I am so happy to see you!”
 
   He said nothing. He just kept coming. His sword drawn back, and if she had not moved it, it would’ve sliced right through her skin. Bewildered at his actions Reena asked, “Talon, Talon don’t you remember me?”
 
   Praxis said, “No. No he does not. He had his mind wiped. I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never seen it until now.” 
 
   What was Praxis babbling about? She knew this boy! She knew him well; she had shared most of her life with him! What was a mindwipe? That answer became clear very quickly. As Talon faced her it was easy to tell that he did not know her at all. His eyes held no recognition even when she said, “Talon, it’s me Reena. Please put the sword down Talon. I don’t want to fight you.”
 
   He just kept advancing! Why? What had she done or rather, what had been done to him to make him not know who she was? There was no choice, she was going to have to kill him!
 
   Just then Liam appeared, his body worn away to nearly nothing and his eyes sunken into deep pockets of flesh. He saw what was happening and he cried out his daughter’s name.
 
   Hearing her father’s voice distracted her just long enough that Talon’s sword cut a slice into her left arm. Reena cried out in pain and shielded herself from his next blow, which never came. Dax and Lucas jumped on Talon from behind, dragging him to the bloody sand.
 
   Liam’s next cry stopped them from killing him, but sent Reena’s world spinning. “Do not kill him! He’s my son!”
 
   ###
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